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Abstract
Chapter 8 is a study of Ossessione (Luchino Visconti, 1943), a f ilm uni-
versally recognised as a masterpiece and foundational work of Italian 
neorealism, which has inspired new realist f ilm currents and independent 
productions around the globe. Accordingly, it has been scrutinised from 
a variety of angles by successive generations of scholars. Yet, as is the 
case with any masterpiece of this magnitude, the possibilities of novel 
approaches to it are inexhaustible. In this chapter, I revisit the crucial topic 
of realism in Ossessione through a perspective hitherto underexplored 
in scholarship on the f ilm, namely the contribution of opera and music 
to its realist endeavour. Under this light, Ossessione changes into an ac-
complished example of the aspiration to the total artwork.
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This chapter segues from the previous part on Intermedial Passages by 
extending film’s intermedial dialogues into the territory of opera, a medium, 
since Wagner, associated with the idea of ‘total artwork’. ‘Totality’ here 
must, however, be dissociated from a Wagnerian absolutist endeavour as 
much as the totalitarianisms that led Europe into a world war in the 1940s. 
Ossessione (Luchino Visconti, 1943), the f ilm in question here, was born, 
in the middle of the Second World War, as the f irst open rebellion against 
fascist propaganda, accomplished not least by bringing a then fashionable 
opera f ilm genre down to the reality of life, or ‘the reality of art’, as Visconti’s 
famously put it (1978: 84).

Ossessione is a universally recognised masterpiece and foundational 
work of Italian Neorealism, the most influential f ilm movement of all times, 
which has inspired new realist f ilm currents and independent productions 
around the entire world. Accordingly, it has been scrutinised from a variety 

Nagib, L., Realist Cinema as World Cinema: Non-cinema, Intermedial Passages, Total Cinema. 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020
doi 10.5117/9789462987517_ch08



202 REALIST CINEMA AS WORLD CINEMA

of angles by successive generations of scholars.1 Yet, as is the case with any 
masterpiece of this magnitude, the possibilities of novel approaches to it are 
inexhaustible. Indeed, a meticulously researched paper on Ossessione, by 
Lorenzo Fabbri (2019), which reads its queer subplot as an implicit anti-fascist 
manifesto, has recently made the cover of the journal Screen. Original points 
on Ossessione are also made in the newly launched and highly erudite book, 
Reframing Luchino Visconti: Film and Art, by Ivo Blom (2017), which looks 
at Visconti’s work through the lens of intermediality – or ‘intervisuality’, 
as the author def ines it – focusing on f ilm and painting. In this chapter, I 
shall revisit the crucial topic of realism in Ossessione through a perspective 
hitherto underexplored in scholarship on the f ilm, namely the contribution 
of opera and music to its realist endeavour.

As is well known, Visconti was an active opera and theatre director, 
occupations he maintained throughout his f ilm-directing career and which 
had a profound effect on the way he directed actors and contributed to 
set and costume design as well as the general mise-en-scène of his f ilms. 
However, probably because opera is perceived as a sophisticated, expensive 
and extremely artif icial form of art and entertainment, attention to the 
operatic inflections of his oeuvre has hitherto been reserved to his ostensibly 
opulent f ilms, focusing on aristocratic or royal dramas, such as Senso (1954) 
and Ludwig (1973), made long after the dissolution of the neorealist project. 
To all appearances, Ossessione falls out of the operatic bracket given its 
focus on the poor and partially illiterate echelons of the Italian population, 
composed of tramps, peddlers, innkeepers and prostitutes, with emphasis 
on physical, rather than intellectual, phenomena, such as dirt, hunger, sex, 
sweat and vomit. However, opera is not only played in the f ilm’s diegesis, 
but is a key element of its plot.

From its very beginning, the f ilm assails the spectator’s senses with 
Giuseppe Rosati’s loud, menacing nondiegetic orchestral music, played out 
here in the manner of an opera overture, over the tracking shot of a dirt road, 
as seen through the windscreen of a fast-moving truck. Strings and wind 
instruments swirl up then cascade down repeatedly, ending with banging 
drums and screeching horns that anticipate the double deaths on the road 
ensuing from the adulterous love story that follows. Such onomatopoeic 
and symbolic musical motifs, rife in the opera genre, transition smoothly 
into the intradiegetic opera and other musical pieces played in the next 

1 biblioVisconti in three volumes (2001-2009) compiles thousands of publications on Visconti 
and his f ilms. Blom (2017: 25 n61) also lists an extensive number of publications on Visconti in 
several European languages.
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scenes as a means to describe the main characters. The f irst of them is the 
Andante aria, ‘Di Provenza il mar il suol’, from La Traviata, by Giuseppe 
Verdi, sung by the innkeeper, Giuseppe Bragana, before his on-camera 
appearance, whose lyrics – a father’s plea for his son to come home – present 
a remarkable parallel to his own story in the f ilm (a subject explored in 
the fourth section of this chapter). The other two protagonists are also 
linked to intradiegetic musical motifs, Bragana’s wife Giovanna to a then 
popular song, Carlo Buti’s ‘Fiorin Fiorello’, which she also sings off-camera 
before being revealed to the viewer, as a kind of siren song that entices the 
wandering tramp Gino Costa into her husband’s inn and bed; and Gino’s 
tune played out on his harmonica, in the manner of American western 
heroes. A legion of other symbolic and ominous tunes and sounds populate 
the audio track, culminating in the central scene of the opera contest, in 
which the protagonists’ fate is sealed against the backdrop of popular opera 
arias delivered by a succession of amateur singers.

