
Moscow-Rome-Havana: 
A Film-Theory Road Map

MASHA SALAZKINA

OCTOBER 139, Winter 2012, pp. 97–116. © 2012 October Magazine, Ltd. and Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

These quotations—from the celebrated Soviet pioneer of avant-garde doc-
umentary; the Italian writer and filmmaker most commonly associated with his
contributions to Neorealist cinema; and one of the leaders of the Cuban
Institute of Film Art and Industry, respectively—come from filmmakers from
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All groups of kino-observers will be drawn into the production of future
kino-eye series. They will be the author-creators of all subsequent film-objects.

—Dziga Vertov, “Provisional Instructions 
to Kino-Eye Groups,” 19261

[It is urgent] to take over the medium with a cost so low it could be within the
reach of many individuals, like paper and ink, paints; film and lenses should

have been brought home like sewing machines . . . 

—Cesare Zavattini, “Wonder,” 19402

Imperfect cinema cannot lose sight of the fact that its essential goal as a new
poetic is to disappear. . . . Art will not disappear into nothingness:

it will disappear into everything. 

—Julio García Espinosa, 
“For an Imperfect Cinema,” 19673
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different generations and continents. Yet they articulate a similar utopian call
to democratize cinema by abolishing individual film authorship and disman-
tling film’s status as art, thereby opening cinematic production to the masses
and in the process liberating humankind. Such a call is particularly striking not
only because it issues from well-established auteurs but because it emerges pre-
cisely at the moment of the institutionalization of cinema both as practice and
as discourse in the Soviet Union, Italy, and Cuba. It raises two sets of questions.
First, what does this dissolution of authorship and art promise as it emerges in
these different contexts, and what contradictions, if any, does it point to in
their respective historical and cultural moments? Second, what are the histori-
cal links, both artistic and theoretical, between these moments? While it is
commonplace to point to the importance of the historical avant-gardes—and
early Soviet film, in particular—for the development of theories and practices
of Third Cinema (to which Cuban cinema of the 1960s belongs), the exact
nature of the connection remains unexplored. 

This essay traces one strand of the global network of leftist artists and
their debates as they migrated from one cultural and regional context to anoth-
er. It is this migration of motifs, interpretations, agents, and institutions that
ultimately connects the initial moment of political modernism in cinema—the
1920s—to its critical and artistic revival in the 1960s, and that creates a system
of reverberations between the respective theoretical and artistic approaches of
these periods. This particular history begins in 1920s Italy. 

Soviet-Italian Cinematic Exchanges

Italian film culture of the 1920s and 1930s developed in active dialogue
with contemporary film theory and practice, a dialogue that both reflected and
subverted the Fascist ethos of the time. Soviet cinema occupied a privileged
place in Italian film criticism, and dialogue between the two was extensive dur-
ing these decades, both on the Fascist state-sponsored level and among leftist
cultural and artistic figures. 

As Ruth Ben-Ghiat explores in detail in her work, the Italian attitude to
Soviet Russia in the 1920s and ’30s synthesized certain Fascist preoccupations
and positions. While the Fascists admired Soviet cinema as a model of the alter-
native development of one of modernity’s key industries, they did not intend to
give any weight to the Soviet-materialist analysis of film.4 Yet the interests of the
Fascist state in the economic organization of the Soviet film industry and the
use of film as a didactic instrument meant there were intersections with certain
features of the materialist approach to filmmaking. Moreover, the theoretical
polemics that preoccupied scholars, critics, and producers of Soviet cinema
were similar to those discussed in the Italian artistic scene among leftist fac-

4. Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Fascist Modernities: Italy, 1922–1945 (Berkeley: University of California, 2001).



t ions of the late Futur ist movement and the proponent s of Gramsci’s
Proletarian Culture group. These polemics centered on the questions of what
form a revolutionary art should take and what “realism” meant in the context
of progressive art.5 Such debates came to an abrupt end after the Fascist clamp-
down on artistic pluralism, but many of their themes migrated into film criti-
cism and pedagog y, in part icular under the auspices of the Centro
Sperimentale di Cinematografia, and helped shape the conceptual structure of
Italian film discourse in the immediate pre-and postwar years.  

In the 1920s and early ’30s, Mussolini’s government encouraged Italians to
look at Soviet Russia as a state with which their own new order had many affini-
ties—albeit as fascism’s “enemy twin.”6 The press of the time exploited the various
similarities between the Soviet and Italian situation, and Lenin’s dictum “Cinema
is the most important of the arts” was rephrased by Mussolini as “Cinema is the
strongest weapon!” Given that the legitimacy of both countries was grounded in
an appeal to the masses, it was logical that the new mass art would become the
preferred channel of Italian-Soviet détente. In addition, Soviet film theory and
practice became a special reference point in critical debates about cinema’s medi-
um-specific properties among certain Italian artists engaged in the broader
debates of European film circles.7 The most advanced at using the state’s power to
implement the development of cinema as a didactic tool, Soviet Russia seems to
have been an inevitable model for the Italian film industry. Film schools already
existed in Germany and France, and isolated film courses were being taught in
U.S. universities. But only Soviet cinematic education was implemented on a truly
broad scale as part of a larger humanities framework, in which it was integrated
not only with craft training and film appreciation but also with the study of aes-
thetics at large, while at the same time remaining a distinct scholarly discipline.

