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Lost Horizon

Capra, in his principal films, always worked on a foundation a good deal
stronger than it might first seem. However, he always treated material without
severity, simply and with a light touch, the result being that the casual viewer
might miss the seriousness—what one might almost call the gravity of intent—
that looms over his work. For this project, however, he has cast off the veil, diving
headlong into the film’s world. In taking the plunge he has, however, rather lost
control; the artist has surrendered that control to the director. We’re familiar with
his typical bypassing of certain social conventions, of dogma and false moralism.
In this film, however, he wants to escape life itself, men, the world’s disorder. He
does, in fact, escape—on a gleaming airplane that, after a dramatic flight (very
similar to the one in 13 Hours By Air) crashes, bringing the characters, among
them a famous writer of simple-minded pacifist and humanitarian ideas, into a
strange land, Shangri-La. Here, beyond Tibet, set inside towering, forbidding
walls, happiness reigns. Here, no one steals or kills; no one desires another man’s
woman. Such is the dream of Bob, the writer, who, moreover, falls in love with a
local woman who returns his love. George, his brother, does not, however, share
this dream. He does his utmost to upset things, attempting to show Bob that the
ecstatic spiritual immobility, the magical atmosphere of absolute peace, are
merely slow resignation and a calm renunciation of every form of human vitality.
Salvation therefore lies only in escape back into the world, beyond the pristine
peaks and their howling winds and crashing avalanches. It is that world to which
Bob does in fact return with the woman he loves, and it is only here, far from the
infernal paradise of Shangri-La, that he will have a happy, human life.

One easily sees that Capra wanted, with this film, to demonstrate the futility of
the illusion of otherworldly happiness, and that earthly happiness can be attained
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only in co-existence with unhappiness—that is, among our own kind—and to show,
as well, how good intentions may also command respect. But the film’s direction
invites discussion. We could say that it proceeds at times only through dialogue, fol-
lowed occasionally by action, then by stagnation, with the literary gist of the theme
voiced by the characters, who proceed to chatter away, explaining the meaning of
events. Or there’s the old gag-man’s humor, with its comic touches, eliciting forced
smiles upon which the film’s drama too heavily depends. Mind you, the film consis-
tently offers traces of a mastery consistent with this director’s level of excellence.
Given its theme, however, the work seems only rarely to achieve, through its action,
a proper depth of observation. It might have been a masterpiece but that’s pre-
vented by a boldness that’s somewhat over-excessive.

The acting is undistinguished; Ronald Colman has so much more potential,
and Margo, outside her world (dance), contributes only her strange, extremely
decorative face to the atmosphere of mystery. 

[Corriere padano, November 6, 1937.]

Angel

Good things and bad have been said about Angel. Not without reason. From
a certain point of view there are, indeed, good things to be said. And those have
to do with technical craftsmanship, with its style, its line. [Ernst] Lubitsch, we
know, is a master of those things. An astute and skillful master who, influenced by
the fluidity of Parisian elegance, knows how to inject his films with just enough
ambiguity and censorable material to make them pleasing. Pleasing above all to
women. Luxurious and refined settings, questionable houses of the very highest
quality, dialogue suffused with subtle sarcasm and veiled irony, stuffy and worldly
characters, eccentric clothing: in short, high society, which the public takes in,

Frank Capra. 
Lost Horizon. 1937.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2009.128.1.90&iName=master.img-001.jpg&w=214&h=162


wide-eyed, entranced. But which public? Certainly not the most intelligent.
Herein lies the second way of considering Angel.

Regarding the plot and its development we need to ask if that high society is
not really too fatuous and if that display of elegance isn’t just too vain. And we
need to wonder how a woman, simply because her husband is somewhat—but not
overly—involved with his business, can assume she’s entitled to escape to Paris,
chartering an aircraft and turning up at the doorstep of a strange friend, who pre-
sides over the aforementioned house of high quality (these dubious, elegant
houses are always and only in Paris), there to devise an adventure with a stranger,
and thus rousing herself from the dregs of boredom created by family life. Later
regrets are wholly unmotivated. And her husband’s subsequent forgiveness
remains unmotivated as well. It would seem that finding his wife in certain places
would be anything but pleasurable, yet Sir Frederick Barker admits to his neglect-
fulness, lets bygones be bygones, and arm in arm with his beautiful wife, returns
home in peace. How content he is! So much so that we’re sure he will equally
enjoy the film!

Herbert Marshall’s acting is simply magnificent. Marlene, good, if somewhat
listless, is photographed, however, at some slightly unfortunate angles. As for
Melvyn Douglas, without justifying the charm ascribed to him, he manages very
well. The dubbing is excellent.

[Corriere padano, February 10, 1938.]

The Hurricane

Here is a film one must see. Less for its artistic strength than for the amazing
level of modern technique achieved. Here, I believe, is the most prodigious test to
which cinema has ever been subjected: the demonstration of the ease of special
effects in overwhelming every obstacle, in recreating a very difficult true situation
and making it frighteningly real.

Your first impression may be of a sequel to The Jungle Princess. But no, that’s
not it. If Dorothy Lamour’s tremulously voluptuous beauty did in fact dominate
the former, here she appears fleetingly, in a supporting role. The vibrant nudity of
her magnificent body, the soft languor of her eyes, the overwhelming fullness of
her mouth are there, as visible as you might wish, but, on the other hand, they do
not stand out. For another beauty takes hold of us. Sates us. It is the Hurricane.

