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[?*] When did we lose Elvira Notari? At what point in history did this extraordinary woman director, screenwriter, producer, transnational distributor, and more, start to disappear from the collective memory of Italian silent cinema?

This is no doubt an interesting question to be asked, for the important surge of interest in her work and figure we are witnessing today – and in a most impressive way at this incredibly rich event here in Frankfurt – could come into being only after several decades of oblivion and amnesia.

Notari's recovery as a major figure of Italian cinema has been an extremely slow process. Attempts to reconstruct her filmography and locate her films did not start before the late 1970s, in a framework of reconsidering the role played by Naples as an important production centre in the early decades of the 20th century. [?*] The first filmography of Notari's work – counting more than sixty features and dozens of shorts, shot between 1912 and 1930 – became eventually available in 1980, as the result of the efforts of Kinomata, a feminist collective. [?*] The corresponding publication, a collection of miscellaneous essays on women's cinema, also included an important interview with Elvira's son, [?*] Eduardo, who had played in dozens of his mother's films in the role of Gennariello, the good boy, and retained a vivid memory of these quite adventurous years. [?*] Further investigation into the origins of the “sceneggiata" genre – a theatrical form focusing on the dramatisation of popular songs, [?*] which was just emerging in Naples at the time when Notari was directing her most successful features – provided new hints to better understand her ability to rework the characteristic motifs of Neapolitan popular culture into hugely acclaimed films. But it wasn't until 1989 that the first monograph on Notari went into print. [?*] The book that Enza Troianelli published that year, Elvira Notari, pioniera del cinema napoletano, was the result of a painstaking research in different archives. It revealed for the first time the true stature of this, until then, practically lost woman; that of a major protagonist of early cinema, actually the first and the greatest woman director of Italian silent cinema. [?*] While obscured by the publication in 1992 of Giuliana Bruno's internationally acclaimed book, Streetwalking on a Ruined Map, which is today considered a milestone in feminist film studies and which is the book that inaugurated the field of feminist film history, Troianelli's study still represents an invaluable source of information and critical interpretation about the work of one of the most extraordinary women filmmakers of all times. 

So, we now know how Notari was recovered after having been lost for a long period of time. She was rescued through the combined, almost heroic effort of several women researchers, a genealogy that continues today through a new generation of scholars who are working to offer new keys to interpret her films and to keep her memory alive, as it is being testified by the rich programme of this festival in these days. But unfortunately, documentation remains very thin: of all her rich film output, only three films are still extant today, one of which in an incomplete version, plus just a handful of fragments. What you will see during these days is pretty much all what is left of her extraordinary work. So this takes us back to our initial question: [?*] When did Notari start to become forgotten? 

Of course, Notari's films have shared a fate which is common to all silent cinema productions. It is being estimated that about 85 % of all silent films are irretrievably lost today, but, and not surprisingly, research has shown that this rate is noticeably higher in the case of women's films. In the case of Notari, the rate of destruction accounts for least 95% of her filmography, without including her short films. As Bruno has remarked, the hypertext of Notari's cinema has in fact been "too often destroyed; her films of the teen have all reached a zero degree of remanence." In approaching Notari we need to always keep in mind that what we are having access to is, at best, no more than a sheer 5% of her total production. For example, titles that were hugely acclaimed at the time of their release – for example A' legge, recalled for the interminable queues in front of the theatre where it was screened in 1920, or the stories she adapted from the popular novels of Carolina Invernizio, Raffaella (1917) or Chiarina la modista (1919) – these films are all lost today.

The deletion of Notari from film history is no doubt related to the waves of destruction that have historically hit silent cinema, and especially women's cinema, after the advent of sound technologies. But there are other reasons, too.

