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Abstract. This essay explores the possibility of 
theoretical reconciliation between André Bazin’s concept 
of “fact-image“ put forward by the French critic in his essay 
about Italian neo-realism and the deleuzian concept of 
“pure optical situation“, that is extended in what he calls 
an “any space whatever“ - which Deleuze used to define 
the visual revolution brought by the films of Vittorio de 
Sica and Roberto Rossellini. Some film scholars believe 
that the concepts of bazinian realism and the deleuzian 
time-image are incompatible in film theory, arguing that 
while one is preserving the integrity of reality (Bazin), the 
other is preserving the integrity of the image (Deleuze). I 
will show that what Bazin calls the “fact-image“ is exactly 
the neorealist equivalent of the deleuzian “pure optical 
situation“ – an “image being on its own just a fragment 
of reality existing before any meanings“ which frees itself 
from the laws of sensory-motor schemata of the action-
image and is revealed “in a visual and sound nakedness“.
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Bazin, Neo-Realism
and the “Fact-Image“

In his essay Cinematic Realism and the 
Italian School of Liberation, Bazin begins 
by analysing the storytelling technique 
used by Roberto Rossellini in Paisa. He 
begins by defining what he understands 
by “realist“ film:

“We would define as «realist», then, 
all narrative means tending to bring an 
added measure of reality to the screen. 
Reality is not to be taken quantitatively. 
The same event, the same object, can be 
represented in various ways. Each re-
presentation discards or retains various 
of the qualities that permit us to recogni-
ze the object on the screen. Each intro-
duces, for didactic or aesthetic reasons, 
abstractions that operate more or less 
corrosively and thus do not permit the 
original to subsist in its entirety“ (Bazin 
1971: 27). 

While advocating realism on screen, 
Bazin is fully aware that cinema is an 
exclusive medium. He admits that, while 
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being the most realistic of the arts, reality 
still eludes cinema, because the director is 
still confined to choose between one kind 
of reality or another. But this “loss“ of 
the real is also something which cinema 
can turn to its advantage. The margin of 
loss, implicit in any realist choice, allows 
the artist to increase the effectiveness of 
his chosen form of reality, and Italian 
neorealist films are a great example of 
this increase of reality. Because of the 
lack of equipment which they had to 
deal with after the war, directors like 
Rossellini could not record the sound 
directly (they lacked sound equipment), 
but after the shoot. This loss turned into 
a great gain. They were left free to use the 
camera unfettered by the microphone. 
This way the camera’s field of action 
and its mobility were enlarged. This led 
to an “immediate raising of the reality 
coefficient“ (Bazin 1971: 30) and also to 
a revolution in the way in which cinema 
tells a story. What is important, Bazin 
says, in the way in which directors like 
Rossellini construct filmic narrative is the 
“creative surge, the special way in which 
situations are brought to life“ (31). The 
necessity of narrative is rather biological 
than dramatic. This means that facts are 
presented in a less abstract way. The 
narrative technique retains the ambiguity 
and “chaos“ of life and reality. The free 
camera movement is also important as 
the cameraman must be equally ready to 
move and remain still:

“Travelling and panning shots do 
not have the same god-like character 
that the Hollywood camera crane has 
bestowed on them. Everything is shot 

from eye-level or from a concrete point 
of view, such as a roof top or window. 
Technically speaking, all the memo-
rable poetry of the children’s ride on the 
white horse in Sciuscia can be attributed 
to a low-level camera angle which gives 
the riders on their mounts the appea-
rance of an equestrian statue. [...] But all 
that cinematic virtuosity did not prevent 
his animal from having the prosaic look 
of a broken-down cab horse. The Italian 
camera retains something of the human 
quality of the Bell and Howell newsreel 
camera, a projection of hand and eye, al-
most a living part of the operator, ins-
tantly in tune with his awareness“ (33). 

This is a great example of how Bazin 
use to treat neorealist films. Com-
paring them to the all knowing, omni-
scient camera consciousness of the 
Hollywood films, he would make a great 
observation about the attitude towards 
reality manifested in films like Sciuscia. 
The camera would no longer impose a 
transcendent form or subjectivity on the 
world being filmed. Instead it would 
try to keep as much as possible of the 
immanence of events and singularity of 
gestures and behaviour. Because most 
of these films were shot in real places, 
and not in studios, expressionist lighting 
was less important. Film-makers like 
Rossellini or De Sica do not feel the 
need to increase the plastic quality of 
the image. What interests them the most 
is preserving the singularity of actual 
events and facts:

