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Abstract 

 
 

The concern with the following arguments started during a study of national and 

international cinemas, from the desire to account for a cinema that internationally was 

doing well, but was undervalued domestically. The aims were to account for the 

renewal of Italian filmmaking from 1988, the New Italian cinema, and understand the 

conditions behind this renewal. 

The thesis identifies in the historical theme and in the recurrence of features from 

Italian cinema history elements of coherence with previous cinema production. The first 

consideration that emerges is that a triangulation between a new generation of 

filmmakers, their audience and recent history shaped the recovery of Italian cinema 

from 1988. A second consideration is that no discussion of Italian cinema can be 

separated from a discussion of that which it represents: Italian society and politics. This 

representation has not only addressed questions of identity for a cohort of spectators, 

but on occasions has captured the attention of the international audience. 

Thus the thesis follows a methodologic approach that positions the texts in relation 

to certain traditions in Italian filmmaking and to the context by taking into 

consideration also industrial factors and social and historical changes. By drawing upon 

a range of disciplines, from political history to socio-psychological studies, the thesis 

has focussed on representation of history and memory in two periods of Italian film 

history: the first and the last decade of twentieth century. The concern has been not so 

much to interpret the films, but to understand the processes that made the films and how 

spectators have applied their knowledge structures to make meaning of the films. Thus 

the thesis abstains from ascribing implicit meanings to films, but acknowledges how 

films project cultural contingencies. This is because film is shaped by production 

conditions and cultural and historical circumstances that make the film intelligible. As 



 

ii
Bordwell stated in Making Meaning, "One can do other things with films besides 

'reading' them" (1989, p. xiii). 

Within this framework, the thesis proposes a project that understands history film 

within the norms that govern Italian filmic output, those norms that regulate conditions 

of production and consumption and the relation between films from various traditions. 
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Introduction  
 

Traditionally, critiques of Italian cinema have separated its history into well defined 

epochs.1 As Lizzani pointed out, each cinema epoch is seen as antithetical to the 

previous (1982, p. 287). However, in his Il cinema italiano Lizzani argued that despite 

the full autonomy of the various historically defined periods, there is a thread between 

the different cinemas (1982, p. 287). In this light, this thesis examines continuities and 

differences between the cinema produced in the 1990s, generally defined as New Italian 

cinema, and the cinema immediately preceding it. Changes that came about in the 1970s 

took effect in the 1990s, when a triangular relationship between filmmakers, audience 

and the past provided conditions for a reflexive cinema to emerge. The foci of this 

thesis are paradigmatic continuities and shifts in the Italian contemporary historical 

imagination through their cinematic representation. Its objective is to establish firstly 

the continuity of the institution of cinema in the 1990s against historical and political 

discontinuities, and secondly, the recognition of the New Italian cinema as a legitimate 

expression of Italian contemporary reality. 

Between 1988 and 1999, a substantial number of films concerned with 

representations of the past were produced. This period starts with the release of Nuovo 

Cinema Paradiso (1988), itself a marker for the industrial recovery of the Italian 

cinema, and ends with the year 1999-2000 budget.2 That year registered a decrease in 

production and the lowest market share for the domestic cinema in ten years.3 Some of 

the history films produced in this period have enjoyed international recognition, awards 

                                                 
1  Italian cinema is separated into silent cinema (1895-1929); the fascist era, from 1929 to the end of the 
Second World war; neorealism, which is conventionally compressed between 1945 and 1951. Art 
cinema, the Italian comedy and the spaghetti-western are genres that emerged with the economic miracle. 
The cinema of directors such as Bernardo Bertolucci, Liliana Cavani, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, Marco 
Bellocchio is seen as a first break from the previous generation of neorealist directors. 
2  The Italian cinema season is one of the shortest in the world, from September to the following March. 
From an economic point of view, the year budget goes from September to the following August. 
3 See the then president of ANICA Fulvio Lucisano's press conference in Sei proposte per il cinema 
italiano (2001). 
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and box office success.4 They have once again drawn international attention to the 

Italian cinema, with the industry registering a relative recovery in film production and 

market-share, after the long crisis that hit the Italian cinema industry between 1975 and 

1988. Simultaneously, these films have functioned as sites of memory and identity for a 

section of the domestic audience, which was made up of, borrowing Barile and Rao's 

words, "cultured cinema goers" (1992, p. 274).  

This thesis argues that a renewed relationship between recent Italian cinema and its 

domestic public has articulated the malaise of a specific generation, the baby-boomers, 

against a present of disillusionment. None the less, while history films were 

representing the imagery and memory of a specific audience to confront unresolved 

domestic conflicts, the rise of international recognition, and in a few cases, tremendous 

international success at the box-office, served as validation for the films in their effort 

to build up meanings by virtue of their circulation. 

As writing about the relationship between history and Italian cinema has always 

produced arguments in favour of an essentially historicist character of Italian cinema 

and the Italian nation, the first section of this introductory chapter in discussing these 

assumptions proposes instead a more comprehensive assessment of the omnipresence of 

history in cinema at large. This evaluation is carried out in the second section, which 

addresses the function of history films caught in the triangular relationship between 

history, cinema and nation at the turn of twentieth century.  

In light of this analysis, the third section enhances this more complex reading of the 

history film by looking at its functions in domestic and international environments. The 

fourth section examines the form in which recent Italian films have addressed historical 

issues. As these films deal with memory, which is usually seen as private and individual 

as against official and public history,5 the discussion will attempt to come to terms with 
                                                 
4 To quote a few, Nuovo Cinema Paradiso (1988), Mediterraneo (1991) Il postino (1994) and Life is 
Beautiful (1997). 
5 Halbwachs  speaks of collective versus private (1968), Samuel of official versus popular (1994) and 
Assmann of cultural versus communicative and commemorative versus everyday memory (1995). 
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these two different attitudes about the past. The fifth section deals with methodological 

issues in relation to film analysis and makes a case for an interdisciplinary approach and 

for a conjectural paradigm in the analysis of the films considered. The last section 

previews the six chapters which study a select number of history films of the New 

Italian cinema in the context of their political content, audience address, historical 

references and filmic traditions. 

 

 

The persistence of history in cinema6  

Pierre Leprohon attempted to explain the persistence of history in Italian cinema by 

relating the production of history films to a specific Italian taste for drama, pomp and 

magnificence (1961, p. 45). Pushing this statement even further, Leprohon identified the 

development of a specifically Italian historical genre with the "sens dramatique de la 

race" (the dramatic sense of [Italian] race) (1961, p. 135). However, this position was 

later reconsidered when he wrote that in early cinema the production of history films 

"was virtually universal in a Europe weighed down by its past" (Leprohon 1972, p. 16) 

and was indicative of the dependency of cinema on the literature that created the taste 

for history (Leprohon 1972, p. 22).  

Angela Dalle Vacche saw in the historicist orientation of twentieth century Italian 

culture the influence of Vician historicism (1992). Dalle Vacche took Giambattista 

Vico's belief in the centrality of the visual dimension as a form of human self-

knowledge and his philosophy of history of corsi e ricorsi (courses and recourses) as 

long-standing and authoritative influences on Italian culture. Using Borradori's claims 

that from a philosophical point of view the construction of cultural national unity in 

Italy took place in a constant process of reference to the past (1988, p. 5), Dalle Vacche 

pointed at how the momentous events of the Risorgimento identified the Renaissance as 

                                                 
6 I borrow the term and the concept of persistence of history from Sobchack (1996). 
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cultural and political referent, and the Renaissance in turn founded its political cohesion 

in classical thought. Following the same hermeneutic circle, from the 1950s throughout 

the 1960s, Italian culture looked at the Risorgimento as the antecedent of the Resistance 

and of its instances for social change. 

Although fascinating, this essentialist approach to national cultural characteristics 

neglects those reciprocal influences and relationships between different national 

cinemas that were so comprehensively analysed in a monographic issue of the journal 

Bianco e Nero in 1963.7 Dalle Vacche's approach risks leaving out the fact that cinema 

has been, since its origins, an international enterprise, and that fascination with history 

was not a prerogative of Italian cinema. What can be attributed to the Italians was the 

ability to capture industrial effort, the evolution of form, content and technical 

innovation combined with a nationalist culture grounded in classical thought that 

dominated in the period between late 1800s and early 1900s. The advantage of Italian 

cinema was that it could rely on the country's monuments, landscape and art to connect 

audiences with a representation of history that could convey the illusion of a true and 

authentic depiction of the past. I shall return later to this notion of verity in the 

cinematic representation of history. 

In contrast to Leprohon and Dalle Vacche, it is thus more accurate to speak of the 

persistence of history in cinema and in other forms of mass media. Cinematic and media 

representations of history are in fact a common feature in all Western national cultures. 

Currently, this persistence of history in cinema has been seen by Jameson as a condition 

of the postmodern, which is "an inverted millenarism, in which premonitions of the 

future, catastrophic or redemptive, have been replaced by senses of the end of this or 

that" (Jameson 1984, p. 53). A concept linked to ending and loss was similarly put 

forward by Baudrillard in 1977 when he spoke of the disappearance of the historical 

object in the second part of the twentieth century (1994, p. 223). Baudrillard intended as 

                                                 
7 See AA.VV. , Il film storico italiano e la sua influenza sugli altri paesi (1963). 
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the historical object the grand event, that is society's historical referent whose memory 

is shared by all groups.  

In contemporary times, for both Jameson and Baudrillard, the past has been 

fetishised. It is a commodity, whose endless reproduction in the media and in museum 

displays is a concealed way to relieve societies from the burden of this loss. The 

dissolution of the grand event, or its slow agony, has left in its place an evaporated 

version of history that Baudrillard called rétro, following Cahiers du Cinéma's 

interview with Michel Foucault (P. B. and S. T. 1974). Jameson similarly speaks of the 

referent as "gradually bracketed, and then effaced altogether" (1984, p. 66). In its place, 

for Jameson, there is nothing left then but inter-textuality, or a vast collection of images 

that work as simulacra (1984, p. 66). Cinema's secularisation of history contributed to 

this disappearance which should not be taken as the loss of history per se but as the loss 

of the notion of history as grand narrative, or "myth" in Baudrillard's words (1994, p. 

223). This is why it is possible to observe an intensification of historical cinematic 

fictions, the "nostalgia film" in Jameson's words (1984, p. 66), that attempt to recapture 

the lost past and the meta-narrative that made that past possible. 

Susan Hayward holds a similar analytical position in her proposition that the 

postmodern lacks history (1993, p. 207). By this she means that postmodernism stands 

as "eternally fixed in a series of presents" which construct only retro-discourses in a 

manneristic and stylised way (1993, p. 207). Hayward spoke of "the death of ideology", 

as a central moment of the postmodernist turn, thus she suggested an emptiness of 

values, similar to the concepts of loss and disappearance (1993, p. 207). These values 

are replaced by the aestheticisation of the past.  

These philosophical approaches have become an interpretative paradigm of post-war 

history. This paradigm constructs the couple modern and postmodern in an 

irreconcilable opposition that Huyssen called the "Great Divide" (1986, p. viii). In this 

characterisation of modern and postmodern as a dichotomy there is clearly an anxiety to 
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differentiate high culture and art from mass culture. However, according to Huyssen, 

despite the fact that modernism and postmodernism have been conceptualised as 

separated and opposed, they have in reality more than often incorporated each other in 

art works (1986). Huyssen argued that postmodernism gained wide currency in the 

1970s, but developed in the 1960s from "the rhetoric of avantgardism and from what 

(he has) called the ideology of modernization" (1986, p. 195). Accounts of cinema 

present no exception to this categorical construction between high and low, avant-garde 

cinema and mainstream cinema. By canonising the art film, academic interpretations of 

cinema have maintained this hierarchical discourse between high and popular culture.  

Similarly, representations of history are constructed in a dualistic distinction: from 

the 1970s on they are taken as self-referential (simulacra, for both Jameson and 

Baudrillard), while previous representations of history are seen as a constitutive part in 

a process of a construction of a unified view of the world. My argument here is that the 

function of history films in its relation to identity construction has not changed since 

early cinema. To grasp this proposition, it is convenient to look at the cinematic concern 

with history from the origin of cinema, as it would be limiting to think of the 

persistence of history in cinema restricted to the second half of twentieth century. 

Early twentieth century critical accounts of history films constructed them as art 

films to bring cinema from the margins to the centre in the first decade of the twentieth 

century, and this attribution has traversed cinema history. History films have survived 

narrative deconstruction, authorial paradigm, stylistic avant-garde and postmodern 

pastiche, and at the same time they have incorporated all these because history films  

combine available cultural forms and expressions to project an intelligible discourse on 

the present. It is in fact in its dialogic relationship with the present and ideology that the 

history film has maintained a coherent position. 
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History, truth and nation 

Anderson, in his pivotal work on the birth of nationalism, considers two forms of 

imagining the newly born nation in the nineteenth century: the novel and the newspaper 

(1991, p. 25). These forms, for Anderson, provided "the technical means for 're-

presenting' the kind of imagined community that is the nation" (1991, p. 25). Similarly, 

the nineteenth century historical novel, with its movement between a tale of romance 

and a set of historical events, has in turn provided the narrative structure for successful 

representations of history in early cinema. The birth of the Italian nation8 preceded the 

birth of cinema by twenty-five years, but when the first cinematic shows appeared in 

Italian cities and at fairgrounds, Italy was still a nation-in-the-making. The 

contingencies of the process of nation-making gave meaning to the historical epics for 

which Italian cinema also gained an international reputation. The two developments, 

that of the cinema industry and that of the nation, went hand in hand. Following 

Anderson's definition of the nation as an "imagined political community" (1991), the 

birth of the imagined community of the Italian nation was concurrent to that of the 

imagined community of cinema audiences. Thus a third development is to be found in 

the habit of reading cinema in this way as elaborated by both the Italian public and the 

Italian critical and creative communities. This is why Italian cinema is about Italy. 

The understanding of history films and their function in modern societies has also 

included notions of modes of representation of history in cinema. The problem of truth, 

or the text's fidelity to historical events, has dominated theoretical discussions about 

history as subject in cinema production. Thus it seems appropriate to turn to consider 

the triangular relationship between history, cinema and nation in the light of the notion 

of truth. Miro Gori offers a comprehensive understanding of this relationship by 

situating the origin of the relationship between cinema and history in the early 
                                                 
8 The unification of the country occurred in 1860 and 1866 with the annexation of Veneto, and the actual 
completion of the process in 1871, when Rome was finally conquered. I take this later date as the 
beginning of the Italian nation, as the annexation of Rome constituted an important political referent 
which was mythologised by political forces of both Left and Right.  
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assumptions about the truth and factuality of the photographic (and then 

cinematographic) image (1994, p. 11). For the nineteenth century positivism, history 

was a science based on facts (events), which were, as White points out, the "basic 

unit(s) of temporal occurrence and building-block(s) of history" (1996, p. 18). 

Photography first and cinema later were understood as the privileged tools which could 

mechanically capture the event, or what laid in front of the camera in a purely objective 

manner. Thus the assumption that the history film should truthfully represent history 

formed in this early understanding of cinema.  

However, truth in the depiction of history in cinema is a false problem. Indeed, as 

May argued, "the question of history in the discussions of film studies is often confused 

with the question of truth" (1993, p. 120). This apparently conflictive relationship 

between history, film and truth is ingrained in the perception that there is a tangible past 

that cinema recovers or photographs "like a foreign country" (Kaes 1990, p. 117).9 For 

Kaes, in fact, the aporia of historical representations is that "the past always has to be 

reconstructed and reconstituted, represented on the basis of representation that already 

exist" (1990, p. 117). It is thus misleading to speak of a recovered or retrieved or 

revisited past. These terms are often employed to describe the process of cinematic 

depiction of the past; they presume something physical that exists out there waiting to 

be captured by the camera, so that history becomes profilmic material. The past, 

however, can only be constructed. In this sense, to think about the relationship between 

cinema and history in terms of representation means also that this relationship is 

dynamic and not purely reflexive. History films are in fact part of the ongoing process 

of cultural change in a given society's historical imagination. They do not merely mirror 

society, but in their condition as cultural objects produced by industrial processes are at 

the same time shaped by and concur to shape this historical imagination.  

                                                 
9  In Descartes there was already this equation of foreign cultures with past histories. For Descartes, the 
interest in foreign countries as well as that in the customs of the past risked deflecting the interest from 
the present (1978, p. 6).  
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With Hayden White's pivotal work on metahistory (1973), it is today commonplace 

that historiography is about arranging and telling stories and not about delivering 

objective truth. Truth lies in the chronicle of events, but the interpretation of those 

events implies the adhesion to modes of narrative and form, and ideologies. Thus 

despite the mimetic claim of the medium, history films have always a hermeneutic 

function, especially if the critic's interpretation takes into account that what passes on 

the screen is a discourse on the present that must be evaluated and contextualised 

historically and ideologically. From this contextualisation, history films can expose the 

imaginary or mentalities, they can reveal concurrent propaganda and construction of 

consensus or dissenting views in the society that has produced them. Because history is, 

as Benjamin pointed out, "the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, 

empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now" (1969, p. 261), history films 

reveal more about the present than the past.  

History films today reveal a commodified society where economic structures have 

become the currency of cultural exchange. The past, seen as a repository of authentic 

values, is contrasted nostalgically and romantically to a present of mass consumption to 

which Jameson (1984) and Baudrillard (1994) have referred. This relationship between 

past and present as depicted in history films has become the object of recent film 

studies. The purely aesthetic criticism of individual films linked to authorial intentions 

and visions is increasingly replaced by accounts of history films seen in the broader 

context of the socio-economic and cultural conditions of production. The works of 

Higson on British cinema (1993) and Elsaesser on New German Cinema (1989) are the 

most illuminating examples of this approach. I recall Higson's work here in relation to a 

definition of the history film which comprises its two fundamental institutional 

functions: the ideological, or political, and the industrial, while Elsaesser's analysis of 

the New German cinema presents a working system for the interpretation of the New 

Italian cinema. 
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The ideological and industrial functions of the history film 

Higson indicates in the commodification of the British national past the important 

element in the creation of a recent cinematic historical genre, that is the Heritage Film 

(1993). Peculiarly, the Heritage Film10 has been able to articulate elements of a version 

of the British national past in a way that could be internationally marketed and thus 

succeed economically. None the less, the displayed pastiche of detailed and flat visual 

reconstruction of history, "where the reference point is not the past itself, but other 

images" (Higson 1993, p. 112) also created "an important space for playing out 

contemporary anxieties and fantasies of national identity, sexuality, class and power" 

(Higson 1993, p. 118). In this sense, Higson draws on Benjamin's idea of historical 

materialism: the past is articulated in moments of danger that affects tradition, its 

content and its receivers (1969, p. 255). Anxieties brought up by change can be 

articulated in a nostalgic mode, where the past is colonised aesthetically, for instance 

with landscape shots that "fall out of the narrative" (Higson 1993, p. 117), and are 

consumed as the lost object of desire.  

To make Higson's statement explicit, it can be said that the Heritage Film could 

accommodate two functions of history films, the industrial, tied to its circulation on 

national and international markets, and the political, subtextually linked to 

contemporary national issues. These two functions can easily be traced from the very 

beginning of cinema, exactly because of cinema's temporal contingency with processes 

of nation making or of modernisation and industrialisation, and thus with shifts in the 

historical imaginary. Patterns in which the past emerges as a central concern in 

cinematic representation can be observed in the history of all Western national cinemas, 

starting with early American cinema, to the French film de qualité, the Australian 

Period film, and to the obsession with recent past in the New German Cinema. In every 

                                                 
10 Higson refers to the films which belong to the cycle of quality costume dramas, from Chariots of Fire 
(1981) to the Merchant-Ivory productions and to the then most recent Where Angels Fear to Tread 
(1991) (1993, p. 109). 
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mentioned case, the representation of the past created an important imagined space in 

which national anxieties were played out. They were a cultural response to moments of 

change or unstable and socially deprived environments. For this reason, the restaging of 

the past on the screen becomes a public site whose function is to question unresolved 

national tensions. In this way, these films mobilise and reconstruct identity, and thus 

recreate simultaneously their audience and a new film culture. At the same time, in all 

of the historical cinematic representations of these national cinemas there was a strong 

economic-industrial element related to issues of audience seeking and export. They 

occupied a space in the international image market. This is, for instance, a strong 

element in the high-budget costume films in which a commodified past is presented as a 

form of exotic spectacle for the international audience.  

Since the origin of cinema, Italian history films presented both characteristics. One 

function of the history film was related to the industry and the expansion of its market, 

both domestic and international. As history films accommodated a range of cultural 

elements, including high art, they contained esential elements for success in the 

international market. The second function pertained to the sphere of politics and 

ideologies, where cinema had assumed the function of modern creator of myths and 

propaganda. History films could induce a profound identification and recognition in 

Italian audiences, primarily because of their subject matter, history, and the 

simultaneous national preoccupations embedded in the films. 

These two functions of the history film not only have been retained in recent Italian 

filmmaking, but they have traversed the entire history of the Italian national cinema. 

The intertextuality, the visual spectacle and the lasting popularity of these films are 

elements that have always attracted investments from producers. The expectations of 

the Italian cinema industry on the history film have always been placed in their 

economic function, that is helping recover from the cyclical crises of the Italian film 
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industry. It is from this pattern that a sense of cyclical and essentialist presence of 

history films in Italian cinema emerges in much of the literature. 

It is certainly possible to say that the Italian history film codified a certain set of 

practices that have spectacular and epic characters, which, at least in their more external 

configuration, still remain in contemporary cinematic production. By 1914, the 

development of this specific set of conventions peculiar to Italian history films had 

become the paradigm of both new economic and industrial developments in the film 

industry and of the demand for a more extensive and consolidated audience formed by 

the emergent middle-class. From after the First World War, the Italian history film was 

an expression of domestic nationalism which supported and justified the rising 

phenomenon of Fascism. This crystallisation of form and content in the Italian history 

film (the Roman Empire and the Renaissance) became a narrative metaphor of fascist 

conformism that extended into all forms of cultural expression. 

In the 1950s, in a third cycle, history films relied on international co-productions and 

famous stars in order to ensure a large audience. Fioravanti attributed the success of the 

history film of late 1950s to a desire of evasion from daily life by the audience (1963, p. 

7). However, that production had lost, in Fioravanti's opinion, every contact with 

history and reality, and was merely a phenomenon of high-budget productions (1963, p. 

7). This loss of contact with history and reality by history films certainly refers to the 

loss, in the 1950s, of the cultural relevance of classicism in Italian popular culture. The 

historical epics of the 1950s were, firstly, directed to an essentially low-class public, 

and secondly, as Brunetta points out, the aura of history functioned in deflecting 

censorship, so that it justified the progressive uncovering of the female body (1998, v. 

3, p. 574). With their simplistic narratives, in the 1950s history films were taken as a 

mere exploitation of the genre. By contrast, Luchino Visconti's films Senso (The 

Wanton Countess, 1954) and Il gattopardo (The Leopard, 1963) moved between 

imaginary tales of romance and a background of real historical events related to the 
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Risorgimento and the Italian unification. These films not only were the perfect blueprint 

of the nineteenth century historical novel, but they were constructing the past according 

to contemporary sentiments in the Left. These views by the Left attributed to the failure 

of the Resistance the same features of the failure of the Risorgimento.11 Thus Visconti's 

films embedded current cultural values, adding none the less visual spectacle to 

pleasurable narratives. 

Similarly, the intensification of representations of Fascism during the 1970s told 

more about the present than about the past. The decade 1970-1980 was another period 

of profound social and political conflict, in which fears of an imminent Fascist coup 

were fuelled by the strategy of tension put in place by the secret services. True to their 

political and industrial functions, films such as Il conformista and Novecento, Bernardo 

Bertolucci (The Conformist, 1970, and 1900, 1976), Amarcord, Federico Fellini (1973), 

and Il portiere di notte, Liliana Cavani ( The Night Porter, 1974), expressed these 

anxieties and also enjoyed international success and awards.  

Some elements of the classical form of history films (costume dramas) have 

remained in the Italian production up to the 1990s. The works of Paolo and Vittorio 

Taviani and Franco Zeffirelli are perhaps the most exemplary representatives of this 

form.12 In their films, the use of costumes and attention to period detail, the use of 

international stars (this is a result of international funding), the deployment of big and 

lavish sets are consciously exploited as elements recognisable by an international 

audience. However, these films are not exemplary of recent Italian cinema, and other 

than Zeffirelli's Jane Eyre and Tea with Mussolini, Italian costume films (period films) 

produced between 1988 and 1999 have rarely been successful on the international 

                                                 
11 None the less, Senso fell under the axe of the censorship and provoked polemics in the Leftist 
community of critics who condemned Visconti for his definite departure from neorealism. By virtue of 
the accumulation of interpretations and critiques, Senso is today a canonical text. 
12 See for instance Paolo and Vittorio Taviani's  Good Morning Babilonia (Good Morning Babylon, 
1987), Il sole anche di notte (The  Night Sun, 1990), Le affinità elettive (1996), and Tu ridi (1998); 
Franco Zeffirelli's Jane Eyre (1995) and Un tè con Mussolini (Tea vith Mussolini, 1999); and Roberto 
Faenza's Marianna Ucria (1999).  
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market, and seldom appreciated by the domestic audience.13 The discourse of the New 

Italian cinema has been constructed around another set of texts which deal more closely 

with individual existential memory. These texts have implications in connection to 

contemporary reality. 

This takes the discussion to the central questions of this thesis: What is the 

relationship between the history film, its audience and wider social and political issues 

in recent Italian cinema? What sort of texts addressed the historical imaginary of the 

1990s? The answer to these questions must take into consideration broader 

philosophical, sociological and socio-psychological approaches. The philosophical 

approach has already been discussed with Jameson's and Baudrillard's views on how the 

perception of history as a concatenation of grand events has changed in the second 

postwar period. The socio-psychological approach relates to generational issues which 

emerge in the form of memory as a general mourning for the loss of the Italian political 

radical past. 

 

 

Public history, private memories 

As already discussed, in the origins of Italian cinema, history films represented for 

Italian audiences a clear expression of nationalism because they circulated 

simultaneously with the development of nationalist visions. The process of 

reconstruction of Roman history in film took place only three decades after the political 

unification of the country in a context dominated by classic culture and restless social 

and political struggles. The glory of the Roman Empire reenacted in the Italian history 

films justified the present of a nation in the process of formation and told more about 

                                                 
13 In the doemstic market, only Le affinità elettive and Marianna Ucria have exceeded a box-office of 
three billion Italian lira (about three million AUD) (pers. com. Diana Tocci, ANICA, Rome, April 2000). 
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the rhetoric of Giolitti14 which, with the decadentism of D'Annunzio,15 prefigured the 

advent of Fascism. 

The spirit that pervades Italian cinema in the 1980s-1990s can perhaps be 

summarised by the Italian writer Alberto Moravia's words when he said that Pasolini's 

convictions about the universal trend toward bourgeois ways and on the anthropological 

turn of consumerism  

 
do not derive from an objective observation of social reality: they were the 

expression of a myth in which, during time, he identified himself: the myth of the 

golden age of rural culture: a myth - fertile and legitimate in poetry, but sterile and 

dangerous in politics - which had in those years a value of psychological reality, 

interpreting the nostalgia of dismayed Italians in front of the "historical failure of the 

country as a modern country" (1976). 

 

Similarly, the recourse to history in contemporary cinema is derived from a nostalgia 

for the period of late 1960s-1970s, which is represented as the age of innocent and 

authentic countercultural impulses. Despite the fact that it was a troubled period, 

covered by the blood of the students killed by the police, of the victims of either Left or 

fascist armed attacks, 1968 and the ensuing decade have been depicted as the last 

historical event by a generation which hoped for redemption from rhetoric and political 

generalisations that developed in the postwar years. In the late 1980s, the generation of 

1968 faced the collapse of grand ideologies, scandals, corruption, fragmentation of 

identities, consumerism and easy profits which were encouraged in the Craxian era.16 

This economic expansion did not flow through to the cinema industry, and Italian 
                                                 
14 Giovanni Giolitti was the liberal Prime Minister between 1903 and 1913, except for two brief intervals 
(1905-1906 and 1909-1911). In the period of his primeministership, Giolitti favoured economic and 
social reforms, concluded the Lybian war and advocated for a peaceful growth of the labour movement. 
He underestimated the birth of the fascist movement. 
15 Gabriele D'Annunzio is the most important representative of Italian decadentism. Between 1915 and 
1920 he was directly involved in politics with his nationalist propaganda in First World War. 
16 Bettino Craxi was the secretary of the Italian Socialist Party between 1976 and 1993. He was Prime 
Minister between 1983 and 1987, in a coalition with the Christan Democrats. He was involved in the 
Tangentopoli Inquiry in 1992 for political corruption and was trialled and convicted in absentia in 1994. 
He died in Tunisia in 2000. 
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cinema reacted by representing  the close past and especially the years between 1968 

and the end of the 1970s in a nostalgic-commemorative mood.  

The cinema of the 1980s and 1990s is thus the product of the disillusion with the 

ideology of 1968 and of the shrinking of the film industry. From a cultural point of 

view, the fracture that 1968 has provoked in Italian society, with its triangulation of 

Marxism, semiotics and psychoanalysis introduced a pulverisation of identity.17 The 

postmodernist turn of the 1970s brought a "proliferation of social codes" and the 

"badges of affirmation of ethnic, gender, race, religious, and class-fractions adhesion" 

(Jameson 1984, p. 65) which coagulated into the theory and practice of micropolitics.  

This conflation of elements produced its effects in representation twenty years later, 

when a new generation of filmmakers, screenwriters, technicians and film critics, 

emerged. A body of history films, written critical discourses that surrounded them and 

specific production practices converged to form a cinema of memory. Obviously, this 

was not the only Italian cinema of the 1990s, for there is not only one cinema but many. 

Here my concern is not simply with generic divisions between popular cinema, art 

cinema, avant-garde or oppositional cinema, but it is essential to take into consideration 

that, in the evaluation of its cinematic production, Italy has always been the domain of 

high art rather than the popular which has always been disregarded. However, none of 

the cinemas produced in the period 1988-1999 can be enunciated as central to national 

representations. Popular comedies were successful at the box-office, but were not 

circulated in prestigious film festivals. Period films froze the past into 

"mausoleumification" as Susan Hayward defined a similar depiction of the past in 

French cinema (1993, p. 7). This mausoleumification ossified Italian culture into a past 

that was no longer culturally active or relevant. On the other hand, auteur films often 

barely recovered their production budgets in the domestic circulation, but won many 

                                                 
17 In his preface to Anti-Oedipus, Foucault speaks of familiarity with Marx, Freud and sign-systems 
which constituted a "certain way of thinking correctly" in the years between 1945 and 1965 (1983, p. xi). 
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international awards and were raised to cult status,18 with the occasional international 

box-office success of films such as Cinema Paradiso (Giuseppe Tornatore), 

Mediterraneo (Gabriele Salvatores), Il postino (Michael Radford), Life is Beautiful 

(Roberto Benigni).  

In the 1990s, the culturally active past was that in reach of living memory. In 

particular, 1968 and the 1970s provided an opportunity for aesthetic colonisation, in 

relation to attributes of fashion, music and language. Subtextually, this 1970s-ness 

indicated a malaise and anxiety about the demise of the utopian ideologies and 

progressive de-politicisation of Italian society. The response of some of the Italian 

directors to national concerns and issues (the Tangentopoli Inquiry from 1992, the 

collapse of the First Republic, political reconfigurations and realignment of the Left and 

of the Right, the rediscussion of ideals and traditions such as the Resistance) came 

through cinematic representations of the immediate past. With the collapse of the 

traditional object ("real history", as Jameson would have it [1984, p. 68]), and that of 

any great collective project, also the older national language became unavailable. In 

place of grand unifying narratives, "wisps of narrative" (Lyotard in Kaes 1989, p. 281) 

based on personal stories of a new generation of directors worked as generational re-

aggregation of identity. The issues of memory and identity as they were produced in the 

cinema and on television were in fact based on audiences' ability to interpret signs and 

symbols related to their past. In Mediterraneo, Sergeant Lo Russo (Diego 

Abatantuono), exhorts Private Farina to go back to Italy because "C'è grande confusione 

sotto il cielo" (There is a lot of confusion in the air). This is a Maoist slogan from the 

1970s student movement that has a particular meaning for a certain audience. Thus 

despite the fact that the film's historical reference is 1941-1945, its subtext addresses the 

generation of the Sixty-eighters.  

                                                 
18 See for instance Gianni Amelio's Lamerica, which did not recover its production budget, but was then 
raised to cult by Leftist critics. See especially Goffredo Fofi (1994a). 
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These signs and symbols referred to personal experiences, recurrent images in the 

media system, film, music and language, that were strictly related to the baby-boomer 

generation. But what this generation recognised above all as a distinctive element of 

address was the modality in which the past was depicted, that is personal memory. 

Maurice Halbwachs' seminal work on the social frames of collective memory first 

published in 1950 is fundamental to this study on the Italian history film of the 1990s 

(1968). Halbwachs spoke of group related collective memories (cohort memories) 

rather than society's collective memory. The causal link between memory and the social 

group is the explanatory structure of the difference between direct, authentic memory 

and a mediated relationship to the past, that is written history. Collective memory is 

socially constructed, in that it draws strength from a specific group of people, it is 

individual, of course, but the individuals who remember are located in a specific group 

context. As Halbwachs maintained, there can be as many memories as social groups. In 

the Italian case, the obsessive concern with memory lay in the perception of the loss of 

myth. For the Leftist youth of the 1970s, the most radical groups of partisans during the 

Resistance and the councils of the Paris Commune were the mythologised submerged 

tradition. Hence the films produced in this period present layers of meanings that are 

related to layers of time.19   

As I pointed out earlier, the relationship between memory and history has been seen 

as one of contrast and opposition. For Halbwachs, memory is authentic, whereas history 

is mediated. Memory is immediate, individual and gives a sense of plenitude, while 

history is detached from everyday life. Pierre Nora's work on French collective memory 

Les lieux de la mémoire is a prime example of the recent interest of historians on issues 

of memory and history. Nora indicated in the most tangible gap between history and 

                                                 
19 It is useful to recall biblical typology, a way of reading the Old Testament by the writers of the New 
Testament. In biblical typology history is seen as a progressive revelation in which present and future can 
explain the meaning of the acts of God in the past. Past and present are thus linked in a hermeneutic 
circle. The directors of the New Italian cinema were thus concerned not so much with literal narration of 
historical events, but with the allegorical meaning of past events on the present. On biblical typology, see 
Isabel Rivers (1981, pp. 148-151). 
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memory not only the acceleration of history of twentieth century, but also, and 

especially, the self-reflexivity of history (1989, p. 9). Historiography and the 

professionalisation of history, thus the transformation of history into a science, has 

severed memory from public representation, relegating it to the private domain (1989, 

p. 9). Hence, the creation of lieux de la mémoire to testify in our present society the loss 

of spontaneous memory. Similarly, Samuel spoke of "theatres of memory", as physical 

places, but also imagined repository sites of memory in contemporary culture (1994), 

Assman indicated in the "concretion of identity" structures of knowledge that deliver 

normative and formative impulses to a group, allowing for the reproduction of identity 

(1995) and, finally, Castoriadis pointed to public space and public time as the arena for 

political participation (1997, p. 280). According to Castoriadis, hand in hand with the 

creation of a public space, goes also the creation of a public time, a dimension "where 

the collectivity can inspect its own past as the result of its own actions, and where an 

indeterminate future opens up a domain for its activities" (1997, p. 281). 

All these descriptions of sites of memory may offer themselves to a description of 

the cinema of memory that emerged in late 1980s in Italy. With its repetitions borrowed 

from television clips, ellipses, flashbacks, intimate recounting of past stories and 

distortions, the new history film acted simultaneously as a theatre and as place of 

repository of political memory. The production of historical images, conveyed through 

the form of individual memories, posed unequivocal questions and constituted, for the 

Italian generation of 1968, the so-called Sixty-eighters, a social space for their work of 

mourning. 

Memory is thus a compound of past and present, kept alive through  common codes, 

even in the case of deconstructive memories or revisionisms. Adding to Halbwachs' 

concept of collective memory, it is possible to speak of sedimentation of memory in 

which not only contrary tendencies, but also submerged traditions, coexist. They 

constitute the referent for different identities. 
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Social psychological approaches to issues of memory, collective and individual, are 

useful to investigate how representations and consolidations of the memory of events 

occur. From the middle of the 1970s, the field of collective memory has become 

increasingly interdisciplinary. This emerging topic today involves a wide range of 

disciplines such as psychology, sociology, anthropology and political sciences, and it 

has made its way into films and cultural studies since the end of the 1980s. In fact, the 

processes that govern re-organisation and re-presentation of events in film and 

television are similar to processes of mnemonic recollection. 

Studies have shown that memory is retained with a number of verbal repetitions of 

events (Pennebaker and Banasik 1997, p. 7). Indeed, Pennebaker and Banasik stress that 

"for a society to exist over time, its communications must be said, said again, and 

reenacted repeatedly" (1997, p. 7). This rehearsal of events and experiences, on a 

psychological level, through language can reshape the way said events are organised in 

memory, and perhaps, recalled in the future.  

Just as verbal recollection is a form of rehearsal, screened images (the recurrent re-

presentation of past images with the celebration of people or events in relation to time 

and space, the revival programs on television and the antiquarian reconstruction of 

history on the big screen) provide the technical means, just as print and photography, 

for present society to rehearse and reenact history.  

In a study conducted in America over a random sample of films, it appeared that 

movies not depicting the present tended to be produced between 20 and 30 years after 

the events depicted in the movies (Pennebaker and Banasik 1997, p. 13). In reviewing 

Italian cinema it is possible to derive similar conclusions to the American study. Thus 

the film The siege of Rome (1905) depicts the breaking through the breccia (breach) of 

Porta Pia in Rome by the troops of the king Vittorio Emanuele II, an event that occurred 

thirty-five years before its cinematic representation. From then, a number of films on 

the Italian Risorgimento and Garibaldi followed. In that period, the Risorgimento and 
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the process of unification were still in reach of living memory. Immediately after the 

Second World War, the depiction of the war, or of the devastating effects of the war on 

Italian social life and framework, was a central concern for the neorealist directors. A 

surge of films about Fascism and the post-war economic reconstruction occurred in the 

1960s and 1970s,20 and then again in the 1990s.  

Following Pennebaker and Panasik, the cyclical occurrence of history or memory in 

cinema is generational, time-related, related to contexts of change and anxieties about 

the present, and, I would add, is functional to the recovery of the film industry. Thus the 

process that relates history films to audiences has remained unaltered from the 

beginning of cinema. What is possible to observe is instead a shift of the historical 

imaginary that is represented in film. In early cinema, history films presented images 

and narratives of a unifying sense of the nation. The problematisation of this unity 

surfaced as early as the 1960s and culminated with the shattering political period of the 

1970s. The retreat into private life in the 1980s, after the exhilarating period of 1968, 

was matched in film with a retreat into domestic space. Domestic interiors represented 

the site for the Sixty-eighters to meditate, and in some cases, repent, over the immediate 

past. The emergence of the fragmented individual and its microcosm were central to 

images and narratives of deconstruction. The centrality of intimate explorations present 

points in common with psychoanalytic attempts at reconstituting the lost unified 

subject. 

This configuration of the cinema of the 1980s, a direct progenitor of the cinema of 

the 1990s, has been undervalued by Italian critics. Giorgio Cremonini, in  reviewing the 

conference held in Urbino in 1988 with the title L'idea di storia del cinema (The idea of 

a history of cinema), wrote in Cineforum that today we "live in what Sorlin calls 

                                                 
20 See selectively Mangini, Del Frà and Micciché's film All'armi siam fascisti (1963), De Santis' Italiani 
brava gente (1964), Bertolucci's The Conformist  (1970), Wertmuller's Film d'amore e d'anarchia (Love 
and Anarchy, 1973) and Pasqualino Settebellezze (Seven Beauties, 1975), Cavani's Il portiere di notte 
(The Night Porter, 1974), Lizzani's Mussolini ultimo atto (1974), Pasolini's Salò (1975) and Scola's Una 
giornata particolare (1977). 
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'secular history', which has lost all 'sacred memory'" and that "all events are secularised, 

deprived of value, indifferentiated" (1988, p. 6). For Cremonini, from this it descends 

that "everything is worth remembering - as in a catalogue, or in a phone directory -" 

(Cremonini 1988, p. 6). There is a clear negative stance in this assertion that aims at 

separating what is worth remembering from popular forms of memory, expressed in a 

"catalogue, or a phone directory". It is going against the grain of these high cultural 

presumptions that this study on the Italian cinema of the 1990s evaluates the work of 

memory in film. 

 

 

A conjectural approach 

To go beyond ideologies and the systematic bipolarities around which knowledge is 

organised, as in Cremonini's statement, the aim of this thesis is thus to demonstrate that 

history films must be treated as products of a complex process of economic organisation 

within the cinema industry (its economic function) and at the same time as indicators of 

ideological conflicts within society (its political function). Thus this study on Italian 

cinema is not confined to those historical analyses that remain inside simplistic 

authorial and aesthetic analyses. Their limit is in fact that of considering intellectual 

activity separated from material activity, and the technical and social factors as 

exogenous phenomena to the artistic and cultural phenomena. The history of culture and 

art can not in fact be isolated from the history of economic and social forms. There are 

various relationships that come into play in the production of any cultural and artistic 

artefact. Thus the means and the organisation of the production of these forms must be 

taken into consideration.  

In this way, it is possible to provide a model of interpretation of the history film that 

can be adapted to different phases because it locates a use-value of the two functions of 

the history film. Thus this model is a way of gaining access to certain central questions 
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of contemporary Italian culture, to light up from this particular angle a range of wider 

social and political issues, and in particular to understand the dynamics that link this 

particular genre to the economic organisation of the cinema industry. The discourse of 

the history film is framed in a historical perspective which takes into accounts the 

context of cultural traditions but also of national political consciousness. This thesis 

does not closely examine all the phases in which history films in Italy have enjoyed 

success. There are several studies which have sufficiently undertaken that project.21  

The proposition here is to turn to a conjectural paradigm that is formed, as Italian 

historian Carlo Ginzburg suggested, like a piece of weaving, "a composite whole, a 

homogeneous and closely woven cloth" (1980, p. 23). This model became obsolete after 

the affirmation of scientific forms of knowledge, but as Ginzburg suggested, it can 

efficiently investigate informal knowledge, or the low end of the basic bipolarity that 

classifies human knowledge since classic Greek culture (1980). The conjectural 

paradigm seems appropriate to approach a set of texts like those produced by the New 

Italian cinema which do not respond to traditional paradigms of film theory. Films by 

Gabriele Salvatores, Daniele Luchetti, Mimmo Calopresti, Nanni Moretti, Giuseppe 

Tornatore, Enzo Monteleone, Marco Tullio Giordana but one could include also 

Maurizio Nichetti, Francesca Archibugi, Sergio Rubini, Edoardo Winspeare, Cristina 

Comencini, Guido Chiesa, and more, are neither clearly oppositional (or avant-garde), 

and thus belonging to the high cultural paradigm, nor simply mainstream. They belong 

to the middle-quality level, or popular art film, with circulation at international film 

festivals and occasional box-office success. A valid question can be raised here about 

how to account for these films. 

LaCapra discussed the standard notion of context as it has often functioned in 

intellectual history (1983). LaCapra warns against the danger of the rhetoric of 

contextualisation as often this is an excuse for interpreting texts without really reading 

                                                 
21 See James Hay (1987) for the Fascist period, Gian Piero Brunetta (1998), and AA.VV. (1963). 
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them and for using pieces of contextual information from any provenance. On the other 

hand, close reading of texts risks reducing history to background information. It 

emphasises the text as a self-enclosed cosmos with intrinsic meanings. In this regard, in 

1984 Dudley Andrew outlined the limitations of film criticism as an institutionalised 

form of interpretation. Andrew remarked that "there is no objective truth about 

signification in films, only a tradition of reading them in such and such a way, a 

tradition most films rely upon and exploit without hesitation" (1984, p. 14). The 

impossibility for a film criticism based on "Grand Theories" (Bordwell & Carroll 1996, 

p. xiii), for example a rigid semiotic system, has today been acknowledged. As Andrew 

suggested, the mechanism of signification in the cinema most readily available is "the 

reading of figures in those films history has delivered to us" (1984, p. 14). This means 

that a stability of signification comes from "repeated figural use in the early history of 

film". This invitation to filmic tradition constitutes the vertical thread of my inquiry. 

LaCapra thus proposed that the relationship between context and texts must be 

posited as a genuine problem. This relationship must be transparent, so that it is 

possible to understand what discourses shape the texts. LaCapra defines context as "the 

author's intention, a corpus of texts, a genre, a biography, the economic infrastructure, 

modes of production, society and culture in some all-consuming and frequently circular 

sense, codes, conventions, paradigms, or what have you - is the context for the adequate 

interpretation of texts" (1984, p. 16). These conditions, contemporaneous to the 

production of the films discussed in the thesis, constitute the horizontal thread of 

analysis. 

Having defined the vertical and horizontal threads, I will briefly indicate how the 

films' historical subtext emerges. Here again I will invoke Ginzburg's work as historian. 

In "Morelli, Freud and Sherlock Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method", he advocates 

reading signs as traces, clues, symptoms, tiny details that "provide the key to a deeper 

reality, inaccessible by other methods" (1980, p. 11). This interpretative method is 
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based on marginal and irrelevant details which reveal none the less the key to a deeper 

understanding, not so much of the films, but of the processes that have shaped the films 

chosen. These signs are fragments of dialogues, music, fashion, quotation from literary 

texts, references that could provide a symptomatic reading by a certain audience.  

Thus filmic tradition, as Andrew indicated, context and signs as clues constitute the 

threads in a composite whole which is commonly referred to as the New Italian cinema. 

It is through these convergent discursive modalities that the institution of the New 

Italian cinema must be enunciated. This approach partly treads in Elsaesser's footsteps 

in his singling out the factors that shaped the New German cinema (1989). Without 

going into details in his well known study, it is sufficient to outline here that both 

contextual and textual factors have played an important role in his historical perspective 

of the phenomenon New German cinema. 

Before approaching a brief presentation of the chapters, some words must be said 

about the criteria employed in the selection of the films discussed. Particular attention 

has been given to films directed by the filmmakers that have emerged in the 1970s and 

throughout the 1980s. These films are discussed by virtue of their international success 

at the box-office, for their currency with contemporaneous debates or because of their 

instrumental use by the media. Gianni Amelio's films are excluded as Amelio's own 

place within the New Italian cinema is ambiguous. Amelio's career started in early 

1960s as assistant to Sergio Leone's spaghetti-westerns, thus the definition of Amelio as 

a new auteur only came later on as a critical concept bound to strategies put into place 

to support the cultural status of Italian cinema. Amelio's focus on history is consistent 

and it serves as a constructed coherence in the evaluation of the director of Ladro di 

bambini (Stolen children, 1992) as author of contemporary Italian cinema. However, 

this thesis is not concerned with questions of authorship, but with the establishment of a 

complex web of relations between recent films which enable the reading of texts 

historically and culturally. One exception is represented by Francesco Rosi's film La 
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tregua (The Truce, 1997), discussed in Chapter Five. Rosi's film represents a return to 

strong narratives through the adaptation of a canonic literary text, that is Primo Levi's 

work with the eponymous title. However, Rosi's depiction of the Holocaust, the event 

par excellence that has separated twentieth century history into a "before the Holocaust 

and after the Holocaust" (Wiesel 1988, p. 11), is mingled with a reworking of the Italian 

comedy, a historical reference that recurs in many of the films of the New Italian 

cinema. 

The six chapters in this thesis approach the problem of the interaction between texts 

and contexts through a variety of related topics. It is at the same time an événémentiel22 

history, in that it emphasises events as dividing points in Italian historical 

consciousness, and a critical account of mentalities and realities by looking at the place 

that memory has come to occupy in the last thirty years. Thus the thesis elaborately 

weaves through layers of time in every aspect considered, whether it is film criticism 

and its function in the evaluation of the New Italian cinema, or the presence of a certain 

filmic tradition, like that of comedy.  These elements are motifs, as in a piece of cloth, 

that run through the thesis as points of recall between chapters. This is a fundamental 

element in the structure of the thesis, as the focus here is the analysis of structuring 

processes rather than key paradigms in film theory. As already argued, these key 

paradigms could not be used in the discussion of the New Italian cinema because firstly 

there is no consensus about the definition of the "thing" called New Italian cinema, and 

secondly because in using these key paradigms its very definition would prove unstable 

and non-unified. Carlo Ginzburg's metaphor of the woven cloth becomes thus a useful 

tool that is appropriate for the definition of a myriad of dispersed texts. Thus 

methodology and structure of the thesis are coherent with the object of analysis. 

Chapter One establishes the historical contingency between the making of the Italian 

nation and the birth of cinema. Its approach is a philological analysis of conventions 
                                                 
22 Related to events as Jacques Le Goff defined political history about the constitution of historical 
consciousness of a nation (1992). 
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and connotations of the history film, which enables the understanding of the role of 

history films in narrating the nation and representing and defining national identity. 

Classicism was the defining cultural feature in the historical epics produced in early 

Italian cinema which mythologised the constitution of the nation almost as it happened. 

The chapter also establishes the intertextuality of cinema with other cultural forms and 

the historical context  

Chapter Two is a comparative analysis between industry and aesthetics of two 

periods of the history of Italian cinema, its origins and the period 1988-1999, apparently 

very distant and heterogeneous, but that present common traits. Aspects of current 

industrial determination are also taken up in detail in different chapters. Chapter Two 

deals with the aesthetic and ideological signification of the modes of production in the 

decades 1980s and 1990s, while in Chapter Four a section is dedicated to the increase of 

co-productions and of state-funded and/or European-funded filmmaking in the 1990s. 

Chapter Six touches on audience shift from cinema to television and of current 

arrangements in film exhibition. 

Chapter Three, Four and Five explore how three historical events, respectively the 

Resistance, 1968 and the Holocaust, have been represented in film in the 1990s. Against 

the traditional opposition between official culture and representations of popular 

culture, Chapter Three proposes an insight into the relationship between history and 

reconsiderations of history filtered through memory. In this light, the films Porzûs, 

Renzo Martinelli (1997) and I piccoli maestri, Daniele Luchetti (1997) approach 

historical revisionism in a different way. Porzûs aggressively addresses a controversial 

case of partisan violence, creating in turn a controversial reception of the film, while I 

piccoli maestri stages the Resistance following the tradition of the commedia 

all'italiana (Italian comedy). 

Chapter Four focuses on the institutional processes of construction of the New 

Italian cinema in order to account for the logic of production of a body of films from the 
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late 1980s. Critics were confronted with films that were diverse, but that also presented 

common traits, hence strategies of legitimation were put in place. In this regard, 

Chapter Four deals in detail with the formation of a highbrow culture in film criticism 

and subsequent shifts toward more innovative ways to understand the Italian filmic 

output of the 1990s. Crucial to the definition of the relationship between history films 

and their audience are the consideration of the ideology of 1968, cultural 

transformations and changes in the industry that occurred from late 1960s to the end of 

the 1970s.  

Chapter Five's concern is in how contemporary understanding of history shapes 

contemporary popular discourses and representations of the Holocaust. Shifts in the 

narrative of the Holocaust and problems and limits associated with their representation 

in the cinema will be considered through the discussion of two films, Francesco Rosi's 

La tregua (The Truce, 1997) and Roberto Benigni's La vita è bella (Life is Beautiful, 

1998). 

Finally, Chapter Six discusses the entrance of television into the subsidy system with 

made-for-television films. In the 1980s and 1990s, television networks offered an 

audience that was already established and the emergent directors benefited from this. 

The dominant position of television from the middle of the 1980s, either state or 

commercial networks, meant that the filmmakers could address audiences that were 

media conscious but had withdrawn from cinema for the lack of narratives that would 

relate to their experiences. However, the relationship between cinema and television is a 

thorny issue in the community of Italian media and film critics, as the position of 

intellectuals and film commentators has always reflected high-cultural assumptions. 

This chapter thus attempts to re-examine the relationship between cinema and television 

in order to cast a more balanced view on this relationship. 

A final word must be said on the fact that this thesis is concerned with much history 

of Italian post-war cinema, and in particular the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. This is 
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because the cinema of the 1990s can not be separated from the transformations that 

occurred in those decades, from a political, cultural and industrial point of view. The 

New Italian cinema was in fact a product of the changes in the economic infrastructures 

of the film industry and was inevitably influenced by other major changes in the 

technology and industry at an international level. 
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The history film of the silent era is defined through two institutionalised functions 

which were established at the origin of Italian cinema. The site of this cinema provided 

an intersection of domains which are identified in the social-political and industrial 

realms. 

The critical description of two chosen texts, La presa di Roma (The Siege of Rome, 

1905), by Filoteo Alberini, and Cabiria (1914), by Giovanni Pastrone, along with a 

description of their context of production attempts to overcome shortcomings in Italian 

film scholarship. This scholarship has largely privileged traditional textual analysis of 

film or purely contextual assessments of the cinematic text. The result of these narrow 

interpretations was a lack in the understanding of Italian cinema as cultural practice and 

of film, in this case the history film, as a cultural object that allows access to certain 

central questions of identity and of the relationship between individuals and history. 

However, the study of Italy's silent cinema by Italian scholars and critics has been 

particularly prolific in recent times. It is symptomatic of the revival of interest in this 

research field the fact that a number of annual events such as Le giornate del cinema 

muto in Pordenone and Il cinema ritrovato in Bologna have also prompted a series of 

regular publications dedicated to the subject.23 Today's field of research of early Italian 

cinema is largely inspired by American film studies which has expanded to issues of 

production, distribution and consumption of film.  

A pioneering attempt to provide a comprehensive and systematic study of the Italian 

history film in relation to transnational influences may be found in a monographic issue 

of the journal Bianco e Nero (AA.VV 1963) under the title Il film storico italiano e la 

sua influenza sugli altri paesi (The Italian history film and its influence on other foreign 

countries). In this line of research, a new generation of Italo-American and Italian 

scholars have attempted to recast notions of Italian cinema scholarship in a different 

fashion by examining issues relating to the production of Italy's silent cinema that had 

                                                 
23 See Immagine, Griffithiana and Fotogenia. 
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largely been disregarded by previous scholars and critics. For example one of the 

contributors' aims of a special issue of Film History24 that is dedicated to early Italian 

cinema was to bridge a cultural gap between Italian and American scholarship in Italian 

cinema which is rooted in what Bertellini called the notorious Italian "cultural 

monoglottism" (2000, p. 235). 

It is in this framework that this chapter synthesises the pivotal analysis of Italian film 

historian Gian Piero Brunetta, and the original contributions of Aldo Bernardini and 

Maria Adriana Prolo, from which Brunetta himself has drawn much of the information 

for his Storia del cinema italiano.25 Brunetta's invaluable work represents the most 

comprehensive history of Italian national cinema because it includes the multiple 

aspects of the film industry: genres, cinema as an economic institution, consumption, 

authorship, and importantly, connections between cinema and identity.26  

In front of the immensity of the material about the Italian history film and early 

Italian cinema that has been produced particularly in the last decade, this chapter works 

to provide a systematic definition of the history film that can be applied to different 

periods and different national cinemas.  

Firstly, I will discuss the political function of the history film by analysing the 

historical-political conditions within which the Italian film industry originated and 

consolidated. Issues canvassed here are the internal political conditions dominated by 

the campaigns of the military class with their rhetoric related to Italian colonialism and 

their opposition to anti-colonialism movements. Rome and its past glory, especially 

after the victory in Libya, became the metaphor for the imperialist desires of the 

bourgeois culture that was dominant in the Giolittian Italy. Cabiria 's ideology extols 

the colonialist triumphs of Giolittian Italy. 

                                                 
24 See Film History (2000), vol. 12, n. 3.  
25 See on this regard Bernardini (1978 and 1980) and Prolo (1951). 
26 See also a concise and valuable account of the birth of the Italian history film in Brunetta (1990). 
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The continuous social unrest and conflicts among classes that dominated the process 

of Italian unification intensified in the last decade of nineteenth century and led to the 

regicide of Umberto I. These issues are investigated to explore how history films 

contributed to the construction of a national discourse in an extremely delicate period of 

the country's history. The metaphor of the unification of the country and of the military 

success of the House of Savoy, as in The Siege of Rome, attempted to reassert the myth 

of immortality and authority of the institution of the monarchy that the assassination of 

Umberto I in 1900 had damaged.  

Thus the Italian history film, in its first historical phase, is intimately bound to the 

birth of the nation and of its national cinema. The history film (and also the literary-

historical film) with its cultural aura has endorsed the fictional reconstruction of both 

national unification with a backward movement that looked at the imperial Rome, and 

at the same time has established a brief Italian hegemony on the international film 

market. By 1914, the year in which Cabiria was released, the Italian cinema industry 

was competing effectively on the international market thanks to its grand historical 

epics. However, Cabiria represents at the same time both the epitome of this production 

and also the end of the prestigious Italian history film. The beginning of First World 

War and the enormous economic cost involved in the production of these epics radically 

changed the scenario of film production, with Hollywood strengthening its hegemony in 

the international market.  

 

 

Re-addressing a tradition of popular history and popular culture 

Analyses of the origins of Italian cinema and the history film cannot leave out of 

consideration the fact that the birth of cinema in Italy coincided with the troubled 

process of nation-making. The country was politically united in 1870, but deep-seated 

internal divisions and disastrous economic conditions in the lower classes were a threat 
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to national cohesion. In 1895 and 1896, when the Kinetoscope Edison first and the 

Cinématographe Lumière later arrived in Turin, Rome and Milan, Italy was a young 

nation that was trying to define her borders with respect to the neighbouring states and 

beyond the European continent with colonialist enterprises. Italy was trying in fact to 

establish itself as a prestigious state within Europe and the international propagation of 

history films well served the state in this sense. However, a common sentiment of 

nationalistic belonging had neither been an element of unity between the North and the 

South of Italy, nor between the elite and lower classes. In a much quoted phrase, 

D'Azeglio's famous saying "We have made Italy; now we must make Italians"27 was 

inspirational to the Liberal elite that ruled Italy from the unification to the fascist 

period. 

In Italy, cinema started to establish itself as a viable industry and as a popular 

cultural practice from 1905 on, but especially after 1909, with history films. The siege 

of Rome, released in 1905 is considered as the first Italian film with a narrative 

construction.28 The film shows the conquest of Rome in 1870 by the King Vittorio 

Emanuele's Army. This was the final battle against papal troupes which concluded the 

Italian Risorgimento - the fifty-five year long struggle for Italian unification - and that 

led to the unification of Italy. After The Siege of Rome, other successful history films 

have been produced, so that the historical genre became the pick of Italian cinema 

production on the international markets.  

The grasp of all the industrial, aesthetic, narrative and cultural mechanisms that have 

produced the history films in Italy is thus a fundamental presupposition in the 

understanding of their strong ability to convey ideologies and at the same time be a 

successful form of popular entertainment. The following discussion will consider the 

political context in which Italian history films originated and proliferated as well as 

their aesthetics and cultural sources. The style, codes, symbols and ideologies of these 
                                                 
27 Quoted in Clark (1996, p. 30). 
28 See Brunetta (1993, vol. 1, p. 29). 
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films merged successfully in such a way that they offered domestic audiences the 

images and the symbols of a national culture and national identity that could hardly be 

found in any other cultural production. 

The point of departure of all political analyses of the origin of Italian nationalism is 

the Risorgimento. Gramsci discussed the failure of the Italian Risorgimento as the lack 

of a nationalistic sentiment common to all classes. Specifically, the bourgeoisie failed to 

establish its nationalistic idealism in a hegemonic way (1975). In Gramsci's analysis, 

the lower classes showed profound disinterest in the process of unification of the 

country, preferring instead to express their "apoliticismo" (apolitical sentiment), that 

Gramsci considered primitive and elementary, with rebellion, subversion and 

antistatalism(1975, p. 2108). Gramsci saw in this split between intellectual nationalistic 

revolutionaries and the rural and working classes an element for the failure of the 

common sense of belonging to the Italian nation. More profound causes were to be 

found in the strong anti-unification influence of the Catholic Church and the lack of a 

national language and a national-popular culture (Gramsci 1975, p. 2108). From a 

different angle, De Mauro's conclusions pointed to the lack of a national language not as 

a cause of disunity, but as a derivative aspect of more profound divisions between 

regions and classes that formed in the course of previous centuries (1976, vol. 1, p. 45). 

It is true that ideological or popular cultural means of expression were largely 

imported from France, and occasionally from other foreign countries. Feuilletons, crime 

novels, adventure and historical literary genres successfully circulated in Italy in the 

nineteenth century and were in Gramsci's view a symptom of the international and 

elitist, rather than national and popular, orientation of Italian intellectuals. It is true that 

Edward George Bulwer-Lytton's The Last Days of Pompei circulated in Italy since 1865 

and provided the bulk of the narrative for Luigi Maggi's film Gli ultimi giorni di 

Pompei (The Last Days of Pompei, 1908), the first film set in ancient Rome. Also, the 
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novel by Polish Henryk Sienkiewicz Quo Vadis? was translated into cinematic images 

by Enrico Guazzoni in 1913 (Calendoli 1967, p. 68-69).  

However, Italian film historian Calendoli holds a view that contradicts Gramsci's 

interpretation of national popular literature. According to Calendoli, in fact, most of the 

sources that inspired Italian history films were novels that belonged to Italian popular 

dramaturgy whose major representative was Pietro Cossa (1967, p. 71). The novel 

Spartaco, by Raffaello Giovagnoli, was an even more populist expression of Italian 

literature than the novels by Pietro Cossa, and it was very popular in the period between 

1874 and the beginning of 1900. 

Gramsci's view of the Risorgimento became the grid of interpretation of the process 

of unification of Italy from after the Second World War for Italian Marxist historians, 

and from 1968 a narrow interpretation of Gramsci's reflections on Italian history 

became prevailing in mainstream culture, especially after Einaudi in 1972 published the 

monumental Storia d'Italia (Clark, 1996, p. 6). 

These ideas were circulated in cinema with Visconti's films on the Risorgimento, 

Senso (The Wanton Countess, 1954), Il Gattopardo (The Leopard, 1963), and of Paolo 

and Vittorio Taviani Allonsanfan (Allonsanfan, 1975) and Fiorile (Fiorile, 1992). These 

films contributed to propagating for four decades Gramsci's historical analysis of the 

process of Italian unification. These films' historicist position brought down to the 

second half of the twentieth century much of the prevailing historicist paradigm of the 

nineteenth century, locking interpretations of the history of the Italian nation into the 

impossibility for real social change because of the impossibility of a unified set of 

values and culture. The consciousness of the break with ideas of political unity masked 

in fact the regret for a missed opportunity for the social revolution. Also, importantly, 

both Paolo and Vittorio Taviani's and Visconti's detailed historical reconstructions 

continued in the aesthetic experience of film of the early century. This constituent of 

history films is slowly eroded in the Italian cinema of the 1990s, where the shift to more 
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contemporary themes makes the past to be more akin the present. Costume films, or 

period films are narrowly defined by their reference to a distant past no longer active. 

On the contrary, many history films produced in the last decade in Italy depict a past 

that is still very active, but they are not seen as costume films. On the contrary, I argue 

that these films can legitimately be defined costume films for their depiction of past 

ambiences. What is mistaken for the contemporary erosion of aesthetic requirements of 

history films is the result of smaller production budgets available to filmmakers and of 

the specificity of aesthetic requirements of television exhibition.29

Until the 1970s, the Risorgimento was thus the marker of the relationship of the 

Italian intellectual elite with the past and in Le Goff's words, an element "of modern 

Italian historical consciousness" (1992, p. 1). A second dividing point of Italian 

past/present dialectic is constituted by the demise of Fascism, a recurrent historical 

subject in much film production of the New Italian cinema. The recurrent preoccupation 

of Italian directors with the past, specifically with the two divides of Italian 

contemporary history, is a direct result of the peculiar condition in which both the 

nation and early cinema came into contact. The cinematic medium articulated in images 

a narrative discourse that would cement the nation together. Moreover, the recourse to 

national history was (and still is) an obvious choice to counteract threats of cultural 

imperialism. 

In the interpretation of the process of Italian unification the study of her nationalism 

and foreign diplomacy has dominated Italian historiography. On the contrary, very few 

Italian historians have taken up issues such as colonial history or popular social history. 

This substantial gap in the knowledge of Italian history about the period since the 

unification is reflected in the fact that there is very limited cultural production, for 

instance films, about Italy's own colonialism. Gianni Amelio's Lamerica (1992) and 

                                                 
29 With the exceptions of few films produced in the period, such as Tornatore's La leggenda del pianista 
sull'oceano (Novecento, 1998), Zeffirelli's Un tè con Mussolini (Tea with Mussolini, 1999) and Rosi's La 
tregua (The Truce, 1997). These films' budgets were secured through co-productions. 
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Enzo Monteleone's project about the Italian defeat in el-Alamein30 are the only 

examples in current film production which attempt to re-write national official history. 

The internal political divisions and social conflicts of Italy in the nineteenth century 

have been largely explained in terms of the gap between the legal country (the state) 

and the real country. In the study of the formation of this gap, researches have focussed 

mainly on the analyses of institutional politics and the formation of citizenry. By 

erasing or down playing the history of the popular movements against Italian 

institutions and Italian colonialism, conventional renditions of Italian history, including 

Gramsci's own analysis, failed to recognise in the deep-seated anti-institutional 

sentiment of the lower classes a far more radical expression of politics. Riots, strikes 

and insurrectional attempts have largely been deemed as farcical, if not indicators of 

Italian propensity for violence and melodramatic temperament.  

The understanding of the close link between the difficulty of nation-making and the 

proliferation of historical films warrants a re-addressing and re-adjustment of this 

important period of Italian history. The interest of the Italian state in the Mediterranean 

basin, which culminated in the Libyan war in 1911, provided a narrative for the 

construction of a national discourse that found its referent in the ancient glories of the 

Roman Empire. The study of the issues related to the colonialist enterprise, including 

the movements against colonialism, and to anti-institutional movements provide the 

background which articulate this close link between national history and national film 

industry.  

The historiographical bias must be referred to the fact that in the beginning the 

Italian labour movement and the Italian Internationalists were aligned with the anarchist 

wing of the First International against Karl Marx (Pernicone 1974; Masini 1981; Clark 

1996, p. 73). The Marxists accused the Italian Federation of the International of 

interclassism, a description that has since influenced the official historiography of the 

                                                 
30 See my interview with Monteleone in Appendix 1, p. 306. 
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period. This description was formed from the fact that the anarchists transcended the 

exclusively working-class based organisations, because they opted for the emancipation 

of all humankind through the revolution and against gradual reforms and nationalistic 

sentiments. Official historiography has ignored or reduced the popular memory of that 

period to the level of farce exactly because of the ideological bias against the anarchist 

characterisation of early Italian labour movement. This memory of idealist anti-

authoritarian movements partially re-surfaced in the cinema of the 1970s with 

Bertolucci's 1900 (1975), and Montaldo's Sacco and Vanzetti (1971) and inspired anti-

authoritarian and radical groups in the revolt of 1968. It was in fact the memory of the 

radicalism of the Paris Commune with its libertarian practices (Forgacs 1999) that 

influenced much of the criticism directed to the Italian Communist Party in 1968.  

The libertarian tendency remained in the Socialist Party for a long time, despite the 

separation between anarchists and socialists at the congress in Genova in 1892. 

However, Marxist philosopher Antonio Labriola wrote in 1904 that the newly founded 

Italian Socialist Party became itself a mainstream party thus betraying the radicalism of 

the Labour movement (1973, p. 218).31  

The last twenty years of the nineteenth century were crucial for the development of 

the Italian labour movement. The period was marked by a profound change in the fabric 

of Italian society, as the first wave of industrialisation had an important impact on social 

relationships. New classes, constituted by factory workers and proletarian farm-

labourers of the proto-capitalist farms on the Padana Plains, joined the traditional 

figures of sharecroppers and artisans. Peasant struggles, the constitution of workers self-

managed leagues, riots as in the case of the Vespri siciliani and in Lunigiana in 1894, 

and press censorship characterised the last decade of the nineteenth century. The 

                                                 
31 Socialist historian Pier Carlo Masini made the same remark when he wrote that it was on the same 
occasion of the scission between the reformist and the revolutionary wings of the workers' movement that 
the newborn Socialist Party, under the name of Partito dei Lavoratori italiani (Italian Workers Party), 
started its walk through the institutions, setting out to become an institution of the Italian political system 
itself (1981, p. 9). 
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monarchy was determined to repress the revolts and thus reacted with extreme violence 

and special laws designed to dismantle the workers' movement. The political crisis, that 

had lasted for two decades, coincided at times with the anti-colonialist protests and 

culminated with the bread revolt in Milan in 1898.  

In early 1898 a spate of violent conflicts, always repressed with extreme violence by 

the monarchist army, involved many cities of the South and Centre of Italy. When the 

riots spread to Milan, the situation became explosive. In fact, Milan was the most 

industrialised city and thus constituted a vital link in the development of Italian 

capitalism. The first unions and the embryonic workers movement were born in Milan, 

where the democratic and republican tradition was directly inspired by the Cinque 

Giornate (Five Days) of 1848, a significant popular revolt in the history of Italian 

Risorgimento.  

It is this particular episode in the Italian struggle for independence that re-emerges 

one hundred-forty years later in Domani accadrà (It will happen tomorrow, Daniele 

Luchetti, 1987). This film connects different historical periods with one political anti-

authoritarian experience. From the standing point of 1987, Luchetti looks at the radical 

politics of 1968 through the masquerade of 1848. The film is set between 1845 and 

1848 and combines a backward glance at the events of Italian Risorgimento and the 

First war of Independence against the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1848. Edo and Lupo 

are two horse guards who are abandoning the Maremma because of a failed robbery. 

They are chased by the son of their boss, against whom Edo and Lupo attempted the 

robbery, and Austrian mercenaries. On their journey, Edo and Lupo meet a bandit, a 

nobleman and a revolutionary who has built the perfectly autonomous commune 

(Armonia) following Charles Fourier's theories. These encounters gradually awaken 

Edo and Lupo to political consciousness and, escaping the bullets of the Austrian 

mercenaries, they join the patriots on the Lombardo-Veneto border who are going to 

Milan. Domani accadrà reiterates the clash between the egalitarian ideals of Fouriers' 
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philosophy and vanguardist revolutionary action which in turn is explicated in the deep 

seated fracture between anti-institutional and parliamentarian politics that characterises 

the Italian Left. Importantly, this film was presented at the Cannes Film Festival in 

1988 in the section Un certain regard and was praised by French Left-wing critics as a 

valuable expression of the renewal of Italian cinema (Gili 1988, p. 39).  

Mario Sesti's review of the film positioned Domani accadrà within the historicist 

tradition that emerged in earlier films by Paolo and Vittorio Taviani , San Michele 

aveva un gallo (1971) and Allonsanfan (1973) (1988). Both the Taviani's films alluded 

to episodes of the Italian Risorgimento where utopian ideals of revolution and equality 

were crushed by the self-contradictions of the revolutionaries. These films can clearly 

be positioned within the context of the protest movements that emerged in 1968 and the 

diatribes between anti-institutional and parliamentarian groups at the time. However, 

Luchetti rejected the influence of the Taviani's filmmaking in Domani accadrà, 

claiming for his film a less emphatic view of history than that of Paolo and Vittorio 

Taviani (in De Marinis 1988, p. 74). In fact, in the tradition of the Italian comedy, the 

depiction of the Risorgimento is in this film light-handed and ironic. 

The repression of the revolt of 1898 in Milan not only had to be a lesson for the rest 

of Italy, but had to lead to the removal of the ghost of the social revolution and the 

isolation of the anti-liberal parties. It was the epilogue of the articulated and 

authoritarian strategy of repression that the Crispi government and the monarchy 

initiated ten years earlier, and that was supported by the rising bourgeoisie and the rich 

landlords of the South.  

An Italian anarchist who migrated to the United States, Gaetano Bresci, thought king 

Umberto I responsible for the massacre in Milan, and in 1900 he returned to Italy with 

the clear intention to kill the king. In the evening of the 29 of July, Bresci killed 

Umberto I. Bresci's propaganda by the deed dramatically marked the end of one of the 
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most troubled periods of social struggle in Italy, and opened a new political era under 

the banner of Giolitti's governments.  

Cinema responded to this period of intense social conflicts with the first history film, 

La presa di Roma (The siege of Rome, 1905) that glorified the actions of the House of 

Savoy and the military class in their battle for the unification of the country. A second 

answer was the intensification of serial films from 1909 onwards which were based on 

the heroic actions of characters like Spartacus, Ursus, Maciste and gladiators. The latter, 

after the success of Cabiria, became an international popular icon. These characters 

were always slaves who acted against injustice, but only in so far they protected the 

status quo. Dall'Asta quotes the film Maciste innamorato (Maciste in Love, 1919) in 

which  Maciste chases, captures and punishes "three unionists engaged in setting up 

criminal plans against an industrialist" (2000, p. 306).  

