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Coursework 100%	Assessment 1 (50%):	Textual Analysis (2000 words)

Analyse the cinematic techniques employed in a short sequence from one of the essential film texts. How can these cinematic techniques be related to the context in which they were produced?




Selected Film: The Bicycle Thieves
Selected Sequence: Finding money to buy a bike.


In the establishing shots of the film we see Antonio (Lamberto Maggiorani) obtain employment at the labour exchange which insists on him having the use of a bicycle. Despite the good news of being able to work and provide for his family, this causes him some distress due to the lack of money brought about during the post-war depression.

The selected scene begins with him running to tell his wife, Maria (Lianella Carell) through a somewhat under-developed area outside of the city. The white buildings look recently built, but not new as the ground they sit upon remains without concrete, tarmac or pavemented. A telephoto lens focuses on Antonio as he runs towards the camera. The lens blurs the dark looking city area in the background whilst simultaneously making the engulfing white buildings of the neighbourhood loom over him signifying the importance of stability of home. As he runs he also paces a fence as though crossing from the everyday expectations of society and into those of his duties as a husband and provider for the family.

Separated by a fence between him and his wife, we see him almost completely isolated by his expected duties. Somewhere on the other side of the fence amidst a group of women collecting water is Maria with the shot now showing the traditional roles of wives being responsible for taking care of the homestead. In the background we still have the residential buildings looming over all involved reiterating the importance of home.

Antonio calls to his wife and we see her walk along a barbed-wire fence to meet him. Behind her cold concrete blocks and underneath her feet is rubble and uneven ground showing how the homes of so many are incomplete and the struggles they endure to do their part in providing stability in their families. These women are also shown as almost fighting over the water they have to fetch. While water is not specifically gender based, as the roles of such often reverse, we see the women not only collecting the most basic element of life but also playing out the role of sanitising, hygiene and cleanliness which are associated with the running of the home(1).  Antonio and Maria then meet face-to-face in an opening in the fence, reprieving them from their duty-bound responsibilities for a while but still present as a driving force to everyday living. And then Antonio walks away with fields beyond him signifying how the possibility of him finally being able to work – provide, are just beyond him.

The walk leads them to the entrance of their building. As they enter we now see Antonio also carrying a bucket of water, sharing the responsibilities as best he can in the running of a home but Maria now leads the way up the stairs, taking control of the situation and leaving the lost, deflated Antonio in her shadow. This follows through to the couple entering the doorway to their home. Maria, still the one in control, is the one to open the door and cross the threshold from the current argument while Antonio follows her with the shadows of bars across him implying that he feels he has no control of his situation.

They walk in and Maria walks through a couple of doorways to a table where she symbolically places her pale of water, which is now prominently in the shot. This leaves you with the sense that she has been able to do her part as a home provider but Antonio is left a-blur in another room still holding his bucket. He looks dejected and almost insignificant compared to the close up of Maria in the foreground who then takes the water from Antonio, diminishing him even further. 

Maria walks in to the bedroom where Antonio sits on a bed which has a crucifix hanging above it. The camera remains outside the room leaving the couple in their own private domain. The window is wide open implying the acceptance of her husband, sexually or otherwise. She takes Antonio by the arm and pulls him from the bed which she begins stripping. She rips away the blankets and then the purity of the white linen sheets, leaving the bed bare but for the mattress, proclaiming, “We can sleep without sheets, can’t we?” which symbolically shows her devotion to her husband and their marriage.

The scene dissolves to a close up of the bundled sheets being passed through a small cashier’s window. Maria is left ‘boxed in’ showing that she has little power or control of the decision of the more authoritarian cahier who is left ambiguous as we only see his blurred out shoulder. But then we see a close up of the cashier. The wide angle lens, although leaving the distant bundles of other linen in the background out of focus, leaves it clear to us that the pawning of linen is a common occurrence and establishes that Maria and Antonio are dealing with the same problems that most other people are. This in turn leaves them relatable and realistic to the audience.

Again we return to the close up of Maria at the restricted cashier’s window who then turns to her husband who comes into shot, the pair at the will of the cashier himself. But the cashier, a kindly man, offers a little more and we see a ray of hope in Antonio and Maria for the first time. The shot then closes with a man handing over a pair of binoculars, possibly also signifying that the hope for Antonio’s future is now more possible and once again more in sight.

The scene cuts to yet another small, confining cashier’s window from the point of view of Antonio but this time it is closed, made of glass and the depth of field leaves it out of focus. It opens immediately to a close up of the attendant but leaves behind a collection of bicycles in obscurity. The attendant checks through records further instilling in the viewer the sense of authority and bureaucracy.

As the attendant begins looking for the bicycle Antonio calls out, “The Fides over there.” The brand name of the bicycle being quite apt for name refers to the Roman goddess of good faith, honesty and integrity[2], which this far have been strong character traits of our lead character, Antonio. We then see wheels of industry all suspended from the ceiling, reminding us of the post-war depression and how industry itself was at a standstill and how Antonio himself has been granted such a beneficial opportunity which is now again in reach and another attendant passes holding a bundle of linen to further remind us of the sacrifices made for that opportunity. This cuts to the view of Antonio who then views the hoards of bundled linen on shelving which not only further reinforces his good future, but also shows a transition from the struggles that were to a possibly more positive future – which is currently obscured as implied by the frosted glass window. But we also see bars on the window which may be suggesting that he still has further obstacles and challenges to overcome. The camera then pans upwards to an uncomfortable angle showing the overpowering immensity of people’s bundled linen helping us realise just how great the struggle was not just for one person, one town or just one city, but for a whole nation. Antonio watches with what looks like gratitude in his eyes at the realisation that he may soon no longer be one of those who have suffered.

For the final part of this sequence the camera pans with Antonio taking his taking bicycle, smiling and meeting back up with Maria. As we pan, we also the crowd at the counter diminish to a larger, more open area, giving the feeling of being able to breathe more easily. Two children sit on a bench in the background and light, dreamy, non-diegetic music plays signifying a childlike moment of innocence and non-responsibility.

With a dissolve to Antonio carrying his bicycle with pride on his way to his interview, he passes a number of film posters reminding us of the world outside of both his present situation and that of the world outside of Italy too. Life is beginning to look a little more flamboyant and while he doesn’t desire the life style of such people as movie stars, his desires to make the lives of his family much more pleasant seem more of a reality than just a dream. This is also another example of how de Sicca makes the character(s) relatable and realistic by the audience in that the character doesn’t strive for lofty goals that only a few manage to ever obtain.

The sequence I have described is a prime example of neo-realism as are many of the sequences throughout the film. Although its approach may appear simplistic to everyday life for individuals facing post-war struggles its sub-text conveys credible, factual information about the world as it once was. Italian neo-realism isn’t just location specific either as it clearly shows the aftermath of any war, regardless of whom wins or loses.










Word count: 1540

References:
[1] Water (author unknown):	http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/gender/
[2] Fides (author unknown):	http://www.translateitalian.info/en/dictionary-english-italian/fides

		Page 5 of 5



