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Fig. 1 – “To consecrate the event of the constitution of the National Union of Technical Industries, Dr. 
Goffredo Lombardo (with the lawyer Monaco and the comm. Genesi at his side) offered a lunch to the 
representatives of the new organisation” (“Si è costituita l’Unione Nazionale Industrie Tecniche Cine-
matografiche”, Cinespettacolo¸ 8(10-11), 1953, p. 18).

Fig. 2 – Inside Tecnostampa plant at Via Albalonga (courtesy of Calzini family).
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Fig. 3 – Spes plant seen from Viale Campo Boario (courtesy of Finestauri family).

Fig. 4 – “Technospes is a window open to 
global cinema” (Note di Tecnica cinema-
tografica, 14(44), 1975, p. 15).



	 92	﻿

Fig. 5 – The work in progress for the new Technospes factory at Via Tuscolana (“Il nuovo stabilimen-
to Technospes di via Tuscolana”, Note di Tecnica cinematografica, 15(47), 1976, np).
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of song and sponsorship: amateur filmmaking experiments with 
16mm color film base on the frontlines of the italian fascist 
project

Simona Schneider

In Images in Spite of All, Georges Didi-Huberman tells the story of “Four Pieces of Film 
Snatched from Hell.” Of the paltry four frames, only three show the incriminating activity of 
disposing of freshly gassed bodies, with only one clearly in focus. Didi-Huberman writes of 
the images stolen from the real, the framing and blurriness that tell of the stealthy, anonymous 
sonderkommando photographer’s hidden position, followed by sudden composure Huberman 
denotes as “business”: “It is as though fear had disappeared for an instant in the face of 
necessity, the business of snatching an image.”1 It may seem strange to introduce Huberman’s 
observation about a brave and risky photograph snatched at Auschwitz to discuss Il Friuli 
(Giuseppe Francescato, Orama Lestuzzi, Fausto Magnani, Maurizio Sanvilli, 1936–1942), 
a silent 20-minute color 16mm film consisting of a series of placid, postcard-like views of 
landscapes and architectural sites, montages of agricultural traditions and progress, and a 
performative ethnographic dance sequence in the Italian border region by the same name.2 
What allows it and what it allows, is the recognition of a shared condition of sponsorship 
in material and photographic documents pertaining to WWII. In the first case, the Polish 
Resistance supplied the camera that “probably contained only a small piece of blank film,3  
and in the second, the film producer Agfa (Aktien Gessellschaft für Anilinfabrikation) 
provided scarce but cutting-edge color film stock through the Fascist film institute Luce to 
amateurs in a contested border region. 

This article proposes that the poetics of Il Friuli must be understood through its icono-
graphic inheritances of a political Pictorialism from contemporary material and cinema 
culture from the region, as well as through a consideration of how the 16mm color film 
base overdetermined the reworking of this iconography. It seeks to comprehend how 
the film takes part in numerous frictions in the visual codification of the border region 
of Friuli—part of the Friuli-Venezia Giulia Region, autonomous since 1968—as Italian 
during the Fascist era (1922–1943). Reading the film through these lenses allows for a 

*This research was completed within the framework of the project “FilmBaseMatters: A Material Approach to 
the History of Small-gauge Film in Italy,” PRIN 2022 financed by the European Union (Next GenerationEU),Project 
ID: H53D23006770006 PI Andrea Mariani), funded by UE-PNRR of the Italian Ministry of University Research. 
The project is developed by the University of Udine, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, and IULM University in 
Milan. With thanks to the Cineteca del Friuli.

1 G. Didi-Huberman, Images in Spite of All: Four Photographs from Auschwitz, trans. Shane B. Lillis (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2012), 13.

2 The film was reconstituted and released on DVD in 2006 by the Cineteca del Friuli. 
3 Ibid., 11.
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reinsertion of the raw film material into the history of a period known for its ideology, 
especially its peddling of “Marxism stripped of materialism,” with the aim, in the words 
of Jeffrey Schnapp referring to Susan Sontag, “to get inside fascism’s power of fascination 
in order to break the spell.”4 It foregrounds how technical and aesthetic experimenta-
tion with Agfacolor 16mm film stock contributed to the modernization of the previous 
iconography. Though geographically and aesthetically removed from the Fascist-era 
avant-garde movement of futurism, Il Friuli provides indexical evidence of a technical 
experimentalism that was in dialogue and tension with Pictorialism and Fascist aesthetics. 
Tracing this background through the consumer magazine Note fotografiche, published 
by Agfa elucidates the business of making images in this contested border region and the 
amateur’s role in it during a fraught historical period in which existential rights depended 
on a highly codified symbolic order.

The Business of Amateur Filmmaking on the Eastern Frontier

The equipment and supplies granted to four students operating under the auspices of the 
Cineguf of Udine, the local branch of the nationwide network of Fascist university film clubs, 
came from Mussolini’s Fascist government by way of Instituto Nazionale Luce (L’Unione 
Cinematografica Educativa, or the Educational Cinematographic Union), the state propa-
ganda film institute. The students had access to the newly released Agfacolor film stock 
through an exclusive educational film contract between Luce and the German raw stock 
producer Agfa, a member of the IG Farben Consortium and an official supporter of the 
National Socialists in Germany.5 It constitutes the first known color film shot in the region 
and shooting began the same year that Agfacolor film stock became available.6 Shaped 
equally by the possibilities of 16mm and one of the first color film stocks for that camera 
as by the still prevalent Pictorialism of the era, the initially bucolic-seeming film Il Friuli 
bears the marks of its competing means and influences.7 Furthermore, a war looming just 
out of frame girds its gleeful technical experiments. 

4 J. T. Schnapp, “Fascinating Fascism,” Journal of Contemporary History 31, no. 2 (April 1996): 237. S. Sontag, 
“Fascinating Fascism,” The New York Review of Books, February 6, 1975.

5 A. Mariani and S. Schneider, “16mm Standardization and Agfa’s Strategic Policies in Fascist Italy” in 16 
at 100: The Remaking of Twentieth-Century Cinema, Gregory A. Waller and Haidee Wasson, eds. (Oxford 
University Press, in production).

6 The second-place winner at the same national festival of small-format film where Il Friuli won first place 
was another color film, In fondo al mare, shot by the Gorizia branch of the Cineguf, see C. Gaberscek, Il Paesaggio 
Friulano nel documentario cinematografico (1910-1969). La Cineteca del Friuli, 2006.

7 On amateur experiments with color film in the 1930s in North America, and the tensions between “tra-
ditional aesthetic strategies and experimental – occasionally even modernist – ones,” see C. Tepperman, “Color 
Unlimited: Amateur Color Cinema in the 1930’s.” In Color and the Moving Image: History, Theory, Aesthetics, 
Archive, edited by Simon Brown, Sarah Street, and Liz I. Watkins, 2013, 138–49. AFI Film Readers Series. New 
York: Routledge, p. 147.
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Unlike other types of students, amateurs, or avant-gardists, Cineguf filmmakers were 
not entirely “removed from exchange relations.”8 Through Luce’s agreement with Agfa, 
they were granted materials to shoot outside of the usual context for amateur film pro-
duction—that is, of the privileged bourgeois or industrialist with time on his hands—in an 
effort to train future propagandists. In practice, however, the groups were managed locally, 
there was room for experimentation.9 There is no record of exactly how the idea for Il 
Friuli came about or what, if any, strings were attached to the delivery of the precious and 
cutting-edge color technology; it is notable, however, that shooting went on for six years 
with four different filmmakers, as if the project had a life of its own. Upon the film’s first 
projection at the first Mostra nazionale del passo ridotto held in Udine from December 
10–13, 1942 (Fascist year XXI), where it won first place, a dance troupe performed and 
live music with singing in Friulan—the regional dialect—accompanied the film. A booklet, 
Villotte e canzoni friulane antiche e moderne nel film ‘Friuli’ provided the lyrics in Friulan 
and, for the out-of-town attendees, a facing page translation into standard Italian. This 
multi-media performance celebrating regional culture copied the release of the film La 

sentinella della patria (Sentinel of the Homeland, dir. Chino Ermacora, 1927), a 35mm 
propaganda film produced by Luce to simultaneously commemorate the losses of the region 
in WWI and promote the region as a tourism destination and for its strategic geographic 
location in the newly reconsolidated Italy. However, whereas Ermacora’s film had codified 
the region as Italian and sought to incorporate the periphery into the center by debuting 
the film in Rome and circulating it as an educational 9.5mm Pathé print, Il Friuli and its 
premiere at the Mostra nazionale meant to bring the attention and resources of the nation 
to the border at a time of increasing political instability.

Pictorialism and Friulan Identity as National Identity 

Women collect hay and carry it on their backs, farmers plow their fields, children walk 
mountain paths. The dance troupe “Danzerini di Aviano” twirls in medieval courtyards. 
Time stands still or seems to among immobile mountain peaks, at dusty architectural sites, 
castles and churches, bridges and aqueducts. Boats hang on cranes standing at attention in 
the shipyard in Aquileia or leisurely navigate the Grado lagoon. Inhabitants display their 
ingenuity and courage—weaving, felling trees, and carving picture frames tilling soil. The 
primarily rural, agrarian region of Friuli (of which Udine is the modern capital and Cividale 
di Friuli the historic one) serves as a setting for a seemingly anodyne lyricism based on the 
cyclicality of seasons and the romanticism of the pastoral.

8 P. R. Zimmermann, “The Amateur, the Avant-Garde, and Ideologies of Art,” Journal of Film and Video 38, 
no. 3/4 (Summer-Fall) (1986): 63–85, 63.

9 A. Mariani, Gli anni del Cineguf. Il cinema sperimentale italiano dai cine-club al Neorealismo, Mimesis, 
Udine-Milano 2017, pp. 149-155.
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While many of the images in this shot list could come interchangeably from Il Friuli or 
La sentinella della patria, each shot is immediately identifiable.10 Not only is the former in 
color, and the latter black and white or sometimes tinted, but the movement in the frame 
and the movement of the frame distinguish the fundamental stability of the images. Though 
La sentinella della patria was a reference, with its monumental camerawork by cinematog-
rapher Alfredo Lenci—known for Messalina di Guazzoni (1923) and Ben Hur (dir. Fred 
Niblo, 1925)—and dense poetic intertitles by Ermacora, the director, a poet and the chief 
editor of La Panarie: Rivista Friulana d’arte e di coltura, its primary visual modes of fixed 
shots, theatrical staging, and pastoral landscapes constitute a stark formal contrast with Il 
Friuli, which lacks intertitles and uses dynamic, heldheld shots, naturalistic performance, 
and primarily agricultural landscapes (fig. 1 and 2).11

Fig. 1 and 2. A still from the dance sequence in La Sentinella della Patria ([2021] 1927) (left) and a still from the 
dance sequence in Il Friuli (1936–1942) (right). All film stills courtesy of the Cineteca del Friuli.

In La sentinella della patria appear within an elaborate and imposing frame with classical 
columns and laurels as well as the words “Edizione Propaganda Italica” or upon a back-
drop of the Fascist eagle with wings spread in the middle of a garland, clutching a bundle 
of sticks (a fascio from which the word fascism comes) and at the end of it, an axe. In the 
background, the acronym Luce makes the text hard to read. Ermacora, was one of the 
greatest proponents of the Friulan language, which today enjoys official status, though 
only one repeated word “Mandi! Mandi!” appears in the intertitles with the gloss: “…is 
the typical Friulan salute, derived from the Latin, ‘mane diu.’” The intertitles indicate that 
the film was meant for non-Friulans, even as the images and accompanying brochure in 
Friulan were geared at preserving, or salvaging, already heavily codified traditions. 

10 La sentinella was even edited and released under the title Il Friuli in 1941 in a 9.5mm Pathé Baby print 
for the educational market.

11 One of the students who filmed Il Friuli, Giuseppe Francescato, became a noted linguistic expert on the 
Friulan language. His interest in the visual and vernacular semiotics of the region made him the perfect collaborator 
as well as an actor committed to the regional culture, as Ermacora had been before him. Francescato was only 
14 when filming began, so he may have joined the project later. It is to his son that we owe the conservation and 
donation of the film to the Cineteca del Friuli. “Dizionario biografico dei Friulani.” Accessed October 13, 2024. 
https://www.dizionariobiograficodeifriulani.it/francescato-giuseppe/.



	 of song and sponsorship	 97

Visually, Pictorialism had been important to the Friuli region since the 19th century and 
continued to prevail as the primary aesthetic mode longer than in other places, partly because 
of its distance from larger urban and more quickly industrializing centers.12 Paolo Villa writes 
of the landscape that it endowed diverse ethnolinguistic communities present in the region 
with a sense of belonging, and therefore received a “noteworthy symbolic investment.”13 In 
her field-shaping study of the overlaps and tensions of amateur film and the avant-garde 
tradition, Patricia Zimmermann underscores the ways in which the aesthetics of Pictori-
alism, Romanticism, and amateurism in photography, all associated with naturalism and 
authenticity, promoted focusing the camera on apolitical subjects “rather than towards an 
investigation of existing social relations, industry, factories, or more contemporary issues.”14 
Most content was subjective, domestic, or neutral, and as amateurs were encouraged in 
consumer magazines to mimic Pictorialism, they often missed the opportunity to explore 
and experiment with the affordances of new lightweight and portable amateur technologies. 
By the mid-thirties, some of this had changed, and montage offered a way for amateurs 
to break the conventions of Pictorialism to achieve a more critical view of everyday life.15 

Pictorial Dissimulation and the Aesthetics of Agfa’s Note fotografiche

In addition to having La Sentinella and the iconography of La Panarie as precursors, other 
representational culture surrounding the Cineguf of Udine included the Pictorialism pro-
moted in Agfa’s consumer magazine Note fotografiche, one of the main forums for amateur 
and professional cinematographers, whose announcements often directly addressed Cineguf 
members. Many of the articles in Note fotografiche were translated from the German and 
came from central headquarters in Berlin, though local readers could send in their photo-
graphs for feedback from experts. This feedback loop established a hierarchical, authori-
tative model with the highest judges in Berlin, but Agfa also asked Italian photographers 
and critics to respond to these entries.16 In content and matter, Il Friuli exemplifies several 

12 On  La sentinella della patria’s links with the photographic tradition of Pictorialism through the photog-
rapher Attilio Brisighelli, see P. Sacco, “La Sentinella Della Patria Tra Fotografia e Cinema.” La Panarie: Rivista 
Friulana d’Arte e di Coltura, vol. 30, no. 117 (June), 1998, pp. 83–93.

13 P. Villa, “Per una ‘documentazione poetica’ del paesaggio. Tra pittorialismo e documentarismo nella fo-
tografia friulana del dopoguerra,” in Paradigmi del fotografico, ed. Claudio Marra and Daniel Borselli (Bologna: 
Pendragon, 2022), 321 (My translation).

14 P. R. Zimmermann, “The Amateur, the Avant-Garde, and Ideologies of Art,” Journal of Film and Video 
38, no. 3/4 (Summer-Fall) (1986): 72.

15 Zimmermann references an essay by Harry Alan Potamkin entitled, “The Montage Film,” which first 
appeared in Amateur Movie Makers in 1930 (81). 

16 For a history of the magazine and a timeline of its increasing Italianization, see E. Gipponi and C. Paollila, 
“ ‘Agfa Note fotografiche’ tra periodical studies e format theory” in this issue. For an account of Ubaldo Mag-
naghi’s experimentation with Agfa products and his collaboration with Note fotografiche, see De Rosa, Miriam; 
Mariani, Andrea: “Experimenting in circles: Agfa, amateur cinema, and the art of R&D,” NECSUS: European 
Journal of Media Studies, Autumn 2023.
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ways in which Agfa and the war effort shaped the pictorial landscape in the lead-up to and 
in the first years of the war without explicitly mentioning the war at all.

Aimed at capturing a bourgeoning consumer market, Agfa’s marketing emitted a sense 
of prosperity to stoke consumer spending; Perhaps subconsciously, if you had a camera, 
you, too, would see what the Note fotografiche was showing you cameras see, including 
peaceful, pastoral landscapes, cute children, and lush shop windows. As one Agfa advertis-
ing motto put it, “Photography enhances to life” (“La fotografia valorizza la vita”). Italy 
officially joined World War II in 1940. In a 1941 call for participants in Note fotografiche, 
the Cineguf of Napoli announced the distribution of “material supplies along with advice 
and technical and artistic assistance” to all those interested in making Fascist cinegiornali, 
or newsreels. These consisted primarily of views of Fascist events (manifestazioni) such as 
the Littorali—exhibitions of sporting events (mini-Olympics), art exhibitions—as well as 
of “life, industry, and landscape.”17 Join the ideological effort and you will receive supplies, 
it promised. 

During the war, Note fotografiche’s content displays a conspicuous lack of imagery 
explicitly referencing it. One must turn the pages of the magazine with a forensic eye to 
notice images of technological progress useful for the war machine, but nonetheless coded 
simply as scientific feats or that hint at submerged violence among serene landscapes under 
the newly nazi-red cover (previous issues had been entirely black and white). A cover image 
shows a projectile cutting through water and demonstrating the technical innovations of a 
high shutter speed able to shoot at 1/1,000,000 sec (fig. 3). 

Fig. 3. Cover of Note fotografiche, November 1941. 

17 Note fotografiche, N. 5, 1941, 114.
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Fig. 4. The inside of Note fotografiche, November 1941, p. 98-99.

