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Karola Gramann and I had seen A Santa Notte at the 2008 Women in Silent Cinema conference in Stockholm. Ever since then we wanted to screen the film here, along with all of Notari’s films. But it became clear that of all the works of this singular Neapolitan filmmaker, preciously little has survived.

When we discussed the topical and film-historical frame in which to present this fragmentary work to an audience here and now, we confronted quite soon the issue of migration: an issue which is today as relevant from a socio-political point of view as it is being discussed one-dimensionally. Films, Notari’s in particular, can make you think about the pain of migration, its history and complexities. In the case of the Neapolitan filmmaker, the contemporaneous context, the place at which she worked, intimated the idea to have the festival transfer a piece of the history of migration into our present. Naples is the city, the harbour, from which in the 19th and early 20th century large masses of people would emigrate to America North and South, or to Australia. Notari’s production company Dora Film also "migrated", establishing a New York branch and shipping its films there. In New York, these films would find an enthusiastic audience among emigrants above all.

Although Notari’s films are to be seen in this context, they do not have migration as their object or theme. Rather, the stories and the history they represent prompt us to perceive migration in a wider horizon. Giuliana Bruno wrote: "(...) emigration belongs to the realm of transito, intersubjectivity, and spatial typography." The concept of Transito we took from Bruno’s book Streetwalking on a Ruined Map. Cultural Theory and the City Films of Elvira Notari. Transito points toward to the cultural "migration", the cultural and social transfer that goes along with people’s departure to different countries. But it also refers to societies, like those of Southern Italy, moving from tradition into modernity, and especially to women’s experiences within this process. It is this situation of women that Notari’s films reflect. The films not only register the temporal phenomena of an overall historical dynamic; much rather, they foreground space and its transitory quality. Naples is, as was often said, a city of in-between spaces, of fluctuating borders between inside and outside, of mobility between private and public. In Notari’s surviving films, passages between music and film are also important: that also is Neapolitan. The Sceneggiate form a specific genre that has emerged from this city’s culture. It’s all about movement – as filmmaker and theorist Germaine Dulac remarked: "Film is movement, rhythm, life." In Naples during the 1910s and 1920s, that means life in transitions.

Film itself, as we usually see it – and more often: as we used to see it – on the screen, comes to life and "lives" in transition – "between the images". Not least, transito is an element of film; perhaps this fact was of special relevance during the Early Cinema period when the newness of the technique affected people. Leaving aside issues of creative intention, film’s technique in itself brought about a transposition, a transformation. It happened automatically, so to speak, that film made everything that was recorded with the camera pass over into modernity; and so it did with 19th century Naples, transporting it into the industrialized, capital-driven world of the 20th century. In the 1920s, when Notari made her Sceneggiate, reality’s technical transformation raised the attention of theorists such as Walter Benjamin and Siegfried Kracauer: Benjamin’s argument about the loss of the aura went on to have a big career; Kracauer, however, looked more sharply, and so he diagnosed the loss of spiritual coherence in the photographic records. Whereas painted portraits once grasped the personality, photography now – in the 1920s – assembled only incoherent, thingly elements of a person’s appearance. Photography "disanimates" in the sense of taking away life. Looking at photography, Kracauer reflected the threat originating from the life-world’s becoming-technical, the shock felt by those who experience it directly. But at the same time, Kracauer placed film in a perspective of redemption. Photography "disanimates" in the sense of taking away the soul. That is one thing it does. On the other hand, photography preserves the fragments of external appearance, of thingly reality: it gathers fragments around a nothing, Kracauer wrote. Miraculously, this nothing ultimately turns into something from which something emerges. In film, that is. Film, which is composed of photographies, remains within the depersonalised world of things, it only adds to the photographic records in their projection a movement which is external, "grafted upon". The nothing at the centre remains. It is, however, this very nothing that allows and provides for the living motion within the human beings who watch the films.

From the outset, Notari’s films are made to be returned to be returned to an audience that fills the void of this nothing with their experiences and dreams. The first to see what Nicola Notari’s camera has recorded is the director herself, at home on the editing table. It is there that she brings her feelings and phantasies as a spectator into play. Annabelle Miscouglio sees Elvira as being torn apart between a desire for freedom and her role within the family, a condition similar to that of her female protagonists, and Miscouglio goes on to write that with film, Elvira could at least liberate her phantasies. The filmmaker’s imagination – a transcendental imagination, "Einbildungskraft", even – and that of the audience: they are perhaps similar, and they are definitely equally important. Notari makes films not in order to gain access to the Pantheon of art, but in order to be received in the movie theatres of her time.

