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Dario Argento’s Cinema

GIULIO LUCIANO GIUSTI 

ABSTRACT
Since Dario Argento’s directorial debut, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, visual 
composition has played a key role in his work, as has the strict correlation between 
visual perception and image interpretation. Specifically, what emerges from Argento’s 
filmography since the early 1970s is the director’s ability to play with the ambivalence 
of pictorial images and techniques within a film in a specific duality that serves 
narrative purposes on the one hand, while challenging the self-enclosed mediality of 
classical cinematic narration on the other. In this regard, the diegetic art-historical 
repertoire, as well as the pictorial iconography and techniques displayed in Argento’s 
oeuvre, appear to transfer the dramatic tension from the narrative to the cinematic 
language, making the images the ultimate riddle to be solved. In a chosen corpus of 
the director’s work, it is evident that this ambivalence is already a prominent theme 
from the opening credit sequences. These sequences serve both a narrative and 
metanarrative function by foreshadowing the main themes of the films in question, 
and by serving as introductions to the aesthetic “textures” of the films through visual 
representation.

The purpose of this article is to examine specific instances in Argento’s oeuvre, namely 
Four Flies on Grey Velvet, Deep Red, Trauma and, most notably, The Stendhal Syndrome, 
where the visual symbols and methods shown in the opening credit sequences serve 
the defined metanarrative objectives. Additionally, it aims to explore the extent to 
which this metanarrative function of artistic references extends beyond the opening 
credits in these films. The director’s cinema exhibits aesthetic and narrative circularity 
by repeatedly framing and reworking the same visual motifs developed in the opening 
credits in mirror-like sequences throughout key scenes. These motifs ultimately 
resurface in the epilogue, serving as a clear example of this circularity. This article 
demonstrates how these examples from Argento’s work exemplify the core of the 
director’s comprehensive production of a harmonious integration of narrative and 
visuals, which can effectively communicate a self-reflexive message about the essence 
of the shown images and their potential interpretation.
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INTRODUCTION
Sam Dalmas is an American writer based in Rome. One night on his way home, Sam’s eye is 
drawn to the light spilling over the street from an art gallery with a giant plate-glass façade. 
Sam glances at the window and, to his surprise, he sees two figures, a young woman dressed 
in white and a black-gloved and raincoated silhouette, fighting with a knife. The entrance to the 
gallery consists of two mechanically operated glass doors. Sam attempts to reach the woman 
but gets trapped between the two sets of doors. He can only watch in horror as the black-
gloved assailant escapes and the woman, stabbed, lies on the floor among gigantic sculptures.

As evidenced by this opening sequence from The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970), Dario 
Argento has proven to be a master at juggling the key narrative tropes that are typical of the giallo 
formula while also delighting the most exigent horror audiences through highly sophisticated 
visual techniques. As Marcia Landy has argued, paramount to Argento’s sustained engagement 
with the domestic giallo tradition from which he sprang in the early 1970s is the director’s 
“unrelenting investigation of the cinematic uses of memory, trauma, and distorted vision” in 
“a world where the real and the illusory have lost their clarity and where art is as dangerous 
as life” (93).1 In this sequence, despite the fact that the gallery is brightly lit, Sam’s distance 
from the struggle prevents him from realising that Alberto Ranieri, the black-gloved assailant, 
is not the attacker but is actually defending himself against the aggression of his psychotic 
wife Monica, the film’s serial killer. In addition to this, intradiegetic artwork comes to play a 
pivotal role in the film. As the film progresses, the audience learns that Monica Ranieri is an art 
gallery director who was brutally attacked by a rapist as a young woman, which has resulted 
in profound trauma. Monica’s trauma remained dormant for ten years until the day she came 
across a naïf painting depicting the scene of which she had been the unwilling protagonist. 
Faced with the scene of violence depicted in the painting, Monica automatically links it with her 
background of sexual assault, reactivating her buried trauma. In the film’s denouement, it is 
revealed that Monica’s paranoid tendencies caused her to identify with the attacker.

Thus, the painting itself becomes relevant in relation to the understanding of Monica’s traumatic 
experience as well as the coherent cause-and-effect logic that follows from it. At the same 
time, the codification of the meaning hidden behind the same pictorial image, as meticulously 
enacted by Sam in the film, demonstrates the crucial role of visual composition in the director’s 
cinema, as well as the strict relationship between visual perception and image interpretation. 
Indeed, the director’s focus on the intradiegetic and extradiegetic art-historical repertoire and 
techniques presented in his work seems to relocate the dramatic tension from the narrative to 
the cinematic language, making the visuals the ultimate enigma to be resolved.

In this regard, since The Bird with the Crystal Plumage Argento has demonstrated the persistence 
of an “exhibitionist” quality in his cinema, as well as being a filmmaker whose cinematic influence 
is very conscious of the use of the artwork “as a meditation on the aesthetics of filmmaking 
itself” (Schneider 60).2 As Maitland McDonagh has highlighted, Argento’s background is rooted 
in his work as a film critic for the Roman newspaper Paese Sera in the decade prior to his debut 
as a filmmaker (45). The director was also a screenwriter for numerous exploitative genres, 
including the commedia all’italiana and the spaghetti western, during the 1960s. His most 
notable accomplishment as a writer was his collaboration with the then 26-year-old Bernardo 
Bertolucci on the initial draft of the script for Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time in the West 
(1967). These experiences as a critic and screenwriter enabled Argento to investigate the 
narrative of exploitative genres and, concurrently, to become acquainted with certain stylistic 
and technical tropes that are characteristic of art films, including German Expressionism of 

1	 Although the giallo sub-genre was first pioneered by Mario Bava’s The Girl Who Knew Too Much (1962) and 
subsequently improved with the director’s Blood and Black Lace (1964), the period of the Italian gialli officially 
began in 1970 with Argento’s The Bird with the Crystal Plumage and ended in 1982 with Lucio Fulci’s The New 
York Ripper, with a peak in the period 1970–75 (Koven 8). As James Gracey has remarked, “giallo films notoriously 
combine sex and violence, hyper-stylised and elaborate murders, lavish camerawork and set design, displaced 
protagonists who unwittingly stumble into the ensuing mayhem, ineffectual or non-existent police and copious 
gore […] Everything weaves together in a weak and often convoluted narrative, frequently interrupted by scenes 
of startling violence and bloodshed. More abstract modes of detection are utilised rather than the usual logical 
deduction of ‘whodunit’-style movies” (14).