A spread of images shows those sent in by the magazine’s readers. In Turin, a photograph 
capturing three fighter planes flying in formation towards rays emerging from behind black 
clouds is entitled Verso l’aurora (“Towards the Dawn”). The caption further showcases that 
the image was taken with Agfa’s Isopan F, presumably to underscore the film’s dynamic 
range. Though it is not surprising that Agfa would seek to present “apolitical,” “timeless,” or 
“lyrical” imagery in its pages, it is also important to see these images through the structuring 
absence of the war as a celebration of military technology and the bright future ahead for 
Germany and Italy, who had become allies the year before.

Experimenting with Agfacolor, Montage, and the Out-of-Frame

The images in Il Friuli modernize the pursuits of Pictorialism, however, they also lend 
these experiments to territorial claims and nationalist narratives. The surviving copy had 
to be assembled from surviving sequences, and was reconstructed according to the idea 
that it had originally adhered to a logic of regional geographic integrity, which followed 
a “concatenation in the representation of the environment ‘from the Alps to the sea’” that 
the journalist and politician Pacifico Valussi had coined in 1865 to justify the necessity of 
Trieste’s inclusion in the Kingdom of Italy (fig. 5)18.

18 P. Valussi. Dalla memoria d’un vecchio giornalista dell’epoca del Risorgimento italiano. Udine: Pelligrini, 
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Fig 5 and 6. A shot of leisure activity at the end of the film follows the logic of Valussi’s dictum “from the Alps 
to the sea” and aims to test the color capacities Agfacolor (left) and the Agfacolor film process in 1936. Coe, 
Brian. Colour Photography : The First Hundred Years, 1840-1940. London : Ash & Grant, 1978, p. 129 (right).

Color-forming developer reacted with couplers in each layer of substrate on the film base 
to form magenta (or its opposite, green), cyan, and yellow. The geographical climax of the 
film at the sea also marks the apotheosis of the color technology, with the warm colors 
present in dinghy’s sails and the predominance of natural blues. Indeed, though the con-
tent and ethos of the images continued to pursue the Pictorialism of the region’s symbolic 
investments with the added mission of exploring the affordances of the 16mm camera and 
Agfacolor film (fig. 6), these new attributes of the camera continued to be folded into a 
naturalist aesthetic through paratextual material. Framing Il Friuli within the rhetoric of a 
Vertovian “life caught unawares”19 aesthetic approach for promotional purposes, the event 
listing in the Fascist organ Il Popolo di Friuli promised that the public would certainly show 
up in great numbers, not only for the above-mentioned reasons, but because “many will 
surprise themselves from the screen, caught furtively by an overly prying lens…though for 
once also an intelligent one.”20 This aspect is purely rhetorical, as even the group scenes 
are clearly staged and choreographed to be able to film close ups with particular musicians 
and dancers, who would have known they were being filmed.21 

1967, p. 79, referenced in C. Gaberscek, Il paesaggio friulano nel documentario cinematografico (1910-1969) 
(La Cineteca del Friuli, 2006). Valussi writes of the necessity of a kind of maritime Switzerland in the sense of its 
necessary neutrality because of its strategic commercial position.

19 D. Vertov, Kino-Eye: The Writings of Dziga Vertov. Edited by Annette Michelson, Translated by Kevin 
O’Brien, University of California Press, 1984, 41.

20 “Friuli,” Il Popolo del Friuli, Dec. 12, 1942.
21 As seen above in figure 1 and 2.
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On the one hand, these handheld dynamic shots proving the stability of the color 
technology were coded as naturalistic, for instance when capturing dancers’ movements 
or embodying a point-of-view shot admiring a mountain range or a church steeple. On 
the other hand, handheld pans over postcard-like landscapes challenge the sense of this 
iconography’s stability, literally veering left midway through a horizontal pan or changing 
course to a vertical tilt to follow architectural features such as a tower. Though in some 
ways these movements seem to naturally follow the “sites”, they also at times draw these 
bounded spaces as an image of what cannot be filmed. These movements treat imagery 
suited to the aesthetic tradition while simultaneously carving them away from traditional 
landscape representation. Close-ups showcasing the products of the land have a similar 
effect—as inserts, they fetishize food by isolating it and treating it as an object disconnected 
from its human use or meaning. These shots seem planned to test and celebrate the dynamic 
range of the color film stock as they capture clusters of red and white grapes in backlit 
and reflective lighting situations. Low angle shots of red wine against a white house and 
a man sharpening a steely blade against a blue sky abstract these subjects from the land 
and emphasize their color contrast or conformity while raising them to the status of icons 
(fig. 7, 8, 9 and 10). As with the single sharp photograph in the camp at Auschwitz, these 
explicitly composed shots evidence a concerted effort, the business of capturing the people 
and the land for the sponsoring entity.

The showcasing of color film as technological progress parallels the promotion of in-
dustrial, agricultural progress. A shot of yellow corn still in its green husk fades to naked 
ears of corn and finally to a loaf of polenta, which is in turn devoured by children in golden 
light (fig. 11 and 12). The effortless transformation of raw material to food creates a phan-
tasmagorical commodity, conjured without hands or visible labor through color matches 
and associative montage.22 The DVD, whose purpose is mainly to make the views in the 
film available, carries a relatively light, often unassuming soundtrack that helps to signal 
scene changes and hide cuts. A slow saxophone solo and soft brushes of the cymbal create a 
nostalgic atmosphere around the children eating the miraculously self-producing sustenance. 
However, in the tensions between the film’s symbolic investments, its narrative of progress, 
and its experimentation with color, it is possible to read this sequence subversively. For 
instance, these few frames could also tell of how little film stock they had, or perhaps, how 
little corn. As filming for Il Friuli progressed, so did international shortages of both film 
and food. The majority of official resources during WWII went into documenting perceived 
glories and victories for newsreels or into amateur travel-films that were meant to contrib-
ute a perception of normalcy and ease.23 The ambiguities and fragmentation of montage 
and its imperfect ellipses leave cracks through which to spot jealously guarded meanings. 

22 This politically ambiguous “trick” is also one Dziga Vertov prized, such as in a sequence of pears packing 
themselves in A Sixth Part of the World (1926).

23 See F. Guerin, Through Amateur Eyes: Film and Photography in Nazi Germany (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2012).
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The technical experiments prioritize an engagement with the magic of cinema through color 
film’s affordances, at times to the detriment of linear narratives. Il Friuli as it was recently 
released has subtitles identifying locations and a few dates where they are known. One of 
the longest sequences of the film shows scenes with the subtitle, “Torviscosa in 1940 — 

Fig. 7, 8, 9 and 10. Stills from Il Friuli.

Fig. 11 and 12. Stills from Il Friuli.
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first plowing of the land reclaimed from the swamp” and ends with a man throwing up 
his hands in a “V” for victory. The original brochure accompanying the film included an 
introduction that attempts to overdetermine the film’s purpose as propaganda for the war, 
paralleling the zeal of this sequence:

In the welcome guests, who came to Udine from all over Italy for an art event that opens wider 

horizons to us and to the world, may the conviction be affirmed that this cinematic work, 

born in a wartime climate, is an act of the purest faith in Victory, which is being wrought as 

of now, in addition to on the battlefields, in the purifying workshops of the creative spirit.24

The sequence starts with handheld pans following the action of a modern plow and lingers 
on the thick materiality of the process. The camera pans left to right and tilts up to follow 
the mechanical tractors cleaving and tilling brown earth. The film then cuts in a montage 
to a pan over tall wheat in green fields (fig. 13, 14, 15 and 16). Another ellipsis reveals now 
golden fields and farmers reaping wheat with a horse-drawn vehicle and then to statuesque 

24 Gruppo dei fascisti universitari friulani, Udine, Villotte e canzoni friulane antiche e moderne nel film 
“Friuli”, 1° Mostra nazionale del passo ridotto, 10-13 dicembre 1942-XXI, Udine.

Fig. 13, 14, 15 and 16. (clockwise from top left) A montage sequence from Il Friuli.
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hand-bundled haystacks. The reversal of time’s arrow in terms of farming methods while 
maintaining continuity of time, seasons, and the colors that accompany of them, troubles 
a clear narrative of progress. The color progression highlights the cycle of the seasons 
from winter to spring to late summer and ends on the white shirt of the farmer, short of 
showing winter. Though the last image proclaims victory, within a lyrical logic provoked by 
the materiality of the film and of the land, it also suggests the new especially hard winter 
to come, which military-industrial progress would exacerbate, and to which color would 
not be crucial. Just as winter remains out of frame, so, too, does a prisoner of war camp, 
Campo 107, housed simultaneously at Torviscosa.

Conclusion

Il Friuli must be seen as an attempt at an insistence on immanent abundance, bounty, and 
technical progress as epitomized by color film all thanks to a political and military alliance 
with Germany. This worldview would have been equally motivating to the German soldiers 
fighting to access precisely these abundant lands, which, during the war, were Germany’s 
main supplier of wheat, rice, cheese, fruit and vegetables, as it was to Italian soldiers seek-
ing to protect their land.25 With the meager film stock available, all hands went towards 
amplifying a pastoral quiet harmoniously coupled with promises of technical and cinematic 
progress at precisely the moment when this basic premise could no longer hold. When Italy 
surrendered to the Allies almost ten months later, on September 8, 1943, Udine remained 
under German administration until April 1945, a fact that further shows the importance 
of this region to the German war effort. Luce and Agfa’s sponsorship left its mark on the 
images, as Agfa’s business became selling not only film but also a war. However, the sub-
versive spirit of experimentation and the material agency of the film and the land exceed 
attempts at neat couplings of earth, culture, and ideology, just as they serve as evidence of 
the business of representation. 

25 L. Collingham, “Managing Scarcity: Food and World War II in the Mediterranean,” Watch Letter, no. 36, 
CIHEAM: International Center for Advanced Mediterranean Agronomic Studies, 2016.
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Introduzione

David Bordwell (1947-2024) è stato senza dubbio uno degli studiosi di Film & Media 
Studies più influenti degli ultimi trent’anni. I due volumi Film Art: An Introduction (1979) 
e Film History: An Introduction (1994), entrambi cofirmati da Bordwell insieme a Kristin 
Thompson, sono non solo un esempio alto di divulgazione scientifica, ma anche un caso 
abbastanza unico di successo planetario nella manualistica universitaria: tradotti in molte 
lingue, i due titoli campeggiano nei programmi dei corsi di cinema dei paesi più diversi. 
Tanto quei due testi rappresentano, ogni anno, il punto di ingresso nello studio delle no-
stre discipline per schiere di studenti, quanto alcuni dei contributi di Bordwell, sia solitari 
– pensiamo innanzi tutto a Narration in the Fiction Film (1985) e On the History of Film 
Style (1997) – sia a più mani (The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style & Mode of 
Production to 1960, 1985, scritto con Kristin Thompson e Janet Staiger), sono volumi 
imprescindibili per qualunque studioso di cinema.

Nel corso della sua carriera, David Bordwell ha lavorato soprattutto sul cinema ameri-
cano classico e post-classico, insistendo sulla sostanziale continuità, in termini linguistici, 
tra la Hollywood della golden age e le sue incarnazioni successive. The Way Hollywood 
Tells It: Story and Style in Modern Movies (2006) di fatto riparte dal penultimo capitolo 
di The Classical Hollywood Cinema, intitolato appunto “Since 1960: the persistence of a 
mode of film practice”, per dimostrare che, con le differenze del caso, l’idea di fondo di che 
cosa sia un racconto cinematografico, a Hollywood, oggi è più o meno la stessa dell’epoca 
dello studio system. E tra le ultime fatiche di Bordwell troviamo un’opera, Reinventing 
Hollywood: How 1940s Filmmakers Changed Movie Storytelling (2017), che ritorna sul 
cinema americano classico come grande oggetto d’amore, oltre che di studio.

Ma le ricerche di David Bordwell si sono spinte anche molto lontano dall’universo 
hollywoodiano. Bordwell è stato tra i primi studiosi occidentali a interessarsi in modo 
organico alla produzione di Hong Kong (Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art 
of Entertainment, 2000) e ha dedicato una monografia, The Cinema of Eisenstein (1993), 
a uno dei registi chiave del pantheon europeo. Così come On the History of Film Style e 
Narration in the Fiction Film lavorano su sequenze provenienti dall’intera storia del cine-
ma, traendo esempi dal muto e dal sonoro, dal cinema d’autore e da quello mainstream, 
e appunto dalle cinematografie nazionali più diverse. E persino un libro incentrato esclu-
sivamente sulla produzione americana, quale The Classical Hollywood Cinema, è stato e 
continua a essere importante anche per chi studia i film di altri paesi, perché la nozione di 
modo di produzione si è rivelata assai fertile e potenzialmente esportabile in altre contesti.
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Se David Bordwell ha svolto una lunga e fortunatissima attività di ricercatore, divulga-
tore e critico, attività condotta anche attraverso un blog molto letto, è perché, oltre che uno 
studioso, è stato un appassionato di cinema, un uomo che amava i film, che venivano prima 
di qualunque costruzione teorica si possa edificare su di essi. Non che rifiutasse la teoria, 
anzi. Basti dire che la nozione di modo di produzione, che – come appena ricordato – sta 
al centro di The Classical Hollywood Cinema, è una categoria che discende dal pensiero di 
Karl Marx (a essere precisi, il concetto viene elaborato in un capitolo del libro firmato da 
Janet Staiger, ma è ovvio che i tre autori hanno condiviso in pieno il loro lavoro). Ciò che 
Bordwell rifiutava era l’uso dogmatico e feticistico della teoria.

Per onorare la memoria di questo grande studioso recentemente scomparso, “La Valle 
dell’Eden” ha voluto pubblicare un piccolo dossier, con tre saggi che affrontano, da prospet-
tive tra loro molto diverse, il suo lavoro e la sua eredità. Due di questi saggi – il contributo 
di Adriano D’Aloia (Università di Bergamo) sul Bordwell teorico e quello di Dario Tomasi 
(Università di Torino) su Bordwell e il cinema di Hong Kong – riguardano in senso stretto 
la produzione bordwelliana. Il terzo saggio, invece, a opera di quattro dottorandi del curri-
culum in game design del dottorato in Patrimonio culturale e produzione storico-artistica, 
audiovisiva e multimediale dell’Università di Torino (Alessia Ianni-Palarchio, Fabrizio Ma-
tarese, Mauro Mola, Brando Ratti), prova ad applicare alcune categorie di The Classical 
Hollywood Cinema alla storia del videogioco. Applicare quegli strumenti concettuali a un 
ambito radicalmente altro ci è sembrato un bel modo di ricordare un uomo di così grande 
curiosità intellettuale.

Giaime Alonge e Riccardo Fassone
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lo spettatore pensa, lo spettatore fa. david bordwell  
e la costruzione dei film studies contemporanei

Adriano D’Aloia

Nell’apertura a un post pubblicato sul suo blog nell’ottobre del 2020, David Bordwell 
racconta che una delle cose più “carine” che qualcuno gli avesse mai detto fu una frase di 
Jacques Aumont, che andandolo a trovare a Madison nei primi anni Ottanta e avendo letto 
i primi capitoli di Narration in the Fiction Film, in quel momento in stampa, gli disse che il 
libro metteva in evidenza qualcosa di importante: lo spettatore pensa1. Fra i molti possibili 
punti di accesso e gli innumerevoli aspetti notevoli del contributo, probabilmente impa-
reggiabile, di Bordwell ai film studies contemporanei vi è proprio il ruolo attivo attribuito 
allo spettatore e in particolare al suo lavoro mentale. Ciò che oggi ci sembra qualcosa di 
scontato, era negli anni Ottanta un’idea emergente tutt’altro che assodata. Bordwell aveva 
proposto di rimpiazzare – o quantomeno riequilibrare – la psicoanalisi, a quel tempo in voga, 
con le scienze cognitive: un approccio che presupponeva un metodo basato su procedimenti 
di indagine empirica sulle dinamiche della percezione, delle inferenze, delle credenze, delle 
intenzioni, dei progetti, dei desideri, delle abilità e dei sentimenti dello spettatore. E ciò 
a partire da ciò che è visibile (sullo schermo) e indagabile oggettivamente (nella mente), 
rinunciando alle imperscrutabili e indimostrabili interpretazioni lacaniane su ciò che invece 
era latente in un soggetto sostanzialmente passivo di fronte allo schermo. Nel libro citato 
Bordwell poneva le basi per un vasto progetto di ricerca che avrebbe sostituito la psicologia 
cognitiva alla semiologia, allo strutturalismo, alla psicoanalisi e al culturalismo studiando 
la narrazione cinematografica sulla base degli schemi mentali a cui lo spettatore ricorre per 
comprendere gli eventi del racconto e le intenzioni dei personaggi2. L’analisi deve pervenire 
alla spiegazione dei fenomeni, non a una loro interpretazione. Lo spettatore formula ipotesi, 
compie inferenze, verifica e rivede costantemente i risultati sino a giungere a una lettura 
che non è una semplice ricostruzione, ma una vera e propria costruzione del film e dei suoi 
aspetti complessi, ma ora non più impenetrabili.

1 D. Bordwell, Vancouver envoi: What happens in movies happens between your ears, in “Observation on 
film art”, https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/10/10/vancouver-envoi-what-happens-in-movies-happens-
between-your-ears/, 20 ottobre 2020. Narration in the Fiction Film fu pubblicato presso la University of Wisconsin 
Press, Madison nel 1985.

2 Francesco Casetti ne offre una puntuale sintesi nel suo Teorie del cinema 1945-1990, Bompiani, Milano 
1993, pp. 274-278.

https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/10/10/vancouver-envoi-what-happens-in-movies-happens-between-your-ears/
https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/10/10/vancouver-envoi-what-happens-in-movies-happens-between-your-ears/
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Cognitivisti si nasce o si diventa?

