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    My Father, Mario Bava: A Reflection by Lamberto Bava


    (Translated by Anthony Baggaley and Sean Timarco Baggaley)


    


    Thirty years have gone by since my father passed away, but it still feels like only yesterday. This happens whenever I think of Mario as a father, rather than as a director. When talking to those who knew him, and thinking of him as a person, I see a very different man.


    To me, he was a friend, a confidante, always prepared to help me with my interests, my projects — never parental; he never imposed anything but backed me even when my choices seemed wrong, or tried to help me understand why I was mistaken through his humor and wit. Mario had a gift. He could understand the problems of others and help resolve them, while trying not to show off. He never wanted to be the first, even if his physical and intellectual talents meant he often ran precisely that risk. I have always felt that he was way ahead of his time. He would have loved being alive today. Thus, in his work as a director, I see his love for horror and science fiction, genres that have lost some of their cachet today. He was a voracious reader of stories and novels and his passion for fantasy and imagination was born from his reading. Mobile phones and video conferencing were normal [concepts] for him, despite the fact of their having been invented years after his death. But then, he had always dreamed of seeing ghosts and phantasms.


    To understand Mario Bava, the director, it is not nearly enough to watch just one of his movies, like Black Sunday or Kill, Baby…Kill! It is necessary to watch them all, because even the least of them still contains something of his genius. I have often asked myself what this man, who invented his own special effects and tricks, armed only with his ingenuity and his film camera, could have achieved using computer graphics.


    When I asked him if he wanted to read the screenplay for my first movie, he refused. I felt hurt until he explained that it had to be my film and that anything he told me, good or bad, would have been an abuse of his status.


    He was the first person I showed my film immediately on its completion and his reaction was: “Lamberto, now I can rest in peace!”


    Little did either of us realize how soon he would do just that.

  


  
    
      [image: Image200] 

      Lamberto Bava in 1990; in addition to being his father’s assistant for many years, Lamberto has gone on to be a successful director in his own right.
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      An Italian poster for Lamberto Bava’s most popular film, Demons (1985), which was produced and co-written by Dario Argento.

    

  


  
    
      [image: Image222] 

      An Italian poster for Lamberto Bava’s giallo, You’ll Die at Midnight (1986).

    

  


  
    Foreword by Luigi Cozzi


    


    I had the pleasure to meet three generations of the Bava family: Roy, the youngest, worked with me as assistant director in 1987 when I directed the series of mini-thrillers Night Shift, produced by Dario Argento for Italian television. Several years earlier, I had written a script for his father, director Lamberto Bava, a science fiction movie called Devil Fish, about a murderous, half-artificial and half-prehistoric monster shark. Plus, I had known Lamberto’s father (and Roy’s grandfather) for many years, the great director, cinematographer, and special effects wizard, Mario Bava.


    When I was young, in 1963, I had the chance to meet Forrest J Ackerman and become the Italian correspondent for his magazine Famous Monsters of Filmland. My task was to provide Forry with pictures, interviews, and news about Italian Gothic cinema’s major directors; at that time, the genre was flourishing thanks to filmmakers like Mario Bava, Antonio Margheriti, and Riccardo Freda. But in Italy, movies were made in Rome, whereas I lived in Milan, about 370 miles away from our own “Hollywood on the Tiber.” So, one summer after school had finished, I asked an uncle who lived there to offer me his hospitality. He agreed, and I took my first train to Rome. This way, without even having to spend a fortune in hotel bills, I managed to stay in the capital for a while, in order to meet the masters of the newborn Italian horror cinema and to collect the stuff to send to Forry. But how could I get in touch with them? Well, since I had been a science fiction fan for many years, I knew Ernesto Gastaldi, a Roman writer who was publishing short sci-fi stories and novels. But Gastaldi was also a scriptwriter and had recently worked with Bava, Margheriti, and Freda, as well as other directors (under the pseudonym Julian Berry, the same name he used for his sci-fi novels). Through him, I got those filmmakers’ phone numbers and therefore could easily manage to contact them.


    I think my first meeting with Mario Bava took place in the summer of 1966. He was completing the editing of his latest film, Le spie vengono dal semi freddo, and invited me to a preview. It was a rough cut, lacking most of the visual FX and composite shots that had not been completed yet, and it was a puzzling experience for me to watch a film full of blue-screen shots, something almost incomprehensible to me at the time. But later on, during a lengthy interview, Bava told me everything about the so-called “blue back” and even gave me the addresses of some Roman photographers who owned the publicity stills from his latest films.


