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122

Nine kilometers southeast of Rome, following the main thoroughfare of Via Tus-
colana, heavy with traffic as it passes through the working-class residential quar-
ters that boomed here in the postwar era; along yawning patches of peripheral 
wasteland and ever-shrinking pastures where grazing sheep can be spotted to  
this day; in the vicinity of sacred springs that fed the fountains of Rome lie the 
remains of ancient aqueducts. Some of their arches still sustain improvised illegal 
shacks that have sheltered the homeless in this area, including those displaced by 
war, bandits, escaped prisoners, retreating German soldiers. After serving the 
Quadraro neighborhood, the road widens where the Seventh Municipality offices 
now occupy the original building of Istituto Luce, the documentary-propaganda 
wing of the Fascist regime. Across the street a bit farther down is the Centro  
sperimentale di cinematografia, the national film school, expanded after the war to 
house also the Cineteca nazionale—Italy’s national film archive. Back on the east 
side of the road, where studio backlots once served big productions and sprouted 
weeds and wildflowers in between, there now sits a glass-encased shopping mall, 
CinecittàDue, and immediately past it a large area enclosed by walls. Following 
this wall, there finally looms the large entrance building, marked 1053, 1055, and 
1057 Via Tuscolana, and topped with the familiar Rationalist lettering spelling 
Cinecittà (fig. 6.1). From here the road speeds on toward Frascati and the hills of 
the Castelli Romani, where popes go on holidays.

The traffic between Cinecittà and the vecchia città—Rome’s old city center—has 
been reciprocal, with ideas, talent, and labor streaming from the city, while the 
fortunes and fame amassed here invigorate, in turn, the ancient urbs. The modern 
mobility, and mutability, of this media-industrial hub are joined here with a highly 

6

Backlots of the World War
Cinecittà, 1942–1950

Noa Steimatsky
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controlled, enclosed space: a walled and gated miniature city, where artisanal 
craftsmanship, handled to this day through family traditions, has been so well 
employed by the most discerning filmmakers. The interplay between center and 
periphery, between inside and out, location and set, between material reality and 
the worldmaking powers of cinema, between disparate historical and fictional 
mise-en-scènes—one penetrating or enveloping the other, not always according to 
clear categories or a stable hierarchy—is this essay’s recurring trope. The regional 
features of the zone—its pastoral setting, its archaeology, its traffic with the city—
intertwined with the quintessentially modern powers of the movie industry, but 
also with far greater political and historical forces, and of a global scale—all these 
have given rise to an intricate psychogeography. For history became entangled 
here within a warped, slippery space, which mutated incessantly with the violent 
circumstances of the mid-twentieth century but also affected whatever entered it. 
The movie studio determines, to a greater or lesser degree, what takes place within 
it: it is not just a receptacle or passive setting but exerts pressure on reality, effect-
ing transformations, prompting actions, at times—we will see—giving rise to  
the most unlikely scenarios. The first part of this essay will offer an overview of 
Cinecittà’s vicissitudes through the 1940s, joining well-known landmarks in its 
official history with lesser-known, or forgotten, events. I will subsequently retrace 
one chapter in this history, putting together new findings from recent research to 
uncover hitherto repressed events from the midst of wartime Cinecittà. For the 
controlled mise-en-scène of film production masked here a vaster historical 
drama, itself consisting of several acts, with consequences and meanings well 
exceeding the concerns of cinema alone.

figure 6.1. Cinecittà façade. Photo by author.
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124    Foundations

CINECIT TÀ:  PRE -  TO POST WAR

It was Mussolini’s grand vision of cinema as “the strongest weapon,” which joined with 
his son Vittorio’s desire to deprovincialize Italian cinema, and with the entrepreneur-
ship of Luigi Freddi, who understood how international investments could augment 
the Italian film industry. Here was a new sort of cultural capital that could, and did, 
revitalize the Eternal City. Constructed in record time, Cinecittà was deemed an 
achievement of Rationalist architecture, with up-to-date technical equipment and 
services to support all stages of film production and some twelve hundred people 
under regular state employment. At once removed from the city yet close enough, the 
original Cinecittà occupied a plot of six hundred thousand square meters (150 acres)—
about double its present area. These strengths were further boosted by Rome’s friendly 
climate and a wealth of attractive locations within reasonable distance: from the villas 
of Tivoli to the dunes and beaches of Sabaudia and Ostia, and from the monumental 
aqueducts to the snow-capped Abruzzi Apennines.

The conception of centralized studios erected on the city outskirts, following a 
modern industrial design ethos, translated to an Italian Rationalist idiom, evolved 
thanks to Freddi’s preparatory work. Freddi—soon to become the most powerful 
figure responsible for cinema under the Fascist Ministry for Popular Culture 
(MinCulPop) and Cinecittà’s president—had traveled to Hollywood and seen its 
big studios sprawl over land beyond the city. This, indeed, is how Cinecittà came 
to exceed in scale all European studios of its time, Ufa included. Its closest Euro-
pean counterpart, Denham Studios, some fifty kilometers outside of London, was 
being constructed at the same time but following a far more modest utilitarian-
industrial plan and lacking the assertive stylistics of self-presentation sought by 
the Fascist state. As Sara Martin observes, Freddi and architect Gino Peressutti 
valorized the proud address of Cinecittà’s front entry and the studio’s symmetrical 
disposition along a central axis, with two parallel roads projecting from the front 
area, with its administrative offices and formal lawns. Cinecittà most resembled in 
this regard the First National Studios in Burbank, refurbished for sound in 1929.1 
Unlike the American timber structures, however, the Roman establishment was 
constructed largely of reinforced concrete, steel, and brick, resistant to vibrations 
and noise: here was a studio expressly engineered for the age of sound, and it was 
built to last.

