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Sound 

Strangely, there has been little comment on the soundtrack of the film. It 
makes great use of sound off. This is a device rarely used for narrative 
purposes by documentaries, which instead make great use of sound 
over - something Roma cittii aperta never uses; indeed, anything· that 
might establish a point of view outside that of the characters in the nar­
rative itself is rigorously eschewed, and this too distinguishes the film 
sharply from documentary (and also from Paisa, incidentally). (Sound 
coming from a source that exists in the world of the film's story, but is 
not in the frame, is considered sound coming from off-camera, abbrevi­
ated to 'sound off.' Sound that has no source in the world of the film's 
story, but that has been added at the editing stage - for example, back­
ground music or the commentary of a documentary film - is called 
'sound over.') The loud booming sound off of the Radio Londfa'broad­
cast at the beginning, as the camera surveys the exterior of Manfredi's 
apartment, is a sound over effect, but it is clearly intended to be 'subjec­
tive' to the inhabitants of the apartment (to tune into the station was 
illegal), and is an economical way of indicating the political sympathies 
of Manfredi's landlady and her maid. 

The images and the synchronized sound were not recorded simulta­
neously. Thus, from an objective point of view, the synchronized sound 
and the background music both have the same status, in the sense that 
they were both synthesized and added to the film in a similar manner 
at the editing stage. The normal way in which post-synchronized dia­
logue and sound effects are achieved is as follows: as the camera films 
the action, a microphone records simultaneously the sounds made' by 
the actors and the environment as they speak and move around. This 
soundtrack, called a 'guide track,' is not used in the finished film, but 
instead serves as a guide at the dubbing stage, to enable the actors to 
reproduce their dialogue in accurate synchrony with their original per-
formances (so that the words you hear fit exactly the movements of 
their mouths, for example), and to enable the sound technicians to syn­
chronize the sound effects (such as doors closing, footsteps, etc.). Roma 
citta aperta is unusual for the fact that it was shot without a guide track, 
the reason being that it cost a great deal more to develop film with a 
soundtrack on it than film without one, especially the variable-density 
type of optical track that Roma citta aperta uses. (Interestingly, Ladri di 
biciclette was another film shot in this unorthodox way.) The camera 
Rossellini used, a DeVry model made in Illinois, USA, was particularly 

"Italian Neorealist Cinema: An Aesthetic Approach" by Christopher Wagstaff. 
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Roma citta aperta and Neorealism

For us, the important thing was to be able to start working and begin to 
recount what had happened, what we had seen. We were not thinking of 
renewing who-knows-what ... When the Americans arrived here, every­
body emerged from the woodwork, very keen to get back to work and also 
very hungry, to tell .the truth. This is what influenced the birth of neoreal­
ism! ... When - it was 1945 - I went to her house in Via Am.ha Aradam, 
where she was living at the time, to show her and read to her the script of 
Roma, citta aperta [sic], she told me - I remember it as though it were yes­
terday, and I remember everything, even what others have forgotten - she 
said: 'It is the most beautiful story that I have ever read and also that I have 
ever seen.' Well, if I have to be honest, Anna's feeling was one which nei­
ther I nor Rossellini had at the -time. We made that film because we had 
stories to tell, certainly, but above all because we badly needed to work 
and to eat ... For example, the fact of Fabrizi and Magnani. Actors taken 
from the street, my eye! Certainly, there were those too, but the film could 
only get made because Fabrizi and Magnani were in it, and were already 
very famous, and together assured us a minimum guarantee [at the box 
office]. The bottom line was these two names, who were basically the only 
ones, I have to admit, ... to have a strong feeling that it was a great film, 
much more than either of us. 

Sergio Amidei35 

Our discussion of Roma citta aperta· has consisted of fragmentary ap­
proaches, looking at the film from different perspectives, as the product 
of a large number of experiences and aspirations that were in the air at 
the time. The filmmakers (Rossellini and Amidei) describe themselves 
as not having been aware of what exactly they were doing. They were 
trying to put together a film, but what kind of film they were trying 
to put together was something that they discovered as they made it, 
and then when the public responded to it. One thing that was clear was 
that they were assembling the film from diverse fragments. Other artists 
were doing the same around them at the time: De Santis assembling 
partisan stories for his script of G.A.P.; he, Visconti, and Serandrei 
assembling almost journalistic, documentary accounts of the last days 
of the war in Giorni di gloria. Behind these activities lay the thinking of 
the 1930s, of Visconti and Antonioni, about how film had the capacity 
to make 'idealist' narrative (in the sense referred to in chapter 2) out of 