Ascents and descents, sloping surfaces and rooftops suggesting falls 
and deaths are among the visual motifs borrowed from expressionist (and 
antirealist) cinema in Ossessione (among its multiple f ilm and art references), 
starting with the very f ilm title displayed diagonally across the frame and 
lavishly expanded on by a camera choreography that travels low to explore 
the characters’ ragged footwear and high to enhance the universal reach 
of their feelings and plights. The f ilm’s rollercoaster opening tune presents 
a perfect match to these visual motifs, which are suggestive of danger as 
much as providers of a link between the characters’ low social status and 
mythical – in this case Oedipal – drama. As Gramsci had once observed, 
a propos of Verdi, ‘Italian artistic “democracy” had a musical, rather than 
literary, expression’, creating a cultural vocabulary that circulated across 
all social classes, from aristocrats such as Visconti to roadside innkeepers 
as represented by Bragana in Ossessione. Gramsci (n/d: 54) goes on to say:

In Italy, music was able to an extent to replace, within popular culture, 
that artistic expression which, in other countries, was supplied by the 
popular novel, and […] the geniuses of music had a popularity that men 
of letters could not achieve.2

Ossessione, with its array of humble opera and music lovers, singers and 
players, provides eloquent illustration of this cultural phenomenon. Richard 
Dyer (2006: 28) states, quite rightly, that: ‘The typical subject of neo-realism 

2 These Gramsci citations were translated from French by the author.
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cannot speak for themselves: music is needed to speak for them’. However, 
he is wrong to conclude: ‘But that music will not be their music’. At least in 
the case of Ossessione, and in line with Gramsci’s thought, the opera that 
informs the melodramatic non-diegetic score is also the utmost expression 
of the dispossessed and the working classes.

In fact, opera lies at the very genesis of the f ilm. Just before engaging with 
an (unauthorised) adaptation, in collaboration with a host of legendary 
neorealist and literary personalities,3 of James Cain’s The Postman Always 
Rings Twice into what was initially known as Palude (or Marshes) and then 
Ossessione, Visconti had contributed to the directing, designing and editing 
of Tosca (also known in English as The Story of Tosca, Carl Koch and Jean 
Renoir, 1941), a f ilm adapted from the play La Tosca, by Victorien Sardou, 
and its opera version Tosca, by Giacomo Puccini on a libretto by Luigi Illica 
and Giuseppe Giacosa. Moreover, as Blom (2017b: 150) reminds us, in the 
1930s, in fascist Italy, it was fashionable to make f ilms with opera singers 
or adapting operas to the screen. This combines with an artist who himself 
claimed, according to his biographer Laurence Schifano, to have been born 
under the sign of opera, and of Verdi in particular:

I was born 2 November 1906, at eight o’clock in the evening. Years later, 
I was told that an hour later the curtain went up at La Scala on the 
umpteenth première of La Traviata. (Visconti apud Schifano 1990: 40)

Schifano (1990: 40-41) goes on to explain:

Visconti […] knew that the brilliant 1906-7 season began not with La 
Traviata but with Carmen, under the direction of the f iery Arturo Tos-
canini. But by tampering slightly with historical fact he used Verdi’s 
radiant influence to illuminate his own life, made it a part of his personal 
mythology.

The pride of place given to La Traviata in Visconti’s very f irst f ilm as a 
director testif ies to his life-long devotion to Verdi, which would resurface in 
his later works, notably in The Leopard (Il Gattopardo, 1963), in the form of 

3 The ‘off icial’ collaborators on Ossessione’s screenplay are: Mario Alicata, Antonio Pietrangeli, 
Gianni Puccini, Giuseppe de Santis and Luchino Visconti. However, biblioVisconti (2009: 263) cites 
a host of other conf irmed and non-conf irmed collaborators, including Alberto Moravia, Mario 
Puccini, Michelangelo Antonioni and Sergio Grieco, demonstrating the team work prevailing 
in those days of f ight for liberation.
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the hitherto unpublished ‘Valzer Brillante’, by Verdi, discovered by Visconti 
and played out in an adaptation by Nino Rota for the famous ball dance 
between Burt Lancaster and Claudia Cardinale. Visconti’s own career as 
an opera director climaxed with the staging of La Traviata at La Scala, in 
Milan, in 1955, starring the world’s most celebrated diva, Maria Callas, as 
Violetta Valéry, and Giuseppe di Stefano as Alfredo Germont.

Despite all evidence, however, the structuring presence of opera and 
music in Ossessione continues to be either overlooked or misinterpreted 
as a satirical device. Fabbri (2019: 19), for example, explains away the use of 
opera in the f ilm as a means of ridiculing Bragana and his love of Verdi, ‘an 
author who, with his tales of lost homelands, is crucial to the development 
of Italian nationalism’. Blom’s f irst serious analysis of the hitherto little seen 
and underestimated f ilm Tosca perceptively locates procedures of narrative 
suspense which Visconti would expand on in Ossessione, some of them 
concerning sound, but stops short of noticing the operatic links between 
the two f ilms. Nowell-Smith (2011: 25) is almost alone in acknowledging 
the influence of opera and theatre in Ossessione’s mise en scène, though in 
a rather unfavourable light:

The f irst striking thing about this formal [narrative] articulation is how 
simple it is, and how conventional. The form is that traditional to classical 
theatre and opera, a series of scenes involving two or at most three people 
at a time. This formal articulation reflects (or determines: the two are 
inseparable) the structure and development of the relations between 
characters, who form a series of couples.

He goes on to explain this set up as the awkward beginning of a ‘far tighter 
construction’ in Visconti’s later f ilms, ‘which respects much more the com-
plexity of social bonds’ (25).

Taking advantage of this gap in Viscontian scholarship, my argument 
here will be that opera, and the use of music in general, in Ossessione, 
is perhaps where realism is most profoundly at play, a realism derived 
from the ‘reality of art’, to use Visconti’s expression in his 1943 manifesto 
‘Anthropomorphic Cinema’ (1978: 84). I will start with a ref lection on 
how Ossessione’s reputed realism withdraws itself from the poetics of the 
everyday life championed by neorealist writers such Cesare Zavattini and 
realist cinema’s foremost theorist, André Bazin. Instead I will propose a 
possible location of the Real in the f ilm’s mythic structure, which resonates 
with Verdi’s own realist turn in the mid-nineteenth century, as represented 
by La Traviata, which brought French realism back to Italy in the form of 
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verismo, an artistic school inflected by both social realism and mythical 
symbolism. I will then investigate the genesis of Visconti’s particular brand 
of realism in light of both his relation with Jean Renoir’s poetic realism and 
the off icial, patriotic realism of his time, as evidenced in the f ilm Tosca. 
The following section will study the way in which opera modulates from an 
overt mode in Tosca to a covert mode in Ossessione, thanks to its entwining 
with the diegesis and combination with realist cinematic procedures, such 
as the long take and the long shot, as evidenced in the central scene of the 
opera contest. I shall conclude by summarising the f ilm’s drive towards 
a total work of art as an attempt at a hybrid, all-encompassing kind of 
realism, reflecting human longings and ambitions beyond the characters’ 
social class.