To begin to explore narrative and features of characterisation in the history film more 

closely, to understand patterns of audience identification hence identity construction 

and also how the fracture between real country and legal country was articulated in 

history films, a move toward a brief analysis of the colonialist/anti-colonialist diatribe is 

necessary. This is because the discourse of Italian unity was bound to that of Rome as 

capital, which in turn catalysed Italian claims for hegemony in the Mediterranean Sea. 

At the same time that the Italian labour movement was trying to organise a social 

revolution, nationalistic irredentism was starting to seduce groups of Mazzinian 

orientation that saw in Rome as capital the Third Rome, the Rome of the people, after 

the Rome of Caesar and that of the popes. In opposition to the neo-cosmopolitanism of 

the Italian Internationalists, Mazzini himself emphasised in a nationalistic sense the 

germ already contained in the idea of Rome, that was that of the romantic concept of 

mission. He did not escape from the temptation of looking at the national problems 

through complex diplomatic relationships and military enterprises. He stressed that 

Italy, once having defined her borders in Europe, should stretch into the Mediterranean 
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area (Chabod 1976, p. 224). The national strength and dignity gained with militaristic 

actions would thus become an advantage for other people because Italy, as the Roman 

Empire did, would open the road to civilisation and modernity against barbarianism 

(Chabod 1976, p. 224). 

Italian foreign politics and the colonialist adventure opposed the conservative 

liberals against the catholic bourgeoisie, the aristocratic elite faithful to the monarchy 

against the lower classes and public opinion in general. It also, and more importantly, 

opposed the institutional Left, seduced by the myth of the grandeur of the nation, 

against the most revolutionary and internationalist wing of the Labor movement. 

It is specifically in these political and social fragmentations that involved all the 

Italian population, and the working class in particular, that the gap between the real 

country and the legal country is rooted. These divisions, that have cyclically burst into 

moments of popular political revolts, constitute a continuity in the history of the 

country, and are a fertile ground in the representation of the national past in Italian 

history films. 

As I indicated in the Introduction, historical fictions, and before cinema I refer to the 

historical novel, are in reality a constitutive element of all national cultural 

representations, which interpret history in relation to their own contexts and 

knowledges of the historical discourse. Moreover, national cinemas, or better, issues of 

national cinemas, seem to emerge in a preponderant way in specific periods in which 

there is the need for a response to the danger represented by assimilation to other 

hegemonic cultures. National history, of course, provides the answer for the 

construction of national discourses. 

One point of interest in Dalle Vacche's analysis of the relationship between cinema 

and history is instead the fact that the spectacularisation of history through allegory 

articulates, and I would add that it resolves, the gap between the individual and the 

social (1992, p. 10). This articulation of history can be explicated either in the 
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representation of the grandeur of the past of a nation or in its moments of dishonour, 

and can result in both progressive or reactionary views and ideologies. In its origins, 

Italian cinema did not explore the causes of the decline and disintegration of the Roman 

Empire, but those of the formation and the victories of the Roman Empire because the 

representation of the grandeur of the imperial past could articulate the discourse of the 

re-birth of the nation. The underlying sub-text of this discourse at a macro-level was the 

construction of a unified sense of the nation and of citizenship. 

This articulation of societal contrasts found its site of representation in rhetorical 

historical narratives. The Siege of Rome is worth examination precisely because of the 

producers' "programmatic" (Brunetta 1993, vol. 1, p. 135) choice of an historical event 

whose myth was still very active in 1905. Thus its connotative address was fundamental 

for the history of contemporary Italy. Importantly, this film marks also the first 

industrial shift toward quality film production because, as Brunetta highlights, as early 

as 1905 the Alberini and Santoni firm, Italy's first film manufacturing company which 

was transformed in 1906 into Cines,32 had already set their eyes on the international 

market. The next section will bring its focus to the discussion of the context in which 

The Siege of Rome could be read simultaneously as a historical and contemporary text 

and how the text itself accommodated this double reading. 

 

 

The Third Rome and The siege of Rome 

An intense colonialist propaganda supported military intervention in Africa in the 

period between 1870 and the end of the century. As a consequence of Rome's 

annexation to the Italian kingdom - an action that completed the unification of Italy -, 

the memory of the role of ancient Rome in the Mediterranean area and in Northern 
                                                 
32 Kimberly Tomadjoglou provides a concise critical assessment of the rise and development of Cines and 
of the company's performance on the international market (2000). However, her study starts from the 
establishment of Cines as a joint-stock company in 1906, leaving thus a gap on the production of this 
important film. 
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Africa became a driving force in both Italian foreign and domestic politics. Rome was 

the fundamental ideal that had fed mainstream ideologies during the Risorgimento. The 

siege of Rome in 1870 constituted a mythical and permanent ideal whose value went 

well over the annexation of the city. Because the universal and cosmopolitan Rome was 

the new mission for the most conservative circles of Italian political elites and also for 

some Republican circles, Roman imperial memory constituted a premise for political 

and military action. 

With the ideal of Rome as capital, the seduction of antique imperial memories 

resurfaced and colonialist adventures became the major political and ideological issue 

of the many Italian governments and public debates for at least thirty years. However, 

as the Italian colonialist intervention in Africa and in the Mediterranean African 

countries became a reality, a strong anti-colonialist reaction took place.  

The production of The siege of Rome (1905) by Filoteo Alberini took place in a 

delicate political and social climate. The deeds of the House of Savoy of thirty five 

years earlier for the annexation of the eternal city and the symbolic meaning of capital 

Rome could work toward the reinforcement of the reputation of the monarchy, 

especially after the regicide of Umberto I. 

Gramsci himself acknowledged the strategic political importance that the annexation 

of Rome had as a unifying myth for the nation (1975, p. 2109), justifying it with the fact 

that the period between the collapse of the Roman Empire and 1870 was an epoch of 

disintegration of the nation (1975, p. 1524). The annexation of Rome was in fact the 

ideal that unified historical figures as diverse as Cavour, Mazzini, Garibaldi and 

Vittorio Emanuele II. 

It is not a surprise then that the first film with a narrative used  the only myth that 

had unified republicans, monarchists and liberals as subject matter. Furthermore, by 

showing a military success of the House of Savoy, after the defeats in Africa and the 
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assassination of Umberto I, the film re-established the authority of monarchy with the 

reunification of the two bodies, the physical and the political institutional.  

The power of myths and symbolic allusions in the construction of ideologies and 

their representations is well addressed in Kantorowicz's theory of the king's two bodies, 

and it proves useful in the understanding of the development of the symbolism of early 

national states (1957). According to Kantorowicz, the king's body natural is a body 

mortal whereas the body politic, on the contrary, is immortal and can not be seen (1957, 

p. 13). The two bodies are not separate, so that at the death of the king's natural body, 

the soul migrates to another incarnation. This incarnation conveys immortality to the 

individual king as a mystical king. Dalle Vacche also sees this doubling of the king as 

the site that articulates the "abstract and the concrete" (1992, p. 10), the individual and 

the social. 

In the young Italy of 1900, the metaphor of the king's two bodies was fundamental in 

the narrativisation of the Italian state in a period that was, on the contrary, characterised 

by social conflict. As Kantorowicz put it, although the body politic was immortal, an 

attack against the king's natural person was also an attack against the body corporate of 

the realm (1957, p. 13). Against the caducity and transitoriness of Umberto's physical 

body, the myth of Rome immortal stood for the myths of the state and unity under the 

banner of the monarchy. The attack against Umberto I and many other previous 

assassination attempts produced a backlash because they were seen as an attack against 

institutionalised power and society itself. Only in this way can the waves of monarchist 

sympathy among the general public after Umberto I's assassination, be understood. 

Despite the fact that Umberto I was in life a mediocre monarch, and was held 

responsible for the failures in Africa and the excessive military expenses, the 

necrological rhetoric had that the king was a model constitutional monarch and a 

modern sovereign (Mack Smith 1989, p. 141). Even Palmiro Togliatti33 in 1922 
                                                 
33 Palmiro Togliatti was one of the founders of the communist paper L'ordine nuovo. He collaborated 
with Antonio Gramsci and became secretary of the Italian Communist Party from 1927. During the 
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recognised the importance that the act of the regicide held in the history of Italy. If on 

the one hand he defined the masses' rebellion as "spontaneous, a bit ingenuous, 

uncertain" (in Masini 1981, p. 277), on the other Togliatti promptly recognised in the 

monarchy and in the movements for social revolution the only two principles of 

continuity and unity in the Italian history of the nineteenth century. According to 

Togliatti, these two principles could not exist together and one had to kill the other (in 

Masini 1981, p. 277). However, with the killing of King Umberto's body, the other 

body, the political, gained strength and the twentieth century opened under the banner 

of the liberal-aristocratic collaboration led by the many Giolitti governments.  

The bond between the institution of the monarchy and its representation on the 

screen had early manifestations in the first projections of film programs in Turin in 

1896. Footage showed military parades, the King and the Queen in their residence in 

Monza and the royal court leaving the residence in Rome. Monuments were the site in 

which the authority of monarchy was transformed into spectacle. The familiarity of the 

audience with uniforms, pomp and military procedures are fundamental for the 

recognition of verisimilitude of actions in The Siege of Rome. A note by the Alberini & 

Santoni in the company's bulletin that advertised the film explained that 
 

To execute this important film we have highly prized the most minute historical 

details, deducing them from newspapers and chronicles of the time. The mise-en-

scène has been reproduced by Prof. Augusto Ciccognani based on photographs 

executed by Tuminello on the 21st of September 1870. The Department of War has 

kindly participated to this film giving soldiers, cavalrymen, artillery, uniforms and 

weapons. Thus nothing has been neglected to make this historical reconstruction 

worthy of its patriotic subject and of our firm.34

 

                                                                                                                                               
fascist regime, Togliatti lived in Russia. He returned to Italy in 1944 where he worked for national unity 
against Fascism. He participated in the government as minister in 1944 and 1947, but after the elections 
of 1948, Togliatti led the opposition. He died in Jalta in 1964. 
34 The entire bulletin is reproduced in Cardillo (1982). 
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The concern for detailed historical reconstruction can be associated with questions of 

realism and quality which in turn would lift the patriotic subject and the name of 

Alberini &  Santoni's firm. The preoccupation with realism in film was thus very much 

present in Italian cinema as early as 1905. Brunetta saw an antithetical relationship 

between historical fictions and the naturalist, or verista, genre epitomised by the film 

Assunta Spina (1915) (1993, vol. 1, p. 181). Realism in history film must instead be 

sought in symbolic references to forms of popular culture and also in the modes of 

production. These references, or signifiers, provide for cultural and aesthetic 

recognition. Realism in The siege of Rome is provided by the presence of soldiers of the 

Italian Army with their uniforms, weapons, military procedures and locations. These 

elements must be considered as components of the film's mode of production, hence the 

claim of the strong link between dominant ideology and cinema. 

The siege of Rome was 250 metres long, which was the average length of 

international productions (Brunetta 1993, vol. 1, p. 135), and was composed of seven 

tableaux which alternate between external and internal shots.35 The tableaux are 

preceded by captions which provide the historical narrative and the context for the 

actions. The film ends with the tableaux titled "Apotheoses", in which the rays of "the 

radiant star of the House of Savoy" (Alberini & Santoni in Cardillo 1982, p. 16) 

illuminates the Campidoglio (the Roman Forum). Under the rays, the figures of 

Garibaldi, Mazzini, the king Vittorio Emanuele II and Cavour (the first Italian Prime 

Minister) stand in an apparent unity. The final intertitle says that 
 

The dream of Cavour, Vittorio Emanuele II, Garibaldi and Mazzini has finally been 

achieved. The radiant star of the House of Savoy shines on the Campidoglio and the 

Quirinale, and Italy united, free and independent tributes to her grand makers the 

palm of the victory and the applause of the people to which the glorious date of 20  

September has opened a new era of prosperity, peace and love (Alberini & Santoni in 

Cardillo 1982, p. 16). 
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In reality, Cavour, the king, Garibaldi and Mazzini each look in different directions. 

Vittorio Emanuele II looks at the central figure of a woman representing Italy; Cavour, 

is slightly behind the king and on his left and looks straight into the camera; Garibaldi, 

on the opposite side of the woman and thus the king, looks away to his right; Mazzini 

stands on his side on the extreme left of the frame, looking at the overall scene. The 

composition of this frame (obviously based on existing portraits of the four political 

figures, as by 1905 they were all dead) is clearly antithetical to the meanings that the 

film wants to convey. As in montage films where juxtaposition of images produces a 

different syntactic meaning, an image edited with an intertitle can produce a semantic 

variation. The same effect of fracture between the story told by the images and the story 

told by the intertitles is also produced in the film Cabiria, which will be analysed in one 

of the next sections of this chapter. The final tableau of The siege of Rome reveals 

instead, perhaps inadvertently by the director-producer, the contrasting positions and 

views about the supposedly united nation among different political positions. The 

disorienting effect of this sequence epitomises and delivers the fictional nature of the 

narrative that had constructed Italy.  

The importance of this film lies in the fact that it worked to reinforce the idea of 

Rome as capital of Italy and by direct link as the capital of Mediterranean civilisation. 

The siege of Rome sealed the previous colonialist campaign and opened the next that 

culminated in 1911-1912 with the Libyan war. Cabiria (1914) is the eulogy of the 

Libyan campaign. 

Contrasts and polemics about colonialism 

Until recently, grand national histories dedicated little space to the study of anti-

colonial opposition. This partial vision of Italian history may be the result of the fact 

that the Italian monarchy, the military and the prime ministers of the first twenty five 
                                                                                                                                               
35 Only four tableaux have remained at the national film archive in Rome. 
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years of the nation, focused on foreign policy, rather than on promoting internal reform 

and economic growth. Since the early 1870s, the House of Savoy's political vision was 

that of an expansionist Italy in military terms, in order to gain a more active role in 

European politics. This militarist policy was hinged on Bismarck's model of strong 

executive power whose objectives tended on the one hand to a potent foreign policy, 

and on the other to a persistent exclusion of popular forces, whether socialist or 

intransigent catholic, from participatory democracy. As a matter of fact, the House of 

Savoy and the prime ministers' cabinet saw the Italian colonialist adventures as a 

shortcut to the establishment of a stronger internal political cohesion. Military successes 

would also favourably re-balance the military pride of the monarchy in the eyes of the 

young nation, that was socially, culturally and politically extremely divided and 

fragmented.  

The analysis of the anti-colonialist movements in Italy at the end of nineteenth 

century was first developed by Romain Rainero in 1971. Until that period, the majority 

of texts analysed the 'African question' in relation to European alliances or within the 

European diplomatic ups and downs.36 Rainero's research thus constituted a shift in the 

study of Italian colonialism and anti-colonialism against conventional and official 

histories. It is important to note that Rainero's book was adopted in the 1970s as a 

compulsory text on contemporary history in the faculty of Political Sciences at the 

University Statale in Milan. The production of alternative histories, or oppositional 

histories following Foucault (P.B. and S.T., 1974), thus influenced the orientation of 

political ideas in the Italian youth of the 1970s, undermining the teleological notion of 

history. 

Between 1870 and 1900, new parties, social movements, the revolutionary Left and 

the great majority of the Italian population, covering a wide spectrum between the 

extreme Left and the intransigent catholic right, strongly attacked the colonialist 

                                                 
36 See selectively Whyte (1965); Chabod (1976); Mac Smith (1989). 
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intervention in Africa. The situation was complicated in late nineteenth century by the 

fact that certain exponents of the new born Socialist Party, including Filippo Turati, 

started to embrace the cause of nationalist irredentism. On the one hand, the Left 

accused the lower classes of indifference and apathy for the great political question of 

colonialism, while on the other, workers and the extreme Left accused the institutional 

Left of being unable to really organise the struggle against the capital and force the 

government to initiate a series of reforms to improve the conditions of the most 

disadvantaged classes (Rainero 1971). As a matter of fact, the extreme Left and the 

Catholic right saw in the colonial adventure a sidetrack to real political action that 

should have prioritised civic and economic development, especially in the South of 

Italy.  

After the defeats in Eritrea, from the early 1900s the various Italian governments 

looked to Libya as an economic outlet in the African continent. In fact, since the 1870s, 

for the Italian governments, engaged with problems connected with state building, 

economic development and the Southern question, colonialism was an hypothesis 

whose value was far beyond the purely military enterprise. The link between the 

possibility of conquering rich and fertile lands overseas and that of sending part of 

Italian migrant population was evident. Marxist Antonio Labriola saw in the occupation 

of Tripoli the possibility of a colony for the Italian proletarians dispersed in the world 

(Valeri 1973, p. 327). Giovanni Pascoli, one of the most prominent Italian poets of the 

early twentieth century, abandoned his revolutionary socialist background to embrace 

the nationalist imperialistic cause on the occasion of the Libyan war. Gabriele 

D'Annunzio spread the image of a domineering and imperial Italy. In this sense, the 

Libyan war can be regarded both as the coagulative agent in which the internal 

divisions of the Socialist Party became definite and insuperable, and also as the 

borderline between the two stages of Italian nationalism. The myth of the nation-state 

soon became a political reality that opposed the anti-nationalistic myth of class struggle. 
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Popular national history: Cabiria 

The analysis of Italian political history has been illuminating in the understanding of 

the fragmentations that traversed all social classes in Italy. It is in its ties with politics 

and ideologies that the strength and longevity of the political function of history films in 

Italian society can be explained. This function was established by the choice of 

historical subjects and also, recalling Foucault's discussion of the proliferation of films 

about the Second World War in the 1970s (1974, p. 8), by the phenomenon of series. 

This phenomenon is the quantity and persistence of historical fictions in a given period, 

in which subjects and characters are serialised, as in the case of Maciste, for example. 

This serialisation contributes to the establishment of an international popular culture 

and taste that the diffusion of cinema helps to broaden. This is why, as Brunetta 

highlights, to consider the entire production of silent history films in Italy with only 

reference to Cabiria is methodologically incorrect (1993, vol. 1, p. 356). However, 

Cabiria is a monumental amalgam of all previous symbolisms, intertextual and literary, 

pre-existent technological achievements and production and distribution efforts. The 

film thus constitutes an authoritative text for the understanding of Italian silent cinema, 

its authority being also supported by the number of reviews  that appeared at the time of 

its circulation and subsequent studies and analysis that can be found in scholarly work 

or conferences. In other words, Cabiria is the point of arrival of the evolution of the 

historical genre and fully belongs in historical terms to its own time. 

Italian history films emerged within a tradition of nineteenth century historical 

novels that, as Lukàcs argued, articulated the process and completion of the bourgeois 

revolution, and construction of national states (1974, p. 22). As seen previously, the 

sense of community in nationalistic terms, conveyed through patriotism, had a difficult 
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start in Italy, and the colonialist adventure that was based on the reawakening of past 

national greatness exacerbated the political divisions and fragmentations.  

The popularity of the historical genre in cinema also built on the popularity of a 

number of traditional cultural forms such as theatre, circus and opera. Opera in 

particular was a cultural form that united popular and high culture in an interclassist 

sense. The authoritative force of previous forms of cultural production, whether visual 

like paintings, literary like historical novels or feuilletons, the melodrama as in the 

opera, and the folklore or the comedic as in the commedia dell'arte, were translated into 

historical cinematic fictions which effectively combined the epic, the spectacle offered 

by monuments, landscape, large sets and art, with the aesthetics of melodrama in the 

representation of wars and turmoils.37 Foreign historical novels and feuilletons had 

established a narrative typology based on young bold men in love with innocent frail 

heroines, the good giant who resolves dangerous situations and rescues with his sheer 

force the virtuous young girl, faithful slaves and wet nurses (Calendoli 1967, p. 70). 

These characters and narratives were dramatised with natural catastrophes, as in the 

explosion of volcanos, or with wars and clashes between opposed factions. These 

novels articulated dialectical oppositions between bourgeoisie and aristocracy, working 

class and elites through the opposition between Christianity and paganism, freedom and 

slavery. All these characters and narrative features are represented in virtually all the 

production of history films in Italian silent cinema, and of course in Cabiria. 

Importantly, the cultural and visual references to existing forms of popular cultural 

production ensured cultural continuity and recognition, thus identification and audience 

popularity. 

Despite the political tone of these films in terms of their articulation of dominant 

ideologies, the polymorphic nature of the history films succeeded in the displacement of 

the tensions and anxieties that characterised the formation of Italian nationalism. 

                                                 
37 For a description of the intertextuality of history films, see Calendoli (1967) and Dalle Vacche (1992). 
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Cabiria, directed by Giovanni Pastrone and released in 1914, is a historical 

interpretation of the Punic wars of the third century BC, but its subtext alludes to the 

Italian-Libyan war of 1911-1912. In fact, Giovanni Pastrone had started the pre-

production phase in 1912, just after the end of the Italian enterprise in Libya (Calendoli 

1967, p. 86). Within the classical culture that permeated Italian society at the time, 

Cabiria's Carthage was the emblem of the African opposition to Roman imperialism. 

In the first segment of the film, when Etna erupts covering Batto's villa with lava, 

Batto's slaves plunder Batto's house before escaping. With them is also Croessa, little 

Cabiria's nurse, who saves her from the lava. They are later taken prisoner by a group of 

Phoenician pirates who sail for Carthage. Here the pirates sell Croessa and Cabiria at 

the slave market. The high priest Kartalo buys them to be sacrificed to the god Moloch. 

Croessa escapes and before being captured by the Phoenicians, she encounters Fulvio 

Axilla and his slave Maciste and begs them to save Cabiria. Croessa will endure 

punishment and death for attempting to save the little girl from being killed. Parallel to 

the story of Cabiria, Hannibal, "the sword of Carthage"38, crosses the Alps in northern 

Italy to penetrate the Italian peninsula. The story develops mingling the efforts of 

Fulvio Axilla to join his fleet and thus fight against Carthage, Maciste's attempt to save 

Cabiria, and the Punic war between Carthage and the Roman empire. 

The interclassism to which the Italian institutions were aiming is represented in 

Cabiria in the collaboration between the Roman hero, Fulvio Axilla, and the popular 

hero, the slave Maciste. The narrative of the Roman wars and pagan upheavals 

articulated the colonial wars and internal social instability. The accommodation of 

hundreds of extras, that included soldiers, slaves, and foreign armies articulated and 

negotiated the many different concerns and conflicts of the time. However, more 

importantly, the deployment of crowds in the history film also had an economic and 

aesthetic function. They could in fact address a wide spectrum of the audience, and at 

                                                 
38 From the film intertitles. 
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the same time the presence of hundreds of extras were seen as a mark of realism. French 

critic Léon Daudet wrote in 1916 about Enrico Guazzoni's film Giulio Cesare (Julius 

Caesar, 1913): "The crowds that appear in Julius Caesar, and there are hundreds of 

extras, give an extraordinary impression of realism" (in Prolo 1951, p. 113).  

In Cabiria the display of masses is coupled with the ordered rank and file of Roman 

soldiers. The gathering of the masses during pagan rituals and human sacrifices to the 

god Moloch, a stage construction of enormous proportions that was directly inspired by 

Art Nouveau, were functional to the reinforcement of the rhetoric of order against 

disorder. In her analysis of the symbolism of the body and visual elements in Cabiria, 

Dalle Vacche points at the order and self-containment of the masses compressed within 

the monumental walls and columns of the temple (1992, p. 38). This fictional ordered 

gathering of the masses thus works against the collective memories of turmoil and 

disorder, but especially mirrors the new political course in which the three Giolitti 

governments (1903-1905, 1906-1909, 1911-1914) delivered a series of reforms which 

aimed at the establishment of a representative democratic state inspired by the tradition 

of democratic liberalism. Giolitti conceived the state as an arbiter of conflicts between 

classes and supported organisations of workers that would act within a legal framework. 

The major reform was the universal suffrage bill passed in 1912, which increased the 

number of electors from 3 million to 9 million. As a result, the number of socialist 

representatives in the parliament expanded to 50 in the 1913 elections. With this reform, 

Giolitti broadened the base of popular representation in the state, thus setting a different 

model for political contestation.  

It is in the light of this new political order that the ordered masses gathered inside 

and outside the temple of Moloch must be seen. The physical containment of the masses 

is offered in contrast to what was deemed the disorder of spontaneous political 

contestation that had characterised the first thirty years of the history of the Italian 

workers movement. In contrast, in the exaltation of the Roman ideal it is possible to see 
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the seed of nationalistic sentiment that can not be exclusively referred to the Giolitti era 

of pacification, but that in its most extreme manifestation will flow into Fascism and 

will continue to be represented in historical fictions throughout the fascist period.  

James Hay argues effectively that an important property of historical films is their 

ability to accommodate and negotiate instances of conflict and displace them to a 

mythical setting, reducing history to a diegetic world (1987, p. 155). As indicated 

earlier, Cabiria is a complex text full of discrepancies and fractures. Calendoli observed 

that intertitles and images are dissonant in that intertitles follow Cabiria's story, while 

the images follow Maciste's story (1967, p. 105). Similarly, in the intertitles the slave 

Maciste is always in a subordinate position in respect to the Roman patrician Fulvio 

Axilla, but the images foreground Maciste's actions. It is in fact Maciste, with his 

athletic physical form and strength part gladiator, part working class (the actor was 

Genoa's stevedore Bartolomeo Pagano), who rescues Cabiria from being sacrificed to 

the god Moloch. Thus on a denotative level, the film suggests collaboration between 

Fulvio Axilla and Maciste. This collaboration spells out an ideal image of interclassism 

and collaboration between the elites and the working class. This image of chorality is 

also supported by the different intersecting stories that typify narrative and characters 

construction as in the feuilletons: the natural destructive element of the volcano Etna 

which sets the narrative in motion, the innocent Cabiria is contrasted with the 

treacherous Sofonisba, daughter of Asdrubale, the cunning king Siface is contrasted 

with the king Massinissa, who is romantically in love with Sofonisba, and finally, there 

is the dialectic opposition between the grand generosity of Rome through the character 

of the patrician Fulvio Axilla, and the dark and superstitious barbarity of Carthage 

represented in a series of characters of which the high priest Kartalo and the inn-keeper 

Bodastoret are the two most representative.  

From a representational point of view, Cabiria thus epitomises all the elements of 

the mythology of the history film as they were defined in previous productions. It 
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reconstructs characters, themes, situations and visual imagery that were already present 

in much of Italian popular cultural production. Cabiria not only enjoyed success in 

Italy, but it was also a box-office hit in the United States. The next section addresses the 

modes of production of the film, with reference to technological innovations and the 

film's reception both in Italy and the United States. This anticipates the analysis of the 

industrial and aesthetic factors that have bound the history film to the development of 

the Italian industry and to its effective performance on the international market since the 

origin of cinema. These issues will be developed in Chapter Two. 

 

 

Anatomy of a national and international success 

Cabiria premiered in Turin in 1914. A month later, it was screened in New York, 

where it broke box-office records set by Quo Vadis? (1913) in its long run at the 

Knickerboker Theatre. The film preceded Giulio Cesare (Julius Caesar, 1913), 

produced by Cines and imported by George Klein. Cabiria was destined to a long life in 

film history. It appealed to both elite and popular audiences and much of this success 

was due to its achievements in the technological field and in the use of on-screen space 

and perspective which were already present in Quo Vadis? (Calendoli 1967, p. 78).  

Pastrone's company Itala Film was the first Italian production company that could be 

matched to the American model of the central producer, though the figure of the central 

producer in the Itala case is meaningless, as Pastrone embodied both the roles of 

director and producer (Alovisio 2000, p. 252). This particular configuration of the 

producer-director will re-emerge in the 1970s internationally, but as a response to 

different necessities of local cinema industries. In Italy, the producer-director 

arrangement emerged in response to the crisis of the industry after 1975. It addressed 

issues of production, decentralisation and financial independence, but it also contributed 

to further the chronic fragmentation of the production sector of Italian cinema industry. 
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The case of the producer-director mode of production will be addressed in Chapter Two 

in the context of the peculiar development of the industrial system of the New Italian 

cinema. 

Pastrone's sophisticated and advanced organisation was quite unique. Itala Film was 

in fact organised both along the lines of a vertical hierarchy in which Pastrone was the 

central supervisor, and of the division of labour required in the studio system 

production mode. Central to this kind of organisation was the close relationship with the 

French film industry, from which Pastrone borrowed directors and cameramen. Pastrone 

thus created a script department optimising in this way the company's production. 

Serialisation of comedies and historical epics were the result of the "Pastrone System" 

(Alovisio 2000, p. 250), which ranked Itala Film as the third Italian production 

company, with Cines and Ambrosio. 

One of the most renowned aesthetic achievements of Cabiria was the use of the 

tracking shot, notably in the scene in which Maciste and Fulvio Axilla are escaping 

from the Phoenicians and barricade themselves in a cellar full of provisions. The camera 

pans from the barricade that Maciste and Fulvio Axilla erected to the stairs and down in 

the cellar. The camera then moves to explore the cellar from the two men's point of 

view. The camera work was done by Spanish cameraman Segundo de Chomon, who 

had used tracking shots since 1909. In this sense Cabiria is also an aggregation of 

existing techniques employed by other national cinema industries. 

The critical reception of Cabiria was enthusiastic both in Italy and in the United 

States. A reviewer assessed Cabiria in 1914 as 
 

(...) one of those things that will remain. It will remain because it reaches a point at 

which it ceases to be just the vulgar art of the cinema, and instead becomes history, 

true history, history seen through the eyes of a great poet.39

 

                                                 
39 Quoted in Rhodes (2000, p. 319). 
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Stephen Bush wrote in The Moving Picture World that 
 

The torrent of fiery flakes, the mouth of the volcano a veritable furnace of the 

Inferno, spewing forth unceasing sheets of fire, the rush of the fugitives lit up by a 

ruddy glow which half conceals and half reveals, the temple of Moloch with its 

worshippers and its fearful rites, the hero of Carthage passing over the Alps, the 

siege of Carthage, the burning of the ships which the aged Archimedes fought with 

the power of the sun, all these and a hundred other marvels of the spectacular make 

this feature pre-eminent among the spectacular successes in all the history of 

spectacles. It is true that the classic theme always carries the spectacular element 

best, and this advantage the producer has pressed to the limit (in Kauffman & 

Henstell 1972, p. 80-81).40

 

The first writer goes so far as to blend the representation of history in the film with 

the film itself becoming history, thus an event that "ceases to be just the vulgar art of 

cinema". History thus justifies the elevation of cinema to high art. The American critic 

appreciated the spectacular element provided by history, and other critics pointed at 

Cabiria as "the pick of cinema art" (Turconi 1963, p. 53) treasuring photography and 

mise-en-scene, and emphasising thus the production value of the film to the detriment 

of D'Annunzio's intertitles. 

The collaboration between Gabriele D'Annunzio and Giovanni Pastrone has attracted 

the attention of many scholars.41 Here it is sufficient to say that the attention was 

directed to the establishment of the paternity of the film's subject. Prolo noted that 

Pastrone was the author of the subject while D'Annunzio's collaboration was limited to 

the translation of the story-line that Pastrone had sketched in his own poetic style 

(1951, p. 68). For this work, D'Annunzio received fifty thousand gold Lira; he later 

released interviews in which indicated the paternity of the subject, maximising the 

hundred thousand gold Lira that Pastrone had invested in publicity and marketing. 

                                                 
40 Original source The Moving Picture World,May 23, 1914. 
41 See selectively Prolo (1951), Calendoli (1967) and Belluccio (1975).  
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Cabiria was thus what is in modern language a block-buster. Its lengthy time of 

production, the meticulous reconstruction of sets and the assembling of hundreds of 

extras which set standards for evaluating realism, the attention given to the composition 

of space, the hiring of Gabriele D'Annunzio as a name that would confer respectability 

upon the film, the money invested in marketing and importantly the development of 

camera movements were elements that contributed to make Cabiria one of the most 

important texts in film history. After the First World War, the prestigious historical 

epics would still be produced, but none equalled the production values of Cabiria. The 

production of these epics passed into the hands of American producers, while the figure 

of the acrobatic rescuer, Maciste, became an international popular icon as it was 

replicated in series of films produced by different national cinema industries.  

 

 

Conclusion 

In Cabiria questions of the prestige of the film industry are conflated with questions 

of the prestige of the Italian nation and intersect with the imagined unity of the Italian 

nation. In this sense, this chapter has developed and extended a study of the genealogy 

of the Italian history film in the context of the country's rhetorical nationalistic 

discourse. By historically locating cultural sources and subject matters of historical 

fictions and positioning them against the troubled process of unification, this chapter 

addressed the two important functions of history films, political and industrial, as they 

formed in early Italian cinema. These two functions, following Andrew (1984, p. 14) 

are the tradition of history films that has been passed on to the present day's cinematic 

histories. 

It also emerged that these functions were linked to an aesthetic experience derived 

from the specificity of Italian art, culture, landscape, and the ostentatious magnificence 

of the country's monuments. Italian history films thus aestheticised the dominant 
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political discourse that was focused on the formation of nationalism and national 

identity . The next chapter will build a clearer understanding of how history films lifted 

cinema from its popular origins and provided for an aesthetic experience of the nascent 

bourgeoisie. It will also bridge early cinema's historical fictions with the history films 

produced in the period 1988-1999 by looking at the two modes of depiction of the 

historical spectacle in contemporary Italian cinema, the postcard shot and the domestic 

interiors, as current aesthetic manifestations of the two functions of history films. 
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Early Italian cinema's legitimation was articulated in nationalist and patriotic claims 

and history provided the narrative material in which this articulation could occur. In this 

process of legitimation, the traditional concepts of arts and aesthetics contributed to lift 

cinema from its status of a popular, low-brow form of entertainment. This chapter will 

further establish how the long-standing close relationship between historical 

representations and Italian film production practices originated. Following the first 

chapter which carried out an historical analysis of the political context in which cinema 

originated in Italy, this chapter will advance my argument on the importance of the 

genealogy of the history film in order to understand the continuous presence of 

historical subjects in Italian cinema. In this chapter, this genealogy is established by 

looking at the triangular relationship between history, industry and spectacle. There are 

two aspects in this discussion: the aesthetic form that shaped ways to depict history, and 

the related issue of spectacle, which is central to the wide circulation of the films. In 

fact, the emphasis on visual splendour proved to be an extraordinary marketable 

element which delivered prestige to the film industry and by association to the Italian 

nation.  

The chapter is divided in two parts. The first part looks at the processes that led to 

the formation of aesthetic conventions of the history film. To this end, in the promotion 

of the genre abroad, Italian history films relied on the connotative meaning of art, with 

explicit reference to the prestige of Renaissance art and the Italian supremacy in this 

field. The second part looks at the triangulation between history, industry and spectacle 

in a contemporary context. From the mid 1980s to the end of 1990, Italian history films 

have shifted their focus from macrohistory to microhistory, nevertheless without losing 

their close relation to political, ideological and market issues. The aesthetic base of 

these films has become extremely variegated: it comprises visual representations of 

history that are established by television conventions, but also spectacular depictions of 

landscape and mannerist reconstructions of period ambience. A useful way to 

 



  
64 

investigate these two visual addresses of history is to link them to the industrial context 

of the 1980s and 1990s. My hypothesis is that functions of historical representations are 

derived from discourses fashioned in early cinema, thus the original aesthetic 

connotations of Italian history films still mark the way in which history and its 

spectacularisation are understood today. However, the globalisation of the film industry 

in the 1990s (read global Hollywood triumph) and economic and political national 

contexts have framed these films differently. 

I will approach this argument by looking in the last section at recent developments in 

the privatisation of Cinecittà and its use as an international back-lot. The self-promotion 

of Cinecittà Studios heavily relies on categories established in Italian cinema history 

such as the Italian supremacy in the depiction of historical landscapes that Italian set 

designers and artisans can skilfully reproduce, or the richness of Italian costume design. 

These artistic skills are coupled today with the most advanced digital technology. These 

elements are designed to make Cinecittà, as in the 1950s, once again attractive for 

foreign capital investments. 
 

 

The uncertain beginnings of Italian cinema 

To understand the evolution and peculiarity of the Italian film industry, it is 

important to briefly address the issue of cross-influences between different national 

cinemas since early cinema. In this light, a reference to the relationship between Italy 

and France is necessary, as the history of their film industries not only presented 

similarities, but also because the Italian film industry was dependent on the French 

industry in the early stages. This intense collaboration has continued in the postwar 

period and has intensified in the last twenty years. Today, within the framework of 
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European policies, Italo-French co-productions remain an important economic 

structural element within the Italian film industry.42

As was the case in France, Italian cinema was exhibited at fairgrounds, but also in 

the caffé-concerto (the equivalent of French café-chantant). Compared to other 

European countries, Italy was slow to develop an infrastructure for film production. 

Brunetta saw the marginality and artisan quality of the Italian cinema industry as a 

result of the country's industrial backwardness (1993, p. 20, vol. 1). In fact, at the turn 

of the century, in Italy there were far less economic resources than in England, France 

or Germany. Thus the Italian early cinema industry had to rely on French production 

and technology, Pathé's projectors and programs, and French expert technicians. This 

initial industrial gap put Italian cinema in a position of dependency on French 

technology and production for almost the first decade from the invention of cinema, 

and, along with overproduction, in 1908-1909 it created the first economic crisis in the 

nascent Italian cinema industry.  

Importantly, it is useful to remember from Chapter One that in Italy cinema came to 

light and made its first staggering steps in one of the country's most troubled historic 

periods of the century that came to an end with the assassination of King Umberto I in 

1900. The liberal government of Giolitti which came into office in 1901 brought 

economic expansion and a relative social pacification. It is a fact that from 1905 to 

1915, with a brief crisis in the years 1908-1909, the Italian cinema enjoyed its greatest 

expansion both in the domestic and in the international markets. 

Unlike France, exhibition sites in Italy were of a mixed nature, with a great 

difference in exhibition practices between the North and the South. During the period of 

early cinema, film shows were mainly at fairgrounds in the North, attended by an 

audience that was constituted by a low class, illiterate public, while in the South film 

                                                 
42 Between 1989 and 2001, 17 films have been co-produced with France. This is an estimate of only 
history films. See Filmography. 
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programs were projected in the caffé-concerti which were attended mainly by the 

aristocracy (Bernardini 1978, p. 11).43

After the first projections in the major Italian cities, cinema had a capillary 

distribution into the countryside, markets, exhibitions and fairgrounds. In this 

environment, cinema became extremely successful because it used the space of 

spectacle once occupied by the projections of the magic lantern. Because of the mixed 

nature of early exhibition practices - popular spaces and caffé-concerti - two parallel 

trends developed. On the one hand there were programs targeted for the semi-illiterate 

public of the countryside, and that were based on codes and forms of popular spectacle 

that were deeply rooted in Italian culture and had circulated for centuries.44 The 

programs consisted of short films about magic, religion, comic acts, drama. On the 

other hand, there was the development of a cinema targeted to the urban public, that 

was typified by Méliès' films and Leopoldo Fregoli's illusionist shows. These films 

were initially exhibited in theatres as part of café-chantant and vaudeville 

entertainments (Brunetta 1993, p. 16, vol. 1).  

Although it is not possible to establish a clear cut differentiation between genres in 

the early Italian cinema, as the programs shown in either the countryside or in the cities 

consisted of the projection of shots of varying content, the establishment of two 

different modes of cinema's fruition - although short lived - led to the formation of two 

different modes of representation and taste. This bipolarity of early Italian cinema may 

be seen as the genealogy of the two major trends in the national cinematic 

                                                 
43 Bernardini's extremely detailed research of the birth and evolution of the Italian cinema industry cast 
light on the evolution of the industrial structures in the period of Italian silent film (1978). Because of the 
limited availability of original films, documents, journals and programs, Bernardini's research is 
considered as a primary source of information about the difficult first ten years of Italian cinema. 
44 These travelling shows relied on the expectations raised in the public by exceptional and sensational 
events, such as the show of the magic lantern. Some print material - calendars, flyers with popular songs, 
astrological predictions - was distributed during the show (Brunetta 1993, p. 16). Films were presented in 
the same fashion. In fact, what was attracting the public was the marvel with the mechanical reproduction 
of images, rather than stories and narratives. 
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representation: that of popular entertainment, made explicit in the forms of comedy and 

drama, and that of artistic quality, that found its mode of expression in the history film. 

Once the Italian exhibitors realised that there was great economic potential in 

cinema, new production companies were formed in Turin, Naples, Milan and, later, 

Rome. At the same time, the proliferation of new camera equipment and projectors had 

outdated Lumière's Cinematographe. The specialisation of the two apparatuses had 

prompted the creation of two new distinct figures, the camera operator and the 

projectionist. Additionally, new security provisions for the protection of patrons from 

celluloid combustion forced cinema out of the showmen's booths. The result was that 

new stable theatres for film exhibition were opened. Because of the convergence of 

interests between production, distribution and exhibition, the transformation that 

occurred around 1904-1907 in distribution and exhibition prompted also a 

transformation in production, setting in motion a structural shift in the industry. 

Production changed hands. In fact, from early filmmaking, production now required 

larger investments of capital. The increased cost in industrial organisation demanded a 

corresponding increase in the ticket price, and this in turn selected the public. This 

process was slow, but steady. Cinema was no longer a business for fairgrounds, and this 

form of exhibition was slowly phased out. 

The role of the government in the Italian cinema industry originally was not an active 

one, but its ideologies influenced indirectly the choice of films' subject matter because 

Italian cinema was then mainly financed by the aristocracy. In addition, some Army 

officers, notably Filoteo Alberini, who directed The siege of Rome, played a pivotal role 

in the embryonic stage of the film industry, influencing its development in the 

organisational and production fields (Brunetta 1993, p. 29). Economic and ideological 

factors were thus strictly related. From 1904 to the beginning of First World War, that is 

when the technical advancements determined the industrial shift and more capital was 

needed to face a more complex organisation, the representatives of the economic capital 
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generated by land tenure financed film production (Bernardini 1978). It is hard to 

determine a priority between the economic and ideological factors. My suggestion is 

that they were mutually influential because they were linked at the same time to 

technical improvements, the need for larger capital investments, and the search for 

subject matters that would allow a full development of a story to a feature length film. 

History and the literary classics had in store plenty of material, that in turn would 

deliver a positive representation of the nation in otherwise troubled times. The interests 

of the entrepreneurs were thus not only economic, but also ideologically strongly 

nationalistic, and totally coincidental in the period immediately before the First World 

War.  

To further clarify the intricacy of the triangulation between history, industry and 

spectacle, it is important to turn to a brief account of the evolution of the French Film 

d'Art.  

According to Leprohon, in the early days cinema was facing two alternatives (1961, 

p. 36). On the one hand, there was Lumière's realism that, because of its lack of 

interpretation and originality, lacked any artistic value. On the other hand, there were 

Méliès' entirely artificial and illusionist compositions. In Leprohon's opinion, this was 

an incompatible antinomy which plunged French cinema into an impasse.45 
Cinema was 

thought of as an extraordinary invention that in importance could be compared to the 

invention of print during the Renaissance. It had the potential to set in motion a 

fundamental transformation in the mode of mass vision, establishing a culture of 

viewing that was already introduced with photography. French writers, theatre actors 

and musicians took action in a movement called Film d'Art (1907) that, as Leprohon 

                                                 
45 It is more useful to see Leprohon's opposition between the two currents in a constructive way. 
Lumière's realism emphasised the ability of the cinematic apparatus to register and project images of the 
phenomenal world photomechanically, while Méliès' entirely staged events focused on film as an 
artefact, that is a construction of images and effects. In the first years of cinema, a film show consisted of 
the assemblage of different kinds of images, which included both staged shots and shots from the real 
world. Although the distinction between realism and action, associated to the documentary format, and 
fiction and spectacle for entertainment's sake, were sanctioned and institutionalised later in film theory, 
the two main components of cinema were already in place.  
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puts it, saved French cinema from the impasse (1961, p. 44). Importantly, the Film d'Art 

helped to establish French cinema's prestige overseas, and provided a model for both 

American and European film producers to make quality films designed to give cinema a 

higher cultural status, and thereby lure the urban and middle class public into the 

picture theatres. Italian cinema, like all of the European national cinemas, was 

profoundly influenced by the Lumière Brothers and Méliès in the first instance, and by 

Charles Pathé's new projectors and productions along with the Film d'Art later.46  

It is thus time to turn the attention to how ideological and industrial functions of the 

history film was explicated in its relationship with the legitimation and/or 

problematisation of identity for emerging acculturated audiences, and thus to the 

expansion of the film culture. A focus on this relationship and its fields of analysis can 

usefully complete the genealogy of this genre. A close examination of the concepts of 

art and aesthetics as they arose in European culture and were transferred from 

traditional cultural fields to cinema requires thus discussion. 
 

 

Art and the field of aesthetics 

The first field of analysis relates to identity, and is demarcated in turn by its link with 

the category of 'art film' as institution. Specifically, the  historical root of Italian art 

cinema is grounded in the tradition of European high culture, in which Italian 

Renaissance played an important role.  

Art cinema, as Bordwell discussed it, became a distinct mode of film practice after 

the Second World War essentially to counter-act Hollywood's domination of the 

international film market in a moment of Hollywood's own decline (1979, p. 56). Neale 

counter-argued that art film has defined itself on the basis of its differentiation from 

Hollywood at any point in time (1981, p. 14). In fact, a closer inspection of the origins 
                                                 
46 For a history of Italian cinema see above all Brunetta's re-edited four volumes of his Storia del cinema 
italiano (1993 and 1998). See also selectively Leprohon (1972), Bernardini (1978) Bondanella (1984), 
Cherchi Usai (1996) and Sorlin (1996). 
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of cinema in Europe, specifically in France, Italy and Germany, provides a different 

reading from Bordwell's. I argue that the European countries have not only competed to 

ensure a share of the international market, as well as the domination of the domestic 

market, since the beginning of cinema, but also self-consciously used 'art' as a marker of 

quality and supremacy . The following editorial on the front page of the Italian film 

bulletin La cine-Fono printed in 1911 observed that 
 

No more is it Italy who imports the best films from abroad, but, vice-versa, it is Italy 

who furnished the world with the best, the most artistic and the most evocative 

productions... With a few more triumphs like this one (L'inferno), Italy will be able 

to place itself with no doubt at the head of the international film movement (in 

Rhodes 2000, p. 316). 

 

The interesting note in this editorial, although it may appear quite pretentious, is its 

claim to art. Andrew, as well as Bordwell for that matter, recognised the function of the 

French Film d'Art and the capitalisation on the word art in luring a high-class audience 

(1984, p. 16). However, Andrew is mistaken when he considers the word art as 

"enhancement" of cinema, rather than designating a proper cinematic category. For 

Andrew, only in 1919, with the French impressionist movement, was art cinema 

systematically defined (1984, p. 17).47 The following review of the film Nerone (Nero), 

released in 1909, on the contrary legitimises claims for a re-evaluation of the history of 

art film: 
 

It would take too long to stop at every scene and describe the scrupulously accurate 

mise-en-scène... We can properly call this a masterpiece of cinematic art,48 and it is 

another one of our glories, completely Italian (in Rhodes 2000, p. 314). 

 

                                                 
47 The year 1919 is probably regarded as a turning point for a more refined notion of cinema, as also 
Griffith's Broken Blossoms, was released. Given the domination of Anglo-American scholarship in film 
studies and the focus on the history of early American cinema, it is not surprising that studies of early 
cinema in Europe have been seldom translated, if not neglected. 
48 My emphasis. 
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The fact that the art film had rarely been systematically defined before the Second 

World War, or 1919 according to Andrew, does not mean that a certain kind of cinema 

which related to consolidated aesthetic canons was not already an institution at the 

beginning of the century. The aforementioned review contains one of the first 

recognitions of a cinematic art which elevates cinema in its own right as the seventh art. 

The aura of film and its visual splendour are provided by an accurate mise-en-scene, 

hence realistic depiction and art are conflated in one concept.  

The capacity of the art film to address and visualise on the screen the shifts that occur 

in culture, society and in the cinema industry itself, proved fundamental in addressing a 

more extensive and consolidated audience, and it also was, since early cinema, a 

trademark for film export. Thus one of the functions of the art film is in its expression 

of the legitimation and/or problematisation of identity. Styles and themes, while they 

have been rather diverse according to different cultural background and directors, are 

also, according to Bordwell, another constant function of art films (1979, p. 57), and 

this can easily be seen as related to economic (market) imperatives. It is clear that the 

emphasis put in Nero's review on the mise-en scène as the central element of cinematic 

art derives directly from canons of representation of ambience and landscapes 

established in painting. However, this must not be seen as a dependence of cinema from 

painting, but as the full correspondence of cinema with contemporary culture. In fact, it 

must be remembered that nineteenth century culture was saturated by canons of 

classicism combined with intense historicism. Failing to recognise these cultural links 

and influences results in discarding early art film, as in the case of Bordwell and 

Andrew.  

In the first decade of twentieth century, history films became essential part of 

emerging national consciousness and identity of a larger Italian middle class audience. 

The form of these films related to established concepts of European high culture and 

aesthetics in general. In turn, the symbolic allusions provided by the field of aesthetics 
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proved useful in giving the history film the benefit of being a highly marketable product 

in both the international and domestic markets. During the period 1909 and 1915, 

history films played a pivotal role in the economic expansion of Italy's cinema 

industry.49 In fact, the history films of the silent period won Italian cinema a favourable 

status in other European countries, as well as in the United States. These films relied on 

a body of screened images and events that connected audiences with other forms of 

visual historical representations (the circus' historical carousels for instance) and with 

an aesthetic experience of history grounded in contemporary classic culture. The highly 

aestheticised portrayal of a monumental past, the reconstructions of ambience and 

interiors, the depiction of epic battles and momentous events in their natural settings - 

stylistic devices that became conventional in Italian history films of that period - 

provided for a spectacle that was internationally intelligible as well as domestically, 

thus easily marketable.  

To fully understand how the meaning of the word art has been transferred from the 

world of figurative arts to that of the mechanically reproduced visual imagery, it is 

important to look at the origins and transformations that this word has undergone.  

Before the Renaissance, the word art, the Greek techné, was used to designate all 

human activities, from figurative art, to mechanical and liberal arts. In Italy, the word 

arte was attached to mestieri (trade, profession), giving the word art a plan of existence 

focused on concrete practices. During the Renaissance, the fusion of Christian religion, 

Greek classical thought in philosophy, humanism with the principle of human reason, 

painting, drama, sculpture and architecture formed a unifying concept that referred to 

all human activities that aimed to the creation of beauty and works of art. From 

Aristotle's ideas of art as "essentially a reasoned productive state"50, the element of 

reason became a fundamental requirement for the creation of beauty that contained 

                                                 
49 According to Rhodes, between 1908 and 1910, America's import of Italian films had doubled (2000, p. 
316). 
50 See Hanfling 1992, p. 6. 
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elements of symmetry and order. Plato's writings on poetics and morality provided the 

ground for the shift between the ancient and seventeenth century paradigm of art. 

Reason and spirituality were thus amalgamated.  

The painter needed special skills such as inner beauty, inspiration, the senses, and 

reason to make exceptional works, and only philosophers of aesthetics could recognise 

such works. The result of this idealisation of the painter and specialisation of 

connoisseurship was the separation of art from trade and a restriction of the meaning of 

the word art. It is from this separation that the notion of high art and authorship 

germinated. As Taylor put it, "one goal of all this elevation and idealization of art was 

to hike the monetary value of the artist's labors" (1998, p. 9). This social-economic 

strategy was transferred from the field of figurative arts to cinema where it became the 

essential feature in the redefinition of art film in the 1960s. At that time, debates and 

polemics about popular and high culture led to the dismantling of traditional canons of 

high and low culture, with the consequent re-evaluation of some directors of 

commercial Hollywood. But the auteur theory reconnected with the traditional canons 

of aesthetics, and it reproduced the traditional romantic concept of art as the product of 

a superior individual consciousness, embodied in the author.51

The field of aesthetic philosophy expanded during the eighteenth century 

incorporating ideas not only of beauty and art, but also of morality, taste and the senses. 

Importantly, seventeenth century philosophy had involved the birth of the notion of the 

subject as unified subject of experience. This notion suggests links with the growing 

economic and political domination of the European bourgeoisie. Taylor's compelling 

argument is that aesthetics is a bourgeois construction for the control of knowledge, 

where the fusion and rationalisation of different fields of knowledge became a unifying 

model, with a universal validation, for the representation and reception of Western 

upper class culture (1998). The emerging middle class used aesthetics - inherited from 
                                                 
51 For a comprehensive history of the concept of author and criticism see Williamson (1989), Foucault 
(1977) and Caughie (1981). 
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the aristocracy - to extend its dominance into the material sphere. In this way, aesthetics 

became the preoccupation of the bourgeoisie that was looking for cultural validation, 

after having secured economic supremacy. The intellectual consolidation of 

Enlightenment contributed to the establishment of Western dominance in the arts, 

science and philosophical thoughts. With Kant's normative claims of judgements of 

beauty, the appreciation of a beautiful thing went from the experiential and the personal 

to the general (Kant 1973). With colonialism, this normative force was projected onto 

the world as the unifying paradigm of high culture. In this regard, aesthetics contributed 

to the construction of self-identity for the European white male against the opposed 

category of the colonised 'other' associated to non-beauty/non-good.  

The formation of European identity and of its cultural dominance over the rest of the 

world through aesthetic inheritance is effectively questioned and problematised in a 

very recent film, Bernardo Bertolucci's L'assedio  (Bieseged, 1998). Although this film 

is set in the present time, its subtext points to the weight of European traditional high 

culture in the problematic relationship between the film's main characters. An eccentric 

English piano player and a black woman who is his house-keeper are physically placed 

in a hierarchical relationship - he lives on the upper floor of his ancient and decadent 

palace, and she lives in the basement. The only means of communication (other than 

direct confrontation) is the internal lift that was used once upon a time by servants to 

send food up to their employers. The signification of this arrangement addresses the 

problem of hierarchy between the North and the South of the world. Only when the 

male protagonist sells his paintings, tapestry, sculptures, and piano to pay for the 

liberation of the woman's husband held in prison in Africa - and thus symbolically he 

rids himself of his cultural and philosophical inheritance that is embedded in his 

aesthetic experience - can communication, and indeed love, between the two 

protagonists be established. 
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In conclusion, in the early twentieth century, the work of art contained in itself a 

distinctiveness that required and could only be approached with an aesthetic 

appreciation. In this environment of overdeveloped high culture, the early French Film 

d'Art  aimed to deliver an aesthetic experience for urban middle class audience opposed 

to the popularisation of cinema at fairgrounds. Here the definition 'art' was expanded to 

a system of representation in film that relied on staged mise-en-scenes and enjoyed the 

signatures of famous theatre actors, writers and musicians. As one of the fundamental 

assumptions of aesthetic reasoning was the symmetry between beauty and morality, 

almost consequentially the expression Film d'Art  carried a meaning that would elevate 

cinema to a form of morally respectable spectacle. Thus the field of aesthetics played a 

crucial role in the establishment of cinema as a viable form of entertainment for the 

bourgeoisie.  
 

 

The Italian history film as art film 

The expectations of Italian producers were that Italian historical spectacles, so 

popular on the European and American markets, would resuscitate and consolidate the 

industry from the brief crisis of 1908-1909.  

The history film occupied the highest rank in the cinema production, becoming very 

soon an up front competitor to theatre. The historical genre was working in two 

different directions. With the films' subjects based on the Roman Empire it aimed at the 

transmission of the idea of domination over the world, thus supporting the colonialist 

enterprises of the state. With the films about the Risorgimento (The Siege of Rome can 

be considered the prototype) it aimed at the diffusion of the nationalistic sentiment. In 

this way, the Italian cinema industry inaugurated a tendency that can be observed 

throughout the history of Italian cinema. I refer to the diversification of the product in 

relation to the diversification of the markets, international and domestic. The 
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Risorgimento films were a constitutive part of the national cinema in a narrow sense,52 

that is more strictly related to the internal political history. The films adapted from 

literary historical novels or based on Roman history, although retaining their 

nationalistic address, slowly became products aimed at international audiences, and thus 

at the expansion of the industry in economic terms. 

On a general level, cinematic historical narratives let the audience catch a glimpse of 

momentous historical events in the background, connecting at the same time with the 

tradition of European high culture. The development of the history film in early Italian 

cinema was functional to the establishment of a hierarchy of values, of which aesthetics 

was the underlying ideology, that would attribute artistic and qualitative values to 

national cinematic representation. The aura of antiquity was embedded in aesthetics 

since the word was used specifically in connection with art and beauty, because it was 

classical Greek philosophy - namely Aristotle's and Plato's thoughts and precepts on 

beauty, poetry, drama and rhetoric - that was taken as the informing principle of 

aesthetic canonisation.53  

The production of history films was certainly not a unique trend to the history of 

Italian cinema. Although the history film was partially influenced by the French Film 

d'Art, the visual imagery of paintings and opera, the evocation of dramas from 

Shakespeare, Dumas, Victor Hugo, Roman deeds, Dante's Divina Commedia, and 

Torquato Tasso constituted the visual and cultural substratum of what Brunetta 

identifies as the "superspectacle" or costume film (in Marcus 1993, p. 3).  
                                                 
52 In 1962, Jerzy Toeplitz pointed out that the Italian history film had encouraged the development of 
national cinemas, exactly because of its characteristic of being "historic" (in Montesanti 1975, p. 8). This 
remark was made in a debate about the relationship between Pastrone's Cabiria and Griffith's 
Intolerance. The argument was that Pastrone's technical achievements in Cabiria (1914) - namely the 
tracking shots - could hardly be considered original, being in fact more the result of an osmosis of 
techniques used previously in many national cinemas, but never fully exploited. More than a primacy of 
style or of language of Italian cinema, it was argued, it is more appropriate to speak of general influences, 
suggestions and stimuli, while on the contrary it was the nationalist ideological subtext embedded in 
Cabiria that may have had more impact on Griffith's Birth of a Nation.  
53 In 1735 Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten used the word aesthetics in his Meditationes Philosophicae de 
Nonnullus ad Poema Pertinentitous to indicate a field of knowledge that comprehended the sensory 
experience and the science of the beautiful, and that could be taken as equally valid as intellectual 
knowledge (Collinson 1992, p. 112). 
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The enthusiasm of audiences and film reviewers for the Italian history film lies in the 

fact that Italian directors recreated past events or adaptations from classic literature on 

the very locations where they had occurred or that were described in the literature. 

Shooting on location freed the cinema from staged mise-en-scène that was drawn from 

the theatrical experience, and in this Italian cinema soon distinguished itself and 

departed from the French Film d'Art. However, lavish set design returned in Italian 

history films as a distinctive element of the cinema spectacle. The craftsmanship of the 

Italian set designer became internationally renowned. More importantly, history films, 

in relying on historical narratives, provided for a patterned and structured experience of 

film that was immediately recognisable by the audience. The symbiosis between reality 

and fiction created an artistic illusion that was "responsible for the immediate success of 

the cinema in Italy, for the producers' enthusiasm for this kind of film, and for the 

prestige that soon devolved on the genre" (Leprohon 1972, p. 19).  

From a stylistic point of view, the natural set increased the realist illusion, in the 

anxiety of authenticity of the historical subject. Claims such as "Artistic sense of truth", 

"No detail is missing" and "The set design of future great films should thus be able to 

reach the goal which it is destined to reach, which is to reproduce impeccably reality" 

are all indicative of this anxiety of reproducing history truly.54  

The open set also allowed the use of crowds of extras, which magnified and 

emphasised the historical event that was represented. From a technical point of view, 

the employment of a large number of extras enabled the refinement of techniques such 

as deep focus and tracking shots. Additionally, the open set allowed the use of depth in 

the mise-en-scène and that of the larger frame. In this the Italian history film would 

connect directly to those notions of visual depth and perspective that the Italian painters 

rediscovered during the Renaissance. In Cabiria (1914), Pastrone did not use trompe 

l'oeil sets, but relied on a combination of the natural scenery of the Alps, Tunisia and 

                                                 
54 Citations from various reviews that appeared in 1908 on the journal La Cine-Fono (in Rhodes, p. 311). 
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Sicily, and life size sets to increase the effect of depth which was rendered on film by 

his famous tracking shots.  

The display of Italian architecture, art and landscape soon became conventions of the 

Italian history film. These peculiarities became a fundamental feature for the marketing 

of Italian cinema overseas. Brunetta quotes an advertisement of Cines Production that 

appeared in 1908 on the cover of Motion Picture World : 
 

We are specialised in classics and we have constructed our stories in the 

incomparable splendour of Italian art, to offer a product that will be praised from 

ocean to ocean. We have conducted our detailed study of the American market of the 

previous twelve months with regard to the production for the next season and 

consequently we will be able to produce a film each week. The past is full, with all 

evidence, of the history and grandeur of Italian masters: Michelangelo, Leonardo, 

Andrea del Sarto, Correggio. The conquests of that period are reflected on the 

present. (In Brunetta 1993, vol. 1, p. 31)  

 

Some historical productions were funded by American distributors, who expressly 

demanded that the films had to show Italian landscapes, art, and hundreds of extras. The 

short-lived partnership between George Kleine and the Italian production company 

Ambrosio is a perfect example of the early involvement of the American film industry 

in international co-productions. In 1913, George Kleine paid Ambrosio three hundred 

thousand lire per film to make Otello (Othello, 1914) and a remake of Gli ultimi giorni 

di Pompei (The Last Days of Pompeii, 1913) (Horwitz 1980, p. xvii). Kleine had 

already imported Quo Vadis from Cines in 1913, that was a box-office hit and 

continued to bring in money from rentals for years thereafter. Othello and The Last 

Days of Pompeii were released in the United States in 1914 and were also box office 

hits. Kleine purchased a residence near Turin, where he built on the large property 

impressive studios for costume-making, carpentry and paint shops (Horwitz 1980, p. 

xvii). However, the First World War put an end to Kleine's plans for combining talented 
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European productions with American capital. Incidentally, Quo Vadis's success 

significantly influenced the graduation from one- and two-reel films to five-reel feature 

length motion pictures in America.  

In the contract with Ambrosio, Kleine specified that  
 

the quality of the negatives is to equal the best works of the day, and, specifically, is 

to be as good in quality as the Cines production of Quo Vadis, and when the scenes 

permits there is to be the most liberal use of performers, and one or more scenes are 

to be spectacular in the full extent of the word. The staging in all scenes is to be as 

elaborate as possible (in Horwitz 1980, p. xvii). 

 
In 1912, Frederic Talbot wrote in Moving Pictures: 

 
The experience of the Cines Company appears to confirm the theory that historical 

subjects make the strongest appeal... Moreover, Italy is especially rich in beautiful 

landscape and historical sites, where the scenes can be re-enacted in their original 

setting - an advantage which the large companies realize to the uttermost. 55

 

Thus painting, monuments, architecture and the names of Italian masters were the 

key words of the success of the Italian history film abroad. These key words would 

recall in international audiences the echo of the ideas of achievements in the human 

sciences, beauty and art as constitutive components of aesthetic philosophy and of 

Western philosophy in general. However, perhaps with a more compelling argument, 

historical settings, landscape and monuments paralleled the popular travel film genre, 

which had already offered an exotic view of Italy for the flourishing bourgeois tourism. 

Conversely, for Italian audiences, as Bertozzi noted, the antique settings of the cities 

contextualised "modern Italian citizens among the ruins of the past" (2000, p. 324). In 

short, the rhetoric of this imagery based on archaeology and visual splendour forged the 

nation-in-formation in a rather rigid and premodern fashion. A still portrayal of 

                                                 
55 Quoted in Leprohon 1972, p. 26. 
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landscape settings (urban or natural) with historical reference and people with their 

activities remain to the present day one constant aesthetic characteristic of history films.  

The Italian history films did not only benefit from the resonance of the word art for 

the overseas market. The fact that the history film was a work of art and that therefore 

was also beautiful was accompanied by the notion that seeing a history film could 

provide for pleasure derived from the dimension of contemplation and recognition, 

fundamental features of the aesthetic experience. For its mise-en-scène, the history 

films replicated the canons of the Italian master painters, and for the contemplative 

experience that it suggested, the history film seemed thus to correspond perfectly to that 

sort of aesthetic dimension established during the Renaissance and that became the 

trademark of Italian cinema abroad. 

The Last Days of Pompeii, a film directed by Luigi Maggi in 1908, was a worldwide 

success and from there on the Italian production focused increasingly on historical 

reconstructions with great deployment of decor, natural scenery, and hundreds of extras. 

La caduta di Troia (The Fall of Troy) followed in 1911. The film was directed by 

Giovanni Pastrone, and was in three reels. O' Leary maintains that the Italians were 

responsible for the increase of the length of the film and the size of the subject, "they 

virtually invented the spectacle film" (1965, p. 29). In 1913, Italy produced 467 films 

(Leprohon 1961, p. 151). In 1915, after Pastrone's Cabiria, the industry was thriving, 

with the production reaching 488 films (Leprohon 1961, p. 159). Although the films 

produced included many genres, from comedy to drama, the historical genre continued 

to be the propeller of the industry. However, production started to decline from the First 

World War, and it decreased steadily until it reached ten films a year by 1929 

(Leprohon 1961, p. 213). Despite the fact that historical representations were extremely 

expensive, in the 1920s and 1930s they continued to be the leitmotif of Italian cinema, 

as they celebrated the Roman emperors as the precursors of the duce Mussolini. 
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The peculiarities of the Italian history film, its political and industrial functions, have 

survived throughout a century of cinema. In the cinema of the 1980s and 1990s, history 

films have shifted their focus from macrohistory to microhistory, accommodating 

micropolitics. The decade 1988-1998 is rich with history films that confront different 

periods of Italian history. Some films, Nuovo Cinema Paradiso (Giuseppe Tornatore, 

1988) and Splendor (Ettore Scola, 1989), nostalgically trace the history of Italy through 

a romantic gaze at the history of Italian cinema. Other films, Ladri di saponette 

(Maurizio Nichetti, The Icicle Thief, 1989), La vera vita di Antonio H. (Enzo 

Montaleone 1994) and L'uomo delle stelle (Giuseppe Tornatore, The Star Maker, 1995) 

look at Italian film history with a more sceptical view. In all cases, these films reveal 

cinema's anxiety for having lost its place as the narrator of the nation and as the harbour 

of identity.  

Other films produced in the same period echoed the debates that concerned historical 

revisionism. This historical revisionism voiced repressed memories, angst, nostalgia 

and disillusionment that were readily represented in different media, from literary 

works to cinematic works, through the autobiographical genre. The remaining chapters 

deal with issues of memory and historical revisionism, how they emerged in specific 

contexts and how they are represented on screen. The next sections of this chapter 

introduce a discussion of the period 1988-1999 by looking first at the industrial crisis 

that preceded this period, and then at themes and aesthetics that emerged 

preponderantly in the New Italian cinema. This is important to understand the film 

practices of the 1980s-1990s which played introspection and enclosed spaces against 

pleasurable depictions of landscape. Recalling Lizzani's criticism against antithetical 

separations of epochs of Italian cinema, it is important to start with how some Italian 

historians and critics viewed Italian cinema after 1968.  
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The ten years that destroyed Italian cinema 

The movement of 1968, which was initially inspired by an articulated ideological 

challenge to institutions, and the impact of rapid social changes during the 1970s 

opened an intense season of film experimentation and politicisation in filmmaking. The 

belief was that with the help of the camera it was possible to explore and subvert reality. 

The period was thus dominated by political films that inquired into the corrupt nature of 

political power and successive scandals involving the high ranks of the Italian political 

class.56 On the contrary, as early as 1982, Brunetta, in Storia del cinema italiano, 

recalled Lino Micciché's argument that the uprising of 1968 produced a break with 

previous generations but "confused different attempts and various tendencies, odd 

movements that the yearly worsening of the crisis has entangled in an almost 

inextricable knot" (in Brunetta 1982, p. 793).57 Thus, 1968 paradoxically produced 

undesired effects on cinema and its ideology. 

The domestic market that in 1955 had reached its historical positive peak with 819 

million tickets sold58 with 17 tickets per-capita sold in one year (Il Settore 

Cinematografico Italiano 1998, p. 7), had by the middle of 1965 started its decline, with 

a sudden drop in 1976. In the period 1981-1985 commercial television grew and with it 

also the offer of films on the small screen increased dramatically: 5,400 films broadcast 

in 1988 between public television - Rai- , Berlusconi's networks, Odeon Tv and 

Montecarlo (Wolf 1994, p. 592). It is certainly true that in the absence of broadcasting 

regulations, the explosion of private networks had a powerful negative impact on the 

cinema industry. However, it is a mistake to ascribe the responsibility for the decrease 

                                                 
56 See for instance the films of Elio Petri, Francesco Rosi, Giuliano Montaldo, and also the then emergent 
generation of filmmakers such as Marco Bellocchio, Franco Brusati, Liliana Cavani, Lina Wertmuller 
and Marco Ferreri. 
57  See p. 426 in vol. 4 of the 1998 edition. 
58 However, there were only 68 films produced in Italy at that time (Lizzani 1982, p. 148). A strong 
imbalance between  import and export and the fragility of the production sector based on improvised 
producers whose economic enterprise was not primarily that of cinema would in fact cause a crisis. 
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in audience attendance entirely to the development of commercial television because 

the causes of the crisis were diverse and complex. 

Brunetta saw in the restriction of production opportunities, lack of funding, an 

inadequate law on cinema passed in 1965, the lack of a generational change of 

producers, directors and technicians, the restriction or marginalisation of spaces for film 

reviews in weekly magazines (traditionally a popular means of information in Italian 

society), the loss of communication and dialogue between critics and filmmakers the 

important factors of the structural crisis of 1975 (1998, vol. 4, p. 429). To these 

elements also the technological backwardness of exhibition sites, and the lack of a 

broadcasting law59 coalesced to determine this crisis from which it took ten years to 

recover.  

The rapid historical and cultural changes that occurred with the 1968 rupture also 

provoked a shift in the patterns of the entertainment industry at the end of the 1970s. 

This transformation marked a more fragmented and diversified orientation in tastes and 

habits of the Italian population. Despite the fact that the popularity of cinema had 

started to decline from the end of the 1950s, in 1970 cinema was still the main form of 

entertainment, with just over sixty percent of the total of expenditure for entertainment, 

but in 1985 it dropped to 24 percent against 45.4 percent of various entertainments and 

a 18.9 percent of sporting events (Annuario Statistico Italiano 1971; 1987). 

As the Italian cinema is an enterprise that has traditionally been dependent on foreign 

technology, intertextual and tied to international film industries, as discussed in the 

preceding sections, the mid-1970s crisis of Italian cinema must also be seen in relation 

to this connection. The year 1975 marked a substantial change in the relationship 

between the American and the Italian film markets in terms of box-office since the 

1960s. From that date up to the middle of the 1970s, box-office takings of domestic 

                                                 
59 Only in 1990 was the Italian government able to agree on a broadcasting bill which substantially 
sanctioned a de-facto situation. However, few important innovations were introduced and these were in 
the area of censorship, film rating and advertising restrictions (Barile and Rao 1992). 
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films were predominant. In 1966, 53.9 per cent of the box-office went to Italian films, 

with the remaining 35.1 per cent to American films (Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 486).  

The popularity of Italian films, both domestically and internationally, in the 1960s 

must certainly be credited not only to the emergence of European art cinema (with the 

contemporaneous crisis of American cinema after the Paramount decree)60, but also, 

and more importantly, to the emergence of the spaghetti-western genre and of the 

Italian comedy on the trail of historical reconstructions of Roman, Middle Age, 

eighteenth and nineteenth century settings (Landy 2000, p. 181). However, the success 

of the Italian cinema industry in the 1960s is ambiguous, as it must be noted that from 

after the Second World War, as Bordwell remarked, America sponsored foreign 

productions "and foreign films helped American exhibitors fill screen time" (1984, p. 

56). In 1971 (two years after the collapse of the American film industry that caused a 

contraction in production for four years), the percentage of box-office takings had 

increased to 63 per cent for Italian films (Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 486). But from 1977 

there was a decline in the Italian film production with only 165 films produced 

(Nowell-Smith et al. 1996a, p. 159) which reflected negatively on the consumption of 

domestic films. From then, Italian production started its steady downfall with 

Hollywood films taking the lead at the box-office. That period in fact coincided with the 

New Hollywood output of anti-establishment films and the release of block busters and 

special effects films. 

Italian films available at the beginning of the 1980s were comedies with a soft-core 

pornographic touch that catered to popular and adolescent audiences. Between 1981 and 

1987, of the 19 Italian films with more than ten billion lira takings at the box office six 

were with Adriano Celentano61 in the leading role (Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 500). The 

remaining thirteen were comedies written around the personalities of comedians (often 

                                                 
60 See Gomery on this matter (1992, p. 181). 
61 Adriano Celentano is a pop singer who became a celebrity in the late 1960s.  
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ex-cabaret entertainers) who became famous in the 1970s thanks to public television62 

(Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 500).  

