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More more Moro: Music and montage in

Romanzo criminale”

Catherine O’Rawe

One of Ttalian cinema’s biggest export successes of recent years was Romanzo
criminale (2005), directed by Michele Placido, and adapted by Placido, Giancarlo
De Cataldo and powerhouse screenwriting team Stefano Rulli and Sandro Petraglia
from the novel by De Cataldo. The film showcased a mostly male ensemble cast
of rising and established stars: Stefano Accorsi, Pierfrancesco Favino, Kim Rossi
Stuart, Claudio Santamaria and Riccardo Scamarcio.! According to Gian Piero
Brunetta, the film, which tells the story of the real-life criminal gang, the Banda
della Magliana in Rome in the 1970s, is the one which has elevated Placido to
the Pantheon of Italian directors.? One of the points of discussion and interest for
Italian and non-Italian critics was the film’s obvious indebtedness to the models of
the US gangster genre; as Guido Bonsaver notes, ‘the American models for the film
are the Scorsese of Goodfellas, and the camera work in De Palma’s Scarface and
Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs’.?

This is no surprise, however, as the trailer for UK and US release self-
consciously signposts this heritage. The trailer fades up, in bold red and white
print, a series of dates and titles (‘1972: The Godfather; 1983: Scarface; 1990,
Goodfellas; 2006: Romanzo criminale’ — the last graphic fading up matched to
the sound of a gunshot). Once the film’s visual and aural heritage has been thus
announced, the action of the trailer begins, choppily edited against the sound of
‘Ballroom Blitz’ by The Sweet (1973).* This relationship between music and image
will clearly be a key element of the retro style of the film itself; in this article I will
address, however, the way in which music works not merely as ‘retro fetish’, but
as accompaniment and counterpoint to an important historical event depicted by
the film, the kidnapping and death of Aldo Moro.’ How and why music signifies
in conjunction with the image, and the relationship of pop music to the historical,
will be the subject of my argument.

Research is just beginning on the function of the pop soundtrack in recent
Italian cinema. For example, Emanuele D’Onofrio has investigated the role of
pop music in politically committed cinema, such as I cento passi (Marco Tullio
Giordana, 2000);° there is much more to be said about how the soundtrack forms
part of the middlebrow address of films such as I cento passi, La meglio gioventi
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(Giordana, 2003) and Mio fratello ¢ figlio unico (Daniele Luchetti, 2007), as well
as the use of “Toop Toop’ by French electro-house duo Cassius to counterpoint a
montage of murders, including that of Aldo Moro, in Paolo Sorrentino’s recent
biopic of Giulio Andreotti I/ divo (2008).” Alan O’Leary argues that films such
as Romanzo criminale and Piazza delle cinque lune (Renzo Martinelli, 2003) are
‘tainted heritage’ films, in which terrorism becomes another element of Italy’s
exportable cultural past, along with fashion, art and design.® I would add Italian
popular music to this ‘tainted heritage’ package: Romanzo criminale also features
period songs by Equipe 84 (‘Ho in mente te’), Franco Califano (‘Tutto il resto &
noia’ and ‘Me *nnamoro de te’), and Anna Oxa (‘Un’emozione da poco’), amongst
others. The focus of this article, however, is the section of the film that uses Labelle’s
‘Lady Marmalade’ as soundtrack to the display of footage of the kidnapping of
Christian Democrat president Aldo Moro in 1978.°

