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            INTRODUCTION: SYMPHONIES IN RED

         
 
         For over 40 years now the breathtakingly violent and stylish films of Dario Argento have been shocking and terrifying audiences around the world. To watch an Argento film is to indulge in a totally visceral experience. Elaborate set pieces and dazzling cinematic artistry collide in a cacophony of blood and sinew. The camera is used like a weapon, ceaselessly prowling for its prey. Strange point-of-view shots align the viewer with both pursued and pursuer, implicating the audience in each ostentatious depiction of murder and mayhem. Attractive female victims glance back longingly as they flee in abstract terror, all too aware of their own vulnerability. At times almost sensual, each murder is filmed as though it were something more closely aligned with a sex scene; a frenzy of flesh and blood, culminating in a disturbing orgasm of bloody chaos. Lashings of bizarre and fetishistic images abound in Argento’s work. One such recurring image is that of the killer’s hands, clad in black leather gloves, fondling various sharp implements of death. The fact that Argento’s own hands usually stand in for the killer’s in these shots adds an additional dimension of perversity. Argento utilises images and sound, the very language of cinema, to further his twisted narratives in which logic is all but lost in a constant bombardment of nightmarish and extravagant style.
         
 
         Argento is often referred to as ‘the Italian Hitchcock’ as he has made a name for himself creating scenes of terror and tension. Though Hitchcock’s work is marked by its staunch linearity, focused plotting, narrative and logic, in Dario Argento’s films these are often usurped in favour of atmosphere, technical prowess and provocative imagery.
         
 
         Dario Argento was born in Rome on 7 September 1940. His father Salvatore was a well-respected and highly successful film producer integral to the international promotion of Italian cinema. Argento’s mother Elda Luxardo was a famous and influential photographer. The young Argento grew up in the film industry surrounded by the rich and the beautiful – one of his earliest memories was of sitting on Sophia Loren’s lap.
         
 
         Argento, a sickly child, was condemned to spend long hours in bed. As a result, he became an avid reader and indulged in such works as One Thousand and One Nights, Shakespeare and, perhaps most significantly, Edgar Allan Poe. It was through Poe’s vivid and feverish writing that Argento was first introduced to notions of death, the absurd and the mechanics of terror. Young Argento also loved to watch films, and it was as a youngster that he first viewed Lon Chaney in The Phantom of the Opera (1925). Unbeknownst to him, he would revisit the themes and indeed craft his own versions of this classic in much later life.
         
 
         After graduating from high school and refusing to go to college, Argento worked for the Rome daily Paese Sera as a film critic. This, coupled with his father’s profession and a brief dabble in acting, instilled within Argento an enviable knowledge of all things cinematic.
         
 
         Italian cinema was resplendent and in the midst of its ‘Golden Years’ during the sixties and seventies when Argento entered its arena.
         
 
         Starting off strong at the beginning of the twentieth century, Italy was producing historical epics and utilising custom-built sets for its films before anyone else. Sensational scenes of violence and decadence echoed the country’s own illustrious and excessive history, with a rich past full of fantastical mythology to mine; it was inevitable that horror would find a home here. However, in the twenties Mussolini’s Fascists seized power and established Cinecittà, which at the time was one of the world’s most renowned and prolific production companies. Much of its output, though, until the fall of Mussolini in 1943, was given over to propagandist films.
         
 
         Italian cinema had found its feet again by the sixties and it marked its return with a vengeance. Spaghetti Westerns had arrived, bringing high art and exploitative violence with them. Indeed, Argento’s first major break came with an invitation from Sergio Leone to co-write (along with Bernardo Bertolucci) the epic masterpiece Once  Upon a Time in the West (1968). This was at the age of 20. In Leone, Argento discovered a kindred spirit, a man who also thought and reasoned in images. His contribution to Leone’s screenplay would open many doors for Argento but it would be a few years more before he decided to direct one of his own scripts.
         
 
         Also amongst the rabble of new directors on the Italian film scene were two that would have a profound effect on Argento.
         
 
         Riccardo Freda directed a number of films that Argento has claimed had an immense impact on him, including the dark and disturbing L’Orribile segreto del Dr Hichcock/The Terror of Dr Hichcock (1962), in which a doctor sedates his wife in order to indulge his necrophilic desires, resulting in tragedy, and Lo spettro/The Ghost (1963), a perverse tale of revenge and dark desire. Even more of an influence, though, was the work of one of Italy’s most distinguished genre directors: Mario Bava.
         
 
         Bava’s films were imbued with a distinct Gothic ambience, and it was he who would bring Italian horror into the modern age, setting his bloodied stories against the backdrops of fashion houses and bustling cosmopolitan cities. His work boasted a myriad of elaborate deaths and violence, all cut through with a distinct style and flamboyance that would eventually bleed onto Argento’s own filmic canvas. Bava single-handedly provided the blueprint for the giallo film with his films The Girl Who Knew Too Much (1963), widely regarded as the first giallo film, and Blood and Black Lace (1964).
         
 
         
         
 
         GIALLO
 
         Argento is famed for his lurid giallo films. Giallo (plural: gialli) is Italian for ‘yellow’ and the name originates from the trademark yellow covers of pulp crime-thriller paperback books that were extremely popular in Italy. Their literary counterparts were American hardboiled detective fiction by the likes of Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett. When the work of crime and mystery writers such as Agatha Christie and Cornell Woolrich were first published in Italy they were marketed as gialli.
         
 
         In cinematic terms the giallo is rather akin to the French ‘noir’ film in that it has many identifiable traits and conventions and is easily recognised by a distinctive visual grammar, much in the same way as ‘slasher’ films, for instance. The giallo certainly predates the slasher and had an overwhelming influence on it.
         
 
         Giallo films notoriously combine sex and violence, hyper-stylised and elaborate murders, lavish camerawork and set design, displaced protagonists who unwittingly stumble into the ensuing mayhem, ineffectual or nonexistent police and copious gore. Fashion plays a significant role too, especially in the killer’s fetishistic wardrobe of black leather gloves, dark raincoat and hat. Often the killer will have weighty psychological hang-ups. Everything weaves together in a weak and often convoluted narrative, frequently interrupted by scenes of startling violence and bloodshed. More abstract modes of detection are utilised rather than the usual logical deduction of ‘whodunit’-style movies.
         
 
         In the seventies and eighties, the genre was rife throughout the cinemas of Italy, shocking audiences with its combination of exploitative violence and stylish chic.
         
 
         Argento would pick up the baton from Mario Bava and essentially do for the giallo what John Carpenter did for the slasher film with Halloween (1978). Following in the footsteps of Bava, Argento firmly cemented the popularity of the embryonic giallo flick, marking it with his own inimitable style and blood-soaked grandeur. Argento is one of the few directors working in cinema today, particularly horror cinema, who still retains full control over his work. Were it not for those pesky censors, of course, Argento would answer to no one.
         
 
         AESTHETICS OF BLOOD
 
         Allegations of misogyny have been hurled at Argento with great gusto since the beginning of his career. Film critic Mark Le Fanu once stated that Argento was preoccupied with ‘devising novel and increasingly nasty ways of killing his female characters’.1 However, this is an oversimplification of Argento’s work, ignoring the director’s fierce intellectualism, grasp of filmic language and technicality, and overlooking the fact that men aren’t any safer in an Argento movie, though their deaths aren’t filmed as longingly.
         
