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CITY VIEWS 

the voyage of film images 


• 

Giuliana Bruno 

"Every story is a travel story - a spatial practice. "I Film is the ultimate travel 
story. Film narratives generated by a place, and often shot on location, transport 
us to a site. S@metimes, the site itself would move. This is the case of Naples, a 
city that has physically and virtually migrated. Exploring Naples in film, one 
discovers its bond to New York - a migratory tie, and a filmic trallsito. 2 Situated 
on the same latitude, Naples and New York are "parallel" places, in many ways 
adjoined. Several socia-cultural dislocations link these two cities of motion, which 
are historically and geographically bonded by the cinema. 

i 
I 

THE SPECTACLE OF CINE-CITIES I 
Not all cities are cinematic. Naples and New York are intrinsically filmic. I 

Photogenic by way of nature and architecture, they attract, and respond well to, 

the moving image. They have housed the cinema from its very first steps, and have 

a shared history as cine-cities. 


The "filmic connection" between Naples and New York is an offspring of their 
being metropolitan thresholds. These restless visual cities are about motion (and) 
pictures. As harbor towns, they absorb the perpetual movement of the sea, bear 
the mark of migration, convey the energy of people's transits, and carry the motion 
of trade. No wonder the cinema insistently depicts them. They are architecture in 
motion, as restless as films. An urban "affair", produced by the age of the metrop
olis, film imparts the metropolitan transito, and its ceaseless speed. 

Naples and New York lend themselves to moving portraits of dark beauty. Inclined 
to the noir, they portray the metropolis of the near future. Like the filmic metropolis 
of Blade Runner, they are dystopian cities. Always somewhat decayed and embedded 
in debris, these striking cities are never too far from an exquisite state of ruin. Cities 
in ruins, they exhibit the social contradictions, and show the high and low, side by 
side, in the architectural texture, making a spectacle of the everyday. Cities of display, 
they suit the cinema - the spectacle of motion pictures. 



CITY VIEWS 47 

The particular spectacle produced by Naples and New York is street theater. 
Bonded by the continual motion of their streets, these cities inevitably lead one to 
the streets to watch the spectacle of their moving crowds. Their filmic image often 
reproduces this spectatorial walk through town - an urban promenade. New York 
streets and Neapolitan lIicoli (alley-ways) have been attracting film-makers for what 
is now almost a century. The image of these cities, rooted in their street life, is 
unavoidably linked to the "mean streets." "Escape from ,New York" and from 
Naples, is often the message. Yet cinema, and visitors, continue to return to the 
scene of the crime. 

Naples and New York are both tourist attractions, and a tourist's nightmare. 
Their very history is intertwined with tourism, colonization and voyage, and their 
relative apparatuses of representation. In many ways, their filmic image partakes 
in a form of tourism: cinema's depiction is both an extension and an effect of the 
tourist's gaze. Repeatedly traversed and re-created by the camera, Naples and New 
York have produced a real tourism of images. Shot over and over again, these 
cities have become themselves an image, imagery, a picture postcard. 

VOYAGE TO NAPLES, A GRAND TOUR 

This, of course, has always been true of Naples, the ancient capital, especially 
renowned for Baroque art and musical life, and for its mix of high and popular 
culture. A major stop on the Grand Tour of Europe, the elitist touristic practice 
that preceded mass tourism, Naples was endlessly toured, represented, and pictured. 
Cinema has continued this type of journey, producing its own grand toyr. The 
ultimate incarnation of the classic voyage to Naples is Voyage to Italy (1953-4), 
a film by Roberto Rossellini (Plate 2.1). In this filmic voyage, as in the Grand 
Tour, North meets South, and the voyagers' search - a descent - becomes an 
exploration of the self. Once in the southern environment, the senses erupt, cool 
equilibriums break, and events take place. A similar experience is described by 
Jean-Paul Sartre in his letters. Narrating his voyage "down" to Naples, Sanre, as 
Rossellini, speaks of the city'S physicality, finding that one is inevitably affected by 
the materiality of the place, "the belly of Naples" - a body-city.3 