    Several years later, in 1969, I moved back to Rome and settled there. I worked as a freelance reporter for movie magazines and decided to re-interview Freda, Margheriti, and, most of all, Bava, filmmakers I adored but who were deemed less than zero by Italian film critics. In that period, only directors like Fellini and Visconti were considered, at least by intellectuals, as representative of Italian cinema, whereas somebody like Bava was primarily ignored because those low-budget adventure and horror flicks were produced by small independent companies that often went bankrupt even before the movies came out in theaters (usually third-rate suburban cinemas). Indeed, Bava’s films never surfaced in first-class theaters and were seldom reviewed by newspapers. Therefore, first-rate movies like Black Sunday and Black Sabbath ended up being labeled as low-grade exploitation “crap,” while The Whip and the Body was even seized because of their “sadism” and “obscenity” labels, causing Bava to undergo a criminal trial (and if I am not mistaken, he was found guilty!).


    Bava, together with fellow filmmakers Freda and Margheriti, suffered a lot because of this disgusting behavior on the behalf of Italian critics. Sure, Bava used to joke about it, but you could see in his eyes that he was deeply annoyed. That is why the great director was also so happy to meet me in his old house near Piazza del Popolo in central Rome. I was the only Italian journalist who held him in high esteem, telling him that his films were beautiful and interesting, making him feel important. We used to talk for hours and hours, and I was really glad to listen to his words because I admired him so much. In that period, I even tried to persuade Bava to make a science fiction film. I gave him a couple of books — Fear by L. Ron Hubbard and The House That Stood Still by A.E. Van Vogt — because I had the chance to persuade him to buy the rights to those novels at an accessible price through Forry Ackerman’s agency, but Bava thought that they were not suitable for an adaptation to the big screen. Whereas, having been very impressed by an anthology of Clifford D. Simak’s short stories that had just been published in Italy, he wanted to make a film out of several of them, but the rights were just too expensive and that project ultimately never saw the light of day. I then gave the director several issues of Horror, a magazine on which I used to collaborate (and that had recently published my lengthy piece on him), and Mario loved a short story, a comic strip called There Once Was A Leaf, written by Alfredo Castelli. He told me that he wanted to turn it into a horror comedy. Since I knew Castelli well (we had worked together on my first film as a director, The Tunnel Under the World, based on Frederick Pohl’s novel of the same name…whose basic outline was liberally “borrowed” by the box-office hit The Truman Show), I acted as intermediary, and for a whole year we worked on that story. But the script was never completed for a variety of reasons, and the movie was never made, even though Bava would have loved to do it.


    Later, I met Bava again while working as Dario Argento’s assistant director on his third film (which we wrote together), Four Flies on Grey Velvet. Dario and I went to a movie lab in Rome to edit the film, and in the cutting room next to ours was Mario Bava, working on the editing of his latest movie, Baron Blood. So we used to meet almost every day, and we spent a lot of time talking. At that time, Bava was not in a good mood, since he was not happy with the finished film. He was cross with the producer and claimed that he had been forced to work with a minimal budget, and that the final result suffered because of it.


    We lost touch for several years, since I was too busy with my new career as a director. But in 1977, when I finally started working on my first sci-fi movie, Starcrash, our paths crossed once again. In fact, he read a treatment I had written called Star Riders and liked it a lot. So Bava called me to ask for an option on the story and then began to look around for a producer to finance it. He worked hard on the script, but the proposed budget eventually proved to be too high for any Italian company to produce. Bava’s habitual American distributor, American International Pictures, could not back him, even though Samuel Arkoff really liked the project. Because AIP was already producing my own Starcrash, Arkoff could not afford to release two science fiction films at the same time.


    I did not hear from Mario for a couple of years, but I had news of Mario Bava when I started my next sci-fi movie, Contamination. The producer, Ugo Valenti, had previously produced Bava’s Shock. Through him, I heard that Bava was planning a new film, a horror/sci-fi hybrid about intelligent and carnivorous plants that could move, a bit like in John Wyndham’s famous novel The Day of the Triffids.


    One morning I came to Valenti’s office and found him distraught, almost in tears; he had just heard that Mario Bava had died unexpectedly. I got very upset myself; during all those years, I had grown very fond of Bava, not just as a director but also as a person. He was an incredibly nice man, always ready to joke and laugh, very humble and easy-going…a simple man, an old-fashioned kind of gentleman whom you will not find today, especially in the movie business.


    Of course, Italian newspapers did not consider his death to be important, allowing him just two or three lines at best. To them, he was not an essential artist…maybe they did not even consider him an artist. I wasn’t too surprised about that; I was used to the ignorance and stupidity common to so many Italian film critics.


    Nowadays, so many years after his death, things have changed in Italy, at least a little bit. Critics still don’t think he was a great director or a master, but abroad there are people who love and admire his movies. At least today, Mario Bava has gained a bit more respect.