 
         Other directors accused of misogyny have at least attempted to defend their work. For example Brian De Palma, whose earlier films such as Dressed to Kill (1980) and Body Double (1984) were labelled misogynistic, has stated:
         
 
         
            Women in peril works better in the suspense genre. It all goes back to The Perils of Pauline (1914). If you have a haunted house and you have a woman walking around with a candelabrum, you fear more for her than you would for a husky man.2
            

         
 
         However, Argento has never appeared to openly defend himself. When he makes statements such as, ‘I like women, especially beautiful ones; if they have a good face and figure, I would much prefer to watch them being murdered than an ugly girl or man’3 he doesn’t seem to be attempting to allay such criticism. This perhaps fits in more with Argento’s aesthetic and painterly approach to his work and his affinity with the female form. If one looks careful y at his work, while it undeniably features bountiful images of beautiful women being stalked and slain, gender politics have never been straightforward. Men are killed with equal abandon and Argento has joked that he is an ‘equal-opportunities killer’. In Argento’s work, the age-old stereotype of women as the weaker, fairer and therefore more vulnerable sex is utilised as much as it is subverted. His films are headed by strong female characters. The killers are quite often women defending or avenging themselves against malicious masculinity. This opens up yet more labyrinthine avenues of ambiguity and sexual intrigue.
         
 
         What adds even more fuel to the allegations of misogyny levelled at Argento is his audacious casting of partner Daria Nicolodi and daughter Asia in frequent roles. Argento and Nicolodi embarked on a passionate and often stormy relationship when they shot Deep Red. Their relationship resulted in some of Argento’s greatest works. Nicolodi initially acted as a muse for the director – however, their relationship wasn’t without its darker moments. Critics have suggested that it is possible to trace the disintegration of this relationship throughout Argento’s films.
         
 
         While appearing as a radiant heroine in Deep Red, the characters Nicolodi would later portray all met with increasingly violent and bloody deaths. In Inferno she portrays a neurotic and timid woman torn to pieces by demonic cats in an eerily blue-lit attic. While she survives events in Tenebrae she is not unscathed and her character is pushed to the brink of insanity. In Phenomena she is hacked to pieces by a cut-throat, razor-wielding chimpanzee. Opera would mark the last time they would work together for many years. In this film Nicolodi is shot through the head while looking through the peephole of a door. In typical Argento style, the camera follows the bullet in slow motion through her eye and out the back of her head as she is hurtled backwards through the air in slow motion. In their most recent reunion in the conclusion of Argento’s ‘Three Mothers’ trilogy, Mother of Tears, Nicolodi appears as a spectral mother providing advice for her daughter from beyond the grave.
         
 
          
         This problematic relationship between Dario and Daria seems to have been revisited a number of times by Argento in his onscreen relationship with his daughter, Asia. Adding to the somewhat disturbing and distinctly Freudian undertones already evident in his work, Argento has directed his daughter in a number of films where her characters are drugged, raped, beaten and only narrowly avoid being murdered. What is apparent, though, is that father and daughter have collaborated on films that stand out in both their careers as edgy, powerful, problematic and utterly compelling works.
         
 
         With Asia killing off her mother, albeit onscreen, in Scarlet Diva, it would appear that the Argento clan work out their issues and exorcise relationships through their work; in front of cinema audiences and in fiendishly violent ways.
         
 
         It’s interesting to note that Argento’s other daughter Fiore didn’t fare much better when she appeared onscreen in Demons, Phenomena and The Card Player (she prefers to work behind the camera). It has also been suggested that Argento’s relationship with his mother was fraught with strife, hence his Hitchcockian obsession with the monstrous maternal figures that lurk in many of his films.
         
 
         All this speculation only adds to the absurd and macabre reputation Argento has cultivated for himself in his exploration of the darker side of human nature and catharsis of dark thoughts. At times it appears he relishes it.
         
 
         EXQUISITE DEATH
 
         Argento has been influenced by an almost encyclopaedic array of literature, art, philosophy and indeed cinema. It is the morbid writing of Edgar Allan Poe, however, that Argento has specifically cited as a major influence on his work. It may come as no surprise when viewing Argento’s films and the very precise way he sexualises the victims and perpetrators within his work to discover that Poe was also preoccupied with sex and death and the shadowy realm where the two are locked in a twisted embrace. Poe claimed in his essay ‘The Philosophy of Composition’:
         
 
         
            I asked myself – of all melancholy topics, what, according to the universal understanding of mankind, is the most melancholy? Death was the obvious reply. And when, I said, is this the most melancholy of topics most poetical?
            
 
            When it most closely allies itself to beauty: the death then of a beautiful woman is unquestionably the most poetical topic in the world. 
            

         
 
         It is in this fascination with the ‘aesthetics of death’ that Argento is most closely aligned with Edgar Allan Poe. Argento himself has said:
         
 
         
            On reading Poe as a child it disturbed me and left me, for a long time, feeling strange and slightly sad… When I began to make films, I recognised that my themes had some affinity with the events told by Poe in his stories, his hallucinatory worlds, his bloody visions… In my solitary moments when some frightening idea strikes me and I think: with this I will make a film – Poe’s handsome and intense face watches me, warns me to pay heed, to be careful.4
            

         
 
         Perhaps it is simply an interest in women and an Edgar Allan Poe-inspired morbidity – and investigating how the two work when unified – that have propelled Argento along his trajectory of sex and death. Regardless, it is obvious that Argento is compelled, to use Jungian terminology, to gaze deep into the dark mirror of the psyche and peer at the uncanny things that live in its depths. This swirling of sex and death is lured into even darker, deadlier territory by Argento who once remarked:
         
 
         
            In such an intense physical act as murder, a very sensitive, somehow deeply erotic relationship is established somewhere between the killer and his victim. There is something unifying between these acts, an erotic act and a bloodthirsty act… the orgasm of death and the sexual orgasm.5
            

         
 
         This seems to reiterate the notion that Argento draws influence from the world of art and literature and, as stylish as his films are, they certainly don’t lack subtextual meaning; in fact they lend themselves quite well to critical analysis. One only has to look at the depiction of women and death in the images created by the painters of the Renaissance – graphic and passionate representations of the melancholy and ecstatic deaths of women, such as Hans Baldung’s ‘Death and the Woman’ – to see where Argento’s influences stem from.
         
 
         This amalgam of art, death and violence was also commented on by director Lucio Fulci when he dryly declared ‘violence is Italian art’. Indeed, Italy’s past is soaked in blood and glory and it is celebrated in its art and culture rather than reviled. The great Italian Renaissance artists such as Michelangelo, Da Vinci and Caravaggio created baroque and majestic works of art celebrating the volatility of their heritage. The darkly romantic texts of Boccaccio and Dante revel in hellish descriptions of live burials and descents into Hell. Opera, too, is deeply passionate and contains violent outbursts and perverse love and death. The voyeuristic impulse to watch scenes of violence is thousands of years old – public execution, anyone? Roman gladiators? Boxing?
         
 
         Early Italian cinema also excelled in pushing the boundaries of sex and violence: Francesca Bertini was arguably the first bona fide star of cinema to appear partly naked on screen. The Italian historical epics and sword-and-sandal films were amongst the first to depict full-scale bloody battles and intimate close-ups of gory deaths. Spaghetti Westerns and gialli followed suit, ensuring Italian movies became almost synonymous with violence, sex and glorified death. Zombie and cannibal films by the likes of Lucio Fulci and Ruggero Deodato would embrace and intensify this preoccupation with striking images of abject terror and bloodshed.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Author of Violence in the Arts, John Frazer, has commented that:
            
 
            
                

            
 
            It is in violent encounters that one is required most obviously to reaffirm or reassess one’s own values and to acknowledge the necessity of having as strong and clearly articulated a value system, as sharply defined a self, as much alertness to others and as firm a will as possible.
            