The 1980s retreat of Italian cinema into the domestic market with popular comedies 

of low quality and low production values initiated a vicious circle. Because of this home 

orientation of the Italian cinema industry, the market collapsed in the five-year period 

1981-1985, when an average of four tickets sold per-capita in 1981 was halved to 2.2 in 

1985 (Il  Settore Cinematografico Italiano 1998, p. 7). Audience attendance had 

decreased from 513.7 million in 1975 to 123.1 million in 1985 (Nowell-Smith et al 

1996, p. 163). In 1985, the domestic market had collapsed under the strategy of 

producing low budget commercial films. Essentially, the problem of the Italian cinema 

of the 1980s was that it lacked product differentiation. Given the inevitable 

heterogeneous audience, the film industry failed to address different audiences inside 

the national boundaries. It lacked the production of quality films for the domestic 

middle-class audience, and it failed to produce high budget art cinema for international 

audiences. The film product was thus homogenised for a low class and young audience, 

leaving the market to Hollywood's penetration in distribution and investments in 

exhibition. 

After 1985, producers and distributors realised that there was a need for a return to 

'quality' films traditionally associated with art cinema, which even though they were 

aimed at a smaller audience, would restore the respectability of Italian cinema in both 

the home and the international markets. The traditional albeit constructed opposition 

between commercial and quality films (where the economic imperatives are thought to 

prevent aesthetic achievement) was called upon to re-establish an international and 

domestic recognition of Italian cinema. Hence directors such as Giuseppe Tornatore, 

Gianni Amelio, Nanni Moretti and Gabriele Salvatores, but also Mario Martone and 

Roberto Faenza were constructed by the Italian critics as the auteurs of the New Italian 
                                                 
62 These include Renato Pozzetto, Enrico Montesano, Massimo Troisi, Francesco Nuti and Roberto 
Benigni. 
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cinema. Importantly, all these directors enumerate in their filmography a majority of 

films that deal with Italian history. I will be exploring a selection of films, their 

representation of the generation of 1968, as a particular audience segment, with their 

repetition of themes and motifs in Chapter Four. It is to the economic and aesthetic 

elements of the cinema that preceded the New Italian cinema, thus pre-1988, and that 

lasted well into the 1990s that I will turn now. 
 

 

 

Post-revolutionary navel-gazers 

A cinema that represented a cohort of the Italian audience, emerged in the 1980s and 

came to its more mature stage in the 1990s was very much perceived as a break between 

generations of filmmakers. Critics like Brunetta and Micciché had identified this break 

in the confused experimentation that originated in 1968. In general, the proliferation of 

themes, film practices and aesthetics failed to create those processes of reiteration and 

repetition which constitute a genre and that is highly productive in sustaining cultural 

identity. What came about was a crisis of representation which conflated with the 

industry's economic crisis and inability to sustain market differentiation. On the 

contrary, in the 1980s, the recovery of the memory of the movements of 1968 and the 

ensuing decade was instrumental in the rise of a film culture linked to the imaginary of 

a well defined audience.  

Sesti defined contemporary Italian cinema as "Something very ambiguous: 

increasingly weak about reality", but he also recognised that this cinema was 

"increasingly strong in the symbolic heritage of a culture" (1996, p. 7). Memory and its 

recovery, hence the history film, became a thematic choice to reconnect a cohort of the 

Italian public with its collective imaginary, hence with its cultural heritage. Audience 

familiarity with the life-style and slogans from 1968 encouraged the re-reading of 1968 

and from this an autobiographical and minimalist genre developed. Films looked at the 
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1968 period from the point of view of consciousness and enunciation, analysing and 

judging but not narrating. Moretti's films, which can be defined as a hybrid between 

modernist filmmaking and the exasperated subjectivity of the 1970s, from Io sono un 

autarchico (1976) and Ecce Bombo (1978) to Bianca (1984), Palombella rossa (1989), 

Caro Diario (Dear Diary, 1992) and Aprile (April, 1998), are a subversion of the 

classic "comedy Italian style". In Moretti's films, irony and parody are the direct 

expression of the director's world and his inability to adapt to a reality that has changed. 

Moretti's authorial intervention is expressed in his solipsistic monologues and 

idiosyncratic declarations. Alberto Moravia anticipated by a decade the convergence 

between a cinema of memory (that of 1968) and its audience. In 1977, in reviewing  

Moretti's film Io sono un autarchico, he noted that 
 

These ideas find expression in a certain language, in a certain fashion, in certain 

manners that, as we become immediately aware, were common to the actors and the 

spectators in the picture theatre (...) the director does not take seriously the theatre 

play that is the subject of his film, but he uses it to transform a certain mentality into 

the grotesque; for its part, the public recognises itself in the characters of the film 

and shows its appreciation of the grotesque (...) it's a film that reveals the director's 

critical consciousness of the youth that has emerged in the 1960s (1977, p. 7). 

 

Linking film audience and the characters represented on the screen, in this account 

of Io sono un autarchico Moravia links two specific historical periods, the years before 

and around 1968 and the end of the 1970s. It is thus from the end of the 1970s that a 

certain part of the Italian public started to look back at an immediate past and at itself. 

This is what I call the concept of coincidence between memory and personal narratives. 

Actors, directors and audience coalesced around a set of texts which represented their 

own past. But how was this set of texts from an aesthetic and narrative point of view? 

Was it different from the classically defined history film? 
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In the documentary De Santis and Moretti: Citizens and Filmmakers (1995) 

Giuseppe De Santis, one of the most prominent neorealist directors known for his 

internationally acclaimed Riso amaro (Bitter Rice, 1949), expressed his point of view 

on contemporary cinema  
 

These days I have the impression that film-makers can't make the connection 

between man and society. And of course this has also influenced the politics of film-

making. I mean while film-makers have become disconnected from society, they've 

also become disconnected from politics. 

Often, when I look at films by the younger generation, I feel they're always talking 

about themselves. They're private stories concerned with their little egos, their 

personal world. They tell various stories of angst, but always flimsy, always 

episodic, more like cabaret shows, like theatre plays or even television rather than 

movies. In short, it's more a cinema based on words, while before it was based on 

images, strong images.63  

 

The contrast that De Santis makes between the old and the new generation of Italian 

filmmakers, between a cinema of aesthetic quality representational of Italian reality, on 

the one hand, and a solipsistic, self-representational, episodic and minimalist cinema on 

the other echoes the postwar debate on the role of film as a tool for social education. I 

will outline a history of the critical discourses that formed post-war intellectual film 

culture in Italy in Chapter Four. Here it is enough to highlight that the connection with 

reality was taken as an indicator of social and political engagement of intellectuals in 

which the necessity to be in touch with proletarian masses was the central concern. De 

Santis's pronouncement is exemplary of the confusion and bewilderment of many 

Italian critics who in the second half of the 1980s were confronted by a cinema that in 

their opinion not only did not represent reality, but also lacked aesthetic achievements. 

The accusation was that the aesthetics of the New Italian cinema was that of the 

                                                 
63 English subtitles.  
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"coffee-machine on the stove",64 the stories focussed on daily life and were set within 

the domestic walls or enclosed in the courtyards of the condomini (high rise apartment 

buildings). My argument is that these stories are in fact representative of contemporary 

Italian reality. Stuart Hall discusses how fragmentation and displacement has become 

representative of the modern experience and ultimately the condition of self-recognition 

in Europe at the end of the twentieth century (1987). In a social environment of 

dispersion of identities and marginality of grand ideologies, the representation of 

"minimal selves" (Hall 1987, p. 44) became increasingly central. Aesthetically, this 

meant that masses of extras were cancelled from the screen, as this cinema was 

preoccupied with individual versions, experiences and interpretations of reality and 

history. The address here was no longer to the nation, but the disenfranchised and 

fragmented individual.  

Often, these minimalist films were set in lounge-rooms where the characters would 

sit in a circle to remember nostalgically the exhilarating period of 1968 and the radical 

exhaustion of the cul-de-sac of terrorism. In  Italia-Germania 4-3 by Andrea Barzini 

(1990) two couples meet in a villa to watch the 1982 World Cup final in which Italy 

plays against Germany. In reality, the characters agonise over reminiscences of their 

past ten years. They recall their hopes for change in 1968 and their disillusionment for 

not having been able to deliver that change. The political purpose of this conflictual 

presentation of the past in 1990 could hardly be stated more clearly. The year of 

political contestation and divisions, 1968, was presented as a backward projection of 

youthful dreams whose grieving took effect in 1990. In this film, Barzini recreates the 

atmosphere of Kasdan's The Big Chill (1983), in which the reminiscences of the group 

of friends in the fictitious seclusion of a villa connotes a 'how we were in 1968'. The 

enclosed space of the villa serves in the 1990s as a backdrop for repentance, remorse 

and nostalgia, and ultimately as a safe retreat from the threatening outside world. 

                                                 
64 See my interview with Cristiana Paternò in Appendix 1, p. 319 
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I wish to argue that the culture of interiors and domestic space was as responsive to 

history as anything else. The visualisation of the domestic space was a visualisation of 

the everyday world of routine and repetition, which exists outside large scale events of 

history. This world exists in the small scale of day-to-day survival and it can be likened 

to the same ambivalence in painting. Higher genres of painting deal in fact with history 

and landscape, while a lower genre, the still life for example, is concerned with was 

labelled by Pliny "rhyparography" (in Bryson 1990, p. 137), or the painting of filth and 

waste, hence the domestic. A similar prejudice in Italian criticism had dismissed the 

autobiographical, domestic, minimalist, almost feminine cinema against a higher 

concept of cinema (Quaresima 1991, p. 38). It is important to underline that the 

implications of this ambivalence were that one type of cinema could not exist without 

the other, as the attribution of a lower grade to one defined a higher position for the 

other.  

The minimalist films were highly criticised in Caro diario by Nanni Moretti who 

was, ironically, the initiator of the autobiographical genre with Io sono un autarchico 

(1976) and Ecce Bombo (1978). However, despite Moretti's late criticism, according to 

Bo, from an economic point of view, the navel-gazing film, or the autobiografismo 

(autobiografical genre) or diarismo (diary writing, which signifies a retreat into 

psychological explorations), was in fact the only possible option for Italian filmmakers 

in the early 1980s (1996, p. 27). 

This is an important statement as what passes on the screen can not be separated from 

its mode of production. It can be argued that the mode of production and indeed the 

funding institution or the investors are inscribed in the film. In fact, the 

autobiographical genre not only dominated the period until early 1990s, but also served 

both stylistic and economic functions. The confinement to apartments and small rooms 

in these films constituted for a substantial number of the directors of the new generation 

a common visual and narrative feature, but it also meant that the novices of Italian 
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filmmaking were able to operate even during the period when the Italian cinema 

industry was experiencing an economic crisis.  

In fact, the intimate style found in television a medium par excellence. As the cinema 

in the 1980s was in crisis, television was almost the only production option available to 

Italian directors. The low-key technology of the medium could tolerate perfectly the 

micro-stories which were born out of diarismo. In this regard, television was the means 

of production inscribed in the aesthetic of the films, and since then has become 

increasingly an important player in the traditional divisions of the cinema industry, 

production, exhibition and distribution. I will address issues related to economies and 

visual style specifically linked to the relationship between television and cinema in 

Chapter Six. Here it is important to note a shift in the cinema of the 1990s, in which the 

masses return on the screen, but they appear in fragments of past news footage inserted 

in the narrative of the film. This is a style which mixes documentary format (the news 

footage integrates historical reality and events into the fictional story) with fiction, 

dissolving the boundaries of a clear-cut division between cinema and television. It is a 

signifier of the fragmented, but also convergent, universe of media, and it also allows 

the director to make critical statements with a montage-like technique. Films that have 

used this miscegenation of media are Il caso Moro, Giuseppe Ferrara (The Moro Affair, 

1986), La vera vita di Antonio H., Enzo Montaleone (1994), Pasolini, un delitto 

italiano, Marco Tullio Giordana (1995), Aprile, Nanni Moretti (April, 1998), Ormai è 

fatta, Enzo Montaleone (1999), and recently, I cento passi, Marco Tullio Giordana (One 

Hundred Steps, 2000) and Placido Rizzotto, Pasquale Scimeca ( 2001).  

State television and commercial networks played a key role also in the co-production 

of films of the mid-sixties generation of filmmakers, the Italian grand auteurs Paolo and 

Vittorio Taviani, Bernardo Bertolucci and Federico Fellini. These internationally 

recognised directors continued to make their films throughout the crisis of 1975-1988, 
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but their works remained as isolated virtuosities, or single commercial successes, of an 

otherwise destitute industry.  
 

 

Subsidy and minimalist authors 

The minimalist films could understandably be made with very low budgets, because 

the filmmakers could rely on the solution of "pre-sale of broadcasting rights and a cast 

of relatives and friends" (Crespi 1987, p. 47). In that period, films' costs were covered 

by a third or even half of television pre-sale (Detassis 1987, p. 52) and soon the young 

filmmakers knew that they had to adapt to this prevailing production pattern. The 

aesthetic choice of close-ups, interiors and a focus on dialogue and fragmented stories 

that resembled television serials (hence De Santis' criticism of a lack of aesthetic 

achievements) were thus dictated by economic imperatives.  

In this scenario, only a small percentage of films out of an average of 80 films 

produced yearly could recover their budgets. High-budget co-productions with an 

appeal to international audiences, with foreign actors and versions in English, were 

limited. State subsidy through article 28 of the outdated Law 1213,65 encouraged a 

production that was directed to the domestic market and to television broadcast. The 

average funding that article 28 could guarantee was three or four hundred million lira66 

for a first feature film (Crespi 1987, p. 35). The total funding of Law 1213 was 85 

billion lira in 1987, divided into six funds, with eight billion lira assigned to art 28 for 

the production of quality films (Crespi 1987, p. 35). This cinema, an assisted cinema, 

was the easiest cinema to produce, while what the Italian film industry lacked was 

"middle quality films, spectacular, with good ideas and not too famous actors" (Crespi 

                                                 
65 Montini held a positive view of the article 28, which, as he put it, in the most obscure period of the 
industry crisis, favoured the generational replacement of directors and experimentation (1998, p. 41). In 
the thirty years of its life, directors who took advantage of article 28 include Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, 
Bernardo Bertolucci, Peter del Monte, Nanni Moretti, Francesca Archibugi, Gabriele Salvatores, Silvio 
Soldini, Emidio Greco and Pupi Avati (Montini 1998, p. 41). 
66 Three to four hundred thousand AUD. 
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1987, p. 47). These films would form the submerged part of the iceberg, paraphrasing 

Amelio (1994), from which high quality products could emerge.  

The production practice based on low level state funding set in motion a mechanism 

that guaranteed that production figures remained high, but the actual number of films 

distributed remained low. In fact, once state subsidy and the broadcasting rights had 

been secured, the destiny of the films was to be "produced and abandoned" (Martini 

1987, p. 38). 

The proliferation of these low-budget, state subsidised films that never reach the 

distribution circuit is an endemic problem in the Italian film industry and is the result of 

the precariousness of production. In fact, since the 1950s, thanks to the law on cinema 

based on the notorious premi (bonus) to producers, the production of low quality, low-

budget movies increased. The period 1985-1994 paralleled this trend, with a jungle of 

low budget films. However, these films displayed artistic and authorial intentions so 

that the films could claim the 'quality' mark. Defects in the distribution and exhibition 

system in the 1980s were overcome with the sale of rights to television and video 

distribution. It must be noted that Italian cinema has enjoyed cycles of confidence and 

expansion, followed by periods of stagnation and decline. The ad hoc nature of state 

policy has never helped to overcome this alternation, but on the contrary, has added 

more instability to the organisation of the industry. 

State subsidy, European co-productions, and television pre-sales became almost the 

only production practices co-ordinated by small private production companies. In this 

way, the producer became mainly an executive producer, or a packager, and films were 

mostly organised around the triangulation producer-director-actor or writer-producer-

director. This practice has its detractors. Enzo Monteleone laments the disappearance of 

the research of stories and subjects for the production of a quality cinema over the 

frantic search by producers for "any script", and Kiko Stella argues that the almost total 
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dependence of Italian directors on state subsidy relieves them of their responsibility for 

the commercial destiny of the film itself.67  

Another option of film production that became increasingly exploited was that of 

European co-productions. I will be exploring this particular strategy when I look at the 

peculiarities of the legacy of 1968 in Chapter Four. In the context of this chapter I want 

to highlight the evolution and connection between art cinema produced in the 1950s and 

1960s and the centrality of European politics at the end of the 1980s, in light of the 

Maastricht Treaty. The European unification would mean that the bi-lateral or tri-lateral 

agreements of co-production that had existed between European countries since the 

1950s would be formally implemented at the level of the new political and economic 

entity.68 Mark Betz made the case of the European co-productions in the 1950s and 

1960s which were aimed at resuscitating European cinema (mostly French and Italian) 

against the high-budget costume films which were produced by Hollywood (2001, p. 

24). As a matter of fact, art films produced in the 1960s and 1970s, for instance much of 

Godard's, Antonioni's, Visconti's, Resnais's, Malle's, Fellini's, Chabrol's and Bertolucci's 

works were all bilateral, and sometimes tri-lateral, co-productions which found in the 

partnership a method of overcoming budgetary constraints (Betz 2001, p. 42). A similar 

pattern emerged from the late 1980s and has today become the main production practice 

to secure middle to high-budgets. The option of high-production values enables the use 

of popular stars, elaborate and expensive costumes and sets. This may well be regarded 

as an important element which explains why so many history films have been produced 

                                                 
67 See my interview with Montaleone in Appendix 1, p. 302, and Kiko Stella, p. 314. 
68 Since the Maastricht Treaty and the Gatt agreement in 1993, from which the audiovisual product was 
excluded, writing about European cinema has increased. See selectively Duncan Petrie (ed.), Screening 
Europe: Image and Identity in Contemporary European Cinema (1992); John Hill  et al (eds), Border 
Crossing: Film in Ireland, Britain and Europe (1994); Angus Finney, The State of European Cinema: A 
new Dose of Reality (1996) and David L. Ellwood and Rob Kroes (eds), Hollywood in Europe: 
Experiences of a Cultural Hegemony (1994). Except for a few essays in Hill's Border Crossing, which 
analyses the economic implications of pan-European cinema, these works are mainly focussed on 
instances of identity in the geographically fluid Europe, or victimisation of Europe by Hollywood. 
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in the last decade by the largest European national cinemas thus continuing in the 

tradition of the historical spectacle.  
 

 

Islands and Oscars: the revival of the Mediterranean sea 

The contrast to narratives confined to interiors is represented by films such as 

Mediterraneo (Gabriele Salvatores, 1991) and Il postino (Michael Redford, 1994). 

These two films present similar characteristics as they both displace history onto the 

landscape and both use a Mediterranean landscape in a similar fashion to early Italian 

history films. The Greek island of Castellorizo in Mediterraneo and the island of 

Procida in Italy in Il postino provide two levels of identification and pleasure. The first 

refers to the aesthetic consumption of landscape, what I call the postcard shot, and 

Higson claims as simply falling out of the narrative (1993, p. 117). The attribution of 

beauty to an extrinsic element (the landscape) becomes an intrinsic element of the 

history film because of the properties that the landscape view conjures up. In both films, 

this aesthetic experience is conveyed through still shots portraying the tranquillity of the 

Mediterranean sea which are inserted between dialogue scenes. This bucolic portrayal 

of naturalism is achieved mainly through shots from cliffs above the sea. Other 

landscape views are those depicting the villages on both islands. The old-fashioned 

villages suggest a society still untouched by the rhythm of modern industrialism: there 

are no cars, no radios, no water and women dress in black.  

The second level of identification and pleasure is in the symbolic address of these 

landscapes. Mediterraneo is shot in a well known 1980s tourist destination for the 

generation of 1968. Its atmosphere of authenticity where possibilities for change are 

still open is part of the experience of the Sixty-eighters when they contemplate the 

landscape and the village. This cognitive experience provides identification in the 

characters' dreams and disillusionments. Il postino reconnects to an Italian filmic 
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tradition in that it recalls the aesthetics and narrative construction between outdoor and 

indoor shots, between the personal life of fishermen, their hard work and their troubled 

interaction with nature of Visconti's The Earth Trembles (1947).  

The films were produced with a different funding system. Mediterraneo was a co-

production between two private production companies, A.M.A. Film and Penta Film, 

which was a 50 per cent partnership with the group Cecchi Gori. Penta Film, an arm of 

the financial company Fininvest, was founded in 1989 but after the first five year 

agreement between the two companies, the partnership failed. Penta Film's politics were 

very much oriented toward a vertical integration system, with the creation of the 

exhibition circuit Cinema 5, the acquisition of another company, Medusa, and the 

distribution deals with Columbia, Tristat and Orion. Pentamerica was the branch that 

sought to extend deals with American companies in order to distribute on the profitable 

American market. 

Il postino is a typical European co-production. With a British director, Michael 

Redford, a screenplay written by Massimo Troisi, adapted from a Chilean novel, set in 

Italy, with a mixed Italian-French cast, spoken in Italian and co-produced by France, 

Italy and Belgium, it is hard to identify a nationality. However, the film claims national 

specificity with its historical topic centred on the presence of Pablo Neruda in Italy in 

1951. Also, in the film's background, a story of political corruption, unemployment and 

the workers upheavals of the 1950s further ground the story in Italian political history, 

but also in the case of political corruption of 1992. 

Both films enjoyed international recognition; Mediterraneo won the Academy 

Award as Best Foreign Film in 1992 and Il postino was nominated for five Oscars in 

1996. Il postino was distributed by Miramax and was a box-office hit. I will discuss 

Miramax's politics of distribution and the opening of the Academy Awards to foreign 

films in the context of Hollywood's internationalisation in Chapter Five, in relation to 

the discussion of the enormous success of La vita è bella, Roberto Benigni (Life is 
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Beautiful, 1997). Here I want to stress that after Il postino, Hollywood used the island 

of Procida as a set for The Talented Mr. Ripley. Part of this film was also shot in the 

Cinecittà Studios. This re-opening of intense economic dealing and use of the Italian 

studios and landscape by some of the American majors, in particular Miramax, is 

important, as this may influence future developments in the Italian film industry. 
 

 

Continuities and discontinuities in the Italian studio system 

In the beginning of this chapter I mentioned how the relationship between the 

American and the Italian film industries was established since early cinema. Kleine's 

investment in Italy was arguably one of the first attempts to globalise the film industry. 

The international circulation of films has been regulated by assumptions of the élitism 

of European culture, hence European cinema, against entertainment represented by 

Hollywood films. Italian cinema has always been part of this tradition of high art. 

Settings, landscape, costumes and visual splendor have provided the material for 

pleasurable, romantic and nostalgic narratives that enabled a certain aesthetic 

experience. But they also have constituted a continuity in the common understanding of 

the history film and in the creation of a stereotypical, image of Italy abroad frozen in 

time.  

This image has been circulated in the post-world period through films that were 

produced in Italy with the provision of Hollywood capital. In the mid 1950s, the influx 

of American capital into the Italian film industry, the development of an integrated 

structure based on the division of labour, the availability of masses of extras and low 

production costs favoured the production of a series of historical-mythological films 

whose success went far beyond national boundaries. Cinecittà was dubbed Hollywood 

on the Tiber not only for the American investments in Italy but also for the propensity 

of the largest Italian producers, De Laurentiis, Carlo Ponti and Titanus, to employ 
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American stars in high-budget Italo-American productions. The effect on the local 

industry was tremendous, in fact in the decade immediately following, the Italian box-

office share was dominant (53 percent in 1966 against 35,1 per cent of the American 

market share). That period also coincided with many Oscars being awarded to Italian 

films and Italian directors. However, from the late 1960s, Hollywood moved away from 

Italy. With the lack of investment from 1975, the Italian film industry languished and 

many workers in the industry emigrated to America.  

Today, the current trend toward a globalised, integrated and consolidated system of 

film production, distribution and exhibition (which includes an increased 

internationalisation and flexibility of specialisation in the audiovisual labour market), 

and fundamental technological and policy changes on the European scene have 

pressured the film industries of individual European countries to undertake a strategic 

renewal. One point of connection between this internationalisation and global 

integration of the film industry on the one hand, and the need for local industries to 

attract foreign capital in order to sustain local production and development on the other, 

is the re-organisation and re-structuring of film studios. 

Many technological developments have involved the world of film and fiction 

production, with the use of special effects and digital technology in production and 

post-production phases. Also, a trend that has recently emerged in the European film 

industry is the growth in co-financing and co-production. This is not only true for major 

overseas players, such as Japan's Sony that has invested in post-production facilities at 

film studios near Berlin, or for the American studios which are increasingly attracted to 

Europe because of the growth in its cinema attendance (The European Film Industry 

under Analysis 1997), but also for European production companies which are seeking 

the benefits of international co-productions in order to distribute their films to larger 

markets. 
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Around the same time in which the Italian government passed the law-decree 

Interventi urgenti in favore del cinema (Urgent intervention in favour of cinema) in 

1994, Cinecittà was revived thanks to a policy of development and reorganisation of the 

Italian film industry introduced by the Treasury Department. Cinecittà was transformed 

into a joint-stock company, and in 1998 it became Cinecittà Holding S.p.A.. Cinecittà 

Studios S.p.A. had already been privatised in October 1997. Since 1999, the 

Department for Arts and Cultural Activity controls Cinecittà Holding, which in turn is 

the largest shareholder in Cinecittà Studios with 17.5 per cent of the shares. The Istituto 

Luce S.p.A., a state owned structure that operates in the production, distribution and 

exhibition sectors and is the main national film archive, participates in Cinecittà Studios 

with 7.5 per cent shares. The Istituto Luce is part of Cinecittà Holding, thus the state, 

through the Department for Arts and Cultural Activity has a significant controlling 

interest in Cinecittà Studios (25 per cent). Cinecittà Holding intervenes in the 

promotion of Italian cinema, through the organisation of international film festivals in 

collaboration with other international film institutions. Film restoration and publishing 

are other areas of interest of Cinecittà Holding. However, the most important innovation 

has come from the restructuring of Cinecittà Studios. 

Other than Cinecittà Holding, the shareholders of Cinecittà Studios are  

- Aurelio De Laurentiis, through its production company Filmauro Srl, with 15 per cent 

of shares;  

- Vittorio Merloni, head of the third European company in the production of appliances, 

with 15 per cent of shares;  

- Diego Della Valle, a leader in leather production and design, with 15 per cent of 

shares;  

- Vittorio Cecchi Gori, the largest Italian film distributor with interests also in film 

production, with 11.25 per cent of shares;  

- Robert Haggiag, a film producer and distributor, with 7.5 per cent of shares; 
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- Efibanca, a bank, with 7.5 per cent of shares.69

The privatisation of Cinecittà Studios must be seen within the context of economic 

recession that hit Italy in 1992-1993. The IRI's70 deficit had soared, thus the leading 

state companies were turned into joint stock companies. The old firms that were too 

inefficient to compete with the pressures from the international market (this was one of 

the justifications for privatisation) were put up for sale. Cinecittà Studios was one of 

such companies. 

The initial restructuring plan had selected in 1996, among some 20 companies, the 

Italian state television Rai, Mediaset Television network (owned by Silvio Berlusconi), 

Britain's Rank Group, owner of London's Pinewood Studios, the holding company of 

the Cecchi Gori Group (Italy's main film production and distribution company) and a 

group of small Italian production companies. However, this decision attracted criticism 

and also complaints from Cinecittà's labour unions, and the Italian Treasury rejected the 

pool of proposed entities. This can partly be explained by the fact that at the time of the 

negotiations, the government was headed by the PDS's (Partito Democratico della 

Sinistra - Democratic Party of the Left, ex-Italian Communist Party, PCI) Prime 

Minister Massimo D'Alema and the government coalition was a centre-Left formation. 

It must be noted that state intervention in cultural industry and the opposition to foreign 

influence in the Italian industry have always been key elements in the Italian 

Communist Party's cultural policy. This may partly account for the exclusion of 

Berlusconi's company Mediaset as developments in Italian politics since 1994 see a 

heated confrontation between the centre-right coalition headed by Berlusconi's Forza 

Italia and the centre-Left coalition L'Ulivo, headed by the secretary of the PDS. 

                                                 
69 All data regarding Cinecittà have been collected with a phone interview with Carole-Andrè Smith, 
Marketing Director of Cinecittà Studios, 26 April 2002. The research on Cinecittà was commissioned by 
the Australian Key Centre for Media and Cultural Policy, Griffith University, as part of the centre's larger 
project on the internationalisation of film studios. See figure 4 in Appendix 2, p. 326. 
70 IRI is the Istituto per la ricostruzione industriale (Institute for Industrial Reconstruction). It is a state 
holding company. It was founded in 1933 to hold the industrial and commercial companies acquired by 
the state in order to resell them off after a restructuring of the company, in order to capitalise as much as 
possible on the initial outlay. 
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With Cinecittà's privatisation, in 1999 the studios have turned a profit of 2.5 billion 

lire (about AUD 2.5 million) from a former loss of 6 billion lire (about AUD 6 million). 

Since its re-organisation, roughly AUD 36 million have been invested in facility 

upgrades, new equipment and staff training, and about AUD 8 million have been 

invested in digital technology and post-production facility. 

Cinecittà's facilities can be hired on an as needs basis. As Smith says, "any producer 

or director can rent stages, sound editing rooms, sets, editing rooms, or can hire our 

carpenters, technicians, set designers or make-up personnel according to their needs".71 

However, the program with the biggest incentive for a foreign producer is the offer by 

the studios to build sets at a fraction of existing costs. In return, Cinecittà retains the 

right to keep the sets as a part of a permanent back-lot. This adds to the already existing 

permanent sets (the swimming pool used in Fellini's Amarcord, three ancient Roman 

sets and the submarine sets from U-571). An example of this program is the re-use by 

Martin Scorsese's film Gangs of New York of the set of the Italian film Concorrenza 

Sleale (Unfair Competition, Ettore Scola, 2000). 

Gangs of New York was filmed from September 2000 to March 2001 in Cinecittà. 

Miramax invested over 100 million dollars in the project. A total of 19,000 extras were 

employed on the set. The Italian set designer Dante Ferretti created all the interiors and 

the outdoor sets of the film, recreating from the set of Scola's Unfair Competition a 

central street of Five Points, the 1846 New York suburb where the gangs of Italian and 

Irish migrants fought for the control of the area. The production history of Gangs of 

New York (the arrival of big American stars in Rome, the film promotion campaign, 

interviews with Martin Scorsese) recalls the context and the mechanisms of production 

of the grand historical epics such as a remake of Quo Vadis? (1951), Ben Hur (1959) 

                                                 
71 Interview with Carole-André-Smith. 
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and Cleopatra (1963), which were produced in Cinecittà and created a market for other 

similar films produced by Italian companies.72

It is important to note that Miramax has played a key role in Cinecittà's renaissance. 

In fact, the American distribution company has chosen Italy as its privileged place 

outside the United States for local production and distribution. It must be remembered 

that Miramax had already secured the rights for distribution in America of Il postino 

and Life is Beautiful, and, recently, Nanni Moretti's latest film La stanza del figlio (The 

Son's Room, 2001). Miramax and Medusa have also co-produced Tornatore's latest film 

Malena (2000), and Miramax has recently signed an agreement for the production of 

films with two Italian directors, Davide Ferrario (Tutti giù per terra - We All Fall 

Down, 1997, and Figli di Annibale - Hannibal's Children, 1998) and Gabriele Muccino 

(Come te nessuno mai - But Forever in my Mind, 1999), and the very recent acclaimed 

and box-office hit L'ultimo bacio - The Last Kiss, 2001). A deal with producer 

Domenico Procacci and his company Fandango has been announced by Miramax. 

Domenico Procacci has co-produced Tim Roth's The War Zone (1999) and the 

Australian He Died with a Felafel in his Hands (2001).  

From 2001, in the middle of Cinecittà Studios, Cinecittà Digital has operated a new 

facility that offers a complete integration between development and print procedures of 

all formats in digital, computer animation and a blue screen 30 metres by 12 metres. In 

1998, Maurizio Sperandini, technical director in Cinecittà Services, said that  
 

All that can be done in London, can be done here. I would not put Cinecittà as 

alternative to the American studios, but in competition with London. I visited the 

structures in London where digital effects are produced, but we have nothing to envy 

from them (Sperandini 1998).  

 

                                                 
72 At the time of writing, Gangs of New York was yet to be released in Australia. The information about 
the film was collected from Cinecittà Studios website http://www.cinecitta.it, accessed 16 March 2002. 
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It is thus clear that Cinecittà Studios wishes to emerge as the largest and best 

equipped studio in Europe in order to attract large capital investments from the United 

States, rather than compete with Hollywood. Sperandini's affirmation clarifies that 

although the European film industry is becoming increasingly integrated, there is no 

pan-European consciousness yet, as domestic industries exploit the European dimension 

and policies to the advantage of their local production.   

In recent times, Cinecittà hosted part of the production or the entire cycle of pre-

production, production and post-production of Cliffhanger (1993), The English Patient 

(1996), Daylight (1996), Titus (1999), The Talented Mr. Ripley (1999) and U-571 

(2000).  

The restructuring of Cinecittà, coupled with the influx of capital from America, may 

encourage the domestic film industry to return to Rome, after fifteen years of 

geographical decentralisation of production sets and extreme fragmentation of 

production companies. I will address the process of decentralisation of production as a 

phenomenon particularly linked to the production of films which were representative of 

the generation of 1968 in Chapter Four.  

High-budget Hollywood productions are attracted to Rome not only because they are 

cheaper to produce there, but also because it is possible to hire all the most qualified 

professionals, like Tirelli Costumi, which received academy awards for its costumes in 

the film Titanic. Indeed, as Silvia Bizio pointed out 
 

If one were to look at a graph of Oscar nominations given to Italians over the years, 

one would notice the point at which the curve of films nominated goes up markedly; 

later one notes the decline of the curve, replaced by a growing arc representing the 

individuals, the specialists in film art. More and more often Hollywood turns to 

Italian cinematographers, art directors, costume designers, composers (2002, p. 16). 

 

Talents like Dante Spinotti, Vittorio Storaro, Carlo di Palma and Giovanni Rotunno 

may be now too costly to hire even for an American production company, thus the 
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return to Cinecittà becomes a cost-effective solution for Hollywood. In an environment 

of proliferation of European and international co-productions, globalisation of services 

and specialisation of labour, it appears that Cinecittà Studios have expended a great deal 

of energy, resources and capital to offer a completely integrated service that can 

compete on worldwide basis with other international studios.  
 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has investigated the industrial exploitation of high cultural assumptions 

for the circulation of history films in national and international environments. The 

development and success of early Italian cinema was influenced by the authority of an 

aesthetic philosophy established in the two previous centuries. The conservative 

ideology that narrated the Italian nation in cinema was inscribed in history films 

through the depiction of still landscape, confining monuments and the glory of the 

Roman Empire. Today, Italian history films circulate in cultural, political and economic 

contexts that have changed, their definition as quality films is constructed by state 

policies and they no longer represent a nationalism permeated by a sense of antiquity. 

Their economic practices are dependent on television broadcasting, and this has 

affected the spectacle of history. The narrative and visual fields are restricted to 

microstories and to a few characters enclosed in claustrophobic spaces where private 

events, memory and emotions are allowed to emerge. By contrast, the production of 

high-budget history films has increasingly become an international business, as the 

restructuring of Cinecittà demonstrates.  

The next chapter is an attempt to place on the same plane of existence both history 

and memory. It is focussed on the national revisionistic debates that have arisen in the 

late 1980s and 1990s and on how these debates have shaped and motivated the latest 

cinematic representations of the Resistance. With the films about the Resistance, and 
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similarly those about the Holocaust, that are discussed in Chapter Five, there is an 

attempt to return to the narration of grand events. However, today the Resistance is not 

represented as a national epic but as a divisive event. With this critical visual 

historiography, films about the Resistance are open to a plurality of conflicting voices. 
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Chapter Three 

 
Memories of the Resistance in the 1990s: the moral 

question of violence 
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Part One defined the field of discourse of history films in their representation of the 

relationship between individuals, community and history. At the origin of Italian 

cinema, this relationship articulated the centrality of the historical nationalist discourse 

in the formation of Italy as a unified state. The representation of grand narratives, epics 

and heroes of the past legitimised the dominant ideologies of nationalism and 

colonialism in a period of transformation. Thus one function of these cinematic 

historical fictions was that of providing a starting point for what could appear to be an 

ongoing narrative of the Italian nation.  

The boundaries of history films, however, are not restricted to an ideological 

purpose. In fact, a second function of the history film has been located in the prestige 

that historical fictions conferred on the Italian cinema industry and that contributed on 

the development of the industry. The two functions were nevertheless bound together: 

history films epitomised the development of the film industry, both in terms of 

production and artistic values, as well as symbolising the political aspirations of the 

Italian nation in seeking to establish national supremacy in the Mediterranean area.   

Importantly, the history film was also born as a nationalist cinematic spectacle. The 

persistence of history as spectacle in the Italian cinema became a paradigm of the 

Italian film industry. Inside this paradigm, the knowledge of the past and human agency 

emerged as two powerful interpretative characteristics.  

In this line of inquiry, Part One has also opened a discussion of the transformation of 

human agency and of the problematisation of identity in the two decades 1980s and 

1990s. The second part of Chapter Two has situated this transformation in the domain 

of aesthetics and of industrial modes of production. This Chapter details instead shifts 

in the domain of the political history of the country through an analysis of the 

revisionistic approaches to the Resistance in the 1990s.  

It is not surprising that after the Risorgimento, the Resistance has become the second 

dividing point in Italian national identity. The Resistance has always been a contested 
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site for memory and identity, but in the context of the broad revisionist project that has 

dominated historical debates in European countries in the last twenty years, the 

Resistance has become a central site for unearthing buried stories of individuals or 

groups who have been excluded from official versions of history.  

The aim of this chapter is to describe how Porzûs (Renzo Martinelli, 1997) and I 

piccoli maestri (Daniele Luchetti,1997) translate these dominant cultural and political 

debates into filmic discourses and how they encode history. In order to realise this aim, 

I will consider these films against the backdrop of debates and polemics over historical 

revisionism and also within a tradition of the filmic discourse of the Resistance that was 

established from 1945. This discourse embodies two different modes of representation 

of the Resistance: the tragic and the comic. Sometimes these apparently opposed modes 

of representation coexist, as in Rossellini's Open City and Daniele Luchetti's I piccoli 

maestri. This coexistence of the tragic and the comic combines the sublime (the 

residence of history) with everyday life (the residence of comedy and communicative 

memory).  
 

 

The Resistance and the memoria divisa (divided memory) 

A deconstruction of the Resistance as the grand epic which legitimised the 

constitution of the Republic occurred with Paolo and Vittorio Taviani's La notte di San 

Lorenzo (The night of the shooting stars, 1982). This film highlights divisions that 

occurred in small communities between partisans and those who somehow resisted 

Fascism and fascist militants. The real victims of this clash were the ordinary people 

who were massacred in fascist and Nazi reprisals. This film anticipates the historical 

revisionism of the 1990s that focused on issues of guilt and responsibility in relation to 

the use of violence by partisans. The many Nazi reprisals against Italian civilians on the 
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occasion of partisan actions against German soldiers are in fact the object of current 

deconstruction of the Resistance.  

Essentially, the question behind these controversies was, as Pavone writes, whether 

"the guilt of the reprisals must be attributed to the Germans and the Fascists who 

executed them or to the partisans who provoked them" (1996, p. 17). According to 

Pavone, for the Fascists and the Nazis the partisans were rebels, illegitimate 

perpetrators of violence because they violated the exclusive right to violence by the 

state (1996, p. 18). Thus the distinction between the military and the civilian was 

broken and any form of reprisal was extended also to all those who were not wearing a 

uniform. The moral dilemmas about violence were buried under official accounts of the 

Resistance that became the anti-fascist paradigm. This paradigm was the basis of the 

democratic formation of the nation after the collapse of Fascism and monarchy.  

Contini argues that the beginning of the Cold War contributed to the polarisation of the 

divided memory about the Resistance and to the formation of anti-partisan and anti-

communist sentiments (1997, p. 202). One of the worst episodes of German reprisals 

against civilians was that of Civitella della Chiana and surrounding villages in Tuscany 

on 29 June 1944.73 Contini collected individual memories of that episode as it was 

remembered fifty years later and then compared these memories with the first accounts 

that the survivors rendered to the English troops. In the dissonance between the two 

versions, Contini determined that the polemic against the partisans, who were thought 

of as responsible for the German reprisal, was already present before the beginning of 

the Cold War, but no traces of this polemic are to be found in the official records. The 

conclusion is that the contemporary re-emergence of the Resistance as civil war is the 

result of the re-opening of a complex sedimentation of subsequent contextual and 

political factors in which the Cold War played a crucial role. The 1995 celebration of 

                                                 
73 In that massacre, 203 people were killed in few hours. This episode is comparable to the massacre of 
the notorious Fosse Ardeatine in Rome and Marzabotto, near Bologna, where the Nazi troops killed 335 
hostages and 1830 people respectively. 
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the Fiftieth anniversary of the Liberation produced, as in the case of Porzûs, I piccoli 

maestri and later, Il partigiano Johnny (Guido Chiesa, 2000), memories that are closer 

to the sentiments of the partisans than to parties' ideologies.  

Other examples of these cases of memoria divisa (divided memory) include the 

massacre at Guardistallo, Marzabotto, S. Anna di Stazzema and the Fosse Ardeatine. In 

the last decade, the academic literature concerning these massacres of civilians and 

related ethical problems has been copious.74 In one case, the historian was called by the 

Lord Mayor and a committee of citizens of the village to research the facts behind the 

massacre of more than two hundred civilians by the Nazis in order to establish truth and 

responsibility.75 The ultimate function of the establishment of truth was to reach a 

catharsis. The historian was thus called to play a role as judge by virtue of what is 

understood as inherent qualities of the professional historian: objectivity, passion for 

truth and facts. On this particular point, Ginzburg and Prosperi wrote in 1975 that the 

image of history's objectivity is 
 

strictly connected to that of the "impartial", "detached" and "objective" historian, 

considered to be above the parties", that took shape as the national state replaced the 

old clients (city states, churches, noble families). The assumption that the state was 

impartial - above classes and social groups - came to be accompanied by a similar 

assumption regarding the impartiality of the historian (1975, p. 9). 

 

The publishing of research, oral testimonies, debates in the media and conferences 

have created a typology of the massacre in which the executioners were mainly Nazi 

soldiers and the victims or martyrs were innocent civilians of villages. A completely 

unique case was instead that of the massacre which occurred at the malghe76 of Porzûs. 

This was an episode of violence between two opposed partisan factions that occurred at 

                                                 
74 See selectively Paggi (1996), Contini (1997) and Pezzino (1997). 
75 The historian is Paolo Pezzino, who has published the results of his research in Anatomia di un 
massacro: controversie sopra una strage (1997). 
76 Alpine Summer huts. 
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the border of Friuli-Venezia Giulia with former Yugoslavia. The story of Porzûs thus 

introduces a new category in the memoria divisa that is the communist evil represented 

in the communist commander of the Garibaldi Brigade. He thus replaces the Nazi 

soldiers in the perpetration of violence. 

Memory and oral history became central to the emergence of alternative accounts of 

history. To understand the complexity of this process, it is important to turn to a 

description of both the shifting perceptions of historiography at large and then of that of 

the Resistance. The next sections will address these two issues in relation to the 

subsequent shifts in the representation of the narrative of the Resistance. 
 

 

Looking for clues in memory 

According to traditional theorisations of the difference between history and memory, 

memory is presented as spontaneous, and empirical, while history is presented as 

critical and scientific (Samuel 1994).  

Beneath this polarisation of history and memory lies a hierarchical view of the 

constitution of knowledge that, as Samuel puts it, filters downwards from the academic 

circles of "heavyweight practitioners" (1994, p. 4). History is written by historians, 

whose preoccupation is the close scientific examination of sources, while memory is 

spontaneous, either individual or collective. 

For Samuel, memory in the narrative form of oral history is often the main source of 

historiographic reconstruction, as record-based sources are instead uncertain and full of 

blanks. Memory and historiography must thus be seen not as opposed, but as 

cooperative constituents of historical research. It is a fact that the increasing 

interdisciplinarity of historiography has shifted the focus of research from record-based 

research, what Samuel defines as the process of "fetishizing the act of research" (1994, 

p. 5), to non-conventional versions of history. 
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On this account, the study conducted by Italian historian Alessandro Portelli in the 

1970s on the memory that a community held about the assassination of a worker in 

1949 in a demonstration against the police, is today widely acknowledged as the leading 

work in a new theoretical approach to oral history (Stille 2001, p. 25). Portelli's original 

contribution to the oral tradition resulted in fact in the transformation of anecdotal 

material into a proper literary genre in which it is possible to discern themes and 

structures of narration (Clark in Stille 2001, p. 25). According to Portelli, "oral sources 

do not only tell what people did, but also what they wanted to do, what they thought 

they were doing and what today they think they did" (in Stille 2001, p. 25). Portelli's 

contribution to a reconceptualisation of oral history was that of considering the 

omissions and mistakes made by the narrator as "Freudian slips" which become the 

central part of the meaning and of the narrative strategy of the story (Stille 2001, p. 25). 

For Portelli, the discrepancy between fact and memory ultimately enhances the value of 

the oral sources as historical documents.  

This investigative and conjectural methodology suggested by Portelli is reminiscent 

of some considerations on methodological inquiry by Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg. 

In his analysis of the similarity between the methods of Morelli in art classification and 

attribution, of Arthur Conan Doyle through his creation Sherlock Holmes, and Freud's 

interpretation of little and insignificant symptoms, Ginzburg draws a history of the 

conjectural paradigm of semiotics within the history of knowledge (1980). In relation to 

history and the work of the historian, Ginzburg wrote that "History always remains a 

science of a very particular kind, irremediably based in the concrete", and "The 

historian's knowledge, like the doctor's, is indirect, based on signs and scraps of 

evidence, conjectural" (1980, pp. 15-16).  

Simultaneously with Alessandro Portelli, in late 1970s, historian Luisa Passerini 

worked on the oral history of the Resistance, interviewing Italian workers about the 

Fascist period. Like Portelli, she analysed the silences, the discrepancies and the 
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irrelevant information that emerged during the interviews. Passerini clarifies that 

although the tendency to value individual memories had evolved since the end of 

nineteenth century with the development of psychology and psychoanalysis, it 

accelerated after 1945 with war memories (1999, p. 288). But it is in the last twenty 

years that the importance of individual and collective memory, triggered by the 

emergence of minority and ethnic groups that had been previously excluded from 

official accounts of history, has extended considerably (Passerini 1999, p. 288).  

With Ginzburg's work and that of Portelli and Passerini, it is possible to start to see 

how in a specific period, from the middle of the 1970s, an alternative methodological 

approach to historiography took form in Italy. It combined clues with what were 

intended as historical evidence, possibilities and the narration of facts and, as Clark 

said, influenced methodologically the relatively young discipline of oral history "giving 

it a new level of maturity" (in Stille 2001, p. 25). Also, Pezzino quoted the work of 

Mariuccia Salvati who, in more recent times, added that history and memory are today 

drawn together and the role of oral sources in history writing is becoming increasingly 

central (1997, p. 19).  

This approach privileged history told from below and reflected on much of cultural 

production of the following two decades with the publishing of a number of 

autobiographies or fictional stories told in the form of autobiography. Cinema of course 

responded to this growth of personal stories not only with the production of many films 

adapted from autobiographies - to quote a few I piccoli maestri, Ormai è fatta (Enzo 

Montaleone, 1999), La tregua (The Truce, Francesco Rosi, 1997), Un tè con Mussolini 

(Tea with Mussolini, Franco Zeffirelli, 1999) - but especially encoding memory as a 

narrative form.  

Thus the growing interest in biographies and autobiographies and the development 

of oral history both as a historical source and as methodology can be understood as 

structural components of a new direction in what history is and how history is told. 

 



  
113 

Historians are today increasingly considering individual memories as factual material 

that fills the gaps in official records. Contini, for instance, concludes that oral history is 

a fundamental component of the process of construction of a common memory (1997). 

Peitsch expands this view of oral history to considerations that relate to the social 

function of memory. He lists a number of definitions of memory given by 

interdisciplinary scholars, from literary historians to urban geographers in which 

memory is always indicated as the site for contested past experiences that translate then 

into direct social confrontation (1999, p. xvii). It appears thus that by drawing together 

history and memory, where memory allows dissonances to emerge, the result is 

potential criticism of society. This also results from the fact that oral history is the 

strategic reorganisation of past events re-arranged, unconsciously or self-consciously, to 

make a point in the present. Memory as a narrative strategy in the New Italian cinema 

became thus a way to argue certain political viewpoints and to suggest a specific 

political identity. 
 

 

Cultural and communicative memory 

These considerations of the importance of memory in the deconstruction and 

reconstruction of common memory reveal that remembering is a social fact and not an 

individual act as it inevitably influences society and culture at large. The act of 

remembering involves practition), h operate in different areas and at different levels. 

These areas and levels are identified along official, public and popular lines, or within 

individual and everyday life. Versions of the past are thus disseminated in rituals, state 

celebrations, trials, in education through textbooks and academic historiography, in 

mass media, cinema and literature. These constitute what Assmann calls "cultural 

memory" (1995, p. 126) and Raphael Samuel "theatres of memory" (1994), while 

varieties of collective memory which are based on everyday communications, are 
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according to Assmann's definition, "communicative memory" (1995, p. 126). Social 

memory entails thus a notion of memory that manifests itself in a variety of public sites 

as well as in individual, everyday memory.  

Definitions of the nature of social memory have been established along the lines of 

polarities between collective, public, official and cultural, on the one hand, and 

individual, private, popular and communicative, on the other (Halbwachs 1968; Samuel 

1994). Assmann draws a link between cultural (objectivised) memory and 

communicative (everyday) memory (1995, p. 128). Assmann does not deny that there is 

a distance between everyday and cultural memory, but he rejects the fact that the 

objectification of memory into monuments, texts, cities, landscapes, rites and images 

alienates group relationships and lets memory evaporate into history. In fact, according 

to Assmann, "in the context of objectivised culture and organized or ceremonial 

communication, a close connection to groups and their identity exists which is similar 

to that found in the case of everyday memory" (1995, p. 128). The passage from 

communicative memory to the area of cultural (objectivised) memory allows the 

individual to enter into what he calls the "concretion of identity" (1995, p. 128) that not 

only preserves group relationships but also allows the group to reproduce its identity. 

This concept of concretion of identity can be extended to films. The history film 

dramatises this process of identification in its mediation between social processes and a 

structure of knowledge of the past. The concretion of identity induces self-identification 

and forms identity in a specific group. The history film thus becomes a link between 

everyday memory and cultural memory because it transforms (transcends) everyday 

memory into what Assmann calls "figures of memory" (1995, p. 129).  

What is especially interesting is Assmann's further assertion that cultural memory 

retains the capacity to reconstruct the past in the light of the present: 

 
Cultural memory works by reconstructing, that is, it always relates its knowledge to 

an actual and contemporary situation. True, it is fixed in immovable figures of 
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memory and stores of knowledge, but every contemporary context relates to these 

differently, sometimes by appropriation, sometimes by criticism, sometimes by 

preservation or by transformation. (1995, p. 130) 

 

Assmann's assertion aptly describes the historical revisionism of the 1990s. 

However, it is important to note that in Italy, the public struggle over memory has been 

a feature of post-war culture and not of just the 1990s. Commemorative, official or 

hagiographic versions of memory have always co-existed with private and individual 

rendering of memory, often in an antinomic manner, but individual oppositional 

memories have been invisible. An exception to this statement is Cesare Pavese's and 

Italo Calvino's novels written soon after Second World War. These are an example of 

the resilience of memory against the officialised accounts of the war and of Italian 

Resistance by the Italian Communist Party (Morgan 1999).  

The significance of this statement lies in the fact that both Calvino and Pavese 

narrativised the Resistance from positions of personal sympathy with the Communist 

Party. These literary texts, Calvino's Il sentiero dei nidi di ragno (The Path of the Nest 

of Spiders, 1947) and his collection of short stories Ultimo viene il corvo (Last Comes 

the Raven, 1949), and Pavese's La casa in collina (The House in the Hills, 1948) and La 

luna e i falò (The Moon and the Bonfires, 1949), written soon after the end of World 

War II, were later included in the national curriculum in Italian literature. They have 

thus been part of society's cultural memory and have offered themselves as a counter-

force against the canons of the Resistance handed down by the institutional Left. In 

particular, in La casa in collina Pavese gives voice to Corrado, a representative of the 

"grey zone" of humanity to which Primo Levi also refers in his I sommersi e i salvati 

(The Drowned and the Rescued). Whether or not Corrado is an autobiographical 

character (he does not join the partisans, unlike Pavese), Gibson views the novel as 

"being a kind of confession, in which Pavese was able to give expression in fictional 

form to his personal feelings of guilt and remorse" (1996, p. 135).  
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The two acts of remembering and forgetting and the two versions of history, the 

hagiographic and the unofficial, thus coexist in dialogical form. They are equally 

important and must be seen as active, shaping forces of social memory. Samuel argues 

that memory, as well as history, is "inherently revisionist" (1994, p. x), as it is altered 

by generational change and conditioned by contingencies.  

For Cornelius Castoriadis, not only is the critical questioning of historical institutions a 

positive action that ensures that a society can open up new spaces for the future, but 

also the knowledge of the past must be open to all (1997, p. 281). In Samuel's view the 

process of conscious recollection (anamnesis) is a dynamic, everchanging force. 

Despite their otherwise different ideological approaches, for both Castoriadis and 

Samuel, historical revisionism defines the active processes of society which construct 

and reconstruct views of the world.  

These pro-revisionist positions are today increasingly accepted by the Italian 

institutional Left. However, there is still resistance against accepting memory, whether 

individual or collective, as a reliable source of information. Italian historian Nicola 

Tranfaglia admits that the definition historical revisionism no longer holds a negative 

meaning, but must still be a derivative of the developments of historical research with 

scientific guarantees (1999, p. 67), and for Gian Enrico Rusconi (1998), Tommaso Detti 

and Marcello Flores (1999), historical revisionism must be an instrument that aims to 

reach truth through research and the unveiling of new documents.  

It is clear that the positions of some Italian historians still oppose scientific historical 

research, traditionally coupled with facts and truth, to memory. This opposition between 

official and academic history on the one hand and popular memory on the other 

translates into the opposition between the production of academic texts, which pertains 

to the realm of high culture, and autobiographical and fictional works, which pertain to 

that of mass culture. Fictional representations that contribute to the fixing of the 

narrative of individual and collective memory in images attend to their political 
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function by circulating historical knowledge within the community. They provide a 

public space, imagined and real, for the representation of contemporaneous social 

conflicts arising from the dialogue between remembering and forgetting. It is worth 

noting here the polemic debate during Porzûs's production and after its release. Much of 

the negativity toward the film came from film critics traditionally affiliated with the 

Left. On the contrary, the deputy Prime Minister with a special mandate for the arts, 

Walter Veltroni, deliberately ignored requests for censorship of the film by unions (in 

Piroso 1997, p. 149). At a superficial level, this can be understood as one of the many 

quarrels between different party factions. Instead, Porzûs was an attempt by the Left to 

close the debate over the problem of partisan violence through the recollection of those 

events. A discussion of the terms of the debate over the question of violence is thus 

warranted. 

 

 

The Resistance and the question of violence 

In 1991, the Left wing historian Claudio Pavone recognised the necessity to give 

back the Resistance its historical dignity, but without commemorative rhetoric and 

instrumental reductionism (1998). Pavone's book was published against the backdrop of 

the fall of the Berlin Wall, the crisis of Left political and social ideologies, and more 

importantly, the split in the PCI in 1989. These events crystallised in a profound process 

of revisionism of the ideal and political positions about the Resistance that were formed 

in the aftermath of the Second World War. Essentially, Pavone reflects on the moral 

question of violence and of the concept of civil war. The notion of the Resistance as a 

civil war was an interpretative category boldly refused by the Left.  

The dispute concerned the concept of equivalence between fascist and communist 

violence. For the Fascists and the Right, the Resistance was equal to civil war. In this 

way, the Right charged the formula negatively and cast the responsibility for the 

 



  
118 

violence on the Left. The position of the Left was that the formula of civil war is an 

irreconcilable contrast with that of a liberation war. This position was of course very 

much in line with the construction of the Resistance as liberation war and the myth of 

unity that emerged with Togliatti's political line from 1944. Pavone on the contrary 

argues that the definition of Resistance as civil war must be accepted by the Left (1994, 

p. xvi). In fact, according to Pavone, there is no better place than in a civil war where 

the two parts are irremediably diverse and divided. Thus by accepting the term of 

equivalence between Resistance and civil war, the separation between the Fascists for 

whom Italy, as a historically determined national entity, was synonymous with Fascism, 

and the Communists, who aimed at constructing a democratic national identity that was 

disjointed from that of Fascism, is irreconcilable. Hence the Resistance was fought not 

only against the German invader, but especially against the fascist regime. The 

corollary of Pavone's re-evaluation of the Resistance is the legitimation of the violence 

perpetrated by the partisans. His position on the moral question of violence is clearly 

expressed in that the 
 

great difference in the symbolic value of the violence practised by the Resistance 

men compared to that practised by the armies and police corps regularly instituted by 

the state descends from the rupture of the state monopoly of violence. Citizens, from 

instruments and beneficiaries more or less direct and conscious of state violence, 

become self-managers of violence. The moral problems that were born out of the 

exorbitant violence practised by tens of million of people during the war are thus 

charged in a particular way onto, and claim more precise answers from, a few 

thousands of partisans, whose practice of violence was their own choice (Pavone 

1998, p. 415). 

 

The justification of violence is thus contextual, in opposition to the "aprioristic and 

metahistorical refusal of violence" which risks levelling all massacres, all capital 

punishments, all revolutions and all wars  (Pavone, 1998, p. 414). 
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Libertarian historian Aldo Giannuli joins the debate by arguing that the ambiguous 

equalisation between partisans and Fascists has only one object, that is, removing the 

intrinsic value of the Resistance in order to delegitimise the Left in current political 

affairs (2001, p. 65). While on the contrary, the honest admission of the political 

contradictions of the Resistance and of acts of violence by the Left does not detract 

from "the moral value of the Resistance as founding value of republican Italy" 

(Giannuli 2001, p. 65). 

Gian Enrico Rusconi reflected on the concept of equivalence, extending it to the 

question of identity (1998). For Rusconi, contemporary public discussions about anti-

Fascism and anti-Communism in Italy reflect the way in which these two ideological 

positions formed with the Resistance and in the aftermath of Second World War. In 

particular, Rusconi feared that a re-reading of the last fifty years of Italian history could 

dangerously erase those sets of values that have given meaning to twentieth century 

history, practically modernity (Rusconi 1998, p. 603).77 On the other hand, there is the 

conviction that all ideological taboos have been shattered, and that what was once 

removed and hidden in Italian society has finally been able to emerge and establish the 

historical truth about the Resistance.  

Rusconi's discussion of contemporary debates and events related to historical 

revisionism is a pedagogic one, in that he seeks to clarify the terms of the problem for 

the broader public and for the youngest generations. For Rusconi, the historian's role 

should be that of by-passing the treatment of history by the media. According to 

Rusconi, the media have opened the problem of irreconcilable memories to the public, 

but without clearly posing the moral question of violence and civil war. The treatment 

of historical revisionism by the media has confused language to the point where 

                                                 
77 The literature on the Italian Resistance is massive. Much of the bibliography concentrates on accounts 
and studies that reconstruct the history of local battles. Traditional historical overviews are selectively in 
Chabod (1961). The proceedings of the conference "Resistenza: guerra, guerra di liberazione, guerra 
civile", held in Belluno on 27-29 October 1988 are published in Legnani and Vendramini (1990). For a 
complete bibliography of the Resistance see Passato e presente della Resistenza, 50esimo anniversario 
della Resistenza e della guerra di liberazione, Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, Roma. 
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expressions such as "constitutional patriotism" have become very much part of Right 

wing political protocol78 and have contributed to widen the gap between the popular 

understanding of the Resistance and the academic debates, instead of closing this gap. 

In brief, public considerations about twentieth century history have been exposed to 

what Rusconi calls the "political use of history" (1998, p. 604).  

Much of the debate about historical revisionism has concerned the problem of shared 

common history, national identity and democracy, and from a methodological point of 

view, the validity of memory as a historical source. With the disintegration of the 

traditional Left and the institutional crisis post-Tangentopoli the Right raised the issues 

of fascist self-justification, of definition of the victims, and of anti-democratic 

behaviour by communist partisans during the Resistance. Both Left-wing and Right-

wing posit the problem in terms of equivalence or non-equivalence between concepts 

such as italianità (Italianness) and democratic national identity, or between anti-

Fascism and Communism.  

The concept of equivalence thus stretches to that of identity and remains an open 

question. After the Second World War, italianità and democratic national unity had not 

only acquired an equivalent meaning, but they could not be separated from the notion of 

anti-Fascism.  

In the following section I seek to expose how these concepts formed, how they were 

translated into fictional cinematic works and how they were challenged by the 

following generations of both viewers and directors. 

The myth and the challenges 

Firstly, it is important to recall from the Introduction the study of Pennebaker and 

Banasik (1997) on the recurrence of political memory which explains this cycle as age-

                                                 
78 Rusconi refers to the speech that the secretary of Alleanza Nazionale (National Alliance) Gianfranco 
Fini pronounced on the occasion of a joint lecture with Luciano Violante at the University in Trieste in 
1998 (1998). Alleanza Nazionale is the party born out of the ash of Movimento Sociale, the neo-fascist 
party that was accused of being in collusion with secret services during the 1970s' strategia della tensione 
(strategy of tension). Today, Alleanza Nazionale is in coalition with the second Berlusconi's government. 
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related (generational), time-related (distance from the events) and contextual. 

Accordingly, there are three moments in post-war Italian cinema in which Fascism and 

its demise have been represented. The first occurred immediately after the Second 

World War, when the depiction of the war, with its devastating effects on Italian social 

life and framework, was a central concern for the neorealist directors. The martyrdom 

of partisans, the brutality of the Nazis and the drama of the war provided subject matter 

for the break of Italian cinema with Fascist cinema, thus it provided a narrative of 

redemption for the Italian nation. However, Italian post-war cinema continued some 

important changes in cinematic language and structure of narrative that were already 

present in some films produced in the last years of Fascism.79 Importantly, the 

Resistance and the effects of the war put domestic film production, once again since the 

historical epics of silent cinema, at the centre of the international stage. 

A narrative of disillusionment about the values carried by the Resistence was 

articulated in the film Una vita difficile, by Dino Risi (1961), while Tutti a casa, by 

Luigi Comencini (1960), is a portrait of an accidental hero who chooses at the end of 

the film to fight for the Resistence. Tutti a casa is the comic answer to Rossellini's Il 

Generale Della Rovere (1959), a tragic portrait of another accidental hero who chooses 

to die rather than reveal the identity of an important partisan in detention in Milan's San 

Vittore prison . 

Tutti a casa and Una vita difficile belong to what is generically classified as 

commedia all'italiana (Italian comedy, or comedy Italian style) and overlooked by 

critics and scholars as low-brow product of 1950s and 1960s Italian cinema. However, 

in the context of rapid economic transformation, Italian comedy articulated anxieties, 

change in moral values and the clash of the ordinary man against institutions. These 

films were released in a context of resurgent class conflict in the factories of Northern 

                                                 
79 See the volume Memoria, Mito, Storia: La parola ai registi 37 interviste (Amaducci et al 1994). This 
volume was published on the occasion of the film festival Il sole sorge ancora organised by the Piedmont 
Region within the activities dedicated to the 50th anniversary of the Liberation. 
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Italy and fear of the persistence of Fascism in the Republic. In fact, in 1960, the 

Christian Democrat Ferdinando Tambroni formed a government with the neo-fascist 

party support, but this Right-wing turn lasted only few months as it provoked a strong 

response from the workers and anti-fascist and partisan organisations.80  

In the early 1970s, attempts by neo-fascist groups to seize power posed the problem 

of the persistence of Fascism in the high ranks of Italian ruling class. Cultural 

representation started to focus on continuities between the two regimes and on the 

complexity of relationships during Fascism as in Liliana Cavani's Il portiere di notte 

(The Night Porter, 1974) and Lina Wertmuller's Pasqualino Settebellezze (Seven 

Beauties, 1975). Ideological and strategic frictions between different partisan 

formations emerged in Carlo Lizzani's Mussolini ultimo atto (1974). On the other hand, 

the Resistance still provided heroic narratives as in Bernardo Bertolucci's Novecento 

(1900, 1976) and Giuliano Montaldo's L'Agnese va a morire (1976).  

The last period in which the Resistance re-emerges as narrative subject is the decade 

of the 1990s, with the films Porzûs, I piccoli maestri and Guido Chiesa's Il partigiano 

Johnny (2000).81

The dispute that in the 1990s has seen the opposition between Resistance/liberation 

war/democratic identity and Resistance/civil war/totalitarian Communism feeds on the 

myths and truisms of the Resistance that were formed after 1945. For the Communist 

Party, the Resistance was the event that prompted the formation of the democratic 

nation based on the concerted efforts of Communists and Catholics. For the leading 

political party, the Christian Democratic Party, the Resistance was the event that 

redeemed Italy from her fascist past and put the nation on the side of the winners.  

The question was further confused because in the immediate post-war in the rank and 

file of the partisans there was already the awareness of a fracture between the hopes for 
                                                 
80 See in addition to the film already mentioned, the films All'armi siam fascisti, by Mangini, Dal Frà and 
Micciché (1963), and De Santi's Italiani brava gente (1964).  
81 There are also other films which have depicted Fascism and its demise. See in Filmography, "Other 
films produced in 1988-1999". 
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a true democratic republic and the reality of post-war alliances of the PCI with the 

Christian Democrats and the subsequent communist interclassist policy.  

Scoppola identifies in the almost immediate politicisation of partisan groups an 

important element of this division (1995).82 This division of the Resistance into opposed 

political militancies prevented the Resistance itself from becoming a catalyst for 

democratic instances of citizenry and national identity (Scoppola 1995, p. 27). The 

conclusion is that the Resistance was constructed immediately as an element of 

division, rather than unity, but this fracture was concealed behind "the Resistance 

strategy" (Sassoon 1981, p. 80) of the PCI. Togliatti's return from Russia to Italy in 

March 1944 settled the dispute between the Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale 

(Committee for National Liberation  - CLN) and the troops of the general Badoglio. 

Togliatti proposed a postponement of the institutional question, that is the question of 

the monarchy, leaving the problem until after Italy was liberated from Fascism. In a 

much quoted declaration, Togliatti stated 
 

Always remember that the aim of the insurrection is not the imposition of political 

and social transformations in the socialist or communist sense. Its aim is national 

liberation and the destruction of fascism. All other problems will be solved by the 

people through a free popular consultation and the election of a Constituent 

Assembly when the whole of Italy will have been liberated (in Sassoon 1995, p. 18). 

The problem for Togliatti thus was not social revolution, but a united front against 

Fascism. However, for those who had seen in the Resistance a continuation of the 1848 

Risorgimento, the Resistance became a failed or betrayed revolution. 

                                                 
82 The estimated number of partisans in the Resistance is 150,000. The lowest number of partisans was 
experienced in the hardest period of the war, that is Winter 1944-1945 with 70 to 80,000 people. The 
Communist Party, the Socialist Party, the Christian Democrats, the Action Party and the Liberal Party 
were all part of the CLN (Committee for National Liberation). The Garibaldi Divisions were communist 
formations, the Matteotti Divisions were socialist, the liberal-socialists of the Action Party formed the 
Justice and Liberty Brigades. Many anti-authoritarian Left wing partisans were scattered in the Garibaldi 
Brigades and in the Justice and Liberty Brigades, but many anarchist partisans were organised into their 
own brigades, the Bruzzi-Malatesta. One of these brigades' commander was Emilio Canzi, who had 
12,000 partisans in his groups. He was killed after the war in a "suspicious" accident caused by an allied 
truck. Other anarchists died in other similar accidents after the 25 of April (AA.VV 1995, p. 6). 
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When the PCI was excluded from the government in 1947, the myth of the 

Resistance became more contradictory and complex. The PCI at this point vindicated its 

primacy in the armed struggle against Fascism and Nazism; the party transformed the 

Resistance into a point of departure for the achievement of the democratic republic. 

Positions about the Resistance, myths and uses of the Resistance became even more 

conflictual in the exacerbated climate of the Cold War. The date of 25 April 1945 thus 

became an element of conflict and division between Italians rather than one of unity and 

identity, but the concept of the Resistance as a civil war and as integral part of the war 

became invisible. Memories of division and conflicts between the partisans or between 

the partisans and the population were repressed. The debate about the Resistance 

resided at the level of macropolitics (party and international politics) instead of 

micropolitics. 

Rusconi admits that the expression "common history" cannot be forged again over 

the erasure of facts that have divided the Italian population. The allusion here is to 

Porzûs that had resurfaced for the first time in 1951-1952, in the midst of the Cold War 

and anti-Communist climate. The facts of Porzûs emerged with the trial of the alleged 

instigators and executioners of the massacre, respectively the political commissioner of 

the Garibaldi-Natisone Division Giovanni Padoan (Vanni in the film), the commander 

of the Garibaldi-Natisone Division Giacca (Geko in the fiction), and the two leaders of 

the Federation of the Italian Communist Party in Udine Ostelio Modesti and Alfio 

Tambosso. According to Rusconi, the recollection of these facts is based on personal 

memories, hence on a micro level, and remains non-reconciled. Here Rusconi enters 

into the specific debate about history and memory, opposing once more the two 

concepts. The solution is for Rusconi to forge a common interpretation of history whose 

starting point should be that of the acquisition of democracy. The question of agency, in 

this common interpretation, remains, however, open. 
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Narratives of the Resistance: the tragedy 

As discussed in the foregoing sections, after 1945, the idea of the Resistance as civil 

war, with its questions about morality and violence perpetrated by the Left could not be 

accommodated within the imagined picture of unity that was fostered by the 

institutional Left. This idea of unity lasted until 1968. The major disruption of 

hagiographic accounts of Fascism and the Resistance that occurred in late 1960s posed 

significant questions to the official versions of history and mythologies surrounding the 

period 1943-1945. The Italian Communist Party had been instrumental in forming these 

myths. Stories about episodes of communist violence and summary executions that had 

emerged soon after 1945 were damaging to the idealised image of the Resistance. In 

1945, the notion of the Resistance as a civil war simply could not be accepted. 

Early fictions such as Roma città aperta, by Roberto Rossellini (Open city, 1945) 

articulates unity between Catholics and Communists by constructing simplified and 

stereotypical schemes in which good and evil are portrayed in stark opposition. The 

Germans are portrayed as the common depraved enemy that tortures and oppresses, as 

opposed to Catholics and Communists who had joined their forces against the German 

oppressor. In this film, the responsibility of the fascist regime in the war and in its 

collaboration with the Nazis is reduced to parody as, Bondanella maintained, fascist 

soldiers are more preoccupied with looking up the skirts of the women while they are 

searching the building where Pina (Anna Magnani) lives, letting the partisans escape 

(Bondanella 1993, p. 55). This synthesis between the comic and sympathetic depiction 

of the Italian soldiers and the uneasy compromise between the antithetical ideological 

positions of communist and catholic partisans (a sort of anticipation of Enrico 

Berlinguer's historical compromise of the 1970s) is functional to a mythology of unity 

that surrounded the Italian Resistance in 1945 and, importantly, the strategy of the PCI.  

Open City was the first Italian film that appeared after the liberation. The first time 

that the film was shown in Rome (in September 1945) to a small audience, it was not 

 



  
126 

successful. Both in Rome in 1945 and in Cannes in 1946 the comments of the press 

were not positive, but when the film was shown in Paris, the public responded with 

great enthusiasm (Rossi 1988, p. 5). From this point, Rossellini established its 

international success, and, importantly, Open City also became a popular film in Italy. 

The film has been charged with different layers of significations, according to its 

different readings in specific times. For instance, Canziani wrote of Open City in 1977, 

in the full period of radical Left-wing politicisation, that  
 

the material is positioned according to principles and beliefs that neglect the 

revolutionary aspect contained at least in part of the partisan struggle, by groups of 

partisan action. Rossellini plants his cinematographic documentation in the name of 

a Christian solidarity that culminates in martyrdom (the final sequence of the 

execution of don Pietro) neglecting the reasons and effects of the concomitant 

historical process between Fascism and anti-Fascism (1977, p. 33). 

 

A reliable way to look at Open City is in the iconographic relationship between 

fiction, history and common knowledge. In 1945, despite the fact that the war had just 

finished, Open City could indeed be regarded as a historical document. This is because 

of its instant mnemonic recollection that the film required from the audience and 

because the war was a grand event already transformed into history. In the opening 

scenes, Rossellini uses montage (an editing technique that he had already used in his La 

nave bianca - The White Ship, 1941 ) to validate fiction (the sweeping view of Rome) 

with documentary footage of German troops walking in via Tasso, the street notoriously 

known as the address of the Gestapo headquarters. It was common knowledge that 

prisoners of war and partisans were taken there and interrogated under torture. Although 

Open City conveys a very Manichean image of society in its portrayal of the 

collaboration between Communists and Catholics, the film successfully incorporates 

war iconography, cultural memory and common memory in its representation of the 
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rhetoric of the time as it evolves in the relationships in a group of people living during 

German occupation.  

