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NEARLY 50 YEARS OF A PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL FRIENDSHIP:
Foreword by Luigi Cozzi

The first time I wrote an article about Italian movie director Dario Argento, I was very young, just 23, and he was 30. It happened in early 1970. Dario’s first movie, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, had just been released in Rome by a major Italian distributor and was doing so-so at the box office. But I had loved the film instantly, and fully understood its potential as a kind of a revolution in our static movie industry.

I immediately wanted to know its director and, since I was frequently meeting movie people like Mario Bava, Antonio (“Nini”) Margheriti, and Riccardo Freda, I asked them about this new talent. Bava just said he was the son of an Italian producer and resented the fact, according to what he had been told by his own crew, that The Bird with the Crystal Plumage was a kind-of-reworking of his own 1963 thriller The Girl Who Knew Too Much (aka Evil Eye). Freda knew nothing about this newcomer, while Margheriti told me that Dario Argento was not Bird’s real director: there were rumors that it was actually helmed by his father, producer Salvatore Argento.

I then contacted the press office of Bird’s distributor, which gave me the address of Argento’s production company. I called to their office in Rome, telling them that I wanted to meet Mr. Dario Argento for an interview, and the secretary immediately put me on the phone with Salvatore. He was very kind and most of all very excited, because, as I discovered later, I was the first member of the press to ask to meet his son for an interview after the film had been released.

In mid-March 1970 I met Dario Argento for the first time, in his small Roman house, after his then-wife had given birth to their daughter Fiore, who then was only 40 days old. We talked a lot and I discovered that I and Dario, as it were a sign of fate, shared the same birthdate, September 7 for both of us, with just a seven-year difference (1940 for Dario, 1947 for me)!

But, most important of all, almost immediately I also realized that all I had been told about Dario ’til then was just crap. He was a very, very competent man, who knew everything about classic thriller/horror movies and books and who had just come off a long working experience with great Italian director Sergio Leone, whom he really loved a lot to talk about.

This first meeting became the starting point of our 47-year friendship and working relationship that continues to this very day. And I’m proud to tell that I have had the honor and pleasure to be introduced to the world of professional moviemaking by Dario himself (and by his father, whom I will never forget), who wanted me as his own co-writer on his third film, Four Flies on Grey Velvet, and then also on his TV show Door into Darkness and on the political comedy Le cinque giornate.

Our personal and working relationship has continued all through the years. After I directed my own giallo, The Killer Must Kill Again/L’assassino è costretto ad uccidere ancora in 1973, and several other genre movies like Starcrash, Contamination, and Hercules/Ercole, Dario wanted me to take care of the special effects for his 1985 film Phenomena. Then I directed nineTurno di notte (“Night Shift”) episodes for the Italian TV program Giallo hosted by Dario in 1987, and later I even followed him to Pittsburgh to work on Two Evil Eyes. Again, in 1995, I joined him as assistant and supervisor of the special effects for his film The Stendhal Syndrome, while in 2013 I wrote the scripts for his one-year-long Italian TV program 100 pallottole d’argento (“One Hundred Silver Bullets”).1
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Old friends and business associates Luigi Cozzi and Dario Argento at the Fantafestival in 2016.
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Luigi Cozzi dons the mask of the killer in this creepy shot from Four Flies on Grey Velvet.

Meanwhile, Dario and I had joined forces again and opened “Profondo Rosso,” a very unusual store in Rome, located at the Via dei Gracchi 260 (www. profondorossostore.com). It’s a place where horror fans from all over the world can meet and buy books, DVDs, masks, action figures, costumes, posters, toys, T-shirts, and every other kind of memorabilia from the giallo, horror, fantasy, and science fiction movies they love. Underneath, in the dungeons beneath the store, we created “Dario Argento’s Museum of Horrors,” an exhibition of original props from some of Dario’s most celebrated movies: Deep Red, Opera, Phenomena, The Stendhal Syndrome, The Church, Demons, Two Evil Eyes, and so on. It’s unique, unlike anything else in the world. Thousands of visitors from all over the world have already come to visit this “Dario Argento’s Museum of Horrors,” including horror celebrities like Tim Burton, Rob Zombie, Alice Cooper, and Tom Savini.

Finally, in 2016, I decided to make my “comeback” as a director after more than 25 years with a weird mix of horror, science fiction, and giallo titled Blood on Méliès’ Moon—and naturally, I invited Dario to take part in it as an actor, playing himself on the screen. He kindly accepted my offer, and so our work together continues!

Luigi Cozzi

June 15, 2017

Notes:

1.   100 pallottole d’argento was broadcast on RAI from the summer of 2012 until 2013 and it featured Argento introducing various thrillers and horror films; some of his own films were screened, as were films by Mario Bava, David Lynch, Alfred Hitchcock, George A. Romero, John Carpenter, Wes Craven, and others.


Preface

He’s been called The Italian Hitchcock. But Dario Argento is considerably more than the “garlic flavored” alternative to the English-speaking cinema’s Master of Suspense. The comparisons are inevitable: both men were bona fide celebrities—a bit of a rarity with directors—who made their reputations for scaring the hell out of viewers. As we shall see, however, Argento was, and is, very much his own man. He’s synonymous with suspense and with horror and, along with Mario Bava and Lucio Fulci, remains one of the three masters of the Italian horror film.

