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Manuela Gieri, Università della Basilicata

Reflections on A History of Italian Cinema Without
Names: Comedy and Melodrama Revisited

Something like twenty years ago, almost an eternity indeed, I published a volume on Italian cinema, 
and since I have always been quite terrible with titling my own work, fortunately, the title of that book was 
suggested to me by a belated dear friend of mine, Robert Dombroski,1 during a bus journey from Agrigento 
to Catania, while the sun was shining over an extraordinary Mediterranean sea. 
Italian Filmmaking: Strategies of Subversion is that title, and it is followed by a subtitle, due to publisher’s strat-
egies, which contains a list of names, such as Pirandello, Fellini, Scola and the directors of the new generation. 
I believe time has come to explain why Robert suggested such title and why I welcomed it.2 The occasion has 
been the XXII International Film Studies Conference in Udine where we have been solicited to think about 
film history in new terms; we have been invited to reflect on alternative ways of writing the development of 
what has been the most powerful means of expression and representation, and yet also an extraordinary myth-
maker during the entire twentieth century: the cinema. We have been invited and solicited, then, to contribute 
to a discussion which may lead us to the creation of “a new ‘topography’ of the basic stylistic elements that, 
while common to both authors and styles, can also find independent and diverse modes of connection,” as one 
reads in the call for papers. Quite interestingly, when I started working on my 1995 volume, I fundamentally 
placed myself exactly in that particular position whereby one attempts to overcome traditional approaches to 
film history – notwithstanding the many names in the title! My case study was Italian cinema for a number of 
reasons which I shall try and describe here – beside, of course, my deep love for it!
The first observation which prompted me to find an alternative approach to the historical development of our 
national cinema was that, leaving aside some exceptions, mostly not too relevant, in the aftermath of World 
War II, Italian film always escaped and still escapes traditional definitions of genre; that is, generic cinema 
certainly exists in an Italian context, and yet it has either found not much space (see for instance the case of 
horror cinema and/or western cinema) or has been thoroughly reinterpreted.3 Consequently, for decades, 
the great temptation of Italian film historians has been that of somewhat writing the history of this national 
cinema in the aftermath of World War II, in particular, as if it were the history of an “auteur cinema,” which 
is a filmic tradition that developed in time as a gigantic aggregation of solipsistic voices and gazes, and was 
fundamentally modernist in nature. Thus, I felt then, and to a large extent I still feel today, that traditional 
approaches to Italian film history, and by “traditional” I mean approaches that focus primarily and simply 
on genre and author, were not satisfactory. For the most part, such approaches left style at the borders of the 
discussion, and did not provide us with a working model that would truly account for the uniqueness and 
richness of such national cinema, nor would it make us capable of truly detect the recurrences, but also the 
significant diversities which mark such filmic tradition, nor would it be capable of allowing us to connect the 
Italian cinematic experience to all the other artistic experiences which made it possible, which nourished it, 
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and with which, to a larger extent than it happens, let’s say, for American cinema, it shared themes and formal 
strategies. Fundamentally, I realized that what ought to be accounted for was the kind of short-circuit between 
diverse fields of artistic expression which is a true trademark of the Italian cultural experience, and not only 
in modern and contemporary times.
Obviously, to aggregate data around the notion of author and genre has been quite useful and fruitful over 
the decades since it has allowed to come to a kind of “canonization” of film as it developed in time; and yet, it 
seems to me that in the process we have often “forgotten” other and extremely relevant pieces of information, 
beside having tried to canonize something which escapes the very notion of “canon” itself. Thus, I attempted 
to pursue an alternative path, and recognized that since the immediate aftermaths of World War II, Italian 
film has developed in ways that hardly fit such traditional approaches; I tried, then, to “read and interpret” the 
history of Italian film according to two grand notions which seemed and still seem thoroughly present in our 
national cinematography, that is, melodrama and humour, and insodoing I inevitably ended up dismantling 
traditional readings of such national cinema. Naturally, as it happens any time one tries to outline approaches 
that strongly go against tradition, and try and traverse unpredictable paths, I came into difficulties and, surely, 
even errors; yet, I feel that to illustrate such an attempt may be of interest to our project.
In my 1995 study, I ended up focusing ultimately and primarily on humour, while the issue of a melodramatic 
imagination in Italian film history remained at the borders, waiting to be investigated. In my analysis, I first 
moved from a fundamental consideration, and precisely the fact that in the nineteenth century several new 
interpretations of comedy evolve. Notwithstanding the many differences, for instance, between Bergson and 
Freud, in the passage from the nineteenth to the twentieth century they both contributed to the elaboration of 
a new approach to the mechanisms lying as foundations of laughter; such a new interpretation of comedy or, 
rather, humour became then increasingly relevant to the delineation of a contemporary poetics. Indeed, the 
passage from irony, characteristic of nineteenth century poetics, to humor as a constitutive element of artistic 
representation marks the introduction of a tragic note largely attested by twentieth century poetics, which 
generally assigned humor an increasingly conspicuous role. Indeed, this movement began in the nineteenth 
century, and Charles Baudelaire can be considered amongst the first artists and intellectuals who consciously 
addressed this issue in both their creative and theoretical writings.4 
Further in my investigation, I realized that almost a “genetic trace” links Baudelaire to an Italian author, 
who, before and more than any other, was responsible for the elaboration of a new approach to narrative and 
dramatic discourse in an Italian context, that is, Luigi Pirandello. Indeed, he was the true founder of that 
serio-comic or humoristic mode of discourse that was going to play a pivotal role in the development of Ital-
ian twentieth century poetics. This mode of discourse is characterized by the contamination of comedy and 
tragedy, and produces diversified results reflecting different signifying and cognitive strategies in narrative and 
dramatic discourses. 
Further in my work, I proceed to prove that at times one records the supremacy of comedy, or rather “hu-
mour” in Pirandello’s definition, and this occurs in works that are primarily concerned with extradiegetic 
issues and engage the reader/viewer in social and political commentary – as it happens, for instance, in the 
so-called “comedy Italian style.” At other times, one observes the predominance of melodrama, a genre 
that better serves an Italian sensibility, in works that are often preoccupied with reflecting on the status of 
the artistic representation of the Real, and thus become extremely self-reflexive and self-referential – as it 
happens, for instance, in the cinema of Michelangelo Antonioni. In a few circumstances, one records the 
fair balance between comedy and melodrama, or else, comedy and tragedy, and thus an equal tension in 
understanding the essence and status of the work of art, as well as in investigating and criticizing the exist-
ing social and political establishment – as it happens in the works of many so-called “auteurs” of Italian 
cinema, such as Federico Fellini, but also, quite interestingly, Pier Paolo Pasolini, and later Ettore Scola, 
as well as several directors of what was called “the new generation,” such as Nanni Moretti – just to name 
names! Needless to say, these filmmakers are profoundly different from one another, and yet their works 
can be rightly inscribed in that mode of discourse that has been diversely defined as “serio-comic” or “hu-
moristic.” This particular discoursive and narrative strategy becomes then a hypergenre, a container within 
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which a free contamination between comedy and tragedy, comedy and melodrama, as well as between al-
legory and symbolism, significantly occurs.5