A major cause of resistance to the transmission of Notari's work came into being when Fascism took over in 1922 and imposed increasing control over film production. Alongside with her husband Nicola, who was a skilled cameraman at ease with all technical matters, Elvira had been producing films since 1912, and was then at the height of her popularity. [?*] Not only did her name appear in the ads released by Dora Film, the company she had created with her husband, but she was acknowledged in the press as an expert woman director. [?*] Moreover, all the censorship visas of Dora Film credited Notari as the single screenwriter and director of all the films produced by the company.

Not surprisingly, the fascist censorship was particularly harsh with the films realised by Notari. The nationalist ideology promoted by fascism called for an idealised representation of the country, wishfully conceived as magically unified on both the economic and the cultural levels, and steadily moving on the path of a triumphant modernisation. The reality shown by Notari in her films was very different from such an idealised image. [?*] First of all, one reason for their extraordinary popularity was the choice to write the intertitles straight in Neapolitan dialect. This allowed her films to extend their reach to the large audience of the illiterates, but it was blamed for promoting an ethnic identity at odds with the rhetoric of nationalism. At a time when the fascist regime was engaged in fabricating a polished image of a modern country, Notari's truly regional cinema plunged into local costumes and cultural traditions to offer a pathetic portrait of the city of Naples and its inhabitants, [?*] regularly choosing her characters among the poor, the illiterate, the victims of social violence, and especially, [?*] gender violence. 

The figure of Gennariello, interpreted by her son Eduardo, a recurrent character throughout all of her filmography, as well as the principal of a dedicated series, [?*] is a good case in point. First appearing in the role of a "scugnizzo," a name that Neapolitans used to indicate the street urchin, the more or less homeless, anonymous child who lives wandering through the city streets, Eduardo is recast in different roles as he grows up, and becomes a young man of an age to serve in the army. [?*] Gennariello is the good boy who serves as both the adjuvant and the observer, [?*] and it is often through his eyes that the spectator sees the story unfold, with its load of crimes born out of poverty, ignorance, and gender violence.

From the angle of fascism, the narrative material of these stories was inacceptable. Many of Notari's films could actually circulate only in severely reduced versions, cut from their original length of all the sequences the censors had deemed outrageous for the public morals. Finally, in 1928, after her last film, Fantasia 'e surdate had to be reduced to about a half of the original footage, and circulated with intertitles in Italian, a letter from the Censorship Committee forced the Notaris to give up production, establishing that the representation of figures and situations such as “tramps, scugnizzi, sluggers, dirty streets and rags is a calumniation for the people who works and tries to improve their social and moral condition” in accordance with the new policies of the Fascist regime. For sure, the constant ideological war that fascism conducted against the regionalist or even ethnic aspects of her films did not help create an encouraging cultural climate for the preservation of her films.

Moreover, the apparent realism of Notari's films, which remains striking even today, didn't call for any intellectual or aesthetic justification or defence. For example, the existing documentation shows no trace of any attempt on her side to gain critical recognition by promoting her work as a peculiar regional version of Naturalism or Verism.

Rather, the vivid iconicity of Notari's representation of the people of Naples and their culture resulted from the perfect blend she was able to create between the melodramatic imagination of popular literature, with its crude depiction of the life of the underclass in the big cities of Europe, Naples included, and the unique tradition of the Neapolitan song, [?*] with its deeply pathetic, and highly misogynist flair. The topoi and motifs of popular literature were used by Notari as stock narrative material to dramatise the texts of the most fashionable songs of the moment, themselves imbued with melodramatic pathos. Notari was not the only producer of this peculiar kind of film adaptations, where the basic material was found in popular music. Several other film companies were then active in Naples that exploited this lucky formula. However, it seems that Notari was more skilled that others at acquiring advanced rights on the most successful of the songs presented at the Piedigrotta Festival, [?*] an annual musical competition, first introduced in 1835, which provided the tunes destined in a short time to be sung everywhere around the city. [?*] [?*]

Watching her films must have been an extremely intense experience for her audiences, a sensorial, no less than socially saturated experience, in which the live performance of the title song came to play a truly ritual function, transforming the screening into a collective event in which the audience could participate actively. 

