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Rated U.
Directed by Robert Benigni. Cast: Robert Benigni Giorgio
Cantarini & Nicoletta Braschi.

This film is an unusual one for a number of reasons. It was
both a critical and a financial success at the time of its
making, but I wonder what a contemporary audience will
make of its premise, which according to the film’s mainspring
Benigni suggests that laughter and tears come from the same
place. The original inspiration came from a book by Rubino
Romeo Calmoni ‘In the end I beat Hitler’ (trans.), which to my
mind reminds me of Spike Milligan’s own book, ‘Hitler: My
part in his downfall’. Benigni also drew upon his father’s
experiences as a prisoner of war in one of Hitler’s labour
camps.
The unusual premise is not that the film is set in a
concentration camp, but that Benigni as Guido Orefice,
husband and father to a young child Giosue, who is interned
with his father, (both are separated from wife and mother
Dora as was indeed the practice of the Nazi’s), means that
Benigni’s character leads his son to believe that the family
are involved in an elaborate ‘game’. The concentration

camp is an elaborate hoax, and that if his son does

camp is an elaborate hoax, and that if
his son does not complain at the
indignities and yet worse of camp life
he will gain points, and the ultimate
prize of a tank. This ‘prize’ provides
the final irony in this ‘fantasy
interpretation’ of actual events.
The film was something of a family
affair, with Benigni’s own wife playing
Dora, who he is separated from when
he enters the camp, and so attempts
in various ways to reassure her that
both he and their son are safe and
well. He apparently does not openly
allow the thought that Dora might
herself not be safe nor well, although
her ultimate fate is not the same as
her husband’s.

Certainly friends of Benigni, who was a
successful comedian in his native Italy,
warned him that (not least because he
himself was not Jewish), a comic take on
the phenomenon of the concentration
camp was an extraordinary and
unnecessary risk to take. Mel Brooks had, it
is true, already poked fun at Germany’s
leader in ‘The Producers’ with the title of
the show produced being ‘Springtime for
Hitler’, but this was an even more
venturesome idea cinematically. Another
link is to Charlie Chaplin’s ‘Great Dictator’.
These films were rather closer to the
‘events’ depicted, and possibly it was felt by
Benigni that sufficient time had elapsed for
him to chance the plot-line of this film.

The comedy very consciously leans heavily
on the style of the silent movie era. Does
The success of this film in large part
depends on whether you as the viewer this assist or undercut the film in your
can sufficiently suspend your disbelief opinion? As indicated by the prizes lavished
upon the film it can certainly be argued that
in this premise, not so much that you
despite these concerns Benigni overcame
‘accept’ the premise, but rather that
these very understandable reservations.
you accept that the premise allows
something profound to be revealed
about the human spirit. One critic
complained that ‘As shot, it looks like a
game’. How one takes this comment
will say a good deal as to your
reception of the film’s premise.

Certainly his personal reaction to
winning was a ‘cause celebre’ in itself,
leaping over the seating at Cannes and
planting a kiss on the feet of Martin
Scorcese.
As a piece of cinema the actual filming
was regarded as unremarkable, the
entire film relying on the premise of
hope in the face of overwhelming
horror as its calling card. It sets out to
demonstrate how the human spirit
can remain resilient even in the worst
of times.
This film divided its audiences, some
finding the approach utterly mistaken,
others describing this movie as a very
brave attempt to tackle a subject in a
fashion that demonstrated that
cinematic ‘gold’ can be found in the
most unlikely of sources. In its native
Italy Benigni was already a highly
successful comedian so its continental
success was not so surprising, but
American and British critics gave the
film a mixed greeting, which is perhaps
also not so surprising. What do you
think?

My own sense is that the film’s
reception by the various prize-giving
film festivals that raved about the
movie at the time will be seen as a
misjudgement in the era of 2017. I
await your own verdict in the
discussion that follows our film
programme.

Robert Begnini at the 1999 Academy
Awards, with 2 out of the 3 Oscars that
he won for Best Foreign Language film
and Best Actor- the first for a male
performer in a non-English-speaking
role. The film also won Best Original
Dramatic Score Oscar.
Life is Beautiful director, co-writer and
star Robert Begnini on set giving
guidance to 5 year old Giorgio
Cantarini who plays his son in the film.
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relevant more than four decades. A
television network cynically exploits a
deranged former anchor's ravings
and revelations about the news
media for its own profit.
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