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RUGGERO EUGENI

Cinema: theoretical discourses

1. Microtheories

It is no easy to identify the thread of film theory within the complex interweav-
ing of cinematographic discourses and phenomena1. Firstly, “theoretical” stud-
ies on cinema are often connected to works of criticism and analysis related to 
individual films. Moreover, these use different platforms and institutional set-
tings: from the daily press, to generalist or specialist magazines, from cultural 
publications to purely academic journals, up to the contemporary video-essay 
formats or even posts on social media. Finally, theory constitutes an interface 
between the strictly cinematographic phenomena and those belonging to the 
broader realms of culture, ideology, publishing industry and social customs. 
Even this overview of the theoretical debate on cinema in Italy cannot escape 
a certain degree of uncertainty and, consequently, some unavoidable simplifi-
cations – not necessarily to imply trivialisation, however. In any case, it is nec-
essary to specify that in the following pages we shall confine ourselves to film 
theory in the narrow sense, thus leaving aside film criticism as well as histori-
cal, socio-cultural and mediological reflection.

The problem of defining boundaries is immediately clear when attempt-
ing to identify the Italian film theory spring. The first manifestations of theo-
retical interest, from the late Nineteenth century to the end of the 1920s, were 
fragmented in nature and varied in terms of discourse types. Scholars work-
ing in the fields of perception and mass psychology took a precocious inter-
est in cinema, as indicated by the works of such authors as Roberto Ardigò, 
Mario Ponzo, Agostino Gemelli or Angelo Mosso; the same did education and 
training institutions2. In terms of cultural debate, the first reflections on cine-

1 F. Casetti, La ‘‘teoria del cinema’’ nella storia del cinema, in AA.VV., Un secolo di cinema italiano, Il 
Castoro-Museo nazionale del cinema, Milan-Turin 2000, pp. 129-149. The following volumes offer 
a general overview: C. Bisoni - A. Costa, Teorie del cinema ed estetiche delle arti, in P. Bertetto (ed.), 
Storia del cinema italiano. Vol. I. Uno sguardo d’insieme, Marsilio-Edizioni di Bianco e Nero, Venice-Ro-
me 2011, pp. 253-278; G. Bertellini, Film Theory and Criticism, in G. Marrone - P. Puppa - L. 
Somigli (eds.), Italian Literary Studies, 1, A-J, Routledge, New York-London 2007, pp. 722-728; R. 
de Gaetano, Il cinema e i film. Le vie della teoria in Italia, Rubbettino, Soveria Mannelli (CZ) 2017. 
Among the various antologies of classical essays, see D. Angelucci (ed.), Estetica e cinema, il Muli-
no, Bologna 2009; A. Barbera - R. Turigliatto (eds.), Leggere il cinema, Mondadori, Milan 1978.
2 See respectively: S. Alovisio, L’occhio sensibile. Cinema e scienze della mente nell’Italia del primo No-
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ma in Italy found their platform in newspapers and generalist magazines, and 
took the form of undeveloped ideas, sketchy outlines or even “microtheories” 
seeking to define the identity, functions and audiences of the new expressive 
form3. An early set of contributions were made by intellectuals who looked up-
on modernity with an astonished and attentive eye: for example, on the pag-
es of “La Stampa” (the Turin newspaper), Giovanni Papini wrote La filosofia 
del cinematografo in 1907, emphasizing the important social implications of cin-
ema and its capacity to change the world as well as man’s spatial perception. 
Arte di celluloide by Enrico Thovez was published in the same paper the follow-
ing year: the author clearly grasped cinema’s importance as a factor in shap-
ing the spirit of the coming era, predicting “The Century of the Cinema” and 
its role as a substitute for “real” art. A more complete (and well-known) con-
tribution was offered by Ricciotto Canudo, who celebrated the Trionfo del cine-
matografo on the pages of the Florentine paper “Il nuovo giornale”. Originally 
from Bari, the Paris-based author considered the new spectacle to have a place 
alongside other more established forms of worship and social ritual (theatre, 
concerts and Mass). But its aesthetic quality (as specified in the later La nais-
sance d’un sixième art, 1911) was that of a total art in a Wagnerian sense, bringing 
together both the rhythms of space (as do painting and sculpture) and those 
of time (like music and poetry): cinema, which united expressive forms of the 
past, responded to the typically modern needs of unity, synthesis and speed.

In contrast to those intellectuals who reached out towards cinema, a second 
group of artists tended, instead, to incorporate cinema into their own poetics 
and cultural policies. For example, also the 1916 Manifesto della cinematografia 
futurista (signed by Marinetti, Corra, Settimelli, Ginna, Balla and Chiti) exalt-
ed film’s capacity for synthesis and speed, but in this case for the purpose of 
giving substance to the poetics of speed and shock already formulated by the 
artistic movement4. A similar attitude lay behind the (otherwise very differ-
ent) declarations of Luigi Pirandello and Gabriele D’Annunzio. In his novel Si  
gira… (1915), Pirandello depicts the process of film making, demonstrating 