Bordwell ha adottato il metodo costruttivista in tutte le sue opere teoriche, ed è sintomati-
co che il suo ultimo libro sia dedicato proprio al complex storytelling nel poliziesco e nel 
thriller, a chiudere il cerchio rispetto all’interesse per la narrazione filmica popolare come 
luogo di decifrazione della complessità e generazione del senso a partire dalla connaturata 
tendenza dello spettatore a pensare3. Il testo non è qualcosa di predeterminato che non 
lascia a chi lo fruisce alcun margine di intervento e si occupa tutt’al più di posizionarlo, ma 
il campo di realizzazione di un’attività razionale che si compie tramite un procedimento 
analitico. Come accennerò più avanti, proprio all’adozione di una prospettiva filosofica 
rigidamente analitica è dovuta la scarsa fortuna dell’impostazione bordwelliana al di fuori 
del contesto anglosassone.

Anticipo che il problema risiede nella scelta di un atteggiamento metodologico idiosin-
cratico e insofferente rispetto ai paradigmi che il cognitivismo si era incaricato di innovare. 
Il dibattito è stato acceso fin dall’inizio. Penso al “botta e risposta” tra Bordwell e Dudley 
Andrew sulla rivista Iris, su cui nel numero 9 del 1989, dedicato a “Cinema and Cognitive 
Psychology”, apparve il seminale e programmatico articolo “A Case for Cognitivism”4. Il 
saggio era preceduto da un editoriale in cui Andrew da un lato sottolineava i potenziali 
guadagni del paradigma cognitivista emergente, ma dall’altro si premurava di prenderne 
le distanze, almeno a titolo personale e almeno su alcuni aspetti problematici5. L’adozione 
del linguaggio e dei metodi della computer science, della neurobiologia, della psicologia e 
della psicolinguistica e la loro sostituzione a quelli della semiotica, della psicoanalisi, del 
marxismo – riferimenti obbligati fino a pochi anni prima –, poteva certamente portare, 
secondo Andrew, a «un cambiamento di tono nel pensiero e nella scrittura sul cinema» e 
avviare un dibattito sul «valore di un ethos “scientifico”»6 in questo ambito. La questione 
era “procedurale”: per quanto i cognitivisti non ripudiassero la filosofia (attingendo comun-
que a Sartre, Bergson e Kant), essi «potrebbero non aver bisogno di confrontarsi con [gli] 
enigmi filosofici se riuscissero a dimostrare sperimentalmente che qualcosa come gli schemi 
funzionano, e funzionano universalmente»7. Andrew non nascondeva la sua preoccupazione: 
«Una volta che il cinema diviene puramente un luogo o un mezzo di investigazione di leggi 
psicologiche e sociologiche, siamo in pericolo di imbavagliare la sua voce e il suo valore»8.

È il caso precisare che Andrew aveva tutti i titoli per avanzare le sue perplessità. Negli 
anni Settanta aveva pubblicato libri importanti9 e di Iris era uno dei tre condirettori ame-

3 D. Bordwell, Perplexing Plots: Popular Storytelling and the Poetics of Murder, Columbia University Press, 
New York 2023.

4 D. Bordwell, A Case for Cognitivism, in “Iris”, n. 9, Spring 1989, pp. 11-40.
5 D. Andrew, Cognitivism: Quests and Questioning, in “Iris”, n. 9, Spring 1989, pp. 1-10.
6 Ivi, p. 1, trad. mia.
7 Ivi, p. 8, trad. mia.
8 Ibidem, trad. mia.
9 D. Andrew, The Major Film Theories, Oxford University Press, New York 1976 e Concepts in Film Theory, 

Oxford University Press, New York 1984.
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ricani. Va notato anche che, significativamente, il fascicolo di Iris in questione fu il primo 
pubblicato negli Stati Uniti, dopo l’avvio nel 1982 in Francia (non a caso il sottotitolo della 
rivista era bilingue: Revue de théorie de l’image et du son / A Journal of Theory on Image 
and Sound). Per “filosofia” Andrew intendeva genericamente l’atteggiamento additato dai 
cognitivisti come non rispettoso di standard scientifici adeguati, e dunque sostanzialmente 
gli approcci “continentali”, a cui si opponeva invece la filosofia analitica, ben più rigorosa, 
adottata dai cognitivisti. Andrew avvertiva il lettore che la proposta di Bordwell era piut-
tosto dura rispetto al concetto di interpretazione; che rimpiazzava l’assunzione teorica con 
l’empiricamente verificabile; che non salvava nulla della psicoanalisi; che non considerava 
le dinamiche affettive; che si applicava solo alle narrazioni canoniche; che era piuttosto 
aggressiva (anche verbalmente) rispetto a prospettive del passato o diverse. Da parte sua 
Bordwell rispose in seguito sulla stessa rivista10 che Andrew aveva male interpretato il suo 
saggio: che non c’era alcuna insofferenza per la teoria continentale (anzi si rifaceva anche a 
Barthes, Genette e ai sovietici); che casi come il libro The Philosophy of Horror del filosofo 
e suo sodale alla University of Wisconsin Noël Carroll, nel frattempo pubblicato11, offri-
vano una valida alternativa allo studio delle emozioni rispetto alla lettura psicoanalitica; 
che il cognitivismo si applicava anche al cinema non standard; che esisteva un naturalismo 
filosofico; che non si voleva innescare alcuna diatriba. È vero che Bordwell sembrò porsi 
piuttosto sulla difensiva, ma non ci si stupisca: il metodo della response fa parte della pratica 
editoriale delle riviste anglosassoni e soprattutto è parte stessa della dialettica analitica, dove 
i toni usati sono sempre molto franchi e talvolta molto poco diplomatici.

Un dibattito simile fu intrattenuto tra Carroll e Warren Buckland stavolta a partire da 
una dura recensione del libro – programmatico fin dal titolo – Mystifying Movies: Fads 
& Fallacies in Contemporary Film Theory12. Nella sua critica, intitolata sarcasticamen-
te “Critique of Poor Reason”13, Buckland fu molto esplicito nel contestare alla filosofia 
analitica, alla base del paradigma cognitivista, un modo di procedere che pretendeva di 
arrivare empiricamente e “imperialisticamente” a una verità infallibile. Contro l’accusa di 
assolutismo, Carroll replicò in modo tanto puntiglioso quanto furioso, accusando Buckland 
di determinismo sociale e relativismo concettuale. A fomentare ulteriormente la disputa il 
fatto che mentre la critica di Buckland era apparsa sulla rivista Screen, ovvero l’organo 
principale della teoria filmica psicoanalitica-marxista-semiotica vituperata dai cognitivisti, la 
risposta di Carroll dovette essere pubblicata sul Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism14 

10 D. Bordwell, A Case for Cognitivism: Further Reflections, in “Iris”, n. 11, Summer 1990, pp. 107-112.
11 N. Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror, or Paradoxes of the Heart, Routledge, London and New York 1990.
12 N. Carroll, Mystifying Movies: Fads and Fallacies in Contemporary Film Theory, Columbia University 

Press, New York 1988.
13 W. Buckland, Critique of Poor Reason, in “Screen”, vol. 30, n. 4, Autumn 1989, pp. 80-103. Oltre a 

giocare con la “pure reason” kantiana, Buckland appunta a Carroll l’eccessiva enfasi nel polemizzare contro il 
“poor reasoning” da quest’ultimo attribuito al libro Stephen Heath Questions of cinema (Indiana University 
Press, Bloomington 1981) in una lunghissima recensione pubblicata anni prima su October (n. 23, Winter 1982, 
pp. 89-163), intitolata “Address to the Heathen”, con una storpiatura del cognome dell’autore altrettanto sarca-
stica (“heathen” significa “pagano”).

14 N. Carroll, Cognitivism, Contemporary Film Theory and Method: A Response to Warren Buckland, in 
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perché Screen l’aveva rigettata. L’autore se ne lamentò con tono decisamente velenoso nel 
preambolo: «Che Screen l’abbia respinta in quanto risultato di un giudizio che non soddisfa 
sufficientemente le questioni metodologiche o come tentativo di reprimere voci alternative 
nel dibattito nel modo prevedibilmente stalinista di Lysenko è una questione che è dato al 
lettore risolvere…»15.

La teoria è morta, lunga vita alla teoria

Bordwell e Carroll non demorsero e negli anni successivi si impegnarono nella curatela di 
un volume che passerà alla storia della teoria del cinema: Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film 
Studies16. La Teoria del cinema è in declino, anzi siamo già oltre e non esiste neppure più; 
serve ricostruirla su premesse diverse da quelle su cui si era retta nel ventennio procedente. 
Ovvero, la teoria del posizionamento del soggetto e il culturalismo, promosse dalla cosiddetta 
SLAB theory – Saussurre-Lacan-Althusser-Barthes (a cui possono tranquillamente essere 
aggiunti i francofortesi, Lévy-Strauss, Metz, Baudry, Foucault, la Femminist Film Theory e 
così via) – ed etichettate da Bordwell come “Grand Theories” per la loro tendenza inscri-
vere lo studio del cinema in schemi di ragionamento omnicomprensivi, vaghi, incompleti, 
astratti, metaforici. Nel saggio d’apertura Bordwell si produceva in una dettagliata disami-
na degli aspetti di debolezza delle Grand Theories. In primo luogo sul piano dottrinale: la 
costruzione sociale delle pratiche e delle istituzioni umane; la necessità di una teoria della 
soggettività per comprendere come gli spettatori interagiscono con i film; la dipendenza 
della risposta dello spettatore dall’identificazione; l’analogia tra linguaggio verbale e lin-
guaggio filmico. In secondo luogo sul piano procedurale: il credito esclusivo al modello 
top-down; l’argomentazione come bricolage; il ragionamento per associazioni; l’impulso 
ermeneutico. Nella pars construens Bordwell avanzava la sua controproposta: una teoria 
di “medio livello”, più modesta, che affrontasse questioni localizzate e problemi specifici 
senza assumere impegni teorici generali. Per esempio: lo studio dei registi, dello stile, delle 
cinematografie nazionali (anche non occidentali), la storiografia, la storia economica e indu-
striale, la narrazione, la censura, la tecnica. Ciò valeva anche sul fronte più specificamente 
psicologico caro a Bordwell, concretizzando gli auspici di “A Case for Cognitivism”: «la 
teoria cognitiva vuole comprendere le attività mentali umane come il riconoscimento, la 
comprensione, la deduzione, l’interpretazione, il giudizio, la memoria e l’immaginazione. 
I ricercatori che adottano questo approccio propongono teorie su come funzionano tali 
processi e analizzano e testano le teorie secondo i canoni dell’indagine scientifica e filosofi-

“Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism”, vol. 6, n. 2, Spring 1992, pp. 199-220.
15 Ivi, p. 199, trad. mia.
16 D. Bordwell, N. Carroll (eds.), Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies, University of Wisconsin Press, 

Madison 1996. Cfr. anche R. Allen, M. Smith (eds.), Film Theory and Philosophy, Oxford University Press-
Clarendon Press, Oxford-New York 1997.
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ca. Più specificamente, l’approccio cognitivo presuppone il livello di attività mentale come 
irriducibile nello spiegare l’azione sociale umana»17.

Secondo Bordwell l’approccio middle-level «pone domande che hanno valore sia empirico 
sia teorico»18, senza che il primo sia a detrimento del secondo. Dunque l’analisi di fenomeni 
particolari attraverso un modo di procedere che, nel secondo saggio programmatico di Post-
Theory, collocato subito dopo quello di Bordwell, Carroll chiamava piecemeal theorizing, 
una teorizzazione “frammentaria” che non invocasse teorie soggettivistiche, ideologiche, 
eccessivamente ambiziose e deterministicamente confermative delle premesse. Per Bordwell 
«i programmi di ricerca di medio livello hanno dimostrato che un argomento può essere 
allo stesso tempo concettualmente potente e basato sull’evidenza senza ricorrere al bricolage 
teorico o all’associazione di idee»: «non occorre una Grande Teoria del Tutto per svolgere 
un lavoro illuminante in un campo di studio»19. Il cognitivismo, insomma, non vuole e non 
deve essere una Grand Theory.

Neuropsicosi

Sono passati trentacinque anni da “A Case for Cognitivism” e quasi trenta da Post-Theory e 
forse è tempo di tracciare un bilancio, per quanto sintetico e provvisorio20. È innegabile che 
la proposta di Bordwell abbia fatto da apripista a generazioni di studiosi che hanno aderito 
al programma e (de)costruito una teoria del cinema assai ricca nella sua frammentarietà. I 
suoi allievi o seguaci hanno colonizzato i film studies anglosassoni con lavori che hanno dato 
concretezza al fondamentale assunto che lo spettatore pensa. Dapprima soffermandosi sulla 
narrazione, per espandersi poi sul terreno delle emozioni, rispondendo di fatto all’appunto 
di Andrew sulla recalcitranza del cognitivismo per l’analisi della dimensione affettiva. Penso 
alle opere di Edward Branigan, Torben Grodal, Carl Plantinga, Ed Tan, Murray Smith, Greg 
M. Smith, fra gli altri21. L’ampiezza e la varietà del corpus di questi contributi, che rispec-

17 D. Bordwell, Contemporary Film Studies and the Vicissitudes of Grand Theory, in Bordwell, Carroll (eds.), 
Post-Theory, cit., p. 13, trad. mia.

18 N. Carroll, Prospects for Film Theory: A Personal Assessment, in Bordwell, Carroll (eds.), Post-Theory, 
cit., pp. 37-68, il quale ovviamente si apre con un paragrafo introduttivo intitolato “La teoria è morta, lunga 
vita alla teoria”.

19 D. Bordwell, Contemporary Film Studies and the Vicissitudes of Grand Theory, cit., p. 29, trad. mia.
20 Per le disamine proposte dai continuatori del cognitivismo si vedano almeno R. Allen, Cognitive film 

theory, in R. Allen, M. Turvey (eds.), Wittgenstein, Theory And the Arts, Routledge, London 2001, pp. 174-210; 
C. Plantinga, Cognitive Film Theory: An Insider’s Appraisal, “Cinémas: Journal of Film Studies”, vol. 12, n. 2, 
2002, pp. 15-37; T. Nannicelli, P. Taberham, Introduction: Contemporary Cognitive Media Theory, in Idd. (eds.), 
Cognitive Media Theory, Routledge, New York-London 2014, pp. 1-23.

21 Ecco una bibliografia parziale, almeno dei testi principali, in aggiunta a quelli già citati: E. Branigan, Nar-
rative Comprehension and Film, Sightlines, Routledge, London 1992; M. Smith, Engaging Characters: Fiction, 
Emotion, and the Cinema, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1995; G. Currie, Image and Mind: Film, Philosophy, and 
Cognitive Science, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1995; E. Tan, Emotion and the Structure of Narrative 
Film: Film as Emotion Machine Lawrence Erlbaum, Mahwah, NJ 1996; R. Allen, M. Smith (eds.), Film Theory 
and Philosophy, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1997; T. Grodal, Moving Pictures: A New Theory of Film Genres, 
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chia le diverse sensibilità degli autori (filosofica, psicologica, estetologica, evoluzionistica 
ecc.), conferma la validità e la produttività del pionieristico manifesto di Bordwell e della 
sua prospettiva “psicocinematica”, come ribattezzata una decina d’anni fa da un’antologia 
di contributi intitolata appunto Psychocinematics: Exploring Cognition at the Movies22.

Il saggio d’apertura di quest’ultimo volume ovviamente è di Bordwell; ed ecco la prima 
frase: «Guardiamo i film con gli occhi e le orecchie, ma viviamo i film con la mente e il 
corpo»23 (enfatizzo e metto da parte per un momento quest’ultima parola, che riprenderò 
fra poco). L’operazione segna il rilancio dell’interesse del cognitivismo per le neuroscienze, 
in particolare alla luce dell’avvento delle nuove tecniche di brain imaging che consentono di 
correlare stati mentali e processi celebrali. «La psicocinematica – sottolinea il curatore del 
volume, Arthur Shimamura – è fondata sull’analisi scientifica della nostra risposta estetica 
ai film»24 rivalutando le basi psicologiche e biologiche dell’esperienza filmica. Si tratta in 
realtà di una reazione al successo di un articolo ospitato nel 2008 da Projections, la rivista 
della Society for Cognitive Studies of the Moving Image, intitolato Neurocinematics25, a 
cui il titolo del volume in questione fa un po’ il verso e si pone in diretta polemica. Nell’ar-
ticolo il neuroscienziato Uri Hasson e il suo gruppo di lavoro presentavano i risultati di 
alcuni esperimenti che prevedevano la registrazione tramite risonanza magnetica funzio-
nale dell’attività neurale di un gruppo di spettatori. I risultati dell’esperimento mettevano 
in risalto soprattutto l’efficacia del montaggio sul comportamento celebrale, che risultava 
trasversalmente omogeneo nei casi in cui – come nei primi minuti de Il buono, il butto, il 
cattivo di Sergio Leone – la successione delle inquadrature è progettata in modo accurato. 
«Tuttavia – nota Shimamura – limitarsi a registrare l’attività cerebrale mentre si guardano 
i film non è sufficiente, poiché è importante considerare i processi psicologici definiti da tale 
attività neurale. Non possiamo cioè cadere in una versione moderna della frenologia in cui 
le protuberanze della testa vengono sostituite da punti illuminati nel cervello. Dobbiamo 
andare oltre e sviluppare teorie neuropsicologiche che descrivano le dinamiche funzionali 
dell’attività cerebrale e il modo in cui esse operano al servizio della cognizione»26.