A number of journals over these years featured regular pieces on Soviet cine-
ma that celebrated Soviet montage for demonstrating the essential, distinguishing
capability of cinema. Alessandro Blasetti’s Cinematografo, which led the battle to
define cinema as an art, published numerous articles debating whether Soviet film
should be used as an appropriate model for reenergizing the laggard Italian film
industry.8 Starting in the late 1920s, Italian journals—both those specifically dedi-
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cated to cinema, such as Cinemalia, Lo Schermo, Cinematografo, and Lo spettacolo
d’Italia, as well as literary and cultural journals such as La fiera letteraria, L’Italia lit-
teraria, and Occidente—regularly featured articles and reviews of contemporary
Soviet film.9 By the early 1930s, translations of Soviet film theorists started to
appear in these and other venues as well.10

These and other sites for the transmission and translation of Soviet cine-
ma and film theory almost without exception occupied an institutional gray area
that, while fully aligned with the Italian Fascist state, nonetheless enjoyed a semi-
autonomous status and effectively engaged in—and sometimes succeeded in cre-
ating—a film culture as a public sphere. These were cine-clubs and GUFs (univer-
sity Fascist youth clubs that screened and produced films); educational and
research center s such as the Internat ional Inst itute of Educat ional
Cinematography (L’Instituto Internazionale di Cinema Educativo or L’IICE); the
National Film School (to become Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia); the
journals associated with these institutions: Revue internationale du cinéma educateur,
Intercine, Cinema, and Bianco e nero; and, to some degree, even the Venice Film
Festival (founded by the head of L’IICE, Luciano De Feo). All of these institutions
were interconnected, and all remained in close contact with Soviet cinema and
promoted it in their practices. L’IICE, for example, was founded in 1928 under
the auspices of the League of Nations and aimed to promote educational docu-
mentaries and serve as a major forum for international cinematic discourse.11

During its brief existence, the Institute organized several film and photography
exhibits, including the Venice Film Festival; sponsored a monthly journal pub-
lished in five languages between 1929 and 1934; carried out a series of massive
international surveys on film and education; and even attempted to undertake the
creation of a complete encyclopedia of cinematography. Rudolf Arnheim, a mem-
ber of L’IICE, began writing his seminal Film as Art as part of this project.12 Such
figures as László Maholy-Nagy and Germaine Dulac were also involved with the
League’s institute.13 At the same time, key figures in L’IICE occupied governmen-
tal positions in Mussolini’s state-run film propaganda units. 
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In traditional scholarship, L’IICE had been seen as a liberal alternative to com-
munist-oriented cultural cosmopolitanism (i.e., communist internationalism), howev-
er tainted by its associations with the Fascist government. Recent research, however,
shows that L’IICE planned to involve Soviet film organizations directly. As head of
the Institute, De Feo tirelessly searched for ways to include Soviet organizations in its
pedagogy, its encyclopedia project, and its congresses. For over a decade, he tried to
transplant the Soviet model to Italy by creating a modus vivendi between L’IICE and
Soviet film institutions. Thanks to his efforts, a great deal of printed material from
the Soviet Union was published in the journals associated with the Institute, Revue
internationale du cinéma educateur (RICE), Intercine, and even Cinema, which at its incep-
tion in 1936 was also affiliated with the Institute. Of particular interest to De Feo, as
he states in the correspondence, were “cultural, scientific, and educational films,
especially films dealing with the rationalization of labor and agriculture.”14 Another
area of interest was the Soviet development of sound technology: Alexander Shorin,
one of the two Soviet scientists conducting research on sound systems, sent materials
for publication in Intercine and for inclusion in the Encyclopedia project.15 As a result
of his official visit to the Soviet Union in 1932, De Feo managed to arrange for Soviet
participation in the first two Venice Film Festivals.16 In the end, however, the political
obstacles were insurmountable and L’IICE failed to involve the Soviet film industry
and its film-education institutions in its world congress on educational cinema or the
encyclopedia of the history of cinema.

L’IICE’s engagement with the Soviet models of didactic film-making was con-
centrated, but it was of rather limited consequence to the broader Italian film cul-
ture. A much more important development in the interwar years was the founding
in Rome of the National Film School (Scuola Nazionale di Cinematografia), which
eventually became known as Centro Sperimentale and was inspired by Soviet film
educational structures. When the government categorically rejected the Soviet
embassy’s proposal to give Soviet films a wider distribution, it forced those who
wanted to show and discuss Soviet cinema into the noncommercial venues that
were springing up to host screenings and discussions of film.17 Ironically, Soviet
cinema thus became the cornerstone of cinematic education in 1930s Italy, pri-
marily through the work of the Centro Sperimentale. 
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The Centro