vecento, with an anthology of contemporary texts, Kaplan, Turin 2013; Id., La scuola dove si vede. 
Cinema ed educazione nell’Italia del primo Novecento, with an anthology of texts, Kaplan, Turin 2016.
3 Some of the main and most recent references for this period are: A. Boschi, Teorie del cinema. 
Il periodo classico: 1915-1945, Carocci, Rome 1998; G.P. Brunetta, Il cinema muto italiano. Da “La 
presa di Roma” a “Sole” 1905-1929, Laterza, Rome-Bari 2008, pp. 113-156; F. Casetti - S. Alovisio 
- L. Mazzei (eds.), Early Film Theories in Italy 1896-1922, Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam
2017; A. Costa, Teorie del cinema dalle origini agli anni Trenta: la prospettiva estetica, in G.P. Brunetta
(ed.), Storia del cinema mondiale. Teorie, strumenti, memorie, vol. V, Einaudi, Turin 2001, pp. 417-443;
L. Mazzei, I percorsi della teoria, in S. Alovisio - G. Carluccio (eds.), Introduzione al cinema muto
italiano, UTET, Turin 2014, pp. 233-277; M. Syrimis (ed.), The Great Black Spider On Its Knock-Kneed 
Tripod. Reflections of Cinema in Early Twentieth-Century Italy, University of Toronto Press, Toronto-
Buffalo-London 2012. On “microtheories”, L. Mazzei - L. Quaresima (eds.), Microteorie. Cinema
muto italiano, in “Bianco e Nero”, 66 (October 2004-April 2005), pp. 550-551.
4 W. Strauven, Dall’«immaginazione senza fili» al «meraviglioso futurista»: la poetica marinettiana come 
teoria indiretta, intuitiva, del cinema, in C. Saba (ed.), Cinema Video Internet. Tecnologie e avanguardia 
in Italia dal Futurismo alla Net.art, CLUEB, Bologna 2006, pp. 89-111.

Net.art
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the capacity of the camera to engulf people’s lives, substituting real feelings, 
art, and even the life cycle, with a fragmented and impoverished vision5. D’An-
nunzio (who wrote the screenplay for Cabiria, which was directed by Giovanni 
Pastrone in 1914) considered cinematographic images to be integral parts of 
a modern mythology that the auteur had to create and the nascent cultural in-
dustry to package and sell: the exact equivalent of the work of the poet and his 
publisher with words.

In any case, from the 1910s onwards, intellectuals as a whole (from Guido 
Gozzano to Fausto Maria Martini, from Matilde Serao to Ada Negri) became 
more acutely interested in cinema6. Moreover, there was an increase in the 
number of platforms for sharing these reflections: with the introduction of the 
feature film and the refinement of the new medium, various newspapers, with 
growing regularity, published essays and studies related to cinema; at the same 
time, numerous specialised magazines were published (to name just one: “La 
Vita Cinematografica”, launched in Turin in 1910)7. Throughout the Twenties, 
discussions on cinema found a place in literary journals (“Solaria” dedicated a 
monographic issue to cinema in 1927) as well as theatrical ones (“Comoedia” 
and “Il Dramma”): these various platforms began articulating a very broad dis-
course on film, addressing productive concerns as well as legislative, aesthet-
ic and technical issues, the cult of celebrity and issues related to the audience.

The advent of sound at the end of the Twenties constituted an important 
caesura in this flow of now consolidated interest8. On the one hand, the pres-
ence of sound and the relative debate brought to light a series of theoreti-
cal issues that would remain central theoretical concerns over the following 
years: the degree of “realism” or “abstraction” of film, the role of technolo-
gy, the comparison with theatre, the role of the cinema within the arts and so 
on. On the other hand, the definitive institutionalisation of the medium ena-
bled some broader and more systematic reflections on the medium to emerge. 
Accordingly, in two essays on film as art – Il cinematografo: verso una nuova arte 
(1920) and L’antiteatro: il cinematografo come arte (1928) – Sebastiano Arturo 

5 More generally, see F. Càllari, Pirandello e il cinema: con una raccolta completa degli scritti teorici e 
creativi, Marsilio, Venice 1991.
6 On the role of writers see F. Andreazza, Identificazione di un’arte. Scrittori e cinema nel primo No-
vecento italiano, Bulzoni, Rome 2008; B. Bortolomeo - S. Chemotti - M. Piva (eds.), Letterati al 
cinema. Atti del Convegno, Padua, 25-26 ottobre 2001, Istituti editoriali e poligrafici internazionali, 
Pisa-Rome 2002; I. Gambacorti, Storie di cinema e letteratura: Verga, Gozzano, D’Annunzio, Società 
Editrice Fiorentina, Florence 2003.
7 R. De Berti, La cultura e l’informazione sul cinema: nascita e sviluppo delle riviste di categoria, in A. 
Bernardini - A. Aprà (eds.), Storia del cinema italiano. Vol. II. 1895-1911, Marsilio-Edizioni di 
Bianco e Nero, Venice-Rome 2018, pp. 468-478.
8 G. Bertellini, Dubbing L’Arte muta: Poetic Layerings around Italian Cinema’s Transition to Sound, 
in J. Reich - P. Garofalo (eds.), Re-viewing Fascism: Italian Cinema, 1922-1943, Indiana University 
Press, Bloomington 2002, pp. 30-82; L. Boledi, Ipotesi di intertestualità nelle teorie cinematografiche 
fra muto e sonoro, in R. De Berti - E. Mosconi (eds.), Cinepopolare. Schermi italiani degli anni Trenta, 
monographic issue of ‘‘Comunicazioni sociali’’, 20 (1988), 4, pp. 574-594; P. Valentini, Presenze 
sonore. Il passaggio al sonoro in Italia tra cinema e radio, Le Lettere, Florence 2007.
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 Luciani defined cinema as a new scenic form akin to pantomime; anti-real-
ist, able to rely on the rhythmic power of music, as well as on the evocative di-
mension of gesture and landscape9. Whilst Anton Giulio Bragaglia, in his piece 
Nuovi orizzonti della cinematografia. Il film sonoro (1929) came straight to terms 
with the new technology of film sound  and imagined – despite its fledgling 
state – its future developments and benefits. 