2	 By “exhibitionist”, I refer to Gunning’s use of this term in analysing the early “cinema of attractions” as 
defined as “a cinema that displays its visibility, willing to rupture a self-enclosed fictional world for the chance to 
solicit the attention of the spectator” (Gunning 57, quoted in Pethö 181).
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the 1920s, Alfred Hitchcock, and the French New Wave (Bondanella 420; Menarini 78; Thoret 
22–23; Zagarrio 44–45).

If we take an aesthetic reading of the art gallery sequence in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, 
we realise that the brightly lit oasis from the outside creates a composition in which the squared 
window, itself framed by its own perimeter, becomes a frame within a bigger frame (the screen) 
imbued with white light. Thus, the whole composition generates a pictorial impact, as the oasis 
of light coming from the gallery is strictly bounded by the perimeter of the window and gives 
the illusion of compressing Sam and Monica on all sides so as to delimit their space of action. 
While the claustrophobic impact is rendered through the objective physical entrapment of Sam 
and Monica, the outside gives the impression of an endless expanse of darkness. As a result, 
by introducing the painterly into the cinematic via complex camerawork and intradiegetic 
art-historical repertoire, Argento’s style proves to be psychological and pictorial at the same 
time and provides a Gesamtkunstwerk-like experience in which the aesthetic and narrative 
dimensions are in constant synesthetic fusion and fully interact in a kaleidoscopic ensemble of 
cinematic texture, colour, composition, pictorial iconography and symbolism.

In a selected corpus from the director’s work—Four Flies on Grey Velvet (1971), Deep Red 
(1975), Trauma (1993) and, most notably, The Stendhal Syndrome (1996)—this synesthetic 
fusion is already a distinguishing as well as a dominant theme in the opening credit sequences, 
which are charged with a narrative as well as metanarrative role by anticipating the main 
themes of the films in question on the one hand, and by acting as preambles to the films’ 
aesthetic “textures” through visual composition on the other. In addition to this, the visual 
motifs introduced in these films’ opening credits are repeatedly framed and reworked by 
Argento in mirror-like sequences in key scenes until they eventually reappear and are resolved 
in the final epilogue. The recurring visual themes in these films, together with their further 
development and elaboration in the epilogue, exemplify a seamless fusion of story and visuals 
in the director’s cinema. This, as we will see, can successfully convey a self-reflexive message 
about the fundamental nature of the depicted images and their possible interpretation.

OFF WITH THEIR HEADS: PICTORIAL IMAGERY AND TECHNIQUES 
IN FOUR FLIES ON GREY VELVET, DEEP RED AND TRAUMA
The first Argento film that fully addresses the aforementioned metanarrative issues in relation 
to pictorial imagery and techniques is Four Flies on Grey Velvet. The film is the third instalment 
of the director’s so-called “Animal Trilogy”, together with The Bird with the Crystal Plumage 
and The Cat O’ Nine Tails (1971), and focuses on Roberto Tobias, a young rock drummer living 
in Rome who becomes the target of a mysterious masked torturer whose identity is finally 
revealed in the figure of his wife Nina. Driven mad by a sadistic father who raised her as a boy 
and unable to avenge herself because of the man’s premature death, Nina eventually marries 
Roberto because of his physical resemblance to her father and takes out her maniacal hatred 
on him instead.

From a narrative perspective, Four Flies on Grey Velvet has a remarkable similarity with The 
Bird with the Crystal Plumage, as both films focus on psychosexual issues behind the killer’s 
motives in the wake of the American film noir’s depiction of dysfunctional family behaviour and 
sexual motivations as the impetus for crime (Wood 57). In addition to this, the killer’s motives 
in both films are closely linked to the experience of some event or trauma that occurred either 
in childhood or in the relatively recent past (Koven 104).

From an aesthetic standpoint, this is the first film by Argento in which fairly conventional giallo 
storytelling and an ostentatiously graphic stylisation of the images are notably intertwined 
in three key sequences. These are the opening credit sequence, the scene where the killer’s 
identity is revealed, and the film’s epilogue. The opening credit sequence, which depicts 
Roberto’s band rehearsing, immediately immerses the viewer in a cinematic composition 
of complex camerawork and an experimental diegetic soundtrack. Roberto’s rehearsal in a 
recording studio is shown from different camera angles and perspectives, including a point-
of-view shot from inside a guitar and a close-up of a spinning drumstick in slow motion. 
Ennio Morricone’s rhythm and blues opening melody accompanies the entire sequence both 
diegetically, in the recording studio, and extradiegetically, when Roberto is walking down a 
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crowded street in Rome, and is abruptly intercut by the close-up of a pulsating heart alongside 
the film’s titles, whose photographic-type accuracy and sharpness of image are reminiscent 
of hyperrealist painting from the late 1960s and early 1970s.3 The sequence terminates with 
Roberto crushing a fly between his two cymbals.

