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ABSTRACT IN INGLESE

The Mask is Emptiness. A Conversation with Toni Servillo
edited by Bruno Roberti
 
From the mask of Latin America to the Commedia dell’arte, in this 

conversation Servillo retraces the work of the actor as a professional of the 
“moment”, an “uncaughtable” figure, constantly projected towards the single 
instant and far from any rhetorical dimension. In this sense, he highlights a 
substantial difference with respect to the possibilities offered by cinema to 
revive the mask (and the possibility for the actor to “see himself/herself” 
on the screen) from that of the theatre. The mask is a tool at the disposal of 
“dramaturgical devices”, a vehicle for intellectual and emotional content 
that are handed down from one era to another, which require a much-needed 
“humility” for the actor called to go through it. According to Servillo, the 
actor needs to maintain a sort of “pre-expressivity” towards existence (“a 
kind of surrender to other hypothesis of life”), as if the interest in things of 
life reactivated itself only when required: “live”.

Naked, Dressed, Black Masks
Roberto De Gaetano

The centrality of the mask in the Italian aesthetic tradition and culture is 
something that points out an unbreakable bond of the forms of representation 
and expression with the power of life and death. A bond that avoids any formal 
mediation, and that puts at the centre of an identifying process (of an individual 
and of a society) the open question of a relationship with the forces of life that 
the mask is capable of expressing with its powerful ambivalence. From the 
‘comedy of sociality’ of the Thirties and Forties to the ‘comedy in society’ 
(the Italian comedy of the Sixties), this essay shows how the pervasiveness 
of the mask is one of the engines of expression, not only within the forms of 
the Italian show business, but also of private and public life.

On a Few Things That Masks Can Show
Stefano De Matteis

Contrarily to the conventional wisdom that leads us to believe that the 
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main function of the mask is to hide, conceal and cover, the mask actually 
has the function of revealing, uncovering, showing. But what does it pre-
cisely show? One could say that the mask builds and highlights the Self or 
that part of the Self that helps, encourages, supports the practices of self-
exhibition and representation.

Ghosts and Masks
Alessandro Cappabianca

This essay explores the relationships and intersections between masks and 
ghosts. From Eduardo De Filippo and Pulcinella, up to Wells and Lynch, the 
essays re-reads - from a not-reassuring viewpoint - some forms of theatre 
and cinema through Caillois and Lorrain’s theories. Between theatre and 
film - including masks and ghosts - life and death, face and mask, factors 
such as fear and horror, linked to the processes of phantasy and carnivali-
zation, circulate.

Mask, Deformation, Parody in Italian Cinema
Laura Busetta 

The mask is able to transform and deform the face; it releases a car-
nivalesque vitality, operating a joyful destruction of identity and of the 
singularity of meaning. This essay explores the topic of the grotesque mask 
in Italian cinema since the Fifties, focusing in particular on the process of 
deformation in the cinema of Fellini, Petri, Germi, and Pasolini. The pro-
cedure of masking is then considered in relation to that of parody - defined 
as an excessively comic and grotesque form which enhances the reflexive 
and meta-linguistic elements in the texts.

The Unenvious Glance: Cinema and the Mask of the Ideal Ego
Daniela Angelucci

This essay deals with the question of envy – the sad passion par excel-
lence – and connects it to the experience of film spectatorship, aiming to 
affirm the impossibility of an envious spectator to endure. The possibility 
for this connection to exist is put forward through a twofold assumption: 
firstly the, not only etymological, existing link between envy and vision, 
which in Jacques Lacan’s thought necessarily leads to the idea of narcissism; 
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secondly, the identification between spectator and character, namely those 
who wear the mask of an “ideal ego”.

Lon Chaney’s Masque
Sergio Arecco

This essay re-examines the phenomenology of the mask in Lon Chaney’s 
cinema, starting from three of his most relevant films – The Penalty, He 
Who Gets Slapped, The Unholy Three (1920-1925) – and from 17th century 
theory of the masque (i.e. a mass masquerade which is enhanced by sacred 
and secular moods). When Chaney re-reads the masque in its original auto 
sacramental form, outraging it with a burlesque and clownesque touch, he 
aims at retracing - in crucial years for silent cinema - the mistreated and 
vituperated vulgar tradition of Corpus Domini.