         
 
         Despite the criticism his films receive for their violence, Argento still continues to explore violence and dark deeds, exposing the weakness of values and morality and struggling against established conventions throughout his blood-splattered oeuvre. Quentin Tarantino, another purveyor of violent movies who was heavily influenced by Argento, once said: ‘As a filmmaker, when you deal with violence you are actually penalised for doing a good job.’6
         
 
         As a result, Argento has become the epitome of everything audiences love and hate so much about Italian cinema; his stylish scenes of death and mayhem are amongst the most shocking in the history of cinema.
         
 
         OPERATIC EXCESSES
 
         This stylisation, verging on the pornographic, of violence and death is one of the main traits associated with the films of Dario Argento. At times, the director uses an expressionist style, revealing the influence on him of the likes of FW Murnau and Fritz Lang. Inner feelings of dread and anxiety are expressed outwardly through the set design, lighting and camerawork. Symbolic potential is exploited at the expense of cinematographic realism. Maitland McDonagh, author of Broken Mirrors/Broken Minds: The Dark Dreams of Dario  Argento has stated that watching an Argento film is like having a ‘vivid and complicated nightmare from which you can’t wake up’.7
         
 
         Two of Argento’s most revered and startling films, Suspiria and Inferno, are supernatural horror flicks that play out like cruelly dark and twisted fairytales. Vivid colours and beautiful lighting simply drip out of each frame and an ever-present sheen of livid red lighting devilishly presides over proceedings. Extreme colours and overwrought images are all characteristic of ‘vintage Argento’. While stylistically different from Argento’s gialli films, they are no different when it comes to presenting scenes of violence and death.
         
 
         Argento’s ever-prowling camera haunts his entire body of work, showing the viewer everything in exquisite and gory detail. Images of beautiful women tiptoeing around vast buildings alone at night while curtains billow in an eerie breeze contain hefty sexual undertones. The sexual connotations are often as over-the-top as the murder sequences. Audiences are further manipulated and even disorientated by Argento’s jagged editing techniques. Often cutting from extreme close-ups to wide-angle shots and point-of-view shots, the viewer is immersed in a kind of visual delirium, constantly on edge due to the fact that it is apparent anything can happen and potential danger lurks in the corner of every shot.
         
 
         Never one to be satisfied simply trying to repeat past glories, Argento likes to forge ahead experimentally and defy expectation as he goes. Like many auteurs, Argento surrounds himself with people he trusts. Much like Lynch or Cronenberg, he collaborates with the same people time and again and, whilst his films may vary in style and, indeed, quality, there is a definite organic evolvement.
         
 
         Despite his reputation and being a household name in his native Italy, much of his recent output has gone straight to video/DVD elsewhere. Argento has amassed a huge cult following, however, and his fans can be as scathing as critics when it comes to each new film. Harking back to the director’s ‘golden era’ in the seventies and eighties, they are constantly longing for a ‘return to form’.
         
 
         Argento has never been one to give in to what is expected, though, and fiercely continues to develop and experiment with widely different approaches to his bloody subject matter. Rather than complete his proposed ‘Three Mothers’ trilogy at the height of his popularity, Argento chose to return to the giallo with his next film Tenebrae.
         
 
          
         Ever ahead of the pack, Argento utilises the most cutting-edge equipment and technology to enhance his dark visions: he was the first director to use CGI in Italy with The Stendhal Syndrome. In casting international stars – and, until recently, his films were always made without sound so actors could be dubbed in post-production – it is obvious that Argento has always aimed to appeal to a wide audience with a view to internationally distributing his work. The dubbing in many of his films, while initially distracting, doesn’t really detract from the overall experience; in fact, if anything, it adds an uncanny and slightly creepy sheen to proceedings.
         
 
         DREAMING IN RED: A BLOODY LEGACY
 
         The influence Argento’s films have had on horror cinema, particularly American slasher movies, is overwhelming. In one of the earliest examples of this subgenre, Bob Clarke’s Black Christmas (1974), there are nods aplenty to Argento: the lurid lighting, stalking camerawork, close-ups of prying eyes and the use of an ornate crystal unicorn as the means to a bloody end. John Carpenter found much inspiration too in the likes of Deep Red and Suspiria and craftily paid homage to Argento with Halloween (1978), a film considered to be the seminal slasher film. Carpenter also plunders Argento’s use of insects as agents of telepathy and harbingers of doom in his underrated Prince of Darkness (1987). Even Martin Scorsese was affected by the work of Argento when he directed After Hours (1985), with its series of increasingly nightmarish set pieces and logic-defying narrative progression. Numerous shots of people wandering down empty and eerily lit corridors and streets easily recall the work of Argento.
         
 
         It would appear that with the proposed remake of Suspiria (something Argento is adamant he has nothing to do with), the long-awaited conclusion to his revered ‘Three Mothers’ trilogy finally completed, and his current film, simply entitled Giallo, boasting a cast of credible big names such as Adrien Brody and Emmanuelle Seigner, Argento is experiencing something of a revival. Audiences are interested in his work: revisiting past glories and reappraising initially misunderstood works.
         
 
         In the breakout indie hit Juno (2007), various characters discuss the work of Dario Argento and debate the merits of Argento and Herschell Gordon Lewis, the title character stating, ‘Dario Argento is so the master of horror.’ Lucky McKee’s haunting and melancholy May (2002) unfolds as a loving homage to Argento. Rodman Flender’s cult hit Idle Hands (1999) also wears its Argento influences on its bloodied sleeve, as does Katsuhiro Ôtomo’s Phenomena-tinged Mushishi (2006), as it follows the exploits of a mystical doctor who uses his telepathic link with insects to conquer evil forces. French director Pascal Laugier even went so far as to dedicate his unflinchingly intense art-house shocker Martyrs (2008) to Dario Argento.
         
 
         It is not just ‘cult’ filmmakers that emulate Argento, though. Quentin Tarantino pays homage to Argento in the scene in Death  Proof (2007) when we are introduced to the second group of female characters as they stroll through a car park, unaware they are being photographed by the perverted Stuntman Mike. The scene is accompanied by the strains of Morricone’s music for The Bird with the  Crystal Plumage; airy, sexy and tinged with danger. Indeed, Tarantino nods as much to Argento as he does Samurai movies in Kill Bill:  Vol 1 (2003) when Sophie has her arm lopped off in a geyser of blood à la Tenebrae. Argento’s hip and cult status has been sealed. Even a stage musical of Deep Red has begun its tour of Italy!
         
 
         With a renewed interest in Argento’s movies, audiences are now viewing them from a fresh angle and in the context of their influence on the likes of Quentin Tarantino et al. With his latest offering, the director looks set to introduce his beloved giallo movies to a whole new generation, tired of remakes and re-imaginings.
         
 
         With the recent revival of extreme violence and brutal torture in the horror genre as exemplified by the likes of base cinematic experiences Hostel (2005) and The Devil’s Rejects (2005), sometimes nicknamed ‘torture/horror-porn’, Argento’s brand of terror is still shrouded in a tapestry of Gothic elegance and highly sexualised fervour. It plays out in a different arena of punishment where the violence is just as brutal but the presentation more considered and opulent, even lyrical. Argento continues to create feverishly violent films with a level of artistry rarely seen in horror cinema.
         