With Paisà (1947) and Il generale Della Rovere (1959) Rossellini abandoned clear-

cut moral perspectives about the Resistance. Paisà is a journey throughout Italy in 

chaos during the last year of war. It combines documentary footage with fiction, thus is 

in line with Rossellini's narrative and aesthetics consistency. The actors are common 

people taken from each location in which Rossellini filmed. From a conventional point 

of view, this film is closer to neorealist principles than Open City. Paisà's focus is on 

the temporary relationship between two people, the allies who had occupied the South 

of the peninsula, and the Italians. The film increases in tension and drama as it moves 

from South to the Po Valley, where it culminates with the martyrdom of partisans, 

Americans and simple fishermen in their common fight against Nazism.  

Il generale Della Rovere was influenced by its pertinent context of distension in 

national and international politics. It was also the period in which the polemics about 

the role of the hierarchies of the Vatican in relation to the Holocaust developed. This 

film is the portrait of an everyday man, Bardone, who lives on artifices and deception 

and deals with the Nazis. He is imprisoned in Milan's notorious San Vittore as a Nazi 

spy, with the specific task to discover the real identity of a Resistance's leader. 

Bardone's identification with the general Della Rovere and his close relationship with 

the prisoners transforms him into a voluntary martyr. Il generale Della Rovere is not a 

clearcut representation of the Resistance, as it fluctuates, even more than Open City, 

between the tragedy of the war and the comedy of everyday life. However, the dealings 

between an Italian and a Nazi opened the discourse of collaborationism. 

Luchino Visconti's interpretation of history in his films Senso (The Wanton 

Countess, 1954) and Il gattopardo (The Leopard, 1963) constructed a paradigm of the 

Resistance as second Risorgimento in which the Risorgimento was depicted as a failed 

revolution and a betrayal of the bourgeois aspirations for social and political change. 
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Nowell-Smith sees this equivalence between the Risorgimento and the Resistance as 

révolution manqué in the process that changed revolution into transformation and 

transformation into trasformismo83 (1973, p. 106). Marcus also traces in The Leopard  

Gramsci's conclusion that the Risorgimento was a failed revolution and likens this 

interpretation to that of the Resistance (1986, p. 167). Visconti's own interpretation of 

history was obviously self-generated by the adhesion of the filmmaker to the notion of 

the cumulative history that emerged in Italian culture and to the influence that Gramsci 

had on Italian culture from 1950s. 

Grande, writing from the point of view of 1970s criticsm of the bourgeoisie, 

suggested instead that Visconti's works must be placed in a vision of the decline and 

disintegration of society, the "aesthetic of death" of the same society that has produced 

its own representations (1976, p. 38). 

The year of 1968 constituted a rupture with the past. It ignited a cultural 

transformation that not only involved all the fields of human agency and of 

interpersonal relationships, but it involved shifts in the perception of history because it 

privileged the recounting of history told from below and against hagiographic 

narratives, and promoted accounts of hidden stories outside the orthodoxy of the PCI.  

The 'hot period' 1967-1972 of student and worker revolts, identified symbolically 

with the shorthand il sessantotto (the sixty-eight), was felt in Italy as well as in other 

European countries as an historical watershed. Retrospectively, the movements of the 

late 1960s can be seen as a generational clash, and symbolically as the refusal of 

authority and its repressive laws and the prevailing system of values. These protests 

were directed not only at the institutions and the politicians who were governing Italy, 

but also against the PCI whose reformist politics were seen as a betrayal of 

                                                 
83 Trasformismo (transformism) defined Italian politics since the unification in 1861. This method of 
government, which consists in using unscrupulously different parties and forming different coalitions, 
was used most effectively by Giovanni Giolitti, who controlled Italian political life between 1903 until 
his resignation in 1914. 
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revolutionary instances that had brewed in some of the most radical groups of partisans 

during the Resistance and among communists themselves. 

David Forgacs has written about the relationship between the post-war generation 

and recounts of Fascism and anti-Fascism in post-1968 films (1999). According to 

Forgacs' analysis, in the films produced in the 1970s about the fascist period and the 

war, notably Paolo Bertolucci's La strategia del ragno (The Spider's Stratagem, 1970) 

and Il conformista (The Conformist, 1970); Pier Paolo Pasolini's Salò (1975); Liliana 

Cavani's Il portiere di notte (The Night Porter, 1973), and Lina Wertmuller's 

Pasqualino Settebellezze (Seven Beauties, 1975), the post-war restoration of democracy 

is perceived as a continuation of the fascist regime. Forgac's analysis of the political and 

ideological demands of the movements of 1968 pointed to the fact that the younger 

generations were more preoccupied with establishing a continuity with the radical 

communism of the Paris Commune than with their parents' generation (1999). By 

recovering the memory of direct democracy or council communism that has been 

present in the anti-authoritarian left in Italy since the nineteenth century, the postwar 

generation that was in its youth in 1968 rewrote the Resistance by emphasising partisan 

experiments in self-government against official and centralist accounts of the 

Resistance. It was against the military parades and official commemorations of the 

Resistance that the criticism of the generation of 1968 was directed.  

Mario Serenellini's interview in 1975 with Pier Paolo Pasolini while the director was 

filming Salò o le 120 giornate di Sodoma (Salò, or 120 Days of Sodom) is also 

illuminating in the understanding of the shifts in the Resistance paradigms in the 1970s 

(1985). Pasolini said about his film that 
 

Mussolini does not have anything to do with it. My film is a commemoration of the 

fascist period on a dreamlike level, not as a document. I was not even twenty during 

the Nazi nightmare. But I know exactly what it was. Memory is my documentation. 

The film is like a dream, a vision. Fascism is re-enacted here not in its physical 
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identity, but in the atmosphere. Choreography, not history.84 This film will not be 

another celebrative altar of the Resistance: it will be a distressful inquiry about 

power's structure (in Serenellini 1985, p. 76). 

 

And Pasolini continued: "Resistance today is nothing more than a very official 

celebration. It is monument. Rhetoric" (in Serenellini 1985, p. 77).  

Two films released in the 1970s which are marginalised in Italian film studies are 

Mussolini ultimo atto (Carlo Lizzani, 1974) and Giuliano Montaldo's L'Agnese va a 

morire. The first is a detailed reconstruction of the last days of Mussolini, until his 

capture in Dongo by partisans. Frictions between anti-institutional and institutional 

groups of partisans emerge in the last part of the film, when the decision about the 

destiny of Mussolini must be made. Here different visions of the world emerge and 

clearly these visions are also the visions of what should be projected on the future post-

war society.  

Montaldo's L'Agnese va a morire can clearly be situated within the context of the 

swell of the Italian feminist movement of mid-1970s. This film, adapted from the novel 

of Lorenza Viganò with the same title, is the only Italian film with a woman partisan as 

the main character. Agnese's choice to work for the Resistance is dictated by an external 

event: her husband is arrested and deported by the Nazis. Agnese constantly reiterates 

her ignorance and doubts her own ability to help the partisans, but when she sees the 

bridge destroyed by the dynamite that she carried to the partisans, she abandons herself 

in an act of joy and empowerment. When she kills a German soldier because he killed 

her cat, she is forced to abandon her farm and hide with the partisans. However, her 

action leads to the massacre of her collaborationist neighbours. In this film, the equation 

between cause and effect of the partisans' war on the civilian population starts to 

emerge. Agnese is haunted by the vision of the massacre, but this is counterbalanced by 

                                                 
84 In Italian, the word storia is used for both the English 'story' and 'history'. It is clear Pasolini referred to 
history. 
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her final and prophetical line that the partisans "die for the imbeciles". Agnese's death is 

almost ironic: a German officer recognises her and addresses her in the same way as the 

partisans do: "Mamma Agnese". Her response betrays her, and she is instantly killed. 

Despite the fact that L'Agnese va a morire eschews emphatic representations of the 

Resistance, and puts a woman on the centre stage of history, the partisan's heroism and 

propension to martyrdom is not questioned.  

Irony and scepticism are instead the modes in which history is cast in the commedia 

all'italiana. From the end of the 1950s, in the Italian comedy the representation of the 

heroes of the Resistance highlights a crisis of representation. This crisis is explicated in 

the impossibility of simple judgements and clear-cut explanations of unity, innocence 

and guilt of attendismo (waiting to see what happens). The heroes are accidental heroes, 

their involuntary death distances them from the epic and the tragedy. In their mortality, 

they become human. This crisis of representation reveals an ironic attitude toward the 

past as a principle of historical explanation that emerged in late 1950s.  
 

 

The Resistance in comedy 

A number of historical comedies were released in late 1950s. As well as the 

commedia all'italiana, this sub-genre of the Italian comedy has been neglected in 

academic scholarship on Italian film. This is because the influence of classic thought 

with Aristotle has placed comedy below tragedy, where tragedy is concerned with the 

individual, with the exemplary story of a super-hero (tragic or epic), while comedy is 

concerned with the ordinary of everyday man and everyday life. This hierarchy of 

values between tragic and comic is reflected in western culture in artistic production 

and literary criticism. Tragedy is thus a mode of representation that requires a subject, a 

name that becomes myth and remains in the collective memory, while comedy institutes 
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a type that represents humanity in its anonymity. The hero, in the comedy, is unaware of 

his/her possibilities, is spontaneous in his/her clumsiness and represents the norm. 

These characteristics are represented in a number of films that were produced from 

the end of the 1950s and that questioned  the past in a satirical form. In 1959, two films 

received the Golden Lion in Venice: Rossellini's Il generale Della Rovere and La 

grande guerra, by Mario Monicelli. The films shared many elements: they portrayed 

historical events, both were concerned with anti-heroes who, as the film develops, 

evolve into positive characters. They both mark a shift in the representation of heroic 

narratives, the crisis of representation of the nation, in that they put ordinary men on the 

centre stage of history. Both films were box-office hits, in 1960 La grande guerra was 

second behind La dolce vita and Il generale Della Rovere was tenth (Pillitteri 1992, p. 

78). La grande guerra can be considered the epitome of the commedia all'italiana for 

its blend of drama and comic. 

Monicelli's film questions the military value and national heroism of Italian soldiers 

on the front in the Great War, and was pivotal in the re-appropriation of history by the 

everyday Italian. The historical consciousness of the characters in this film is expressed 

by Giovanni's phrase to Costantina: "If the nation were to be defended only by upright 

citizens, you can kiss your nation goodbye". Despite the fact that both the characters in 

La grande guerra, Giovanni and Oreste, freely admit their cowardice and opportunism, 

the film ends with their deaths in an effort to save the nation. The irony of comedy 

cancels this act of heroism by excluding them from historical records with one of their 

fellow-soldiers commenting on their disappearance during the battle as "the usual 

shirkers". 

This film can easily be regarded as an allegory of the second world war, whose 

memory in 1959 was still very much active. La grande guerra was released in a period 

of exponential economic growth, the boom economico (the economic boom). The 

Italian comedy's satire targeted social transformations which derived from the growth of 
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wealth which reflected on transformations of moral and personal behaviour. It 

denounced the negative aspects of this economic growth by highlighting clashes 

between the ordinary man and the institutions, and questioning the conduct of the ruling 

class and public institutions.  All these films use the comical as a relief from the 

bitterness and tragedy of history, in which the ironic voice marks the anxieties provided 

by times of profound transformation.  

La grande guerra preceded another successful film, Tutti a casa, by Luigi 

Comencini (1960). This film is focussed on the passage of Italy from a fascist nation to 

that of an occupied country after 8 September 1943. The film starts on the day of 8 

September and depicts the bewilderment of the Italian army after the announcement of 

the armistice. Lieutenant Alberto Innocenzi (Alberto Sordi) is sent with his platoon to 

replace other soldiers at an outpost. They leave the barracks while the radio announces 

that General Badoglio has declared the armistice and the Allies have accepted it. The 

speaker also explains the changes in who is to be considered an ally and who is to be 

considered an enemy. Unfortunately, the lieutenant is marching with his soldiers in the 

street, thus they are cut out of the grand events of history and unaware of the changes of 

alliance. At the first attack by the Nazis, they don't understand why the Germans are 

shooting at them. Innocenzi rings the colonel and, as a sign of his confusion, points out 

that the Germans are allied with the Americans. Innocenzi and his soldiers soon realise 

that the only solution is to disband and go back home. During the journey, Alberto 

Innocenzi gains consciousness about the fascist past and at the end of the film he joins 

the Resistance during the revolt in Naples. For Innocenzi, the question of joining the 

Resistance is a matter of surrounding events, a sequence of tragic facts and fancies.  

Another successful film that focussed on the Resistance is Una vita difficile, by Dino 

Risi (1961). The film spans the period of time between the 8 September 1943 to 1961. It 

sets the main character, Silvio Magnozzi, against the involutions in political and moral 

values during the post-war period of reconstruction. Silvio Magnozzi is an idealist, who 

 



  
134 

resists the temptations of economic advance and social climbing in the name of his own 

ethical coherence. He is presented as a disillusioned ex-partisan who cannot find a place 

in the new Italian society. Luckily, as Pillitteri explains, Silvio Magnozzi 
 

is not the heroic super-man that many apologetic films have depicted (and that the 

Stalinist Left of the period liked so much), he is an ordinary man, with common 

personal aspirations, with vacillations and insecurity and with normal abilities (1992, 

p. 91). 

 

One element of the comedy is the rigidity or inelasticity of the character. Virtue, 

according to Bergson, is also a laughable element of comedy (1913, p. 138). For 

instance, a thoroughly honest man can make the audience laugh as his rigidity makes 

him unsociable. Here it is clear how the tragic element in Silvio Magnozzi works in a 

comic way. He is not adapting to the changes in society, his choices are incongruous 

and they become absurd in the context of a nation in transformation which does not take 

into account the values of the Resistance. 

Italian comedy articulated in this way the moral and psychological discomfort of the 

Italian nation in front of economic and social transformation. This discomfort resulted 

also from the fact that the two dominant facets of culture, Catholicism and Marxism-

Leninism, but also philosophical existentialism of the 1960s, condemned material 

progress as banality or alienation (Pillitteri 1992, p. 98).  

Clearly, the Resistance constituted a problematic point of reference for Italians and 

partially failed in its significant ritual and symbolic function as a common tradition. 

Because the Resistance became politicised almost immediately and fragmented into 

different camps, after 1945 the view of the Resistance as the founding myth of the new 

democratic nation was also charged with different meanings. In 1968, the handing down 

of the memory of the Resistance from one generation to the next resulted in the younger 

generation stressing the anti-authoritarian tradition of the Resistance, that is the memory 
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of council democracy and of anti-authoritarian and anti-institutionalised instances of 

communism and socialism. These instances had resurfaced from their underground 

position in 1968 in a period of institutional crisis and transformation. Gross provides a 

clear analysis of what constitutes a tradition (1992, pp. 8-10). For a tradition to be 

established as such, it must carry notions of authority, obligation, cohesion and 

authenticity. Traditions must be able to hand over something to the next generation, but 

can also be discontinuous and live underground (1992, p. 8-10). The movement of 1968 

saw in the political conditions of that time a continuation with Fascism and by-passed 

the parental legacy by resurrecting the anti-authoritarian fringe of the workers 

movement, which was itself a tradition (although submerged) of the history of the 

Italian workers movement. These traditions can only be disclosed with a critical work 

of interpretation that slices through both the context and the text, and situates them in an 

interactive relation. 

The debate over the historical revisionism of the 1990s takes another form: it is a 

clash between popular media which circulate in society non-reconciled memories that 

resurface in popular memory, oral history and autobiography on the one hand and, on 

the other, academic and political interpretations which instead redefined the Resistance 

in a manipulative, purposive fashion. The 1990s official debates about the Resistance 

have reconceptualised the Resistance giving it new layers of signification, but 

substantially these layers are generated from inside the same monolithic and opposed 

views between history and memory.  

Before a close examination of the polemics and debates that animated the production 

and release of Porzûs, it is useful to highlight the aspects of the production logic of 

Porzûs and I piccoli maestri. The object of the next section is in fact to offer an account 

of the political and economic domains that structured film production from 1996 to 

1999.  
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Politics and economy of history and memory 

In the second half of the 1990s, the centre-left government, in office for the first time 

since the end of the Second World War, encouraged the production of films with 

cultural and historical claims. Films with state subsidy displayed the wording "Film of 

national cultural interest" and the Cabinet of the deputy Prime Minister with a special 

mandate for arts was  the body directly involved in funding films. The central ideology 

was that of the artistic intention, even though many of the directors of the New Italian 

cinema refused the overt self-definition of auteur.85 Authorship was a precondition of 

production rather than a retrospective attribution. As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

films were determined by production mode (state and/or television and/or European 

finance) and were mainly distributed through television networks. The film was thus a 

cultural product but bound up in sets of economic relations.  

The production of Porzûs and I piccoli maestri occurred after a long period of crisis 

in Italian social and political relations. This crisis culminated with the split of the 

Communist Party in 1989, the dramatic decline in member affiliation and of votes in the 

major political parties86 and the corruption scandal Tangentopoli. Also, the collapse of 

Communism throughout Central and Eastern Europe made the Italian political system, 

frozen in the democrazia bloccata (blocked democracy) for fifty years, incongruous. In 

Italy, the reconsideration of totalitarianism as a useful term of comparison for both the 

communist and the fascist regimes articulated debates about Fascism and anti-Fascism. 

In particular, what emerged in the decade between the end of the 1980s and the end of 

the 1990s was the reconsideration of the notion of the Resistance as a war of liberation. 

This reconsideration shifted toward the notion of the Resistance as a civil war and, with 

the institutional crisis of 1991, undoubtedly had repercussions on the sense of national 

identity.  

                                                 
85 See the interviews with film directors in Sesti (1994, pp. 37-110). 
86 See the results of the 1992 elections in Donovan (1992, p. 171). 
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The year of the referendum on the electoral system, 1993, is conventionally taken as 

the year of passage from the First Republic to the Second Republic.87 In 1994, the first 

elections with the new law delivered a majority to the centre-right coalition, with 

Berlusconi forming government. The elections in 1996, on the contrary, delivered a 

centre-left majority. The centre-left government remained in office until the Regional 

elections of 2000, which registered a defeat of centre-left coalitions. After the political 

system had been locked into clear oppositional camps between the Communist Party 

and the Christian Democrats for fifty years, this alternation between two coalitions of 

opposed political orientation in six years seems to underline a disorientation in the 

Italian electorate in relation to questions of political identity.  

With the centre-left government of 1996, the ex Italian Communist Party (PCI) that 

had regrouped in the Partito Democratico della Sinistra (Democratic Party of the Left - 

PDS) formed government for the first time since the end of the Second World War. The 

so-called alternanza (alternation) between two opposed political formations was finally 

achieved. With the PDS in office, two phenomena occurred. On the one hand, the 

cinema received a significant push, as more funds were allocated to the production of 

films. On the other hand, the transformation of the ex-PCI had dissipated party 

censorship on facts that contributed to the formation of divided memories on the 

Resistance in groups of Italian society. With the deputy Prime Minister with a special 

mandate for arts Walter Veltroni in office, funding for films of national and cultural 

interest had increased from 1996 to 1997 from four billion Lira to eight billion Lira per 

film, while subsidies for shorts increased from eight hundred thousand Lira to one 

hundred million Lira (Veltroni in Piroso 1997, p. 149).88 One immediate effect of the 

                                                 
87 However, Diamanti and Lazar convincingly argue that to attribute to the Second Republic a meaning of 
discontinuity and rupture with the old arrangements of coalitions and transformism of the Italian party 
system is superficial (1997). 
88 The increase was respectively from four million AUD to eight million AUD per film for feature films 
and from eight hundred AUD to one hundred thousand dollars for shorts. In Italy, everything that is 
produced below the lenght of 90 minutes is considere a short. This definition includes also the 
documentary genre. 
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increasing funding for shorts was for instance the significant growth of production of 

documentaries in 1999, a genre that has always been neglected in the Italian film 

industry.89 The principal significant effect was the multiplication of films that 

articulated communist civic involvement in Italian life. These are for instance films on 

the subject of trade union leaders and Left-wing militants involved in anti-mafia activity 

in Sicily during the 1950s and late 1960s such as Placido Rizzotto, released in 2000, 

directed by Pasquale Scimeca, and I cento passi (One Hundred Steps), also released in 

2000, directed by Marco Tullio Giordana. Another stream of film production that 

focused on political topics was related to the Resistance. 

Significantly, the way the two groups of films articulate the memory of the Left 

appears polarised. The films about the Resistance unleashed repressed memories about 

the war that the post-war PCI had contributed to conceal in order to construct a 

paradigm of identification in the equation communist-anti-fascist. These films offer a 

complex and controversial view of the Resistance, while the other films appear to re-

balance the image of the ex-PCI in a positive way.  

Conversely, the Right, including the fascist party Movimento Nazionale reformed 

into Alleanza Nazionale, regrouped on the basis of the recognition of constitutional 

democracy and put into place a cultural offensive on a historical level. The object of 

that offensive was the delegitimisation of the Left with the equalisation of fascist and 

communist totalitarianisms, and ultimately the denial of the historical and political 

value of the Resistance. 

The corollary of historical revisionism was that historiography was itself under 

scrutiny. The interdisciplinarity of the subject, a phenomenon of the last twenty years, 

has stretched the borders of history into different fields. The traditional oppositional 

construction of history against memory started to be delegitimised. The process of 

fragmentation of identities that has taken place in Italy from late 1970s and that has 

                                                 
89 See the report in Andruetto and Della Casa (2000). 
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provoked the dissolution of the main Italian political parties let many conflicting voices 

and minority groups emerge.90 With the disintegration of the sense of belonging built 

around the historical political parties and the relaxation of parties' censorship, 

individual memories, autobiographies and oral history have re-emerged as alternative 

accounts of history.  

From the analysis of how texts interact with their context, it emerges that cinematic 

historical revisionism is another site for the struggle between popular experiences and 

mnemonic recollections on one hand and institutionalised and academic accounts on the 

other. For instance, the literary work based on individual memory includes popular 

experiences which are often set against institutionalised and officialised historical 

accounts (Peitsch 1999, p. xvii). Family memories, diaries and primary accounts are 

circulated in the community and popularise terms, concepts and ideas in a much more 

influential way than political and academic discourses. This characteristic is of course 

not only to be found in literary works, but also in film. Film, too, helped to popularise 

terms such as red violence and civil war, and they often do this in a challenging manner. 

The immense unofficial cultural background of past memories thus became a point 

of reference for both literature and cinema. Whether the stories represented in the two 

media are fictional or real, the form in which they are often presented is that of the 

individual mnemonic reconstruction of past experiences.  

What these films have achieved, beyond their aesthetic, formal or narrative qualities, 

is a history of the present. Recalling Benjamin's argument from the Introduction, the 

Resistance films of the 1990s inevitably contained the present. They offered an image 

of disunity rather than unity and cast a problematic judgement on that history. However, 

with these films, Italian cinema attempted a return to grand narratives, as the Resistance 

                                                 
90 See for instance the numerous forms of political and cultural affiliation, such as Slow Food, that in the 
middle of the 1980s formed outside the Communist Party and that developed a public discourse on 
pleasure and consumption. Similarly, gay and lesbian groups developed various forms of associations.  
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has been constructed since 1945 as an epic that provided redemption from Fascism for 

the Italian nation.  
 

 

Porzûs: the tragedy of violence 

The accounts of the Resistance after 1968 had already allowed the emergence of 

criticism of officialised anti-Fascism. This criticism was bridged into the 1980s by 

Paolo and Vittorio Taviani with La notte di San Lorenzo (The night of the shooting 

stars, 1982). In the 1990s, the revisionist disputes about Fascism and anti-Fascism 

enable in the films Porzûs  and I piccoli maestri representations of frictions within the 

Left itself and inside the Comitati di Liberazione Nazionale (National Liberation 

Committees - CLN).  

Both films were produced with state subsidies, through Article 8 of the law-decree 

Interventi urgenti in favore del cinema (Urgent intervention in favour of the cinema) 

passed in 1994. According to this law, films must be of national interest. Porzûs also 

enjoyed subsidies through the MEDIA program of the European Community, 

specifically the European Script Fund.  

From the opening scenes set in Friuli to the presentation of the film at the Venice 

Film Festival in 1997, Porzûs appeared as a troublesome film. The councils of nine 

villages in the province of Udine denied director Renzo Martinelli permission to shoot 

on location. This indicated that the facts of Porzûs still constituted a very active and 

controversial past that divided the community. Just before the opening of the film at 

Venice, Mario Toffanin, who now lives in Slovenia after he was sentenced for the 

massacre in 1952, requested the Italian magistracy to censor the film. As seen earlier in 

the Chapter, Veltroni also revealed that there had been pressures on him to block the 

film before the Venice Film Festival (in Piroso 1997, p. 149). 
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Porzûs was the taboo-film that reopened the painful memory of the civil war not 

only between Fascists and anti-Fascists, but between partisans of different political 

colours. It ignited a series of articles in the major Italian newspapers. Thus, beyond its 

formal and aesthetic merits, Porzûs can be regarded as an  imagined theatre of memory 

that provoked public discussion and confrontation. In fact, on that occasion, "the long 

tradition" of the Resistance and a "specific time" (LaCapra 1983, p. 44) of historical 

revisionism intersected.  

Porzûs tells the story of a massacre that occurred in the mountains between Friuli-

Venezia-Giulia and the former Yugoslavia, at the malghe in the locality of Porzûs. The 

protagonists of this massacre between partisans were the Communists of the GAP in 

one camp and the Osoppo Brigade (Catholic) in the opposite camp. Both the brigades 

had in common their anti-Fascism, but they were divided by their different views of the 

world and reciprocal distrust: the Communists, who during the last winter of the war, in 

1944, were under the command of the Slovenian army, suspected the catholic brigade of 

an alliance with the Fascists; the Catholics on the other hand feared the military 

expansion of Tito's army into Italy with the subsequent annexation of Italian territories 

by Yugoslavia and thus refused to join in the Slovenian army. This clash between 

different visions of politics concluded in the massacre of Porzûs. 

Guido Pasolini, Pier Paolo's brother, was with the twenty-two partisans of the 

Osoppo Brigades who were killed. A novel written by Carlo Sgorlon, La malga di Sir, 

was also published in 1997, months before the release of the film at Venice. The focus 

of the novel is the interpretation of the massacre in a broad context of international 

communist politics. According to Sgorlon, the order for the massacre came from the 

communist leadership, "as to say, Togliatti, who was in exile in Russia and somehow 

prisoner of the Bolshevik system" (1997, p. 7). For the Leninist and Stalinist communist 

the ends justified the means, thus for Sgorlon, the order to kill at Porzûs was given in 
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accordance with the predominant Stalinist and Leninist mentality in the Italian 

Communist Party. 

The film starts in 1945, with two children running in a forest. They run into half 

buried corpses in a mass grave. From here, the film goes forward to 1980. In the 

Slovenian village of Krapina, an old man, the ex-commander of the Osoppo Brigades, 

Storno, looks for another man, the fictional Geko, the ex-commander of the Garibaldi 

Brigades. Storno confronts Geko, who is close to death from an incurable disease. In a 

mix of reciprocal accusations, reminiscences and debates over the morality of the 

Resistance, the two characters dialectically reconstruct the facts of Winter 1944-1945. 

The choice by director Martinelli to set the story in 1980 is significant in that the film 

tries to de-contextualise the mnemonic recollection of this massacre from contemporary 

revisionist debates. The story is thus set in a time in which Yugoslavia was not yet 

shattered into ethnic wars and, importantly, before the fall of the Berlin wall. The 

director's intent was that the search for truth should have transcended historical context, 

because it "is a story that must be told" (Martinelli 1997, p. 3). 

The film's narrative is structured around eight flashbacks. The role of the flashback 

holds some theoretical interest. Its study entails a number of considerations on film 

history, the aesthetics of film, but also and especially on how this particular form of 

film language engages with ideas. According to Turim, the flashback represents the 

juncture between past and present and two concepts are implied in this juncture: 

memory and history (1989, p. 1). 

Memory is thus one of the concepts inscribed in flashbacks in which both the 

subjective mode of telling a story (microhistory) and the large-scale social and political 

history (macrohistory) emerge.  

The flashbacks in Porzûs are the counterpoint to the violent altercations between 

Geko and Storno in their 1980 encounter. The flashbacks are the mimetic representation 

of the re-emergence of memory. The dialectic construction between what is 
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remembered and who is remembering on the one hand, and the alleged factuality of the 

past (in the flashback) problematises the relationship between history and subjective 

memory. In the same way, Geko and Storno are opposed. The first is the bloody 

executioner of a Grand Guignol massacre, while the second incarnates the humanism of 

the Resistance. The extreme confrontation of the characters and the shifts back and 

forward in time constructs the film as a detective fiction, with the investigation 

conducted as in a courtroom trial. In fact, the film relied heavily on the documents of 

the trial that started in 1947 and ended in 1952 with Mario Toffanin (Geko), the 

material executioner of the massacre, sentenced to prison. 

Porzûs clearly situates the two main characters within the dilemma of morally 

acceptable violence on the one hand, and the notion that all violence is unjustifiable on 

the other. Geko's portrait is that of a bloodthirsty, politically and ideologically fanatic 

communist militant, an image that today does not have any equivalence in reality, thus 

alienating audience identification. Storno's character remains suspended in doubt about 

his collaboration with the Fascists. The film does not offer a resolution to this dilemma 

even in one of the last dialogues between Spaccaossa, a 'good' Communist, and Geko in 

the last flashback. Spaccaossa, disillusioned, voluntarily enters the grave where the 

partisans of the Osoppo Brigade have been shot. Spaccaossa asks Geko what he will say 

when the truth surfaces. Geko answers that the truth is on the side of those killed by 

Fascists. There is a pronouncement in favour of the partisans' martyrdom, the same that 

Agnese makes throughout Montaldo's film. The implication is that truth is on the side of 

those who died. The final word is Spaccaossa's who proclaims his communist ideal, but 

fears those like Geko because if Geko can do what he is doing during the war, then he 

would also be able to do it after the war. Spaccaossa does not want Geko's communism. 

The 'humanist' communist Spaccaossa is then killed by a Russian comrade of the Red 

Army while he is undressing in the grave.  
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Spaccaossa's pronouncement points to a lack of ethics during the Resistance and 

after and the text remains open on the question: was violence during the Resistance 

justifiable or not? From a contextual analysis it emerges as a problematic interpretation 

of the film. The reception in Venice was conflicted. After the first projection, the 

audience clapped, but at a different projection, the public responded with outrage. The 

director Renzo Martinelli admits that there were protests and insults, and that also his 

parents, both communist partisans, disapproved of the film (in Manin 1997). The film, 

in its first season in picture theatres, between September 1997 and August 1998, had 

only 34 thousand spectators with box-office takings of only 335,235,000 million Lira.91

The mixed reception of the film points to the question of form and content. The 

film's aesthetic includes morphing, flashes to white and jump cuts, while the soundtrack 

is a defamiliarising classical music as a comment on bold scenes of massacres. The 

special effects are criticised by critic Tullio Kezich. He also holds a negative stance 

against the director's propensity for splatter and graphic violence, and the inconsistency 

between the two different regional accents of young Geko and old Geko, which mark 

the film as anti-realist (Kezich 1997). The computerised special effects are conventions 

borrowed from commercials and can be understood in the light of Martinelli's career in 

advertising. The inclination of the film towards the generic conventions of splatter 

movies, with its abundance of blood and graphic executions, is clearly an element 

designed to disturb, because the violence is not committed by Nazis or Fascists. 

Character construction and aesthetics are signs of directorial enunciation, and achieve 

an effect of distancing and non-identification for the audience. It was thus difficult for 

the Italian public and the critics to find meanings in the violence and the blood in 

Porzûs because it is almost impossible to find a corresponding term of reference in 

other films about the Resistance, and because the notion of the Resistance as a bloody 

fratricide war had been made invisible.  

                                                 
91 Over 279,000 AUD. 
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Tullio Kezich also commented that the slaughter at Porzûs must be read on different 

terms from those of fratricide and red violence (1997). The events of 7 February 1945, 

according to Kezich, are rooted in the long series of violent episodes and abuse of 

power by the Italian Fascists against Slovenian and Croatian people and thus must be 

read as expression of the same racial and nationalist hatred that has recently resurfaced 

in Bosnia (1997). Kezich wrote that 
 

The truth is that the massacre at the malghe instead of being added to the contrasts 

within the liberation movement must be inscribed in the history of Balkan 

imperialism, even though the murderers were Italians who had been brainwashed by 

Tito (1997). 

 

Kezich seems thus to excuse the PCI and embrace the thesis of the political 

commander of the Garibaldi-Natisone Division, Giovanni Padoan, nicknamed Vanni, 

who wrote in his letter to the weekly magazine Panorama  

 
In October 1984 I published Un'epopea partigiana alla frontiera tra due mondi (A 

partisan epic on the frontier between two worlds), with the publisher Del Bianco. I 

demonstrated that the Garibaldi-Natisone Division was never involved in the 

barbaric massacre and that the main instigator was the Slovenian Command, 

probably through the long hand of the Ozna (the secret service for counter-

espionage), confirming also the responsibility of Franco and Ultra92 who gave 

Giacca93 a free hand (1997). 

 

Padoan himself was on trial in Lucca between October 1951 and April 1952 for the 

massacre at Porzûs. He was acquitted at the first trial, but sentenced to thirty years of 

imprisonment at the trial in the Court of Assizes in 1952, and then granted an amnesty 

in 1959. 

                                                 
92 Franco (Ostelio Modesti) and Ultra (Alfio Tambosso) were the leaders of the Italian Communist Party 
in Udine. 
93 Geko in the film. 
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Interestingly, Kezich conceded Martinelli's film was a correct reconstruction of the 

event, according to the transcripts of the 1951-1952 trial. However, a reader wrote to 

Panorama questioning the very validity of the trial, and thus that of the truth in the film. 

Alessandra Kersevan wrote that 
 

That trial occurred in the 1950s, in full Cold War climate, in a ferociously anti-

Communist setting. From the beginning of the investigation, mandatory sentencing 

was widely used, with daily pressures on some of the accused, who remained in 

prison for many years before being on trial (1997). 

 

What can be inferred here is that the evidence based on documents takes place itself 

in a contextualised setting (the Cold War). Thus even the validity of the trial can be 

questioned, and ultimately, along with it, the validity of the film. 

However, the significance of Porzûs does not reside in its reconstruction of truth, but 

in the circular investigation of the enigma of the Resistance through the public debate 

that has accompanied the film during its production and after its release. It is useful here 

to recollect what the Left-wing newspaper il manifesto wrote in regard to Porzûs, in an 

article titled "La storia e il fango" (History and mud): 
 

The latest assault (on the Resistance) is that by Panorama and l'Espresso which use 

as a pretext the imminent release of a film about the massacre in Porzûs, a place in 

Friuli where in February 1945 the Gap killed a brigade of the Division Osoppo: 

Communists against monarchists, militants of the Action Party and Christian 

Democrats. The episode is widely known by historians and in judicial chronicles, but 

has been presented as obscure and concealed (Polo 1997, p. 5). 

 

The reference here is clearly to the uses and abuses of history by the media, and it 

conceals the contrast between what is known by historians and the opening of historical 

knowledge to the wider public. It is important to note that Panorama is a popular 

weekly magazine owned by the financial company of Berlusconi, Fininvest. Berlusconi 
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was at the time in parliamentary opposition to the Centre-Left government led by Prime 

Minister Massimo D'Alema, affiliated to the Partito Democratico della Sinistra. 

Panorama published several issues with articles and readers' responses on Porzûs, 

advertising it with a cover title La faccia sporca della Resistenza (The dirty face of the 

Resistance). 

Porzûs clearly subverts debates about violence because it investigates "red violence" 

against other partisans. What influential Left-wing critics found unacceptable in Porzûs 

was that this apparently unjustified violence is seen for the first time as perpetrated by 

Comm unists. It confronts the viewer in an intense way exactly because of this 

unsettling depiction of "red violence" that does not find a reference in the specificity of 

Italian culture and film tradition. 
 

 

I piccoli maestri: the tragedy of comedy 

I piccoli maestri had comparatively less impact than Porzûs. The film was presented 

in 1998, one year after Porzûs, at the Venice Film Festival. From the beginning of 

shooting, the media stressed the synergetic collaboration and empathy between the 

novel's writer Luigi Meneghello and the director Daniele Luchetti (Fusco 1998, p. 35). 

Given the number of adaptations from historical literary sources in the New Italian 

cinema, it is worthwhile examining this phenomenon. 

The porosity between cinema and literature and their code sharing has resurfaced in 

a similar fashion to the period of early Italian cinema. This intertextuality of cinema and 

literature has been a contested terrain. In the pre-war period, some directors such as 

Visconti, Licata and De Santis appealed for the return to the grand narratives of the 

nineteenth century, in order to overcome the poverty of scripts in fascist cinema 

(Marcus 1993, p. 10). After the neorealist period, cinematic adaptations from literary 

works was vehemently criticised by one of the most important neorealist writers and 
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directors, Cesare Zavattini. On the release of Visconti's Senso (1954), Zavattini wrote a 

manifesto which emphasised the anti-literary values of neorealism. On the other hand, 

Guido Aristarco advocated Visconti's evolution in critical realism as a way to overcome 

the "passive observation, surface description, and chronicle" of neorealism (Marcus 

1993, p. 10). 

The synergy between literature and cinema that was renewed in the period 1988-

1999 conferred a certain status on the New Italian cinema in the same way historical 

novels and paintings did in the nascent Italian film industry. In the silent era, literary 

classics delivered the aura of high culture in a period dominated by classic culture. In 

the 1990s, the value of autobiography is in its claim for truth and authenticity. Also, it 

by-passed what Mario Sesti, one of the most influential critics of the New Italian 

cinema, indicated as the reason for the Italian film industry's crisis, that is the lack of 

good scripts and methodological research (1987, p. 16). Sesti stressed that this was one 

of the main reasons behind the lack of quality stories and strong characters in the Italian 

cinema of the 1980s-1990s. Monteleone confirmed this critique by pointing to the 

common practice in the film industry in which producers are engaged in the search for 

"any script" to present to the film commission to obtain public funding.94

Apart from showing the continuity and intertextuality between the two media fully 

related to their historical context, the resort to literature, in the form of autobiography 

and individual memory as narrative style and a source of historical information must not 

be conceived as a strategic plundering of literary works by cinema. Marcus defends 

literary adaptations in the name of the transformative process to which the novel is 

subjected (1993, p. 24). In the case of I piccoli maestri, the film transforms the novel 

based on Meneghello's experience as a partisan into an allegorical work that alludes to 

contemporary social tensions.  

                                                 
94 See my interview in Appendix 1, 302. 
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Meneghello read the many drafts of the screenplay, intervening when he felt that 

there were "too many differences from reality" (in Fusco 1998, p. 35). The writer 

further remarked that when he saw the film, even if "it is different from the book, the 

substance of the story is the same, I found the spirit, the freshness and the clumsiness of 

the characters intact" (in Fusco 1998, p. 35).  

Thus the adaptation from historical literary sources is not a mere exercise of 

transcription, but of transformation in which different influences from the present, 

including ideological ones, come into play. Particularly significant is Meneghello's 

concluding pronouncement on the film, "Now I must say that I am happy, because the 

film represents the point of view of one and half generations after mine, closer to 

today's sensibility. It is right as it is" (in Fusco 1998, p. 35). The construction of the 

characters, with their "spirit, freshness and clumsiness", thematic conventions, narrative 

constructions and enunciation in this film echo particular stereotypes that have emerged 

in the late 1980s in films by Gabriele Salvatores. These elements encode habits, way of 

life, language and idiosyncrasies peculiar to the Sixty-eighters. I piccoli maestri should 

thus be seen as an allegory which contains the contemporary dramas of a specific 

political legacy: the drama of lost innocence, that of coming to terms with political 

losses, and that of internal chaos, both political and collective. The following discussion 

of the film will take into account these themes. 

I piccoli maestri tells the story of four twenty year old university students (hence the 

title Little teachers). On the day of the armistice, 8th September 1943, they must make 

the difficult decision whether to join the partisans or be part of the Fascist Republic of 

Salò. They decide to join the partisans in a group formed by anti-fascist and "anti-

rhetorical" (as a character declares) partisans, ideologically close to the Action Party. 

They fight in the Resistance but not without constant moral questioning, especially 

when they face the problem of killing (either German soldiers or fascist Italians). 
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The film starts with the titles superimposed on extreme close-ups of the details of 

clothes supposedly worn by the partisans. These images articulate the temporal 

reference to the war period, but they also fetishise the Resistance. With the camera 

panning in search for details, these clothes are displayed as if in a museum of memory. 

It is useful to recall here the fascination with the archive (retro fashion) as an element 

that, in Baudrillard's critical view of historical representations, indicates the 

disappearance of history in the twentieth century as a myth and its replacement with 

simulacra (1994, p. 227). This fetishisation of history occurs also throughout the film 

with still landscape shots edited between dialogues and political meetings. Shots of 

mountains appear in a similar way to the postcard shots in Il postino. In both I piccoli 

maestri and Porzûs, and later also in Il partigiano Johnny (Guido Chiesa, 2000), the 

Resistance's setting is that of the harsh environment of high mountains. This not only 

magnifies the heroic element of the partisan war, but it also makes a statement about the 

true and authentic character of the Resistance fought in the mountains, away from the 

diatribes of the partisans' hierarchies in the cities. In fact, in the second part of the film, 

Gigi and Marietto move to the city of Padua. Here they feel alienated and declare their 

inability to fight a partisan war in the city. They nostalgically recall the months spent 

with the other friends in the malghe, their vagrancy and the feeling of comradeship that 

united them. 

The opening scene also bears a striking resemblance to the opening scene of the 

successful comedy La grande guerra, by Mario Monicelli (1959). This film opens with 

the titles superimposed on extreme close-ups of a soldier's hands while he is eating, his 

uniform and his boots.  

After the title scene, I piccoli maestri cuts to red curtains that open onto a long shot 

of a mountain landscape with a man, Gigi, and a woman, Simonetta, running. Gigi says 

that the war is finished, they are not dead and he feels ashamed. They descend into a 

cave where Gigi finds a rifle. This recalls their memory of the war. "I feel at home", 
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says Gigi. Simonetta answers "It is probably because you used to do heroic acts here". 

At this point, Gigi's reply reveals how the little teachers had experienced the Resistance: 

"Not at all, we run away all the time. We were not good at warfare". After the two 

characters fall asleep in their tent, a superimposed title on a black screen informs the 

spectator that the story goes back twenty months.  

Here the flashback occurs only once and motivates the retreat into the characters' 

personal microcosm. The story that follows assumes didactic tones and contains moral 

lessons which are delivered by the characters' dialogues. These dialogues between 

young partisans are organised in a manner that overtly recalls the meetings between 

students in Left-wing groups in 1968 and the ensuing decade. The tidiness of the 

characters and the modernity of language are anachronisms that hint at "young 

bourgeois, I can feel them closer to today's Italians, in some way I can identify with 

them", as director Daniele Luchetti said speaking of his characters' representation (in 

Fusco 1998, p. 35). Thus here the preoccupation with the mimesis of history in the 

cinematic representation of reality is consciously dismissed. This assumption may seem 

to clash with Luchetti's concern for historical authenticity in the use of costumes, 

objects and historical facts, such as in the scene in which Simonetta recalls the laws 

prohibiting the playing of Rachmaninov, as his music was seen as antipatriotic. With 

this historical detail, I piccoli maestri mediates chronicle, that is the display of historical 

data, with historical interpretation filtered by contemporary cultural processes. It is in 

fact in its ability to mediate between the past and contemporary reality that the film 

delivers credibility. In fact, Luchetti does not simply adapt his world to that of the 

Resistance, but extrapolates those features that the two periods have in common. It is 

useful to recall Lukács's address of Shakespeare's adaptation of classic plays in regard 

to his discussion of the development of historicism in drama: 
 

Thus he (Shakespeare) does not simply inject the spirit of his period into the ancient 

world, but rather brings to life those tragic events of antiquity which were based on 
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historical-moral experiences inwardly similar to those of his own time; so that the 

generalized form of the drama reveals the features which the two ages hold 

objectively in common (1974, p. 157). 

 

This reveals the stylistic shape that historical drama took in Shakespeare's time. This 

form was bound to processes of transformation and collision in society, and as already 

seen in Chapter One, the history film captured this quality of the historical novel, 

infused it with the grandeur of the epic genre, and turned it into successful cinematic 

images. Within the variables of the epochs represented, this process has remained a 

constant in cinematic representations of history.  

In I piccoli maestri, the common features of the two epochs pertain to the political 

domain. Instances of democratic renewal, society organised from below and "anti-

rhetoric" are the ideals that emerge in the film and that characterised collisions in the 

Left in 1945 and in 1968. But the film is further transformed into the present by 

allusions to the responsibility of partisans' actions toward the civil population and to the 

concept of the Resistance as civil war. The film refutes this equivalence in the scene in 

which Marietto and Gigi, hiding in Padua, are on stand-by for their next action. In fact, 

in the Winter of 1944-1945, Gigi and Marietto had abandoned the mountains and joined 

the partisan groups that operated in a guerrilla-like strategy near the city of Padua. 

Marietto is compiling a list of known Fascists and collaborators, for "after the war". 

Marietto says that they should all be executed, but the problem is complicated by the 

presence of relatives, who, Marietto resolves, should also be executed. In the 

background, Gigi looks incredulously at Marietto and asks sharply: "Do you have an 

acute attack of civil war?", "Why don't you kill them with the pen?", implying that the 

persistence of Fascism in post-war society should have been defeated with education 

and the spread of an anti-fascist culture. The same moral stance recurs in the scene in 

which a butcher  executes a Fascist. A partisan attacks him, in a hopeless attempt to 

avoid useless personal revenge. The partisan accuses the butcher "Where have you been 
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until now? Where did you hide?", thus opening the question of the attendismo (waiting 

to see what happens) of Italians and of the Italian population's cooperation with the 

fascist regime. 

The issues that the partisans debate are the organisation of the future government, 

democracy and the extension of electoral suffrage. They especially entertain moral 

questions related to their mistakes and how this might reflect on the future (that is the 

present tense of the audience). Decision-making must follow the majority system, "We 

are like a new cell95 of Italy, if the band is wrong, Italy will be wrong". This 

pronouncement readily recalls Forgac's analysis of the Italian political cinema of the 

1970s, whose counter-narrative saw the Italian Republic as another "form of state 

reared up over the same capitalist economy and the same social relations as in the 

fascist and pre-fascist periods" (1999, p. 187). This film follows in the tradition of 

seeing a continuation between the two systems of government, the fascist and the post-

war Christian democratic, and especially in the notion for at least some Left-wing 

partisans, that the Resistance could have led to revolution. 

The problem of consensus with Fascism surfaced when the important academic 

historian Renzo De Felice started to publish his controversial multi-volume biography 

of Mussolini in 1965. De Felice challenged some of the popular assumptions in which 

Mussolini's regime had struggled to achieve popular consensus. According to De Felice, 

the question seemed more complex and variegated because Italian public opinion 

fluctuated constantly according to the military's operations during the war. Part of the 

Italian population had hoped for victory at least until the beginning of 1943, when the 

bombing by the Allies proved pivotal in shifting national sentiment. De Felice pointed 

to 8th September 1943 as the trauma which dissolved the Italian nation (in Folli 1995). 

Speaking about his recent book, published in 1995, in the context of right-wing 

nostalgia  after the victory of the first centre-right coalition led by Berlusconi in 1994, 
                                                 
95 The character says cellula, that is an appropriate communist lexicon that defines the first level of 
organised militancy, subsequently borrowed by all of the anti-institutional Left from 1968.  
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De Felice  attacks both the myths of the Resistance and of the Republic of Salò as mass 

movements (in Folli 1995). For De Felice, they were both marginal fronts in the context 

of "national culture" dominated by a "grey zone" of attendismo (in Folli 1995). 

As already discussed, this grey zone inhabited by the majority of Italians was 

represented in the commedia all'italiana of the 1960s. I piccoli maestri and many of the 

films produced in the period 1988-1999 (all of Gabriele Salvatores work, from 

Marrakech Express, 1989, to Sud, 1993, Daniele Luchetti's Domani accadrà, 1988 and 

Il portaborse, 1991, Massimo Troisi, Roberto Benigni and Nanni Moretti's films) bear 

similarities to the legacy of the commedia all'italiana.  

The characters in I piccoli maestri are educated but, as in the commedia, ordinary 

young people. They make mistakes while learning guerrilla strategy, but especially in 

how to choose between targets. The episode in which they "expropriate"96 a cheese 

factory in order to distribute cheese to peasants ("a present from Italians to Italians") is 

infused with acts of slapstick comedy. Here, the clumsiness of the characters, or what 

Bergson called "mechanical inelasticity" (1913, p. 10), is the laughable element that 

positions the four protagonists within the realm of everyday life. However, the comedy 

turns into the tragedy of history when the young partisans learn the effect of their act: 

the village is burnt by Nazi soldiers and many people are killed, as the Nazis believed 

that the peasants  were partisan supporters.  

Also, Gigi and the other partisans are not heroes, as they fear physical violence and 

pain. Marietto in fact declares that he is afraid of being captured and tortured, which of 

course will happen in the second part of the film.  

Historical consciousness here is retrospective, as in Tutti a casa. A number of 

satirical phrases, such as "We will be governed by those who have repeated school", 

express disillusionment but also a knowledge of political corruption and ineptitude that 

is cast from the point of view of 1997 backward to 1945. In this sense, I piccoli maestri 

                                                 
96 This is another typical term used during the 1970s by the student movement (esproprio proletario). 
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belongs also to a tradition of Italian history films that had in Visconti the most relevant 

representative and that charges the mistakes of the present to the past. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The two films discussed in this chapter exemplify the multidimensional overview of 

the New Italian cinema through the treatment of history films produced in the period 

1988-1999. The contextualisation of these films, rather than clearing an easy way for 

the interpretation of the films, on the contrary problematises the relationship between 

text and context. In fact, the real world that the films depict, the murder of partisans by 

other partisans in February 1945, as it emerged in documentary format in the transcripts 

of the trial in 1952, and the autobiographical recounting of Meneghello's experience as 

a partisan, are themselves depicted in a variety of ways. From traditional modes of 

representation such as the Italian comedy, to cross-genres such as detective fiction and 

drama, Porzûs and I piccoli maestri are expressions of the ambiguities that surround 

current revisionist debates on historiography. In the treatment of these films, there is no 

judgement on their greatness, although there is an invitation to weigh their significance 

in the way that they demand a compelling conversation with the past and the present 

simultaneously. In this sense, these films adhere to the political function of history 

films.  

Porzûs presents the past in a dialogic form with the present through its dialectical 

construction of flashbacks. However, as in Open City, the characters are oversimplified 

between the heroic (the good communist Spaccaossa), the villainous communist and the 

martyred partisans, murdered by other partisans. The film's exaggerated graphic 

violence forces the viewer's confrontation with violence itself and demands the 

spectator to morally assess the use of violence by the partisans. The final 
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pronouncement by Geko on the justification of violence problematises any ethical or 

political stance for or against violence. 

By contrast, I piccoli maestri uses conventional elements of style and genre such as 

allusions to the conventions of the commedia all'italiana. Didactic political and ethical 

discussions between partisans of diverse political influence function as signpost for 

audience identification, the "one and half generations later", namely the baby boomers 

who have participated in the movement of 1968. These ideological allusions re-awaken 

an interest in the Italian audience for domestic cinema and express the emergence of a 

renewed formulation of a socially engaged Italian comedy. This coincidence between 

1968 and the ensuing decade, and the personal memory of the "new" directors and an 

audience group is addressed in the next chapter. 
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The legacy of 1968 and the New Italian cinema 
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Chapter Three examined how much of the representation of Italian Resistance in the 

films I piccoli maestri and Porzûs was predicated upon the historical revisionism of the 

last decade that had questioned much of Italian national history. 

In 1945, the Resistance became the founding myth of Italian identity because it 

provided a response to the guilt for the national consent to Fascism and collaboration 

with Nazi Germany. In the 1990s, the revisitation of the Resistance problematised this 

narrative of Italian identity, proposing a confronting interpretation of that period.  

In the same line of inquiry this chapter digs into the complexity of the definition of 

the Nuovo cinema italiano (New Italian cinema). To talk about Italian cinema in the 

1990s is to remember how it came about. As I anticipated in the Introduction, the study 

of the Italian film output in the period 1988-1999, commonly acknowledged as the New 

Italian cinema, is conducted here through the assessment of different intersecting 

discourses that have constructed, but largely undervalued this cinema. One of these 

discourses is, for instance, the insistence of contemporary Italian film criticism and 

scholarly writing on 1950s and 1960s film theory. Thus authorship and aesthetic 

experimentation have been used as theoretical tools to measure the New Italian cinema. 

Comparisons have been made with neorealism and what is conventionally defined as art 

cinema, but recent Italian cinema can be seen to eschew those categories. The New 

Italian cinema in fact advocates a return to more solid techniques of story and character 

construction, shifting the emphasis from a cinema of images to a cinema of dialogue.  

Other defining discourses of the New Italian cinema are the historical theme that has 

resurfaced in much of the production of the period 1988-1999, the aesthetic and 

industrial components of these films, as well as the demographic of both directors and 

audience and the texts that have commented upon it.  

The first section of this Chapter seeks to expose the New Italian cinema as a 

generational cinema. This analysis unveils the structure of the relationship between 

film, culture, audience and the cinema industry in the period mentioned. The 
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appreciation of the processes of memory related to 1968 or to the second post-war 

period not only shifts the assessment of the New Italian cinema to a positive note, but it 

sees memory as functional to the reconstruction of Italian cinema and film culture. In 

contrast, early assessments of the New Italian cinema found it difficult to deal with the 

diversity and individuality of the production of the late 1980s, hence the need to try and 

account for a history of both the influence of Left-wing ideologies on Italian film 

criticism in the post-war period and of strong paradigms of film theory. Thus the second 

and third sections deal with the influence of ideology on film criticism and with the 

attempt at re-writing film criticism to take account of the logic of this production.  

The fourth section sketches the political and economic context of the 1980s, a period 

that caused pressures affecting the cinema of those years. This section provides a 

contextual background for the films analysed in the last section that exposes how these 

films deal with matters internalised by a specific audience, that is the context of 1968. 

 

 

New Italian cinema as a generational cinema 

My argument is that the New Italian cinema, far from being the means of expression 

and self-representation of only a few young directors, has, on the contrary, acquired a 

particular shape and logic of production thanks to films whose connotations point to the 

collective imaginary of the Sixty-eighters. The history films that represent the events of 

1968 and subsequent years of social and political unrest, including terrorism, provide a 

public site for representation and identification for a specific audience and create a 

generational trend.  

At this point a question arises: how can a group of spectators be outlined in such a 

precise way and how is it possible to single out a number of films that directly address 

these spectators? Some important cultural elements that immediately preceded 1988 

must be recalled in order to provide a possible configuration of this audience. 
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As discussed in Chapter Two, in the 1980s, the Italian film industry lost both its 

domestic and international audiences. During this crisis, the film industry resorted to 

movies with low production values targeted at popular and adolescent audiences, 

hoping to capture the largest number of patrons from a vanishing audience. However, 

with this orientation of low quality and low budget productions, the domestic film 

industry eventually collapsed. Regular movie-goers had disappeared and in their place 

there was a disaggregated audience of different groups with different cultural needs. 

One of these niches has been identified by Barile and Rao as an extremely select group 

of movie-goers with high cultural expectations (1992, p. 274). This group, born 

between the end of World War II and late 1950s, is better educated, professionally 

employed and upwardly mobile. In fact, when the short season of 1968 in its most 

genuinely anti-authoritarian form erupted onto the scene of Italian political history, Italy 

was experiencing mass education for the first time. The reform of the school system that 

extended compulsory secondary education up to the age of fourteen was introduced for 

the first time in Italy in 1962. With that reform, the number of students in secondary 

education level doubled, and such inflation generated social dysfunctions: the academic 

and cultural institutions were unable to meet the demands of the growing number of 

students.97 The baby-boomer generation, today in their forties and fifties, is thus the 

first generation of Italians educated beyond compulsory school (14 year old) and it 

accounts for a large share of the movie-goers in the 1990s. 

This niche, which a recent study on the Italian film industry identified as the patrons 

of art movie houses,98 is politically and socially sophisticated, albeit disillusioned, 

because it had been profoundly influenced by the movement of 1968. This generation is 

nostalgically attached to the events of 1968 when, as Monteleone says, "it appeared that 

                                                 
97 Paul Ginsborg gives a concise and typical account of the historical context in which the movement of 
1968 originated (1990, pp. 298-302). See also Gundle (2000, pp. 106-108). 
98 See Il Settore Cinematografico Italiano: Analisi strutturale e identificazione strategie di marketing per 
un newcomer (1998).  
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anything was possible".99 The low budget comedies that were produced in the period 

1980-1985, in their intent to maximise their audience, failed to provide identification 

for this sophisticated public. An intimate cinema, the forerunner of the New Italian 

cinema, dealt instead with the dissolution of the homogenous audience and responded to 

the demands of segmented marketing. 

The definition of generational films is a thorny issue in discussions of contemporary 

Italian cinema. Monteleone regrets that the word generational (generazionale) is today 

considered a "bad word"100. However, its use is appropriate to define the shift that 

occurred in the Italian cinema industry in the middle of the 1980s. Zagarrio observes 

that the broad mutation of the Italian cinema in the period of the mid 1980s-1990s is in 

danger of ghettoisation because the word generational has been abused and misused in 

the analysis of the New Italian cinema (1998, p. 11). However, without a biological 

(generational) replacement in many sectors of the Italian cinema industry during the 

mid 1980s, it would not be possible to speak of a New Italian cinema. In fact, this 

replacement of bodies transformed the cinema industry of the early 1980s with low 

production values to a cinema that despite its heterogeneity and its minimalism, 

simultaneously demanded and offered identification.  

The development of generational cinema went hand in hand with the decentralisation 

of the means of production which in turn progressed into the phenomenon of regional 

cinema. This decentralisation of cultural production can be seen in relation to the post-

1968 cultural decentralisation which gave rise to theatre co-operatives and the attempt 

to create a theatre from 'below' which connected with  the popular masses. Many of the 

new directors and actors come from this theatrical matrix (Sergio Castellitto, Sergio 

Rubini, Ennio Fantastichini, Margherita Buy, Fabrizio Bentivoglio, and of course, 

Gabriele Salvatores), a welcome novelty, as Quaresima says, for the stifling cinema of 

the 1980s (1991, p. 34).  
                                                 
99 See my interview in Appendix 1, p. 299. 
100 See my interview in Appendix 1, p. 297. 
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The phenomenon of regional cinema, cinema regionale, is not a new concept in 

Italian cinema. In fact, it finds its roots in the tradition of regional dialect theatre,101 that 

dates back to the commedia dell'arte. From a cultural perspective, contemporary 

regional cinema is the product of the transformation of modernity into post-modernity. 

It is related to the reappraisal of individual and local identities, which in turn redefines 

and rewrites national identity. The emergence of localism in Italy in the middle of the 

1980s can not be understood as a limited phenomenon to the Italian peninsula. In many 

advanced capitalist societies, and indeed in relation to the cultural and economic 

constitution of the new Europe, the response to homogenisation has been that of the 

revaluation of ethnic and local interests. European audiovisual policies have promptly 

understood this shift and have taken into particular account "the development of 

countries and regions with low productive capacity and/or of small geographical and 

linguistic areas" in their programs of Formation, Development and Distribution 

(Programma MEDIA dell'Unione Europea 1997, p. 4). 

The regional cinema that has developed in Italy since the late 1980s has prompted 

local cultural renewal especially in the South of Italy (in Naples, with directors Mario 

Martone, Pappi Corsicato, Antonio Capuano and Giuseppe M. Gaudino; in Sicily, with 

the duo Daniele Ciprì and Franco Maresco, and Roberta Torre; and in Puglia, with 

Edoardo Winspeare). On the occasion of the Sorrento Film Festival in 1999, Luciana 

Castellina, ex President of the Cultural Commission of the European Parliament, and 

current President of Italia Cinema, the agency for the promotion of Italian cinema, said 

that "there was an enormous success of films from Naples, either television films or 

films for the big screen, while national films - non local - have almost completely been 

ignored" (Newsletter del programma MEDIA 1999, p. 5). This fragmentation of 

production is currently sanctioned through the institution of regional film commissions. 

Public funding is accessible through different levels of subsidy which are administered 

                                                 
101 For a first hand historical account of the Italian stage see McLeod (1970). 
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through regional, national and European policies, with an add-on practice of separate 

financing sources. 

In the 1980s, decentralisation of production, a generational change of directors, 

screenwriters, cinematographers and other professional categories were thus the most 

evident elements of a renewal in the film industry. All that the Italian cinema needed 

was an audience. In order to bring the natural interlocutor of cinema back to the picture 

theatres, Italian cinema had to rediscover its audience's tastes and feelings and its way 

of seeing the world. Films which explored the recent national past had the 

communicative properties necessary for a public discourse that was familiar to 

audiences of the baby boomer generation. The younger generation of directors produced 

films that presented common characteristics and that would play on the expectations of 

their audience in a fashion similar to genre films. Here is important to note that the 

basic terms of the concept of genre have been extended and re-worked in a way that 

includes not only what passes on the screen, with its aesthetics and subjective 

processes, but also social and industrial determinants. Following Steve Neale's 

consideration of genre, which he defines as "a system of orientations, expectations and 

conventions that circulate between industry, text and subject", (1983, p. 19), the history 

films produced in the New Italian cinema involve an awareness of the audience about 

certain themes, a familiarity with specific references to the past and a connection with 

things related to that past, for instance specific slogans, stock phrases, music and 

clothes. In one word, the films constructed a set of expectations. The aesthetics, or style 

as it often recurs in discussions of the New Italian cinema, of these films was the result 

of specific mechanisms of production which became imperative during the film industry 

crisis. It is these systems of address, expectations, production and mnemonic references 

written in the films that were internalised historically by both directors and audience. 

The history films represented the Sixty-eighters' disillusionment with politics and 

their grieving about the loss of the utopian project. Importantly, these films were 
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constructed along a subjective and introspective narrative form where the display of the 

politics of the self replaced that of the collective political agenda. At the centre of these 

explorations of the self there is memory conveyed through the narrative form of 

autobiography.  

As I have discussed in Chapter Three, in relation to Assmann's concept of 

"concretion of identity" (1995, p. 128), memory is crucial for the formation of identity. 

Thus the reactivation of mechanisms of historical memory ignited processes of 

reconstruction of identity. These history films not only have been functional in the 

realignment of a specific group identity and reconstitution of cinema audiences, but 

they have become a public arena, or a public site of address of social tensions.  

The collaboration between Gabriele Salvatores and screenwriter Enzo Monteleone 

was crucial for the creation of generational cult-movies such as Marrakesh Express  

(1989) and Mediterraneo (1992), a film about the Second World War but that in its 

connotative level addresses the baby boomer generation. Later, other films that depicted 

the aftermath of terrorism appeared, to quote a few, La seconda volta (The Second 

Time, Mimmo Calopresti, 1995), La mia generazione (My Generation, Wilma Labate, 

1996) and Ormai è fatta (Enzo Monteleone, 1999), adapted from Horst Fantazzini's 

autobiography.102 Incidentally, a forerunner of this trend was Marco Tullio Giordana 

with Maledetti vi amerò (1979), a film about the relationship between two terrorists. 

Radiofreccia  (Ligabue, 1998), is a movie that depicts the descent of the 1970s 

generation into heroin's hell, another element of the break-up of the extremely 

politicised Italian youth movement of the 1970s. And of course, Nanni Moretti's films, 

with his accusations to the New Left of the 1970s and with his obsession with political 

correctness, had become the unconscious of the generation of the Sixty-eighters. 

                                                 
102 Horst Fantazzini was sentenced in 1974 to thirty years of jail for bank robbery. Horst Fantazzini was 
the son of Libero Fantazzini, a famous anarchist from Bologna who had actively fought in the Italian 
Resistance. Horst Fantazzini was released on parole, but died in prison on the 24th of December 2001, 
after an attempted bank robbery. 
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This cinema that focused on a nostalgic, intimate and psychological recounting of 

1968 expanded and evolved via a process of commodification of that past. A new 

generation of critics was also called upon to legitimate this cinema, and thus the films 

and film criticism became closely related to each other, albeit polemically. The link 

between film criticism and the requirements of film production becomes evident not 

only temporally, but especially institutionally. The international film festival that is held 

annually in Pesaro and that is dedicated to new national cinemas hosted in 1996 the 

New Italian cinema. Critical accounts of the New Italian cinema by the Italian critics 

and scholars produced thus a renewal of the synergic connection between filmmaking 

and film criticism that finally legitimated the New Italian cinema. The historical, social 

and cultural intelligibility of history films in the New Italian cinema must thus be 

considered as a discursive field in which economy, aesthetic codes, audience self-

recognition and film criticism come together to form a narrative of present Italy. 

 

 

Ideology and film criticism 

This section seeks to historically expose the discourse that traverses and constitutes 

Italian film criticism. It will do this by exploring how the construction of the antinomy 

between two clusters of concepts, the political engagement of the intellectual-realist-art 

film versus the disengagement-entertainment-Hollywood film, took place in Italy in the 

postwar period. This analysis aims to demonstrate the continuity and the influence of 

these concepts on Italian film criticism until well into the 1980s, when critics found it 

difficult to classify with a style-centred textual reading the extremely variegated 

aesthetics of the films that were produced. In particular, they lamented the 

disconnection of the young Italian directors from social reality. Goffredo Fofi, one of 

the most influential film critics and authors, judged Gabriele Salvatores as an "author of 

pseudo-1968 repatriates, and with Sud, of a little didactic-rebellious theatre which is 
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superficial and conventional, very Northern for its peculiar political hypocrisy that 

belonged to the Left-wing culture of Milan"
 
(1994b, p. 596). In some other instances, 

the impossibility of finding common characteristics that would classify the New Italian 

cinema as a movement (Bo 1996. p. 28) contributed to its fragmentation becoming one 

of its identifying characteristics. Fofi's remark denotes this predisposition to overlook 

and disregard the films that addressed the past. Nevertheless, from the beginnings of the 

1990s, some Italian critics like Mario Sesti (1994) and Vito Zagarrio later (1998) 

deployed different strategies in the interpretation and understanding of the filmic 

output. 

The hegemony of a specific political discourse in the Italian post-war period can be 

taken into account to explain the initial disdain of the critics toward the Italian cinema 

of the second half of the 1980s. Some interventions were in fact symptomatic residues 

of the quarrel about the opposition between political activism and participation on the 

one hand and anti-activism and political disengagement of intellectuals on the other, 

which was debated under the ambit of the cultural policy of the Italian Communist Party 

(PCI) after the Second World War. In that period, the political commitment and social 

consciousness of intellectuals were expressed by realism in literature and Neorealism in 

filmmaking, while the other term of the opposition was expressed in depoliticised forms 

of entertainment, the commercial and disengaged fascist cinema for instance, and of 

course Hollywood cinema.  

It is important to note that in 1945 anti-fascism constituted a common ground of 

identification for the communist militant and for intellectuals. As Binetti argues, 

intellectuals firmly believed that after the war there were the exhilarant possibility and 

the conditions for building a different society (1997, p. 365). In that period, the PCI 

adopted an ideological pluralism, a sort of "universal Marxism" (Binetti 1997, p. 363), 

which was aimed at including the heterogenous Italian intelligentsia. However, after the 

exclusion of the PCI from government with the 1947 elections, the party adopted a rigid 
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political and ideological position in the relationship between party and intellectuals. The 

PCI's cultural policy must thus also be seen in the context of the debates between the 

PCI and the Italian government in postwar Italy in regard to the drawing and 

implementation of policies for the cultural industry, and in particular the film industry. 

Gramsci's writings that were published for the first time between 1947 and 1949 

strongly influenced the PCI's position.  

The preoccupation of the Italian government and the Catholic press was that of 

undermining Italian Neorealism through the advocacy of tradition and family values, 

while the PCI initially battled for freedom of expression, in favour of Neorealism, of 

auteur films and for state subsidies to aid cultural production. State policies, after the 

1947 exclusion of the PCI from government, were aimed at changing the register of 

Italian films from Neorealism to a more commercial, and socially disengaged, 

orientation. In contrast, the cultural policy of the PCI followed a trajectory that started 

from the inclusion of intellectuals in the reality of rural and proletarian life, of which 

Neorealism was the cinematic expression, to a Zdhanovist model in culture and art at 

the beginning of the cold war (Misler 1973). The PCI wanted to address in a more 

orthodox way questions of cultural policy and the literary-artistic discourse. Eventually, 

the Zdhanovist orientation of the PCI in cultural matters, the public revelation of 

Stalin's crimes and the invasion of Hungary in 1956 provoked tensions in the cultural 

milieu which led to a fracture between the PCI and many intellectuals.103

Thus, under the ambit of the Communist Party, postwar debates on realism focused 

on the necessity of a contact between intellectuals and proletarian masses, and on the 

continuous exchange between intellectual knowledge and popular knowledge. Within 

this debate, as early as 1945, a demand for the recognition of cinema within a broader 

cultural front also emerged (Brunetta 1998, p. 130, vol. 3). In this, the role of the critic 

                                                 
103 Elio Vittorini, one of the most outstanding representative of Italian culture of the second post-war 
period, left the PCI on a polemical note. 
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was that of widening the popular knowledge of cinema and sanctioning the political and 

militant function of cinema. 

The rising of the concept of the organic intellectual and its positive role in society as 

discussed by Gramsci was particularly influential in the thinking of postwar filmmakers 

and in the formulation of film analysis. It coincided with the publishing of Quaderni del 

carcere (Notebooks from Prison) between 1947 and 1949. Gramsci's considerations on 

ethical consciousness and political commitment influenced the entire Italian progressive 

intellectual milieu for forty years. In particular, Gramsci's writings on literature, opera, 

theatre, serial fiction (romanzi d'appendice) and, in a limited way, cinema and the 

relationship between popular culture, folklore, and forms of knowledge were crucial in 

the formation of the Italian filmmakers of the 1960s and 1970s. This is particularly 

evident in Pasolini's film Teorema (1968), Visconti's Il gattopardo (The Leopard,1963), 

Paolo and Vittorio Taviani's Allonsanfan (1974) and Padre padrone (1977) and 

Bertolucci's Novecento (1900,1976).  

The break of the 1960s and early 1970s Italian filmmakers with Neorealism must be 

seen in the context of the evolution of what John Orr calls neo-modernist cinema 

(1993).104 In late 1960s, the presence of melodrama in neorealist films was thought as 

an impediment to the spectator's awareness of the construction of cinematic language. 

From Antonioni's films on the failure of the bourgeoisie to create new values that 

matched those destroyed by modernisation and technology to the beginning of the retro 

movement with Bertolucci's, Cavani's and Pasolini's films on the disturbing link 

between Fascism and its erotic attraction, Italian filmmaking became a cinema of 

ambiguity, questioning continuities with the past. However, retrospectively, this 

                                                 
104 John Orr deals mainly with the films produced in the period 1958-1978 and that gave rise to art 
cinema and American independent filmmaking. Rodowick takes a further step in commenting radical 
political and avant-garde filmmaking (counter-cinema) in his detailed historical and theoretical account 
of what has increasingly been defined 'political modernism' in recent history of film theory (1988). A 
commonality is the authors' attempts to link the film practice of the two decades 1950-1970 to 
modernism. 
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movement was only concerned with shifts in cinematic language, while the role of the 

filmmaker and the function of the film remained understood as inherently political. 

Film criticism was also part of this discourse that would remain hegemonic within 

the institutional Left.105 But the political revolts in 1968-1972 called for a re-evaluation 

of cultural life in opposition to the PCI. At a conference held in Perugia in 1971 which 

focussed on the reconceptualisation of the role of the critic and of film criticism, Ferrero 

stated that the preoccupation of the PCI with the continuity of cultural tradition resulted 

in the repression of consciousness and the will of disruption (1972). According to 

Ferrero, the PCI pursuit of the myth of respectability in the post-war period meant an 

attempt to capture the support of the middle class (the "universal Marxism" to which 

Binetti refers) (1972, p. 14). Thus the PCI policy of grandi alleanze (grand alliances) 

resulted in the abandonment of a progressive political and organisational cultural policy 

(Ferrero 1972, p. 14). However, as in filmmaking, the terms around which film criticism 

was restructured and the role of the critic in the 1970s did not change. Film reading 

remained style-centred, and content and stylistic qualities of films were expected to 

deliver social and political awareness and consequently social and political 

transformation. The role of the critic was still intended as impegnato (politically 

engaged), as a translator and filter for a non educated audience, in the sense of the 

Gramscian organic intellectual.  