2. Classical theories

Between the Thirties and the early Sixties, film theory evolution was marked 
by the emergence, the establishment and, finally, by the gradual erosion of 
idealistic theories. Two factors contributed to this arc: on the one hand, intel-
lectuals used discourse on cinema as a means of associating themselves closely 
with a certain “modernity” and, thereby, ensuring their visibility and legitimacy 
within the Fascist regime10; on the other hand, the official cultural institutions 
of the regime were looked to as a means of legitimising the “elevation” of dis-
course on cinema (hence the neo-idealism of Croce and Gentile). 

Throughout the first phase in which the neo-idealistic approach emerged 
and took root, numerous cultural platforms were set up to discuss cinema11. In 
Milan, between 1933 and 1934, Enzo Ferrieri introduced a supplement to the 
magazine “Il Convegno” called “Cineconvegno”; among the authors to write 
for it were Antonello Gerbi, Enzo Ferrieri, Ettore Maria Margadonna, Rudolph 
Arnheim, Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti and Alberto Consiglio12. In Rome, Lu-
ciano De Feo ran the magazine “Rivista internazionale del cinema educatore”, 
organized the 1934 Congresso Internazionale del Cinema d’educazione e d’in-
segnamento (“International Convention on Cinema for Education and Teach-
ing”), founded the magazine “Intercine” in 1935 and, in connection with this, 
conducted a project to compile an Encyclopaedia of cinema, with the support 
of various scholars – Rudolph Arnheim in particular. The overall climate was 

9 On cinema and pantomime, see E. Mosconi, L’arte di ‘parlar tacendo’. Il cinema come pantomima 
nella riflessione dei primi teorici, in Ead., L’impressione del film. Contributi per una storia culturale del 
cinema italiano 1895-1945, Vita e Pensiero, Milan 2006, pp. 37-53.
10 R. De Berti - M. Locatelli (eds.), Figure della modernità nel cinema italiano (1900-1940), ETS, 
Pisa 2008; R. Eugeni, Modelli teorici e critici, in L. Quaresima (ed.), Storia del cinema italiano. Vol. 
IV. 1924/1933, Marsilio-Edizioni di Bianco e Nero, Venice-Rome 2015, pp. 483-493; F. Pitassio,
Technophobia and Italian Film Theory in the Interwar Period, in A. van den Oever (ed.), Technē/Tech-
nology. Researching Cinema and Media Technologies – Their Development, Use, and Impact, Amsterdam
University Press, Amsterdam 2014, pp. 185-195.
11 G.P. Brunetta, Il cinema italiano di regime. Da “La canzone dell’amore a “Ossessione” 1929-1945, 
Laterza, Rome-Bari 2009, pp. 182-212; Id., Il cinema neorealista italiano. Storia economica, politica 
e culturale, Laterza, Rome-Bari 2009, pp. 320-348; Id., Gli intellettuali italiani e il cinema, Bruno 
Mondadori, Milan 2004.
12 G. Anderi, Il cinema fra le arti nella Milano degli anni Trenta, in F. Casetti - R. De Berti (eds.), 
Il cinema a Milano tra le due guerre, monographic issue of ‘‘Comunicazioni sociali’’, 10 (1988), 3-4,  
pp. 187-221.



CINEMA: THEORETICAL DISCOURSES 35

indisputably Crocian, but the hot topics were not only aesthetic in nature: for 
example, there was also a focus on the role of the technology, the linguistic fea-
tures, and the social impact of cinema. Accordingly, in his essay on the techni-
cal aspect of cinema – Il cinema e le arti meccaniche (1930) – Eugenio Giovannet-
ti chose to consider cinema not as “art” but as “fact” equipped with multiple 
interrelated aspects (mechanic, aesthetic, social and artistic-industrial); an ex-
emplary manifestation of a number of “mechanical arts” based on reproduc-
tive technologies (from the record and photography to radio and television), 
addressed to a wide audience and facilitating access to previously elitist forms 
of knowledge. In the very title of his work Cinema: arte e linguaggio (1936), Al-
berto Consiglio distinguished aesthetic analysis from linguistic and sociologi-
cal analysis: he compared film as the artistic expression of a certain individu-
ality to film as a serially reproduced mass product, capable of building a new 
mass culture based no longer on the word but on the image. On different occa-
sions during his time in Italy (1933-1939), Rudolph Arnheim stressed the im-
portance of cinematographic techniques (a taboo subject in neo-idealistic cul-
ture) in determining the formal, stylistic and grammatical elements of film13.

The second phase, which we have defined as the affirmation of neo-idealistic 
culture, coincided with the centralising of Fascist policies on cinema (includ-
ing those of a cultural nature) thanks to Luigi Freddi, and with the subsequent 
launch of the journal “Bianco e Nero” (1937)14. The neo-idealistic cultural 
footprint (especially that associated with Giovanni Gentile) became more sub-
stantial. In one sense, this trend focused the attention of scholars on a number 
of issues related to the troublesome reconciliation of film with an aesthetic of 
intuition and expression based on absolute subjectivism; in another sense, it 
tended to drastically separate art from non-art, marginalizing the whole tech-
nological, linguistic and sociological domain, not to mention financial con-
cerns. Accordingly, a certain suspicion towards the “fact” of cinema emerged, 
which still endures today. Central to this process was the figure of Luigi Chiari-
ni, founder and first director of the journal “Bianco e Nero”, as well as author 
of a long series of volumes and essays, from Cinematografo (1935, with Gentile’s 
prestigious introduction) to Il film nei problemi dell’arte (1949) and Il film nella 
battaglia delle idee (1951). Chiarini clearly distinguished the aesthetic elements 
of film from the economic-productive aspects of cinema with the motto “film 
is an art, cinema is an industry”: art was linked to the expression of a feeling, 
which was at the same time subjective and collective; and it reached this goal 
by harmoniously synthesising different expressive components. Chiarini was 
joined by Umberto Barbaro, who, in his 1939 essay Film: soggetto e sceneggiatura, 
a synthesis of neo-idealism, Fascist idealism and Marxist inspiration, identified 
the artistic nature of film as its potential to vehicle a “moral” vision of the world 