 
         Argento once said, ‘I am in love with the colour red. I dream in red. My nightmares are dominated by red. Red is the colour of passion and the colour of the journey into our subconscious. But above all, red is the colour of fear and violence.’8
         
 
         He has also playfully remarked in many interviews that after making all these films, he would ‘probably be a good killer’.9
         
 
         While he is still dreaming in red, we will no doubt bear witness to more of Dario Argento’s frenzied, lurid and nightmarish compositions of exquisite and ecstatic deaths, rife with a morbid and dark sensuality, for some time to come. And, as you are reading this book, I am sure you will agree with me that this is not a bad thing at all. 
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            THE ANIMAL TRILOGY

         
 
         L’Uccello dalle piume di cristallo/
 The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970)
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Bring out the perverts.’
         
 
         
            Directed/Written by: Dario Argento
            
 
            Produced by: Salvatore Argento
            
 
            Music by: Ennio Morricone
            
 
            Cinematography: Vittorio Storaro
            
 
            Edited by: Franco Fraticelli
            
 
            Production Design: Dario Micheli
            
 
            Cast: Tony Musante (Sam Dalmas), Suzy Kendall (Julia), Enrico Maria Salerno (Inspector Morosini), Eva Renzi (Monica Ranieri), Umberto Raho (Alberto Ranieri), Raf Valenti aka Renato Romano (Professor Carlo Dover)
            
 
            Also known as: The Gallery Murders, Phantom of Terror, Bird with Glass  Feathers
            

         
 
         Synopsis
         
 
         American writer Sam Dalmas is temporarily residing in Italy attempting to find a solution to his writer’s block. Wandering home one evening, he passes by an art gallery and witnesses a struggle between a woman and an unidentifiable figure. Rushing to try and help the woman, Sam becomes trapped between two sets of glass doors and helplessly looks on as the assailant stabs the woman and then flees, leaving her to writhe in agony on the floor of the gallery. Sam relays to the police what he saw, though he can’t help but think that he has forgotten a key piece of information. The police believe the attacker was also responsible for a bout of recent murders and, with their encouragement, Sam sets about trying to uncover the mystery and find the killer, putting his own life and that of his girlfriend in grave danger.
         
 
         Background
         
 
         Dario Argento wrote The Bird with the Crystal Plumage for himself, loosely basing it on a Fredric Brown novel called The Screaming Mimi.
         
 
         He had grown tired of seeing his previous screenplays get handed over to directors he thought were less than competent at turning his words into images and, having enjoyed the various thriller aspects in his prior scripts, Argento was interested in expanding these ideas into a full-length feature and investigating the machinery of fear. He wanted to create a noir-type mystery thriller set in Rome, something that was quite uncommon at the time, with the exception of Mario Bava’s The Girl Who Knew Too Much (1963) and Blood and Black  Lace (1964), both released almost a decade before. With a $500,000 budget, filming began in August 1969.
         
 
         The cast features Tony Musante, who had previously starred in the Argento-penned The Love Circle (1969). Something of an egotist, it is reputed that Argento’s tentative relationship with actors stems from his experiences working with Musante: amongst other things, the wayward actor allegedly telephoned Argento many times in the early hours demanding character ‘motivation’. Suzy Kendall, who had previously appeared in Circus of Fear (1966) with Christopher Lee, portrays Sam’s girlfriend Julia.
         
 
         Goffredo Lombardo, the head of Titanus Studios, was impressed with Argento’s previous work as a writer and agreed to give him the chance to direct The Bird with the Crystal Plumage. Lombardo hated the early rushes he saw and even wanted to replace Argento, but was convinced by the director and his producer father, Salvatore, to trust them to deliver.
         
 
         So unconventional was the film that its preview for Titanus executives was something of a letdown. They thought it was too different and offbeat to become a hit and believed that, by showing the killer at the beginning of the film, Argento was being too progressive. It was only when Lombardo noticed how shaken his secretary was after viewing the film that he realised Argento’s brand of horror might just do well at the box office. When the film opened, positive reviews and gradual word of mouth ensured that it went on to become a box-office success both in Europe and abroad.
         
 
         Comments
         
 
         The Bird with the Crystal Plumage features traits now commonly associated with Argento’s body of films: the somewhat sketchy characterisation and wandering plot; spectacular techniques that exist for their own sake and don’t contribute to driving forward the narrative but are simply used to astound the viewer; almost fetishised depictions of violence and death; a seemingly androgynous murderer garbed in a dark raincoat and black leather gloves; voyeurism and spectatorship; the misinterpretation of key events and the ‘stranger abroad’ protagonist. The plot and characters come second to style and atmosphere in an Argento film.
         
 
         The titular bird refers to a rare Siberian specimen found in a zoo in Rome. Its bizarre call is heard in the background of a pivotal phone call from the killer to Sam, thus helping him track down the perpetrator.
         
 
         Style/Technical
         
 
         Argento has cited the work of Fritz Lang as a major influence on his own work, particularly in terms of editing and frame composition. A number of scenes in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, particularly the ones set in the fog-cluttered streets of Rome after dark, echo similar nightmarish street scenes in Lang’s disturbing M (1931).
         
 
         The film was photographed by cinematographer Vittorio Storaro, who would go on to lens Apocalypse Now (1979). Utilising zoom and telephoto lenses, Storaro and Argento approached the film with an experimental spirit still evident today, and the film has a dazzlingly stylish look that influenced a slew of pale imitations.
         
 
         Argento really shows his true colours in depicting the scenes of murder and mayhem. Such style and aplomb have rarely been glimpsed in the horror genre.
         
 
         Unconventional editing techniques were also employed by Argento, resulting in some rather unnerving and disorientating effects. Frequently cutting from extreme close-ups to wide-angle shots, he conveys perfectly the sense of visual and aural fragmentation of an event slowly being pieced together.
         
 
         The film is peppered with flashbacks to the scene in the gallery as Sam becomes obsessed with solving the case. These aren’t signalled like traditional flashbacks, though; they are simply slotted into the narrative, resulting in an off-kilter and delirious pace of events.
         
 
         Like the majority of Argento’s work, The Bird with the Crystal  Plumage was shot without sound, with a view to dubbing the film in post-production for the international market.
         
 
         Themes
         
 
         Voyeurism and spectatorship, major preoccupations of Argento’s, are played out in Bird in scenes such as the one where Sam, trapped between the glass doors of the gallery, is forced to watch an attempted murder, and Julia, trapped in her apartment, helplessly looks on as the killer hacks through the door, very, very slowly. This forced spectatorship foreshadows the somewhat overtly sadistic forced gaze evident in Opera and it exquisitely highlights Argento’s concerns with subverting the detached spectatorship of cinema audiences; essentially holding their fixed gaze in much the same way as the unfolding events hold the attention of the characters enveloped within them. The threat of violence is usually only a blink away in an Argento film. Quite literally in the case of Opera.
         
 
         The main character is a writer, another familiar ‘Argentoism’. He is in Rome to try and alleviate his writer’s block and supports himself by writing rather dry research papers on zoology. As a direct result of the madness he is plunged into while trying to solve the case, his writer’s block disappears and he feels rejuvenated, revelling in this chaos.
         
 
         The ineffectual police are a mainstay of Argento’s work. In fact, until The Stendhal Syndrome, The Card Player and Giallo we don’t really follow the police in their investigations; the story is always based around the amateur sleuth, usually an artist of some kind, be they a musician, singer or writer.
         