Erected in record time and inaugurated by the Duce in 1937, Cinecittà consisted 
of sixteen soundstages and a pool for marine sets, as well as executive offices, bars, 
and restaurants, all within a network of streets, piazzas, and flowerbeds. Beyond 
these, the backlots for exterior set constructions spread over the greater part of the 
territory. Certainly Cinecittà’s fabricated sets and colossal rhetoric were deeply 
imbricated in Fascist ideology, aspiring to overcome Hollywood’s earlier permea-
tion of the market and persisting in this effort following the iron pact with Hitler 
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and the onset of war. But the war then invaded the scene of film production and 
transformed it in ways quite different from the uses for which it had been intended. 
In the first years production continued at full steam, including Cinecittà’s partici-
pation in what has been called the “cinematographic Axis.” Several German pro-
ductions made use of the Roman studios even as they complained, periodically, of 
Italian disorder. Joseph Goebbels himself expressed some distrust, even contempt, 
of Italian cinema, closely inspecting the reciprocal distribution of films in the two 
countries and their relative success, expressing some dismay in view of the fact 
that Italian films garnered greater international success than did German ones. 
Still, he continued his dealings with top Italian film executives, enjoyed the com-
pany of Italian divas, and visited the Venice Film Festival. His special message 
offering congratulations for the festival’s opening and praising the spiritual affini-
ties and happy collaboration of the two nations and film industries was published, 
in German and Italian, in the September 1940 issue of the magazine Cinema.2 It 
was one of the many twists of Italian Fascist culture that Cinema, edited by Vittorio 
Mussolini, also brought to print in those same years some of neorealism’s earliest 
expressions. The Venice Film Festival was itself, of course, a Fascist invention, 
catering in that period especially to Axis films and routinely distributing prizes in 
a self-congratulatory manner.

It was only with the September 1943 armistice and the German occupation that 
film production in Cinecittà truly came to a halt, and, with all workers dismissed, 
the place was abandoned. The German military occupied the studio, using it to 
store ammunition and as a transit camp for prisoners. Only few documents survive 
to hint at what went on exactly inside the studios during those nine months of 
Rome’s occupation. A handful of messages from late March to mid April 1944, 
addressed from Bern by the American minister to Switzerland, Leland Harrison, to 
the secretary of state in Washington, report that more than one thousand Allied 
prisoners of war (likely captured in the Battle of Anzio early in 1944) were being 
held in Cinecittà, with restricted food rations.3 These bits of information were pro-
cured via escaped prisoners who likely made contact through the Vatican. Tracking 
the few names cited in these messages, one finds army veterans’ testimonies about 
conditions of lodging in Cinecittà’s big soundstages, as well as feats of escape: hid-
ing in warehouses among movie sets and props, climbing the studio walls, and 
receiving help from peasant families in the vicinity.4 Indeed, the neighborhood of 
Quadraro, surrounding Cinecittà, was known both for sheltering people—soldiers 
and civilians—escaping Nazi-Fascist capture and for partisan activity, some of it 
interlaced with the local banditry. The central event in this regard was the killing, at 
a local trattoria, of three German soldiers who served as guards at Cinecittà. This 
led to a German order to eradicate what they called Quadraro’s “wasps’ nest.” The 
immediate consequence was a Nazi-Fascist raking of the neighborhood on April 17, 
1944: all men between the ages of sixteen and fifty-five—basically the entire male 
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population of working age, 947 men—were locked up for a couple of days in 
Cinecittà.5 Those identified as Jews were sent to their death; the rest were labeled 
political prisoners and deported to labor camps, which many did not survive. This 
was a traumatic episode—second in magnitude only to the October 18, 1943,  
deportation of the Jews of Rome—but only little known beyond the Quadraro 
neighborhood.

The Allies, for their part, continued bombarding this industrial zone with  
its railway and munitions depot. There was no proper signage on the roofs, as 
required, that POWs were housed there. The army veteran interviews relate that, 
indeed, every morning at 10 a.m. sharp there were bombardments—after which it 
was their job to rebuild the tracks. Some soundstages, warehouses, and hangars,  
as well as Istituto Luce, suffered substantial damage. Not only Allied bombard-
ments, however, but direct German vandalism inflicted extensive and partly last-
ing damage. Cinecittà was sacked and wrecked: equipment and films—including 
precious prints from the collection of the Centro sperimentale—were looted, 
some designated for the puppet Republic of Salò, where Luigi Freddi set up his 
Cinevillaggio (cinema village) in Venice, others designated for Germany but appar-
ently lost for good.6 The damages were considerable. A report published soon after 
the liberation describes how

tanks and cannons circulated in the soundstages, with little benefit to the isolating 
wooden floors; in others they amassed hundreds of horses. Wehrmacht corporals 
slept in the divas’ dressing rooms, and improved their leisure time smashing the 
bathrooms, sinks, and toilets with hammers. In the meantime, they stole whatever 
possible: they stole vehicles and fake beards; tens of thousands of bricks, nails, 
screws, iron wire, string and various stuffs in the amount of 2 million; they stole 
chainsaws, pots, tables and plates from the restaurants. . . . They uprooted trees. . . . 
They broke glass, smashed doors, demolished expensive equipment with pickaxes. 
When they departed . . . they left behind 36 million in damages, and the desolate 
spectacle of a great structure in ruins.7

On the night of June 4, 1944, after nine months of traumatic occupation, the 
Allies entered Rome and immediately, on June 6 (D-Day), the Allied Control 
Commission took possession of Cinecittà, drawing up a property requisition 
paper. A British Intelligence headquarters including a special prisoners’ camp was 
set up in an area surrounded by barbed wire, making use of some existing struc-
tures. Nazi and Fascist prisoners of high rank and consequence were held here  
for interrogations. Among them were Marshal Graziani, one of Mussolini’s most 
faithful generals all through the African colonial misadventure and the days of 
Salò; Guido Leto, chief of OVRA, the Fascist secret police (which also had big files 
on subversive elements within the Italian movie world); General von Vietinghoff, 
chief commander of the Wehrmacht in Italy; General Karl Wolff, chief SS officer in 
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Italy and a major actor in the secret negotiations with the Allies for the German 
capitulation in Italy; Herbert Kappler, the SS colonel who, having already deported 
Austria’s Jews, had also sent the Jews of Rome to Auschwitz, this among other 
atrocities; Eugen Dollmann, translator between Hitler and Mussolini; as well as 
two women soon moved to a separate house in the vicinity: Margaret Himmler 
and her daughter Gudrun—it is here that they learn of Himmler’s suicide. Records 
of these prisoners’ interrogations and, above all, transcriptions of their clandes-
tinely recorded personal conversations in the dressing rooms of the Fascist-era 
divas, are replete with dramatic detail: accusations, manipulations, and efforts at 
self-reinvention. This special intelligence camp was cleared by October of 1945, on 
the eve of the Nuremberg trials.8