On the Survival of the Primordial in Neorealist Cinema
Giuseppe Fidotta

This essay questions the representation of blackness in Neorealist cinema 
through the case of the black GI soldier (in particular how this represents 
a supposed disruption of and discontinuity with Fascist’s racial represen-
tations). Through the analysis of the soldier’s features in fact, one can 
acknowledge how it represents the survival of the anthropological concept 
of (racial) ‘primitive’, previously elaborated in mainly colonial context. In 
this respect, the ‘primitive’ works as a mask which makes racial differences 
essential, disciplining the uncanny Otherness within a familiar, reassuring 
and submissive subject.

The Archaic Wisdom of Images
Giuseppe Armogida

Starting from an anthropological and philosophical reflection on the mask, 
this essay aims to investigate the ontological status of the filmic image. In 
the same way the mask connects the masked with the Dionysian-drive of 
life, and restores the possibility of the past to exist, the filmic image is a 
permanent concretion of what could have been. Therefore, in cinema, a 
carnivalesque dance of images, the twinkling of the masks, alludes to the 
infinite possibilities of re-creation, while at the same time attests the pro-
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ximity of the unfolding of the fullness of time, which we cannot fathom.

«Laghing Out Loud». Vis comica in Tontolini and Cretinetti’s Masks 
Rossella Catanese

In early comic cinema, the mask and the gag contained the mechanism 
of roles, of the breaking processes of the rules, of the game and parody. 
In particular, the criteria of these masks have had specific socio-cultural 
features in Italian cinema (such as the encounter between popular culture 
and bourgeois audience, as well as the presence of acrobatic and circus 
tradition). Cretinetti and Tontolini’s humor configures two representative 
forms of a carnival mask, through the stylistic features of cinematic mime 
that generates easy, but functional to the sheer force of the laughter, plots.

Facework: the Spectacle of Identity in Digital Media
Giulio Lughi

Starting from the term /facework/ (used by Erwin Goffman in the past), 
this essay examines how the concept of mask is used within the particular 
context of digital media, focusing on two major aspects: the construction of 
identity as a project - something similar to what takes place in fiction; the 
importance of negotiation, as a moment of interaction in the construction 
of identity. In particular, this essay examines the role played by cinema 
in defining the iconic, narrative, and performative forms generated by the 
spectacularization of the Self in digital media.

Androgynous and Post-human Masks
Carlo Fanelli

What can be revealed when the mask as a symbol, or a device of repre-
sentation, is eliminated from the performative event? Does the face reappear 
after the denudation, or is it a human semblance with altered expressions 
that denounces the death of the man/woman? - or does it enhance humanity 
and takes his/her place? What one could metonymically reach is the reve-
lation through the deprivation of the simulacrum, the covering and obscu-
ring membrane that transfigures the human face. This is the overcoming 
of mimesis, a post like another dimension that metamorphoses, but at the 
same time goes beyond, the anthropological and mystery value of the mask, 
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and, with its prevailing artificiality, expresses a “union between body and 
art, between organic and inorganic”. In this way, the relationship between 
person-character and character-mask, on the way to the embodiment that 
reconfigures the relation person-actor-character, also liquefies. Hence her-
maphrodite and post-human masks become the offended and androgynous 
bodies of Teatro Valdoca and Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio. They invoke the 
death of the “glorious body” whose voice is embodied like the “soul of the 
world” into a catastrophe.

Subject and Compulsion towards Death in Bergman
Fabio Pezzetti Tonion

If one of Ingmar Bergman’s thematic vectors is the opposition between 
authenticity and artifice, through his mise-en-scène of the human face he 
explores cinema as a means to unveil the individual. As an emblem of 
the search for a subject’s individuality, or the exacerbated construction 
of a fictitious process of creating identity, the face catalyzes the subject’s 
destructive propensity. It reveals the compulsion towards death that the 
face-mask ambiguously dissimulates but of which it is, instead, a faithful 
expression. This happens as though the individual could find his/her own 
authentic nature only in the supreme moment when the mask is removed 
from his/her face, an instant before his/her inevitable annihilation.

