FRANCESCO CASETTI

Cinema in the cinema

What happens when a film speaks to us in some way or other about
itself, about its being cinema, about the universe it inhabits? When
it tells a story which takes place in Hollywood or in Cinecitta, when
it shows how show business works, or tells the life story of a star?
Or when it speaks to us about a film which is being made, is
gradually taking shape and is finally shown on the screen - perhaps
the very film we are watching and whose vicissitudes provide the
theme of the narrative? When, through its use of references or
quotations, it tells us what sort of cinema it wants to be part of,
what it would like itself to be, what models have inspired it?
In such cases the film acquires a dual dimension: it takes itself or
an immediate alter ego as its own object of discourse; it makes a
mise-en-scene of its own existence; it represents its own nature as
representation. It becomes a film about cinema, or a film about film.
This can make it a somewhat ambiguous work, in which confession
shades into exhibitionism, investigation retreats into reticence,
criticism emerges as subtle valorization: the centre of the work is at
once determinate and elusive. But whatever the final assessment of
their value, such films do have certain undoubted merits.
In the first place they put on show their nature as symbolic
objects. The situations they present allow us to retrace both the
various steps that mark out the life of a film and the various
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Cinema in the cinema in Italian
films of the fifties: Bellissima and La
signora senza camelie

Secondly, films about cinema put into focus their nature as social
objects. They enable us to see both the image that cinema has of
itself and the image it gives of itself for public consumption. So on
the one hand these films allow filmmakers - directors, scriptwriters,
producers, and so on - to go back over their field of activity and,
through what they say about it, to cast light on problems and their
treatment, on symptomatic moments and everyday practice, curious
episodes and key figures. This doubling back over a field of activity
- highlighting perhaps the difficulty of shooting a particular scene in
contrast to the impression of ease that it affords the spectator, the
creativity of direction rather than the expressivity of acting indicates the vision cinema has of itself: as work and commitment
rather than spectacle, as art rather than craft. What emerges is a
real self-definition of the phenomenon, the perception it has of its
statute of existence, the consciousness with which it looks at itself.
On the other hand, however, this act of self-definition also
functions as a public manifesto. In retracing their steps over the field
the filmmakers suggest to the spectator what is to be found there. In
showing what cinema thinks of itself, the film also shows us what it
wants society to think of it. Its aim (no less effective for often being
unconscious) is precisely that of leading the public to adopt a certain
idea of what cinema is, how it is made, how much effort and how
much money it costs, what it is for, how it is to be received, and so
forth. In this sense these films are also shop windows full of selfadvertisement. For every self-definition (that of the cinema or any
other) is also a justification, or attempted justification, at a social
level, of the idea that it presents.
Thirdly, these films put into focus their nature as historical objects.
I don't mean this in the trivial sense that films about the cinema are
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procedures that give it form. We are present at the birth of an idea,
at the elaboration of a project, at the effort of mise-en-scene, at the
work of montage, at the moment of projection; and above all we see
on display the linguistic and expressive choices, the stylistic data,
which are at the basis of the film whose making we are being told
about - and indeed are at the basis of all films, including the one we
are watching. The result is that the film we see before us is forced to
show its cards: through the mediation of its alter ego it indicates to
us what universe it belongs to, what class of objects it is related to,
what processes it springs from, what architecture shapes it. Its
conditions of existence as afilmictext thus emerge in full daylight:
we see something, and we see what makes it what it is. More
precisely, we see a film, and we see what makes it a film. Clearly in
this sense films about the cinema are an interesting laboratory for
studying the processes of enunciation. What makes a text a text but in a way that is normally unspoken - here becomes
representation, gesture, a moment on display. The evidence may
take us down misleading paths, but it does give us a starting point.