The Centro’s role in the history of Italian cinema is well known. Less well
known but equally important is its function as a major site of international cul-
tural dialogue both in the pre- and the post-WWII periods. The initial idea for
a national Italian film school came from Anton Giulio Bragaglia, one of the key
figures of Italian Futurism and someone with long-standing ties to the Russian
and Soviet avant-garde (in particular to Vsevolod Meyerhold). In 1930, when
Bragaglia proposed establishing a school that would bring together artistic
experimentation and academic research, he referred to the School of Screen
Arts in Leningrad and to Trauberg and Kuleshov’s experimental studios, as well
as to the Moscow Institute of Cinematography (GIK, later VGIK) to support his
idea. Bragaglia’s proposal to the state agency dealing with mass media in Fascist
Italy (Corporazione dello specttacolo) drew on German and Russian models
and was centered on actor training, teaching, and practice, with the teaching to
be based on 1) theoretical culture; 2) experimental application of scholarly
ideas; and 3) practical artistic work.18 The school opened in Rome in 1932, and
two years later was reorganized as the Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia,
in a move to give the state more control over film. Luigi Chiarini, who at that
point was best known as a literary critic and follower of Giovanni Gentile’s neo-
Crocean Fascist-idealist ideology, was appointed as the Head of the Centro.
Chiarini brought along his friend Umberto Barbaro, and the two of them
would be largely responsible for the Centro’s program and for the film journal
Bianco e nero, founded in 1937 under its auspices. 

In what amounted to an institutional manifesto, Chiarini announced in
1934 that the theoretical platform for the Centro would serve as an instrument
for creating a new realist cinema pointing explicit ly to the “new realism”
implicit in Pudovkin’s use of montage.19 The reference to Pudovkin is surpris-
ing, especially as Chiarini was an ardent supporter of neo-Croceanism, which
would seem antithetical to the Soviet avant-garde. Moreover, Pudovkin’s films
were not in circulation in Italy at the time (except for some isolated screenings
that took place at the Soviet embassy). They were not even included in the
showcase of Soviet films presented at the 1932 and 1934 Venice Film Festivals.
But Chiar ini was involved in the publicat ion of Barbaro’s translat ion of
Pudovkin’s writings under the title Il soggetto cinematografico (1932). Translations
of Pudovkin’s text were collected again in 1935 under the title Film e fonofilm,
which became one of the primary texts used in the curriculum at the Centro.
In addition to Pudovkin’s translations, Barbaro and Chiarini put together col-
lections of film texts to be used for cinematic education at the Centro: “I prob-
lemi del film,” “L’attore” e “L’arte dell’attore,” which consisted in large part of
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writings by Pudovkin, Eisenstein, and Balázs.20 As much if not more than Soviet
films it was Soviet writing about film that proved critical to the institution’s
development throughout the 1930s.

Umberto Barbaro

Barbaro viewed Soviet cinema as “the starting point and as an example for
the rebirth of Italian cinema.”21 His friendships and artistic collaborations with
Vinicio Paladini and other leftist Futurists were key to his engagement with the
Soviet avant-garde.22 From 1925 until the late 1930s, Barbaro and Paladini
worked together on a number of avant-garde projects, first within the futurist
framework (with Balla, and then in Bragaglia’s Teatro degli Indipendienti in
Rome), and then as part of Imaginismo, a new group they founded that was a
peculiar fusion of Futurism, Constructivism, and Surrealism, with particular
emphasis on the circus and Luna Park aesthetic. In the late 1920s, they moved
steadily towards cinema and the new discourse on “realism” and “art based on
reality,” as filtered through the Soviet avant-garde. Paladini’s small press, La
Bilancia (Libra), named after the Russian symbolist group of the same name,
published not only manifestos and essays by Italian avant-garde groups but also
works on Soviet art, including a review of the exhibition of Soviet art at the art
pavilion in Venice in 1924.23 Like Barbaro, Paladini saw the Soviet avant-garde as
the model for marrying experimental techniques to a radical political program
in It aly;  he also produced a number of works in the st yle of Sov iet
Constructivism, often referring to himself as a “fotomonteur.” His theater of
“Futurist Mechanical Ballet” was emblematic of the Futurist ethos of the time
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and explicit about the machine as both a vehicle and a metaphor for the com-
munist revolution, one that mediated between the artist and the industrial pro-
duction process. Contrary to the aesthetic protest against the dehumanizing
effects of industrialization, industrial production itself was here turned into art
in the service of modernism understood not in opposition to realism but as a
reaction against bourgeois commodity culture with its total separation of pro-
duction and consumption.24 In 1927, Paladini entered a contest for set design
organized by Blasetti’s famous journal Cinematografo with sketches clearly mod-
eled on Alexander Exter’s work (which he praised in his review of the Russian
pavilion), and the following year, reflecting the growing interest he and Barbaro
shared in cinema, Paladini made a trip to the Soviet Union where, among other
things, he explored the intersections between Constructivism and cinema, and
the Soviet movement of factography. Upon his return to Rome, he published a
series of texts consisting of an account of his trip and reflections inspired by it.25

These, and a series of other writings from 1928 and 1929 by Paladini and
Barbaro refer to Alexei Gan’s recent essays on Constructivism in cinema and
works by Pudovkin and Vertov, thereby testifying to the temporary alignment of
Italian leftist Futurism with the Soviet Constructivist and Productivist ethos.26

Paladini also tried to establish regular correspondence with Vertov, whom he
had apparently met during his trip to the U.S.S.R., in order to arrange for
Vertov’s writings to be translated into Italian (although there is no record of a
response by Vertov to such eager letters).27 Paladini continued to work with
Barbaro on various film projects, both theoretical and realized, until the late
1930s, in particular on the set of Barbaro’s 1937 film L’ultima nemica.28