Posizioni più aperte e dialettiche su questo fronte sono state adottate in tempi recenti 
da Torben Grodal (Embodied Visions), sostenitore di una prospettiva caratterizzata evo-

Feelings, and Cognition, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1997; C. Plantinga, Rhetoric and Representation in Nonfiction 
Film, Cambridge Studies in Film, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1997; C. Plantinga, G. M. Smith (eds.), 
Passionate Views. Film, Cognition, and Emotion, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 1999; G.M. Smith, 
Film Structure and the Emotion System, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2003; T. Grodal, Embodied 
Visions: Evolution, Emotion, Culture, and Film, Oxford University Press, New York 2009; C. Plantinga, Moving 
Viewers: American Film and the Spectator’s Experience, University of California Press, Berkeley 2009; M. Smith, 
Film, Art, and the Third Culture: A Naturalized Aesthetics of Film, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2017; C. 
Plantinga, Screen Stories: Emotion and the Ethics of Engagement, Oxford University Press, New York 2018. 

22 A. P. Shimamura (ed.), Psychocinematics: Exploring Cognition at the Movies, Oxford University Press, 
New York 2013.

23 D. Bordwell, “The Viewer’s Share: Models of Mind in Explaining Film”, Ivi, p. 19, trad. ed enfasi mie.
24 A. P. Shimamura, “Psychocinematics: Issues and Directions”, Ivi, cit., p. 2, trad. mia
25 U. Hasson, O. Landesman, B. Knappmeyer, I. Vallines, N. Rubin, D. J. Heeger, Neurocinematics: The Neu-

roscience of Film, “Projections: The Journal for Movies and Mind”, vol. 2, n. 1, 2008, pp. 1-26.
26 A. P. Shimamura, “Psychocinematics”, cit., p. 15, trad. mia.
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luzionisticamente e fondata sul flusso percezione-emozione-cognizione-attività motoria, 
e da Murray Smith (Film, Art, and the Third Culture), promotore di una nuova “estetica 
naturalizzata” in cui le neuroscienze entrano a pieno titolo in una triangolazione con la 
psicologia e la fenomenologia. Peraltro si tratta delle due sole opere cognitiviste tradotte 
in italiano27, a riprova del tentativo operato in particolare dal nostro Paese di ricalibrare il 
possibile apporto delle neuroscienze all’approccio cognitivista sulla base di una concezione 
incarnata dell’esperienza filmica, fondata cioè – e vengo qui a quell’ultima parola della frase 
di Bordwell riportata più sopra – sulla centralità del corpo. Corpo e corporeità intesi nella 
prospettiva anti-dualistica del nesso corpo-mente promossa in particolare dalla fenome-
nologia esistenzialista (in particolare quella merleaupontyana, e dunque a monte rigettata 
dal cognitivismo “canonico”: lo spettatore pensa, ma non sente…) e posta a fondamento 
filosofico delle ricerche neuroscientifiche scaturite dalla scoperta dei cosiddetti “neuroni 
specchio”. Nell’ultimo decennio quest’ultime hanno trovato applicazione anche nell’ambito 
degli studi sull’esperienza delle immagini in movimento28 e stanno dimostrando come sia 
possibile costruire una “Neurofilmolgia” che, realizzando esperimenti psicologici e neurologici 
per l’analisi di aspetti specifici dell’esperienza filmica e/o discutendo gli esiti di esperimenti 
neuroscientifici realizzati in altri ambiti o da altri ricercatori, si impegna a supportare una 
nuova ermeneutica dell’esperienza estetica29. Si tratta di fatto di un “cognitivismo fenome-
nologico” che promuove il superamento di una filmologia, quale è quella bordwelliana, 
insindacabilmente sospettosa degli approcci “continentali” e che mira a ripristinare l’analisi 
anche dei mezzi formali del cinema (come i movimenti di macchina, il montaggio ecc.) come 
forme incarnate del vissuto dello spettatore, a integrazione e correzione dell’originaria (e 
un po’ avventata) proposta della Neurocinematica.

In un intervento su questo specifico argomento a partire dalla pubblicazione della tradu-
zione inglese del volume di Gallese e Guerra Lo schermo empatico, Bordwell riconosceva la 
rilevanza della cognizione incarnata supportata dal rispecchiamento neuronale per l’analisi 
dei processi visivi automatici e low-level nella risposta degli spettatori al film e in particolare 
l’attivazione di una forma empatica di comprensione dell’azione, delle intenzioni e delle 
emozioni dei personaggi30. Egli tuttavia esprimeva alcune riserve, specialmente sui termini 
utilizzati per caratterizzare la specifica forma di comprensione promossa dall’embodied 
cognition: coinvolgimento, identificazione, immersione. Insomma parole che nella testa di 
Bordwell fecero riaffacciare lo spauracchio della Grand Theory… Si capisce che l’ipotesi 
che la comprensione del film possa assumere forme immediate – e cioè pre-cognitive – abbia 

27 T. Grodal, Immagini-corpo. Cinema, natura, emozioni, Diabasis, Parma 2014; M. Smith, Cinema, evolu-
zione, neuroscienze. Un’estetica naturalizzata del film, Dino Audino, Roma 2022.

28 V. Gallese, M. Guerra, Lo schermo empatico. Cinema e neuroscienze, Raffaello Cortina 2015.
29 A. D’Aloia, R. Eugeni (eds.), Neurofilmology. Audiovisual Studies and the Challenge of Neuroscience, 

special issue di “Cinéma&Cie”, n. 22-23, 2014; A. D’Aloia, Neurofilmology of the Moving-Image. Gravity and 
Vertigo in Contemporary Cinema, Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam 2021.

30 D. Bordwell, Brains, bodies, and movies: Ways of thinking about the psychology of cinema, in “Observation 
on film art”, 29 aprile 2020, https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/04/29/brains-bodies-and-movies-ways-of-
thinking-about-the-psychology-of-cinema/.

https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/04/29/brains-bodies-and-movies-ways-of-thinking-about-the-psychology-of-cinema/
https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/04/29/brains-bodies-and-movies-ways-of-thinking-about-the-psychology-of-cinema/
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suscitato in Bordwell ben più che una riserva, dato che per lui e per il cognitivismo (come 
per Gombrich, Gregory e i suoi riferimenti nella psicologia della visione) esiste solo «un 
percipiente attivo che prende stimoli frammentari come indizi per la costruzione di una 
conclusione percettiva, attraverso un processo di verifica delle ipotesi»31 e di problem-solving. 
L’argomento di Bordwell insisteva infatti sulle generalizzazioni che Gallese e Guerra sembrano 
addurre rispetto alla modalità incorporata di esperienza dei movimenti di macchina e del 
montaggio, ritenute valide invece solo per alcuni momenti del film. Eccolo allora schierarsi 
dalla parte del “marcato scetticismo” di Malcolm Turvey nei confronti dei neuroni specchio, 
in un dibattito veicolato dapprima sul blog di Bordwell e poi migrato su Projections32. Tra 
gli eccessi della neurofilia e della neurofobia, meglio adottare un atteggiamento cauto e 
continuare a difendere le humanities (a cui i film studies devono appartenere) dal pericolo 
scientista delle neuroscienze.

Ho ricostruito e discusso quest’ennesimo acceso dibattito nella prefazione alla traduzio-
ne italiana del libro di Murray Smith Film, Art, and the Third Culture, a cui rimando per 
dimostrare quanto l’atteggiamento dei cognitivisti sia più che comprensibile, se l’apertura al 
pre-cognitivo rischia di mettere a repentaglio la purezza di trent’anni di ricerca33. Bordwell 
però non si è mai nascosto dietro al dito: l’ampiezza e la profondità della sua conoscenza 
delle teorie (anche quelle “avverse”) lo hanno reso un modello di invidiabile ostinatezza. 
Lo dimostra il suo ulteriore commento a chiusura della “disputa” sui neuroni specchio e la 
cognizione incarnata, un po’ cocciuto nell’incentrare la propria perplessità su una questione 
di vocabolario34.

Dopo la post-teoria

I teorici, per retroazione, finiscono per essere un po’ vittime delle loro stesse teorie, che a 
loro volta sono anche uno specchio dei tempi e dei luoghi in cui attecchiscono, oltre che 
condizionate dalle genealogie concettuali da cui gemmano. Per Francesco Casetti, se le 
Grand Theories erano il risultato di una certa paranoia nell’affrontare la pervasività delle 
immagini e del cinema e la propensione a disvelarne gli effetti ideologici attraverso una loro 
decostruzione, nel suo progetto di ridimensionamento delle pretese e di restringimento del 
perimetro di intervento la Post-Theory ha rinunciato a costruire un quadro di riferimento 

31 Ibidem, trad. mia.
32 V. Gallese, M. Guerra, The Neuroscience of Film, in “Projections”, vol. 16, n. 1, 2022, pp. 1-2; M. Turvey, 

Can the science of mirror neurons explain the power of camera movement? A guest post by Malcolm Turvey, 
in “Observations of film art”, May 3, 2020, http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/05/03/can-the-science-
of-mirror-neurons-explain-the-power-of-camera-movement-a-guest-post-by-malcolm-turvey, rielaborato in M. 
Turvey, Mirror Neurons and Film Studies. A Cautionary Tale from a Serious Pessimist, in “Projections”, vol. 14, 
n. 3, 2020, pp. 21-46.

33 A. D’Aloia, La teoria del cinema allo specchio, in M. Smith, Cinema, evoluzione, neuroscienze, cit., pp. 7-19. 
Cfr. anche M. Smith, Triangulation Revisited, in “Projections”, vol. 16, n. 1, 2022, pp. 11-24.

34 D. Bordwell, Mirror neurons and cinema: Further discussion, in “Observations on film art”, 16 agosto 
2024, https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/08/16/mirror-neurons-and-cinema-further-discussion/.

http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/05/03/can-the-science-of-mirror-neurons-explain-the-power-of-camera-movement-a-guest-post-by-malcolm-turvey
http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/05/03/can-the-science-of-mirror-neurons-explain-the-power-of-camera-movement-a-guest-post-by-malcolm-turvey
https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2020/08/16/mirror-neurons-and-cinema-further-discussion/
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funzionale, sposando lo spirito neoliberale e trasformando un po’ anche i film studies in 
un «supermarket teorico dove ciascuno può trovare la merce che preferisce»35. Sono sicuro 
che Bordwell avrebbe reagito anche a questo giudizio con una puntuale (e un po’ pedante) 
response sul suo blog, e avrebbe respinto le accuse al mittente criticandolo di promuovere 
un reazionario neosemioticismo. Avrebbe mai accettato il superamento del cognitivismo 
così come la semiotica e la psicanalisi avrebbero dovuto accettare il proprio o pensava che 
la sua creatura teorico-metodologica fosse destinata a regnare per sempre? Il panorama 
contemporaneo, sempre più articolato, complesso e frammentato degli studi sul cinema 
riflette plasticamente i mutamenti del suo oggetto di ricerca e le pulsioni del suo tempo, 
portandosi dietro le stratificazioni della sua evoluzione, con le relative tensioni, lacune, 
ansie. Voltandosi indietro e osservando bene, non è poi così azzardato pensare che anche 
il cognitivismo, in fondo, sia (stato) una Grand Theory… Ma come si evince da questa 
piccola archeologia meta-teorica che dagli anni Ottanta ci ha riportato ai giorni nostri, 
David Bordwell è stato in grado di rimanere sempre nel cuore del dibattito sulle innovazioni 
teoriche a cui egli stesso ha dato origine e impulso, dimostrando una caparbietà (e una 
testardaggine) esemplari. Come ho provato a dimostrare ricostruendo i termini di alcune 
interessanti “dispute”, Bordwell è stato e continuerà a essere un problema inaggirabile per 
i film studies. Al di là delle implicazioni e degli esiti della sua proposta, la sua scomparsa 
rende il suo contributo agli studi contemporanei sul cinema definitivamente imprescindibile.

35 F. Casetti, Post-, Grand, classica, o “tra virgolette”. Cos’è e cosa è stata la teoria del cinema, in A. D’Aloia, 
R. Eugeni (a cura di), Teorie del cinema. Il dibattito contemporaneo, Raffaello Cortina, Milano 2017, p. 383. 
Cfr. anche M. Guerra, A new case for (neuro)cognitivism: nuove prospettive per le teorie del cinema, in “Sistemi 
intelligenti. Rivista quadrimestrale di scienze cognitive e di intelligenza artificiale”, n. 3, 2018, pp. 473-486.
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il professore che volteggia. a proposito di planet hong kong

Dario Tomasi

Nell’ultimo libro di David Bordwell, Perplexing Plots1, campeggia in copertina un’immagine 
di Laura (Vertigine, O. Preminger, 1944) che riproduce Gene Tierney con un fucile in mano2. 
Si tratta, a suo modo, di un’immagine emblematica di tutto il lavoro di Bordwell, non solo 
del suo amore per il cinema americano ma, soprattutto, per ciò che ci riguarda, di quello 
per il cinema popolare e di genere (anche se nel caso si tratta, senza esitazione alcuna, di 
un film sì di genere, ma indubbiamente “alto”).

Quella di una donna che imbraccia un’arma, pronta a passare all’azione, è un’immagine 
che potrebbe benissimo trovarsi sulla copertina di un qualsiasi libro dedicato al cinema di 
Hong Kong (un esempio possibile fra i tanti, tantissimi: Brigitte Lin, col suo trench, la parrucca 
bionda e gli occhiali scuri cerchiati di rosso che in Chungking Express, Hong Kong Express, 
Wong Kar-wai, 1994, punta la sua pistola contro un criminale, in un abbastanza evidente 
rimando alla Gena Rowlands di Una notte d’estate – Gloria (Gloria, J. Cassavetes, 1980).

Se si ripercorre il vasto insieme delle opere scritte da Bordwell, l’approdo al cinema di 
Hong Kong è forse un po’ meno sorprendente di quel che a prima vista potrebbe apparire. Da 
una parte, come appena indicato, c’è l’attenzione al cinema popolare e di genere, che emerge 
con evidenza nei diversi testi che lo studioso ha dedicato al cinema americano, dall’altra c’è 
quella manifestata verso il cinema dell’estremo oriente (anche se quello “alto”) che, oltre ai 
diversi saggi pubblicati su riviste e volumi collettanei, passa, soprattutto, attraverso il libro 
dedicato a Ozu Yasujirō, Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema3, e all’ampio spazio attributo a 
Mizoguchi Kenji, più di cinquanta pagine, in Figures Traced in Light4.

Planet Hong Kong. Popular cinema and the Art of Entertainment5 ripercorre la storia del 
cinema dell’ex colonia britannica, a partire degli anni Settanta, quelli che videro l’affermazione 
planetaria di quell’icona del cinema globale che fu, ed è, Bruce Lee. A questa prima edizione, 
se ne è poi aggiunta, nel 2011, una seconda6, che, oltre ad alcune correzioni relative alla 
parte già edita e la riproduzione questa volta a colori dei fotogrammi, aggiorna il lavoro, 

1 D. Bordwell, Perplexing Plots. Popular Storytelling and the Poetics of Murder, Columbia University Press, 
New York 2023.

2 Si tratta di una foto di scena. Nel film la protagonista Laura (Gene Tierney) non imbraccia mai un’arma. 
3 D. Bordwell, Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1988.
4 Id., Figures Traced in Light, University of California Press, Berkeley 2005. 
5 Id., Planet Hong Kong. Popular cinema and the Art of Entertainment, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 

(Massachusetts) 2000. 
6 Id., Planet Hong Kong. Popular cinema and the Art of Entertainment, Second Edition, Irvington Way In-

stitute Press, Madison (Wisconsin) 2011. 
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con due nuovi capitoli, alla fine del primo decennio del nuovo millennio, e di conseguenza 

agli sviluppi del destino del cinema di Hong Kong dopo l’handover del 1° luglio 1997 e il 

ritorno della ormai ex colonia inglese alla Repubblica Popolare Cinese.

Il titolo del primo capitolo del libro è già di per sé indicativo di ciò che del cinema di 

Hong Kong interessa a Bordwell: «Troppo stravagante, troppo gratuitamente selvaggio» 

(«All Too Extravagant, Too Gratuitously Wild»), ovvero il suo carattere estremo, che si 

traduce in una pratica stilistica, su cui si avrà modo di tornare, in cui si fondono il gusto 

dell’intrattenimento (anche con soluzioni eticamente più che discutibili) e quello della 

sperimentazione discorsiva. Suddiviso in nove capitoli (undici nella seconda edizione), 
che prendono in esame i diversi aspetti del cinema di Hong Kong (dal contesto storico/
produttivo/distributivo ai diversi generi, dalle dinamiche narrative agli aspetti stilistici), il 
libro testimonia alcune delle caratteristiche proprie alla scrittura bordwelliana: l’attenzione 
all’analisi del film (con la puntigliosa dissezione di molte scene e sequenze, nonché di singole 
inquadrature, sorrette dalla riproduzione di innumerevoli fotogrammi); l’insistenza su dati 
oggettivi che, in una quasi matematica del cinema, notano, ad esempio, come in Infernal 

Affairs (Andrew Lau, Alan Mak, 2002), a testimonianza del carattere più drammatico che 
d’azione del film, il primo colpo di pistola si senta dopo trenta minuti, la prima vera e pro-
pria scena violenta avvenga dopo un’ora, e come nel loro insieme le sequenze di sparatoria 
occupino non più di quattro minuti dell’intera durata del film7; il tono non accademico che, 
senza mai venir meno al rigore e alla scientificità degli assunti, si lascia andare, ad esempio, 
a suggestive descrizioni di ambiente8. A questi diversi aspetti, si può anche aggiungere una 
certa attenzione, in sintonia con la politique des auteurs, alla poetica e alla stilistica di 
alcuni dei più importanti filmmaker hongkongesi, come testimonia il fatto che quasi ogni 
capitolo comprende una seconda parte dedicata ad uno o a più di uno di essi (da Bruce Lee 
a Jackie Chan, da John Woo a Tsui Hark, da Wong Jing a Chang Cheh, da Lau Kar-leung 
a King Hu, da Wong Kar-wai a Johnnie To), quelli che meglio rappresentano l’ambito, il 
genere o la tendenza presa in esame.

