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Vittorio Storaro
“A cinematographer has to design and write a story, starting  
at the beginning, through the evolution to the end. That’s why  
I consider my profession is as a writer of light.”
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Vittorio Storaro was born in 1940 in Rome where his father was a projectionist  
at Lux Film, and at the age of 11, on his father’s urging, he began studying at the 
Istituto Tecnico Fotografico “Duca D’Aosta.” He gained a diploma as a master of 
photography and from the age of 16 to 18 studied at the Italian Cinematographic 
Training Centre before being accepted into the two-year cinematography course 
at the state film school Centro Sperimentale di Cinemotagrafia in 1958. At the  
age of 20 he became an assistant to cinematographer Aldo Scavarda. Marco 
Scarpelli made him the youngest Italian camera operator at age 21, but a lull  
in production in Italy slowed his career down before he returned to work as 
assistant cameraman in 1963 on Bernardo Bertolucci’s directorial debut  
Before the Revolution (1964). 
  He used the long gap in his young professional life to study all the arts. He 
took his first cinematography credit in 1969 on Giovinezza, giovinezza directed 
by Franco Rossi. In 1969, Storaro was hired as cinematographer on Bertolucci’s 
The Spider’s Stratagem (1970), which began a long collaboration between the 
two that continued with the seminal The Conformist (1970) and six further films: 
Last Tango in Paris (1972), 1900 (1976), La Luna (1979), The Last Emperor 
(1987), The Sheltering Sky (1990), and Little Buddha (1993). He developed 
other close director relationships and shot the mammoth Apocalypse Now for 
Francis Ford Coppola in 1978, as well as One from the Heart in 1982, Tucker: The 
Man and His Dream in 1988, and a segment of New York Stories in 1989. He also 
worked three times with Warren Beatty—on Reds (1981), Dick Tracy (1990), and 
Bulworth (1998). Most recently, he has shot six films with Spanish director Carlos 
Saura beginning with Flamenco in 1995, Taxi (1996), Tango (1998), Goya in 
Bordeaux (1999), I, Don Giovanni (2009), and Flamenco, Flamenco (2010). 
He won Oscars for Apocalypse Now, Reds, and The Last Emperor.
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THE CONFORMIST
(01) “When we arrived at the apart ment where Ste fania 
San drelli was liv ing, I had in my mind to do  
this sepa ra tion between what was the real life of the 
char ac ter and what he was hid ing in him self. I wanted  
to have the light fil tered through the blind, but Ber nardo 
said it was day time and we should have the blind up. I 
said we have these strips of light that are cre at ing this 
kind of vis ual cage around him, this sepa ra tion of his 
ele ments and he loved it right away.”

Cinema is a language of image which  
is completed at all times by words and music.

It is held up on those three legs. When people 
tell me I am a painter of light, I say that I am  
not, because a painter expresses himself in just 
one single image, likewise a photographer. A 
cinematographer has to design and write a story, 
starting at the beginning, through the evolution  
to the end. That’s why I consider my profession is 
as a writer of light. A cinematographer needs to 
know literature, music, and painting. I don’t mean 
that you have to become a writer or a composer, 
an architect or a philosopher, but you have to 
have some kind of knowledge in order to be 
more aware of what you are doing. Because when 
I take a decision with the director or by myself  
to put the camera in one position or frame a shot 
in a particular way, we mean something, we are 
telling the audience something.

If you put two characters next to each other, 
one in completely full light, the other in shadows, 
I am telling you if those people are in harmony or 
in conflict. If you are using a very warm color to 

dress an actor, that color has an energy which  
the audiences recognizes not just in their eyes, 
but in their entire body. They feel an emotion.  
So without any doubt, if you are using the 
vocabulary of light or shadows, you are able  
to write the story with light on film.

To be honest, this wasn’t clear to me from the 
beginning of my career. From the first film I did  
in black and white, I was mainly aware about 
light, shadows, and penumbra because that was 
my vocabulary at the time. 

Later, when I did The Conformist, I had the 
idea to build the visual concept into the story.  
The first part of the story is set in fascist times 
and is about a character who feels he is different 
because he shot and killed a man who groped 
him when he was 12 years old. He felt he was an 
assassin but hid the true feelings that he was a 
homosexual and started to act like everyone else, 
to be a conformist. So my idea was to separate 
the light and shadows around him, to give him  
an impression that he was not in harmony  
with himself. →

“

I N T E R V I E W

Vittorio Storaro 
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Color symbolism

Storaro focused on blues to symbolize the protagonist’s 
feeling of freedom when he arrived in Paris in The 
Conformist (01). Every detail was considered, down 
to the yellow roses, which also convey the meaning of 
freedom. For Last Tango in Paris (02) orange was the 
color of choice, used to represent the setting sun, and 
hence the “setting years” of the character played by 
Marlon Brando.
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As the film goes on, the light and shadows 
almost merge. When he goes to France, I opened 
the shadows into full light because at that time 
France represented a place of freedom for Italians. 
Leonardo da Vinci said that the union of light  
and shadows created colors, and so I felt that  
this section of The Conformist in Paris should 
be filled with the color blue, which is the color  
of freedom.