Moved by the desire to draw a kind of new “topography” of Italian post-war cinema, and upon having placed these 
relevant prefatory observations, one must once again acknowledge a well-known fact: in the history of Italian post-
war cinema, Roberto Rossellini and Vittorio De Sica not only were two of the masters of Italian Neorealism, but also 
played a primary role in paving the way for its overcoming, and indicated relevant venues for future developments 
in Italian cinematic production. It is Rossellini’s Voyage to Italy (Viaggio in Italia) made in 1951, that initiates what 
I term “a melodramatic imagination” in Italian modern cinema. As we all know, this movie stands in an open dia-
logue with the first important journey in the history of Italian post-war cinema, that is, Rossellini’s own Paisan (Paisà, 
1946). Yet, while the 1946 film was a journey of discovery of the geographical and social parts of Italy that had never 
been shown on the screen before, and as such, a journey intended to “free” our country and our collective imagina-
tion, Voyage to Italy is a “journey” in the inner landscape of the characters, and in many ways is the precursor of 
most Modern cinema in general, and in the Italian context, certainly of Michelangelo Antonioni’s many investiga-
tions of the mind and of reality. “It seems impossible to view Voyage to Italy without feeling with the evidence of a 
lash that this film opens a breach, and that the whole cinema must trespass it in order not to die,” so wrote Jacques 
Rivette in a 1955 essay,6 and by doing so he intervened in the debate on Modern cinema, and forever transformed 
it in a debate on “before and after Rossellini,” along the path the Italian director indicated with Voyage to Italy. 
Yet, what was happening with Rossellini and his Voyage to Italy had already happened in literature: in 1949, 
for instance, Alberto Moravia published a novel, often forgotten, L’amore coniugale, in which, regardless of 
some obvious differences with the film, many are the echoes of the theme and style one finds a few years later 
in Rossellini’s work. Not a case of adaptation of course, but certainly and unquestionably a case of “synergy,” 
almost like in “communicating vessels” of macluhanian memory, between two representatives of Italian Mo-
dernity, one of which, Moravia, was to be significantly brought to the screen by one of the champions of 
Modernist cinema, that is, Jean-Luc Godard with Le Mépris, a film adaptation of Moravia’s 1954 novel with 
the same title. This is of course just one example of the many one could make on the development of a “melo-
dramatic imagination” in Italian cultural history as it developed in the aftermath of World War II. Such an 
approach may prove extremely fruitful to overcome traditional boundaries between diverse formal construc-
tions, as well as between different means of expression and representation.
The term melodrama is used here with no reference to the rhetorical and sentimental cinematic melodramas 
of the 1930s and 1950s,7 and thus with no reference to a generic tradition, no matter how ambiguous and 
unstable; by resorting to the term “melodrama” I intend to define a new style which came to be at a precise 
moment in history, and precisely in the 1950s, which anchored itself to a specific genre, “cinema melò,” but 
then subverted the characteristics of the genre, or rather undermined them, since, as Morreale pointedly ob-
serves: “In 1950s film melodrama […] norm and sabotage seem to coincide.”8 Such a novel and profoundly 
modernist style pursued diverse formal strategies, different interrelationships between word and image, as 
well as between music and image, and unmistakably stated the impossibility for cinema to express, fully and 
unambiguously, its relationship with Reality.9 On the other hand, as Guglielmo Pescatore rightly observes, 

