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 Watching Federico Fellini’s 8 ½ is more than just witnessing a brilliant piece of work 

from a famed director; it is also the witnessing of a man’s emotional catharsis. 8 ½ is about a 

director who falls victim to writer’s block at the beginning of production for his latest movie. As 

he desperately tries to come up with any kind of idea for the story, he is overwhelmed by the 

outside forces of his life. What ensues is a trip into the surreal mind of the film’s protagonist and 

ultimately Fellini himself.  

 The narrative of the film flows through a chain of events that may or may not be actually 

happening.  It could all be a dream or the audience may just be coming along for the ride in 

daydreams plaguing the protagonist, Guido. The opening sequence of the film is a dream 

sequence of Guido being trapped in a smoke-filled car caught in the middle of a traffic jam. 

From there Guido is flying, becomes attached to a string like a balloon, and is sent crashing to 

Earth. The scene features no music; the only sounds are wind and Guido’s panicking. This could 

be a metaphor for how the director is trapped by his past and no matter what little peace he finds, 

he is always brought down by life. As in most of the film, this scene features camera changes 

between full shots where the audience can see the star, and POV’s from Guido—much like a 

dream where people can both witness events happening to them and be the star.   

 To maintain a dream-like quality throughout 8 ½, most of the transitions between scenes 

of the film are very quick and create a feeling of omnipresence—like you can be anywhere at 

any time. At any point, characters from Guido’s past can appear, no matter how impossible the 

situation seems. In one famous scene, Guido imagines or dreams that he lives with all the women 

he has ever loved or was even attracted to.  His wife, his mistress, and seemingly any beautiful 

woman who has caught his eye all worship him and swoon all over him, even at one point 
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bathing and swaddling him like a baby.  Every night Guido chases the members of his harem 

down, keeping them in line like a lion tamer in a circus. On one particular night, he bans the first 

showgirl he ever saw to the upstairs of his home, or rather he is pushing the memory of her 

deeper into his subconscious to make room for a new lady.  

 Guido’s obsession with women and age is the recurring subject in the film. The showgirl 

in Guido’s harem is principally being banished upstairs because he says she is getting to old for 

him. Early in the film, Guido visits a clinic in order to restore his health and vitality. In reality, 

he is stalling for time, trying figure out how to save his movie and career. He seems to be one of 

the youngest guests of the clinic and even bumps into a lifelong friend who has recently left his 

wife and become engaged to much younger woman. The beautiful young woman quickly moves 

in with the other ladies of his harem, while his relationship with his actual wife, Luisa, struggles 

throughout the film. Luisa, who Guido subconsciously merges with his mother at several points, 

is completely aware of her husband’s infidelities and has done her best to put up with them but it 

is evident that her patience is coming to an end.  He is terrified of being alone 

Dreams are not the only facet of Guido’s subconscious that explores his complicated 

relationship with women: memory plays a large part as well.  At one point in the film, Felinni 

depicts and explores Guido’s first sexual experience. The scene could be called a flashback since 

the events taking place actually occurred to the character but like the rest of the film, it feels 

more like the audience is in Guido’s mind. The flashback begins with Guido as a young boy in 

school where he and some of classmates have conspired to visit a prostitute on the beach. 

Saraghina, a large, voluptuous, mountain of a woman, dances for the boys until they are caught 

and punished.  Guido, however, is the only one who returns for more visits. Saraghina becomes 
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the basis for most of his sexual fantasies. She is a member of his mental harem and he even goes 

so far as to have his unwitting mistress look like her as a sexual game.  

In addition to Guido’s relationship with women, 8 ½ also examines and pokes fun at the 

film industry. Guido is first and foremost a director and student of film; nevertheless, the 

character seems only able to poorly direct his life while he desperately tries to hide the fact that 

he has no idea what his latest film is about. Producers, critics, actors, and local townspeople all 

come to him with advice or questions about his picture, yet the only hint the audience gets about 

its fabricated plot comes in the form of a massive set being built of a spaceship and its launch 

platform. The platform is a growing metaphor of how big Guido’s failure is growing, which 

culminates with him visiting it with his other ever-growing failure, Luisa.  

In one scene in which Guido is in a sauna, he gets what he hopes is an answer to his 

troubles. The cardinal, a supposedly wise and powerful man with the church, is also visiting the 

sauna. Guido is granted an audience with him where he hopes to finally find some answers about 

his failing film and more importantly, his failing life. The scene is again portrayed very surreally, 

switching from intimate POVs to wide shots in which Guido is dressed and ushered to the 

cardinal by men pleading with him to find answers from the holy man. Guido is never in the shot 

or even the same room as the cardinal, who explains to Guido that there are no answers for him. 

He learns that happiness is not a God-given right and that Guido will only find the salvation he is 

searching for in the church. With that, his brief audience with the cardinal is over and Guido 

continues his aimless journey even more alone than before.  

The film’s finale is a culmination of all of Guido’s failures. After considering yet another 

possible mistress and the reveal of his failure with the movie, Guido has a complete meltdown 
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where he envisions his own suicide. He stands in the remains of his spaceship set, but instead of 

collapsing in self-pity and despair, he finally has a moment of clarity. He does not discover the 

plot to his film but rather how to go on with his life. He is visited by everyone who has ever 

mattered or even just made an appearance in his life. His parents, his lovers, his friends, and even 

his younger-self all appear and begin to dance, and they are all led by their director, Guido. He 

acts as circus ringleader, organizing all the components of his life in a moment that says, “Yes, I 

am flawed and have failed, but such is life and it is all worth experiencing.” With Luisa’s hand in 

his, Guido joins in on the dance, not regretting any of the moments from his life. He will 

probably still be a lousy husband and complicated man, but it is who he is and he accepts that.  

Frederico Fellini’s 8 ½ is so revered because it is so very personal and reflective. The 

film’s title comes from the idea that it is the ‘8 1/2’ film he has created. It has no real title 

because it is a film about the failure to create a film. Instead, we are introduced to Guido who is 

Fellini, and it is Fellini who fears being alone, has trouble with women, and is coming to terms 

with becoming an aging director. The audience spends so much time in Guido’s mind because 

the real setting of this film is inside Fellini’s head. Viewers witness his fears, flaws, and passions 

all in a two and half hour ride. The whole film is a dream of his that the audience gets to explore, 

and a pretty wonderful story comes out in the end.  

 


