
Rada Bieberstein

Lost Diva – Found Woman
Female Representations in New Italian Cinema 

and National Television from 1995 to 2005

Bieberstein.indd   3 20.05.2009   08:29:36



5

Contents

Preface 11

Acknowledgements 13

Abbreviations 15

1         Introduction 16
1.1 Women and Film 17
1.2 Women, Deconstruction and Myth 22
1.3 About this Book 24
  
2 Italian Cinema from 1995 to 2005 – Industry, Audience  
 and Legislation 28
2.1 The Italian Audience 31
2.2 The Dilemma of Genre 34
2.2.1 Commercial Comedy 35
2.2.2 Auteur Comedy and Medio-Autore Comedy 36
2.2.3 Humour as Critical Discourse in New Italian Cinema 37
2.3 New Italian Cinema 39
2.3.1 Cinema as Social Criticism 40
2.3.2 The Origins of New Italian Cinema 42
2.4 Television, Film Production and Law 45
2.4.1 Italian Television and Its Influence on New Italian Cinema 45
2.4.2 Changes in Italian Film Laws and the Chances for New Italian Cinema 47
2.4.3 The Producers of New Italian Cinema 50
2.4.4 Television’s Influence on the Stylistic Features of New Italian Cinema 53
2.5 New Italian Cinema Films and Directors from 1995 to 2005 55

3 The Representation of Women in Italian Film History 57
3.1 Women as Discourse and as Character 57
3.2 Rebirth of the Nation and Its Protagonists – The Image of  
 Women in the Italian Cinema in the Immediate Post-war Period  
 and during the 1950s 59

Bieberstein.indd   5 20.05.2009   08:29:36



6

Contents

3.2.1 Anna Magnani and Silvana Mangano – Two Turning Points in  
 Neorealist Cinema 61
3.2.2 Maggiorate Fisiche – Sex Goddesses 69
3.2.3 Women in the Films of Neorealismo Popolare and Neorealismo Rosa 71
3.2.4 Other Women and Other Films 74
3.3 The 1960s – Decade of Men 75
3.3.1 Women as False Protagonists of the Commedia all’italiana 78
3.3.2 The Woman of the 1960s – Threat to Masculinity Stylised in Genre Films 83
3.3.3 The Imagined Laughter of Women Who Wanted to Be Free 85
3.3.4 Female Protagonists in Italian Auteur Cinema of the 1960s 87
3.3.5 The Small Firmament of Italian Actresses during the 1960s 91
3.4 The 1970s and Feminism’s Failure to Enter Italian Cinema 93
3.4.1 Why There Was no Space for Women in Male Italian Auteur Cinema 96
3.4.2 Female Directors of the 1970s – Liliana Cavani and Lina Wertmüller 99
3.4.3 The New Female Domain – Erotic Comedy 103
3.4.4 Female Characters in Italian Cinema of the 1970s 105
3.5 The Longest Decade in Italian Film History – The 1980s and  
 the Early 1990s 106
3.5.1 Still Looking at Women and Comedy 109
3.5.2 Women Directors and Their Perception of Italian Society 115
3.5.3 Femininity and Masculinity on the Italian Big Screen of the  
 Early 1990s 117
3.6 What Could Be the Image Given of the Woman by New  
 Italian Cinema? 118

4 Women in Italy during the 1990s and 2000s on  
 Television and in Society 119
4.1 Television-Italy and Real-Italy 120
4.2 The Talk Show on Italian Television 122
4.2.1 Italia sul Due 123
4.2.1.1 The Structure of the Programme 123
4.2.1.2 Sequence Analysis 124
4.2.1.3 Conclusion 128
4.2.2 Verissimo 129
4.2.2.1 The Structure of the Programme 129
4.2.2.2 Sequence Analysis 129
4.2.2.3 Conclusion 133
4.2.3 The Representation of Women in Italian Television Talk Shows 134

Bieberstein.indd   6 20.05.2009   08:29:36



7

 

4.3 Italian Fiction Series on National Television 136
4.3.1 The Past as Guarantor for Emancipation of Women of the Present –  
 Orgoglio, capitolo terzo 138
4.3.1.1 Cross-generational Audience Appeal on Family and Emancipatory  
 Issues in the Italian Television Fiction Series Set in the Past 140
4.3.2 The Woman and the Detective Genre in Italian Television Fiction  
 Series – Carabinieri 5 140
4.3.2.1 Sequence Analysis 142
4.3.2.2 Conclusion 145
4.3.3 The Representation of Women in Italian Fiction Series 146
4.4 Women in Television-Italy and in Real-Italy during the  
 1990s and 2000s 147
4.4.1 The Image of Women on Italian Television 148
4.4.2 Femininity, the Female Body and Italian Television 149
4.4.3 The Italian Woman off Television and in Society 150

5 How to Recover the Real – Jungian Analytical  
 Psychology and Film Analysis 157
5.1 Carl Gustav Jung and Sigmund Freud 158
5.2 Carl Gustav Jung’s Collective Unconscious and the Theory  
 of Archetypes 159
5.3 Carl Gustav Jung’s Archetypes 163
5.4 Archetypes as Film Characters 165
5.4.1 Principle Archetypes 165
5.4.2 Other Archetypes 168
5.5 Jungian Archetypes and Their Narrative Functions 169