It is thus in the context of Barbaro and Paladini’s shared artistic produc-
tion that Barbaro’s engagement with Soviet film theory and its incorporation
into the new Italian realist aesthetic is best understood. Even though the key
moment in Barbaro’s theoretical and pedagogical trajectory remains his discov-
ery of Pudovkin’s writings and his formulations of realism, this moment should
be seen as a continuation of the discursive and artistic field of Futurism and
Constructivism. Throughout his life, Barbaro stressed in his critical writings that
film’s great interest for him lay in its possibility to fuse the aesthetic and the
political, its potential to forge a “critical consciousness.” This position is perhaps
best expressed in the introduction to his published translation of Béla Balázs. As
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Gian Piero Brunetta argues, Barbaro’s description of Balázs could equally be
applied to the translator himself: 

Work for him was an unbreakable union of theoretical and practical activ-
ity, not merely a way to understand and explain the world but a contribu-
tion to its transformation. [Work] was a free and full expression and
expansion of a man solidly tied to other people with the same orientation
. . . an exemplary life of a man both free and social, i.e., fully human.29

With this goal in mind, Barbaro took up Pudovkin’s writings as a weapon for
implicitly opposing the Crocean idealist model of art (which was an officially
accepted aesthetic position in Fascist Italy best exemplified by the work of
Barbaro’s colleague Chiarini). Positioning art as the individual expression of a
higher order, a realm of beauty and lyrical expression separated from the everyday
world, this stance denies cinema’s revolutionary potential and relegates the film
theorist to the task of writing appreciations and evaluations—precisely the role of
the critic in mass media, whose place as an arbiter was prescribed by the system of
distribution and publicity of commercial studio film.30

What Barbaro found in Pudovkin above all others was a means of under-
standing an object that demystified the individualistic notion of the auteur and
raised questions about the institutional setting in which art was produced, distrib-
uted, exhibited, and received—without undermining the organizational role
played by the film director. 31 As Pudovkin states in one of his earliest essays: 

A film factory has all the characteristics of industrial production. The
leading engineer can do nothing without his experts and workers. Their
mutual efforts will come to nothing if each worker were to limit himself to
the mechanical execution of his narrow function. Collective work is what
makes every part of the work a living and organic part of the larger
goal/task. The nature of filmmaking is such that the more people take a
direct and organic involvement, and the more varied their involvement in
the work—the better is the final product of this process—the film.32

While far from Vertov’s (and later, Zavattini’s) call for the absolute democra-
tization of the medium, Pudovkin’s analysis points to the potential alienation of
labor involved in the very process of filmmaking, and underscores both its collec-

Moscow-Rome-Havana 105
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tive nature and the organizational role of the author-director (so typical of the
Constructivist ethos). 

It was, however, Pudovkin’s insistence on “realism” that resonated most
within Italian film culture of the early 1930s. In Barbaro’s writings, realism—
defined not so much as an artistic style as the artwork’s relationship to its mater-
ial and social context—becomes the central concept. Such a discourse had its
origins as part of the larger avant-garde project of reawakening the materiality
of the world through art, so that art could transform the material world. In
Pudovkin’s writings from the 1920s there are resonances of the Russian-formalist
slogan of “making stone stony again,” where ostranenie is understood as a set of
formal techniques and as a means by which an individual could reconnect with
the world around her through art. Similarly, Soviet avant-garde artists’ emphasis
on the notion of faktura as both a heightened sense of materiality and, in Maria
Gough’s words, an “index of material presence” was integral to the larger utopi-
an project of overcoming the gap between art and reality.33 For Soviet cinema of
the 1920s this meant an emphasis on textures and film’s own photographic qual-
ities, combined with an understanding of montage as conscious “engineering”
of the filmic material, thus placing the material composition of film under the
same strict rules for organizing labor as the rest of the social and political reali-
ty. Cinema—despite the “immateriality” intrinsic to its mechanism of projecting
upon the two-dimensional plane of the screen an image of three-dimensional
space—contributed to the larger project of revolutionizing the relationship
between the human subjects and the material world around them by creating a
new sensory regime for the spectator.34 The ultimate goal of this revolution was,
of course, not merely aesthetic but political.

As Barbaro would elaborate it in his later writings, 

art arises from reality and tries to know it and transform it . . . so that
an old definition of art may begin to steal into one’s mind: the transfig-
uration of reality. Thus, from direct energy for the satisfaction of an
immediate and practical need, the imagination has become more and
more intricately conditioned by the forms of social and individual life,
transforming itself into energy that becomes conscious of the world in
its particular way (through images) and at the same time becomes con-
scious of its own manifestations and work, of the value of the product
and its effects and weight.35