Separated from it, and occupying the greater part of Cinecittà, there evolved, in 
the meantime, a huge displaced-persons’ (DP) camp (I have told its story before 
and offer here only a summary of its complex structure and history).9 Thousands 
were housed in the Cinecittà DP camp: the survivors of local bombardments and 
of distant concentration camps—people who had lost everything, among them a 
vast number of children. To one side was an international camp, soon managed by 
the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), and 
housing people of more than forty nationalities, including Yugoslavs, Poles, Rus-
sians, Chinese nationals, Egyptians, Iranians, and Ethiopians, among many others. 
In Cinecittà’s sculpture workshops were concentrated Romani Gypsies.10 There 
were Jews from everywhere: initially those who made it past the German lines, 
then the survivors from distant concentration camps, waiting in Cinecittà for two 
weeks or for four years for visas to North or South America or for British certifi-
cates to enter Palestine.11 Across a fence was the Italian camp, where conditions 
were significantly worse. But both sides suffered from overcrowding, and reports 
abounded on epidemics, theft, black market trading, political tensions, violence, 
and suicide. This must be why one of the few reporters on the camp titled her arti-
cle “Valley of Josaphat” and snapped some photos before the place was blocked to 
the press.12 Under pressure from Italian undersecretary Giulio Andreotti, the Ital-
ian camp was dismantled in fall of 1947, but the UNRRA camp, which was eventu-
ally shifted to the International Refugee Organization, continued to occupy part of 
Cinecittà until the summer of 1950.

Few images exist of the Cinecittà camp, with one notable exception: an UNRRA 
propaganda fiction feature coproduced with Istituto Luce and the Italian Ministry 
for Postwar Affairs. Titled Umanità (Humanity, Jack Salvatori, 1946), it is a comedy 
of remarriage making use of the camp as its central location and revealing snippets 
of the life therein. Presumably the place was perked up a bit for the production, but 
the images are revealing all the same: several high-angle shots disclose a vast inte-
rior space, subdivided into units, with narrow passages—a labyrinth of uncovered 
boxes that serve as elemental refugee housing (fig. 6.2). Yet we are within one of 
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the world’s greatest soundstages: Fellini’s legendary Teatro 5, which housed as 
many as fifteen hundred people; other soundstages were similarly used. The inte-
rior cubicles were put together and partly furnished with the remains of studio 
equipment and movie sets, including Classical-style plaster columns and a range 
of props. What this means is that Cinecittà’s infrastructure, edifices, and even sets 
and gadgets, which had once lent themselves to colossal constructions of every-
thing from Roman temples to society boudoirs, were morphed here into basic 
refugee habitation.

The displaced-persons’ camp, with its ad hoc architectural bricolage, emerges 
here as a strange heterotopic counterpart to the movie studio: each is, in its way, a 
placeless place, real and unreal, a controlled artificial environment set apart from 
the ordinary run of life.13 But while the enclosed world of the studio would deliver 
us to extravagant spectacles, fantasy worlds exported worldwide with substantial 
profits, internees of the DP camp are removed from territory and state conditions, 
from work and the freedom of movement and choice. The phantasmic world of the 
movie studio is transfigured into an altogether different kind of ghostly place, a 
shadow of the life outside. Different orders of mise-en-scène thus converged in 

figure 6.2. Refugee housing within Cinecittà’s great soundstage, Teatro 5 as it appears in 
Umanità (Jack Salvatori, prod. Istituto Luce, 1946). Frame enlargement.
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Cinecittà: the spaces, props, and denizens/users of the movie-studio-turned-camp 
joined here in what amounts to an allegorical tableau of its historical moment—
one that could not fit, however, into any of film history’s neorealist narratives or 
the official chronicles of Cinecittà.

THE AFRICAN SUMMER OF ’4 2

What follows—a striking, earlier episode uncovered in my recent discovery of Ital-
ian military documents from the midst of the war era—opens up an altogether new 
perspective on Cinecittà’s transmutations in the 1940s. It is, in a sense, a prequel—
not simply in that it takes us back to an earlier point in time but in that it reveals 
forms and motifs already discerned in the later phases of this history, the phase 
already told. It is in the spirit of such a prequel scenario, then, that I launch this 
narrative with some conjectural elements, securely anchored, however, in military 
history, which delivers us back to 1939 or 1940, on a different continent, far far away, 
more than twelve thousand kilometers south of Rome, in what was then the Union 
of South Africa. Imagine now an impoverished neighborhood in Cape Town, or a 
rural village in the Northern Transvaal, where a drought, or grand promises to see 
the world, encouraged local tribesmen to join the Native Military Corps (NMC).14 
Black men were thus recruited to be deployed as “supporting units” in the South 
African military, itself part of the British Commonwealth forces in World War II. 
They were not given weapons because they were considered disloyal, or it was 
deemed “inappropriate” that they engage in direct combat against white Europeans. 
This meant they often could not defend themselves and were to be kept in the rear, 
although some of their roles inevitably brought them under fire. Eventually some of 
the soldiers at El Alamein, for example, were armed, but they mostly served as 
builders, drivers, stretcher-bearers, or as “boys” in the service of white officers, and 
they were paid less than white soldiers of equivalent ranks.

