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Paolo Sorrentino’s latest – La Grande Bellezza – is a grandiose Italian epic in the tradition of Fellini and a fin de siècle commentary on the lush excesses of the Berlusconi era.  Elisa Armstrong reports from the party.

At the Cannes Film Festival this year, eyes were on Paolo Sorrentino’s new film, La Grande Bellezza (The Great Beauty), a return to home soil after 2011’s American road-tripping, Sean Penn-starring This Must Be The Place. Sorrentino is something of a Cannes darling, having had all but his debut feature, L’uomo in più (One Man Up), premiere in competition at the festival and winning the Ecumenical Prize in 2011. The reviews were a typical Cannes mixed bag, but the sheer number of ecstatic responses made the film a front runner for the Palme d’Or. Subsequently, many were shocked when it walked away empty handed. However, even sans prizes, this is another triumph for Sorrentino and further evidence that Italian cinema is on the brink of a rinascimento.

Italian cinema has a long history that has taken in the futuristic, comic, neorealist and the spaghetti western. Sorrentino is part of the vanguard of Italian film, managing to acknowledge the masters who have come before him while forging a new path. With co-writer Umberto Contarello, who also wrote This Must Be The Place and Bernardo Bertolucci’s latest Io e Te (Me and You), Sorrentino refuses to forget about the past, and often acknowledges it explicitly. Sorrentino’s film diverges from the political to a new age of Italian cinema, seemingly critical of the current political situation, while still focusing on the relationship between people and their emotions. Filmmakers like Luca Guadagnino are also combining the past with a new future. In 2009’s Io Sono Amore (I Am Love), a sumptuous film infused with sexuality, Guadagnino tips his hat to Luchino Visconti without too much reverence. Matteo Garrone’s 2008 film Gomorrah depicts the common theme of organised crime in what Peter Bradshaw termed “neo-neorealist” but without the typical clichés of mob bosses, instead focusing of the effect of crime on seemingly common people.

Although it has a history of film that dates back to the early 1900s, Italy truly became recognised as a cinematic force after World War II. In 1944, Italian Cinema started a wave that would come to be called Neorealism. Directors such as Roberto Rossellini and Vittorio de Sica responded to the constraints of Fascism by showcasing a new Italy. Partly due to the destruction of Cinecittà, films were mainly shot on location, utilising Italy’s natural landscape. The films also cast non-actors, the idea being that their raw emotion was more powerful than anything that would have to be taught or coaxed or controlled. One of the most recognised films of the era, Roma, città aperta (Rome, Open City), was filmed with limited money, without masses of studio cash in the production or post-production periods, and ends on an ambiguous note. Along with Cannes success and Academy Awards attention, it is considered a unique achievement and a major reason why this relatively small country has such a huge reputation in the film world. Jean-Luc Godard proclaimed “all roads lead to Rome, Open City” and more recently Martin Scorsese said that Neorealism was “the most precious moment in film history”.

Rossellini and de Sica had travelled very different paths. The former had a background in documentary work, while the latter had been a comic actor. As Andre Bazin noted, “Rossellini’s style is a way of seeing, while De Sica’s is primarily a way of feeling”. Yet both these styles could coexist quite happily. This work continued for two decades, as the cinematic landscape expanded to include Michelangelo Antonioni, Federico Fellini and Bernardo Bertolucci and a move towards auterism. If Neorealism was an exploration of Italy’s social, political and economic concerns, the move away from this brought lush textures and a focus on emotional behaviour and relationships. 