As it happens, Argento’s ascent to international popularity coincided with the rise of Fangoria magazine. It was there that I first read about the man, though I didn’t make a concerted effort to seek out his work for many years. I can still remember being puzzled when I saw my first Argento film, Creepers—the butchered American edit of Phenomena. Argento wasn’t even the name that drew me to the film—instead it was down to the presence of actor Donald Pleasence, who was already a firm favorite thanks to films like Halloween (1978) and Dracula (1979). Even in its original, far more coherent edit, Phenomena is a strange film—especially to viewers who aren’t already fully indoctrinated into the weird and wonderful world of Italian horror. It was a little too much for me to cope with —bear in mind, please, I was less than 10 years old! I next remember seeing Suspiria, which at one time was the most requested title to be given a release on home video. Rather remarkably, for a film that was already a decade old, my local video store played it up with hanging posters in the shop, even taking the precaution of stocking several copies on their shelves; that certainly never happened with any other older catalogue title that I can remember. I freely admit I didn’t get it at the time—not at all. The dubbing bugged me (though as shall be discussed, there’s more live production audio than was the norm for an Italian film of the period), the story seemed to make no sense, and I couldn’t comprehend why some of the weirder scenes (like the room full of wire) even happened. Happily, I was eventually freed from the more staid and conventional confines of my movie watching experience, and I underwent a full-blown “awakening” where Italian horror was concerned. It started with Mario Bava (as it truly must), then from there I savored the pleasures of Argento, Fulci, Riccardo Freda, Sergio Martino… you get the picture. I was an addict from that moment forward.

As fate would have it, my own interest in Argento peaked when his stock in the fan community began to decline. Following a problematic period in America, where it became evident he would never be able to function with the same creative and financial freedom he enjoyed in Italy, he returned to his native country and his work became more quirky and experimental. There was still much to savor in the 1990s, but as the 21st century got under way things became … problematic. As an admirer of Argento, it pained me to see his name being dragged through the mud by so many fair-weather fans—yet I had to admit, I could see where they were coming from. The purpose of this book, of course, is to celebrate the good—and there’s a lot of it—while also talking frankly about the stumbles and the out-andout failures; it simply wouldn’t do to take the sycophant route and act like everything is on the same level as, say, Deep Red or Suspiria.
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Ad for the U.S. VHS edition of Creepers from Media; artist unknown.

Argento’s reputation as one of the masters of the modern horror film is secure, even if his more recent works have alienated many viewers. Unlike Bava or Fulci, both of whom were of older generations, Argento was part of that new generation of cineastes who became filmmakers. In the U.S., we saw an explosion of filmmakers who fit this criteria during the 1970s— George Lucas, Francis Ford Coppola, Paul Schrader, Brian De Palma, Martin Scorsese, Peter Bogdanovich, John Milius, Steven Spielberg, John Carpenter … these men, and others beside, grew up worshipping at the altar of the cinema; some of them—like Bogdanovich— even wrote extensively about their favorite films and filmmakers prior to making their own movies. Many of these directors attended film school, where film theory courses taught them all about subtext, while more practical production courses educated them on the nuts and bolts aspects of day-to-day film production. Prior to this new generation of talent in the late ’60s and early ’70s, however, there was a major renaissance in the European film scene—where the likes of Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut in France and Bernardo Bertolucci and Pier Paolo Pasolini in Italy brought their own enthusiasm for the medium to bear on their own cutting edge, often politically-incendiary works. Dario Argento was very much a part of that new movement. As we shall discuss, Argento started off writing about film for a very left-leaning (read: Communist) Roman paper. During that period, he had the good fortune to interview many of his idols and he happily devoured movie after movie, taking notes and writing about film with a lucid and sympathetic eye. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he valued genre cinema, and this would influence his later decision to focus on genre work himself. Argento never really set out to become a director, however; he was initially content to work as a screenwriter, as he preferred the solitude and peacefulness of working quietly behind the scenes as opposed to being in charge of the threering-circus atmosphere of a film set. And yet, he was a “natural,” as they say, and in time he exploded onto the film scene in Rome, ultimately reaching the popularity level of a rock star.

While the Hitchcock comparison continues to this day, in many respects a more apt simile would be to Edgar Allan Poe. To look at Argento, especially in his younger years, is to see a man with a haunted look in his eyes; it was partly an affectation, no doubt, designed to play into his reputation as a master of the macabre. Yet, make no mistake, Argento’s affection for Poe was a big part of his life since childhood—and the two men share a definite obsession for the horrific and the macabre. Like Poe, Argento also has the soul of a poet—it’s not evident in his sometimes-clunky dialogue, it’s true, but one can see it in the way in which he presents his imagery. Like Bava before him, Argento has always displayed a flair for finding the beauty in the horrific; images of violent death are common in his films, yet they often are presented as peculiarly beautiful. Argento’s flair for visual poetry is in a league of its own and his artful approach to framing and choreographing scenes of violence inspired the title of this very book.

Inevitably, Argento’s fascination with violence has led to his work being censored and misunderstood. Many critics insist on labeling him as a misogynist, though this label conveniently ignores the frequently strong and layered portrayal of women in his movies; yes, they’re often subjected to vicious attacks by knifewielding psychopaths, but they’re also often the ones who possess the insight to unravel the puzzle and solve the mystery. Argento’s cinema is not one of damsels in distress fainting at the first sight of trouble— if anything, the female characters are often more resourceful and intelligent than their male counterparts. They’re also just as likely to be wielding the knife as they are to be being under attack by it. These mixed messages confuse the more facile critics who tend to think of horror and suspense films as being inherently misogynist, anyway. But a close reading of his films undermines such criticisms and reveals a psychology which is simultaneously fascinated by, attracted to, and occasionally frightened and even repelled by women. Similarly, his films may contain scenes of graphic gore and mayhem, but compared to the vicious excesses of contemporaries like Fulci or Ruggero Deodato, these scenes are traditionally presented with such aesthetic good taste that it’s difficult to describe them as repulsive; only in more recent years has he gone off the deep end into sleazier imagery and scenes of Grand Guignol excess.

