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COURSE DESCRIPTION
Italy is present on many levels in American film culture, creating an “idea of Italy” which 
has long had a romantic fascination for film makers and audiences. This course will explore 
the representation of Italian culture in American cinema whilst also studying Italian cinema 
from the postwar period to the present covering various directors and genres. A comparison 
of the American and Italian visions will be made. Through screenings of films, readings and 
excursions the students will gain insights into Italian history and culture. Weekly writing 
assignments and discussions will help the students develop skills in the critical analysis of 
cinema.

COURSE OBJECTIVES
This course is designed to introduce students to the basic skills of film analysis, to develop an
appreciation of the contribution of Italian cinema to international film history and to increase
the students’ knowledge of Italian history and culture.

INSTRUCTIONAL METHODOLOGY
This course will be built around film screenings and class discussion. Also, students will be 
introduced to the language of the cinema as well as to the main issues regarding film studies 
in order to develop the critical vocabulary necessary for film analysis. They will be given 
regular writing assignments to develop their confidence in analyzing movies.

METHOD OF EVALUATION (GRADING)
Students will be evaluated on the basis of w  ee  kly     p  a  p  e  rs on the films viewed and a         m  i      d   
s  e  mest  e  r a  nd         a         fin  a  l         p  a  p  e  r at the end of the term. In each paper students will be 
expected to show increasing skills in the formal analysis of film and an understanding of the
ways Italy has functioned in the American cultural imagination. Course and exam papers 
should be between 1000 and 1300 words long.
Attend  a  n  ce  : attendance is mandatory. Each absence will result in a dock of one increment 
from your final grade. If your final grade is a B, for example, and you were absent once,
you will receive a B- for the course; if you were absent twice, you will receive a C+ and so 
on.
E  x      a  m  i      n  a  t  i      ons: There will be two (2) scheduled examinations in the form of essay 
questions in this course.

Grades: The final course grade will be composed of the following parts:
Class Participation 10%



Written assignments 30%
Midterm Exam 25%
Final Exam 35%

COURSE OUTLINE
We will study nine (9) films through which students will learn more about the history and 
culture of modern Italy and will develop a greater understanding of the issues that have 
mattered in Italian life.

In the first part of the course we will examine films which have helped establish a set of 
values Anglo-American culture often associates with Italy, such as Moonstruck, Roman 
Holiday, The Godfather I and The Godfather II.

In the second part of the course we will study influential examples of modern Italian cinema, 
in particular in relation to the Neorealist movement, the most important Italian contribution to
the history of the cinema. We will discuss famous and meaningful works by Italian film 
makers, starting from that icon of Neorealism which The Bicycle Thief is. We will then view 
Rocco and His Brothers, a masterpiece by L. Visconti. Among other things, it will give the 
students an insight into the reconstruction period after World War II. A cult movie such as 
La dolce vita by F. Fellini will allow us to draw a picture of Italy in the 1960s, as seen by the 
keen eyes of its most acclaimed auteur. A Special Day by E. Scola and Life is Beautiful by 
Benigni will offer interesting examples of cinematic representations of Italy’s troubled past in
modern Italian cinema.

WEEK 1 Moonstruck, Norman Jewison, 1987 (102 min.): viewing
• Introduction to film analysis: film structure, narrative and narration
• Examples of restricted and omniscient narration
• How to write a film review
• Reading: Roger Ebert’s review of Moonstruck

WEEK 2 Roman Holiday, William Wyler, 1953 (118 min.): viewing
• Classic Hollywood cinema
• The techniques of classic narrative cinema: long take, deep focus photography and 

continuity editing
• Introduction to film aesthetics: realism and formalism
• Reading: chapter 3, Gollin, A Viewer’s Guide to Film

WEEK 3 The Godfather I, Francis Ford Coppola, 1972 (175 min.): viewing
• Coppola and The Godfather trilogy
• Editing vs montage
• Reading: chapter 4, Bondanella, Hollywood Italians

WEEK 4 The Godfather II, Francis Ford Coppola, 1974 (200 min.)
• Mafia: myth and reality.
• A brief history of the Italian mafia
• Mafia as metaphor for America in The Godfather trilogy

WEEK 5 Mid-term exam



WEEK 6 The Bicycle Thief, Vittorio De Sica, 1948 (93 min.): viewing
• Italian Neorealism
• Reading: Millicent Marcus, “De Sica’s Bicycle Thief: Casting Shadows on the Visionary 

City” (from Italian Cinema In the Light of Neorealism)

WEEK 7 Rocco and His Brothers, Luchino Visconti, 1960 (168 min.): viewing
• History and melodrama in Visconti’s cinema
• The transition from Neorealism to Realism
• Reading: chapter 3, Bondanella, Italian Cinema: From Neorealism to Present

WEEK 8 La dolce vita, Federico Fellini, 1960 (174 min.): viewing
• Fellini’s cinema of poetry
• Film authorship: the director as auteur
• Reading: chapter 3, Bondanella, The Films of Federico Fellini

WEEK 9 A Special Day, Ettore Scola, 1977 (110 min.): viewing
• Revisiting Fascism in the cinema of the Seventies
• Reading: chapter 5, Bondanella, Italian Cinema: From Neorealism to Present

WEEK 10 Life is Beautiful, Roberto Benigni, 1997 (120 min.): viewing
• History and comedy in contemporary Italian cinema
• Reading: Millicent Marcus, “The Seriousness of Humor in Roberto Benigni’s Life is 

Beautiful” in After Fellini. National Cinema in the Postmodern Age

WEEK 11 Final exam

COURSE READINGS
The primary texts will be the films themselves, which we will view as a class (see the course 
outline above for the titles). In addition, students will use the following:

• Gollin R.M. (1992). A Viewer’s Guide to Film, McGraw-Hill, Inc.
Extra reading material such as chapters from books, film reviews and articles will be provided
by the instructor in a reading packet.

R  ec  o  mm  e  nd      e  d         Adva  n      ce  d         R  e  a  d      i  n      gs:
• Bondanella, Peter (1995). Italian Cinema: From Neorealism to Present, The 

Continuum Publishing, New York.
• Bondanella, Peter (2006). Hollywood Italians, The Continuum Publishing, New York.
• Marcus, Millicent (1986). Italian Film in the Light of Neorealism, Princeton 

University Press, Princeton
• Sklear, Robert (1993). An International History of the Cinema, Harry N. Abrams, 

Incorporated, New York.