    As the old proverb says, “Nobody’s a prophet in his own country.” And unfortunately, this has been the case with Mario Bava, one of the greatest, but also one of the most underrated, artists ever to emerge in the Italian movie industry.


    


    Born in Busto Arsizio, Italy, in 1947, Luigi Cozzi has become a recognizable figure in Italian popular cinema. A former film critic and journalist, he published essays on Mario Bava and Riccardo Freda before becoming part of Dario Argento’s circle. He subsequently assisted the writer/director on Four Flies on Grey Velvet (1971, in which he also appears, uncredited, as the disquieting puppet-masked blackmailer), The Five Days of Milan (1973), Phenomena (1984, optical effects supervisor), Two Evil Eyes (1989) and The Stendhal Syndrome (1996). He made his directorial debut with The Tunnel Under the World (1969). His subsequent titles include the disturbing giallo The Killer Must Kill Again (1975), Starcrash (1978), Contamination (1980) and Hercules (1983).
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      An American poster for Cozzi’s Starcrash (1978).
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      Caroline Munro as Stella Star, with robotic sidekick, in Starcrash (1978).
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      Luigi Cozzi at the Profondo Rosso shop in Rome, 2011; a life-long fantasy and horror buff, Cozzi interviewed Bava and many of his other idols before becoming a director himself.

    

  


  
    Author’s Preface


    


    I first started work on this book in 1995. I was in between high school and college and for a variety of reasons, my interest began to pique in the films of Mario Bava. At the time, I had no grandiose ambitions to write a book — indeed, the very notion would have been unthinkable to me at that time. My goal, quite simply, was to write an in-depth article in the hopes of submitting it to a genre-oriented publication such as European Trash Cinema or Fangoria. During my freshman year at college, however, I decided to show what I had written to one of my professors, Dr. David Ward. It was Dr. Ward who recognized that the 30-odd pages I had assembled had the makings of a book. From that point onwards, it seemed to gather momentum — and in time, I had reached an agreement with FAB Press in the U.K. to publish the finished work. When it finally emerged in 2002, the book was met with some very good reviews, netted a few awards and had the distinction of being the first English-language, book-length study of Bava’s work. Like most authors, I cringed over the things I got wrong, and as time has gone by, I have found myself yearning to revisit the manuscript in hopes of making it more accurate and hopefully a better, more enjoyable read all around.


    Much has changed since I started work on this book. At the time I was conducting my initial research, many of Bava’s films were difficult to come by. Elite Entertainment had issued a double-bill of Baron Blood and Lisa and the Devil (both 1972) to laserdisc and VHS in 1995 — indeed, this was the catalyst that prompted me to begin writing about Bava in the first place — and the Roan Group would follow later on with their laserdisc edition of Blood and Black Lace (1964). Beyond that, however, the majority of Bava’s films were only available in the U.S. as gray market VHS dupes, often struck from expensive Japanese laserdiscs. In 2014, however, it is now possible to obtain nice editions of the vast majority of Bava’s works on DVD and even Blu-ray — and indeed, if you are one of the lucky ones (like myself) who have gone “region free,” there are even more releases to choose from. Not all of Bava’s films have been issued in definitive form (Blood and Black Lace remains a key title in desperate need of a truly definitive release), and at least one of them remains unavailable via “official” channels (his 1978 directorial swansong, La Venere d’Ille) — but the fact remains that Bava is far better represented in the digital medium than he ever was in the days of VHS and laserdisc.


    With this in mind, I have decided to make some changes to the original text. Plot synopses — the bane of many writers specializing in films — were something of a necessary evil in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when so many of Bava’s films were far from easily accessible. These days, given that it is now possible to have a retrospective of his work in the comfort of one’s own living room, the plot synopsis seems somewhat redundant. I have therefore opted to strip this aspect down to the bare essentials. I have also had the benefit of time for reflection — quite simply meaning that my opinions on some of the films have changed over the years. Happily, the experience of watching and re-watching these films has not dulled their impact for me in the slightest; if anything, it has made me even more appreciative of the magic Bava was able to weave with so few resources.


