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FASHION IN FILM FESTIVAL: BIRDS OF PARADISE
April 15 – April 24, 2011


Guest curator: Marketa Uhlirova

DREAMs Of DARKNESS AND COLOR
Sunday, April 17, 2:00 P. M.

Introduced by Eugenie Paulicelli.  Live music by Stephen Horne.
Total Running time:  80 mins.
Eugenia Paulicelli is Professor of Italian, Comparative Literature and Women’s Studies at Queens College and at the Graduate Center, City University of New York where she co-founded and

co-directs the Concentration in Fashion Studies. Among her publications are Fashion under Fascism. Beyond the Black Shirt (Berg, 2004) and The Fabric of Culture: Fashion, Identity, Globalization (co-editor, Routledge, 2009). She

recently curated the exhibition “Fashion + Film. The 1960s Revisited” and is now working on a book on fashion, film and emotions.
Stephen Horne is one of the leading silent film accompanists based in the UK. He is a house pianist at the BFI Southbank and plays for festivals and venues internationally, including Lincoln Center New York, the National Gallery, Washington and Pordenone Film Festival.

THE RED SPECTRE (LE SPECTRE ROUGE)
1907. Digital restoration: Lobster Films.
Directed by Segundo de Chomón.

In a dark cavern, a devil-like magician performs a series of tricks, putting to great use his magnificent cloak.

THE PILLAR OF FIRE (LA DANSE DU FEU)
1899. Digital restoration: Lobster Films.
Directed by Georges Méliès. With Jeanne d’Alcy.
A demon conjures a woman wearing a voluminous white dress who performs a dance à la Loïe Fuller.
THE BUTTERFLIES (LE FARFALLE)

1907. Digital Restoration: Lobster Films.
Geishas dance and play with a butterfly woman whom they have imprisoned within a cage. Her lover comes to rescue her, only to be killed by the group. A butterfly revenge ensues.
RAPSODIA SATANICA

1917. 35mm print restored by EYE Film Institute Netherlands.
Directed by Nino Oxilia.

“The Last Bohemian Dream: On Nino Oxilia’s Rapsodia Satanica” by Anna Battista, December 2010:

In 1915, while wartime evoked apocalyptic visions of death, Turin-born journalist, poet and writer Nino Oxilia set to shoot a new film, Rapsodia Satanica (Satanic Rhapsody), for the Cines production house. Hiding esoteric and occult symbols in its monuments, fountains and buildings (not to mention the mysterious papyruses in the collections of the city’s Egyptian museum that reportedly emanated negative energies), Turin was already considered a city with an intriguing supernatural side. Influenced by irrational atmospheres, early lighting experiments, paintings, aestheticism that recalled Gabriele D’Annunzio’s, and ballets and films that blended theatre, music and a passion for costumes, Oxilia shot a Faustian story steeped in the phantasmagorical colors of dreams and grazed by a hint of melancholy. The plot revolved around an elderly lady called Alba D’Oltrevita (literally “Dawn-Beyond-Life”), the owner of the Castle of Illusions, who makes a deal with the devil: she will regain youth, if she gives up romance. Yet, when Alba, now a reborn seductive Salomé, meets two brothers, Tristano and Sergio, she fatally tempts them, breaking the pact with the devil.     

Rapsodia Satanica introduced film audiences to a new kind of cinema in which sound and images went together with art, architecture, dance, music and fashion, launching an attack on the senses. The main inspirations for this film should be traced back to experimental ballets such as the hymn to modernism entitled Excelsior, staged in 1881 and in 1908; in the experiments with figurative and rhythmic abstractions carried out in early Futurist films directed by Arnaldo Ginna and Bruno Corra in 1910 and in Baldassarre Negroni’s Histoire d’un Pierrot (1913), shot with a musical accompaniment and screened with a synchronized score played live by an orchestra. 
Actress Lyda Borelli, starring in the film as Alba D’Oltrevita, incarnated D’Annunzio’s feminine ideal, a tenebrous and sensual femme fatale. Journalist and writer Matilde Serao praised Borelli for her ability to transform herself in her films, adapting to different roles. Yet, in Rapsodia Satanica Borelli went through a radical metamorphosis: from an elderly lady she turned into a wild Salomé; then she became a human butterfly à la Loïe Fuller and was finally transfigured by the camera into a high priestess of Eros and Thanatos. This transformation was achieved also through Mariano Fortuny’s dresses that draped on her body with great naturalness. Borelli’s play of veils and sensual motions called to mind the images of dancers at the opening of the Countess of Béarn’s theatre that Fortuny had restructured or his photographic portraits of a veiled Giorgia Clementi. 
Seeking contaminations and amalgamating them with the most varied stimuli, Oxilia borrowed from Fortuny the pochoir, or stenciling, technique: while the versatile artist used it to decorate his precious fabrics, Oxilia’s occasional use of stenciling in color injected new life into the film. Red, pink, yellow, blue and green created rich and complex chromatisms, amplifying motions, highlighting scenes, giving life to a visual polyphony in which the details responded to one another in a harmonic ideal of beauty.  
In 1920 novelist Lucio D’Ambra described cinema as ‘fantasy for the eyes’ and predicted for the future frequent collaborations between this powerful medium and different artists. In his works Oxilia anticipated D’Ambra, stating: ‘Cinema represents for me the sun, the light, it embodies beauty…. Theatre and music produced melodrama; painting and storytelling gave life to cinema.’  Oxilia’s Rapsodia Satanica was the last dream of a bohemian: shot in 1915, the film was released two years later, after Pietro Mascagni made the final changes to his score. In November 1917 Oxilia died on the front line during the battle of Monte Tomba that followed the withdrawal from Caporetto. A year later, at the climax of her career, Lyda Borelli left the stage and the glamorous world of cinema to get married, leaving legions of fans and elegant women who imitated her manners and style, bereft.
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Fashion in Film is an exhibition, research, and education project based at Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design, University of the Arts London.  Birds of Paradise, Fashion in Film’s second collaboration with Museum of the Moving Image, was organized in partnership with Yale University, the Center for the Humanities, and the Graduate Center at the City University of New York.  The program was curated by Marketa Uhlirova, with assistance from Ronald Grogg, Stuart Comer, Eugenia Paulicolli, and Inga Fraser, and organized for Moving Image by Chief Curator David Schwartz.
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