Before, and in conjunction with the cinema, images of Naples marked the history 
of visual arts. Naples was one of the subjects most frequently portrayed in the 
geography of lIedutismo, the practice of view painting that was recognized as an 
independent genre in the late seventeenth century. The image of the city in painting, 
as in film, is forever linked to the lIeduta, and its representational codes. One 
wonders whether the Bay of Naples was made to be "pictured. "4 

Naples has been looked at so much that it can be worn out by over
representation. As the writer Thomas Bernhardt once said: "To see the Vesuvius, 
it is, for me, a catastrophe: millions, billions of p:.:ople have already seen it. "5 Over
representation and the touristic picture of Naples become a real issue when we 
consider its filmic ponrayal, especially in view of what Naples has been made to 
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I 

2.1 Roberto Rossellini'S Voyage to Italy 

Courtesy of SFI Stills, Posters and Designs. 

symbolize in the cinema. When depicted as folkloric and picturesque, the city 
becomes both a frozen and a serial image. 

The image of Naples in film succeeds a long chain of representations, of which 
travel literature and the panoramic gaze are an essential part. To understand the 
connection of Naples to the cinema, one must contemplate the visual history of 
the city, and consider tourism one of its main motor-forces. The way film emerged 
in Naples makes this particularly evident. From the very beginning, film was a 
form of imaging, and a way of touring, the city. Early Neapolitan cinema partic
ipated intensely in the construction of "city views." There was even a genre devoted 
to viewing the city: it was called dal vero, that is, shot from real life on location. 
The first film-makers, including Neapolitan ones, widely practiced dal veTO, making 
short films entirely composed of street views or vistas of the city and its scenic 
surroundings. 

Dal vero was an international phenomenon, and Naples became a well-traveled 
subject of the genre. An extension of nineteenth-century dioramas and panorama 
painting, dal vero speaks of cinema's penchant for "sightseeing." Like the urban 
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spectacle of flanerie, the mobile gaze of the cinema transformed the city into 
cityscape, recreating the motion of a journey for the spectator. 

Let us now see how this phenomenon of image-making was implanted in Naples, 
by touring the origins of cinema in the city, and exploring the migratory connection 
to New York, established in the early decades of film history.6 

A PANORAMA OF NAPLES' EARLY FILM DAYS 

Naples is the only true Italian metropolis. 
(Elsa Morante) 

[In Naples) building and action interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades, and 
stairways ... to become a theater of the new .... This is how architecture, 
the most binding part of the communal rhythm comes into being here, ... 
[inl the baroque opening of a heightened public sphere .... 

What distinguishes Naples from other large cities is [that] ... each private 
attitude or act is permeated by streams of communal life. 

(Walter Benjamin) 

Home of the first Italian railway line, Naples played a prominent role in the 
rise of another industry of movement: the motion picture industry. Cinema entered 
the Neapolitan world of spectacle in 1896, and quickly "set down roots." In 1906, 
the novelist Matilde Serao published a newspaper article entitled "Cinemato
grafeide." The author of The Belly of Naples invented this word to name a new 
kind of virus, a tllrn-of-the-centllry epidemic - the cinema. It was attacking the 
body of her city: 

The last and ultimate expression of Neapolitan epidemics and manias, the 
demier cri of success today is the cinema. Do you see a banner in front of 
a store? Do not even bother reading the sign. I can swear that it says "Cinema 
Serena. Coming soon." ... Cinema reigns supreme, and prevails over every
thing!" 

The city'S arcade, Galleria Umberto I, served as the main site of cinematographic 
activities. The implantation of cinema in the arcade was a product of Naples' 
metropolitan fabric. The arcade was the allegorical emblem of modernity, and, like 
the cinema, expressed a new urban culture. 

