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1. Neorealism and Realism

While I was studying the film we are going to watch this evening, Fantasia ‘e surdate by Elvira Notari (1927), I was wondering if I had to add a question mark at the end of my title: “An Italian Realism before Neorealism?”.

By itself, the choice of the title was rather obvious. It’s quite a long time that criticism about Neapolitan silent movies has stressed this link, in particular about Elvira Notari’s cinema; for example, Giuliana Bruno, in her seminal study Streetwalking on a Ruined Map. Cultural Theory and the City Films of Elvira Notari (1993), remarks many differences between the national trend of early Italian cinema and Neapolitan cinema, which “played an important role in establishing a realistic mode of representation”, so becoming a sort of anticipation of Neorealism (pp. 34-35).

On the one hand, Notari’s “popular realism” (Bruno: 1993, p. 174) is grounded in some features that will be distinctive of neorealist aesthetics and artistic practice: location shooting rather than studio sets, characters taken from the road, pictures of everyday life, popular settings, social conflicts, denunciations about faults and failures of the institutions, first of all the justice. We can add that two of the three films still preserved (but not Fantasia e’ surdato, as we will see) present an unconventional female figure, which can’t easily be reduced to the fixed roles of social and ideological discourse.

On the other hand, it’s the way in which Neorealism looks at the past that allows us to establish this link. As you know, Neorealism tries to come out from the false and rhetorical representation that Fascism imposed over Italian art, culture and public discourse. It is part of its force as a revolutionary cinematographic form. In this sense, as Roberto Rossellini said, realism is “the artistic form of truth”: it makes finally visible the Italian rural and urban landscape, it shows social conflicts and people’s everyday life, it carries-on denunciation and civil commitment. For example, in 1942, Ossessione by Luchino Visconti, the first neorealist melodrama, opens Italian eyes on the landscape near Ferrara, on Ancona, on a reality made of poverty, loss of values and crisis. While young critics and directors were fighting against Italian comedy of the Thirties, they looked back in several ways at the tradition of an Italian realism, both literary and cinematographic: so, Antonio Pietrangeli speaks about Sperduti nel buio and Assunta Spina as important examples of realism; Giuseppe De Santis and Gianni Puccini look at the “verismo” of Giovanni Verga.

2. Dora film and Elvira Notari

“Dora Film”, as we have seen and we are going to see in these days, is a very special production company. Even in the context of Neapolitan cinema, it is characterised by some peculiar features. More than other producers and directors, the Notaris stress on the popular and folkloric reality of the city of Naples. Between 1909 and 1912, for example, they realise some short documentary films about beautiful landscapes of Naples or local customs and traditions. In the meanwhile, as Notari begins to realise narrative films, she adapts for the screen some popular forms of art: 1) The feuilleton made popular in Italy by novelists as Carolina Invernizio and Francesco Mastriani, that Notari also takes up in its typical commercial strategies, as repetition and serialisation; 2) The Neapolitan tradition of the “sceneggiata”; 3) The local and folkloric show, in particular the successful Neapolitan songs that were famous not only in Naples but also in the whole Country and abroad. By this practice of contamination of genres and codes, Notari gains a remarkable success among the public but also some sharp attacks by the critics, most of all from Northern Italy, bothered by this insistence on the most stereotypical elements of Neapolitan folklore.

It must be stressed, as some recent studies have suggested, that these expressions of popular culture that Notari rewrites for cinema are a particular mix of realism and anti-realism, if we intend for realism an exact picture of everyday life. In other words, popular settings and realistic contexts are the background for melodramatic plots, fixed functions, flat or serial characters, theatrical gestures, conventional social roles, [stereotyped narrative schemes]. There is no doubt that Notari’s cinema is haunted by the “melodramatic imagination”, as Peter Brooks called it in a famous book: hers are gloomy urban melodramas that tell stories about passion, violence, jealousy, betrayal, duels, murders, lost women, social and familiar struggles (Bruno: 1993, pp. 167, 173). It’s not by chance that some critics have suggested a comparison with a later genre, the noir. And it is this dramatic and often grotesque “realism” that will be responsible for many problems with censorship, that will impose stops and heavy cuts to Notari’s films.