6 Conquering the Ordinary and Its Myths – Film Analysis  
 of the Representation of Women in New Italian Cinema 172
6.1 On the Ordinary and Its Myths 174
6.2 The Disillusionment about the Possibility to Create the  
 Divine Couple – Manuale d’aMore 175
6.2.1 Love Is a Never Ending Story 175
6.2.2 Commercialising Love 176
6.2.3 New Female Stars to Tell old Stories 179
6.2.4 Success with the Audience through Traditional Gender Representation 184
6.3 The Puer Aeternus Blackmails the Woman – l’ultiMo bacio 186
6.3.1 The Vitelloni of the 21st Century and Cultural Criticism 186

Contents

Bieberstein.indd   7 20.05.2009   08:29:36



8

Contents

6.3.2 Growing up versus Growing old – Men’s Trap of the Puer Aeternus,  
 Mature Women’s Lebenswende and Young Women’s Choices 189
6.3.3 Young Women as Social Scapegoats and the Persistence of  
 Traditional Gender Conventions 197
6.4 If By Chance You Are Only a Woman of Our Times – casoMai 200
6.4.1 Love, Work and the Family 200
6.4.2 She, He and the Others 202
6.4.3 The Destroyed Family – No Solutions for the Problems of Modern  
 Women and Men 207
6.4.4 The Biting Realism of the Dilemma of Young Women’s Life Projects 209
6.5 The Woman as Guardian of the Family – ricordati di Me 210
6.5.1 The Family as Prison for the Individual 211
6.5.2 Representation of a Vanished Institution – Archetypes in the Family 212
6.5.3 Lonely among the Dearest People 215
6.5.4 The Woman as Guardian of the Family and Personification of the Nation 220
6.6 Women Negotiating Love and Passion, Body and Soul,  
 Memory and Reality – il più bel giorno della Mia vita 224
6.6.1 Love, Its Physical and Spiritual Dimensions 225
6.6.2 Mother and Womanhood, Woman and Motherhood –  The Female  
 Characters and Their Relation to the Body 226
6.6.3 Fragile Fictions about Female and Male Sexual Lives 235
6.7 On the Immutability of the Female Self and Social Myths 236

7 The Past and the Present – Film Analysis of the  
 Representation of Women in New Italian Cinema II 241
7.1 The Secret of the Body, the Stone and the Flesh – l’aMore Molesto 248
7.1.1 Pictures Painted, Drawn, Seen, Imagined, Betrayed – The Story of a  
 Thriller and a Female Detective 249
7.1.2 Mothers and Daughters – The Female Protagonist, the Animus and  
 Sexual Archetypes 252
7.1.3 The Female Body Caught in the History of a Nation and in the  
 Story of a Life 274
7.2 Female Malaise and Healing – Quo vadis, baby? 279
7.2.1 Phantoms from the Past – The Female Detective and the Illusion  
 of Images 281
7.2.2 The Female Individuation Process and the Fitting of the Puzzle  
 Tiles – A Crime’s Resolution and the Liberation of the Unconscious 284
7.2.3 The Anti-woman and the Child in the Detective Film 289

Bieberstein.indd   8 20.05.2009   08:29:36



9

 

7.3 The Fragility of Childhood, the Strength of Womanhood and  
 the Loss of the Family – la bestia nel cuore 290
7.3.1 The Death of the Family and the Legacy of the Child 291
7.3.2 The Stolen Childhood and the Consequences of Love and Eros 293
7.3.3 Body, Mind and Soul Determined by the Imagery of the Past and  
 Gender Roles Caught between Stereotypes and Counter-representation 300
7.4 The Burden of Female Beauty, Italian Film History and the  
 Entertainment of the International Audience – Malèna 302
7.4.1 Male Dominance and Female Submission – Nostalgia for Sexism in  
 Order for Women to Feel More Emancipated? 303
7.4.2 Money Still Determines a Traditional Representation of Italian Women 307
7.5 Female Subjectivity and the Quest for Truth as Means to  
 Look into the Future 308

8 Consciousness-raising – Film Analysis of the  
 Representation of Women in New Italian Cinema III 311
8.1 Non-conforming Choices of Italian Women Respecting Their 
 Self – Fuori dal Mondo 315
8.1.1 The Nun and the Saviour – Symbols and Metaphors of Invisibility,  
 Loneliness and Alienation in Contemporary Italian Society 316
8.1.2 Womanhood and Motherhood – Choices of Female Identity 323
8.1.3 The Possibility to Choose Opposing Social Standards of Womanhood 328
8.2 Female Individuation and the Challenge of the Institution of  
 the Family – pane e tulipani and la Finestra di Fronte 330
8.2.1 The Resistance of Rosalba and Giovanna – Individuation through  
 Journeys and Symbolism of Other Times 332
8.2.2 Rosalba and Giovanna Forming New Social Orders – Codes and  
 Conventions of Comedy and Melodrama in New Italian Cinema 346
8.2.3 The Paths of Individuation of Rosalba and Giovanna 348
8.2.4 Women as Promoters of the Polycentred Self and the Enlarged Family 358
8.3 Death, Truth and the Recognition of the Status Quo –  
 le Fate ignoranti 362
8.3.1 False Perceptions and Social Masks – The Community of the Other  
 versus the Traditional Family Institution 365
8.3.2 Antonia’s Path of Individuation 368
8.3.3 Truth as a Tool for Healing and Emancipation 373
8.4 Women Rewarded for Non-subordination or Concessions of  
 the Status Quo to Gender Misbehaviour 375