The construction of the antinomy between a political and engaged cinema with 

artistic intentions on the one hand and commercial cinema on the other resulted in the 

formulation of a theoretical and critical framework that put the aesthetic text at the 

centre of the analysis. For Italian post-war filmmakers and critics the aesthetics of 

                                                 
105 Notwithstanding the conflictual relationship of Luchino Visconti and Pier Paolo Pasolini with the PCI 
which was caused by the directors' homosexuality, and that of Giuseppe De Santis, who attempted both 
to address difficult issues like women's sexuality (in Riso amaro - Bitter Rice, 1949 - for instance) and 
also to make films with a more commercial matrix. For an interesting insight into the relationship 
between De Santis, the PCI and the making of Riso amaro see the documentary by Martini De Santis and 
Moretti: Citizens and Filmmakers (1995).  
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realism, the social engagement of the directors and intentionality were thus the 

inseparable pillars of Left-criticism. 

Conversely, most of the problems that the Italian critics encountered in approaching 

the New Italian cinema were concerned with the fact that the films escaped the 

traditional paradigms of film theory. These films could not be legitimised from an 

aesthetic point of view because they did not correspond to the authorial paradigm as the 

main reading strategy in film criticism. This paradigm was formulated with Italian 

Neorealism as a precursor of art cinema and modernist cinema, when the postwar 

theoreticians paid attention to the relationship between the film and the filmmaker. Film 

was intended as the direct expression of the director's political self-consciousness, and 

as already discussed, this theoretical framework influenced Italian film criticism until 

the early 1980s. This refusal to give up the concept of authorship by the Italian film 

critics is very much symptomatic of a broader crisis in film theory which reveals gaps 

especially in thinking about elusive films. In the last ten years, the rigidity of theories 

such as auteur theory, semiotics and psychoanalysis has been acknowledged. 

Essentialist film theory, or "Grand theories", in Bordwell's words (Bordwell & Carroll 

1996, p. xiii), has been criticised in that the researchers' desire to focus on specific films 

as paradigmatic examples to illustrate already existing and perfected theories often 

obstructed a more complex understanding of cinema (Casetti 1988, p. 161; Bordwell & 

Carroll 1996; Turner 2002, pp. 1-10). Bordwell advocates the "middle range inquiry" 

which involves interdisciplinary research that makes use of problem-driven 

methodologies rather than well defined theoretical approaches (Bordwell & Carroll 

1996, p. xiii)106.  

At the Perugia Conference in 1971, some Italian film critics had already started to 

question the theoretical categories of art/commercial film and the nature of the 

                                                 
106 Also Brunetta makes the same observations in his introduction to Storia del cinema italiano when he 
speaks of "sporcarsi le mani nelle più basse pratiche di accumulazione dei dati" (to get one's hands dirty 
with low practices of data collection) (1993, p. XX). 
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relationship between film critic and filmmaker, and between film critic and the public. 

In this regard, Ferrero wrote that "while the critic is obstinately busy in confirming or 

denying the quantity of realism in Visconti's latest film, the public runs to see Pane, 

amore e fantasia" (1972, p. 11). The intent then was to open a critical discourse to 

works such as popular films that might not be considered as aesthetic texts according to 

realist significations.  

This position was an advocacy for considerations of commercial or popular cinema 

(Pane, amore e fantasia, as exemplified by Ferrero) in order to better understand how 

commercial cinema as a product organises its own consumption and fruition. However, 

this position remained largely marginal until the early 1990s, when Pillitteri started to 

re-evaluate the Italian comedy as an indicator of popular mentalities and the expression 

of social dynamics that intersected with political and cultural conflicts of the time 

(1992, p. 20). Many films of the New Italian cinema are a reworking of the Italian 

comedy of the 1960s with historical settings. 

In the early 1980s, with the crisis of grand ideologies and political systems, and the 

rupture of an ideological-political-cultural front, political films, modernist film theories 

and grand theories were no longer relevant. The new Italian directors themselves also 

refused authorship as a category of classification of their films.107 The auteur concept 

was replaced by a looser paradigm that assessed observations, statements and fragments 

of dialogues common to films of a single director. It was at the same time that the 

Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo forged his philosophical concept of "pensiero 

debole" (weak thought) (Vattimo and Rovatti 1983). The concept came forth as a 

reaction to the intellectual and teleological crises that emerged with debates about 

modernism and post-modernism. Weak thought is concerned with the awareness of 

existing in a world where forms of belonging are less clear-cut. Chambers compared 

weak thought with Milan Kundera's "lightness of being" (1990, p. 180). Essentially, 

                                                 
107

 
See my interview with Kiko Stella in Appendix 1, p. 316. 
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weak thought expressed the need for a pause from Cartesian rationalism and was in 

polemic with a model of strong rationality that offersed totalising interpretations of the 

world.  

Weak thought was very much a public affair, given the strength of historicist thought 

and classical culture in Italy. The relationship that weak thought advocated with history 

was one of liberation, one that encourages people "to turn back into the present, to 

investigate its folds, to sift through the traces, fragments and ruins of (the) past, and 

there to construct a critical sense of the possible" (Chambers 1990, p. 189). Weak 

thought is, in other words, linked to critiques of modernity and the symptoms of 

modernity. Much of this critique emerges in the films produced fromthe early 1980s to 

the 1990s by new directors who shared with Vattimo a generational sensibility for 

cultural critique. In these films, there are no immediately evident references to previous 

cinema movements. There is instead a will to avoid 'framing' or searching for the 

director's gaze, the régard or lo sguardo. Stories unfold inside apartments, the aesthetic 

of these films is focused on everyday-life objects. It is what Cristiana Paternò called the 

aesthetic of "the coffee machine on the stove".108

The cinema of the 1990s thus emerged from a discrete cinema, a weak cinema, 

paraphrasing Vattimo's philosophical concept of "weak thought". This cinema, although 

it was the "unaware son" of the weak thought, as Galimberti stated (1996, p. 367), 

started nevertheless to put Italian cinema back on the international stage with Nuovo 

Cinema Paradiso (Cinema Paradiso, 1988), Mediterraneo (1991), Ladro di bambini 

(Stolen Children, 1992), Il Postino (1995) and La vita è bella (Life is Beautiful, 1997). 

 

 

Re-writing film criticism 

                                                 
108 See my interview with Cristiana Paternò in Appendix 1, p. 320. 
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As discussed in the previous section, Italian critics lacked the critical language to 

understand the multiple directions of Italian cinema in the 1980s. As well as depending 

on the ideological theorisation of the relationship between intellectuals and politics, 

they also still emphasised aesthetically focussed textual analysis that was characteristic 

of much critical work until the 1970s. Some critics (Sesti 1987, p. 18; G.d.S. 1996, p. 

55; Masoni and Vecchi 1995, p. 35) did not consider the cinema of the second half of 

the 1980s to be up to the two previous generations of directors (the pre-1968 generation, 

namely Antonioni, Bertolucci, Bellocchio, Taviani, to name a few, and the generation 

of neorealist directors). 

Sesti, one of the most prominent critics of the New Italian cinema, spoke in 1987 of 

"cinema's aphasia", or the incapability of the young directors to represent individual and 

collective feelings and stories (1987, p. 18). Sesti lamented that the cinema of the first 

half of the 1980s was "a cinema without stories and without characters" (1987, p. 16), 

and that the most enigmatic fracture between the cinema of the two decades of the 

1960s-1970s and the cinema of the 1980s was expressed by the inability of the directors 

of the latest generation to explore the operations of Italian social reality (1987, p. 16). 

According to Sesti, it was the overvaluation of film-making and of the star system at the 

expense of the screenplay, and the exploitation of short-lived television celebrities for 

low quality commercial films that resulted in the young directors' inability to project a 

filmic image that represented Italian society and reality (1987, p. 18). Almost in answer 

to Sesti, Sandro Petraglia wrote in 1991 in the Left-wing newspaper il manifesto, "Out 

there there is nothing, or there is very little and it is very tiring to go and look for it. 

And anyway we no longer have the strength to do it" (in Galimberti 1996, p. 366). For 

Sesti, it was the process of scriptwriting, intended as a motivated methodology of 

documentation that was a pragmatic and theoretical staple in filmmaking, that was lost 

"somewhere in the 1960s" (1987, p. 19).109  
                                                 
109 Brunetta expressed the same concept in his first edition of Storia del cinema italiano (1982, v. 2, p. 
794).  
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Critical evaluations of the New Italian cinema remained anchored to a judgement 

that advocated a return to realism, hence films that met those requirements (Amelio's Il 

ladro di bambini, 1992 - Stolen Children, for example) were awkwardly defined neo-

neorealist. Quaresima gives an account of other early critical responses which 

highlighted minimalist aspects of this cinema, hence definitions of carineria (a term 

that can be translated as 'nicety' or 'cuteness' with a derogative connotation), or micro-

realism of the films, referring to the absence of heroes and grand narratives (1991, p. 

39). 

This early assessment of the New Italian cinema by Italian critics reflected a 

difficulty in abandoning the traditional paradigms of film theory. A first institutional 

legitimation of the New Italian cinema came from France. Jean A. Gili wrote in Positif 

that the first signs of renewal of the Italian cinema started to appear with the films 

Domani accadrà (Daniele Luchetti, 1987) and La maschera (Fiorella Infascelli, 1987) 

(1988, p. 39). It was in fact at the 1988 Cannes Film Festival, in the section Un certain 

regard, that Luchetti's history film made a favourable impression on the audience. On 

that occasion, words such as jeune (young) and nouveau (new) Italian cinema started to 

circulate internationally. When Cinema Paradiso won the Cannes Film Festival, in 

1989, the most important Italian producers called for a reconstruction of the industry 

(Bruzzone 1989). Here the reasons for the restructure were essentially economic: on the 

one hand, in view of the unification of the European market (with the forthcoming 

Maastricht Treaty of 1992), the Italian film industry had to regain a competitive 

position in order to access European funds and strike co-production deals. While, on the 

other hand, for the producers there was the necessity to return to international markets, 

and in particular the American market. 

In 1994, Sesti published a book, Nuovo cinema italiano, which officially recognised 

a filmic output that presented some consistency. Sesti quoted, in support of the new 

directors' liberation from authorship and art cinema conventions, a famous declaration 
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by Pasolini which condemned techniques such as jump cuts, anti-conventional editing 

in the name of subjective expression, extreme close-ups and endless pans as technical 

codes which were born as a reaction to classical conventions (in Sesti 1994, p. 12). As a 

matter of fact, continued Pasolini, this code became in its turn a convention, a canon 

common to all cinemas (in Sesti 1994, p. 12). 

In 1996, Sesti elaborated on the frailty of the young directors in the representation of 

reality by recognising a paradoxical strength of the New Italian cinema. This strength 

was identified in the very conditions that determined the industry's structural weakness, 

but that also gave form to a cinema that presented itself with an "absolute" difference 

from a modernist cinema (the neo-modern cinema in Orr's words) which had a unique 

and totalising view of the world (1996, p. 7). Assessments of the New Italian cinema 

started to take into account modes of production rather than semiotic analysis of single 

texts, economic analysis of the geographical distribution of production companies, and 

discussions of groups of films that presented some common terms of reference.110  

At this point, it is important to understand the "absolute" difference between the 

cinema of 1968 and the 1980s cinema to which Sesti refers in his comment, as this 

difference allowed for a legitimisation of the New Italian cinema. 

In 1994 the film journal Script  published a series of comments on the problem of the 

author. Ventriglia reiterated Sesti's earlier judgement on the lack of a strong structure of 

good scriptwriters, adding also a scarcity of dynamic producers, good actors and high 

quality mise-en-scene as fundamental elements for the production of high quality films 

(1994). This position was clearly a stance against the so-called autobiographical film, in 

which subjects, according to Ventriglia, are illusory representations of the alter ego of 

the director him/herself (1994, p. 9). The reference here is to the forerunner of the New 

Italian cinema, a cinema that had magnified the double role director/producer and the 

triangulation producer/director/actor. The accusation that Script made was that in Italy 
                                                 
110 See the collection of contributions edited by Sesti (1996) and Zagarrio (1998). In 1987, the journal 
Cineforum dedicated a series of issues to an assessment of the Italian cinema industry of the late 1980s. 
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the tendency was that of making only auteur films, centred around the persona of the 

director, in which the narrative depended upon the director's autobiography. The 

polemic was pushed further as Ventriglia, but also Bizzarri (1994), called for a return to 

strong narratives with the re-evaluation of the concept of genre. However, Ventriglia 

added, genre must not be seen in a static or rigid way, as the various genres as we know 

them in film history have been transformed, mixed, subverted and transgressed over the 

course of time (1994). 

Both Sesti and the writers of the special edition of Script thus advocated a return to a 

strong cinema, in which strong narratives and genre were the instruments of regulatory 

processes that would provide for the intelligibility of films, pleasure, identification and 

ultimately, entertainment.  

This approach to a mix of authorial marking and generic formulae is clearly a 

cancellation of the opposition between genre, seen as an expression of mainstream 

cinema, and art film, in which the concept of author is central. Of course, this was not 

an innovation in the criticism of New Italian cinema, but rather a reworking of the 

theories that gave rise to the politique des auteurs, without the excesses of the 

exasperated subjectivity of the 1970s that produced the narcissistic films of Nanni 

Moretti or the films centred on the persona of the comic actor. For the Italian critics the 

category 'auteur' should not cancel the category of genre, just as in Cahiers du cinéma's 

evaluation of Ford and Hitchcock. André Bazin wrote in fact that "the tradition of 

genres is a base of operations for creative freedom" (1985, p. 258). For Bazin, the 

conventions of genre were not binding, but rather offered a scope for transgression. 

Within the standardisation offered by genre, it was possible to find differentiation and 

diversity, provided by the exceptional genius of directors. These were fundamental 

elements in the marketing of films as products. 

It is important to note that the ideology of self-expression remained in the cinema of 

the 1990s. As already discussed in Chapter Two, in relation to the politics of 
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filmmaking in that period, the cultural mode of production validated filmmaking as art 

and, importantly, functioned as a device to gain access to the many sources of the 

subsidy system. 

With this institutionalised validation, directors such as Gianni Amelio, Giuseppe 

Tornatore, Nanni Moretti and Gabriele Salvatores have been constructed as auteurs and 

as an export trademark. The author-name (Foucault  1977) became thus a way of 

regulating the circulation of films, and to classify and evaluate films according to 

simple regroupings: minimal, claustrophobia, North, South, islands, misogyny.111 The 

author-names attached to these classifications later re-oriented approaches to film 

criticism which in turn focussed on the re-emergence of genres in the Italian filmic 

output of the 1990s. Zagarrio indicated in comedy, horror, thriller and detective films as 

the main genres into which the variegated production of Italian cinema of the 1990s 

could be classified (1998, pp. 89-91). 

From the end of the 1980s, Italian cinema produced a body of films that redesigned  

the Italian comedy genre with allusions to serious issues (Salvatores', Luchetti's, 

Moretti's films). Literary adaptations, upon which Italian cinema has traditionally 

depended, and history films, another staple in Italian filmmaking, by-passed the 

problem of the lack of good scripts, and offered a quick and easy solution for the 

relative recovery of the domestic film industry. These films were not only the answer to, 

but also a development of a transitional or minimalist cinema that was centred on 

autobiographical explorations of a generational malaise. From a cultural point of view, 

this cinema had emerged in response to the conformism and rampant consumerism of 

the years inspired by the superficial Craxian optimism in economic development. This 

shift in the Italian economy, after the recession of the 1970s, must be explained 

historically in order to understand an entirely new political and cultural climate of the 

retrenchment of the New Left and the subsequent response of the new directors. 

                                                 
111 See the list and descriptions of the categories in Sesti, ed. (1996, pp. 297-421). 
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Economic prosperity, political debacle 

From the beginning of the 1980s, Northern Italy embarked on a period of a rapid 

economic recovery. After the oil crises of mid 1970s, there were signs in Europe of 

economic growth and recovery from the recession. The renewed prosperity of Northern 

Italy was mainly due to four combined factors. Firstly, commodity prices fell, especially 

the price of oil, enabling Italy to import raw material and export its manufactured 

goods. Secondly, labour militancy received a historical blow with the October 1980 

strike at FIAT, when forty thousand workers marched against the trade unions. It is 

from that date that a hardline anti-collectivism characterised industrial relations for a 

decade. The third factor is directly linked to the second as it measures the weakening of 

the unions. In early 1980s, the system of automatic indexed wages was slowed down, 

and in 1985 a referendum confirmed its reduction (Clark 1996, p. 395). The effects 

were measured in the increase in business confidence in investment. Fourthly, industrial 

restructuring embarked on by employers from the mid 1970s led to falling rates in 

industrial employment. Over a million industrial jobs were lost between 1981 and 1991 

(Clark 1996, p. 395). At FIAT alone, blue collar workers went from 110,049 in 1980 to 

60,180 in 1987 (Sheldon et al 1997, p. 90). On the other hand, new skilled jobs were to 

be found in services or in small and medium firms in Northern and Central Italy, which 

became the base of a markedly diversified economy. This industrial reorganisation was 

based on technological restructuring, flexible specialisation and high quality 

manufacturing for export. By the end of the 1980s, Italy had become the fifth largest 

industrial nation in the world. In addition, this startling economic recovery, a "second 

economic miracle" (Ginsborg 1990, p. 409) could not have taken effect without a 

significant domestic increase in mass consumption and relative political stability with 

Craxi's government. 
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It is in fact in that period that the first government led by a Socialist Prime Minister 

was formed. Bettino Craxi-led coalitions between Christian Democrats and the Socialist 

Party lasted from 1983 to 1987, the longest period of political stability in the country's 

history since the end of the Second World War. In this regard, it is important to note 

that the re-launch of the Socialist Party in 1980 by Bettino Craxi with a group of 

journalists and academics was done under a platform of recovery of national values and 

identity in a political and economic context (Mason 1986, p. 22). Ginsborg noted how 

after the collectivistic ideals of the 1970s and the political riflusso (flowing back) of the 

1980s, the "enterprise culture", thus a new ethos, seemed to have "found its natural 

home in Italy" (1990, p. 408).  

Rhetorical and patriotic speeches, as well as political campaigning by the Socialist 

Party, aimed at boosting Italian exports under the slogan of "Made in Italy". Mason also 

notes the enormous outburst of national pride in the occasion of Italy's victory in the 

1982 World Cup soccer competition (1986, p. 22).The final match of this competition is 

the profilmic event in the previously mentioned Italia-Germania 4 a 3 (Andrea Barzini, 

1990). Footage of the match and the voice of the journalist commenting on Italy's heroic 

victory are the metaphorical background for the new social and cultural scenario of the 

1980s. It is worth to recall here the final segment in Fassbinder's The Marriage of 

Maria Braun, 1979, in which the last seven minutes of the World Cup championship 

soccer match between Germany and Hungary in 1954 comment on the difficult reunion 

between Maria Braun and her husband Hermann and are the marker of the restoration of 

the German nation and the economic miracle of the 1950s. In Italia-Germania 4 a 3, 

this historical marker is more than a chronological authentication. It is the signifier of 

the restoration of national pride and unity through a sports event that was staged in a 

period of thoughtless prosperity. 

A crucial factor for the restoration of a new political and social conservatism in the 

1980s was thus an economic revival just after one of the most sensitive periods in 
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Italian history, that is, the years of terrorism. This economic development was promoted 

with a gigantic exhibition of the economy during the Fascist period which was held at 

the Colosseum in September-November 1984, The Italian Economy between the Wars 

1919-1939. Tim Mason has provided a pivotal analysis of the disturbing political 

implications that the exhibition encapsulated (1986). The theme of the show, as Mason 

defined the exhibition, was the establishment of a continuity between the economic 

achievements of the country in the inter-war period and those of the 1980s. Overall, it 

was a statement of the continuity of modernisation as an almost natural process. 

Mason's extremely critical semiotic and historical analysis of the exhibition identified 

the cultural and political components of the show, who wanted it, who produced it and 

why it was produced. 

The political sponsorship of the exhibition came from the Socialist Party, it was 

produced by IPSOA (the Post-graduate Institute for Business Studies and Organisation), 

Italy's leading school of business management, and a group of historians who were part 

of Renzo De Felice's school provided historical consultancy and wrote essays in the 

massive catalogue of the exhibition. Also, some bureaucrats from the Christian 

Democrats at government level were involved for permission to use the Colosseum. The 

exhibition thus projected itself as "an apolitically inclusive, reconciliatory and 

celebratory act of national self-documentation" (Mason 1986, p. 21), just as the 

Socialist Party was simultaneously separating its political and ethical origins from 

economic manoeuvres. This design aimed at undermining the unity of the three official 

workers' unions, CGIL (Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro), CISL 

(Confederazione Italiana Sindacati Liberi) and UIL (Unione Italiana Lavoratori), 

stopping collective bargainings and strikes, and implementing the abolition of wage 

indexation. The overall picture of economic vitality and growth that Italy was spreading 

at that time with its cultural export of the Made in Italy through fashion, food, 

manufacturing and design was very much part of a plan of patriotic reconciliation 

 



  
181 

through unproblematic history. According to Mason, the exhibition's layout, the choice 

of themes and images were aimed at constructing an unproblematic history of Fascism, 

in which its politics were separated from its economics. It was a display for the 

consumption of historical images.  

Mason's conclusive argument about the massive spectacle offered by the exhibition 

was that it reflected 
 

the general and vital fact that the political struggle over the interpretation of national 

history in Italy seems to have entered a new and confused stage, a stage in which old 

fixed points of reference (progressive/reaction; authority/democracy; 

nationalism/internationalism) are being eroded (1986, p. 20).  

 

This battle over interpretations of the past pointed to a state of flux and uncertainty in 

which 
 

Fascism and anti-fascism no longer furnish, it seems, a secure or adequate grid for 

interpretation and debate; populist and left-wing nationalists from the pre-1922 

period are being re-evaluated and dissociated from fascism; mature historians 

denounce the (anti-fascist) partiality of their youthful works, and prominent figures 

from the partisan war plead for the release of Nazi criminals still in gaol ... In this 

climate of uncertainty and radical rethinking new images of the national past can be 

proposed by novel, and, in this case, improbable combinations of political parties, 

historiographical schools, economic interest groups and media managers (Mason 

1986, p. 20). 

 

A parallel preoccupation with history pervaded the cinema of those years. But this 

preoccupation was mainly non-conciliatory. In this sense, the films of Gabriele 

Salvatores, Gianni Amelio, Daniele Luchetti, Mimmo Calopresti and Nanni Moretti can 

be regrouped according to how they address moral values and moral judgements in 

history. Their films are unforgiving, they present profound fractures in Italian society 

and culture. While on the contrary, films like Cinema Paradiso project nostalgic images 
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of the post-war period as innocent. Here cinema's self-reflexivity substitutes history, 

which thus becomes a history of images. Spectators in the film and the spectators in the 

theatre consume history in the same nostalgic, unproblematic way in which the images 

of The Italian Economy between the Wars 1919-1939 were consumed: a heap of 

fragmented film images in which bits can be picked up or rejected without having to 

know the full story of those images. 

As discussed in the previous sections, the New Italian cinema is a constructed 

discourse in which other discourses such as film criticism, politics, economy, culture 

and philosophy intersect. The analytical account of Italian film criticism showed how 

early assessments of Italian cinema, which denied the New Italian cinema its status 

because its filmic output could not be recognised according to dominant film theories, 

were the result of a high-cultural prejudice. The early critiques judged the minimalist 

cinema unworthy of attention, while later on a different strategy was employed to 

legitimate the heterogeneity of the films produced in the period.  

The economic development of the country in the 1980s did not produce an economic 

expansion in the film industry. On the other hand, television networks played a pivotal 

role in production and of course film exhibition. A detailed assessment of the complex 

relationship between cinema and television will be given in the final chapter. The next 

section looks to two important funding sources, that are those accessed via the 

European Union and the national government.  

 

 

European and state policies: a cinema malato di assistenzialismo?112

The use of European and state policies by Italian directors in the last ten years is 

essentially related to economic issues. It has been a method of broadening the financial 

base and the circulation of Italian films on the larger European market. State and 

                                                 
112 "Malato di assistenzialismo" means handout mentality, with a connotations that suggests a disease.  
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European subsidies are strictly related: securing support from one of the funds available 

at European level qualifies the film for national subsidies. Although the European film 

industry is becoming increasingly integrated, this extensive use of European film 

programs by European countries does not necessarily mean that there is a pan-European 

consciousness, but that domestic industries can utilise the policies to achieve an 

increase in local production. 

In 1990, the Council of Ministers of the European Union designed the program 

MEDIA. In the first five year period of the program, between 1991 to 1995, MEDIA 

was allocated a budget of 200 million Euros to fund pan-European productions 

(Nowell-Smith et al 1996a, p. 142). Subsequently, the European Union assigned 310 

million Euros to the second phase of the MEDIA program, called MEDIA 2, for the 

period 1996-2000 (Per fare spettacolo in Europa 1996). MEDIA intervenes in the pre 

and post-production phases, including distribution and promotion on European territory. 

In 1988, another European fund, Eurimages, via an initiative of the Council of Europe, 

became widely used as a source for public subsidy of filmmaking. This fund, that was 

far more successful than MEDIA, as it provided for possibilities of co-production with a 

greater diversity of countries than MEDIA had done, provides financial support for film 

co-productions between at least three state members of the Council. Eurimages funding 

is also accessible for production, distribution and diffusion of audiovisual products.  

European Union cultural policy is based on the article 128 of the Institutive Treaty of 

the European Union which was adopted with the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. Article 128 

stresses the importance of the improvement and diffusion of "historical and cultural 

knowledge of European people" (Per fare spettacolo in Europa 1996, p. 169). The 

MEDIA Program reiterates the same concept in its objectives  
 

The action of the community is double: it intends, on the one hand, to use the 

audiovisual sector to reaffirm the cultural prestige of 'old Europe'; on the other, to 

stimulate market spaces for an European cinema and television industry with such 

 



  
184 

characteristics that could compete on the international market (Per fare spettacolo in 

Europa 1996, p. 31). 

 

It need hardly be pointed out that the two expressions "historical and cultural 

knowledge" and "cultural prestige of old Europe" are explicitly constructed around 

established categories of high culture, commonly related to art and history as means to 

human knowledge and achievement, consciousness and identity. From the symbolic 

allusion to antiquity embedded in history films at the turn of the twentieth century, these 

markers of European cultural prestige were transformed and translated into the art film 

in the 1960s. The parameters that the European Community cultural policy sets today 

are designed to achieve this notion of quality, defined again in terms of historical value. 

The statement also points to the economic achievements of the European audiovisual 

production in order to promote competition on the international market.  

As Nowell-Smith points out, budget determines the classification of cinema: lower-

middle level classifies European cinema as art cinema, while high-budget classifies it as 

cinema for international circulation (1996b, p. 567). Co-productions generally cost 

more than purely national productions, thus the promotion of co-productions in Europe 

points definitely to an international industrial choice, where commercial success and 

quality are reunited in one concept. The traditional opposition between art and 

entertainment, hence commercial success, is thus collapsed in the attempt by the 

European Union to circulate its audiovisual product on a wider scale, especially the 

American market, but also in international film festivals. Art film thus becomes a 

portmanteau term. It is a fact that by the 1990s, there was a greater fluidity of the 

boundaries between popular and art cinema. For instance, the production of popular 

genres like comedy, drama, romance with some social and politically overt commentary 

or that of costume drama had secured big box-office returns (The Full Monty, Il postino, 
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Life is Beautiful, All about my mother, Tea with Mussolini, to name a few ). The attempt 

to define co-productions or art film is further confused by films involving multiple 

partnerships between European countries and the United States. 

Many of the Italian films produced after the Maastricht Treat that engage with the 

past relied on state and European subsidy, MEDIA or Eurimages, and international co-

production arrangements. Co-productions of costume films or literary adaptations set in 

the nineteenth and seventeenth century113 allow the filmmaker to confer on the film 

high production values that are normally associated with entertainment films, typically 

Hollywood films, but with the aura of the historical setting.  

What kind of films are these co-productions? Here, both the arguments in favour or 

against co-productions, in this case pan-European co-productions, are fraught with 

ideological tensions between nationalism and internationalism. According to Betz, the 

elision from Anglo-American film studies on the history of international co-productions 

since the 1950s has been a marker of the nationalist predicament of the discipline (2001, 

p. 35). Instead, the current geopolitics of the European film industry should be analysed 

historically and in regard to tensions between national identity and international film 

policy. The conclusion is, according to Betz, that once the name of the director is 

removed from the subtitled version of an European film, the film offers itself for a far 

more complex account of production conditions (2001, p. 35). 

For instance, the original language has always been regarded as one of the 

fundamental markers of national cinema and national identity, and importantly of 

European art film. One of the main requirements for an Italian film to be regarded as a 

national film is that it is spoken in Italian, while the employment of an international cast 

always points to international investment. Many of the Italian co-productions of the last 

ten years employ an international cast, are dubbed into English (some films like 
                                                 
113 All the Taviani's films produced between 1987 and 1996 are co-productions with France; Marianna 
Ucrìa (Roberto Faenza, 1997) is also an Italo-French co-production. 
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Besieged, by Bernardo Bertolucci, allow their actors to speak their original language, 

thus the many voices are weaved into the texture of the narrative), other films are 

dubbed into Italian for the national market while the actors play in English for the 

international market (for instance Tea with Mussolini, Franco Zeffirelli). It is obvious 

that there are clashes and tensions between national and European policies, which can 

reflect on how the concept of national cinemas in the European context may be 

modified in the near future. To today, the link that a history film provides with national 

identity has proved to be a marker of continuity in the traditional concepts of national 

cinema. With their degree of national specificity, they are experienced as familiar sagas 

that relate to national history. On the other hand, historical narratives, exactly because 

of this degree of national specificity, are for international audiences an exotic trip into 

cultures experienced as "other".  

Films that deal with this national historical knowledge find their way into the 

American distribution circuit through specialised theatres for educated audiences who 

are "looking for art films from Europe" (Gomery 1992, p. 196). This is the case of 

Ormai è fatta, directed by Enzo Monteleone (1999), which was released in New York 

to positive critical acclaim. The film is adapted from the autobiography of Horst 

Fantazzini (who in the early 1970s engaged in the practice of direct action by robbing 

banks in a gentleman-thief  manner). This film was hardly seen in Italy, but it 

participated in international film  festivals, including the Moscow Film Festival and the 

Sydney based first Goat Island Film Festival in  November 1999.  

The film in Italy was culturally relevant in that it was readily adopted as a banner by 

the Committee for the Liberation of Horst Fantazzini. Both the director, Enzo 

Monteleone, and the producer, Gianfranco Piccioli (who also produced Davide 

Ferrario's Tutti giù per terra - All Fall Down - an overview of the angst of younger 

 



  
187 

generations and of the conservatism of the old guard of the Communist Party) revealed 

their sympathies for Horst Fantazzini's cause (Cacucci 1999; Diamante 1999).  

Ormai è fatta was funded through state subsidies. The films that received public 

funds through article 28, today article 8, are 450 in total since the introduction of the 

law on cinema. Law 1213114 was originally approved in 1965 and modified with 

subsequent decrees in 1994 and 1997. According to Montini, article 28, and since 1994, 

article 8, in recent years, during the industry crisis, has been the only mechanism that 

has allowed and favoured experimentation and generational change in the Italian 

cinema (1998, p. 41). The result of this policy was the creation of opportunities for new 

directors, producers and technicians in production, distribution and exhibition. 

However, it also meant the establishment of a culture of dependence on public funding 

by either directors or producers who have meanwhile become experts in writing 

applications to access the Article 8 of the law-decree Interventi urgenti in favore del 

cinema (Urgent intervention in favour of the cinema, 1994).  

The relative ease of access to state funding has also dramatically affected the long-

standing fragmentation of production. Except for Cecchi-Gori and Filmmauro, it is in 

fact impossible to theorise about the existence of a proper industrial structure related to 

production. From statistics it emerges that in the period 1994-1997, 207 production 

companies produced only one film, with 36 percent of the producers organised as 

individual enterprises and only five producers (Videa Film, Medusa Film, Pentafilm, 

Istituto Luce and Lux Vide) have the structure of a joint-stock company (Il Settore 

Cinematografico Italiano 1998, p. 148). 

On the other hand, this industrial arrangement favoured the emergence of a new 

generation of directors, producers and technicians and generated a substantial 

decentralisation of the means of production. The adoption of new work practices based 
                                                 
114 The law was called "legge Corona", from the name of the minister that formulated it. Corona was the 
first Socialist minister for the Arts (Ministro dello Spettacolo) of the first centre-left Italian government. 
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on the decentralisation of production also facilitated exchange between local production 

companies, actors, screenwriters, and directors of photography from different cities. 

The result was the formation of a professionalism that is not Rome-centred and, as 

discussed earlier in this Chapter, it encouraged the production of films typically related 

to local cultures. Thus the new geography of Italian cinema could also be read as a 

response to the forty-year-old domination by Rome, Cinecittà and a certain concept of 

ideological centralism that in contemporary Italy is no longer relevant. However, in 

Chapter Two, I demonstrated that the renewed influx of American capital in Cinecittà 

Studios since the end of the 1990s, is re-orienting the organisation of the Italian film 

industry by relocating in Rome much of the Italian professionals and high-budget 

productions. 

With the 'new' law-decree on cinema, in 1995 the Italian state injected into the 

national cinema industry 166 billion Italian lira (around AUD 130 million) (Il Settore 

Cinematografico Italiano 1998, p. 190), with an increase of four percent in 1996 (173 

billion Italian lira). The gross box-office share for Italian films in 1995 was 167 billion 

Italian lira, while it increased in 1996 to 217 billion lira, that is about 25 percent of the 

total of box-office of 876 billion lira, and peaked to a 31 per cent in 1997 (Il Settore 

Cinematografico Italiano 1998, p. 191). However, the market share of Italian films 

collapsed in 2000 to 17.4 per cent, with Hollywood securing nearly 70 per cent of the 

box-office. The Italian cinema regained more than 2 per cent in 2001. The year 2000 

can be taken as a marker of transition between a period of Italian cinema, the New 

Italian cinema, which promoted generational change, and is today complete, and a more 

mature cinema, that must be seen as "the Italian cinema'' (Zagarrio 1998, p. 10). This 

cinema, according to the former president of the national distribution ANICA, Fulvio 

Lucisano,  should rely less on state funding (the assistenzialismo of Italian cinema) and 

more on capital investment from banks, financial companies and private enterprises 
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(2001). According to Lucisano, twenty per cent of a film's budget should be employed 

in the development of the screenplay, because this is an essential element in the 

production of a quality film (2001). The aim is to increase the production of medium 

quality films, traditionally the backbone of national film productions.  

The attempt to understand the New Italian cinema in terms of its convergence 

between the cultural relevance of the ideology of 1968 and filmmaking practices has 

been discussed through the examination of institutions of film criticism and of 

developments of synergies in film production. In this regard, the synergy between state 

and European funding in the audiovisual industry, the creation of infrastructure in state 

television for production and distribution of feature films (RaiCinema) and to a lesser 

extent new government policies in broadcast regulation have consolidated certain 

practices in the production field that started as a phenomenon limited to a few young 

directors.  

In the following section I will discuss the representational issues of the baby-boomer 

generation in the New Italian cinema. This descriptive examination looks at signs in the 

films that are terms of reference for the Sixty-eighter generation. This analytical 

approach that traces the memory of that period in terms of the representation of what 

remained of that culture achieves a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon 

that has been called New Italian cinema.  
 

 

What remained of 1968? 

Firstly, it must be said that there is a tendency in defining 1968 as a cultural 

transformation that has involved all the domains of human agency and of interpersonal 

relationships, from those between the sexes, to customs and habits. However, it would 

be an exaggeration to ascribe to the social movements of 1968 full responsibility for 
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these transformations. The transformation was apparent before that date, when 

countercultural movements in the United States engaged in protests against the Vietnam 

war, and England became the epicentre of a music revolution. In the final analysis, 

these cultural mutations provoked the 1968 explosion, and not viceversa. Undoubtedly, 

the explosion functioned then as a catalyst of the actual process, accelerating and 

magnifying it incredibly.  

The social movements of 1968 cultivated the idea of overthrowing the moral, 

pedagogical and aesthetic restrictions of traditional life. Thus, it can be better seen as a 

cultural transformation, more than a political one. In fact, 1968 neither transformed 

production relationships (the synergy of students and workers in Italy proved 

unattainable) nor weakened power or diminished economic and social inequalities in the 

pyramid of Italian society.  

In the absence of a dominant ideology - in spite of the well organised groups of the 

extreme Left such as Trotskyists or those of Marxist-Leninist inspiration - the 1968 

movement did not offer itself to a process of institutionalisation. In this, the Italian 1968 

can not be compared to the French May 1968. In fact, in the case of the French May 

1968, the government almost immediately put into place a process of bold reforms in 

the schools and multiplied the cultural institutions in which the students were able then 

to integrate (Karnoouh 1998, p. 136). From the lack of this process of the 

institutionalisation of 1968 and from the complexity of the events that followed, 

especially fascist and red terrorism, derives the difficulty for historians in casting 

judgement about the significance of 1968. 

After thirty years, the strikes, the occupation of universities in Turin, Padua and 

Rome, the demonstrations and the Italian Hot Autumn have been transformed into 

historical accounts. A large number of books about the bombing of Piazza Fontana in 
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Milan on the 12 December 1969 and the strategy of tension have been published.115 

Retrospectively, 1968 resembles a pseudo-revolution, the acting out of the desire for 

revolution more than a revolution itself. The few survivors of the anti-authoritarian Left 

of that period are treated as the obsolete witnesses of late modernity's pre-history. 

Paradoxically, the movement of 1968 being against tradition and the bourgeois world, 

has become tradition itself. It is honoured as a warehouse of useful insights against the 

ephemeral world of the 1980s to which the directors  (who belong themselves to the 

baby-boomer generation) turn. At a deeper level of analysis, this re-evaluation of 

utopian ideas could be interpreted as part of a permeating nostalgia in modern societies 

for the past, seen as 'innocent' and 'authentic' against a modern objectification and 

commodification of values. Indeed, the trend in the New Italian cinema towards 

historical representations is a marker for the lost world of political participation, and 

ironically, as Baudrillard would put it, is simultaneously the marker of a culture 

concentrated on the production of signs, memory and disconnected images (1981). 

In 1968, the formation of a renewed dialogical relationship between society, politics 

and film had produced in Italy a cinema that presented itself as propagandist as it 

contained general ideas of social change. Films such as Bertolucci's 1900, or the 

political films of Rosi, Petri, Montaldo and, of course, those of Paolo and Vittorio 

Taviani can be framed into this level of film practice of the 1970s.  

                                                 
115 See selectively on the strategy of tension Cucchiarelli and Giannuli, Lo stato parallelo, which finds 
the origins of the strategy of tension from the expulsion of the PCI from government in 1947, with a 
consequent purge of communist bureaucrats, teachers, union leaders and activist workers from industries 
and state institutions (1997). Fasanella et al, Segreto di stato: la verità da Gladio al caso Moro, looks at 
the strategy of tension in the geopolitical context of the opposition of the two blocks East-West, and in 
that of tensions in the Mediterranean area (2000). On the bomb in Piazza Fontana on 12 December 1969, 
see Boatti, Piazza Fontana: 12 dicembre, il giorno dell'innocenza perduta, where the events of 12 
December 1969 are seen as a war fought between the hidden power of the secret services and part of the 
Italian population that wanted social change (1993). Dianese & Bettin's book, La strage: Piazza Fontana. 
Verità e memoria is a historical reconstruction for younger generations  and a handbook of memory for 
the older (1999).  Il malore attivo dell'anarchico Pinelli (1996) is the record of the sentence that closed 
the trial on the death of the anarchist Giuseppe Pinelli on 15 December 1969 in the Milan police 
headquarters. The book was distributed with a video by Pier Paolo Pasolini made on the 12 of December 
1969. Di Giovanni's and Ligini's book, La strage di stato, is a militant counter-inquiry about the bomb in 
piazza Fontana, media manipulation and links between secret services and neo-fascist groups (2000).  
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However, the cultural shift of 1968, with the triangulation of Marxism, 

psychoanalysis and semiology, also introduced the possibility of exploration and 

affirmation of subjectivity beyond the limitation of a purely economic analysis of social 

inequalities. Also, the refusal of the PCI as a political avant-garde by the younger 

generations of 1968 led to a multiplication of subjectivities and identities that would 

emerge a decade later.  

One question must now be answered: How can 1968 be traced in the films produced 

in the period 1988-1999? Were there recognisable codes, conventions or signs that 

could provide intelligibility, identification, pleasure? 

The images of the cinema of the late 1980s are like 'Polaroids', as Monteleone 

says116, "hanging on the fridge of the kitchen", adds Serenellini (1985, p. 116). On this 

point, Serenellini goes on defining these images as a series of "notes, a bit casual and 

dispersed, with a lot of longing for action and a lot of disillusionment: the beer bar, the 

disco and the countryside excursion are refuge-islands, the waiting for something that 

will come" (1985, p.116 ). In the 1980s, the recounting of the 1968 movement as a 

failed revolution was a political allusion,  while "the family video, the school photos in 

which a generation poses" were for Zagarrio  aesthetic references (1998, p. 13). Music 

and comic books were instead cultural references. On this point, it must be said that 

music played an important role of aggregation for the youth of the 1960s. Gundle 

observes that the replacement of the old 78-rpm record with the single 45-rpm, which 

was used in marketing rock-and-roll and pop genres, coincided with a boom in record 

buying (2000, p. 109). In Italy, in 1953, five million records were sold, eighteen million 

in 1958 and over thirty million in 1964 (Gundle 2000, p. 109). Pointedly, Italian 

philosopher Pietro Adamo argues that the most striking phenomenon of the years before 

1968 is the coincidence between the hit parade and experimentations in counter-culture 

                                                 
116 See my interview in Appendix 1, p. 310. 
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(1998, p. 48). With this, Adamo comments on the presence in the Italian hit parade of 

both songs from the American counter-culture (Doors, Bob Dylan, Pete Seeger and 

Jefferson Airplane) and those from commercial pop music (the Beach Boys, the Mamas 

& Papas, the Turtles). The explosion of the counter-culture cannot be separated from 

that of mass culture. The music of the 1960s and 1970s returns in the films of the 1990s 

as the soundtrack for 1968, providing pleasure and identification. 

The mnemonic recollections of 1968 thus operated at an imaginary level. 

Disillusionment about the present, longing for the events of 1968, the split between a 

consumerist present and the political engagement of the past were the disruptions in the 

equilibrium of the sixty-eighters' narrative discourse. Here, the dramatic conflict is 

internal to the characters and not external. This conflict became a category in which the 

discourses mobilised are those of revolution, terrorism, fragmentation or dissolution of 

collective action, but also the transformation of the relationship between men and 

women and the destruction of sentimental relationships (this is a specific obsession in 

Nanni Moretti's film Bianca, 1984).  

The view of 1968 as a big event is epitomised especially in the collaboration 

between Gabriele Salvatores and Enzo Monteleone. Indeed, from their collaboration, 

which started in 1987 with the film Kamikazen, came a cinema that could better 

represent the generation of acculturated movie-goers and could rescue the Italian 

cinema from the production of soft-core porn comedies of the early 1980s. Marrakech 

Express marks definitely their generational perspective: it is a film for those who were 

in their twenties in the 1970s and that shared similar experiences. The trip, friendship, 

dreams, projects and utopian desires are all represented in this film that tells the story of 

a group of friends who travel from Milan to Marrakech (one of the  fashionable holiday 

destinations for the Sixty-eighters) to help a friend who is in prison for possessing 

hashish. The focus of the film is their friendship and their common experiences during 
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the trip. These are viewed as the irreplaceable existential experiences that are opposed 

to the rampant individualism of Italian society of the 1980s.  

In opposition to the minimalist films set in interiors, Salvatores follows a different 

narrative strategy and throws his characters on the road, shifting thus from the 

minimalist and enclosed visual perspective of Italian cinema of the late 1980s. 

Marrakech Express' conventions, typical of the road-movie genre, are inspired by a film 

of the golden era of Italian comedy, namely Dino Risi's Il sorpasso (1962). 

Mediterraneo also finds its blueprint in one of the most successful Italian comedies of 

the 1960s, Tutti a casa. The inflexibility of Lieutenant Alberto Innocenzi (Tutti a casa) 

in adapting to the order, or disorder, after the armistice equates with the inflexibility of 

Sergeant Lo Russo in Mediterraneo (interpreted by Diego Abatantuono, a key actor in 

most of Salvatores' movies), who, stranded on a tiny Greek island during the Second 

World War with other seven soldiers, initially finds it difficult to adapt to this situation 

of isolation from historical action. The island is the signifier of Utopia, a place where 

instances of community, friendship and equality are realised. The film's historical 

reference is 1941-1944, but its subtext addresses the disillusionment of the generation 

which participated in the movement of 1968. The failure of the Resistance is 

retrospectively addressed by Sergeant Lo Russo, who has gone back to the island forty 

years later to meet with private Farina: "Life wasn't so good in Italy. They didn't let us 

change anything. Then, I told them: you win, but I won't be your accomplice. That's 

what I said, and I came here". 

This pronouncement subtextually refers to the movement of 1968, as it was likened 

to the Resistance by the radical fringes of the student movement. In fact, Mediterraneo 

displays contemporary dialogue, slogans, clothes and cultural habits common to the 

generation of the Sixty-eighters. The soldiers are initiated to smoking hashish by a 

Turkish fisherman who arrives one night from the nearby Turkish coast. As the story 
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unfolds, the Italian soldiers free themselves of the army uniforms and dress in local 

attire, which recalls the fascination with oriental fashion that characterised the 1970s.  

Enzo Monteleone continues in the tradition of enclosed spaces, but from a non-

conciliatory position, rather than one of repentance. In La vera vita di Antonio H., 

which will be discussed in Chapter Six, the actor Alessandro Haber points his 

accusatory finger to the outside world from an empty theatre, while in Ormai è fatta the 

enclosed space is that of a prison. The story is set in 1973, and it unfolds during one 

day, from the morning of the attempted escape of Horst Fantazzini, to the dramatic 

epilogue in which Fantazzini is nearly killed by the police marksman. The story bears 

striking similarities to the narrative structure of Sidney Lumet's Dog Day Afternoon 

(1975). This film had a cultural significance on Monteleone's generation for its criticism 

of American society.117 Similarly to Dog Day Afternoon, in Ormai è fatta there is the 

constant presence of media, especially with television news footage of the period. 

Monteleone's editing techniques construct a dialectical image of the events inside the 

prison (Fantazzini, after an attempted escape, is barricaded in a room with two guards 

as hostages from where he negotiates his release) and those outside of the prison. He 

uses footage from television news to project the outside world, add factuality and 

objectivity to its fictional reconstruction of a true story, and, importantly, project 

images of the past, which reconnect his personal interpretation of history with the 

collectivity. In these images taken from current affairs of nightly news, masses reappear 

in the form of unconscious actors. These crowds of Italian tourists and holiday-makers 

bathing on the popular and crowded beaches of the Adriatic Sea appear in a montage-

like editing to highlight the thoughtless prosperity of middle-class in 1973 while a 

drama is unfolding in the prison. 

                                                 
117 See my interview with Montaleone, Appendix 1, p. 300. 
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The historical context is introduced in the opening shots with television news 

footage: the secretary of the Christian Democrats, Aldo Moro, the Beatles, street 

demonstrations, the popular Italian singer Caterina Caselli, workers that leave the 

factory, clashes between students and police. These images are intercut with real 

newspaper titles related to the gentleman robber, Horst Fantazzini.  

Again, the television news from one of Berlusconi's networks invades Nanni 

Moretti's house to document the historical watershed of the Communist Party with the 

victory of Silvio Berlusconi at the 1994 elections. In the opening scene of Aprile (April, 

1998), Nanni Moretti watches the special programme on the 1994 elections and bitterly 

remarks on the delay of the PDS in calling a press conference to comment on their 

defeat. Segments of nightly news are also cross-edited with fictional scenes in Marco 

Tullio Giordana's Pasolini, un delitto italiano (1995) and Giuseppe Ferrara's Il caso 

Moro (1985). Giordana's film was in fact criticised for this mixing of different media. 

The critic Gianluigi Bozza defined it as "a marginally convincing film-inquiry of 

historical popularisation" (1995, p. 58). The use of the particular typology of the film-

inchiesta (or docu-drama), the style that reconstructs events through the use of material 

from television news with fictional scenes, prevented an "emotional reconstruction of 

the figure of Pier Paolo Pasolini" and especially, in Bozza's opinion, did not transmit the 

significance of the effect of Pasolini's death on contemporary society (1995, p. 58). 

However, the film avoids the trap of suggesting a conspiracy hypothesis, even though it 

does not exclude the possibility of a political murder. The death of Pasolini is taken as 

an event of the past which occurred at a particular point of time. This is a signifier of an 

era and real footage is used as the pro-filmic event and triggers the visual memory of 

the audience through its realism. This narrative construction reveals a Freudian 

methodology (or an inductive-deductive paradigm): through gaps, inconsistencies and 
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contradictions of witnesses, judges, police investigators, and distortions by the media, 

the film sets to achieve a possible knowledge of history. 

The decade of the 1970s is also the subject of RadioFreccia (RadioArrow, 1998), 

directed by popular songwriter Luciano Ligabue. The film is an adaptation from 

Ligabue's own book Fuori e dentro il borgo. Here, the Italian province, that of Emilia-

Romagna, is presented as a site of boredom and as the quintessence of a lack of goals 

and ideals. This narrative of the Italian province is contrasted with the enthusiasm of a 

group of friends, including Freccia, the protagonist, who with other friends, opens a 

radio libera (free radio). The protagonists see the free radio as an alternative to Rai, the 

state radio broadcast. The free radio is a fundamental witness to the 1970s, a signifier of 

self-management, collectivisation and, importantly, free information. It is music here 

that works as a trigger of memory: the opening bars of Black Market by Weather 

Report, the theme of Radio Popolare's news since the 1970s,118 and the songs of David 

Bowie, Elvis Presley, Credence Clearwater Revival, Iggy Pop and Brian Ferry 

reconnect the audience to their past.  

The story is told in flashback. It is 1993, RadioFreccia is eighteen year-old and is 

closing down. Its founder, Bruno, speaks through the radio to his audience for the last 

time and remembers facts and circumstances that brought him to open a free radio. The 

reason for the radio's closing down is not lack of funding, but because "it's time to 

close". Bruno starts his story from the funeral of Freccia, the protagonist of the film, 

who died of a heroin overdose in 1975. The film then cuts to Freccia's funeral. The 

suggestion that "it's time to close", points to the fact that for the generation of 1968 it is 

time to bury and mourn the past. In the film, a number of characters represent different 

typologies of the province. The gathering place for this group of friends is the bar. Here 

                                                 
118 Radio Popolare was one of the first free radios founded in Milan in mid 1970s by groups of the New 
Left. Despite the fact that the management had economic problems, the radio is one of the very few radio 
stations from that period that has survived to today.  
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emotions, idiosyncratic characters, madness, sexism and boredom are displayed. The 

barman is a member of the Communist Party who longs for Stalin (the Italian region 

Emilia-Romagna was traditionally communist). The barman is played by Francesco 

Guccini, a famous songwriter who in the 1970s was an icon for the counter-culture 

movements. Francesco Guccini appears also in Montaleone's Ormai è fatta, in which he 

plays Horst Fantazzini's father, the anarchist Libero.  

Then there is a mad man, Pluto, who wanders around town and the countryside 

trying to catch voices from the dead on his tape recorder. One night, he records the 

angry voice of Enrico Berlinguer, the secretary of the Communist Party. Pluto is in the 

central village square with the group of friends who object that it is impossible because 

Enrico Berlinguer is not dead (we are in 1975). Pluto maintains that Enrico Berlinguer 

is saying that he will die around the year 2000; he is angry because the cause for his 

death (metaphorically the death of the Communist Party) is that "nobody believed any 

longer, whether in God or in Communism". It is an obvious pronouncement against a 

secularised culture, based on consumerism, and it is also a pronouncement against 

modernity.  

RadioFreccia grossed fifteen billion Italian Lira.119 Much of the advertising 

campaign was conducted on radio and the fact that the film was censored and rated for 

viewing for over 14s (the film was marketed as the Italian Trainspotting) caused an 

exaggerated outrage. The film opened in an uncut version at the Salone della Musica 

(Music Fair) in Turin in October 1998, where crowds pressed to see it. On 15 October 

the censorship commission lifted the ban on the film. It must be said that despite its 

historical references, the film marketing strategy was aimed at the 15-34 year old 

demographic, using the director's Luciano Ligabue's songs as a carrier for its 

advertising campaign.120  
                                                 
119 About fifteen million AUD.  
120 See my interview with Maurizio Colombo, Marketing Director of Medusa Film, Appendix 1, p. 321. 
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The emphasis of the film is on the clash between free radio stations as a form of 

participation in civic and social life and political engagement on the one hand, and the 

use of heroin as one of the main causes for the disintegration of a generation and its 

hopes on the other. Aside from heroin, terrorism is commonly seen as another 

fundamental element of the defeat of the radical groups of the New Left. With the 

kidnapping and murder of Aldo Moro at the hands of the Red Brigades in 1978, the 

Italian government approved emergency legislation to defeat terrorism. It is generally 

recognised that the death of Aldo Moro marked the crisis of Italian red terrorism 

(Ginsborg 1990, p. 385). Increasing defections left them eventually isolated from the 

groups of the Left. The arrests on the 7th April 1979 were crucial to the end of the 

radical Left and the opening of a period of political conformism. 

On that day, former and current militants of the group Autonomia Operaia (Workers' 

Autonomy), along with Antonio Negri, a professor of political theory at the University 

in Padua, were arrested. Later, other members of the terrorist group Prima Linea (Front 

Line) were also jailed. It took four years, after much shifting of evidences and polemic, 

before seventy-one people were tried for "promoting an insurrection, forming a 

subversive organization and an armed band, performing several actions related to 

political violence" (Portelli 1985, p. 6). The case, which had great media coverage, 

came to be known as the '7 April' trial. 

Alessandro Portelli produced an insightful study of the 7 April Trial which showed 

the implications that the arrest and trial of seventy-one leaders, militants and university 

professors belonging to some of the most radical groups had for the changes in the 

political and cultural atmosphere of late 1970s (1985). Through the examination of the 

mechanisms of judicial orality and accusatory trial121 in the court room, the clashes 

between what it was presented as evidence, the inconsistencies of judges, police reports 

                                                 
121 For an explanation of the definitions and of the Italian criminal procedure see Portelli (1985, p. 8).  
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and media distortion, Alessandro Portelli not only makes a case of his pivotal work 

about oral history, but shows how the case was in fact constructed against all Italian 

post-1968 radical movements. Terrorism was defined as conspiracy against the state, 

rather than a social or political movement; the judges and the media saw different 

groups as a single organisation which coordinated terrorism with a subversive strategy. 

Portelli wrote that  
 

The trial was not concerned merely with a list of transgression of the law, but with 

the re-definition of an entire movement in terms of criminal conspiracy. Therefore 

the magistrates were engaged in reconstructing the past, redefining its meaning, and 

attempting an overall interpretation (1985, p. 9). 

 

A fundamental role in this "reconstruction of the past" as Portelli called it, was 

played by the oral testimony of the so-called pentiti (repentants),122 former terrorists 

who denounced their past comrades and thereby proved their will to collaborate and 

repent their actions. Those who were the heroes of the alleged revolutionary insurgency, 

were now disillusioned representatives of generational self-criticism.  

The 7 April trial, terrorism, repentance and oblivion are the issues represented in 

Mimmo Calopresti's film La seconda volta (The second time, 1995). In this film, Nanni 

Moretti, who also wrote the screenplay and produced the film, is Alberto, a professor of 

economics at the University of Turin. He was wounded in his apartment by a group of 

terrorists for, it is presumed, not being a revolutionary. The film does not tell why he 

was chosen as a victim. As a matter of fact, many militants of the institutional left, 

namely the PCI and the unions, were targets of terrorist attacks.  

He survived the attack, but is left with a bullet in his head. This bullet is the cause of 

occasional black-outs. In Germany, Pale Mother (Helma Sanders-Brahams, 1980), 

                                                 
122 After being introduced in terrorism trials, the concept of  the pentito has become a fundamental 
element in the Italian judicial system. It is largely used in cases against mafia, drug-dealers and organised 
crime. 
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Lene's facial paralysis is an allegory of the division between the two Germanies (Kaes 

1989, p. 156). Her paralysis is the signifier of the black-out of a part of Germany and at 

the same time the reminder of the existence of the problem of the division. There is a 

similarity between Lene's paralysis and Alberto's bullet, as the bullet is a marker of a 

shift between remembering and forgetting. These are allegories of moral right and 

wrong. Despite the complex nature of existence, one in which Alberto had to make 

compromises, he is reassessing those compromises in the light of his own moral agenda 

based on a simplistic opposition of right and wrong. This is a constant preoccupation in 

Moretti's films. But in La seconda volta, things are not so simple, as will be shown in 

the film. 

This time, memory is triggered when he sees by chance his former attacker, Lisa, 

walking around the city streets, as if nothing had happened. She is on day-release, has a 

job, her life seems normal, but at nine o' clock at night she has to go back to Le Nuove, 

Turin's jail. Alberto then starts his obsessive reconstruction of the facts and the 

historical context by following Lisa, searching for his file and newspapers clips about 

the 7 April trial and reading the books that Renato Curcio and Rosanna Faranda123 

published while in prison. One of the most explanatory scenes of Alberto's indignation 

about ex-terrorists being on the centre-stage of cultural and media life is that of Alberto 

reading an excerpt from one of these books. It is important to recall here this excerpt 

entirely, as it well summarises the defeat of the revolutionary Left: 
 

One thing were the Red Brigades with their actions, and their revolutionary 

manifesto. Quite another thing is our duty to retain dignity in defeat. The merit of 

failed revolutions is that they avoid the faults of successful revolutions. All 

successful revolutions somehow betray their promises but the failed ones can only 

betray their motivations. All in all, this seems to me a lesser betrayal. On the other 

hand, the generosity shown by some of my generation in joining the risky political 

                                                 
123 Renato Curcio and Rosanna Faranda were two leaders of the Red Brigades. 
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ideological fight represents a positive value for which we'll eventually be given 

credit. I say this without shame. Today I feel great compassion for myself and for my 

defeated generation. This arises from the observation that we've been denied the 

freedom to live out the expectations we had when we joined society. We couldn't live 

in the way we had chosen because the previous generation brutally blocked our path 

by asking us to conform or die. So some died fighting, many died with heroin in their 

veins, and many more survived by killing off their dreams of change. In jail I 

received many letters from my peers who talk about their lives with great bitterness, 

having become aware of the defeat of their generation which no individual success 

can ever redeem.124

 

The following day Alberto talks angrily to his sister: "They are all out and about... Red 

Brigades, Frontline... They are all busy writing books. And they get published".125

Despite Alberto's and Lisa's attempts, there is no successful closure to their 

encounter. The attempt at dialogue or understanding and forgiving is frustrated. Their 

story is that of two people with a common history who meet in a society that is 

profoundly changed and in which their story no longer matters or offers any interest. 

The film offers closure only at an individual level: Alberto leaves for Germany, 

supposedly to finally go under surgery to remove the bullet and Lisa gives up her day-

release.  
 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has offered an account of how 1968 became a foundational moment of 

the New Italian cinema. The chapter started with showing the preoccupation and the 

need of directors to legitimate themselves with an audience that could share the same 

symbolic references of 1968. In industrial/production terms, the New Italian cinema 

provided a framework to construct narratives and arguments in opposition to 
                                                 
124 Subtitles copyright SBS. 
125 Subtitles copyright SBS. 
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mainstream cinema and at the margins of art cinema, but did not have a framework to 

judge their success. In a period of economic expansion, conservative backlash and 

restoration, looking back was understandable, but what this reflection on the past 

produced was a romanticisation of both forms and means of struggle which was 

projected in the films of the 1990s. Without a yardstick for achievement (an ideology), 

the New Italian cinema's statements, observations, reflections fell back into 

romanticism. This was, at best, unintended but also unavoidable as 1968 has also 

undergone transformation and appropriation by mainstream American cinema, as in 

Tour of Duty (Stephen Caffrey and James A. Contner, 1987) and China Beach (Rod 

Holcomb, 1988). The good intentions of the filmmakers could not escape the 

commercialism of the international market. 
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As the 1986 Nobel Peace Prize recipient Elie Wiesel pointed out, Auschwitz 

represents a dividing point in history in that historical knowledge has mutated after the 

Holocaust (1988, p.11). Wiesel defined this event as an historical watershed that has 

marked Western historiography and our way of thinking about twentieth century history 

into "before the Holocaust" and "after the Holocaust" (1988, p.11). Pointedly, LaCapra 

extended Wiesel's argument by saying that through repression, canonisation or 

revisionism, the Shoah has constituted "a more or less covert point of rupture between 

the modern and the postmodern" (1994, p. xi). With its historicisation, the Holocaust126 

has become a constitutive element of general historical knowledge of the West, rather 

than, as Gilman puts it, "of the experience only of those who were or were imagined to 

be the primary victims" (2000, p. 12). It is a fact that what people generally know about 

the Holocaust comes more from forms of popular knowledge such as novels, films, 

television programs, stories, and autobiographies, and less from professional historians. 

The Holocaust and its representations have raised controversies on an international 

level in a similar fashion to the national polemic about the Resistance. On this level, this 

chapter bridges the discussion of the public use of history, or political use of history, 

from Chapter Three. Recent Italian conservative interpretations of the fascist period and 

the role of the Resistance in shaping national consciousness can be likened to the 

Historikerstreit, the German version of neoconservative public debate over German 

identity and the problem of historical interpretation. The issue at stake in the 

Historikerstreit, in particular Habermas's comments, was very much a call on Left-wing 

historians to find responses to the questions raised by conservative historians.127 

Similarly, Tranfaglia highlighted the need in Italy of Leftist historians to confront the 

                                                 
126 In this Chapter, I will use Holocaust, Shoah and Auschwitz in an interchangeable manner. These three 
terms are commonly used as synonyms in the literature surveyed. 
127 An essential source of information and analysis of the Historikerstreit is the special issue that New 
German Critique dedicated to the event (1988, Spring/Summer, n. 44). Debates and polemics about 
German history are not settled yet, as the special issue of Reset (1999 January/February) dedicated to the 
Holocaust memory demonstrated. 
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past and provide a moral answer to the questions that the unveiling of taboos related to 

the Resistance had exposed (1999, p. 68).  

A number of memoirs published in the last twenty years have shifted their focus 

from the relationship victim/perpetrator to that of survivor/rescuer. There has been a 

similar shift with respect to film. Today the Jew is not positioned as hopeless victim as 

in previous Holocaust films, but as a survivor whose heroic acts lead to the triumph of 

the will. Films produced in the last ten years, ranging from Schindler's List to Life is 

Beautiful have recontextualised representations of the Holocaust in this fashion. 

Francesco Rosi chose to adapt his film from Primo Levi's book La Tregua, instead of 

the bleak recount of the annihilation of life in Auschwitz of Se questo è un uomo (If 

This is a Man). La Tregua is in fact the tale of the writer's journey from liberated 

Auschwitz back to his home, a moment of pause between the horror of the 

concentration camp and the guilt of the survivor. 

The assumption here is that the memory of the Holocaust is a reconstructive story 

which is put to diverse uses in time and space. The way in which the story of the 

Holocaust is told today and its current narrative of representation have moved through 

to the question of survival. The focus is thus shifted to heroic narratives. The question is 

how the two Italian films about the Holocaust can be located within recent narratives of 

the Shoah that have moved survivors and rescuers, once marginal, into the centre of the 

overall story of the Holocaust. This analysis will be framed in the context of recent 

neoconservative views of history, as this shift in the focus of the Holocaust has 

obviously broader implications.128 This contextual analysis is also illuminating in 

                                                 
128 Another film, Jona che visse nella balena, by director Roberto Faenza, was produced in the same 
period (1993). This film did not reach a large public, but it was nevertheless praised by Italian critics. For 
reasons of space in this thesis, this chapter discusses only The Truce and Life is Beautiful, and Faenza's 
film will only be analysed in a marginal way.   
It is important to note also that a fourth film has been released in 2001. Concorrenza sleale (Unfair 
Competition), by director Ettore Scola, with Sergio Castellitto, Diego Abatantuono and Gérard 
Depardieu, deals with the effect of Italian racial laws and the development of solidarity between two 
shop-keepers, one Jewish and one Catholic.  
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understanding the popular success that both films, but especially Life is Beautiful, 

enjoyed at international level. 

What follows is in no sense an attempt at anything approximating a comprehensive 

history of the debates about the Holocaust, nor is it advocacy for the theory of 

uniqueness of the Shoah or for that of comparison with other genocides. Instead, the 

examination of some important shifts in the paradigm of historical interpretations of the 

Shoah will highlight how the films about the Holocaust that have been released in 

recent years in Italy confront the question of correct representation of the Shoah. 

Specifically, they also address the question of an Italian Holocaust. This is particularly 

relevant when seen against Renzo De Felice's separation of Italian anti-Semitism from 

German anti-Semitism.  
 

 

Italian Holocaust discourse: history and representations 

In 1987, De Felice claimed that Italian anti-Semitism was an entirely internal 

phenomenon and that should not be confused with German anti-Semitism (Bosworth 

1993, p. 137). This assertion would discharge Italian Fascism from bearing any guilt for 

the Holocaust. In fact, the Shoah is generally seen as essentially pertaining to German 

identity, history and politics.  

It is a fact that during the Second World War, the situation of the Italian Jews was in 

contrast with that of the other European countries, which not only persecuted their 

Jewish population, but also delivered them to the Germans for deportation to the death 

camps. However, in Italy, this situation dramatically changed after the armistice of 8 

September 1943, when the German Army occupied Italy. Fascists grouped in bands 

such as the Muti Legion, or semi-autonomous militarised squads, like the 72,000 

soldiers in the National Fascist Guard, the 22,000 in the Black Brigades and the 20,000 

in the Italian SS (Zucotti 1987, p. 284). These bands actually acted on their own will. 
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They arrested, murdered and tortured Jews and anti-Fascists. After the constitution of 

the fascist Republic of Salò, Mussolini never took a clear stand against these bands. The 

Italian government also did not withdraw the racial laws and the Vatican never openly 

condemned the arrests and deportations of Jews, who were then considered as 

foreigners and enemy. In addition, informers and common Italian citizens turned in 

Jews in hiding to the Italian police or the SS in order to gain cash rewards. The period 

between 1943 and the end of 1944 can thus be called the Italian Holocaust in its own 

right. As Zucotti writes almost in response to De Felice, "The Holocaust had not been a 

purely German affair" (1987, p. 200). 

These obscured pages of Italian national history emerge now in the context of 

political and social crises. Here the emphasis is not only on remembering, but also on 

the popularisation of historical facts and information that has not circulated on a large 

scale. As with the case of Porzûs and Italian colonialism, the Italian Holocaust emerges 

as signifier of a national guilt over its past.  

In Italy the Holocaust had not claimed the dramatic number of dead sustained by 

other European countries. As a matter of fact, before the racial laws of 1938, the small 

Jewish community was thoroughly assimilated into the Italian community. Italian Jews 

were in fact so assimilated that during the 1920s, with Mussolini already in power but 

with the racial laws still a long way away, that the number of mixed marriages had 

increased without any obstacle (Zucotti 1987, p. 21). Also, a number of Jews had 

participated in the march on Rome when the Fascists seized power, and some of them 

were members of the Fascist National Party. Some Jews were high ranking officials in 

the Italian army up until 1938, when with the introduction of the racial laws they had to 

quit their posts (Zucotti 1987). 

This level of assimilation is addressed in Life is Beautiful with Benigni's self-image 

of the Italian Jew who is not different from other Italians. The character of 

Guido/Benigni in Life is Beautiful is presented as a jolly peasant who wants to make his 
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fortune in the city, and only well into the plot the spectators come to know that he is a 

Jew. His uncle's horse in fact is found with graffiti painted all over its body saying "Jew 

horse". From this scene, Guido becomes gradually self-conscious of his difference. On 

this point, it is important to note that Italian Jewishness was dictated more by cultural 

heritage than religiosity. This was, for instance, an important difference between Italian 

Jews and East European Jews, though Italian Jews retained "a deep respect for Jewish 

ethical concepts" (Zucotti 1987, p. 21). This stereotype of Jews as assimilated into the 

Italian community is confirmed by Primo Levi, who was a non-religious Jew and before 

the racial laws never thought of himself as a Jew, but only as an Italian.129 It was the 

racial laws of 1938 that determined Jews' otherness from the rest of the Italian 

community for the first time since the unification of the country in 1861, when the then 

existing racial laws were repealed.  

Eighty-five per cent of the 45,200 Jews in Italy during the German occupation lived 

to see liberation. Although in Italy there was not a Jewish genocide as in the European 

countries which had been occupied by the Germans, the production of a quantity of 

films that deal with the legacy of the Holocaust or Nazism can be observed in the period 

from 1960 to 1975. Among these films130 there are Gillo Pontecorvo's Kapò (1960), 

Carlo Lizzani's L'oro di Roma (The Gold of Rome, 1961), Vittorio De Sica's I 

sequestrati di Altona (The Condemned of Altona, 1962) and Il giardino dei Finzi-

Contini (The Garden of  the Finzi-Contini, 1970), Luchino Visconti's Vaghe stelle 

dell'Orsa (Sandra, 1965) and La caduta degli dei (The Damned, 1969), Bernardo 

Bertolucci's Il conformista (The Conformist, 1970), Liliana Cavani's Il portiere di notte 

(The Night Porter, 1974), and Lina Wertmuller's Pasqualino Settebellezze (Seven 

Beauties, 1975). These films can be seen as the projection of a series of events from late 

                                                 
129 See the chapter "Zinco" in Levi's Il sistema periodico (in Opere 1987, p. 460). 
130 Roberto Rossellini's Il Generale Della Rovere (General Della Rovere, 1959) can be better placed in 
Rossellini's exploration of wartime Italy, the Resistance and Rossellini's personal trajectory of guilt and 
redemption.   
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1950s, national and international, which brought on the foreground the Holocaust, the 

memoir genre and a re-awakening of anti-Fascist and anti-authoritarian politics.  

Primo Levi's book Se questo è un uomo was published by Einaudi in 1956, after the 

success of a photographic exhibition on the deportation hosted in Turin.131 The Diario 

di Anna Frank (Anne Frank's Diary) was translated into Italian and published in 1954. 

The short-lived coalition between the Christian Democrats and the neo-Fascist party in 

the Tambroni government caused in July 1960 massive workers' protests in North Italy 

and Sicily. During these demonstrations, the police opened fire and killed and wounded 

a high number of demonstrators. After these facts, a growing demand and interest from 

the new generations about the close national past followed. 

The commitment to the Holocaust legacy of Lizzani, De Sica and Visconti can be 

also explained in relation to their previous commitment to neorealism and in the context 

of anti-Fascism revival. With the end of the experience of neorealism as historically 

defined between 1945 and 1951, these directors continued to work by partially 

maintaining their commitment to social themes, even in the case of Luchino Visconti, 

who had turned to sumptuous period adaptations. Also Gillo Pontecorvo, a second 

generation neorealist filmmaker, can be included in the neorealist legacy for his 

political commitment and ideological rigour.132 Importantly, these directors were part of 

the generation that had personally experienced first-hand the Second World War.  

It is also in the context of European culture and politics in the period 1960-1975 that 

the production of Italian films about the Jews and Nazism can better be explained. 

In 1960, the Eichmann trial, which was broadcast in Israel in its entirety, opened and 

changed Israelis' attitudes in their search for identity and also had repercussions in 

international politics (Bresheeth 1997, p.198). In the early 1960s, in Europe, a process 

of re-awakening of militant anti-Fascism, Left-wing revisionism of the history of the 
                                                 
131 The prestigious publishing house had refused Levi's memoir in 1947, and the book was published by a 
small publisher, De Silva.  
132 Gillo Pontecorvo's most politically engaged works include La battaglia di Algeri (1966), Queimada 
(1969) and Ogro (1978). 
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Second World War in Great Britain and Germany, and a demand by the new 

generations for political, social, and cultural renewal can also explain the surge of 

Italian films  about the Holocaust. This wave stretched into the 1970s, in the context of 

a high level of politicisation of social life and commitment by the Left, which was 

emboldened by its militant anti-Fascism. 

How can the resurgence of Holocaust films in Italy in the 1990s be explained? How 

do these texts deal with the Shoah and how do they express the moral issues inherent in 

the subject? 