The appearance of the pulsating heart generates an aesthetic impact, and its incongruity 
forces us to question the veracity of the image itself. Why is it there? What does it stand for? 
Thus, by inviting the audience to pay full attention to the aesthetic and intrinsic qualities of 
the object represented through the technique of the close-up, we are asked to contemplate 
the reason behind its appearance. Indeed, the pulsating heart may be read as a metaphor for 
Roberto’s nervous state of mind, which manifests itself from the credit sequence and whose 
tension increases as the film progresses. At the same time, compared to the diegetic portions 
of the sequence showing Roberto’s rehearsal, the graphic depiction of a pulsating heart comes 
to embody a parallel extradiegetic space on to which Argento displaces fear.

Figure 1 The close-up of a 
pulsating heart in Four Flies on 
Grey Velvet (Italian: Quattro 
mosche di velluto grigio), 
directed by Dario Argento, 
Seda Spettacoli – Universal 
Productions France, 1971.

This parallel space is eventually re-enacted by the director in the sequence where the 
murderer’s identity is finally disclosed. To protect Nina from the imminent menace of the serial 
killer, Roberto tries to force her out of the door. In the confrontation, the audience finds out that 
Nina wears a medallion made of resin with the image of a fly imprinted on it. The image of the 
fly is a reminder of a previous scene, which provided clues as to the murderer’s identity. In this 
scene Roberto was informed by the police that they had conducted an optographical test on a 
retinal photograph of one of the murder victim’s eyeballs, which revealed a blurry image of four 
dark smudges against a grey background that vaguely resembled “four flies on grey velvet”. In 
the later scene, Argento captures the detail of Nina’s medallion by showing it in close-up and 
forming four dark smudges as it swings up and down on a black background. Gary Needham, 
using a photograph-related definition provided by Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida (1984), 
argues that the picture of Nina’s medallion comes to represent the punctum, which is “the 
inconsequential detail that pricks (or punctures, hence ‘punctum’) the eye, adding something 
that the film’s narrative and mise-en-scene itself can neither contain nor foretell” (n.p.). In 
this regard, Needham adds that “the punctum is literally inscribed into the filmic discourse 
through the protagonists’ confrontation with the traumatic image” (n.p.). In the sequence, 
Argento forces both Roberto and the viewer to confront the punctum in the most effective 
way via camerawork and slow motion. To reinforce the viewer’s attention, Argento freezes 
the image of the medallion so as to reveal who the killer is without the use of any dialogue. 
This hyperrealist effect echoes that of the pulsating heart in the opening credit sequence and 
generates a similar hypnotic sensation, this time given by the oscillation of the medallion. At 
the same time, Argento provides a clear example of aesthetic and narrative circularity in the 
film, as the slow-motion photography as well as the motif of the fly connect to the opening 
credit sequence. The vivid image of the death of the fly between the cymbals in the opening 
sequence can be understood as a metaphor for the eventual discovery of the killer’s identity, 
wherein the fly is used to substitute for Nina.

3	 The term hyperrealism, which is also known as photorealism, was introduced by Louis K. Meisel in 1968. 
It is used to describe the art movement that emerged from Pop Art and served as a response to Abstract 
Expressionism in the United States during the late 1960s and early 1970s, and that spread throughout Europe 
in the early 1980s (Meisel, Photorealism at the Millenium 14–15). The essence of hyperrealism in art was the 
meticulous and detailed examination of the physical and verifiable properties of the object depicted through the 
medium of photographic sources. The artist methodically transferred the image from the photographic slide on 
to canvas after the photo was developed. Even though the resulting images were frequently direct reproductions 
of the original photo, they were generally more detailed and larger than the original (Meisel, Photo-Realism 
12–24).
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Figure 2 The graphic depiction 
of Nina’s medallion on a black 
background in Four Flies on 
Grey Velvet.

The effective use of slow motion, as shown in the sequence that exposes the killer’s identity, 
has the greatest pictorial impact in the film’s epilogue, which depicts Nina’s death in a car 
accident. From a narrative standpoint, this final sequence also serves to contextualise Roberto’s 
recurrent nightmare during the film. Throughout the film, the audience witnesses Roberto’s 
sleep being constantly troubled by a repeated nightmare in which he is witness to a Middle 
Eastern ritual execution by decapitation. This obsessive dream eventually reveals itself to be 
a macabre premonition when Nina is beheaded in a car accident while trying to escape from 
Roberto. Both the ritual execution by decapitation and Nina’s death are aesthetically linked by 
the director’s use of slow motion. In the case of Nina’s death, Argento recreates a hyperrealist 
effect via Pentazet, a German camera that consumes 30,000 frames per second, but when run 
at normal theatrical speed shows the image in a wholly different temporal register (Lucantonio, 
“Il cinema secondo Argento” 13; Grimaldi 262; Pugliese 17). Thus, an accident that would 
normally last a few seconds turns into a hyperbolic sequence of death in which every single 
detail, from the killer’s face to the glass shattering, is explored to the extreme. In the sequence, 
this technical focus on the subject depicted creates the illusion of a frozen and suspended 
reality whose subtleties cannot be perceived by the human eye in a shot taken at regular speed, 
and the layering of these images ultimately results in the shattering of the image into abstract 
fragments.