Yet, the cuts inflicted by censors and distributors have frequently obscured the virtues of Argento’s movies. There’s no doubt that we live in a period where it’s far easier to access and appreciate the works of directors like Argento—but if you remember those dark days during the early period of the home video boom, the odds of seeing anything but a horribly panned-andscanned and cut-down edit of Deep Red were very slim indeed. Now that it’s easier to see these films as their creator originally intended, it’s relatively simple to see that Argento’s approach to narrative, though quirky, has its own internal logic. Argento has often spoken of being influenced by his dreams and that’s easy enough to believe; there are indeed moments in his best films which feel as if they’re unfolding like a sort of waking dream— or nightmare. That being said, the films tend to make a great deal more sense than they’re often given credit for. His giallo films may go off into tangents of fantasy which can be jarring for some viewers, but the basic broad strokes of the narrative really do connect together and make sense, provided you’re paying attention, of course. On the other hand, the supernatural films like Suspiria and Inferno are deceptively tricky. Inferno, for example, seems a lot more complex than it really is, since the waters are muddied by so many side vignettes and diversions; but when you break it all down, it really is a fairly simple and straightforward story. That’s not to say that it “makes sense” in the conventional narrative manner, but don’t forget, it’s a supernatural horror movie. It’s allowed to get a bit slippery on that level. Whether one finds the films to be engaging or even coherent on a narrative level, there’s no doubt that the cuts inflicted by distributors for so many years did the films no favors; I can still remember watching the U.S. edit of Opera with a friend, not realizing that it was going to be missing some very important scenes present in the original edit, which I already knew and loved—at one point the heroine inexplicably escapes from a seemingly impossible situation and I had to explain that there was a scene missing which explained how that happened. Imagine seeing such an edited-down version without the “benefit” of somebody who knew what was missing at your side; no wonder that so many American critics were eager to dismiss Argento’s films as all flash and no substance for so many years.

The notion of style over substance is a common theme in discussing Argento—as well as his colleagues in the field of Italian horror, including Bava and Fulci. For some critics, the emphasis on imagery and on set pieces indicates a lack of concern for narrative or logic. Sometimes this can be true—Fulci’s horror films of the early 1980s deliberately eschew conventional narrative structure, for example. Yet, the underlining implication that it’s impossible for a film to be both stylishly realized and also coherently plotted is a lot of nonsense. Argento’s approach to his stories may not fit in with the classical tradition of English drawing room murder mysteries, but so what? Who says that’s the only way a “proper” mystery should unfold? Given Argento’s idiosyncratic approach, it’s just as well that he passed on an offer from the great producer Dino De Laurentiis to do an Agatha Christie adaptation back when star-studded Christie thrillers were in vogue in the late ’70s/early ’80s! The clues are frequently hidden in plain sight—another Poe influence, for sure—but Argento isn’t always interested in following the plodding path of linking together the clues and solving the puzzle; he likes to zig where others like to zag, and he will often take his characters down strange alleys which don’t necessarily led to a resolution—but which offer their own pleasures, just the same. Like Bava and Fulci, Argento also understands the value of mood and atmosphere; and his best works display a feeling for timing and tempo which is truly exceptional.
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Dario directs Coralina Cataldi-Tassoni during her death scene in Opera.
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As indicated above, this book is not intended to lavish praise on every film Argento has ever made. He’s made great films. He’s made good films. He’s also made some very bad films. Given that the film industry as a whole is (un)fairly ageist by nature, it’s not surprising when “elder statesmen” filmmakers come under attack for hanging in there for too long. One need only point to Quentin Tarantino’s critique of Martin Scorsese after seeing the latter’s flawed but brilliant historical epic, Gangs of New York (2002); Tarantino has long said that he plans to retire when he hits 60, though we’ll see if he’s true to his word. The notion that filmmaking is a young person’s game therefore carries the implication that, once you hit a certain age, you lose your edge— you lose your mojo. It’s true that many great directors have ended their careers making some terrible films—to choose but one example, while Buddy Buddy (1981) may have been a low spot for Billy Wilder, it wouldn’t be fair to say that everything he made after he “went over the hill” age-wise was unworthy of his talents. In fact, the likes of Luis Buñuel, Samuel Fuller, Roman Polanski, Alfred Hitchcock, Akira Kurosawa, Howard Hawks, Stanley Kubrick, John Huston, Fritz Lang, Clint Eastwood, and many others have made wonderful, passionate films well past their 60th birthday. Tarantino may not have been impressed with Gangs of New York, but others (myself included!) would disagree with him; and Scorsese has continued to make films that are well worth seeing well into his 70s. William Friedkin, one of the top hotshot directors of the 1970s, underwent a notable decline and produced some very erratic work for many years, before proving he still has what it takes with the back-to-back double gut punch of Bug (2006) and Killer Joe (2011). Then there’s Mario Bava, who continued making fine films past his 60th birthday, even if fate stopped him in his tracks at the relatively youthful age of 65. All this should be enough, hopefully, to invalidate the notion that directors should be put out to pasture before they get old and embarrass themselves. If there’s been something amiss among Argento’s more recent works— and make no mistake, there certainly has been—there’s absolutely no reason to believe that he doesn’t still have it in him to come back and make another worthy film, provided all the important elements (including a script he believes in and the right crew to support him) fall into place. At the time of writing this book, Argento is nearing 80 years of age, and he’s teasing the possibility of returning to the director’s chair for another thriller. Time will tell, of course.

Ultimately, the intention is to celebrate Argento’s rich cinematic legacy with a clear head and an open heart; punches won’t be pulled where they’re deserved, but it is my contention that even the worst of Argento’s films contain at least one sequence which demonstrates the sort of inspiration that typifies his best work. This is the first time I’ve written such a book about a filmmaker who is still alive and working, so I can only hope that it does the man the justice he deserves. In looking at the full scope of his work—including the early ones he contributed to as a screenwriter and his later work as a producer/creative influence—it is clear that he remains one of the most vital and significant figures in the modern horror and suspense genres; more than that, he remains a top level talent, regardless of genre.