in film melodrama there happens, though, that the body is voice, it is a speaking body […] If it is true, as Chion10 states, 
that cinema realizes the dualism, never truly  resolved, between body and voice, and that the latter is desperately searching 
a body, a symbolic place, it is also true that the body searches for a voice, a place of word. Furthermore, melodrama is a 
means through which we give voice to the body, we let it speak. Beside being a narrative mechanism, then, melodrama is 
also a producer of signs – mostly body.11

Then, in Italy the 1950s bring a new awareness of the mechanisms lying at the foundation of a new interpreta-
tion of melodrama, one by which the dualism between voice and body, apparently resolved in early film melo-
drama, seems to be superseded by subtraction and becomes a memory, a trace filled with nostalgia, something 
to be longed for, or rather, the source of a profoundly desperate feeling of loss – as it happens, for instance, in 
many of Michelangelo Antonioni’s cinematic melodramas. 
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Unquestionably, then, Roberto Rossellini’s Voyage to Italy constitutes the “ideal” beginning of this new “melo-
dramatic imagination” in Italian cinema. Complex and increasingly abstract cinematic, but also literary, nar-
ratives there developed, narratives that primarily attempted to investigate and express human relationships as 
well as the increasingly difficult relationships between people and environment, people and objects, and they 
did so by constantly re-defining and often truly undermining their own status as mechanical representations of 
those relationships. The filmic narratives that assumed this perspective may thus be described as self-reflexive 
and therefore “meta-cinematic,” and as such, mark the upheaval of Modernist cinema with unprecedented 
vigor, as pointedly observed by Jacques Rivette.12

The work that has best tried and rehabilitated melodrama is, unmistakably, Peter Brooks’s The Melodramatic 
Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama and the Mode of Excess (1976), in which the author provides 
us with an original interpretation and, indeed, a re-evalution of the nineteenth century melodramatic project, 
one which is still today “the best grounding for an understanding of its carryover into twentieth-century mass 
culture,” as rightly stated by Linda Williams.13 In his study, Brooks intended to trace the origins of melodrama 
in French popular theatre, and explained the reasons of its rise and persistence. Williams notes that, paradoxi-
cally, Brooks’s great advantage was his ignorance of film theory and criticism.

