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Author’s Note

Ladri di biciclette was released in the UK with the title Bicycle Thieves (a literal translation) and in the US as The Bicycle Thief. The UK title is preferred here, unless American material is being quoted directly. On occasion, I have referred to approximate film timings: as these vary between formats and editions, so that the length of Bicycle Thieves spans from eighty-four minutes in some DVD versions to ninety-three minutes in cinema prints, for its 2561 metres of film, I should note that my timings refer to the DVD version issued by Arrow Films, 2006. I have translated all dialogue quotations from the original Italian myself, as subtitled versions are often incorrect or incomplete. Cross-references in the main text (see p. 50; or, p. 50) refer to images found on those pages.


Introduction

On 20 April 1948, Cesare Zavattini put the finishing touches to a screenplay he had been working on – together with director and regular collaborator Vittorio De Sica and a group of others – for the previous nine months. The film was shot, mostly out in the streets of Rome, over the following three months and edited in the autumn. It was first shown on 21 November 1948, with director, writers and actors all in attendance, at the Sunday film club (circolo del cinema) held in the Cinema Barberini, at the lower end of Via Veneto in central Rome. Its title, together with a sprinkling of plot elements and locations, had been borrowed from a little-known novel of 1946 by a mercurial artist and writer called Luigi Bartolini. The novel was called Ladri di biciclette (Bicycle Thieves).

Bicycle Thieves is one of the most beguiling, moving and (apparently) simple pieces of narrative cinema ever made. It tells the story of Antonio Ricci (Lamberto Maggiorani), forced to search the streets of Rome for his stolen bicycle, the bicycle which had looked set to free him at last from long-term unemployment. The search proves futile and, at the end, Antonio and his son Bruno (Enzo Staiola) are left to walk towards home and an uncertain future without the talismanic bicycle. Beneath this inconclusive, meandering tale the makers of Bicycle Thieves managed to settle layer upon layer of complexity, in one of the greatest sleights of hand in cinema history: complexities of style, narrative and form, of politics and sociology, of urban geography (or, better, psycho-geography) and history, including a surreptitious dose of film history. The film spins and weaves around its thin central strand a textured tapestry of a world, a moment in time, a vision of Rome and of Italy in 1948, as well as a project for what cinema could and should be at that time. It contains multitudes – not for nothing is its most obsessive motif that of the crowd.

Bicycle Thieves went on general release in Rome and several other Italian cities from 22 December 1948. It took 252 million lire at the box office for the 1948–9 season, ranking eighth for Italian films, but its success was uneven;1 a grim story of urban poverty hardly constituted an ideal Christmas release. Some, including members of the new Christian Democrat government, would complain about the gloomy image of Italy presented to the world by this and other films like it. Nevertheless, something of the film’s power was evident to most of its first viewers and its canonisation as a ‘great’ film began swiftly and spread well beyond Italy. Within weeks, it was being fêted in Paris by the cream of the French intelligentsia (René Clair, Jean Cocteau, André Gide) following a packed première at the Salle Pleyel in February 1949 (several accounts have Clair spontaneously embracing De Sica at the end). France would also be the springboard for the film’s international reception in the field of film analysis, as it was taken up, starting with a 1949 essay, by the most influential and sophisticated cinema critic of the day and champion of new Italian cinema, André Bazin.2

The film’s reputation now preceded it. When it was shown in London in December 1949, the reviewer in The Times began: ‘Bicycle Thieves has not stolen upon the country unawares. For a long time those whose business is with the cinema have been agitated by rumours of an Italian film which would rival the masterpieces of the old silent days.’3 In the US, Bosley Crowther in the New York Times heralded it as an ‘absolute triumph’4 and it was awarded a ‘special foreign-language film’ Oscar in 1949 (De Sica’s previous film, Sciuscià (Shoeshine, 1946), had won a special Oscar in 1947, the first ever separate award for a foreign film). A slew of other prizes came from Italy, Belgium, Switzerland and the UK. Paradoxically perhaps, another mark of the success of this modest foreign film was the trouble it had with – and the trouble it ultimately caused to – the American Production Code and its chief enforcer Joe Breen, whose failed attempts to enforce two cuts on the US version (a shot of Bruno peeing in the street and a scene set in a brothel) marked, according to one account, ‘the beginning of the end of the Production Code’.5