One final note about titles. As this is a book for the English-speaking market, the films are referred to by their best-known English language titles. In some cases, Argento’s films were retitled for U.S. consumption and sometimes these alternate titles denote a specific alternate edit (for example, Creepers is the drastically shortened version of Phenomena). The vast majority of Argento’s films have been released in the U.S. market in one form or another. Since there has never been an official English-friendly release of Le cinque giornate under the title of “The Five Days,” or any other title for that matter, I have elected to refer to that film by its Italian title. By the same token, the Argento TV series Door into Darkness may not exist with that actual on-screen title—but that is how it has been released to video in the American market, and that is almost certainly the way most English-speaking fans know and refer to it.

Nevertheless, some areas of confusion have arisen along the way: The full onscreen English title for La terza madre is actually Mother of Tears: The Third Mother; however, it is best known simply as Mother of Tears, so I have elected to stick with that title—it just flows better. Alternatively, his version of Dracula is usually referred to as Dracula 3D—but neither the Italian nor the English version bear that actual on-screen title; in order to differentiate between it and the Bram Stoker novel and the various other film versions, I have decided to go with the actual on-screen title on the U.S. print: Dario Argento’s Dracula. But this begs the question: Is Dario Argento’s name really intended to be part of the title, or is it a possessory credit along the lines of John Carpenter’s films? An attempt at “branding” his name on the title of his American film Trauma comes to mind—but the Italian title was simply Trauma and that’s how most fans refer to the film, and so I’ve decided to go with Trauma as the go-to title. Confused yet? Hopefully the use of titles will be clear enough while satisfying the pedants in the audience; in any event, all efforts have been made to be consistent.

Since the dates of production and release are covered in detail in the discussion of the films themselves, I have also elected not to place the release date in brackets beside the titles when referencing them throughout the text; thus, while I will refer to films and texts by others and make note of the relevant dates, I didn’t see the need to do that in reference to Argento’s own productions. Hopefully that, too, is clear enough.
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Dario at a press conference.


Chapter One: The Early Years

Our story begins in Rome on September 7 1940, where Salvatore Argento (born February 8, 1914; died April 19, 1987) and his wife Elda Luxardo (born 1915; died March 14, 2013) welcome the birth of their first child. Little Dario would soon be joined by a younger brother named Claudio (born September 15, 1943) and a little sister named Floriana (born in 1946). Theirs would be a comfortable upbringing as both Salvatore and Elda proved to be successful in their respective fields.

Tellingly, both Salvatore and Elda were connected to the then-burgeoning Italian film industry. Salvatore— the son of Domenico Argento and Laudomia Argento (née Mosca Moschini)—was involved in the public relations side of the industry through Unitalia, a government-funded organization that focused on the exporting of homegrown cinema product. Elda—the daughter of Alfredo Luxardo and Margherita Luxardo (née Perissinotto)—had been raised in Brazil, where her father, also a photographer, had relocated after failing to make a go of it in Italy. Specific biographical details about Elda and her background are difficult to come by and, in fact, even Dario himself is unsure about his mother’s background, hinting at a distance which continued to exist between them through the years. “Nobody knew my mother’s exact age. They guessed her age when she got a passport, which she used to come to Italy with her brother, Elio. She was born about 1920 and they didn’t know much more. Even her birthplace was unknown. Some documents hint at Porto Alegre, in the south of Brazil, but it’s not certain.”1 Dario places her date of birth at 1920 but most sources indicate that she was actually born sometime in 1915; evidently she was aged 97 years when she passed in March 2013, so that does make sense. In an interview with La Republica, conducted not long after Elda’s death, Dario’s youngest daughter and sometime collaborator, Asia Argento, would later observe: “Her age, like other things concerning her, is shrouded in mystery.”2 The family returned to Rome sometime between 1928 and 1932 (sources differ on the precise year), and Elda soon found herself eager to follow in her father’s artistic footsteps. She would become one of the most renowned fashion photographers in Italy. Her specialty was glamor portraits of the top female movie stars of the period. Her portraits of classic screen icons like Gina Lollobrigida, Sophia Loren, Alida Valli,3 and Claudia Cardinale still hang in the top galleries in Rome, for example. Her older brother, Elio (1908-1969) was also a major photographer in his own right; in fact, he had been selected by Benito Mussolini to be his official photographer during the black years of fascism in Italy. As for Salvatore, he would work his way up the ladder and establish a powerful presence in the Italian film industry; by the 1960s, he began to take an active role in film production, working for a time for Dino De Laurentiis. During Dario’s first years, things were comparatively bumpy, thanks to the unsettled nature of the country as a whole, but when the big boom in cinema production hit in the 1950s, Salvatore was in a very good position indeed. By the end of the ’60s, he was in just the right place to facilitate his first born son’s ascent into screenwriting and ultimately directing.
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By Argento’s own reckoning, his childhood was a comfortable one. He and his siblings wanted for nothing and some of Dario’s earliest memories include being in the presence of some of the superstars who came to sit for portraits taken by his mother. He attributes his flair for making the actresses in his own films look so glamorous to the time he spent observing his mother as she carefully lit and framed these women in her photography studio. It was during this time, too, that he first felt the stirrings of the flesh. He recalls going home after school and being on the sidelines as various beautiful women changed in and out of costumes during their photographic sessions. “I just stayed there, in the background. They undressed in front of me. I would suddenly witness thighs, breasts … I felt the excitement rising, but to them I was barely more than a baby. We assume that kids don’t understand the seduction game, but that’s not true. They understand it better than adults.”4

