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Course Title: Madness at the Movies 
Course Code: ROMA MSMM 310 
Subject Media Studies, Communications 
Credits: 4 
Semester/Term: ☒ Semester                                 

☐ J-Term                                              
☐ Summer     

  
Course Description: This course will examine closely various forms of madness portrayed in the movies:  

obsessions, depression, psychosis and personality disorders. Students will analyze 
accurate these depictions are, and also learn about the historical period and the 
film craft that conveys the experience of madness. They will also explore the 
changing image of psychiatrists and therapy in the movies.  
 
Psychiatric illness may be an expression of the human condition, but how it is 
expressed changes with the culture and social world of the individual.  We will 
explore how these same diagnoses are often differently expressed in Italy.   
 
The Italian films included portray madness not just as an inner experience, and not 
just within the family, but as it affects the community—whether it is in Rome or in a 
mountain village.  In so many of these films, the community is the family.  This is 
very particular to the Italian soul, and is emphasized in the Italian films chosen here.  
 
Psychological illness and social ills speak to each other in these films; we will 
explore how that works, and when it doesn’t, why. In addition to exploring this in 
the classes that progress from diagnosis to diagnosis, there will be two classes 
taught by Professor Vito Zagarrio of Roma Tre, who will explore in depth the 
psychological portrayals in the films of Bellocchio, Moretti, and Bertolucci.   
 
Each class session will feature a complete film to anchor the discussion, with 
excerpts from other movies to either highlight issues in the main feature or provide 
a contrasting experience.   

Course 
Requirements: 

Required Text 
Abnormal Psychology, 12th edition; Kring, Johnson, Davison, Neale; Wiley, August 
2013, ISBN: EHEP002719; Cost: To be determined. 
 
Students will receive a reader which will include selected articles and chapters from 
the following: 
 

Images of Madness; Fleming and Manvel; Associated University Press, 1985; 
ISBN 978-0838631126 
 
Families and How to Survive Them; Skynner and Cleese; Oxford Univ Press,  
1983; ISBN 978-0195204667 
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The Mask of Sanity; Cleckly, H.; Martino Fine Books, 2nd Edition, 2015; ISBN 
978-1614277828 
 
Psychiatry and the Cinema, Second Edition; Gabbard and Gabbard; 
American Psychiatry Press, 1999; ISBN  978-0880489645 
 
 One Flew Over the Cuckoos Nest, (excerpts from the play by) 
Wasserman,D. and Kesey, K.;Samuel French, Inc., 1963; ISBN 978-
0573613432 
 
One Flew Over the Cuckoos Nest, (novel) Kesey, K.; Penguin Classics 1962; 
ISBN 978-0141181226 
 
Screen Memories; Greenberg, H., Columbia University Press, 1994; ISBN 
978-0231072878 
 
Vivienne: the Life and Suicide of an Adolescent Girl, Mack, J. and Hickler,H. 
New American Library, 1982; ISBN 978-0451621351  

 
 
Assignments 
Course Requirements Percentages 

1. Observation papers 30% 

2. Mid-term Paper 30%   

3. Final Paper  30%  

4. Participation  10% 

Total  100% 
 
Assessment Components 

• Mid-Term and Final Papers will be rubric graded. 
 

• Items evaluated in the rubrics will be creativity, exploration of concepts, 
use of the mental status examination, observational skills, awareness of 
film craft, cogency of argument and use of reference materials. 
 

• Observation Papers will be assessed on a pass/fail basis. 
 

• Students’ participation will be evaluated on their contribution to class 
discussion, their engagement with reading assignments and lecture 
information, and their willingness to share these with the group.  
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Learning Outcomes  
and/or  
Expected Student 
Competencies: 

On completion of the course, students should be able to: 
 

Learning Outcomes 
 Course Requirement that will be 
used to assess the student’s 
achievement of this outcome 

Demonstrate an understanding of the 
experience of mental illness 

Observation papers and exams 

Determine how psychiatric diagnosis is 
made and demonstrate the ability to 
formulate a differential diagnosis 