At this point one might trace the footsteps of one actual person: Lance Corpo-
ral Nzamo Nogaga, who published an account of his experiences in a South Afri-
can journal for “missionary and racial affairs” shortly after his return home in 
1945.15 It is a brief but precious text: some of the horrific details are tempered by 
considerable irony and humor, while gaps and background information may be 
conjectured through data from the history books. Nogaga was likely subordinated 
to the South African Second Infantry, which took part in several actions in the 
North African Desert Campaign against the Italian forces, themselves supported 
by Rommel. Along with other Allied troops, the Second Division went through 
the nine-month siege in Tobruk. Relieved at the end of 1941, they remained mili-
tarily unsustained, however, and surrendered to the Italians. This is how Nogaga, 
among 1,753 soldiers of the NMC, was taken prisoner in Tobruk. He describes how 
he was held captive in a cage under atrocious conditions, escaped into the desert 
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wild, and suffered burns, sores, thirst, and hallucinations before being recaptured 
by the Italians and kept in chains near El Alamein. With fellow prisoners he was 
taken from place to place in North Africa, then shipped from Tripoli to Sicily, suf-
fered Allied bombardments, and was subsequently moved to Naples, Capua, then 
to Rome.

No history, certainly no film history, mentions the existence of a prisoners of 
war camp inside Cinecittà in 1942, while film production is still in full swing, but 
the evidence makes it clear. A founding document of the POW Office of the Italian 
Royal Army General Staff, dated March 23, 1942, actually establishes Cinecittà  
as “Concentration Camp number 122” at military post 3300, instructing that it be 
ready to receive four hundred prisoners by the end of that same month. A quick 
glance forward to a March 31, 1943, register reveals a count of 793 men, signifi-
cantly exceeding the formal capacity of four hundred originally established.16 This 
is not a negligible number of people who must have been held in a secluded area 
in one of the backlots, surely surrounded by barbed wire. A four-page report of the 
International Red Cross, dated October 14, 1942, describes conditions in the camp 
as it already functions, indicating that it actually opened on May 9 and that it cur-
rently houses 409 prisoners, specifying “all Negroes, soldiers”:

The Camp is situated on a plain in the immediate vicinity of a group of cinemato-
graphic studios. . . . It is a Labour Camp. The dormitories comprise 5 huts of double 
planking, roofed with tarred roofing felt. These huts, which are 32 metres long by 6 
metres wide stand on a foundation of well-aerated cement. The prisoners sleep on 
two-tier bunks. . . . Everything is in perfect order and spotlessly clean. The dormito-
ries, which each contain 80 beds have an adequate number of windows, all supplied 
with shutters. Electric light is installed. . . . The prisoners do their own cooking. . . . 
The general health in the camp is excellent. There have been no deaths. . . . The 
latrines are in a concrete building, very well constructed and there are enough of 
them. . . . The prisoners would very much like to receive some out of door games, 
such as Association and Rugby football sets; also jazz musical instruments. . . . Books 
in English, Afrikaans, and Sesuto would be welcome. (Books in Zulu are not yet 
allowed by the Censor). . . . According to the Commandant 70% of these prisoners 
are illiterate (only 30% can sign their names).17

All major points of the 1929 Geneva Convention are addressed in the report, also 
indicating that Red Cross parcels are distributed. Nogaga’s own testimony, how-
ever, stresses that these parcels are what kept them alive since they were not given 
a subsistence diet in Italy.

It is also as per the Geneva Convention that Nogaga and his mates can work. 
Under the subsection of the Red Cross report titled “Work,” we find this: “Prison-
ers work in the cinematographic studios nearby. On the days when they are work-
ing prisoners receive double rations . . . and they are paid 3 liras a day. The employ-
ers also give them a few extras, such as cigarettes and trifling gifts.”
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But deeper insight is offered by an earlier document at the Italian Army 
Archives, dated May 7, plus an addendum dated May 16, 1942. It is a directive from 
the POW Office of the General Staff of the Royal Army to the War Ministry. Its 
object: “Use of negro [negri] POWs in film work”: “Having established prelimi-
nary contacts with the Fascist Federation of Entertainment Industrialists, this 
Ministry is of the opinion that for the employment of negro POWs in the film 
‘Bayer 205,’ currently in production at Cinecittà, and generally for all future 
requests of this sort and by other cinematographic studios, the following adminis-
trative criteria should be followed.”18 Guidelines are then laid out in seven brief 
articles, cross-referencing other military regulations. The addendum forwards this 
directive not only to the Seventeenth Army Corps and the POW Camp 122 com-
mander but to the general director for cinema at the Ministry of Popular Culture; 
this would be Luigi Freddi, Cinecittà’s founder and historian (although none of it 
is mentioned in his postwar two-volume autobiographical history of the studios). 
The prisoners’ pay is set at 3 lire per day per person (approximately US$1.85 at 
today’s exchange rate), but a sum of forty lire (about US$24) per day per prisoner 
is to be paid by the production to the army treasury, with the explanation that it is 
the army that covers the prisoners’ expenses in the camp. Other provisions are 
made for a minimum number of days’ employment, that the entire group of four 
hundred must be hired, that they be insured against accidents, that any damages to 
their clothing be charged against the prisoners’ own pay, nor will the military be 
held responsible for any damages caused by these POWs to cinematographic 
equipment.

It is important to note that the camp’s founding document of March 23, 1942, 
already has as one of its addressees the cinema office of the MinCulPop. Moreover, 
the May 7, 1942, document permitting and regulating the “use of negro POWs  
in film work” itself precedes the actual opening of the camp on May 9 (cited in  
the Red Cross report). This could well mean that the decision to locate a camp in 
Cinecittà in the first place, and with this particular choice of population, was made 
in tandem with the plan for their film labor and with some advance negotiation 
and coordination among the various entities: the General Staff, the War Ministry, 
and Luigi Freddi, acting both on behalf of the MinCulPop and the Cinecittà studio 
administration. Strengthening this hypothesis is the note made in the document’s 
first paragraph, stating that the prisoners’ employment will be for the film “‘Bayer 
205,’ currently in production at Cinecittà, while the second article further notes 
“the importance of the film.” Something was at work here that mobilized an entire 
apparatus of political and military entities invested in this particular POW camp 
and in this particular film. It’s probably safe to assume that the fact that its director, 
Max Kimmich, was Goebbels’s brother-in-law gave the real push to the extraordi-
nary provisions of the production: the cheap labor of hundreds of POWs at a time 
when, surely, black extras would not be easy to assemble in Nazi-occupied Europe. 