13 R. Arnheim, I baffi di Charlot. Scritti italiani sul cinema 1932-1938, edited by A. D’Aloia, Kaplan, 
Turin 2009.
14 R. Eugeni, Il dibattito teorico, in O. Caldiron (ed.), Storia del cinema italiano. Vol. V - 1934-1939, 
Marsilio-Edizioni di Bianco e Nero, Venice-Rome 2006, pp. 521-536. 
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capable of immediately winning the hearts of the public and thereby bringing 
about their personal and collective transformation.

The third phase in the development of classical theory saw the gradual ero-
sion of neo-idealistic cinematic culture. The Forties and Fifties experienced 
an extension of the “mobilisation of Crocian (and Gentilian) aesthetics”: 
for example, Chiarini – still a central figure in the debate throughout the 
post-war period – reformulated his own convictions by echoing certain intu-
itions by Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti. The latter, in compiling contributions 
made since the beginning of the Thirties in his volume Cinema, arte figura-
tiva (1951), firmly categorised cinema as one of the figurative arts, whilst at 
the same time expanding this category to include the fleeting expression of 
visual forms (prophetically anticipating the video arts of the Sixties). Chiari-
ni, in reiterating a distinction between “film as spectacle” and “(pure) film”, 
resumed Ragghianti’s arguments and shifted the idea of art from a static con-
ception of the filmic form to a dynamic and procedural concept of the cine-
matic experience15. 

Nevertheless, in the post-war period, the neo-idealistic aesthetic was chal-
lenged (and gradually undermined) on four fronts. In the first place, Guido 
Aristarco in Storia delle teoriche del film (1951; new ed. 1963) proposed a clear 
alternative between idealistic philosophy and Marxist dialectical materialism: 
against the formalistic temptations of the former, it was necessary to restore (in 
the wake of De Sanctis and Gramsci) a focus on the historical and cultural val-
ues of cinema and film; to promote their capacity to reconstruct and interpret 
present or historical realities; to enhance the narrative toolkit of film at the ex-
pense of purely formal values. 

Secondly, Cesare Zavattini (in a number of scattered statements) and 
Brunello Rondi (in Cinema and realtà, 1957), affirmed a new phenomenologi-
cal approach to the film experience. The former proposed a personified con-
ception of the gaze, locating the wellspring of meaning in immediate relation-
ship between the body and things; as a consequence, he excluded, bypassed 
or deconstructed every rigid narrative drive in favour of a cinema of the pre-
carious and the random, of purely fleeting duration16. Rondi insisted, in turn, 
on cinema’s inherent capacity to furnish the subject with a certain openness to 
the world, an ability to “allow reality to speak”, abandoning its own defensive 
barriers, by slackening the pace and telling stories about small accidents and 
unexpected meetings. 

Thirdly, in Il verosimile filmico e altri saggi di estetica (1954), the philoso-
pher Galvano della Volpe compared the “mysticising” aesthetic of neo-ide-
alism with an aesthetic that we would call “analytical”; indeed, della Volpe 
proposed a rational and materialistic approach, inspired by Aristotle’s  Poetics 

15 L. Cuccu, Il dibattito teorico tra estetica e ideologia, in L. de Giusti (ed.), Storia del cinema italiano. 
Vol. VIII. 1949/1953, Marsilio-Edizioni di Bianco e Nero, Venice-Rome 2003, pp. 485-590.
16 S. Parigi, Fisiologia dell’immagine. Il pensiero di Cesare Zavattini, Lindau, Turin 2006.
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and Rhetoric: the dynamic, edited images of film are bearers of discursive 
modes not to be regarded as “ineffable”, but rather as part of an alterna-
tive to the verbal discursive form; non-verbal discursiveness, therefore, do 
not devoid of criteria of coherence: the plausibility of film expresses precise-
ly this internal coherence, overcoming at the same time a sterile dichotomy 
between purely referential realism and irrealism. We can observe here the 
first cues of a linguistic and semiotic approach, that would begin to manifest 
throughout the following decade. 

Finally, the fourth attack on the idealistic theories came from a different di-
rection. In the wake of and in connection with French filmology, branches of 
experimental research also developed throughout the Fifties in Italy as well as 
elsewhere, exploring cinema from psychological, psychoanalytical and social 
psychological perspectives. Pursuing studies rooted in experimental psycholo-
gy since the end of the Twenties, “secular” Cesare Musatti17, on the one hand, 
and the “catholic” group including Father Agostino Gemelli18, Mario Ponzo 
and Enrico Fulchignoni on the other, set up international theoretical and ex-
perimental study networks on watching films and assessing their effects. These 
interests extended over the course of the Fifties to social psychology and so-
ciology, meanwhile embracing “new media” such as the fledgling medium of 
television. In 1960, this trend led to the foundation of the Istituto per lo stu-
dio sperimentale di problemi sociali con ricerche filmologiche e alter tecniche (“Institute 
for the Experimental Study of Social Issues through Research into Filmology 
and other Technologies”) in Milan; and in 1961, again in Milan, to the birth 
of the Scuola Superiore delle Comunicazioni Sociali dell’Università Cattolica 
(“Università Cattolica Graduate School of Social Communications”) initiated 
by Mario Apollonio. Like the interventions of Dalla Volpe but to a greater de-
gree, the new experimental trends prepared the ground for the now imminent 
transformations: the advent of a “methodological” (rather than “ontological”) 
approaches to cinema; attention on the phenomena linked to how we ‘‘per-
ceive’’ films and ‘‘understand’’ them; and the academic institutionalisation and 
international widening of research.