In addition to its relation to Hollywood gangster films, Bonsaver notes
Romanzo criminale’s debt to ‘Italy’s tradition of B-movie gangster films of the
1970s directed by the likes of Fernando Di Leo, Bruno Corbucci and Umberto
Lenzi’. Curti slightly disagrees, saying that Romanzo criminale is ‘una sorta di
kolossal, un racconto corale che riunisce i pit bei volti del giovane cinema italiano’
in the tradition (pace Bonsaver) not of Lenzi or Di Leo, but of Rosi, Damiani, and
‘quel cinema medio che univa denuncia e spettacolarita’.!® The film’s display of its
generic antecedents might account for its commercial success, but inevitably there
is a certain critical suspicion towards even a well-executed genre film: Bonsaver’s
review of Romanzo criminale concludes that it ‘may not be a groundbreaking
masterpiece and a future classic — despite its brilliant cinematography, there is
not a single strikingly memorable sequence. It is, however, a superb gangster
movie which marks the current healthy state of Italian cinema’.!! That ‘however’
may be said to mark the limits of genre cinema in the Italian critical imaginary:
as many scholars have noted, Italian film studies has been slow to engage with
the genres that compose the majority of Italian film output.'? Critics generally
agree, however, that the distinctive aspect of Romanzo criminale’s generic status
is its engagement with Italian politics and history of the 1970s, which grounds
the film nationally."

Romanzo criminale adopts a use of stock footage familiar from Giordana’s
La meglio gioventu;' for example, the shooting of Pope John Paul ITin 1981, and
Italy’s World Cup victory in 1982 are employed as period signposts. In addition,
the use of footage of events like Aldo Moro’s kidnapping in 1978 and the 1980
Bologna bombing which killed eighty people has ignited some controversy. Alan
O’Leary is one of the few commentators to note how the film’s use of newsreel or
television footage goes beyond a desire to give ‘autenticita’ and to ‘garantire alla
fiction il suggello della verita storica’; the familiarity of these images, as well as
their intensely mediated nature, means that
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’uccisione del politico e I’esplosione alla stazione sono diventate dei tropoi
staccati dalle loro circostanze storiche precise: si sono trasformate in ricordi
da schermo che evocano "atmosfera degli anni di piombo mentre oscurano
la politica, le proteste e le mobilitazioni di massa dell’epoca.'’

The voluminous literature on the Moro kidnapping and execution by the Brigate
Rosse, and the number of films which address the event, are testimony to the extent
to which Moro ‘continues to haunt the cultural psyche of the Italian nation’.'
The various fictional or ‘factional’ reworkings to which the events of the ‘caso
Moro’ have been subjected is testimony, argue Ruth Glynn and Nicoletta Marini-
Maio, to the way in which Moro is now a ‘metonym for the dilemmas regarding
the ideological affiliation of Italian left-wing terrorism, the legacies of Marxism
in Ttalian society, and the use of political violence in general’.!” As O’Leary notes,
‘lin Romanzo criminale] Moro and Bologna are granted a moot equivalence and
joint status of quintessentially recognizable or “spectacular” happenings of the
anni di piombo — something underlined by the use made of newsreel footage of
both events’.!®

Some Italian critics, in particular, have paid attention to the Bologna
sequences in Romanzo criminale, which on first viewing appear to be a CGI
superimposition of Kim Rossi Stuart’s character, Il Freddo, onto footage of the
explosion and its aftermath, but which, on further viewing both of the film and
its ‘making-of’ DVD featurette, turn out to be a convincing reconstruction and
refilming of the rubble; this technique of apparent simulation has led to accusations
of inaccuracy or a dangerous manipulation of historical fact: ‘la sceneggiatura e la
regia compiono una “falsificazione” deliberata del dato storico’.' What appears to
be a superimposition of Rossi Stuart onto existing archive footage materializes the
Banda della Magliana’s alleged involvement in the Bologna bombing, and forms
part of Placido’s strategy of ‘rewriting’ the historical record.?* However, what has
been overlooked in discussions of Placido’s film is the precise way in which the
Moro footage functions, and its significance in relation to the film’s status as a film
‘about’ the 1970s.

More more Moro

Romanzo criminale’s manipulation of the Moro footage has not been discussed.
The scene in question shows the juxtaposition of the Banda della Magliana’s
celebration of their ‘taking of Rome’ after the murder of their rival Terribile, with
footage of the abduction of Moro and the funeral of his bodyguards. Immediately
after the scene the Banda will be asked to find Moro by shadowy agents of the
state. Shots of the gang and their entourage dancing, drinking champagne and
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celebrating in the club they have bought are intercut with snippets of footage
of TV coverage of Moro’s kidnapping, the funeral of his bodyguards, and the
discovery of his body. Some of the footage is, as I will discuss, difficult to identify
with certainty, apart from the iconic photographs of Moro in the Brigate Rosse
‘prison’, and the much-aired coverage of the ambush site itself.