Jacobson-In The Studio.indd   131 11/04/20   8:27 PM



132    Foundations

Indeed, already on May 20, a week and a half after the camp’s opening, a German 
correspondent visits the set, and some days later, an article extolling the adventur-
ous production in progress, and accompanied by plenty of photographs, is pub-
lished in Berlin’s popular Film-Kurier:

Spring in Cinecittà, Rome’s film city. Roses and jasmin are blooming on the paths 
that connect the sprawling area’s various buildings. A few green spaces, circled by 
singing sprinklers, are populated with red poppies. From the fragrant sea of flowers, 
the brown studio building is lifted into relief against the polished blue of the sky. 
Behind the studio halls, the free space is extensive. In the distance, it is framed by the 
panorama of the Alban hills. We pass the oriental exterior sets for Genina’s new 
movie Bengasi, the shoot of which is now almost concluded. . . . Squat negro huts lie 
in the shade of palm trees. All around, you can see natives as black as ebony. . . . The 
Italian ministry for Volkskultur [namely the MinCulPop] has obligingly seen to it 
that enough negroes are available.19

In all, a sunny and altogether agreeable moment in wartime Cinecittà, which 
affords the German correspondent the luxury of complete oblivion (or pretense 
thereof) of the actual goings-on—for the war has, in effect, already entered the 
studio in the person of hundreds of POWs, those “ebony” extras who had been 
kept, until very recently, in chains and cages at the North African theater of war. 
Rather, the correspondent’s attention is naturally focused on the film’s most popu-
lar star, Luis Trenker, on the animal trainer, and on a leopard—all of whom pro-
vide sufficient distraction. Clearly, this production was not a minor enterprise but 
a major affair attracting all sorts of special investments: capital, sets, stars, labor 
force, and advance promotion.

Bayer 205—as it is named in the document authorizing the use of POW labor 
for the production—was the working title of a German propaganda fiction pro-
duced by Ufa, with exteriors shot in Cinecittà and its environs in the summer of 
1942, and released the following year under the title Germanin. Both titles refer to 
a vaccine against the sleeping sickness, the development of which—a fictionalized 
and ideologically adjusted Story of a Colonial Deed, as per the film’s subtitle—was 
based on bits of medical history that become the movie’s ostensible concern. There 
is, in fact, a happy moment in the plot when the Bayer product is thus rebaptized 
as the more patriotic name. With such proud flourish around the German phar-
maceutical brand (which, likely, contributed to the film’s production), one now 
recalls Bayer’s other claims to fame, from aspirin in the nineteenth century, and 
chemical weapons in World War 1, to its merging into the IG Farben conglomer-
ate—among the Nazi regime’s greatest supporters and profiteers, with a hand in 
the production of Zyklon B, and benefiting from slave labor and experiments on 
prisoners in the Auschwitz complex in the same period with which we are con-
cerned.20 In fact, the film’s dramatic substance is predicated on German scientific 
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superiority over British efforts, comprising issues of medical ethics. It thus tells the 
story of a scientist and his pretty assistant in the heart of Africa of the early 1910s. 
A charismatic game hunter joins them: he is played by Luis Trenker, a notable 
figure in Nazi cinema: actor, director, and alpinist who was involved, we will  
see, in other functions of the production. The outbreak of World War I sends  
these protagonists back home to unhappy Germany, where after a hiatus they reas-
semble, return to the bush, and heal the multitudes. A spectacular tribal celebra-
tion scene follows with all the nativist trappings. Having thus demonstrated Ger-
man superiority and magnanimity, and following the noble doctor’s self-sacrifice 
to save a repenting British officer who begs to be cured, the film projects a great 
German future in Africa with the triumph of Germanin, even as the doctor 
perishes.

In an essay on colonial cinema of the Third Reich, Sabine Hake analyzes the 
film’s ideological and racist attitudes through the triangulation of power relations 
among Germans, British, and black Africans. She reads the film in the context of 
contemporary features exploiting the primitivist fascination with the “dark conti-
nent,” while observing that the horrifying scenes of suffering and dying, uncannily 
reminiscent of concentration camp scenes, might have been taken from contem-
porary documentaries on tropical illnesses.21 The Roman summer, Italian exper-
tise with exotic sets, and a large group of black prisoners would come in handy for 
the production (fig. 6.3). The Italian Ministry of Popular Culture, along with the 
War Ministry and the Royal Army, clearly sought to accommodate (indeed, 
impress) Goebbels’s brother-in-law, Kimmich, who was the first but, in fact, not 
the last to profit from the arrangement. The Italians had their own substantial 
colonial movie trend, but for them, too, shooting on actual locations was inter-
rupted by the war so that productions eventually migrated into Cinecittà’s back-
lots.22 Augusto Genina’s Bengasi of 1942, wrapping up production at that time as 

figure 6.3. Extras in Germanin: The Story of a Colonial Deed (Max Kimmich, prod. Ufa, 
1943). Luis Trenker appears on the right. Frame enlargements.
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per the Film-Kurier correspondent’s report, set in Libya but shot in Cinecittà, cer-
tainly did not make use of these same prisoners (who would also be unsuited 
physiognomically). But at least one other production, immediately following Ger-
manin, must have made use of this group: Carmine Gallone’s Harlem (a.k.a. Knock-
Out, 1943), a Fascist-propagandistic boxing flick boasting not only major writers 
(who will shine in the neorealist era) like Sergio Amidei and Emilio Cecchi but big 
stars, including Massimo Girotti, Amadeo Nazzari, Vivi Gioi, Osvaldo Valenti 
(who would be executed by partisans some years late), and the boxer Primo Carn-
era playing himself. With the plot triangulating in this case Italians, Italian Amer-
icans, and African Americans, the movie struggled to emulate American boxing 
and gangster films with rather pathetic results, expressing scorn for America, 
especially its black population and its boxers—although a revised dialogue track 
was put in after the war to turn around its anti-American spirit. Stock footage of 
Madison Square Garden was intercut with a set reconstruction in what is surely 
Cinecittà’s big Teatro 5, and a crowd of black extras was needed to cheer the black 
boxer, who loses to Massimo Girotti (fig. 6.4). This film, specifically its circum-
stances of production, deserves a separate study.23