It seems as though Salvatore and Elda allowed their children a certain degree of freedom, which young Dario certainly appreciated. “Our apartment was huge […] we could make ourselves comfortable, Claudio, Floriana and myself. Each one of us had our own lives, it was like we were three single children.”5 That the Argento children took an interest in movies from an early age was understandable—in many respects, they grew up in the midst of the film industry as it bounced back from the devastation inflicted by the Second World War. Of the three children, two of them would go on to become actively involved in the cinema; only Floriana elected to avoid it altogether. Dario and his siblings spent many hours at local cinemas thrilling to domestic productions, as well as to American imports. One American import made a particularly vivid impression. In 1949, Universal’s lavish Phantom of the Opera (1943) was re-released in Italy. When the Argento kids went to see it, none of them could have predicted what a major impact it would have on them—especially Dario. He would later recall seeing the film with his brother and sister, noting that they were so taken with it that they would play act their favorite scenes together.6

Argento has rarely touched upon his relationship with his mother, save for nostalgic reminiscences of spending time in her studio—and even those memories are geared more towards starry-eyed wonder and lipsmacking satisfaction at having been able to glimpse the naked bodies of so many beautiful starlets and models. Certainly, the image of “wicked mother” figures looms large in many of his films; it doesn’t take a psychologist to work out that the director is exorcising some of his own personal demons on that level. Predictably, his memories of her are tinged with mixed emotions. Speaking about the impact that spending part of her childhood in South America made on her, he notes, “She was very attached to her origins. My siblings and myself, when we were kids, constantly wore the St. George medal she gave us. In Brazil, St. George is a highly respected saint. My father also always wore one. This talisman was an Argento tradition.”7 As the years wore on, Dario found himself growing closer and closer with his father, whereas relations would be strained where his mother was concerned. He would later claim that his issues with his mother caused him to have an eating disorder for many years.8 He would insist upon adding anorexia into the plot of his American Giallo Trauma, despite the objections of his collaborators, while unbalanced, sometimes homicidal mother figures are a prominent presence in many of his films. Here, too, we can see Dario working out some of his personal demons and frustrations within the confines of his work.
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Daniele Luxardo, Antonella Lualdi and Dario Argento at a Luxardo Cinema Exhibition 2019.

His siblings would also remain an important presence in his life. Brother Claudio would follow in the footsteps of his older brother and their father by going into the film industry. He would join his brother’s professional family on an official basis in 1973 when he served as a producer on the period comedy-drama Le cinque giornate and he would go on to co-produce a number of his brother’s films up until the unfortunate Giallo in 2009. He also collaborated with Dario in coproducing Dawn of the Dead for American horror master George A. Romero. Claudio got his own start in the business in the publicity department at Paramount in Italy before joining forces with Dario and Salvatore. The Dario-Claudio dynamic would prove to be a bumpy one and the brothers would go through periods where they were not on speaking terms. Understandably, he was anxious to make his own mark in the world and didn’t wish to be seen purely as “Dario Argento’s kid brother.” Dario’s own quest for name recognition made it difficult for the younger man to establish his own identity, and temperamentally they were also polar opposites: Dario had a reputation for being moody and volatile in his younger years, while Claudio was known to be far more genial and easy-going. He finally broke free and went on to produce such films as Peter Del Monte’s Little Flames (Piccolo fuochi, 1985) and, most impressively, Alejandro Jodorowsky’s bizarre and brilliant Santa sangre (1989), which he also co-wrote. He would come back in and out of Dario’s professional orbit intermittently, and on a personal level he and his wife Beatrice provided Dario with a niece, Claudia, and a nephew, Nilo; Claudia opted not to follow in the family business, while Nilo would go on to serve as a production secretary on Do You Like Hitchcock? (Ti piace Hitchcock?) before serving as production manager on Mother of Tears (La terza madre) and Giallo.
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Dario confers with his brother Claudio (left), his father Salvatore (far right), and actor Adriano Celentano on the set of Le cinque giornate (1973).
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As for his sister Floriana, about whom the least has been written, she decided to follow a different path. By Argento’s own admission, their age gap created some distance, but he writes about her with warmth and affection in his memoirs. “Floriana traveled a lot and with her language skills, she worked for the Italian embassy in China. She then worked for the ENI (Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi)9 and most recently she moved to New York to become a real estate agent. I always admired her for her tenacity and her merits. Her longing for travel and her knowledge of the world made her go far, and I’m very proud of her.”10 To be the only daughter in a household dominated by strong male personalities could not have been easy for her, but it certainly didn’t get in the way when it came to realizing her own dreams and ambitions. Floriana would go on to marry and give birth to a son, also named Dario, who never worked in the film industry.
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Dario’s nephew Nilo worked as a production assistant on Do You Like Hitchcock?; the Portuguese DVD cover is more appealing than most.
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Unlike her brothers, Floriana Argento did not go into a career in film.

In the midst of intermittent family drama, Dario’s interest in and passion for the cinema continued to grow during his teenage years. He also took a typically rebellious teenage interest in politics. His views were not warmly received, especially by his mother. “One day we drove home from the sea with my parents. The whole family was in the car. The elections were coming up, and I was about to vote for the first time. My father asked me innocently, just for the sake of chatting: ‘Who are you going to vote for, Dario?’ ‘You know, I am really … a Communist.’ The car skidded to the side of the road, as my father almost lost control of the wheel. ‘What?’ he demanded. ‘A Communist! What does that mean?!’ He was more of a liberal. He was a supporter of ‘Giustizia e Liberta’ and really didn’t like the word ‘Communist.’ I proudly explained my choice, but in the car there was dead silence. Even more so because my mother was a fascist. At home, we never discussed politics again.”11 Argento’s connection to the Communist party was no mere teenage fad, however. He would continue on as a “sympathizer” for many years and to this day he regards himself as a proud Leftist. Discussing his feelings for the Communist party, he writes: “I was a supporter. I participated in all their demonstrations, even if I wasn’t officially a member of the Party. Thus, I didn’t participate in their reunions. That kept me safe from internal ‘cleansings.’”12