Film viewings, discussion, observation 
papers and exams 

Demonstrate the skills to observe 
closely and analyze both behavior and 
the mechanics of film craft 

Discussion, observation papers and 
exams 

Understand how the emphasis on 
family and community in Italian films 
expands on the concept of madness 

Readings, film viewings, discussion 

Demonstrate an understanding of how 
the political and social messages of 
Italian films are conveyed in their 
psychological portrayals; and how that 
influences these portraits 

Observation papers and exams 

Show a knowledge of the cultural and 
historical significance of a range of 
major classic films 

Discussion, Exams 

 
 

Course Outline: Session Topic 
Session 1  Introduction to the course 

What Is It To Be Mad? 
Film Screening:  One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest 
Discussion: 
How to observe mental processes and behavior 
• What can movies tell us about psychopathology? 
• The structure of psychiatric observation 
• Introduction to the psychiatric mental status exam 
Film Clips: I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, Shock 
Corridor, Captain Newman, M.D.     

Session 2 Going Crazy  Part 1 - the Descent into Madness 
Film Screening: Through A Glass Darkly 
Discussion:  
• Acute psychosis and schizophrenia 
• The nature of hallucination  
• Inside the thought disorder 
Film Clips: The Shining,  Benny and Joon, I Never 
Promised You a Rose Garden  
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Session 3 Going Crazy Part  2 - the Descent into Madness 
Film Screening:  Repulsion 
Discussion:  
• Depressive psychosis vs. schizophrenia 
• Stages of acute psychosis- "going mad" 
• Psychotic symbolism     
• The subjective camera: experiencing a psychotic world 
Film Clips:   Network, Sunset Boulevard, The Ruling Class, Pi, 
The Aviator 

Session 4 The Varieties of Paranoia 
Film Screening:  Taxi Driver 
Discussion:  
• The paranoid personality vs. paranoid psychosis 
• Understanding ideas of persecution and of grandeur 
• Can you be paranoid if they really are after you  
Film Clips:   I pugni in tasca , Dr. Strangelove, Treasure of 
Sierra Madre  
 

Session 5 Psychopaths:  Part 1- A Different Sort of Mad 
Film  Screening:  Night of the Hunter 
Discussion: 
• Rage and the antisocial personality 
• The Mask of sanity- are these people psychotic? 
• How does a personality disorder differ from madness? 
Film Clips: Blue Velvet, Cape Fear (1961) 
 

Session 6 Psychopaths: Part 2-- Charming but Dangerous 
Film Screening: Strangers on a Train 
Discussion:  
• Understanding psychopathic charm 
• What makes for a pathological relationship? 
• Madness and homosexuality why does one so often imply 

the other in films? 
Film Clips:  Silence of the Lambs, White Heat, The Talented Mr 
Ripley,  American Psycho 
 

Session 7 Dissociation and Personality : Who are you Really? 
Film Screening:  Psycho 
Discussion: 
• Repression and obsession 
• Identity confusions 
• How Hitchcock's craft draws us into a psychotic world 
Film Clips:  Enrico IV, Three Faces of Eve 
Midterm Paper due: Peeping Tom 
Semester Break 
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Session 8 Mood Disorders:  Too High and Too Low  
Film Screening:  A Woman Under the Influence 
Discussion: 
• Why do women get depressed?    
• How are manics different from other psychotics? 
• What is hypomanic-is it an illness? 
• Mood disorders and the family 
Film Clips:  Respiro, Giulietta degli spiriti, Mr. Jones, Sophie’s 
Choice, Captain Newman, M.D., 1-2-3 

Session 9 Depression and Suicide 
Film Screening:  Ordinary People 
Discussion:  
• Must one be sad to be depressed? 
• How is depression different from unhappiness? 
• Depressions can be deadly; understanding  suicide 
Film Clips:  Mamma Roma, La meglio gioventù, Hospital, La 
stanza del figlio, Umberto D 
 

Session 10 Not so Mad: Garden-Variety Craziness 
Film Screening:  Hannah and Her Sisters 
Discussion: 
• How is obsessive compulsive disorder not psychotic? 
• Character vs. Disorder: Distinguishing the illness from the 

person 
• What about phobias? 
Film Clips: What About Bob, As Good As It Gets, Annie Hall, 
Vertigo 
 