But what is notable in Harlem, as in Germanin, is certainly also the presence of 
numerous black women, as well as some children, that we find among the extras. 
Where did these come from, in the midst of war in Italy, itself already committed 

figure 6.4. Harlem (a.k.a. Knock-Out, Carmine Gallone, prod. Cines, 
1943). Frame enlargement.
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to racial laws? Clearly a realistic African village was a high priority for Germanin. 
But excellent Cinecittà set constructions and strong summer sunlight were not 
enough: a basic condition of verisimilitude necessitated that these populations not 
be made entirely of men! Luis Trenker’s 1965 autobiography elaborates precisely on 
this aspect of the production. While his brand of humor is no longer appealing, 
Trenker does offer some invaluable detail:

For these negro soldiers, being an extra was a welcome break to their monotonous 
lives. . . . The film was supposed to show Africa as it lives and breathes, and that 
included, other than apes, palm trees, elephants and leopards . . . also negroes, and 
also women and children. Negresses, however, at this time existed neither in Rome 
nor in Berlin, and so the assistant director . . . traveled with two Nazi minders to find 
some in Paris. Frequenting bar after bar, [they] eventually located roughly 100 pure-
bred [rassig] negresses of all shades and social standings, some of them very pretty. . . . 
They agreed to relocate to Rome for a stint of several weeks with their kids. However 
just before the scheduled departure, the black women suddenly went on strike. 
Somebody had warned them that Hitler intended to shoot all blacks. Only after long 
negotiations it was agreed to take a train that would not touch Germany, but rather 
go directly to Rome via Nice.24

The Political Archive of the Foreign Office in Berlin has registers of incoming 
posts to the Reich’s Foreign Ministry, where it is noted that on June 7, 1942, on the 
11:35 a.m. train from Paris—it is, of course, occupied Paris—seventy-two “Negros” 
were transported to Rome in third-class cabins. Also in these registers is a record 
of permission for a black actor and dancer, Albert Köhler, who had been living in 
bohemian circles in Berlin, to travel to Rome for this film.25 Yet another Berliner, 
Louis Brody, a black actor who had been acting in German films since the early 
1920s, participated in Germanin as the stereotypical native chief.26 But Trenker 
focuses on the women:

No hotel was allowed or willing to accommodate 80 colored [farbig] girls. The city’s 
police chief told the production to house the group somewhere outside the city and 
under supervision. The strange troupe consisted in part of rather respectable Paris-
ian citizens, whose men were in captivity as French soldiers. But it also included 
exotic dancers, ordinary harbor prostitutes from Marseille, and some extraordinarily 
slim and beautiful Nubians. . . . I had learned of a catholic girls’ convent in Frascati, 
not too far from Cinecittà, that was not occupied during the summer months. . . . I 
told [the mother superior] that we needed accommodations for roughly 100 actresses 
from Paris. The women would not be allowed to go out after 8 p.m. They would be 
picked up daily to shoot at Cinecittà and then return to the convent later the same 
day. We agreed on the price. . . .

When the three buses arrived at the convent in Frascati and the catholic nuns saw 
all the dark-skinned, ember-eyed negresses with their French and African floods of 
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words, the mother superior almost fainted. Of course, I had not mentioned in the 
discussions that we were talking about lots of colored actresses.

“All these women are good Christians,” I told the mother superior so as to calm 
her down. With a sigh, she said: “Va bene.”—Alright, we all are poor Christian 
souls!—“Siamo tutti poveri cristiani!” and with touching care, the exotic flowers 
[exotische Pflanzen] were directed to their rooms.

It was funny to observe how distinctly polite the brother-in-law of the National 
Socialist propaganda minister was in treating the black women during the shoot. 
More than once he [Kimmich] had to apologize because he had accidentally said a 
rough word. Because these black French women would not be bossed around. Fre-
quently they went on strike. They knew full well that there was no replacement for 
them in this film.27

One does not know whether to laugh or cry and can only begin to imagine the 
encounter, on the set, of all these different people, men and women of different 
provenances from around the globe, in the midst of war, in a strange land—indeed 
the strangest land of Cinecittà’s backlot dressed up as the African bush.

Nogaga’s mention of the men’s experience of the shoot is brief but revealing, 
and it contradicts Trenker’s assumption that the prisoners enjoyed it: “we were 
employed making bioscope films. We did not like these stunts as we were made to 
go naked all the time.”28 Clearly, Nogaga and his mates understood very well the 
incongruities of their situation in history: in relation to the South African and 
British military deploying them as second-class persons in a war so removed from 
their own reality; in relation to international agreements and organizations (like 
the Geneva Convention and the Red Cross) attempting to salvage some semblance 
of “human rights” under impossible conditions; in relation to the primitivist fan-
tasies that they were supposed to reenact. Nogaga makes no mention of the Afri-
can French women: he might have been a modest family man, returning home to 
domestic existence. In any event the incredible scene was certainly more than what 
could be told in a POW memoir published in a missionary journal!

It must have been a hallucinatory scene indeed on that Cinecittà backlot and 
then, with the production of Harlem, also inside Teatro 5, where so many human 
paths and experiences converged, propelled on the one hand by the mobilities of 
war, occupation, captivity, and exile and, on the other, by the workings of modern 
media and its own mobilities and makeovers.29 Germany’s subjugation of the Euro-
pean continent and Italy’s glorious studio, celebrated for its sets and reconstruction 
know-how, were jointly boosted by military control, political favors, and shady 
business. Axis propaganda, with its quintessentially modern colonialist exoticism, 
basically exploited the havoc and misfortune of war and played itself out in this 
unreal city, nine kilometers from the Trevi Fountain, or from Mussolini’s balcony in 
Palazzo Venezia—and apparently not too far from Paris or from Cape Town. À la 
guerre comme à la guerre is what the Parisiennes must have said among themselves.
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THE STUDIO’S  RECURSIVE STAMP ON HISTORY

