
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

La Meglio Gioventu: Injustice, Courage and Freedom within Constraints

van Es, R.

Publication date
2015
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
van Es, R. (Author). (2015). La Meglio Gioventu: Injustice, Courage and Freedom within
Constraints. Web publication or website, RobvanEs.com.
http://www.robvanes.com/2015/11/14/9-la-meglio-gioventu-injustice-courage-and-freedom-
within-constraints/

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/la-meglio-gioventu-injustice-courage-and-freedom-within-constraints(ae1076d2-ae06-48b0-b69b-a7a0b1d53ba7).html
http://www.robvanes.com/2015/11/14/9-la-meglio-gioventu-injustice-courage-and-freedom-within-constraints/
http://www.robvanes.com/2015/11/14/9-la-meglio-gioventu-injustice-courage-and-freedom-within-constraints/


9. La Meglio Gioventu: Injustice, Courage and Freedom within Constraints – RobvanEs.com

http://www.robvanes.com/2015/11/14/9-la-meglio-gioventu-injustice-courage-and-freedom-within-constraints/[18-6-2019 14:14:30]

TRAINING AND ADVICE IN ORGANIZATIONAL PHILOSOPHYRobvanEs.com

9. La Meglio Gioventu: Injustice, Courage and Freedom
within Constraints

La Meglio Gioventù, or ´The Best of Youth´, is a 6-hour movie chronicling the lives of the
Carati family members: pater familias and businessman Angelo, his wife and
schoolteacher Adriana, their eldest daughter Giovanna, their sons Nicola and Matteo,
and their much younger daughter Francesca. The main narrative perspective is Nicola’s
(b. 1947). The movie focuses on his life, relationships and friends against the backdrop
of historical developments in Italy from 1966 to 2003.

1966. The film opens with an establishing shot of the Forum in Rome, a symbol of Italy’s
ancient culture. This shot will recur several times. Nicola (on the left in the photo below)
is 19 years old and has just entered medical school. His one year younger sibling Matteo
has just begun studying Italian literature.

Matteo also has a part-time job, looking after a psychiatric patient in a mental hospital.
His job is to take Giorgia on walks, as part of her treatment (logotherapy). When Matteo
finds out that Giorgia is also given electroshocks at the clinic, he kidnaps her. He and
Nicola take Giorgia to her father in a small town in the mountains. During their train
journey, Nicola gestures to Matteo and Giorgia, who is asleep on his shoulder:

You make a lovely pair!

The brothers discover that Giorgia’s father does not want to care for his daughter in his
second wife’s home. In fact, he pays to have her kept at the sanatorium. An argument
quickly descends into a scuffle between Giorgia’s father and hotheaded Matteo. Having
failed to return Giorgia to her family, they take her by train to Marghera, where their older
sister Giovanna works as a lawyer. They hope she can advise them. While Nicola talks
to Giovanna, Matteo and Giorgia wait at a bar. Matteo asks Giorgia which song she
wants to hear on the jukebox. She picks A Chi (Who Else). Giorgia looks Matteo deeply
in the eyes while they listen to the lyrics: ‘Who else would I smile at, if not at you?’
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When Nicola comes back, the brothers discuss their options; they can’t take Giorgia with
them to Norway, on their planned vacation, because she doesn’t have an ID. Nicola
gives Giorgia money and asks her to go get some ice cream. She’s reluctant to go,
unaccustomed to acting independently. And sure enough, her inability to grasp why she
should receive change from the cashier gives her away. Two policemen notice her
awkward behavior, ask for her ID and when she fails to produce one, take her away.
Asked whether she is with someone, she answers:

No, I’m all alone.

The brothers see her being carted off, but don’t know what to do. Nicola feels there’s
nothing they can do, so he proposes they pursue their original plan of going to Norway.
They spend the night at the railway station. When Nicola wakes up, he sees his brother
getting on the train to Rome. When Nicola asks him why, Matteo says he needs to get
back to resit his exam. Nicola turns away. Matteo makes a half-hearted attempt at
reestablishing contact – another recurring theme.

Nicola travels to Norway by himself. When he runs out of money, he takes a job as a
lumberjack. He has an affair with the boss’s daughter. She calls his attention to the
evening news: a flood in Florence is destroying the priceless books in the national library
there. The report shows the many volunteers who are arriving to rescue the books.
Nicola decides to return to Italy to do his part.

Meanwhile, Matteo has flunked out of school and enlisted in the army, where he
befriends Luigi. Their unit is sent to Florence. Nicola’s college friends have also come to
help.

Nicola and Matteo are reunited after several months. Moments later the two are up to
their knees in water deciphering a page from a Latin manuscript they rescued from the
water and translating it into Italian. During their lunch break, they are surprised by the
music that Giulia, a student from Turin, plays on a rescued grand piano that sits in the
courtyard.