Session 11 Psychiatrists: Too Good to be True, Too Bad to be Believed 
Film Screening:  Spellbound 
Discussion: 
• A Review—Just who is mad here anyway? 
• The psychiatrist as authority, as uncaring, as incompetent, 

and as a wizard 
• Why is it so hard to show Therapy in film? 
Film Clips: I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, Three Faces 
of Eve, An Unmarried Woman, Klute, What’s New, Pussycat?, 
Grosse Point Blank, Good Will Hunting, High Anxiety, Blume in 
Love  

Session 12 Psychiatry, Psychoanalysis, and the Italian Film 
Guest lecturer:  Prof Vito Zagarrio 
Film screening:  Enrico IV 
Discussion:  
• How psychoanalysis informs the work of critical directors 

such as Fellini, Ferreri, Bertolucci and Moretti 
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• The image of the psychoanalyst in old and new films: by 
Moretti, Calopresti, Bernini, and Marco Bellocchio 

Film clips:  Vecchia guardia, Diario di una schizofrenica 
Session 13 The New Millenium in Italian Film 

Guest lecturer: Prof Vito Zagarrio 
Film Screening:  Respiro 
Discussion:  
• How mental illness is being portrayed by the new 

generation of Italian filmmakers 
Film Clips:  Manila Paloma Blanca, Il grande cocomero, Colpi 
di fortuna, La solitudine dei numeri primi 
 
Final Paper Due 

 
Film Clips:  La meglio gioventu, Il grande cocomero, I Never Promised You a Rose 
Garden, Three Faces of Eve,  An Unmarried Woman,  Klute, What's New, Pussycat?,  
Grosse Point Blank,  Good Will Hunting,  High Anxiety, Blume in Love 
 

Other Policies: Expectations 
Professional behavior is expected of all students. This includes preparation for 
classes, on-time and complete attendance at classes, attendance at all group 
sessions and appropriate participation in the form of attentiveness and 
contributions to the course.  Respect for the academic process is the major guiding 
principle for professional behavior and extends to all communications, including e-
mail.  
 
Attendance/Participation 
Prompt attendance, full preparation, and active participation in class discussions 
are expected from every student in every class session. 
 
Course Policies 
For e-mail communications, students must use their Arcadia University e-mail 
account. Students are responsible for any information provided by e-mail or through 
Intranet postings. 
 
Plagiarism 
Is representation of another’s work or ideas as one’s own in academic submissions is 
plagiarism, and cause for disciplinary action. Cheating is actual or attempted use of 
resources not authorized by the instructor(s) for academic submissions. Students 
caught cheating in this course will receive a failing grade. Fabrication is the falsification 
or creation of data, research or resources to support academic submissions, and cause 
for disciplinary action. 
 
Late or missed assignments 
Will not be accepted for grading. 
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Students with disabilities 
Persons with documented disabilities requiring accommodations to meet the 
expectations of this course should contact the Dean of Students Office while 
enrolling into the program, and before leaving the United States so that appropriate 
arrangements are in place. 
 

Prerequisites: Introduction to Psychology, or Permission of the Instructor 
 

Country and 
Program 
Connection: 

What is it to be “mad”? In their tales of horror, suspense, comedy, or drama movies 
have occasionally given us vivid portraits of madness, of extreme mental illness.  
How close to reality do these films come; how accurate is their picture of madness?  
What can we learn about madness from the movies? In this course we will study 
closely the various forms of madness portrayed:  Obsessions, Depression, Suicide, 
Perversions, Psychosis—as Zorba called it, “The Whole Catastrophe!”   
 
We will also look at how psychiatry has been portrayed in the movies—from 
magical healer to crazed, cross-dressing killer.  And we will also explore how close 
movie therapy comes to the real thing.  The student will learn about the craft of 
film, how history and culture color the understanding and portrayal of mental 
illness. They will learn how to observe and analyze behaviors. And they will see and 
discuss an array of film classics. 

  
 


