








ROSSELLINI, OPEN CITY, AND NEOREALISM

experiments in form (often mixing avant-garde and documentary
elements), neutral and unsentimental tone, lower-class characters,
landscape of violence, crime, and corruption, cynical attitude toward
conventional pieties of morals and manners, and reliance on often
unembellished vernacular language and direct dialogue in the works
of writers like Hemingway, Faulkner, Dos Passos, and James M. Cain
all find a place in the films of Visconti, Rossellini, and many of the
other Italian neorealists.

The cinematic aspects of the aesthetic context of neorealism are
typically downplayed or overlooked, perhaps largely because the neo-
realists insisted that their primary reference point was reality, not
other films. They also repeatedly emphasized their rejection of pre-
vious cinematic practices, defining their works in opposition to the
often mindless spectacle and melodrama of Hollywood, and, closer
to home, the superfluous formalism and decoration of Italian calli-
graphic films, and the upper-class escapism and frivolity of the so-
called “white telephone” films. Still, the neorealists adapted and inte-
grated techniques from a wide range of films and filmmakers in their
works. For example, the major Russian directors of the 1920s were key
models in helping the neorealists place progressive (though not nec-
essarily communist or socialist) politics at the center of a revitalized
cinema and create films intended to represent, analyze, and inspire
social and political action. Although Eisenstein’s style is tradition-
ally contrasted with the neorealists’ presumed disdain for interrup-
tive and manipulative editing, he (and his cinematic model, Griffith)
provided many examples of various kinds of montage effects that the
neorealists adopted, including what might be called embedded or
expanded montage (as Bazin shrewdly noted, sequences containing
montage elements of a sequential drama, contrast, and combina-
tion, but without the cuts that normally define montage and piece
together the “reality continuum”) and what has been called ethical
intercutting, in which the juxtaposition of shots furthers the real-
time flow of the narrative but also makes an evaluative contrast and
comment (for example, the shift in scene from the decadent luxury
of Marina’s dressing room to the austerity of the priest’s apartment,
from cocaine to cabbages as the images remind us, moves the plot
along but also reinforces a moral judgment, and links the visual tech-
nique of Open City with such works as Griffith’s A Corner in Wheat
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[1909] and Eisenstein'’s Strike [1925] and, as Robert Burgoyne suggests,
October [1928]).3

The influence of early German cinema on neorealism, and
Rossellini in particular, is also critical. Tag Gallagher, one of the
modern critics of Rossellini most keenly aware of the inadequacy
of looking at Open City as “some sort of newsreel rather than care-
fully constructed art,” convincingly describes Open City as an expres-
sionist film: more specifically, as “somewhat realist in content but
expressionist in means,” especially in its “melodramatic manipula-
tion of light”* — and, I might add, careful use of unbalanced and
angular frame compositions, symbolic stylizations, and striking vi-
sualizations of how physical and psychological pressures bear down
on individuals. The German influence goes far beyond expression-
ism: it is only scratching the surface to note that Open City is in
many ways a street film like those of G. W. Pabst, a city film like (al-
though often in opposition to) Walter Ruttmann’s Berlin, Symphony
of a Great City (1927), and a Kammerspielfilm like F. W. Murnau’s The
Last Laugh (1924), set at least in part in a claustrophobic and volatile
domestic environment. (Among other shared details, the fuss over a
wedding cake may well be Rossellini’s homage to Murnau.) Finally,
it should come as no surprise that in giving visual form to a master
(and not coincidentally German) villain and to a potentially over-
whelming sense of fear — Rossellini stated directly that “Open City is
a film about fear, the fear felt by us all but by me in particular”® —
Rossellini should recall Fritz Lang’s Mabuse films and M (1931).

Perhaps the most important cinematic influence on neorealism,
though, was the French. The later Italian films have much in com-
mon with the French films of the 1930s described by the term po-
etic realism, characterized by an unrelenting vision of people in hard
times, a focus on the lower depths (that is, lower-class people, of-
ten criminals or social outcasts, hunted down or imprisoned, both
metaphorically and literally), a dreary and dark mise-en-scene, a stress
on the value of authenticity and integrity but also on the more com-
mon reality of betrayal, and a pessimistic sense of how human aspira-
tions for dignity and freedom are defeated by fate. (This last element
is modified in neorealism, in which the sense of people trapped by
an impersonal and unyielding fate is replaced by an emphasis on
man-made circumstances: still devastating and often overpowering,
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but ones for which we must accept responsibility and may be able to
change.) Even though the legacy of these French films derives largely
from their “realism,” their “poetic” aspects offered the neorealists vi-
tal reminders of the artistry that goes into chronicling reality, and
the fragile beauty that can surface even in tales of the lower depths.