Unlike film critics who have seen melodrama as an anachronism to be overcome and subverted, Brooks takes it seriously 
as a quintessential modern (though not modernist) form arising out of a particular historical conjuncture: the postrevo-
lutionary, post-Enlightenment, postsacred world where traditional imperatives of truth and morality had been violently 
questioned and yet in which there was still a need to forge some semblance of truth and morality.14

Brooks’s central thesis becomes, then, crucial to our understanding of the resurgence of melodrama in post-
war Italian cinema, since he maintains that 

in the absence of a moral and social order linked to the sacred, and in the presence of a reduced private and social sphere 
that has become the entire realm of personal significance, a theatrical form of sensation developed that carried the burden 
of expressing what Brooks calls the “‘moral occult,’ the domain operative spiritual values which both indicated within and 
masked by the surface of reality.” This quest for a hidden moral legibility is crucial to all melodrama.15

The implications to such a thesis to a discussion on post-war Italian cinema seem manifold, and certainly call 
for further investigation.
On the other hand, going back to our original statement about the inner ability, or rather inclination Ital-
ian cinema, and indeed any other Italian artistic expression, displays to reinterpret generic categories; and 
furthermore, recalling our observation about the prevalence of two modes of discourse, melodramatic and 
humoristic, as trademarks of the Italian cultural experience, it is De Sica’s Miracle in Milan (1950) the film that 
opens the way to a new and diverse kind of “comic imagination” in an Italian cinematic context: in the sign of 
“comedy” and beginning with De Sica’s 1950 film, Italian cinema was to begin its investigation of the mystery 
of life and its many miracles. The interplay between fiction and documentary, comedy and tragedy was then 
to constitute a large segment of Italian cinematic production to the point of eventually pushing narrative and 
discourse forward, and exploring even the possibilities offered by fantasy and utopia. Within this particular 
framework, many examples could be brought to scientific investigation in the period going from the 1960’s to 
the present, and they would embrace works as diverse as Hawks and Sparrows (Uccellacci e uccellini, 1966) by 
Pier Paolo Pasolini and The Voice of the Moon (La voce della luna, 1990) by Federico Fellini. 
As variously argued, even such masterpieces of cinematic Neorealism as Rome Open City (Roma città aperta, 
1945) and Bicycle Thieves (Ladri di biciclette, 1948) contain elements of comedy and melodrama intertwined, 
and yet it is with both Miracle in Milan and Voyage to Italy, significantly made in two consecutive years, that 
Italian cinema consciously moves beyond Neorealism and starts exploring new avenues for the investigation 
and the representation of Reality. 
While before and during Fascism Italian cinema mostly expressed itself via formalized and codifiable genres, 
after the Second World War this national cinema constantly attempted to escape easy and formulaic solutions 



117

Manuela Gieri

as it aimed at establishing the identity of a country as well as its own. And yet, this did not merely happen in 
the cinematic experience, since, as observed by Gian Piero Brunetta, “in cinema like in literature, comedy col-
lects the drosses of the other genres and does not wish to assert its own narrative and expressive autonomy.”16

With this statement, Gian Piero Brunetta solicits our investigation by pointing out at both the fertile connection 
between diverse fields of artistic expression, and the mobile and fluid nature of comedy. Such definition perfectly 
adheres to the spirit of Italian cinematic comedy as it progressively developed into a mode of discourse that can 
move freely between genres. By not aiming at establishing its narrative and expressive autonomy, and thus authority, 
such national interpretation of comedy was fundamentally subversive of established discoursive strategies and criti-
cal towards the existing social organization. On the other hand, as pointedly obeserved by Maurizio Grande, “the 
structure of comedy entails an initial movement of disintegration of the ‘original environment’ and a final reintegra-
tion of the social body, in which one fully admits the characters who had previously been excluded.”17