At the same time, Pudovkin’s writings reflect the general turn in leftist artistic
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California, 2005), pp. 11–12.
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circles toward figuration and narrative, and away from the earlier formalist empha-
sis on the representation of social and economic processes through cinematic style
(exemplified by Vertov and Eisenstein’s work of the late 1920s, as well as, to some
extent, Pudovkin’s own). While this shift is usually attributed to the onset of
Socialist Realism as the official Stalinist line, outside the strictly Soviet context
these developments had larger resonances and helped give rise to a variety of “crit-
ical realisms” in the arts of the 1930s and ’40s.36 Despite the traditionalism of
Pudovkin’s position as compared to Vertov’s, for example, his theoretical work of
the 1920s must be understood as successfully mediating avant-garde impulses and
the emerging aesthetic rhetoric of realism, not unlike the contemporary facto-
graphic discourses.37 The goal of Pudovkin’s cinema, as Tret’iakov underscored
in his writings, was to create new sets of relations between the sign and the
external world, thereby reawakening the materiality of the world and enabling
access to the viewer’s consciousness and its transformation. At the same time,
this cinematic realism employed fixed representational “types,” thus continuing
the positivist-realist project of the nineteenth century arguably built into the
very apparatus of cinema, the photographic representation.38 Thus, on the one
hand, Pudovkin’s realism was compatible with the Italian literary legacy that
Barbaro and others at the Centro were tracing (such as verismo and other
“indigenous” literary forms of realism, which also arose under conditions of
social upheaval).39 On the other, Pudovkin’s insistence on the primacy of what
he calls “expressive visual material” (vyrazitel’nyi plasticheskii material) as a point
of orientation for screen-writing participates in the debates on cinema’s medi-
um-specificity found in Arnheim’s and Balázs’s theories, which were also in cir-
culation at the Centro. His insistence on the importance of a script underscored
the collective nature of filmmaking, an element for organizing a collectivity
through a shared artistic task:

It is not a lone director who is called upon to resolve the creative task
[of filmmaking]. Only a community united by a shared idea and a uni-
fied understanding of a goal (zadachi), creative and controlling itself
(sam sebya kontroliruyuschii), can do such work [of real filmmaking].40
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This vision of artistic creation as creative labor must have seemed to Barbaro to
be just what he was searching for as he constructed an ideology for the new Italian
cinema that did not sever its connection with realism but did attack the idealist, pas-
sive form of it. It was “technical” enough to account for the medium-specificity of cin-
ema, emphasizing montage, and it foregrounded film’s popular nature (both in its
creation and its effect), which made film a distinctive form of industrial production
and consumption, both a genuinely anti-elitist and thoroughly modern practice. But,
in the final instance, it redeemed the figure of the artist as a critical organizing force.  

For Barbaro, then, the natural consequence of this understanding of realism
was a transformative rather than mimetic conception of cinema: art “is not limited to
making an interpretation of the world, but intends to actively transform reality.”41

This quotation recapitulates almost exactly the Soviet factographic notion of realism
in which “[factography] had nothing to do with the naïve and lying verisimilitude of
bourgeois realism’s aesthetics of resemblance. Rather its interventionist, operative
aesthetic called upon the producer not simply to depict life, but to create it anew in
the process.”42 The criticism of Neorealism as “politically ineffective” has caused
many to lose sight of this connection; however, it was Barbaro’s politicized discussions
of Neorealism as realizing the transformative potential of cinema—rather than, say,
Bazin’s description of Neorealism as a film movement with specific formal and stylis-
tic characteristics—that strongly influenced the global network of theorists and prac-
titioners of political modernism of the 1950s and ’60s (including Gillo Pontecorvo,
theorists and cineasts of Cinema Novo in Brazil, and of Cuban Imperfect Cinema).
Unlike most of these subsequent political filmmakers and theorists, however,
Barbaro preferred Pudovkin’s theories of montage to Eisenstein’s, which he consid-
ered too idealist in their philosophical conception. Pudovkin was a greater realist for
Barbaro because of his more “pragmatic” attitude towards filmmaking as a collective
activity, which required a different kind of organization of production and placed
the issue of aesthetic labor at the center of the discussion. Another aspect of
Pudovkin’s “pragmatism” was the accessibility of his writings and their concern with
solving practical filmmaking problems, which made them easy to enlist in the peda-
gogical critical practice the Centro embraced in its fusion of theory and practice.

The discourse on political cinema in Italy was able to be so strongly shaped
by the Soviet one because the two shared a vernacular: Marxists could thus argue
against Fascism while using Fascist language. Barbaro’s anti-idealist polemic, which
employed the Fascist terminology of realism, was in fact an attack on Gentile and
the Fascist cultural Establishment. Chiarini opposed the Fascist promotion of
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entertainment cinema by campaigning for educational film. The Italian state’s
efforts to organize noncommercial sites of exhibition in fact gave birth to a public
sphere that was neither simply an extension of the state nor subject to direct com-
mercial pressure. Thus, the dialogue surrounding cinema revolved around a set of
issues with both a Fascist and a hidden materialist agenda, principally the industri-
al organization of cinema as an educational tool and the role of the state as a
guarantor of noncommercial media. The terms of this debate remained the same,
while emphasis on one or another of these issues depended on the divergent and
often contradictory and competing interests of elements within the larger film
culture, be it the state, organizations, critics, or the filmmakers themselves. These
last, in fact, in the GUF and Centro, were never clearly distinguished from the
producer, critic, or institutional functionary. Barbaro’s translations and his criti-
cal writings, as well as his pedagogical and editorial work, played an important
role in shaping a particularly fruitful—if also highly polemical—cultural space for
debate about the role of cinema. Yet while the importance of Italian Neorealism
for world cinema has become a staple of film history, the development of the dis-
course on cinema in Italy has not been fully acknowledged by film scholars.

