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Neorealism or The Complexity of Urban Relationships


Neorealism is the term used to describe a particular segment of the Italian films of the post World War II era. Although it is short-lived, Neorealism had a strong influence on European and American cinematographers during the later half of the century. This article delivers the bonds and correlations between Neorealism and the complexity of urban relationships in the aftermath of World War II. As reference to base the argument of this article on, De Sica’s Shoeshine (1946), Bicycle Thieves (1947), Umberto D. (1951) stand out amongst nearly sixty to eighty neorealist films. Neorealist films were set on rural surroundings with a documental identity, focusing on lives and problems of the middle/working class. Considering it’s very hard to decide if a film is neorealist or not, these three films are distinct with characteristic Neorealism features, reflecting the issues of urban relationships.


Neorealism is basically born on the ashes of Rome, which contained every single characteristic feature of a post-war European big city. In the aftermath of World War II, Rome was the perfect venue for filmmakers whose films are mainly concentrated on the backgrounds and social context. This was an essential element of neorealist films. Plots were not original but the backgrounds were, which the stories were developed on. The reason for backgrounds having such an important part in neorealist movies is caused by the desire of Neorealism to convey social and cultural issues in the big cities which was the ultimate method to deliver the misery of the aftermath of World War II. The crisis of post-war Europe, which heavily struck the big cities, involved shortage of supplies, unemployment, insufficient infrastructure, individual loneliness and a rapidly growing gap between rich and poor. As the largest city in Europe, Rome was the ideal example for the loneliness, misery and unemployment. With its post-war and capital characteristics and its economical diversity, Rome became the main background for the neorealist plots. Besides suffering from the aftermath of World War II, Rome was also rich with complex urban issues. Unplanned growth of the city and the immigration (which goes back to Fascism) were causing to raise the gap even more, between the rich and the poor. 

Shoeshine, Bicycle Thieves, and Umberto D. take place in different parts/districts of Rome, each stressing on particular issues. Shoeshine and Bicycle Thieves are different from Umberto D. in terms of background. The two movies focus on suburban backgrounds where Umberto D is set in the centre of Rome. The difference is not only the background but the change of perspective to the similar urban issues from the opposite point of view. 

 Shoeshine portrays the outer parts of Rome where the occupiers live in farms. The boys in Shoeshine sleep in the barns and go to the city on horse. Both in their journey to Rome and in their daily lives, the obstacles of social and cultural life are highly emphasized. Poor they may be, but their life is totally different than the life of the little Bruno in Bicycle Thieves. Bruno lives rather outside the city too, but ironically, it is completely opposite of a farm life. Where Bruno and his parents live can be described as a defective urban desert. Bruno’s father Ricci is in constant search for a job opportunity and Bruno’s wage is nearly the only source of income for the family. The gap between rich and poor and the difference of their lives is ironically stressed when Ricci finds a job and starts covering the walls of the city with Rita Hayworth posters. The social and cultural contexts of these two movies share the matters of “the distance to the centre of the city”, “incapability of the police”, “family ties” and “the unreliability of the dialogue”. These are distinctive matters that are commonly used in neorealist films. In both movies “the distance” is maybe the most fundamental feature. Suburban life is an inseparable feature of the big cities-in-growth. Under heavy conditions like described in Shoeshine and Bicycle Thieves, the distance between these suburbs and the city centre causes social obstacles. First of all, because of the economical conditions, the construction of these suburban areas are unfinished, that’s why they are like defective urban deserts. Government can’t cope with the growth rate of the suburbs and can’t supply infrastructure and job opportunities. The distance from the city also prevents the men from going into town to look for work. The unfinished neighbourhood and the distance to city centre are stressed over and over again in Bicycle Thieves (the viewer is exposed to the backgrounds during Bruno and Ricci walk and have conversations in the streets) to emphasize the rural and economical context. Later on, the conflict of the inner and outside parts of the city is presented more clearly to viewer when Bruno and Ricci finally get the thief and argue with the unemployed residents of that area. The incapability of the police is also an unavoidable issue in post-war Italy. In Shoeshine the police don’t bother going the trouble for tracking down the real criminals and jail the boys instead. In Bicycle Thieves, the police don’t care about the lost bicycle and even scold Ricci. Against the negative aspects and obstacles, “the family ties” are presented as a vital factor for survival in the everyday life of Rome. In Shoeshine, the families evacuated from the countryside live in huge barracks, young men and even children living independently. This permanent promiscuity gives rise to hatred and wickedness. On the other hand, in Bicycle Thieves family of Ricci has a minimum income needed and a flat but the cohesiveness of the family is the main reason that Ricci can survive. Outside the two movies’ context, the “unreliability of the dialogue” is highly important as well. Since the main actors were not professionals, the voices were dubbed which makes the dialogue unreliable. However, this matter adds even more to the documental identity of Neorealism and directly informs the viewer about social the conditions in post-war Rome (Their dialect delivers the possibility that the inhabitants are not from Rome.) 

In Umberto D. we have an entirely different setting, this time right in the heart of the city. The viewer is exposed to a further perspective of Rome; The entertainment and the luxury stores, which grow in the centre and a different perspective of the immigration and the cycle of inhabitants leaving and entering Rome. When the regal government decided to transform the old city into a modern capital, ground was needed for a central station, offices and streets, so the district Umberto D lives in, was to be evacuated. The film illustrates Umberto D.’s drama of his unwillingness to go out to find a flat in the suburbs. A complete opposite perspective of the complexity of urban transformation is demonstrated in Umberto D. compared to Shoeshine and Bicycle Thieves. This time the viewer is on the other side of “the distance” but the distance is still there as an obstacle in the city life of Rome. As Bicycle Thieves exhibits the diseased rural surroundings, Umberto D. exhibits the ancient buildings and monuments as a natural background. The deliberate contrast between the natural surroundings of each protagonist is also the contrast of their lives in the same city, the Rome.

The documental identity of neorealist films doesn’t imply a decrease in their artistic value. The quality of photography, interest of the story and the sequence construction, guide the viewer to discover the various interpretations of the context. Moreover, it gives Neorealism its unmatchable integrity of carrying a documental value, which illuminates the social and cultural facts of the post-war city life (complexity of urban relationships) in Europe better than any other source of evidence. 
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