I want to look at the musical choice first: it may seem strange that the high
tragedy of Moro, an event described as the Italian September 11% by Giampaolo
Cassitta, is juxtaposed so brashly with Labelle’s ‘Lady Marmalade’.?! Or perhaps we
are used to this kind of ironic counterpointing through music: the Guardian’s review
refers to ‘the debt to Scorsese [via] the soundtrack of disquietingly inappropriate
pop music.?? Scorsese’s ‘jukebox sound’® has of course been hugely influential
(think Tarantino) and the use of music here is both ‘retro fetish’ and marketing
device, and also explains some of film’s overseas success. ‘Non-diegetically used
pop music [...] confirms the slick interplay between the different divisions of global
entertainment corporations. The song as tacit commentator is almost a genre of
film music in its own right and has reinvented the value of a record company’s back
catalogue’.?* Romanzo criminale also came out after Baz Luhrman’s Moulin Rouge
(2002), which provided a worldwide hit for Christina Aguilera, Pink, Myaand Lil
Kim with their cover of ‘Lady Marmalade’.

However, there are some oddities. The song is clearly intended to connote a
notional ’70s urban nightlife — although it dates from 1974 and is thus not used as
a precise temporal marker of 1978. It is, rather, used as a generic and intertextual
marker: for example, it appears also in Brian De Palma’s Carlito’s Way (1993) in
a nightclub scene at the height of Al Pacino’s character’s power (and the parallels
between the films, both recounting the rise of criminals from the streets, are
obvious). Placido’s film clearly juxtaposes the gang’s hedonism with the suffering
of Moro and his escort and the nation — the montage creates a relationship of
cause and effect between the two. However, at a textual level, not just a cultural or
intertextual one, it would be unwise, I think, to assume that just because the song
is very popular and familiar, it does not contain any narrative information.

The sound bridge that links the preceding scene to the nightclub is carefully
chosen to consist of the vocal scream (which is not, incidentally, the beginning of
the song).?’ The sound bridge links the space of the piazza (or the Spanish Steps,
where Terribile is killed) to the space of the disco, and anticipates the action to
come. As Edward Branigan notes:

asynchronous sound may [...]| pose more complex problems for the spectator
if it signifies a true discontinuity in the depicted space — another ‘scene’ not
yet visible and perhaps not yet narrativized: for example, when sound is
used to bridge, or overlap, shots or scenes; or, used to foreshadow an event;
[...] In such a case sound is somehow ‘ahead’ of light, not following in its
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wake but somewhere else: sound seems to be anticipating and creating space,
addressing questions about the how and the why of the objects seen.?

Sound is here given narrative priority, driving the action, and rendering the image
secondary. The sound bridge also opens up a space outside and beyond the frame,
a technique which will be further exploited in the following sequence.

The lyric ‘more, more more’ introduces the first piece of Moro-related
footage.?” The song then becomes ostensibly diegetic, although it is unclear whether
the gang are actually dancing to it or to an entirely different song. The quick editing
moves back and forwards between the disco and the TV coverage, compressing
the ‘Moro story’ into a series of media snapshots, and emphasizing their seriality
(and duration).?®

As Philip Drake points out, the pop song, when used to accompany the
visual track, ‘always retains an autonomous identity and resists full integration
into narrative. This means that recognition of songs by audiences will influence
narrative events’.”?” On a narrative level, the song ‘Lady Marmalade’ is of course
about prostitution and offers a thematic analogy to the theme of prostitution that
runs throughout the film — the prostitute Patrizia, who is shared by Inspector
Scialoja and the gangster Dandi is, as Danielle Hipkins points out, a metaphor for
political complicity.’® Hipkins has noted that ‘Scialoja’s failure to pursue Patrizia’s
evidence of conspiracies because he is continually distracted by her sexuality is
of course a means of displacing political guilt onto the body of the prostitute’.?'
Scialoja’s inability to get on with his job and forget Patrizia, and his ever-deepening
involvement in the murky world of the Banda, are evoked in the lyric ‘Now he’s at
home doing nine to five | Living his brave life of lies | But when he turns off to sleep |
All memories keep More, More, More’. Just as Patrizia is passed between criminals
and police representing the common ground they share, a metonymic token
illustrating the proximity and similarity between the two seemingly antithetical
organizations, so the prognosticatory song hints at Moro’s analogous function.
He is shared between state and criminals, a token whose presence will haunt Italy
for decades to come.®