Deceptive Realisms

Ossessione’s realism seemed so raw at the time, that it caused, as the legend 
goes, f ilm patron Vittorio Mussolini (Benito’s son) to storm out of the f ilm’s 
preview, shouting: ‘This is not Italy!’ (Schifano 1990: 179-180).

But where exactly does the f ilm’s realism reside? Ossessione is far from 
Cesare Zavattini’s (1978) idea of the ultimate neorealist f ilm, in which the 
story has been abolished and cinema is a mere observer of everyday life, 
‘a life’, in André Bazin’s (2009: 103) famous words, ‘during which nothing 
happens’. There is nothing quotidian in this f ilm’s highly melodramatic 
and action-packed story. Right at the beginning, Giovanna, the wife of the 
innkeeper Giuseppe Bragana, entices into the inn and seduces the drifter 
Gino Costa, whom she tries to involve in a plan to eliminate her husband. 
Unable to take Giovanna away with him, Gino hits the road again by himself 
and meets, on a train, the peddler Spagnolo, who also immediately falls for 
him and takes him under his wing. Rediscovered by Bragana on a fairground 
in Ancona, Gino rejoins the couple and attends the opera contest from which 
Bragana comes out victorious. Again coaxed by Giovanna, Gino ends up 
killing Bragana in a simulated car accident. From here onwards, the story 
takes on an air of f ilm noir, with detectives constantly on the lookout for 
Gino, while he tries again to escape Giovanna’s grip by becoming involved 
with the prostitute-dancer Anita. Gino ends up returning to Giovanna, who 
is now pregnant by him, and both run away in Bragana’s truck, but suffer 
an accident, this time real, in which Giovanna is killed.

Thus, narrative-wise, Ossessione is closer to the Hollywood crime 
dramas of the time than to the documentary realism that would soon 
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become the staple of Italian cinema. In terms of character construction, 
it takes even further distance from documentary reality by adhering to 
the myth. Gino, an unlikely Adonis in rags, irresistible to women and 
men alike, falls prey, like in the Oedipus complex, to the Jocasta-like 
f igure of Giovanna, a scheming enchantress, younger than her husband 
Bragana, but clearly older than Gino and a commanding mother-f igure 
to him. Bragana, in turn, feels an immediate fatherly attachment to Gino, 
a kinship at the centre of the Andante aria of La Traviata he constantly 
sings, in which a father begs his son to return home. Nonetheless, Gino 
ends up killing him. Finally, as usual in Greek tragedy, fate intervenes 
to punish the culprits, here with the death of the woman, the typical 
punitive closure of the opera genre as Catherine Clément (1989) has 
famously pointed out.

Poverty and suffering are usually associated with ‘reality’ as opposed 
to happiness and fulf ilment, which are normally relegated to the realm of 
fantasy (Grodal 2002: 67ff). However, the poverty-stricken environment 
around these mythical characters counts little or nothing towards a story 
of crime and passion that could have taken place in any social milieu. 
Because of its universal appeal, drawing on human nature rather than 
on social condition, the theme of a triangle where two adulterous lovers 
murder an innocent husband or wife is a regularly revisited subject, having 
featured in cinema from F.W. Murnau’s American production Sunrise (1927) 
to Nagisa Oshima’s The Empire of Passion (Ai no borei, 1978). Cain’s novel 
itself has several screen adaptations, including two eponymous versions, 
The Postman Always Rings Twice (by Tay Garnet, 1946, and by Bob Rafelson, 
1981) and an earlier French version, The Last Turning (Le Dernier tournant, 
Pierre Tournal, 1939).

In terms of mode of production, Ossessione apparently abides by some key 
tenets of cinematic realism, as defined by André Bazin, such as on-location 
shooting and the frequent use of long shots and long takes aimed at preserv-
ing the space-time continuity of the prof ilmic event. Nonetheless, a high 
degree of manipulation can be detected as regards the locations in the Po 
Valley, within the Emilia Romagna region, in northeastern Italy – which 
would become recurrent in Italian cinema thereafter – whose various 
towns are abundantly cited by name with geographic coherence: Ancona, 
Codigoro, Ferrara, Polesella, etc. This is one of the most fertile and wealthy 
regions in the country and yet it is shown here as a barren, dusty and desolate 
landscape, inhabited solely by the poor.

Another traditional realist procedure at the point of production is 
non-professional acting, which Visconti will adopt in his next f ilm, The 
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Earth Trembles (La terra trema, 1948), set in Aci Trezza, a small f ishing 
village in Sicily, featuring exclusively non-professional actors cast from 
among the local population. In Ossessione, however, there is a considerable 
degree of betrayal of this principle, given that the majority of actors with 
any speaking role are professionals. Gino is played by Massimo Girotti, 
a rising star in Italian cinema at the time, who from Tosca onwards will 
appear in several Visconti f ilms. Giovanna is played by a 1930s Italian 
cinema celebrity, Clara Calamai, replacing the formidable Anna Magnani, 
originally cast, who became pregnant just before shooting started. This 
star-studded mode of production was not foreign to the neorealist move-
ment developed thereafter. Though a defender of non-professional acting, 
Bazin himself was aware of the high number of professionals featuring in 
neorealist f ilms, not least Magnani, the queen of melodrama, who stars 
in the neorealist landmark Rome, Open City (Roma cità aperta, Roberto 
Rossellini, 1945). Confronted with this fact, he offered a kind of compromise, 
by stating:

That someone is an actor […] does not mean he must not be used […] But 
his professionalism should be called into service only insofar as it allows 
him to be more flexible in his response to the requirements of the mise 
en scène, and to have a better grasp of the character. (Bazin 2001: 36)

Visconti, too, in his 1943 manifesto ‘Anthropomorphic Cinema’ (1978: 84), 
though championing non-professional acting, concedes to the use of profes-
sionals under certain circumstances:

Among all my activities in the cinema, my favourite is working with 
actors; with the human material from which we build those living men 
who give birth to a new reality, the reality of art. The actor is above all a 
man possessing key human qualities. I try to base my work upon those 
qualities and to graduate them in the creation of my characters so as to 
make a unity of the man-actor and the man-character.