Of course, we Europeans can hardly judge the verisimilitude of this sort of
hurricane, but from what we have heard (the raging cyclones of the South Seas
are widely known), one also easily believes in this cinematographic reproduc-
tion. In any case, such is the vehemence, such is the devastating force of the
hissing wind, so intense is the terror inspired by the roar of the gale, that one is
immediately taken in. Mountains of dark water breaking against the rocks in
marvelous garlands of foam, uprooted plants lifted like pieces of straw skyward
by the wind, houses ripped apart, so that the atmosphere is one of tragedy and
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one clearly feels, heavy as a nightmare, the frightful sense of nothingness that
invades man in the wake of Nature’s brutal outpouring: it all feels like the end
of the world.

In the meantime, the characters’ drama is stirred up alongside the gale.
Which, to tell the truth, is not as foolish as one might suppose, given that this is a
film created, broadly speaking, for a single scene. A theme is suggested (human
justice versus that of the law), which, set amid effective cuts and well-chosen fram-
ings, mixed with impressive, exotic views, gives the plot its humanity—simple,
perhaps, but not superficial. It’s pointless to add that the credit goes almost exclu-
sively to John Ford, a wonderful director. Dorothy Lamour, Jon Hall, and the
others act with enthusiasm.

[Corriere padano, March 17, 1938.]

You Can’t Have Everything

Yes, we already know how entertaining New York and its Broadway are, with
their talented writers, aspiring golden-voiced singers, phantasmagorical reviews
with titles like “Glacial Wind,” with its nice impresarios and jealous little prosti-
tutes. We do know all this but…honestly, we’re not at all amused! And the Ritz
Brothers’ melodious charms, the black trio’s amazing dance steps, Alice Faye’s lan-
guid songs amount to nothing at all. Conventionality rules and flattens everything
out. Add an extremely unattractive Don Ameche, with the moustache of a puppet
and some mediocre choreographic displays, and you’ve said it all.

[Corriere padano, March 17, 1938.]

The Last Days of Pompeii

Everyone has had a little something to say about these last days of Pompeii
(which basically should have been like any others, since no one could in any way
have foreseen that they would be the last). They are said to have been exceptional
days, filled with inexpressibly entangled events, passionate, high-intensity days.
They have been much discussed and written about. But in cinema from the earli-
est films to those of the present day, we have regressed, in that from a possible,
imaginative vision of Pompeii on the verge of death, we have arrived at this cur-
rent version, which is merely a heterogeneous pile of ideas—religious, humanist,
social, amorous—treated in the style of twenty years ago. Sloppiness and rhetoric
rule, and nothing occurs that isn’t foreseen. Only a gray slowness, an opacity of
conception and expression drag on until the finale’s disaster, the film’s showpiece.
That disaster, apart from the deafening din of the soundtrack, leaves viewers per-
fectly indifferent and, what is more, incredulous. Particularly when Marcus
manages all by himself to prevent a small crowd from saving themselves by forcing
the gate. Ultimately, this work will, I think, remain one of the most significant
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examples of the concept that American film-makers—lords of the screen, masters
of the seventh art, emperors of the tenth muse, and the list could go on—must
have of European history in general, and of Roman history in particular. And
we’re supposed to take off our hats to them!

[Corriere padano, April 1, 1938.]

Wells Fargo

How melancholy accumulates over time! And how appealing is a world that’s
just emerging! 1840: in the American West, the first influx of men begins, leading
by 1860 to the establishment of the Union. There are twenty years, twenty rowdy
years of adventure, of life in full sunlight, in effort, greed, and robbery, during
which so many bustle about, emigrate to seek their fortunes, strange lands, riches,
glory, and happiness, with not a moment of respite and without scruples. This film
is the improbable vision of an emergent world seen through the flow of specific
events, with the focus on the fascinating adventures of a pioneer, Ramsay, a fine
figure of a man, honest and brave, generous and strong, loyal and intelligent.

Frank Lloyd knows, as few others do, his way around in this seventh art. He
deals with surprising skill, with the most conventional material (and this work fits
that description, since nothing strays from the path already set by the genre’s
most successful films). Above all he allows nothing that might displease the public.
There are moments here to give you joy. And there are others when all the poetry
of the bleak, boundless prairies—the jolting wagon trains, the first appearance of
dusty villages, and the growth of cities, the arrival of stagecoaches—develop pow-
erfully, drawing viewers into their atmosphere, riveting them. Wells Fargo is an
excellent film. Especially the central portion. After a beginning we might call aver-
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age, it unfolds in a steady flow, getting directly to the theme without too much
emphasis on superfluous details. The linking of events in the lives of the various
characters has us attentively witnessing the birth, development, struggles, and sac-
rifices of an entire people in the creation of their land. It is a magnificently
directed film, without a moment’s pause, and when it sometimes lingers on a
scene, you haven’t even time to notice, for you immediately pull away, eager for
new facts, new sequences, framed with a steady hand and faithful to the dictates of
the screen. One might object that “here we go again,” that these “Westerns” are
basically all correct, but this is logical, given the nature of the story. Nonetheless,
something of greater sincerity clearly emerges here. Something more truthful,
which comes through precisely from the serenity of the narration, conducted in a
vein of absolute faithfulness to reality, without too much digression, without use-
less display of emotion, without improbable boasting or heroism. Substance
develops from hints, from rapid editing. The sequence of the courier who
changes horses in mid-course disappearing into the heat of the boundless prairie,
the vertiginous flight of carts amid dust and gunshots, seems truly to bring us into
the rhythm of the race itself; they have urgency and are thus cinematic in them-
selves. As for the acting, while Frank Lloyd did not resort to exceptionally
well-known names (this is the most intelligent system for good film-making), Joel
McCrea and Frances Dee, in their warm, humane expressiveness, working with a
distinguished group of enjoyable companions, make a valuable contribution to
this work.