The effect is heightened as the last line plays over the close-up image of the
body of one of Moro’s police escort, the visual and the aural working together to
suggest complicity, a complicity which the narrative itself later makes explicit; the
‘cinque agenti della scorta’, announced by the voice-over, who died protecting
Moro, are matched visually by a cut to four or five of the group lined up having
their photo taken. Distinctions between the worlds of men that compose the
state and the criminal band are thus blurred. It is significant that the homosocial
environment of the gang is emphasized throughout, with references to their shared
sense of brotherhood.* Additional parallels between the world of the banda and
the actions of the state are made through graphic matches using the colour red: the
DC and PCI flags, the red car from which Moro was taken, red flowers thrown on
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the funeral cortege and red stripes on the carabinieri’s trousers are matched to the
red jackets and shirts of some of the criminals, as well as the club lighting that casts
a red tint through the interior.>*

Taking the music in conjunction with the images, what is also striking is the
manipulation of the footage itself: at times it appears slowed down, the tones are
unusual, extreme close-ups are used, and the chronology of the events depicted is
unclear. Familiar ‘filmati di repertorio’’® of the TV coverage are thus made slightly
unfamiliar (apart from the ‘fetishized photograph’ of Moro under the Brigate
Rosse banner).?® The temporality of the events depicted is a little odd, as we see
the funeral of the escort before the voice-over announcing Moro’s kidnapping (and
here sound occupies a secondary position, reinforcing the already-seen).

Theorists working on film music have long debated the concept of the
‘inaudibility’ of film scores, a view first put forward by Claudia Gorbman.’”
Gorbman’s view that film scores go unheard has been challenged by many critics:
for example, Kalinak argues that in moments of montage music is privileged and
given priority.*® Such scenes are therefore highly marked, in terms of the function
of the musical soundtrack: this is evidently the case in the montage scene under
discussion here, where the song first drowns out and then gives way to the non-
diegetic voice-over of the television footage narrating the kidnapping of Moro. In
fact Gorbman argues that the use of songs with lyrics ‘require narrative to cede to
spectacle’; the action freezes into spectacle for the duration of the song (pp. 19-
20). It is necessary, however, to nuance this idea of a lack of narrative function of
musical sequences.

In Romanzo criminale, what happens in this ‘synch point’ (when a sound
event and a visual event meet in synchrony)?* of music and montage is intriguing
in narrative terms: the seeming incongruity between musical and visual tracks,
the rapidity with which the montage moves, its compression of the ‘caso Moro’
into a series of rapid-fire images presented almost subliminally, and intended to be
emblematic, ensure that this is an interlude that offers itself as a sequence designed
to ‘defy continuity to produce textual disruption’.*® The effect of that textual
disruption is, I will argue, a play with historical memory itself — the memory of the
Moro kidnap as it is now received and self-consciously recycled in familiar images
of Italian popular culture.

