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THE WITCHES

Directed by Luchino Visconti,
Pier Paolo Pasolini, Mauro Bolognini,
Franco Rossi, and Vittorio de Sica
(1967) Arrow Academy Blu-ray

Despite its title there are no witches in The Witches,
and only mild suggestions of the supernatural can be
found in any of this anthology film’s five segments. But
don’t let that deter you. The Witches is well worth your
time.

The film was Conce[ved by producer Dino De Laurentiis as a showcase for his
wife, actress Sylvia Mangano, who tuned heads around the world in Bitter Rice
(1949) and was re-establishing her career after taking time off to bear the couple’s
first two children. The Witches collects short films (ranging in length from 17 to 40
minutes) directed by legends Luchino Visconti, Pier Paolo Pasolini, and Vittorio de
Sica, along with brief anecdotes by Mauro Bolognini and Franco Rossi (running
six and five minutes, respectively).

Most of the stories are broadly comedic. The lone exception is Visconti’s “The
Witch Burned Alive,” which stars Mangano as a movie star visiting an old friend for
an overnight party at her mountain chalet. Instead of a relaxing retreat, the event
turns into a grueling ordeal that reveals how fame has objectified and
dehumanized the actress. “You're a product,” a fellow guest tells her. He later
compares her with canned meat. The rest of the party goers, including her
longtime friends and even her husband (who she speaks to over the phone), are
all angling to take something from her. When she falls ill, they gleefully strip away
her trappings of glamour. It's a powerful, deeply moving story, beautifully played
by Mangano, and easily the best of the movie’s five tales. | agree with audio
commentator Tim Lucas, however, that it was a misstep to begin the film with this
sequence, since nothing that follows can live up to it. Also, the devastating
conclusion of “The Witch Burned Alive” would play more powerfully at the end of
the film. Instead, it's undercut by the silly vignette that follows it (“Civic Spirit” by
Bolognini, about a woman who offers a ride to a car crash victim, so she can
speed through traffic on her way to a date).

The next, and next-best, segment is Pasolini's “The Earth as Seen from the
Moon,” which co-stars Mangano with esteemed Italian clown Toto (in one of his
final film appearances) and Ninetto Davoli. They play Ciancicato and Baciu, a
grieving husband and son who decide to woo a new wife and mother for their
bedraggled family. Early attempts go poorly (among the first potential brides they
approach are a prostitute and a mannequin), but eventually they meet Absurdity
(Mangano), a deaf-mute woman of devout faith and superhuman homemaking
skills. She seems to be the ideal wife and mother, but things go awry when
Ciancicato involves her in an ill-fated scheme to raise money for a better house.
Billed as “a fairy tale written by Pier Paolo Pasolini,” this short is literally
cartoonish: broadly played slapstick with over-the-top performances, exaggerated
makeup and sets, and a story that could have originated with Chuck Jones. It's
like nothing else in Pasolini’s filmography, and is intriguing for that reason, but it's
only intermittently funny, and at around 30 minutes it rambles on a bit too long.

Rossi’s brief, sardonic “The Sicilian Belle” casts Mangano as a petulant young
woman whose false accusations against a young man trigger a blood feud that
wipes out the entire male population of her village.

The final major segment is De Sica’s “An Evening Like the Others,” which co-
stars Mangano and Clint Eastwood as couple whose marriage has slipped into
malaise. Eastwood is cast against type as a milquetoast salaryman. His bored,
frustrated wife drifts into elaborate flights of fancy. Like a hypersexualized Walter
Mitty, she fantasizes about being passed around by hunky super-heroes and of
performing a strip-tease in front of a stadium full of men, imagining that her
husband’s jealousy will reignite his passion for her. It's an amusing short, and the
only one aside from Visconti's that gives Mangano anything interesting to do.
Eastwood also comes off well, revealing a sweetness and vulnerability seldom
seen in his early work.

In an unusual move, all five directors worked with the same crew, including
cinematographer Giuseppe Rotunno, whose work is superb throughout. The film’s
five chapters vary in quality, but they all look beautiful. The picture also boasts a
jazzy, infectious score composed primarily by Piero Piccioni (the Pasolini segment
is scored by Ennio Morricone).

According to Lucas, The Witches never received a U.S. theatrical release. Until
now, it had never received a proper stateside home video release either, although
it has kicked around in poor quality gray market versions. Arrow rescues the
movie from obscurity with this pristine 2K remaster from the original interpositive,
with uncompressed mono audio. The Witches is offered in both its ltalian and
English language versions with removeable English subtitles. About seven
minutes of footage were edited out of the English cut, but this version enables
viewers to hear Eastwood’s voice (he was dubbed for the Italian release). Bonus
features include an interview with actor Ninetto Davoli and Lucas’ commentary.

The Witches may be too offbeat to merit a general recommendation, but it's
certainly worth seeing for students of classic Italian cinema (and especially for
acolytes of Visconti or Pasolini), or for Eastwood completists.
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