“The unit of cinematic narrative in 
Paisa is not the «shot», an abstract view 
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of a reality which is being analyzed, but 
the «fact». A fragment of concrete reali-
ty in itself multiple and full of ambigui-
ty, whose meaning emerges only after 
the fact, thanks to other imposed facts 
between which the mind establishes 
certain relationships. Unquestionably, 
the director chose these «facts» care-
fully while at the same time respecting 
their factual integrity [...] But the nature 
of the «image facts» is not only to main-
tain with the other image facts the rela-
tionships invented by the mind. These 
are in a sense the centrifugal properties 
of the images – those which make the 
narrative possible. Each image being on 
its own just a fragment of reality exis-
ting before any meanings, the entire 
surface of the scene should manifest an 
equally concrete density“ (37).

So it is this “obsession“ with preser-
ving the integrity of these facts that 
makes this type of narrative possible. 
The revolution of neo-realism is not 
that of its content and social issues, but 
its use of new formal aesthetic criteria. 
This is where Bazin meets Deleuze. Their 
analysis of neorealist films is not entirely 
that different.

Deleuze
and the “Pure Optical Situation“

Deleuze begins Cinema 2 with an ana-
lysis of neo-realism. His starting point is 
exactly Bazin’s attitude towards the post-
war films of directors like Rossellini, De 
Sica or Visconti. The emphasis of his view 
falls not on the re-presentation of the real 
undertaken in these films, but on a pre-

sentation of a real which is “dispersive, 
elliptical, errant or wavering, working 
in blocs, with deliberately weak connec-
tions and floating events“ (Deleuze 1989: 
1). While in traditional realism, direc-
tors felt the need to insert a story in reali-
ty to make it exciting and spectacular, 
the new aesthetic approach realised that 
the necessity of the story was an indi-
rect way of disguising the director’s de-
feat. This meant superimposing abstract 
and dead formulas on a living everyday 
reality. In traditional realism, directors 
and screenwriters were forced to invent 
a plot. What should be the story behind 
the event? – they would ask. The “story“ 
in neo-realism is the event itself, the event 
in its entirety and imperfection. Instead 
of photographing an abstract simplified 
reality, De Sica, Zavattini and Rossellini 
would realise that everyday reality is rich 
in expression:

“Instead of representing an already 
deciphered real, neo-realism aimed at 
an always ambiguous, to be deciphe-
red real; this is why the sequence shot 
tended to replace the montage of re-
presentations. Neo-realism, therefore, 
invented a new type of image, which 
Bazin suggested calling the «fact-
image»“ (Deleuze 1989: 1).

So what Deleuze values in Bazin’s 
view on neo-realism is the idea that it 
brought to the screen – through new 
formal techniques – the dimension of an 
additional reality on top of the reality 
being filmed. What Deleuze is saying 
is that the problem of neo-realism and 
also of the new type of image it created 
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did not concern the level of the real in 
relation to form or content. The problem, 
Deleuze thinks, is the relation between 
the real and the mental. In other words, 
the revolution of De Sica or Rossellini is 
a revolution of “thinking“ (thinking in 
images) before it is a revolution in style. 
According to the French philosopher, 
something else was the cause of this 
visual insight, something which preven-
ted the movement-image (and its avatars 
– perception-images, affect-images and 
action-images) of traditional realism to 
extend into action. Therefore, there was 
a breach in the sensory-motor schemata 
of the movement-image which prevented 
it from being subordinated to a dramatic 
order.

One of these examples is in Vittorio De 
Sica’s Umberto D, when the young maid is 
going into the kitchen she makes a series 
of everyday gestures which retain the me-
chanical nature of habit. After all, she just 
woke up. She is tidying up the house and 
then she glances at the water fountain 
and sees the ants. There is a shot (quite si-
gnificant in length for a scene which close 
to no narrative information whatsoever) 
of the ants before she drives them away. 
Several other everyday actions are filmed 
after that, like when we watch the girl 
grinding coffee. She closes the door with 
her foot. After that, she glances at her bel-
ly. This is what Deleuze finds captivating. 
That in the course of a series of everyday, 
mechanical gestures a “pure optical situa-
tion“ has been brought about. It is a si-
tuation to which the character has no res-
ponse or reaction. It is an image which 

De Sica inserted in the film not for the 
sake of narrative, but for the sake of loo-
king, an image destined to give the film 
more visual density. It is what Deleuze 
calls a “cinema of the seer and no longer 
of the agent“ [de voyant, non plus d’ac-
tant] (Deleuze 1989: 2). So what we have 
in these films is a built up of pure opti-
cal situations where we have nothing 
left to do but look at images which in no 
way give us relevant narrative informa-
tion, but an increase of reality, an increase 
of the capacity of the image to bring to 
the screen the heterogeneity of the real. 
Everyday gestures are important because 
they are really subject to sensory-motor 
schemata which are automatic and, the-
refore, their disturbance is able to upset 
the equilibrium between action and res-
ponse. These type of gestures/singulari-
ties are revealed to us “in a visual and 
sound nakedness“ (3).