Soprattutto ad emergere è l’amore di Bordwell per il cinema o, meglio, per quello che si 
potrebbe chiamare il CINEMA-CINEMA. Senza farsi prendere la mano da quelle tendenze 
accademiche di moda, seguite da molti suoi colleghi, che subordinano il discorso sul cine-
ma ad altre prospettive, correndo a volte il rischio di “parlare soprattutto d’altro” (cosa 
in sé più che legittima ma, per così dire, meno attenta al cinema in sé e per sé), Bordwell 
tiene strettamente ancorato il suo discorso a una prospettiva squisitamente cinematogra-

fica, il cui baricentro è costituito dall’oggetto film in quanto costrutto audiovisivo, forma 
significante e, aggiungerei, espressiva, che si fonda sulla poetica e la stilistica, l’analisi del 

testo e la teoria del cinema. Come scrive Gary Bettinson: «La poetica di Bordwell opera 

7 Cfr. ivi, p. 204.
8 Si veda ad esempio la descrizione degli uffici della Film Workshop di Tsui Hark che hanno sede «in un com-

plesso di cemento che odora di frittura e fumo di sigarette» («In a cement-block complex smelling of deepfrying 
and cigarette smoke»). D. Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong. Popular cinema and the Art of Entertainment, cit. p. 135.
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induttivamente dal basso verso l’alto […]. Non parte da una teoria generale della cultura, 
ma dalle particolarità del film»9.

Sì è già accennato al fatto che l’interesse di Bordwell per il cinema di Hong Kong sia 
dovuto al modo in cui esso coniuga intrattenimento e sperimentazione, che è, anche se 
solo in parte, qualcosa di simile a ciò che determinava l’amore dello stesso Bordwell per il 
cinema giapponese. Un cinema di cui, a proposito degli anni Trenta, scriveva che «non è 
una pratica significante radicale, né un diretto prodotto delle tradizioni locali. È un cinema 
classico, sebbene forse del più variegato, vivido e vivace classicismo che noi abbiamo mai 
conosciuto»10. E sono proprio simili variegature, vividezze e vivacità, all’interno di un con-
testo che egli ritiene strutturato su modelli classici, ad attrarre Bordwell verso il cinema di 
Hong Kong, spingendolo a volte anche a farsi prendere le mani dall’entusiasmo – cosa che 
succede quando è la passione a guidarci – come nel passaggio in cui analizza meticolosamente 
una sequenza di A Chinese Ghost Story (Ching Siu-tung, 1987) arrivando a concludere che

Non credo che nessun regista hollywoodiano, né nel 1987 né oggi, sia in grado di montare il 

movimento con questo grado di esattezza ritmica. I registi americani non hanno mai imparato 

il tipo di disciplina imposta dai film di arti marziali di Hong Kong, che ha trasformato il modo 

in cui i registi locali concepiscono l’azione cinematografica11.

Più avanti, con altrettanta precisione, è la volta di una sequenza d’azione di Righting Wrongs 
(Corey Yuen, 1986), la cui analisi testimonia, secondo Bordwell, che

Concepire l’idea – una donna che sottomette quattro uomini con un solo paio di manette – e 

poi lavorarla con incisivi dettagli, richiede immaginazione, un modesto senso dell’assurdo e la 

consapevolezza dei meccanismi di una regia forte e leggibile indicati da Kuleshov, Pudovkin 

ed Eisenstein negli anni Venti12.

Tali considerazioni che esaltano le modalità di rappresentazione del cinema di Hong Kong, il 
carattere variegato, vivido e vivace del suo classicismo, la tendenza alla sperimentazione, la 
ricerca di nuove e originali soluzioni espressive, sono ulteriormente evidenziate dallo stesso 
studioso nel noto blog da lui curato insieme alla compagna Kristin Thompson:

Da alcuni anni sostengo che il cinema di arti marziali dell’Asia orientale costituisce un con-

tributo distintivo all’arte cinematografica al pari di “scuole e movimenti” più noti del cinema 

europeo, come il montaggio sovietico e il neorealismo italiano. I film d’azione di Giappone, 

9 G. Bettinson, The Sensuous Cinema of Wong Kar-wai. Film Poetics and the Aesthetic of Disturbance, Hong 
Kong University Press, Hong Kong 2015, p. 19.

10 D. Bordwell, A Cinema of Flourishes. Japanese Decorative Classicism of the Prewar Era, in A. Noletti, 
D. Desser (a cura di), Reframing Japanese Cinema. Authorship, Genre, History, Indiana University Press, Bloo-
mington 1992, p. 345. 

11 Id., Planet Hong Kong, cit., p. 166.
12 Ivi, p. 243. 
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Hong Kong e Taiwan hanno rivelato nuove risorse di tecnica cinematografica e i registi hanno 

influenzato altre cinematografie nazionali. La forza di questa tradizione è particolarmente 

evidente nei film wuxia (film di cavalleria marziale), nei film di kung-fu e nei thriller d’azione 

urbana del cinema di Hong Kong, dagli anni ’60 agli anni 200013.

Una volta indicate alcune coordinate generali del libro di Bordwell, ci si può chiedere che 
posto esso occupi nell’insieme degli studi occidentali sul cinema di Hong Kong, sia prima 
che dopo la sua uscita in libreria. Nella bibliografia della prima edizione di Planet Hong 
Kong, il corpus più rilevante dei testi indicati è costituito dai diversi saggi editi in inglese 
dalle principali istituzioni cinematografiche dell’ex colonia britannica, come l’Hong Kong 
International Film Festival (HKIFF) e l’Hong Kong Film Archive (HKFA). Per ciò che ri-
guarda la bibliografia occidentale, Bordwell cita diversi testi che definisce «guide per fan» 
e che considera ricchi di informazioni (avvertendo però il lettore a verificare la correttezza 
di date, titoli e nomi). Di là da questo insieme, perlopiù privo di una vera e propria auto-
revolezza scientifica, il volume di riferimento più autorevole è, fuor di ogni dubbio, quello 
di Stephen Teo, Hong Kong Cinema. The Extra Dimensions14, un libro che disegna una 
storia complessiva del cinema di Hong Kong e che Bordwell non esita a qualificare come 
«magistrale»15.

Fra il 1997, l’anno dell’uscita del libro di Teo, e il 2000, quando è pubblicato quello di 
Bordwell, si può notare, rispetto agli anni precedenti, una certa crescita d’interesse editoriale 
verso il cinema dell’ex colonia da parte di accademici e autorevoli critici, come confermano 
i libri di Bérénice Reynaud, Nouvelles Chines, nouveaux cinemas16, che dedica al cinema di 
Hong Kong 120 pagine, di Alberto Pezzotta, Tutto il cinema di Hong Kong. Stili, caratteri, 
autori17, e quello curato da Po-shek Fu e David Desser, The Cinema of Hong Kong. History, 
Arts, Identity18, il primo, insieme a quello di Bordwell, edito da una University Press. Si 
tratta di una crescita d’attenzione, di cui il libro dello studioso statunitense è parte, dovuta, 
soprattutto, al fatto che l’handover di Hong Kong (1° luglio 1997), cioè il passaggio della 
colonia britannica alla Repubblica Popolare Cinese, oltre a essere politicamente all’ordine 
del giorno e a suscitare un’attenzione internazionale, avrebbe probabilmente messo fine a 
quello che era stato il cinema di Hong Kong, almeno nei suoi caratteri precipui, che poteva 
così considerarsi presumibilmente come un’esperienza compiuta, e quindi osservabile nella 
sua interezza.

13 Id., Lau Kar-leung: The Dragon Still Dances, https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/category/directors-king-
hu/, ultima visita 17 settembre 2023).

14 S. Teo, Hong Kong Cinema. The Extra Dimensions, British Film Institute, London 1997.
15 D. Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong, cit., p. 292. Nella seconda edizione di Planet Hong Kong, il nome di Teo 

è citato da Bordwell in 35 casi, 9 nel testo e 26 nelle note. 
16 B. Reynaud, Nouvelles Chines, nouveaux cinemas, Cahiers du cinéma, Paris 1999.
17 A. Pezzotta, Tutto il cinema di Hong Kong. Stili, caratteri, autori, Baldini&Castoldi, Milano 1999. Il 

libro di Pezzotta non è citato nella prima edizione del volume di Bordwell, “lacuna” però colmata nella seconda.
18 P.S. Fu, D, Desser (a cura di), The Cinema of Hong Kong History. Arts, Identity, Cambridge University 

Press, Cambridge 2000. Fra gli autori dei saggi contenuti nel libro, c’è anche lo stesso Bordwell, col suo: Richness 
through Imperfection: King Hu and the Glimpse.

https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/category/directors-king-hu/
https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/category/directors-king-hu/
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Questa crescita di interesse accademico nei confronti del cinema di Hong Kong è confer-
mata, anche in conseguenza della legittimazione di Bordwell, nei primi due decenni del XXI 
secolo, quando i libri dedicati al cinema di Hong Kong, prima e dopo l’handover, da parte 
della University Press o di editori di indubbio peso, sono notevolmente aumentati, come 
testimoniano la ventina e più di volumi pubblicati dalle edizioni universitarie di Cambrid-
ge, di Oxford, del Minnesota, di Duke, di Edinburgh, dell’Illinois, del Southern Illinois, di 
Hong Kong, e di istituzioni o editori di prestigio come il British Film Institute, Routledge e 
Palgrave Macmillan19. Cui è doveroso aggiungere i volumi di tre accademici italiani come 
Silvio Alovisio, su Wong Kar-wai, Marco Dalla Gassa, sul cinema dell’estremo oriente con 
un’ampia sezione dedicata a Hong Kong, e Stefano Locati (in collaborazione con Emanuele 
Sacchi) sul cinema dell’ex colonia britannica dopo l’handover20.

La gran parte di questi studi non si esime dal riferirsi al lavoro di Bordwell, ai suoi 
diversi saggi e, soprattutto, a Planet Hong Kong, facendo così di quest’ultimo un testo di 
riferimento obbligato, sia quando, nella maggior parte dei casi, lo si cita in positivo, sia 
quando se ne muovono delle riserve. Tra le questioni poste dallo studioso americano che più 
ritornano nella bibliografia in lingua occidentale sul cinema di Hong Kong c’è quella inerente 
il rapporto che passa fra la produzione dell’ex-colonia britannica e quella hollywoodiana, in 
una logica comparatista, transculturale e che concerne le relazioni tra il locale e il globale.

Kin-Yan Szeto, ad esempio, osserva come Bordwell «confronti e contrapponga il cine-
ma di Hong Kong a quello di Hollywood a riguardo dello stile cinematografico e noti le 
differenze tecniche e narrative tra la drammaturgia più serrata di Hollywood e le strutture 

19 E.C.M. Yau (a cura di), At Full Speed. Hong Kong Cinema in a Borderless World, University of Minnesota 
Press, Minneapolis 2001; E.M.K. Cheung, Y.W. Chu (a cura di), Between Home and World. A Reader in Hong 
Kong Cinema, Oxford University Press, Oxford-Hong Kong 2004; K.C. Lo, Chinese Face/Off. The Transnational 
Popular Culture of Hong Kong, University of Illinois Press, Urbana 2005; M. Meaghan, L.L. Siu, C.K.S. Chan 
(a cura di), Hong Kong Connections. Transnational Imagination in Action Cinema, Duke University Press-Hong 
Kong University Press, Durham-London-Hong Kong 2005; S. Teo, Wong Kar-wai, British Film Institute, London 
2005; G. Marchetti, T.S. Kam (a cura di), Hong Kong Film Hollywood and New Global Cinema, Routledge, 
London 2007; G. Marchetti, Andrew Lau and Alan Mak’s Infernal Affairs, Hong Kong University Press, Hong 
Kong 2007; S. Teo, Director in Action: Johnnie To and the Hong Kong Action Film, Hong Kong University Press, 
Hong Kong 2007; Y.J. Zhang, X. Zhiwei, Encyclopedia of Chinese Film, Routledge, London 2002; J.H. Choi, M. 
Wada Marciano (a cura di), Horror to the Extreme. Changing Boundaries in Asia Cinema, Hong Kong University 
Press, Hong Kong 2009; V.P.Y. Lee, Hong Kong Cinema Since 1997. The Post-Nostalgic Imagination, Palgrave 
Macmillan, New York 2009; S. Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema. The Wuxia Tradition, Edinburgh University 
Press, Edinburgh 2009; L. Kam (a cura di), Hong Kong Culture. Word and Image, Hong Kong University Press, 
Hong Kong 2010; E.M.K. Cheung, G. Marchetti, T.S. Kam (a cura di), Honk Kong Screenscapes. From the New 
Wave to the Digital Frontier, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong 2011; K.Y. Szeto, The Martial Arts Cine-
ma of the Chinese Diaspora. Ang Lee, John Woo, and Jackie Chan in Hollywood, Southern Illinois Univ Press, 
Carbondale (Illinois) 2011; E.C.M. Yau, T.,Williams (a cura di), Hong Kong Neo-Noir, Edinburgh University 
Press, Edinburgh 2017; K. Fang, Arresting Cinema: Surveillance in Hong Kong Film, Stanford University Press, 
Stanford 2017; K.M.E. Chan, Hong Kong Dark Cinema, Palgrave Macmillan, London 2019; B. Hu, Worldly 
Desire. Cosmopolitanism and Cinema in Hong Kong e Taiwan, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh 2020, L. 
White, Legacies of the Drunken Master, University of Hawai’i Press, Honolulu 2020. 

20 Cfr. Silvio Alovisio, Wong Kar-wai, Il Castoro cinema, Milano 2010; Marco Dalla Gassa, Dario Tomasi, 
Il cinema dell’Estremo Oriente. Cina, Corea del Sud, Giappone, Hong Kong, Taiwan dagli anni Ottanta a oggi, 
UTET UNIVERSITÀ, Torino 2010; Stefano Locati, Emanuele Sacchi, Il nuovo cinema di Hong Kong. Voci e 
sguardi oltre l’handover, Bietti Heterotopia, Milano 2014. 
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della trama più episodiche del cinema di Hong Kong»21. Analoghe osservazioni muove Gary 
Bettinson quando si sofferma sull’approccio transculturale di Bordwell, sulla natura com-
parativa del suo lavoro che «indaga tradizioni e pratiche cinematografiche pertinenti, alla 
ricerca di divergenze e convergenze, in una prospettiva transculturale che illumina norme 
di composizione e comprensione operanti attraverso le culture […]. “I film cinesi, per dirla 
senza mezzi termini, sono cinesi, ma sono anche film...”»22. Esprimendo qualche riserva e 
giocando maggiormente su ciò che Bordwell vede di diverso fra le due cinematografie, Elaine 
Chan scrive come questi «descriva le particolari qualità del cinema locale [di Hong Kong] 
in opposizione a quelle del cinema globale di Hollywood» aggiungendo poi di non condivi-
dere una tale «binaria opposizione tra il globale e il locale, o tra il nazionale e il locale»23.

Alla questione della globalità fa riferimento anche Meaghan Morris che cita Bordwell 
quando questi sostiene che il cinema davvero globale è quello che occupa gli schermi dei 
paesi sviluppati o in via di sviluppo, e, stando così le cose, l’unico cinema davvero globale è 
indiscutibilmente quello americano: «“la Hollywood dell’Oriente è Hollywood” e il cinema 
di Hong Kong è, al confronto, una “industria artigianale”»24. Artigianale sì, ma in grado 
di acquisire una dimensione internazionale, anche se nelle forme di una subcultura, grazie 
alla diffusione del cinema attraverso canali diversi da quelli delle sale cinematografiche 
(dall’home video agli streaming)25.

Più critico sul modo in cui Bordwell disegna il rapporto fra le due cinematografie è 
Tam-see Kam, che cita lo studioso americano quando questi afferma che «sin dall’inizio il 
cinema di Hong Kong è debitore di quello americano… Oggi Hollywood rimane il punto 
di riferimento [per il cinema di Hong Kong]». Un’affermazione che non tiene conto, sempre 
secondo Kam, di come lo stesso «cinema americano sia stato prodotto […] dall’interazione 
di forze interne e esterne, filmiche, culturali, o di altro tipo». Di fatto, il cinema di Hong 
Kong e di Hollywood «convergono e divergono […] sono allo stesso tempo simili e diversi, 
manifestando idiosincrasie e sovrapposizioni linguistiche». In conclusione, Kam sostiene che 
Bordwell ha finito col «subordinare il cinema di Hong Kong a un’ideologia universalista 
[…] aggirando le questioni relative alle differenze storiche e culturali della produzione e 
del consumo di film, così come i contesti coinvolti»26.

Un altro aspetto di Planet Hong Kong che ha suscitato molta attenzione è quello menzio-
nato per primo da Kwai-cheung Lo, che afferma come Bordwell, in maniera «convincente», 
sostenga che la concretezza e la potenza delle sequenze d’azione dei film di kung-fu «è per 

21 K.Y. Szeto, The Martial Arts Cinema of the Chinese Diaspora. Ang Lee, John Woo, and Jackie Chan in 
Hollywood, cit., p. 17.