This center of commercial, artistic, and social transactions had transposed the 
spectacle of street life into modern terms. A place of flanerie, it had renewed 
the function of the piazza (forum), the traditionalltalian site of passeggiata (prom
enade), social events, and transitory activities. It was precisely this new urban 
geography that functioned as catalyst for filmic ventures, together with the 
area surrounding the railway station. All were sites of transit, indicators of a new 
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notion of space and mobility, signs of an industrial era that generated the "motion 
picture. " 

As the home of over twenty film magazines and of a lively film production, Naples 
was in the vangard of the silent film art's development. This "plebeian metropolis" 
- as Pier Paolo Pasolini called itS - established its own style of film-making. Predating 
the stylistic features of Neo-realism, it pioneered realistic representation opposed to 
the aesthetic of "super~spectacles" then dominant in Italy. Neapolitan cinema, rooted 
in local cultural tradition, was of the street. Often shot on location, it captured the 
daily popular culture and the motion of street-life. 

The three most prominent film companies were Dora Film, Lombardo Film and 
Partenope Film. All were family enterprises. Partenope Film was run by Roberto 
Troncone, an ex-lawyer, and his brothers Vincenzo and Guglielmo, an actor. 
Lombardo Film was a husband-wife collaboration between Gustavo Lombardo 
and Leda Gys, the star of all their films. Lombardo, an adventurous member of 
the middle-class who had been involved in Socialist politics, later founded Titanus, 
one of Italy's most important production houses. 

Dora Film was run by a woman, Elvira Notari (1875-1946), and was the most 
popular' of the Neapolitan production "houses." The name and work of Italy's 
first and most prolific woman film-maker, excised from historical memory, are today 
unknown. As head of her own production company (named Dora Film after her 
daughter), Notari made 60 feature films and over 100 documentaries and shorts 
between 1906 and 1930. She wrote, directed and participated in all aspects of pre
and postproduction and also trained the actors. Her son Edoardo, acting since 
childhood, grew up on his mother's screen, and her husband, Nicola, was the 
cameraman. Notari's extensive production, suppressed by Fascist censorship, ended 
with the advent of sound. 

Elvira Notari's city films were particularly sensitive to women's conditions. Shot 
on location in the viwli of Naples, her (public) women's melodramas derived from 
the body of urban popular culture. These films, inscriptions of urban transit and 
panoramic vision, used documentary sequences of street culture and city views. Their 
narratives reproduced metropolitan topography, the motion of the piazza and the 
geography of the cityscape. Notari's melodrama of the street represented the "belly" 
of a metropolis, her meter-polis her mother-city, as the word's Greek root suggests. 

Notari's films were shown m Naples primarily at a theater in the arcade and 
endorsed by a passion for the urban travelogue. The Neapolitan film magazine, 
Carte muta [The Silent ArtJ, remarked in 1916 that film audiences expressed a 
demand for sightseeing, and expected cinema to satisfy their panoramic desire: 

A moving drama where passion blossoms, red as the color of blood, is 
produced by Dora Film, the young Neapolitan production house, whose 
serious artistic intentions are well-known. The film was screened at Cinema 
Vittoria, the movie house of the Galleria Umberto I. The expectations of the 
public attending this theater have been completely fulfilled; the suggestive 
drama develops against the enchanting panorama of the city of Naples. 9 
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It was, then, the urban matrix of a (plebeian) metropolis that encouraged the 
circulation and reception of Neapolitan cinema. Naples had traditionally offered 
the spectacle of movement. Its intermingling of architectural styles created "a 
baroque opening of a heightened public sphere;" its fusion of dwelling and motion 
within "a theater of the new," provided a fertile ground for the development of 
cinema. As film was implanted in the cityscape, the cityscape was implanted within 
film. Thus transformed into a moving image, the city began to travel. 

NAVIGATING FROM NAPLES TO NEW YORK 

Elvira Notari's city films were circulated throughout Italy and beyond its borders. 
They were involved in an interesting process of cultural "migration": the plebeian 
immigration from Southern Italy at the beginning of the century Included "moving 
pictures." A good portion of Notari's production of the 1920s reached the United 
States. Like other immigrants, the "immigrant" films by Elvira Notari also traveled 
by sea, often accompanied by the singers who were to perform the live soundtrack 
of her musical cinema. 