Masks of Power in Contemporary Cinema
Cristina Jandelli

With the help of a few selected examples, this paper aims to analyze and 
define some forms taken by the mask in contemporary cinema on the basis 
of the execution mode chosen by the actor called to metaphorically wear it. 
The critical interpretation of the character, a style of acting from which an 
ideological dimension strongly emerges, is therefore examined. In this way, 
the actor does not ask for identification from the viewer, but contributes to 
highlight the most disturbing and dark sides of the human being, and helps 
to reflect on its outward manifestations. The masks of power embodied by 
Javier Bardem/Anton Chigurh (No Country for Old Men, Coen, 2007) Toni 
Servillo/Giulio Andreotti (Il divo, Sorrentino, 2008), Filippo Timi/Benito 
and Benito Albino Mussolini (Vincere, Bellocchio, 2009), Brad Pitt/Aldo 
Raine (Inglorious Basterds, Tarantino 2009) and Michel Piccoli/Melville 
Pope (Habemus Papam, Moretti, 2011), help to redefine the deep value of 
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the Brechtian acting ‘estrangement effect’ in the contemporary cinematic 
landscape.

Women-Fantômas: Figures of Ambiguity in the Early 19th Century
Monica Dall’Asta

A reading of Fantômas from a gender perspective has not yet been at-
tempted. However, this is an approach that deserves to be put to the test, 
taking into account how the game of disguise and masquerade, which made 
the glory of Fantômas, can favour the appearance of a whole series of in-
teresting variations on the theme of sexual identity. What we call “women-
Fantômas” are not trivially “Fantômas’ women”, the eternal victims of his 
power, charm and cold cruelty. What interests here is rather to emphasize 
the traces of a process of feminization of Fantômas, i.e. the signs of his 
becoming a woman, which one can see very clearly at work in the many 
changes that this peculiar figure-not-figure undergoes over time in literature, 
cinema and the comics. The analysis of the first manifestations of this pro-
cess in the early Tens French cinema allows to read Fantômas as one of the 
most emblematic manifestations of what, with different nuances, Blanchot 
and Barthes called “the neutral”.

«They Are Nothing But Strange Robots Playing an Unknown Grim 
Comedy»: on Neuropathology 

Maria Ida Bernabei

Most of the histories of Italian cinema quote the famous fragment from 
La Neuropatologia (Negro and Omegna, 1906-1908) in which professor 
Negro stimulates an hysteric attack on a masked patient (and then puts it 
to an end). However, something seems not to work while viewing such 
episode, since the spectator feels the presence of a manipulating direction, 
which should not be there considering the documentaristic nature of the 
work. These doubts on Negro’s documentaristic claims are there to remain 
in the viewing of other fragments.
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To Be or Not to Be. On Lubitsch’s Mask
Antonio Iannotta

Masks are a matter of life or death, because they embody the importance 
of the concept of representation more than any other signs. We should read 
To Be or Not to Be (1942) like a film-essay about fiction as the mask of the 
real. The real can be grasped only if it is properly refracted, only if we create 
a special mirror in which the refraction of our world can occur. Through this 
perspective, Lubitsch’s film appears as a discourse about power and what 
we might call the seduction of the mask.

The Mask as Prophesy: Lattuada’s La freccia nel fianco
Marcello Seregni

La freccia nel fianco (1943-1945) directed by Lattuada, is the first post-
war Italian film. It is structured on an acerbic realism and a dream world. 
At the centre of the film, in the main scene, the figure of a mask is the key 
component in the evolution of the matter and filmic transition between a 
(naive, sweet, sensitive) world and another (mature, decadent, desperate) 
one. This motionless face questions itself and us on fiction and reality, on 
life and death. The mask becomes the cancellation of the character and 
addresses the doubts and uncertainties of the viewer.

The audacity of the mask: Ophüls’ The Pleasure
Claudio Di Minno

Ophüls’ work is a whirl of masks. The key moment of such work is the 
episode The Mask included in the film The Pleasure, where the main character 
looks young again thanks to the mask he is wearing - in order to attempt to 
regain the identity he has lost. Such inability to recover time concerns cinema 
too, as shown by Ophüls through a vortex of camera movements and luscious 
setconstruction made to fill that emptiness in (Ophüls’ baroque style).

On Fake Whiskers and a Pair of Glasses: Tellini’s Prima di sera 
Alberto Beltrame

At the conclusion of his escape, the protagonist of Prima di sera (Tellini, 
1953) decides to buy fake whiskers and a pair of glasses. He finds refuge 
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in a third, though explicit for the first time, level of mask. The first level of 
the social mask is represented by his role in society as an humble insurance 
agent, as well as by the hypocrisy of his marriage. The second level by the 
wish to escape from them both: by the illusion of a different life, the utopia 
of the unmasking. A conflicting dialectics between the desire to express 
his own personality and the fact of being part of a social system creates the 
accumulation of the levels of masking. 