In the convergence of the studio’s suspended, controlled, and remade reality and 
the reality of war and crisis in the mid-twentieth century—itself a violently, atro-
ciously remade reality—certain patterns seemed to recur. Only a few years after 
the events just described, as we catch up with Cinecittà’s spinning chronicles to 
find ourselves in the displaced persons’ camp at its later phases, people confined 
therein—under now-altered circumstances—were entangled again in the machi-
nations of the movie studio. Between the two different moments—connected, 
however, by historical, spatial, and institutional logic—Cinecittà’s first use as a 
POW camp and its postwar use to house refugees, many cataclysmic events took 
place. Nogaga tells, in few words, of his transfer along with his mates to camps in 
Germany and, following the German surrender, the roundabout ways that led him 
finally back home. But numerous POWs perished in camps where they should 
have been safe, and millions of civilian deaths in Europe and beyond will never be 
fully told. But history seems to have been stamped, several times over, in Cinecittà, 
by the setting, or indeed by the set, in which it was caught and some of whose func-
tions it absorbed. The spatial systems and functions of the studio are such that they 
afforded, or indeed determined, the convergence of disparate mise-en-scènes, his-
torical and fictional, in Cinecittà.

For the movie studio did not cease to be a studio, did not dissolve its structures 
and functions, once the POW camp and, in turn, the DP camp occupied it in 
whole or part. In the late 1940s Hollywood was beginning to invest in Cinecittà as 
part of the American commitment to European reconstruction, with a view to 
American influence in postwar-turned–Cold War Europe and, naturally, with a 
view to profits. A major instrument of its investment was the production of MGM’s 
Technicolor extravaganza Quo Vadis? (1951) in Cinecittà—a venture that also con-
tributed to the recovery of the studios and provided one of the big models, and 
inspirations, for the era of Hollywood-on-the-Tiber. This movie’s mythicized tale 
of the beginnings of Christianity in Rome, with the forces of good triumphant 
against the excesses of Nero, was certainly an allegory of the liberation of Rome, of 
Italy, and of Europe from tyranny. The production boasted not only a fat budget, 
spectacular sets, and big stars but also an unprecedented fourteen thousand extras. 
Costumed in rags, they streamed through Roman alleys and crowded the Forum 
and Coliseum, all reconstructed in Cinecittà. As mentioned earlier, while the Ital-
ian part of the camp was dismantled in the fall of 1947, the international camp 
continued to occupy part of Cinecittà through the summer of 1950, while the 
MGM production was in full swing. Interviews confirm what we have already sus-
pected as part of the inevitable logic of the coinciding of camp and movie studio: 
that among the movie extras of this colossal film are some of the camp refugees, 
mingled with numerous persons of all ages fortunate enough to earn a meal here 
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in this time of shortage.30 The Technicolor images of Quo Vadis? thus both conceal 
and reveal the real-life refugees in rags. Once again, the painfully real situation of 
the war (and postwar) has become intertwined with the spaces and demands of 
cinema.

Yet a certain denial was at work, as it was to be in film history. Not only  
Hollywood on the Tiber but neorealism before it failed to acknowledge this reality 
and could not incorporate it into any of their founding narratives. The second half 
of the 1940s was, indeed, the high season of neorealism, which turned its back on 
the studio—above all this particular studio contaminated by Fascism. Neorealism 
aspired to reveal “real life” on location, in the backstreets of Rome and in other 
peripheral landscapes. But real life was happening right here, entangled with the 
very stuff of cinema: sets and props for elemental housing arrangements, cheap 
refugee labor benefiting big movie production. Cinecittà emerges in this story as a 
kind of microcosm where the disasters of war threw people from around the globe, 
together, into the most unlikely settings. Their stories, stranger than fiction, 
became intertwined: from the enlisted men of poor Cape Town neighborhoods to 
black communities in Paris struggling to survive under the Nazi occupation, and 
from local Italian lives shattered by the bombardments of Cassino and of Roman 
working-class neighborhoods, to the survivors of distant concentration camps, 
people torn from communities, people who had lost everything but bare life. 
Cinecittà seems to have repressed these events from memory. But in some sense 
they were being represented in the flesh, in Germanin, in Harlem, in Quo Vadis?, in 
the person of these mostly anonymous POWs and refugees, hidden in plain sight.

Certainly, film production and the interests of entertainment exploited these 
situations and profited from them in much the same way that other wartime sec-
tors of labor, from farming and mining to industry at any scale, exploited prisoners 
in that same time—whether POWs, who should be protected by international law, 
or countless civilian inmates, exploited by slave labor while being systematically 
deprived, starved, or frozen to death. But the coordinates confronting us here, in 
the relatively less-severe circumstances of Cinecittà, add up to a uniquely intricate 
and edifying ensemble or, indeed, a quasi-allegorical tapestry, in which it becomes 
impossible to extricate one thread, one role, one mise-en-scène from another. 
Exceeding questions of representation and context, the novel art and industry  
of cinema, with its powerful material and imaginative resources, and with its  
fictional apparatus, became directly engaged on these grounds in a recursive pas 
de deux with war itself—comprising situations of occupation, incarceration, vio-
lence, suffering, and destruction—and persisted right through it. Both studio and 
camp—Hannah Arendt would say, any camp—are, in principle, set apart from the 
life outside: enclosed, defined, restricted but at the same time placeless places, 
where reality is on some level suspended and remade, or manufactured.31 Places as 
controlled and pressured as these give rise to actions involving the use, but also the 
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misuse, of bodies and people. It is as if, having entered Cinecittà, these various 
actors on the greater stage of history—indeed, a transnational history with mean-
ings and implications well exceeding Rome and Italy and this particular war but 
truly spanning the globe and mingling with other histories—must become other 
than they are, must inhabit roles dictated by the studio. Yet through the coinciding 
of camp and studio in Cinecittà, war and cinema also reveal, each, something of 
the reality of the other. Nor was this an isolated passing episode, to be cast aside as 
an anomaly, but a recursive pattern running through the different situations, with 
one phase appearing to reproduce itself in a string of variations, and at different 
scales, like a fractal system, following the model of the movie studio itself and its 
own structures and functions.