3. Modern theories

Whilst the period of the classical theories was defined by the emergence, af-
firmation and decline of neo-idealistic aesthetics, the period of modern theo-
ries (which ranges from the early Sixties to the late Nineties) was arguably gov-
erned by a similar dynamic, referring in this case to semiotic theories. The con-
ditions within which the theoretical discourse unfurled were, however, very 

17 C. Musatti, Scritti sul cinema, edited by D. Romano, Testo & Immagine, Turin 2000.
18 A. Bellavita - M. Locatelli, Padre Agostino Gemelli, in R. De Berti - M. Locatelli (eds.), 
Figure della modernità, cit., pp. 211-234.
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 different. Between 1961 (the opening of the first university chair in the Histo-
ry and Criticism of Cinema for Chiarini at the University of Pisa) and 1968 (the 
first competition for the role of adjunct professor in the same subject, won 
by Chiarini, Aristarco and Giuseppe Sala) the academic institutionalisation of 
film studies took place: a phenomenon that would rapidly expand with the suc-
cess of training and research centres – such as the above-mentioned Scuola of 
Università Cattolica and Dams of Bologna (founded in 1970)19. Therefore, the 
main setting for debate became academic institutions, leading to a separation 
(never entirely resolved, in truth) from the field of criticism and an opening 
up to international debate.

The semiotic approach appeared on the scene quite suddenly at the be-
ginning of the Sixties: three round tables organised at the Festival del Nuo-
vo Cinema di Pesaro between 1965 and 1967 constituted an opportunity for 
Italian intellectuals (Umberto Eco, Emilio Garroni, Gianfranco Bettetini and 
Pier Paolo Pasolini) to exchange ideas with colleagues from France (Roland 
Barthes and Christian Metz)20. Semiological methods were rapidly adopted 
by a new generation of theorists and critics who referred to journals such as 
“Cinema & Film” and “Ombre Rosse”; therefore, the sudden advent of new 
conceptual categories and a new language, quickly replaced the preceding 
discussions (on history, realism, the relationship with society etc.) with no 
possibility for comparison, thereby imposing a clean break in terms of con-
tinuity of ideas21.

This first phase in the semiotic approach to cinema studies was still domi-
nated by linguistics: hence the prevalence of the concept of “sign” and a series 
of discussions about the possible application of categories resulting from the 
analysis of linguistic signs to the language of cinema. Underlying these con-
cerns was an attempt to qualify filmic languages in general as artificial, con-
ventional and arbitrary constructs, organised independently from the “natu-
ralness” of the real. The debate took three main directions. 

The first trend was more “technical” in nature and concerned the so-called 
“double articulation” i.e. the distinction between the minimal units of mean-
ing (monemes or single words, in language) and lower units with no stan-
dalone meaning (phonemes, or individual sounds). Was it possible to find a 
similar phenomenon in the language of cinema? Umberto Eco and Gianfran-

19 D. Bruni - A. Floris - M. Locatellli - S. Venturini (eds.), Dallo schermo alla cattedra. La nascita 
dell’insegnamento universitario del cinema e dell’audiovisivo in Italia, Carocci, Rome 2016.
20 AA.VV., Per una nuova critica. I convegni pesaresi 1965-1967, Marsilio, Venice 1989. On the theories 
of the period, see A. Boschi, La riflessione e il dibattito teorico: dal contenuto alla forma (e ritorno), in 
G. Canova (ed.), Storia del cinema italiano. Vol. XI. 1965/1969, Marsilio-Edizioni di Bianco e Nero, 
Venice-Rome 2002, pp. 489-507; C. Bisoni, La stagione d’oro delle teorie: la semiotica in Italia”, in F. 
de Bernardinis (ed.), Storia del cinema italiano. Vol. XII. 1970/1976, Marsilio-Edizioni di Bianco e 
Nero, Venice-Rome 2008, pp. 534-545.
21 G.P. Brunetta, Il cinema italiano contemporaneo. Da “La dolce vita” a “Centochiodi”, Laterza, Rome- 
Bari 2007, pp. 94-127 (in part. pp. 99-105).
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co Bettetini22 (respectively in La struttura assente 23 and in Cinema: lingua e scrit-
tura, both 1968) argued that it actually was: the individual technical compo-
nents of film (lighting, for example) were organised into “iconemes” or “cine-
matographic phrases” for Bettetini, thus formulating a double-articulated sys-
tem; visual figures combined to give rise to “semi-icons” and “cinemorphs” for 
Eco, thereby formulating a triple-articulated system. Subsequently, both Eco 
and Bettetini recognised the limitations of the debate and supplemented the 
French semiological approach with Pierce’s semiotics from the English-speak-
ing tradition; indeed, Peirce’s approach was far more elastic and comprehen-
sive, since it recognised not only linguistic symbols (based on a convention-
al relationship between signifier and signified), but also indexical-type signs 
(based on a factual relationship between the two terms, such as for example a 
photograph) and iconic ones (based on a relationship of similarity, as in a por-
trait). This shift from structural to Peirceian semiotic is evident in Bettetini’s 
L’indice del realismo (1971).