The murderer’s death by decapitation, as well as the dysfunctional family as represented in 
both The Bird with the Crystal Plumage and Four Flies on Grey Velvet, are also recurrent narrative 
motifs in Deep Red and Trauma. This time, as Giorgio Bertellini has pointed out, Argento focuses 
on the oedipal relationship between a castrating mother and her child, who in turn comes to play 
the double role of accomplice and victim of his/her deranged parent (214). In Deep Red, Carlo 
tries to protect his mother from a murder she committed in the past to avoid being placed in a 
mental institution. In Trauma, 16-year-old Aura has anorexic and bulimic tendencies triggered 
by the controlling attitude of her unstable mother. In addition to this, what Deep Red and 
Trauma also share with Four Flies on Grey Velvet is an opening sequence that is distinguished 
by a highly graphic stylisation of images. The director’s extensive use of graphic composition 
in these two films’ opening credit sequences, however, plays an opposite function to that of 
Four Flies on Grey Velvet. While in Four Flies on Grey Velvet the combination of intradiegetic and 
extradiegetic images is merely aimed at introducing the film’s narrative via visual composition, 
in Deep Red and Trauma the graphic intradiegetic and extradiegetic composition displayed in 
the credit sequences is deliberately fragmented and stylised as a “covert” commentary over 
the narrative. Indeed, the images displayed in Deep Red and Trauma are emphasised in such 
a way as to arouse the viewer’s curiosity. However, due to their complete decontextualisation 
from the story, these images do not provide the viewer with sufficient clues to understand the 
plot or how they relate to the story. The result of this fragmented representation is to confuse 
the viewer through the illusory nature of the images.

Deep Red follows Marc Daly, a British pianist living in Rome, who witnesses the murder of a 
famous psychic by a black-gloved figure in a raincoat and begins to investigate the killing, the 
truth of which is eventually revealed in an unexpected coup de théâtre. In the film’s opening 
credit sequence, Argento presents substantial indications regarding the distressing recollections 
of Carlo, a key character who witnessed the murder of his father by his deranged mother during 
his childhood. Argento creates a distinctly vivid tableau by manipulating a series of intradiegetic 
images that inflect the film as a whole (McDonagh 108). The credit sequence begins with 
white type against a black background showing the actors’ and the screenwriters’ names. The 
soundtrack performed by the progressive rock band Goblin fades out and is replaced by the 
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intradiegetic sound of a voice singing a childish wordless tune. The song has a repetitive rhythm 
that strongly clashes with the dynamism of the previous extradiegetic music. A diegetic image, 
which will be revealed to be a representation of one of Carlo’s traumatic childhood memories 
later in the film, fades in to reveal a 1950s-style living room with a Christmas tree from floor 
level in a medium shot. The back wall shows the shadow of a person stabbing another with 
robotic movements, while a horrendous scream overlaps the sickly-sweet tune. As soon as 
the shadow completes its work, a bleeding knife is dropped on to the floor, right in front of the 
camera, and the two feet of a child walk up to the knife. The image fades out and there is a 
rapid music cross-fade back to the Goblin score as the rest of the credits unroll.

From a metanarrative point of view, this traumatic event re-emerges through pictorial iconography 
as soon as Marc manages to find a valuable clue while investigating an abandoned Roman villa. 
In this sequence, Marc scratches a crumbling wall and exhumes a childish mural drawing made 
by the toddler Carlo that essentially reproduces the image presented in the opening sequence 
of the film: a screaming man splashed with red and a child clutching a knife, all frozen before a 
Christmas tree. After Marc has gone, another slab of plaster crumbles off the wall to show a third 
figure, this time a woman, which points to the correct solution to the puzzle.

Figures 3 and 4 The vivid 
depiction of the 1950s-style 
living room with a Christmas 
tree and the child’s legs in the 
opening credit sequence of 
Deep Red (Italian: Profondo 
rosso), directed by Dario 
Argento, Rizzoli Film – Seda 
Spettacoli, 1975.

The colour red eventually reappears in the film’s epilogue, during the murderer’s death, 
reiterating the idea of the film’s aesthetic and narrative circularity via a highly graphic visual 
composition. In this sequence, Carlo’s mother attacks Marc, but her metal necklace becomes 
caught in the elevator shaft of an old Roman building, decapitating her. As in Four Flies on 
Grey Velvet, this act of decapitation is shot in gruesome detail via the extreme close-up of 
the woman’s chain slowly cutting her throat and her mouth secreting a yellowish substance 
as a result of the process of beheading. As soon as the killer dies, the result of her beheading 
is seen via a cut to a close-up of Marc’s distorted and inverted image reflected in a pool of 
blood (Toffetti 158). The shot’s richness of visual information, as well as the dynamic interplay 
between Marc and his reflection, enhance each other to such an extent that this creates a 
synergistic balance that gives this sequence a highly pictorial impact. Thus, in the closing 
credit sequence Argento goes back to the evocative power of the colour red that made its first 
appearance in the opening credit sequence, as the blood dripping from the kitchen knife in the 
opening credit sequence has now become a pool of blood in which Marc can see his image.

Figure 5 Marc’s inverted image 
reflected in the pool of blood 
in Deep Red’s closing credits.

Decapitation itself is the main theme of the director’s Trauma. This film was Argento’s second 
directorial experience in the United States, following his reinterpretation of Edgar Allan Poe’s 
short tale The Black Cat (1843) in the two-episode horror Two Evil Eyes (1990), which he wrote 
and directed with George A. Romero. In Trauma’s opening sequence, the extradiegetic sound of 
the French national anthem, “La Marseillaise”, and a short extract from the song “Ça ira” serve 
as a backdrop to the close-up and extreme close-up shots of a series of intradiegetic figurines 
witnessing an execution by decapitation during the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror. A 
miniature guillotine is then automatically operated while the image fades out. Indeed, by directly 
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referring to the intermittent noise of shouting, harangues and conflicts of the French Revolution, 
the viewer is persuaded to think that the film’s serial killer is some kind of fanatic of this historical 
period, and that a significant number of heads will be chopped off as a consequence of this.

Figure 6 The figurines 
witnessing an execution 
by decapitation during the 
French Revolution in Trauma, 
directed by Dario Argento, ADC 
Overseas Filmgroup, 1993.

