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«IT’S MUCH MORE BEAUTIFUL!». COLOUR IN THE AMATEUR ITALIAN CINEMA: 
HISTORY, DISCOURSES, SOCIAL USES

Elena Gipponi / Ph.D. Thesis Abstract1

Libera Università di Lingue e Comunicazione IULM, Milano

The purpose of my dissertation is to discuss the role of colour in the amateur Italian cinema.
7KH�¿UVW�FKDSWHU�RI�WKH�UHVHDUFK�DGGUHVVHV�WR�D�WKHRUHWLFDO�RYHUYLHZ�RQ�FRORXU�VWXGLHV�DQG�WR�D�

technological review on the development of the main colour processes throughout the history of 
FLQHPD��LQ�RUGHU�WR�FRPH�WR�D�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKLV�FRPSOH[�DQG�PXOWLOD\HUHG�DUHD�

As a matter of fact, colour has been examined by many disciplines, from physics to chemistry, 
IURP�ELRORJ\�WR�QHXURORJ\��,Q� WKH�¿HOG�RI�VRFLDO�DQG�KXPDQ�VFLHQFHV��FRORXU� LV�PDLQO\�GH¿QHG�
DV�D�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��HYHU\�FXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W�LQÀXHQFHV�FRORXU�SHUFHSWLRQ��DV�)UHQFK�KLVWRULDQ�
Michel Pastoureau argues,2 therefore every universal symbolism should be avoided (red stands 
for…, blue stands for…).

If this is true in general, it can be reasonably assumed that colour perception in the cinematic 
experience is culturally�FRQGLWLRQHG�DV�ZHOO��6R��ZKDW�GRHV�³VWXG\LQJ�FRORXU�LQ�FLQHPD´�PHDQ"�
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�EHVW�NQRZQ�VWXGLHV�RQ�WKH�VXEMHFW�E\�-DFTXHV�$XPRQW�3 it means primarily com-
SDULQJ�LW�ZLWK�EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�PRYLQJ�LPDJHV��&RPSDUHG�ZLWK�EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�¿OP��FRORXU�¿OP�
on the one hand offers a faithful reproduction of reality, while on the other hand, by virtue of the 
same perceptual power, triggers an imaginary and spectacular deviation from reality.
,Q�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�FLQHPD��WR�EH�PRUH�SUHFLVH��WKHUH�DUH�WZR�PDLQ�W\SHV�RI�FRORXU�¿OP�SURFHVVHV��

WKH�DSSOLHG�FRORXU�SURFHVVHV�RI�WKH�VLOHQW�SHULRG��OLNH�KDQG�FRORXULQJ��WLQWLQJ�RU�WRQLQJ��DQG�WKH�VR�
FDOOHG�³QDWXUDO´�FRORXU�SURFHVVHV��ZKLFK�LQ�WXUQ�DUH�GLYLGHG�LQWR�DGGLWLYH��OLNH�.LQHPDFRORU��DQG�
VXEWUDFWLYH�V\VWHPV��OLNH�(DVWPDQFRORU��,Q�WKH�QDWXUDO�SURFHVVHV��FRORXU�LV�PHFKDQLFDOO\�UHFRUGHG�
out of extra human handlings and this automatic source gives rise to an interesting contradiction: 
OLWWOH�E\�OLWWOH��ZKLOH�EHFRPLQJ�D�VWDQGDUG�TXDOLW\�RI�¿OPV�DQG�UHSODFLQJ�EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�¿OPV��
colour becomes actually invisible. Colour is everywhere but, because of its “naturalness,” it tends 
WR�EH�XQSHUFHLYHG��MXVW�DQ�H[SHFWHG�DQG�LQVLJQL¿FDQW�SURSHUW\�RI�¿OPV��7KLV�KDSSHQV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�
in the mainstream and genre PRYLHV��ZKLOH�PDQ\�DXWKRUV��OLNH�(LVHQVWHLQ�RU�$QWRQLRQL��JURZ�D�
SHUVRQDO�VW\OH�DQG�GHYHORS�D�FUHDWLYH�XVH�RI�FRORXU�LQ�WKHLU�ZRUNV�
7KLV�WKHVLV�LV�FHQWHUHG�RQ�WKH�¿UVW�RI�WKHVH�WZR�SRVVLEOH�XVHV�RI�FRORXU�LQ�WKH�FLQHPD��WKH�LP-