Two other figures in the Italian cultural scene played key roles in transmitting
early Soviet film theory to Latin American critics: Guido Aristarco and Cesare
Zavattini. Aristarco’s publication in 1950 of a collection of texts on film theory, fol-
lowed the next year by his History of Film Theories, marked a major moment in the
institutionalization of the discourse on film theory.43 Aristarco’s volumes (which
included and discussed the writings of, among others, Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and
Barbaro) were immediately translated into Spanish and Portuguese and became an
essential reference point for the postwar generation of filmmakers, and his editorial
activities for the journal Cinema Nuovo created an important bridge between the
prewar Marxist film discourse and the theoretical apparatus of Latin American
“Third Cinemas.” The reports on the development of revolutionary cinemas and
the interviews (with practitioners of New Cinema in Latin America and important
figures in Euro-American film culture such as Siegfried Kracauer) that he published
in Cinema Nuovo were an important source of information for a growing global net-
work of leftist artists and intellectuals. While Aristarco’s postwar ideological stance,
largely influenced by Gramsci and Lukàcs, was often directed against Barbaro’s more
orthodox Marxist-Stalinist orientation, his selection of texts was remarkably consis-
tent with Barbaro’s prewar curriculum at the Centro. 

Zavattini likewise continued the dialogue between Soviet film theorists and
artists of the 1920s and the new Italian film culture. Zavattini, who is still best
known as a screenwriter for many of the most famous Neorealist films of the
1930s–50s, was a prolific and talented critic (as well as a writer and artist), whose
intellectual and artistic development was shaped by his literary involvement in the
1920s Italian avant-garde culture in his native Parma. His theoretical and political
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writings centered on the relationship between the institution of cinema and social
and political reality, and his artistic work reflected a political commitment to
redefining the relationship between film production and exhibition through a
more direct engagement with spectators. As Giorgio Bertellini notes in his recent
work on Zavattini, 

In 1931, in one of his first visionary articles about cinema entitled “La
macchina del 2.000” (The Machine of the Year 2000), he envisioned a
much more democratic mode of film circulation capable of bypassing the
constraints of traditional exhibition circuits. In the year 2000, he argued,
the filmmaking process will be so simple that, in an obvious comparison
with book distribution, films will be printed and will become “viewable
and hearable from home.” The idea of disposing of powerful mediators—
exhibitors first, but soon also producers and distributors—would remain
a refrain of Zavattini’s utopian ideas about cinema. Throughout his suc-
cessful, but also often for him disappointing, participation in the neoreal-
ist project, his ideas about cinema translated into the imagination of
unconventional filmmaking and exhibition practices.44

While Zavattini’s conceptual approach had a distinctly phenomenological
dimension (compatible with the postwar critical articulations of realism, such as
Bazin’s), his commitment to experimental forms of production and exhibition
allowed for a close fit with the interests of the Latin American filmmakers and critics
who were seeking to create a radical cinematic culture. Like Aristarco, Zavattini was a
consistent interlocutor for the emerging critics and filmmakers of the New Latin
American cinemas and an active participant in the festival circuits promoting in par-
ticular the development of the Cuban film industry and film-educational structures. 

Thus, the crucial encounter of Latin American filmmakers and critics was not
only with the Italian Neorealist cinema in its reified common-usage sense of “docu-
mentation of social reality,” as it is often suggested in film historical narratives, but
rather with a particular development of Italian cinematic culture, personified by
Barbaro, Aristarco, and Zavattini. These figures acted as cultural agents of transla-
tion among Soviet, Italian, and Cuban models of film cultures in their critical,
institutional, and artistic forms. Their emphasis on non-commodified forms of art
should be seen as addressing the possibility—indeed, the necessity—for the cre-
ation of a public sphere through film culture. Thus it should not be surprising that
their concepts continued to reemerge with particular force in authoritarian states
where such a public sphere was threatened. Ironically, the close proximity of cine-
ma to state projects aiming to modernize the population through strict regulations
lead to the creation of the apparatus capable of radical reimagining of cinema as
an emancipatory mechanism.  
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ICAIC

These political and aesthetic issues came into sharp relief in postrevolutionary
Cuba, where the project of building a new cinematic culture was given the highest
priority by the state. In the first decade of its existence, the Cuban Institute of Film
Art and Industry (ICAIC) created a sharply demarcated, ideologically determined
hierarchy within Cuban film culture; at the same time, it provided a vibrant and cos-
mopolitan space for artistic and theoretical experimentation for those who were on
the inside. Its key foundational figures were in constant dialogue with other Latin
American and European leftist artists and intellectuals, and consciously reflected on
their broad-based knowledge of cinema, Marxist theory, and the political realities of
film institutions. While their engagement with contemporary French, British, and
U.S. intellectual figures was clearly marked by the concerns and structures of the New
Left, and they were united in their rejection of the conservative legacies of the older
communist parties (a process that was also taking place in Italy at the time), much of
the ICAIC’s practice involved responding to problems formulated by earlier genera-
tions of radical filmmakers and theorists. Many of these were assimilated through
dialogue with Italian film culture, especially the Centro and its theoretical legacies
(including Barbaro’s work); through regular contacts with Aristarco’s journal Cinema
Nuovo and Zavattini; as well as through Cuban participation in a number of indepen-
dent film festivals in Italy in the course of the 1960s. 