3. Fantasia ‘e surdato

It is the case of Fantasia ‘e surdato, film shot in 1925 between Rome and Naples but released only in 1927, during the fascist regime, after several stops by the censorship and two changes in the title: first Rosa, la bella di porta Pia, and then Patria e mamma, a title that was not enough to overcome the block, even if it mentioned the most celebrated entities by the fascist mythology: the mother and the homeland (Bruno 1993, p. 152). The film we can watch today is more or less half of the original project, the result of heavy cuts and manipulations that confuse the plot.

Looking at the dates of the three films still preserved is trivial but very instructive. There are only five years between È piccerella and ‘A santanotte, released both in 1922, and Fantasia ‘e surdato, but many things have changed. As you will see, the film highlights both the continuity and the difference between this early Neapolitan realism and Neorealism. For instance, we can immediately remark the location: not Naples but Rome. This is linked also to the first idea and to the context in which the film takes shape: to avoid problems with the critics and censors about the representation of Neapolitan reality, Notari choses a roman subject matter and adapts a roman folk poem, Er fattaccio by Americo Giuliani. The film opens on some famous and “touristic” images: we see the landscape of Rome from the terrace of the Pincio and the St. Peter’s Basilica, documentary images but more and more similar to picture postcards. Then a title informs us about the monument to the “Unknown soldier”, rhetorical introduction to the war theme while a charge of galloping knights flows in the background, behind the equestrian statue of King Vittorio Emanuele II that we see superimposed. The following images focus on the monument, the “Vittoriano”, the symbolic core of the Homeland, and it is hard to forget that the square in which it is located, Piazza Venezia (shot from several points of view), is where Mussolini gathered huge crowds for his discourses. Then a move to another famous place in Rome, Piazza di Spagna, sets in motion the romance and the melodramatic plot.

As usual, the plot is cantered on dramatic forces and fixed functions and characters: unhappy love, betrayal, forgiveness, injustice, redemption, sacrifice; two conflicting brothers, the good guy and the bad guy; two femmes fatales, the one damned and the other saved; and the mother, maybe the real centre of the film [at least in the version we can see]. It is precisely in the representation of female characters that the film shows conservative features and attempts to compromise with the dominant social discourse: the woman can only be a saint or a prostitute, and the real protagonist, as I said, is the mother, who forgives the lost woman and gives her sons to the Country.

Even the representation of war has something ambiguous. Notari edits some “realistic” footage, documentary sequences showing the departure of soldiers or troop movements. But the war theme, at the end, is treated mostly in a sentimental way. The emotional core of the film and the turning point of the plot is the long scene, a flashback of the mother, in which the soldiers sing and give expression (in dialect) to their longing for their little homelands – the Italian beautiful cities we see in the background: Venice, Florence, Palermo, and most of all Naples, recalled by a series of oleographic “postcards”. From the “Altar of the Homeland” that we see at the beginning to the Vesuvius rising in the Fantasia e’ surdato at the end, we can measure a sort of compromise between the patriotic rhetoric of fascism and the regional inspiration of Notari and Dora Film, maybe translated in conventional and melodramatic images but issued from an authentic and living reality.

So, in this film we see many signs of the crisis of the Italian cinema of the Twenties. At the same time, they are signs that bring into question the realistic potential of the work and thus its link with the neorealist movement. It’s not by chance that Notari uses typical strategies of the so called “cinema of attraction”: the fantasy manifests itself by means of dreamlike visions – the little Cupid who appears behind the lovers, Giggi in delirium who sees Ninetta dancing, the mother’s mind that materialise an enormous hand stealing her money.

At the end of the Twenties, when Dora Film is going to die, a new cinema is about to rise. The advent of sound films will make more and more unattractive the popular shows proposed by these regional films, loved by public because of the musical performance with the singer, the orchestra and sometimes even live dances. Finally, during the Thirties, the woman Elvira Notari and the women told by her cinema won’t have any place in the public scene of fascist Italy. Marco Bellocchio reminded it very well in a recent film like Vincere! The milliner Ida Dalser, the director Elvira Notari and some divas entrepreneurs of themselves in the 1910s won’t find any place among the capricious wives and the girls next door. In the comedy of the Thirties we find only salesgirls and secretaries, and even the mothers fade behind fascist virility.