[Corriere padano, April 2, 1938.]

The Great Dictator

Let’s say right off that Charlie Chaplin never should have made such a film.
First of all he has no familiarity with Nazism, nor with Fascism. Second: the
European tragedy is not the most appropriate target for the light and almost
sweet-flavored humor of this great English mime. What, in fact, do we see? A
ghetto subjected to puerile though realistic persecutions into which the most
comically orthodox ideas are introduced with beatific irrationality; we see the cyn-
ical dictator reveal himself as weak, timid. Irony strips its object of superstructure,
exposing its essence; but the essence of Hitler and Mussolini is something else
entirely. And so it’s a mistaken film. And yet, searching for the why of these errors,
it’s within the authentic, exquisite Chaplinesque sensibility that we grasp the fruits
of his new effort. They are few, but some are exceptional. 

The speeches, first of all, are masterpieces of acting. The barber talking with
Hannah in the shop and shaving a client to the music of Brahms, and who, receiv-
ing a blow to the head, skips in a daze, up and down the sidewalk. Above all,
however, there’s the dictator dreaming of universal domination and holding an
inflatable globe. There’s a dance to the theme from Lohengrin, and rarely has a
daydream been so well expressed, with the extremely sweet and billowy grace of a
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lovely, real dream. It is the huge ambition—deluded, caressed, beloved—in that
symbol, bouncing lightly as a cloud from one hand up to the ceiling, then down to
the dreamer’s feet, and finally bursting in his hands. Technically perfect; in our
view there’s no exaggeration in seeing this sequence as a true classic. Except, as
we said, the dancer is not Hitler, he is Charlot. And not even a final tirade,
inspired by a cheap, facile humanitarianism, can redeem him. 

[L’Italia libera, November 4, 1944.]

For a Film on the River Po

To say that the people of the Po Valley are in love with the Po would not be
sentimental. An aura of affection—we might call it love—does indeed surround
this river, which, in a certain sense, is the despot of its valley. The people of the Po
Valley feel the Po. We don’t know how this feeling materializes; we know that it’s dis-
persed in the air and experienced as a subtle enchantment. It is, moreover, a
phenomenon shared by many places traversed by large rivers. The fate of these
lands seems concentrated in the river. Life there acquires particular customs and
orientations; a new, limited economy develops, with everyone taking every possi-
ble advantage of the river; young people choose it for their favorite, forbidden
games. In other words, a wholly special intimacy is established, nurtured by vari-
ous factors, including the shared nature of the problems and the struggle against
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the water, which nearly every year, at the beginning of summer or autumn, persis-
tently floods—sometimes very violently and always tragically.

This is therefore a basic theme in our hypothetical film: the flood. Basic for
two reasons: for the spectacle in itself and because it reveals the substance of
which that love, suggested above, is made. This attachment, this loyalty that with-
stands the tests of the floods is singular. For if, due to the solidity of the new
embankments and the easily readied shelters, the inhabitants remain reasonably
calm, this doesn’t mean that events did not at one time mark them deeply and
lastingly. Not infrequently, floods brought with them human victims, in any case,
creating distressing visions of swamped countryside and villages, mounds of
household effects along the roads, waters at window level, tufts and reeds and
trees uprooted, surfacing from eddies edged with foam. But the children of the
Po, despite everything, have not learned how
to detach themselves from the Po. They have
struggled, suffered; they still struggle and suf-
fer, but apparently they can absorb their
suffering within the natural order of things,
while actually depriving themselves of an
incentive to struggle.

Another interesting and significant ele-
ment stems from the culture’s specific
reflection on those same people of the river.
Which in other t imes had a much more
romantic and calm appearance. Tangled veg-
etat ion, fishermen’s huts, float ing mills
(some examples still remaining today), rudi-
mentar y ferr ies, pontoon br idges: all
submerged in a vague and ecstatic aura, in a
sense of irresistible power that seemed to
evaporate from the great mass of water,
degrading everything. The population—solid
folk, with slow, heavy gestures—were accus-
tomed to rest along the river banks and to
wander through the woods that cover those
banks, to surfaces teeming with fish and small coves hidden beneath willows bend-
ing over, grazing the waters, and they were content to pass their lives within this
slowness, even while they were busy transporting goods and people, working in
the mills and, above all, fishing.