As a sign of both the influence of the Centro/VGIK model of centralizing
film culture and of how much the new Communist regime valued film, one of the
first acts of the revolutionary government, in March 1959, was to establish the
Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria Cinematografica (ICAIC).45 Law 169, which
gave the ICAIC control of film production and distribution, the studios and all
other infrastructure, and the training of filmmakers and technicians, explained
the government’s reasoning: “Because film is an art. Because cinema constitutes,
due to its characteristics, an instrument of opinions that form individual and col-
lective consciousness and can contribute to deepen and purify the revolutionary
spirit and sustain its creative impulse.”46

Setting the tone for cultural polemics in Cuba throughout the 1960s, Law 169
raised issues of artistic labor, coupling industry and art in the Institute’s very title.47

It was no accident that Centro-trained film theorists and friends of Zavattini48—
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notably Tomás Gutiérrez Alea and Julio García Espinosa (as well as Fernando Birri,
who was the founder of the Documentary Film School in Santa Fe, Argentina,
whose artistic stance became paradigmatic for ICAIC)—were from the beginning
the creative leaders of the Institute. According to their accounts, as early as 1954,
when they returned to Cuba under the influence of their experience in Italy, Julio
García Espinosa and Gutiérrez Alea organized a group for the study of Marxism
and culture, presumably under the umbrella of Nuestro Tiempo, the Communist-
affiliated association based at the University of Havana. The association consisted
of several sections, including a film division. In a lecture titled “Neorealism and
Cuban Cinema” in May 1954 at a colloquium organized by Nuestro Tiempo, García
Espinosa presented a peculiar synthesis of Chiarini’s, Barbaro’s, and Zavattini’s pro-
nouncements on Neorealism. What is str iking, however, in light of García
Espinosa’s later theoretical writings is how closely it corresponded to Barbaro’s and
Pudovkin’s discussions of realism. García Espinosa insisted on the necessity of artis-
tic selection of the material (against the notion of simply “catching the reality of
life on the streets”), thereby affirming the importance of the director’s organiza-
tional role and echoing Pudovkin’s concerns. He also stated that Neorealism’s goal
was “to register life itself on the basis of its most characteristic and typical traits,”
evoking both Pudovkin’s idea of “typage” and Aristarco’s Lukácsian language of
social types. Throughout his writings from the period, García Espinosa repeated
the familiar refrain that art “is not only about interpreting the world but about
transforming it.”49 Much like Barbaro, who proposed that Soviet cinema serve as
the model for the national rebirth of Italian cinema in the 1930s, García Espinosa
insisted in 1954 on Neorealist cinema as a model for Cuban cinema, not through
formal and stylistic imitation but as an approach to filmmaking deeply rooted in its
own national and cultural traditions.50 In terms of theoretical sophistication, this is
a far cry from his 1969 call for an “Imperfect Cinema,” which had more in common
with Zavattini’s (and Vertov’s) project of radically democratizing filmmaking—but
it is remarkably consistent with the theoretical stance of the Centro Sperimentale
and early 1950s Italian film discourse. This was two years before the Twentieth
Congress of the Communist Party of the U.S.S.R., when Khrushchev delivered his
famous “secret speech” denouncing the cult of personality, which had immediate
reverberations in pro-communist circles around the world. The resultant crisis of
the cultural ideologies of the Communist Parties led to critical revisionism and the
emergence of the New Left. The intellectual and theoretical formation of most of
the key figures of the future ICAIC occurred at this intersection in the history of
cultural Marxism, and it coincided with the Cuban revolution, which brought these
debates into the open and announced them to be a matter of national priority.  

The Castro-ite subsumption of civil society within the state structure was,
during the revolution’s utopian moment, a powerful political model for under-
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standing the organization of filmmaking as a collective project.51 Consistent with
Michael Chanan’s claim that “the case of Cuban cinema suggests . . . [that] the
public sphere does not simply dissolve, but finds an active and vicarious surrogate
on the film screen,” the strand of film and critical theory that led from the Soviet
Union in the 1920s to Italy in the 1930s was taken up in Cuban cinematic discourse
of the 1960s and ’70s, when the ICAIC created a cultural dynamic not entirely
unlike that of the Centro Sperimentale during Fascism.52 In Chanan’s words: 

While the press and broadcasting became a site of ideological con-
frontation where the state would soon take direct control, cinema in
Cuba came to occupy a unique cultural space as a major site of public
discourse that at the same time enjoyed a de facto autonomy because
of a privileged relation to the source of power and authority.53

The critical apparatus developed within this discourse reflected a preoc-
cupation with a materialist aesthetic that would enable the existence of a gen-
uine civic society.54 Many of the Cuban filmmakers and critics had previously
been actively involved in cine-clubs and cultural organizations in prerevolution-
ary Cuba. On the level of artistic practice, this is particularly evident in the
development of mobile cinemas in Cuba in the 1960s, which were reminiscent
of both Soviet cine-train projects of the 1930s and Zavattini’s practices of cine-
giornali liberi.55 In Cuban intellectual circles, the most urgent debate of the early
’60s concerned the status of the intellectual in the revolution and, consequent-
ly, what revolutionary role should be assigned to the artist. The solution arrived
at by the Cuban school was to preserve the uniqueness of artistic labor and
merge it with the democratic process, in as much as this was identified with the
massive changes being effected by the revolution. Cuban artists and intellectu-
als in the 1960s were fully aware of the dangers of the institutionalization of
the revolution and the routinization that had befallen Socialist Realism to the
point of cliché. In fact, one of the first ICAIC–produced fiction films directed
by Gutiérrez Alea was Twelve Chairs (Las Doce Sillas, 1962), an adaptation of a
famous Soviet satirical novel of the 1920s to the realities of ’60s Cuba. While
ostensibly critiquing prerevolutionary elements, like his later film Death of a
Bureaucrat (La Muerte de un burócrata, 1966), Twelve Chairs targeted not only the
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bureaucratic institutions but also their stylistic platitudes, and it included a
parody of ICAIC’s own newsreels. Against artistic ossification, these films erupt
with the spontaneous, anarchic, and liberating energy of slapstick comedy.  