    This is primarily an auteur study of Mario Bava, taken from the perspective that it was he who acted as the guiding vision behind the films he directed. The auteur theory has come under fire in recent years and for good reason — at its worst, it’s a limiting, unrealistic school of thought that fails to consider the collaborative nature of the medium. It is also not a perspective that can be fitted to every gifted director. The emergence of the fanzine circuit, which has now mushroomed to encompass thousands of internet chat rooms and discussion boards, clouds the issue even further; such venues tend to engage in forms of hero worship, wherein the auteur theory can be stretched to its worst excesses. The worshiping auteurist may be tempted to argue that every film Bava directed was special for the simple reason that he directed it. Such hyperbole may be sincerely intended, but it is not terribly enlightening. Yet, the frequent abuse of this theory does not negate its worth. It is merely a theory, to be used in the proper context. Of course, like any theory, it has its strengths and weaknesses. At its best, it can provide an insight into the defining characteristics of an artist’s body of work; in short, it can help one better understand what makes the artist’s work worthwhile. Bava’s inclusion in the realm of the auteur is bound to be a source of contention. After all, by his own admission, Bava was a working director. During the course of his career as a director, he was only given two opportunities to specifically choose a project of his own — those instances being his “official” directorial debut, Black Sunday, and his late period masterpiece, Lisa and the Devil. He was often given poor screenplays to work from, but he inevitably brought aspects of his own personality to bear on even the most eccentric of projects. Some of his films are more recognizably personal than others, but all of them bear his unmistakable imprint; this is in itself a compelling piece of evidence to submit when arguing on his behalf as an auteur. The people who worked with Bava remarked of his love for ad-libbing; for him, the script was little more than a blueprint. John Saxon told me that working with Bava was like engaging in one long improvisation, a sentiment echoed by many others who worked with him, including Barbara Steele, Vincent Price and Cameron Mitchell. This is the essence of Bava: cinema as a playful, improvisational exercise, bubbling forth with infectious creativity. Such a loose approach sometimes resulted in chaotic, unfocused results (and it’s true — not all Bava films were created equal), but the real point is simply this — whether the finished product was sublime or ridiculous, Bava’s signature is imprinted on every one of the films he directed.


    From the time that he entered the film industry in the 1930s until his death in 1980, Bava had a hand in well over a hundred films, albeit in a variety of different capacities. This book does not aspire to be the final word on Mario Bava, nor does it hope to provide signposts for every single project with which he was ever associated. Instead, this is a study of his acknowledged directorial credits. This is an important point to make, as it is well known that Bava had a heavy hand in crafting a variety of seminal films signed by others, ranging from Riccardo Freda’s I vampiri (1956) and Pietro Francisci’s Hercules (1958) to Paolo Heusch’s The Day the Sky Exploded (1958) and beyond. Similarly, there are also a number of international co-productions wherein Bava acted as something of an intermediary between an imported “foreign” director and the Italian technical crew. As such, Bava was credited in a directorial capacity on the Italian releases of pictures such as Raoul Walsh’s Esther and the King (1960) and Henry Levin’s The Wonders of Aladdin (1961). Bava himself never claimed paternity of these films, but given his role in shaping their aesthetic, they will be dealt with, albeit briefly. Bava is also well known to have contributed to many films in an uncredited technical capacity. As a technician, Bava loved to clear hurdles that proved impossible for others to overcome. Indeed, his final work in the cinema would be an uncredited contribution to the classic Italian horror film Inferno (1980), which was directed by his successor, Dario Argento. This film, too, garners some attention in this text owing to its historical importance in Bava’s life and career.


    Before we proceed to the new (and hopefully, improved) edition, a quick note about film titles. While the cine-purist in me would love to refer to the films by their original Italian titles, this is not necessarily a “user-friendly” approach in an English-language marketplace. As such, I have elected to refer to the films by their best known English-language titles. One of the problems this poses is one of arbitrary selection. Some of Bava’s films [Shock/Beyond the Door II, or A Bay of Blood/Twitch of the Death Nerve] are known, more or less equally, by any number of different English release titles. Things become complicated when we reach the films that were radically altered for the U.S. and U.K. marketplaces, where the original versions that best reflect Bava’s intentions have never been “officially” issued under English-language titles. In the age of home video, however, we have seen I tre volti della paura and La ragazza che sapeva troppo issued to DVD (and Blu-ray) under translations of these titles as The Three Faces of Fear and The Girl Who Knew Too Much, respectively. As such, it is not unreasonable to assume that most fans will be familiar with these “director’s cut” editions under those titles, so this is how they will be referred to as a rule. When discussing the drastically altered versions prepared by American International Pictures, however, they will be referred to by the applicable titles of Black Sabbath and Evil Eye. By contrast, Bava’s ill-fated comedy Le spie vengono dal semifreddo has never been issued in the U.S. or the U.K. with its title translated into English — which would mean, incidentally, The Spies Who Came in from the Cool, a riff on the title of Martin Ritt’s cold war thriller The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1965). As such, I have decided to refer to Bava’s original edit by its Italian title, while referring to American International’s ghastly English-language version by the alternate title of Dr. Goldfoot and the Girl Bombs. In the case of films such as this, the differences extend far beyond the language on the soundtrack, resulting in films that were, effectively, “re-imagined” for English language audiences. The chapters on these specific titles will, of course, detail some of these changes. There is also the case of Black Sunday/The Mask of Satan, two specific English-language editions of Bava’s famous debut, known in Italian as La maschera del demonio. The former title alludes to the American International edit, released in the United States, while the latter refers to the English-language edit prepared by the Italian producers, which was released in the United Kingdom. Yes, the two versions have a variety of differences, but for all intents and purposes, the film was not quite so radically overhauled as the other examples alluded to above, and ultimately it remains best known under the title of Black Sunday; thus, it will be referred to as such, except where details of the differences in these two edits are discussed in that film’s own chapter. Chances are, fans familiar with Bava’s work will find this a little easier to navigate than those who are just beginning to delve into his work; hopefully, the latter camp will find this appropriately user-friendly in the long run.
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      Mario Bava directs Michèle Mercier in The Three Faces of Fear (1963),akaBlack Sabbath.
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      Bava poses with John Phillip Law on the set of Diabolik (1967).
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      Bava confers with Telly Savalas and Elke Sommer, the stars of Lisa and the Devil (1972).