Despite the plethora of heads that roll during the film, however, it soon becomes clear that the 
aural and visual references to the French Revolution in the opening credit sequence are nothing 
but a red herring. Although the serial killer’s modus operandi is grisly decapitation via a portable 
mechanised garrotte, and the same toy guillotine in the opening credit sequence appears in 
one of the key scenes when the murderer’s identity is revealed, the murderer’s motives are not 
directly linked to this historical period in France. Rather, execution by decapitation as displayed 
in the figurines of the opening sequence becomes a symbolically and thematically intimate 
matter and, as Linda Badley has suggested, “the historical is thus realised ultimately in the 
most personal (and fantastic) space of all, the nursery where the grieving mother cherishes her 
rage” (n.p.). In this regard, execution by decapitation is symbolically and thematically linked to 
the film’s killer Adriana, a woman whose son was beheaded at birth due to an error by medical 
staff. This traumatic event turns Adriana into a ruthless killer, decapitating those responsible 
for her child’s death by means of an electric device of her own invention. In addition, Adriana 
assumes a dominating control over her suicidal anorexic daughter Aura and her submissive 
husband. As Badley has pointed out in relation to the film:

the decapitation scenes […] have been noted chiefly for their failure (or else 
their refusal) to achieve Argento’s trademark aestheticised violence. In place of 
spectacular shots of gorgeously slaughtered bodies against stained glass-and-
marble settings, Trauma features close-ups of choking middle-aged heads, an 
assortment in regard to race, class, color, texture and gender against backdrops of 
motel rooms, warehouses and suburban cellars. The spectacle, if it can be called 
such, is a matter of trophies and talking heads. (n.p.)

In this respect, what becomes more important in the murder sequences in the film is that 
Adriana acts according to the principle that all crimes against other creatures should be 
severely punished with a violence that is comparable to the previous fault. A code that assigns 
a particular punishment to a specific crime is the lex talionis or “law of retaliation”, whose 
ancient formula demanded “an eye for an eye”. In a proven case of physical assault on a 
person, the law of retaliation is defined by the claim that punishment is morally justified and 
made obligatory by the actions of the guilty. The type of punishment that should be employed 
in return is established by the nature of the crime committed (Weingreen 1–2; Morris 45–46).4 
In this regard, Adriana comes to play the dual role of victim and victimiser at the same time. 
As such, Argento applies the same retributive justice to Adriana’s death by decapitation in 
the film’s epilogue, in which she ends up beheaded by her own machine, thus reinforcing 
the leitmotif of the whole film and establishing decapitation as the key to its aesthetic and 
narrative circularity.

4	 The most basic standard is the principle of equivalence as stated by German philosopher Immanuel Kant, 
according to which: “If you slander another you slander yourself; if you steal from another, you steal from 
yourself; if you strike another, you strike yourself; if you kill another, you kill yourself” (99).
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Figure 7 The close-up of 
Adriana’s decapitated head 
provides a further sense 
of circularity in narrative 
and style in Dario Argento’s 
Trauma.

LOSING ONESELF IN A WORK OF ART: DIEGETIC PAINTING AND 
TABLEAUX VIVANTS IN THE STENDHAL SYNDROME
The cinematic and narrative circularity that arises from Argento’s self-reflexive use of the 
art-historical repertoire is particularly evident in The Stendhal Syndrome. The rationale for 
dedicating a separate section to The Stendhal Syndrome in this article derives from the pivotal 
role that artwork serves in the film, both in the narrative and in the mise en scène. The Stendhal 
Syndrome centres on Anna Manni, a young police officer attached to the rape squad in Rome 
who is sent to Florence on the trail of Alfredo Grossi, a dangerous serial killer and rapist of young 
women. During a visit to the Uffizi Gallery, Anna experiences an emotional malaise clinically 
known as Stendhal Syndrome that causes her to faint while staring at Brueghel’s Landscape 
with the Fall of Icarus (c. 1560). Grossi observes the episode and uses Anna’s psychological 
confusion and fear to start a cat-and-mouse game.

From a clinical perspective, the term Stendhal Syndrome is applied to a sudden and temporary 
emotional disturbance, lasting from a few hours to a few days, which can occur when an 
individual is exposed to art (Magherini, La sindrome 7; Mi sono innamorato 169). In her book 
La sindrome di Stendhal (1989), which served as direct inspiration for Argento’s film, Graziella 
Magherini presents a comprehensive clinical account of over one hundred cases between 
1977 and 1986 involving foreign visitors to Florence who were hospitalised due to temporary 
confusion, dizziness and tachycardia following art contemplation.

As Robert Daniel (232–33) and Colette Balmain have discussed, the film provides a narrative 
innovation in relation to the director’s gialli of the 1970s and 1980s. In this respect, there 
is no hidden killer to identify or any necessity to focus on the investigative element of the 
plot, and the film’s narrative context revolves more around the rape-revenge dynamic than 
the traditional giallo formula, as it was pioneered by Argento himself with The Bird with the 
Crystal Plumage. Indeed, in The Stendhal Syndrome the director’s major concern is to provide 
a detailed commentary on the complex relationship that is established between the torturer 
and his victim and the subsequent dramatic effects that this traumatic experience provokes in 
the latter.