Why two Italian films of the fifties? This is a decade which has no
shortage of works which are directly concerned with cinema or
which at least use it as a pertinent background for their narratives.
The titles which spring first to mind are Visconti's Bellissima (1951),
Antonioni's La signora senza camelie (1952), Comencini's La valigia
dei sogni (1953), Fellini's Cabiria (1956), and, already in the 1960s
but providing a conclusion to the previous decade, the same
director's 8i (1963). There are others too, which deal with related
subjects (Fellini's The White Sheik [1951], about the world of photoromances, is an obvious example); or which clearly refer to the
cinema though not so fully as the titles cited. Nevertheless the latter
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particularly liable to become 'dated' quickly. I mean that they are
particularly useful for 'putting into perspective' what they have to
say about themselves, about other films, about cinema. By
excavating their own territory, by observing it and assigning it a
value and a definition, they enable us to understand the complex of
articulation that is in play. For there is a latent tension, already
hinted at, underlying these films. The image which cinema
professionals give of their field of activity is itself realized by
cinematic means. There is therefore a possible conflict between what
is said about what one is saying and the way it is said. The same
goes for the linguistic procedures on display: if they are being shown
it is thanks to other procedures, which may go in the same direction
as the preceding ones (and act as their reflection), but may equally
go in a contrary direction (showing something, but through different
means). Furthermore, for every aspect brought to light there may be
one which remains in shadow, just as for every procedure that is
valorized there will be another whose emergence is repressed. And
so films about the cinema, like any other metalinguistic discourse,
will both reveal and mask, speak and be silent, and will do so as
openly as the theme being presented allows. And it is precisely for
this reason (because of the density of their 'unconscious', so to
speak) that these films emerge as historical documents of particular
interest.
These, then, are three reasons for finding these films interesting:
their ability to put on display their field of belonging and the
procedures that bear on it; their ability to present themselves as
documents of a culture's experiences of cinema; and their ability to
problematize, through a play of friction and contrast, the moment in
which they emerge. Hence the fascination of that 'second theatre',
the one which puts staging on the stage, which represents
representation, which communicates communication.
In what follows I shall not, obviously, be able to deal with all
these aspects. I shall be concentrating on two Italian films of the
1950s, hoping thereby to cast light on the problems associated with
the representation of cinema within the cinema.
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offer a sort of exemplary journey in the course of which the ideas
about cinema current in the fifties can be put on display.
This is, first of all, a journey which goes from a discourse of the
reproductive capacity of the cinema (Bellissima) to one on its
expressive capacity (8f). In the former case what is brought into play
is a contrast with the world of everyday life; in the latter the focus is
on an individual's wish for self-expression. An idea of cinema as
reflection (albeit imperfect) is replaced by one of cinema as language
(albeit problematic). This change of attitude has many
consequences: for example the 'truth' of the images and sounds
ceases to be conceived in terms of the possibility of reproducing the
shape of things and events and becomes instead a question of
aesthetic intention.
There is also a second movement - a slide from considering the
cinema as a social phenomenon, not without its negative attributes
but nevertheless rooted in popular life (Bellissima), to a vision
increasingly centred on the individual experience of someone who
would like to be, has been, and to a degree still is, part of his
surroundings (8£). In this movement the cinema loses its associations
of an everyday and immediately accessible presence and becomes
instead an event or a ritual with all the attributes of something
exceptional. On the one side an idea of cinema as a shared
background, a common point of reference; on the other the idea of
cinema as an object of celebration, a place of nostalgia and myth.
Again the consequences are many: for example the rapid reversal
through which cinema both magnifies its role and loses sense of its
own complexity and force.
Behind this reversal of viewpoint, however, one feature remains
constant: the suggestion that cinema has to overcome a series of
obstacles in order to assert itself; or rather that in order to assert
itself it needs to correct some important characteristic of itself. In
this sense the idea that occupies the stage is that of a cinema which
achieves itself 'in spite of certain countervailing factors - in spite of
the artifice of the fiction, in spite of the banality of much of the
content, in spite of the laughter of unappreciative spectators, in spite
of the difficulties of organizing the making of a film.
A cinema 'in spite of: this formula can be taken as a reference to
another metalinguistic genre, the backstage musical, where the show
is put on 'in spite of all obstacles, just as love triumphs 'in spite of
a series of misunderstandings. But even more it refers back to
Freud's Verleugnung, the mechanism of miscognition and denial
which underlies all forms of representation, particularly 'realistic'
ones. If a scene (in theatre, cinema, or wherever) purporting to
represent a real situation comes across as 'credible', this is because
it invokes a proposition of the type 'Yes, but . . .' - 'Yes I know
(that it isn't real), but all the same (it looks it)' - enabling the
spectator both to recognize the impossibility of the scene being

1

See Octave Mannoni. Clel pour
I'imaginaire. ou I'Autre Scene

(Paris: Seuil, 19691.

Be that as it may, what matters is that there has been a change in
the definition that cinema gives of itself, to which there corresponds
a difference in the images offered to the spectator. I now want to
look more closely at this series of elements as they appear in two of
the films mentioned above: Bellissima and La signora senza camelie.

Bellissima

Bellissima is centred around a narrative core which seems at the
same time simple and exemplary. A production company is looking
for a small girl for the leading role in its next film. A woman,
Maddalena, tries, at the cost of great sacrifice and against the wishes
of her husband, to secure the part for her daughter. But then,
having got to know the world of the cinema close at hand, she turns
down the offer eventually made to her. So, on the one hand desire
and on the other renunciation; on one side the fascination of show
business, on the other the known world of family life; on one side
the appeal of the cinema, on the other a daily reality which finally
imposes its demands.
But though this is the basic schema, the film also hints at a far
more subtle articulation of its two conflicting poles. Cinema and
reality, although counterposed, do not form two compact,
impenetrable blocks. Start with the cinema: in Bellissima our idea of
the cinema is conveyed above all through Maddalena's own image of
it, which she has in her role as a spectator, as a regular cinemagoer,
reader of cine-romances and of the lives and loves of the stars. In
the first part of the story the cinema for Maddalena is, so to speak,
a dimension of reality truer than true life. The cinema is something
that puts things to rights, because it enables one to get something
one needs, but which life does not directly give. On the one hand,
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played and also to accept it as a legitimate replacement for what it
represents. The 'yes, but' allows one to be simultaneously aware of
the falsity of the representation and of its role as a stand-in for the
represented and, crucially, to pass over the former aspect in the
name of the functionality of the latter.1 Now if such a mechanism is
indeed operative, it follows that, while Italian cinema in the fifties
progressively loses any sense of reference, or any awareness of a
sense of reference, to the background of neorealism (as shown
precisely by the shift from the idea of reproduction to that of
expressivity, and from the idea of social machine to that of
individual performance), it nevertheless continues to work over the
very thing which is at the root of the representation of the real and
of belief in this representation, that is to say the 'in spite of.
Applying this 'in spite of to its definition of itself as cinema, it
somehow keeps alive the psychological structure that goes with
representation, and with realistic representation in particular.