The function of the montage of Moro-related images and footage is,
I would argue, to make visible the ‘materiality of the edit’ itself:*! the elisions
that the edits suggest within the sequential narrative of the Moro affair are thus
dramatized.** The visual clichés (the iconic Brigate Rosse flag, in particular)
are staged on a metadiegetic level, avowing the ‘constructedness’ of the Moro
narrative. Meanwhile, the aural commentary offered by ‘Lady Marmalade’ on
one level offers pure pleasure: the impassioned female vocals narrating a tale of
sex and prostitution form part of the film’s genre packaging, and offer access to
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thematic continuities between song-text and film-text. Yet they also introduce a
vital affective dimension: Estella Tincknell, in her analysis of Forrest Gump (Robert
Zemeckis, 1994), comments that the film’s soundtrack constructs a textual affect
that is at odds with the representational strategies of the film narrative.* Further,
she argues that ‘where a film’s narrative discourse is incoherent or fractured the
musical soundtrack can “fill the gaps” by speaking to the audience in ways in
which the narrative cannot’.** In Romanzo criminale, emotion (and excess) is
offered by a distinctively female, black voice, offering a commentary on one of
the most significant moments in recent Italian history. The moment in which this
female vocal collides on the soundtrack with the voice of the male TV announcer
narrating the Moro kidnap with authority dramatically juxtaposes the affective
dimension of the song with the beginning of the official account of the Moro
affair.® It is a jarring aural experience. In addition, the TV voice-over narrative
is played over footage which, as I mentioned, comes chronologically later, of the
funeral of Moro’s bodyguards. The overall effect is one of disorientation, despite
the overfamiliarity of the images. Mary Ann Doane notes that ‘sound carries with
it the potential risk of exposing the material heterogeneity of the medium [of film]
itself’.*¢ Here sound is used to explore and expose the interstices in the Moro
accounts, the official or public one, and its popular reception.

The movement from one affective dimension to another (the voice of the
announcer, although slightly agitated as he announces the ‘drammatica notizia che
ha dell’incredibile’ is professional and still detached) is abrupt. As Doane points out
in relation to voice-over commentary, ‘it is its radical otherness with regard to the
diegesis which endows this with a certain authority’ (p. 42). Here, the song which
functions both diegetically and non-diegetically, opens up a space beyond the frame,
or rather spaces. Three different spaces (and three different temporalities) are thus
held in tension: the space of the club, the space of the piazza, where ordinary
Italians are demonstrating, and the space of Moro himself, in the BR “prigione del
popolo’. However, the sequence is not merely expositional, but meta-expositional:
that is, it acts as a commentary upon its own mode of representing history. The
three intertwined spaces (the space of popular exploitation or fascination, the
space of national tragedy, and the space of traumatic history) are held together
by the common denominator, the soundtrack, which works to both suggest and
defamiliarize the film’s allusion to multiple spaces beyond the space of the diegesis.
The rapid succession of media images indicates that this historical event can only
be accessed through its mediatized representations, and the film’s staging of this
suggests its confidence in its own role in intensifying and continuing this process
of mediatized representation.

The three competing narrativities of the sequence (that of the song, that
of the metadiegetic historical images, and that of the disco itself) thus produce
a dizzying excess of signification. O’Leary has written of Marco Bellocchio’s
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Buongiorno, notte (2003) that as an event Moro offers itself to this kind of over-
representation because ‘when the full facts are perceived to be elusive, fictional
means can step in to fill the interpretive breach, to articulate a truth that is felt
or assumed rather then definitively known’.*” To this end, Romanzo criminale
suggests a relationship between the Banda and the State (and the Moro kidnap)
that is allusive and elliptical.*® In a later scene we see information about Moro’s
whereabouts being relayed by Freddo to the ‘pezzo dello stato’, Carenza, who is
then ordered to call off the search for Moro by his superior. Yet I would argue
that the disco scene has already staged that elliptical relationship: the editing that
directly intercuts the Banda with the Moro footage suggests a direct yet uncertain
relationship with the events. In a different way from the recreation of the Bologna
footage, the Moro montage points up the gaps in knowledge about the event,
leaving the spectator with a full visual and aural experience, but with a troubling
sense of these aporias.*” Thus Guido Bonsaver’s comment that the documentary
excerpts ‘do not make us any wiser about the actual links between criminal gangs
and a corrupted state’ may be accurate, but does not tell the full story.*°