Given Fascism's unrelenting criticism and censorship of her films, what is truly surprising today is not that her films have disappeared in such a large proportion, but rather, the sheer fact of her existence within a cultural context that was so profoundly hostile to the expression of women's creative talents and desires.

Think for example of the concept that many illustrious anthropologists of her time had of women's intelligence as irremediably underdeveloped in comparison to men's. [?*] When Notari was starting her directorial work at Dora in 1912, the theories of Professor Giuseppe Sergi about the sheer impossibility of female genius were enjoying wide currency. [?*] According to Sergi, the inferiority of women's intelligence, due to the reduced volume of their brain, was demonstrated by the fact that the histories of arts, science and philosophy had been made entirely by men, since [?*] "no woman has so far achieved the results of Michelangelo, Tiziano, Rossini, Wagner..." and so on with another dozen of genius men.

Sergi's invocation of history to prove his thesis sounds even more than ironical today, I mean now, that we know how harsh have always been the conditions of historical transmission for women's work. Notari is a perfect case in point here.

Sergi's ideas were more or less consciously shared by many influent intellectuals of the time, including a celebrated woman writer and journalist, Matilde Serao. [?*] It is important to mention Serao in this context because she's one of the three Neapolitan women who had a major impact on the cinema of their time, the other two being Notari and Francesca Bertini, [?*] the leading actor and director of Assunta Spina. A worldwide-known novelist who was some twenty years older than Notari, [?*], Serao was the editor in chief of a newspaper she had founded after divorcing her husband, another writer and journalist with whom she had previously opened another important daily paper. For us, it is almost impossible to understand how such an enviable model of female emancipation could share the tritest bias surrounding the nature of women. While being an extremely acute observer of the discrimination against women in her novels, as a journalist Serao professed an explicit antifeminism. For example, not only she never supported the struggles for women's right to vote, but she even spoke out against divorce, which is certainly quite strange a position, considering her own status as a divorced woman. As others have noted, this manifest schizophrenia shows through her frequent choice of the male gender to speak of herself as a writer. In other words, Serao's assumption of a male subjective position barely dissimulates her introjections of the hegemonic cultural concept that claimed the impossibility of female genius. However, while speaking of herself as a male may well have been the only opportunity for her to conceive of herself as a genius, of course this position didn't put her in any better condition to acknowledge the genius in other women, beginning with Elvira Notari.

For example, Eduardo Notari recalled Serao's resolute refusal to authorise his mother to produce film adaptations of her novels. The missed encounter of Notari's cinema with Serao's explosive literary imagination is a big missed opportunity for the history of women's cinema, one more example to add to the numerous histories of female creativeness that never came into being. In any event, Serao's contemptuous attitude toward the films produced at Dora, which she deemed of the lowest popular taste, is well representative of the response of most Italian intellectuals to Notari's regional cinema.

[?*] To reverse Sergi's conclusions, it seems clear today that, considering these premises, Notari (as, for that matter, Serao) was as close to be an expression of female genius as it was then possible within those given cultural conditions. Of course at this point one needs to also credit the role of Nicola Notari, [?*] Elvira's spouse and the man who was in charge of the other half of Dora’s business. No doubt, at a time when women were subjects to the norm known as "marital authorisation," even to be able to decide about what to do with their own money, nothing like the incandescent career of this woman would have ever been possible without the presence of an intelligent, supporting husband at her side. If Elvira is an accomplished example of a "new woman," no less independent and emancipated then her American sisters, Nicola should undoubtedly be regarded as a heartening example of a "new man," an encouraging partner able to surpass the borders of the gender prejudices of his time and work to help the expression of a woman's genius. This is how I want to read the beautiful portrait that has been chosen for the poster of this retrospective. Apart from Elvira's firm, totally self-confident gaze, what appears more remarkable to me in this picture is the relaxed satisfaction that transpires from Nicola's smile, who stands there in front of the camera clearly proud of the woman he has at his side.