Emilio Garroni took the debate in a second direction in Semiotica ed estetica 
(1968) and in Progetto di semiotica (1972), in which he addressed the problem 
from an epistemological perspective: the semiotic approach was (contrary to 
the preceding aesthetic one) anti-prescriptive and “analytical”; rather than im-
posing a prescriptive concept of cinema from above, it examines cinema issues 
from below in all their expressive heterogeneity, without previous bias; moreo-
ver, this approach raises the issue of the degree of significance and abstraction 
chosen by the researchers when constructing their models. In this sense, of all 
the scholars in this field, Garroni was most explicit in clarifying the theoretical 
reasons for breaking with past tradition.

Finally, Pasolini pioneered a third approach in a series of interventions re-
published in Empirismo eretico (1972)24. The writer seemed deliberately to pro-
voke his semiotic interlocutors by assuming two equally irritating positions: 
the readmission of the real, and a readmission of the Crocian distinction be-
tween prose and poetry. Firstly, Pasolini radically criticised a distinction be-
tween the “naturalness” of reality and the “artificialness” of cinematic lan-
guages: for him, reality itself was a language, i.e. an interwoven fabric of con-
ventions and practices for producing meaning; consequently, cinema may be 
defined as “the written language of reality”: cinema is to reality what writing is 
to speaking. There is however (here’s the second provocative point) a cine-
ma of poetry that differs from that of prose, in that it exhibits this act of writ-
ing in a way that is reflective and relatively independent from its content, and 
alerts the audience to the presence of the author in the flow of images; a typ-

22 On Bettetini see P. Braga - A. Fumagalli, Colloquy with Gianfranco Bettetini in Milan: reality and 
values at the heart of audiovisual semiotics and my reflections on the media, in ‘‘Church, Communication 
and Culture’’, 1 (2017), pp. 88-107.
23 Part. trans. U. Eco, Articulations of the Cinematic Code, in B. Nichols (ed.), Movies and Methods: 
An Anthology, vol. 1, University of California Press, Berkeley-Los Angeles 1985, pp. 590-606.
24 P.P. Pasolini, Heretical Empiricism, Indiana University Press, Bloomington 1988.
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ical configuration in this sense is the “free indirect cinematic discourse” (for 
example, that of Monica Vitti’s character in Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1964 
film Deserto Rosso), in which the character’s distorted perceptions become in-
distinguishable from the “objective” perspective of the camera. Pasolini’s ob-
servations appear isolated from the context of the first phase of semiotics; al-
though they anticipate many later developments in the debate, starting with 
some of the themes from the second moment in the development of mod-
ern theories. 

This second phase was characterized by the transition from a semiotics of the 
sign to a semiotics of the text and, at the same time, from a semiotics of signi-
fying systems to a semiotics of communication processes. The conferences or-
ganised by Francesco Casetti and Lino Micciché at the Centro Internazionale di 
Semiotica e Linguistica in Urbino from 1982 to 1987 played an important role in 
this direction, bringing together Italian, French and American scholars to dis-
cuss such hot topics as the present state of cinematic theory, the aesthetics of 
TV series, the theoretical status of the text and so on.

The filmic text was now seen as a “machine” for producing meaning, capa-
ble of mobilising and using specific tools of expression: among these, Betteti-
ni focused on the element of filmic time (Tempo del senso, 1979). Moreover, tex-
tual analysis is closely linked to the concept of the enunciation, which was de-
veloped in reference to the verbal language by Emile Benveniste: a text must 
be considered as an “utterance” (or a series of utterances that make up a dis-
course) delivered by an “enunciator” to a “enunciatee” (a “receiver”, intend-
ed not as an empirical subject, but rather as a textual production). In Dentro 
lo sguardo (1986)25, Francesco Casetti argues that the enunciator and enunci-
atee(inherently implicit entities) may be rendered explicit within the utter-
ance through the figures of characters who are either telling a story (narra-
tors) or listening to one (“narratees”). Enunciator, enunciate and characters 
are arranged in various ways by the four main types of shots in cinematic lan-
guage, already identified by the classic film grammars: the objective frame, or 
“nobody’s shot” – which may be described as “I, the enunciator, and You, the 
enunciatee, look at him, the enunciated character or scene”; the interpella-
tion shot (for example, when a character looks into the camera), in which “He 
and I look at You”; the subjective shot (or point-o-view shot), whereby “You and 
He look at what I show you”; and finally the unreal objective shot (created by 
spectacular imagery and abnormal perspectives), through which “I show Him 
to You”26.

Gianfranco Bettetini took a different but complementary approach in La 
conversazione audiovisiva (1984). The author employs the terms and concepts 

25 F. Casetti, Inside the Gaze: The Fiction Film and Its Spectator, Indiana University Press, Blooming-
ton 1998.
26 On the role of Casetti in the international debate on this topic, see R. Eugeni, Film and Enunci-
ation, in E. Branigan - W. Buckland (eds.), The Routledge Encyclopedia of Film Theory, Routledge, 
London-New York 2014, pp. 157-161.
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of enunciator and enunciatee, and considers them exemplary models of the 
communicative act – and, therefore, as models for the receptive behaviour of 
the actual receiver. This model takes the form of the controlled transmission 
of knowledge from the enunciator to the enunciate through a series of subse-
quent and progressive checks. These opportunities for control and adjustment 
would line up the model of textual exchange with that of face-to-face conver-
sation.

Finally, the third phase of the modern period of Italian film theories, saw a 
gradual decline in semiotics; after initial hints at the end of the Eighties, this 
crisis became evident throughout the Nineties: a phenomenon clearly inter-
preted by Francesco Casetti in his far-reaching reconstruction Teorie del cinema. 
1945-1990 (1993)27 as well as by Gianfranco Bettetini in L’audiovisivo. Dal cine-
ma ai nuovi media (1996). Factors contributing to the “outmoding” of semiot-
ics include, on the one hand, the publication in Italy of the three volumes of 
Temps et récit (“Time and Narrative”) by Paul Ricoeur (between 1986 and 1988) 
and of the two volumes dedicated to the Cinema by Gilles Deleuze (between 
1984 and 1989); and, on the other, the re-discovery, translation and reinterpre-
tation of a number of director-theorists of modern cinema, in particular Sergei 
Eisenstein (whose works were published in a new and enlarged edition in mul-
tiple volumes between 1981 and 1997). 