Although they learned much from many French filmmakers - in-
cluding Marcel Carné, Julien Duvivier, and perhaps more subtly and
surprisingly, René Clair, whose films have elements of fantasy, hu-
mor, and pathos, as well as social observation and critique — the most
important director for the neorealists was undoubtedly Jean Renoir.
Renoir worked on films in Italy, taught at the Centro Sperimentale
film school, and had close personal ties with some of the Italian film-
makers, especially Visconti and Rossellini. Even a summary overview
of Renoir — noting his progressive social and political views; anti-
fascism and involvement in the Popular Front movement attempting
to link otherwise disparate political groups in effective opposition
to a common enemy; essential humanism; thoughtful and self-
conscious artistry even while forging an art that was for far more
than art’s sake; working method combining careful preproduction
planning and on-the-spot improvisation and adaptability; recurrent
focus on themes of freedom and community; concern for history but
particularly the history of the present; and use of a mobile camera
and long takes, bringing the spectator close to a reality that seems
to be preexisting and found, rather than artificially constructed —
provides a precise overview of Rossellini as well.

There were other cinematic influences on neorealism, including
a wide range of anthropological documentary films, like those of
Robert Flaherty, that helped the neorealists develop what Visconti
called an “anthropomorphic cinema,” portraying people in their
lived environment;® films of social concern and analysis, focusing on
an entire society but through the perspective of one person’s story,
such as King Vidor’s The Crowd (1928), which Rossellini mentions as
particularly memorable;” early Neapolitan films centering on stories
of the harshness of life and characterized by authentic settings and
landscapes shot in natural light;® and even, as Peter Bondanella ar-
gues in his essay in the present volume, some of the increasingly “re-
alistic” films of the Fascist period, which blended documentary and
fictional elements. These and the other influences discussed above
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do not, of course, completely account for or define neorealism, but
provide a necessary reminder that there are aesthetic components
and cinematic contexts essential to a full understanding of a style of
filmmaking that often announces itself as in some ways antiaesthetic
and anticinematic.

To get even closer to the heart of neorealism, we need to examine
some specific aspects of its style, subjects, and, for lack of a better
term, philosophy. The manifesto-like “Ten Points of Neorealism,”
published in a film journal in 1952 during one of the periodic reeval-
uations of neorealism, provides a handy summary:

(1) A message: for the Italian filmmakers, cinema is a way of expres-
sion and communication in the true sense of this word. (2) Topical
scripts inspired by concrete events; great historical and social issues
are tackled from the point of view of the common people. (3) A sense
of detail as a means of authentification. (4) A sense of the masses
and the ability to surprise (De Sica) or manipulate them in front of
camera (De Santis, Visconti): the protagonists are captured in their
relationship to the masses. (5) Realism; but reality is filtered by a very
delicate sensitivity. (6) The truth of actors, often nonprofessionals.
(7) The truth of decor and a refusal of the studio. (8) The truth of the
lighting. (9) Photography reminiscent of the reportage style stresses
the impression of truth. (10) An extremely free camera; its unre-
stricted movements result from the use of postsynchronization.’

To a certain extent, as many critics have noted, some of the
“choices” described above were made for the neorealist directors by
the material conditions that prevailed: many oft-told (and not al-
together reliable) legends, for example, repeat the point that studio
resources were often not available, so they worked without them and
took the camera to the streets, literally as well as figuratively. But the
above ten points accurately describe essential identifying marks of
classic neorealist films — each one, for example, directs us toward
an important “truth” about Open City — and also convey the self-
conscious determination of the neorealist directors not only to make
films (a difficult enterprise under any historical circumstances, let
alone during the war and postwar period) but to forge a new cinema
of immediacy, relevance, popular appeal, and imaginative and po-
litical power. Their films “look” different, out of principle as well as
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necessity, and they rejected or radically modified conventional film-
making in order to create a blend of Kino-Eye and Kino-Fist, terms
used by Dziga Vertov and Eisenstein, respectively, to describe cin-
ema’s responsibility - and power - to understand and change the
world.