The genius that – we might bet – Nicola recognised in the work of his wife might not have appealed to the modernist tastes of the fascism regime, but it still looks like an astonishing example of a modern genius. How else to describe otherwise her ability to exploit the potential of a new medium like cinema to transform the heritage of popular melodrama into a new successful cultural business, through a perfectly timely emphasis on the intermedia connections between film, theatre, the music and the recording business? What is really surprising in studying Notari is the modernity of her industrial vision, the complex intermediality of her products, made expressly to supply – as well as to contribute to the development of – the integrated market of Neapolitan emerging culture industry. Even more surprising, Elvira and Nicola managed to do this without ever abandoning their artisanal mode of production, but rather, always profiting from the opportunities provided by a network of more or less close relationships. The actors, for example, were non-professionals that Elvira recruited through the acting school she had opened by the film studio, [?*] choosing among her pupils not just for the extras, but also for the stars of her films, as in the case of beautiful, if perfectly obscure actress Rosè Angione. [?*] At one point the network of this artisanal film community had extended so much as to reach the coasts of North America. At the height of their business, the early 1920s saw the Notaris establish a distribution office in Mulberry Street, [?*] the heart of Little Italy in Manhattan, where the screenings of their films, and the live musical performances that accompanied them, were attended by large crowds of recent Italian immigrants.

[?*] So this is enough, I would say, to claim Notari as an objective case of female genius. This might seem at odds with the lowbrow, definitely anti-intellectual profile of her cinema. Her stories are a mixture of all the tritest conventions of popular melodrama, including its large stock of misogynist stereotypes. Notari is no avant-garde and her modernity as a social subject does not immediately translate into a feminist approach to melodrama.

For example, the leading character of E’ piccerella is portrayed in quite a judgemental light throughout all of the narrative. [?*] She is a young and somewhat rebellious woman, who, as her own mother describes her, simply “cannot rest at home,” and pursues her dreams of freedom by taking advantage of her beauty to obtain favours from both her two suitors. A regional variation of the figure of the femme fatale, Margaritella is portrayed as a superficial, ambitious woman who in a way deserves her tragic ending. Notari’s women are all basically lost women: even when they are represented in positive and even hagiographic terms – as in the case of Nanninella, the protagonist of ‘A Santanotte – they all end being defeated by the violence of the patriarchal world in which they live. 

And yet it is important to note that the misogyny involved in these narratives was mostly drawn from their sources: that is, from the tradition of 19th century male melodrama, particularly in the version provided by the local tradition of Neapolitan theatres and songs. As it has been noted, figures of women who are evil geniuses, temptresses and predators of innocent men, abound in the corpus of the classical Neapolitan song. Frequently the lyrics evoke the scene of a passionate crime, with men performing their violent revenge against women by using a knife to pierce their body, just as it happens to Nanninella in the day of her marriage at the end of ‘A Santanotte. [?*]

So, in my view, to speak of a feminist attitude in Notari’s work would be to go a little too far, since there is nothing in her films that can be said to have been envisaged with the purpose to empower her female spectators, and help them escape the patriarchal framing that decided of their existences. Yet at the same time Notari’s translation of the conventions and prejudices of male culture into a new medium like cinema produces a special form of melodrama that no doubt authorises a feminist reading. The crude realism of her films – which I would claim remains a realism even when it makes use of painted scenes and backdrops – [?*] represents the catastrophe of gender violence with a kind of estranging objectivity, which encapsulates Notari’s own absorption of patriarchal concepts and values, such as the very idea of men’s right to kill “their” women in case of infidelity. [?*]

The plots of her films are a long gallery of femicides, suicides, physical abuses. She may not have been a feminist, but the detached way in which she shoots the defeat of her heroines offers a most striking revelation of a culture devoted to the debasement of women, in such a way that it can certainly be called “realism”. That the situations portrayed in her films are still so numerous today – and not just on the screens, but in the real life of so many women across the whole world – should give us a lot to think about the present state of our own contemporary culture.
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