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1 BRUNETTA, Guida, 2003, p. 110.
2 FORGACS, Fascism, 2014, p. 44.
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3 BINI, Male, 2015, p. 37.
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6 SCHENK, A History, 2024, p. 59.
7 DANESE, Anni, 2003, p. 137.
8 LANDY, Fascism, 1986, p. 122.
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In Fascist-era ltaly, many local filmmakers tried to create a film production that would not include not only social,
religious or political criticism, but also anti-government allegories or ironic attitudes towards things and events.
After the successful introduction of sound and color into cinema, Hollywood regained control of the global film
markets, including the Apennine Peninsula, and filled ltalian cinemas with light romantic comedies and melodramas
that praised the American way of life, emphasizing the inherent superiority of the United States of America as a
powerful country. The vast majority of such films ended with a happy ending and deserved the approval of the
audience.

In competition with such films, Italian film comedies and melodramas appeared on the screens, in which were
showed the carefree life of representatives of the middle and elite classes with a little intrigues and amusing
adventures. For the interior filming of each they used luxurious villas and apartments in the style Art Deco, whose
inhabitants often spoke to relatives, friends or colleagues on white-colored telephones. This circumstance gave
birth to a new term of the cinema of the White Telephones (Telefoni Bianchi), which from the very beginning was
recognized as a new film genre by some film historians and they began actively advertise it not only in the country,
but also worldwide.

Although the era of the cinema of White Telephones did not last long, however, these films still had a necessary
impact on the further development of Italian national cinema, especially on the emerging Neorealism in the near
future as their opposite manifestation, and on the later emerging, popular film genre, Commedia Al’italiana (Italian
Style Film Comedy).

ith the establishment of the fascist re-
gime in ltaly, starting in 1922, the new

appeared a hope that ltalian cinema, which before
the First World War was renowned for its so-called

authorities set new tasks for the repre-
sentatives of culture and art. They gradually elim-
inated cosmopolitanism and promoted nationalist
ideas in their work. The government subordinated
the film industry, like other industries, to its ideolog-
ical and propaganda goals. Meanwhile, the tourist
rush was in full swing in the country — foreign and
domestic tourists were interested in historical sites,
architectural masterpieces, works of fine art, unique
museums, and attractive, pleasant panoramas of
centuries-old villages or towns. Therefore, the gov-
ernmental structures instructed the filmmakers to
resume the filming of historical and mythological
films, for which they would not spare funds. There
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Golden Series (historical-mythological film pro-
duction), would continue to revive and attract new
masses to movie theaters in the face of numerous
tourists.

Indeed, in those times, several big-budget film
projects were implemented, but all of them failed
and could not bring the expected commercial re-
sult. Soon, the Americans launched trials in cinema
dubbing, which meant realignment to new rails. Ad-
ditionally, many ltalian filmmakers worked abroad
in film studios located in other countries. Most of
them successfully worked in the German film com-
pany UFA, and it was in vain for the government cir-
cles and public figures to call them to return home.
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Such circumstances painfully affected the fate of
the ltalian film industry in the second half of the
1920s. The number of released films has significantly
decreased, and their overall quality was also quite
low. The national cinema bosses faced yet another
puzzle as the number of filmgoers significantly de-
creased.

In the beginning of the 1930s, many local film-
makers tried to create a film production that would
not include not only social, religious, or political crit-
icism, but also anti-government allegories or ironic
attitudes towards things and events. After the suc-
cessful introduction of sound and color into cinema,
Hollywood regained control of the global film mar-
kets, including the Apennine Peninsula, and filled
ltalian cinemas with light romantic comedies and
melodramas that praised the American way of life,
emphasizing the inherent superiority of the United
States of America as a powerful country. The vast
majority of such films ended with a happy ending
and deserved the approval of the audience.