Dora Film found an outpost in New York, a city with a strong Italian immigrant 
presence, many of whom came from the Neapolitan region. 10 Dora Film of Naples 
fulfilled the "American dream," becoming Dora Film of America and opening an 
office in New York City on 7th Avenue. The office functioned as the threshold of 
distrihution. Notari's films circulated most widely among the Italian American 
community in New York, and reached other North American cities such as Pittshurg 
and Baltimore, as well as South American countries such as Brazil and Argentina. 

During the 1920s Notari's films were screened publicly and regularly in movie 
theaters 111 New York's Little Italy and in Brooklyn. Her films were widely adver
tised in the Italian American daily newspaper, and pompously announced as 
"colossal Italian cinematography," "directly obtained from Naples and exclusively 
distrihuted." II The ads were usually quite prominently displayed on the page, and 
larger than those for performances of Aida and La Traviata at the opera. Films, 
operas, and cultural events were mixed together with ads for leisure-time pursuits, 
vacationing and travel. 

Notari's films were generally shown in New York soon after the Neapolitan release, 
and often before the Roman release. As New York was home to many Neapolitan 
immigrants, the speed of film "transferral" added a dimension of simultaneous 
communication to the historical and imaginary connection between the two cities. 

When economic and censorial pressures increased in Italy, due to Fascist oppo
sition to the Neapolitan "street cinema," revenues from the immigrant marker facil
itated the reproduction of these films. The immigrant connection ultimately 
guaranteed Notari's economic survival through the difficult 1920s, as well as the 
bypassing of censorship in the first decade of the Fascist regime. 

The films arrived in the States with publicity material in Italian and English, 
including a printed program with stills, illustrations and a summary of the story. 

http:region.10
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The immigrant films were often described in the poor English of a foreigner. The 
style of the illustrations recalls the jackets of popular novels, such as those by 
Carolina Invernizio, a female novelist whose work Notari adapted on to filmY 

Like the readers of serial popular novels, the viewers of Elvira Notari's films 
were plunged into the realm of fantasy. The films often spoke of hardship in the 
popular milieu, and presented fantasmatic strategies of countertactics, as characters 
negotiated positions of survival in the socio-sexual order at the level of private 
and public life. They spoke of an experiential condition that their popular immi
grant audiences probably knew quite well. 

Female spectators were largely present among immigrant audiences. l3 For women, 
film was a type of leisure approved by society and family. Having replaced previous 
sites of social interaction, the movie theater had become a place of public accep
tance. Film, like the novel, gave women the illusion of social participation while 
offering the immigrants a sense of fulfilment of personal fantasies. 14 As a form of 
collective spectacle, film constituted a crucial means of social re-definition for the 
immigrants. It offered a terrain for negotiating the experience of displacement. As 
film scholar Miriam Hansen puts it: 

The cinema provided for women, as it did for immigrants and recently urban
ized working class of all sexes and ages, a space apart and a space in between. 
It was the site for the imaginative negotiation of the gaps between family, 
school, and workplace, between traditional standards of ... behavior and 
modern dreams. Is 

The success of Elvira Notari's narrative films among immigrant audiences can 
be explained in terms of a cultural negotiation between the changing domains of 
private and public. The private lives of these people had been shaken by the sepa
ration from their native lands and milieus. Especially those who carne from southern 
Italian societies, where the piazza provided a communal private existence, experi
enced the shock of a fundamental separation between the private and public spheres 
in America. Cinema could provide them with an imaginary bond, constructed not 
only in the actual space of the theater, a site of sociability, but also, and especially, 
in the mental geography of reception. 