22 G. Bettinson, The Sensuous Cinema of Wong Kar-wai. Film Poetics and the Aesthetic of Disturbance, cit., p. 19.
23 E. Chan, Hong Kong Dark Cinema, cit., pp. 175, 177.
24 M. Meaghan, Introduction, in M. Meaghan, L.L. Siu, Ching-kyu S. Chan (a cura di), Hong Kong Connec-

tions. Transnational Imagination in Action Cinema, cit. p. 11.
25 Cfr. D. Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong, Second Edition, cit., p. 59. Qui Bordwell mette in relazione la di-

mensione subculturale dei film d’arti marziali, di kung-fu e d’azione di Hong Kong con le anime giapponesi, i 
melodrammi indiani, l’horror italiano, i film di wrestler messicani e il fantastico indonesiano. 

26 T.S. Kam, From South Pacific to Shanghai Blues. No Film Is an Island, in G. Marchetti, T. S. Kam (a cura 
di), Hong Kong Film Hollywood and New Global Cinema, cit., pp. 15-17. 
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lo più manifestata con uno schema di pausa-scoppio pausa (pause-burst-pause) in cui i 

movimenti continui degli attori sono separati da pause intelligibili di stasi»27. Il modello 

proposto da Bordwell è ripreso, sul piano dei rapporti tra film e spettatore da Karen Fang 

quando scrive come «lo staccato cinematografico, il ritmo pausa-scoppio-pausa, “ci blocchi” 

nella sua esagerata stilizzazione»28. Ki Wong, dal canto suo, riprende il modello bordwelliano, 

che considera una delle caratteristiche «salienti» di Planet Hong Kong, approfondendolo 

e vedendone i legami con l’Opera di Pechino e la filosofia taoista, e, in particolare, col 

concepire da parte di questa «l’immobilità come la sorgente ultima di tutte le energie»29. 

Sulle valenze culturali del modello bordwelliano, si sofferma anche Elaine Chan che, dopo 

aver notato come questo sia stato «ben recepito dall’accademia» e costituisca una forma 

propria della «cinematica cinese», fa proprie le parole dello stesso studioso americano, 

vedendo in tale paradigma l’esempio di «“come il cinema trasformi materiali che circolano 

nella cultura in significative esperienze per gli spettatori”»30. Infine Kin-yan Szeto, citando 

anch’egli Bordwell, correla alla nozione di “corpo” le considerazioni sullo schema pausa-

scoppio-pausa, cogliendo al suo interno l’importanza che possono assumervi le fantasie 

relative agli «sforzi del corpo umano di rompere i suoi legami terreni»31.

Quello dell’importanza del corpo nei film d’azione di Hong Kong è un altro aspetto del 

discorso di Bordwell a cui molti studiosi hanno fatto riferimento nei loro lavori. Ancora 

Szeto, nota l’importanza attribuita da Planet Hong Kong alla fascinazione che, attraverso 

le sue spettacolari coreografie, il cinema di kung-fu manifesta nei confronti del corpo e 

delle sue situazioni estreme. E, dando una connotazione di classe al suo discorso, arriva 

ad affermare che questa «messa in primo piano del corpo dell’eroe/eroina» manifesta di 

frequente la volontà di «liberarsi e superare l’oppressione sociale e politica»32. L’importanza 

delle osservazioni dello studioso americano sulla centralità del corpo è commentata anche 

da Sai-shing Yung, che fa riferimento alle affermazioni dello stesso Bordwell secondo cui 

il cinema di arti marziali, prima, e quello poliziesco, poi, hanno posto al centro della loro 

messa in scena il «corpo aggraziato» dell’attore, secondo una prassi che costituisce «una 

continuazione e un’estensione dell’estetica teatrale cinese […]. Ciò che Bordwell descrive 

come l’estetica del cinema d’azione di Hong Kong è applicabile anche all’arte operistica 

cinese, se non addirittura derivata e radicata in essa»33. Infine, all’importanza del corpo nel 

cinema popolare e alle considerazioni di Bordwell, si rifà anche Luke White quando scrive:

27 K.C. Lo, Transnationalization of the Local, in E. Yau (a cura di), At Full Speed: Hong Kong Cinema in a 
Borderless World, cit., p. 264. 

28 K. Fang, Arresting Cinema. Surveillance in Hong Kong Film, p. 157. 
29 K. Wong, Technoscience culture, embodiment and Wuda pian, in M. Mehagan, L. L. Siu, S. Chan (a cura 

di), Hong Kong Connection: Transnational Imagination in Action Cinema, cit., pp. 278-279. 
30 E. Chan, Hong Kong Dark Cinema, cit., pp. 175, 177. 
31 K.Y. Szeto, The Martial Arts Cinema of the Chinese Diaspora, cit., p. 7. 
32 Ivi, p. 17, 
33 S.S. Yung, Moving Body. The Interactions Between Chinese Opera and Action Cinema, in M. Meaghan, L.L. 

Siu, C.K.S. Chan (a cura di), Hong Kong Connections. Transnational Imagination in Action Cinema, cit., p. 29).
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Bordwell nota la generale tendenza del cinema e della letteratura popolare ad allontanarsi dalle 

forme (borghesi) di unità narrativa e di sviluppo del personaggio […]. Il cinema popolare tende, 

invece, a una costruzione episodica fatta di scene d’impatto, in cui l’immediatezza sensoriale, la 

performance e la pura spettacolarità sono in primo piano. Spesso mira a stimolare il maggior 

numero possibile di emozioni. È spesso “volgare”, preferisce gli effetti forti alla sottigliezza e 

mette in primo piano il corpo, soprattutto le funzioni inferiori e quelle che Bordwell definisce 

le “costanti di base della vita umana”34.

L’uso del corpo nel cinema di Hong Kong diventa, secondo lo studioso americano, uno degli 
aspetti fondamentali per trasmettere allo spettatore una particolare ed energica reazione, 
attraverso quel «sentire il colpo (feel the blow)», auspicato dal citato Yuen Woo-ping35, e 
che fa sì, sempre secondo un Bordwell qui decisamente poco accademico, che:

Quando si esce dai migliori film d’azione di Hong Kong si è carichi, si ha la sensazione di 

poter fare qualsiasi cosa [… Questi film] contagiano anche i professori di cinema, appesantiti 

dalla mezza età e dalle controversie [accademiche]... con l’illusione di poter volteggiare, gravi 

e imperturbabili, sopra le auto parcheggiate fuori dal cinema36.

34 L. White, Legacies of the Drunken Master, cit., p. 9. 
35 Cfr. D. Bordwell, Aesthetics in Action, in E. Yau (a cura di), At Full Spee. Hong Kong Cinema in a Border-

less World, cit., p. 90. Yuen Woo-ping è uno dei maggiori cineasti di arti marziali di Hong Kong. In Occidente è 
noto per le sue collaborazioni in veste di coreografo delle scene di arti marziali per Matrix (The Matrix, A. e L. 
Wachowski, 1999) e Kill Bill (Q. Tarantino, 2003).

36 Ivi, pp. 73, 93. 
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classical styles: a comparison of classical hollywood cinema 
and modern aaa video games

Alessia Ianni-Palarchio, Fabrizio Matarese, Mauro Mola, Brando Ratti

1. Introduction

The classical style of Hollywood films as discussed by Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson 
in The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 situates 
Hollywood cinema as a distinct phenomenon, with consistency across its style that emerged 
alongside the mode of production (xvi – xviii). This concept of the classical, referring at 
times to an “ideal form of expression” (Bazin 29), is not reserved for the medium of film: it 
has been applied to dance, such as classical ballet, to music, in the way of classical music, 
and continues to be applied to various artforms. This raised the question: is there a classi-
cal style of video game? If so, what would this classical style look like, and how would its 
mode of production have influenced the paradigm?

In the pursuit of investigating these questions to attempt to define a classical style of 
video game, we compare the classical style of Hollywood cinema as discussed by Bor-
dwell, Steiger, and Thompson, to video games. Although Bordwell argues that the classical 
Hollywood cinema style is not connected to a fixed historical period (Bordwell et al. 2), 
his analysis focuses on cinematic production between the 1920s and the 1960s, making it 
impossible to establish a chronological parallel with the younger medium of video games. 
In deciding which video games to instead apply Bordwell’s methodology to, we considered 
that in previous scholarly works the word classic had previously been discussed by Eddy 
in Classic Video Games: The Golden Age to examine the period between the 1970s and 
1980s. Another consideration was that the first historical period for video games with a 
potential for comparisons to “ Classical Hollywood Style ” could be the “Golden Age of 
Video Games,” which, according to journalist Steven L. Kent, spans from 1978 to 1983 
(Kent 148) and includes titles such as Battlezone, Space Invaders, Pac-Man, and others 
(143). However, applying Bordwell’s methodology to video games produced during this 
period would have been overly forced, as many elements defining the “Classical Hollywo-
od” style are absent from these games; for example, the emphasis on the presentation and 
psychological aspects of characters (Bordwell 12), is a narrative element that can be found 
in a video game like L.A. Noire (Carbone), but is absent from Space Invaders, which has 
a more limited narrative scope.

According to Italian writer Italo Calvino, “classics” exert a particular influence both 
when they establish themselves as unforgettable works and when they become part of 
collective memory, regardless of the era in which they were created (Calvino 30). This idea 
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of a quality of being “timeless” influenced our focus to shift from a purely chronological 
framework to a more qualitative one. Thus, in contrast to Eddy’s and Kent’s writings, we 
instead decided to investigate the production methods of the company Rockstar Games, 
and their body of work, as an exemplar of games to explore an alternative view of the 
concept of a classical video game. More specifically, the majority of our analysis is on a 
corpus of video games produced by Rockstar Games from 2000 to 2013. Titles such as the 
Grand Theft Auto series managed to dominate the global market and collective imagina-
tion (Wright), breaking the molds of past productions in terms of narrative, textual, and 
production frameworks. This choice also aligns with a well-defined period in video game 
history: the sixth and the seventh generation of consoles. Spanning from 1998 to 2013, this 
era marked a watershed between old and new generations of video games (Wardyga 243). 
It signaled the decline of SEGA-branded consoles, the introduction of new systems such as 
Microsoft’s Xbox, the adoption of DVDs as a new storage medium, improved graphical 
fidelity, and greater accessibility of video games, which during this phase became more 
economically attainable (Wardyga 248).

We discuss how the term classical can be applied to high-budget, triple-A video game 
productions that redefined the norms of action-adventure games. We also consider how 
the production methods used by studios compare when analyzing both the development of 
video games in a large, triple-A game studio alongside Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson’s 
discussion of classical Hollywood cinema studios. Lastly, we discuss how certain stylistic 
conventions that emerge from the mode of production in triple-A video game studios con-
verge with the norms of classical Hollywood cinema. Our analysis focuses on the areas 
of storytelling, music and audio, and advertising, and demonstrates how the framework 
established by Bordwell for the study of classic Hollywood cinema provides an additional 
perspective, and is a useful tool through which we can study other forms of media and 
popular culture, such as video games.

2. Studio Characteristics between Classical Hollywood Cinema and AAA Video Games

Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson’s theory discusses how entwined the style of Hollywood 
cinema is with its mode of production, which they describe as being “reciprocal and mutually 
influencing” (xvii). They make the distinction that ‘mode’ and ‘industry’ are not synonymous 
terms. Staiger states that ‘mode’ is referring to production practice, while ‘industry’ is referring 
to “the economic structure and conduct of the particular companies that produced, distri-
buted, and exhibited the films” (91). This comparative analysis will utilize these definitions 
of ‘mode’ and ‘industry’ in the analysis of the video game development. We argue that the 
reciprocity and influence of style and production on one another (Bordwell et al. xvii) is 
also applicable to games. While we specifically investigate the correlation between triple-A 
game production and Hollywood cinema, to understand the limited scope of this research, 



	 classical styles	 129

it is necessary to understand the delineations between the scales of game production and 
why the triple-A studio is most comparable with the classical Hollywood cinema studio.

2.1. A Correlation in Scale of Production

The field of video game development is composed of varying modes of production at diffe-
rent scales. For this particular analysis, the major focus is the structure of the triple-A, often 
written as AAA, game studio. Before discussing how AAA video game production parallels 
the mode of production in Hollywood cinema and why it is the focus of our research it 
is important to unpack how game studio terminology, like AAA, fits into the broader di-
scussion of categorizations of video games and the developers who make them. The term 
‘triple-A’ exists within a broader category of classifications to indicate the types of games a 
studio produces. Some of these classifications include indie, triple-I, double-A, triple-A, and 
quadruple-A: these may be written as indie, III, AA, AAA, and AAAA respectively (Alva). 
Alva writes that “[f]actors like budgets, the size of the team, and the willingness to take 
risks have a lot to do with how a game feels, plays, and looks. Games are often classified 
into categories like indie and AAA as shorthand in response to some of these factors” in 
discussing what differentiates each classification. Independently produced indie games are 
considered to have had lower financial and human resources behind them, while the highest 
budget, highest human-resources developments are considered AAAA games (Livingston). 
The line between games that fit these shorthands and the studios can often be a point of 
muddled contention (Lipkin 9), especially when discussing indie games (Livingston).

Ruffino points out that indie games lack a solid agreed upon definition (107), while 
Lipkin states that “[i]n some ways, defining ‘AAA’ or ‘mainstream’ depends on the contrast 
between whatever it is and whatever ‘indie’ is” (9). One recent such game that exemplifies 
the dilemma of using these categorizations in perceived independent aesthetic versus the 
production of the game can be seen in the video game DAVE THE DIVER. While the 
director of the game has stated that he personally would not call DAVE THE DIVER an 
indie video game, there have been arguments that the game has ‘indie vibes’ (Livingston), 
and it was even included in The Game Awards event under the independent category of 
games (Pureza). There is a sort of collective consciousness about how AAA games are in 
an aesthetic manner. A similar misconception about classical Hollywood cinema closely 
parallels this: Bordwell states that “in spite of the many claims that Hollywood has an 
aesthetic of realism, filmmakers would always sacrifice realism if this was necessary for 
a clearer understanding of the story” (324), and this holds true of AAA games. D’Amato 
exemplifies this in pointing out that despite DAVE THE DIVER’s departure from what 
has become an expected AAA aesthetic, MINTROCKET is still owned by the much larger 
powerhouse company Nexon (Obedkov; D’Amato). It is not aesthetics that form the sole 
basis of determining what studios fit the AAA form, nor can aesthetics alone be the deter-
mining factor to analyze AAA.

Ruffino suggests that “we could welcome them as different approaches to the produc-
tion and distribution of a video game” (119) in reference to the production of independent 
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games (119). We have decided to base our understanding of AAA on production scale while 
discussing the influence of modes of production. With this sentiment on alternative, non-
mainstream production modes present in the conversation of indie games (Lipkin 11) for a 
multiplicity of motivations (Lipkin 12), there was less common ground with the paradigm 
of Hollywood cinema for analysis, as indie games are more comparable to indie film pro-
duction (Lipkin 11, 12, 21). With this precedent for film and games comparison historically 
set under an alternative lens, and keeping in mind this conflict between aesthetics and scale, 
we can look to studios that are widely regarded as AAA studios, as well the broad portfolio 
of the games they produce. This includes subsidiaries of Rockstar Games, like Rockstar 
North (Mason), and studios that are able to support the cost of making video games at 
a AAA scale, such as Activision Blizzard, Ubisoft, Square Enix, and Warner Bros. Games, 
which have the funding and size to be classified as AAA (Alva). The similarity between 
Hollywood film and AAA games in having these larger production scales in people power 
and economic power made AAA the best candidate for examining a potential classical style 
of video games.

2.2. Organization in Specialization

AAA video game development companies do not contain homogenous skill sets between 
individuals. From a company’s hiring information we can begin to extrapolate the internal 
structure of their studios based on the current hiring categories listed as an extension of the 
teams and roles which make up the studios internally. In video game development, it is not 
uncommon for companies to be divided internally into subsidiary studios that often deal 
with different projects: the publisher Rockstar Games is both a development and distribu-
tion house with studios such as Rockstar Dundee, Rockstar Toronto, and Rockstar North, 
among others (Mason): these studios all develop under the Rockstar Games umbrella, and 
we can infer that the resources discussed below are spread across all of their subsidiaries. 
When viewing Rockstar Games’ current career listing page on their website they list their 
currently available job roles by department, which include various job categories; these in-
clude categories like animation, art, audio, code, game design and scripting, IT, marketing, 
research, and writing (Rockstar Games). This split of responsibilities and job descriptions 
is not unique to Rockstar Games and its subsidiaries.

Comparatively, the developer and publisher Ubisoft has structured their job listings 
similarly. While the exact wording varies between both companies’ job listings, the catego-
ries are structured similarly between Rockstar Games and Ubisoft: both have departments 
for game design, IT, and audio among other comparable categories (“Design & Creative 
Direction.”; Rockstar Games). This division of labor can also be seen in the credits of video 
games, just as in film credits, though game credits are not always reliable references, as 
not all individuals who work on a game may be credited by name (Yarwood; Valentine).

Each of these companies shares overlap in groupings of specialists in different areas of 
production. While cinema utilized specialists in the manner of “scene design, photography, 
lighting, and location” (Bordwell et al. 212) among others, the necessity for specialists is 
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shared between Hollywood cinema and AAA game production disciplines. This require-
ment for individuals to specialize is a result of the scale of the production; just as no one 
individual could know and do every task required on a film set (Bordwell et al. 212), the 
same can be applied to the large scale productions of AAA studios.