In short, this is what happens in neo-
realist films. Directors like Rossellini 
and De Sica invent what we call a “fact-
image“, an element of great importance to 
the film’s unity, according to Bazin. And 
while the traditional sensory-motor situa-
tion of traditional realism already presup-
posed an action (was in fact an agent of 
action and enunciation) and a reaction, a 
purely optical situation like the ones in 
neorealist films are established in what 
Deleuze calls an “any-space-whatever“, a 
space disconnected from action and res-
ponse:

“No longer being induced by an ac-
tion, any more than it is extended into 
one, the optical and sound situation is, 
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therefore, neither an index nor a syn-
sign. There is a new breed of signs, op-
signs and sonsigns1. And clearly these 
new signs refer to very varied images 
– sometimes everyday banality, some-
times exceptional and limit-circums-
tances“ (Deleuze 1989: 6).

Bazin and Deleuze Meet
in Rosselini and De Sica

Let’s compare Deleuze’s account to 
Bazin’s analysis. We will focus first on 
Bicycle Thief. First of all the subject of the 
film: what we are presented is nothing 
out of the ordinary, an episode taken out 
of the life of a worker. His bicycle, the 
tool of his trade is stolen. The worker tries 
to find the bicycle and searches for it with 
his son Bruno. What Bazin likes in the film 
is that is “takes care not to cheat on reali-
ty“ (Deleuze 1989: 51). This means that 
the presentation of the events respects 
their phenomenological integrity. In the 
middle of a chase, the boy needs to piss 
and the camera does not avoid showing 
this. Suddenly, it starts to rain and the 
father and the child need to take shelter. 
Narrative and action are suspended by 
common accidental events. These events 
are not signs of something; they do not 
carry with them a message. They are sin-

1 In Peirce’s classification of signs an index is 
a sign that denotes its object through an ac-
tual connection which binds them, through 
a real relation. A synsign is defined by De-
leuze (close to Peirce’s account) as an “en-
semble of qualities-powers as actualised in 
a milieu, in a state of things or a determi-
nate space-time“ (Deleuze 1986: 146).

gularities, facts that are unique in their 
ambiguity. They give the sense (which 
is still an illusion) of more reality on the 
screen, but also an added dimension. In 
the film, there are also entire shots which 
concentrate on the father and son’s walk 
on the streets. The camera follows them 
throughout the city, lingering on walls 
and buildings, showing us architecture, 
streets, slums. Bazin thinks this is very 
important to the film’s attitude towards 
mise en scène. He thinks that Bruno’s pre-
sence introduces a change of tone to the 
worker’s drama:

“Thus the child provides a drama-
tic reserve which, as the occasion arises, 
serves as a counterpoint, as an accom-
paniment, or moves on the contrary into 
the foreground of the melodic structure. 
This function in the story is, further-
more, dearly observable in the orches-
tration of the steps of the child and of 
the grownup. Before choosing this par-
ticular child, De Sica did not ask him to 
perform, just to walk. He wanted to play 
off the striding gait of the man against 
the short trotting steps of the child, the 
harmony of this discord being for him 
of capital importance for the unders-
tanding of the film as a whole. It would 
be no exaggeration to say that Ladri di 
Biciclette is the story of a walk through 
Rome by a father and his son. Whether 
the child is ahead, behind, alongside – or 
when, sulking after having had his ears 
boxed, he is dawdling behind in a ges-
ture of revenge – what he is doing is ne-
ver without meaning. On the contrary, 
it is the phenomenology of the script“ 
(Deleuze 1989: 53-54).
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Walking is also very important in the 
context created by Deleuze. The shots 
in which the two characters walk on the 
street are also examples of continuous 
time. It would be false to say that the 
image of the worker and the child 
extends into action. It does dot contribute 
anything to the dramatic structure of the 
film, but extends itself in time, which 
is something that can be found in the 
“phenomenology of the script”. It is, as 
Bazin puts it, a question of rhythm – the 
young precipitated steps of the child 
trying to keep up with the father. This 
type of “acting“ is not the interpretation 
of a role, but the result of transcending a 
style of performance. Bazin also indicates 
a tendency in the style of narrative that 
tries to eliminate mise en scène as much 
as possible. The event is sufficient unto 
itself. It does not need further attention 
through different camera angles. In 
Bycicle Thief, Bazin thinks, the event “has 
reached that stage of perfect luminosity 
which makes it possible for an art to 
unmask a nature which in the end 
resembles it“ (55). We need to think of the 
ending of the film, when the father, being 
humiliated in front of his child for having 
been exposed as a thief, dusts himself off 
after being manhandled by the people in 
the crowd and goes home. Rather than 
concentrating on their faces and using a 
significant close-up of either the father or 
the child, revealing a face of humiliation, 
De Sica decides to end his film with the 
two figures dissolving in the stream of 
people flowing through the streets of 
Rome on a day like any other. He is trying 
to tell us that their story is not in any case 