Delving into an "ethics of passions," Notari's specialty was the public domain 
of private passions. At the level of imaging, experience, emotions, sentiments, sexu
ality all elements of the private sphere - were heightened. Yet the emotional 
sphere was "publicly" displayed in the city's space: as part of the theatricality of 
Neapolitan popular culture, the private dimension would constantly become a social 
event as the personal was staged in, and for, a public audience. These films thus 
triggered intense personal/social identification in the social milieu of the movie 
theater, offering a fictional reconciliation of the split between private and public. 

Unlike the immigrants themselves, Notari's films did not travel on a one-way 
ticket. They completed a cultural and productive round-trip journey: at one end, 
the American success helped Dora Film to produce films in Italy during difficult 
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times; at the other end, achieving the effect of a cultural travelogue, her films 
enabled the immigrants to rerum home. Elvira Notari's films in New York acted 
as a vehicle to the transformation of memory. In an age of mechanical reproduction, 
the status of memory changes and assumes a spatial texture. Both personal and 
collective memories lose the taste of the Proustian madeleine, and acquire the 
sight/site of photographs and films. For the immigrants, Notari's films substituted 
motion pictures for memory. 

THE IMAGINARY JOURNEY FROM NEW YORK TO NAPLES: 
IMMIGRANT CINEMA 

The filmic channel of communication Naples-New York led to an interesting devel
opment. Notari's viewers transformed themselves into producers. In the mid-1920s, 
groups of Italian American immigrants commissioned Dora Film to travel arollnd 
Italy and make specifically customized short documentary films for them. These 
shorts were to portray the immigrants' place of origin, the piazza, homes, and the 
relatives they had left behind. According to film historian Vittorio Martinelli, Dora 
Film produced about 700 of these peculiar travelogues and one feature between 
1925 and 1930.16 

Trionfo cristiano (Christian Triumph, 1930) was the feature commissioned by 
immigrants from Altavilla Irpina. The sponsors asked for a filmic account of the 
life of the local patron saint (Pellegrino), who, like Saint Anthony, triumphed over 
(sexual) temptation. Apparently, a great many naked women performed as 
temptresses. Unfortunately, both the feature and the shorts appear to be lost or 
destroyed. If recovered, the immigrants' films would constitute a precious historical 
archive of a transito, of an Italy observed, (re)consrrucred, rransferr.ed abroad 
both retained and lost. A cinematic suturing of gaps and differences, these films 
would be documents, agents, and sources of a History. Both a collective History 
and a personal story, they sustained and supported southern popular cultures 
displaced from Italy. The immigrant films constituted not only a representation of 
but also a representation by these subjugated cultures. 

Why would Italian immigrants financially sponsor the shorts? The very nature 
of Elvira Notari's feature films - a fiction that made the "body" of the urban 
text present as it documented sites and local physiognomies, both recognized 
and missed by the immigrant viewers - most probably triggered the spectatorial 
demand for panoramic "home" (made) films. This use of cinema foreshadows the 
role that moving images have played in the development of video technologies. 
The shorts functioned as memory snapshots in motion, to have, keep and replay 
ad infinitum. Before Super-8 and video, they linked cinema's public sphere with 
the private sphere. Interestingly, and in a way that diverges from the contemporary 
privatization enacted by the video apparatus, these films were not conceived 
as private events. They functioned as a personal archive of memories for a 
community. 

http:rransferr.ed
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The immigrant films were based on a fundamental paradox, in s() far as ti1.ey 
were travelogues in absentia, touristic traces of an impossible voyage. A film it:;.eLf 
became a journey, a vehicle of a denied experience - a voyage, so to speal, bHk 
to the future, or in the future past. Not a mere substitute for, or a simple dlJ?li 
cation of, an event, home movies for people who could no longer go honle, vvl10se 
notion of home was indeed made problematic by emigration, the immigrant films 
served a socio-historical function by the very fact of their being constituted as 
private films. The cinematic here and now abridged the immigrants' spatio-teltlporal 
distances: it ena bled the immigrants to be there, where they no longer were, wi1.ile 
remaining here, where they were not yet implanted. The imagery functioned as a 
shared collective memory while they were in the process of acquiring a new 
projected identity. 