 
         Also evident are a number of oddball characters typically featured in Argento’s early work: the crazed artist who exists on a diet of cats; the pimp with an amusingly unfortunate speech impediment; and the police line-up of sex perverts and a misplaced transvestite (‘Ursula Andress belongs with the transvestites not the perverts’ – Inspector Morosini).
         
 
         Notions of gender are somewhat subverted in The Bird with the  Crystal Plumage as the killer is revealed to be a woman undergoing a bizarre psychological transfer instigated by viewing a painting that reminds her of a long-repressed trauma. The fact that this traumatic event was also the inspiration for the artist who created the painting is indeed a key to unlocking the mystery.
         
 
         Femininity is usually equated with passivity; thus when Sam sees Monica struggling with an unidentifiable figure he misinterprets what he is seeing – wrongly assuming that Monica is being attacked by a man and that she is the hapless victim. The overtly sexualised nature of the murders would also suggest a male killer; this highlights Argento’s capacity for subverting conventions. The twist ending also relies on a similar presumption on the part of the audience. It is also significant that, during the struggle, Monica is dressed in white and her assailant decked out in black, typically representing good and evil respectively. While Monica is revealed to be the killer, she is also portrayed as a victim – the genesis of her psychosis stemming from having once been attacked by a man. This idea of psychological transfer and psychoanalysis is overtly Freudian and a common Hitchcock trait too.
         
 
         The premise of a painting unlocking memories of a childhood trauma signifies Argento’s preoccupation with art and its effects on the human psyche. The idea that art can be deadly is something of a recurring theme in his canon: Sam becomes trapped under a huge sculpture in the gallery and this precedes the notion of ‘art as a weapon’ used at the climax of Tenebrae. As Monica writhes around on the floor of the gallery, she is as much on display as the sparsely exhibited works of art around her. Indeed, the look of some of the art in her gallery reflects the themes of the film: a giant pair of sculpted talons highlights the relationship between predator and prey, killer and victim. This theme of ‘art as dangerous’ would also be revisited with a vengeance in The Stendhal Syndrome.
         
 
         The paintings, photos, framing of shots and flashbacks are all methods of visual communication. The killer frequently photographs her victims before she dispatches them; similar actions are deployed by the killer in Tenebrae, who captures the deaths of his victims on camera, photo-journalist Rod Usher in Argento’s segment of Two  Evil Eyes and the perverted killer in Giallo.
         
 
         The deceptive nature of ‘vision’ and perception is a common theme Argento explores throughout his work. His protagonists usually spend much of their time trying to remember something they’ve seen or heard. Elusive details that initially appeared irrelevant or were misinterpreted usually hold the key to solving the mystery. Argento also skews the usual logical deduction techniques used in detective thrillers by basing the unravelling of the mystery on the somewhat irrational and absurd narrative of a painting. This ‘aesthetic’ detection is not the usual clinical and rational method deployed. Sam utilises his artistic nature to unveil a series of concepts and ideas that reveal the culprit.
         
 
         Music
         
 
         Ennio Morricone’s shimmering and hallucinatory jazz-inflected score has an irresistible mondo-kitsch appeal, with tantalising and alluring vocals by Edda dell’Orso. A gentle guitar strums over increasingly melancholic and lush strings, giving way to more abstract and sinister pieces used in the film’s violent and tense moments.
         
 
         Verdict
         
 
         With his debut, Argento earned all sorts of comparisons with Hitchcock – Variety went so far as to dub him a ‘garlic-flavoured Hitchcock’ and The Bird with the Crystal Plumage went some way to bridging the gap between art-house and exploitation in Italian cinema. The plot is one of his tightest, yet overall the film lacks the grandiosity of later efforts. However, it acts as one of Argento’s most accessible films and the perfect introduction to his work. Stylish, taut and unflinchingly intense.
         
 
         Il Gatto a nove code/Cat O’Nine Tails (1971)
         
 
         
            Directed/Written by: Dario Argento
            
 
            Produced by: Salvatore Argento
            
 
            Music by: Ennio Morricone
            
 
            Cinematography: Erico Menczer
            
 
            Edited by: Franco Fraticelli
            
 
            Art Director: Carlo Leva
            
 
            Optical Effects: Luciano Vittori
            
 
            Cast: James Franciscus (Carlo Giordani), Karl Malden (Franco Arno), Catherine Spaak (Anna Terzi), Pier Paolo Capponi (Superintendent Spimi), Horst Frank (Dr Braun), Rada Rassimov (Bianca Merusi), Aldo Reggiani (Dr Casoni), Carlo Alighiero (Dr Calabresi)
            

         
 
         
         
 
         Synopsis
         
 
         Franco Arno and his young niece, Lori, overhear part of a conversation between two people in a parked car, their words implying blackmail. As Arno is blind, he asks Lori to discreetly describe the people in the car, but she can only see one of them clearly. Later that night, across the street from Arno’s apartment, a security guard is knocked unconscious and a shadowy figure breaks into the Terzi Institute of Genetic Research. A series of murders prompts Arno and journalist Carlo Giordani to track down the killer, who has a strange obsession with the Institute. They begin to suspect that the mysterious research being carried out there holds the key to unlocking the killer’s identity.
         
 
         Background
         
 
         Argento realised he had a distinct knack for creating scenes of terror and suspense. He wanted to move with the times and keep ahead of trends, trying something fresh that would defy the expectations of his viewers. Distributors were calling out for another Bird with the Crystal  Plumage and, as a result, Argento felt pressurised – to the extent that he now believes he missed the point – in trying too hard to surprise audiences with his second film, he lost sight of his own vision.
         
 
         Cat O’Nine Tails is actually Argento’s least favourite among his own creations and, oddly enough, the only film he has made that has never been cut by censors.
         
 
         With a budget of $1 million, twice that of Bird, Argento wrote the script with Luigi Collo and Dardano Sacchetti (who would later go on to work with Mario Bava and Lucio Fulci). The film’s central concept of criminality being genetic was one that fascinated Argento. The idea that anyone has the potential to do evil things because of their genetic make-up, something they have no control over, is a rather disturbing one. This premise echoes an earlier British film, Twisted Nerve (1968), featuring a schizophrenic killer whose murderous behaviour is revealed to be the result of a sinister imbalance at chromosomal level.
         
 
         Due to the success of The Bird with the Crystal Plumage in the States, Argento had a number of American co-producers and they insisted on the inclusion of James Franciscus on the cast roster. Franciscus was creating quite a stir at the time in films such as Beneath the Planet of the Apes (1970) and the Charlton Heston lookalike had some star power. Fellow American Karl Malden, who previously starred in A Streetcar Named Desire (1951), grasped the chance to play such a challenging role and his portrayal of Franco Arno is an extremely sensitive one. He and Franciscus have great chemistry and the duo beat together as the uncharacteristically warm heart of this Argento film. Indeed, Arno’s relationship with his niece Lori is also curiously touching, if a little over-sentimental. It is because of the threat of violence to Lori that Arno kills Casoni, pushing him down an elevator shaft, his hands burning while he grips the cable on the way down. Even though the violence towards Lori is only implied at the end of Cat O’Nine Tails, violence towards children would rear its head sporadically throughout Argento’s career, particularly in Mother of Tears.
         