Two scenes in particular bring this vision to the fore: the dialogue
with her husband in the open-air cinema where Red River is being
shown ('It's not just a story, it's not just a story . . .') and the row
between the couple in front of the neighbours ('I want my daughter
to become somebody . . .'). In each case the cinema for Maddalena
is not in contradiction with life: it is what allows an otherwise
unexpressed potential to be realized, what sanctions and legitimates
an otherwise hidden dimension of existence. So it is not deformation
but empowerment, not betrayal but enlargement: in a word there is
not a split between cinema and reality, but an interaction.
Of the two things the cinema is seen as offering, the right to
stories and the right to an identity, it is the latter which turns out to
be crucial. Maddalena acts because she wants her daughter to fulfil
herself and assert herself: she wants her to be recognized for what
she is, or for what she seems to be in her mother's eyes. But failure
is inevitable, and it happens precisely at this level: when the rushes
are shown, the laughing and joking of the crew ('it's a dwarf . . .')
make Maddalena realize that the cinema can only offer a vision of
Maria which will be abnormal and grotesque. She changes her mind
on the spot. She realizes that the cinema is something other than she
had thought, or rather that other people see it differently and that
their perceptions and actions make it different - and less attractive than the rosy light that had always surrounded it in her eyes. The
image of the cinema which she has as a spectator comes into conflict
with the image of cinema shared by those who work in it. What
arises, aside from the inevitable disappointment, is a real clash of
perspectives. The woman's journey to the world of Cinecitta
becomes a journey of initiation, opening up the discovery of
alternative points of view.
What is cinema for the others? Let us run through the different
perspectives they have, beginning with the most marginal. First
there is the production company, Stella Film, for which cinema is a
field of activity centred on a production. This production activity is
based on certain precise 'recipes'. What they want first is a story
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by showing an 'ideal' world, it frees an imagination otherwise
trapped in the everyday; on the other hand, because of the
exceptional status it gives to those who take part in it, it allows them
an opportunity for self-realization not ordinarily available. In other
words cinema allows one to dream, to hope, to experience emotion
and happiness, and at the same time to be recognized for what one
is and deserves to become. Or, put another way, on the one side it
provides the stories without which existence would be flat and
unbearable, while on the other it foregrounds the identity of the
person who is part of its world, making him or her a centre of
attention, somebody known, with a definite place. This is the vision
that Maddalena has of the cinema - and which she has, I repeat, in
her role as a spectator.

In Bellissima the role of the
director of the film within the
film is played by Alessandro
Blasetti 11900-871. grand old
man of the Italian cinema and
director of the epic (860 (1934)
as well as of the protoneorealist Quattto passi fra le
nuvole (19421. [Tr.]
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with a popular touch (the film to be made appears to be an
adaptation of a story in the rose-tinted romance genre). But they
also want to generate interest, and therefore an audience, in
advance of the film's production: hence the competition for the
'prettiest little girl in Rome' (modelled, obviously, on the beauty
competitions fashionable in the 1950s, and an ironic reference to
neorealism's discovery of actors 'straight from the street' and to the
deformation of that principle).
Then there is the character of the self-styled 'agent' Annovazzi,
and along with him all the people working on the fringes of the
production, from the photographer on the set to the dancing
mistress. For these people the cinema is a world of wheeling and
dealing, seizing the main chance, you-scratch-my-back-I'll-scratchyours, and generally getting on as best you can.
And Blasetti.2 For him, by contrast, the cinema is a field in which
to display a solid and acknowledged professional skill. This
professionalism has two main aspects. On the one hand it is based
on a perfect knowledge of how the 'machine' works and an
acceptance of its rules: Blasetti goes along with the producer's
wishes and the general way he sees the production. On the other
hand, however, his professionalism leads him to see things other
people cannot see: it is Blasetti who spots Maria's potential above
and beyond what the evidence seems to suggest, and who decides in
her favour against the opinion of his team, because he understands
something they cannot. Professionalism, then, is both doing the job
properly and seeing beyond it - the exact opposite of the wheeling
and dealing of Annovazzi and his cronies, which is based on a
mixture of improper behaviour and shortsightedness. Blasetti, who is
the perfect incarnation of professionalism, is at once both craftsman
and artist, man of knowledge and midwife.
Finally there is the ageing actress Tilde Spernanzoni. For her the
cinema is the creation of a fantasy dimension, the conquest of a
different world. Behind her affected gestures and slightly pathetic
manner, Tilde Spernanzoni is by no means a marginal caricature (as
the dancing mistress and maybe even Annovazzi certainly are); from
a structural point of view she is a key character in relation both to
Blasetti and to Maddalena. Like Blasetti, Tilde exemplifies a
professionalism based on respect for the rules and on her midwifely
ability. The rules she follows may be old-fashioned and inadequate,
but they are far more honourable than the wheeling and dealing of
Annovazzi and company; and she further has the ability to draw
hidden talents from people who do not know they have them.
Think, for example, of the extraordinary sequence of the acting
lesson she gives Maria: the child, apparently reluctant and inept,
gradually responds to the game of improvisation, lets fantasy take
over, bends down to pick up imaginary strawberries. A simple trick?
In reality Tilde (like Blasetti) is a creator, capable of inspiring

