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REMOVING AND SELECTING
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This brief list does not aim to analyze, explain or educate. It is simply a small sample of love for cinema, an attempt (imperfect by definition and probably with many omissions), to select the top moments of the 7th art, just for the joy of discussion.

The technical and historical analyses have already been made by others, repeatedly. The comments here are spontaneous, a concise listing of the main thoughts that each film subjectively provoked. Perhaps some people will discover films here that they did not know, or decide to watch some again to re-evaluate them - or even simply remember them. Whatever happens, the list will have achieved its purpose.

Countless wonderful creations are missing, not because they do not deserve to be on top lists, but simply because they may lack that coherence, the cinematic “symmetry” that distinguishes masterpieces from very good films (an excellent arrangement of excellent elements was what Aldous Huxley generally called artistic masterpieces). Furthermore, the “orthodoxy” of film criticism is not followed. For example, there is no film by Sergei Eisenstein or David Griffith, two of the main founders of cinematography. And this is not because their decisive role is ignored or underestimated, but because their films, however inspired they may have been in terms of direction, suffer in some cases from their propagandistic content or the looseness of their internal rhythm. There are, on the other hand, some creations that have not appeared on any list of “masterpieces”, but they surpass films by Tarkovsky or Godard (to mention two of the most talented and radical creators of the 7th art, whose only “weakness” was their intense self-referentiality).

The films are listed in chronological order, by decade, with the name of the director and a very brief reference to the plot, followed by a concise commentary. Finally, after selecting 17 films that stand out even among the top ones, a perspective is expressed on the most important directors of all time, while some personal thoughts are also expressed on the future of cinema.

As beings who think and act essentially based on images, this list aspires to be a reminder of the edifying effect that the art of the moving image can have on humanity. And to give some ideas for wonderful and unrepeatable “journeys”, the ones that only cinema can offer.
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1920s

The Last Laugh (1924)

Director: F.W. Murnau

An elderly janitor is fired from his job and faces contempt. But things will take an unexpected turn.

The camera stands at the height of the face. Or rather, better at the height of the man. Not to highlight his special nature, but to focus on his insecurity, his expectation, his passions. To embrace with understanding, affection, but also reflection, his fragile and contradictory situation. The director explores a society, mixes with its working class. From waking up to the daily wage and the equally eternal household chores, to the permanent desire for sudden enrichment. To “catch the good one”. To be precise, therefore, he does not examine a society, but all organized societies, of the past, of the present and of the future. His lens, set in an inimitable way at the eye level of a simple worker who lives with the fantasy of being someone else, or that he could become someone else, “superior”, actually records our timeless social condition. With a gaze so disarmingly simple and at the same time penetrating, that it remains unsurpassed. What if you were given the opportunity? What if you made a lot of money? What changes? How does it feel to have people bowing down to you? How high do you climb? And yet, the director's camera remains steady, with surgical precision and with the necessary, almost scientific distance, to reveal to the attentive viewer that the height of man is one, unified and equal, regardless of material conditions. No matter how much everyone's gazes change and suddenly transform - albeit predictably - our similarity appears in the foreground, and through it the absurdity of discrimination and the futility of eternal material pursuits. It may be one of his lesser-known films, but it is perhaps Murnau's top creation and one of the most important films of the 1920s, which is still a century later in the pantheon of social cinema.

––––––––
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The Gold Rush (1925)

Director: Charles Chaplin

The adventures of an aspiring gold digger at the end of the 19th century.

How can you make a movie, in the year 1925, and drag the viewer into your magical world with two or three simple objects and an unlikely guy who sweeps everything in his path? These great, hidden secrets of high art, few knew, and certainly Charlie Chaplin among them. There is no point in describing the anthology scenes of the film, which have an almost hypnotic power even 100 years later. Chaplin's directorial and acting skills, the geometry with which he sets up his scenes, the perfection of his entire conception that created his cinematic universe, are offered here to the highest degree. No one has ever been able to create a comedy like this, except that Chaplin doesn't just make comedy. His penetrating social commentary, his unique look at the futility of human affairs and the oppression of man by the norms and systems that he himself builds in his fleeting existence, gain flesh and blood through the seemingly innocent comic gags that follow one another in a masterful manner. His first major film, which laid the foundation for his later work.