It wasn’t just Leftist politics that got the young man’s blood racing, either. He’d already begun to take notice of the opposite sex as a young boy in his mother’s studio, but as time wore on, his interest grew—as did his experience. On a trip to Paris in his teens, Dario made the acquaintance of a pair of “working girls” who took a liking to the young Italian; he was invited to stay with them and in the process received valuable lessons in the all-important matter of the birds and the bees. “When the one girl was asleep or not at home, the other girl gave me sex education. I was just a young boy and she seemed so mature, almost ‘old.’ But I guess she really wasn’t much older than 30. I have forgotten everything about the French girl, even her name—but not her eyes, nor the way she threw her head back when she laughed out loud, when she offered me her neck. She taught me everything I know about making love.”13
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Chapter Two: Profession: Critic

As he was entering into his late teens, Argento’s interests in sex, politics, and the cinema (though not necessarily in that specific order!) were setx to shape his destiny. In 1957, at the age of 17, Argento decided that he wanted to pursue a career in journalism—specifically, he wanted to write about the cinema. It was his hope that he would further his cinematic education by being paid to watch and review movies, while at the same time having the opportunity to meet and interact with his idols by interviewing them. He wasn’t interested in furthering his education at the university level; his education would take place in the movie theaters. His age posed a problem, however. As he later explained to his biographer, Alan Jones: “In those days it was illegal to work for a newspaper if you were under 21. So, I lied about my age.”1 He bluffed his way into getting a job with the newspaper L’Araldo dello Spettacolo, thanks in large measure to his father, who was friends with the publisher. Established in 1946, L’Araldo dello Spettacolo also employed other future filmmakers at various stages, notably Gillo Pontecorvo, Carlo Lizzani, and Marco Ferreri. Argento’s job was basically that of an office boy, assigned to various tasks when the need arose. He made a good impression on the veterans in the office, which led to another golden opportunity. “I almost immediately made friends with one of the oldest colleagues, who found me particularly likeable. One day he told me that Paese Sera had asked him to curate a column about the most popular films. It was something completely new to Italian press, he told me; no other newspapers were doing that. He didn’t have time to do it himself, so he thought I might be interested. I accepted without hesitation.”2 It was the start of a long and harmonious relationship between Argento and Paese Sera, which would serve as a valuable steppingstone in his career. Given his Communist leanings, the “temperature” at Paese Sera was just right for him. “Paese Sera was closely linked to the Communist Party, and I worked there for a good part of the 1970s. I considered and still consider myself a left-wing person anyway: I keep whole years of Lotta Continua3 in my library.”4 Argento’s column originally focused on numbers and facts, but the young writer believed that if it expanded into film analysis and criticism, it might attract even more attention. “I was madly happy: sometimes I got to see six movies in a day. I could stay in the movie theater, watch movies for free and get paid for it: it was heaven.”5 As a critic, Argento did his best to approach films without prejudice; he treated genre films with the same deference he afforded to the latest auteur offering by Federico Fellini (1920-1993) or Luchino Visconti (1906-1976). By his own admission, this approach proved to be controversial—but that was good for readership, so nobody tried to put a cramp on his style. Trying to locate actual examples of his film criticism these days is next to impossible, but it has been said that he was one of the few critics in Italy who wrote favorably about “mere” genre artisans like Mario Bava (1914-1980) and Sergio Leone (1929-1989), for example. He also wrote effusively about Hollywood filmmakers during a time when the American studio system had fallen out of favor in Italy. “For me, ‘bad films’ didn’t really exist. There was something to love in every picture—maybe even just five minutes, a single shot, a bit of sound design. Whenever I reviewed John Ford’s movies with fervor— Ford was considered a huge fascist and nobody wanted to even hear his name—or I displayed passion for Alfred Hitchcock and suspense in American movies, I found a note from the editor-in-chief in my mailbox: American cinema is empty entertainment …”6 Argento would later recall that initially he was not permitted to sign his reviews with his full name; instead he simply signed them with his initials. But once the column started to really take off, the full name was in evidence. He had a very simple but lofty goal in mind: to become the most prominent and well-known film critic in Italy.7
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Dario defied his parents by becoming a Communist and subscribing to papers like Lotta Continua.
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In the March 17, 1966 issue of Paese Sera, Dario offered commentary on Marco Bellocchio’s Fists in the Pocket (I pugni in tasca, 1966).

During this time, Argento also felt the stirrings of first love. He was working for Paese Sera, where he was being paid to do what he regarded as a dream job. Life was good. And it looked even better when he made the acquaintance of a young woman who struck him as his ideal mate; he doesn’t note her name in his memoirs, but it’s clear that she made a vivid impression upon him. “We had the feeling we were soul mates; we considered ourselves to be very lucky to have met. She stayed at my place day and night and my family grew accustomed to always seeing her. I thought it would last forever.”8 It didn’t. It proved to be the beginning of a long and rather tormented series of romantic relationships in Dario’s life. On the one hand, he craved the company of women—not just for sex, but for companionship and for sharing ideas. And yet, he also would come to recognize that he was, in essence, something of a loner by nature. He’d continue to try to find that ultimate romantic relationship but, despite brief periods of intense happiness, it never really worked out for him. Rather perversely, he discovered the actual process of ending hopeless relationships to be a source of joy. “It may seem strange, but the best times of my life were when a doomed love affair would end. […] It was like this: The women I loved, or thought I loved, we simply broke up … and I would feel strong euphoria, ready to face a new future.”9 But, of course, that realization was still many years off.