Meanwhile, the theorists of the ICAIC turned to Barbaro and Zavattini
because by emphasizing the notion of film as an expression of collective creativity,
their theories turned the modernist debate inside out: it wasn’t that the artist was
exemplary, but rather that all individuals were repressed artists. True social libera-
tion would thus advance under the slogan that everyone is an artist—and, by
extension, civil society an artistic collaboration. In place of individual production,
García Espinosa’s notion of “Imperfect Cinema” encompassed

not only an act of social justice—the possibility for everyone to make
films—but also a fact of extreme importance for artistic culture: the
possibility of recovering . . . the true meaning of artistic activity. Then
we will be able to understand that art is one of mankind’s “impartial”
activities. That art is not work, and that the artist is not in the strict
sense a worker. 

Imperfect cinema cannot lose sight of the fact that its essential goal as
a new poetic is to disappear. . . .

Art will not disappear into nothingness: it will disappear into everything.56

In this sense, the re-conceptualization of Neorealism in Cuba proved to be
exemplary by its lack of prescriptive criteria or fixed means of intervening in
material reality. What these theorists realized was that Barbaro’s understanding
of realism and his use of Pudovkin, unlike the Socialist Realist mandated formu-
la that he advocated in the last years of his life, do not associate specific tech-
niques (like montage in Eisenstein’s case or “kino-eye” in Vertov’s) with class
sensibilities; instead, they allow for a range of formal means, so long as the
goal—or “thesis” in Pudovkin and Barbaro’s terminology—of serving the revo-
lution is retained. In 1960s Cuba, this approach proved capable of being recon-
ciled with Fidel’s famous slogan, “Within revolution—everything; outside revo-
lution—nothing.” Informed by Barbaro’s thesis, Cuban theorists and filmmak-
ers sought to create a cinema that did not dissolve the contradiction that
remained at the heart of contemporary political cinematic debates: how to
bridge the gap between art and polit ical reality without suspending the
autonomous status of art.

These artists refused to accept the capitalist relations of production, in
which surplus value is translated into positional gain in the hierarchy of power
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and under which one can include existing forms of communism as being, in the
end, variants of state capitalism.They refused to consider aesthetic labor as
reducible to the same criteria as other labor, and thereby necessitated a com-
pletely new set of production relations that did not follow the model of capital-
ist organization. Moreover, their work implied that any kind of quantification of
artistic output or any formulaic relation to the aesthetic product was impossible.
In 1960s Cuba, such work had, of course, a very concrete political context.57 The
ability of Cuban filmmakers and theorists to articulate this position from within
the Marxist aesthetic discourse (however unorthodox) allowed them to success-
fully reconcile—however temporarily—political pressures with a more sophisti-
cated and clearly modernist approach to filmmaking.

This theoretical position was developed in dialogue with the Soviet avant-
garde and Italian Neorealism (as well as with contemporary European and U.S.
radical film collectives), and, importantly, with the debates going on in Brazil,
Argentina, and Chile that flowed into meetings of the Third World Cinema
Committee, among other places.58 For the historian, then, there are two dimen-
sions that must be investigated in order to produce a panoramic picture of
Cuban film in the 1960s: the diachronic plane, parts of which I have begun to
uncover here, and two big synchronic fields—the “Third Cinemas,” where the
question of aesthetic labor is posed within the matrix of issues specific to the
postcolonial experience, and a wider historical shift towards post-industrialism
in Europe and the U.S. that undermined older certainties about the capitalist
social order and gave rise to new political realities, theoretical frameworks, and
artistic practices.

It is fair to assume, however, that the historical trajectory I have traced
here came to an end sometime in the 1970s, and uncovering it now belongs to
the kind of cultural archeology of modernity discussed by T. J. Clark.59 Any hope
for Cuba as a space for political dissent belongs to the same aborted past.
Political modernism, which served as a Franco-Anglophone counterpart to Latin
America’s Third and Imperfect Cinema, and, perhaps, film theory as a discourse
tout court, also reached what seems to be a permanent crisis.60 The crises of labor
politics and postindustrialism have altered the theorizations of artistic labor.
And yet, the very condition of postindustrialism and information-era capitalism
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raises the questions of radical democratization and an alternative public sphere
with new force, not only in relation to cinema but also the new media. The kind
of utopian imagination manifested in the theories I have examined in this essay
is currently in evidence in the debates concerning the creation of new commu-
nities and a new public sphere through the democratization of media platforms.
This is why we need to revive and seek to understand older instances of this
utopian imagination at work: to provide a much-needed historical perspective
on current debates.

OCTOBER116