In the 1980s, Italy was going through a phase of economic recovery. With the 

demise of union power and the depoliticisation of society, a dramatic decline of 

commitment in the public arena followed. The peculiarity of Italian historical 

revisionism consisted in the fact that it was the media and politicians, and not the 

historians, that initiated a close critique of the anti-fascist paradigm. In the context of 

the exponential growth of commercial programs, state television network Rai 

maintained a high level of history programs dedicated to the Resistance.133  

In a context of neoconservative revival and of normalisation of Fascism within the 

debates about Fascism, anti-Fascism and "red violence" during the Resistance, the 

Holocaust represented the last bastion of Left-wing political commitment. Francesco 

Rosi (The Truce) had already bridged the gap between the generation of neorealist 

directors with 1960s and 1970s filmmakers, devoting himself to the genre of the 

political film. As Brunetta writes, Rosi conceives his films as documentary inquiries 

which deliver knowledge and consciousness (1998, p. 260, vol. 4). These films include 

Salvatore Giuliano (1961), Le mani sulla città (1963), Lucky Luciano (1970) and Il 

caso Mattei (1972). Roberto Faenza (Jona che visse nella balena) made his debut in the 

years of the students' revolt and has maintained his criticism of the Italian political 

                                                 
133 For instance, in the ten years period 1985-1995, the total number of programs broadcast about the 
Resistance and anti-Fascism was 109, second only to the decade 1965-75, in which this number 
amounted to 120 (Winterhalter 1996, p. 149). 
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establishment and capitalism throughout his career. Lastly, Roberto Benigni (Life is 

Beautiful) began his career as stand-up comedian and a comic actor in the early 1980s 

and made his first debut as a director in the late 1980s. His theatrical one-man shows in 

the 1980s against Berlusconi, Bettino Craxi, the Christian Democrats and consumerism 

attracted large audiences.  

However, a more complex set of elements must again be considered, as the Italian 

case is certainly not a isolated one. The decade of the 1980s was characterised by a 

profound change in the knowledge of recent history. European events, such as the 

Historikerstreit, or the German historians' debate, which exploded in 1986, in the 

context of a German neonationalist resurgence, the end of the Cold War, the fall of the 

Berlin Wall in 1989 and the reunification of Germany were debated in a confrontational 

way by historians and the media. The Historikerstreit was not only the origin of a 

process of normalisation of German history in Germany, but it broadened and 

influenced also a process of normalisation of the history of the Second World War in 

the major European countries (Bosworth 1993, p. 74; LaCapra 1994, p. 43). 

From these brief notes, it is clear that until very recently, the Holocaust was 

monopolised by European sensibility. After all, American people had a knowledge of 

the Holocaust only through the eyes of the American soldiers who liberated the death 

camps. Despite the fact that the Jewish GI became a standard figure in the movies 

produced by Hollywood after 1947 (Short 1981, p. 187), the issue of the Holocaust was 

submerged into the history of Second World War, and especially, in the history of 

American liberation of Europe from Nazism.  

However, The Truce and Life is Beautiful received a high level of critical and 

commercial acceptance in the United States. Life is Beautiful was highly successful in 

Italy mainly because of the popularity of Roberto Benigni, but in the United States the 

film triumphed, winning three Academy Awards, including the 1999 Best Foreign Film 

Award. The Truce was positively received by critics and public in Italy, and it also 
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made a good impact in America, with the accidental rediscovery of Primo Levi's books, 

which were in that period in great demand in New York (Maglie 1998).  

It is a fact that popular commercial film production in Europe increased in this 

period and such production changed the parameters of high culture. European 

cinéphiles seem to dismiss current productions, and this is certainly the case of Italian 

contemporary cinema. In fact, Italian critics have for the last decade been highly 

sceptical of the New Italian Cinema, preferring an image of Italian cinema frozen in 

time. While, on the contrary, the transformations in the American cinema industry, 

which is operating in an increasingly global context, have opened opportunities for 

European commercial film in the American market.134 This is not to say that Italian 

Holocaust films were produced for the American market, but this phenomenon must be 

seen also in the context of America's own appropriation of the Holocaust in the 1990's, 

in which the international fortune of Schindler's List played an important role. In this 

light, the extraordinary performance of Life is Beautiful on the American market can 

better be understood.  
 

 

The internationalisation of the Holocaust discourse 

The release of Schindler's List in 1993 generated extensive debates in America, in 

Europe and also in Israel. Spielberg's film was the epitome of the process of 

Americanisation of the Holocaust, which had already started with the extremely 

successful NBC production of the docudrama Holocaust. 

In fact, from the series Holocaust (Gerald Green, 1978) popular awareness of both 

the historical facts and how to represent them came to the fore. In America, Holocaust 

was seen by 120 million people. The Jewish genocide became a matter of mass culture, 

                                                 
134 See Tino Balio's essay in Contemporary Hollywood Cinema (1998).  
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widening the American knowledge of the Jewish plight.135 In West Germany, Holocaust  

was telecast in 1979, where it provoked political responses and emotional reactions 

(Insdorf 1983, p. 6). Fifteen million people followed it with a heated public discussion 

on the responsibilities of Germans during Nazism (Elsaesser 1989, p. 271). Critiques of 

Holocaust addressed the problem of dramatisation of the representation of the Shoah 

with soap opera conventions, but they especially addressed the problem of Americans 

telling Germans about their past. In Italy, Holocaust was broadcast on Rete 1, rating 

fifth in the top ten programs of 1979.  

Soon after the completion of Schindler's List, Steven Spielberg embarked on a 

monumental project. His task was the completion of the largest videolibrary of 

Holocaust survivors' testimonies ever recorded. The project, the Survivors of the Shoah 

Visual History Foundation, aims to create a resource for historians and researchers, 

preserving history as it is told in first person by the people who lived it (Armstrong 

1995, p. 5). As the type of historiography based on interviews and memories related to 

the Second World War is coming today to a natural end, the corollary of Spielberg's 

project, and the main preoccupation for the Holocaust legacy, was that the Holocaust is 

inexorably delivered by those who experienced it to the guardianship of media, 

historians and museums. 

Avisar is critical of the triumphalistic appropriation of the Shoah by Hollywood 

because it has generated "specifically American presentation of the Holocaust" (1997, 

p. 48). According to Avisar, dramatic features, catharsis, pathos and positive closures 

celebrated, at the end, American optimism (1997). The Truce and Life is Beautiful, with 

their celebration of hope and strength, found thus a market in America that was already 

very sensitive to the issue.  

                                                 
135 However, studies carried out in America and several European countries in 1993 to determine the 
level of current knowledge of the Holocaust indicate that the knowledge that Americans had of the 
Holocaust was still rather superficial (Rosenfeld 1997, p. 120). 

 



 215 

In the year 1993-1994, important international events put the Holocaust at the centre 

of popular attention. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum opened in 

Washington, in April 1993. The American historian Deborah Lipstadt published her 

book against David Irving in 1993, which added fuel to the public discourse about the 

Holocaust. In April 1994, Pope John Paul II invited the Chief Rabbi of Rome Elio Toaff 

to the Vatican to commemorate the victims of the Holocaust. This was the first time that 

the Catholic Pope officially honoured the memory of Jewish victims.   

Thus, in the last decade, there has been a revival of interest about the Holocaust. 

Both celebrative commemorations and historical encounters, and also the ongoing 

revisionist denials of the systematic mass murder of Jews contributed to reshape its 

public discourse. The revisionist polemics of the Holocaust opened a broader question: 

can history, and the way to tell history, be influenced by pre-existing political opinions 

and ideologies?  

The Left-wing Italian community of historians today accept that there can no be 

open society without pluralistic versions of history. The libertarian historian Giampietro 

Berti agrees on the fact that historiography cannot be other than revisionist (2001, p. 

79). However, for these historians, revisionism must be intended as a continuous re-

reading of the past in the light of new acquisitions of the research. With generational 

changes in cultural and political values and orientations, history is subject to paradigm 

shifts and changes in value judgements. An example is how in the liberal Italy136 

interpretations of the Roman Empire influenced by classic culture had formulated a 

narrative for the constitution of the Italian nation. This narrative was readily circulated 

in the cinema medium, in its nascent era, in historical fictions. During Fascism, the 

history of the Roman Empire was elaborated in a way that was functional to the Fascist 

regime. For instance, it was the political figures such as the Roman emperors who were 

                                                 
136 After the unification and until the advent of Fascism. 
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put on centre stage because they were functional to the construction of the myth of 

personality around Mussolini. The films of the regime expressed this narrative change. 

Berti insists on the fact that questions of revisionism originate in the point of 

connection between facts discovered with historical research and value judgements in 

such a way that the second influences the first (2001, p. 79). According to Berti, the 

separation between facts and value judgements is impossible on a practical level, as the 

decision about which facts are important is totally subjective. Quite pointedly, in the 

revisionist Holocaust debates Friedlander argues that the problem is not that of "the date 

of the order of total extermination but rather that of the historiographical interpretation 

of the genesis of that order" (1997, p. 12).  

Thus it is the word "interpretation" that originates disputes over the nature of the 

historian's undertaking. This problem of historiographical interpretation is further 

complicated in the case of historical fictions and the appropriate language of 

representation. As White has well demonstrated, there is an assumption that the 

historian "finds" stories that "lie buried in chronicles" and interprets them, while the 

fiction writer "invents them" (1973, p. 6). As a matter of fact, according to White, there 

is a considerable work of invention in the work of the historian which consists of the 

process of selection of events and the purpose for which certain events are selected in 

lieu of others (1973, p. 7).  

This clarification of the work of the historian leads to the consideration that telling 

history and telling stories are in fact governed by the same structural components of 

narrative and form. As much of the controversy raised by Life is Beautiful was centred 

on the fact that its representation of the Holocaust was in the form of comic language, 

the question of what are the appropriate forms of telling the Holocaust in the arts must 

be linked to an evaluation of the shifts in the treatment of the Holocaust in 

historiography which made possible a comic language. Representations of the 

Holocaust in the 1990s do not erase the memory of the Holocaust, but move to consider 
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survivors and rescuers as central figures of its narrative. It thus makes possible also a 

shift in the form of representation, from tragedy to comedy. 

The next section will open the discussion on Life is Beautiful and The Truce in a 

more analytical way in relation to considerations of the shifts in the narrative of 

Holocaust discourse and in the characterisation of the protagonists of the Shoah. This 

discussion attempts to establish points of rupture and continuities in the representation 

of the Holocaust.  
 

 

From victims and perpetrators to survivors and rescuers 

Before Life is Beautiful, there were films that represented the Shoah from a comic 

perspective, but their reception was not always positive. With Benigni's film, 

international polemic has added weight to the film, but the final recognition and the 

success of the film in Israel seems to have silenced any further polemic. Thus the 

questions are on what was the canonical form of representation of the Holocaust, how 

narratives and functions of the Holocaust have changed in time, how its representation 

could move from canonical to non-canonical forms in a way that its representation 

could be accommodated into a comic address. Put more simply, have representations of 

the Holocaust conformed to historical shifts?  

The first observation is that in the 1990s three kinds of rupture can be observed 

between previous representations of the Holocaust and the latest. One is the 

repositioning of the Jews from victims to survivors. By looking at the story of the 

Holocaust from the survivor's point of view and not that of the victim's, the latest films 

propose resilience against victimisation. The emergence of the heroic survivor and the 

rescuer is part of a larger cultural phenomenon which has broadened the interest for the 

Holocaust story by looking at stories of heroes rather than those of annihilation. The 

second rupture is linked to the phenomenon of popularisation of historical 
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consciousness about the Holocaust. Previous Italian Holocaust films, even though they 

had popular and critical acclaim, did not have the visibility of Schindler's List and Life 

is Beautiful. They were limited to an  elite audience, typical of art house films.137 The 

third point of rupture is closely related to the second. This is the growth in importance 

of collective memory as transmitted by popular forms of culture over the contested 

debates of professional historians. While the Resistance films have partially failed in 

this goal, the Holocaust films, with their high box-office revenues, have indeed 

succeeded in popularising the historical consciousness of the Shoah. 

The Truce, Life is Beautiful and also Jona che visse nella balena depart from 

previous stereotypical representations of Nazism in Italian cinema. If the previous films 

acquiesce with a foregrounded representation of Nazism and Nazis as products of evil 

and perversion, the 1990s' films reverse this representation by foregrounding the 

victims in the new characterisation that glorifies them as survivors, and dispatching the 

perpetrators to the background. The SS and the Gestapo almost disappear or are 

silenced. Also, Rosenfeld reports that since 1980 forty feature films have been produced 

and thirty-five books have been published that focus on stories of Christian rescuers of 

Jews (1997, p. 144). 

Schindler's List, adapted from Thomas Keneally's novel published in 1982, 

epitomised this change in focus. Though it must not be forgotten that the Gentile 

rescuer in Spielberg's film is not a generic Christian, but a member of the Nazi party. 

On centre stage there is a good German. Schindler is a reformed womaniser, a drunk 

and a war profiteer member of the Nazi Party. In this film a new development in 

Holocaust narratives is introduced. Among stereotypical divisions between perpetrators, 

victims and bystanders, in Schindler's List the new characterisation of the hero of 

                                                 
137 The epitome of these kind of films is of course Claude Lanzmann's Shoah, to which Schindler's List is 
often contrasted. In critical accounts of the two films, Shoah is presented as the appropriate or canonical 
text to represent the Holocaust, while Schindler's List is Holocaust's Hollywood rhetoric. For a 
comprehensive discussion of Schindler's List, debates, popular receptions, the place and function of the 
Holocaust in popular consciousness in different cultures see Loshitzky (ed.) (1997). 
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conscience is that of the good German, thus making a contribution to a cultural shift in 

focus from victims/murderers to rescuers/survivors.  

In contrast, the Italian Holocaust films of the 1990s chose to focus primarily on 

survivors. They are not generic Jews, with little or no characterisation. In both The 

Truce and Life is Beautiful the Jew as a survivor occupies the stage, while there are only 

glimpses of the Nazis.  

However, these two films differ profoundly in that The Truce conveys essentially 

Primo Levi's point of view about the Jew who survived Auschwitz not for her/his 

special qualities, but for merely a conflation of elements in which random luck was the 

most important. This is a key element in how Primo Levi thought of himself as a 

survivor, and that compelled him to his life-long testimony of the Holocaust. The Truce 

also focuses on the epic of the Russian Army, from its arrival in Auschwitz throughout 

the film. In the first part of the film, the epic of the chaotic Russians, in their attempt to 

rebuild life on the territories previously occupied by the Germans, is mingled with the 

epic of the Jews who are trying to reach their home towns. In the second part of the 

films, the narrative focuses on the collective experience of Primo Levi and a group of 

Italians while they are trying to reach the railway station where a train will finally take 

them home.  

Life is Beautiful is essentially based on the individual experience of Guido in the 

concentration camp and his efforts to remain alive with his son Giosuè. The game that 

will save Guido's son with a toy tank as his final reward is constructed on a historical 

falsity: in this film it is the American GI who, in a glorious sunny day, arrives with his 

tank at an empty and silent Auschwitz. To say that this ending was specifically designed 

for American audiences is perhaps extreme. However, the ending conforms well to the 

American imaginary on the history of the Second World War and of the Holocaust from 

a point of view of positive narratives. Also, previous films like Sophie's Choice, and 

even the series Holocaust, ended on an uplifting note (Rosenfeld 1997, p. 126). This is 
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certainly the case of the triumphal ending of Life is Beautiful, where the American GI 

on his tank enters Auschwitz, collects Guido and helps him to rejoin the mother. In the 

final scene, Guido and his mother laugh against a blue sky that leaves the audience 

filled with hope for the future. 

Furthermore, Life is Beautiful follows a rather classical narrative in which the 

actions of the protagonist determine the final outcome of the plot. This film is thus 

based on the premise of motivation and character choices which elevate the main 

character - Guido, the father - to the status of hero. As a preliminary observation, it is 

thus possible to say that Life is Beautiful is a non-canonical text in its use of the comic 

language, but it is classical from a narrative point of view. And yet, the film is non-

canonical in the depiction of the Jew who can mastermind his son's survival. 

The depiction of the Nazi in Schindler's List  is still quintessentially that of a misfit, 

maladjusted to normal life, primitive, opportunistic or sadist. This is characterised by 

Schindler's binary opposition, Amon Goeth, the commandant of the Plaszóv camp. This 

kind of portrayal has been present since Rossellini's Open City, where the two SS 

officers, Bergmann and Ingrid, are represented as two sadistic homosexuals. In 

Germania anno zero (Germany Year Zero, 1947), Rossellini reproposes this view with 

the nostalgic teacher depicted as a paedophile. In La caduta degli dei (The Damned, 

1969) Visconti represents the rich family of German industrialists at the beginning of 

Hitlerian dictatorship as a domain of incest and paedophilia. A similar description of the 

militant fascist, or Fascism in general, was relaunched in the 1970s by Pasolini in Salò 

and Bernardo Bertolucci in 1900.  

This stark division between good and evil, victim and perpetrator, was problematised 

in the 1970s in an attempt to push the issue of the relationship between victims and 

perpetrators, where the victim is compelled to become a perpetrator him/herself. There 

were obviously such cases, as also Primo Levi reports in Se questo è un uomo. Levi 

explores these cases in a more analytical way in a chapter of I sommersi e  i salvati (The 
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Drowned and the Rescued), where he reveals the existence of a "grey zone" between 

collaboration and the hope to survive (1987, p. 674). Nevertheless, attempts to justify 

such a relationship were chastised. Primo Levi himself firmly criticised Liliana Cavani's 

film The Night Porter (1974), in which she had attempted a degree of rupture by 

introducing a decadent and erotic aesthetic of the Holocaust. Primo Levi wrote in I 

sommersi e i salvati in relation to Liliana Cavani's film that to confuse victims "with 

their assassins is a moral disease or an aesthetic affectation or a sinister signal of 

complicity" (1987, p. 685). Also Lina Wertmuller's Seven Beauties was a controversial 

film for her grotesque depiction of the victim-turned-oppressor in order to survive.138  

This poses the problem of an acceptable canon in Holocaust representations, and 

especially in the problematisation of the relationship between perpetrators, victims or 

bystanders.  

One canon in representations of the Holocaust, whether literary or cinematic, has 

been that evil equates with Nazi Germans. This canonisation has emerged through an 

accumulation of texts, from the Neuremberg trials to witnesses' memories, public 

records, autobiographies and fictional works. To overcome the opposition 

victim/perpetrator, another two elements have been introduced in representations of the 

Holocaust, but also in recent revisionist history. The new categories are the good 

German and the survivor, as in Schindler's List, where the good German becomes an 

interface between the victim and the perpetrator, and the victim is transformed into a 

survivor. However, the triad victim/good German/survivor does not eliminate the bad 

German. 

In fact, the category of evil is still located in the Nazi. The category of the good 

German does not displace completely the evil Nazi, but it substitutes the by-stander, 

offering thus a positive image of those who were neither Jews, nor Nazis. In this way, a 

redemptive narrative for the identity of the "grey zone" of the German population is 

                                                 
138 See some reviews in Insdorf (1983, p. 65). 
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offered in a time of profound political and economic transformation of Europe. The 

Nazi is now in the background, the focus is shifted to positive endings, thus forms of 

storytelling can shift from tragedy to romance and comedy.  

The result of a redefinition of perpetrators, victims and bystanders is of course a 

relativisation of the Holocaust, a concept that Gunther Grass still refused at the time of 

the reunification of Germany after the fall of the Berlin Wall, when he said that the 

memory of German guilt must remain as a "sensitive part of our identity" (in Oriani 

1999, p. 63). With this assertion, Grass seemed to respond negatively to Spielberg's 

effort to single out the good German, and leaves open the problem of German identity 

grounded in German history. 

At this point, a brief analysis of the cultural and political elements that have 

determined the movement of the Holocaust from margin to centre of Second World War 

historiography is essential to further understand how the representation of the Shoah has 

changed in cinema. 
 

 

Denial, oblivion, prominence 

Soon after the war, the tendency among historians was to treat the Holocaust as a 

case of one of the many persecutions of minorities. Not only was the Shoah largely 

submerged in the history of the Second World War, but, according to Rudolph Braham, 

who has thoroughly examined the anti-Holocaust and pro-Nazi literature that has 

appeared worldwide since the end of the war, attempts to deny the Holocaust started as 

early as 1945 (1988, p. 61). These attacks on the memory of the Holocaust continued 

through the late 1970s and the 1980s with some academic revisionists and politicians, 

such as the French secretary of Fronte Nationale Jean-Marie Le Pen, who mobilised 

ultra-rightist groups in concert with many new Right-wing intellectuals to ultimately 

deny the existence of the Holocaust (Braham 1988, p. 72).  
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In 1952, the diary of Anne Frank was published in its first English version under the 

title The Diary of a Young Girl. The book was made into a popular play and produced 

on Broadway in 1955. The film version followed in 1959 with equal success. This film, 

along with The Pawnbroker (1965), were the only significant films that Hollywood 

produced about the Holocaust which were focussed on victims, in terms of those who 

succumbed, and the psychological drama of the survivors. From late 1950s, the term 

Holocaust began to be used in historical analysis gaining its currency and connotations, 

and the Shoah developed a history of its own.  

In 1961, a shift in the historiography of the Second World War attempted to 

challenge simplistic theories of totalitarianism. A series of articles written by Hannah 

Arendt for the New Yorker, which then gave form to her famous book on the theory of 

the banality of evil, and the publishing of works that would question canonical 

interpretations of the Second World War prompted debates and controversy.139  

Historiographical controversies lead of course to paradigm shifts. In the 1960s, 

relativisation of the term totalitarianism with the comparison of the Nazi regime with 

the Stalinist regime was very much part of a process of normalisation of the German 

past. This phenomenon resurged in late 1970s and stretched into the 1980s with the 

Historikerstreit. In 1962, the President of the Boards of Education of the West German 

Länder imposed the theory of totalitarianism on school curricula (Bosworth 1993, p. 

62). The reaction of the young German historians was essentially, as Bosworth puts it, a 

question: "What did you do in the Second World War, Daddy?" (1993, p. 62). In 

Germany, the protest movement of 1968 ignited a generational questioning of the 

national past. The question "What did you do in the Second World War, Daddy?" was 

very much at the core of the New German Cinema when the new generation of German 

directors attempted to lift the veil that was obscuring Germany's recent history. By 

uncovering a past that had too easily been buried rather than confronted, the directors of 
                                                 
139 Bosworth cites A. J. P. Taylor's The Origins of the Second World War, Fritz Fisher's Griff nach der 
Weltmacht  and E.H. Carr's What is History? (1993).  
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the New German Cinema, especially Fassbinder, sought to uncover continuities 

between Nazism and the repressive system of 1970s Germany. With this operation, they 

invited their fellow-countrypeople to a work of mourning in order to come to terms with 

the national past.140 The worldwide positive reception of the works of the directors of 

the New German Cinema partly accounted for the internationalisation of the question of 

German identity into the public arena. 

By the end of the 1970s, the Holocaust had reached levels of prominence in cultural 

life and historical understanding of the Second World War. As the number of memoirs 

increased, the term Holocaust broadened to draw public attention to any genocide and 

mass murder. With this semantic shift and the neoconservative desires of normalisation 

of the past, the ideological implications are of course important. On this point, Saul 

Friedländer has called the attention to the persistent dichotomy between the desires of 

the Germans for a historical-political re-alignment on the one hand and the increasing 

anxiety of the Jewish community to preserve the memory of Auschwitz on the other 

(Habermas 1988, p. 41). 

The German films that were produced in the period between the end of the 1970s 

and before the Historikerstreit  had already initiated new developments in Holocaust 

narratives by indulging in victimising German characters in the context of the 

Holocaust. In this respect, Avisar is critical of the depiction of the suffering of ordinary 

Germans in Germany, Pale Mother (Sanders-Brahms, 1979) and Lili Marleen 

(Fassbinder, 1981), where self-pity and historical revisionism combine in an effort to 

address the predicament of German people during the war (1997, p. 45). Nevertheless, 

he concedes, stressing women's victimisation during the war, the films succeeded in 

their address to a feminist audience. 

The Historikerstreit attempted to deal with the problem of German identity from a 

conservative point of view. This controversy must certainly be seen against the 
                                                 
140 See of course Elsaesser's New German Cinema (1989) and Kaes' From Hitler to Heimat: The Return 
of History as Film (1989).  

 



 225 

backdrop of the process of European unification in the mid 1980s, and the subsequent 

incorporation of East Germany within Europe and the Atlantic alliance against the 

communist bloc. In replying to the German historians Michael Stürmer, Andreas 

Hillgruber and Ernst Nolte, Habermas intervened in the question of conservative 

reinterpretation of Nazi past. Habermas' preoccupation was that comparative analysis of 

Nazi crimes and the historicisation of Nazism should not be taken as an attempt to settle 

accounts: "Are we going to undertake macabre settlements of accounts by means of 

historical comparisons in order to escape surreptitiously from liability?" (Habermas 

1988, p. 48).  

In 1993, Deborah Lipstadt published a book arguing against David Irving's denial of 

the Holocaust. Irving's interpretation was essentially based on the lack of documents 

signed by Hitler which would demonstrate the intentionality of the final solution by the 

Third Reich.141 With the Irving-Lipstadt polemic, the Holocaust revisionism had not 

only reached its climax in the media, but also reached the High Court of Justice in 

London, where in the year 2000 Irving lost his libel suit against Lipstadt.  

In Italy, this episode was covered by the media when Eric J. Hobsbawm, during his 

speech of acceptance of a honorary degree from the University of Turin (hometown to 

Primo Levi), took a stand in the Lipstadt-Irving London trial on Irving's side. 

Hobsbawm broadened the terms of the dispute by saying that while there are no doubts 

that Hitler wanted the Shoah, it is also true (and it is recognised by many historians, 

added Hobsbawm) that there is no scientific evidence that he had given such an order 

(in Ajello 2000, p. 45). According to Hobsbawm, Irving did not deny that millions of 

Jews died between 1941 and 1945, but he doubted "the public rhetoric or Hollywood 

version of the Holocaust" which did not take into account serious results of historical 

research (in Ajello 2000, p. 45). A biased reading of the Holocaust, continued 

Hobsbawm, might transform the Holocaust in a legitimating myth of the existence of 
                                                 
141 Lipstadt's book is Denying the Holocaust: The Growing Assault on Truth and Memory, 1994, 
Penguin, London. 
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the state of Israel (in Ajello 2000, p. 45). With this extension of the polemic, the 

question of the Holocaust and its function in the new millennium bounced back again 

into the ambit of international politics. It also epitomised the debate between history as 

science and popular historical rhetoric, that is the knowledge of history through the 

Hollywood lens. 

The characterisation of survivors and rescuers with a simultaneous re-questioning of 

the origins of the Holocaust and the role of German people during Nazism has created a 

fertile ground for positive narratives of the Holocaust. The next section will thus 

address the issue of formal requirements to represent the Holocaust. Can the Shoah be 

articulated with laughter? How does Life is Beautiful reconcile tragedy with a comic 

language?  
 

 

Irreverent, but heroic 

In the Hobsbawm debate, Italian historians had attacked the author of the Short 

Century.142 In both the cases of the Resistance and of the Holocaust, Italian Left-wing 

intellectuals rejected objections to certain social, cultural and political functions of 

canons. Similarly, film critics rejected Porzûs for its non-canonical representation of the 

Resistance. The aesthetics of violence in this film was ideologically not acceptable 

because the violence was depicted for the first time as perpetrated by Communists. Of 

course, there are numerous examples of films about the Resistance with levels of 

violence, starting from the torture scene of the communist Manfredi in Open City, and 

ending with the operatic violence in The Night of the Shooting Stars. However, in this 

film the violence always comes from the wrong side, the Nazis, and as the spectators 

watch they know they are standing on the right side. In contrast to Porzûs, the Italian 

                                                 
142 See la Repubblica, 30 March 2000 and 3 April 2000. 
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critics did not object to Life is Beautiful, even though its language is irreverently, in 

terms of canonical representation, comic.  

This may suggest that the Resistance is a sensitive and still very active past for all of 

the Italian Left, and part of not only the cultural heritage of Italian intellectuals, but also 

of their personal biography, that still cannot be represented outside prescriptive 

ideologies. On the other hand, Italian critics were prepared to accept a comic language 

in the representation of the Holocaust. In the view of Italian critics, the comic wit of 

Roberto Benigni in the tradition of slapstick comedy and the numerous moments of 

romantic comedy in the film had prevailed over expectations of unity of form and 

content. Also, a tradition of comic Jewish voices already existed, the most famous being 

Woody Allen, whose films in Italy have always attracted attention and recognition from 

an elitist audience, typically Leftist. Part of the public profile of Nanni Moretti has been 

built upon the similarity in style and content of his films with Woody Allen's films. But 

perhaps more importantly, the coupling of the comic with the tragic in Life is Beautiful 

has its origins in the classic Italian comedy of the 1960s, especially in the films built 

around the actors Alberto Sordi and Vittorio Gassman.  

These actors represented the stereotypical average Italian, with his opportunism, 

selfishness and petty stratagems to become rich quickly in a period of fast economic 

growth and modernisation of Italian society. On the other hand, the passage from comic 

to tragic in these films also allowed the characters to become heroic in showing their 

ability to adjust to new situations and eventually lose all they had earned, or even die, in 

random acts of generosity. 

Much of the controversy that Life is Beautiful attracted is based on the fact that there 

are assumptions about the possibility of the authentic, or rather the paradoxical 

possibility of authentic fictional films. In regard to historical representations, 

authenticity is defined by the fact that a given story is based on a true story, that is 
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delivered in a realistic manner with a high degree of accuracy in detail and ambience, 

and that the facts depicted coincide with history. In short, the representation of the event 

must coincide with dominant historical knowledge and be limited to facts. This is of 

course not only a narrow understanding of the history film, but also of the fact that 

historiography itself is subject to processes of emplotment, explanation and ideological 

implication which transform chronicle into historical interpretation.143  

In Benigni's film the problem of an authentic representation of the Holocaust that 

was raised by many foreign critics involved questions of truth (facts) and realism, hence 

tragedy, as this is the dominant canon for Holocaust fictions. Critics saw the comic 

representation of the Holocaust as disrespectful to the victims of the Shoah and, 

ultimately an attempt to deny genocide. Benigni clarified that Life is Beautiful is not a 

comedy about the Holocaust, but "a movie by a comedian about the Holocaust" (in 

Milvy, 1998). Life is Beautiful, in Benigni's own admission, was inspired by his father 

who was a prisoner of war in a German camp. When he returned, he told his children 

his story in a funny way, so as not to scare them (in Nui Te Koha 1998, p. 15). In this 

way, Benigni can claim authenticity for his story and eschews the problem of realistic 

delivery of the story.  

The realism in Life is Beautiful must be found in its overt fictionalism, from the 

reconstruction of Auschwitz, clearly a film set, to the absurdity of the situations in the 

camp. In this sense, Life is Beautiful is a not an illusionist film. In this film, princesses 

fall from the sky, eggs drop on the hat of the villain, guard dogs give up their search 

commanded by Benigni/Guido's power of mind. In a word, Life is Beautiful constantly 

reminds the spectators that they are watching a film. In this sense, it can never be 

confused with the illusory verisimilitude of Schindler's List, as mimetic reality was not 
                                                 
143 See Hayden White's work on the deep structures of the historical imagination and historical writing of 
the nineteenth century (1973). A discussion of the strategies and techniques that pertain to both history 
writing and fiction writing is in his Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (1978, pp. 121-
149).  
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Benigni's concern. This is particularly evident also in the only reference to the Shoah. 

This is represented through a theatrical backdrop on which the corpses of the victims 

are painted in black and white. This sheet emerges from the darkness and the fog 

surrounded by silence when Guido walks back to his barracks after serving at a Nazi 

dinner party as a waiter. This scene can be compared to the silence of the true victims 

described by Primo Levi in his passage in I sommersi e i salvati. Primo Levi wrote that   
 

We, the survivors, are not the true witnesses. This is an uncomfortable notion of 

which I have become conscious little by little, reading the memoirs of others and 

reading mine at a distance of years. (...) Those who saw the Gorgone have not 

returned to tell about it or have returned mute; they are (...) the drowned, the 

complete witnesses, the ones whose depositions would have a general significance. 

They are the rule, we are the exception (1987, p. 716). 

 

The revelation through the painting prompts Guido's knowledge of the dimension of 

the catastrophe and because he will die at the end in his ultimate sacrifice to save his 

son's life, his voice has the status of the voice of the drowned, in Levi's concept, whose 

deposition would be the only significant one. Of course, Guido's character is nowhere 

near Levi's description of the drowned, those who were killed without even being 

allowed a word. 

The power of this scene is in the evocative nature of the painting, rather than 

realistic depiction of corpses or of mass murders. In a similar fashion to Lanzmann's 

film Shoah, Life is Beautiful relies on, borrowing the words from Loshitzky, "what one 

should 'know' in order to understand what one 'sees'" (1997, p.112). In this sense, the 

scene of the painted corpses is the place for the absent, those who can not be 

represented. In this assumption, Life is Beautiful is truthful to Primo Levi's statement 

that there are no words, and similarly no images, to represent Auschwitz 
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Benigni's depiction of the Jew who is able to mastermind his life in the camp has 

been criticised. In the death camps it was an everyday struggle to survive to the night, 

let alone maintain a spirit of humour. However, as Gilman writes, there are memoirs of 

survivors of the Nazi camps in which the pragmatic function of humour is highlighted 

as a means of coping with the horror and the condition of sub-humanity in which they 

were forced to exist. Levi wrote that 
 

to succumb in Auschwitz was the most simple thing. It was sufficient to obey all 

orders, to eat only rations, and to follow camp discipline. Experience taught that in 

this way only in exceptional cases was it possible to survive more than three months 

(1987, p. 91). 

 

In Levi's opinion, in order to survive or cope with camp life, one had to invent any 

kind of special ability. The haftling should emerge above the multitude and create a 

status for him/herself. Benigni/Guido's special ability which will save his son's life is 

his humour, his "rigidity" of attitude, in Bergson words (1913, p. 9), in adapting to 

camp life and discipline.  

Before Life is Beautiful, Benigni collaborated on Faenza's film Jona che visse nella 

balena, released in 1993. This film is adapted from the autobiography of Jona Oberski, 

who is today a nuclear physicist in Amsterdam. He was deported when he was four 

years old with his parents to Bergen Belsen, a concentration camp where the Nazis kept 

hundreds of families to be exchanged for German prisoners of war. The story is 

focussed on Oberski's memory of his parents' love and their effort in making Jona's life 

in the concentration camp as happy as possible. Faenza, of Jewish origin, declared that 

he had wanted to make this film since 1983. That was when he first travelled to the 

Netherlands to ask Oberski for the copyright (in Mori 1993). With this film, Faenza 

shifted his usual focus on political and intellectual stories, to the depiction of children's 

lives in concentration camps. It is perhaps this film that constituted the pre-text of 
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Benigni's film, the second part of which is also focussed on the attempt of a father to 

shelter his son from the horror of Auschwitz. 

It must be remembered that before Life is Beautiful Benigni had already challenged 

acceptable comic subject matter with his film Il mostro (The Monster, 1994), a comedy 

about female dismemberment based on a true story of serial killings in Tuscany over the 

last three decades. But even more pointedly, it must be said that Life is Beautiful was 

the latest prosecution of some illustrious predecessors: Chaplin's The Great Dictator 

(1940) to which Benigni pays homage by wearing on his prisoner's uniform the same 

number as Chaplin did - 0737 - (Milvy, 1998), and Lubitsch's To Be or Not to Be 

(1942), which was remade in 1983 by Mel Brooks. 

As for Life is Beautiful, The Great Dictator and To Be or Not to Be received some 

degree of opposition and contestation. The Great Dictator was released when Germany 

was already at war with half of Europe, and consequently it was banned in Chicago 

because of its large German population (Insdorf 1983, p. 55). To Be or Not to Be was 

both attacked by the press and misunderstood by audiences, who were let down by its 

comic address while the world was at war. Both films build upon the juxtaposition of 

farce and melodrama, and comedy that arises from role-playing or reverse characters 

and scenes. Chaplin plays in fact both the dictator and the victimised Jewish barber, 

while To Be or Not to Be builds on a double role-playing, where the actor Jack Benny 

stars as both the Polish actor Josef Tura and the Nazi spy Alexander Sileski in an 

interchangeable manner. Importantly, these films were released in a period in which the 

extent of the devastation caused by Nazism was not known on a mass level. Images of 

the concentration camps, either in documentary footage or photographs had yet to be 

circulated. These films ridiculed Nazism and its anti-Semitism without knowledge of 

the Holocaust. Yet actress Carol Lombard, impersonating Maria Tura, appears in the 

beginning of To Be or Not to Be at a rehearsal in an silky evening dress. The company 
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director asks her if that is how she is going to dress in a concentration camp. She 

answers "Don't you think it's pretty? ... I think it will make a tremendous contrast".  

Unlike the questioning of the Resistance as a heroic epic of the Italians' redemption 

from Fascism, Benigni's film is centred on a heroic narrative. Guido dies in his ultimate 

sacrifice to save his son, but he is never portrayed as a victim. Even after the racial 

laws, he is still able to earn his living in a relatively free environment and he is able to 

master his life until the very end of the film.  

As already discussed in the first section, the position of Jews in Italy during Fascism 

was radically different from that in Germany and Eastern Europe. Even after the racial 

laws were introduced in 1938, the Italian Jewry did not experience what Levi called 

"univers concentrationnaire" (1987, p. 657), a complex economic and industrial system 

that totally permeated German daily life, based on the prisoners' slave labour from 

which German industries derived profits.  

Recent Italian rhetoric is instead based on the narrative of the many Jews rescued by 

Gentiles and ecclesiastic people, despite the Vatican's silence and the previous 

campaigns mounted by religious newspapers against the Jews. Zucotti herself puts great 

emphasis on the fact that after France and other countries were invaded by the Germans, 

many Jews from those countries found refuge in Italy (Zucotti 1987).  

It is thus the stereotype of the Italian Jew who was well integrated into the 

sympathetic Italian pre-war community that makes Guido/Benigni an acceptable 

characterisation of the comic Jew. The Italian public knows well that Roberto Benigni 

is not a Jew and in the beginning of the film he is not seen as a Jew. For an international 

audience, Guido/Benigni is not Jewish "in terms of the cultural semiotics of this 

category" (Gilman 2000, p. 10).  

The Italian predecessor of Life is Beautiful is Wertmuller's Seven Beauties (1975), 

although in this film the Holocaust is again implicit because Pasqualino is not a Jew. 
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This film addresses more the perverted aspects of Nazism and Fascism in a context of 

the 1970s revival in Italy of militant anti-Fascism. In this film, the juxtaposition of 

historical facts with a contemporary understanding of those facts told in a tragic-comic 

form leaves the audience uneasy and often elicits discomfort, as in the depiction of 

massacred bodies in the last part of the film.  

In Life is Beautiful, the typical slapstick comedy of the first part turns into farce in 

the second part of the film, which unfolds in the concentration camp. The comedy is 

here achieved by ironic language. Irony is used here to portray the absurdity of the 

situation in which Benigni finds himself. Guido/Benigni (who does not know German) 

self-consciously mistranslates the German orders to the prisoners so he can set up the 

game that will save his son's life. The paradox lies of course in the knowledge of the 

audience of the subtext of the horror of the Holocaust. The positioning of the characters 

is also paradoxical, as here it is in fact the Nazi officer that is the victim of the Jew's 

jokes. In both films, Lubitsch's To Be or Not To Be and Life is Beautiful, comedy is 

expressed through language and in both films the Nazis are positioned as victims of the 

jokes. Nevertheless, comedy in films about the Holocaust appears to be only possible 

with the evocation of the Shoah being implicit.  

From this analysis of Life is Beautiful it emerges that the film exemplifies a mixture 

of canonical and non-canonical elements. On the one hand, the film can be situated 

within the tradition of Italian comedy which is based on the complementary elements of 

the comic and the tragic. This element might account for the film's acceptance by the 

Italian audience. On the other hand, the comic and the paradoxical depiction of the 

Holocaust did not of course conform with the obligatory tragic perspective and 

verisimilitude in representation of the Shoah. And yet again, many elements in Life is 

Beautiful conform to a worldwide recognised canon of the survivor's memoir that is 

represented by the work of Primo Levi. 
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This mixture of elements in Life is Beautiful proved to be a successful formula. A 

brief description of the performance of the film in the international market, dynamics of 

distribution and politics of the Academy Award is thus warranted.  

 

 

Three Oscars and millions of dollars 

The enormous success of Life is Beautiful in America can certainly be explained in 

relation to the growth of American sensibility toward the Holocaust after the opening of 

the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and the release of Schindler's List. 

Also, Benigni enjoyed personal success with art house audiences in Jim Jarmush's films 

Down by Law (1986) and Night on Earth (1991). His performance had thus more the 

halo of high art than the mark of mass entertainment. This is a key factor in Miramax's 

politics in the distribution of European films. On this account, something must be said 

about the economics of the Academy Award, the realignment of previously independent 

American studios and distributors and an increased opening of the Academy 

nominations to foreign films. 

As has already been noted, the formal language of Life is Beautiful, comedy, 

attracted many critiques, especially after the film won the Grand Jury Prize at the 

Cannes Film Festival in 1998. The controversy preceded the film screening in foreign 

countries. For instance, in Australia, it took AUD 3.1 million at the box office before 

the Academy Award sealed its definite success (Slattery 1999, p. 2). In the United 

States, Life is Beautiful was distributed by Miramax, a company that has repeatedly sold 

products that offer themselves to media-induced controversy. Specifically, the company 

maximises the publicity created by the controversies that arose from the text itself and 

its impact on American censorship or a specific community (Wyatt 1998, p. 80).  
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Miramax, an ex-independent film distributor, owned by Walt Disney since 1993, has 

been at the centre of many successful commercial operations in the last decade. 

Miramax, as well as New Line, specialises in European imports, drawing on the 

traditional understanding of European cinema as art cinema. It also participates in joint-

ventures with other countries, as in Shakespeare in Love, promoting thus the production 

of an alternative cinema to what is generally intended as mainstream Hollywood. These 

films are nevertheless commercially viable, thanks also to aggressive publicity and the 

exploitation of the international window of the Oscars.  

In recent years the number of foreign films that have been nominated in the category 

of Best Picture has expanded, and all of them have been distributed by Miramax.144 

This increased internationalisation of the Oscar reflects undoubtedly the increased 

globalisation of Hollywood in the last ten years. With the end of the Cold War, Balio 

stresses, the opening of Eastern European markets provoked an exponential demand for 

films (1990, p. 58), but Hollywood was also in search of a new stabilised organisation 

in production, distribution and exhibition. With investments in European multiplexes, 

deals with the largest European distribution companies, increased investments in 

European co-productions and the establishment on European territory of thematic 

television channels, like the Disney Channel, the total market share of the American 

industry in Europe has risen in the last ten years from 56 per cent to 78 per cent 

(European Dialogue 1999). The American film industry is also pursuing joint ventures 

in the use of infrastructures such as studios, locations and post-production facilities in 

Europe, and also in Asia. As a matter of fact, co-financing and co-producing with the 

American industry is also a major trend that European film companies are pursuing in 

order to expand the boundaries of the European film market. 

                                                 
144 See for instance The Crying Game, The Piano, Il postino, Life is Beautiful. Shakespeare in Love, 
which won the category in 1998, is an American-English co-production. 

 



 236 

Before the category of Best Foreign Film was created, only a few foreign films were 

nominated for Best Picture. The first foreign film winner in this category was Fellini's 

La strada (1956), but another Italian movie, a recognised masterpiece of neorealism, 

Sciuscià by Vittorio De Sica (Shoeshine, 1947), received an Honorary Oscar for its 

achievements (Levy 2001, p. 94).  

In the 1990s, two Italian films were nominated in the category of Best Picture: Il 

postino in 1995 and Life is Beautiful in 1999. Life is Beautiful was also nominated for 

Best Foreign Film and Benigni was nominated for both Best Actor and Best Director. 

These two films followed other two Italian motion pictures that had won in the category 

of Best Foreign Film: Cinema Paradiso in 1990 and Mediterraneo in 1992. Thus in 

only eight years, four Italian films have collected the Academy Award for Best Foreign 

Film. This may suggest that there is a favourable market in the United States for Italian 

cinema, especially for those films that are readily recognisable by the audience within a 

tradition of Italian filmmaking. Seven Beauties, a controversial film about the self-

degradation of Pasqualino, a prisoner in a concentration camp, for his own survival, had 

been at the forefront in 1976 with the nomination of Lina Wertmuller, as the first 

woman director, as Best Director, and with Giancarlo Giannini winning the Award as 

Best Actor (Levy 2001, p. 97). Other Italian comedies of the 1950s and 1960s had been 

extremely successful in the United States. In addition, Cinema Paradiso, Mediterraneo, 

Il postino and Life is Beautiful are cross-genres between romantic comedy and history 

film. Indeed, after drama, historical/epic productions and comedies are the two largest 

recipients of Academy Awards.145

In total, Life is Beautiful scored seven nominations and won in three categories: Best 

Foreign Film, Best Actor and Best Original Score. The film grossed 57 million US$, 

and 171,700,000 US$ dollars worldwide. Life is Beautiful also won the Directors' Guild 
                                                 
145 Levy reports 47.1 per cent of dramas, 17.3 per cent of comedies and 10.4 of historical films (2001, p. 
356). 
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Association Awards, Toronto's Film Festival, other American Film Festivals, and a 

number of European Awards, including the European Best Film Felix. In the crucial 

five weeks in the Oscar's run, between the nominations and the final ballot deadline on 

March 23, Benigni toured the United States for the opening screenings of his film in 

various towns. As Levy reports, aggressive ad campaigns, gossip columns and 

screenings are crucial elements in the performance of a nominee at the Awards (2001, p. 

303). In fact, Miramax invests great efforts in public-relation and also mobilises 

consultants to handle special ad campaigns (Levy 2001, p. 311). 

The discussion must now turn to another key element of the Holocaust, that is the 

importance of memory in the reconstruction of the facts of the Second World War. The 

appropriation of memory of the Holocaust by cinema poses the problem of what should 

be represented, who should be represented and why it should be represented. As for the 

canon, memory poses thus a problem of selection of texts and of who are the agents of 

history. 

 

 

The Truce: memory and epic 

In a parallel setting to historical research, thousands of documentaries based on 

interviews with the survivors, books and many fictional movies have transformed the 

Holocaust into a historical genre. The appropriate language for its representation was 

tragedy, while the relationship victim/perpetrator was the focus of the narrative. Stock 

narratives, re-runs of programs, self-referentiality of both cinema and television 

addressed both form and content of the Holocaust accordingly.  

Personal memories and oral history have always been central to the reconstruction of 

the facts related to the Holocaust from the end of the war. As soon as 1945, Holocaust 

researchers found it difficult to locate sources of information such as documents, letters, 
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diaries, official orders and decrees in order to develop a historiography of the Holocaust 

(Hilberg 1988, p. 21). The demolition of the gas chambers and the crematoria by Nazi 

officers in Autumn 1944 and the destruction of archives, lists of prisoners' names and 

records of the dead in the wake of German defeat compelled survivors and witnesses 

such as Primo Levi to write about the Holocaust as their moral obligation and testimony 

to what must not be forgotten.146 Lacking official records, much of the historiography 

about the Holocaust was based on the recovery of information from the victims' 

testimonies and perpetrators' confessions in the Nuremberg trials.  

Primo Levi's texts are considered an essential part of national literature and widely 

regarded and acknowledged as a fundamental testimony of the Holocaust.147 Primo Levi 

recalls his violent emotions when he discovered that his book Se questo è un uomo (If 

this is a man)  was to be translated and published in Germany in 1960 by the publisher 

Fischer and that his work was the first testimony by a survivor of Auschwitz available 

to German readers (1987, p. 796). The impact that Se questo è un uomo made is well 

known. The book was translated into English in 1959. Since then, the book has never 

ceased to be published. In the context of much neoconservative revisionism, many 

assessments of Life is Beautiful, and of course The Truce, refer to Primo Levi's work as 

the truthful experience of the Holocaust which stands against revisionism. Primo Levi's 

testimony is thus considered a canonical text in the genre of survivors' memoirs. 

Primo Levi regards personal memory as important as and as reliable as the official 

documents of Nuremberg trials (1987, p. 665). However, Levi himself is aware of the 

dangers of mnemonic recollection, especially because the act of remembering occurs in 

a context of trauma. For Primo Levi, memory has in fact a double aspect: recounting 

                                                 
146 In this chapter, I quote from a collection of Levi's work published in two volumes in 1987 by Einaudi. 
147 However, a recent biography of Primo Levi published in France presents a different perspective. The 
author, Myriam Anissimov, maintains in fact that Primo Levi's work is more acknowledged outside 
Italian boundaries, and that the Italian community of writers and literary critics have never considered 
Levi as an important writer in terms of literary achievements (Gambaro 1996). This position has 
provoked heated reactions in Italy. 
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can keep alive the recollection of facts, but constant rehearsal can also fossilise these 

facts into a perfected stereotype that replaces the original memory. Levi's own I 

sommersi e i salvati (The Drowned and the Rescued) is more a reflection influenced by 

the present time than a retrospective chronicle of the concentration camp. Here the work 

of the historian, as in Portelli's original approach to oral history, and Ginzburg's claim 

for a conjectural paradigm in historical writing, should proceed as in a psychoanalytic 

session, or searching for clues, as in a detective investigation. Also, Primo Levi's 

testimony was his own attempt to assimilate those events, his own emotional response 

in order to negotiate trauma.  

LaCapra acknowledges Primo Levi's own words when he warns against the 

ritualistic and liturgic dimension of memory, where memory is the mere repetition of a 

trauma, of the undesirable (1994, p. 12). But there is also a notion of legitimate memory 

that can stand against official historiography and indeed be in a dialogical exchange 

with it. This is what is "worth passing on", in LaCapra's words, for the reconstitution of 

individual and collective life (1994, p. 12). This assertion echoes in turn Habermas' 

advocacy for the need for the reconstitution of a "moral polity" as an obligation of 

solidarity with the memory of the Jews murdered in concentration camps (1988, p. 44).  

The function of memory after the Second World War has thus become fundamental. 

The war and experiences such as the Resistance and the Holocaust have accelerated a 

process of cultural transformation in which individual experience as the narrator of 

history gains a central place beside that of the public record or the professional 

historian.  

La tregua is a rather different testimony from Se questo è un uomo. Levi worked on 

the drafts methodically, filtering the memory of his journey through liberated Europe. 

He had already told versions of this journey as oral history, during interviews and 

during his many lectures in public schools. Thus, on his own admission, he adjusted 
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what he calls his "adventures" in a way that would be more entertaining for his readers 

(1987, p. xlix). Levi emphasised the strangest and the most exotic episodes, especially 

those related to his interactions with the Russians. The saddest parts of this journey 

were confined to the beginning and to the end of the book (1987, p. xlix). 

The first part of the film version closely follows the structure of the book. The 

beginning is set in Auschwitz, after the Germans have abandoned the camp. According 

to Levi, one reason for his survival was that he and many other prisoners were sick in 

the Infirmary at the time of the Nazis' hurried departure. The diseased were left to their 

destiny, while all the other prisoners that were still able to work were transferred in 

appalling conditions to Buchenwald and Mathausen. This was, apparently, a special 

order from Hitler, also determined by the fact that the Russian Army was very close and 

that Auschwitz had been heavily bombed. Elsewhere, the Nazis destroyed everything 

and killed the prisoners. 

The film opens with the sequence of the Nazis who are hurriedly abandoning the 

camp. The editing frames alternate scenes of the night bombing with those of the Nazis 

who are frantically leaving the camp. A text superimposed explains the historical 

context.  Before leaving, the Nazis shoot some prisoners and force other prisoners to 

destroy the registers with their names. Another text explains that the Nazis after having 

destroyed millions of people also destroy their names. The camera zooms on the 

registers burning in a bonfire. This scene validates Levi's text as legitimate memory in 

lieu of documents and other sources of scientific information that no longer exist. 

The second sequence starts with four Russian soldiers on their horses approaching 

the camp. It is 26 January 1945. The camp is covered with snow and ice. In a long shot, 

the Russian soldiers emerge from the fog and slowly become closer. In contrast with the 

first sequence, here there is no sound, no voice over: the silence that surrounds this 

scene creates expectation/apprehension for the following scenes. The soldiers stop and 
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look from a hill down into the camp with  binoculars: they are the first to witness the 

Holocaust. The scene cuts to Primo Levi and Daniele who are transporting a dead 

prisoner to a mass grave. None of them looks in the grave. The viewer only sees the 

bodies in the background while Levi, impersonated by a sorrowful John Turturro, in the 

foreground registers the presence of the soldiers by looking up. Francesco Rosi holds 

back from foregrounding the dead bodies. This choice stresses the split between seeing 

and meaning, in a way that can be likened to the scene of the painted sheet in Life is 

Beautiful. Levi also describes throughout his two books, Se questo è un uomo  and La 

tregua, of the split in the individual that occurs in the concentration camp universe, who 

only sees obliquely what surrounds him/her. The oblique gaze is a way to survive that 

forces the prisoners to become impermeable to the horror and thus lose their humanity 

and dignity. This is a line that later in the film Levi shouts at his friend Daniele, when 

he refuses a piece of bread to a woman prisoner because she had sexual dealings with 

the Nazis for her own survival. 

When the soldiers approach the camp, diegetic sound resumes. The victims and the 

Russians look at each other from one side to the other side of the barbed wire. In the 

novel, Levi attributes this reciprocal silence to the shame that both felt. The prisoners 

felt shame for being still alive. This was the same shame descending on them each time 

they had survived the selection and the continuous attacks perpetrated by the Nazis. The 

Russian soldiers look embarrassed and distressed at the few survivors and dead bodies 

behind the wire. In the film, Levi's voice over instead foresees the danger for the 

survivors of displacement, atrophy and the inadequacy of freedom. But almost in a 

counterpoint to Levi's words, in the following scene, after the gates are finally pulled 

down, the crowd bursts outside screaming "We are free".  

From this point, the first half of the film develops along a classical epic narrative, 

narrating the long and convoluted journey in which Levi and other Italian prisoners 
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embark in order to reach their home towns against a background of the spectacle offered 

by the boundless Ukrain landscape. 

This journey is the redemption of the Jew/victim who lives the liberation from the 

camp as a rebirth of the soul. During the journey, Levi/Turturro slowly regains his 

dignity, laughing and even singing with the group of Italian prisoners. At this point, the 

film becomes a close-up of the microcosm of the group of Italians who are now trying 

to reach the railway station by foot. They come from different Italian regions, and from 

different cultural backgrounds. Some were former thieves who happened to be in the 

wrong place at the wrong time and thus were seized by the Germans, others are 

incurable Latin lovers. They function as the group of jesters in Shakespearian drama, 

because they are the counterpoint to tragedy. The actors who impersonate these 

characters have almost all worked in comic roles, from Claudio Bisio, who had a role in 

Salvatores' Mediterraneo to Andy Luotto, who became famous thanks to the television 

satirical program Quelli della notte. Also, a few words must be spent on the choice of 

Turturro as Levi. Firstly, even though he is not a Jew, his vulnerable aspect corresponds 

to the stereotypical image of the Jew. But his background as a comedian allows 

Turturro to deliver a distant, observer-like, impersonation of Levi with realism and 

objectivity. Similarly, in the masterpiece of Italian neorealism, Open City, Rossellini 

employed in the lead roles professional actors who were formerly typecast as comics in 

vaudeville entertainment. The effect of their acting was that of the non-professional 

actor, a realistic address because of its closeness with everyday life.  

The comic also achieves a distancing effect. In his elaboration of a theory of 

laughter, Bergson highlighted the absence of feelings as a consistent characteristic of 

the comic and ironic mode of address (1913, p. 4). Laughter, he wrote, "demands 

something like a momentary anaesthesia of the heart. Its appeal is to intelligence, pure 
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and simple" (Bergson 1913, p. 5). Drama, on the contrary, inspires emotions, 

demanding thus an involvement of spectatorship.  

As the journey goes on, the group of survivors becomes similar to the characters in 

the already discussed Tutti a casa, a comedy directed by Luigi Comencini in 1960. Like 

the group of disbanded soldiers in Tutti a casa who cross an Italy in ruin from North to 

South, the group of survivors wander through a shattered Europe. Their journey is a 

slow recovery of consciousness, or in some cases, an awakening to consciousness. For 

them and for the soldiers in Tutti a casa, the journey is the transition from a past world 

to another world. Similarly, the teachers in I piccoli maestri define the time spent 

wandering in the mountains during the Resistance as the only moment "in which they 

feel alive". All these characters develop a consciousness of what the future could be, 

and also an immediate nostalgia for their present moment of liberation from the burden 

of the past. 

Thus, Rosi's La Tregua develops as a cross-genre between classical conventions of 

the epic and the traditional Italian comedy, regaining its dramatic climax at the end of 

the film, when Levi arrives at his home in Turin. In this final sequence, Levi unfolds his 

prisoner's uniform with the camera framing in close-up the number - 174517 -, the same 

number that has been tattooed on Levi's wrist, sits at his desk, picks a pen up and starts 

writing the words that appear on the cover of Se questo è un uomo. Levi's voice over 

delivers the admonition for the viewer: "You who live safe in your warm houses (...) 

consider if this is a man (...) meditate that this is a man". 

With this conclusion, inserted by Rosi, the motivation for Levi's journey is 

accomplished. In fact, it is during his travelling throughout Europe that Levi becomes 

aware of his duty, that of testimony and vigilance for future generations. For Levi, his 

journey is the only period of truce between the tragedy of Auschwitz and the tragedy of 

being alive after Auschwitz. "War is all the time", declares in fact the Greek Jew Mordo 
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Nahum, who accompanies Levi in the first stages of his journey. The novel ends with a 

chapter titled "Reawakening", with the implicit allusion to the fact that each morning 

Levi reawakens after a nightmare on the German command "Wstawac", get up.  

The Truce grossed more than six billion Italian lira in Italy, performed well in 

Europe and received many positive reviews in America. However, the film did not 

perform as well as Life is Beautiful. Despite the fact that an American actor was cast in 

the leading role, John Turturro, and Francesco Rosi is an appreciated and recognised 

director in America, especially for his film on the Italian mafia in America, Lucky 

Luciano, different strategies in the distribution of the film may account for its lower 

performance. According to the Daily News, The Truce was an "occasion to discuss the 

inadequacy of American cinema in comparison to European cinema in recounting the 

Holocaust, and it was also the evidence that it is possible to do more and better than 

Spielberg in Schindler's List" (in Maglie 1998). This level of assessment of the film 

reinscribes the debate on filmic representation of the Holocaust within the traditional 

categories of high culture versus low culture, art versus mass culture, which are part of 

the typical opposition of America versus Europe, and of course mainstream American 

cinema versus European art cinema. For the New York Times instead the movie has the 

merit of being like an American road movie, shot on location as an instructive journey 

by a director who, without comments or prejudices, lets the audience feel the horror (in 

Maglie 1998).  

This horror is inserted in flashbacks of Levi's memory prompted by diegetic events, 

such as the sequence in which Levi sees some children playing naked in a green field. 

The stark contrast is his "flashbulb" memory which lasts only a few seconds of the 

Jewish children walking to the camp's crematorium. These flashbacks are delivered in 

black and white, in a documentary-like visual style that reminds the audience of Rosi's 

personal style of film-inchiesta that he had developed since Salvatore Giuliano. 
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As already discussed in the previous sections, The Truce is a film that conforms to 

recent shifts in the representation of the Holocaust. It exposes the thin line between the 

impossibility to overcome, and represent, the Shoah and having to overcome the Shoah. 

This is why the horror is implicit rather than explicit and the subject matter is a post-

Auschwitz epic journey through a liberated Europe in a new political order. Its political 

metaphor is in the recurrent images of the train that carries Levi and the other survivors 

that, on the European map, traces the journey of the new Europeans from the 

constitution of Europe to its final economic and political unification. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to demonstrate the continuity of certain themes and forms of 

storytelling, in this case the Holocaust and comedy, in Italian cinema. It has also 

established a working framework for the evaluation of film not only in relation to 

contextual elements, but also within an international filmic tradition. The discussion of 

Life is Beautiful has focussed on the question of correct representation of the Holocaust, 

while in describing La Tregua I have established its close links with the question of 

memory in survivors' memoirs. In Rosi's film, I also traced its continuity with an 

established tradition in Italian filmmaking, that is the Italian comedy of the 1960s, 

reworked in the 1990s by the directors of the New Italian Cinema. 

In relation to the Holocaust, memory is and remains the main source for 

communication and transmission between generations. Here, memory claims its 

universality and a certain canon of representation. The question that arises from 

historical representations lies in the opposition between the "truth work" of the historian 

and the fictional world of cinema. In this opposition, history is seen as the objective 

reconstruction of a past that no longer exists, while memory, like fiction, is labelled as 
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ephemeral, selective, that adapts and accommodates what suits best. History and the 

representation of history are thus organised around questions of truth and falsity. In this 

regard, this chapter has attempted to show that firstly, the Holocaust discourse itself has 

undergone several re-writings and reconstructions, and secondly, that representations of 

Nazism and the Holocaust have followed the same patterns.  

Some fundamental questions arise here and these are strictly related to the problem 

of history and memory in the age of digital reproduction. 

How and to what extent can we speak of unmediated memory in a world of 

proliferation of images, collection of photographs, archives of celluloid and the 

accumulation of simulacra? At the heart of these questions there is the conviction that 

we live in a society of spectacle, where history and memory are separated from those 

who are the agents of history or are the owners of memory because history and memory 

have become a mere repetition of images. History is thus out of reach, relegated to an 

innocent past prior to the world of mass-mediated spectacle. It is in this line of inquiry 

that the next chapter concludes this thesis describing the problematic relationship 

between memory, history, cinema and television. 
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Chapter Six 
 

Memories of cinema, cinema on television's terms 
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The nostalgia for the loss of history is projected onto cinema's nostalgia for cinema. 

The production of so many films whose central concern was not so much the history of 

Italy per se, but the history of filmic images, cinema about cinema,148 indicates that 

there is a general perception that the loss of certain practices linked with the collective 

ritual of movie-going is related to the loss of collective rituals in Italian society of the 

1980s. Mourning for the experience of movie-going takes place in a period of political 

crisis against a background of industrial, technological and economic expansion and an 

increased consumption of goods and services. The scenario of the 1980s was the 

confinement to homely individual lives and individual consumption of films on the 

small screen.   

This chapter focuses on the relationship between cinema and television with 

reference to the realms of cultural production and practices, and politics. In this chapter, 

I will trace the different ways in which Italian television and cinema have often 

interacted in a symbiotic manner, even prior to the period of intense interference, a 

process that started in the early 1980s. This chapter reflects on viewing practices and 

representational questions. It includes a brief analysis of some films about cinema to 

show how the relationship between the two media is a complex and varied one. The 

discussion focuses predominantly on television as a cultural institution, although it 

differentiates at times between commercial and public television. It is important to 

understand that the advent of commercial television, from the great divide of the 

television reform in 1974, has unequivocally caused changes in the public broadcasting 

system. For this reason, television has been slipped into already existing aesthetic and 

qualitative categories. Public and commercial television are thereby constructed as 

oppositional according to these categories that are fixed by highbrow positions of 

Italian intellectuals toward the medium. In particular, criticism has constructed sets of 

                                                 
148 Ginger and Fred, Federico Fellini (1985), Cinema Paradiso, Giuseppe Tornatore (1988), Splendor, 
Ettore Scola (1988), Ladri di saponette (The Icicle Thief, 1989), La vera vita di Antonio H. Enzo 
Monteleone (1994), Nitrato d'argento, Marco Ferreri (1996). 
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discourses in which television is allowed to be good. This is its educational function, 

one in which high/middle-brow programs are brought to the masses. In this way, these 

programs can legitimate television just as validated art forms had legitimised cinema in 

its early history. Bad television is usually commercial television, thus the opposition 

today is constructed starting from the memory of television pre-1974. These reflections 

have inhibited the development of a useful television criticism either of content or in the 

aesthetic domain.  

In regard to cinema, influential television historians, film historians149 and eminent 

directors have synthetised a view on this relationship that blames the expansion of 

television in recent years into cinema's domain on cinema's own failures. Specifically, 

this relationship has been segmented in three historical phases in which television and 

cinema have shifted from opposition to interconnection.150 However, this chapter 

presents evidence that indicates that the relationship between cinema and television has 

been much more complex and varied since the 1960s. Their present interconnection is 

not only the result of a progressively integrated mediascape in which television and 

cinema have used each other's discourses to their reciprocal advantage, but it also 

articulates the ambiguous relationship that the aging generation that was radicalised in 

1968 has with the medium.  

As with the directors, a substantial part of an extremely diversified and unstable 

television audience is the generation that was suddenly politicised in 1968. With the 

progressive de-politicisation of Italian society in the 1980s, or better still, the 

progressive disappearance of an oppositional politicisation, the baby-boomers went 

from the streets to their television sets. Films on cinema's memory comment on two 

precise historical epochs: the post-war economic boom and the 1980s. These two 

periods are taken as a progressive distancing by Italian society from community values 
                                                 
149 See Brunetta (1998) and Grasso (2000). 
150 See Cereda (1996, p. 239). Cereda calls the three phases "opposition and difference (1960s and 
1970s), difficult integration (1970s and 1980s) and interconnection (1990s)". This segmentation is also a 
working framework for Grasso (2000)  
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and traditional roots into fragmented lives. In this light, the first section of this chapter 

addresses the memory of an age of plenitude as it has been represented in Cinema 

Paradiso, Splendor and The Icicle Thief. Central to this discussion is the aural attribute 

of cinema (as a collective ritual linked to communal gathering space) versus the notion 

of television as the viewer's accomplice against a threatening and bizarre outside world. 

This opposition is also transferred to aesthetic language. The second section thus deals 

with a discussion of the aesthetic of the close-up which has introduced a change in the 

conception of filmic forms. The following sections outline past and present interactions 

of television and cinema in their more institutional environments of production, politics 

and economy, while the last section addresses the relationship between cinema and 

television within the discourse of identity formation and memory.  
 

 

Cinema about cinema 

As already discussed in Chapter Four, Cinema Paradiso is symbolically taken as the 

starting point of the recovery of Italian cinema, and thus the year of its release - 1988 - 

marks the beginning of a new period for the Italian cinema that is commonly addressed 

as the New Italian cinema. 

Italian critics initially condemned Cinema Paradiso immediately after its first 

release in 1988. Such was the effect of that criticism that the film was withdrawn from 

distribution. According to Lizzio, some critics accused Tornatore of bringing too 

romantic a vein to his inquiry of the past (1989, p. 85). The director's nostalgic gaze is 

fixed on a rural and pre-modernisation society that is lost forever, but the past is 

captured in cinematic images. In the first part of the film, the past is contrasted with 

contemporary Italy, which is characterised by modernity, affluence and wealth. This 

past is metaphorically buried under the rubble of the demolished Nuovo Cinema 

Paradiso while Salvatore and a small crowd, as survivors from the past, watch the 
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operation nostalgically. At this point, Nuovo Cinema Paradiso's audience has 

disappeared, as television has colonised Italian leisure time. 

Cinema Paradiso was released again a year later, with a twenty minute cut (part of 

the love-story between Salvatore and Elena set in the present). The new two-hour 

version was presented at the 1989 Cannes Film Festival, where it won the Special Jury's 

Grand Prize. The award received at Cannes, the Academy Award as Best Foreign Film 

in 1990 and the positive reception by international critics and audience forced the 

Italian critics to reconsider the film151, substantiating Rentschler's claim in his 

evaluation of New German cinema that positive international reception has a definitive 

influence on the domestic film market (1984). In Cinema Paradiso, the assemblage of 

international cinema, from westerns to Brigitte Bardot, from Italian popular comedies 

(Totò's films) to Visconti's La terra trema (The Earth Trembles, 1948), is set against the 

background of post-war Italy, which is an image largely exploited on the international 

market. This material and the romance between Salvatore and Elena made the film 

internationally intelligible. As Crofts stated, "Distributor take-up of foreign film 

material for art-house circulation frequently excludes the culturally specific" (1992, p. 

58).152 This explains why for instance the films of Gianni Amelio (except from Stolen 

Children) and Nanni Moretti have seldom crossed European boundaries (and in some 

cases the French-Italian borders) with international commercial distribution. 

The box-office return of Cinema Paradiso from the international market was in 1990 

over seven billion lira, while on the domestic market it neared three billion lira, ranking 

the film fourteenth behind 12 Hollywood films and another Italian film, Francesco 

Nuti's comedy Willy Signori e vengo da lontano. The positioning of Giuseppe Tornatore 

in the Italian cinema industry as a new auteur, and the film's narrative and stylistic 

conventions put Cinema Paradiso in the category of art house film. Considering the 

                                                 
151 See Comuzio's review (1989). 
152 Incidentally, the culturally specific to which Crofts refers is an important element in the construction 
of the category national cinema.  

 



  
 252 

average box-office of domestic cinema at that time, in relation to its qualification, its 

revenues must be considered as a success.153

In the same year as Cinema Paradiso's release, another film that focuses on the 

demise of cinema was released. Splendor, by Ettore Scola, links the craft of silent film 

exhibition - in its artistic and industrial dimensions - with the notion of art cinema. The 

film invites the viewer to reflect on collective rituals, which are presented here, as well 

as in Tornatore's film, as more authentic and traditional in comparison to contemporary 

society. Splendor presents modern Italy as marked by rampant individualism and futile 

hedonism. This film attributes to television and the number of films shown on both 

commercial and state television the cause for the closing of picture theatres, the collapse 

of film audiences and subsequently of the film industry. In one scene, set in the 1980s, 

Massimo Troisi, the new exhibitor, tries to entice a small group of customers sitting at a 

cafe to go to see a film at the cinema Splendor. The people look at him quizzically, and 

Troisi angrily starts enumerating the many films they would rather prefer to watch on 

their television sets. 

The strong influence that movie-going had on the life of Italians and on their 

imaginary is constructed in Cinema Paradiso and Splendor through a narrative structure 

based on the alternation between past and present. Fragments of films are inserted into 

flashback segments, giving the plot an order of historical progression and change, but 

especially legitimising cinema's memory as collective memory. Cinema images 

emphasise the existence of a common cultural heritage, but this heritage is shattered 

with the demolition  of Cinema Paradiso and Cinema Splendor. 

An important reference to the past occurs also in the ironic reconstruction of 

neorealist aesthetics in Ladri di saponette  (The Icicle Thief, Maurizio Nichetti, 1989), 

which makes references to De Sica's Ladri di biciclette (The Bicycle Thief, 1948). The 

film focuses specifically on the transformation of the modes of consumption of film on 
                                                 
153 In the season 1989-1990, the average box-office of an Italian film was 356 million Italian Lira, against 
the average of a US film of 664 million Italian Lira (Il giornale dello Spettacolo 1990, p. 6).  
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television since media de-regulation and the explosion of commercial networks, the 

consequent changes in cultural habits, television's self-referentiality, but especially the 

textual modifications in film that result from interruption by commercials. Statistics 

show that from 1983, when the three Rai channels carried a total of 40,000 advertising 

slots, the amount of advertisements dramatically and rapidly increased to over 60,000 

slots in 1987 on Rai channels and about 284,000 carried by Fininvest (Berlusconi's 

financial company) channels (Wolf 1989, p. 53). It is this confluence between film 

viewing, television, and advertising that is the focus of The Icicle Thief, which presents 

a confusion of the levels of narratives, as advertisements also use levels of narrative and 

employ communicative strategies which have become increasingly sophisticated. In The 

Icicle Thief, the characters of the neorealist film (the film within the film) and the 

characters in the advertisements mix, creating a different film and different 

advertisements.154

This problem of interruptions by commercials had been addressed by prominent 

directors, including Federico Fellini and Ettore Scola, from the middle of the 1980s to 

the early 1990s. The debate involved law suits against private channels and lobbying by 

the directors and eventually it was lost after the 1995 referendum on regulating media 

ownership, advertising supply to television and commercial breaks in films. The 

referendum delivered a clear "no" to the introduction of such a legislation.155

Significantly, Cinema Paradiso was co-produced with Rai3, and The Icicle Thief  by 

Berlusconi's Reteitalia. Cinema's history is thus re-presented to the public on television 

terms. This statement may sound like a paradox in a superficial analysis, but it is 

understandable in the context of the evolution of the role of television as a film 

producer. The transformation and expansion of the Italian mediascape in the 1980s 

allowed filmmakers to access a public that was not previously addressed by art films. It 

                                                 
154 Robert DiMatteo discusses the film within the framework of Nichetti's previous films (1990).  
155 Tony Mitchell discusses the problem in his essay about Nichetti's The Icicle Thief  within the context 
of Italian politics in late 1980s and 1990s and the spread of commercial television (1996).  
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is true that the majority of films shown on commercial television during the 1980s were 

mainly American B-movies,156 but on the public network, television contributed to the 

popularisation of auteur films, as these have replaced quality drama series. This 

happened not only through the broadcast of cult art films in special programs which 

were organised as art-house cycles, with the discussion by an eminent film critic of the 

film broadcast (the critic in The Icicle Thief), but also in producing films with mixed 

conventions of popular melodrama and art films. It is important to note the element of 

serialisation of content and aesthetics which produced an effect of recognition and 

repetition. 