Despite this local difficulty, by 1952, Bicycle Thieves was voted to the top spot in the first Sight and Sound poll of the greatest films of all time and it has continued to astonish and inspire film-makers across the world, providing a deep seam for anyone interested in the labyrinthine experience of the modern city, the travails of poverty in the modern world, the fraught bonding of fathers and sons, and the capacity of the camera to capture something like the reality and the essence of all of these. Thus, to give an arbitrary listing, directors who have openly declared their debt to the film range from Satyajit Ray to Victor Erice (both saw it in epiphanic moments in the early 1950s), from Luis Buñuel (whose Los Olvidados (1950) was made part in homage and part as a challenge to Bicycle Thieves), to Ousmane Sembène, Abbas Kiarostami, Mohsen Makhmalbaf and Wang Xiaoshang, as well as to contrarians at the margins of Hollywood such as Robert Altman and Tim Burton. And this is to exclude the weighty presence it has held in the film culture of its country of origin, Italy, where tropes from the film have been frequently reprised, in parody (Maurizio Nichetti’s tricksy Ladri di saponette (The Icicle Thief, 1989)) or in homage (Ettore Scola’s C’eravamo tanto amati (We All Loved Each Other So Much, 1974); Gianni Amelio’s Ladro di bambini (The Stolen Children, 1992); Roberto Benigni’s La vita è bella (Life Is Beautiful, 1997)).

Although the critical reputation of Bicycle Thieves has faded somewhat since its peak in the 1950s – since ‘arthouse’ film took its formalist and experimental turn with the New Waves of the 1960s6 – it remains a fundamental staging-post in the history of the European cinema. As Godfrey Cheshire puts it, ‘much of modern cinema can seem to flow from twin fountain-heads: Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane (1941) and Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves (1948)’.7 But its importance is not only forward-looking in perspective; it also draws out and revives strands of cinema apparently lost in the era of silent pictures, from Chaplin to Flaherty to King Vidor (De Sica cited all three as influences). As another American critic, J. Hoberman, put it in 1998, ‘The Bicycle Thief looks back at the nickelodeon and forward to the European art film. De Sica’s masterpiece was not so much part of a new wave as the crest of an old one – the epitome of movies as a popular modernism.’8

Of course, there is a buzzword missing in this sweep through the film’s rapid impact and global success. Bicycle Thieves came towards the tail end of a cluster of extraordinary films to come out of late-1940s’ Italy, prompted by the aftermath of war, dictatorship and a strongly felt need for collective social and cultural renewal. These films are brought together under the label ‘neo-realism’ or ‘neorealism’. Bicycle Thieves has invariably and rightly been read as a key entry in the neorealist canon, and it is as much the combined power of that canon as it is any single film that exerted such a powerful pull on the world’s audiences, critics and film-makers. And yet, it can be argued that Bicycle Thieves (among others) could do with rescuing from the dead weight of that label, and from the overworked and oversimplified uses to which it has been put. The neorealist label has sometimes helped us forget this film’s workings as a crafted piece of film narrative, with far more to tell us than what a particular ‘-ism’ was or wasn’t; and the label has acted as a barrier to seeing in close detail the connections between the film and the struggling, changing world in which it was made (a connection that is a pivotal element of neorealist aesthetics, but which can all too easily get occluded by talk of the -ism itself).

Bicycle Thieves is ripe for re-viewing, with a little more sensitivity to its extraordinary vitality and inventive narrative, its rich, grounded texture, its subtle geometry and choreography, and its unashamed interest in moving us to tears, as part and parcel of its project for a new cinema. We need to know a little about neorealism, certainly, but also to look at how this film resonates with some extra power above and beyond its neorealist hinterland. Part of this process will be to look at the hybridities, transitions and uncertainties in a film all too often condescended to as a sort of simplistic fable.

Or rather, it will involve looking at how the film constantly interweaves and plays off against each other a sense of the one-dimensional, of simplicity, and senses of layered, multidimensional, overdetermined complexity. It will also involve
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