 
         Comments
         
 
         At times Argento blends comedy with tension quite well, and this is evident in the barbershop and cemetery scenes. He also dabbles in outright comedy with greater success than he did in The Five Days  of Milan. Such black humour occurs in the scene featuring an elderly couple attempting to cross the road during the slick car chase. Argento also reveals a somewhat morbid sense of humour with the shot of a dead character’s car, its windshield cluttered with parking tickets, and in the shots of the lactating milk cartons during the tepid sex scene.
         
 
         Argento also seems overly keen to forestall the unveiling of the killer – the film is awash with red herrings and it’s as if he is saying to his audience that the point of the film is not to find out WHY these murders are occurring, but HOW.
         
 
         Aside from Giallo, Cat O’Nine Tails is saddled with what is possibly one of Argento’s bleakest and most downbeat endings. We don’t know if order and equilibrium have been restored as we never see all of the characters together again; was Lori murdered and did Giordani die from his wounds? It is a cruel ambiguity and unsettling to the core. As Argento refuses to provide a satisfactory ending, events tend to linger in the mind afterwards and, in doing this, he is suggesting that, in reality, order isn’t always restored after the solving of a crime – why should it be any different in movies?
         
 
         While Cat O’Nine Tails didn’t perform very well at the US box office, it has seen something of a revival more recently; critics now claim that it is an underrated entry in Argento’s canon. This marks a significant difference to how it was originally received, with critics referring to it as, amongst other things, ‘vomitous’ and ‘a flashy-stylish murder mystery’ (Judith Crist, New York Times).
         
 
         Style/Technical
         
 
         The film opens with a long tracking shot along the roof of a tall city building, peering over the edge as it goes. It isn’t made clear if what we see in this shot is aligned with a particular character’s point of view or not, but it impresses nonetheless. Shots like this, that appear to exist only for the sake of looking impressive and don’t really further the story, are a frequent motif in Argento’s work.
         
 
         There are a number of scenes that end and begin by briefly intercutting with each other, another trait of the director’s earlier work, particularly evident in Door into Darkness. This creates a slick and smooth feel but often jolts the audience in moments of tension. For example, the scene featuring Arno mulling over a puzzle is intercut suddenly with almost subliminal shots of the Terzi Institute. These brief shots become more prolonged and with each one we move further into the Institute, until we finally cut permanently from Arno to the perspective of the killer inside the Institute. Until we realise what’s occurring, one could assume that this style of editing is signifying a flashback of some sort. The result is disorientating and disarming.
         
 
         A similar scene involving Arno and Lori discussing Calabresi’s death and deciding to go and see Giordani contains gradually longer shots of Giordani in his office, until eventually we cut permanently to his office as Arno and Lori show up.
         
 
         The editing technique utilised in Cat O’Nine Tails follows on from The Bird with the Crystal Plumage’s experimental style, racking up the tension and dizzying theatrical violence, bringing us up close and personal with the ensuing chaos.
         
 
         Argento was visually inspired by Robert Siodmak’s The Spiral  Staircase (1945), a film following the exploits of a homicidal maniac stalking a blind woman and liberally sprinkled with close-up shots of a vast and blinking eye.
         
 
         The camerawork in Cat O’Nine Tails is already beginning to resemble the type of fluid and ever-prowling characteristics that Argento is revered for. The director obviously relishes cranking up the tension by cutting back and forth from the perspective of the killer to that of the hopeless victim, again steadily pushing the limits of onscreen violence. At times, characters also address the camera directly and it appears as though they are addressing the audience, thus implicating us in the crime. The result is quite creepy and unnerving.
         
 
         Argento also has a bit of fun with audience expectations in a line spoken by the photographer at the first murder scene – ‘That’s right, smile. Smile. A man is dead.’ Is this Argento prodding the audience, as if to say ‘this character died for your entertainment’?
         
 
         With Cat, Argento proved that style and technical flamboyance were just as important to his work, if not more so, than the plot or characterisation; in fact, it could be argued that Argento finds scripts and narrative logic nothing but a hindrance to his creativity, grounding his agile pyrotechnics. The brutal violence that punctures the film was inspired by the bloodshed in Spaghetti Westerns; Argento wanted it raw and distressing. The film features a number of gratuitous strangulations and we are thrust so close up to the action that we can see the saliva in the gasping mouths of the victims.
         
 
         The muted brown tones evident in the look of Cat O’Nine Tails echo the subdued palettes of Trauma and Giallo and, like these films, the violence is gritty and intense.
         
 
         Themes
         
 
         Close-up shots of the seemingly omniscient eye that gazes cruelly over proceedings marks the presence of the chromosomally challenged murderer and recalls themes of voyeurism and spectatorship in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage. We are constantly bombarded with images of eyes and references to eyes. At one point Braun, a rather suave scientist, compliments Giordani on his eyes and the photographer is murdered for ‘seeing’ too much, unintentionally capturing the killer in action with the eye of his camera.
         
 
         Cat O’Nine Tails, however, subverts this idea of voyeurism in a cruel and somewhat ironic twist with the blindness of Franco Arno. He is one of Argento’s most interesting characters, with his natural curiosity and finely tuned perception. Many of the characters within the film are essentially ‘blind’, though, as they are not willing to see the potential clues revealing who the killer is. It is ultimately Arno who uncovers key evidence that sets the investigation in motion. He deduces that Calabresi was murdered after Lori describes the photo of the man’s fall beneath the train to him. He urges Giordani to seek out the original photo to see if it was cropped. This turns out to be the case and, at the edge of the photo, Blow Up (1966)-style, they make out an unidentified arm pushing Calabresi to his death.
         
 
         While the investigation in this film is more grounded in logic than those of other Argento films, implausible and slightly absurd modes of detection still litter the script: Arno realises a clue to the killer’s identity has been hidden in Bianca’s locket simply because he hears a noise that reminds him of how she played with the locket’s chain. Again, it would appear that rational methods of deduction have been sidestepped in favour of more abstract means of investigation.
         
 
         The genetic research facility, the Terzi Institute, features heavily in the story and characters return there frequently looking for answers. The premise of a building harbouring deadly secrets mirrors Argento’s later preoccupations with forbidden buildings such as the houses of the Three Mothers and the ‘haunted’ villas of Deep  Red and Sleepless.
         
 
         Characters with somewhat unsavoury and typically ‘Argentoesque’ traits populate Cat O’Nine Tails, with all manner of perverse deeds unfolding, including incest, murder (obviously), violence towards children, adultery and blackmail. Also worth mentioning and typical of early Argento are the oddball ‘comedic’ secondary characters such as Gigi the luckless burglar, and the cop obsessed with all-things-culinary.
         
 
         This film is interesting and unusual for Argento because, instead of the usual Freudian psychoanalytical motivation on the killer’s part, events are explained in cold and rational scientific terms. Casoni was being blackmailed because of his genetic imbalance and turned killer to prevent anyone ruining his career. It is suggested, though, that Casoni murdered, not exclusively because of his corrupt genes, but because he brooded too much about them. Argento subtly refers to corruption in the family, as Casoni inherited his genetic make-up, and therefore murderous tendencies, from his parents. This is a theme the director would visit time and again in the likes of Four Flies on  Grey Velvet, Deep Red, Phenomena, Opera, Trauma and Giallo.
         
 
         In an effective scene set in a crypt, involving the desecration of a grave and near premature interment of one of the characters, Argento nods to one of his major influences, Edgar Allan Poe, in his exploitation of primitive fears.
         