'communicative pact' (based on a
notion also present in Habermas
and Greimas). see F. Casetti.
'Patto. patto comunicativo, e
patto comunicativo nella
neotelevisionel', in Tia me e te
(Rome: Eri. 1988).
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For the idea of the

creativity in others. Her style is non-naturalistic, but involves
starting from real things and 'interpreting' them so as to give an
extra dimension to normality. In this sense the old actress incarnates
to the full the work of representation: how to construct appearances
which say as much as and more than the things they represent; how
to pass beyond the fictitious to bring a deeper truth to light.
Tilde's midwifely ability allows her too to make a link between
cinema and life: just like Maddalena in fact, though as someone who
is part of the scene rather than an observer of it. Tilde, as actress,
constructs a 'true' representation for Maddalena who, as spectator,
accepts the representation as 'true'. The complementarity of this
relationship between the one who 'makes believe' and the one who
believes can be seen as forming a 'pact', and more precisely a
'communicative pact'.3 And yet in this making up of the scene there
is an irredeemable 'artifice'. Tilde, with her outdated approach and
her explicit recourse to a 'method' (the method?), demonstrates this
better than her counterpart Blasctti, with his colder and more
detached manner. While Tilde is giving her lesson outside, in the
background rehearsals are being held for a variety act: a show is
always a show, there is always something being made up, fabricated.
Artifice at this point constitutes an irremovable obstacle, a kind of
original sin of the medium: it threatens the pact by turning 'make
believe' into manipulation and belief into illusion. Maddalena's
crisis, following her encounter with other people's views of the
cinema, stems from the discovery that cinema is manipulation and
illusion, that it is not to be believed, that the deck is stacked.
Artifice, in fact, is what sets off the crisis.
To sum up: Maddalena thinks that cinema does not contradict life,
but in some way complements it. She suddenly realizes that for
people working in the cinema things don't quite look that way: she
acquires a perspective she had not previously had and becomes
aware of the artifice of the game. What gives Maddalena her clear
sense of this artifice is a double experience. Even at the beginning
she is no dupe. On the contrary, her relations with Tilde or with
Annovazzi arc marked by a certain scepticism from the outset. But
the caution with which she approaches her first encounters with
other people's vision is never sufficient for her to want to doubt the
object of her love, which is cinema. Her first doubts arise only when
she meets Iris, the woman who looks after projection of the rushes.
Iris too has suffered disappointment, dis-illusion, the premature loss
of a dream. She has been an actress, but has had to settle for a
more modest ambition, so that cinema for her soon ceased to be a
mythic place of self-fulfilment to become just a job. But Iris's
experience, unlike that of the other characters, is rooted in the same
social milieu as that of Maddalena herself, and she tells her story in
a language which Maddalena finds familiar. Maddalena in fact
recognizes Iris and is surprised to find her different than she would

between these two principles is
suggested by Lino Micciche in
his book Visconti e il
neorealismo (Venice: Marsilio.
19901. Micciches book also
gives an account of critical
reactions to the film and a
detailed philological account of
it. beginning with the changes
that took place at the script
stage.

Maddalena's everyday world, looked at closely, is pretty strange.
She is not the only character in her world to live on illusions.
Spartaco, her husband, stares at the plan of their new house in
exactly the same way Maddalena looks at American landscapes in
movies; it is a place of dreams and a possible new life. It is also a
world that is like a stage. The rows between Maddalena and
Spartaco are conducted in public, with the neighbours in attendance
as a sort of chorus. Family meals are a ritual at which everyone has
a role to play. The houses she visits in her work as a nurse are
scenes of private dramas and melodramas. And it is a world in
which fiction has its acknowledged place. The screen of the open-air
cinema in the courtyard of the block of flats opens up just like one
of the surrounding windows through which the inhabitants are
shouting messages, orders, insults: one more window, or so many
more screens. Finally it is a world marked by nonstop acting.
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The opposition in Bellissima

have imagined: but what makes the encounter crucial is her
recognition that the two women belong to the same world.
The real turning point, however, is what comes next: the showing
of the rushes and the crew's reaction. This event strikes at the heart
of Maddalena's illusion, showing her that the cinema, far from
allowing full recognition of an identity that would otherwise always
escape one, in fact reduces people to the role of an object of
amusement, a mask.
Maria, then, is reduced to a mask, and not recognized for what
she is. This is what forces Maddalena to give up her point of view
and accept that of the others, what brings about her
disenchantment. I would suggest, tentatively and schematically, that
this form of disillusion has more of Pirandello about it than of
Brecht. It is true that the moment of disillusion involves an
encounter with the cinematic machine in all its immediacy and
indeed its brutality (the laughing and joking of the crew), but what
really sets it off is on the one hand a play of points of view and on
the other a failed recognition. Disenchantment leads Maddalena to
an awareness of the status of fiction (and the consequent difficulty of
reconciling appearance and reality) rather than to an awareness of
the work of mise-en-scene (and the consequent possibility of
developing a new line of action). Defeat leads the woman not to a
new level of awareness but to the anxiety provoked by seeing the
normal transformed into the grotesque - recalling the extraordinary
passage in Pirandello's Diary of Serafino Gubbio, Cameraman where
Varia Nestorova recoils in horror from the sight of her own image
on the screen.
Mask, fiction: representation shows its true face, the one that
detaches it from life. For Maddalena it is now time to wake up, time
to say goodbye to the 'pleasure principle' in favour of the 'reality
principle'.' But what reality?

cinema, vol. IV (Paris: Editions
du Cerf. 19621. p. 59.
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Andre Bazin. Ou'est-ce que le