SHUVRQDO�DQG�LQYLVLEOH�FRORXU��/RRNLQJ�IRU�WKH�DQRQ\PRXV�DQG�FROOHFWLYH�FKURPDWLF�VW\OHV�LQ�FLQ-
HPDWLF�SUDFWLFHV��ZH�FRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�DPDWHXU�SURGXFWLRQ�LV�D�NH\�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU��,QGHHG��ZH�
FDQ�DVVXPH�WKDW�KRPH�PRYLHV�DQG�DPDWHXU�¿OPV�DUH�YHU\�GLVWDQW�IURP�DQ\�DUWLVWLF�UHVHDUFK��WKH\�
DUH�JHQHUDOO\�VKRW�LQ�RUGHU�WR�FHOHEUDWH�WKH�KDSS\�PRPHQWV�RI�IDPLO\�KLVWRU\��OLNH�ELUWKV�DQG�ELUWK-
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days, christenings and weddings, holidays and Carnivals. It’s exactly because of their stereotyped 
nature that amateur images are truly representative of a nameless style: they resemble each other 
and in this repetitiveness lies their illustrative power; furthermore, home movies images are the 
quintessence of collective memory, as Roger Odin points out.4 At the same time, and conversely, 
KRPH�PRYLHV�DUH�WKH�PRVW�SHUVRQDO�DQG�RQFH�RII�NLQG�RI�FLQHPD��DGGUHVVHG�WR�D�SULYDWH�DQG�UH-
stricted public (family members), every home movie is a unique exemplar, because it is usually 
VKRW�RQ�UHYHUVDO�¿OP��D�QHJDWLYH�¿OP�FKHPLFDOO\�FRQYHUWHG�LQ�D�SRVLWLYH�RQH��UHDG\�IRU�WKH�KRPH�
projection). The second chapter of the thesis describes and analyzes some important studies on the 
DPDWHXU�FLQHPD�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GH¿QH�WKH�ERUGHUV�RI�WKLV�PXOWLIDFHWHG�SUDFWLFH��ZKLOH�DPDWHXU�FLQHPD�
has been studied in many countries, from Europe to the US, little attention has been devoted to 
WKH�WHFKQRORJLFDO�LVVXH�RI�FRORXU�DQG�WR�WKH�LQWURGXFWLRQ�DQG�VSUHDG�RI�FRORXU�¿OPV��5HWUDFLQJ�WKH�
small-gauge (16 mm, 9.5 mm, 8 mm, Super8) technological history, a pivotal factor emerged: co-
ORXU�¿OP�ZHUH�GHYHORSHG�before in the small-gauge and reversal version employed by the amateurs 
and only at a later stage in the 35mm negative-positive version used by the professionals and the 
industry. This technological leadership shows that amateur cinema was considered by manufactur-
LQJ�¿UPV�DV�D�WHVW�EHQFK�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�FRORXU�¿OPV��+HQFH��WKLV�WHFKQLFDO�LQQRYDWLRQ�ZDV�ODXQFKHG�
“from below” and was directed to the mass of the amateurs.
0\�ZRUN�FRQFHQWUDWHV�RQ�WKH�XVH�RI�FRORXU�LQ�WKH�DPDWHXU�Italian cinema and home movies: did 

WKH�,WDOLDQ�DPDWHXU�¿OPPDNHUV�GHYHORS��WKRXJK�XQZLWWLQJO\��D�VKDUHG�DQG�ZLGHVSUHDG�FKURPDWLF�
VW\OH"�+RZ�GLG�WKH\�XVH�FRORXU�LQ�WKHLU�KRPH�PRYLHV"
,Q�RUGHU�WR�HYDOXDWH�WKH�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�SURFHGXUHV�RI�FRORXU�¿OPV��WKH�WKLUG�FKDSWHU�LV�GHYRW-

ed to the discourses’ analysis: a sample of around thirty Italian, French, English and American 
KDQGERRNV�RQ�DPDWHXU�FRORXU�FLQHPDWRJUDSK\�KDV�EHHQ�DVVHPEOHG��7KLV�³KRZ�WR´�OLWHUDWXUH�JLYHV�
H[SUHVVLRQ�WR�WKH�WUDGH�PDJD]LQHV¶�HGLWRULDO�VWDII�RU�WR�WKH�¿OP�PDQXIDFWXUHUV��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHP��
how should a good�KRPH�PRYLH� ORRN� OLNH"�$QG��VSHFL¿FDOO\��KRZ�VKRXOG�D�JRRG�colour home 
PRYLH�EH"�7KH�DQVZHUV�DUH�UDWKHU�XQLIRUP�DOO�RYHU�WKH�ZRUOG�±�WKH�:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG��DW�DQ\�UDWH��D�
good colour home movie does not distance itself from standard norms and approved solutions of 
harmonius composition. Colour should not jar on our senses and should be limited in order not to 
distract from the story: it must be practiced “colour restraint,” just as in the classical Hollywood 
RI�WKH�����V�DQG�����V��6R��KDQGERRNV�DQG�PDQXDOV�KDYH�D�VWURQJ�SUHVFULSWLYH�SRZHU�DQG�WKHLU�
SUHFHSWV�H[HUFLVH�D�FRQVHUYDWLYH�IXQFWLRQ�� WKH�DPDWHXU�¿OPPDNHU�KDV�QRW� WR�WU\�QHZ�FKURPDWLF�
solutions and his/her creative potential is neutralized.
%XW��GLG�WKH�DPDWHXU�¿OPPDNHUV�FRQIRUP�WR�WKH�KDQGERRNV¶�QRUPV"�2U�GLG�WKH\�¿QG�QHZ�VW\OLV-