In competition with such films, Italian film com-
edies and melodramas appeared on the screens, in
which were shown the carefree lives of represen-
tatives of the middle and elite classes with slight
intrigue and amusing adventures. For the interi-
or filming of each, they used luxurious villas and
apartments in the Art Deco style, whose inhabitants
often spoke to relatives, friends, or colleagues on
white-colored telephones. This circumstance gave
birth to a new term for the cinema of White Tele-
phones (Telefoni Bianchi), which from the very be-
ginning was recognized as a new film genre by some
film historians, and they began actively advertising
it not only in the country but also worldwide.

The authorities also liked the appearance of
such works on the screens. As practice has shown,
Italian film producers and filmmakers were unable
to create exemplary propaganda films, having pro-
duced only a few in this regard; therefore, the films
of White Telephones captured the audience’s in-
terest by reflecting the widespread optimism about
well-equipped modern houses, stable jobs, reliable
salaries, and a happy future. In fact, they were ideo-
logically entertaining spectacles, since ideology and

1 BRUNETTA, Guida, 2003, p. 110.
2 FORGACS, Fascism, 2014, p. 44.
3 BINI, Male, 2015, p. 37.

entertainment, in this case, did not at all interfere
with each other. They were also called deco cinema’
or Hungarian-style comedies? although in fact many
of them resembled comedies of manners more. Dis-
tinguished by conservatism, their plots, much of
which was taken from Hungarian fiction and drama-
turgy, directly corresponded to the moral values of
the Italian fascist and Catholic worldviews.

The position of the undisputed leader in White
Telephones was occupied by the film director, Ma-
rio Camerini, who in the previous decade attracted
the attention of specialists as a talented creator. He
liked to invite non-professional or less professional
actors to his films; the main thing for him was im-
provisation and not mise-en-scénes built on outdat-
ed schemes. He attached great importance to edit-
ing for the effect of coherent narration and liked the
style of American film comedies due to their del-
icate, even excessive sentimentality. At that time,
Camerini’s film, What Scoundrels Men Are! (1932),
gained particular popularity, in which the main role
was played by an actor then unknown to many, Vit-
torio De Sica. This film directly echoed the policy of
producing light film comedies.

It also responded to the law issued the previous
year, which was the first serious support from the
authorities for national cinema and established sig-
nificant taxes on the import of foreign film products.
10% of local theaters’ revenue was to be given to
Italian producers who made films that pleased au-
diences. Such encouragement undoubtedly rejuve-
nated the film industry. Added to the mix was the
selfless activity of the new returning writer and crit-
ic from the United States, Mario Cecchi. He was ap-
pointed artistic director of Cines and fought to instill
a similar structure to the Hollywood studio system
in his homeland.

Camerini even showed originality in the fact
that he refused studio pavilions and shot the bulk
of the film in the streets and houses of Milan. He
boldly demonstrated “an uninhibited urban society
... where emancipated girls are constantly looking
for easy fun, with rapacious mature men ready to
take advantage of the situation.”® The director did
not honor the request of the managers of Cines not
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to cast the long-nosed and unseemly thin De Sica
in the main role, nor to use the song Talk To Me
About Love, Mariu (Parlami d’amore Mariu), which
ultimately proved to be a wise decision. Since Vit-
torio De Sica unexpectedly became a popular and
sought-after actor, he shaped the film’s portrayal
of a real, modern young ltalian man, and the afore-
mentioned song became a fashionable hit that was
frequently heard on both radio and stage.

The First Venice International Film Festival suc-
cessfully screened What Scoundrels Men Are! In
the movie theaters of the country, it ran for a long
time and, accordingly, brought the desired commer-
cial profit. The Camerini-De Sica duo subsequent-
ly collaborated productively on the films of White
Telephones, such as I’ll Give A Million (1935), But
It's Nothing Serious (1936), /I Signor Max (1937),
and Department Store (1939). Thereafter, Vittorio
De Sica, in parallel with his acting career, switched
to film direction himself and first, together with
Giuseppe Amato, shot Aed Roses (1940), and then
independently made a film, Maddalena, Zero For
Conduct (1940). Note that both were part of the cin-
ema of White Telephones. In them, De Sica further
developed and refined the Camerini model.