    

  


  
    Chapter One


    Introducing Mario Bava


    


    In common with such diverse horror directors as Terence Fisher, Lucio Fulci, John Carpenter and Jess Franco, Mario Bava is largely ignored by the critical establishment simply because genre cinema often falls outside the mainstream; his films were often ridiculously under-budgeted and often badly, even misleadingly, distributed abroad in versions that reflected little of their creator’s original intent.


    Today, thanks to the international cult appeal attained by his best known disciple, Dario Argento, to say nothing of having been cited by such award-winning filmmakers as Quentin Tarantino, Martin Scorsese and William Friedkin as an influence, Bava has received a great deal of attention as the founder of the so-called “Horror all’Italiana” movement. And yet, this only tells part of his story. Ultimately, if one wishes to really appreciate Bava’s qualities as a filmmaker, it is necessary to become acquainted with the full scope of his directorial output. Bava’s films are many things (some good, some not so good; some brilliant, some uncharacteristically sloppy), but they all have points of interest. Even his lesser films contain details and stylistic flourishes that help set them apart from the films of his contemporaries in the Italian genre scene.


    When studying his films, it is easy to see that Bava believes in the power of cinema in its most basic form. Determined not to be tied down to the more conventional and austere standards of narrative storytelling (i.e., the photographed stage play or talking head movie), Bava cuts loose in his films by conveying his themes through a series of vivid visual images. Bava’s images are profoundly beautiful, not only in the way that all good visual art forms must appeal to the eye (Bava was also, unsurprisingly, a painter), but in the way that they subtly and surreally disorder his often spare, minimalist plots.


    Even if the mechanics of plot are not Bava’s chief concern (as evidenced in his challenging gialli such as Five Dolls for an August Moon and Twitch of the Death Nerve, which alienate many viewers by refusing to hew to the conventions of their genre), this does not mean that his work is one-dimensional. Instead, Bava conveys themes, meanings and emotions visually, with the eye of a master painter. His point of view is ironic and detached, but he never burdens his films with pious moral posturing. There is a quirkiness and sense of fun to Bava’s approach, suggesting that he is less interested in judging his (often amoral) characters than he is in recording their follies with a wry smile and a cynical laugh. Even if Bava’s opinion of the human race comes off as less than charitable, he at least displays a sense of humor about it, and he encourages his viewers to do likewise. Bava’s films do not aspire to the ennui of Michelangelo Antonioni or the tormented soul-searching of Ingmar Bergman, but they are, in their own way, every bit as indicative of a personal commitment to the stories that he is telling. Ultimately, the bulk of Bava’s films are not really horror films at all. They are perverse dark comedies that form a running commentary on the shallow, debauched and irredeemably greedy creature that is Man.


    One of the keys to Bava’s appeal lies in the fact that his films are so grossly commercial. Bava’s producers, looking only to turn a quick profit, were hardly concerned with the idea of producing grand works of art. It is also helpful to remember that Bava’s specialty became horror, the most commercial of genres. Unlike Westerns and musicals, which come and go depending on the whims of the movie-going public, there is always room for horror in the marketplace, and it is not often that we hear of a low-budget horror film actually failing to make some kind of a profit at the box-office. As such, Bava was looking to appeal to a wider audience while still investing himself creatively and emotionally in the process. His films reflect personal interests, obsessions, and insecurities, but they do so with an eye toward engaging and entertaining a wide audience.