Interpersonal relations are expressed through shouting,
exaggeration, verbal and behavioural exhibitions (quite caricatural in
the case of the concierge). As Maddalena remarks, after a row in
public: 'if we didn't behave this way, we'd never get to make a
screen test'.
This theme of acting is central to a key sequence in the film. Tilde
has just given Maria her lesson in acting. Maddalena sits in front of
a mirror and asks, 'What is acting, anyway?' The image doubles up
on Maddalena's intense facial expression as (significantly) she
finishes making herself up. Cut to a reverse field of Maria lit by a
single spot which etches her face in sharp relief. A mirror, a light,
and the room becomes a stage or a set. What is acting? A synonym
for living.
So fiction provides points of articulation for life. It punctuates it
(moments of spectacle inside daily life) and transforms it (everyday
life itself becoming spectacle). If Maddalena returns to reality this
does not mean she gives up on cinema. She gives up what had
become an untenable illusion, a split. If Maria had got the part (and
indeed she is offered it), this would have been her damnation, not
her salvation. But acting as a part of life continues, even if it may
modulate into tenderness rather than marital tension (the film ends
with Maddalena asking to have her face slapped and Spartaco
responding with a kiss and the affectionately spoken words, 'crazy
woman'). Maddalena will always be a 'type' ('that crazy woman'),
as indeed everyone has to be, a mixture of oneself and one's selfdisplay. In other words, cinema, in spite of everything.
This mixture of life and fiction is something that Bellissima hints
at from the opening scene onwards. 'Make no sound,' sing the
chorus from Donizetti's Elisir d'amore on the radio, introducing a
story full of shouts and noise. 'Make no sound,' they sing, and are
immediately interrupted by the announcement of Stella Film's
competition. Aside from the discourse on art (or 'Art'?) and its
transformation into the content of mass communication and
reduction to the level of a support for advertising, the role of this
opening is to make clear from the beginning that the story of
Maddalena, Maria and Spartaco takes place against the background
of a theatrical fiction, and that fiction can act as the measure of life.
Precisely, cinema, in spite of everything.
'No more actors, no more story, no more mise-en-scene, that is to
say finally within the perfect aesthetic illusion of reality: no more
cinema.'5 This was Bazin's dream of Italian neorealism. Visconti
reminds us that even perfect reality is full of cinema, and can be
cinema; and yet that cinema is still always cinema. Cinema, in spite
of everything.

La signora senza camelie

so named after the woman
Socialist senator who first
introduced it as a parliamentary
bill in the early 1950s, was an
attempt to limit prostitution
involving the closing of licensed
brothels. \Tr\
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The legge Merlin, or Merlin law,

With La signora senza camelie Antonioni shifts the problematic set
out in Bellissima: he brings out an opposition complementary to the
one examined above, but also different in various ways.
First, a brief reminder of the plot of the film. Clara Manni, a
shopgirl who is trying to become an actress, has a great success with
her first film role. She then gets a more important part in a new
film, but gives it up after marrying the producer Gianni Franchi,
who does not want his wife to act in just any movie. Clara wants to
go back on the screen, and Gianni sets up a role for her in a film
with artistic pretensions which turns out to be a total flop. There is a
crisis in the marriage. Clara is attracted to a diplomat, Nardo,
hoping that true love will blossom from their relationship; but Nardo
is worried about the consequences for his career, and Clara is left
alone. She then studies to become a real actress and asks her
husband for a part in an international production he is putting
together, but he turns her down. So she accepts a contract to appear
in a trashy film and agrees to go out with Nardo, although she
knows it will only be a casual affair. The last shot of the film shows
her posed for a studio shot at Cinecitta, tears in her eyes.
This is the plot. It seems to be based on a set of contrasts, such as
that between the need to adapt to things and the wish for selfrealization; or that between having your life decided by others and
the will to decide for yourself. These pivot around a fundamental
opposition: that between the cinema where Clara started and will
always remain, because it's all she's good for (or thought to be good
for); and the cinema which she cannot perform in, though first her
husband and then she herself try her to place her there.
The cinema where Clara started and will always remain in fact
covers a whole galaxy of genres. Her first film, Addio signora
('Lady, farewell'), would appear from what we see of it to be a
romantic story with songs. The second film, L'uomo senza destino
('Man without a destiny') - a title soon changed to La donna senza
destino 'Woman without a destiny') - is more melodramatic, with a
plot that mixes passions and prejudices, impossible loves, and a city/
countryside opposition. The film the producer Ercolino
unsuccessfully persuades her to star in is in a scandal genre, with
references to current events ('prostitutes . . . the Merlin Law').6 And
lastly, the film which she finally agrees to play in, and which bears
the suggestive title of The Thousand and One Nights, is a sort of
variety show with comedy routines and dancing girls. Clara's
cinema, in other words, is a kind of mega-genre, combining
melodrama a la Raffaello Matarazzo, political comedy a la Luigi
Zampa, and sketches in the style of Mattoli; or maybe a supergenre, combining passion ('I so love these films of passion'), scandal
('Riot squad to the fore!'), easy morals and provocation

7

Yvonne Sanson Ib. 19261 and
Sitvana Pampanini (b. 1927} were
popular stars of the Italian
cinema of the 1950s. Pampanini.
a former singer and beauty

'sex goddess', while Sanson.
who had a more varied talent as
an actress, appeared mainly in
melodramas. \Tr]

8

Fumetti is an Italian term for
comic books, including those
known as fotoromanzi (or 'photonovels'l which do not use
graphics but posed photos of the
action with actors or models.
The world of the fotoromami is
satirized in Fellini's The White
Sheik 11951). [Ti.j

