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script. De Sica was in fact the only actual director and was solely 
responsible for what many critics regard as the most remarkable fea
ture of the film, the direction of the nonprofessional actors, so calling it 
a De Sica film is in a technical sense correct. But this, as I shall show, is 
by no means the whole story. In this essay I shall treat the film as a joint 
creation, attributing individual contributions where the known facts 
permit, but leaving this open in cases where the symbiosis of the two 
authors makes precise attribution impossible. 

A third confusion arises from the film's connection with the Ital
ian neorealist movement, of which it is a much-cited exemplar. This 
particular confusion manifests itself in two ways. First, although the 
film is generally (as mentioned above) ascribed to De Sica as its di
rector, it is also widely thought to be an enactment of a distinct neore
alist poetics, attributed to Zavattini. In his writings on film, Zavattini 
did indeed propose a poetics of neorealism, radically different from 
that of mainstream cinema, but it is not difficult to show-as has 
been done for example by Kristin Thompson-that Bicycle Thieves 
does not enact it. 

Meanwhile, the film has also suffered from the equally widespread 
belief that neorealist films were badly made and generally shot on 
"grainy" black-and-white stock, which in the case of Bicycle Thieves is 
simply not true. This misconception has gained credence from the fact 
that it is rarely shown theatrically, so that two generations of viewers 
have gone by, one watching it on 16 mm and the other on VHS video, 
who have no firsthand knowledge of what it should look like. Shown 
on 35 mm it is a very beautiful film to watch, a fact that undoubtedly 
contributed to its original reputation. With any luck, rerelease on DVD 
will help bring back a sense of what the film ought to look like. 

A fourth and final confusion surrounds its seesawing reputation. 
Over the years Bicycle Thieves has slink from being regarded as a pinna
cle of film art to becoming one of those films shown only as monu
ments to changes in critical fashion. It has also been pointed out, not 
without malice, that even when its reputation was at its peak, it was 
never popular with a mass audience, at home or abroad. This contrast 
between critical acclaim and popular disdain has, however, been much 
exaggerated. Bicycle Thieves was one of the better performing films at 
the box office in Italy when it came out, though its greatest success was 
in art-house distribution-in France, Britain, and the United States, in 
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particular. The rest of this essay will be devoted to showing why the 
film deserves better than to be regarded as a historical curiosity. 

Background 
In 1948, when Bicycle Thieves came out, Italy was slowly recovering 
from the devastation caused by the Second World War. Aid under the 
Marshall Plan had started flowing, but its effects were still to be felt. 
There was widespread unemployment and a continuing shortage of 
food and raw materials. The film industry had been dismantled dur
ing the war and was just beginning to put itself back together. But it 
faced overwhelming competition from the backlog of American films 
that the Italian public had not been able to see during the war years 
and that were being released en masse from 1946 onward. It was while 
the commercial industry was in disarray and before the trickle of 
American films entering the country had become a deluge that the 
neorealist movement established itself. 

Neorealism has never been easy to define precisely, but its most im
portant characteristic, in literature as much as in the cinema, was the 
bearing of testimony. Neorealist stories and films tended to be about 
ordinary life, whether in extraordinary circumstances such as under 
the German occupation or ordinary ones such as the times of depriva
tion that followed. The neorealist writers and filmmakers were mostly 
left wing in politics, and many had taken part in the Resistance. They 
had a vision of reconstruction that looked forward to a future radically 
different from the recent Fascist past. 

In the immediate postwar years, two Italian films in particular had 
enjoyed wide success: they were Roberto Rossellini' s Rome Open City 
(Roma citta aperta, 1945) and De Sica and Zavattini's Shoeshine (Sciusciil, 
1946). Open City had been a box-office hit both in Italy and abroad, es
pecially in the United States. Shoeshine had been less successful com
mercially, but it won an Oscar for best foreign film, and on that basis 
American producers had begun to express interest in investing in Ital
ian films. But these were the years of the onset of the Cold War, and 
conservative opinion, both in Italy and in the United States, was suspi
cious of the pro-Communist leanings of the neorealist filmmakers. It 
was also widely thought, and probably rightly, that a cinema that 
made a virtue of making films without star actors had restricted com
mercial prospects with a mass audience. 
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