exemplary, but ordinary and mundane, 
something which happens on the street 
when we do not pay attention – a story 
which is closer to a fact or an event. An 
art which resembles the event is also 
what Deleuze appreciated in cinema. 
The link between Bazin and Deleuze 
is definitely bergsonian. This is more 
obvious in Bazin’s analysis of Umberto D. 
“In Umberto D, one catches a glimpse, on 
a number of occasions, of what a trully 
realist cinema of time could be, a cinema 
of «duration»“ (76). 

The link between Bazin and Bergson 
has been pointed out before, especial-
ly when it comes to Bergson’s criticism 
against spatialized time. We know that 
for Bazin temporal and spatial continui-
ty was very important. In Matter and me-
mory, spatialized time – the time that is 
fragmented by our intellect – is opposed 
to what Bergson calls durée or real time – 
which is an ongoing process and indivi-
sible reality.

Every attempt of the intelect to frag-
ment duration is an abstraction. This is 
exactly what Bazin dislikes in analytic 
montage, the fact that decoupage offers 
an abstraction of real time. Whether or not 
the cuts that montage make are sections 
in mobility, they are nonetheless abstrac-
tions in the continuum of time. It is no 
secret that Deleuze started analysing the 
process of film editing from bergsonian 
paradoxes of movement. His obsession 
with the creation of direct time-images 
in post-war cinema is undeniably one of 
the most bergsonian views in film theory. 
In the films that engaged the organic sys-
tem of the movement-image (i.e. the films 
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of classic Hollywood cinema), temporali-
ty could be characterized by the subordi-
nation to sensory-motor schemata (move-
ment was defined by linear causality and 
the characters engaged the action in clas-
sical dramatic situations. In other words, 
time is dictated by action. The films of the 
movement-image are structured by nar-
rative and rationality. The time-image di-
sengages the sensory-motor link. We find 
pure optical and sound situations outside 
narrative progression which function in 
empty spaces (any-space-whatevers that 
are disconnected from and do not pre-
suppose an action). What is achieved – 
as I pointed out in Deleuze’s analysis of 
some scenes in neorealist films is a direct 
image of time. A direct time-image does 
not access duration. A direct time-image is 
a type of cinematic movement which al-
lows our escape from individual duration 
and to affirm the existence of other du-
rations. What films allows us is to access 
durations (of objects and beings – fact-
images in Bazin’s words) which defy the 
limits of our own intellect – to see how 
the worlds looks like when we are not a 
part of it. A deleuzian account of cinema 
does not see film as a type of represen-
tations, but as an assemblage of images 
(Deleuze uses the word agencement very 
often) which is part of the world of conti-

nuous movement which already orga-
nizes itself in images. The world crea-
ted by film does not represent the real 
world, but constructs a rhizomatic rela-
tion with the real world. Nowhere else in 
the history is this relation between film 
and reality more clear. As Bazin likes to 
say, the most radical revolution brought 
by directors like Rossellini or De Sica is 
an innovation in the structure of narra-
tive which has to respect the actual du-
ration of the event. The “assemblage“ of 
the film, Bazin says, must not add any-
thing to the existing reality. What is ex-
traordinary in neo-realism is that “the 
parts of the event that we are not given, 
are themselves of a concrete nature“ (66). 
The same thing happens in life. We don’t 
have all the information, a complete ac-
count of an event. In neorealist films el-
lipses are a lack of information in reality 
(in the way we experience events). 

For Bazin, as for Deleuze, neorealist 
films are rather ontological positions ra-
ther than aesthetic ones. Through the 
employment of “fact-images“ (Bazin) or 
“pure optical situations“(Deleuze) films 
like Paisa, Bicycle Thief and Umberto D. 
created images that were true to the onto-
logical ambiguity of reality. Film obtains 
the level of ontology (a link between the 
object and its image).
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