Disco itself is perceived as a decadent form, deeply imbued with the
processes of capitalism and consumerism. However, Richard Dyer has argued
for the liberating, if not radical, potential of disco’s mixing of romanticism and
materialism, saying that its eroticism ‘allows us to rediscover our bodies as part of
this experience of materialism and the possibility of change’. Emanuele D’Onofrio
has used Dyer’s work to posit the discotheque in Renato De Maria’s Paz (2002) as
asite of collective action analogous to the rallies and youth activism of the 1970s.!
Yet in Romanzo criminale, although the intercutting of the disco scenes with the
scenes featuring the DC and PCI flags suggests a relationship between the space
of the discotheque or club and the action being taken on the streets, the precise
nature of that relationship is again left unclear. What is more apparent is that
within the diegetic space of the disco, music and dancing are actually of secondary
importance. The gang do not dance, although those around them do (quite badly).
As I 'said, it is unclear whether ‘Lady Marmalade’ is actually playing diegetically
or not, and the focus is on the disco as a homosocial space: Libanese hugs some
of the guys, Freddo walks across the dancefloor, they talk on the dancefloor and
on the stairs, Libanese claps along (but not in time with the music). This is not
the working-class masculinity made good through the disciplining of the male
body of films such as Saturday Night Fever (John Badham, 1977) or Staying Alive
(Sylvester Stallone, 1983).52 The scene’s appropriation of a popular glamour typical
of the gangster genre (see Carlito’s Way, Scarface) is also a moment that is about
homosocial interaction, and it is worth noting that the homosocial is currently the
pre-eminent mode of doing history in middlebrow Italian film — examples include
La meglio gioventu, Mio fratello ¢ figlio unico, I cento passi, and even Giordana’s
recent Sanguepazzo (2008).%
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'0ld memories creep’: nostalgia and history

Is the collision between a soundtrack moment that invokes a generic *70s feel
(albeit with its own narrative of sexual politics) and a series of shots with a
direct historical referentiality mere ‘retro fetish’? Is Moro yet another stylistic
element in Italy’s ‘tainted heritage’? The politics of nostalgia in relation to filmic
representations of the past have been heavily debated by critics: Drake discusses
the idea of retro style’s use of ‘selected signifiers of the past’ as an ‘avoidance of
direct referentiality’.’*

Concentrating specifically on the particular role played by the soundtrack in
representing history, Phil Powrie has argued that music in historical film often has
the power to unsettle accounts of history — that it does not always merely function
to create ‘unproblematic pseudo-historical spectacle’.” The ‘emotionalizing of
history’ that Powrie argues that non-diegetic music can accomplish, ‘reintroduces
affect into the spectacular’.*® The voices of LaBelle — Patti LaBelle, Nona Hendryx
and Sarah Dash — with their connotations of black, urban America, singing a disco
song that is entwined with gay culture’s appropriation of disco, add eroticism and
otherness to the account of Moro, perhaps illustrating the lack of a specifically
Italian soundtrack for this Italian national tragedy.’” The sequence offers not just a
nostalgic account of the past, of Italy’s ‘tainted heritage’. Rather, it self-consciously,
through the play with music and montage, foregrounds its own awareness of the
Moro representation as already clichéd.’®

Part of the patronizing dismissal of Italian popular cinema has centred on
its perceived inability to offer a critique of the state of the Italian nation; however,
just as Moro has been interpreted as a metonym for Italian political violence of
the 1970s, we can interpret Romanzo criminale’s use of snippets of Moro-related
footage as themselves metonymic, standing in for the ‘caso Moro’ in its entirety.
The ‘unknowability’ of the Moro affair is hinted at in the use of montage, even
while the shorthand technique of invoking the events of 1978 through a few key
images and scenes would appear to make those events knowable and usable to
an audience. ‘Moro’ is here manipulated to match and complement the stylistic
register of the film; however, the means of its representation indicate that as an
event it is still felt to be more meaningful than can be adequately expressed or
understood.

Ultimately, we need to be wary of the idea that the use of popular song or
music is unable to offer a profound commentary on narrative — even when the
narratives are thought to be gibberish, as in ‘Lady Marmalade’.*® Susan McClary
reminds us that ‘music and its procedures operate as part of the political arena —
not simply as one of its more trivial reflections’.®® Thus we can hope to open the
way towards a more rigorous study of the relation between popular music and
Italian cinema.
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