Nicola instantly falls in love. He suggests to his friends that they all move to Turin to
continue their studies.

1968. Nicola, now 21, shares an apartment in Turin with his friends Vitale and Carlo.
Carlo studies economy and Vitale philosophy. Nicola is back in medical school
and studying hard. He says he needs to study for his anatomy exam and asks his
friends to leave him alone for a couple of hours. On their way out, they cross paths
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with Giulia. ‘Ah, there goes the anatomy exam,’ Vitale comments and together
they parody the classic song Amado Mio, turning it into:

…A-ná-to-mi-a!…

1974. Matteo and Luigi have joined the police. During the student uprising in Piemonte,
Matteo sees his best friend get beaten up by three communists. Incensed, Matteo
assaults one of the perpetrators and beats him to a pulp. This gets him
suspended. He uses his time off to visit Nicola (now age 27) and Giulia, who live
together in Turin. Giulia is pregnant and that fall, Sara is born. Giulia and Matteo
do not get along at all, but Nicola loves them both.

Matteo is transferred to Palermo, Sicily, where he starts work as a police photographer.
At an outdoor cafe, he meets a girl who is taking photographs.

When she introduces herself as Mirella, he tells her his name is Nicola.

They talk about photography and what it takes to take good pictures. He advises her to
look for her subjects’ essence:

You have to look for their souls … You need to look inside them.

She tells him she wants to be a librarian and he suggests she apply for a job at an old
library in Rome he used to love visiting. The conversation is cut short when he is called
away for work.

Meanwhile Angelo’s father has been diagnosed with cancer. Nicola and his sister
Giovanna go for a visit. While they are in Rome, Carlo drops by on his way to
Cambridge, England where he is going to graduate school.

1980. Nicola (age 33) has become a psychiatrist and is trying to reform his profession
from inside psychiatric hospitals. He wins a court case aimed at banning the use
of electroshock therapy. On an inspection of a psychiatric institution, he discovers
Giorgia among a group of badly neglected patients. He has her admitted to his
own clinic, which is run on progressive principles.

Matteo once again loses his cool on the job. He sees people, including children, staring
at a corpse following a Mafia killing in Palermo. He roughs up the children’s father and
gets suspended again. On mandatory leave, Matteo heads for Turin to visit Nicola (and
Giulia and Sara). On the way, he considers dropping by to see his parents, but decides
not to. While he is in Turin with Nicola, the brothers learn their father has died. Having
missed his last chance to see his father, Matteo breaks down and the brothers embrace,
sobbing about their loss. After the funeral, the family and friends gather at the Carati
residence. Also there to pay his respects is Carlo, who has completed his studies in
Cambridge and works at the Bank of Italy. In the kitchen, he talks with Nicola’s younger
sister Francesca, who is 18 and about to go to university. The two clearly like each other.

Meanwhile Giulia’s growing concern about social injustice has created a rift between her
and Nicola. She is becoming more politically active and ends up joining a Red Brigade
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cell. At first Nicola tries to stop her, but when he sees how determined she is, he lets her
go.

Carlo and Francesca get married in the fall. At the wedding, the three college buddies
talk. Vitale tells the other two that he is one of the thousands of workers laid off by FIAT.
Carlo coolly explains the economic rationale behind this mass layoff, which irritates
Nicola. But Vitale clears the air, reminding them of the happy occasion that brought them
together that day and joking about seeking a career in construction.

1982. Yet another outburst of aggression gets Matteo transferred from Palermo back to
Rome. He rents an apartment without telling his family he’s back. When he visits
the library, he runs into Mirella, who now works there. They go on a date. Matteo
doesn’t correct the lie about his name and even adds another one by saying he’s
an engineer rather than a policeman. The night ends with the couple making love
in his car.

Giulia is being trained as a Red Brigade assassin; we see her viewing her four different
passports and a gun. She is determined, but she has some doubts too. She wants to see
her daughter again. Then the Red Brigade decides to liquidate Carlo, who has been
climbing the ranks at the Bank of Italy. But Giulia can’t bring herself to do it. She decides
to tell Francesca that Carlo is on a hit list and beseeches them to leave the country.
Carlo refuses, because he doesn’t want the terrorists to win. From then on, he has a
permanent bodyguard.

1983/84. It’s New Year’s Eve and the Caratis are together in Rome. Matteo joins them
later, because he is interrogating a suspect at the police station. Suddenly, Mirella
appears at the reception and asks to speak to him. She asks him why he calls himself
Nicola when his name is Matteo, and when he refuses to engage with her, she shouts at
him:

You like to read books because you can close ’em whenever you want. But it’s
different in life. You don’t decide.