Thirdly this mega-genre or super-genre nevertheless possesses
certain features shared by the 'middling' or 'lower-middling' Italian
cinema of the early 1950s. These include characteristics of content:
all Clara's films are centred around the figure of a woman who is
sensual and unhappy, passionate and unfulfilled, available and
unrecognized - a 'lost woman' in terms of the stereotypes of the
period (and the same stereotype will mirror the destiny of the
actress incarnating the roles . . .); and characteristics of production:
Clara's films are also Ercolino's films (or those of his equivalent, the
unnamed producer of The Thousand and One Nights, who is like
Ercolino, only worse). At this level, the films represent operations
of limited scope ('I just don't have the resources') based on banal
formulae ('Sex, politics and religion, all rolled into one') and put
together hastily (actresses who have come from nowhere, like Clara
herself and her stand-in, the girl who has graduated from the world
of fumetti*); unplanned ('I'll sort this out at the dubbing stage') and
mercenary through and through ('I'm doing this film because I need
the money'). In short a very limited form of cinema, whose saving
grace is the commonsense of its participants (Ercolino never
pretends to be other than what he is); a fly-by-night cinema.
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queen, was a rather statuesque

('censorship'). It nevertheless remains a compact territory, with its
higher ground (Addio signora) and its pits (The Thousand and One
Nights).
This mega-genre or super-genre is a bit of a historical mishmash.
It combines three areas which in fact the Itaiian industry of the
period kept fairly separate, each with its distinct characteristics and,
above all, its own stars. The figure of Clara is therefore something
of a hybrid, halfway between Yvonne Sanson and Silvana
Pampanini.7
Secondly, this mega-genre or super-genre is shown as appealing to
different publics. Clara's film are a great popular success and at the
same time the object of lively interest on the part of the upper
bourgeoisie. The nature of the interest is different, though. On the
popular side is an attitude to cinema as an everyday store of dreams,
an emotional involvement with siories, and above all a process of
identification with the actress - as demonstrated by the sequence
outside the Romolo cinema; while on the bourgeois side there is an
attitude of curiosity, an interest in the social side, an involvement in
the world of film in search of adventures - as shown in the scenes of
the day's shooting in the Lotta palace, the afternoon of the premiere
at Venice, and the whole story of Clara and Nardo. Clara's films
thus produce more or less opposite reactions: responses vary from
total involvement to playful caprice. They do not really identify their
audience. Instead they serve as examples of the different forms of
experience that the society of the period could have of cinema in
general. Or, perhaps more accurately, they give a picture of cinema
as social phenomenon.

So, if the films that Clara is forced to make cross between and
merge different genres, at the risk of historical falsification this is
because they are intended to signify cinema as a pure and simple
social phenomenon, with stereotypical contents and produced with
cottage industry means. Opposing them, as we shall see, are the
films which Clara does not get to make, or for which she has no
talent when she does get to make them.
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Clara's other pole of activity also involves a composite genre. On
the one side we have a self-declared art film (Joan of Arc), and on
the other a prestige (but not necessarily artistic) production in the
shape of the film which Gianni Franchi gets underway and which
Clara pleads in vain to be given a part in. The former is a one-off,
where the operative factor is an authorial will (that of the unnamed
director); the latter is an international production, where the
operative factor is the financial and managerial skills of the producer.
Once again the films in question belong to genres which Italian
cinema of the period kept fairly distinct. Joan of Arc recalls some of
Rossellini's enterprises - and indeed Rossellini was at the time
about to make his own Joan of Arc film with Ingrid Bergman, which
might account for the reference to Bergman which follows the
mention of Falconetti. The new production, on the other hand, is
reminiscent of Fabiola or Ulysses or Roman Holiday and the
productions of Hollywood-on-Tiber. It is as if Gianni Franchi had
suddenly changed from being Peppino d'Amato (a producer of
popular films and also of Rossellini's Francesco giullare di Dio) to
being Dino De Laurentiis (channel for American capital in Italy): in
other words, another hybrid.
But this syncretism too is functional. It serves to mark out a
territory whose characteristics are the opposite of the previous one.
It designates a cinema which has value in its own right, not just as a
social phenomenon; which has a serious, and not just a stereotypical
and banal content; and which has a proper industrial structure, not
just that of a cottage industry. Everything we learn about this
cinema, however indirectly, fits this general character. Joan of Arc
aims at expressivity, not effect; it is made not to make money, but
as a showpiece for its star; it opens in Venice, not at the Romolo; it
refers to a tradition, not just to the latest scandals, and so forth. As
for the new film, it needs planning and research, not just
improvisation; it is aimed at a broad and lasting public, not just to
catch the mood of the moment; it tells a proper story, and doesn't
just string together a series of situations. On every point, the two
types of cinema (and therefore the two directions in which Clara
might go) are direct opposites, almost negative and positive of each
other.
The point of the characterization, then, is to create two ideal
types, two poles of activity, rather than to give an accurate picture

9

There is an element here of

husband's chiding - his 'Do you
want to make films or
pornography?1 and 'Remember
you are a lady'.

10 See Elena Dagrada, 'Antonioni e
!a macchina cinema (La signora
sema camelie e altrol', in G.
Tinazzi (ed.l. Michelangelo
Antonioni: identificazione di un
autore (Parma: Pratiche, 1985).
Oagrada writes of a 'Camusian
gesture'.