Documents of a cultural history and vehicle for its transcoding into armther 
culture, Notari's films facilitated the process of migration of cultural cod.es. 
Participating in the evolution of the immigrants' intersubjectivity, they stirllul ated 
a cultural remapping. 

While her films continued to reach Italian American audiences. Elvira Not;ari 
herself never set foot in New York. As her son stated, she, "despite all invitation;;, 
prefered to stay in Naples and send her fans beautiful animated postcards."'17 
America left and returned to her as an image: it was a voyage of the imaglllatioll. 
A sequence from a hand-painted film shows a return of the "American dream" ill 
Notari's iconographic universe: a woman is playing a huge drum that bears. the 
inscription "Jazz Jazz Hop Hop Whopee!" 

CROSS-CUTTING BETWEEN NAPLES AND NEW YORK: 
A VOYAGE OF RETURN 

Notari's venture had several effects of return. While her production ceased. the 
Immigrant connection continued mto the era of sound. Films about Naples and 
New York began to be produced in New York for the immigrant market. All 
example of this immigrant cinema is Santa Lucia Luntana (1931), also c;alled 
Memories of Naples in English and in Italian Ricordi di Napoli. 18 The multiple 
titles speak of the hybrid status of this film, which has recently been recovered. 
Tbe stories of Naples and New York, and their languages, intersect in this narr;ative 
of immigration. 

The film begins in Naples. At the sound of Neapolitan folk music, the spectators 
are taken for a walk through town. The promenade includes street markets" tile 
Galiena Umberto I and the piazza at the entrance of the arcade. Panoramic v-iews 
of the city and its surroundings abound. City views in the style of vedute gl()rify 
Naples' renowned vistas. Editing and camera movement reproduce the motion Df 
the city. The mobile gaze of the cinema establishes our presence in the flow of tile 
city. We are comfortably touring the streets and looking at the cityscape. rhcn, 
suddenly, there is a jump cut. 
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In a fraction of time, the jump cut takes us away from Naples, and transports 
us to New York. In one shot we are in Naples, in the next shot we are in New 
York. No journey is shown. There is no space or time in between. The motion 
picture idiom provides the missing link. The experience of emigration is consumed 
in film editing. It is the void between two shots an absence, a lack, an off-screen 
space. 

The jump cut erases the pain of the separation, the hardship of the long Journey 
by sea, and the difficulty of the journey into another culture. Suddenly we are in 
New York, and it does not look so different. A similar film-making style provides 
the continuity and contiguity that do not exist in reality. We are simply extending 
our metropolitan journey. As if continuing our promenade through Naples, we end 
up in New York. 

With the moving image leading the voyage, we take another city tour. It begins 
with the New York skyline, as seen from the water, and proceeds with other metro
politan views. The motion of the city is the protagonist of the excursion. Sites of 
transit are emphasized as we survey the harbor and visit the railway station. All 
the way from vistas of Naples to New York's skyline, the cinematic gaze is a 
tourist's perspective. 

From the aerial views of New York, we go down to street level, descending into 
the city, and enter a neighborhood. A street sign informs us of our whereabouts: 
East 115th Street. We are in the Italian neighborhood of East Harlem. Visuals and 
sound provide continuity with Naples. The street looks like an open market 
and functions like a piazza. The documentary style pictures the street market: as 
we hear the live sounds of the vendors, the camera lingers on the display of food. 
Everything speaks of a Naples displaced. 

In a modest apartment of this area, we are introduced to the protagonists of 
the story. They are a family of Italian immigrants, composed of an old and dis
illusioned father, two daughters and one son. Although the mother is dead, she 
has not left the scene. Her picture, framed on the wall, speaks of her enduring 
presence. She is the resident Madonna. 

