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TORONTO  FILM  SOCIEY

¥IGHTH EXHIBITION MEETING - SEASON 21
MONDAY, MARCH 31, 1969, AT 8:00 P.M.
GENTURY THEATRE, 147 DANFORTH AVENUE

(TERRA TREMA )(THE EARTH TREMBLES) Italy 1948 160 mins bé&w 16mm
Production Compeny: Universalia. Producer: Salvo D'Angelo., Director: Luchino
Visconti, Seript: Luchino Visconti, based on the novel "I Malavoglia" by Giovannl
Verga. Director of Photography: G. R. Aldo, Camera Operator: Gianni Di Venanzo.
Editor: Mario Serandrei. Assistant Directors: Francesco Rosi, Franco Zeffirelli.
Masio:- Willi Ferrero. Production lasnager: Anna Devini,

Filmed on. location in Aci-Trezza, Sicily, with e cast of non-professionals.

For some years it seemed next to impossible to see e film by Iuchino
Visconti in Toronto. Although he hed been making festures for eighteen years, it
was only starting with ROCCO - AND HIS BROTHERS (1960) thet his works showed here
regularly (we bhed seen BEILISSINA, with 4nne lsgneni, in 1951). After ROCCC, thers
were no problems with THE LEOPARD (1963), SANDRA (1965) end 'IEE STRANGER (1967),
nor with his The Job episode in BOCCACCIO '70 (1962). But we've never seen his
first feature O0SSESSIONE (1942} ‘based on James M. Cain's "The Postman Always Rings
Twice" and oredited with being a pcwerful forerunner of the nao-—realist movement .

Nor has SENSC (1954) ever turned up - reportedl”y an elegant “romsntic melodrama of
the Garibaldi revolution. WHITE NIGHTS (1957) finally got shown by TFS last season
(this exercise in formsl visuasl style, with the sdmirable Mastroisnni having to
fight Marias Schell's excesses all the way, is generally conslidered his least suc-
cessful work). Nany believe LA TERRA TREMA to be his masterpiece; those of us who
have been reading sbout it for years and had just sbout despaired of ever seeing it,
were delighted when it recently became available to film societies through the
Canadian Film Institute. Naturally TFS booked it at the first oppartunity,

Luchino Visconti is an interesting combination - an aristocrat who 18 also
a Marxist. He once assisted Jean Renoir on LES BAS~-FONDS gnd UNE PART1E DE CAN-
PAGNE (both shown by TFS) and for many years has been known for-his highly regarded
theatre end opere productions in Rome and elsewhere.

In 1947 he went to the Sicilian fishing village of Aci-Trezza, intending to
shoot a short documentary; he became so absorbed by the lives and problems of the
people there that the project was .expanded to hecome the two-hour-and-40-minute
feature LA TERRA TREMA. At one point, indeed, Visconti had planned to meke an epic
trilogy, with feature £ilms about Sicilian peasants and mine~-workers as the seconi
and third parts - "the mea, the land, the city™; but this project had to be aban-
doned, for finsnciel and other reasons (though some critics have suggested that

ROCCO AND HIS BHJ‘I'HERS might be considered as a modification of the original city
thﬁme’;t

Visconti based LA TERRA TREMA on & novel by Verga which hed been set in this
very village but had dealt with its inhabitants of three~-quarters of a century
before. Whereas Verga h_ad taken a fatalistic view of the tregedies and failures of

Recorded Music provided by Doug Wilson: - nla Mer", symphonic poem by Claude Debussy;
Arturo Toscanini conducting MBC Symphcny Orchestra.
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a family of fisher~folk, Visconti's interpretation had a more modern, political
orientation. This family, led by the forward-looking son, tries to break away 1.om
the exploitation of the wholesalers, the ™middlemen" (who pay them a miserable sum
for their catch )y by setting up an independent business; they fail becauss they
try to "make it on their own'" rather than in some form of organized concert with
their fellow~-fishermen. In spite of this "lesson" - and-in spite of the fact that
the film virtuelly ends with the young man saying that some day peopls will realizs
he was right and will find s way to act together to solve their plight - the film
was still attacked by some left-wing critics . as "defeatist".