It is also interesting that, although La signora senza camelie sets
out to portray high cinema and low or lower-middling cinema with
equal sharpness, it does not actually treat them with equal care.
High cinema - the area where Clara fails - is identified clearly
enough, but is described in a patchy and parodic way: we see
nothing at all of the film Gianni is producing at the end, and what
we see of Joan of Arc (at the Venice premiere) is so extreme as to
be paradoxical. The low or lower-middling cinema, on the other
hand - the area in which Clara works - is shown in some detail: we
see the final sequence of Addio signora being screened at the
Fiamma cinema; we spend some time on the set of La donna senza
destino, and see the sequence of the kiss as it is shot; and we meet
the cast of The Thousand and One Nights, posing with Clara for a
production still. This inequality of treatment is so emphatic that we
must regard it as symptomatic. It is around this point that the last
part of my analysis will be woven.
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unconscious response to her

of the cinema of the period. This said, it is interesting to note that
La signora senza camelie seems to suggest a possible transition from
one type of cinema to the other. After her affair with Nardo, Clara
finds comfort in the advice given her by Lodi, her costar in Addio
signora: study to become a real actress. As Lodi puts it, up to now
all they have done is photograph her beauty; from now on they
should be photographing her performance. Clara throws herself one
hundred per cent into the enterprise, partly as a compensation for
her failed affair, but mainly as an attempt to qualify herself
professionally. By studying, she aims to forge herself a new role
both as a woman and as an actor: her purpose is to become mistress
of her own life and her own craft.9 But she cannot make the
transition: Nardo wants a return to the old, debasing relationship;
her ex-husband refuses her a new role. 'Real' cinema (not to
mention real independence) is out of Clara's reach. If her efforts
succeed at all it is at another level: she comes to accept her self,
even in its negative version. We do not know if her tears at the end
are of rage or resignation, fury or self-pity. But that is not the point.
The point is that Clara accepts to expose herself (to photography, to
the cinema), and to do so even with her face deformed by tears;
whereas previously this self-exposure even in all her beauty was
precisely what gave her such a problem. She says earlier: 'How
frightened I am every time I see myself on the screen . . . it's me,
it's me'. Again the reference is to Pirandello and to the scene in
Serafino Gubbio, Cameraman where Varia Nestorova confesses her
inability to see herself portrayed: and it is Pirandello Clara is
studying in order to become a real actress. Up to then the cinema
did not allow Clara to recognize herself: it represented for her a loss
of identity. But if the effort of learning fails to give her entry to
'high' cinema, it does at least allow her to reacquire an identity and
to display it without losing herself.10
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13 Dagrada, 'Antonioni e la

display this well: the tears of the stand-in on the set of La donna
senza destino, and the confession of failure as a woman and as an
actress uttered by one of the extras at Cinecitta near the end of the
film. Each of these scenes offers a very precise description of the
mechanism of illusion and dis-illusion operated by low cinema
(similar to that offered by Bellissima for cinema in general); and the
tone is evidently critical in each case. But in themselves these
moments also represent triumphs of the pathetic, which is the very
basis of melodrama. The situations being staged are the tale of Lost
Hope and the spectacle of Inevitable Unhappiness, classic topoi of
the genre. Even more clearly than those given earlier, these two
examples show the film drifting into an area from which it also
claims to take a distance - one inhabited not only by low cinema but
by serial novels, romances and fumetti. On a literal reading, the film
is quite similar to the sort of product which constitutes Clara's field
of activity, and her damnation.
But this is true only on a literal reading, one which takes no
account of the work performed by Antonioni on his raw materials.
These are precisely that: materials to be used. The melodramatic
elements in the film are drawn from elsewhere, singled out, and
foregrounded. They are put in quotation marks, marked as someone
else's discourse and distanced at the very moment they are
appropriated. This act of quotation, at the same time a transplant
and a transformation, a taking in and a holding at arm's length, is
the key to the approach taken by Antonioni towards his material. It
brings to the fore the metalinguistic dimension of the film. La
signora senza camelie is a second-degree film not only because it
contains film within film but also because of the way it subjects its
material to an explicitly cinematic (or rather, as we shall see,
anticinematic) treatment. In La signora senza camelie cinema is both
the theme that is narrated and the filter of the narration: the film
tells us a story about the cinema, while also making clear that it is a
story told in and by a film.
The use of quotation is activated in two ways. The first is a form
of emphasis applied to the representation. The portrayal of events is
endowed with a surplus, which acts to underline both form and
content. In such cases the reference to cinema is inserted into the
scene represented so as to make it take on a clearly marked and
meaning-laden dimension, to make it reveal its nature as fiction.
Some examples: the behaviour of the bourgeoisie in the Lotta
palace, which is the acting out of a social performance no different
from the professional performance put on by the actors and extras
on the set; or Gianni and Clara's house, with its mirrors, its
impeccable decor, its vistas, to all intents and purposes
indistinguishable from a set; or Clara's three kisses - with Lodi, with
Gianni, and with Nardo - three very different kisses, but also
related.13