Contents

Bieberstein.indd   9 20.05.2009   08:29:37



10

Contents

9 The Representation of Women in New Italian Cinema  
 from 1995 to 2005 378
9.1 The Woman as Symbol and as Mediator 378
9.2 The Contemporary Italian Woman in Recurring Cinematic  
 Themes and Contexts 381
9.3 Women and Their Subjectivity for a New Conception of  
 Reality and Truth 387

10 Appendix 391
10.1 Film Synopses 391
10.2 Biographies Actresses 403
10.3 Biographies Directors 416

11 Bibliography 423
11.1 Books 423
11.2 Articles 447
11.3 Web Sources 456
11.4 Electronic Publications 459

12 Index 460

Bieberstein.indd   10 20.05.2009   08:29:37



11

Preface

In Lost Diva – Found Woman. Female Representations in New Italian Cinema and 
National Television from 1995 to 2005, Rada Bieberstein accounts for the attempt of 
women in Italian film to free themselves from the stereotyping imposed on them 
by a largely male Weltanschauung. She ultimately concentrates her study on ten 
years quite close to us, 1995 to 2005; nevertheless, she also presents a concise and 
knowing historical overview of the representation of women in Italian film history, 
often closed within the suffocating boundaries of two extremes – the good and the 
evil, being allowed to be either mother/wife/saint or diva/ femme fatale /prostitute. 
Quite rightly, Bieberstein notes how, notwithstanding this stereotyping, the female 
figure has consistently taken on a symbolic function within the narratives of this 
rich national cinematic tradition, and has been charged with the multiple mean-
ings generated by a metaphoric relationship with the country and its people. As the 
author notes, only rarely is the attempt made for an image of a woman in Italian 
film as a character in her own right, representing herself and her kind. The films by 
the new Italian cinema (1995–2005) presented in this volume illustrate this change 
in the representations of women in their contemporary national cinema. 

Many years ago, in my volume dedicated to Italian filmmaking, while discussing 
Ettore Scola’s We All Loved Each Other So Much, I suggested that in this en-
chanting cinematic fiction three is the magic number that allows for internal mir-
roring and transformation which ultimately enact a thorough retrieval of reality: 
three men, and a triad made of Italy, cinema and a woman who await to be mastered 
and conquered by them. Because of the woman, Luciana, in fact, three worlds and 
three narratives can unfold in front of our eyes, and three diverse interpretations 
of comedy, of the filmic event and of the country itself develop. Luciana, likewise 
many other women in the history of Italian filmmaking in the postwar years, takes 
on a dense metaphoric meaning, and becomes a prismatic object which stands for 
love, erotism but also cinema, politics and the country itself. Yet, quite interestingly, 
this woman who is born in the narrative as a fairly unaware subject, barely capable 
of uttering almost incomprehensible words and thus drawing quite meaningless 
paths for her life, in the end of the picture is a strong subject who reclaims her right 
to a freedom of choice – in personal life and in history. Luciana’s trajectory in the 
film’s story is the one many women have travelled in the postwar years. 
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Preface

Lost Diva – Found Woman concludes by outlining the ways in which the new 
Italian cinema uses female protagonists and contemporary notions of realism and 
subjectivity to challenge established social discourses; in her central argument, Bie-
berstein resorts to contemporary interpretations of realism to establish a close link 
between the real and its challenge, a theme that runs through much of Italian con-
temporary filmmaking and popular cultural productions. As observed by Bieber-
stein, the woman’s endeavour as represented in many films of the decade oscillates 
between a journey towards a self-conscious emancipation and the opposition to old 
and prevailing social conditions, then Luciana in Ettore Scola’s We All Loved Each 
Other So Much may be the Mother figure for all the female characters populating 
our contemporary cinematic silver screen.

In the rich critical panorama on Italian filmmaking, Rada Bieberstein’s Lost 
Diva – Found Woman comes to fill a gap by which the role of women – as characters 
but also as people (actresses, directors, and critics), has been largely overlooked over 
time. Bieberstein reviews the few important critical studies dedicated to the role of 
women in Italian films and filmmaking, and then proceeds with a distinctive critical 
and theoretical apparatus. The author matches Jungian psychoanalysis – introduc-
ing it as an unusual approach for film analyses –, as well as women and cultural 
studies with the most recent acquisitions made by film studies, to the poignant 
analysis of a number of films as well as television productions such as Verissimo 
or fictions such as Carabinieri. The volume also contains an outstandingly large 
bibliography and an equally extensive filmography, which constitute a rich ground-
ing for further studies, after this excellent first contribution to fill the gap on the 
subject.

Manuela Gieri
Professore Associato di Storia del Cinema
Università della Basilicata, Italy
University of Toronto, Canada
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1  Introduction

On the one hand, representation serves as the operative term 
within a political process that seeks to extend visibility and 
legitimacy to women as political subjects; on the other, rep-
resentation is the normative function of a language which is 
said either to reveal or to distort what is assumed to be true 
about the category of women.1

Judith Butler

Beautiful women gifted with character and charm, passionate men who read 
the wishes of their loved ones from their eyes; Mediterranean goddesses such as 
Sophia Loren and Latin Lovers such as Marcello Mastroianni; the melodramas of 
the 1950s and the fights between men and women in the auteur and genre films of 
the 1960s – all this populates the collective memory and imagery of the audience 
when considering gender in Italian cinema. Since these famous filmic reflections 
on the condition of gender in Italian society, things have changed. With the begin-
ning of the 1980s the re-evaluation of the relationships between the genders has 
become a central issue in media discourses, including national cinema. Therefore, 
of particular interest to the present study is the representation of women in Ita l-
ian cinema from 1995 to 2005, paying close attention to the films of New Italian 
Cinema.