But the years do not pass in vain, not even for inanimate things. A time of
reawakening also came for the Po. And then there were iron bridges over which
long trains clattered, day and night; there were six-story buildings with enor-
mous windows, vomiting dust and noise: there were steamboats, dockyards,
factories, smokestacks, even other canals with cement banks. In short it was an

OCTOBER98

Antonioni. Images for a film
on the River Po. 1939.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2009.128.1.90&iName=master.img-004.jpg&w=142&h=193


entire modern, mechanical, industrialized world that came to wreak havoc upon
the harmony of that ancient world.

And yet amidst this crumbling of their world, the populations felt no regret.
They might have wanted their crusty and contemplative nature to re-adapt again
to the new state of things, but they could not do so. Development, at a certain
point, not only didn’t disturb them, in a certain way it pleased them. They began
to think of the river in terms of its functional value; they felt that it had increased
in value and they were proud of it; they understood that it had become precious
and their ambition was satisfied.

All this might seem literary, but it isn’t. It is, or wants to be, cinematic; it
remains to be seen how it can be translated into action.

First of all, one question arises: documentary or fiction?
The first form is unquestionably appealing. Rich, suggestive material that

ranges from the broadest stretches of the river—as vast as lakes and dotted in
places by little islands—to the narrow spots where the Po, constricted as it is by
wild plants, takes on the aspect of an African landscape; from seedy hovels hug-
ging the banks, with the eternal puddle in the little courtyard across from the
outer door, to the early twentieth-century cottages with the chalet at the water’s
edge, enlivened on certain evenings by light syncopated music; from the steep
banks to the gracious, pretentious, fashionable beaches; from floating mills to
imposing factories; from simple vessels to motorboats, to the Pavia-Venice
hydroplanes—and the list goes on.

Abundant but dangerous material because it lends itself to the facile
rhetoric of biased views. Which is why, if tempted by the memory of a magnifi-
cent American documentary on the Mississippi, The River, the trite formula of
“how it was and how it is,” of “before and after the cure,” leaves us hesitant. Nor
would we feel easier with the intrusion of a slender narrative thread. In general
we view hybrid forms with suspicion, and particularly in film, where form that
dictates precise orientations and with no allowance for uncertainties is never
too highly honored. For both sides of the discussion, it’s essential to know
exactly what is needed. A fairly recent example is that of [Frances Hubbard]
Flaherty, another auteur worthy of the greatest respect. In his Dance of the
Elephants, because of the rift between documentary and story, the work’s lyrical
motif, that sort of natural religion of the jungle, finds its most genuine expres-
sion in the hoped-for documentary, the only place for the torment of poetic
discovery elsewhere disturbed by narration.

What then ought we to understand about the idea of an improvised film?
As we see it, we have a great deal of sympathy for this un-labeled document, but
there’s no need to rush in headlong. Here too, of course, there’s no lack of
obstacles, the first of which is the conception of a plot that fully responds to the
themes hinted at above. The Americans, from whom no subject escapes, have
already tried this out. Two of their films—one extremely old, The River, the
other from a few years ago, The Song of the River—were successful, particularly
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the first, which is superior in terms of content. However both were quite far
from our idea and our sensibility. 

But we don’t want to offer advice to anyone, and even less to suggest plots.
Suffice it to say that we would like a film that has the Po as protagonist, and in
which it’s not folklore—that is, a jumble of external and decorative elements—
that arouses interest, but the spirit, namely a totality of moral and psychological
elements; in which not commercial demand, but intelligence, prevails.

[Cinema, n. 68, April 25, 1939.]

Ivan the Terrible

A film by S. M. Eisenstein always has in and of itself a power that derives
from its being the result of a profound process of maturation. The words into
which he condensed his poetics, years ago, are indicative. “What’s involved,” he
wrote, “is a series of images composed so that it provokes an affective impulse
which in turn awakens a series of ideas. From image to feeling, from feeling to the-
ses.” In fact, this film, the first in two parts, starts from a distance, from a recent
trend in Soviet cinema, placing some historical figures in proper perspective—
Alexander Nevsky, Peter the Great, Podgorsky, Lenin, Gorky, Ivan—bearing in
mind the judgment passed on the latter by poets and men of culture, such as
Pushkin, Lermontov, and Belinski. This is not Ivan the tyrant, but the genius,
drawn toward the idea of a unified state, the leader of his people.
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Here the same historical approach guides the artist’s hand. “We needed,
above all,” he confesses, “a grandeur of form that would correspond to the great-
ness of the figure of Ivan.” Thus we find ourselves faced with a work whose
majesty, refinement, bombast, and sensuality seem, on first examination, to over-
power and even to exclude the theme. But this is the great Russian director’s style.
Indeed, the impulse to turn his story into something other than prose, into a lyric
form, an epic poem, is typical; his need to give stylistic unity to the long-premedi-
tated material, his love of detail, his tendency toward expressive framing, the
de-centered image, is typical; and the way the secondary characters work as a
whole, inseparable from the “plastic and musical entirety within which they are
immersed,” is also typical.

However, all this is now brought to a level of violence that is quite barbaric.
Here is the novelty of Eisenstein’s work—this attempt to achieve an emotional
intensity through an exasperation of his own style.

