
 

ITALIAN NEO-REALISM 

‘UMBERTO D’ (Italy 1952 : 89 mins) 

Directed by : Vittorio De Sica  

Written by : Cesare Zavattini 

 

 

Storyline 

Umberto Ferrari is a retired civil servant, living in poverty in post war Italy, a proud man 

trying to survive on a meagre pension, and being constantly threatened with eviction by his 

landlady. His only real friends are his small dog Flike (Flag) and the landlady’s servant 

Maria, who finds herself pregnant. And then, his dog gets lost, and in despair and even 

contemplating suicide, he goes searching the streets for him …  

 

• Vittorio De Sica (1901-1974) grew up poor in Naples, working as a clerk to support his 

family, but dreaming of becoming an actor. His first film appearance came as a teenager, he 

joined a stage company in 1923, and by the end of the decade he was a major matinee idol in 

theatre and cinema. He became a director as well as an actor in 1940, originally making light 

comedies, but he went on to direct many other striking cinema and tv masterpieces, both in 

Neo-Realism and in his later international career  

• De Sica dedicated ‘Umberto D’ to his father 

• Carlo Battisti, in his first and only film role, was actually a Professor of Linguistics at the 

University of Florence, and it was also Maria Pia Casilio’s first film 

• ‘Umberto D’ was a disaster at the box office in Italy when it came out, but it is now 

appreciated as one of the great films in world cinema, both for its cinematography, and for its 

universality in portraying often lonely old people’s difficulties in trying to survive with 

dignity and self-respect when families and society seems to have other more urgent priorities  

• Other De Sica films to see :  ‘Shoeshine’ (1946), ‘Bicycle Thieves’ (1948), ‘Miracle in Milan’ 

(1951), ‘Two Women’ (1960), ‘Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow’ (1963), ‘The Garden of the 

Finzi-Continis’ (1970)  

 

‘Umberto D – some reviews’ 

‘A precious gift’   (Martin Scorsese) 

‘A film that lets life flood into our souls’    (Chicago Tribune) 

‘Creates magic of a different sort ; it makes the unlikeliest subject unforgettable, finding drama, 

beauty, even poetry in simple things and simple lives’ (LA Times) 

‘Umberto struggles to maintain his dignity in a city where human kindness seems to have been 

swallowed up …and his simple quest to satisfy his basic needs – food, shelter, companionship – makes 

for one of the most heartbreaking stories ever filmed’    (Criterion)  


