THE TREE OF WOODEN CLOGS (L’ALBERO DEGLI ZOCCOLI)

A film written and directed by  Ermanno Olmi, which won the Palm D’or at Cannes in 1978.
This film gives a moving portrait of peasant life in turn-of-the-century Lombardy.  Using a cast of non-actors who speak the local dialect, this is one of the last great examples of Italian neo-realist cinema.

The story.

Batisti is a proud but poor peasant who wants a better life for his young son, so he sends the boy to a school far away.  Wearing his only pair of wooden clogs, the child makes the long trek to class on foot.
All is well until the clogs are damaged.  Wood is scarce and so is money.  Batisti sneaks into a rich landowner’s grove to “borrow” the wood to make a new pair.  But he is caught and the rich man decides to oversee the poor man’s punishment personally, with terrible consequences for Batisti and his family
The strength of this film lies not just in its ravishing depiction of the changing seasons in a stunning part of Lombardy nor in its human sympathies, which are never patronizing to the ordinary people he finds so unordinary, but in its measured, cumulative approach to the hard life of those close to penury and exploited by the powerful. 

There are several other stunning sequences, such as when a secretive old man finally tells his granddaughter how he has managed to grow his tomato crop so early each year so that he can be the first to sell in the market.  Even better is the honeymoon trip on an old barge to Milan.  This is a documentary which isn’t a documentary, perhaps a trifle nostalgic for times past but never averse to pointing out the viciousness of the old system and the bleak fight that has to be fought against the natural world.
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