This affinity with the female audience was due not only to the fact that the director was a woman, but it originated above all things from this profession itself. Seemingly, her uncommon profession placed Notari at a distance to the masses. But her work was based on the experience, made in the flesh, in her own lived situation, of the transposition brought about by the techniques of film. She was conscious of what happened to spectators, female and male, when they went to the cinema, and of the significance of this. As a director and producer she consciously moved in a transition with which she had to deal, namely the transition between inside and outside – a traditional existence of women in the home, and a modern public sphere. In contrast to Notari’s precursors in the theatre, in which family businesses were also run by women as principals, the woman filmmaker deals with a phenomenon of techno-industrial society. Therefore, she stands with one foot in an international world of economic and technological progress from the outset.

Today, Notari is seen in the light of a realism "before neorealism". This specific realism extends into the political. Usually, taking up the techniques of film all-too easily carries over into taking the vantage point of progress and of the power that drives it. In these cases, a globalized and globalizing gaze meets the regional, concrete reality which is the object of film. Notari, however, refuted such a perspective; her imagination worked in resonance with people who rather formed the dregs of progress. The presence of the family supported her in that work: first Nicola Notari, the man – in this case the husband, the Ehe-"Mann" with the camera, a camera he operates for her; but then above all her son Edoardo. As Genariello he embodies human perception vis-a-vis the technical camera-eye. He incorporates the director’s presence within the film, represents her there. With big dark eyes he observes with precision what happens around him. His perception, just like that of the filmmaker, combines self-restraint in registering reality with empathy. 

A third affinity – I already mentioned it – is also significant for Notari’s work; it concerns Naples, an affinity with space. The films we speak about here confront us with a cinematographic landscape shaped by a Neapolitan early in the 20th century, a landscape of which little remains today. Streetwalking on a ruined map – Giuliana Bruno in her book reconstructed Notari’s films from the architecture of Naples, from that urban space’s specific social and cultural qualities. Notari’s films are deeply rooted in that life-world, and the latter returns in the films. Naples is far more than a location of stories told; rather, it permeates the stories, suspends and preserves them within itself. In contrast to this, Rome becomes present with its monumental architecture in Fantasia e surdato. 

Naple’s social and cultural space is exposed to the intrusions and changes coming from Rome, from the North. Perhaps looking at the surviving films one can say: What is at stake is the suspension/preservation, "Aufhebung", of the film’s temporal unfolding, and of the narrative process going along with it, in space. This means a strengthening of space. Notari’s modus operandi is opposed to the usual processing of photographic records under the rule of an economy of time. Hers are not narrative films as we know them from the USA and other European countries in the early 20th century. In Fantasia e surdato, there is a jumble of scenes that are temporally remote from each other, without any narrative logic bringing order to this mixup. In a way all that remains for us is: to see. This may be due to how this film is transmitted to us, but all the same, it corresponds to the way Notari’s other films are focussed on situations, which often feed into, or seem to be evoked by, a song. The sequence of the scenes makes up the overall impression of a lived urban space.

The suspension/preservation of time by space that happens within the film emphatically points toward the external space proper to film. That, too, is something that today becomes sensible through Notari’s films. Film is inseparable from cinema. Naples’ first cinema started to operate in 1896 at Galleria Umberto (which still exists). The transition from film to cinema and from cinema to film is the thread that runs through Notari’s work. She makes films for an audience, and that audience commissions films – explicitly so when the emigrant communities requested from her to shoot vistas from their hometowns. The impulse that originates from the people going to the cinema is manifest also in the features produced by Dora Film. These films preserve something from the travelling cinema era, when travelling cameramen filmed places during the day and showed the footage to the locals in the evening. However, things are different with the stationary cinema which Notari works for. In order to keep an audience, to maintain and entertain an audience, she takes recourse to popular stories and novels and to well-known songs sung in the streets of Naples, integrating these into her city views. In this way she turns the external views of urban life into a reality filled with passions, feelings and dreams, but also with threats and dangers. This is a reality of the human and all-too-human. It is a reality which the audience shares and, at the same time, wants to share with others. 

The close connection between (narrative) film and the cinema seems so obvious for the 20th century. But in fact, it had to be instituted anew again and again. This connection implies an encounter: an abstract world based on, and governed by, technology, capital and industry encounters a reality, in which, down to the depths of their bodies, their souls and their minds, people are driven by needs and phantasies; but they are also held in thrall by forms and laws that are older than modernity. Film, however, does not just turn from the world of technical recordings to a human – perhaps humane – perception in the cinema. Such a move could easily be seen as a romanticizing or reactionary gesture. What counts is that in the cinema the approach to reality is changed. This change consists in the interruption of our everyday way of dealing with reality. Film distances from our own habitual ways of living and their conditions; in the early 20th century, these ways and conditions were already handed over to the past. So, they – among them the brutality of gender relations – could, for the first time, be looked at from the outside, so to speak. At the same time, the "giving space" that film performs and is, and by which film awakens imagination, memory, feelings and emotions – that calls into being something of the freedom of play and of the imagination of the possible. This is what takes away the heavy pressure of progress and its catastrophes; for now they can be faced. Quite clearly, these were possibilities, faculties, of film which Notari made use of. The history and historiography of film have passed her over.
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