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Michaelangelo Antonioni: L’Avventura (1960), La Notte (1961),  L’Eclisse (1962) 

and Blow-Up (1966) 

plus Two Days in Paris (Julie Delpy, 2007) 

 
The simultaneous deaths of Antonioni and Bergman caused a small flurry earlier this year 

(2008), as though they were comparable masters: they weren’t. 

 

 
 

Having said that, L’Avventura, in which either three or four disaffected middle-class types are 

stuck on a rocky island, might look as if it was inspired by Bergman’s Through a Glass 

Darkly – until you realise it was made the year before. At one point, even, a helicopter lands: 

but I don’t think it’s a metaphor for God, as Bergman manages to make it (and Woody Allen 

after him). Aldo Scadarva films the island off Sicily as beautifully for Antonioni as Sven 

Nykvist films the Baltic island for Bergman: but where we get to know Bergman’s foursome 

in the usual discomforting Bergmanesque detail, we never really get to know Antonioni’s. We 

understand their problem – that one of them has disappeared – and the mystery at first gives 

the narrative a tension which I suspect Antonioni later found distasteful, for none of his later 

films, not even Blowup, sets a problem so potentially intriguing. 

 But we’re only on the island for half the movie. As the wafer-thin tale proceeds across 

Sicily, as Monica Vitti loses her scruples about going to bed with her disappeared best 

friend’s fiancé, and as it becomes more and more obvious that her disappeared best friend’s 

fiancé is a man incapable of commitment, and that her best friend has in fact disappeared for 

good, our attention flags. At one point I said aloud, remembering when I first saw it, “Any 

moment now Vitti and Gabriele Ferzetti are going to make love without taking their overcoats 

off” – only to find they weren’t wearing overcoats. 

 For me, Vitti’s moral dilemma had boiled down to that. To be fair, Vitti acts her moral 

dilemma very well. 

 Seeking the disappeared one in Palermo, Ferzetti runs into a media circus centring on a 

British female called “Gloria Perkins”, whom the paparazzi have decided is flavour of the 

month. Her publicity agent tells Ferzetti he can have her for fifty thousand lire. At this point, 

however, Ferzetti is still interested in finding the disappeared one … 

 … however, when, at the end of the film, Vitti finds Ferzetti in a clinch with “Gloria 

Perkins” on a sofa in the hotel dining room early one morning, my level of spectatorial 

commitment had dropped to the point where I noticed (for the first time) that, this being 1960, 

Ferzetti’s trousers were still done up, and “Gloria Perkins” still had her tights on. Ferzetti may 
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seem to have rejected a real woman in favour of a publicity image: but he didn’t actually fuck 

it. 

 Maybe, I thought, that’s why Vitti, in the last shot, forgives him. 

 

 
 

In 1963, at the age of nineteen, I emerged from the cinema having seen L’Eclisse for the first 

time, perceiving everything anew, through Antonioni’s eyes. Buildings, and people’s 

relationships with them, would, I felt, be forever strange from now on. I would be forever 

alienated from my urban environment, just as Antonioni’s bourgeois were. I remembered one 

shot of the blank corner of a tower block, photographed at first so that you couldn’t tell what 

kind of building it was, nor its size: suddenly, in a tiny corner of the screen, Vitti appeared, 

rendered Lilliputian by the immensity of the edifice. Watching the trilogy backwards in 2008, 

I was puzzled not to find the shot in L’Eclisse, and relieved to find it in La Notte, where the 

woman isn’t Vitti but Jeanne Moreau. 

 By this time, however, I was again so bored, that which film it was, and which actress, 

didn’t matter. I’ve got to know scores of bourgeois since 1963, and none of them are 

intelligent enough to feel alienated. And as for buildings, well, you acclimatise. 

