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Preface

This book has three aims. The first, obviously, is an exploration of the giallo, albeit from a synchronic, rather than diachronic, perspective, with particular attention to some of the thematic concerns that arise from a textual study of these films. This book is categorically not a review of the films, debating whether or not they are good or bad; nor does it fall into the “cult of the auteur,” helping to establish a pantheon of “rediscovered” Italian horror cinema artistes, putting Lucio Fulci, Sergio Martino, and Aldo Lado into the same revered echelons as Dario Argento and Mario Bava.

Second, this book aims to refocus the discussion of genre (particularly “subgenre”) into the Italian concept of the filone. Seeing the interrelationships between films, how one influences others, how certain filmmakers take ideas and build off of them, and then how those ideas are further transformed by other filmmakers, is an underdeveloped aspect in genre study. And I hope this book contributes to that discussion.

Third, this book situates the discussion of the giallo within what I call “vernacular cinema” as a replacement for the term “popular cinema.” To look at a film from a vernacular perspective removes the a priori assumptions about what constitutes a “good” film, how a particular film is, in some way, “artistic.” Vernacular cinema asks, to paraphrase Tina Turner, “what’s art got to do with it?” Vernacular cinema seeks to look at subaltern cinema not for how it might (or might not) conform to the precepts of high-art/modernist cinema, but for what it does in its own right. With the exception of die-hard aficionados of European or Italian horror cinema, I suspect that most people reading this book will not have heard of many of these films. Proper vernacular cinema is below most of our cultural radar. Go to any local video store and take a look at some of the genre films on display—any genre will do, but the best choices are those genres you are not necessarily a big fan of, or where your knowledge is less. How many of these titles have you heard of? Of course, you will be familiar with the more famous examples; if you read the credit listings, maybe you’ll know some of the stars or directors. But when you look on these shelves and find yourself saying, “I’ve never heard of that” or “Who?” the chances are you are entering a vernacular cinema realm. The power of vernacular cinema, in fact what makes it vernacular in the first place, is that these movies are not necessarily for us; the filmmakers have their audience and we are not (necessarily) them. Vernacular cinema does not care if we see these movies. These films are an insider’s discourse among themselves. We do not matter. And that is what I find particularly liberating about these films.

My academic background is as a folklorist. That may seem like a strange admission to begin a book on the Italian giallo film with, but I think it is important. My doctorate is in folklore studies, and although I lecture in film and television, my training as a folklorist permeates my research into film and TV, even if not about explicitly folkloristic topics. I have published dozens of film/television papers in academic journals and edited collections, but still my folklore orientation tends to bleed through, like some twisted academic palimpsest. Throughout the vast majority of my writings, my own intellectual project has been to address popular film and television texts within an academic folklore context and to demonstrate folkloristic ways of reading mass-mediated entertainment within a film and TV context. While I am certainly writing for the film studies academic market, particularly those academics working in cult, horror, and perhaps even European cinema arenas, I am still a folklorist working on popular film, which perhaps explains why I am approaching the topic the way I am. And while I am not entirely sure I would recognize this book within a folklore context, this academic perspective obviously informs what I do. My hope for this book is to not only have it recognized by film scholars as, to my knowledge, the first English-language academic study of the Italian giallo film, but also that folklorists, too, would recognize that how I approach these films fits within contemporary folkloristics (beyond the obvious relevance of chapter 7, which is about folklore in the giallo).

Academic research is a dialogue, not a monologue. One of the problems of writing on an area that has not been as well trodden as others is that such a project must be inherently preliminary. I invite all readers to disagree with me and point out where I am wrong, what I have misinterpreted, and what new ideas are generated when you apply your own pet theories that I should have included here but didn’t. I sincerely look forward to reading your work. And perhaps, if the publishing gods are with me, I’ll address those issues in the second edition. I do not believe any scholarship is, or should even attempt to be, definitive. If the “last word” on a topic was even possible, then the rest of us would be out of work.

Despite my intended readership of this book being predominantly academic, as a horror movie fan myself, I am very aware that fans of the genre buy, and more importantly read, academic books on their favorite subject. While I hope my discussion of the giallo is intelligent enough for the academic market, I equally hope that my writing style and approach does not alienate the nonacademic reader. I hate the phrase “dumbing down,” and I categorically reject doing that. There is no reason why complex ideas cannot be explained fully and in such a way that those not academically trained in film studies (or folklore) should not still be able to read and understand my discussion. At the same time, I was not about to alienate my academic readership with excessive description at the expense of analysis, or present movie reviews instead of cultural discussion.

The films included in this book are those I could get my hands on. Many are out of print, or very hard to find. It is pointless to whine that I have not discussed Death Laid an Egg (La Morte ha fatto l’uovo) (Giulio Questi, 1969) or Strip Nude for Your Killer (Nude per l’assassino) (Andrea Bianchi, 1975). I tried, but I kept getting outbid on eBay for them. So, if your favorite obscure giallo is not mentioned in this book, my apologies. If you have a copy, I’d love to take a look at it, and maybe I can include it in a second edition, again depending on the caprices of the publishing gods.

