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Rome, the present. Antonia, a healthcare

worker, lives with her handsome
husband Massimo. Their 15-year
marriage appears to be happy. When
Massimo is run over and killed by a car,’
Antonia goes into a deep depression.

Going through his things, she discovers a
painting with a loving dedication written

on the back. Following up clues, she

arrives at the apartment building from
which the painting was sent. There she
encounters a group of warm, colourful

Woman on the verge: Marghetita Buy

residents: Turks, gays, prostitutes and
transsexuals. Antonia is disturbed to
discover that Massimo’s lover of seven
years is in fact a man, Michele.

Gradually she is drawn to Michele’s
family of friends, including Serra,
a Turkish exile, Mara, a transsexual
estranged from her family, and Ernesto,
an HIV+ invalid who believes that he
was abandoned by his boyfriend (no one
has told him that the boyfriend has died).
Although relations between Antonia and
Michele remain tense, they discover they
have more in common with each other
than they had with Massimo. They come
close to becoming lovers, but pull back.
Antonia discovers she is pregnant by her
late husband, but does not tell her new
friends. Finally Antonia announces she is
going to Amsterdam with Emir, a young
Turk. In fact she leaves alone; free from
her past, she sets off to begin a new life.

In the opening sequence of Ferzan
Ozpetek’s third feature, a man in formal
dress attempts to pick up a woman
in a glamorous gown. The setting, a
collection of classical sculptures housed
in an industrial building, is intriguing.
The music, an oriental wailing, is also
incongruous. Only at the end of the scene
do we discover this couple are married:
Massimo and Antonia are elegant and
playful partners in a perfect relationship
~or 50 it seems. The sequence shows
up some of Le fate ignoranti’s strengths:
a delicate approach to rélationships,
an idiosyncratic use of location, and
an appeal to clashing cultures in its
depiction of contemporary Italy.
Ozpetek was born in Istanbul but
haslived in Italy for some 25 years. He
has written that while his first feature,
Hamam I bagno turco, was an attempt
to discover his Turkish roots, and his
second, Harem Suare (unseen in the UX),
explored why he broke away from his
home culture, Le fate addresses the here
and now: the rich human geography
of Rome, There is no doubt that one
pleasure of his film is its art design,
credited to Oscar-winner Bruno Cesari.
Antonia’s family home, all glass walls
and cream furniture, is the very image
of her chilly character. The crowded
apartment belonging to Michele — who,
Antonia discovers following Massimo’s
death, was her husband’s long-time male
lover—is a communal space, its colourful
kitchen bathed in golden light by
cinematographer Pasquale Mari. The
ample terrace, where Michele’s extended

ot

famﬂy'of friends take their meals, offers
striking views of the urban landscape
of the Ostiense neighbourhood, where
ahuge gasometer serves (as in London’s
Kings Cross) as a post-industrial
landmark. Michele works at the
wholesale market (Mercati Generali),
ensuring some atmospheric night
shooting. The dense sociability of the city
(Michele can hardly take a step without
being greeted by an acquaintance) is
contrasted with the frigid isolation of
the suburbs. It's no accident that frosty
Antonia is fair-haired and blue-eyed,
while her new-found friends, both
Italians and Turks, are darkly handsome.
Sometimes this picturesque quality
works against the film: Michele’s male
friends are so uniformly gorgeous that Le
fatelooks like a male model convention.

The supporting players’ stories are
lightly sketched. We never know if
transsexual Mara will be accepted by
her family, and the revelation that Serra
fled to Italy after being abused by the
Turkish police is dropped discreetly in
subtitled Turkish dialogue. But Ozpetek
pays closer attention to the central
relationship between Michele and
Antonia. Initially unlikely, it becomes
more plausible when we learn that
Massimo may have lied to Michele
as he did to Antonia. While the film’s
title is taken from the painting given by
Michele to Massimo, the plot turns more
on the book of Turkish poems which
brought the two male lovers together.
‘While Michele was first attracted to
Massimo because he believed they shared
the same taste in poetry, he discovers the
book was meant as a gift to Antonia and
Massimo was ignorant of its contents.

Ozpetek has said that he is concerned
with love, family and friendship. But
the sexual politics of his film remain
confused. Antonia tells her mother that
Massimo found a ‘real family’ with his
illicit lover; but she also tells Michele
that he doesn’t know the true meaning
of love. She chooses not to tell her new
friends that she is pregnant, letting them
believe she is escaping with a hot new
date. And although, in spite of the title
(which translates as “The Ignorant
Fairies’), it is the wife, not the queers,
who is ignorant, we see everything from
Antonia’s point of view. The encounter
with homosexuality and ethnicity serves
only asa way station on the straight
woman’s road to independence: Antonia
learns about herself, but it is not clear
how much she really understands
others. Typically, vibrant footage of
Rome’s historic gay pride march in
2000 is relegated to the end credits.

Like an Italian Will & Grace (but
without the sitcom’s quick repartee),
the film’s success with a general audience
may require this kind of compromise.
The echoes of All about My Mother also
suggest a quest for cross-over. Antonia’s
first sight of Michele’s apartment
building, with whores and trannies
screaming the place down, is straight
out of Pedro’s Barcelona. But if Ozpetek
achieves neither the brilliant comedy
nor the heartfelt emotion of Almodévar,
he has nonetheless crafted an expert and
engaging drama.
Paul Julian Smith
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