    Critical reaction to Bava’s films tends to fall into two very simple categories: those who love his films and those who simply cannot understand their appeal. Yet, even the most appreciative of reviewers tend to view his films in a slightly apologetic, if not downright condescending, fashion. The implication often seems to be, “He was talented…if only he didn’t make horror movies.” Horror is a ghettoized genre that most people tend to view with bemused detachment; filmmakers who specialize in this field are more often than not damned to a life of critical scorn and neglect. It has to be admitted that Bava’s work in recent years has attained more serious attention than that of, say, Lucio Fulci or Terence Fisher, [1] but much of this commentary has lacked proper focus. Bava is often described as a gifted stylist whose attention to composition and color is often at the expense of narrative coherence; in short, it’s all style and no substance. It is certainly true that in some movies (possibly because he did not have faith in the material) he ignored the conventional ideals of “good storytelling” in favor of crafting films that appealed to the eye. Yet his mature masterpieces are anything but shallow. Bava’s films are compelling, unique and operatically stylized, but films that are all surface gloss do not tend to stand the test of time very well. His genius rested in his ability to make something out of nothing.


    On one level, one could excuse the mainstream American press because most of Bava’s films reached the U.S. in heavily cut (sometimes to the point of literal reinterpretation), badly dubbed, re-titled and erratically distributed editions. In addition, Bava’s films were produced during a period when the market was glutted with low-budget genre fare of an often-dubious quality. Many critics, tired of dealing with the likes of Billy the Kid vs. Dracula (1966) or Blood of Ghastly Horror (1972), no doubt jumped to the hasty conclusion that there could not possibly be much of interest in a film with a title like, say, Kill, Baby…Kill! (1966). Ironically, the tacky ad campaigns and lurid retitling have done little but to obscure his films from many viewers who would appreciate them the most. Yet, surely the core goal of film criticism is to weed out the good from the bad, to shine light on the obscure gems that dot the cinematic landscape. It is with this in mind that one becomes less tolerant of the attitude exhibited far too frequently toward Bava’s work. To say he was a “good stylist” may well be sympathetic on one level, but to refuse to look beneath the surface to the substance underneath amounts to nothing more than full-fledged snobbery toward the type of subject matter with which the director chose to work. [2]


    The conflict between style and text lends a peculiar personality to Bava’s work. Throughout his career as a director, Bava deliberately chose — or, at the very least, gravitated toward — pulpy, sketchily written scenarios. Working within these confines, he was able to impose his personality on many projects that had begun life without him but would ultimately conform to his thematic leanings. Whether the genre is horror, science fiction, action, Western, or even erotic comedy, a remarkable consistency exists to Bava’s output. There is a consistency to Bava’s somewhat cock-eyed perspective even if the tone and subject matter vary from picture to picture. His intelligence as a filmmaker is demonstrated in two ways — first, in his ability to make slick, well-crafted films under less-than-ideal circumstances and second, in his utter conviction that film is an emotionally charged visual medium. As a result of the second factor, Bava rejected the serious, socially conscious mentality of many of his contemporaries. Sooner than strive for the realism evident in the introspective, unglamorous art films of the day (exemplified in the Italian neo-realist movement and French cinéma vérité), Bava took a flagrantly unrealistic approach. His films were genre pieces set in imaginary worlds far removed from the banalities of everyday life. His style is baroque, decorative and seductively cinematic. The power of the image is all-important, not only on the level of what the audience immediately sees, but in the emotions that these visuals provoke. It creates the ability to shock, surprise, startle and enrapture.


    To best illustrate this cinematic philosophy, Bava chose to stay within the confines of popular genres, whether horror, thriller, Western, and so forth. Yet, within the seemingly limited parameters of such frameworks, Bava did more than just make pretty pictures. Frequently, the depth of character, theme and emotion in his work is incredibly strong.


    As Bava was so fixated on the deceptive nature of appearances, it is perhaps a fitting irony that his films were typically written off as schlock. The very fact that his films are commercial in nature immediately taints their artistic integrity, at least so far as many critics are concerned, but as the director suggests in so many of his works, things are seldom what they seem to be. Bava may have regarded himself as a gun-for-hire, but a close survey of his work reveals that he was fundamentally incapable of undertaking a project without investing himself in it. He was also unusually committed to the genre itself and did not view it as a stepping-stone to bigger and better things. He would work in a variety of different genres, true, but would return to the horror genre with regularity throughout his career. Even in his most atypical of assignments, however, Bava displayed a consistent dedication to certain key themes and motifs; this is enough to dispel the popularly held opinion that visuals were all that mattered to him or that he accepted his projects with apathy.