Later that night, Matteo joins his family, but he doesn’t stay long and soon returns to his
apartment. Nicola (now aged 36) asks him emphatically: ‘You will call, right?’… Matteo
hesitates, then answers: …Sure….

Matteo can’t get through to Mirella on the phone. When the fireworks start at midnight,
Matteo waters the plants on his balcony, takes of his shoes and then quietly throws
himself over the edge.
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His family is in shock: Nicola and their mother most of all. They have always had trouble
understanding Matteo and are overcome with fury and grief that they were unable to help
him. As Nicola put it:

I thought everyone had the right to live they way they wanted. But what is the
freedom to die?

Giulia has arranged with Francesca to meet her daughter Sara at the Colosseum. Nicola
goes instead and has her arrested. The arrest was for her own good, to prevent her from
killing someone: this is how Nicola justifies his actions to Giorgia, back at the clinic. Then
he tells her Matteo is dead. For the first time, we see Giorgia comfort someone and shed
tears herself.

1992. Giulia has been in a high-security prison for eight years. Nicola, age 44, tries to
stay in touch. He writes letters and sends her sheet music. Their daughter Sara is
now 18 years old and still living with Nicola. In one of their conversations, Sara
says:

I hate people who let others pay for their own failure.

This is about her mother as much as it is about corruption in business. The latter
becomes relevant to Nicola’s life when he has to go to Milan for a psychiatric evaluation
of the former director of a state-owned company accused of corruption. The evaluation
takes a different turn than expected. The director is far from crazy, but cynical through
and through:

… a few will get arrested and the rest will continue to steal. That’s Italy …

When Nicola leaves the prison building, he recognizes the face of Matteo on a billboard
across the road:

The photograph is part of an exhibition. It’s the photograph Mirella once took of Matteo in
Sicily. Matteo buys a catalogue and shows the picture to Giorgia, who insists he find the
photographer. Nicola is reluctant. We see him pushing Giorgia to become independent.
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He wants her to leave the clinic and live in a group home. She is scared, but in the end
agrees and pointing to the caption (Matteo when he was calling himself Nicola), she
urges Nicola to find the photographer.

Nicola traces Mirella to Sicily. It is the time of the assassination of Judge Giovanni
Falcone. He talks to Mirella about his brother. She tells him she has one child, an eight-
year-old boy named Andrea, and that Matteo is the father.

On his return in mainland Italy, Nicola goes to Rome to visit his mother Adriana. He
persuades her to travel to the island of Stromboli with him to see Mirella and her
grandson. They all get along great and Mirella asks Adriana to stay and live with them.

1995. Carlo and Francesca have just bought an old Tuscan farmhouse. They’re having
Vitale, who is now a contractor, renovate the whole place and turn it into a
beautiful estate.

Giulia is finally released and contacts Francesca in order to arrange a meeting with her
daughter Sara. Sara now lives with Francesca and Carlo in Rome and studies art
restoration. Giulia gets a job at the archives in Florence where she first met Nicola.

When Adriana dies, Nicola (now 47) returns to Stromboli. He takes a fatherly approach
to his nephew Andrea, telling him about Norway, about his original plans to reach the
North Cape and how he got stuck halfway as a lumberjack. During a boat ride, Mirella
asks Nicola to visit more often.

2002. Sara is getting married. A few days before the wedding which will take place at
Carlo and Francesca’s Tuscan estate, she gets a letter from her mother Giulia.
Sara asks Nicola (age 54) what to do. He replies:

That depends. Are you happy?

Of course I am!

Then now is the time to be generous.

Sara goes to Florence to visit her mother and there is a reconciliation. Still, Giulia does
not want to go to the wedding, that would be too confrontational.

The old college friends stay up drinking and talking all night long. In the morning, when
they’re stumbling around looking for a bed, Carlo gives Nicola some heartfelt advice:

Stop seeing your brother Matteo as an obstacle. If you keep thinking of him like
that, you’ll end up hating him.

This gives Nicola pause for thought. But that morning, when he takes a walk in the
countryside with Mirella, we see the ghost of Matteo pass the two, then turn around and
put his hands on their shoulders. He connects them and blesses their union. Then he
lets go and walks away. Nicola and Mirella finally become a couple.
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2003. Andrea, now 18 years old, and his girlfriend Ermione have reached the North
Cape. Andrea writes to Nicola:

Dear Uncle Nicola, or should I say Papa, oh well .. Dearest Nicola….

And that’s the truth. Nicola is the dearest. The circle is complete.

 

The Best of Youth (La Meglio Gioventù), 2003, Marco Tullio Giordano, Italie, 366
minutes.

Screenplay by: Sandro Petraglia & Stefano Rulli

Actors: Luigi lo Casio (Nicola), Alessio Boni (Matteo), Jasmina Trinca (Giorgia), Sonio
Bergamasso (Giulia), Maya Sansa (Mirella), Fabrizio Gifuri (Carlo).