The films look different not only because of their visual style but
also because of their subject matter. In repudiating the well-made
and contrived fictional story and conventional, fully resolved happy
ending, the neorealists emphasized the so-called found story, drawn
from newspapers and popular reports. Their films gravitated toward
the real problems of the masses of real people, and not surprisingly,
poverty, displacement, fear, suffering, death, and despair are recur-
rent subjects: not as abstractions but as they are embodied in a rec-
ognizable landscape and familiar human figures in a widely shared
historical drama with an ending yet to be determined. Children are
prominent, not only reflecting a social reality (wars typically kill the
young men and leave behind women, older people, and children),
but also for their suggestive, even symbolic power in calling atten-
tion to the pathos of the present (one of the most memorable images
in all of neorealism is that of the crying child in the last episode of
Rossellini’s Paisa (Paisan, 1946), standing in the midst of the bodies
of his family killed by the Germans) and the hope - a fragile and
even blighted hope, to be sure — for the future that rests with the
next generation: this complex figuration makes the ending of Open
City so rich and moving. Not only children, but the family and the
community at large, rather than the exceptional individual as in con-
ventional cinema, are the focus in neorealist films, and these social
formations are presented as fundamental, but under siege, and in the
process of being both reaffirmed and reconfigured.

With these subjects as their characteristic concerns, it is not sur-
prising that the neorealists faced the same kind of backlash as the
one that rose against earlier proponents of realism and naturalism,
who were accused of neurotic grimness. But the underlying “philoso-
phy” of neorealism, although strenuous and serious, is anything but
grim and negative. The neorealists frequently spoke of a “hunger for
reality,” a cognitive and emotional need that films must address and
attempt to satisty, and could only do so with eyes wide open, as it
were. And they envisioned aesthetics as escapist and irrelevant unless
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integrally tied to ethics and the effort not only to analyze but also
improve the quality of life for all — key characteristics of what Bazin
rightly called their fundamental, even revolutionary humanism.!°

Rossellini’s comments in various interviews and essays about neo-
realism nicely illustrate the extent to which it was rooted in (and
self-consciously associated with) a philosophy of life as well as of art.
Activism is a key component, and describes not only the subject mat-
ter but the response of the spectator and intended effect of the films:
“[Flor me a realist film is precisely one which tries to make people
think. ... What mattered to us was the investigation of reality, form-
ing a relationship with reality.”!! Not surprisingly, Rossellini speaks
highly of the documentary approach to reality: “Modern man feels
a need to tell of things as they are, to take account of reality in an
uncompromisingly concrete way, which goes with today’s interest in
statistics and scientific results.”!? But he also leaves ample room for
something other than the mere recording of “facts.” Despite his con-
cern for scientific knowledge, he defines perception (and representa-
tion) in moral rather than technical terms: seeing “with humility” is
above all what he recommends.!®> And he goes on to note that there
is much of life and art that lies beyond empiricism: “I constantly
come back, even in strictest documentary forms, to imagination, be-
cause one part of man tends towards the concrete, and the other to
the use of the imagination, and the first must not be allowed to suf-
focate the second.”!* In assessing the kind of characters worthy of
attention, Rossellini acknowledges the importance of both the one
and the many. “Neo-realism is the greatest possible curiosity about
individuals,” he points out, but he then complements this, in one of
his most often-quoted passages, by stressing the essential coralita of
neorealism: “Realistic film is in itself a chorale. . ..I began by putting
the accent on the collective above all.”!> Finally, when it comes to
summing up neorealism in a few words, he deflects attention from
technique and subject to focus on something far deeper: “My own
personal neorealism is nothing but a moral stance that can be ex-
pressed in four words: love of one’s neighbor.” 1

The fact that these last words come from an essay titled “I Am
Not the Father of Neorealism” returns us to an irony I pointed out
earlier: that neorealism is both a necessary and potentially slippery
and limiting interpretive context for Rossellini, and especially for
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Open City. My concern here isn’t whether or not Rossellini considered
himself a card-carrying neorealist but whether our expectations and
critical foreknowledge prepare us sufficiently for such a remarkably
complicated film as Open City or occasionally box us in too tightly. I
would not have spent so much time above on neorealism if I weren’t
convinced that it helps accomplish the former, but we should still
be wary of how some of the particulars and generalities ascribed to
neorealism can mislead us about Open City unless they are carefully
qualified.