Bazin was also aware of the importance of the subjective ‘reality of the 
actor’, whose larger-than-life personas, as in the case of his idols Eric von 
Stroheim, Michel Simon and Falconetti, offered themselves to a documentary 
approach. In this respect, then, he chimes with Visconti’s search for the 
‘human reality’ of the actors themselves, perhaps even above the ‘fascinating 
simplicity’ that makes non-professionals more ‘genuinely sane’ and ‘better 
men’ as Visconti states in his manifesto (84). In Ossessione, however, the 
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numerous local extras are given next-to-no opportunity to demonstrate 
these qualities, serving instead, in most cases, as a decorative audience in 
the background for the utterly theatrical, often literally operatic drama 
taking place in the foreground, as enacted by thoroughly accomplished 
professionals. Indeed, the long shots abundantly employed in the f ilm as 
a means to contextualise the characters in a real world always include 
extras engaged in extraneous activities, such as playing cards, playing 
bocce, serving customers, having meals, threshing wheat, while the main 
action takes place in the foreground. They are undoubtedly displayed with 
exquisite pictorial sense and stunning mastery of detail in a f ilm by a f irst-
time director. But this very compositional care excludes all spontaneous 
documentary capture, changing the spontaneous presentation of reality 
into its staged representation. One typical example of the local populace 
serving as theatrical audience to the main drama is when an intoxicated 
Bragana celebrates his victory at the opera contest in Ancona, walking back 
to the carpark alongside Giovanna and Gino. He coarsely slaps Giovanna’s 
backside and asks: ‘Well, when do we make this son? We mustn’t waste 
any more time’. The embarrassment to Giovanna and Gino caused by Bra-
gana’s acts and words is all the more visible for the fact that they are being 
observed by members of a family having a meal on a f irst-floor balcony, in 
the background, one of whose members gets up and leans on the parapet 
to observe the scene below. The passive extras in the background are no 
less theatrical than the professional actors in the foreground, given their 
mere decorative function.

Alongside the artif ice introduced by professional acting, the actors’ 
voices, together with the whole soundscape, are the result of manipulation, 
given that the entire f ilm was post-synchronised as was the rule at the 
time, when direct sound recording was a rarity. This means that all actors 
were dubbed, either by themselves or by others. Calamai, Girotti and other 
Italian actors, in the f ilm, are dubbed by themselves, however, Juan de 
Landa, who plays Bragana, was a Spanish-Basque actor, whose name was 
made through his work in Spanish parodies of Hollywood f ilms. In his 
numerous performances in Italian f ilms, he had to be dubbed by others 
due to his foreign accent. He even had a regular dubber, Mario Besesti, 
himself an actor and a legend in the Italian dubbing world for his powerful 
voice, suitable for corpulent actors such as Charles Laughton as much as the 
rotund de Landa. His foreignness notwithstanding, in Ossessione de Landa 
was given the role of the quintessential Italian character, an accomplished 
patriot who includes in his cherished possessions the feathered helmet from 
when he fought with the Sixth Regiment of the Bersaglieri, which defended 
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Italy in the First World War. It is the realisation that Gino had also been a 
Bersagliere, thus a ‘f iglio de La Marmora’ (or the son of the famous founder 
of this military unit, Alessandro Ferrero La Marmora), that legitimises 
Bragana’s instant comradery towards him.

Thus, in order to fully grasp Ossessione’s realist effect, one must look 
beyond the f ilm’s deceptive surface, and, as I suggest, into the art-historical 
realism inherent in it.

Art-historical Realisms

Several intradiegetic opera pieces are heard in Ossessione, the most signif i-
cant of which is the aria Andante, of Verdi’s La Traviata, which constitutes 
a leitmotiv and a narrative theme in the f ilm, as will be discussed in detail 
in the next section. As far as realism is concerned, this choice could not 
be more appropriate, given that La Traviata marks a realist turn in Verdi’s 
career and the history of opera as a whole. It is an adaptation of Alexandre 
Dumas f ils’s novel and play La Dame aux camélias (in English, Camille) 
with which Verdi became acquainted during a sojourn in Paris in the mid-
nineteenth century. Based on Dumas f ils’s own love affair with courtesan 
Marie Duplessis, the story revolves around a consumptive demi-mondaine, 
Marguerite Gautier (changed into Violetta Valéry in the opera), who inspires 
both ardent passions and social reprobation. This down-to-earth, even 
scandalous story for its time gave Verdi an opportunity to put aside the 
revolutionary and patriotic themes hitherto prevailing in his oeuvre in 
favour of a more realistic and contemporary narrative (Bianchi 2013). As 
Bianchi (2013) puts it:

Around the middle of the 19th century, as the strong national and patriotic 
movements were winding down [in France], a new capacity for self-
observation and more rational analysis appeared in a society, which 
had just left so much turmoil behind […] Certainly in France, around 
mid-century after the 1848 revolution, a literature began to spread in 
which a topical description of the new socio-historical reality exposed 
the adversities, especially those suffered by the bourgeoisie.

Bianchi (2013) goes on to highlight how psychological tendencies in French 
realist literature, by the likes of Émile Zola, overlapped with the highly 
symbolic, even mythical elements of Italian verismo, as exemplif ied in opera 
by Puccini and in literature by Giovanni Verga. These contrasting tendencies 
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towards myth, on the one hand, and realism on the other, so apparent in 
Ossessione, are probably what attracted Visconti to Verga’s novella L’amante 
di Gramigna, in his f irst serious attempt at a f ilm-directorial debut, which 
failed to materialise but is recorded in a fully-fledged script, written in col-
laboration with Giuseppe de Santis and Gianni Puccini, both of whom would 
subsequently contribute to his adaptation of Cain’s The Postman Always 
Rings Twice (Micciché 1990: 24). Confirming his attachment to verismo, 
Visconti’s next f ilm, The Earth Trembles, would be a loose adaptation of 
Verga’s major work, I Malavoglia.

In his classical book, Realism in Nineteenth Century Music, Carl Dahlhaus 
(2009: 64) states:

If we wish to concentrate on a theory of realism as it was understood 
in the mid-century, the obvious thing to do is look for, or reconstruct, a 
connection between French realism in the 1850s and the dramaturgical 
premises of La Traviata. Seen in that light, the opera emerges as, so to 
speak, a realist enclave in an oeuvre which as a whole is representative 
of Italian romanticism.

The same could be said about Ossessione, a realist enclave within Visconti’s 
openly operatic f ilms, such as Tosca, Senso and Ludwig. More remarkably, 
Ossessione’s particular brand of realism resulted from an Italo-French 
connection in all respects similar to that which, a century earlier, had given 
birth to La Traviata.