In the meantime, a significant presence entered Argento’s life in a rather unusual way. It began with a public transportation strike which meant that Dario was inconvenienced with taking his sister, Floriana, to school. When Floriana asked him to make a special stop so they could pick up her friend along the way, he wasn’t thrilled; he needed to get to work and get his own day started. His mood soon shifted. “The two girls chatted, and I soon realized that my sister’s friend sounded more mature than her age. She studied foreign languages and the more I listened to her, the more she seemed to be my age. When we arrived at school, I almost regretted that I had to go to work. For the next days I constantly thought about the name she whispered when she got in the car: Marisa.”10 Unfortunately, virtually nothing is known about Marisa Casale and her background. By virtue of the fact that she is not part of the film industry, she has been reduced to something of a footnote in much of the writing about Argento. And yet, there is no doubt that her relationship with Argento was a significant one on many levels, even if it unfortunately did not end on happy terms. For now, however, young Dario was head-over-heels in love with the young student and he was determined to make a positive impression on her. He was impressed by her poise, her beauty, and her maturity—and he decided to try and impress her by boasting about his job as a film critic. The tactic worked and by his own admission, they became virtually inseparable—except when it was time for him to focus on his writing, which she had a tolerant attitude about.11 Dario proposed to Marisa in 1965 and they remained engaged for the next three years.

That period saw a major transition in Argento’s life as he became more and more important at Paese Sera and was entrusted with interviewing major figures in the world of cinema. In the spring of 1963, Fritz Lang (1890-1976) was in Italy to film his scenes for Jean-Luc Godard’s film Contempt (Le mépris, 1964). The oncemighty Lang hadn’t directed a film since The 1,000 Eyes of Dr. Mabuse (Die 1000 Augen des Dr. Mabuse, 1960), but he still cut a fierce and intimidating presence. He also carried with him the legacy of being one of the world’s most renowned filmmakers; and happened to be one of Dario Argento’s idols. “I realized that I was getting bigger responsibilities when I got to interview Fritz Lang. This man was a myth to me. German Expressionism and the ‘Doctor Mabuse’ cycle completely changed my way of considering the cinematic narrative.”12 It’s a shame that Argento’s chat with Lang has evidently not been preserved for posterity; but Lang’s influence remains writ large on Argento’s own films as a director.
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In May 1964, he was sent to the set of a horror film titled The Castle of the Living Dead (Il castello dei morti viventi), where he interviewed the film’s star, Christopher Lee13; as luck would have it, their paths would cross again years later. In the course of their chat, Lee told Argento that he was gearing up for another Italian production, this one co-produced by American International Pictures (AIP)—an adaptation of H.P. Lovecraft’s “The Dunwich Horror,” to have been titled Scarlet Friday, which was to have been directed by Mario Bava and to have co-starred another major horror icon: Boris Karloff. That picture was delayed, and it eventually collapsed altogether, though art director-turned-director Daniel Haller would pick up the pieces and make a rather different adaptation, released by AIP January 1970 as The Dunwich Horror.

Another major opportunity presented itself in the latter part of 1964, when Argento got word that John Huston (1906-1987) was in Rome for the production of his epic, The Bible: In the Beginning … Through his father, who was old friends with the film’s producer, Dino De Laurentiis, Argento discovered that the director was staying in his preferred suite at the Grand Hotel on the Via Veneto. Although nervous about dropping in unannounced on such a legendary figure, he decided to throw caution to the wind. The opportunity to speak to the man responsible for such classics as The Maltese Falcon (1941) and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948) was simply too great to resist. “He was a bit drunk, thankfully; he had a scruffy beard and he was wearing a short robe. He looked slightly ridiculous. Without me saying anything, he looked at me for two seconds, then he grabbed me by the shoulder and dragged me into his room. And thus we began. He made me sit on a small sofa and asked me what I wanted to know. ‘Everything,’ I answered—and he gave me what I wanted.”14

Notes:

1.   Jones, Alan, Dario Argento: The Man, the Myths & the Magic (Godalming: FAB Press, 2012), p. 15.

2.   Argento, Dario, Paura (Rome: Einaudi, 2014), p. 43.

3.   Lotta Continua was a Communist newspaper which ran from 1969 until 1976.

4.   Argento, Dario, Paura (Rome: Einaudi, 2014), p.44.

5.   Ibid, p. 46.

6.   Ibid, p. 51.

7.   Argento, Dario, Peur (France: Rouge Profond, 2018), p. 56.

8.   Ibid, p. 50.

9.   Ibid, p. 53.

10. Ibid, p. 58-59.

11. Ibid, p. 59-60.

12. Ibid, p. 65.

13. Rigby, Jonathan, Christopher Lee: The Authorised Screen History (Richmond: Reynolds & Hearn, Ltd., 2007), p. 102.

14. Argento, Dario, Paura (Rome: Einaudi, 2014), p. 60.


Chapter Three: Once Upon a Time … The Screenwriter

In 1965, right around the time he proposed to Marisa, Argento was looking to switch career paths. He enjoyed studying film and writing about it, but he was ready to make the transition to screenwriting. Using the contacts he had established interviewing filmmakers for Paese Sera, Argento secured an appointment from writer/director/star Alberto Sordi (1920-2003) to sit in on the writing of his new project, a comedy titled Scusi, lei è favorevole o contrario? (literally, “Excuse Me, Are You For or Against?”). The actual writing of the script was the province of Sergio Amidei (1904-1981). On Sordi’s instruction, Amidei allowed the young wannabe screenwriter to sit in and observe the day-to-day writing of the script. As he recalls in his autobiography, “They had a funny method, which confused me. Amidei’s partners would sit on a couch next to him, and they talked about many subjects (politics, family matters …), but not about the movie they were supposed to discuss. […] At one point, one of them would say: ‘Let’s talk about the movie, we lost quite some time.’ They would concentrate, close their eyes. […] Little by little, some interesting ideas for the movie would come up; when they both agreed, they wrote them down. Then they asked: ‘Who is going to write this, you or me?’ When they came to an agreement, they left. The day after, same process. It was a great training for me. When I became a screenwriter myself, I realized that this worked very well.”1 Because he sat in on these sessions, some have claimed that Argento collaborated on the script without credit; this is not true, however: he was simply there to observe.