Fellini said, “I feel that decadence is indispensable to rebirth”, and this has been taken to heart with La Grande Bellezza. The film opens with a zoom out of the cannon at Gianicolo (Janiculum), marking midday. A group of tourists is taking in the architecture of the hill, to the sound of a diegetic choir performing “The Lamb” by John Tavener. One tourist, overcome by the beauty of the architecture, collapses, ostensibly with Stendhal Syndrome. This slow, meandering scene, punctuated by the collapse, is immediately wiped away as Sorrentino cuts to a dizzying party, so drenched with colour, infused with energy and bordering on ridiculous, that it could almost be an advert for Italian alcohol. Straight away there is an explicit reference to the work of Fellini and La Dolce Vita, with a prominent Martini sign fixed in the background, potentially a direct reference to the Martini sign in the party scene with Marcello Mastroianni and Anita Ekberg. However the sign is comically large and threatens to overshadow (or, due to the neon, overglow) the rest of the party.

The film is a masterful depiction of the tragedy of middle-age. Sorrentino gives us the 65-year-old Jep Gambardella (a perfect Toni Servillo, whose face is shifting from commedia dell’arte expressiveness to world-weariness, much like Max von Sydow) who, having written a successful novel ‘The Human Apparatus’  in his earlier years, is struggling professionally in Rome. He has work as a journalist (in some ways a more acceptable and pandering way of writing) but faces constant questioning as to the lack of follow up. Like Guido in 8½, the pressure to trump previous success, under the scrutiny of the public and the private, fills him with malaise and forces him to look inward. Later in the film, when Jep is asked pointedly what he has done with his talent, he is mute. Even as a great writer, his words have failed him.

This is not to say that Sorrentino is overly reverential to Fellini, as he is also happy to discard the symbols that have come to be known as Fellini-esque. The obvious beauty, Orietta (Isabella Ferrari), is reminiscent of the iconic blondes of Anita Ekberg, Dominique Sanda and even Monica Vitti. However, she is used and forgotten by Jep almost immediately. Her attempts to please him, and her need for validation, are met not with disdain but boredom. If the object of desire is undesirable, where do you go from there? 

There is a reference to Gustave Flaubert in the film. Jep idolises him, but unlike Flaubert’s titular Emma Bovary, does not want to leave his dull life. Rather the commonalities of his seemingly illustrious life have overtaken and dulled him. He is at once a detached observer and yet conversely happy to play a part in the hedonism. Flaubert said, “A memory is a beautiful thing, it’s almost a desire that you miss.” Jep’s young love, Elisa, who is the catalyst for his journey, is representative of that desire, when Jep was young, full of potential and content with life’s simple pleasures. Despite being married to someone else for years, apparently Elisa only ever loved Jep and this forces him to confront his past, work and unrealised future. In his role as observer but also man of the arts, he is a combination of two of Mastroianni’s characters, Marcello and Guido. Yet this is a man 30 years older than Marcello and what was seen as Italian-cool, all Persol sunglasses and smoky longing looks, has been replaced by black-rimmed prescriptive glasses and malaise. Furthermore, unlike Guido, Jep can no longer surprise and delight with whatever is his next work of art, and no one truly believes he will create another masterpiece. Is a happy ending even possible?

La Grande Bellezza is a child of the thriving Italy seen in La Dolce Vita, where the country, post World War II, was desirable and full of promise. Now we have grown women doing ridiculous jobs and children responding like adults. To this end the film is rather depressing, with Sorrentino using the younger characters as the burden of responsibility and the ones who truly feel the pain. Another nod to the Neorealists is in the role of the child, often an observer of society who doesn’t contribute as much as the adults, but whose presence is keenly felt. The young people depicted in the film are victims of the older generation’s obsession with youth and energy. Unfortunately they are also the ones to absorb any guilt associated with hedonism and decadence. Sorrentino doesn’t hesitate to show this guilt. In particular, a scene at a party with a 12-year-old girl throwing paint at a canvas while sobbing (and at the end creating a work of conventional beauty), to the entertainment of the party’s guests, exemplifies the juxtaposition. Art just for entertainment’s sake is not enough, until everyone agrees. Not Jep though, who has forsaken this piece to sneak into a church and look at sculptures. Earlier on, Jep views the performance of the fabulously named Talia Concept, whose pieces consist of screaming and head-butting a wall, her pubic hair dyed red and shaved into a hammer and sickle. This is done to the delight and amazement of the crowd, but not Jep. He sits alone, early on the film depicting him as sui generis in his ideas about art. When Jep talks to her post-performance, as he deconstructs her “concept” in a few swift moves, she is left in tears.