But in the service of this sort of approach there is an elementary technique,
so elementary that we must consider it except as a sign of extreme refinement. At
this point the technique is known; we’re familiar with its development. Eisenstein
was once the most fervent supporter of montage as the sole creative phase of film.
He began his works and gradually edited them, looking at the moviola to see how
much still remained for him to shoot. This is what happened with Potemkin, with
October, and also with Que Viva Mexico, although in the end others edited the latter
film. In ’38, Eisenstein modified his theories, and in two articles in Arts and Letters
Today he stated that montage “is not everything.”

This Ivan bears out that statement. Editing plays a very large role but it is
the framing that dominates, and set design, photography, and acting are subor-
dinate. The extremely careful framing is obviously inspired by pictor ial
examples, but it is not static; even the decoration acquires a narrative value (the
eye of God on the wall). The narrative technique, then, is based on the almost
total absence of camera movements, and those few movements that do exist end
up being more or less superfluous: a pair of panoramic views, a reverse tracking
shot, another vertical one. This sobriety is also seen in the movements within
the frames. The actors are almost always still; if they move for brief stretches it is
to project enormous shadows on the walls; but they stop immediately, glower,
and assume hieratic attitudes, typical of silent films. Moreover, this primitive
approach to acting has its raison d’être in the desire to make the story accessi-
ble. If Eisenstein exaggerates, it is in order to reach the hearts of viewers outside
the city and in the countryside. And, I repeat, the violence is singular, used by
the artist in his aristocratic way of expression.

But one feeling cannot be ignored as one confronts this dark world, where
feelings, voices, gestures, sorrow, and joy are heightened with such vehemence. It’s
one’s sense that the director has gone too far, and that in this uninterrupted cli-
mate of apocalyptic tragedy, he has failed to convey, within this distant humanity,
those universal vibrations that alone are accessible to us. In Ivan, emotion comes
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through with difficulty; one remains overwhelmed rather than touched. Despite
the valuable contribution of Prokofiev’s stupendous choral soundtrack, often
interwoven with the dialogue. In short, faced with these “visual cries,” one misses
the suggestion of a hushed voice.

Nikolai Cherkasov embodies Ivan, and his makeup is extremely powerful.
The other actors include Pudovkin, in the role of Nikolai, the half-naked fanatic
in chains who protests against the Czar. The cameramen are Moskvin and Tissé.
Set design is by Spinel.

[Film d’oggi, March 17, 1945.]

Ossessione

The writer of this note is, through no fault of his own, from Ferrara. I state
this right off, because it’s undoubtedly a handicap when dealing with Luchino
Visconti’s Ferrara film. In fact, that news-vendor who for years awakened us each
morning with his raucous cry, or that ice-cream man who parked in front of our
grammar school—those ghosts and places of a world—it’s hard to see them as
part of an artistic reality rather than as betraying the world of our childhood.
And the sense of improbability developing with the story inserted within that
world is hard to overcome. But this too may be a sign of quality, an indication of
Visconti’s general view of life, an indispensable premise for every artistic ven-
ture. Certain sensations, certain images, however, do come through, especially
along the banks of the Po during a holiday in the country—bourgeois, with lots
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of bicycles, ice-cream cones, girls, and with bocce players, wine, curses, and sun-
shine. Thus, while in the city the plot’s tortuous psychological demands
dominate, here the more vivid aspects of the Po valley’s reality have won out
over the director’s own inclinations. Here too, there’s a single point of confu-
sion: the t wo - character scene on the beach. This would have merged
wonderfully with the atmosphere, the natural setting and the rest, had it only
had been less complacent, not so morbid and disconsolate—more natural, sim-
pler, younger. Visconti could not, apparently, refrain from an analysis that’s
more raw, pitiless. The entire film is a succession of motifs, each of which should
enrich the previous one, yet there’s a tendency to emphasize those that are
more troubled, more intellectual and refined. As a result, the work is somewhat
slow and heavy; it has, in short, a certain narrative imbalance. The characters
are also affected by this. Gino Costa, skipping about on the rooftops, comes to a
bad end, and neither the director nor the actor knew how to fill the gap. In con-
trast, Visconti’s encounter with Calamai—both the character and the actress—is
at least as fruitful as that with Yvonne de Bray in Les parents terribles (directed by
Visconti for the theater); Calamai is clearly aroused to an unaccustomed fervor,
and its source is no mystery. In other words, Visconti’s exceptional artistic tem-
perament is immediately recognizable. Some of his camera movements (the
tracking shot on Calamai in the café, for instance) confirm this, as well as cer-
tain shots and pauses in the acting; one example (the siren on the Ancona pier)
demonstrates the value he can give to a sound. There’s no lack of foreign influ-
ence, especially in the framing, but, as Gide says, only mediocre minds fear
influence. 

I cannot fail to mention the Roman public’s poor showing at this film’s first
screening. It demonstrated once again its narrow mind, incompetence, incivility,
and its hypocritical bigotry.

The same goes for the shopkeepers, who are doing their utmost to boycott
Italian films, causing shortages of electrical power among other things; but we’ll
get back to that at another time.

[L’Italia libera, April 12, 1945.]

Frigid America

I have never been to America. I want to go there mainly in order to check on
my idea of it.