As is well known, Visconti’s entrance into cinema is a result of his 
acquaintance with Jean Renoir’s f ilmmaking and leftwing politics in the 
mid-1930s, in France. In the director’s words:

It was in fact my stay in France and my meeting with a man like Renoir 
that opened my eyes to a lot of things. I realized that f ilms could be the 
way to touch on truths we were very far away from, especially in Italy. 
(apud Schifano 1990: 143)

Renoir in turn, since the introduction of sound in cinema, had concentrated 
on themes and modes of realism developed in dialogue with French realist 
and naturalist novelists such as Gustave Flaubert, Émile Zola and Guy de 
Maupassant, all of whom were regulars at his painter-father Auguste’s 
home (Andrew 2018: 128-129) and some of whose works he would adapt 
to the screen. One of these adaptations was Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, 
directed by Renoir in 1934, a story of a love triangle within a provincial 
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context similar to that of Ossessione and with obvious formal influences on 
it. Renoir’s realist style is often associated with the apex of French ‘poetic 
realism’, whose main features are summarised by Dudley Andrew (1995: 3), 
with reference to Marcel Carné’s 1938 Port of Shadows (Le Quai des brumes) 
and Hôtel du Nord, in the following words:

Evocative locations, characters from the lower social class, a downbeat 
ending, and a quartet of fabulous actors constitute the recipe for both 
f ilms.

As much as some of Renoir’s f ilms, Visconti’s Ossessione is very much in 
line with this description, with its evocative locations in the Po Valley, low 
social class characters, tragic ending and ‘the quartet of fabulous actors’, 
Clara Calamai (Giovanna), Massimo Girotti (Gino Costa), Juan de Landa 
(Giuseppe Bragana) and Elio Marcuzzo (Lo Spagnolo), whose outstanding 
performances mark the peak of their careers.

Having met Renoir through the mediation of fashion designer Coco 
Chanel, Visconti immediately started to collaborate in his f ilms, being 
credited as trainee in Toni (1935) and as third assistant and prop man in A 
Day in the Country (Une partie de campagne, 1936), as well as making an 
uncredited contribution to the set design of The Lower Depths (Les Bas-fonds, 
1936) (Schifano 1990: 144-45; Micciché 2000: 5). Connecting all these f ilms is 
Renoir’s preference for on-location shooting, depth-of-f ield cinematography 
and long takes (as much as allowed by the technology of the time), all of 
which were hailed by Bazin and the young Cahiers du Cinéma critics as 
typical realist devices. Thanks to his connections with Visconti, Renoir is 
often seen as a precursor of Italian Neorealism:

Toni has often been seen as pref iguring postwar Italian neorealism – a 
view greatly influenced by the fact that Luchino Visconti, whose Ossessione 
(1943) and La terra trema (1948) rank among the most important neorealist 
f ilms, cut his directorial teeth as Renoir’s assistant director on the f ilm. 
(Reader 2013: 445)

Renoir and his group of friends and collaborators were also responsible 
for changing Visconti into a life-long communist, at a time when he was 
‘not a full-f ledged Fascist, but a fascist fellow-traveller […] Someone 
who knew nothing and understood nothing. Someone whose eyes, in 
politics, were as closed as those of newborn kittens’ (Visconti apud 
Schifano 1990: 147).
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Official Realism and Tosca

At the same time, in Italy, the fascist government was busy drafting its own 
recipe of cinematic realism. As Fabbri (2019: 7) puts it:

From the interwar period onwards, and all the way to Vittorio Mussolini, 
the debate on realism was a site of power/knowledge struggle between 
conflicting accounts of national reality with radically different political 
implications.

Film buff Vittorio Mussolini, in the role of director of the f ilm production 
company Era-Film and editor-in-chief of the magazine Cinema, was a keen 
promoter of a realist style drawing on the off icial culture’s ‘lacquered, 
inert and jingoistic vision’ (Micciché 2000: 6), at the heart of which was 
the idea of Italy’s racial unity. Paradoxically, however, in the early 1940s, 
Cinema became an organ of fascist opposition, in whose pages Visconti (in 
unacknowledged collaboration with Gianni Puccini) published his two 
famous humanist manifestoes, ‘Corpses’ (1941) and ‘Anthropomorphic 
Cinema’ (1943), as well as the scripts at the basis of Ossessione (Micciché 
2000: 6). Another apparent paradox was Vittorio Mussolini’s enthusiasm 
for Renoir, whose left-leaning f ilms had met with censorship in Italy, but 
whose The Great Illusion (La Grande illusion, 1937) had been a hit at the 
Venice Film Festival (Blom 2017b: 151). As Blom (2017b: 151) details, in the 
late 1930s, French cinema had occupied the vacuum left by the interdiction 
of Hollywood f ilms in Italy, and it is in the wake of this phenomenon that 
Vittorio invited Renoir to shoot a screen adaptation of the opera La Tosca. 
According to Blom (151), this came at a convenient time for Renoir, who 
was reeling from the critical and commercial failure of his latest The Rules 
of the Game (La Règle du jeu, 1939) in France, and whose political position 
had recently shifted from communism and the Popular Front to liberal 
humanism, under the influence, Blom (151) suggests, of his new Catholic 
Brazilian partner, Dido Freire, whom he had met during the shoot of The 
Rules of the Game. Renoir immediately liaised with his friend Visconti for 
collaboration on Tosca, and Blom gives a detailed account of the process of 
location scouting led by the latter. Real locations were key for Renoir, who 
‘wanted to give the f ilm a documentary-like character’, as if ‘the cinema-
tographer already existed in the 1800s’ (Blom 2017b: 154). Realism was also 
sought for through cinematography, here in the hands of experienced DoP 
Ubaldo Arata, a master of long takes, crane and tracking shots, who would 
direct the photography of another neorealist milestone, Rome, Open City.
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In the meantime, however, Italy declared war on France and Renoir 
had to hurriedly return home, after overseeing only f ive on-location takes 
for Tosca. The role of f ilm director was then taken over by the German 
f ilmmaker, Carl Koch, who had previously collaborated as co-scriptwriter 
and assistant director in Renoir’s The Rules of the Game. The copy of Tosca 
circulating in Italy today credits Koch as the f ilm director (alongside Jean 
Renoir), Lotte Reiniger (Koch’s f ilm-animator wife) and Luchino Visconti 
as his ‘artistic collaborators’ and Ciro Betrone as his ‘technical and editing 
collaborator’. Whatever their actual roles were in the f ilm, the result was 
felt as ‘realist’ by the young Cahiers du Cinéma critic and future f ilmmaker, 
Jacques Rivette, who hailed, about Tosca,

the f ive or six opening shots of nocturnal riding, where the magical 
baroque spectacle suddenly comes to life. Under close scrutiny of the 
camera the stones seem to pulsate and merge with the movement of the 
drama. La Tosca is no longer a realistic opera; it is reality become opera. 
(in Bazin 1971: 260)