In the case of cinema about cinema's history, the institution of cinema as art is 

represented through a philosophical principle that addresses the mystical experience of 

movie-going. It is not by mere accident that Cinema Paradiso establishes this parallel in 

the beginning of the film, when film exhibition in small villages was hosted by the 

Church. Also, in one scene, little Totò makes the sign of the cross before entering the 

projection room. Both the cinema and the church are sites of collective life. Indeed, the 

sacred and the mundane are joined in one mystic experience which sends the audience 

back to a pre-secularised, pre-enlightenment time. In Splendor, the cinema's owner 

Jordan is spellbound by cinema and dedicates his life to his profession of exhibitor. The 

difference from Cinema Paradiso is in how Splendor addresses the sacredness of 

cinema. Cinema Paradiso is all-inclusive in its choice of cinema fragments, while in 

Splendor the aura of cinema is depicted through the insertion of fragments from films 

by directors that occupy high ranks in cinema history: Ermanno Olmi, Federico Fellini, 

Gillo Pontecorvo, François Truffaut, Fritz Lang, Vittorio De Sica, Jacques Tati, Ingmar 

Bergman, Marco Bellocchio, Frank Capra and Costa Gavras, Dino Risi and Mario 

Monicelli (from the peak of Italian comedy) and directors like Alessandro Blasetti and 

Carmine Gallone, who were eminent during the pre-fascist and fascist period, and who, 

                                                 
156 This was also a result of Hollywood distributors' dumping practices. 
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above all, prioritised the artistic side of cinema. The reference in the film to the 

beginning of Jordan's career as a cinema exhibitor is particularly erudite. In one of his 

flashbacks he is a little boy who follows his father from village to village with a 

projector and a white sheet as a screen to show moving pictures to rural Italy. The 

fragments of the film shown to peasants and their families who gathered at the end of 

their workday in the farms' courtyard was ironically Fritz Lang's Metropolis, a film 

about the evil of modernisation and industrialisation, but also a premonition of the 

catastrophe that soon would descend on Europe, namely Nazi-Fascist ideology. In The 

Icicle Thief, commercials are ironically already included in the film's narrative. This 

film is concerned with the integrity of the filmic spectacle, seen as sacred within the 

social realm colonised by television. In all these cases, the aura of cinema as it used to 

be provides the appeal for television and video audiences. At the end, what television 

buys from the film industry is recognition value. It is not hard to see why Cinema 

Paradiso and The Icicle Thief attracted television funding. 

Cinema Paradiso and Splendor cast a nostalgic gaze on the role of cinema in the 

Italian social imaginary. This nostalgic depiction of cinema supports the opinion that 

television was the main cause for the collapse of the film industry since the middle of 

the 1970s.157 On the contrary, the transformation of the modes of film production in an 

environment increasingly dominated by television developed a distinct aesthetics in 

filmmaking. The changes in the modes of production and style that occurred in the 

1980s not only proved to be a solution in a period of dramatic decrease of production, 

but also paved the way for the revival of the Italian cinema. Indeed, it was from inside 

both private and public television that a new generation of directors formed and trained. 

Importantly, the new generation of filmmakers grew up with television. They were part 

                                                 
157 According to Morandini, more than 5,000 films a year were broadcast among the eight principal 
networks (1991, p. 21). In 2000, the number of films broadcast on the seven main networks (between 
Rai, Mediaset and Telemontecarlo) was 5,400 (ANICA 2000). 
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of television's audience before they became directors and were very conscious of the 

conventions, possibilities and constraints of television production. 

It is important to understand, in any evaluation of the relationship between cinema 

and television, that many judgements about television are misplaced. Elsaesser argues 

that the narrative feature film is not only a familiar commodity, but also a remarkably 

stable product (1998, p. 203). Thus films made for television are only one way in which 

the film industry has reorganised its distribution, and with the new media, its delivery 

system. In the 1980s, Italian directors have been able to understand this change, or 

reinvention, of the industry, while critics, media commentators and academics have 

failed to understand the implications of this change because of their highbrow position. 

The gap between the two institutions, that of cinema and that of criticism, has never 

been wider. 

In the context of this chapter, it is important to address the concerns that originated 

from film critics and are related to the loss of quality in films in the era of television. 

Concerns about quality originate in the aesthetic compromise that the low-key 

technology of television imposes in the production of films. These concerns have 

mainly addressed the aspect ratio, luminosity and density of the image, and the shift 

from image to dialogue. Here I will concentrate on the aspect ratio, the aesthetic of the 

close-up and its function in regard to the social use of television.  
 

 

The aesthetic contention 

In Italy, the collaboration between cinema and television in production and 

exhibition dates back to the 1960s, with Roberto Rossellini's documentaries. However, 

it is only since de-regulation in 1974 that film television broadcast expanded 

dramatically, and since the 1970s that Italian public television became involved in film 

production for theatrical release. But from the 1980s, the increased involvement of Rai 
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in film production, a signifying practice for the New Italian cinema, led to the making 

of films specifically for television. 

With this practice in mind, Italian filmmakers started to privilege the use of the 

close-up, dialogue scenes, and interior settings and avoided deep-staging. These formal 

choices sidestep panning and scanning techniques. In the case of the historical 

narratives of the New Italian cinema, what has come to be known as the aesthetic of the 

close-up addressed issues of social emotions (memory and empathy, but above all 

melancholy, frustrations and angst), inviting recognition as estrangement from the 

threatening world outside . 

Another way to transform the cinematic spectacle into a televisual spectacle is 

through narrative construction with an alternation between exterior and interior shots. 

With this aesthetic choice, films can be produced for both theatrical release and 

television broadcast. Landscape shots are framed with actors at the centre of the scene - 

keeping in the "safe action area" (Neale 1998, p. 133)-, while the interior shots are 

characterised by the dominance of close-ups. In Italian history films of the 1990s, the 

function of landscape shots is to dramatise and simultaneously displace larger historical 

events. Cinema Paradiso typifies this style. 

Thus the use of the close-up has become prominent in film production since the 

beginning of the 1980s, during the phase of intensification of interaction between the 

two media. Pierre Sorlin saw the close-up as a convention that has lowered film quality, 

but especially a high notion of film aesthetics that derives from neorealism and the art 

film (1996, p. 127). Sorlin exemplified this point of view when he wrote that "While 

ostensibly mourning the glorious decades of the Italian studios, Interview and Ginger 

and Fred pointed to another era. A certain form and quality of films were over but 

moving images still amused and interested large audiences" (1996, p. 127). In 

Morandini's view, in the 1980s, 80 per cent of films were produced with the duopoly 

Rai-Fininvest, and this has led to "conformist themes and linguistic levelling" (1991, p. 
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21). The concept of levelling is also brought up by Sorlin when he analyses the function 

of close-ups within the film (1998, p. 120). According to Sorlin, prior to television, the 

use of close-ups in film was limited (1998, p. 119). Close-up shots were in fact used for 

specific reasons, that is in cases in which they were important to the narrative 

development (Sorlin 1998, p. 119). For instance, Hitchcock used close-ups as a tool for 

manipulation, and he rarely used the same technique in the same film (Sorlin 1998, p. 

120). It is easy to infer that for Sorlin the increased use of close-up in film for television 

leads to the levelling of the image, and thus of meaning. However, as has already been 

argued, close-ups were used in films for television from the 1980s in Italy as a way of 

representing stories of everyday life and memory. Close-ups then became a typical shot 

in cinema, as it is a common assumption in film production that all films will eventually 

be broadcast, transferred to video, and circulated internationally through the video and 

pay-TV market. 

A second argument that Sorlin made against close-ups in cinema was through the 

linking of aesthetic transformations in films made-for-television with cultural 

transformations in society. Thus he looked at television not as technology, but to its 

social use, making a case in turn for the social function of the aesthetic specificity of 

close-ups. According to Sorlin, close-ups and the use of television in a domestic context 

are linked, because the function of the television set is that of a domestic appliance 

(1996, p. 152). Television is in fact conceived as a talking medium (as it replaced radio) 

where meaning is conveyed by dialogue (Sorlin 1996, p. 152). This does not mean that 

television is limited to speech. Feelings of self-identification, intimacy and authenticity 

are also important, and emotion is an important element of the close-up. Its use on 

television, according to Sorlin, conveys above all simplicity. For the viewer, it is easy to 

catch glimpses of the screen and then readily to synthesise visual and verbal 

information with an impression of direct participation. Here Sorlin's argument is similar 

to Silvia Harvey's analysis of the difference between cinema and television in the 
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viewing experience (1996.). By reflecting upon Bazin's concept of the photographic 

image as special, or ontological, Harvey speaks especially of the concentrated attention 

span required in watching a film in the picture theatre and of the "sacred" character of 

the filmic image (1996, p. 242), which  television lacks.  

These interventions link the quality of the image to that of experience, where low 

quality equates with the low experience of television. This circular argument thus goes 

back to the aura that surrounded Cinema Paradiso which made the film internationally 

palatable, but also gave glamour to television production and, later, consumption on the 

small screen. 

Despite the evident shift to a cinema of dialogue rather than image in the 1980s, it is 

difficult to isolate clear-cut moments in which television's aesthetics prevail in the 

filmic spectacle. It is important to remember that throughout the 1960s, it was television 

that borrowed from cinema the tradition of the filmic spectacle with high-budget 

historical/epic productions such as The Odyssey (1968), an eight hour series with a two-

hour filmic version for theatrical release. Thus, what is resented in the polemic about 

the enmity between television and cinema, is that it was television's aesthetics that 

influenced filmmaking, and not vice-versa. What were the determining factors that 

reversed this co-operative relationship and put television in a coercive position? The 

transformation of television aesthetics can only be understood in a context of economic 

pressures brought about by the consolidation of commercial television, the subsequent 

competition between the public network and the commercial networks and by a larger 

industrial transformation that occurred in the 1980s. The aesthetic changes in 

filmmaking are thus largely a historical contingency. 
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Rolling away from the centre: decentralised production  

Chapter Two presented the case of the repositioning since the late 1990s of film and 

television production in Rome, at Cinecittà Studios. But after the film industry crisis in 

1975, a different scenario in film production presented different options and 

diversification. From early 1980s, a shift from a Fordist mode of industrial production 

to a post-Fordist economic model promoted the expansion of small and medium 

enterprises. This fundamental economic change was reflected in the cinema industry, 

which meanwhile had seen the closing down of two major producers in the late 1970s 

(Carlo Ponti's production company and Titanus) (Brunetta 1998, p. 430, vol. 4), while 

Dino De Laurentiis relocated in the United States. The answer to the crisis of the 

production division on the one hand was the pulverisation of production into a myriad 

of small companies away from Rome. A new topography of the Italian cinema 

reorganised connections between media, genres and economies. This economic 

decentralisation was initially seen as positive because it seemed to ensure a greater 

democratic production of cinema and a creative diversity, including exchange of 

professionals, with, as Zagarrio points out, young cinematographers, technicians, 

screenwriters and editors collaborating on different projects (1998, p. 47). The figure of 

the producer-director is the most innovative practice in the period. It is obvious that this 

microeconomic organisation could only afford small production budgets, hence 

minimalist aesthetics and micro-stories.  

From the 1980s, Rai's institutional philosophy evolved from the logic of public 

service and public interest to that of private enterprise. This period was strongly 

influenced by the politics pursued by private channels, which, contrarily to Rai, were 

free from bureaucratic restraints and especially from political influences tied to 

factional tensions inside the parties. In fact, the image that commercial television 

offered was that of freedom from fees and freedom from political restraints (private 

televisions stations were in fact called televisioni libere). In reality, Silvio Berlusconi's 
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networks enjoyed the political support of Socialist Bettino Craxi in the period of Italian 

maximum economic expansion which internationalised the famous logo of 'Made in 

Italy'. Public television became part of the subsidised system of filmmaking, or better, it 

filled the gap left by the outdated law on cinema. In other words, television, especially 

public television, assumed the patronage for film production. In doing so, it freed 

filmmakers from the constrictions of the free market, and, above all, it exacerbated the 

dependence of the film industry on public funding.  

In the 1980s, the economic history of commercial broadcast is tied to that of the 

advertisement industry and local film production. Local channels were an appropriate 

site for the advertisements of small and medium enterprises, which in this way could 

easily access the local market and differentiate their production to local consumers. 

Grasso estimated that in the few years since the inception of commercial television, the 

number of enterprises advertising had increased from a mere 500 in Carosello's times to 

2000 (2000, p. xx). The advertising industry was one of the external economies that 

supported local labour markets and grew around the consolidation of Silvio Berlusconi's 

media empire. Kiko Stella, one of the young directors who participated in the 

experience of Filmmakers in Milan in early 1980s,158 recalls that at that time every 

young director was involved in advertising. The spread of commercial television, the 

fast rise of Berlusconi's networks and the commercial success of a few films set in 

Milan (Maurizio Nichetti's Ratataplan, 1979, for instance), had led these directors, 

according to Stella, to think that Milan's skyline would replace the Cinecittà studios, in 

a similar fashion to New York sets in the films by Scorsese and Woody Allen replacing 

Hollywood.159 It was during that period that the figure of the producer-director 

originated, with the birth of many production cooperatives which often worked together 

on specific projects. The consortium Indigena grew from the experience of Filmmaker; 
                                                 
158 Filmmaker is a production cooperative funded in 1981 in Milan with the support of the Province of 
Milan. It groups many independent filmmakers who work on experimentation on basis similar to the 
producer-director arrangement.  
159 See my interview to Kiko Stella in Appendix 1, p. 311. 
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it put together many directors (Kiko Stella, Bruno Bigoni, Silvio Soldini are the most 

prominent) and technicians and coordinated exchanges of labour between the different 

cooperatives. Another polarisation of this concept is the group that is centred around 

Gabriele Salvatores and formed the production company Colorado, which today has 

many interests in different media, including the production of children's television 

programs. The Roman counterpart is the production company Sacher, founded by Nanni 

Moretti and Aldo Barbagallo, which was followed by the picture theatre Il Nuovo 

Sacher, and, recently, the distribution company Tandem. The directors Daniele 

Luchetti, Carlo Mazzacurati and the actor Silvio Orlando are part of Nanni Moretti's 

team. 

In the decade 1980-1990, small film companies have worked predominantly with 

television in mind. The shift toward technical and expressive superimposition between 

television and cinema became evident. The growth of television film production is 

explained in the context of the failure of state film policy. Particular arrangements in the 

film industry needed to be made by producers and directors in order to find subsidies. 

Today, this system is reversed in that producers and directors must first win subsidies 

from the state and then present a project already partially funded, and thus free from 

economic risks, to television networks, which cover the rest of the proposed budget.160 

This system is not a legislative process, but is part of a customary norm and is 

indicative of the difficulties that the Italian film industry is facing today. 

Thus the discourse of the relationship between television and cinema presents many 

variables which are related to the evolution of media from an economic, political, 

institutional, industrial and of course aesthetic point of view. The present organisation 

of media has fuelled arguments beyond the mere acceptance or rejection of television. 

There can no be single and clear-cut position in this regard, as today it must be 

understood that, as Ellis noted, cinema and television need each other (1998, p. 127). 

                                                 
160 See my interview to Enzo Montaleone in Appendix 1, p. 302. 
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Cinema needs television's audiences for marketing purposes, while television needs 

cinema's cultural position (Ellis 1998, p. 127).  

However, a point can be made in favour of the past understanding of the role and 

function of television in society. In this light, the next section opens a historical 

discussion on the thorny question of the mandate of public television  and its role in 

identity formation.  
 

 

Entertainment and education 

The development of an authoritative public system under a monopoly regime from 

1954 focused on the national interest and on the cultural formation of an Italian national 

identity. As Rai is a state monopoly, the study of the history of television also entails 

research into the political context and questions about the control of the medium by the 

state and, after the birth of the third channel in 1979, by the three main political parties, 

the Christian Democrats, the Socialist Party and the Communist Party. This was the 

phase of the lottizzazione of Rai, a system of distribution of political control over the 

three national news broadcasts, which afterward spread to the entire structure of each 

channel. 

The goal of creating a homogeneous national cultural identity from 1954 was 

achieved through the use of standardising the Italian language against local dialects and 

a project that was oriented toward civic and social advancement. In this regard, Gundle 

confirms that  
 

The impact of television... played a dynamic role in completing the linguistic 

unification of the country, a process already assisted by cinema, radio, and the 

popular press. Television succeeded in this respect where the school system had 

failed because it was reasonably immediate in its appeal and because it offered 

attractive new models of behaviour as well as opportunities  for shared experience 

(Gundle 2000, p. 78). 
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The balance between entertainment and educational-informative programs was 

achieved through a mix of middle-brow culture and family entertainment (news, current 

affairs, quiz shows, adaptations from theatrical and literary texts, and the occasional 

film). The production practice of literary classics and historical high-budget series was 

strikingly similar to the cinema of the origins, which borrowed from existing forms of 

entertainment and literary classics visual references and narrative conventions. The 

image that recurs today when remembering public television's past is one of social and 

cultural elevation, one of good television. Nevertheless, Wolf  questioned this memory 

by stating that 
 

It is not clear, however, whether this image is the result of an effective strategic 

design which, during the 60s and into the 70s, really did lead to the creation of a 

television with a basically pedagogic aim, or whether this might not be the image of 

the period which is fixed in our minds now, more as a contrast with the type of 

programming we have today than as a genuine reflection and memory of what the 

balance of programs was like in those years (Wolf 1989, p. 52). 

 

The examination of the case of Rossellini's shift to television may clarify instead 

how the role of state television was perceived at that time against cinema. 

In the 1960s, Rai started to produce films with an orientation toward quality and 

experimentation. RAI began to borrow directors from the cinema industry, and 

Rossellini, who pioneered the beginning of the convergence between cinema and 

television, abandoned Cinecittà to work for television as early as the beginning of the 

1960s. Importantly, because of this choice of quality, research and experimentation by 

Rai, the concept of the auteur managed to coexist with mass entertainment production. 

This of course can be stretched to say that Rai benefited consciously from the artistic 

and cultural avant-garde of the early 1960s that anticipated the political avant-garde of 

1968. 
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The collaboration between Rossellini and Rai was the result of a fortuitous 

combination between what was perceived as the didactic function of public television, 

on the one hand, and Rossellini's new phase of cinematic experience with which he 

wanted to construct an educational cinema, on the other. It is interesting to note that 

Rossellini's productions with public television were centred on historical documentaries 

and docu-dramas. Rossellini wrote that human beings are an historical product and in 

order to be conscious "of what we have become, we have to know it (history) in its 

architecture and not in its dates, names, alliances, betrayals, wars, conquests, but 

following the thread of the transformation of thought" (in Trasatti 1978, p. 186).161

Rossellini's pronouncement is an extremely fundamental early elaboration of the 

departure from a notion of événémentiel history to that of the sedimentation of historical 

knowledge. Rossellini spoke of "threads" and "transformation", thus looked at 

processes, rather than events, establishing a continuity in discontinuity, just as Foucault 

had established in discontinuity one of the fundamental elements of his historical 

analysis.162

La prise du pouvoir par Louis XIV (1966), produced by French television ORTF and 

whose rights were subsequently bought by Rai, is Rossellini's most acclaimed historical 

docu-drama that not only exemplifies his commitment to educational cinema, but also 

illuminates Rossellini's position about historical knowledge.163 This docu-drama does 

not look at the acquisition of power by Louis XIV through events and politics at the 

macro-level, but through the establishment of rigid and absurd protocols in the minutiae 

of the king's everyday life.  

                                                 
161 This article was published on the newspaper La Stampa on 6 May 1971 with the title "Perché faccio 
film storici" (Why I make history films). 
162 See Foucault's Archaeology of Knowledge, especially pp. 149-156 and 166 (1972). 
163 La pris du pouvoir par Louis XIV was not exempt from negative reviews. Guido Aristarco polemically 
titled his short article "La presa di potere da parte della TV" ("The seize of power by TV) (1969), in 
which he expressed his scepticism about the value of Rossellini's didactic cinema and the trespassing of 
television into cinema's domain. 
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In the early 1970s, Rossellini declared that cinema was sclerotic, and that it 

produced superfluous and useless films which could satisfy only the vanity of the author 

or the greed of the producer, while Rai "is a state monopoly and has thus a purpose of 

public utility" (in Trasatti 1978, p. 185). As  Brunetta stated, by shifting to television, 

Rossellini "was under the impression that he could control the product in all its phases, 

he could free himself from all the production and ideological constraints, and from the 

necessity to mediate continuously" (1998, p. 352).
 
Public television served Rossellini's 

aim well as it was evident that the public broadcast system allowed experimentation in 

the pursuit of quality, while cinema, in Rossellini's view, was suffering. 

It can thus be argued that the history of Rai is not one linear story conveniently 

separated into well defined epochs. The two practices, production and exhibition, 

should be analysed separately. It is in fact from this differentiation that it becomes 

evident that Rai, since its origins, was open to technological innovation and 

experimentation in the production division, while from the point of view of film 

exhibition (at least until the spread of private broadcasting) Rai's rationale was not that 

of competition with the film industry. In fact, films on television were not at the top of 

Rai's preferences. In the 1950s, films were scheduled on the only television channel on 

Mondays, a day in which in any case cinemas registered a low attendance (Brunetta 

1998, vol. 4 p. 507). Even in 1977, Rai promoted cinema with a program, Dolly. 

Appuntamenti con il cinema, in which two critics, Claudio Fava and Sandro Spina, 

presented films in production or in imminent release. The selection was always oriented 

to high production value films. The show included interviews with directors and trailers 

from the films. 

From 1961, the year in which Rai's second channel started broadcasting, a phase of 

internal competition in the public broadcaster began (Wolf 1989, p. 53). Not only did 

the programming of films become more selective, with an increase in the number of 

foreign films scheduled, but there was also a concomitant increase in the quality of 
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documentaries and informational programs. As a state monopoly, Rai was controlled by 

the Christian Democratic Party, but the second channel functioned as a pocket of 

resistance. A series of programs on the First World War that inaugurated the beginning 

of the second channel's broadcast were censored by the Cabinet of the Prime Minister. 

A documentary, Patria mia, dedicated to the centenary of Italy's unification also went 

under the scissors of censorship, and consequently the authors of the cycle (Enzo 

Forcella, Alberto Caracciolo and film director Nelo Risi) withdrew their signature from 

the program (Crainz 1996, p. 50). In 1975, with broadcasting de-regulation, external 

competition added a new dimension to the broadcasting system, generating a de-facto 

duopoly polarised by RAI and Fininvest. 

The analysis of television schedules in the 1960s shows that the orientation of Rai's 

informational project was clearly toward history.164 This direction was matched in 

Italian society by an increase in interest about the country's immediate past. In fact, 

after the fall of the right-wing government headed by Fernando Tambroni,165 an 

extremely successful cycle of public lectures in two theatres in Turin (1960) and Milan 

(1961) with the title of Trent'anni di vita italiana (1915-1945) (Thirty years of Italian 

life - 1915-1945) that were dedicated to the very delicate history of Fascist Italy, were 

held. Simultaneously, the new Minister Bosco passed a bill which emphasised the 

teaching of history in high school curricula (Crainz 1996, p. 48). Also, school reform 

was introduced in 1962. The reform extended compulsory education to the age of 

fourteen. These elements are crucial in the intellectual formation of the baby-boomers, 

which is also the first media-conscious generation. 

With the birth of the second channel, film exhibition on television doubled and 

qualitatively improved, although the number of films scheduled on both channels until 

                                                 
164 The volume edited by VQPT, La Resistenza italiana nei programmi RAI, includes also a floppy disk 
with the list of programs broadcast by Rai. It shows a concentration of programs about Fascism, the 
Second World War, Nazism and the aftermath of the war. 
165 Tambroni's government relied on the support of the Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI, the neo-Fascist 
party) and the Monarchists. 
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the advent of private television barely exceeded one hundred per year (Brunetta 1998, 

vol. 4, p. 508). Although Wolf questioned its validity (1989, p. 52), it is clear that the 

offer of cycles of films that span thirty years of the history of cinema was a response to 

the educational goals of Rai. In fact, in 1962, the cycle Trent'anni di cinema (Thirty 

years of cinema) presented an array of films from Renoir and Visconti to Carné and 

Huston (Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 511). With the broadcasting of art cinema, Rai 

oriented its audience toward an understanding of cinema in its highbrow expression. It 

contributed to the knowledge of film history of an entire new generation of viewers. 

Also in 1964, a number of films about the Resistance was broadcast under the title 

Cinema e Resistenza in Europa (Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 511). This cycle was 

accompanied by many documentaries about the Resistance. These documentaries had 

intensified in the 1960s in the broader phase of legitimisation of the Resistance by the 

Italian government which was formed for the first time by a centre-left coalition.166

The cycles dedicated to the history of cinema multiplied in the 1960s. In contrast, the 

first serials imported from the United States started to be scheduled regularly, revealing 

thus a project of diversification of programs for different audiences. Perry Mason 

appeared in 1959, Bonanza in 1962 and Il dottor Kildare in 1963.  

Toward the end of the 1960s state television started to produce fiction, such as the 

mini-series La famiglia Benvenuti and the detective series Nucleo Centrale 

Investigativo, which targeted the low-middle class. The so-called colossal for television 

(high-budget production), with mythological, historical and religious subjects, targeted 

educated viewers. This differentiation of genres and audiences is reminiscent of the 

bipolar configuration of Italian cinema at its birth as a strategy to maximise audiences. 

In early cinema, ideas of art and aesthetics were in fact embedded in historical and 

                                                 
166 The first centre-left government was formed by Amintore Fanfani and lasted between 1962 and 1963. 
Other centre-left coalitions followed bringing about a period of reforms, including that of compulsory 
schooling until the age of fourteen (1962). It is in this period (1965) that the law 1213 on cinema was 
passed during the office of the first Socialist Minister for Arts Alberto Corona. 
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literary representations and addressed and attracted a more stable public, while popular 

comedies or dramas were established as lowbrow entertainment. 

Incidentally, the religious genre was rediscovered in the year 2000 on the occasion 

of the Jubilee, with Rai producing and broadcasting the films Jesus and Lourdes, and 

Fininvest's Canale 5 producing and programming a film in two parts, Padre Pio, with 

Sergio Castellitto, one of Italian cinema's most popular actors in the lead role. 

With the Programmi Sperimentali per la Tv (Experimental programs for TV) in 

1969, which produced low-budget films, directors such as Bertolucci, Olmi, Amelio and 

Paolo and Vittorio Taviani emerged. From the end of the 1960s and throughout the 

1970s, the tendency to produce series filmed partly in studio and partly on grand 

external sets, typical of the epic cinema tradition, increased. Directors, producers and 

aesthetics were directly borrowed from cinema, marking the beginning of the mutual 

dependence between cinema and television. In 1968, Dino De Laurentiis produced 

Odissea (The Odyssey), in the same year, Roberto Rossellini filmed Atti degli Apostoli, 

while in 1978 Franco Zeffirelli directed Gesù di Nazareth. These are some of the titles 

that crowded a phase characterised by a pedagogic and popular design typical of 

Catholic ideology that infused the managing board of Rai.167  

The same attention to history and humanistic subjects characterised the second 

tendency of Rai productions, that is the auteur film, that stretched from the 1970s and 

throughout the 1980s. From1975, with the law that reformed the arts sector, Rai started 

to co-produce films with the cinema industry. The public broadcast system participated 

with a maximum of forty per cent of the budget, but in exchange it acquired exclusive 

rights for television broadcast of films produced by independent producers for 

traditional distribution. The film industry, nearing its longest and deepest crisis, had 

thus the possibility to reach international markets and prestigious festivals. The subjects 

exploited for this operation were again mainly literature and history (Cristo si è fermato 

                                                 
167 For a detailed list of Rai's production in those years, see Grasso (2000, pp. 188-343). 
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a Eboli, Francesco Rosi, 1980; La notte di San Lorenzo, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, 

1984; Kaos, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, 1986; I ragazzi di via Panisperna, Gianni 

Amelio, 1988).  

At this point in time, television started to draw audiences away from cinema. To 

understand the popularity of cinema in Italy, and the social function of cinema-going, a 

brief analysis of the international scene, with particular regard to the relationship 

between Italy and the United States, must be addressed. 
 

 

Shifting audiences 

Despite the fact that cinema-going had started to decline in France and Great Britain 

from the early 1950s168 and that television had already made an incursion in cinema 

attendance in the United States, Italian cinema audiences were not only the largest in 

Europe, but they increased up to the mid 1950s. One explanation may be found in the 

demand by Italian audiences for American product that had nearly disappeared from 

Italian cinemas after the enactment of the protectionist Law n. 379 in 1938. The law 

was revoked in 1945, and the cinema industry entered the free market regime. In 1946, 

Italy produced only 62 feature films as opposed to the 850 imported movies, of which 

six hundred were American (Guback 1969, p. 39). The American producers sent family-

related films to Italy and thus by-passed censorship laws, so that they could be shown in 

every cinema, especially in those run by the Church. 

The considerable amount of feature films that Italy imported from the United States 

and circulated in the first five years after the war (1856 movies) was the result of a 

series of forces operating in concert, such as post-war agreements between Italy and the 

Motion Picture Producers of America (MPPA)169 and internal political factors that made 

                                                 
168 See figures in Nowell-Smith at al (1996, p. 161). 
169 For an exhaustive history of the post-war economic relationship between Europe and Hollywood see 
Ellwood & Kroes (eds), Hollywood in Europe: Experiences of a cultural Hegemony (1994). See 
especially Brunetta's essay "The long march of American cinema in Italy: From Fascism to Cold War". 
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the Italian cinema industry a political battleground between the Christian Democrats 

and the Italian Communist Party.170  

Because of the enthusiastic participation of Italian audiences, Italian exhibitors 

competed in opening new picture theatres. Soon after the end of the war, there were 

about 5,000 picture theatres in Italy, plus 599 which belonged to parishes. In 1956, the 

number of picture theatres belonging to the commercial circuit had doubled (10,000) 

while the number of picture theatres in cinemas belonging to the Catholic associations 

circuit (including Churches) increased almost ten fold (5,499) (Brunetta 1982, vol. 2, p. 

54 and p. 105). The central role of cinemas in parishes in postwar Italian society, 

especially in the rural regions of the nation, is the focus of Cinema Paradiso, in which 

the picture theatre, run by the local priest, is a public site of socialisation for the small 

community.  

The role of cinema in the 1950s was fundamental in popular leisure, especially 

because it offered a "highly-appealing alternative to the idle strolls and interminable 

card games that for many still constituted the stuff of popular leisure" (Gundle 1990, p. 

201). Particularly, it represented a means of inclusion and participation, as portrayed in 

both Cinema Paradiso and Splendor, and had a modernising function.  

With the economic miracle from the middle of the 1950s, it was public television 

that played a central role in starting to diffuse a consumption mentality. In 1960, three 

years after its introduction, a ten minute advertisement program, Carosello, that was 

broadcast at peak time, at 8.50 pm just before the news, was rating as the most popular 

program. This show, a first attempt from Rai to regulate content, was watched mostly 

by children, who used to be sent to bed after Carosello.  

The number of television sets owned by the Italian population was only 90,000171 at 

the end of 1954. Watching television was a social practice: the site of social gathering 

was the bar, where people would sit diligently to watch popular programs such as Mike 
                                                 
170 On this particular analysis, see Gundle (1990, p. 204). 
171 This was the number of license fees paid (Grasso 2000, p. x). 
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Bongiorno's Lascia o raddoppia?. On Thursday night, picture theatres would interrupt 

their screening to turn on the television show. A reminder of this television viewing 

practice, the cinema of the poor, is portrayed, although displaced in time and 

geographically, in Lamerica (Gianni Amelio, 1994). When the protagonist Gino enters 

public places, like bars or hotels, Albanian people are gathered to watch Italian 

commercial television. These scenes have a double aim: on the one hand, they advance 

the argument of the negative cultural influence of globalism on underdeveloped 

countries (Italian commercial television that overspills into Albania), and on the other, 

they reconnect the Italian audiences' own memory about the beginnings of public 

television, when the lower classes used to watch television in bars and other public 

spaces. Especially, it equates popular lowbrow programs of 1950s Rai with today's 

variety shows of commercial television. 

It is certainly true that the spread of television and the diffusion of a consumption 

mentality are linked. By 1965, 49 per cent of Italian families owned a television set. 

Cinema attendance started to decline after 1962, shifting from 728 million to 525 

million in 1970, but film production figures remained high: between 200 and 230 

million (Nowell-Smith et al., p. 158). "Gradually", writes Ginsborg,  
 

the essentially atomizing nature of television asserted itself. As more and more 

families bought their own sets, the habit of watching television in bars and 

neighbours' houses died out. In the new palazzi (blocks of flats) on the peripheries of 

the cities, each family watched television in its own flat. This startling development 

obviously increased the tendency towards passive familial use of leisure time, and 

decreased other more participatory and collective pastimes (1990, p. 242). 

 

The spread of television was essentially a phenomenon of rapid economic and 

industrial modernisation in Italy, and it was closely tied to the expansion of suburbs, but 

the decline of cinema attendance throughout the 1970s was also the result of a complex 
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process of modernisation of Italian society that caused general shifts in leisure habits, in 

the entertainment industry and in practices of collective gathering. 

The increased number of films programmed on commercial networks and the 

dominance of American films to the detriment of national films broadcast in prime time, 

from the 1980s transformed television into a sort of "hyper-cineclub functioning full-

time 365 days a year" (Brunetta 1998, vol. 4, p. 512).  

In reality, the consumption of cinema on television has replaced second and third run 

cinemas, usually located in the outer suburbs and accessed by the lower classes. One of 

the elements that contributed to the decline of cinema attendance in the 1970s was in 

fact the disappearance of the second and third run cinemas, backward technology in 

picture theatres and rising ticket prices. It is only since the period 1996-1998, with the 

Prodi government that accelerated the deregulation in theatre exhibition as a result of 

anti-trust policy, that first run cinemas and multiplexes had functioned on full scale in 

city centres or in outer suburbs. It is possible to note the emergence of three major 

players in the sector: Arco, with 195 screens over 69 towns, Cecchi Gori, with 67 

screens concentrated in Rome and Florence, and Cinema 5, with 75 screens in 11 towns 

(Il settore cinematografico italiano 1998, p. 116). Majors like Warner Bros have been 

investing in the opening of new picture theatres in decentralised areas172, while a 

favourable trend in the exhibition of Italian and European films can develop from 

European Union policy. Through the program MEDIA, the network Europa Cinemas 

counted in 1997 658 cinemas which showed 61 per cent of European films (The 

European Film Industry under Analysis 1997, p. 18). 

Both first run cinemas and multiplexes exhibit new releases preceded by heavy 

marketing campaigns. In a recollection of exhibition practices of early cinema, the 

experience of movie-going has thus been transformed again into an outing event, while 

                                                 
172 For instance, Warner Bros has opened in a joint venture with Village Roadshow three multiplexes in 
the province of Vicenza and Verona (Veneto) and Bari (Puglia), with a total of 26 screens. (Updated to 
1998). 
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wide-screen television exemplifies the synergy between technology, television, cinema 

and the video sector. 

That television had already modified habits and values since the 1960s is evident in 

Pasolini's negative observations on the medium. Pasolini's writings can be 

retrospectively seen as highly influential on the anti-television sentiments of a part of 

the Italian intellectual elite in the 1990s and for some of the directors of the New Italian 

Cinema, Nanni Moretti being the most prominent. 
 

 

Pasolini and television  

Pier Paolo Pasolini is an important link between the 1970s and today's cultural 

reflections on that period. Sesti considers the death of Pasolini as an event that must be 

read symbolically because Pasolini's murder was coincidental with the collapse of film 

attendance and of film production in 1975, and with the end of an era in the Italian 

cinema (1996, p. 5). This era is referred to as the parabolic period of aesthetic, formal, 

social and political innovations and research that started with neorealism and Rossellini 

and ended with Pasolini's death.  

In 1974, Pasolini addressed the Festa dell'Unità in Milan, with the speech 

"Telegenocidio"173 ("Telegenocide", in Serenellini 1985, p. 240). The content of this 

address concerned the use of mass media by the dominant classes in opposition to 

popular values and traditions. According to Pasolini, what he called "the cultural 

genocide of at least two thirds of the Italian population" (in Serenellini 1985, p. 240) 

was the result of this substitution of values by television, through models of interclassist 

hedonism (in the form of advertisements), false tolerance that erases genuine moral 

rules or taboos, and the loss of linguistic ability (here Pasolini refers to regional 

                                                 
173 Excerpts are published in Serenellini 1985, p. 238-240. This speech was published in the Communist 
magazine Rinascita  of the 27 September 1974, and subsequently in Pasolini's anthology Scritti corsari 
(1975, Garzanti).  
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dialects) fuelled by linguistic homogenisation through the use of standard Italian on 

state television.  

This article was followed by an article published soon before his death in the 

national newspaper Corriere della Sera titled "Il vuoto del potere in Italia" ("Power 

vacuum in Italy").174 This work concerned the socio-anthropological transformation of 

Italian society in the 1960s.  

In this famous piece, Pasolini analysed the continuity between Fascism and post-

Fascism (the Christian Democratic regime) as marked by a clear watershed: the 

disappearance of fire-flies in early 1960s. This metaphor, which equates societal 

decadence with environmental degradation, refers to a period of Italian history that 

endured through Fascism until the 1960s in which social, traditional and religious 

values held meaning, while the death of the fire-flies symbolises the beginning of an era 

marked by consumerism, opulence and homogenisation. For Pasolini, this alteration 

transformed Italians into a "popolo degenerato, ridicolo, mostruoso, criminale" 

(degenerate, ridiculous, monstrous, criminal people) (in Serenellini 1985, p. 242). This 

transformation had already occurred in other nations, but from Pasolini's point of view 

"in Italy (this transformation) is quite particular, because it is the first real 'unification' 

endured by our country" (in Serenellini 1985, p. 242). Brunetta sees in Pasolini's 

metaphor of the disappearance in Italy of fire-flies caused by pollution an allegory of 

the disappearance of the lights of cinemas' neon signs, that is the closing down of 

cinemas (1989, p. xviii).  

Pasolini's views about continuities between the Italian Republic and the Fascist 

period were shared by the youth protest movement that manifested itself in 1968.175 

                                                 
174 Serenellini (1985) publishes only parts of the article, under the title of "Il fascismo dc". The same 
article is in Pasolini's anthology Scritti corsari  with the title "L'articolo delle lucciole" (The article of the 
fire-flies). 
175 However, Pasolini's position in relation to the student revolt of 1968 was contradictory. He 
condemned the students, stigmatising them as the offspring of the transformist bourgeoisie, and defended 
the policemen which repressed the students' revolts because the policemen were the sons of the 
Southerner proletariat (Bozza 1995, p. 56).  
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These views had already been proffered in the films about Fascism and the Resistance 

that were produced in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, including Pasolini's own 

Salò which was released after his death. 

The political events of the 1970s are the central theme in the first films by Marco 

Tullio Giordana since 1979,176 as his political biography was marked by the impact of 

both Left-wing and Right-wing terrorism and the strategy of tension. Giordana directed 

an Italian-French co-production, Pasolini un delitto italiano (Pasolini an Italian 

murder), which was presented at the 1995 Venice Film Festival. The film expresses the 

impact that the murder of Pasolini had on Giordana's memory, who was twenty-five at 

the time of Pasolini's murder (2 November 1975), especially through the reports on the 

two evening news shows on Rai, Telegiornale 1 and Telegiornale 2. Chapter Four has 

already discussed the detective narrative typology of this film which is composed of a 

mix between fictional investigation based on archival documents, and footage taken 

from television news.177  

In Caro Diario (1992) Nanni Moretti sets a scene in which he, his friend Gerardo 

and a group of American tourists are on top of the volcano Stromboli. They exchange 

information about episodes of the television series The Bold and the Beautiful. This 

historical reference to Rossellini's scene in Stromboli (1949) with Ingmar Bergman 

climbing the volcano in search of an existential answer is appropriate. However, the 

scene also readily recalls the desert that surrounds the father in Pasolini's Teorema  

(1968) when he strips himself of all his belongings in an extreme gesture of 

rehabilitation. This desert is conceived by Pasolini as a desert of the soul and of 

                                                 
176 Marco Tullio Giordana directed Maledetti vi amerò (1979), in which he describes the existential crisis 
of an ex-Sixty-eighter in the years of terrorism. In 1981, he directed a second film linked to the same 
period, La caduta degli angeli ribelli. In this film he describes the journey of a couple divided by the 
experience of the man as a terrorist. During the 1980s and 1990s, Giordana has worked in various 
initiatives, including the making of a videoclip, directing a film for television and an opera for the Teatro 
Verdi in Trieste, L'elisir d'amore, by Gaetano Donizzetti.  
177 A most popular fiction constructed along these lines of interconnection between a supposed objective 
factuality conveyed by television and a fictional investigative story is of course Oliver Stones' JFK  
(1991).  
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emotions (Attolini 1993, p. 66), so Moretti conceives the desert of Stromboli as the 

appropriate setting to talk about an American television series. The reference to Pasolini 

is not gratuitous, as Moretti ends the first episode of Caro Diario with a tribute to 

Pasolini by visiting the monument erected on the place where the director was murdered 

in 1975.  

Pasolini's influence on the Italian filmmakers of the 1990s thus goes beyond strictly 

cinematic inspiration because, if set against the Italian socio-political backdrop of the 

1990s, it becomes a proper political statement. Pasolini's criticism of television centred 

on its function in the modernisation of the economy with increased consumerism fuelled 

by advertising. This position confirms the fact that television historically was regarded 

with hostility by Italian intellectuals, traditionally affiliated with the Communist Party. 

These intellectuals, as Grasso points out, were preoccupied with the cultural redemption 

of the masses rather than elaborating a constructive and creative criticism of television 

(2000, p. xxxi). Umberto Eco had already remarked in 1983 that the sort of highbrow 

criticism of Italian intellectuals in the 1960s toward mass media and popular culture 

was "an indication of the cultural underdevelopment of civilised people at a time when 

a historical and anthropological mutation was taking place in Italy" (1983, p. 113). 

Italian intellectuals did critically analyse mass media, but only in its negative 

ideological aspects, and, as Eco suggested, they failed to understand the transformations 

that were occurring in Italian society. 

As already mentioned in the foregoing sections, as early as the beginning of the 

1960s, cinema and television had a reciprocal exchange of directors, but it was 

television that borrowed stylistic features from cinema. It was from the late 1970s that 

the aesthetic expression of the two media became closer. Films were drawn from 

television serials and cinema increasingly employed electronic technology. Television 

started to schedule programs based on assemblages of film fragments, and popular 

actors (especially comic actors) went back and forth between television and cinema (a 
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practice still highly exploited). Slowly, television was transformed into a vertically 

integrated structure of production, distribution and exhibition of films.  
 

 

In recognition of mutual dependence 

The collaboration between cinema and television has increased over the course of 

time. What is today called "the phase of interconnection" (Cereda 1996, p. 239) is the 

result of two concomitant reasons: public television has moved to a more 

entrepreneurial style of organisation as a result of the pressure from commercial 

networks, obviously profit oriented, while the cinema industry has succumbed to its 

endemic structural fragility, with fragmented production, lack of capital and an almost 

total dependence on state subsidies. Today, the role played by television channels, both 

private and public, in the production of films not only specifically made for television 

broadcast, but for cinema distribution, is considerable, especially since the new law on 

cinema Interventi urgenti in favore del cinema compels the public broadcaster Rai, 

beginning in 1999, to invest 20 per cent of the licence fees in the production of drama 

for television or the cinema, and private networks to devote 10 per cent of their 

advertising revenues in the production or purchase of European drama (Il Settore 

Cinematografico Italiano 1998, p. 193).  

The rationalisation of Rai as a film producer transformed the public broadcaster into 

a vertically integrated structure for the production, distribution and exhibition of films. 

In 1999, the role of Rai as a fundamental player in the audiovisual industry was 

officially settled in the organisation Raicinema, which replaces the various 

Cinemafiction, Raifiction and the three national channels which were previously 

operating with separate budgets. Rai had also started regular co-productions with other 

European networks.  
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The fear that public television would outgrow its institutional obligations to the 

public led in the 1980s to the formation of strong anti-media opinion by filmmakers. 

However, some of the filmmakers of the New Italian Cinema, like Marco Tullio 

Giordana and Enzo Monteleone regularly use television footage, especially from news 

programs, which is inserted into fiction to substantiate an objective and factual position. 

The use of news footage functions as a mnemonic recollection of ambience, clothes, 

atmosphere, and especially, as a cheap way to insert crowds into individual stories.  

This practice is exemplified in La vera vita di Antonio H. (Enzo Monteleone, 1994). 

This film obliges the viewer to pay tribute not to significant scenes which elevated 

certain films to the status of art, but to all those scenes which have instead been brutally 

cut in the editing process. The film is structured in a similar way to the very popular 

television programs Schegge, Fuori orario and Blob, which in the 1980s showed films, 

film fragments, authorial shorts and scenes cut from news and other programs edited 

together with a satirical political commentary in voice over. The film thus relies on the 

competence of the audience about those television programs. The character, the 

fictional Antonio H., who is impersonated by the real actor Alessandro Haber, recalls 

on the stage of an empty and abandoned theatre (real) anecdotal episodes of Haber's life 

in fictional flashbacks. The anecdotes are only a pretext to call in real actors and 

directors who release scripted (fictional) interviews. These fragments which go back 

and forward between present time (Alessandro Haber in the theatre) and the past (the 

fake interviews with real actors and directors) are mixed with (real) television footage. 

Through pastiche, La vera vita di Antonio H. constructs a fully illusionary double 

narrative played on a double entendre of what is real and what is fictional. The film 

abandons the nostalgic romanticisation of cinema 'as it used to be' (and metaphorically 

of 'how society used to be') of Cinema Paradiso and Splendor by casting a negative and 

satirical judgement on the highbrow Italian cinema of the past twenty years. La vera 
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vita di Antonio H. calls for a meditation on, and a re-evaluation of, the submerged (and 

surviving) cinema broadcast on television in the 1980s and deemed as lowbrow culture.  

For the directors of the New Italian Cinema the relationship with television is thus 

ambiguous. Their generation is the first that grew up in an environment increasingly 

dominated by television, albeit public television. Their language was formed alongside 

television's language, and their identity was defined according to this language. 

However, their identity was also formed by the historical context of post-1968, and thus 

these different elements created the ambiguous relationship between the highbrow 

rejection of television and the acceptance of the medium's discourse and practices.  

This analysis rejects of course essentialist positions on identity, which crystallise 

identity discourse into one homogeneous and unchangeable block. The political 

discourse that is traced in the history films of the New Italian Cinema is mediated by 

many components that are typical of the period in which this generation of directors 

formed their biographies. Thus the criticism of contemporary society, disguised in the 

form of contrasting memories, emerges infused with specific aesthetics and the 

language peculiar to television. 

This mediation between contemporary practices and the frustrated desire to return to 

the plenitude of the past is expressed in mixed feelings about television. On the one 

hand, there is the recognition of the important role of television in the diffusion and re-

distribution of historical knowledge, on the other the community of critics, directors, 

media commentators and historians disregard the treatment of historical material and 

memory on television because it presents the past as a continuous and uncritical 

experience.  
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Television and memory 

Cinema appears to deal with memory in a contrasting way to television. In fact, 

temporal distance from the events depicted in a film seems to operate as a base for 

historical assessment, but especially for the reorganisation of events in search of 

internal coherence. While television, on the contrary, with its continuous presentation of 

the past through re-runs, abolishes critical distance. Indeed, the continuous repetition of 

images transforms the past into a continuous present and the present into past. This can 

be seen in how this continuous representation of images of the past on television has 

transformed the way we think of the "event". A discourse on the "event" and television 

implies the elements of temporality and space. Within the uninterrupted flow of 

programs, the event becomes the interruption in the flow of these programs. Elsaesser 

enumerated wars, assassinations, genocides, natural or human disasters as the elements 

of the interruption in a "stand-by" mode (1998, p. 210). This interruption breaks down 

empty time. Also, by noting the self-staging of television technology and power through 

"the whole hardware  infrastructure of satellite hook-ups, equipment-laden camera 

crews, frontline reporters in Land Rovers, and telephone links via lap-tops", Elsaesser 

argued that this stand-by mode is a fundamental "tense" in television modes of address, 

as it has the power to override schedule, alter distance and make time tangible (1998, p. 

210). This narration of catastrophes and disasters outlines the fundamental contradiction 

of television: each piece of information delivered by television becomes obsolete as it is 

aired. In other words, time on television, Elsaesser argued, "is always running out".  

The investigation of how memory is reproduced in cinema and on television 

stretches the argument to whether and how memory and history can assume new 

meanings when mediated by television. There are no systematic studies in the field of 

the relationship between memory and television in Italy, but research conducted for Rai 

and Mediaset on their 1995 schedules found that memory is re-presented using repeated 

and classifiable formulas (Cardini 1997). Television uses reruns, program clones, 

anthologies and stock programs ordered in a cognitive way. Repetition is thus the focus 
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of television practice. This is very important of course when it is measured against the 

pervasive presence of the medium in Italian society: the number of hours broadcast in 

Italy jumped from 5,950 program hours in 1976, to a total of over 34,000 hours in 1986 

(Wolf 1989, p. 53). According to Auditel research, in 1999 Italian people above 11 

years of age spend an average of 225 minutes a day in front of television (Grasso 2000, 

p. xx). 

Of course it is possible to outline discursive elements with which Italian television 

has represented the past. To exemplify one of these elements that is directly related to 

the relationship of television with cinema it is sufficient to look at how television has 

culturally modified habits of film viewing. The growing centrality of television in 

Italian people's life has erased the aura and the status that film viewing had in Italy in 

the past, but at the same time has shifted this collective practice onto the level of myth 

by historicising it.  

In the 1990s, both Rai and the private broadcasting system resurrected a practice of 

film exhibition that closely resembled that of the 1950s and 1960s, when films were 

broadcast in weekly cycles programmed on Rai. Each film was introduced by a film 

critic in accordance with the educative function of Rai. This format followed the 

structure of cineclubs and cinema d'essai, which were cinema circuits that functioned as 

the qualitative alternative to the commercial exhibitors. The opening of these cinemas 

was favoured by the 1965 Corona Bill, which assisted with tax benefits exhibitors who 

promoted a cultural program. In the same period, a new generation of Italian directors 

emerged, the art-house film was understood as an ideological innovation in respect to 

commercial cinema, and Cahiers du cinéma and Positif introduced a completely 

different methodological approach to cinema. In a broader renewal of cultural politics, 

cinema was intended as a political instrument for mass education and for consciousness 

raising. The practice of weekly programs is represented in Nichetti's The Icicle Thief, in 

which the film critic successfully addresses an acculturated audience with 

commentaries on Melville and Frankhenheimer, but eventually fails to know anything 
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about Nichetti's film and the young Italian cinema. In the 1990s, the proposition of this 

highbrow practice was devoid of any corresponding external context. It resulted in mere 

television self-referentiality. 

Another element of difference from the first twenty years of television broadcasting 

is the quantitative element of the weekly programs which had multiplied the number of 

films broadcast. Today, films are presented with the logic of the serial, in a similar 

fashion to variety shows and soap operas. The single film is recontextualised and 

constructed as part of a theme, depriving the movie of that individuality that was proper 

to cinema. The film critic is still an integral part of the format, though interrupted by 

commercials.  

Another discourse of television self-representation is strictly related to political 

discourses and narratives in post-war Italy. In Chapter Three I discussed how the public 

use of history must be understood not in a manipulative and instrumentally political 

way, but as a terrain of debate and conflict where fundamental questions related to the 

country's history are raised cyclically to re-define and re-align collective knowledge and 

identity. The Resistance discourse is of course a terrain on which not only contrasts 

between different political coteries are played out, but today has also become the object 

of a polemic between academic historians and the mass media. The immensity of 

historical material stored in Rai's archives facilitates as never before a media discourse 

on the public use of history.  

The encounter between historians and mass media over the public use of history is 

often not a productive one. This difficult relationship is largely based on the gap 

between intellectual elites and popular culture that has a long standing tradition in Italy. 

Gramsci wrote extensively on the elitist and international orientation of Italian 

intellectuals and consequently their inability to create a national-popular culture (1975, 

pp. 1524 and 2112). Today, the expansion of the mass media system and the increase in 

technology has decentralised and re-distributed the diffusion of culture, redefining 

perceptions of the validity of sources. The creation of the Gramscian organic 
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intellectual is today an impossible proposition, as the traditional source of historical 

information based on a centralised and institutionalised dissemination of knowledge is 

no longer accepted. 

The treatment of the Resistance in television programs again offers here a starting 

point for a brief case analysis. The examination of the programs about the Resistance on 

television exemplifies the shifts in the paradigm of identity that have occurred in Italy 

since 1945, and also lays open the influence of international politics in this 

construction. In the decade 1945-1955, radio initially and then from 1954 television 

also dedicated an impressive 78 per cent of their programs to the Resistance. In that 

period, all political forces attempted to construct a common identity that was purified 

from the Fascist past, and the generic representation of the Resistance functioned as a 

suitable redemptive discourse. From 1955, with the Cold War, the number of programs 

about the Resistance reduced steadily. An increase in commemorations of the 

Resistance can be observed in the decade 1965-1975, under the pressure of the demands 

of new generations, especially after the student revolt of 1968. In the period 1985-1995, 

a decade that is characterised by an increase of historical programs as shown by 

statistics mentioned in Chapter Five, in the light of the fiftieth anniversary of the end of 

the Second World War and the liberation, the treatment of themes linked to the 

Resistance occurred in a more diffused way. The programs focused also on the 

international war and on the deportation and persecution of Italian soldiers. These data 

indicate a will to internationalise the Italian case and to dedicate less space to the 

discussion of the Fascist regime and historical anti-Fascism, in the context of the 

revisionist discussion of that period especially in the decade between the end of the 

1980s and the end of the 1990s. As in the case of the Holocaust, the Resistance has been 

opened up to a repositioning of victims. 

Gallerano (1996, p. 82) and Grasso (2000, p. 850) agree on the fact that in the period 

1990-1995 history became a normal ingredient in television schedules, and was often 

depicted in different genres, including variety shows. The innovations in the mode of 
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presentation of historical material are reruns and the assemblage of fragments from 

previous programs. The growth of programs based on direct experiences is another 

feature that it can be seen as a subjectivisation of history (in Foucauldian terms) on 

media.  

One reason for these formats is of course the necessity to use archival material, 

accumulated over fifty years of television, in order to offer low-cost programs to fill 

schedules. However, the logic of recycling, the multiplication of channels, the constant 

flow of programs based on archival material, the spectacularisation of history, in other 

words, the self-commemorating representations, have produced a "total presentation of 

the past,178" (Cardini 1997, p. 8) to the point that boundaries between perceptions of 

past and present are blurred. The paradoxical and simultaneous presence of historical 

reference in the public discourse, an hypertrophy of history, have produced what 

Gallerano defines as "a normalisation of the Resistance" (1996, p. 82), and in the 

ultimate instance an acceptance of the discourse of Fascism.  

This total presentation is not only limited to the past. The fact that television 

transmits immediate experience as history (history in the making), as Loshitzky 

demonstrates in her study of the celebrations on global television of the fall of the 

Berlin Wall, "obscures the historical context of ongoing events and encourages viewers 

to receive it as an unproblematic authenticating text" (1995, p. 102). Adding to 

Loshitzky's analysis, television's constant re-runs, and especially the representation of 

the same programs in the same day in different time slots, participates in the reassuring 

idea of the passing of time because it is based on the déjà-vu  and already known.  

 

 

Conclusion 

The argument that stems from the economic and historical contextualisation of the 

relationship between cinema and television can be stated simply: cinema and television 

                                                 
178 Italic in the original. 
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in Italy have used each other in a synergistic manner, following or preceding each other 

in technical, economic and aesthetic modifications. This interdependence between 

cinema and television originated paradoxically from their respective imbalances and 

reciprocal crises of identity . 

A discourse about the respective roles of cinema and television cannot leave out of 

consideration their own internal evolution and structural problems, their intricate 

relation with cultural habits and social changes. These elements have been 

simultaneously the cause and effect of the relationship between Italian society and the 

media system, between the social function of technology and Italian culture. Of course 

the relationship of television with political institutions is also an important component 

of this analysis. Television has been for over twenty years a state monopoly controlled 

by the government first and then by Parliament after the reform in 1975. With this shift, 

which certainly originated from the general demand for reforms in the 1970s, there was 

an attempt to ensure pluralism and objectivity in the management of Rai. Thus the 

opposition could access the parliamentary commission for the control of Rai.  

The discourse of the functions of cinema and television in Italian society also 

includes their political role in the formation of identity. The privileged site in which the 

idea of common culture is formed is that of history, which with retro representations, 

develops an image of national identity founded on common ritual practices. The films 

Cinema Paradiso, Splendor and The Icicle Thief acquire significance in this context in 

which the shift from the collective ritual practice of watching a film in a picture theatre 

to that of watching a film in an individual, or familiar, context marks the decadence of 

collective political rituals, and also of a sense of cohesion. Cinema about cinema was a 

safe way to argue for this lost sense of cohesion projected in the past, and out of reach. 

Importantly, Cinema Paradiso and The Icicle Thief being financed by broadcasting 

institutions were also the tool of relegitimation for television of already legitimate 

artistic practices. Ultimately, these two films transformed bad television into good 

television. 
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Conclusion 
 

The central focus of this thesis involved looking at continuities and differences in the 

New Italian cinema. With this approach, a case has been made for a positive evaluation 

of the Italian filmic output of the period 1988-1999. This account of the New Italian 

cinema goes against the generally negative character of domestic criticism. In assessing 

the cinema produced after 1988, Italian film criticism suffered from the hegemony of 

post-war paradigms that sanctioned the political, artistic and militant functions of 

cinema. This cinema originated in the fracture of 1968, but was also a reworking and 

continuation of the Italian comedy that had emerged in the late 1950s. This filmic 

reference to a genre that was undervalued in film studies legitimated highbrow positions 

in academic and critical institutions. 

During the decline and disintegration of the film industry between 1975 and 1988, a 

cinema of experience, catering to a politically motivated, albeit disillusioned, group of 

spectators emerged. This cinema matured in late 1980s with films that won international 

prizes and critical acclaim.  

The 1980s witnessed a profound change in the economy and the politics of the 

country. The new generation of filmmakers responded to this environment with self-

reflexive narratives in which their personal biography became the narrative of a cohort 

of spectators. This triangulation between a generation of filmmakers, a specific 

audience and representations of history created a space for the critical reflexivity of the 

generation of the baby-boomers, in which the experience of the self was expressed in a 

work of mourning through mnemonic and historical recollection. In this way, the New 

Italian cinema instituted a social and thematic space of cultural exchange that was 

coherent and historically determined. 

With television and state-financing, the Italian cinema of the early and mid-1980s 

found itself trapped in cultural and political issues, valuing intellectual content and not 
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entertainment. Some elements of the film industry responded through redefining 

audiences, reappropriating cinema as public space and restoring the element of 'quality' 

that was traditionally attributed to Italian cinema. This triangulation 

filmmakers/audience/history supported a recovery of the industry which found in 

television a permanent space for collaboration. Since the late 1980s television has not 

only offered a structure for training and funding, but it has also become a leading player 

in film production.  

Importantly, by focussing on this triangulation, this thesis has drawn cultural and 

ideological ties between film and society, as well as ties between previous Italian film 

production and current production. History and film history gave a sense of coherence 

to the cinema produced in the period 1988-1999 despite the diversity of films. This 

approach to history films has highlighted that they have been produced in a series of 

interlocking and contingent elements since the origin of Italian cinema. For this reason, 

Italian history films are better defined through their institutional functions within the 

industry and in relation to society, instead of as a homogenous grouping of disembodied 

texts. In this way, the process that links history films to their audiences, in the sense of 

their circulation and use-value, and the cultural contexts in which they have been 

produced become the points of connection for a variety of texts that would otherwise be 

difficult to classify.  

From an economic point of view, historical representations have become a 

recognisable and acknowledged way in which the Italian film industry does business, 

whereas their social currency is in their formative function in identity construction. This 

particular point has been exemplified by comparing and contrasting two apparently 

different historical periods, the beginning and the end of the twentieth century. 

The claim is thus that the two functions of the history film, the political and the 

industrial, that originated in early Italian cinema have been retained throughout its one 

hundred year history. What defines the political domain is not only textual or subtextual 
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addresses to national history, but also the system of film funding, and the powerful web 

of relationships between the academy and other film institutions such as archives and 

journals. The suggestion here is that assessments of history films must shift from 

misplaced expectations that claim historical accuracy in the event represented, to the 

actual functions of history films in a broader cultural and industrial context. 

This is to say that the process that commands how the history film is used as cultural 

artefact has remained constant throughout the history of Italian cinema including the 

period 1988-1999. The use of the past and its signifiers, whether the monumental ruins 

of the Imperial Forum or the music of the 1970s, restores common cultural grounds and 

identity. In this way, identity works at a cognitive level: the recognition of what is 

known (the past) reassures people about the passing of time and normalises changes 

occurring in society. 

Recalling Benjamin's assertion that society is preoccupied with the past in moments 

of danger (1969, p. 255), in early Italian cinema history films were public sites that 

articulated anxieties produced by the rapid economic and social transformations of the 

country which derived from urbanisation, industrialisation and the process of political 

unification. The history films produced in the period 1988-1999 articulated anxieties 

produced by the dissolution of the traditional post-war party system, corruption and 

technological transformations in a context of increased globalised culture and economy. 

It is in this way that the history film, as with any other historical writing, contains 

present perspectives. 

In both cases, the films were the product of relations between the industry and the 

institutions, between the aesthetic of existing forms of popular entertainment and 

highbrow culture. In early cinema, history and art were used to lift the cinema from its 

popular origins. They provided sites in which established and permanent audiences 

could imagine themselves. In this sense, the history film created its audience and the 

site for the formation of a collective imaginary of national unity. In the period 1988-
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1999, history came back in the form of memory, but instead of providing answers, it 

posed questions. This cinema positioned itself at the margins of art cinema but it 

appropriated television aesthetics. Early Italian cinema's project was ambitious, 

stretching from competition in the international market and the realm of politics, while 

Italian cinema's latest project was dedicated to rebuilding and reconstructing what was 

left from the disintegration of the industry.  

Part One provided a methodological approach with a genealogy of the history film. It 

assessed Italian cinema's dependence on other forms of popular entertainment and its 

intertextuality with the historical literary text. In this first decade of Italian cinema, 

technological innovations and industrial expansion enabled Italy to effectively compete 

on a global basis to secure domestic and international markets. These technological 

innovations, along with the artistic aura delivered by the allusion to Italian supremacy 

in the field of art, became embedded in history films, thus defining their mode of 

production. Also, history films contributed to the establishment of a regular audience 

seeking legitimation from a cultural and social point of view. In fact, these aesthetic and 

narrative qualities were appreciated by large domestic and international middle-class 

audiences. International audiences consumed historical cinematic epics for the spectacle 

that these films offered.  

This quality has been retained in the last two decades of the twentieth century, but 

spectacular epics have increasingly become an international business. From this point of 

view, with the 1980s crisis, the domestic film industry was swept aside. Filmmakers 

such as Bernardo Bertolucci, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani and Franco Zeffirelli, who 

were among the first to shift to international co-productions, are today only making 

films within international partnerships.  

Over the last two decades, the entire picture of film geography and film economics 

has changed. With the so-called new media - or more accurately, new delivery systems - 

such as cable television, satellite, pay per view and the expansion of the video market, 
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Hollywood has not only invested in distribution with the opening of multiplexes in 

Europe, and of course, Italy, but it has also restructured by optimising its production. 

This has entailed increased flexibility and specialisation in the labour system and 

especially, in hiring overseas studios. Cinecittà's privatisation and reorganisation from 

the middle of the 1990s exemplifies this current trend by European studios and 

production companies to attract large American investments. Thus, if on the one hand 

Italy no longer leads the market with spectacular high budget productions, on the other 

hand Cinecittà is concentrating on offering labour with specialised skills and 

technology. In this, Cinecittà's self-promotion resurrects the aura of Italian 

craftsmanship by offering an infrastructure of technical and artistic skills in several 

fields. Indeed, this industrial shift has been proving effective in taking in commercial 

and international finance, especially from Miramax, and expanding small local ancillary 

companies. 

Meanwhile the European Union had to adopt measures to ensure that production 

figures of single national cinemas remained high. Its policies have thus encouraged 

local productions through regular deals between two or more European partners. At the 

same time, for individual filmmakers co-production also meant that it was possible to 

access larger budgets and the chance to circulate their films in the wider European 

market. This is a practice that has been particularly exploited by Italian filmmakers, 

who can now access multiple combinations of film funding, from regional to national to 

European level. This transformation of production and distribution has inevitably 

blurred clear-cut distinctions between art film, commercial cinema and experimentation. 

This miscegenation of styles and modes of production includes use of material from 

television, hybrid forms of fiction and documentary, monologues, computerised effects 

and advertisement-like aesthetics. The visual recognition of history is delivered by a 

vast collection of images composed of memorabilia, retro-fashion and retro-music in an 

attempt to preserve the past otherwise lost to oblivion. 
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Another form of fetishised history returned in depictions of still landscapes. Cinema 

Paradiso, Mediterraneo and Il postino represent a cinema of spectacle in which history 

is not only delivered through stories, but it becomes a profilmic event because of the 

meanings that tradition layered onto landscape. "Thus the sea stands for something 

else", Mario tells Neruda in Il postino. Landscape is a metaphor and its depiction, 

including backward villages, freezes the past into an age of innocence because it is 

dialectically presented as authentic. The exotic represented by the Mediterranean sea, 

Southern Italy or the Greek island of Castellorizo enabled a break into the international 

market by a cinema that was again seeking opportunities for national films.  

Part Two introduced the return of the event in the Italian cinema of the 1990s. In 

this, the New Italian cinema must be recognised for its attempt to produce films that 

were nationally specific in their cultural and historical address. The Resistance and 

1968 returned as events in a cinema of memory in an effort to return to strong stories. 

By using autobiography and actual facts narrated in the form of mnemonic recollection, 

the New Italian cinema tried to combine history with experience, history with memory. 

This approach projected in film a cultural shift in writing about history. This shift 

occurred in Italy from the middle of the 1970s with the works of the historians 

Alessandro Portelli and Luisa Passerini, but it was also motivated by a broader 

repositioning of the categories 'history' and 'memory'.  

The shift into a minimalist, introspective cinema whose mode of narration was the 

individual mnemonic recollection of history is an indicator of a wide cultural shift that 

has occurred in Western societies in the last twenty years and that coincides with the 

post-1970s demise of the grand ideologies of socialist tradition. This shift also called 

into question contemporary historiography by asking whether national history should 

"be seen as biography into which trauma must be integrated" (Peitsch 1999, p. xxiii). 

The history films produced in the two decades of the 1980s and 1990s clearly privileged 

remembering and individual memories, which were often controversial and divisive. If 
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seen as a part of larger contemporary revisionist project, the history film in the public 

sphere has become the mediator between academic history and popular memory, that is 

versions of the past told by family and friends. In privileging individual memory and 

the autobiographical mode, the history film has closed the gap between those included 

and excluded from history. In the specific context of the period 1988-1999, this 

conjunction between cinema and history can be interpreted as a return to politics in an 

environment of political disillusionment and restoration. 

A different approach to history also produced a different way of writing about 

history. In fact, the corollary of the public debate about the Resistance was that 

monolithic accounts of history and the position of professional historians were being 

questioned. With the much proclaimed end of history, the public and authoritative 

function of the academic historian as the only legitimate story-teller of the past was 

under scrutiny. This became especially evident in the context of the exponential growth 

of the mass media system, which appropriated this function of the historian as the oracle 

of the nation. The debate then extended to the correct use of history, in contrast to the 

political use of history in which, it was feared, media would take away objective 

historical evidence in lieu of a partial, instrumental and popularised version of history. 

The process of revisionism consisted not only in the critique of paradigms that were 

commonly accepted as founding features of the democratic republic, but in the themes 

that were explored. Often for the first time, the treatment on television of topics like the 

Italian population's collaboration with Fascism, the detention of Italian prisoners of war 

in German concentration camps, or of the soldiers who fought on the Russian front and 

never returned, attempted to re-write Italy's own understanding and positioning of the 

notion of victims. Generally, these topics were seen in a broader context of international 

politics. As addressed in Chapter Three, this phase of popularisation of history, or 

public use of history, was criticised by historians primarily because its object was a 
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recent and still very active past, and secondly because by advocating their public role in 

historical debates, Italian academics upheld their supremacy in public historical debates.  

As in the case of the Resistance, discussions about the Holocaust not only raise 

questions of historical understanding and interpretation, but also broader issues 

regarding the appropriate way to talk about or represent the Holocaust. After more than 

fifty years historians are still confronted with providing definitions of victims, 

perpetrators and bystanders, while in the arts the issue is the appropriate form or 

language with which to visualise or recount the Shoah.  

Similarly to the Resistance, historical debates about the Holocaust have opened 

different narratives of representation. In the literature and cinematic representations of 

the Holocaust, the protagonists are no longer hopeless victims, but survivors, the by-

standers are reformed rescuers and the Nazis now occupy the background. This new 

paradigm in telling the story of the Holocaust has thus made possible the use of 

different languages, such as that of the comedy. Importantly, the return of the Holocaust 

in film, starting from Schindler's List and following with Life is Beautiful, has lent itself 

to commercial speculation, from a position that, like the grand historical epics of the 

past, accepts commodity status with the aura of history and culture. 

The regular presence of television as a co-partner in film production has raised 

alarmed protests by critics. These complaints ranged between the loss of aesthetics and 

the loss of cinema audiences. In the 1980s, cinema surrendered to television. Television 

has thus come to play the role as the site for the representation of the national psyche 

and imaginary. With its repetitions, re-runs, continuous representations of past events, 

television not only has redefined what we think of as an event, but has filled "empty 

time" (Benjamin 1969, p. 261), thus it has substituted itself for history. In this sense, 

television relentlessly re-writes socially accepted versions of reality and history and by 

doing so, it reconstitutes its audience. After having contributed to the erosion of cinema 
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audiences television has been a crucial element in eroding the boundaries between art 

cinema and commercial cinema.  

In working for public television, in the 1980s Italian filmmakers had the possibility 

to address new audiences beyond the 15-25 year old age group. However, public 

television was under pressure from the concentration of commercial networks and the 

government was unable to protect the public interest through creating policies that 

would clearly address both this problem and ensure national content, assigning a 

percentage of prime time broadcast for Italian films. Even the decree Interventi urgenti 

in favore del cinema passed in 1994 was largely unsatisfactory, as it failed to address 

these key issues.  

In referring to the New Italian cinema, throughout the thesis, the past tense has been 

employed. This is because the years 1988 and 1999 do not merely represent two dates, 

but two turning points in recent Italian film history. The renewed international interest 

in Italian cinema and a relative recovery of the film industry led Italian critics to define 

a New Italian cinema dating from the release of Cinema Paradiso. However, the 

definition New Italian cinema was used by the critics very much as a rhetorical trope 

because it could not indicate, as in past circumstances, a progressive movement in 

filmic discourse (as with neorealism, new wave, New Hollywood or New German 

cinema). It is useful here to recall the argument from Chapter Four that New Italian 

cinema referred to a way of grouping various titles and directors under a label which 

could be circulated at festivals, in the market and in specialised literature. Critics 

struggled to find a system of coherence between the films because of the predominance 

of highbrow critical cliches that created a cultural legitimation gap. The habit of reading 

films through grand film theory inhibited the appreciation of  systems of generational 

recognition, and the reworking of Italian comedy along with a focus on history as 

effective threads between the films and with Italian filmic tradition. 
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The year 1999 ended a period of ups and downs in film production and distribution. 

These were typical cycles in the Italian cinema, but in the decade of the 1990s the time 

frame of these cycles accelerated. The financial year of 2000 was disastrous for the film 

industry, with a collapse in the domestic market share from 24 per cent in 1999 to 17 

per cent (Lucisano 2001). Fulvio Lucisano, the then president of ANICA, called for a 

restructuring of the industry, including a suggestion that the heavily subsided funding 

system be abandoned. It is a fact, however, that films in Italy are still produced in 

multiple partnerships, with television and the state as regular associates.  

History films continue to be stable products that reach specialised markets, 

international art house circuits, national outlets and local festivals.179 National history 

has certainly constituted a topic that has secured international circulation. From this 

point of view, national history generates regular thematic presence in the market as the 

phenomenon of serialisation of history in early Italian cinema. Whether this will prove 

to be a sustainable economic choice in the future requires further investigation. 

Importantly, as this study has shown, Italian cinema cannot be reviewed separately from 

Hollywood and from developments in the European and international film industry, 

especially in regard to the new media system and distribution. 

 
 

                                                 
179 See for instance Placido Rizzotto (Pasquale Scimeca, 2000) and I cento passi (Marco Tullio Giordana, 
2000). 
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ENZO MONTELEONE 
 

Enzo Monteleone (EM) wrote the screenplays of Gabriele Salvatores' films 

Kamikazen (1987), Marrakech Express (1989), Mediterraneo (1991), and Puerto 

Escondido (1992). Mediterraneo won the Academy Award for Best Foreign Film in 

1992. 