The editor of Eisenstein’s works was Peter Montani, who succeeded in fram-
ing the Russian director within a wider theoretical framework: in L’immagina-
zione narrativa (1999), Montani identified the peculiar characteristic of a cer-
tain trend of modern cinema (linking Eisenstein to many others, from Godard 
to Kiarostami), in grasping the work of imagination – i.e. the intermediation 
between perceptual information and narrative meaning – in the moment of 
its becoming, and in the uncertainty of its development. Whilst Montani plays 
on Ricoeurs’ lesson on hermeneutics (together with its Kantian root), the in-
fluence of Deleuze is evident in the work of other authors. Maurizio Grande is 
one of them, as shown by a series of writings between 1980 and 1996, now com-
piled in Il cinema in profondità di campo (2003). After a semiotic phase, in which 
he was particularly open to the semiotics of Russian culture (and therefore at-
tentive to the relationship between the structural components of the story and 
social contexts), in the final stages of his work Grande approaches Deleuze 
system of thought, which strictly associates the flow of cinematographic imag-
es with the experience it triggers, and considers both in terms of force dynam-
ics capable of overcoming, deconstructing but also of reanimating the forms 
from which they derive. In the work of both Montani and Grande, it is possi-
ble to discern the revival of certain ideas introduced by Pasolini some thirty 
years earlier. 

27 F. Casetti, Theories of Cinema, 1945-1995, Univeristy of Texas Press, Austin 1999.
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4. Post-theories

Four main factors have influenced Italian film theory over the last twenty 
years. Firstly, film studies, now firmly established within the academic field, 
were taken up by a number of universities: as well as the Università Cattoli-
ca in Milan, and the University of Bologna, large departments were opened 
in Turin, Udine, Venezia, Rome 3, Cosenza, to name just some. Testimony to 
this development is the proliferation of high-quality academic journals: “Co-
municazioni sociali”, “Cinergie”, “Imago”, “La Valle dell’Eden”, “L’avventu-
ra” and many others; as well as the development of the Consulta Universitar-
ia di Cinema, an association for academics in this field (founded in 1990). 
Secondly, research became more international: a crucial contributing factor 
to this end was Filmforum, a regular ongoing conference hosted in Udine 
and Gorizia and organised by Leonardo Quaresima and his collaborators 
since 1993. Thirdly, the object of study itself has also undergone a trans-
formation: film has been redefined by digital technology, which has trans-
formed its status and scattered audiovisual content across various platforms 
and contexts – from the art world to smartphone screens – injecting ambigu-
ity into any discussion of “cinema” in a narrow sense. But even talking about 
“theory” presents today a number of uncertainties (this is the fourth point): 
with the incorporation of the American tradition into the theoretical land-
scape, the concept of “theory” as defined in French intellectual contexts was 
undermined, and the idea of a “post-theory” became increasingly common 
(actually, Post-theory was the title of an influential volume edited by David 
Bord well and Noël Carroll in 1996). In this regard, we can explore the idea 
that even in Italy, as in the rest of the world, the theory of cinema assumes an 
interstitial role between the audiovisual products, and a number of discipli-
nary fields differently concerned with them28.

The first arena for dialogue and mediation is philosophy, in which the 
thought of Deleuze manifests in various forms. In a trilogy of works (Lo spec-
chio e il simulacro, 2007; Microfilosofia del cinema, 2014; Il cinema e l’estetica dell’in-
tensità, 2016) Paolo Bertetto interprets film in terms of forces, developing his 
idea in two directions: on the one hand, he seeks out the philosophical sourc-
es of an aesthetic of intensity, from Nietzsche to Benjamin and Marx; on the 
other, he applies this conceptual toolkit to a large number of modern authors: 
Lang, Welles, Antonioni etc. Roberto De Gaetano also embraces the aesthetics 
of force and raises the question of the origin of the ‘‘power of images’’ (Poten-
za delle immagini is actually the title of his 2012 book). De Gaetano centers his 
work on Italian cinema, arguing that the particular power of our cinema may 

28 A. D’Aloia - R. Eugeni, Introduzione. Philo-, Neuro-, Post-. Cos’è e cosa sarà la teoria del cinema, in 
Eid. (ed.), Teorie del cinema. Il dibattito contemporaneo, Raffaello Cortina, Milan 2017, pp. 9-28. As 
well as the three main areas considered below, one might also include the under-represented 
field of anthropology, on which see C. Marabello, Sulle tracce del vero. Cinema, antropologia, storie 
di foto, Bompiani, Milan 2011. 
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derive from the emotional interpretation of life that runs through it, binding 
it intimately to the “modes of existing” developed in our country (see Lessico 
del cinema italiano. Forme di rappresentazione e forme di vita, edited by De Gaetano 
from 2014 to 2016).