A short time earlier, writer and journalist Leo
Longanesi had come out with a call for his compa-
triots to give up their stints with Hollywood, stop
making embellished, illusory motion pictures, and
switch to far more realistic films. In his opinion, the
national film production lacked the reflection of re-
ality, and to correct it, they needed to take a cam-
era, go to the streets and gardens, observe what
was happening around, and record all the footage
on film.* This position was known as the Glass Eye
Manifesto,® but it was only embraced by a small
number of filmmakers, as most of their colleagues
chose to produce films that were acceptable to the
fascist regime, such as those featuring White Tele-
phones, which generated significant profits. The lo-
cal audience frequently visited the movie theaters
to watch the same film multiple times and actively
encouraged others to see it as well.

Experienced ltalian scriptwriters Cesare Zavatti-

4 LONGANESI, “L’occhio,” 1933, p. 35.
5 APRA, The Fabulous, 1979, p. 50.

6 SCHENK, A History, 2024, p. 59.

7 DANESE, Anni, 2003, p. 137.
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ni, Aldo De Benedetti, Alessandro De Stefani, Lu-
igi Bonelli, and others competed with each other
in writing one film script better than the other for
White Telephones, according to which intriguing
films were also created by experienced filmmak-
ers Guido Brignone, Amleto Palermi, Mario Mattoli,
Raffaello Matarazzo, and others.

Still, most Italian film critics of the time disliked
the films of White Telephones, deeming them shal-
low and trivial, merely distracting from reality.

A landmark for Italian cinema in April 1937 was
the opening of a huge film studio in Rome, Cinecit-
ta (Cinema City). Its construction was supervised
by the prime minister, Benito Mussolini himself,
for whose government cinema was the strongest
weapon of propaganda. Cinecitta had no competitor
on the European continent, thus stressing that Italy
was thereby sending a challenge to allied Germa-
ny. Large investments were made in film production,
which gave more impetus to ltalian filmmakers.
Moreover, the government imposed heavier taxes
on foreign film production and transferred a consid-
erable part of the incoming funds to the National
Film Development Fund. Censorship banned exper-
imental films altogether, thus opening up a wide
arena for the cinema of White Telephones.

By 1938, 73% of the tickets sold in Italian movie
theaters came from American films,® which greatly
benefited Hollywood, although the new tax policy
so angered American film companies that they, in
protest, left the Italian film market. Italian film com-
panies capitalized on this situation, leading to sev-
eral years of a film boom in the country. The number
of local films has increased, as well as their ideo-
logical-artistic level. According to film critic Silvio
Danese, this vacuum gave rise to the professional-
ism of Italian cinema for the first time.” At the same
time, it seemed that German films appeared as an
alternative to Hollywood, but they were boring to
the audience, so again, they preferred to watch the
films of White Telephones, which successfully re-
placed American film comedies and melodramas.

The cinema of White Telephones offered view-
ers semi-fabulous fantasies about the relationships
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of women and men, issues of friendship and mar-
riage, other social problems, and class differences.
They often used a satirical attitude toward the up-
per strata; traces of melancholy and expressiveness
were also felt. All the material was directed to in-
still mass culture, to satisfy all segments of society,
and to create an Italian film version of the American
Dream. Film researcher Marcia Land tried to study
the films of White Telephones more deeply and
eventually reached the conclusion that they were
unthinking films, but upon closer examination, she
found that such seemingly trivial characters and sit-
uations reflected familiar bourgeois myths and be-
liefs, and as conflicts dominated by them, she cited
marital incompatibility, sexual identity, and striving
for conformism.®

By the end of the decade, many films of White
Telephones had already been screened in the mov-
ie theaters. Among them stood out A Thousand Lire
A Month by Max Neufeld (1939), Two Million For A
Smile by Carlo Borghesio (1939), Backstage by Ales-
sandro Blasetti (1939), Dora Nelson by Mario Soldati
(1939), and others.

The early years of the Second World War con-
tinued the successful production of the films of
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