Furthermore, The Stendhal Syndrome provides the most compelling example of aesthetic and 
narrative circularity in Argento’s oeuvre. This circularity, as well as the mesmerising power 
of artistic creation, are already in effect from the opening credit sequence, during which a 
series of forty-two tableaux scroll up the right side of the frame and the square images are 
tied together in such a way that they resemble a strip of film running through a projector 
(Gallant 70; Rolet 6; Thoret 126). As Argento has pointed out, this credit sequence bombards 
the audience with the most disturbing canvases which Magherini’s clinical studies identified, as 
well as enumerating a series of tableaux that appear to be responsible for the most frequent 
emotional disturbances leading to Stendhal Syndrome in the samples of hospitalised people 
analysed (Giusti, “Turbamenti figurativi” 492). From an aesthetic and narrative perspective, as 
Stéphane Rolet has noticed, this relentless scroll of artistic images creates a slow and hypnotic 
effect that prefigures Argento’s intention to conceive the whole film as a striking combination 
of the pictorial with the filmic domain (7). Nine out of the forty-two tableaux displayed in 
the credit sequence depict scenes of explicit crime and violence, ranging from the dramatic 
execution in Francisco Goya’s The Third of May 1808 (1814) to the aftermath of murder in 



9Giusti  
Modern Languages Open  
DOI: 10.3828/mlo.
v0i0.336

Jacques-Louis David’s The Death of Marat (1793).5 According to Rolet, this association of art 
with crime and violence is a subtle, yet incisive, way of persuading the audience to approach 
empathetically Anna’s devastating and intoxicating relationship with art, and to anticipate the 
gruesome scenes of murder and rape in the film through iconography.

Figure 8 The credit sequence 
in The Stendhal Syndrome 
(Italian: La sindrome di 
Stendhal), directed by Dario 
Argento, Medusa Film, Cine 
2000, 1996.

Alongside Rolet’s pertinent observation regarding the symbolic association of art with crime 
in The Stendhal Syndrome’s credit sequence, I believe that this sequence also serves as a 
prologue to the film’s aesthetic and narrative circularity through a combination of extradiegetic 
artwork and soundtrack. The credit sequence is underpinned by Ennio Morricone’s ominous and 
repetitive passacaglia. The passacaglia is a short, usually rapid and often grave musical form 
that originated in early seventeenth-century Spain and whose character is usually based on 
a bass ostinato and written in triple metre. The melodic pattern, usually four, six or eight bars 
long, is repeated without change through the duration of the piece, while the upper lines are 
varied freely, with the bass pattern serving as a harmonic anchor.6 Like the melodic pattern of 
the credit sequence, the name Anna is itself a palindrome. Additionally, throughout the film, the 
character of Anna undergoes a circular mental and physical transformation that symbolically 
returns to the overwhelming barrage of iconography depicted in the credit sequence. More 
specifically, Anna experiences a cyclical metamorphosis that incorporates both physical and 
emotional aspects, transitioning from a victim to a torturer and then back to a victim. This 
metamorphosis is comparable to Monica’s experience in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, as 
well as to Nina and Adriana’s experiences in Four Flies on Grey Velvet and Trauma, respectively.

Initially, Anna experiences Stendhal Syndrome while viewing Brueghel’s Landscape with the Fall 
of Icarus in the Uffizi. In response to Grossi’s sexual assault, Anna takes a proactive approach 
and creates art to communicate her suppressed anger. This approach, however, eventually 
results in the woman facing devastating consequences, both physically and mentally, leading 
her to identify with her torturer and become a murderer herself. Ultimately, Anna’s association 
with the murderer will culminate in her self-destruction, capitulation and surrender to the 
power of art, transforming her into an object of artistic expression.

As Anna’s transformation unfolds, the audience experiences the increasing dominance of art 
within the film, both through the diegesis and through tableaux vivants, as if Anna’s emotional 
disturbance has contaminated the whole reality around her. In the sequence immediately after 
Anna collapses while staring at Brueghel’s painting, the audience is shown an overwhelming 
expanse of water that is created by computer-generated imagery. Anna suddenly passes 
out and becomes part of the painting herself when she experiences a hallucination in which 
she identifies with Icarus diving into the sea. There, she is confronted with a Bosch-inspired 
anthropomorphic creature, half-fish and half-human, which she approaches and kisses 
in close-up before she comes back to the surface in a low angle shot. From that moment, 
Anna is gradually transformed into an objet d’art within the film, and her presence moves in 

5	 According to Rolet, the other tableaux that explicitly or implicitly evoke crime and violence include a scene 
of murder with a sword in painting 4, a detail of Eugène Delacroix’s The Death of Sardanapalus (1827) in painting 
11, a detail of Hieronymus Bosch’s Christ Carrying the Cross (1490) in painting 18, a detail of Michelangelo’s The 
Last Judgement (1535–41) in painting 31, a detail of El Greco’s Laocoon (1608–14) in painting 36, a detail of Peter 
Paul Rubens’s The Rape of the Daughter of Leucippus (1618) in painting 37, and a detail of Sandro Botticelli’s 
Calumny of Apelles (1494–95) in painting 41 (7).

6	 For more information on how the passacaglia is used by Morricone in The Stendhal Syndrome, see Villani 
62–68; Maiello 210–11; and Lucantonio, “Sempre nuovi orizzonti sonori” 220–21.
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three-dimensional space and as a two-dimensional figure, often a silhouette framed within a 
painterly composition.

Figures 9–12 Anna’s 
hallucination in the Uffizi 
Gallery in Florence.

The sequence that takes place in the hotel Porta Rossa in Florence immediately after Anna’s 
visit to the Uffizi is an example of this. In this sequence, Argento effectively conveys crucial 
details about Anna’s personal background and the purpose of her trip to Florence through the 
use of pictorial iconography and the systematic fragmentation and dislocation of vision. The 
hotel is another place that closely resembles an art gallery because of the preponderance 
of tableaux in every corner, ranging from a reproduction of Michelangelo’s bas-relief The 
Madonna of the Stairs (1491) in the lift, to a copy of Michelangelo’s David in a snow globe 
on the table in Anna’s room. The audience soon realises that Anna has temporarily lost her 
memory as a result of suffering from Stendhal Syndrome while she was visiting the Uffizi, 
and follows the woman in her struggle to find some clues to her identity in the contents 
of her handbag. As the attempt is unsuccessful, Anna decides to relax on the bed having 
taken a sleeping pill. There, she is struck by a print on the wall of Rembrandt’s The Night 
Watch (1642), a portrait of a military company led by Captain Frans Banning Cocq and his 
lieutenant Willem van Ruytenburch, and she is suddenly subjected to another hallucination, 
showing the figures in the canvas chattering loudly in a foreign language as Anna’s face is 
illuminated by a light coming from the painting.