Rivette’s praise of realism in Tosca refers specifically to those shots directed 
by Renoir, which are also the film’s opening shots, following the initial credits. 
The fact remains, however, that the changes occurred during the shoot could 
not but result in a hybrid, uneven aesthetics that made Visconti reject the 
film (Schifano 1990: 163; Blom 2017b: 150). Nonetheless, Tosca remains a highly 
interesting case of different, at times conflicting, ‘realisms’, which will then 
reappear, already perfectly integrated with, and almost indistinguishable from, 
one another, in Ossessione. Suffice it to look at the takes of Tosca overseen by 
Renoir and conducted by Arata in an exquisite combination of tracking shots, 
pans and crane shots, pursuing the horsemen carrying a message from the 
queen to baron Scarpia. The aim of these takes is to describe the monumental 
Palazzo Farnese and Castel Sant’Angelo, including detailed visual surveys 
of statues decorating the fountains and the bridge to the Palazzo, some of 
them edited into the footage for visual effect only, since they do not make 
geographical sense with the locations (see Blom 2017b for a detailed description 
of these locations and statuary). If there is realism in the capture of this Roman 
imagery, including some stray cats and the then unusual live-recorded sound 
of the horses’ hoofs on the stone pavement, this is also entirely in tune with 
the fascist nationalism and racial ideals then informing the official concept 
of cinematic realism. This is confirmed at an early moment in the film, when 
a defender of Italy’s national unity shouts: ‘Viva l’Italia!’, before being executed 
for subversive activities. Granted, these initial location shots animate with 
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real life the static prints of Roman scenes and monuments on which the initial 
titles are superimposed. But over these titles what conveys actual, physical 
realism is Mafalda Favero’s sensational rendering of ‘Vissi d’arte’ (‘I lived for 
art’), the famous aria sung by the opera’s heroine, Tosca (who is a singer in the 
story), in praise of art and love. Favero, of course, does not feature in person in 
the film, which is also the case of Ferruccio Tagliavini, the singer of Scarpia’s 
part, but both are credited in the initial title cards as stars, not of the film, but 
of the opera played in the sound track. This beginning, therefore, displays, 
in perfectly distinguishable form, documentary realism, official realism and 
the reality of art (in this case, that of opera).

To understand how these three tendencies inform the structure of Osses-
sione, let us now look at the fleeting appearance, in Tosca, of the actor Massimo 
Girotti, who takes on the protagonist role of Gino Costa in Ossessione. In Tosca, 
Girotti performs a non-descript role of just a few seconds as a blacksmith con-
ducting repairs to the gates of the prison where libertarian Angelotti is jailed. 
He knocks out an old prison guard with a baton then bursts into Angelotti’s cell 
with his companions, is quickly but ardently embraced by the latter and then 
strips to the waist to lend his dirty worker’s shirt to his comrade and help him 
escape. This short action contains the germ of Gino’s story in Ossessione: his 
murder of Bragana, the fascination his naked, sculptural upper body produces 
both in Giovanna and in the peddler Spagnolo, and the latter’s homosexual 
attraction to him as suggested by the male embrace between Massimo and 
Angelotti, in Tosca. As well as the story of Ossessione in a nutshell, this scene 
encapsulates: a) social realism derived from the alignment of the film’s point of 
view with that of the politicised working class; b) sensory realism produced by 
the emphasis on the worker’s and prisoner’s dirty clothing and bodily contact; 
and c) ‘official’ nationalistic realism elicited by the focus on a sculptural male 
beauty representing the Italian racial type, comparable to the classical stone 
sculptures lavishly scrutinised by the camera at the opening of the film.

More importantly, for my argument, these realist tendencies are in-
troduced by, and derived from, opera. In Tosca, opera makes the entire 
non-diegetic soundscape, in synch with the development of the story. In 
Ossessione, a musical overture of operatic overtones makes way for opera 
to penetrate the diegesis and constitute a subplot. Thus, to resort to Wolf’s 
(1999: 43ff) famous typology, if there is direct, or overt, intermediality in 
Tosca, in Ossessione it becomes indirect or covert, because its workings 
cannot be quoted separately from the f ilm plot and narrative construction. 
Its structuring function is by this means majorly enhanced.
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Operatic Realism and the Reality of Art

Now let us revisit Ossessione’s beginning where the three types of realism 
pointed out in Tosca can be identif ied in perfectly integrated form. After 
the title sequence with the dramatic incidental music by Giuseppe Rosati, 
the f ilm cuts to the truck stationed outside Bragana’s inn, called Dogana 
(or ‘Customs’). The truck driver hoots for attendance and we hear Bragana’s 
voice singing the Andante of La Traviata. He and the other passenger get off 
the truck and quench their thirst from a bottle they get from a compartment 
next to the truck’s front door. The men’s humble, working outf its and their 
gestures, including the pouring of the bottle’s liquid straight into their 
throats, without touching it with their lips, their wiping of the sweat on their 
face and neck with a handkerchief and the barren, dusty scenery around 
them, including some chickens crossing the frame, compose the typical 
realist contextual description that situates the characters socially, culturally 
and geographically. The fact that the scene takes place out of doors and on 
a real, apparently unadorned location, configures the realism as mode of 
production so treasured by Bazin and subsequent neorealist f ilms.

The driver has to call Bragana again, this time by name – denoting 
familiarity – and f inally Bragana’s singing and the accompanying piano 
sound stop to make room for Bragana’s entrance into the scene, coming 
through the bead curtain of his trattoria’s front door – as if he were appearing 
from the backstage onto the main stage of a theatre to greet the audience. 
Because of all the other Renoir-style social-realist elements in the scene, 
Bragana’s theatrical entrance and operatic contours are entirely naturalised, 
contributing to, rather than clashing against, the general reality effect.