In 1994 Monteleone directed his first feature film, La vera vita di Antonio H., and in 

1999 he directed his second film, Ormai è fatta. 

The interview took place in Rome in May 2000. 

 

Let's start from Marrakech Express, which was an important film in terms of 

capturing a certain kind of audience. 

EM - Marrakech Express tells the story of a group of friends who meet after a long 

time and go on a trip to Morocco from Italy by car. They go to visit a friend who lives 

as a 'shirker' over there. It is a movie about friendship, travelling and Morocco. It is a 

very 'generational' film - even though today 'generational' sounds like a bad word. One 

tells things he cares about. Something like this  really happened to me, and I was doing 

this kind of trip and this kind of thing, thus I wanted to talk about it. 

But one must take in consideration the fact that up to the middle of the 1980s, and 

until 1987, Italian cinema was telling stories and presenting actors, in which and with 

whom one could not identify. It was the cinema of Celentano, Johnny Dorelli, Pozzetto, 

Montesano,180 Pierino contro tutti. If you look at the box office... It was the cinema of 

Monica Vitti181, Alberto Sordi, who was then terribly aged and persisting with slapstick 

comedies; they were the last shots, but not even the last shots, they were the ashes of 

                                                 
180 Adriano Celentano and Johnny Dorelli were very famous singers of pop music from the 1960s. Renato Pozzetto 
and Enrico Montesano started their career in the beginning of the 1970s respectively in cabaret in Milan, on 
television in Rome. Then they transferred their gags in films. 
181 Monica Vitti started her career in Antonioni's films in the early 1960s. After their work relationship ended, she 
played mainly in comedies. 
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Nino Manfredi in concert with Pozzetto who plays the gay priest. It was a cinema of 

jokes, with old, washed up actors and very old and very washed up directors. I never 

went to see a film with Johnny Dorelli, Celentano or Edwige Fenech taking a shower182. 

Though it was the Italian cinema of those years. 

In fact, from 1975-1977 the big crisis hit  the Italian cinema industry. Then the 

cinema of 'apartment buildings' started, films set inside flats... 

EM - That was first of all an economic expedient, because it was the only thing that 

one could do with little money, that is tell self-reflexive stories. In some way, strangely, 

Marrakech Express was a milestone. I still meet people who know lines by heart, it has 

become a little cult. This is exactly because there was a slice of the public who, with 

that film, were represented on the screen for the first time. At least what they were 

seeing interested them. They felt close to the characters, the actors, their faces, and their 

stories. It was not the story of the Orange Duck  with Johnny Dorelli, Monica Vitti, and 

Zehudi Araya183. Those were little comedies, almost television sit coms (situation 

comedies). 

And especially there was also a generational renewal in the production field. 

Suddenly, some producers either died or stopped working, and since 1985 a new 

generation of producers, directors and actors replaced the old one. However, this 

happened especially for directors and actors, because production is still firmly in the 

hands of an older generation. Also, there are new cinematographers, new editors, new 

music composers. Editing, for instance, until the middle of the 1980s was entirely in the 

hands of those few people who were editing 15-20 films a year and thus blocked the 

market. There were composers like Ennio Morricone who was writing all the 

soundtracks. 

What do you think that happened then? Was it  merely because of a physiological 

generational change, or there were more chances  with funding? 
                                                 
182 Edwige Fenech was the highlight of early 1980s soft-core porn Italian comedies. 
183 Zheudy Araya started her career as a model, and then began acting in soft-core porn comedies in the early 1980s. 
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No, in my opinion it was really a problem with the market. Suddenly all the films 

that once were taking the most at the box office were now flops. Bud Spencer and 

Terence Hill, for instance, three or four years ago they tried again, but the film was a 

flop. They remade Fantozzi with Fantozzi 2000184 and it was a flop. The "weed" is still 

very difficult to eradicate. These characters are finished. Unfortunately, in terms of box 

office, Pieraccioni replaced them. Pieraccioni is like Celentano, a male character with a 

support actress. Their stories revolve around falling in love or not falling in love, with 

jokes. 

Let's talk about your films. Ormai è fatta is a difficult film. It's a story about 

terrorism, it is difficult for the public to identify with the character. 

EM - Well, not really. I read Fantazzini's book, and this was a new thing, that is to 

find a book written in the first person by somebody who experienced directly what 

happened to the main character. Thus it is neither a novel, where there is a literary 

artifice, nor a journalistic reportage, where the journalist interprets facts anyway. 

Fantazzini had lived that life, he got all the bullets that were shot at him, he had a father 

who was in his turn a legend of Bologna's anarchism. In reading the book, I found a 

character. This is what moves and motivates a director to make a film, I mean a strong 

character with personality. The most immediate and simplest to recall was Al Pacino in 

Dog Day Afternoon, that kind of outsider. Coincidentally, that film was also inspired by 

a real story that happened in 1974, and Fantazzini's story happened in 1973. Lumet's 

film was made in 1975, mine twenty years later, but it does not matter. In my movie, I 

focus on one day, the 23rd of July 1973, from morning to evening, on the specific 

attempt made by Fantazzini to escape from prison. All his previous life comes out 

during the titles in the beginning. My intention was to capture the mood of the time, the 

rebellions, a certain kind of anarchism, the impossibility of living a normal life, because 

                                                 
184 Fantozzi is a character played by comic actor Paolo Villaggio, who became very famous in the 1970s with 
television shows. Fantozzi was serialised in films and books. This character embodies the low class, idiot for 
definition, unlucky Italian man. In some way, it recalls the beginning of the century gags played by Cretinetti.  
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in that period at some stage it appeared that everything could have been possible. It is 

set in 1973, thus before the Red Brigades, the 'leaden years'185, the building of 

maximum security detention centres, and the revolts in the prisons. The 1969 bomb in 

Milan had already exploded, and in May 1973 there was the bomb in Milan's police 

headquarters, thrown by that alleged anarchist, Bertoli. Only few months ago they 

discovered that Bertoli was on the pay-roll of the secret services. Similarly, in 1969 it 

was Valpreda who was accused of the bomb, another anarchist. In those years, if 

anything happened, it was the anarchists who were accused. It also happened to 

Fantazzini, this poor unfortunate man, because he was not a big criminal, he is a loser, 

in fact he is the only person in Italy who is doing thirty years in prison. As you know, in 

Italy everybody gets out of prison. Those who killed Moro186 are out, there are Mafia 

people who dissolved in acid people and they are out. But Fantazzini is still inside after 

thirty years. Fantazzini is not nasty enough, he is not important enough to become a big 

case. It is this aspect that interested me, that is his humanity. 

Do you think  that Ormai è fatta is in some way a political film? I mean, not in the 

classic sense, but nevertheless a politically engaged film? 

If as political film we mean those beautiful Italian films made in the 1970s, like Rosi' 

films, Le mani sulla città (Hands on the city), Salvatore Giuliano, no, I cannot say that 

it belongs to that family. 

Those were films that denounced the system, but nowadays everything has been said 

about the system. 

It's true. My purpose was that of telling about a period and a certain mood of that 

time. This is because that one is a period so close and so far away at the same time, to 

paraphrase the title of a Wenders film. The 1970s look so close, but everything has 

                                                 
185 Monteleone refers to the period called 'anni di piombo', the years of terrorism. 
186 Aldo Moro, the secretary of the Christian Democratic Party, was killed by the Red Brigades in 1978. He was 
kidnapped the day in which Andreotti was presenting his government with the communists in the area of government 
for the first time, and thus materialising the so called historical compromise. In 1986, director Giuseppe Ferrara made 
the movie Il caso Moro (The Moro Affair) about Moro's assassination, adapted from Robert Katz's novel. with the 
same title. The film was highly criticised by the Christian Democratic Party. 
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changed in the meantime. We, who have lived through the 1970s, say: "What, can't you 

remember?". But a twenty year old person does not even know that they existed. 

However, the fantastic thing is that in many different screenings throughout Italy, 

many young people saw the film, I mean, people who were not born in the 1970s, and 

they were astonished, surprised. One of my friends' son, who is sixteen, I think, came to 

me, he was touched, and said "This is the best film I have ever seen". I don't know how 

many films he watched, but it's curious. I must say that lately there has been a revival of 

the 1970s, in the music, in fashion, in the values, for instance look at Seattle, at the 

ideas of the ecological movement. They even remade Woodstock, though in a more 

commercial way, but it's a sign. 

I must say retrospectively, looking at the stories that I told in my films, also in La 

vera vita di Antonio H. (The true life of Antonio H.), that probably I like to tell true 

stories of real people, even though I make movies, I mean fiction, and not 

documentaries. 

What was the reception in Italy? 

From a commercial point of view it was like 98 per cent of Italian movies, and not 

only Italian, I mean all those films that are not comedies, do not have the support of 

television, do not have a wide distribution, are not screened in the right theatres, and are 

totally ignored by the media. The life of a film in Italy is terrible. 

From the point of view of the recognition it had good reviews by the specialised 

people, it went to festivals187, and then it went to New York. In fact, a small 

independent distributor, Film Forum, distributed it in New York in the normal circuit, in 

the theatres. The New York Times wrote very good reviews. For a film like that, it is 

already an incredible success. Every time I accompanied the film, I saw that there was 

preparation, the film was not thrown in the theatre with a little paragraph in the paper. 

The theatres were full and the public was enthusiastic. The audience was disconcerted 

                                                 
187 The film was presented at the Moscow Film Festival and the Goat Island Film Festival in Sydney in 1999. 
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because they had never heard about my film. Then it received Italian awards, and four 

nominations at this year's David of Donatello, after one year. 

Talking about the industrial structure, how easy is it, or how difficult, to find 

funding? I can see that the tendency is that of putting together a package-like 

production budget, that may include money from the European Community, from Rai... 

Unfortunately there was a law on cinema not long ago that was updating a law 

dating back to 1961188. It has enabled the making of many films, I also made my second 

film with the help of the cinema law. They give very favourable conditions (in fact the 

state finances nearly 90 per cent of the film with sunk capital), but this has transformed 

the producers from being real talent-scouts, that is somebody who looks for stories, 

characters, actors, somebody who really believes in the film, wants to make the film and 

wants to impose it on the market, in bureaucrats. The Italian producer today has only to 

fill in forms, go to the Department, present a screenplay and hope for the commission's 

approval. If the commission approves it, he has made the film, with no problem. But in 

this way, the real producers are the members of the film commission. Because after, 

with the commission's approval, the producer goes to Rai or Mediaset189 and says: 

"See? They already gave me five or six billion liras190. How much are you prepared to 

give me?". They might give another two, and the movie is done. If the film goes well or 

badly once it hits the theatres is no longer important. In this situation, one tries to save 

money on everything, the shooting time, quality, etc. If the film arrives in the theatres, 

that is fine, if it does not, or if it does on Ferragosto191, it does not matter. Counter-

check: if the commission does not approve the screenplay, the film is blocked. It is 

never the case that the producer believes so much in the film that he tries other ways to 

finance it. No, he comes to you (to the director) and says: " The film did not pass", and 

the film dies. If you go to Rai and Mediaset to ask for the money, they ask you: "What 
                                                 
188 Sic. The year was 1965. 
189 Mediaset is part of the Fininvest Holding (Silvio Berlusconi) whose film production company is Medusa Film. 
190 It's in the order of five-six million Australian dollars. 
191 Italian mid summer holiday. Everything is shut. 
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did the commission say? Did they give you the guarantee funds? No? Well, then we 

can't make the movie". So, the real producers are those seven members in the 

commission at the Department (of Culture and Spectacle, ndr). Other counter-check: 

many producers call me and ask: "By the way, do you have a screenplay ready that I 

can take to the Department?". Any screenplay, do you understand, unsold stock, "One 

of those old stories that you wrote, so I'll take it to the Department, I know somebody 

there, they will approve it and we'll make the film". You understand that in this way 

there is no interest, there is only an economic interest in the operation. The producer 

gets his percentage and all ends there. They do not ask you if you have a project, if you 

want to do something, if you have read a good book... No, they only want something 

ready to take to the Department. 

From the statistics we see that out of ninety to hundred films produced on average 

each year, only forty per cent arrive in the theatres. There is the syndrome of the 

'produced and abandoned'. In your opinion, is it because of this phenomenon that the 

Italian cinema industry is always staggering? I mean, there is no interest in making the 

product marketable... 

EM - Yes. If we want, we can be full of self-pity, but if we look around, the 

Germans, the French, or the Spanish are not in any better condition. All the European 

national cinemas, without mentioning those of East Europe, which have basically 

disappeared (we get a Michalcov film every three years, and it's a film produced by the 

French with the European Community money; the studios of MosFilm are abandoned), 

rely on state subsidy. And even then, the subsidy that the Italian state gives to the 

cinema industry is irrelevant compared to the subsidy to agriculture, or to publishing, to 

the newspapers for instance. In Italy newspapers get enormous subsidies, I mean, 

newspapers that print twenty thousand copies and nobody reads. To give one or two 

billion lira to a film is thus ridiculous. We must say that a lot of bad films were made, 

but also many very good ones were produced. Maybe we should make less films, but set 
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up a system of selection were there are competent people and no bureaucrats, especially 

at Rai. At least at the commission in the Department there are competent people, there 

is Dacia Maraini, for instance. In the 1990s, Italian cinema has produced Tornatore, 

people who got the Academy Award, Mediterraneo, Il postino, La vita è bella (Life is 

Beautiful), plus Nanni Moretti, who won at Cannes, and Amelio, who also won at 

Cannes with Il ladro di bambini (Stolen Children), this is not irrelevant. If you consider 

that the great authors are dead, ie Fellini. And also Mastroianni is dead. Antonioni made 

a film after so many years, in 1992, Al di là delle nuvole, and this is a film that went all 

around the world. It is the normal market quota: ten films out of ninety do well at the 

box-office. Also the American cinema - even though we are on other numbers - makes 

five hundred films, and only forty five make the box-office, the others are incredible 

flops. The difference is that the American cinema imposes its films every where in the 

world... 

They recycle their flops in Brazil, and Italy,  on television... 

Rai buys despicable things. See, the other fundamental issue is culturally related. 

There is a behaviour on the part of television and newspapers that is of hatred, refusal, 

underestimation of Italian cinema. Those who put together schedules in Rai and in 

Mediaset, pull their hair when they have an Italian movie, and they put it at three am. 

Any bad American action movie, even without famous actors, is in prime time. When 

Rai has a Fellini film, Bergman, Kiarostami, Wenders or any quality film for that 

matter, in Italy it never goes on prime time. And here we are talking big names, not 

about the little Italian subsided film. We know perfectly that television is important, it's 

useless to ignore the problem, television is what creates the attention, people's taste, the 

habit to see certain faces. If you ask around the name of an Italian actor or director, they 

still tell you Sophia Loren, Mastroianni, Fellini. Two are dead, and one has not been 

working for long time. But these names still echo in the air. At the moment there is a 

group of new actors and actresses, who are thirty/forty years old, but the public ignore 
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their existence because they never saw one movie with them. Their films do not go on 

television. 

This is another issue I wanted to discuss with you, the power that Rai holds. Rai has 

become a vertically integrated structure, it produces, distributes and exhibits. I know 

that it has just been instituted CinemaRai, an organisation that should act like the film 

commission at the Department. 

You are correct. This is a new structure. Beforehand there were many organisations 

inside Rai. There were RaiFiction, the three channels RaiUno, RaiDue and RaiTre, 

which were working independently and each of them had its own budget. You could go 

to RaiTre, which was different from RaiUno, because you knew that you would find a 

different kind of interlocutor that was more interested in a certain kind of cinema. 

RaiUno, for instance, would fund a comic film with Verdone. Now, they have unified 

everything under RaiCinema. But again, there are bureaucrats. The president is 

Giuliano Montaldo, who is a very dignified person, but he is quite aged, and he has not 

been working for some time. In our country, they give honorary positions, instead of 

employing some young person, with ideas. Take the example of England. They put the 

responsibility in the hands of David Putnam first, and now is Simon Perry who is 

working for the British Film Finance. Gillo Pontecorvo is eighty and is in charge of 

Cinecittà Holding. Moreover, they put in Rai a commission of bureaucrats, with the 

sons of the ex president of Italian Republic Leone, that one of the impeachment192, and 

other people who have nothing to do with cinema, they do not have one single shot in 

their curriculum vitae. "What did you do in your life?" "I was in the corridors of Rai, I 

was in such and such party's secretariat, I got this job because I knew this person". As 

long as cinema remains in the hands of these bureaucrats, there will never be anything 

good out of it. 

This structure is doomed to fail... 

                                                 
192 Giovanni Leone, Christian Democratic Party, was president of the Italian Republic between 1971 and 1978. 
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It is a papocchio all'italiana193, and you can already see that they already grope in 

the dark, they do not know what to do. There is this person, Macchitella,  in charge of 

the structure, but he has only dealt with television fiction, soap operas. They think about 

movies only in regard to their television broadcast. 

However, in the early 1980s Rai provided the young directors the possibility to 

work, and at the same time occupied a part of the industry. Today it's impossible to do 

without it. I want to say that in order to work, young directors had to make films that 

would be ok in television. Even Amelio worked a lot for Rai. 

Yes, but Amelio's career is quite anomalous. He did a lot of films as assistant 

director, in the spaghetti-western. He really rose from the ranks. And then he got to 

make his movies for television, and then finally he made his own films. He is one of 

those who were discovered late. Since Ladro di bambini (Stolen Children) he has 

started to work only for cinema. But this is a very different story. Normally those who 

work for television, die in television. Television was useful especially for the discovery 

of new actors. All Italian star system comes from television, and I mean even since the 

previous generation, ie Benigni, Troisi, Nuti, Verdone. Latest generation is that of 

Pieraccioni, Panariello, Aldo, Giovanni e Giacomo (this trio of comics has taken at the 

box office more than Titanic). There is this synergy between cinema and television, so 

that when there is the launch of one of their films, they go back on the small screen, the 

public re-love and remember them, and then run to the theatres. 

Your future projects? 

I am working on a television production on the arrest of Brusca194. It's a detective 

story about the arrest of the five Mafia people who organised Falcone's murder. 

And then I have a project with a producer for a film on el-Alamein, the battle during 

Second World War in North Africa. This battle is famous especially for Rommel and 

                                                 
193 He uses an idiomatic word. Literally, an Italian mess with implied the meaning of 'swindle'. It relates to 
corruption. 
194 Brusca is the Mafia boss who was involved in the murder of the prosecutor Giovanni Falcone. 
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Montgomery, the Germans and the English. Instead, the main army involved in the 

battle was Italian, because Libya was Italian. The Italians began the hostility, attacking 

Egypt, which was English. The great losses, the most burning defeat, the dead, the 

prisoners, they all were Italians. 

I'll ask you a nasty question, that you won't like. Is this film part of the Second World 

War sub-genre, like Saving Private Ryan, The Thin Red Line, the films on  the 

Holocaust, that has had a revival in the last few years? 

Look, that sub-genre is made of two titles, and this is more part of the media 

campaign. If you talk about machismo, like Rambo, or science-fiction, yes, these are 

genres. There was the western genre, then it dried up, and then it returned with Dance 

with Wolves. But in the last ten years, there have only been two films about Second 

World War. 

How about  The English Patient? 

EM - But that is not a war movie, that's a love story! 

Yes, but with the Second World War in the background... 

EM - But also Tea with  Mussolini, don't tell me that it is a film on Second World 

War... 

No. 

EM- Tea with Mussolini is a film about feelings, like Ivory's films. I cannot see the 

Second World War sub-genre. By the way, Malick had wanted to make The Thin Red 

Line for ten years. But as you know, Spielberg finds money immediately and makes the 

film in three months. Terrence Malick needs ten years. 

Anyhow, I had wanted to make this film since before Mediterraneo. I look at the fact 

that there are pages of Italian history that are completely ignored, forgotten. In Italy, for 

instance, there is only one genre, the comedy. We don't make detective stories, we don't 

make love stories. We make comedies or art films, which is a genre that tells everything 

and nothing at the same time. I have read many books about the el-Alamein battle, I've 
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seen the Luce newsreels, documentaries. My opinion is that the war puts the human 

kind in front of extreme choices. In addition, el-Alamein is a distant battle, it is not the 

partisan war, a home game. It's a distant war, and more importantly, it was a place far 

away from home. Nowadays, you go to Morocco in an hour, and you are a tourist, but 

then, to go across the Mediterranean sea, to get to Libya, and end up in the middle of 

the Sahara desert was like going to Mars. You would send letters home, but you did not 

know if they would get there. There was a sense of distance and displacement. 

Has anything in common with the theme of nostalgia, which is more or less "We 

must remember what we were during the war, what happened to us, and look what we 

are like today"? 

EM - Well, that theme was more present in Mediterraneo. In this film, no, it won't 

be. This will really be a page of history. I meet a lot of people and I ask them: "What do 

you know about el-Alamein?", and the reaction is a freeze. Nobody knows anything, 

nobody remembers, thus it is not a bad idea to remember that we were colonialist, that 

in Libya there were villages with Italian names, there were peasants from Veneto, and 

people who were born there. Gentile, the Juventus soccer player who had also been in 

the National team, was born in Tripoli. 

Yes, then the Italians came back in the 1960s, when Gheddafi threw them out. 

There is a complex issue, here, and it is about the fact that history is undervalued in 

school. I give you an example. This year, the director of the Cinema school195 asked 

some of us, let's call it 'the new generation of filmmakers", to introduce some classics of 

Italian cinema to first year students. I talk about restored reels, not videos. I introduced 

Tutti a casa, a very famous film, that is very often broadcast on television, especially 

because there is Alberto Sordi. And anyhow, even if you don't know what the film is 

about, you don't know the director's name, you should know that there is Alberto Sordi 

in it. When I presented it to those students, I mean motivated students, those who go to 
                                                 
195 He refers to the Scuola di cinema nazionale, the ex Centro Sperimentale di cinema di Roma, the national school 
of cinema in Cinecittà. 
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the school to learn to make films, not just any students, I asked them: "How many of 

you saw this film?". Nobody ever saw it. In the second phase, I asked: "Do you know 

what happened the 8 of September 1943?". Nobody knew what had happened.196 I find 

this very worrying, because it means that there is a total elimination of memory, they 

don't teach it at school. Today you know what happened yesterday, the day before 

yesterday. 

You know, at school they hardly  teach  the Second World War.  

EM - Yes, but, for instance Garibaldi, you know who Garibaldi is, beyond school 

learning. Because there is a generational cultural transmission. The 8 of September is 

forgotten, who knows who the partisans were. We know Mussolini, because the name 

has remained in the air. 

In what way do you look at the past? Do you  look at history to influence the present 

or you want to inform people? Is it to put Italians in front of their own past? 

Well, one does cinema to tell stories, first of all, and in a fascinating way, because 

you can not bore the audience. I cannot teach history lessons, I prefer to tell another 

kind of stories. My father is an historian, both my grandfathers fought in the two wars, 

they got medals and recognition. Who knows. I personally care about certain things. I 

believe that the lack of memory is a bad thing. But I don't think I am the one who 

teaches what to remember and what to forget. If we all did our duty, that is make good 

films and maybe to tell a bit of one's own history... When I made the film about 

Fantazzini I did not want to depict the leaden years in Italy. When Margaret Von Trotta 

made her film about the leaden years, she made a politically engaged film. If I make a 

film about Fantazzini, I do something different. However, I show a little Italy. The Italy 

in which there was only one news program, only one television channel, without mobile 

phones. It's a polaroid that goes into the photo album made up by all those who 

                                                 
196 The 8 of September 1943 the Italian government officially announced the armistice with the Allies. Fifteen days 
earlier, Badoglio resumed the command of the Italian army, thus depriving Mussolini of his authority.  
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participate in this job.
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KIKO STELLA 
 

Kiko Stella (KS) started his career in 1981 in Milan with the experimental group 

Filmmaker. After he graduated in architecture and sat exams in cinema at  DAMS in 

Bologna, Stella spent a period at the film school in New York. In 1983, he co-directed 

his first feature film with Bruno Bigoni, Live. With other directors, among them also 

Silvio Soldini, Stella is part of a structure that was born out of Filmmaker called 

Indigena. This company gathers independent producers-directors, who self-manage 

funding and distribution of their own films. 

The interview took place in Milan in May 2000. 

 

Your career started with experimental films, but also with television advertising. 

Why  playing on  these two fronts? 

KS - At Dams I understood that to be a student for life was too exacting, thus I 

started to work in advertising. In the beginning of the 1980s there was the polemic 

between Rome and Milan. The crisis of Cinecittà was similar to what was happening in 

Hollywood, and that gave way to the outdoor cinema, the New York skyline, Scorsese, 

the city that becomes a set. I made a bet that Milan would become the city of cinema, 

but in reality this did not happen. In those times, though, you would analogically make 

the same relationship Hollywood-New York in Italy. Nichetti had just done 

Ratataplan197, and there was publicity. Berlusconi's Milano 2 was being built198, and I 

had friends who were working for Berlusconi editing in the half inch (in those times the 

VHF was not born yet). Berlusconi got crazy for television and stopped his building 

trade. 

                                                 
197 Milan-based director, Nichetti was part of the new generation of filmmakers in late 1970s. Ratataplan was set in 
Milan and with new actors coming from experimental theatre and the mime group Quelli di Grock.  
198 Milano 2 is a residential suburb for professional people at the outskirts of Milan. Berlusconi  built his empire 
starting from the building trade. 
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I worked a lot in publicity, but not too much. My crisis in advertising started quite 

soon, when one day I was sitting a pre-production meeting for a spot of a watch. At this 

meeting, there were the client, the advertising agency, the art directors, everybody. We 

had to discuss the background for an extreme close-up of the watch. The meeting 

started at nine am and finished at seven pm. The main subject for the day was the 

background colour, that had to be blue, but what kind of blue? I then understood that 

advertising was not for me. I was a bit individualist, sort of anarchic, and with 

advertising I had to compromise all the time. There were exhausting hours to solve 

problems. 

Clearly, in the beginning I thought that this was the solution to financial problems, 

but then I never had really big financial problems. I was doing things sporadically, 

when they called me. To be honest, we all were working in advertising. 

Talking about today, but remaining on the topic of advertising, there is  a mixing of 

film and advertising which is evident. Films look more and more like videoclips and 

publicity spots, spots are more like films. There is a mixing of language, of aesthetics. 

This is happening also due to the technical possibilities of digital camera and digital 

editing. Young people are used to the language which comes from television, from the 

videoclips. What's your opinion? 

KS - Look, it is true that the lightweight camera enables you to do things with a 

different language. The Danish lead in this. There is a theorisation, there can be no 

artificial lighting, the camera must always be on your shoulder. 

It's clear that given my background in clips, fashion, publicity, for better or for 

worse, I adopt a technique in which editing becomes a fundamental creative part of my 

filmmaking. However, even earlier on, editing was an integral part of cinema. I'm not 

sure that it is the means that you use that creates this mixing, but rather it's society, the 

speed, real time, the virtual, this acceleration of social life is what makes you to 

accelerate editing. Once this is said, then you also find the counter-tendency, the praise 

 



  
314 

of slowness, a very rigorous choice of fixed camera. For instance, look at Chinese and 

Eastern cinema, which have played the lord and master in Cannes. I get to think that in 

Cannes, beside the speed, there were directors whose calmness and elegance of vision 

was more appreciated. 

For instance, I did videos of dance in which in order to give the idea of the speed of 

dance I had the audience point of view taken with a tracking camera with a 16mm lens. 

Then I shot on the stage with the dancers, with a Super8 in black and white. In choosing 

the black and white I thought that the dancer has an oblique gaze on the other dancers 

because he is concentrated on himself, on the public, on the stage. An oblique vision 

always entails a loss of chromatist perception, and at the same time there is a perception 

of other people moving. 

Thus you used the Super8 as the dancers point of view? 

KS - Yes, with some cuts on the colour, which had a cleaner image, clean travelling, 

and wide frames, but also close ups in panorama, very formal. These images were 

alternated with the speed of the dancers. The idea of using the digital camera today is 

the same of the Super8 of yesterday. The American vanguard in the 1960s, Cassavetes 

for instance, was shooting in 16mm in black and white with a hand-held camera. All the 

American vanguard... Then there is Andy Warhol, who stands in front of the Empire 

State Building for 24 hours with a 16mm camera and shoots. The emotion arrives after 

six hours, when a seagull flies in front of the building. The audience then goes from 

deadly boredom to a great emotion. 

Talking about your film, which is not in distribution yet,  how did you shoot it 

technically speaking? And how did you fund it? 

KS - It's a film in 35mm. You know that when I came to Australia I already had the 

rights for this book, and I had written the screenplay, but I did not like it. At that stage, I 

even wanted to change job. There was the opportunity to shoot a documentary on the oil 

blockade, there was a crisis in Cuba, I went to Havana and I took the opportunity to 
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travel around the world. Somehow, with the occasion of the documentary, I started to 

nurture the idea for the film. Later on I met some screenwriters who were in my opinion 

quite good. We were talking about a completely different project, but then the 

conversation shifted on my screenplay. They wanted to see the book, and got 

enthusiastic about it, so we started from scratch again. The new screenplay remained 

dormant  for a while, and then I presented it to a competition announced by the 

Department (of Culture and Spectacle). This competition was for a prize for the best 

screenplay. After two years (this is bureaucratic time in Italy) they told me that I had 

won this fifty million prize199. The prize in theory facilitates a number of steps to 

obtaining public funding, so I was stimulated to make the film. I pre-sold the film to 

Rai, I thought that I could have the money from the Department, but the same 

commission that gave me the first prize, then rejected my application. However, the 

film had already its own inertia, the actors had already agreed to the project. Thus we 

were able to finish it, independently from the Department rejection. 

How did this rejection weight on the making of your film? 

KS - The failure meant that we had to find two billion liras200 outside which were 

much more at risk. Obviously the risk puts you in front of heavier considerations, more 

conscientious, and more responsibilities on the project. Everything has been re-

elaborated and re-thought in this perspective. With the recognition you to tend to 

conform, while with the rejection you get pissed off. 

With the recognition, you think that whatever is the destiny of the film, you made 

your film... 

KS - Yes, while with the rejection you get busier. With this I don't want to say that I 

am able to make commercial films. All my work has been on television and was 

screened at festivals. The côté of my cinema has always been ironic-grotesque and finds 

a public at film festivals. This film is grotesque, but the author of the book defined it as 
                                                 
199 It is expressed in Italian liras. It corresponds to about sixty two thousand Australian dollars. 
200 Two million Australian dollars. 
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pitiless, and cruel. I am not sure that there is this cruelty. The title is Come si fa un 

Martini (How to make a Martini), it gives you the idea of frivolity, of lightness, but then 

it becomes the paradigm for the disputability of any point of view, and for the 

progressive awareness of the faults and lack of communication. The set is a restaurant; 

in this, the triviality of the dialogues between the characters hides underlying conflicts, 

which then explode. There are no heroes in my film, there are no positive characters, 

then... a Martini must be served cold and dry. My film is a comedy, a cocktail of daily 

life, cold and dry like a Martini, more dry than cold. Buñuel wrote in his autobiography 

that the Martini that his American friends used to drink was one that had the same 

experience of the Madonna, when she got pregnant with the Holy Spirit. Thus you 

should have a ray of light that going through the bottle of vermouth hits the ice inside 

the glass where there is also the gin. 

Is this a line from your film? 

KS - No, I quote a scene in Buñuel's The Discreet  Charm of Bourgeoisie in which 

there is an entrepreneur who makes a Martini for his friends and while he is making it, 

he explains what is a upper class Martini. He calls his driver and gives him the stemmed 

glass and asks him to drink it. The driver sips the cocktail and makes considerations 

about it. The entrepreneur says that a Martini cannot be drunk, but must be chewed. In 

my film there is a maître reproaching a waitress who becomes so involved in a 

discussion that she gulps a Martini. The maître says that a Martini can not be drunk, but 

must be chewed. 

Will your film go to the Venice Film Festival? 

KS - I don't know. One thing is the desire, another is reality. We had already fancied 

the idea of Cannes, when Paris asked us to send a copy of the film with subtitles. Now I 

don't want to cherish anything any more... Maybe for Venice there will be more 
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possibilities. You know, at Cannes there were 900 films and they had to chose about 

three per cent... It is clear that there you enter into a lucky dip201.  

For Venice there is a lot of Italian cinema already ready, I mean cinema from famous 

directors. My film is not a first feature, that means that it will go into a selection of 

international films. After the humiliation in Cannes, there is pressure on the festival 

from the department, let's say from the establishment, to select more Italian films than 

the normal percentage. In any case, they can not take more than seven-eight films, 

which is the fifteen per cent of the entire selection. I do think about it, but I don't want 

to nurture false expectations. 

Your experience with Indigena is interesting. Let's talk about this figure of the 

director-producer, which has spread in the Italian industry. What is your position in 

regard of this issue of the author-producer? 

KS - In regard to the figure of the producer, as I said earlier, my choice of freedom in 

decision-making and autonomy is very important to me. As far as the discourse of the 

author is concerned, I think, on the contrary, that a film is a collective thing. The 

director has more responsibilities, it's obvious, but choices are often made with other 

professionals involved. Without actors, the director of photography, the editor, the 

composer... I have a production company with an associate and we are working 

together. The authorial expression ... It's clear that the last word is the director's, who 

can not have alibis and must take upon himself all responsibility at hundred per cent. It's 

also true that when you are shooting a sequence, you wonder "How do I frame it? How 

will I edit it?", and you create your own style, your own language. But it is also true that 

when you are editing, if a scene in which you have invested a lot does not have strength, 

it is better if you cut it. With this I mean that in this job there is a constant shuffling and 

re-shuffling of the cards. Orson Welles said that the director is the person who masters 

the art of the unexpected, the one who can solve problems. 
                                                 
201 At the 2000 Cannes Film Festival the selection committee rejected all Italian films for the first time. A bitter 
polemic on the Italian media followed the decision. 
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The notion of author has very ambiguous connotations, because cinema is not an 

individual work. 

However, among all the theories, that of the author is the most resilient, because it 

works well from a commercial point of view. In any film review, in the newspaper, 

especially in Europe, the first thing that the public wants to know is the director's name. 

KS -But there is a style which is immediately recognisable. We know very well that 

with the politique des auteurs they found names in classic Hollywood who were 

marking their films with a signature. It was commonly believed that the producers made 

films, but in reality, to quote a name, Hitchcock, was immediately recognisable, 

Minnelli, Hawks... The signature is something that is personal, in this way, yes. 

Within contemporary Italian cinema the figure of the author is criticised. It is 

commonly acknowledged that there are  a lot of authors and not many good directors. I  

have gathered that there is the search  again for a strong narrative, even a cinema of 

genres. 

KS - Nobody can deny that Sergio Leone was a great author and a greater director. 

His films are recognisable, the theme was popular,202 and his cinema has launched other 

ways to make cinema. The problem is that the meaning implied in the word 'author' has 

progressively declined, because the authorial intervention has become something very 

personal, very solipsistic, very "I look at my belly button". If this is the author, no, I 

surely don't want to be that. 

                                                 
202 Sergio Leone became famous with the spaghetti-western genre. 
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LUCIANA CASTELLINA E CRISTIANA PATERNO' 

 

Luciana Castellina (LC) is the President of the association Italia Cinema, a body 

partially funded by the state and partially privately owned whose task is the promotion 

of Italian cinema on the international market.  

Cristiana Paternò (CP) is a film critic and director of Italia Cinema's on-line 

magazine. 

The interview took place in Rome in April 2000. 

 

Italia Cinema is funded and promoted by Cinecittà Holding, Anica (Italian National 

Association Cinema and Audiovisual), Api (Independent Authors and Producers), Anac 

(National Association Cinema Authors), Italian Trade Commission, Rai (Italian public 

television), with the support of the Department for Cultural Affairs. 

 

The history films made in the 1990s do not portray momentous events, or better these 

remain in the background. Do you agree?  

LC - Really there is this tendency of a cinema that portrays history without ideology 

and without looking for heroes as main characters. But it looks for minor characters, 

who are marginal.  

It is a cinema of doubt, minimalist.  

Why in this period, between the 1980s and the 1990s, is there a return to history?  

LC - There may be different answers, that probably are generational. In my opinion 

in this period there is a return to the history film exactly because in the 1980s there was 

a profound refusal of politics and thus of history. This was a characteristic of that 

period, "I don't want to know anything about it". After this antipolitical intoxication, 

today there is an interest for a re-reading of politics, but in a very different way, that is 
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in a critical perspective. Even Marco Tullio Giordana'a film (Pasolini un delitto 

italiano) is the story of a little hero, not of the macro-history. What I want to say is that 

there is a re-discovery of politics, but not in an epic manner.    

But Lamerica is an epic film ...  

LC - Lamerica is still the reading of Calabria's history, there is all Amelio's personal 

story there. Lamerica  is the story of Calabria seen through Albanian people.  

CP - It is typically Italian, though. Great Britain was an empire and recognised it. We 

always have had, in regard to our history, an ironic attitude, we always tend to minimise 

it. We do not need to be in the 1990s for this way to see history. For instance Una 

giornata particolare by Ettore Scola is a perfect model. He took a great historical event, 

the visit that Hitler payed to Mussolini, but he told it through a perspective so private, 

so particular in fact, that he provoked a short circuit between macro history and little 

stories.  

But Visconti also in Senso (The Wanton Countess) portrayed a particular story with 

the Risorgimento in the background.  

CP - But Visconti has always made films in large scale, with big sets.  

Also in the 1990s there are costume films, as you say, on a large scale, take for 

instance  Zeffirelli's Tea with Mussolini. 

CP - Zeffirelli works a lot for the international market. Thus Tea with Mussolini is a 

film aimed more to the American market than for the Italian public. It is true though 

that he treats nodal questions of Italian history, but I would not put him on the same 

plane as the other directors. 

What you are saying confirms my hypothesis of the double function of the history 

film, that is the economic-industrial  on the one hand, and therefore the film goes on the 

international market. On the other hand, the other function is referred to domestic 

politics, intimately linked to the Italian nation. These films are thus connected with 
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cultural and social national transformations. Even though these films travel on the 

international circuits, they  still remain in the restricted domain of the film festivals.  

CP - Yes, it's correct. But you have to consider that there is another factor that comes 

into play. The 1980s was an extremely poor period for the Italian cinema, its 

characteristic being the retreat into self-reflection. There was a strong polemic about the 

cinema of 'bedroom and kitchen', the so-called belly-button cinema. This cinema was 

little interesting, it was telling non-stories, it portrayed daily life, the aesthetic was that 

of the coffee machine on the gas stove. Probably in order to get out of this impasse quite 

rightly they looked for significant stories in history.   

Thus history as subject is the answer to minimalism, to the cinema locked within the 

four domestic walls.  

CP - At the end of the story Italian cinema has always been more vital when it took 

history as subject, starting from neorealism, but even earlier, with Blasetti for instance. 

It's not a mere coincidence that in these last ten years Italian history films have been 

awarded many international prises.  

CP - It's true. Even Mediterraneo, that is a contemporary story disguised as history 

film. The psychologies of those characters are not at all the psychologies of the soldiers 

during Second World War. But because of the masquerade as history film, it works.  
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MAURIZIO COLOMBO 

 

Maurizio Colombo (MC) is Medusa Film marketing director. Medusa Film is the 

production company associated with Mediaset, which is part of Berlusconi's investment 

company Fininvest.  

The interview took place in Milan in May 2000. 

 

Medusa Film has co-produced RadioFreccia and Tea with Mussolini, two 

completely different films though both deal with the Italian historical past. I guess their 

promotion and marketing required completely different strategies.  

MC - It's correct. In making the decisions about the promotion of a film, we look at 

the film from two different perspectives: the budget and the potential of the film. When 

we read RadioFreccia's screenplay, we understood that it had some potential. It was 

targeted at an audience aged between 15-34 years. This is the main target of the Italian 

cinema market.  

The movie was launched in full season and it also fitted well in the radio market. 

Radios played an optimal role in passing the word on. The movie was released in 1998, 

when Ligabue was selling a lot203. We spent less than a billion liras204 in 

advertisements, because as I said for the promotion we used word of mouth. The 

production budget was five billion liras205. 

The  film was censored for the audience under 14, and this increased media and 

public attention. 

MC - Yes, with no doubt. Later the censorship was withdrawn, but at that point the 

film was going very well.  

                                                 
203 Luciano Ligabue is a song-writer and singer very popular with young generations. He is Radiofreccia's director. 
204 Less than a million Australian dollars. 
205 Five million Australian dollars. 
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On the contrary, Tea with Mussolini  followed a completely different route. Because 

of the film budget (28 billion liras206) we had to sell the film overseas, and in fact we 

sold it in France and the United States207. We had to create the value of the film, 

according to which the more the film takes at the box-office, the more its value 

increases. It sounds like a vicious circle, but you have to spend a lot to recover the 

initial cost. We spent eight hundred million liras208 only for television publicity. Then 

we asked the picture theatres to screen the film for longer, even when it stopped making 

money. In this way, the film is visible, it creates and holds attention. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
206 Twenty eight million Australian dollars. 
207 Un tè con Mussolini screened in the Usa from April 1999. In July it was still on 285 screens. The film, which was 
distributed in the Usa by MGM, had taken at the box-office 25 American million dollar by July 1999, with a profit of 
10 American million dollars for the American major. 
208 Eight hundred thousand Australian dollars. 
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1. 

CINEMA PRODUCTION AND IMPORT IN ITALY 

 
 
 
 
 

Year A 

Italian films 

produced 

100% with 

B 

Italian films 

co-

produced 

A+B 

Total 

national 

films 

C 

Imported 

films EU 

(Italy 

D 

Films 

imported 

outside EU 

E 

Films 

imported 

from Usa 

C+D+E 

Total films 

imported 

1980 130 33 163 194 61 152 407 
1981 79 24 103 152 46 172 370 
1982 99 15 114 93 42 105 240 
1983 101 9 110 100 34 108 242 
1984 87 16 103 90 16 143 249 
1985 81 8 89 86 27 152 265 
1986 94 15 109 83 21 197 301 
1987 106 10 116 91 23 254 368 
1988 103 21 124 106 31 243 380 
1989 102 15 117 108 38 249 395 
1990 98 21 119 81 34 227 342 
1991 111 18 129 91 31 228 350 
1992 114 13 127 88 38 209 335 
1993 86 20 106 48 29 198 275 
1994 71 24 95 49 26 173 248 
1995 60 15 75 57 31 179 267 
1996 77 22 99 70 21 182 273 
1997 71 16 87 81 32 180 293 
1998 79 13 92 86 22 183 291 

 

Source: ANICA, La produzione italiana 1998-1999, p. 284. 
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2. 

ITALIAN CINEMA SCHEDULING ON THE MAIN TELEVISION NETWORKS 

(RAI, MEDIASET, TMC) 

 
 
 
Italian cinema scheduling on 
the main television networks 
(RAI, Mediaset, TMC) 

 
number 

 
% 

 
Total films scheduled in 24 hours

 
5,400 

 
100 

 
Italian films scheduled in 24 
hours 
 

 
1,873 

 
35  

of the total 

 
Italian films scheduled in prime 
time 
 

 
182 

 
10*  

 

 
Italian films scheduled in second 
time (22,30-24) 
 

 
286 

 
15* 

 

 
Italian films scheduled after 
midnight 
 

 
824 

 
44* 

 

 
Italian films scheduled in the 
morning (8-12) 
 

 
314 

 
17* 

 
Italian films scheduled in the 
afternoon (14-18) 
 

 
277 

 
15* 

 
 
* On the total of Italian films. 

Source: ANICA, Il cinema italiano in numeri, anno solare 2000. 

http://www.anica.it/stat/sld005 
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3. MARKET SHARE OF THE EUROPEAN FILM INDUSTRY 

(In percentage) 

 
 
 
 

National films     Non national films 

 

                1989                   1998              1989                      1998 

B                2,6                      0,5              21,5                       11,9 

D               16,7                     8,1              16,3                         6,3 

E                 7,3                    12              17,7                         8,5 

F               33,8                    27                 7,8                         7,2 

It               21,9                    23,6              12,8                        10,8 

Uk              10                        12               ?                               2 

 

 

USA                                                        Other 

                1989                  1998               1989                       1998 

B                 69,5                   87,4                 6,4                          0,2 

D                 65,7                   85,4                 1,3                          0,2 

E                 73                      77                  2                            1 

F                 56,6                   64                  1,8                         1,9 

It                 63,3                   65,2                  1,8                          0,4 

Uk                 84                      86                   ?                            ? 

 

Source: European Observatory on the Audiovisual industry, Strasburg. From Castellina 

(2000, p. 18). 
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4. 

CINECITTA' STUDIOS 

 

 

 

 

Cinecittà Holding 
17.5% 

PRIVATE 

Istituto Luce 
7.5% 

Filmauro  15% 
 
V. Merloni  15% 
 
D. Della Valle 15% 
 
V. Cecchi Gori 11.5% 
 
R. Haggiag     7.5% 
 
Efibanca     7.5% 
 

GOVERNMENT 
Department for the 
Arts and Cultural 
Activity 

Cinecittà Studios 
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Filmography 

 
 
Italian films and co-productions 

 

Note: Canal Plus appears also as Canal+, Canal Plus Productions, Le Studio Canal Plus 

and Canal Plus Image International. 

Ministero or Dipartimento have been left according to the naming of government 

institutions at the time. 

The date indicates the year of release and not of production. 

 

Le affinità elettive, 1996, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production:Filmtre (It), 

Gierrefilm, in collaboration with Raiuno, co-produced with Florida-Movies- France 

3 and in collaboration with Canal+. 

L'Agnese va a morire, 1976, Giuliano Montaldo. Production: Palamo Film. 

All'armi siam fascisti, 1962, Lino del Frà, Cecilia Mangini, Lino Micciché. Production: 

Universale Film. 

Allonsanfan, 1974, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: Una cooperativa 

cinematografica. 

Amarcord, 1973, Federico Fellini. Production: Franco Cristaldi. 

Aprile (April), 1998, Nanni Moretti. Production: Sacher Film, Bac Films (Paris), in 

collaboration with Rai and Canal +. 

L'assedio (Bieseged), 1998, Bernardo Bertolucci. Production: Fiction, Navert Film. 

Assunta Spina, 1915, Augusto Serena. Production: Caesar. 

La battaglia di Algieri (Algiers), 1966, Gillo Pontecorvo, Production: Igor Film, 

Casbah Film. 

Bianca, 1984, Nanni Moretti. Production: Faso Film, Reteitalia. 

Cabiria, 1914, Piero Fosco (Giovanni Pastrone). Production: Itala Film. 

La caduta degli dei (The Damned), 1969, Luchino Visconti. Production: Praesidens-

Pegaso. 

La caduta di Troia (The Fall of Troy), 1911, Giovanni Pastrone. Production: Itala. 

Caius Julius Caesar, 1913, Enrico Guazzoni. Production: Cines. 

Caro Diario (Dear Diary), 1992, Nanni Moretti. Production: Sacher Film, Baufilm 

(Paris), La Sépt Cinema (Paris), Rai, Canal Plus Productions. 
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Il caso Mattei,1972, Francesco Rosi. Production:Vides-Verona Film. 

Il caso Moro (The Moro Affair), 1986, Giuseppe Ferrara. Production: Yarno 

Cinematografica. 

I cento passi (One Hundred Steps), 2000, Marco Tullio Giordana. Production: Rai, Rai 

Cinemafiction, Tele +, Titti Film. 

Come te nessuno mai (But Forever in my Mind), 1999, Gabriele Muccino. Production: 

Fandango, Mikado, Rai Cinemafiction. 

Concorrenza sleale (Unfair Competition), 2001, Ettore Scola. Production: Filmtre (Fr), 

France 3 Cinema (Fr), Les Films Alain Sarde (Fr), Medusa (It), Telepiù (It). 

Il conformista (The Conformist), 1970, Bernardo Bertolucci. Production: Maris Film, 

Marianne Production, Marau Film. 

Domani accadrà, 1988, Daniele Luchetti. Production: Nanni Moretti and Angelo 

Barbagallo for Sacher Film, Raiuno, SO.FI.NA. 

Ecce Bombo, 1978, Nanni Moretti. Production: Filmalpha, Alphabeta Film. 

Figli di Annibale (Hannibal's Children), 1998, Davide Ferrario. Production: Colorado 

Film, Mediaset, Medusa. 

Film d'amore e d'anarchia (Love and Anarchy),  1973, Lina Wertmuller. Production: 

Euro. 

Fiorile, 1993, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: Filmtre-Gierre Film, Florida 

Movies, K.S. Film (De), La Sept Cinéma, Le Studio Canal+, Penta Film S.L. (Es), 

Roxy Films. 

Il Gattopardo (The Leopard), 1963, Luchino Visconti. Production: Titanus-Pathé Film. 

Il generale Della Rovere (General Della Rovere), 1959, Roberto Rossellini. 

Production: Zebra Film, Gaumont. 

Germania anno zero (Germany, Year Zero), 1947, Roberto Rossellini. Production: 

Roberto Rossellini, Tevere Film, Salvo D'Angelo Produzione, Sadfi, Union Général 

Cinématographique. 

Il giardino dei Finzi-Contini (The Garden of Finzi-Contini), 1970, Vittorio De Sica. 

Production: Documento Film, Arthur Cohn. 

Ginger e Fred (Ginger e Fred), 1985, Federico Fellini. Production: Pea, Istituto Luce. 

Una giornata particolare, 1977, Ettore Scola. Production: Champion, Canafox. 

Giulio Cesare, 1913, Enrico Guazzoni. Production: Cines. 
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Good Morning Babilonia (Good Morning Babylon), 1987, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. 

Production: Edward R. Pressman Film Corporation (US), Films A2 (Fr), Filmtre (It), 

MK2 Productions (Fr), Rai. 

La grande guerra, 1959, Mario Monicelli. Production: De Laurentiis, Gray Film. 

L'intervista (Interview), 1988, Federico Fellini. Production: Raiuno. 

Io sono un autarchico, 1976, Nanni Moretti. Production: Moretti Production. 

Italia-Germania 4 a 3, 1990, Andrea Barzini. Production: Raidue. 

Italiani brava gente, 1964, Giuseppe De Santis. Production: Galatea, Coronet, 

Mosfil'm. 

Jane Eyre, 1995, Franco Zeffirelli. Production: Rochester Film, Cineritmo, Flach Film, 

Mediaset. 

Jona che visse nella balena, 1993, Roberto Faenza. Production: Jean Vigo 

International, French Production, Focus Film (Budapest), Raiuno, with the 

contributions from the Dipartimento del Turismo e dello Spettacolo, and Eurimages. 

Kamikazen, 1987, Gabriele Salvatores. Production: Colorado Film, Eurovision-Italia. 

Kaos, 1984, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: Raiuno. 

Kapò, 1960, Gillo Pontecorvo. Production: Vides, Zebra Film, Cineriz. 

Ladri di biciclette (The Bicycle Thief), 1948, Vittorio De Sica. Production: Pds. 

Ladri di saponette (The Icicle Thief), 1989, Maurizio Nichetti. Production: Bambù, 

Reteitalia. 

Il ladro di bambini (Stolen Children), 1992, Gianni Amelio. Production: Angelo Rizzoli 

per Erre produzioni, Alia Film, in collaboration with Raidue. 

Lamerica, 1994, Gianni Amelio. Production: Alia Film, Cecchi Gori Group Tiger 

Cinematografica, Arena Film (Paris), Vega Film (Zurich), with the subsidy of 

Eurimages. 

La leggenda del pianista sull'oceano (Novecento), 1998, Giuseppe Tornatore. 

Production: Medusa Film. 

Lucky Luciano, 1973, Francesco Rosi. Production: Vides. 

Maciste innamorato, 1919, Romano Luigi Borgnetto. Production: Itala Film. 

Maledetti vi amerò, 1980, Marco Tullio Giordana. Production: Filmalpha, Jean Vigo, 

Raidue, with the contribution of the Ministero del Turismo e dello Spettacolo. 

Malèna, 2000, Giuseppe Tornatore. Production: Medusa, Pacific Pictures, Miramax. 

Le mani sulla città, 1963, Francesco Rosi. Production: Galatea Film. 
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Marianna Ucrìa, 1997, Roberto Faenza. Production: Vittorio and Rita Cecchi Gori for 

Tiger Cinematografica, Arcturus Productions, France 2 cinéma,with the participation 

of Canal +, in collaboration with Fabrica de Imagens. 

Marrakech Express, 1989, Gabriele Salvatores. Production: A.M.A. Film, Reteitalia. 

La maschera, 1988, Fiorella Infascelli. Production: Istituto Luce. 

Mediterraneo, 1991, Gabriele Salvatores. Production: A.M.A. Film, Penta Film. 

La mia generazione, 1996, Wilma Labate. No available data on production. 

Mussolini ultimo atto, 1974, Carlo Lizzani. Production: Aquila. 

La nave bianca (The White Ship), 1941, Roberto Rossellini. Production: Scalera Film 

and Centro Cinematografico del Ministero della Marina. 

Nerone (Nero), 1909, Luigi Maggi. Production: Ambrosio. 

Nitrato d'argento, 1996, Marco Ferreri. Production: Salomé SA, Audifilm, with  the 

subsidy of Eurimages, Canal+, Le centre Nationale de la Cinématographie, Rai, 

Hungarian Television. 

La notte di San Lorenzo, 1982, Paolo e Vittorio Taviani. Production: Ager, Rai. 

Novecento (1900), 1976, Bernardo Bertolucci. Production: Pea. 

Nuovo Cinema Paradiso (Cinema Paradiso), 1988, Giuseppe Tornatore. Production: 

Cristaldifilm (Rome), Films Ariane (Paris), Raitre, TF1 Film Production, with the 

collaboration of Forum Pictures. 

Ogro, 1978, Gillo Pontecorvo. Production: Vides, Sabre, Action. 

Ormai è fatta, 1999, Enzo Monteleone. Production:  Hera International Film, in 

collaboration with Rai. With the subsidy from the Dipartimento dello Spettacolo e 

del Turismo, and of the Ministero per i Beni e Attività culturali.  

L'oro di Roma (The Gold of Rome), 1961, Carlo Lizzani. Production: Lux Film. 

Otello (Othello), 1914, Luigi Maggi. Production: Società Anonima Ambrosio. 

Padre Padrone, 1977, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: Raidue, Cinema. 

Paisà (Paisan), 1946, Roberto Rossellini. Production: Mario Conti and Roberto 

Rossellini for the Organizzazione Film Internazionali, with the collaboration of Rod 

E. Geiger for Foreign Film Production. 

Palombella rossa, 1989, Nanni Moretti. Production: Sacher Film, Palmyre Film (Paris), 

Raiuno, So.Fin.A. 

Pane amore e fantasia, 1953, Luigi Comencini. Production: Titanus, Girosi. 

Il partigiano Johnny, 2000, Guido Chiesa. Production: Fandango, Media Trade, Tele+. 
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Pasolini un delitto italiano,1995, Marco Tullio Giordana. Production: Cecchi Gori 

Group Tiger Cinematografica, Cecchi Gori Leopard, Numero 5, Flach Film (Paris). 

Pasqualino Settebellezze (Seven Beauties), 1975, Lina Wertmuller. Production: 

Medusa. 

I piccoli maestri, 1997, Daniele Luchetti. Production: Vittorio e Rita Cecchi Gori per 

Cecchi Gori Group Tiger Cinematografica. 

Placido Rizzotto, 2000, Pasquale Scimeca. Production: Arbash, Rai Cinemafiction. 

Il portaborse (The Footman), 1991, Daniele Luchetti. Production: Sacher Film, 

Eidoscope Productions, Baufilm (Paris), Pyramide Productions (Paris), Ciné Cinq 

(Paris), Canal Plus Productions. 

Il portiere di notte (The Night Porter), 1974, Liliana Cavani. Production: Lotar Film. 

Porzûs, 1997, Renzo Martinelli. Production: Videomaura in collaboration with Progetto 

Immagine, Martinelli Film and Rai. Subsidised by the Presidenza del Consiglio 

Dipartimento dello Spettacolo, and European Script Fund (MEDIA Program). 

Il postino (The Postman), 1994, Michael Redford. Production: Cecchi Gori Group Tiger 

Cinematografica, Penta Film, Esterno Mediterraneo Film, Blue Dahlia Productions 

(Paris), K2TWO (Bruxelles). 

La presa del potere di Luigi XIV (La prise de pouvoir par Louis XIV, The Rise to Power 

of Louis XIV), 1966, Roberto Rossellini. Production: Radiodiffusion Française 

(ORTF). 

La presa di Roma, 1905, Filoteo Alberini. Production: Alberini & Santoni. 

Queimada, 1969, Gillo Pontecorvo. Production: Pea. 

Quo Vadis?, 1913, Enrico Guazzone. Production: Cines. 

RadioFreccia (RadioArrow), 1998, Luciano Ligabue. Production: Domenico Procacci 

for Fandango, Medusa Film, in collaboration with Tele+. 

I ragazzi di via Panisperna, 1988, Gianni Amelio. Production: Urania Film, Raiuno. 

Ratataplan, 1979, Maurizio Nichetti. Production: Vides. 

Riso amaro (Bitter Rice), 1949, Giuseppe De Santis. Production: Lux Film. 

Roma città aperta (Rome Open City), 1945, Roberto Rossellini. Production: Excelsa 

Film. 

Sacco e Vanzetti, 1971, Giuliano Montaldo. Production: Unidis. 

Salò o le 120 giornate di Sodoma (Salò), 1975, Pier Paolo Pasolini. Production: Pea, 

Artistes Associées. 

Salvatore Giuliano, 1960, Francesco Rosi. Production: Lux Vides, Galatea. 
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San Michele aveva un gallo, 1971, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: Igor Film, 

Rai. 

Sciuscià (Shoeshine), 1946, Vittorio De Sica. Production: Alfa Cinematografica. 

La seconda volta (The Second Time), 1995, Mimmo Calopresti. Production: Sacher 

Film, Ban Film (Paris), La Sépt Cinéma (Paris), Raiuno, Canal +. 

Senso (The Wanton Countess), 1954, Luchino Visconti. Production: Lux Film. 

I sequestrati di Altona (The Condemned of Altona), 1962, Vittorio de Sica. Production: 

Titanus, Société Générale de Cinématographie. 

Il sole anche di notte (The Night Sun), 1990, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: 

Capoul, Direkt-Film (De), Filmtre (It), Interpol, Raiuno, Sarafilm. 

Il sorpasso (The Easy Life), 1962, Dino Risi. Production:Fair Film, Incei Film, Savero 

Film. 

Splendor, 1989, Ettore Scola, Production: Studi El, Gaumont. 

La stanza del figlio (The Sons's Room), 2001, Nanni Moretti. Production: Bac Films 

(Fr), Le Studio Canal Plus (Fr), Rai Cinemafiction, Sacher Film, Tele+. 

La strada, 1954, Federico Fellini. Production: Ponti, De Laurentiis. 

La strategia del ragno (The spider's stratagem), 1972, Bernardo Bertolucci. 

Production: Rai, Red Film. 

Stromboli terra di Dio (Stromboli), 1951, Roberto Rossellini. Production: Berti Film, 

RKO. 

Sud, 1993, Gabriele Salvatores. Production: Mario e Vittorio Cecchi Gori per Penta 

Film, Colorado Film. 

Un tè con Mussolini (Tea with Mussolini), 1999, Franco Zeffirelli. Production: 

Cattleya, Cineritmo, Medusa, Film and General Productions (UK). 

Teorema, 1968, Pier Paolo Pasolini. Production: Aetos Film. 

La terra trema (The Earth Trembles), 1948, Luchino Visconti. Production: Universalia. 

La tregua (The Truce), 1997, Francesco Rosi. Production: Leo Pescarolo and Guido De 

Laurentiis for 3Emme cinematografica (Rome), Stephan Films and UGC Images 

(Paris), T&Cfilm AG (Zurich), DaZuFilm (Bonn). 

Tu ridi, 1998, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Production: Filmtre, in collaboration with 

Dania Film, Rai Cinemafiction.  

Tutti a casa, 1960, Luigi Comencini. Production: Dino De Laurentiis. 

Tutti giù per terra (We All Fall Down), 1997, Davide Ferrario. Production: Hera 

International Film. 
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Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei, 1908, Luigi Maggi. Production: Ambrosio. 

Gli ultimi giorni di Pompei (The Last Days of Pompeii), 1913, Eleuterio Rodolfi. 

Production: Società Anonima Ambrosio. 

L'ultimo bacio (The Last Kiss), 2001, Gabriele Muccino. Production: Fandango, 

Medusa. 

L'uomo delle stelle (The Star Maker), 1995, Giuseppe Tornatore. Production: Cecchi 

Gori Group Tiger Cinematografica, Sciarlò and Tiger Cinematografica.  

Vaghe stelle dell'orsa (Sandra), 1965, Luchino Visconti. Production: Vides. 

La vera vita di Antonio H., 1994, Enzo Montaleone. Production: Gianfranco Piccioli, 

Istituto Luce, Bellatrik pictures. 

Una vita difficile, 1961, Dino Risi. Production: Dino De Laurentiis. 

La vita è bella (Life is Beautiful), 1997, Roberto Benigni. Production: Cecchi Gori 

Group Tiger Cinematografica, Melampo Cinematografica. 

 

 

Non-Italian films cited 

 

All about my Mother (Todo sobre mi madre), 1999, Pedro Almodovar. Production: El 

Deseo S.A., France 2 Cinéma (Fr), Renn Productions (Fr), Vía Digital. 

Ben Hur, 1959, Wulliam Wyler. Production: Metro-Goldwyn Mayer. 

The Big Chill, 1983, Lawrence Kasdan, Production: Carson Productions Group, 

Columbia Pictures Corporation. 

Chariots of Fire, 1981, Hugh Hudson. Production: Allied Stars, Enigma, Goldcrest 

Films, Warner Bros. 

China Beach, 1988, Rod Holcomb. Production: Warner Bros. Television. 

Cleopatra, 1963, Joseph Mankiewicz. Production: 20th Century Fox, MCL Films, 

Walwa Films. 

Cliffhanger, 1993, Renny Harlin. Production: Carolco Pictures, Cliffhanger Production, 

Le Studio Canal +, Pioneer, RCS Video. 

The Crying Game, 1992, Neil Jordan. Production: British Screen, Channel Four Films, 

Eurotrustees, Nippon Film Development and Finance, Palace. 

Daylight, 1996, Rob Cohen. Production: Davis Entertainment Universal Pictures. 

Dog Day Afternoon, 1975, Sidney Lumet. Production: Artists Entertainment Complex. 
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The English Patient, 1996, Anthony Minghella. Production: J&M Entertainment, 

Miramax Films, Tiger Moth Productions. 

The Full Monty, 1997, Peter Cattaneo. Production: Channel Four Films, Redwave 

Films. 

Gangs of New York, 2002, Martin Scorsese. Production: Cappa Production, 

Incorporated Television Company (ITC) (Uk), Initial Entertainment Group (IEG) 

(Usa), Meespierson Film CV (Nl), Miramax Film, Pea Films (It), Q&Q Medien 

GmbH (De), Splendid Medien AG (De). 

Germany, Pale Mother (Deutschland bleiche Mutter), 1980, Helma Sanders-Brahms. 

Production: Helma Sanders-Brahms Filmproduktion, Literarisches Colloquium, 

Westdentscher Rundfunk (WDR). 

The Great Dictator, 1940, Charles Chaplin. Production: Charles Chaplin Productions. 

He Died with a Felafel in his Hands, 2001, Richard Lowenstein. Production: Notorius 

Films Pty (Au), Fandango (It). 

JFK, 1991, Oliver Stone. Production: Alcor Films, Camelot, Ixtlan Corporation, Le 

Studio Canal+ (Fr), Regency Enterprise, Warner Bros. 

Lili Marleen, 1980, Rainer Werner Fassbinder. Production: Roxy-Film Munich, Rialto 

Film, BR/CIP. 

The Marriage of Maria Braun, (Die Ehe der Maria Braun), 1979, Rainer Werner 

Fassbinder. Production: Albatros/Trio/WDR. 

Night on Earth, 1991, Jim Jarmusch. Production: Channel Four Films (Uk), JVC 

Entertainment, Le Studio Canal+, Locus Soluc Productions, Pandora Cinema (Fr), 

Pyramide Productions (Fr), Victor Musical Industries. 

The Pawnbroker, 1964, Sidney Lumet. Production: Landau Company, The Pawnbroker 

Company. 

The Piano, 1993, Jane Campion. Production: Australian Film Commission, CiBy 2000 

(Fr), New South Wales Film & Television Office. 

Quo Vadis?, 1951, Mervyn Le Roy. Production: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. 

Shakespeare in Love, 1998, John Madden. Production: Bedford Falls Productions, 

Miramax Films, Universal Pictures. 

Schindler's List, 1993, Steven Spielberg, Production: Amblin Entertainment, Universal 

Pictures. 

Shoah, 1985, Claude Lanzmann. Production: French Ministry of Culture and 

Communication, Historion, Les Films Aleph. 
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Sophie's Choice, 1982, Alan Pakula. Production: Incorporated Television Company 

(ITC). 

The Talented Mr Ripley, 1999, Anthony Minghella. Production: Mirage Enterprises, 

Miramax Films, Paramount Pictures, Timmick Films. 

Titanic, 1997, James Cameron. Production: 20th Century Fox, Lightstorm 

Entertainment, Paramount Pictures. 

Titus, 1999, Julie Taymor. Production: Clear Blue Sky Productions, NDF International, 

Overseas Filmgroup, Urania Film (It). 

To Be or Not To Be, 1942, Ernest Lubitsch. Production: Romaine Film Productions. 

Tour of Duty, 1987, Stephen Caffrey, James A. Contner. Production: New World 

Television. 

U-571, 2000, Jonathan Mostow. Production: Canal Plus Image International, Universal 

Pictures. 

The War Zone, 1999, Tim Roth. Production: Channel Four Films, Fandango (It), 

Mikado Films (It), Portobello Pictures (UK). 

Where Angels Fear to Tread, 1991, Charles Sturridge. Production: Compact Film, 

London Weekend Television, Sovereign Pictures, Stagescreen. 

 

 

Other history films produced in 1988-1999 (with brief synopsis), not cited.  

 

La balia, 1999, Marco Bellocchio. Production: Pier Giorgio Bellocchio for Filmalbatros 

in co-production with Istituto Luce and in collaboration with Rai Raicinema. Film of 

national cultural interest, produced with subsidy from the Presidenza del Consiglio 

dei Ministri Dipartimento dello Spettacolo. 

The film is adapted from a novel by Luigi Pirandello. The film is set in 1900. Vittoria, a 

woman from the Roman bourgeoisie, is pregnant. Her husband, Ennio Mori, is a 

psychiatrist with an interest in phrenology. Vittoria gives birth, but falls in post-natal 

depression and is not able to care for their child. Her husband hires a wet nurse from a 

low class milieu and through teaching her to write and read, an ambiguous relationship 

develops. In the background there are the subversive revolts of 1900. 

 

Del perduto amore, 1998, Michele Placido. Production: Clemi Cinematografica in 

collaboration with Rai Cinemafiction. 
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The film is set in Lucania in 1958. It is a story of political and civic commitment by 

Liliana, a young communist militant. She is trying to open a school for illiterate girls, 

but the Christian Democrats, the Movimento Sociale Italiano and the Communist Party 

itself are hostile. Liliana dies from an aneurism and the women of the village participate 

to her funeral against the local priest's prohibition.  

 

Ferdinando e Carolina, 1999, Lina Wertmuller. Production: Immagine e Cinema, Le 

Studio Canal Plus in collaboration with Medusa Film. 

King Ferdinando in old age remembers about his youth in the court of eighteenth 

century Bourbon Naples and his love story with Carolina, a young archduchess from 

Austriain. Despite the fact that it was an arranged marriage to cement political 

European alliances, the two young spouses fell nevertheless in love. 

 

La frontiera, 1996, Franco Giraldi. Production: Mario Gallo per Filmalpha-Factory, 

with the support of the European Script Fund and in collaboration with Rai. 

The film tells two parallel stories. One is the story of a young officer of the Austro-

Hungarian army who during the First World War decided to flee the army and the 

second is that of a Lieutenant of the Italian army who in 1941 goes back to his island in 

sick-leave. 

 

Garage Olimpo, 1999, Marco Bechis. Production: Classic, Paradise Film-Nisarga, in 

collaboration with Rai and Tele+. 

This film is set in Argentina in 1978, during the military dictatorship. It addresses the 

problem of the thirty thousand desaparecidos. Maria is a young teacher who lives with 

her mother in a large house. A few rooms are rented out and in one of these lives Felix, 

a young man. One day, Maria is seized by the police and led to the Garage Olimpo, a 

place where people are interrogated under torture. Felix is one of the torturers. He tries 

to save Maria pretending she is collaborating, but after an attack to the Garage in which 

the military in charge is killed, Maria is transferred. "Transferral" means that people are 

killed. 

 

Giro di lune tra terra e mare, 1997, Giuseppe M. Gaudino. Production: Gaundri Film, 

ZDF-Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen, Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri Direzione 

Generale dello Spettacolo, in collaboration with Rai. 
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This film tells the story of Pozzuoli between 538 b.C. and 1984. The contemporary 

story of the Gioia, a family of fishermen who are forced to leave their house because of 

the subduction of the coastline, is intertwined with many digressions into ancient 

episodes in the town history, from the murder of Agrippina by the hand of Nero, to that 

of seventeenth hundred Pozzuoli-born musician Giovan Battista Pergolesi. 

 

Io e il re, 1995,  Lucio Gaudino. Production:  DueA Film in collaboration with Raiuno. 

It is the story of king Vittorio Emanuele III during his escape from Rome after the 

armistice of 8 september 1943. During his flight, he briefly stops at the Crecchio castle, 

near Pescara. The film is told from the point of view of the owner's grand-daughter. The 

child's mother sees again one of the king's officers with whom she had fallen in love. 

Through this film, the child discovers the world of adults, their hypocrisies and their 

passions.  

 

La medaglia, 1997, Sergio Rossi. Production:  A.M.A. Film, in collaboration with 

Raitre. 

The film is set in Turin in 1953. Here Anna, a ten year old girl grows according to the 

values and upbringing that she has absorbed since her early childhood. Her mother is a 

communist and her father died during the war. 

 

Messaggi quasi segreti, 1998, Valerio Jalongo, Production: Clesi Cinematografica, Film 

Master Film (Rome), Fantastic Films (London), The Good Company (Dublin), in 

collaboration with Rai. 

Simone is the son of an ex-Sixtyeighter who travels to Dublin to study English. In 

Dublin, Simone meets Allison, the rebel and dark daughter of the working class family 

who is hosting him. They run away together in search of adventure. The two fathers go 

to search for them and re-live and find again their youth impulses.  

 

Nemici d'infanzia, Luigi Magni. Production: Telecinestar, Istituto Luce, in collaboration 

with Raiuno. 

Rome, 1944. Paolo, whose mother has died, is a peevish young man who lives with the 

father, an a-fascist and attendista. His brother is part of the fascist group Decima MAS. 

Paolo falls in love with a girl of the same age, whose father is a member of the 
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notorious fascist squads of via Tasso. He also befriends a tenant, who is a militant of the 

partisan GAP groups. 

 

Sostiene Pereira, 1995, Roberto Faenza. Production: Jean Vigo International, K.G. 

Productions (Paris), Mikado Film (It), Fabrica de Images (Port). With the subsidy 

from the Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri - Dipartimento dello Spettacolo. 

Adapted from Antonio Tabucchi's novel. 

Portugal 1938, the dictator Salazar seized power. The neighbouring Spain and Italy and 

Germany are also in the grip of fascist dictatorships. Doctor Pereira is an obscure 

literary journalist of the Lisboa who wants to dedicate himself only to his most 

favourite writers and books. However, meeting with two young subversives, Monteiro 

Rossi and Marta, will change his life. After Monteiro is killed under his eyes and in 

front of the dramatic reality, he decides to make a fool of the dictatorship from the 

pages of the newspaper. 

 

La stanza dello scirocco, 1997, Maurizio Sciarra. Production: Fandango, Produzione 

Cinem.ca. 

The film is set in 1936. The Marchese di Acquafurata is wanted because of his anti-

fascist activities. In an effort to hide himself, he takes the place of his own butler. 

Fearing that the police will discover him, he fakes a will in which he leaves the house to 

a couple who lost theirs in an earthquake. A love-story develops between the marchese 

and the young girl. They escape in France, with the marchese forgetting his political 

mission. 

 

Vite in sospeso, 1998, Marco Turco, Production: Rai Cinemafiction. 

Dario lives in a community of veterans of the radical Left. His young brother Jacopo 

arrives from Rome with his father to meet him. Jacopo tries to understand what is 

hiding behind lives  that are apparently normal, but that in reality are suspended 

between memories and the threatening possibility of jail. He decides to stay longer. In 

the group hostilities, distrust and paranoias develop. 
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