WLF�VROXWLRQV�DQG�ZD\V�RI�XVLQJ�FRORXU"�,Q�RUGHU�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�DSSURSULDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�DGMXVWPHQW�
RI�FRORXU�¿OPV�E\�WKH�,WDOLDQ�DPDWHXUV��WKH�IRXUWK�FKDSWHU�LV�GHYRWHG�WR�WKH�SUDFWLFHV¶�DQDO\VLV��D�
VDPSOH�RI�WHQ�SULYDWH�FROOHFWLRQV�RI�KRPH�PRYLHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�����V�DQG�WKH�����V�KDV�EHHQ�WDNHQ�
LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ��&RORXU�UHYHUVDO�¿OPV��LQGHHG��ZHUH�ODXQFKHG�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�����V��EXW�
their widespread availability in Italy was achieved only since the mid-1950s. Therefore, in order to 
observe not only the introduction but also the stabilization of this innovation, it has been isolated 
D�ZLGH�ODSVH��7KH�VDPSOH�LQFOXGHV���PP�����PP�DQG��PP�¿OPV��ZKLOH�6XSHU��¿OPV�DUH�H[FOXGHG�
because this format was launched in 1965, when colour movies were by then common not only in 
the amateur practices but also in the theatrical cinema. In order to collect some information about 
the social and technological context, the amateur (or a family member) has been interviewed.
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From the analysis carried out, it can be observed that a shared and widespread chromatic style 
GRHV�H[LVW��LW�KDUNV�EDFN�QRW�WR�SDLQWLQJ�DQG�¿QH�DUWV�EXW�WR�D�PLQRU�DUWLVWLF�DQG�LFRQLF�WUDGLWLRQ��
represented for instance by magic lantern plates, hand-painted photographs, picture postcards or 
WRXU�JXLGHV��:H�FRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�FRORXU�KRPH�PRYLHV�IROORZ�WKH�DFFHSWHG�FRGHV�RI�WKLV�NLQG�RI�LP-
DJHV�PRUH�WKDQ�KDQGERRNV¶�DGYLFHV��$PRQJ�IDYRXULWH�DQG�UHFXUULQJ�VXEMHFWV�WKHUH�DUH�ODQGVFDSHV�
DQG�ÀRZHUV��ÀDJV�DQG�SDUURWV��EDOORRQV�DQG�NLWHV��.RGDFKURPH��$JIDFRORU�DQG�RWKHU�FRORXU�UHYHU-
VDO�¿OPV�HYHQWXDOO\�DOORZV�WKH�H[DFW�UHSURGXFWLRQ�RI�WUXH�KXHV�DQG�VKDGHV�RI�WKLQJV��%XW�EH\RQG�
UHDOLW\��LQ�KRPH�PRYLHV�FRORXU�LV�DOVR�XVHG�WR�VWDJH�IDPLO\�KDUPRQ\¶V�VKRZ��DPDWHXU�¿OPPDNHUV�
RIWHQ�VKRW�SDUWLHV�DQG�PHUU\PDNLQJV��DQG�WKHVH�VLWXDWLRQV�DUH�XWPRVW�EULJKW�DQG�FRORXUIXO��WR�WKLV�
end, Carnivals are the quintessential topic). Thus, the two main cultural meanings of colour – real-
ity and, on the other hand, daydream – are put together in our Italian home movies sample. In turn, 
this textual aesthetic negotiation get along with a deeper contextual change in the Italian culture 
and society. In fact, between the 1950s and the 1960s Italy was overcoming postwar hardship and 
was opening up to a sudden modernization that appeared also by way of new colours in the every-
GD\�IUDPHZRUN��FRORXUHG�FDUV��FRORXUHG�FORWKHV��FRORXUHG�IXUQLWXUH�DQG�KDQG�WRROV��HYHQ�FRORXUHG�
food and beverage… Although for the most part Italy still was an outdated and underdeveloped 
FRXQWU\��QHZ�FRORXU�UHYHUVDO�¿OPV�FDSWXUHG�WKHVH�FOXHV�RI�LQQRYDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��0RUHRYHU��
Italian amateurs were a sort of advance guard projected toward technological progress, an inner 
circle of pioneers that eagerly embraces newness and, doing so, helps decreasing the fear of tech-
nology and, more broadly, of the future. Even though many colour home movies show the “same 
old subjects,” nevertheless their representation is as much up-to-date as possible just because it is 
in colour. In conclusion, the amateurs met during the research are not true innovators of the visual 
chromatic style; rather, they are active protagonists of their time because of their openness toward 
WHFKQRORJLFDO�FKDQJH�PDUNHG�E\�QHZ�FRORXU�¿OPV�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�SUHYLRXV�EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�¿OPV�
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