I imagine America as a country still ruled by the Puritan tradition that
underhandedly governs the lives of individuals, the development of a sensibility
over which, with the passing of the centuries, frigidity has spread like a veil. This
sort of idea about a young, robust, dynamic country, so full of ferment, explosive-
ness, and adventure may seem absurd, but those qualit ies are precisely
symptomatic. In fact, all that vitality is directed toward a single end: adventure for
its own sake. It’s rather like “art for art’s sake.” In short, what is lacking in white
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Americans is that impetus that makes Latins less practical and more passionate.
All this is to be seen particularly in amorous relationships, which in America are
based principally on emotion. It is the excess of emotion that leads to tragedy; for
that, emotion is ingenuous, coarse, violent, and, from a certain standpoint, pure.

One should not be misled by the wave of sensuality that seems to have struck
our country with the arrival of the Americans. True sensuality is darker, more
silent, laughs less, has no need of stimulants, alcoholic or otherwise, and is what
you might call dark-skinned. This view is confirmed by the absolute independence
enjoyed by women in America. Can you imagine this in a college in Italy, where
even convents have something to hide? In America, promiscuity among men and
women is possible, wives have the house keys, and girls of fifteen can finally leave
the house without their mamas. And even if the corruption of certain environ-
ments is real, it is restrained by that widespread frigidity and the possibility of
different outlets. This is one reason it ought not be so easy to go to bed with
American women, when you don’t focus on emotion, a “soap-opera” emotion.
And it is one reason that for Americans this emotion, often lacking a physical
foundation, develops, apparently, in inverted forms now characteristic of femi-
nism over there. 

These considerations might find denial in American literature, particularly
that of the most prominent among their writers, in Faulkner or Stein. In their
work, a dark pulse seems to move through events. But it is in large part Negro
blood (Sanctuary specifically confirms my argument). Then there are Hemingway
and Erskine Caldwell. The former is a man in the true sense of the word, but one
who has shed the ties to his race for others of a universal kind, and is not to be
seen as a prototype of his countrymen. As for Caldwell, he remains, like it or not,
on an intellectual level represented by the bestial acts in God’s Little Acre, which
have clearly neither sensuality nor frigidity.

With characteristic obviousness, the filmmaker tends to bring out this aspect
of North America. There are films that succeed in expressing a country’s spirit,
and American films in particular, whether fine or terrible, are never without ele-
ments that are indicative in this sense. Indeed, minor films deserve more credit
than those of great distinction. They are films in which American life is somewhat
simply photographed; remaining descriptive, they don’t rise to the level of narra-
tive. These are the films that matter to us, while the others, works of art, are always
exceptions. And so, minor films indicate, with great precision, the basic norms
that govern and dominate almost all American production. These norms are cer-
tainly justified; censorship, in America, is extremely strict. But removing the
sensual bite from work for the screen would not suffice—and that bite is not mea-
sured by the number of kisses exchanged by the protagonists, but rather on the
basis of other imponderable elements whose presence presupposes a certain atti-
tude toward this sort of thing, or at least a certain sensibility on the part of the
filmmakers.
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Almost all these minor films appear instead in a form that is too sanitized:
couples and lovers about whom you have no idea how, when, and if they have
any erotic activity at all; extremely beautiful and seductive women whose seduc-
tiveness is healthy, never morbid, stirred by passions that burn with what one
might call an icy fire. If we’re disturbed by Rita Hayworth’s breasts, it’s our own
fault: she, poor thing, has merely a sort of ingenuous look in her eyes, a look
that one might describe as sporting and childlike. There’s no sensual bliss, no
awareness or delight in itself, but only an amorous agitation whose boldest
desire seems to be a kiss, a polite kiss on the lips. And there’s a reason why this
kiss is so often granted the great honor of concluding the film. More often than
not, these kisses are crowning touches to love that rarely give a sense of fullness.
Something is missing. One senses, behind them, a void and a calm that’s not
open to influence. Sometimes it happens that a director or an actor breaks free
of the bonds imposed by the industry and the Puritan order that still, hypocriti-
cally, acts as the guardian of American morals. Then we cry out at the miracle.
But it won’t be for Garbo or Dietrich, both of whom, in different ways, are so
abstract. It will be, for example, Ida Lupino in the “minor” film They Drive by
Night. Lupino is a great actress, and if in the long run this mediocre work
sketches the outline of an authentic love, a vivid, carnal love, it is she who
deserves all the credit. This is the center of the film and it illuminates the other
characters as well, otherwise so anemic on their own. 

But often the actor lacks the necessary bite. Such is the case with Lana
Turner, also an excellent actress. Turner brings to the screen a hot, amorous
frenzy, which she manifests effectively with the fleshy lips that curl so easily upon
contact with those of a male; and with those soft eyes with their whites so clearly
visible. But watch her in The Postman Always Rings Twice (the American version of
Ossessione); there is no comparison with our Calamai, who is truly distraught in
her feelings, even more so than in her heart.

Double Indemnity was also adopted from a James Cain novel. As in Postman,
here too carnality is the drama’s common denominator, a carnality whose exac-
erbation causes the lovers to lose control and commit a fatal act of imprudence.
Yet what is lacking in both films is precisely the erotic stimulus. Postman became
a wonderful detective story, and the other film the story of a crime in which the
weakest element is the motive, namely the irrational, irresistible physical attrac-
tion—made of both love and hatred—of a man toward a woman. Billy Wilder,
with his European cinematic background, fully nailed down at least one charac-
ter: the woman played by Barbara Stanwyck, with her small, pointed, almost fake
breasts and platinum hair. And yet he had also attempted to reinvigorate his
images in ways inherited specifically from Europe. This would not do. America
tamed him. Because the industry wanted it like this, because censorship wanted
it like this, because the public wanted it like this. This public, frigid in its turbu-

Film Reviews 105



lence, healthy in its corruption, has turned America into a country where the
most beautiful and tasteless fruit in the world is grown. 