For example, Marcus abstracts a hypothetical set of particular “rules
governing neorealist practice,” including

location shooting, lengthy takes, unobtrusive editing, natural light-
ing, a predominance of medium and long shots, respect for the con-
tinuity of time and space, use of contemporary, true-to-life subjects,
an uncontrived, open-ended plot, working-class protagonists, a non-
professional cast, dialogue in the vernacular, active viewer involve-
ment, and implied social criticism.!?

But these fit Open City best when we recognize how the film pushes
against each one: it was filmed partly on or near evocative real loca-
tions of the events it portrays or alludes to, but much of the action
takes place in four carefully designed sets; medium and long shots in-
deed position the characters in their environment, apart from which
they can’t be fully understood, but the film is also punctuated by sud-
den close shots, all the more striking because of their rarity; much of
the dramatic impact of the film comes from abrupt cuts, and many
“wipes” alert us to rather than conceal quick scene shifts; natural
lighting is frequently contrasted with highly effective, often expres-
sionist artificial lighting effects; time and space are repeatedly broken
up by ellipses and jumps; true-to-life subjects are colored by melo-
drama and exaggeration, and exist alongside caricatured figures of
evil and weakness; the plot has some patently formulaic elements,
and the ending is by no means thoroughly inconclusive; the term
working class must be greatly expanded to incorporate all the major
protagonists (this is part of the intention of the film, I should note,
emphasizing our shared humanity); the cast includes experienced ac-
tors and actresses, used in conventional and unconventional ways;
the dialogue highlights varieties of the vernacular, as well as several
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styles and types of language identified as alien and threatening; spec-
tators are construed to a certain extent as independently critical and
reflective, but are also “directed” by carefully established patterns of
shock and identification with and revulsion from certain characters;
and, finally, the social criticism is direct, extensive, and central to
the design of the film. Far from suggesting the uselessness of apply-
ing definitions of neorealism to Open City, I am trying to illustrate
that the neorealism of Open City is dynamic, a process rather than
a prescription, a complex negotiation among often contradictory or
centrifugal forces and occasionally unexpected elements rather than
a precise blueprint.

An emphasis on this kind of complex dynamism is also a necessary
corrective to the general — and I think often inaccurate and mislead-
ing - inclination to define neorealism as substantially, to use Mira
Liehm’s term, an “aesthetics of rejection.”!® Several of the central
claims in this regard are that neorealism is antirhetorical, antifor-
malist, and that on any number of levels, in keeping with its desig-
nation as “neo,” it embodies and urges a revolutionary break with
the past. Each of these claims can focus us on important aspects of
Open City — and blind us to others. For example, Open City rejects
the ultimately dehumanizing rhetoric of the Nazis, critiques the vac-
uous and distracting rhetoric of entertainment media, and exposes
the shallowness of personal rhetoric that allows people to live a life of
self-justifying lies. In these ways, Rossellini is indeed antirhetorical.
But, as David Forgacs’ essay in the present volume points out very
insightfully, Rossellini has a carefully articulated rhetoric of his own:
he assembles an ensemble of expressive techniques, both verbal and
visual, intended to move and persuade, and he has designs on the
viewer that go far beyond the fabled “open,” nonjudgmental display
of reality that is supposed to characterize neorealism.

Open City also clearly disavows the exercise of cinematic technique
as an end in itself, keeps the spectator focused on the subject rep-
resented rather than the mode of representation, and is far more
concerned with “truth” than “beauty,” formal ingenuity, and artistic
display. But we miss too much if we are not prepared to recognize
how artful construction supports rather than undermines the film’s
purposes, how carefully and effectively Rossellini deploys cinematic
techniques that shape rather than simply reflect “reality,” and the
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extent to which the film makes use of intertextual references, rightly
acknowledging that art and increasingly film are part of our lived
experience, our reality.

Finally, Open City rejects the nightmarish past - especially, of
course, the prolonged fall into fascism — and calls for the end of that
era and the beginning of a new one: in life, art, politics, morals,
values, and social and personal relations. But much of the bril-
liance and honesty of the film comes from Rossellini’s awareness that
“rejection” is no simple matter, and that the process of creative re-
sistance and opposition includes incorporation and transformation.
As 1 argue in the introductory essay to this volume, at the heart of
Open City is Rossellini’s faith in recovery and reappropriation, using
the forms and material of the past and taking back what had been
seized and perverted. These are invaluable resources and strategies for
anyone who would forge a new society — and a new cinema. We can
rightly call this new cinema “neorealism,” but we should do so very
carefully, noting that Rossellini in general and Open City in particu-
lar embody but also contest, transform, and in some ways transcend
common uses of the term.
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