 There’s an art to convey boring lives in a way that isn’t boring, and Antonioni never 

found it. Yes, the scenes in the Roman stock exchange in L’Eclisse are surreal, and bring into 

serious question the sanity, not just of the adrenalin-junkie dealers, but of the economic 

system which tolerates them as managers of a nation’s wealth. Yes, in La Notte, when Vitti (a 

dark-haired, not a blonde Vitti), invents, out of the same boredom which motivates the 

speculators in the next film, a game involving shoving her powder-compact around a large 

section of square-patterned floor, and when, within minutes, thousands of lire are being betted 

on it by the rest of the bored guests, we agree that a good satirical point is being made, and 

are reminded of La Règle du Jeu. But in La Règle du Jeu, the satire is funny – which no-one 

ever claimed Antonioni was – and the characters are three-dimensional, which no-one is in 

either L’Eclisse or La Notte or L’Avventura. Antonioni isn’t interested enough in people to 

make a great film-maker. 
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 There are two excellent scenes in La Notte: (two more than there are in either 

L’Avventura or L’Eclisse) the one where Mastroianni zips up Moreau’s new dinner-gown, 

kisses her shoulder absent-mindedly, and then takes a drink, oblivious to her gasp of surprise 

and pleasure: and the amazing scene at the very end where she reads him one of his first love-

letters, confident that he won’t remember having written it. But, Moreau or no Moreau, when, 

in a long sequence, she wanders the suburban wastes in boredom, observing first a teenage 

fight and then a team of amateur rocket-launchers, and derives no pleasure from either 

experience, we wonder whether her malaise might not be better cured by sitting down to read 

War and Peace, and suspect Antonioni of stacking the deck to make his critical point, and not 

stacking it skilfully. If she really were Jeanne Moreau she really would sit down and read War 

and Peace. 

 Having Mastroianni as his emotionally bankrupt male lead reminds us of La Dolce Vita 

– made the previous year – but reminds us too that Fellini is ten times faster and more 

inventive. 

 All I remember of Deserto Rosso (1964), is beautiful shots of rubbish tips, and a low-

angled, palely-lit shot of Richard Harris lying on top of Vitti. 

 With Blowup, Antonioni lost it completely. The film doesn’t know what it’s at at all. 

Like so many cinematic things of the sixties, its nudity was sensational then, unnoticeable 

now: but that’s not the problem. Vanessa Redgrave looks confused in a role which is not so 

much cryptic as undefined: but that’s not the problem. The central issue – did he or did he not 

photograph a murder? – is (a) uninvolving, because he is so repulsive, and the event so 

nebulous (b) unconvincing, because, having found the body, he doesn’t phone the police and 

(c) stupid, because having found the body, we and he know that he did photograph a murder – 

so where’s the riddle? If you’re criticising the world’s obsession with marketable images, 

you’ve got to have more meat than this on your hook – and better-quality meat. 

 

 
 

 As with L’Eclisse, the closer Antonioni gets to his non-existent finale, where nothing at 

all is resolved because no previous threads are being developed, the more meaningless the 

movie becomes, until we really suspect, again, that he wasn’t interested enough in his task to 

tackle it and complete it. There are two sequences at the end – the episode at the rock gig with 

the static audience and the busted guitar, and the mimed tennis match – at which you can only 

gape. 

 The film’s one virtue is David Hemmings’ performance as the disagreeable lead. He’s 

in virtually every shot, and gives the non-parable a substance which, if it gave him and us any 

substance, would have made it interesting. 

 Edward Bond’s dialogue is half-baked, and Peter Bowles’ try at acting stoned … needs 

research. 

 All I remember of Zabriskie Point (1970), is the final shot of the clothes-racks 

exploding. 

 

—————— 
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The DVD of L’Avventura was late arriving (in fact it never arrived, and I had to make do with 

an old cassette), so to fill in time I watched Julie Delpy’s Two Days in Paris over two 

evenings. 

 

 
 

It’s my thesis that films are ten times better now than they were then, and Two Days in Paris 

bears me out. It lacks the pretensions of Antonioni, seems uncalculated where he’s the 

reverse, is spontaneous where he’s planned it all, and is alive where he’s frigid. It’s funny, 

fast, detailed, surprising, entertaining, and outrageous, where he’s slow and dull. It talks in 

throwaway manner about US cultural imperialism, George Bush, French racism, male and 

female sexuality, love, fidelity, marriage, the sixties, abortion, Jim Morrison, tourism, sex 

tourism, fast food, vegetarianism, cats, Parisian taxi-drivers, Parisian car-parking, and the Da 

Vinci Code, and, of course, middle-class alienation: all of them, except the last, things which 

Antonioni disdains in search of big statements which get more empty the bigger they get. It 

does twenty times as much as he does, in half the space. 