However, the focus on women and the issue of gender and identity in film is not 
an isolated Italian phenomenon since the mid-1990s. Mainstream films around the 
globe since then have paid more attention to women and female characters in gen-
eral as evidenced in productions such as Aimée & Jaguar (Färberböck 1999), Cal
endar Girls (Cole 2003), Eyes Wide Shut (Kubrick 1999), Head in the Clouds 
(Duigan 2004), She Hate Me (Lee 2004), The Stepford Wives (Oz 2004), Vera 
Drake (Leigh 2004), Volver / The Return (Almodóvar 2006), 8 Femmes / 8 Wo m en 
(Ozon 2002). Similar tendencies can be observed in Italian films of the same period, 
such as Casomai / If by Chance (D’Alatri 2002), Le fate ignoranti / His Secret 

1 Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge, 1990, p. 1.
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Life (Ozpetek 2000), Fuori dal mondo / Not of this World (Piccioni 1998), 
I giorni dell’abbandono / Days of Abandonment (Faenza 2005), Il più bel 
giorno della mia vita / The Best Day of My Life (C. Comencini 2001), Non ti 
muovere / Don’t Move (Castellitto 2004) or La sconosciuta / The Un known 
(Tornatore 2006).2

1.1  Women and Film

Interest in the character of the woman as demonstrated by Italian directors, espe-
cially since 1999, was the spark that initiated the analysis of female representation 
in Italian cinema from 1995 to 2005 as proposed in this study.

This attention to women is a significant development. Throughout Italian film 
history the woman has occupied a precarious position on celluloid and very few 
women can be counted among known Italian directors or scriptwriters. Such ex-
amples include Elvira Notari (1875–1946), Lina Wertmüller (1926), Liliana Ca-
vani (1933), Cristina Comencini (1956), Francesca Archibugi (1960), Suso Cecchi 
D’Amico (1914).3 On screen the Italian woman has been confined to the extremes 
of good and evil, meaning she was allowed either the role of mother, wife and saint 
or of femme fatale, diva and prostitute. Despite such stereotyping, the woman has 
always had a fundamentally symbolic function for this national cinema. The woman 
and the female body – her/its use, her/its honour and her/its representation – stand 
for Italy and its people. The use of the woman as a personification of the nation has 
allowed Italian directors to describe and illustrate the state of their native country, 
its developments, its experiences and its crises. Rarely was the woman a character in 
its own right, representing herself and her kind.

This study suggests that the recent concern with women in Italian film is linked 
to the manifestation of the broad success the directors of New Italian Cinema had 
with the audience. Though the origins of this cinema go back to the 1970s, its pub-
lic recognition began in the 1990s.

The filmmakers of New Italian Cinema focus primarily on the issue of identity 
and, in relation to this, on the loss of the real suffered by Italian society as a whole. 
They have articulated the urgent themes about identity and the real mainly through 

2 Official English distribution titles of Italian and other non-English language films are cited directly 
after the film in question. If films do not have an English distribution title, a translation is given by 
the author in Roman letters. Films which keep their original title are not translated.

3 If at the time of publication the date of birth was not available, it is not given behind the names of 
directors, actors, actresses or scriptwriters.
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the issue of gender as determined by the expectations of society and the institutions 
concerned.

Within this thematic choice, a shift was observed with the year 1995. The then 
prominent male-centred films, represented by the work of such directors as Gabri-
ele Salvatores (1950), gave way to female-centred films or choral stories with female 
protagonists. In other words, female characters were positioned at the centre of a 
great number of New Italian Cinema films through which these filmmakers gave 
the woman a key role in the ongoing discussion of identity and gender definitions 
in Italian society.

Then, the aim of this study is to discover the representation given to the con-
temporary Italian woman by New Italian Cinema from 1995 to 2005. Therefore, the 
study of the female characters has three objectives:

(a) in what way does New Italian Cinema take part in the process of questioning, 
remodelling and reforming gender and identity definitions and understandings;

(b) through which social topics are women characterised and in which social as-
pects and conditions are they contextualised by New Italian Cinema;

(c) to what extent do the representations comment on the actual social, cultural, 
political and economic conditions of women in Italy since 1995.

The deconstruction of the representation of the woman between 1995 and 2005 
ought to reveal whether New Italian Cinema mirrors, distorts or constructs a new 
reality and if it proposes therefore new perspectives on identity and gender issues. 
This concept implies that this cinema is continuing the critical practice familiar 
from Italian film history, where social and cinematic realities have been mutually 
influencing each other. In consequence, this study continues the illumination of 
this reciprocal relationship between cinema and nation.