    Bava’s films are a fascinating amalgam of Romanticism, surrealism and realism. In one respect, his have an unmistakably Romantic world view typified by classical images of moonlit castles towering over lonely beaches, elegantly beautiful women in white and familial conspiracies that erupt into violent bloodshed. Viewers acquainted with the Gothic ambience of such Bava films as The Whip and the Body and Kill, Baby…Kill! tend to identify him as a Gothic Romanticist in the same vein as Anne Radcliffe, the Brontë sisters and other 19th century novelists. Yet, throughout his lengthy career as a cinematographer, special effects artist and writer/director, Bava leant his name to a wide variety of subject matter ranging from Biblical costumers (Esther and the King, which he co-directed with the great Raoul Walsh in 1960) to sci-fi (Planet of the Vampires, 1965). This fact contradicts the popular image of Bava as a “period” filmmaker. In fact, only a small percentage of his directorial work is Gothic in nature. Nevertheless, a certain Romantic-Gothic influence is seen in any number of his films, notably his early gialli such as Blood and Black Lace and The Girl Who Knew Too Much, not to mention the surrealist Lisa and the Devil and the camp ’60s throwback Baron Blood, which successfully juxtaposes Gothic imagery with the garishly contemporary fashions of the early 1970s.


    Even more interestingly, the bulk of Bava’s directorial work successfully combines the seemingly disparate principles of surrealism and realism. On a purely superficial level, his films are tantalizingly surreal, with bold, irrational contrasts of red, blue and green lighting and baroque, hyper-sensitive camera movements that are dictated by an impulse that rests somewhere outside their frequently sketchy scenarios. Like many Italian filmmakers (Sergio Leone and Dario Argento, in particular, spring to mind), Bava’s use of lighting and camerawork is supremely unconventional. In standard cinema, camera movement tends to be relatively sparing and contextually justified. For example, a zoom into a character’s face signifies an important moment and so on. While it is true that Bava also uses such techniques when the moment really calls for it, more often than not he appears to have allowed his camera the freedom to roam at its own eccentric accord. Films like Five Dolls for an August Moon are packed with seemingly unnecessary zoom shots that serve no narrative function; they are simply there with no explanation needed or implied. While it is true that Bava’s one quirk that sometimes lapsed into an empty gesture was his use of the zoom lens (even Bava’s good friend and contemporary, Riccardo Freda, recognized as much when he remarked, “Bava used too many zooms; not on Black Sunday, of course, but on his later films…”), [3] his use of it is still consistently more stylish than usual for such a mechanical device.


    Similarly, his bravura use of dolly and panning shots that introduce the audience to wide, spacious settings, as well as the characters/ornaments that inhabit them (for Bava, his characters are the most baroque objects of all) is rarely equaled in the annals of popular Italian cinema. Such techniques (or mannerisms) create an immediate sense of unease in the viewer. In genre films especially, certain rules need to be adhered to. Thrillers and horror films (which, of course, make up the bulk of Bava’s directorial output) need to involve sensational elements, such as sexual dysfunction, insanity, murder and the like. Bava’s films adhere to these conventions, but the way in which he tells his stories is never conventional. Owing to his past training as a painter and his prior career as a cinematographer, Bava managed to transform pulp fiction into beautiful works of art through his vivid use of the cinematic canvas.


    Yet, style can only carry a film so far; a certain degree of substance and thematic sophistication is also required. In this respect, Bava was consistently surprising. If Bava the visual stylist was something of a surrealist, then Bava the storyteller leaned toward unflinching realism, not in the sense of pedantic social realism, perhaps, but in a way that rejected fairy-tale idealism. No matter how far-fetched the subject matter, Bava depicted his characters in a more or less realistic manner. Granted, this realism was tempered by the director’s pessimistic world-view, but it is nevertheless a perspective that rejects the Romantic/mythical constructs of purity and heroism. Though Black Sunday, his debut as a director, operates on an altogether more simplistic level (the lines between Good and Evil are clearly drawn and the conflict is resolved with a positive outcome), his subsequent films become more and more ambiguous, culminating in The Three Faces of Fear, the director’s personal favorite of his films and the one that marks his full-blown maturity as a dramatist. From that point on, the themes and obsessions are altogether more personal, darkly disturbing and morally complex. Therefore paranoid, distrustful and outright violent characters with few redeeming qualities populate Bava’s gialli. Even Kill, Baby…Kill! has as its hero an earnest but intolerant young doctor who inadvertently causes the deaths of several characters; furthermore, the “monster” is presented as an angelic-looking little girl dressed in white, who is only defeated by the intervention of a black-clad sorceress. In this respect, Bava’s horror films and gialli bear a remarkable (and coincidental) similarity to the revisionist Westerns of Sergio Leone. Beginning with his landmark A Fistful of Dollars in 1964, Leone brought a new moral and emotional complexity to the Western, a genre previously dominated by the comparatively old-fashioned Romanticism of John Ford and Howard Hawks. Before Leone helped to revitalize the genre, many (though by no means all) Westerns adhered to the mentality that the agents of good (represented by settlers) successfully overcame the forces of darkness (represented by Native Americans). Similarly, Leone’s operatic style brought a new “look” to the Western frontier, an off-kilter perspective that substituted well-scrubbed studio exteriors in favor of an altogether grimmer, grubbier landscape teeming with amoral lawmen and laconic men without names. It is, therefore, fair to say that Leone’s role in the Western is roughly analogous to that of Bava in the horror genre. Simply put, before Bava and Leone came along, these genres were simultaneously less visually extravagant and more morally clear-cut.