Virtues and Values

The main moral notions in the film are injustice, courage and freedom within constraints.
All the main characters are sensitive to injustice, but their courage and capacity to act on
this sensitivity differs considerably. Giorgia has neither the courage nor the ability to act,
so she withdraws or runs away. Matteo does the same, but he also shows another type
of behavior: anger followed by sudden, violent abusiveness. Giulia’s sense of injustice
gnaws at her for a long time. She feels trapped and sees no opportunities for
improvement within the system and hence makes a conscious choice for structural
violence by joining the Red Brigade. In taking that step she shows considerable courage,
but she remains plagued by doubts. Although Nicola is also sensitive to injustice, he
knows there is a time and a place for expressing it: patience pays. This is how he
gradually wins the battle against electroshock therapy and manages to get Giorgia into
his own clinic, where she flourishes. Carlo too shows courage in the face of injustice
when he decides not to emigrate despite the threats on his life from terrorists; he stays,
even though it means having to live under permanent escort. All of them have the
freedom to make their own choices, but it is a freedom tempered by attachments. For
Giorgia, choices are limited by her attachment to the institution and the two brothers.
Matteo’s choices are hemmed in by the demands of his job, family members and friends.
Unable to find a middle ground between these and his personal demons, he chooses
death. For Giulia, it is motherhood that keeps nagging at her choice for a violent
revolution; this ultimately lands her in jail. For Nicola, attachment is crucial. He is
constantly using his freedom of choice in the service of his nearest and dearest by
showing them patience, listening to them and offering them advice. In his attempts he
often finds the happy medium.

Form
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 Leave a Reply

Your Comment

As a director, Giordano made good use of his academic background in philosophy and
literature. He also benefited from the expertise of his fellow director Nanni Moretti’s
independent producers Angelo and Gianfranco Barbagallo. The movie was shot as a
miniseries for TV, which explains its exceptional 6-hour length. This leaves enough room
to develop the protagonists’ characters, making it easier for the audience to identify with
them. The many close-up shots also help to achieve this, as does the soundtrack. To a
great extent, the music is diegetic, that is, emanating from a source visible on the screen
(or implied). It often illustrates the decades in which the various scenes are set, spanning
the period from 1966 to 2003. The 1960s are represented by Fausto Leali’s A Chi and
Fischer & Robert’s Amado Mio, for example. In the Florence courtyard, Giulia plays
Mozart’s Piano Sonata in A Minor; in her apartment in Turin she plays Ravel’s Sonatine,
and for her daughter she plays Bach’s Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied on a church
organ. The soundtrack also includes a dozen American pop songs – some of them
diegetic, some not – and some specific non-diegetic music that strongly influences the
narrative. We hear Astor Piazzolla’s Oblivion and Remembrance. The theme music is
Georges Delerue´s Catherine et Jim from Truffault’s 1962 film Jules and Jim. The latter
is a film about a love triangle between two men and a woman. This triangle is another
recurring theme in The Best of Youth.

Content

The title The Best of Youth refers to every new generation of young people; every one of
them is both the best and the worst generation yet. Every new generation believes that
anything goes, the sky is the limit, absolute freedom is attainable, and acts accordingly.
But invariably, society turns out to be less pliable than they expect. And then the young
slowly turn into ‘dinosaurs’, as one of Nicola’s teachers says to him. And so the cycle
begins anew: the next generation has to push off against that. Every generation changes
a few things that the next generation will block. That is another life cycle.

This specific view of youth is elaborated in a family epic, a genre that has a rich tradition
in Italian cinema. In 1960, Visconti gave us Rocco and His Brothers, the story of Rosario,
a widow, and her five sons in Milan. And in 1962, Zurlini sketched how two brothers grew
up in different social milieus in his Family Diary (1962). In The Garden of the Finzi
Continis (1970), De Sica shows how history slowly descends on a rich, Jewish family in
1930s Ferrara. Olmi’s 1978 The Tree of Wooden Clogs reconstructs life on a farm in
Lombardy around the fin de siècle. Scola, the ultimate family portrait painter, shows the
passage of time between family members and friends in his 1974 film We All Loved Each
Other So Much. His Ugly, Dirty and Bad (1976) chronicles how several generations live
together in a cardboard residence in the slums of Rome, while The Family (1987)
recounts the life of Carlo who lives in the same house from infancy to grandfatherhood.
More recent examples include Guadagnino´s I Am Love (2009) about a Russian-born
mother in an Italian family who compensates her sense of restlessness with a talented
chef, a friend of her son’s.

The Best of Youth is best compared to Bertolucci’s 1976 film 1900, another narrative that
spans decades. I will return to this in a separate blog.

 

Translation: Word’s Worth
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