First, the special attention paid to heroines in New Italian Cinema films rests on 
its core themes – the definition of identity and the loss of the real. In this context, the 
loss of the real refers to the break up or vanishing of traditional social structures in 
Italian society. Vanishing structures include not only the family, but concern also the 
individual’s inability to live in the present, his/her incapacity to recognise what is real 
and therefore meaningful and the obliteration of the individual’s past. These aspects 
are intimately bound to the definition, construction and maintenance of identity.

Apparently, women’s primary function in relation to these core themes is the 
embodiment and display of social unease and problems. Hence, New Italian Cine
ma remains true to the national film tradition of using the woman as a metaphor 
for the state of the nation, as a construction within a set of cinematic discourses and 
with specific narrative functions – similar to how Antonio Pietrangeli (1919–1968) 
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and Michelangelo Antonioni (1912–2007) used the heroines of their films during 
the 1960s. The female character is a mirror of reality and a seismograph of society 
whose task it is to mediate in family and generational conflicts as well as between 
people from different geographical regions and social classes.

Second, the film analyses in this study aim for a multi-facetted and multi-layered 
interpretation of the female characters presented. It is hypothesised that the woman 
becomes patron of her own reality, which is visualised in most films through the 
heroine’s individuation and maturation. The environments concerned with this 
process can be the family, marriage and life in a partnership, working life, journeys 
or social and political events. Hence, New Italian Cinema might narrate stories of 
women different from the ones known from Italian film history or from certain 
commercial films of the last decades.

Third, reflecting on the two main groups of social relevance, it is likely that the 
women most frequently portrayed will be those in their late twenties and early thirties 
as well as those over fifty years of age. The analysis of the representation of the first 
age group is of marked interest as the loss of the real is felt particularly strong within 
it. The reasons for this feeling is rooted in specific social and political conditions in 
Italy: Silvio Berlusconi’s administration (President of the Council of Minis ters 1994, 
2001–2006); membership in the European Union; terrorist threats; high unemploy-
ment; social issues regarding foreigners and extracommunitari (usually referring to 
citizens from non-European countries); difficulties women encounter when search-
ing for employment in spite of their higher education compared with men; and final-
ly an extraordinarily low birth rate. The forced confrontation with these conditions, 
also fostered and enhanced through the productions of New Italian Cinema leads to 
and necessitates for the country and its people to search and find a new national iden-
tity and new relationships between the genders. However, this is not the first time the 
topic has been addressed on screen. Italians’ difficulties with their sense of identity 
have been at the heart of previous film historic periods as well.

Fourth, the hypothesis is advanced that the socio-critical contribution of New 
Italian Cinema in this period of transition lies in the representation of the woman 
in her process of individual maturation. In other words, the films are unlikely to 
comment directly on society’s problems regarding the woman – such as the  union 
between work life and child-raising – and will not call for radical changes in gender 
conventions. Rather, the depiction of how the woman relates to and copes with the 
core themes of this cinema reveals its attitudes to these social changes.

To close the circle to the first hypothesis made, this sketch of the emotional and 
psychological condition of the woman will probably be the metaphor for the na-
tion’s social distress and identity crisis.
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Why talk about the representation of women in Italian film since the mid-1990s, 
when there are historical, economical or technological aspects to be analysed, which 
have introduced numerous changes to the Italian film industry in this period? From 
a historical point of view the time in question, 1995 to 2005, is special in the hi story 
of Italian cinema. It is hailed as having ended the crisis of national cinema that 
lasted for over twenty years and as marking the beginning of the box-office success 
of New Italian Cinema. Its productions have brought Italian cinema, so rich in tra-
ditions and cult films, back to the attention of the international audience, and more 
importantly, back to the regard of its own national audience.

Furthermore, recent Italian films offer a large number of thematic, theoretical 
and film-analytical phenomena worth examining, such as

(a) the ever present debate of the last two decades among Italian film critics and 
intellectuals on whether Italian cinema has finally overcome its crisis that com-
menced with the death of the representatives of neorealismo and the decline of 
auteurs such as Roberto Rossellini (1906–1977), Luchino Visconti (1906–1976), 
Federico Fellini (1920–1993) or Michelangelo Antonioni;

(b) discussions on the use of new technologies such as digital filmmaking;
(c) the flourishing of genres in Italian cinema such as the horror film, the thriller, 

the comedy, the road movie or the autobiographical film;
(d) the significance of the regional background of directors such as Giuseppe Tor-

natore’s (1956) Sicily or Mario Martone’s (1959) Naples;
(e) the impact of legal changes and shifts in the global market and cinema industry 

on film production;
(f) the prevalence of social and historical themes such as the family or the Mafia 

and its implications.

Many of the above mentioned topics and the films of a number of successful Italian 
directors are incorporated in the discussion on the representation of female char-
acters in New Italian Cinema.

The obsessive interest in and the search for identity are the main themes of many 
of these recent Italian films. In general, the analysis of the issue of identity reveals 
the significant link between the articulation and structuring of identity and the role 
film plays in this individual and collective process. Not least, the issue of identity 
is one of the principle preoccupations of both European Cinema and New Italian 
Cinema, which focus on it with themes like the past, the memory and the individual. 
One of the most successful Italian films of the last twenty years explores these issues 
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thoroughly – Nuovo Cinema Paradiso / Cinema Paradiso (Tornatore 1988): an 
aged filmmaker returns to his home village in Sicily and recalls his childhood when 
he fell in love with the movies and became friends with the projectionist at the local 
cinema.