[Film rivista, n. 14, August 31, 1946.]

La Terra Trema

Some films are easy to judge and some are difficult. Stagecoach, Bicycle
Thieves, Daybreak, and La Terra Trema are difficult. These are immediately and
undeniably striking films of exceptional strength but this very strength then
raises an infinite number of questions: What’s the powder in this gun? What’s
the fuse? What is the target of its fire? Critical examination gets bogged down in
questions of the probable, and we read phrases like the following: “If we have
fully understood, the conclusion should be that of a moralistic anarchy…” That’s
Carlo Bo, writing on Verdoux. Incompetence? Or perplexity, justified by the
amount of discussion aroused by the film?

La Terra Trema, too, has been received by violent rejection on the one
hand, and with unconditional defense on the other. It’s undoubtedly a disori-
ent ing work, and this is a posit ive factor. “Il porte en soi,” Gide said of
Charles-Louis Philippe, “il y a en lui de quoi désorienter et surprendre, c’est-à-
dire de quoi durer.” [There’s something disorienting and surprising about him,
that is, something enduring.] Works that endure are always the result of a dialec-
tical relationship between author and world. The author has a great many
intentions (to describe, narrate, unmask, inveigh, move), so that if one inten-
tion sometimes contaminates another, compromising clarity, no harm is done.
Art can be but does not have to be clear.

About Luchino Visconti, critics have generally tended to engage in polemi-
cal and ideological debate, result ing in intellectual confusion rather than
clarification. And the recognition that he does tend toward frank violation of a
theatrical text or film script is an inadequate basis for judgment. If Visconti’s
virtue consisted solely in this way of thinking and of practice—if, that is, we
couldn’t consider them as external features of a personal and, in its way, coher-
ent creative ability—then our discourse would soon turn frivolous.

However, the director of Ossessione and La Terra Trema, of Les Parents
Terribles, Adam, The Glass Menagerie, Eurydice, Tobacco Road, and Troilus and Cressida
(all theater productions, with the exception of the first two) obviously deserves
another tone, another sort of consideration. Because it is as an author that
Visconti is known, and specifically as the author of La Terra Trema, for it is here
that his intellectual experience attains the status of poetry. Ossessione was cer-
tainly a warmer film. I recently saw it again, and it is one of those films that do
not age, that, on the contrary, reveal their authenticity over t ime. But in
Ossessione there is an autobiographical, sentimental impulse that prevents the
images from acquiring that detached destiny of existence peculiar to great
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works—those in which the character bears a distant, elusive, secret resemblance
to the author.

Such is the case with his Sicilian film, in which the characters are Visconti’s
adoptive sons. He took them in while scouting for locations in Sicily; he chose
those that most resembled him. “I spent Christmas with my fishermen,” he wrote
to me during that period. And here is his most concrete form of power—this
capacity for devotion and enthusiasm, for sacrifice. And it’s worth remembering
that Visconti made a considerable personal sacrifice for the poetic cause of La
Terra Trema. Visconti the European cosmopolite: the Visconti that would have
wholly immersed himself in a film like The Trial of Maria Tarnowska, had its pro-
ducers understood that they needed to let him make that film (and he would
have done it so well). 

Acitrezza, apparently, is wholly unrelated to Visconti’s world; its inhabi-
tants are of a different race and blood. Perhaps, however, we can locate, in this
basic detachment of author from environment and character, the reason for a
result of such pure lyricism. Thus I would not exactly say, as Renzi wrote in
Bianco e Nero (n. 2, 1949, p. 69), that “even Visconti risks indulging in revolution,
understood as a mythological and ‘now a given’ historical necessity, to be con-
templated with aristocratic detachment.” Visconti’s affinity for the world of
Acitrezza’s fishermen is, indeed, one of personal choice, but to say that his work
bears the mark of “cold and precious premeditation” is, to say the least, really
brash. For we know that this is a film shot without a script, in a spirit of true
romanticism, meter by meter, in pursuit at different times of this or that theme,
with the dialogue discovered on the lips of its actors. So, what premeditation?
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But if, in emphasizing the project’s social aspect, Visconti resorted to spoken
commentary, it was precisely because of the latter’s specific function as extrane-
ous to the work; it remains a caption for the painting, since the plot is by Verga,
who clearly was not a Marxist. 

One may rightly object that, apart from the plot, La Terra Trema is quite far
from Verga. This is the setting, those are the characters, the sea, the medlar
tree, but the spirit is different. The Verghian theme of the family as a religious
unit does not exist in Visconti’s work; there’s a family understood as a social cell,
as a class of individuals. There are less primitive, newer characters, all a bit like
‘Ntoni, his friends as well as his sisters. The concept of justice is already perva-
sive. One can say, paradoxically, that La Terra Trema is the sequel to I Malavoglia
(The House by the Medlar Tree). But how can one not take into consideration that
the book was written in 1881, while the film was made in 1948? We can’t
reproach Visconti for being a man of his time, for reading newspapers and hav-
ing polit ical ideas. For us, for Italian (and not only Italian) cinema it’s
important that Visconti went to Sicily, observed, saw and invented. Above all,
invented. La Terra Trema should be understood as a complex poetic invention.
Not all of it is poetic, but where it is, it is deeply so.