Studios that develop independent games are less rigid in their structure. With smaller 
team sizes, this level of specialization is less prominent. Unlike the structural similarities AAA 
studios have with the production specialization seen in Hollywood cinema, indie games do 
not have the same number of human resources to require, or even allow for, this level of 
specialization. Team sizes can be as small as in the single and double digits (Ruffino 107). 
The independent designer is less of a specialist, and may instead be viewed as a “lonely 
genius” (Ruffino 118), especially in regard to solo developers. The scale of production is 
drastically smaller and holds less in common with classical Hollywood film studios: this in 
turn influences the games produced differently than the work accomplished through large 
scale collaboration. This has no implicit bearing on the quality of work produced purely 
based on scale and specialization, but the mode of production is dissimilar enough betwe-
en indie games and Hollywood cinema up to the 1960s that we focused only on further 
analysis of AAA games for the bearing of the classic title.

Keeping both human and financial resources in mind, as well as the scale and scope of 
work produced, Rockstar Games and its subsidiaries are structured in a way that allows for 
more direct comparisons to be drawn between their portfolio of games work and cinema. 
Beyond sharing specialization as a common feature of production, some areas of production 
overlap between the two mediums in structure and function. To determine their proximity, 
we narrowed down the specialties and function to compare aesthetic and production mode 
together, and discuss narrative, audio, and advertisements in subsequent sections.

3. GTA V’s Narrative Through the Lens of Classic Hollywood Cinema

The progressive convergence of films and video games at a formal and production level has 
led to a growing need for interdisciplinary research capable of connecting the two fields. 
While the video game medium is multifaceted, video games have increasingly incorporated 
formal devices developed by cinema; at the same time, many films of the last decades pro-
duce aesthetic effects comparable to those of AAA video games, both which are influenced 
by technological advancements (Fassone). The Classical Hollywood Cinema provides a 
valuable framework for understanding the narration and modes of production of classical 
cinema, which can be applied to other narrative forms, including video games.

Starting from the fundamental elements that constitute the narrative modes of classical 
Hollywood cinema, we used them to investigate how the video game industry has incor-
porated these elements in AAA video games using Grand Theft Auto V, referred to as GTA 

V, as our case study.
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The choice of this game derives from a few main motivations: first, it was developed 
by Rockstar North which, as mentioned prior, is a studio with comparable economic and 
human resources to the Hollywood cinema studios Bordwell et al. discuss: more than a 
thousand people participated in the development of the title (“Inside Rockstar North – Part 
2: The Studio”) and estimates of the overall cost of the title (considering development and 
marketing) are around 265 million dollars (Villapaz). The economic-production component 
of the title is comparable to that of a blockbuster movie.

Regarding its gameplay, GTA V fits into, and enriches, an established formula of open-
world, criminal-themed action-adventure games that the Grand Theft Auto saga largely 
contributed to creating.

3.1. The Narrative Device of Classical Cinema in a Blockbuster Video Game

In this section, we analyze Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson’s discussion of the classical 
Hollywood narrative style while applying it to the video game GTA V.

Cinema and video games share similarities both at the linguistic-formal level, and at the 
economic-productive level: Bordwell et al’s reflections provide a framework to analyze the 
nature of the relationship between these two fields.

Beginning with an investigation of the narrative style of GTA V, we started from the 
fundamental elements of classical Hollywood narrative codified by Bordwell, Staiger and 
Thompson: compositionally motivated narrative, linear causality model with multiple in-
tertwined lines of action, clear representation of information, centrality of the psychological 
character, a goal-oriented protagonist, and the presence of the obstacle as a driving force 
for the development of the plot (Bordwell et al. 265-275). In the continuation of the text 
we will focus on an analysis of the narrator.

3.2. The Narrator

Bordwell et al. cite Expositional Modes and Temporal Ordering in Fiction (Sternberg), to 
understand classical Hollywood narrative through the analysis of the following three axes: 
self-consciousness, knowledgeable and communicative (Bordwell et al. 24). The first axis 
indicates how much the narrator is conscious of presenting information to an audience, 
the second how much information is knowable by the narrator, and the third how much 
the narrator is willing to share their knowledge.

Hollywood narration is potentially omniscient, but manages this abundance of informa-
tion more or less generously depending on the sequences of the film. The narrative style of 
GTA V takes up, and implements, some of the stylistic characteristics of classical cinema 
narrative modes. We explore some characteristics of the implicit narrator of GTA V: we 
refer to these characteristics as the ‘pseudo-omniscient narrator’.

3.2.1. The Pseudo Omniscient Narrator
In GTA V the narrator manifests their omniscience in a measured way, as the narrator is 
subject to the action of the player. GTA V is the first game in the Grand Theft Auto saga 
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to have three playable characters integrated as a basic gameplay feature. All three of these 
characters have a complex psychology, different temperaments and desires, and come from 
specific and distinct social backgrounds: all characteristics in line with the model of the 
psychological character that emerged in conjunction with classical Hollywood narrative 
(Bordwell et al. 269).

After progressing through the initial stages of the game and unlocking at least two of 
the three playable characters, the player can press a button to switch characters at almost 
any time during the game. When this happens, there is a montage break and the camera 
view switches from the third-person view behind the character to a bird’s-eye view similar 
to that produced by satellites. This bird’s eye view is centered vertically on the head of the 
controlled character. Subsequently, there are three zoom shots back to widen the field of 
view, and then it switches to the newly selected character’s position with the same sequence 
of shots from above, only this time moving towards the character instead of away. This 
gameplay feature indicates a level of omniscient storytelling governed by:
1)	 the formal limitations imposed by the developers – one cannot take control of a bird 

for example and fly freely through the streets of Los Santos, the fantastical re-creation 
of the city of Los Angeles in California, and;

2)	 by the choice of the player who, within the formal limitations imposed by the developers, 
can make a certain selection to vary and expand the narrative focus.

This game mechanic generates possibilities for multiple narrative configurations, and gives 
the player the ability to make editing choices within the game’s sequences by changing the 
player’s point of view and framing on the fly.

In GTA V the point of view can change dynamically by focusing on one of the three 
main characters, this possibility is not common in games that we have identified as belon-
ging to the classic period of video games. However, it represents a natural development 
of the characteristics found in the narrative of classic Hollywood cinema that the video 
game industry has reformulated through the ludic media. Narration with multiple lines of 
action, clear representation of key information, the psychological character as the focus of 
narrative: all of these narrative characteristics identified by Bordwell et al. in Hollywood 
cinema remain preponderant in GTA V and we can also find them in many video games 
of the 2000s that we can consider classics.

4. The Role of Music as a Source of Identification: From Classical Hollywood Cinema to 
the AAA Video Game

For the film historian, the non-diegetic music used in the classical film style is the central 
element through which different scenes are connected together, or emotional moments of 
the film and characteristic aspects of characters are highlighted (Bordwell et al. 32). Bor-
dwell also states the musical element must lead the audience into the narration (32). This 
decision enabled the non-diegetic music to become a significant element of the narrative, 
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without overwhelming the filmic text. One of the elements identified as significant within 
classical Hollywood cinema is the use of the leitmotif (Bordwell et al. 33).

Early Hollywood film production took Richard Wagner as a general model for the cre-
ation of the various film soundtracks, and Bordwell offers the following explanation for 
this decision: Wagner was a perfect model, since he exploited the narrational possibilities 
of music (33). Harmony, rhythm, and a continuous melody could correspond to the play’s 
dramatic action, and leitmotifs could convey a character’s thoughts, draw parallels between 
situations, even anticipate action, or create irony (Bordwell et al. 33), and was particularly 
well-suited for representing characters, locations, moments, or psychological states. The use 
of the leitmotif enabled the association of a specific melody with a character or a precise 
moment in the narrative, facilitating the spectator’s identification with the depicted story. 
This is one of the points of contact between the classic Hollywood film production and the 
production of AAA video games of the early 2000s.

The juxtaposition between Rockstar Games and the classical Hollywood film industry 
can be seen in comparing the use and production of leitmotifs in films with the use of music 
in the Grand Theft Auto video game series, focusing on the game’s radio stations through 
which the player can select the songs they prefer.

Music was a founding element of Rockstar Games even before the birth of the company 
itself (Peel), and retains a key role in the brand identity of Rockstar Game’s productions. 
One of the brand’s principal strengths has consistently been its aspiration to encapsulate 
the multifaceted nature of American society and history, encompassing its inherent contra-
dictions and stereotypes (Wright 15). In order to facilitate such a narrative, in a manner 
analogous to classical Hollywood cinema, the musical element assumes great significance.

It is evident that, even within the context of video games, the musical element cannot be 
regarded as purely decorative. Instead, it must be considered as an integral component of 
the narrative and world of the video game itself. A study conducted in 2010 by Tan, Baxa, 
and Spackman demonstrated that music and game sounds, when incorporated into game-
play, enhance a player’s performance during the gaming session, as opposed to a gaming 
experience without such auditory elements. A review of this study reveals that non-diegetic 
music and sounds are deeply intertwined with and beneficial to the audience, even in the 
context of video games (Tan et al.). Performativity is not the sole objective of the soundtrack 
in video games, and as previously stated, the music should assist the players in identifying 
with the narrative, emphasizing its pivotal elements or accentuating the characteristics of 
characters and cultural contexts. Furthermore, if a brand wishes to maintain its reputation 
as a ‘bad boy of the game industry’ (Zakariasson and Dymek 56), the choice of soundtrack 
will also be of significant importance.

This is particularly true when the narrative of most of the titles produced deals with the-
mes such as crime, lawlessness, and social violence (Osborne). In contrast to the Hollywood 
leitmotif, however, the music present since GTA III is not a non-diegetic medium used. By 
adhering to the active narrative of the video game text, the music becomes an active diegetic 
element through which the individual player can manifest their own emotional state, or 
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their character’s. The player is able to choose songs featured on radio stations according 
to their mood or individual approach to the game narrative at a specific moment in time: 
this creates an additional layer of complexity through which the player can identify more 
with the imagery proposed by the game and customize their avatar (Miller).

The inaugural utilization of tracks from external artists occurred with the advent of 
GTA III, wherein tracks created expressly for the game by select music producers were 
accompanied by pre-existing tracks from artists with varying degrees of recognition. In 
addition to supporting the narrative of the game, Rockstar Games is able to establish a 
portion of its marketing campaign based on the music itself (Wright). This decision proved 
to be an appropriate one from the outset, as evidenced by the fact that, upon the release 
of GTA: Vice City, there were over 100 licensed songs in the game, including from artists 
such as Ozzy Osbourne, Iron Maiden, Blondie and Run-D.M.C (“Vice City Tourist Guide” 
18-21). Similarly to the musical production of the classic Hollywood film, in which the 
various musicians reproduced, reinterpreted or composed from scratch the various leit-
motifs, within a few years, Rockstar began to commission the supervision of the various 
radio channels to prominent figures from all the music scenes deemed ‘underground’ and 
suitable for the narrative.

An example could include the supervision, and hosting, of the Liberty City Hardcore radio 
station in GTA IV, by Jimmy Gestapo, the frontman of the historic New York Hardcore 
band Murphy’s Law (Fischer et al.). The curatorial involvement of musicians, or influen-
tial figures within a specific musical scene, contributes to making the product feel more 
authentic, and more aligned with the narrative: in the production of classic video games, 
it is now possible to ask Iggy Pop to curate the selection of tracks that will be broadcast 
on Liberty Rock Radio (Liebe).

The utilization of music in the GTA series is analogous to that employed in Hollywood 
cinema, and these similarities extend beyond the narrative aspect to encompass production, 
and historical aspects as well. With a few exceptions, the focus of various classical Hol-
lywood film soundtracks was on pieces that were inspired by and reproduced the sound of 
mid-19th century romantic music (Bordwell et al. 33). The advent of ‘New Hollywood’, or 
‘post-classical’ cinema, marked a change in the composition of soundtracks, which began 
to feature contemporary pieces, often already known to the general public (Bordwell et al. 
608-09). An example of this is Easy Rider, the precursor film of this new cinematic style. 
Although the first three volumes of GTA mainly include unreleased songs, created expressly 
for the game and arranged by Craig Conner, who was Rockstar North’s musical director 
from 1995 to 2014 (Miller), the approach to music taken from the modern AAA video 
game seems to be different from that of classical Hollywood cinema, and therefore more 
similar to that of New Hollywood.

The style of the songs in GTA rearranges and adapts music and melodies from the past 
to the present, similar to classical Hollywood cinema. An exemplar of this phenomenon is 
the utilization of select compositions from the Scarface soundtrack on the ‘Flashback 95.6’ 
radio station that evocatively conjure the underworld imagery of the 1980s (Miller). It is 
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only with the advent of GTA: Vice City, following a music-driven marketing campaign, 
that the GTA radio stations began to feature a far greater number of widely known tracks, 
rather than those created specifically for the video game.

Despite the numerous differences, primarily stemming from the substantial heterogeneity 
between film and video games, the use of music throughout various periods of Hollywood 
cinema Bordwell describes appears to share certain affinities with that of AAA video games. 
Initially conceived as a simple, yet powerful, narrative aid, the musical element evolves over 
time, becoming a fundamental and almost autonomous feature of the production itself.

5. Standardization and Differentiation: Analysis and Comparison Between Bordwell’s 
Theory on Advertising Practices in Classical Hollywood Cinema and Rockstar Game’s 
Productions

To expand the discussion to the advertising methods and how Rockstar Games acts in the 
post-production phase of their work, we reference chapter nine of The Classical Hollywo-
od Cinema as the definitions of standardization and differentiation play a key role both 
regarding the production processes and the advertising methods of a product.

Standardization refers to the set of “repetition of characteristics considered desirable 
in the film” (Bordwell et al. 96). It also includes the structure of Hollywood productions: 
“ranging from stylistics practices (...) to technology (...) to business, production, and exhi-
bition practices” (97). It is then possible to focus on the characteristics that make a product 
recognizable and appreciable, like all those rules and “norms” that the audience knows to 
expect in a product of a specific company.

On the other hand, differentiation bases its advertising on something that makes a spe-
cific movie different and unique. Taking into analysis four examples of classical Hollywood 
film advertisements that are cited by Bordwell, there are four types of specific cases: from 
the feelings related to the audience experience to the technical innovations about fading 
(98); from comparison in absolute terms like considering The Great Train Robbery “the 
superior of any moving picture film ever made” (98), to the search for realism through new 
technologies as the Edison’s Projectoscope (100).

Since the days of the first generations of consoles, with the birth of the genres and their 
specific characteristics (Cook), players and critics have argued on the dualism between what 
is standardized and what is new (Arsenault) in terms of gameplay, design, and experience. 
Regarding software and specifically the video games sector under consideration, every specific 
video game has technical and visual norms from which it is difficult to move away (like 
the interface in a first person shooter or the skill tree in an RPG); but at the same time, the 
player is always looking for technical or technological novelties that can support a new and 
engaging experience. Focusing on the worlds created by Rockstar Games, this case study 
will analyze how the advertising behind three specific products worked in the years: the Red 
Dead (Rockstar Games) series, and the Grand Theft Auto series. Every Rockstar Games 
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production has a strong connection with cinema in terms of both its inspiration and refe-
rences. The relationship with cinema, as previously discussed, touches on several points of 
connection: from genre clichés, settings, visual and narrative tributes to Hollywood cinema, 
the way cutscenes are enjoyed, and the possibility to drive a car with different cameras and 
fast cutting during gameplay that “mimics a film car chase” (Chesher).

This section will analyze the terms and ways in which the Red Dead series, and the Grand 
Theft Auto series have been presented to the public; with what criteria of standardization and 
differentiation they have been described and how they are related to the four types of reviews 
identified in Bordwell’s work. Rockstar Games has created over the years games that have a 
lot of things in common: genre, style, mechanics, typology of missions, and the open world 
structure. The Grand Theft Auto saga, especially from the third chapter onwards, has become 
the yardstick for any other third person adventure video game in the manner of gameplay. 
Typically rockstar games have a strong connection to the North American area and to a 
specific historical period: according to Wright, Rockstar Games wants to tell players “all 
over the world what an authentic, Rockstar-authored history of America looks like” (30): 
starting chronologically from the far-west imagery, to post-World War II, to contemporary 
society. As Wright continues “their games are self-consciously historiographical. Branded 
as ‘satire’ or ‘cultural history’, they reflect wider historical knowledge and sell it back to 
a globalized audience. Moreover, their promotional discourses are equally as deliberately 
historiographical” (217).

The standardization of the technical aspect of the game and the way the player interacts 
with the digital world is well present in the productions of the U.S. studio. For example , 
the structure of both the GTA and Red Dead sagas is almost identical: third-person action-
adventures set in open world maps with similarly structured main and optional missions and 
a default user interface and controls with the same features. Although many media outlets 
at the release of the first episode tried to intertwine the two games, Cantamessa – writer 
of Red Dead Redemption –stated that the games’ intentions, though visually comparable, 
were totally different: “Our ambition certainly wasn’t to make GTA with horses (...) Our 
target was to contribute something to the canon, without being a movie and without being 
a book” (Sirio).

The way Rockstar Games talks about its products is specific to each game it produces: 
different advertisements have been used, and are still being used, for specific games, focusing 
on unique features of the game.