The reason for this concern with identity is that it has become thoroughly un-
stable in its personal, national and cultural dimensions. This state of fragmented, 
multiple, momentarily prone to change and substitution, ambiguous and con-
tradictory identity has been characterised in cultural theory as the integral part 
of post-modern identity and theory.4 Whichever position to post-modernism as 
theoretical discourse is taken, its description gives a complex picture of the indi-
vidual and of society at the turn of the millennium facing globalisation and mass 
media.

The knot between the post-modern condition of individuals and cinema’s ac-
tive role in the construction of identity lies in the individuals’ need for stories to 
make sense of themselves and to shape their identities. New Italian Cinema has re-
sponded to this need with particular and renewed attention to storytelling, present-
ing stories and protagonists that overcome the post-modern condition. Therefore, 
cinema has a direct influence on how humans perceive and understand themselves 
and the world around them. It guides their perception of reality and helps identify 
their selves through the stories it narrates.

This book is only the first response to the lack of systematic academic research 
on the representation of women in Italian cinema in general and New Italian Cin
ema in particular. Certainly, to elaborate specific features and characteristics of a 
given period, artistic label or theme demands a retrospective position, but despite 
the lack of historical distance, the theoretical construct of the study is to guarantee 
the scientific objectivity required to analyse the representation of women in New 
Italian Cinema from 1995 to 2005.

4 Post-modernism does not only describe a social and cultural state of being. Since the 1980s vari-
ous sciences have given different definitions to the term and refer different historical periods to it. 
Psychologist Steinar Kvale gives a definition of post-modernism, which serves the present purpose 
without deepening the discussion on the subject: “A doubt that any human truth is a simple ob-
jective representation of reality. A focus on the way societies use language to construct their own 
realities. A preference to the local and specific over the universal and abstract. A renewed interest in 
narrative and story-telling. Acceptance that different descriptions of reality can’t always be measured 
against one another in any final – i.e. objective or nonhuman – way. A willingness to accept things as 
they are on the surface rather than to search (à la Freud or Marx) for Deeper Meanings.” Anderson, 
Walter ed. The Fontana Postmodernism Reader. London: FontanaPress, 1996, p. 18. The main ideas 
of post-modernism head in different directions and are not coherent with each other. Typical is 
also the duality between fragmentation and the search for an all-embracing frame that can unite its 
contradictions.
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1.2  Women, Deconstruction and Myth

Focusing on female portraits and gender in this study on New Italian Cinema does 
not intend to foster a particular feminist perspective on or preferred reading of the 
representation of the woman and the female body, of the discourse of the gaze and 
possible identifications of the female viewer or of Freudian or Lacanian analytical 
approaches as proposed by various feminists and feminist film scholars.5 In other 
words, as feminist Judith Butler affirms:

[...] the juridical formation of language and politics that represents women 

as “the subject” of feminism is itself a discursive formation and effect of a 

given version of representational politics.6

The analysis of women in New Italian Cinema from 1995 to 2005 aims to reveal 
certain psycho-socio-historical zones.7 It aims to investigate the direct and indirect 
testimonies its films provide about the social and political concerns, the psychologi-
cal states and the emotional moods of Italian society of the time in question.8

This film-sociological approach considers cinema as a mirror of a given society 
in a given place and time. Then, the study starts out from the assumption that film 
reveals information and provides insight about the unconscious of a nation and 
changes in society – Italian society in this case. Hence, there is an invisible, deeply 
reaching link between film images and the culture that produces them.

Furthermore, the representations of women offered in New Italian Cinema are 
contextualised in Italian film history (Chapter 3), contemporary Italian television 
and Italian society (both in Chapter 4). The analysis of the representation of wom-
en in these different media borrows an approach from cultural studies, which places 
the roles, identities, tasks and themes most frequently characterising the heroines in 

5 cf., Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge, 
1990; De Lauretis, Teresa. Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film and Fiction. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1987; Doane, Mary Ann. The Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 
1940s. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987; Doane, Mary Ann. “Film und Maskerade: Zur 
Theorie des weiblichen Zuschauers.” Frauen und Film 38 (1985): 4–19; Mulvey, Laura. Visual and 
other Pleasures. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989; Mulvey, Laura. “The myth of pandora: A psychoanal-
ytical approach.” Pietropaolo, Laura, and Ada Testaferri eds. Feminisms in the Cinema. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1995, pp. 3–20.

6 Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. London: Routledge, 1990, p. 2.

7 cf., Andrew, Dudley. “Film and history.” Hill, John, and Pamela Church Gibson eds. The Oxford 
Guide to Film Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 179; Ferro, Marc. Cinema and His
tory. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1988, pp. 83–83.

8 cf., Andrew, Dudley. “Film and history.” Hill, John, and Pamela Church Gibson eds. The Oxford 
Guide to Film Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, pp. 176–189.
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relation to dominant ideological discourses. With this approach reference is made 
to the importance media have in the construction of social and cultural reality.9

The information obtained about the social differentiation of the film characters, 
with reference to education, employment, gender and regional background, reveals 
hegemonic or institutional rhetoric or its subversion. Hence, the representation or 
misrepresentation of women across different media uncovers ideological issues and 
negotiations or compromises. In ideological terms, relating the films to the social, 
cultural and economical changes Italian society has faced in the last twenty years al-
lows conclusions on whether they simulate, deform or construct the reality of Italian 
society and women in a different way. In brief, the cinematic deconstruction of myth 
and revelation of counter-myth on women in New Italian Cinema is at the core.