Bragana’s chat with the truck men is about his own broken-down truck 
and about sound – the sound of customers’ hooting, disturbing him even 
during the night – and about chickens too, whose allegorical functions 
encompass his ex-combatant credentials (mentioned above with relation to 
his feathered helmet) and manhood. The three men then discover Gino still 
asleep amidst the hay bales on the back of the truck. His face is hidden by a 
hat and, as he is chased out of the truck, a famous crane shot captures him 
from behind, searching his pockets and making a slow entrance into the inn 
for food. From the heights of the crane the camera descends to peruse Gino’s 
ragged shoes as he makes his way into the place, and another customer’s 
pair of dogs (a black, bony dog and a heavily pregnant bitch) sniff his feet 
suggesting smell, when he is then attracted by another singing, ‘Fiorin, 
f iorello’, in a woman’s – Giovanna’s – voice and turns to the kitchen. Those 
are the enticing words she sings here and in a later moment:



ThE REALIT y Of ART 217

Italian English

Fiorin, Fiorello
L’amore è bello vicino a te
Mi fa sognare, mi fa tremare
Chissà perché
Fior di margherita
Cos’è mai la vita
Se non c’è l’amore
Che il nostro cuore fa palpitar
Fior di verbena
Se qualche pena l’amor ci dà
Fa come il vento
Che in un momento poi passa e va
Ma quando tu sei con me
Io son felice perché
Fiorin, Fiorello
L’amore è bello vicino a te

flower, little flower
Love is beautiful near you
It makes me dream, it makes me tremble
Who knows why
Daisy flower
What is ever life
If there is no love
To make our heart beat
Verbena flower
If love hurts you a little
Be like the wind
That comes and goes in a moment
But when you are with me
I’m happy because
flower, little flower
Love is beautiful near you

Another semi-open curtain separates Gino from the kitchen, where he 
now enters to inspect, so to say, the theatre’s backstage. There he f inds 
Giovanna, though his body hides her from our sight except for her feet 
in clogs hanging from the table where she is sitting. A reverse shot then 
presents her to us as she looks at the intruding tramp for a f irst and then 
a second time, when Gino’s face is f inally revealed to us, focused on in a 
zoom that highlights his perfect features and clear, shiny eyes: one of the 
most handsome men ever shown on screen (Figure 8.1). Gino will then 
nonchalantly enter the kitchen, and try the food from the saucepan with 
his f ingers. Just like Massimo in Tosca, he will proceed to take off his ragged 
jacket – under the pretext that ‘it is hot here!’ – revealing a minimal f ilthy 
vest and exposing his shoulders which are compared by Giovanna to ‘those 
of a stallion’. Sculptural beauty without any comparable sculptures around, 
singing and theatrical devices combined with the lowest physical levels 
of life, including dirty clothing, smelly feet, hunger and sex drive, again 
naturalise all representational artif ice, not least the off icial racial realism 
apparent in Tosca via the patriotic dialogue lines and monumental statuary. 
Thus Gino’s perfect, god-like features, rather unlikely in that milieu, could 
be seen as the very representation of a new realism, for example, by Osses-
sione’s assistant director Antonio Petrangeli, who reportedly said: ‘Shall we 
ourselves baptise Gino in Ossessione? We could call him, if you like, Italian 
neo-realism’ (Nowell-Smith 2003: 26).

Blom (2017b: 163) notices, in Tosca, the procedure of making a character’s 
voice precede their on-camera appearance, for example, Renoir’s regular 
actor and screen legend Michel Simon, in the role of Scarpia, whose voice is 
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heard but whose face is only introduced to the viewer several scenes later, 
and even then with a further delay of an extraordinary cone-shaped mask 
that covers it while his hair is being powdered by a servant. The prevalence of 
the aural over the visual sense is used here as a cinematic device of suspense 
construction which delays the revelation of a protagonist played by a great 
star. In Ossessione, this device is further sophisticated with the addition of 
opera singing by the characters themselves, most notably by Bragana, in a 
gesture that characterises opera as the very origin of his (and the film’s) drama. 
Unlike Tosca, where opera runs on a parallel, extradiegetic track to the story, in 
Ossessione it fuses with the diegesis through the character of Bragana, whose 
recurrent singing of the Andante of La Traviata summarises a key element 
of the plot: his inexplicable and irresistible fatherly attachment to Gino, who 
is however having a torrid affair with his own wife, as I shall now explain.

Opera as the utmost reality of the characters reaches apotheosis during 
the opera contest scene, significantly located in the middle of the f ilm at the 
story’s turning point. After resuming his wandering life without Giovanna, 
who preferred the security of her husband’s home, Gino accidentally bumps 
into her and her husband again, as previously mentioned, on a fairground in 
Ancona, where he was peddling with Spagnolo. Ecstatic with the reunion, 
Bragana reprehends Gino for having left their home and drags him to the 

figure 8.1 Ossessione: Gino’s face is finally revealed to us.
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opera contest at the ‘Caffé Amici del Bel Canto’, where he, among several 
amateur singers, f inally has the opportunity to exhibit his talent. This episode 
is lifted, with minor changes, from James Cain’s novel, but it is also entirely 
in tune with the lyrics of the Andante of La Traviata sung by Bragana, in 
which the character of old Georges Germont implores his son, Alfredo – fallen 
captive to courtesan Violetta – to return with him to their native Provence.

Italian English

Di Provenza il mar, il suol
chi dal cor ti cancello?
Al natio fulgente sol
qual destino ti furo’?
Oh, rammenta pur nel duol
ch’ivi gioia a te brillo’;
E che pace cola’ sol
su te splendere ancor puo’.
Dio mi guidò!
Ah! il tuo vecchio genitor
tu non sai quanto soffrì!
Te lontano, di squallor
il suo tetto si coprì.
Ma se alfin ti trovo ancor,
se in me speme non fallì,
Se la voce dell’onor
in te appien non ammutì,
Dio m’esaudi’!

The sea and soil of Provence --
who has erased them from your heart?
from your native, fulsome sun --
what destiny stole you away?
Oh, remember in your sorrow
that joy glowed on you,
and that only there peace
can yet shine upon you.
God has guided me!
Ah, your old father --
you don’t know how much he has suffered!
With you far away, with misery
has his house become full.
But if in the end I find you again,
if hope did not fail within me,
if the voice of honor
didn’t become silenced in you,
God has heard me!