Generally speaking, then, Italian film comedy as it developed in the aftermath of World War II moves away from 
traditional definitions of cinematic comedy as they evolved in both an anglo-american and a francophone context. 
Indeed, in post-war Italy, film comedy was and still is firmly grounded in realism; it concerns itself with actuality, 
portrays “negative” heroes, and produces mostly episodic and inconclusive narratives. For quite some time, critics 
agreed in identifying comic films produced between 1958 and 1968 as a “national genre” bearing the label “com-
edy Italian style.” This definition was coined by French critics when they “discovered” Italian film comedy in the 
1970s,18 and contains partially diminishing connotations which recent critical investigation has attempted to remove 
by inserting the comic production of the period passing from the 1950s to the 1960s in a continuum, or rather in a 
constant progression of the genre. Italian cinematic comedy has undergone an unlimited semiosis by reworking the 
codes, the morphology, and the syntax of the genre as it participated in and reflected the incessant change of Italian 
post-war society. By constantly involving itself with extradiegetic concerns, Italian film comedy has changed via its 
thorough permeability to the social and political transformations the whole country has experienced.
Diverse critical interpretations have developed over the years, and they all agree on one basic concept: Italian 
film comedy cannot be defined as a “genre.” It has been variously defined as “metagenre” in an attempt to 
explain its elasticity, its attitude to traverse and appropriate different genres19; it has also been called a “super-
genre” or “infragenre,” since “‘our comedy’ contains some of the codes of the ‘genre,’ but it applies them in 
an unpredictable way: of the ‘genre’ it does not possess the limitations, the constant elements, the reiterations, 
the topical loci, the permanent structures.”20

In Il cinema di Saturno, Maurizio Grande discusses Italian film comedy against the background of comedy as “mac-
rogenre,” while Gian Piero Brunetta, in his Cent’anni di cinema italiano and while discussing the evolution of Italian 
cinematic comedy from 1945 to the 1960s, states that in the third stage of its development, comedy meets history 
and “practically, within a limited amount of time, comedy becomes a kind of large container for the transfer of all 
types of material and the assembly of progressively larger and more complex codes and motifs.”21

Even Ettore Scola, the director who was eventually called on to collect and preserve the heritage and the 
memory of the “genre,” at one point stated that “for what the ‘comedy Italian style’ is concerned, it has be-
come a super-genre and will soon find clearer differentiations. Even the critic will have to redefine our films 
by inventing new classifications.”22

Scola then calls the critic to a revision of Italian cinematic comedy, and to a redefinition which would neces-
sarily employ different critical categories. Such critical work still needs to be brought to completion, notwith-
standing the recent and precious contributions which have certainly deepened our understanding of that rich 
moment in the history of our national cinema.23

Indeed, already in 1939, Vittorio Metz, an Italian humorist, writer and scripwriter, declared in an interview:

In Italy, in less than a decade, one has created a new kind of humor, extremely modern, unmistakable and entirely ours, 
with absolutely original characteristics. We Italian humorists are outside the path of French comicality as well as removed 
from the so-called English humor; for years, we have progressed within a totally different territory. Our humor is fervent, 
disconcerting and withering, a violent humor that possesses the extremely rare quality of easily reaching out for both the 
intellectuals and the populace.24
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A comedic mode that ultimately, as Luigi Pirandello had already asserted thirty years before, gave rise to a new 
tragic mode, which seemed the only possible one in a hero-less and godless universe.
Unfortunately, Scola’s call for a redefinition of Italian cinematic comedy remained mostly unheard, leaving 
aside a few notable exceptions, such as Maurizio Grande’s contribution, and perhaps today we can finally 
proceed to such a revision of our comedic, or rather, humoristic cinema; hopefully, by following the line of 
investigation I merely outlined here, with a new centrality given to both comedy and melodrama, we can go 
further, and we may truly manage to construct a new topography of the Italian cinematic experience.
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