A few comments on the organization of this book: the first chapter, “What Is Giallo?” is intended as an introduction to not only the history of the giallo, but also the context of Italian popular filmmaking. The second chapter, “Toward an Understanding of Vernacular Cinema,” is a methodological chapter: here I discuss the context of the study of Italian cinema and how such studies tend to ignore horror cinema, how journalistic film critics deride these films as “incompetent,” and how such criticisms reveal more about the reviewers’ own prejudices than any problem with the film. As a counter to the middle-class bias inherent in the giallo’s omission from the academic study of Italian cinema and the poor press these films tend to get, I argue for studying these films by approaching them as vernacular cinema. Together the first two chapters are largely contextual; I am trying to lay a cultural foundation for the later chapters’ study of the films themselves.

In chapters 3–9, I address various themes, motifs, and tropes in these films: their use of space; the murders; the role of the detective; the identity of the killer; issues of belief, excess, and the set-piece; and the giallo as “cinema of poetry.” In each of these chapters my intention is to give an overview of the theme discussed with cross-genre examples. Based on these textual analyses, I begin to hypothesize what such moments might mean culturally, specifically for vernacular audiences. In my conclusions to each chapter, I begin to point to where these discussions intersect with the critical theories of our disciplines. I apologize in advance if my analyses tend to be overly descriptive, but due to the unfamiliarity of many of the films under discussion, I felt that such foci were required.

Finally, as a conclusion, I recontextualize the giallo in terms of how it influenced the North American slasher movie of the late 1970s and early 1980s. It is also worth noting how the giallo influenced the slasher film then re influenced some Italian horror films in the mid-1980s.

So, put on your black leather driving gloves, open up your straight razors, pour yourself a highball of J&B, and let’s go back to the sleazy seventies.
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What Is Giallo?

Several years ago, I produced a lengthy article on the relationship between contemporary urban legends and the slasher films largely produced in Canada and the United States in the later 1970s and early 1980s. As part of that piece, I characterized three different types of the slasher film: those slashers that are based on urban legends, which I called “terror tales”; “psycho-character studies,” those films that attempt to understand the serial killer from the psycho-sociological perspective, using the killer himself (they are usually male) from the inside; and finally what I called “Scooby-Doo movies”—which I characterized thus:

named after the children’s animated television series which deals with a gang of teenagers solving what appear to the adult, outside world as supernatural mysteries, but are ultimately revealed to be non-supernatural in nature, and are usually the result of some adult who uses the supernatural legend to distract other people from discovering his/her own illegal operation. In the “Scooby-Doo” slasher films, however, the killer is revealed to be human and using some kind of killer-legend to distract from their own motives. These slasher films are, in reality, gory murder mysteries, where the “game” for the audience is to attempt a hypothesis as to whom the killer may be out of a set group of people. (2003a: np)

One of the readers for this article queried the relationship between what I was calling the “Scooby-Doo” movies and the Italian giallo, and in the final published version of the paper I made a vague and noncommittal connection between the two in a footnote. But almost immediately after submitting that final edit of the paper, I continued thinking about the relationship between the giallo and the slasher movie and realized my term “Scooby-Doo” movie was inaccurate: this particular form of slasher was actually (North) American gialli.

My intention at the time was to continue my research into the slasher film, and in preparing that research I wanted to firm up the connection between the slasher and the giallo. To do this, I sought out an article or two that defined the giallo, as genre, and gave some reference to the defining characteristics of these films. The giallo at this stage in my research was highly peripheral to my study. Unfortunately, no such articles or pieces of research could be found. Disappointed and discouraged, I decided that I would have to write those articles myself; but as I dug deeper and deeper into this genre of Italian vernacular filmmaking, I identified increasingly significant issues that had not been discussed within film studies—that were not only essential to a discussion of the giallo, but to a larger form of cinema language that often falls below the radar of most “serious” film watchers. This was back in 2002, and for the next three years I found myself exploring the labyrinthine world of the Italian vernacular cinema of the 1970s. These are the results of that exploration.

First, before discussing the giallo film as vernacular cinema, some definition of the genre itself is required. The word giallo simply means “yellow” and is the metonymic term given to a series of mystery novels that the Milanese publisher Mondadori began producing in the late 1920s. These paperback novels, often translations of English-language novels by writers like Arthur Conan Doyle, Ngaio Marsh, Agatha Christie, and Edgar Wallace, were presented with vibrant yellow covers. A few years earlier, Mondadori had achieved success with a series of romance novels published with bright blue covers, and so their “giallo” series was an extension of this color-coding of popular literature. The “giallo” series is still going strong, with Mondadori continuing to publish gialli paperbacks with vibrant yellow covers. Very quickly other Italian publishers joined in on the demand (or at least availability) of mass-market murder mystery novels. Dozens of competing series were produced, all using the term giallo, further defining the literary genre within an Italian context. A quick perusal of a list of those books published in the 1930s and early 1940s reveals that Edgar Wallace seems to have been one of the most popular authors—certainly translations of his novels are plentiful in the various series, followed closely by Agatha Christie, Conan Doyle, and Dorothy Sayers. The term giallo acts as a metonym for the entire mystery genre: in a British or North American bookstore, if we wanted to find, say, an Agatha Christie novel, we would look for a section called “Mystery”; however, in an Italian bookstore, that section would
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