But the 1mportance of LA TERRA TREMA as a work of film art goes far beyond
the political aspect. Determined to make an honest and realistic study of the toil-
end-poverty-ruled lives of its characters, Visconti not only filmed in the real
locations, but in all the roles he used actuasl inhabitants of the area, who eloqu=nt-
ly port.rayed their own lives for the camera., They also spoke, more or less spon-
taneously, in their own -Sicilianh dialect, Visconti often simply explaining to them
the mood or content of a scene rather then have them memorize set lines. Some
critics have compared his use of and respect for resl places and people with that
of Robert Fleherty; but since he combined this realism with a gertain visual styli-
zation ("carefully composed though casual-eeeming 1magee"), some have also evoked
the name of Eisenstein., There hes been e certasin amount of critical disagreement
on the degree and,or success of this element of stylization in the film, Many “Teel
that it works admirably, adding a dimension of beauty without detracting from the
reality; some have thought it obtrusive and "arty".

Stenley Keuffmann in his book "A World on Film" geema 0 have had a reaction
‘to this aspect different from any others. He says, in part: "(Visconti) has '
resisted any temptation to meke lovely pictures (a worrisome flaw in Flaherty's
compareble MAN OF ARAN). The opportunities were plentiful, but Visconti knew that
the flest of boats putting out to sea is not pretty to the fishermen, and the

anxious women scanning the horizon for a mieei.ng boat do not feel nobly statuesque”,

Other comments by Ksuffmenn:

"Its theme 1s man's fight to live in the fece of the cruelty .of nature
and of his fellow man...genuinely embraced and lovingly executed.

A story either 'more novel or more complex would have worked against
Visconti's purpose: to let the lives of these people fjlow* past, to let
the characters create themsslves. Before long they are individuelized
at the same time that they become parts of s community in a routine.

Ne soon turn up the street with them and into their house with the
pleasant semi-tedium of f‘amili_arfty. The style is neo-realism st its
best; be hes unobtrusively induced these people to give a 'new'
(rocene‘t-rueted) reality to the facts of 1ife &8s they know them., There
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them rewards us with the purpoge of this tempo' the reécreation of a
rbythm of slow, oceanic swells.,.

"Visconti's honesty is the chief beauty of the film. Unlike much of his
work since then, there is no patent exploitation of grim masterials, no
attempt at dazzling virtuoso direction., There is nothing here but sheer
concern, effectively expreseed in gelf-effacing art...lo gsee LA TERRA
ThEMA so belatedly, out of sequence in the chronology of “the Itaslian
film, is to have an explanatory light cast on much that’ has happened
aince.‘ For instance, it is now possible to be even fonder of De Seta's
BANDITS OF ORGOSOLQO, which deals with Sardinian shepherds, or Olmi's
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two £ilms about workers in Milan and Sieily / IL POSTO and THE FIANCES 7.
They honour Visconti by baving learned well from him,"

Predictably, LA TERRA TREMA was not a success with the Italisn publie;
indeed it has had very restricted showing anywhere, and thet mostly at film festi-
vals, film societies and the odd very enterprising art-cinema., Attacked by both
left and Right, frowned upon by the Italian Government, in some versions cut or
Italien-duybbed, called slow, boring and overlung (note: GONE WITH THE WIND is one
hour longer!), it has had a stormy passage. But in the majority of critical
opinion it has weathered the test of time, and surely stands (with Rossellini's

OPEN CITY and PAISAN, and De Sica's SHOE SHINE, THE BICYCLE THIEF and UMBERTO D.)
a8 one of the milestones of Italian Neo-realism,

- GGP

A letter from the Family Valastro,
the main participents in LA TERRA TREMA

"The Family Valastro wishes to express publicly its gratitufle to
Luchino Visconti and his collaborators for making their story known
to Itely and the world through LA TERRA TREMA.

"We are profoundly grateful for the experience we underwent together,
from which we have reaped the highest hopes for our future.

"Although our family, provisionally united for the film, has had to
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separate now, we rema:ln permanently united in the memory of the
extraordinary adventure we had the good fortune to share."
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