14 The scene may be part of a
rehearsal rather than an actual
take: there has been no shout of
camera!'

The other procedure is one of undertone, aiming to take
something out of the representation, rather than add to it. What is
involved here is not a reference to cinema but the intervention of a
cinematic style which is somehow lacking and produces errors of
grammar and of what are conventionally regarded as the rules of
good cinema. Two sequences in particular show this procedure in
action: the conversation between Clara and Renata, and the meeting
between Gianni and Clara and her parents. In both these scenes the
characters never face each other or look each other in the eye; their
actions do not seem to relate to each other's. The narration
undergoes a process of dispersal: it is not just that the characters are
shown as ill at ease with each other, but the film seems ill at ease
with itself, unable to find a way of articulating itself clearly. I shall
call this opposite procedure desemanticization.
Emphasis and undertone, hypersemanticization and
desemanticization, these procedures each work to transform the raw
materials, to engage them in a play of writing which both affirms
and denies them. For this reason it is wrong to talk of concessions to
melodrama. The themes may be drawn from that source, but the
way they are treated contradicts them utterly. And for this reason I
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Clara's first kiss is part of the shooting of La donna senza destino:
it takes place in front of the camera, and we see it as the audience
will see it." In this sense it is already cinema, in all its immediacy.
But the kiss is also accompanied by two offscreen voices, that of the
director giving instructions to the actors, and Gianni's complaining
that the scene is too daring. These offscreen voices introduce the
cinematic apparatus in both of its principal aspects - that of
production (the director giving instructions) and that of consumption
(the onlooker commenting on the spectacle). The kiss, therefore, is
not just there to be filmed, it also functions to reveal the 'cinematic
scene' par excellence (almost a primal scene, with its mise-en-scene
of the unconscious and the look of the voyeur). The other two kisses
are private, one with the husband and one with the lover, but they
are related to and refer to the first one. Clara's kiss with Gianni is
set in front of a back-projection screen against which can be seen
the silhouettes of lights and an electrician moving them around, with
an offscreen voice shouting 'Further to the right the two thousand
. . . lower . . . great! Now a gauze'. Her kiss with Nardo takes place
on an unused stage, piled high with set materials in wood and
plaster, frames and painted flats, and in the background a
functioning stage from which voices can be heard getting ready for a
scene and the words 'ready, action!'. In each case, a kiss made to
order, an actor's performance, all the trappings of cinema short of
actual filming of the scene. In all these cases the reference to cinema
acts to produce what I would call a hypersemanticization of the
material.

But the terms in play within this shared structure are different. In
Bellissima the ideal is cinema as a whole, and the way it is lived by
its audience (cinema as social phenomenon, in fact). In La signora
senza camelie the ideal is a part of cinema only, the part which
allows for self-expression or achieved professionalism. In the former
the step backwards is caused by cinema's character as fiction as
revealed in the behaviour of its participants; whereas in the latter
the cause is an ill fate which prevents someone from achieving
something that she is ready to attempt. Finally, in Bellissima cinema
is liberated from its original sin and reappears in apparently alien
territory, in the world of everyday life. In La signora senza camelie,
however, cinema patches up its own internal high/low dichotomy by
the application of high style to banal content. So in the one case
cinema reappears 'in spite or the counterclaims of life, while in the
other it reasserts itself 'in spite of the concessions that have to be
made within it to banality and stereotyping. In the one case cinema
reappears because life itself is inherently 'cinematic'; in the other it
reasserts the cinematic potential of some of its material.
The net result of this differentiation of terms within a similar
structure can be described in this way. In Bellissima cinema is taken
as a single object (though viewable from different angles, by
spectators and by producers) and this object is rescued by something
that appears extraneous to it, but in fact is not, which is life (so that
instead of cinema being dissolved into life, as in the official doctrine
of neorealism, it is now life that requires cinema). In La signora
senza camelie the cinema opens up an internal dialectic between its
components and finds its salvation in a division of roles which
assigns to filmic writing the task of dignifying and ennobling
otherwise unworthy and untenable contents.
It is easy to see from this how cinema's turning in on itself and
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return to the idea of a cinema which affirms itself in spite of matter
that is recalcitrant to it. The difference is that in the case of
Bellissima the 'in spite of relates to the life that had to be returned
to because of the untenable character of fiction; whereas in La
signora senza camelie the 'in spite of relates to the materials which
had to be used because they were those given by the situation. In
the two films the structure of the argument is much the same. There
is an ideal being aimed at (on the one side cinema as life writ large,
and on the other cinema as a place free of the indignity of the
everyday); there is then a step backwards that has to be taken (on
the one side a return to the everyday, on the other a return to the
cinema of compromise and small-scale trafficking); and finally there
is a positive affirmation that emerges even in the apparent adversity
of circumstances (on the one side the return of cinema in the form
of the performative, spectacular aspects of life itself, on the other
'high' cinema returning in the form of the ability of filmic writing to
transform even the most melodramatic of situations).

the increasing role given to stylistic and expressive elements are
further developed throughout the 1950s by the other films
mentioned earlier. But that has not been my main purpose. What I
have tried to do has been to open up a territory to a new form of
exploration. To understand what a cinema thinks of itself, what it
says about itself, how its problems are articulated.
This article. wh~chIS pan of a w o k In prcgress on the Image of the cinema in Italian soclety In the 1950s. first appeared
(In a sl~ghtlyshone1 vers~on)In La scena e lo schermo, nos 3 4 119901. 1 should like to thank the journal's ed~tor.Lim
Mlcclche. for permlsslon to reprint it here

Translated by Geoffrey Nowell-Smilh

Downloaded from screen.oxfordjournals.org at York University Libraries on February 10, 2011

393

Screen 33 4 W~nler1992 Casenl . Cmerna m the crnema m Itahan films of the fifties