Visconti’s ethic is an extremely human one, at one with his art. But when
there’s a break between them, it is rhetoric and ugliness that come through.
The wealthy fish wholesaler over-eating, the belly laugh of the man against the
wall on which the Mussolinian writing stands out, certain speeches by ‘Ntoni in
the boat during the night—these images have not at their source the creative
felicity of those devoted to the two sisters or the little brothers. These two sisters
are the loveliest characters in the film—one so sad and wise, the other dreamy
and restless, both condemned to the melancholy of poverty, to lethargy. And
those emaciated children, in rags, who emerge in the establishing shots, in the
pans, to disappear after a look of amazement at the grownups, or after listening
to a story. And all the other anonymous characters that populate the back-
grounds in a continuous play that, while not flashy, is no less essential to the
truth of the whole. No other Italian film has such inventive technique, such a
modern use of technique, from the panfocal effects to the long camera move-
ments, from the framing, which is like a harmonically composed document, to
the lucid and incisive photography. Camera movements that always reveal some-
thing, if only a simple attitude or gesture; framings that truly say something,
even a simple mood; photography that always powerfully conveys an atmos-
phere. One might be following in Olivier’s footsteps (in Hamlet) were we not
dealing substantively with a technical control that is fine in and of itself.
Visconti’s technique is truly in the service of poetry. 

Think of the arrival of those coming to pawn their possessions in the house
of the medlar tree. We first see them in the street, arriving at the courtyard door,
then from the house, entering the courtyard; then from a second interior door,
we see them enter the house. One has the sense of a real, inexorable invasion.
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Think of the love scene, improbably resolved with that lively race over meadows
and rocks, with the noise of the sea—and, if I remember correctly, of a train.
Think of the scene with the drunks at night, with its slow, undulating internal
rhythm, and the officer’s satisfied, obscene whistling. And that singular moment
when ‘Ntoni returns from having mortgaged the house, and it is such a beauti-
ful morning in Acitrezza, the women are on the terraces, speaking loudly
among themselves as cries, laughs, calls, noises echo in the limpid air, and
‘Ntoni stretches out on the grass, his legs crossed in close-up. Here is an exact
and sensitive intuition about Sicily and its people, a precise interpretation of
Dino Garrone’s concept regarding Verga’s characters: “The cosmos is their
grand clock.” 

La Terra Trema is a film that doesn’t gain much from critical depth. We
need to try to uncover the secret of its poetry through what in us is moved. We
need to understand its surface vibrations, in other words how much it instinc-
tively, illogically, unknowingly reflects. Whoever knows Visconti is aware that his
gestures have so much more weight, are so much more his own than his words.
Here, the aforementioned sequences are his gestures. It is the voices and sounds
of the departing fishermen at dusk, the songs of the masons, the leaden light of
the storm, the inflections of the younger sister’s voice and the posture of the
older one, the vehemence of ‘Ntoni and the resignation of his mother, and in so
many other things, apart from the inevitable social polemic conveyed, that we
find the sincerest tone and timbre of Luchino Visconti’s poetic voice.

[Bianco e Nero, n. 7, July 1949.] 

Films I Would Like to See Again

Those that I name are probably not the best films ever made.
I don’t know, that’s not what interests me. It’s an insoluble and perhaps a

meaningless problem. Times change and subjects, like styles, become outdated. 
They say that art never goes out of date, but doubts have arisen about the

function of art in the future.
What is certain is that the way of seeing is changing, and seeing is what cin-

ema asks of its viewers.
Some films lie hidden at the intersection of certain historical trajectories

and they acquire, only because of this, a power and a wisdom they would other-
wise not have. 

Others arrive at the truth by circuitous routes, including that of stupidity,
which has always been considered the opposite of wisdom.

It’s rare for a film to completely express its content. And this is why every
era takes, from that content, what it finds most congenial. 

A film is also the encounter of a man (the author) with the world. But
which world? The one his eyes could see, his hands could touch, his mouth bite
into. What affinities will he discover with tomorrow’s world?
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Years from now, I shall no longer know how to account for the reasons that
have led me to choose the films listed below.

La règle du jeu (The Rules of the Game), as I recall, is a perfect film, an extra-
ordinary example of a fusion of form and content. Citizen Kane still stands out
for its chilling power. Otto e mezzo (8 1/2) depicts precisely the story of a man (a
director) trying to open his mouth wide and tear the world to pieces.

Rashomon, in terms of structure and psychological acuity; it has the stamp
of genius.

My Darling Clementine is extremely pure cinema, technique rising to the
level of poetry.

Les dames du Bois de Boulogne is a classic of elegance and expressive discretion.
This is all I have to say, except that at this moment these are the films I

would like to see again.
[Identificazione di un autore, ed. G. Tinazzi, vol. II,

(Parma: Pratiche, 1985)]

—Translated from Italian by Marguerite Shore.
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