The scene in the café depicts opera as entrenched in the characters’ lives. 
The sense of opera’s immense popularity among that society is conveyed 
through the realist devices of the long take and the long shot, here combined 
in a dazzling near-double 360° pan, lasting a full minute without a cut. The 
camera starts by focusing on a poster on the café wall, announcing the lyric 
contest. It then pans to the right where it captures, on the stage, the decrepit 
female pianist and the row of contestants of all ages and genders sitting 
in chairs next to one another and fanning themselves in the overcrowded 
place. A female singer is standing and delivering the famous Habanera 
aria from Bizet’s Carmen, which warns against the dangers of love. The 
pan continues, surveying, past the stage, the packed venue, with crammed 
tables and standing customers occupying all available space, until it reaches 
the café’s entrance, where Bragana, Giovanna and Gino are coming in. The 
camera follows them past the contest poster where it had started the pan 
and proceeds, as the three make their way through the crowd towards a 
vacant table, continuing to capture Bragana giving his name to the jury 
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board and climbing up onto the stage where he takes a seat. This formidable 
long take situates in an unbroken time and space unit the drama going on 
between the three protagonists, whose mad love and betrayal are described 
in the various arias. The following contestant delivers an Italian version of 
the aria ‘Je crois entendre encore’ (‘I think I still hear’), from Bizet’s opera 
The Pearl Fishers (Les Pêcheurs de perle), whose subject-matter is the love 
of two inseparable friends for the same woman. Then it is Bragana’s turn to 
sing his cherished Andante from La Traviata (Figure 8.2). As he delivers it, 
reverse shots show the barely repressed passionate dialogue between Gino 
and Giovanna, who must f ind a way out of their ménage à trois.

Bragana’s performance, meanwhile, is infused with the same pathos 
observed in Cain’s novel about the betrayed Greek husband on whom his 
character is based:

He had a tenor voice, not one of these little tenors like you hear on the 
radio, but a big tenor, and on the high notes he would put in a sob like on 
a Caruso record. (Cain 1978: 8)

Sobbing notes, a common melodramatic ornament in bel canto, have been 
identified in La Traviata by Carl Dahlhaus (2009: 68) as a realist device that 

figure 8.2 Ossessione: Bragana sings his cherished Andante from La Traviata.
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jettisons formal tradition ‘for the sake of dramatic truth’. Bragana’s singing is, 
of course, littered with these sobbing notes, characterising both his pride in 
singing and genuine feelings. He is followed, on stage, by a hilarious contestant, 
an adolescent whose breaking voice turns the sobbing effect into the very 
reality of his body morphing into adulthood, while delivering the aria ‘È il sol 
del’anima’ (‘Love is the sunshine of the soul’), from Verdi’s Rigoletto, holding the 
hand of an old lady – his mother, perhaps, or even grandmother – standing for 
his implausible lover, but also evidencing opera as a family, day-to-day affair. 
Social realism is written all over this entire scene, where opera is naturalised 
as the privileged and authentic expression of the Italian populace.

In his perceptive assessment of the inextricable connection between 
melodrama and Neorealism, Louis Bayman (2009: 50) states, a propos of 
Ossessione:

The melodramatic sensibility in Ossessione is built out of the barely 
repressed desire seen through the sweaty realism of the scandalously 
frank bodily intimacy between the cheating couple, the corporeality of 
their continual gestures expressing the heat and their physical yearnings 
with a cloying sensual materiality.

Opera, as the most melodramatic of the artforms, holds the clue to Osses-
sione’s particular and foundational kind of physical and sensual realism.

The film, moreover, though an inaugural work, contains the total artwork 
drive that characterises Visconti’s most ambitious works. It is not the scope 
of this chapter to dissect the myriad artistic, particularly painterly and 
sculptural, citations and models that inform it. Modigliani, Cézanne and 
expressionist painters can be easily detected in the scene compositions, 
set and costume design in this f ilm, which also contains endless cinephilic 
references – obviously to Renoir, but also to Chaplin, westerns, f ilm noir and 
German expressionism. Like the extensive use of opera, other arts and f ilms 
within Ossessione are there to bring to the fore, beyond social injustice and 
the plight of the poor, the universal human drama whose palpable reality 
can be best expressed and experienced through art.

Concluding Remarks

This chapter has attempted to demonstrate that the foundational realism, 
which has enshrined Ossessione as the inaugural neorealist f ilm, is located 
where least expected. Usual realist devices at the point of production, such 
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as on-location shooting and non-professional acting, are both employed 
in the f ilm, but in rather deceptive ways. Real locations are manipulated 
in order to turn one of Italy’s wealthiest and most fertile regions into a 
barren and poverty-stricken landscape. The f ilm’s non-professional cast is 
given next-to-no speaking roles, these instead being the privilege of fully 
accomplished professionals, who are on occasion dubbed by someone else’s 
voice. Social realism is also restricted to the f ilm’s outer façade of poverty, 
class struggle being hardly a subject in a story of mythical dimensions and 
universal resonance that could have happened among members of any 
social class.

A history of realist artistic movements is however embedded in the operatic 
structure of Ossessione, with emphasis on Verdi’s La Traviata, whose Andante 
aria, among other opera tunes, informs an important subplot in the f ilm, 
constituting a diegetic leitmotiv. La Traviata marked a realist turn in Verdi’s 
career and in the evolution of the opera genre, representing a break with 
Verdi’s usual themes of revolution and mythological heroes by addressing a 
down-to-earth, sensual subject-matter affecting the bourgeoisie of the time. 
Derived from French mid-nineteenth-century realist literature and theatre, 
Verdi’s realist turn finds a remarkable parallel with Visconti’s own filmmak-
ing career development, which started in Paris under the mentorship of Jean 
Renoir, who introduced the Italian aristocratic fledgling into his own brand 
of poetic-realist cinema and leftwing politics. The (mis)adventure of the film 
Tosca, an opera adaptation directed in part by Renoir in Italy, on invitation 
by Benito Mussolini’s son, Vittorio, and involving Visconti’s collaboration on 
various fronts, has a lot to teach us about how Visconti appropriated Italy’s 
fascist jingoistic brand of realism and turned it on its head to inaugurate, in 
Ossessione, the revolutionary, leftwing neorealist movement.

In particular, this chapter has attempted to prove that opera is not an 
artif icial form to be overlooked in the study of this masterpiece, but, as 
Gramsci proclaims, an authentic, ingrained popular expression in Italy 
that brings together the reality of life, love and art.
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