In the area of advertisement, one can attempt to apply the same Bordwellian pattern 
analyzed earlier to some of the statements made at video game releases. The following 
are some quotes regarding specific Rockstar Games’ productions that may fall under the 
four cases highlighted above about: user experience, technical innovations, comparison in 
absolute terms and searching for realism.
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5.1.1 Case Studies

Rockstar Games co-founder Dan Houser presented Red Dead Redemption as “not just a kind 
of classic cowboy experience, but it’s a classic cowboy experience as that classic cowboy era 
is dying out” in an interview about the user experience (Onyett). This type of communication 
is intended to give an accurate, and faithful description of a specific slice of life. In Life of 
an American Fireman the viewers create a relationship with the characters and to follow 
their evolution, in this case the player plays the role of a specific character and conducts 
him toward his personal story in the game world: the old west. Thanks to the avowed film 
references that have made the narrative, world building, design and characterization of the 
characters unique, the player knows they will have a complete western experience

In this second case, the main focus is adding a new mechanic into an established series. 
There is a statement from Rockstar North’s art director Aaron Garbut in which he says 
that “[having] multiple characters was a leap of faith. It was an interesting idea, and it felt 
like we could do interesting things with it, but it also felt like a change to the core of the 
game that might backfire” (O’Brien).

While Bordwell discusses how advertising communicates with the viewer about technical 
innovation such as new film transitions, in Rockstar’s interview the main focus is on the 
mechanics: can a new mechanic be considered as an innovation in the same manner? As 
new film transitions would impact the experience of the viewer in classic cinema, the player 
is now set to play the game in a new way when given a new mechanic. In this example, 
that mechanic is using different characters inside the same universe for the first time in the 
series. The new mechanic brings to the player a novel experience which is more closely 
related to cinema as referenced in 3.2.1. The Pseudo omniscient narrator.

The third case is important because the statement comes from 2001, during the PlayStation 
2 era: this was one of the most important consoles ever in terms of innovation (Zawislak). 
Leslie Benzies during an interview reflected on the importance of GTA III to the genre it 
created: “Grand Theft Auto 3 is going to be more influential than ever, but above all it’s 
going to be fun. (IGN Staff)

Unlike as discussed by Bordwell et al. we are not living in an era in which movie studios 
could venture to announce that a particular film would be the best ever (98). In the video 
game world, and also for film, doing this today is very rare.

GTA III was one game which made an important step forward from the previous instal-
lations in the series in gameplay, realism, experience and in-game options. And despite the 
fact that it was not described as the best game ever, in absolute terms it can be confirmed 
that GTA III was “more influential than ever” for the evolution of third person action 
games as they are known today.

The last case is focused on realism. Regarding new technologies used for Red Dead 
Redemption 2, John Bass declared that their biggest goal was “making the player forget 
they are playing a game, and instead leaving them with a memory of a place” (Shanley). 
Edison’s projectoscope was able to give life to pictures, and make them look as if they were 
real. In another way, Rockstar’s games allow players to play and navigate in a game world 
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increasingly similar to the real world. This is thanks to the innovative latest generation of 
hardware and technologies. In this case the environment – like pictures at the end of the 
nineteenth century, has been made real.

Although the examples examined are a small number, it is interesting to note that there 
is a similarity in the two media. Society’s usage and methods of advertising have changed 
over the decades, a deeper study of this area can make the connection between film and 
video game production even stronger.

5.2. Comparable Advertising

Most of the norms that Bordwell et al. analyzed are entirely analogous with the advertising 
procedure that large companies, such as Rockstar Games, use in recent years. However, it 
is necessary to say that this refers to specific cases, regarding a small percentage of adverti-
sing methods: advertising works differently today, with avenues including social networks, 
guerrilla marketing, and video specials. 

Times change, and today it is hard to find a game that is advertised as the best ever; 
at the same time it is easy to find a communication focused on something new thanks to 
technological progress or innovative game play and game-experience or eventually something 
somehow new referring to games that winks to other games from the same genre or from 
the same saga.

6. Conclusion

In this article we related stylistic features of AAA games, as well as production methods 
employed, focused mainly on a subset of games produced by subsidiaries of the publisher 
and developer Rockstar Games, to elements of classic Hollywood cinema. This compara-
tive analysis has revealed significant and comparable aesthetic and production elements 
between these two media. Despite the differences in historical, economic, and cultural 
context between these two phenomena, we found numerous points of contact that suggest 
a continuity of certain production practices and stylistic elements between classic cinema 
and AAA video games.

To start with the similarities, both classic cinema and AAA video games require a high 
production budget, and a sizable workforce. Furthermore, the human capital must be highly 
specialized in one of the roles that make up the production process to accommodate for the 
large base of knowledge spread across the individuals working on these respective projects. 
At the narrative level, elements inherited from classic cinema, such as the pseudo-omniscient 
narrator, are also found, reworked, in AAA video games, incorporating elements specific to 
the medium that add further complexity to the narrative form. In music production, it is 
used in classic cinema as an expressive element, capable of communicating on an emotional 
level the dramatic progression of a scene, the personality of a character, or the approach 
of a significant event. In AAA video games, this use is maintained but some linguistic in-



	 140	﻿

novations have been introduced through the double possibility of using extradiegetic and 

diegetic music, as we see through the radio highlighted in the Grand Theft Auto series. Fi-

nally, at the level of advertising for these mediums, we have highlighted four case examples 

in which the same persuasive levers have been used in the presentation of classic cinema 

and AAA video games: user experience, technological innovations, comparison in absolute 

terms, and the search for realism.

None of these are an exact match – due to technological differences, the affordances of 

each medium, and the changing historical and media contexts – but we can draw parallels 

between these two forms of media in both production and how that emerges into many of 

their aesthetic choices. While the comparisons in this study are relevant in the narrow field 

of AAA video games, in particular in the productions of Rockstar Games and subsidiaries, 

the question remains if Rockstar Games and its subsidiaries are representative of the whole 

of AAA gaming, and if these parallels are sufficient enough in applying the classic label to 

modern gaming. There are a few gaps in this particular research.

One large consideration unexplored in this paper is the idea that the classic video game 

may be a style and mode of game not yet entirely established in the present day. Cinema is 

an older, more established medium than video games by decades (“Video Game History.”; 

“A Very Short History of Cinema.”), while video games are both newer (“Video Game 

History.”) and have been subject to rapid change alongside the technology used both in 

making, disseminating, and playing it. Given another decade, or longer, what we currently 

consider to be modern AAA may still be considered historically classical, but just as easily 

may be an outlier as norms change: this is especially significant while we are only just seeing 

the emergence of AAAA games being developed (Alva). Another gap is considering that 

this is a vertical slice of research, which provides a deep but narrow insight into a series of 

studios that all work in similar genres under the same publishing umbrella. This research 

would benefit in the future from an in-depth analysis of additional studios’ production-

aesthetic connections which are not subsidiaries of Rockstar Games, and are additionally 

not published by Rockstar Games: as the publisher may potentially impose its own aesthetic 

norms due to their publishing requirement, this may introduce bias if all games are from 

the same publisher across a horizontal section of AAA games.

This study demonstrates that Bordwell’s analytical frameworks offer a valuable toolset 

for understanding creative industries, especially those that create artifacts of popular culture, 

beyond the industry behind cinema. AAA Video games, such as the action-adventure games 

produced by Rockstar Games and its subsidiaries, appear to have a strong pervading set of 

both aesthetic and production norms that show consistency across the body of work. We 

have demonstrated on this subset of games some of the ways in which the modes of pro-

duction are enmeshed with the principles of narrative structure; as well, the use of certain 

genre conventions, and stylistic devices are transferable across multiple forms of media. 

The findings of this study contribute to our understanding of the video game industry as a 

distinct yet interconnected part of the popular culture landscape. This can be extrapolated 
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to other AAA studios in the future to further examine how this mode of production has 
influenced the games they produce.

This research underscores the importance of interdisciplinary approaches in analyzing 
popular culture, where media studies can inform and enrich our understanding of film, 
television, literature, and other creative industries. We wanted to highlight the need for 
scholars to explore the intersections and overlaps between seemingly disparate fields of study.

Ultimately, the most significant contribution of this study lies not in its empirical findings, 
but rather in its theoretical implications. By successfully applying Bordwell’s analytical fra-
meworks to a medium as distinct from cinema as video games, we demonstrate that these 
categories are not bound by their initial conception. Rather, they are transferable in a way 
that allows them to be adapted to other forms of popular culture; the value of this research 
lies in its potential to expand the scope of Bordwell’s work, providing a framework for 
scholars across disciplines to analyze and interpret diverse forms of media and how similar 
modes of production in scope and scale influence the works.
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ABSTRACTS

researching in circles: material culture, history and methodology
Leonie Hannan

This essay examines the value of ‘critical intimacy’, return and repetition as perspectives 
and practices applied in historical research. In particular, it addresses history-writing that 
uses material culture as primary evidence, or which considers questions of materiality. 
The discussion begins with examples of eighteenth-century knowledge-making by non-
elite individuals and emphasises the early modern home as site of intellectual and creative 
work. This research was informed by a previous, collaborative project which questioned 
traditional historical methods. Ultimately, the essay argues that the study of material culture 
offers historians (and others) an important analytical perspective, one that disrupts linear 
narratives in favour of generative circles of enquiry.

‘music embodied in life’: rock music, materiality and ‘life-creation’ in 1970s 
leningrad
Polly McMichael

The community that formed around rock music in late 1960s and 1970s Leningrad was 
conscious of existing in conditions of material scarcity and being cut off from the flow 
of rock music from its dominant centres. Locally, music-making focused on live concerts 
known as ‘sessions’, ephemeral and rarely captured in recordings. Simultaneously, the rock 
community was animated by an innovative interest in the material. Musicians, collectors, 
artists and organisers made huge efforts to acquire objects associated with the music, prizing 
highly those, like vinyl LPs, that had physically travelled from the West, but also creating 
their own stuff using the material resources of their environment. Sounds were thus trans-
formed into tangible and durable forms. Drawing on contemporary accounts and memoirs, 
this article how rock music was imagined materially when listening to shortwave radio, 
collecting, creating displays at home, and putting the body on show. It argues that via these 
behaviours life itself became an object of artistic creation, and that doing rock in this way 
was an important and overlooked part of Leningrad’s rock music culture during this era.

pornography, the everyday and material culture
Feona Attwood

This article challenges dominant portrayals of pornography as a harmful, abstract force 
disconnected from everyday life. Instead, it explores pornography as a diverse and material 
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cultural practice embedded in people’s personal histories and daily experiences. Drawing from 
a large-scale qualitative study involving over 5,000 participants, it highlights the wide range 
of media considered pornographic and the varying ways people encounter, use, and relate 
to pornography over time. The concept of a “porn career” is introduced to trace changes 
in individual engagement, revealing complex relationships shaped by context, emotion, 
and desire. Emphasizing the significance of space, place, and access, the article calls for a 
grounded, nuanced understanding of pornography that accounts for its ordinary, affective, 
and socially embedded dimensions.

“it was something to be done in secret”: reflecting on the materiality of por-
nography in the family home
Clarissa Smith

This article explores the presence and significance of pornography within the domestic 
sphere, drawing on personal narratives that recount early encounters with pornographic 
materials in the family home. Rather than framing these moments as harmful “exposure”, 
the study examines how pornography operates as a hidden yet powerful medium of sexual 
discovery, identity formation, and emotional negotiation. Engaging with themes of secrecy, 
familial intimacy, and the material culture of the home, the article challenges conventional 
depictions of pornography as an intrusive or pathological presence. Instead, it positions 
porn as a form of intimate media embedded in the social and emotional fabric of everyday 
life. Through accounts that span curiosity, pleasure, shame, and trauma, the article high-
lights how pornography’s concealment and discovery reflect broader societal norms about 
sexuality, authority, and intergenerational silence, ultimately revealing its complex role in 
the shaping of personal and familial relationships.

analog board games as citizen journalism
Brian Train

This word “newsgame” is a recent term in the academic field of game studies that refers 
to videogames or computer games on current events and issues. This is a new word and 
mode for a very old practice. There is a long tradition of analog games performing the 
same function that not only predates personal computers and the Internet, it continues 
today – advised and assisted by these media.
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“agfa note fotografiche” between periodical studies and format theory]
Elena Gipponi e Costanza Paolillo

This article offers one of the earliest scholarly analyses of “Agfa Note fotografiche”, the 
Italian house organ of the German film manufacturer AGFA, situating it within the trans-
formation of European media culture during the interwar period. Published during AGFA’s 
expansion into Italy in the 1920s, the magazine not only promoted technical education and 
visual literacy in amateur photography and cinematography but also showcased AGFA’s 
technological innovations to the new market.
Using the frameworks of periodical studies and format theory, this research examines the 
interplay between the magazine’s material production and its role within the broader media 
ecosystem. It shows how “Agfa Note fotografiche” evolved from a direct replication of its 
German counterpart, “Agfa Photoblätter”, to a culturally localized product, adapting its 
communication strategies to better engage with Italian amateur photographers and filmmakers.
By integrating technological discourse with modern visual culture, “Agfa Note fotografiche” 
positioned itself as both a commercial tool and a platform for cultural mediation. Bridging 
industrial innovation with the aspirations of an expanding consumer base, the magazine 
became a significant player in the evolving media landscape of the early 20th-century Italy, 
fostering a dialogue between technology, aesthetics, and the demands of modern visual culture.

the unbearable cost of development and printing plants. technospes, litmus 
paper on techno-industrial problems in 1970s italian cinema
Matteo Citrini

Result of the merger in 1973 between Spes and Tecnostampa, the two most important Italian 
film development and printing societies, Technospes constitutes a complex case study to 
re-investigate the deep crisis that subverted the cinematographic industry since the 1960s, 
shifting the focus from socio-cultural to techno-industrial dynamics. 
In the rapid decline of Technospes during the 1970s, one can read not only the epilogue of 
two great protagonists of the technical history of Italian cinema, but the emergence of new 
material and technical needs and patterns that marked the audiovisual industry of the late 
20th century. The factory—to be understood as a site of aggregation as wells as an urban 
building, an infrastructure, and a set of costs—is the place in which resonates the most 
the collapse of the old system and the emerging of new industrial criticalities (safety rules, 
maintenance costs, technological updates, production flexibility).
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of song and sponsorship: amateur filmmaking experiments with 16mm color 
film base on the frontlines of the italian fascist project in il friuli (1963-1942)
Simona Schneider

This article unearths the material, experimental, and aesthetic factors that shaped the 
anodyne-seeming amateur film Il Friuli, made in the eponymous eastern border region of 
Italy over six crucial years leading up to WWII. It argues that the film bears traces of two 
competing necessities, that of the film stock’s provenance and that of its materiality. On 
the one hand, the film reveals the “business” of taking an amateur image under centralized 
political and corporate sponsorship by the Italian Fascist government with equipment from 
the Nazi-sympathetic film stock company Agfa. On the other, it bears the marks of the local 
and material stakes that shaped it—the aesthetic codification of landscape and folk, and 
the experimentation of the new 16mm Agfacolor film stock. Drawing upon paratextual 
propaganda materials including newspapers, and consumer and industry magazines, it ar-
gues that, while the film ostensibly celebrates a twinned victory of cinematic and industrial 
progress in the service of nationalism and war, moments of material experimentation and 
encounters with lyrical logics reveal the contradictions at the heart of the fascist narrative.

spectator think, spectator do: david bordwell and the construction of contem-
porary film studies
Adriano D’Aloia

The article analyzes David Bordwell’s contribution to contemporary film studies, emphasizing 
the importance of the viewer’s active role in the perception and interpretation process of film. 
Starting in the 1980s, Bordwell shifted the focus from psychoanalysis to cognitive sciences, 
proposing an empirical analysis of cinematic narration that considers the mental dynamics 
of viewers. To this end, he highlighted how the viewer is not merely a passive receiver, but 
an active formulator of hypotheses and inferences. The discussion also includes critiques 
and debates that occurred between Bordwell and other scholars, such as Dudley Andrew 
and Warren Buckland, underscoring the tensions between analytical approaches and more 
traditional theories. Additionally, it touches on the evolution of embodied cognition and 
the link between neuroscience and cinematic experience, suggesting a continuous relevance 
of Bordwell’s thinking in the current context of film studies.

the hovering professor
Dario Tomasi

The article tries to define the role played by Planet Hong Kong. Popular Cinema and the 
Art of Entertainment in David Bordwell’s extensive bibliography, starting with the atten-
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tion he always paid to popular cinema, on the one hand, and Far Eastern cinema, on the 
other. After defining the essential characteristics of the book (the focus on film analysis, the 
insistence on objective data, the non-academic tones, a certain closeness to the politique des 
auteurs, the placing of cinema as cinema at the center of all discourse), the article dwells on 
how Planet Hong Kong undoubtedly fostered a growth of academic interest in the cinema 
of the former British colony, posing a number of questions that will later be taken up and 
developed by others: the relationship between local and global, the connection between 
Hong Kong cinema and Hollywood production, the importance of the ‘pause-burst-pause’ 
model that structures the action sequences, becoming almost a paradigm of ‘Chinese kine-
matics’, the centrality that the actor’s body assumes in it, and how all this is transformed 
into a sensorial experience with very particular characteristics.

classical styles: a comparison of classical hollywood cinema and modern aaa 
video games
Alessia Ianni-Palarchio, Fabrizio Matarese, Mauro Mola, Brando Ratti

The aim of this article is to conceptualize the term “Classic Video Game” by employing the 
methodology used by David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson to delineate 
the “Classical Hollywood Style.” To conduct the research, several video games produced 
by Rockstar Games between 2000 and 2013 were analyzed using the categories outlined 
by Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson in the first part of Classical Hollywood Cinema: pro-
duction, narrative, soundtrack, and advertising practices. The application of this method 
revealed numerous shared elements between classic Hollywood productions and certain 
AAA video games, allowing the category of “classic” to be applied not only in a temporal 
sense but also in a stylistic one. Furthermore, the research confirms that Bordwell’s robust 
analytical framework can also be effectively applied to other forms of popular culture, even 
across different time periods.