The neurocognitive sciences constitute the second coalface for the Italian film 
theory. In their text Lo schermo empatico (2015)29 Vittorio Gallese and Michele 
Guerra provide an important reference model for this type of research, in 
two ways. First of all, they establish a very close dialogue between film theory 
and experimental research: theoretical reflection on linguistic forms of film is 
compared with a number of neural experiments designed to ascertain how we 
“actually” configure the experience of viewing the filmic image (unsurprising-
ly, Gallese is a neurobiologist from the Parma group and one of the discover-
ers of “mirror neurons”). Second, the volume proposes a way to cross neuro-
cognitive research and the reinvigorated tradition of phenomenology in film 
studies (signposted by the work of Vivian Sobchack in English and Raymond 
Bellour in French): brain mechanisms allow us to grasp the embodied nature of 
the experience of watching film and, in particular, the processes of “embodied 
simulation” enacted by the viewer on the basis of gestures and movements ob-
served on the screen. There are also other experts working in this field: Rug-
gero Eugeni and Adriano D’Aloia (in a 2014 monographic issue of “Cinema 
& Cie” dedicated to Neurofilmology) use advances in the neurocognitive scienc-
es to construct an updated model of the spectator experience; Enrico Caroc-
ci (in Il sistema schermo-mente, 2018) tackles the key theme of spectator emotion 
using updated tools.

The third front on which film theory in Italy exerts an interstitial role is me-
diology: an area in which the question of film’s “specificity” compared to other 
media is explored. The two axes of the debate in this field of study are well rep-
resented in two volumes by Francesco Casetti. In L’occhio del Novecento (2005)30, 
Casetti implements an archaelogical (in the sense proposed by Michel Foucault) 
method: the theory taps into history and archives to interpret both films and 
networks of discourses around cinema (reviews, stories, commentaries, theo-
ries themselves) as documents of an episteme, a way of thinking and feeling that 
is specific to a certain age. From this perspective, film is presented as the great 
medium of negotiation between a number of 20th-century opposite tenden-
cies concerning the act of viewing and experiencing the world: between par-
tial and total, actual and mental, human and mechanical, chaotic and order-
ly, near and far. The archaeological method constitutes a first line of enquiry 
into the “specific” nature of cinema; in particular, it has opened up new histo-
riographical pathways: see, for example, the wide research program entitled 
“Le tecnologie del cinema. Le tecnologie nel cinema”, and the related book 

29 V. Gallese - M. Guerra, The Empathic Screen, Oxford University Press, Oxford-New York  2019.
30 F. Casetti, Eye of the Century. Film, Experience, Modernity, Columbia University Press, New York 
2008.
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series “Cinema/Tecnologia” published between 2005 and 2007. Other traces 
of media archaelogy in Italian theoretical landscape can be found in Vincen-
zo Buccheri’s work on cinematic style in relation to technology (his Lo stile cin-
ematografico was published in 2010); in texts like Effetto città. Arte cinema moder-
nità (2014) by Vincenzo Trione, that reconstructs the relationship between im-
age-viewing devices and the modern metropolis; and in Antonio Somaini’s re-
interpreting of the theoretical, filmic and graphic work of Eisenstein from the 
innovative (especially in Italy) perspective of visual culture (Ejzenštejn. Il cine-
ma, le arti, il montaggio, published in 2011).

The second Casetti’s volume is La Galassia Lumière (published later in 
2015)31, in which he analyses the “relocations” of cinema outside cinema pal-
aces and inside contemporary mediascapes: in one sense, film is projected 
across urban screens, inside artistic spaces, by devices of daily use; in anoth-
er, it remains a specific viewing “dispositive” we can activate in contexts and 
conditions that differ greatly from the traditional picture palaces. This “dis-
positive” is obviously not a rigid construct (as intended by French theory of 
the Seventies32), but rather a fluid assemblage of technological components, 
opportunities, desires, practices and forms of experience. This second way of 
interpreting cinema today, which we could define as ecological because it con-
nects films with contemporary media environments, is explored in the work 
of various Italian theorists. For example, Pietro Montani is gradually devel-
oping his thought on the role of imagination in our consumption of moving 
images: he observes that such a process of meaning-making may be exercised 
through the montage of images from different expressive and medial devices 
such as cinema, television, found footage, mobile phones etc. (L’immaginazi-
one intermediale, 2010); he has also come to see the importance of the techno-
logical aspects of image-viewing devices within everyday media environments 
(touchscreens, sensors, wearable technologies etc.), as externalisations and 
prostheses of the interactive dimension of the imagination (Tecnologie del-
la sensibilità, 2014). Meanwhile, in Filosofia-schermi. Dal cinema alla rivoluzione 
digitale (2016) Mauro Carbone focuses his attention on screens as omnipres-
ent interfaces in medial environments, with the power to regulate and mod-
ulate the relationships between individuals and images. Far from considering 
the screen as a recent invention, Carbone explores its origins and the deep 
structure related to the ancestral attraction between bodies, surfaces, light 
sources and the appearance of images: the philosopher uses the term “archi-
screen” to refer to this set of possible ways in which images may appear, iden-
tifying its basic structure in Plato’s allegory of the cave. Finally, the ecologi-
cal approach is present in the wealth of studies on the relationship between 

31 F. Casetti, The Lumière Galaxy: Seven Key Words for the Cinema to Come, Columbia University Press, 
New York 2015.
32 R. Eugeni, Che cosa sarà un dispositivo. Archeologia e prospettive di uno strumento per pensare i media, 
in J.L. Baudry, Il dispositivo. Cinema, media, soggettività, edited by R. Eugeni and G. Avezzù, La 
Scuola, Brescia 2017, pp. 5-43.
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cinema and contemporary art: mainly gravitating around the University of 
Udine and the Filmforum Conference, this area of interest has absorbed var-
ious national and international research groups (to name just a couple of ti-
tles: Preserving and Exhibiting Media Art. Challenges and Perspectives, edited by 
Cosetta G. Saba et al. in 2013; Miriam de Rosa, Cinema e postmedia. I territori 
del filmico nel contemporaneo, 2013).
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