On the Origin of the Melodramatic in Senso 
Francesco Ceraolo

Luchino Visconti’s Senso represents a crucial moment in the history of 
Italian culture as it brings about a re-evaluation of the melodramatic mask 
within authorial cinematic forms. Starting from a reconsideration of Senso 
on the background of Gramscian and Post-Structural theory (Brooks), this 
essay investigates how and why the melodramatic form still plays a vital 
role in contemporary Italian cinema. 

Disguise, Norm, Impasse: Jerry Lewis’ The Big Mouth
Matteo Pollone

In Jerry Lewis’ films as a director there is a moment when the mask 
is placed at the theoretical centre of the work. These are the films made 
after the pentalogy, where Lewis reflects on the most intimate aspects of 
cinematic rhetoric. Having completed his structural survey, Lewis explores 
the relationship between mask and comedy, mask and language, mask and 
personal and social identity. An evolution that anticipates, ten years earlier, 
Metz’s passage from structuralism to psychoanalysis, and that will lead him 
to his more complex and stratified work, The Big Mouth (1967).

Identity Crisis and Role-Playing in The Third Generation
Alessandra Chiarini

Directed by R.W. Fassbinder shortly after the tragic events of the German 
Autumn, The Third Generation (1972) enacts the identity and socio-political 
crisis of West Germany in the late Seventies through the actions of a group 
of young middle-class radicals with subversive ambitions. Protagonists of a 
dark performance, the terrorists of the ‘third generation’ appear as unwitting 
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pawns in the game of capital, cynical and empty masks split between middle-
class security and revolutionary ravings. Prefiguring a world increasingly 
dominated by simulation, their desperate search for a role is reflected only 
in disguise and misrepresentation, in a grotesque mystification of reality 
that culminates with the kidnapping of the industrialist P.J. Lurz during 
Carnival celebrations.

Amorous Forms of the Mask in Bright Star
Glenda Franchin

Bright Star (2009) is a Jane Campion’s film about the love story between 
the English poet John Keats and his neighbour Fanny Brawne. It displays the 
crucial dynamic of self representation built by the amorous discourse and the 
different masks that the Self can assume in it. Campion investigates a classic 
topic – the creative power given by love – and shows how an existential rever-
sal of the mask itself is always possible (or inevitable, at last). Revealing the 
mask means opening a break between the represented world and the subjected 
real. The amorous discourse between Keats and Fanny stops being a “ghost”/
mask that holds the desire’s impulse to become a form of creative, dynamic 
and generative (yet deeply distressing) openness to the real.

From Teorema to Borgman. The Twenthieth Century Dyonisian Mask
Katia Trifirò
 
The pervasiveness of the Dionysian mask in the artistic works of the 

twentieth century reveals the vitality of a narrative pattern characterized by 
some recurring themes, such as the exotic temptation exerted on the seduced 
one, the concealment of identity by the unknown visitor, the total overthrow 
and dissolution of hierarchies of power, and the irreversible transformation 
of the condition precedent to the encounter. This paper analyzes this model 
through some cases, from Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Teorema (1968) to Borgman 
(2013), written by Alex van Warmerdam.

The Face of Loneliness: Il divo
Diego Mondella

This is a mask of Evil, so enigmatic and sombre. A mask of the Politician 
as the macabre image of intrigue. It is above all a mask of Power and social 
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identity which actually betrays a nebulous and self-centred past. Giulio 
Andreotti becomes at the same time the icon and the mould of Sorrentino’s 
cinema, where each character’s life shares a descending curve - climaxing 
with its own isolation. The grotesque side of this film exasperates the 
“physiognomy of man’s failures” by adding up gloomy and dark shades to 
it. Looking at Elio Petri’s style of representation in Todo Modo (1976), Il 
divo (2008) is a “blend of the sublime and ridiculous, lofty and horrific”.

Masking of the Visible and Logics of Accumulation: The Great Beauty
Gabriele Rigola

Aim of this paper is to analyze the opening sequence of the party in Paolo 
Sorrentino’s The Great Beauty (2013), starting from the idea of disguise 
as a grotesque representation of social features, but above all, as a veil on 
the visible. First of all the style of the film has to be interpreted according 
to the figurative disguise, which passes through the excess of the visible. 
The stratified dimension of the exhibition expresses itself also through the 
renegotiation of iconic examples: Fellini’s iconography, film genres, the 
acting performance or the employment of actors who are part of the mas-
ses’ imagination. All these features are the sign of a work done in order to 
reshape the visible.
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