Later when Jep reveals that he was “looking for the great beauty and I never found it” it is a classic statement that shows his ignorance at that moment. What the film slowly shows is what is simple is beautiful. Jep visits an exhibition where a father took a photo of his son every day. It calls to mind Wayne Wang’s Smoke (1995), with Harvey Keitel’s character taking a photo on the same street corner every day, a reveal which brings another character to tears. Simply shot without fanfare, it is an emotional moment for the viewer, breath-taking and raw. Furthermore, the funeral of a young character leaves Jep overcome with emotion, much to his surprise. He in turn becomes the classic man-child, and is caught between his past, present and lack of future.

“In Rome there’s a constant shifting between sublime and pathetic”, says Sorrentino, echoing Napoleon. Rome proves the ideal setting with its crumbling, ornate Palazzi, even Jep’s apartment has a view of the Colosseum. Yet this is contrasted with the very modern Botox party that is as lifeless as the faces it injects. Even Ramona, waddling about in an inflatable pool toy, is hilariously out of her depth. This contradiction is helped immeasurably by Sorrentino’s cinematographer, frequent collaborator Luca Bigazzi. Shot as if on liquid rails, Rome is like a rough diamond: beautiful but with sharp edges, not afraid to cut. Ultimately the film is something of a love letter to Rome and its people. It is as if the film is an orchestral feast, with no note left unplayed. Sorrentino resides in Rome, having grown up in Naples and therefore has a more objective eye. He calls to mind Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Hilda who said, “I sometimes fancy that Rome – mere Rome – will crowd everything else out of my heart.” 
The film is unafraid to poke fun at its current mind-set and the Italian ability to party away depression. Like the Eddie Izzard joke that despite dealing with the horrors of war, “most Italian people are always on scooters going ‘Ciao’”, these Italians don’t need to look into themselves, when they can look so good on the outside. Even with the film being produced by Medusa, a company owned by Silvio Berlusconi, it is impossible to ignore Sorrentino’s criticism of the Berlusconi era (his Cannes Jury winner in 2008, Il Divo (The Divine), was about real-life Italian Prime Minister Giulio Andreotti who had ties to the Mafia). With Berlusconi as Italian Prime Minister for 10 years, non-consecutively between 1994 and 2011, Sorrentino is without a doubt commenting on the Berlusconismo of Italy, that obsession with sexism and power to the detriment of society and the people. However, while Berlusconi seemingly cannot look past shiny surfaces, the film does and thrives when it reveals the ugliness behind beauty. Conversely, that which is ostensibly ugly becomes more beautiful. As one looks closer, that which appears plastic and facile grows with urgency and blossoms beautifully. 

The parties that Jep attends are reminiscent of Ettore Scola’s La Terrazza (The Terrace), with the intellectuals communing on a terrace. However, pretensions crescendo to a laughable climax when one character declaims, “I only like Ethiopian jazz”. Sorrentino paints these characters as ridiculous, but saves depth for most of them. While it appears initially that Sorrentino is utilising the virgin/whore mutual exclusivity with his female characters (there are multiple nuns and the stripper is the female lead), within every character is dichotomy and the power to surprise. Sorrentino has said “I just wait for people to stumble” and every character has a moment to startle the audience. Like the Cardinal, who only has interest in gastronomy, or the young nun who is given Botox injections. It is left to the character of a 104-year-old nun, set apart from the rest, who has seen what Jep’s generation has done and is not impressed. She refuses to participate and is left alone. The final shot of the film, a sweep over the Tiber, is full of promise and beauty. For her and perhaps for Sorrentino too, the city – stripped of fake colour and larger-than-life characters – is more than enough.