Man with the Movie Camera (1929)

Director: Dziga Vertov

A frenetic recording of scenes from everyday urban life.

Does modernity age? Or can something remain radical and modern after 100 years? The answer is given by this completely original and unique Soviet documentary, a precursor even to the modern morphology of the video clip. The central idea is something that seems impossible to film: what the moving image is and what it means, the art of cinema itself. And yet, through the incredibly charismatic and stormy rhythm of successive recording of scenes of everyday life, the film not only succeeds, but triumphs. It composes an inimitable mosaic, not so much to capture the then current reality, but to present a timeless commentary on man and his habits, as well as on cinema as the most vivid and direct form of art, which, however, acquires meaning when it attempts to be inextricably intertwined with the individual and social experience (material and imaginary) of its creator. A pioneering diamond which (after first being seen) must be studied with religious reverence by those who aspire to exist as "modern" or "postmodern" creators.

1930s

City Lights (1931)

Director: Charles Chaplin

A marginal man raises money to help cure a blind girl who has fallen in love.

Can you build an eternal story from the simplest materials? Chaplin, with those baggy, patched, almost falling-off trousers, could. Only the story is not what we think. He does not have a fairy tale to tell us, with beginning, middle and end. His story is the narration of the human drama, as old and as new, as permanent as man has been and will be. He does not reveal it to us with cruelty, nor does he shout about it. He takes us by the hand, calmly, with his bittersweet, almost tortured tone, to show us what we are: weak, imitative beings, who want to belong to similar groups in order to feel secure, who seek ephemeral satisfaction in what everyone else like us seeks. And at the same time, tender, creative, imaginative beings who can transcend our mortal nature, opening ourselves outward, instead of chasing our tails looking into the darkness within. With simple, short episodes of a seemingly simple emotional story, Chaplin irrevocably seals the art of cinema, revealing in the form of a comedy, our chilling truth: that we are and will remain blind to the true possibilities of our nature, because we cannot bear the risk of transcending the social conventions that suffocate us with their false security.

Μ (1931)

Director: Fritz Lang

The hunt for a child murderer involves both the police and the world of organized crime.

In the first seconds of the film, Lang has already put us in his agonizing world. A world that has light, but also a lot of darkness. Human darkness, next-door, and yet so inaccessible and incomprehensible. He doesn't need to show much, the way he implies is irreversibly chilling. It is the only thriller in the history of cinema that combines police action, horror, suspense and social commentary in such a masterful way. No moment in the film is superfluous, they are all pieces of a unique masterpiece. Peter Lorre's gaze, his voice, the bent fingers (of the predator and the tortured at the same time) are still shocking. But what remains unsurpassed is the director's perspective and the internal rhythm of the film. Early 1930s, in the first decades of cinema, and yet the 7th art has not yet been able to reach such a level in this genre. It is so impeccable, that it resembles a dream. A nightmare without redemption, such that only art that remains in eternity can capture and express.

Freaks (1932)

Director: Tod Browning

A circus star, in which people deformed by birth have a prominent place among the “spectacles”, plans to marry one of the dwarfs, aiming for his inheritance.

There are some films that are completely unique, in terms of their conception, thematics and narrative. One of the most characteristic examples is this unique example of social cinema, which introduces us, with unparalleled courage and clarity, to the universe of the weak, the unfortunate, the outcasts, those essentially condemned to permanent misery and exploitation. The issue of blatant inequalities, human cruelty and crushing exploitation, is at the center, but it is not approached with the usual melodrama that usually ends up in a convenient cover-up of its darkest aspects. On the contrary, without any embellishment and compromise (as Bunuel would do in his own way many years later in “Viridiana”), the darkness of human motivations, behaviors and actions comes to the fore in a chilling way. And this as an allegorical and timeless reminder that regardless of individual circumstances and particularities, hatred begets hatred, violence begets violence, and discrimination perpetuates a vicious circle of inhuman exclusions and dispersed, two-way misanthropy. The other perspective is implied, but practical solutions are not offered. Perhaps because (and this is what made the film deeply disturbing and the subject of sad bans), such solutions, at the current level of the human condition and evolution, simply do not exist.
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