From that moment on, Argento sets up a parallel between the painting and Anna’s real life, 
and the close relationship between the two becomes the organising principle of the narrative. 
Through parallel editing, Argento alternates close-ups of Rembrandt’s painting with others 
coming from a different sequence that takes place in Anna’s real life. The detail of the 
lieutenant’s left boot is replaced by a man’s trainer in the parallel sequence, the rifle of a soldier 
by a modern handgun, and the faces in medium close-up of the painting are replaced by the 
faces of modern policemen. Then, the tableau literally liquefies and is turned into an imaginary 
door leading to a location in Rome in which a female corpse has been discovered. Anna has 
finally stepped into one of her temporarily repressed memories, recalling Inspector Manetti’s 
order to travel from Rome to Florence and investigate an anonymous phone call claiming that 
a killer will strike in the Uffizi Gallery. As Balmain has suggested, this sequence underlines 
the presence of both a spatial and temporal disjunction “which is central to the breakdown 
of the epistemological system of knowledge, as the past (Rome) and the present (Florence) 
inhabit the same painterly, hallucinatory and cinematic frame” (n.p.). This time, a temporarily 
repressed memory is reanimated through art because of the similarity of the painting’s 
events to Anna’s real-life experiences. Both the sequence depicted in the painting and Anna’s 
temporarily repressed memory take place at night and show a military company. There is even 
a close resemblance between Captain Frans Banning Cocq and Inspector Manetti, as they both 
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have moustaches. Thus, by diegetically representing a copy of Rembrandt’s painting, Argento 
creates a circle of information about Anna and inaugurates a one-way process in the film in 
which the live woman little by little is transformed into a painting.

Figures 13–20 Anna’s 
hallucination in the hotel Porta 
Rossa in Florence.

In the aftermath of the violence perpetrated by Grossi at the Hotel Porta Rossa, Anna self-
punishes by cutting her hair and acting aggressively towards her colleagues and family. In a 
desperate attempt to reassert her own identity, Anna humiliates her boyfriend and her colleague 
Marco in the same manner that Grossi had humiliated her, by forcefully taking the man from 
behind and simulating sexual intercourse until Marco finally collapses to the floor, distraught 
by the traumatic experience. At the same time, Anna’s body is gradually transformed into a 
kind of canvas as a testament to the woman’s physical and mental trauma through pictorial 
iconography. A typical example of this is traceable in the sequence in which Anna is raped by 
Grossi for the second time in a claustrophobic graffiti-covered hideout near Viterbo. The woman 
is bound to a filthy and rotting mattress by electrical wires that lacerate both her ankles and 
her wrists as she tries to free herself. According to Balmain, Anna’s fear and suffering in the 
sequence are transcribed into visual signifiers through the lines and poses of her traumatised 
body. More specifically, the sequence utilises the signifiers of Pietistic art to emphasise the final 
and extended violation of Anna’s flesh, as she struggles on the floor of a cave with her limbs 
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positioned to mimic those of Christ on the cross. Both Anna’s position and the rich contrast of 
light and shadow in the cave strongly resemble those of The Lamentation over the Dead Christ 
(1480–90) by the artist Andrea Mantegna. In both the sequence and the tableau, the pathos 
and tragedy of the moment are dramatised and enhanced by the violence of foreshortening; 
this stresses the anatomical detail of both Christ’s and Anna’s sweaty torso by angling the 
figures in such a way as to create the visual effect of a shorter distance from the audience.

Figures 21 and 22 Anna as 
objet d’art: tableau vivant 
of Andrea Mantegna’s The 
Lamentation over the Dead 
Christ, 1480–90, Pinacoteca di 
Brera, Milan.

After beating Grossi to death in the hideout, Anna tries to restore her own identity by embracing 
an overtly feminine look, characterised by a blonde wig and white dress reminiscent of American 
actress Veronica Lake in George Marshall’s The Blue Dahlia (1946), while also engaging in a 
romantic relationship with French art restorer Marie. The agonised possibility of self-affirmation 
in the woman’s relationship with Marie, however, is ultimately undermined when Anna kills 
him in her pursuit of self-destruction and psychological association with Grossi. Driven by the 
conviction that Grossi is ordering her to commit the crime, Anna kills her lover by shooting him 
in the face, thereby depriving the man of his identity. The sequence is particularly captivating 
due to the intradiegetic artistic repertoire displayed in Marie’s restoration room. Before the 
murder takes place, Argento focuses on a reproduction of Benvenuto Cellini’s Perseus with 
the Head of Medusa (1545–54), which is captured from various camera angles. As Barbara 
Creed has noted, the head of Medusa in classical mythology is symbolically linked to the 
representation of woman as possessing castrating and devouring genitalia, characterised by 
phallic snakes adorning her head and sharp teeth in her mouth, which reflect males’ primary 
anxiety regarding female genitalia as a trap, a black hole that consumes and cuts them into  
pieces (105–06, 111). In this context, the head in Caravaggio’s painting Medusa (1597) 
exemplifies the devouring side of art, portraying the Gorgon’s wide-open mouth as a large black 
orifice with sharp teeth. Notably, Caravaggio’s Medusa is one of the canvases that captivates 
Anna during her visit to the Uffizi. Thus, Creed’s symbolic association of the Medusa’s gaze 
with the femme castratrice serves as a valuable foundation for discerning the specific element 
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that ultimately provokes Anna’s anxiety while contemplating the painting. Specifically, the 
Medusa’s gaze may serve as a catalyst for a profoundly unconscious facet of Anna’s psyche, 
the mental disturbance which will subsequently manifest in her inclination towards murder 
and her eventual metamorphosis into a femme castratrice. If we apply this interpretation to the 
sequence of Marie’s death, we can infer that Anna’s murdering of Marie symbolically equates 
to Medusa killing Perseus, which is inextricably linked to the inevitable restoration of Anna—
Medusa as a dominating, castrating figure—and the subsequent overturning of the classical 
myth.7