For the analyses of the film characters, the concepts and theories of Analytical Psy-
chology by Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961) have revealed themselves as most useful. 
Analytical Psychology serves to illuminate how the stories told by New Italian Cine
ma can contribute to the development of both the individual and collective con-
scious of the film characters as well as of the audience. It helps to question and de-
construct the reality, identity and gender understanding represented. In particular, 
the theories on issues such as the collective unconscious, the archetypes, the anima 
and the animus are introduced (Chapter 5). They allow for a critical discussion of 
the representation of women that encourages the search for counter-myths and a 
more differentiated understanding of the narratives and characters offered.

Three aspects of Analytical Psychology are of particular relevance to the present 
study, though they are not to be the exclusive approach to the given film analyses. 
First, C. G. Jung uses Analytical Psychology with a psycho-historic approach. This 
means that constructive links can be established between the human psyche, a given 
society and its myths and representations in expressive cultural forms such as film 
or television. From this theoretical perspective conclusions can be drawn about the 
contribution of New Italian Cinema to the current discussion of the situation of 
women in Italy and the meaning these filmmakers attribute to the female characters 
in their films. Second, the characters, events and situations depicted in the films 
refer to social, cultural and popular myths, such as the myth of the family, of the 
journey or of the generational conflict. C. G. Jung’s theory on myth offers a key to 
the main themes and recurring motives in the films and their significance for the 
individual and collective psyche today. Also, the commercial success of the films se-

9 cf., Hepp, Andreas. Cultural Studies und Medienanalyse: Eine Einführung. Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher 
Verlag, 1999, p. 17.
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lected for analyses, and their depiction of certain cultural myths, testify that they hit 
certain inner and maybe still unconscious themes relevant to Italian society. Third, 
characteristic for New Italian Cinema is its concern with the psychological state of 
its characters. Therefore, in some cases use is made of C. G. Jung’s archetype theory 
to analyse the representation of women. Archetypes describe different psychological 
states and functions inherent to individuals. This method provides insight into the 
functions of women in given film situations and their relationships to themselves. 
The choice to apply C. G. Jung’s Analytical Psychology to some film analyses in this 
study offers a new point of view on the argument in question and helps to reveal 
that Italian society is in a transformation process that does not allow for fixed and 
secure cinematic images, representations and stories of itself and of its reality.

The common feature between the theoretical approaches, film sociology, cul-
tural studies and Analytical Psychology applied in this study lies in their conviction 
that there is a link between film images and the society that produces them.

In other words, cinema, by its inherent characteristics, gives answers or plea-
sures to its audience, or both, and meets collective social and psychological needs. 
Therefore, New Italian Cinema offers responses to collective necessities, sensations 
or fears of a certain part of the Italian cinema-going audience. It adds another layer 
to the dialogue between the viewer’s reality and film reality, as it links social and 
psychological myth to extra-diegetic aspects such as ideology or politics in order to 
come to terms with the present.

1.3  About this Book

Given the intention to gain knowledge about the representation of women and Ital-
ian society in New Italian Cinema, the films’ success with the box-office has been 
chosen as selection criterion for the analysis. Only top 10 box-office films are con-
sidered. This determines that very few films of female directors are analysed. Dur-
ing the selection of the films three overarching themes were identified. The films 
have been grouped in three chapters referring to the following themes

(a) the conquest of the ordinary and its myths (Chapter 6),
(b) the present and the past (Chapter 7),
(c) consciousness-raising (Chapter 8).

Clustering the films serves to pin down the roles given to women in New Italian 
Cinema in a more differentiated way. In this sense, reinforcing images different 
to the traditional, one dimensional representations of women as sex objects or as 
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man-hating women of the 1980s demonstrates the reflections of these filmmakers 
on changing gender identities and expectations in society.

Much has been written on Italian cinema. International research has paid great at-
tention to neorealismo and has dedicated many volumes to directors such as Rober-
to Rossellini or Federico Fellini. Especially the Italian scientific literature discusses 
more in depth issues such as genre, the significance of children and adolescents in 
the national cinema and shifts in film industry itself.

On the other hand, monographs and overviews of New Italian Cinema are miss-
ing. Merely one publication (Zagarrio 2006) considers explicitly the developments 
in this cinema in the years 2000 to 2006. Further information can be gained from 
various books with single chapters treating the issue. Usually, they cover the his-
torical period up to 1995, or 1999 at the most. Volumes by Gianni Canova (1999), 
Barbara Corsi (2001), Peppe D’Antonio (1999), Marcia Landy (2000), Carlo Mac-
chitella (2003), Monica Repetto and Carlo Tagliabue (2000), Piere Sorlin (1996), 
Vito Zagarrio (2001) are to be considered as well. The chapters or essays in these 
volumes provide valuable information on the latest years of Italian film history 
(Millicent Marcus 2002, Mario Sesti 1996, Vito Zagarrio 2000). Other authors 
have succeeded in keeping the balance between more general historical introduc-
tions and well-grounded chapters giving detailed insight on specific topics or is-
sues (Manuela Gieri 1995, William Hope 2005, Mary Wood 2005). However, one 
must point out that Italian publications in particular focus only marginally on film 
analysis and are more concerned with positioning films in their thematic context 
(Giulio Martini and Guglielmina Morelli 1997). However, the topics, themes and 
issues discussed are similar in the different volumes, presenting individual points 
of view.