The greater social, military, and political events and historical agents, or play-
ers, are seen here not simply as casually intersecting with film history but as invad-
ing and partaking in it, transforming, in the process, our conception of these his-
tories and how they might be told. The mutual imbrication of studio structures 
and functions with an urgent historical reality, the interlacing of the spaces and 
circumstances of film production with those of war—all suggest a breakdown of 
boundaries and hierarchies in a period of crisis, a morphing of spaces, materials, 
and people within this particular setting, giving birth to the chimeric phenomena 
described here, a yoking of functions routinely delegated in separate disciplines 
and separate history books. No generalized picture of POW or DP camps can 
fairly account for the particular experiences of its denizens; no film history can be 
extricated from the spaces and circumstances of its production. The invasion of 
the war into the movie studio and the studio’s entry onto the historical stage man-
ifest here the most glaring instance of the permeability of cinema and history, of 
modern media and politics—of the sort that, by now, we almost take for granted. 
The Cinecittà movie studio thus stamped history with its own image but with far 
more direct and concrete material, social, and political implications than its own 
cinematic representations—as well as its representation in film history—were will-
ing to admit.

NOTES

Parts of this essay draw on my earlier research published in “The Cinecittà Refugee Camp, 1944–1950,” 
October 128 (Spring 2009); and a longer Italian version, “Cinecittà campo profughi, 1944–1950,” pts. 1 and 
2, in Bianco e nero 560 (Nov. 2008) and 561/562 (May 2009). New research developments were made 
possible via a fellowship from the American Council of Learned Societies (2017–18) and advanced with 
the kind support of Roberto Cicutto and Cristiano Migliorelli at Istituto Luce-Cinecittà, Mario 
Musumeci at the Centro sperimentale di cinematografia and the Cineteca nazionale, Pasquale Grella 
and Riccardo Sansone in Quadraro. I am grateful to Brian Jacobson for such constructive feedback. 
Presentations of this research in the SCMS conference in Toronto (March 2018), at the University of 
Vienna (May 2018), and at Johns Hopkins (Nov. 2018) yielded productive discussions. The input of John 
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Belton at the Columbia Seminar for Cinema and Interdisciplinary Interpretation (Oct. 2018) and of 
David Forgacs at the Columbia Seminar in Modern Italian Studies (March 2019) were most rewarding.

1. See Freddi, Il cinema, vol. 2, 177–317 and Martin, Gino Peressutti, l’architetto di Cinecittà, 89–97. 
See also Crafton, The Talkies, 195.
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Goebbels per la manifestazione di Venezia,” Cinema, no. 101 (Sept. 10, 1940): 161. See also Marco Spag-
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Italy’s greatest silent films, from which only few clips and stills now survive.
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Italian are mine unless otherwise noted.
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Tornabuoni, Era Cinecittà, 22.
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NY, indicate a Central Committee for Liberated Jews, under UNRRA, headquartered in Rome.

12. Paola Masino, “Valle di Giosafat,” Crimen: documentario settimanale di criminologia, no. 1 (Jan. 
26, 1945): 14–15.
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male extras as forced laborers from Libya—only, we now know, a half-truth since these South African 
POWs were merely captured there. But her essay’s chief objective is, of course, different from my  
own.

22. On the subject of the Italian colonial films see the definitive work by Ben-Ghiat, Italian Fas-
cism’s Empire Cinema.

23. Little has been written about Harlem other than a chapter in Alberto Zambenedetti’s “Italians 
on the Move,” 51–68, as well as a peculiar detective novel (giallo) by Umberto Lenzi, Terrore ad Harlem, 
which incorporates some scattered elements from the film’s actual production circumstances. Specula-
tions about the provenance of the film’s black extras have been, to date, consistently mistaken.

24. Trenker, Alles gut gegangen, 402. I have followed Hake’s clue to this remarkable episode in 
Trenker’s autobiography.

25. Elsewhere in the register there is a note that Köhler’s children were sterilized. The following 
documents have been consulted at the Bundesarchiv Berlin, Foreign Office Political Archive: PA AA, 
AB 1, Sachbuch, Abt. Inf III C, 1942, entries 1–2999; 2060.2, 2140.0, 2141.9, 1610.1, 2330.2, 2331.4, and PA 
AA, AB 1, Journal, Abt. Deutschland, Referat D III, 1943, entries 1–2790; 2001, PA AA, AB 1, Journal, 
Abt. Deutschland, Referat D III, 1941, entries 5461–9909; 8249, PA AA, AB 1, Namensregister, Abt. 
Deutschland/Inland II A/B, 1939–1944, PA AA, AB 1, Journal, Abt. Deutschland, Referat D III, 1941, 
entries 5461–9909; 5891.3, PA AA, AB 1, Namensregister, Abt. Deutschland/Inland II A/B, 1939–1944. I 
am grateful for Westrey Page’s excellent assistance in researching these sources.

26. See Nagl, “Louis Brody and the Black Presence in German Film before 1945,” 109–35.
27. Trenker, Alles gut gegangen, 402–3.
28. Nogaga, “An African Soldier’s Experiences as Prisoner of War,” 151.
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29. Noting a “convergence of crisis and spectacle” in modern Italy, Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Stephanie 
Malia Hom explore “mobility” as a historical concept in their introduction to Italian Mobilities, 10, 1, 
respectively.

30. Two persons interviewed in Marco Bertozzi’s 2012 documentary film Profughi a Cinecittà / 
Refugees in Cinecittà, confirmed the participation of DPs as extras: Angelo Iacono, who was thus 
employed while a teen, living with his displaced family inside Teatro 5, and Adriano De Angelis, whose 
family specialized in plasterworks for four generations in Cinecittà and who witnessed the goings-on 
at that time. I have collaborated on Bertozzi’s documentary, itself inspired by my research, cited in note 
9, and elaborating on it—particularly with these striking interviews.

31. I remain uncomfortable with Arendt’s drawing of continuities, in The Origins of Totalitarianism, 
between all camps, including extermination camps, but agree on some aspects of the analogy around 
the notion of placelessness within a circumscribed space and reality, set apart from workaday existence.
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