The plot deals with the then-hot topic of divorce, which was still illegal in Italy at this time. A wealthy hypocrite, Tullio Conforti (played by Sordi), is very much opposed to divorce as a concept; this doesn’t prevent him from being relentlessly unfaithful to his wife, as he tools around town having flings with a variety of desirable females. In addition to sitting in and observing—but not actively participating—in the screenplay phase, Argento was invited by Sordi to appear on screen in a minor cameo role. Argento’s distinctive looks—haunted eyes and painfully skinny frame—obviously made an impression on Sordi, who cast the young cineaste in the role of an altar boy; some references mistakenly credit him with playing a priest.
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Italian lobby card for Scusi, lei è favorevole o contrario?.

Scusi, lei è favorevole o contrario? made its theatrical debut in Italy just in time for Christmas of 1966—December 23, to be precise. By a remarkable coincidence, a very different film made its Roman theatrical debut that same day: Sergio Leone’s The Good, The Bad and The Ugly (Il buono, il brutto, il cattivo, 1966). The timing was significant, as Leone—whom Argento already held in great esteem—would end up having a significant impact on Argento’s development as an artist.

Prior to the all-important Christmas season of 1966, however, Argento had begun dabbling in writing screenplays and screen treatments. He had hoped to attract the attention of major directors and inevitably one of the ones he did his best to win over was Sergio Leone (1929-1989). Argento had been one of the few critics in Italy to write seriously about Leone’s films and he was also friendly with Duccio Tessari (1926-1994), who collaborated with Leone on the screenplay for Fistful of Dollars (Per un pugno di dollari, 1964).2 Through the good graces of Tessari, Argento submitted a screen treatment to Leone, hoping to interest the older man in bringing it to the screen. Nothing happened out of the meeting on an immediate practical level, but it marked the start of an important friendship in Argento’s life. As he would later recall, “His honesty was disarming, but I felt comfortable around him. Sergio had straightforward ideas and always said what he had on his mind. […] He told me about his projects, about how he worked; also, very naturally, he talked about directing. […] I was 26 years old and I was nobody. He was about 40 and he was already considered a maestro. For a reason I can’t explain, we became friends.”3
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Sergio Leone on the set of The Good, The Bad and the Ugly.
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Now flash forward to December 23, and The Good, The Bad and The Ugly becomes Leone’s biggest box-office hit to date. On one level, he’s looking to leave the Western and try his hand at fresh fields; on the other, the success inspires him to think big and to try and outdo himself with his biggest, most ambitious Western. Sooner than rely upon his usual collaborators, he decided to look for a couple of younger, “hipper” writers to work on developing a fresh screen story. Bernardo Bertolucci (1941-2018), already well-regarded for having written and directed The Grim Reaper (La commare secca, 1962) and Before the Revolution (Prima della rivoluzione, 1964), was an odd choice on the face of it—but it pointed to Leone’s art-house aspirations. Having proven his commercial muscle, Leone wanted to cement his reputation as a serious artist—and having a hot young director like Bertolucci on board to create the screen story was a step in the right direction. Sooner than rely exclusively upon Bertolucci, Leone decided to take a chance on Dario Argento and asked him to participate in the process as well. Argento’s involvement in the film has sometimes been exaggerated in fan circles, but there’s no denying that it was a seminal experience—and it undoubtedly opened many doors for him moving forward. “That day when he gave me an appointment, I was very emotional,” writes Argento. “When I entered his office, there was another person I knew from sight; his name was Bernardo Bertolucci. Sergio asked us both generic questions, and we both would take turns answering, one after another. I knew right away that Bernardo was the most insolent, the most detached of us. He had already worked with Pasolini and had directed some of his own creations. […] I was intimidated by Sergio Leone, as it was obvious that he was putting me to the test. He suddenly asked if we’d like to write a movie for him. In fact, he wasn’t asking. When we entered his office this morning it was like we were already hired. […] He could have the best screenwriters in the world, yet, to write the story for his next movie, he chose two young men, two upand-coming hopefuls in the cinema, so to speak. It was incredible.”4 Bertolucci’s recollection of his involvement in the project is somewhat more pragmatic—but don’t forget, he was already an established filmmaker, so participating in a project like this wasn’t as life-altering an experience. As he explained to Sir Christopher Frayling, “In the first place, I got involved because I didn’t have any lire. Also, because, in the late 1960s, I liked the way some popular Italian films were going. I thought that Sergio Leone was brilliant—brilliant and vulgar at the same time. But I did not know him. On the first day The Good, the Bad and the Ugly was shown in Italy, I met Leone—in the projection booth. The day after, he called me and asked me to write the movie. I wrote a huge treatment—about 300 pages, full of ‘quotes’ from all the Westerns I love. Some of the ‘quotes’ even Leone did not recognize … And I wanted to write the whole script, but I didn’t, so I lost most of the money.”5 Interestingly, Bertolucci’s recollection makes no mention at all of Dario—but Leone was clear on the point: the three of them wrote the story together.

How things progressed from there seems to depend on who you ask. It’s generally agreed that the process relied largely upon Leone arranging screenings of every single Western he could get his hands upon for Argento and Bertolucci. He wanted them to take notes—to write down the best elements and then distill them into a virtual encyclopedia of Western cinema clichés and tropes. Argento and Bertolucci sat through everything from Stagecoach (1939) and The Searchers (1956) to Red River (1948) and Johnny Guitar (1954) and Leone would grill them afterwards, asking the young film buffs what they thought the most significant elements were. According to Argento, “Everyone worked on their own, then we met with Leone to submit our ideas. […] After six wonderful months, we had a first draft of 80 pages. We slowly shaped what was to become Once Upon a Time in the West, but it wasn’t always easy.”6

That’s Argento’s account. According to Leone, Bertolucci and Argento worked on the treatment for two months. Bertolucci claimed it was four months. As to the exact nature of the collaboration, Leone later remarked, “So we met, the three of us, and
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