    A consideration of Bava’s socio-historical background and professional dissatisfaction is essential in order to form a clearer picture of the man himself. Bava’s birth placed him right at the beginning of World War I, while his early adulthood bore witness to the devastating impact of World War II. His formative years were spent under the domination of Mussolini’s reign, and his later career as a director was dominated by financial concerns. The image of a debauched and all-powerful aristocracy looms large over his work, reflected by the socially elite sadists of The Whip and the Body, Blood and Black Lace, Hatchet for the Honeymoon and Baron Blood, while the destructive effects of greed reverberate through his filmography. In Blood and Black Lace, the tragically flawed Countess Christina mutters the telling phrase, “Money, money…too much money.” The image of money as the corrupter that drives people to unspeakable acts of cruelty is also a sly commentary on Bava’s dissatisfaction with his career as an artist. Yet, it is the inherent vileness of the human race that both attracted and repelled the director most, and this undoubtedly had its roots in his early observations of Fascism and the corruption of the Italian political system. Perhaps the most telling commentary on Bava’s abilities comes from those who worked with him. In his early career as a cinematographer, Bava shot films for such luminaries as G.W. Pabst, Roberto Rossellini, Jacques Tourneur and Raoul Walsh. Walsh worked with Bava only once but was sufficiently impressed to remark to an interviewer, “If all directors were like him, we would never have had a decline in production. Film geniuses like him, who know all about cinema technique, are capable of reinventing the language of cinema every time.” [4] Despite Bava’s well-known disregard for actors, such distinguished performers as Boris Karloff, Christopher Lee, Barry Sullivan and Cameron Mitchell were moved to single him out for special praise. American actor Brett Halsey recalled his experiences with Bava with great fondness when talking with the author, remarking that he was a man of exceptional skill and sensitivity. Harriet White Medin, a character actress whose extensive filmography included collaborations with the likes of Roberto Rossellini, John Huston, Orson Welles and Joseph Losey, once remarked: “Mario Bava was very pleasant, very easy to work with. He didn’t say much to his actors, as long as what they were doing was okay. He was very patient with those of us who needed help…I would say that, outside of De Sica or Fellini, he was the best director I worked with. He knew his craft extremely well. He knew what he wanted and he was able to get it, with none of the usual Italian exuberance and chaos.” [5]


    A number of well-known, contemporary American filmmakers (Martin Scorsese, [6] Tim Burton and Quentin Tarantino among them) have openly acknowledged Mario Bava as an influence on their work, yet to the general public he remains an obscure cult figure, the kind of director commonly pointed to as an interesting artist worthy of further study. This book will hopefully serve as a valid introduction to the many elements that help distinguish the amazing body of work signed by Mario Bava.


    


     


    


    
      1. The British Film Institute’s National Film Theatre held a retrospective season of Bava’s films, including minor entries, in July of 1998 under the banner, “Blood and Black Celluloid.” Asimilar, though less comprehensive, program had previously been devoted to Bava in the Netherlands in February-March of 1997, along with work by Riccardo Freda, Antonio Margheriti, Dario Argento, and Lamberto Bava. And in March of 2008, the American Cinematheque held its own Bava retrospective at the Egyptian Theatre in Hollywood, California.


      

    


    
      2. Ironically, some European critics, especially in France, were initially sympathetic toward Bava’s work but would lose faith in his abilities later on, as his work became more overtly blighted by commercial compromise.


      

    


    
      3. Freda, Riccardo, Divoratori di celluloide (Milan: Emme Edizioni, 1981), p. 99.


      

    


    
      4. Martinet, Pascale, Mario Bava (Paris: Filmo, 1984).


      

    


    
      5. Lucas, Tim, “Harriet White Medin: Reflections of a Golden Age,” Video Watchdog, 1993, p. 46.


      

    


    
      6. “I also like Mario Bava’s films very much: hardly any story, just atmosphere, with all that fog and ladies walking down corridors — a kind of Italian Gothic. I could just put them on loops and have one going in one room of my house, one going on in another, as I have many televisions around.” Thompson, David and Ian Christie, ed., Scorsese on Scorsese (London: Faber and Faber, 1989), p. 103.
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      Mario Bava and Steve Reeves on the set of Hercules (1958).
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      This gag shot of Bava (playing a corpse) and Cameron Mitchell somehow ended up being used as part of the French lobby card set for Blood and Black Lace (1964)!
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