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role as Pina in Città aperta would lend to his film.3 Having become enmeshed in the
circularity of Magnani’s star image and her film roles, Pasolini then critiqued the
actress’s performance in Mama Roma as inauthentic. He felt that the prostitute-turned-
entrepreneur character of Mamma Roma was too much at odds with Magnani’s ‘true’
identity as ‘petite bourgeoise’ and therefore inaccessible to the actor. Consequently, he
believed she failed in her performance to ‘bring out the ambiguity of subproletarian life
with a petit bourgeois superstructure’.4

These vignettes about Magnani related to Roma and Mamma Roma highlight several
ways in which narrative cinema relates performance and setting. First, and perhaps
most essentially, it juxtaposes them in the pro-filmic sense – that is, as complementary
aspects of mise-en-scène. In Roma, for example, Magnani strolls distinctively
(performance) through a darkened Trastevere street (setting). Second, it imbricates
them via other elements of film style, such as camera angle and movement, lighting
and editing. For example, Roma emphasizes Magnani’s charismatic dismissal of the
director’s association between her and Rome via the slamming door (performance) and
the cut that rhythmically reinforces it (editing). Third, narrative cinema relates
performance and setting via intertextual associations linked to an actor’s previous roles.
For example, Magnani’s aforementioned stroll along a Trastevere street in Roma invokes
the symbolic weight of similar actions performed by her other Roman characters: Pina’s
headlong dash behind the truck carrying Francesco away from her in Roma città aperta;
Maddalena’s long, disillusioned trek across Rome with her rejected daughter in
Bellissima; and Mamma Roma’s ambulatory monologues in Pasolini’



turn can be found, for example, in essays on Italian cinema collected by John David Rhodes
and Elena Gorfinkel in their 2011 anthology Taking Place: Location and the Moving Image –
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in Rome by overwriting them according to the desires of its protagonist. In L’ora di
religione, Ernesto Picciafuocco – the film’s artist protagonist – creates an experimental,
computer-generated film whose subject is the dismantling of the Vittoriano. Both
Ernesto’s film-within-a-film and L’ora di religione suggest a connection between the
protagonist’s mysterious love interest and the symbolic destruction of institutionalized
power. Similarly, Nina’s protagonist’s re-imagines one of the EUR’s monolithic structures
transformed through her desire for Fabrizio, a fellow flâneur, in a dream sequence in
which the two meet each other under an arcade whose columns have become an
assemblage of origami works invoking the Asia that Nina studies and longs to visit. As
with Un giorno speciale, Nina’s protagonist is responsible for the film’s distinctive
performance of place.

Alongside Valentini’s and Fuksas’ 21st-century performances of Rome, are numerous
others equally deserving of critical attention. In my book in progress, which analyses
depictions of Rome in relation to the sacred and profane dialectic with which it is often
associated, I single out several recent performances for the relationships they develop
with the Eternal City, either via their imbrication with other elements of film style or for
the intertextual and/or extra-filmic associations with the city that the actors contribute.
Among these are Toni Servillo as Jep Gambardella in La grande bellezza (Sorrentino,
2013), Michel Piccoli as Cardinal Melville in Habemus Papam (Moretti, 2011), Asia
Argento as Sarah Mandy in La terza madre (Argento, 2007) and Barbara Bobulova as
Irene in Cuore sacro (Ozpetek, 2005), to name just a few.

If, as I have argued above, narrative film closely links performance and place, howmight
changing conceptions of place and its significance in Italian cinema studies affect our
understanding of performance? Or how might Italian screen studies’ growing interest in
performance illuminate our understanding of Italian filmmakers’ recourse to places like
Rome? On the one hand, the spatial turn’s generation of increasingly social and cultural
approaches to film studies, and those approaches’ dependence upon tools traditionally
associated with the social sciences, have relegated performance even further to the
edges of cinema studies. On the other hand, the effort to understand performance in
light of its relationship to place can restore some of the film text’s centrality, which has
been challenged by those same social and cultural approaches. In The Image of the City,
urban planner Kevin Lynch observes that, to understand a beautiful city and its urban
scale of time, size and complexity, ‘we must consider not just the city as a thing in
itself, but the city being perceived by its inhabitants’.10 The films and actors discussed
here perform Lynch’s argument that the city is far more than a physical construct
through which its denizens pass; it is the product of a dialectical relationship between
urban space and those who inhabit it.
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