Nevertheless, Anna’s symbolic plea for help in the film becomes evident in the unsettling 
tableaux she creates following her rape by Grossi, which portray a hyperbolically wide-open 
screaming mouth. Thus, art becomes an instrument through which Anna tries to symbolically 
project her human emotion into the physical world. Similarly, her attempt at catharsis through 
creating art becomes futile when she tries to transform her own body into a canvas, covering 
her face and body with black oil paint and lying on a black floor in the foetal position. This final 
gesture symbolises Anna’s complete emotional and physical surrender to the power of art, 
which had previously subjugated her during the visit to the Uffizi. Anna is therefore absorbed 
into the artwork she creates and is driven to perceive herself as a construct of the artistic 
creation.

Figures 23 and 24 Anna’s 
immersion in the artwork.

In this respect, particularly suggestive is the final sequence of the film in which Anna is gently 
lifted from the ground by her colleagues and carried through a nocturnal street in Rome as 
the closing credits start to roll. Anna’s face is sorrowful and resigned despite the reassurances 
of her colleagues, whose arms are draped across her. The composition of the final shot 
and the placement of the figures are also suggestive of Pietistic art, the most celebrated 
example of which is Caravaggio’s The Entombment of Christ (1602–03). Commissioned for the 
chapel in the church of Santa Maria in Vallicella, Caravaggio’s painting portrays Christ being 
carried by his disciples and the Marys from the cross to his tomb. His hanging right arm is 
intended to evoke pathos and to suggest a limp and vulnerable man (Wright). Thus, Anna’s 
physical collapse and psychological suffering visually remind us of the martyrdom of Christ 
from his crucifixion to his entombment. In Argento’s final sequence, the woman occupies 
the position that is typically reserved for the tortured body of Christ in Pietistic art, and she 
is surrounded by her male colleagues who caress her body and seem to participate in her 
sorrow by comforting her. Thus, by physically transforming the film’s protagonist into an objet 
d’art, Argento closes a circle of information about Anna’s physical and mental transformation 
through pictorial iconography. This physical and mental transformation, as announced and 
anticipated by the opening credit sequence, is triggered by Anna’s first encounter with the 
unnerving power of art during her visit to the Uffizi on the trail of Alfredo Grossi. By ultimately 
presenting us with a poignant reminder of Pietistic art through Anna’s broken and limp body, 
the closing sequence provides a final meditation on the woman’s anguish and vulnerability, 
on the eternal dilemma of artistic creation, and on the power of its transference over the 
human body and mind.

7	 For a detailed analysis of gender dynamics through iconography in Argento’s The Stendhal Syndrome, as 
well as an exhaustive psychoanalytical reading of the pictorial representation of the myth of Medusa in the film, 
see Giusti, “Artistic Imagery” 46–86.
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Figures 25 and 26 Anna as 
objet d’art: tableau vivant of 
Caravaggio’s The Entombment 
of Christ, 1602–03, Pinacoteca 
Vaticana, Vatican City.

CONCLUSION
Since The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, in which the film’s protagonist tries to solve a series 
of crimes by codifying the meaning hidden behind an old naïf painting, pictorial repertoire 
and techniques in Dario Argento’s cinema have served to open up a rupture in the “texture” 
of classical cinematic narration and transpose the story over a metanarrative plane by 
dislocating the narrative into an abstract and symbolic space, as well as by raising issues about 
the interpretation of images in general. In this context, this article has explored the extent 
to which a selective corpus from Argento’s oeuvre serves as the foundation of the director’s 
comprehensive production of a harmonious integration of narrative and visuals, which can 
effectively convey a self-reflexive message regarding the essence of the images and their 
potential interpretation.

In the films analysed, Argento’s use of intradiegetic as well as extradiegetic pictorial 
iconography and techniques is not only functional to narrative purposes. Rather, this pictorial 
repertoire is thoroughly integrated into the filmic texture, serving as a compelling example of 
aesthetic and narrative circularity in the director’s body of work. On the level of the cinematic 
narrative, Argento regularly solves the mysteries that intrigue the viewer. At an aesthetic 
level, the director’s use of artwork references seems to transfer the dramatic tension from the 
story to the cinematic language, so transforming the images into a final enigma that must be 
unravelled.

This article has also demonstrated how, from The Bird with the Crystal Plumage to The Stendhal 
Syndrome, there has been a consistent progression through Argento’s work in relation to the 
director’s use of artwork and pictorial references. While in The Bird with the Crystal Plumage 
art is mainly charged with a narrative role—pictorial images giving us clues about the killer’s 
identity—in The Stendhal Syndrome, the distinction between the narrative and the pictorial 
becomes increasingly subtle, almost blending into a distinct cinematic experience. In that 
respect, The Stendhal Syndrome comes to represent the most emblematic example in Argento’s 
cinema where the resolution of the narrative enigma—the key trope of the giallo—is no longer 
what drives the narrative forward and cannot be totally resolved, as there is no distinction 
between the “real” and the “representation”.
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