The story of Memories of Naples is remarkably similar to some of Notari's melo
dramas. The family dynamics are exactly the same. The film features a genera
tional struggle between an old single parent and a daughter with transgressive 
socio-sexual behavior. The honest parent, a person of modest means, is also 
distressed by the actions of an unruly son, who even steals from the family. One 
of the children provides the consolation of proper conduct. As in Notari's films, 
the generational struggle speaks of the conflict between an older societal behavior 
and the demands of the new industrialized world. At issue is the place of woman 
in modernity, and her public role outside the confines of the home. 

In Memories of Naples, this conflict is complicated by emigration. America, the 
New World, is the ultimate representation of modernity. Inhabiting this new 
"territory" has shown the daughters the way out of a restrictive female role. In 
the film's view, entering this dimension is quite perilous: by going to work, a good 
daughter encounters sexual harassment. Memories of Naples presents a much more 
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traditional view than Notari's cinema, and is ultimately opposed to modern habits. 
In its opposition, it collapses different sets of concepts. By treating America, the 
new land (of immigration), as the New World, it also makes Italy, the old country, 
into a representative of the old world order. This creates a false idea of Italy, and 
blurs other distinctions. The generational conflict turns into a clash of cultures, 
countries and languages. In the film, corning to America has ultimately corrupted 
the children, who are now, in all senses, estranged from the "universe" of theif 
parents. The father utters bitter words against the new country, that has deprived 
him of his "youth, dignity," and even "the desire to eat." "America" - he concludes 
- "is the land of gold and happiness, but for whom?" 

Memories of Naples is by no means a singular case, and its typology was not 
a unique phenomenon. Interestingly, the world view of this Italian-American film 
is found operating in other types of immigrant cinema. The forgotten world of 
Yiddish cinema, uncovered by J. Hoberman, presents several cases of family melo
drama, with plot developments that resemble Memories of Naples.I't These films 
made for the Jewish community also expressed conservative ideas on the family 
and the New World, especially in the 1930s. A shared master narrative seems to 
link the YidJjish film to the cinema produced for the Italian immigrants. 
Furthermore, these two immigrant cinemas shared tpe same production facilities. 

Sound had barely made its appearance in film when Memories of Naples was 
released in 1931. This film is quite remarkable for its use of language and of sound 
in general. Specific street cries were recorded as emblems of the particular sounds 
of New York streets. The conflict between the Old and the New Worlds is inter
estingly conveyed by a triadic linguistic structure. In the semiotic universe of emigra
tion, language is a barrier and a hybrid. The film makes simultaneous use of 
Neapolitan dialect, Italian, and English, with varying degrees of mastery of the 
latter as a second language. The intertitles are in Italian with simultaneous English 
translation, while the spoken language is, for the most part, Neapolitan dialect 
and the English of poor immigrants. Most characters would go back and forth 
between the two, but there is one person who speaks no English at all. Untouched 
by the new language, the young man is viewed as uncorrupted. This incontaminate 
character will turn out to be the family's savior. He will marry the good-natured 
daughter, and take her and her old father back to Naples. 

Marriage provides the resolution of the story. Even the liberated "bad" daughter 
will end up marrying. No longer a bothersome worry, after the marriage she is 
literally dropped out of the film at an unknown New York address. As the rest of 
the family leaves for Naples, the dishonest son is left behind in the East Harlem 
apartment. The picture of the mother/Madonna also remains, eyeing her son. 

Five years elapse. An editing tie covers the distance, and reaches the characters 
who have returned to Naples. The old father, the couple, and their child are settled 
in a splendid Neapolitan villa, bought by the repented son, who eventually returned 
from New York to fulfil the family happiness. The film has now gone full circle. 

At the end of Memories of Naples, having returned to Naples, we have returned 
to the beginning of the story a teasing Neapolitan panorama. An immigrant 
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film has satisfied the immigrants' desire and actualized an impossible voyage of 
return. This film pretends that emigration is like any voyage: it too has a return 
destination. In every voyage, the final destination must coincide with the point of 
departure - home. That which is unattainable in emigration is realized in film. By 
way of cinema, emigration is transformed int9 a voyage (home). And, by way of 
cinema, the journey is completed. It is modernity's travel: the emigration of film 
images. 
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