In order to give an overview of the very dynamic historic period of New Italian 
Cinema, which has its origins in the 1970s, Chapter 2 focuses on issues of cultural 
studies, delineating what the term or group New Italian Cinema means and what 
constitutes its importance for Italian cinema from 1995 to 2005. Reference is made 
to audiences, legal and structural changes in Italian film industry and genre. This 
allows for a contextualisation of the developments in Italian film of the period in 
question and for an appreciation of certain critical and theoretical discussions on 
the nation’s cinema still in progress.

A historical account of the representation of women in Italian cinema is given 
in Chapter 3. The current state of research on this topic is scarce. Italian film studies 
have not expressed great interest in it up to the 1980s, for there are only three pub-
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lications that pick up the subject: Giovanni Grazzini’s Eva dopo Eva: La donna nel 
cinema italiano dagli anni Sessanta a oggi (1980), Annabella Miscuglio’s and Rony 
Daopoulo’s Kinomata: La donna nel cinema (1980) and Patrizia Carrano’s Malafem
mina (1977). Bearing in mind that the Italian feminist movement was at its height 
during the 1980s, a strong feminist influence is inherent to the respective publica-
tions. Since the 1980s there has been no research published in Italy on the contem-
porary image of women in national film. However, since the mid-1990s a number of 
studies on the representation of the woman and her role in Italian film history have 
been conducted: Gianfranco Casadio’s Adultere, fedifraghe, innocenti: La donna del 
“neorealismo popolare” nel cinema italiano degli anni Cinquanta (1990), Tonia Rivel-
lo’s Women in Italian Cinema (1999), a collection of essays by Italian and American 
researchers discussing the significance of actresses such as Silvana Mangano and 
their roles. Donne e cinema nell’Europa duemila fra immaginario e quotidianità by 
Maria Ossia (1998) reflects on a number of national European cinemas, including 
the Italian one. However, the points made in these essays are general. Giovanna 
Grignaffini’s La scena madre (2002) investigates the role of the mother and woman 
in cinema in general, dedicating also a chapter to Italian film history.

With regards to gender and myth and their subversion in Italian film, a disser-
tation at the University of Los Angeles was published in 2001. In it, Dana Elizabeth 
Renga focuses on the means through which Italian artists have subverted prevail-
ing gender constructions in literature and film in the historical period from the 
1940s to the 1970s. A publication by Maggie Günsberg, Italian Cinema: Gender and 
Genre (2005), looks in great detail into various genres such as comedy and wes t-
ern and the respective gender constructions. However, her research covers only 
the historical period from the end of World War II to the end of the 1970s. The 
brief historical account of the representation of women in Italian cinema given in 
Charter 3 of his book spans from the end of World War II to the year 2005 mak-
ing reference to actresses as well as female directors. This unique review of female 
representations in the nation’s film history is one of the scientific contributions 
made in this study.

Sociological aspects regarding Italian society and the representation of women 
in Italian television between 1995 and 2005 are presented in Chapter 4. A conside-
rable number of Italian publications on the situation of women in Italy – through 
history as well as on their current social condition – emerged in the decade before 
the new millennium. Most of them are feminist interpretations of political and 
economic events or focus primarily on the situation of women at work.

Considering the limited application of C. G. Jung’s Analytical Psychology to film 
analyses, Chapter 5 is dedicated to the relevance it can have for film studies, clarify-
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ing in more detail how this approach is useful to the study of the representation of 
women in New Italian Cinema from 1995 to 2005. The scientific material available 
is not abundant. Traditionally, research using Analytical Psychology in film studies 
focuses on genres such as the detective film or science fiction where archetypes are 
easily identified and interpreted (Luigi Forlai and Augusto Bruni 1998, Christopher 
Hauke and Ian Alister 2001, Luke Hockley 2001, James Iaccino 1998). However, 
there have been attempts to introduce the cultural significance and dimension of 
C. G. Jung’s work into film theory and film analysis as publications by John Izod 
(2001) show.

The heart of the study consists of the film analyses concerning the representa-
tion of women in New Italian Cinema (Chapters 6, 7 and 8). For this, the selected 
films are clustered in the three groups mentioned earlier: the conquest of the or-
dinary and its myths, the present and the past, consciousness-raising. The close 
analysis of women in Italian cinema serves to establish a “mapping” of the repre-
sentations and functions of women offered. Ultimately, it ought to reveal in which 
way the deconstruction of gender is to remedy or recover the loss of the real as 
experienced by Italian society.

In conclusion, this study aims to trace the possible path that links New Italian 
Cinema with its national predecessors and their struggle to elaborate new ways to 
understand Italian reality.

In brief, a cultural history of cinema proceeds neither through the direct ap-

preciation of films, nor through the direct amassing of ‘relevant facts’ associ-

ated with the movies, but through an indirect reconstruction of the condi-

tions of representation that permitted such films to be made, to be under-

stood, even to be misunderstood [...]. This is a doubly hermeneutic venture, 

for it puts into play the reading of films for their cultural consequence and 

the reading of the culture for the values or moods conveyed in films.10

10 Andrew, Dudley. “Film and history.” Hill, John, and Pamela Church Gibson eds. The Oxford Guide to 
Film Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 186.
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