 
         
         
 
         Music
         
 
         Morricone’s sparse and gracefully sinister score at times reaches shrill proportions, helping to create a taut atmosphere, full of menace and dread, aided by the dark and bizarrely constructed jazz improvisations. Typical of Morricone and the time in which he scored this film, the music has a chic and trendy lounge sound that accompanies Argento’s gliding camera and perverse imagery. The cooing and melodic lullaby, a common musical motif throughout Argento’s movie soundtracks, is sporadically interrupted by sudden clicks and clambering of percussion.
         
 
         Trivia
         
 
         The newspaper Giordani writes for, Paese Sera, is the newspaper Argento used to write for.
         
 
         Verdict
         
 
         With a number of well-staged set pieces, Argento is evidently
 
         equipped to oil the cogs of the ‘mechanics’ of suspense. A worthy follow-up to The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, Cat O’Nine Tails further showcases Argento’s brand of chic mayhem. With heavy stylisation and a convoluted plot, we are again reminded of the traits that would become commonly associated with the cruel cinema of Argento.
         
 
         4 mosche di velluto grigio/Four Flies on Grey Velvet (1971) 
         
 
         
            Directed/Written by: Dario Argento
            
 
            Produced by: Salvatore Argento
            
 
            Music by: Ennio Morricone
            
 
            Cinematography: Franco Di Giacomo
            
 
            Edited by: Françoise Bonnot
            
 
            Production Design: Enrico Sabbatini
            
 
             
            Special Effects: Cataldo Galiano
            
 
            Cast: Michael Brandon (Roberto Tobias), Mimsy Farmer (Nina Tobias), Jean-Pierre Marielle (Gianni Arrosio), Marisa Fabbri (Amelia), Constanza Spada aka Laura Troschel (Maria), Francine Racette (Dalia), Bud Spencer aka Carlo Pedersoli (Godfrey)
            

         
 
         Synopsis
         
 
         After his rock band completes their practice session, drummer Roberto Tobias follows a man who has been stalking him to an abandoned theatre to confront him. During the confrontation there is a scuffle and the man falls lifelessly into the orchestra pit, stabbed with his own knife. This is all photographed by a mysterious figure wearing a sinister puppet mask hiding in the balcony.
         
 
         The next morning Roberto receives the dead man’s ID card in the mail. Photos of the event start showing up around his home and studio and Roberto grows increasingly paranoid as bodies begin to pile up and the mysterious figure lures him into a deadly game of cat and mouse.
         
 
         Background
         
 
         Cat O’Nine Tails had just broken even outside Italy. Like The Bird  with the Crystal Plumage, though, it was received well at the Italian box office. The follow-up, Four Flies on Grey Velvet, was scripted by Argento, Mario Foglietti and Luigi Cozzi, a fan of Argento (and the first person to conduct an interview with the maestro about his career) who would go on to become a director of horror films himself. Argento’s personal life was in turmoil at this stage in his career. He and his wife Marisa were in the midst of a divorce and he was living with his daughter Fiore.
         
 
         The restlessness he felt perhaps contributed in some way to Argento’s declaration that Four Flies on Grey Velvet would be his last giallo. Little did he know at this stage that the creative seeds planted by this film would later blossom into the bloody flower that is Deep Red.
         
 
         Paramount picked up the rights to distribute Four Flies on Grey  Velvet internationally; they were the first major studio to distribute an Argento film outside Italy, and were all too vocal in their concerns about Argento’s casting choices, though they were satisfied when the leading role went to rising star Michael Brandon.
         
 
         Comments
         
 
         Four Flies on Grey Velvet marked the end of the first significant phase of Argento’s long and bloody career. The style evident in the film was to become more pronounced in later work, the images more baroque and intense, and the narrative even more ambiguous.
         
 
         Like Cat O’Nine Tail’s murderous chromosomes, it features another bizarre and somewhat convoluted scientific quirk to further along the meandering plot: a device that is able to capture the last image processed by a dead person’s eyes. The special effects were created by Cataldo Galiano. Interestingly, Argento had initially considered utilising the talents of Carlo Rambaldi who would later help create the effects used in ET (1982) and King Kong (1976) and eventually work with Argento on Deep Red.
         
 
         Four Flies on Grey Velvet would feature a return to Freudian subtext after the scientific motives in Cat O’Nine Tails and Argento would draw on the likes of Hitchcock’s Torn Curtain (1966) and various Val Lewton-produced horror pictures, particularly Jacques Tourneur’s The Leopard Man (1943). Produced during a period when the giallo had really become popular and cinemas throughout Italy were saturated with absurd and beautifully titled films (Five Dolls for an  August Moon (1970), A Lizard in Woman’s Skin (1971), Don’t Torture  a Duckling (1972), Short Night of the Glass Dolls (1971), The Case of  the Bloody Iris aka What Are These Strange Drops of Blood on the  Body of Jennifer? (1972) and Your Vice is a Locked Room and Only  I Have the Key (1972), to name but a few!), Argento was really at the forefront of this popularity, his first two films having ignited the trend. If anything, the influence he had on other filmmakers urged him to forge ahead, try to do the unexpected and break moulds with his own particular brand of thriller.
         
 
         Style/Technical
         
 
         Argento’s stylish techniques are evident from the get-go in Four  Flies. The opening title sequence alone is a veritable tour-de-force of rapid editing, obscure camera angles and directorial chutzpah, featuring shots of Tobias’s rock band rehearsing, intercut with shots of an exposed beating heart on a black background, anticipating the heart-thumping tension to come.
         
 
         Argento’s ‘camera as killer’ would really come into play in this film. Several times throughout the twisting story, the audience are aligned with the killer as we view events from their perspective. When the killer experiences flashbacks to a childhood trauma, the camera glides into a padded cell and begins a dizzying 360-degree spin, suggesting the frenzied anguish of the tortured killer.
         
 
         Argento, ever experimental, utilised a high-speed camera that shot 1,000 frames per second, as opposed to the usual 24 frames per second. This is employed to startling effect during the devastating and strangely poignant climactic slow-motion car crash, in which Nina is decapitated and the shards of broken glass seem to float around her ethereally in their own brief cosmos of beautiful destruction.
         
 
         In the scene where Roberto is shot in the arm, the camera follows the bullet as it fires from the gun, predating The Matrix (1999) and Argento’s own Opera and The Stendhal Syndrome, where similar effects would be deployed for dramatic effect.
         
 
         Another bravura sequence occurs when the housekeeper Maria telephones the killer and Argento lets loose his camera to rise above the phone booth, snake around the cables, traverse the phone wire, dive beneath the streets, shoot through a switchboard along more wires, and come out the other end at the killer’s phone. This rather unnecessary but technically impressive series of shots showcases the sinister aspects of a phone call: the fact that a voice from anywhere in the world can be heard in your ear across all that space and time is rendered unnerving and threatening.
         
 
         Argento also employs similar methods of jump-cutting and editing as he did in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage and Cat O’Nine  Tails. When Roberto is driving to the office of his private investigator we cut between him in his car and shots of the PI’s building. The cuts to the building gradually follow the camera up the stairs and along corridors, until we permanently cut to Roberto walking into the office himself. These shots serve to stylishly bridge diegetic barriers of time and space within the film.
         
 
         Similar techniques are utilised in one of the most outstanding scenes in the film. Waiting in the park for her rendezvous with the killer, the housekeeper Maria sits on a bench smoking a cigarette. Her surroundings gradual y begin to change, becoming darker and more foreboding – the children playing disappear, cavorting lovers in the bushes vanish and the absence of Morricone’s score adds to the unnerving revelation of time passing unnoticed. When she snaps out of her daze Maria discovers she has been locked in the now deserted park with the killer. This echoes a similar scene in Tourneur’s The Leopard Man (1943) where a young woman waits for her lover in a cemetery, smoking a cigarette and losing herself in her thoughts. She then realises that she has been locked in and is murdered. In what appears to be a direct homage to Lewton’s understated and subtle brand of horror, Maria is also killed offscreen in Four Flies, an uncommon trait for Argento, at least until The Card  Player’s relatively bloodless murders. The unreliability of what is presented as the character’s point of view, and what we as an audience realise is actually going on, recalls Sam’s encounter between the glass doors in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage.
         
 
          
         A similar auditory link is deployed when Roberto wakens from his sleeping nightmare, in which he hears the killer threatening him, into the actual nightmare of his real life to find the killer whispering in his ear – the result is bizarre and chillingly irrational.
         
 
         Themes
         
 
         Tobias is an interesting Argento protagonist. Typically, he is involved in the arts as a musician and is an ‘outsider’ living in Italy. However, unlike the previous sleuths in Argento’s films, Roberto has not accidentally stumbled into this web of deceit and death because of something he has witnessed; instead, the killer is punishing him and relishing his suffering for reasons yet to be discovered. He is the sole cause of the murders occurring around him. When he purposefully confronts his stalker and seemingly stabs him to death, he sets in motion the dark plans Nina has for him. Roberto is quite an unsympathetic character; he possibly murdered his stalker and he seduced his wife’s cousin. He also reminds Nina of her cruel and abusive father. His tender-footed investigation doesn’t prompt her to murder again to silence him – she kills to torment him.
         
 
         Critics have noted the physical similarities between Brandon and Argento, and have suggested that Roberto Tobias is perhaps one of Argento’s earliest onscreen alter-egos. Interestingly, according to Luigi Cozzi, this was one of the only films in which Argento didn’t appear as the killer. Cozzi himself played this role. Critics have suggested that this was due to Brandon fulfilling Argento’s ‘role’ onscreen. Unlike other alleged Argento alter-egos, the director doesn’t use Roberto to reflect any relevant opinions of his own as he does with Peter Neal in Tenebrae and Marco in Opera, whose discussions about misogyny and violence in cinema attempt to allay criticism aimed at Argento.
         
 
         Four Flies is full of marginalised characters existing on the fringes of mainstream society, along with several oddball characters typically found in Argento’s films: the American rock musician living in Italy, the hermetic and raw-fish-eating God (frey), the gay private investigator and the deeply confused and internally tortured Nina.
         
 
         Arrosio, the private investigator, while stereotypically gay, is sensitively portrayed by French actor Jean-Pierre Marielle, who actually improvised much of the character, including his sexual orientation. As a result, the character retains a certain humanity and credibility. He is not the only gay character in an Argento film (Professor Braun in Cat O’Nine Tails, Marta in Mother of Tears and Carlos in Deep Red are others), but he is certainly one of the most fleshed out and sympathetic. His presence adds a welcome light touch to the otherwise dark and macabre proceedings; and his sexuality is not his defining characteristic, merely one aspect of a carefully portrayed character.
         
 
         The concepts of voyeurism and spectatorship are further explored in this film. Characters are often murdered in Argento’s films because of what they observe and might uncover. In Four Flies, it is what they see and what is captured on their retina by a pseudo-scientific contraption that, after their death, will reveal the killer’s identity. Interestingly, Depression-era gangsters would shoot out their victims’ eyes in response to a superstition that clues to a person’s killer could be found in them.
         
 
         Argento’s preoccupation with images and the visual is also further explored as the killer photographs Roberto in the empty theatre struggling with his stalker. These photos show up around Roberto’s home and studio, reminding him that someone is watching his every move. It is also a photograph that gives Arrosio his first clue to the killer’s identity and motivation when he notices a shocking similarity between two people.
         
 
         Unusually for an Argento film, there is a faint religious subtext. A character named God shows up just in time to ‘save’ Roberto from the killer, and throughout the film they have conversations about faith and death. Apart from this and several shots in The Church, The Stendhal Syndrome and Mother of Tears, allusions to religion are markedly absent from Argento’s oeuvre. His characters exist in a coldly godless universe, living and dying alone, the victims of pure chance.
         
 
         The gender-confusion and physicality of the characters in Four  Flies is a theme Argento also revisits often. The female killer and her psychological transfer are carried over from The Bird with the Crystal  Plumage, and several other key characters, including Roberto with his skinny frame and long hair, are quite androgynous. Argento again seems to be subverting notions of gender roles and power struggles between the sexes.
         
 
         Unlike in Cat O’Nine Tails, where they were just alluded to, the dark recesses of incest are explored in more depth. Nina married Roberto because he physically resembles her father; hence her intention to destroy his life and ultimately cut it short. The discussion amongst several characters at a party about why Frankenstein’s monster was murderous prefigures Nina’s own sexual conflicts and gender crisis. She isn’t comfortable in her own skin due to the fact that she was raised as a boy by her sadistic father. Encapsulating the perverse desires of many of Argento’s villains, the debate of these characters, while trite, centres on homicidal impulses triggered by a frustrated libido.
         
 
         God and Roberto meet up at an International Exposition of Funerary Arts during one scene. Amongst the displays of designer coffins lurks a heart-shaped one with a red velvet interior, reflecting Argento‘s own brand of ‘eroticised’ death. God dryly states, perhaps in a tongue-in-cheek aside from Argento himself, ‘Death is a commercial necessity.’
         
 
         As in many other Argento films, drapes often signify an entry into another world. When characters pass through drapes, usually red velvet ones, they are thrust headlong into a world of chaos and bloody death.
         
 
         Music
         
 
         Another melodic and tinkling score by Morricone caresses Four Flies  on Grey Velvet. Dark and deeply haunting, the main theme (‘Come un madrigale’) wraps itself around the central motif of a childish and sad-sounding lullaby, resplendent with sultry, breathy female vocals and quieter moments when a simple drum beat mimics a panicked heartbeat. One of Morricone’s most underrated orchestrations. Lively lounge-jazz pieces also pepper proceedings with a chic sound.
         
 
         Argento had approached Deep Purple and Pink Floyd to score the film for him but they couldn’t due to scheduling conflicts. Due to a rift between the two men, Morricone wouldn’t score another film for Argento until The Stendhal Syndrome.
         
 
         Trivia
         
 
         Amongst the actors considered by Argento for the role of Roberto Tobias were Terence Stamp, Tom Courtenay, John Lennon, Ringo Starr, James Taylor and Michael York.
         
 
         Verdict
         
 
         Four Flies on Grey Velvet is a worthy successor to Argento’s first two films. It further exemplifies and enhances his unique style and progressive approach to filmmaking. It exhibits typical tendencies of much of his later work: outstanding set pieces, stylish direction and a distinct lack of plot. As bleak as Cat O’Nine Tails and Giallo, it is one of his darkest and most pessimistic works to date.
         
 
         Until recently, Four Flies on Grey Velvet, along with Door into Darkness and Five Days of Milan, was notoriously hard to find on DVD or VHS. Aside from a long-out-of-print French VHS release, there wasn’t a widely distributed legitimate copy. ‘Argentophiles’ had to wade through statically troubled, fuzzy and non-English-subtitled versions to sneak a peek at this underrated and underexposed hidden gem. As of 2009, the film has finally been released on DVD and is now widely available.
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