Two years later, when I was in France doing 
Last Tango in Paris, I was fascinated by the 
warm color in the early morning which was the 
combination of the warm artificial lights of the 
houses and the natural cold light in winter time.  
I made the connection between the character 
played by Marlon Brando and this period of his 
life, and the color orange which represented the 
setting sun. At the time, I was using this kind of 
language but I didn’t really know the meaning  
of it. I felt that it was the right thing to do.

When I got to Apocalypse Now, I was able 
to use color to make a conflict between the 
natural colors of the jungle which represented 
Vietnamese culture and the artificial color which 
represented American culture. I was using very 
strong light at night in relation to the peace of → 

01– 04 Apocalypse Now
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the natural light of the jungle at dusk to create a 
visual conflict.

When we got to the final scenes with Marlon 
Brando, I became more conscious of what I was 
doing. The character of Kurtz was a symbolic 
element. He was not just a normal human being 
in the picture, he represented some kind of truth 
coming out about the horror of the war from the 
unconscious of US civilization. That was why I 
placed him totally surrounded by the blackness.

After Apocalypse Now I understood that I had 
to stop working and go away for a year to study, 
so I could be more conscious about the use of 
not only light and shadows but what was inside 
the light itself, and I discovered the world of colors.

I studied painting and literature and architecture 
in order to become more conscious of the meaning 
of an image and took a lot of still photographs. 

After a full year in my house, I felt I was ready  
to start to convey that research I was doing into 
color in film images. Agatha was the first film 
after that and if you can choose a color in  
Agatha it was black because it represents the 
unconscious of this woman in crisis.

In fact, if I can put it in a figurative way, the 
journey of the first part of my life is going from 
darkness to penumbra, to light, and the second 
part, starting with Agatha, went from black to 
white using all the color spectrum.

The real beginning of visible color was La 
Luna. I remember being concerned when I read 
the script why Bernardo had titled it La Luna 
when the story is about a mother. When my wife 
told me that the moon is the symbol of the mother, 
I realized that Bernardo was expressing himself 
in a very symbolic way. So I started to read the 

01– 03 La Luna
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01– 04 The Last EmperorFreudian concept of how children connect 
something they see between their mother and 
father with colors. From that moment on, a color 
represents conflict or harmony and each of us 
see color in a very subliminal way. So from La 
Luna, I started using the symbology of color.

Bernardo and I were lucky in that we almost 
grew up together. While he was discovering his 
own way to express himself, that was exactly 
what I was doing. By the time we got to The 
Conformist, we worked very naturally together. 
I knew that I had to be completely free to do 
whatever he was feeling with the camera, and at 
the same time I was interpreting his movement 
and his composition with light and shadows as it 
related to the main concept of the picture. One  
of the main examples in The Conformist is the 
scene where the leading character arrives in 

Paris and goes to visit his old teacher. The 
teacher is explaining Plato’s myth of the cave  
and Bernardo was explaining to me that he 
needed to go back to when he was a student to 
understand the myth. I realized that the only thing 
for me to do was to recreate the feeling of this 
cave by turning only one light on and all others 
off. We came to realize that Plato’s myth is a 
metaphor for cinema: The prisoner is like the 
audience; the sun and fire outside the cave are 
like the magic lantern; the people passing by 
and creating shadows are like the actors on  
the film, and the back wall of the cave was the 
screen. I remember there was great emotion 
doing that scene because, without speaking too 
much to each other, we were together recreating 
Leonardo’s principle of the camera obscura. 

When I first read the two books that Pu Yi → 



  01   02

86

Inspiration

“I always have the image of Carav ag gio’s The Call ing of 
St Mat thew (01) next to me because it is a paint ing that 
really shocked me when I saw it at the San Luigi dei 
Francese church in Rome. I had just fin ished my first film 
and it was the first paint ing I’d seen where I could clearly 
deter mine the jour ney of light into obscu rity. I won dered 
how it was pos si ble through all my years of study ing  
pho tog ra phy and cine ma tog ra phy why they had never 
taught us about paint ing. This was a paint ing that 
changed the entire his tory of vis ual art, so is espe cially 
impor tant for cine ma tog ra phers.”

“My idea was to make the relationship 
between life and light; different emotions 
compared to different colors.”

The language of color

In Dick Tracy (02–04) Sto raro used the col ors in 
maxi mum satu ra tion to make them stand out. “We were 
using mainly pri mary col ors—red, green, and blue,” he 
explains, “and a com ple men tary col or like blue/green, 
magenta, yel low. Col or is also its own lan guage in the 
way that it can be aggres sive or not. Even when you put 
two oppo site col ors next to each other, like red next to 
orange, it doesn’t mean that one pops out. But red next 
to cyan jumps out. So we used the drama turgy of col or  
in Dick Tracy.” 

wrote on which The Last Emperor was based, 
I wondered how I could represent the journey  
of this human being. Here was the story of a kid 
kept in a kind of limbo, who didn’t even know that 
he wasn’t the emperor any more. So, because light 
represents knowledge and consciousness, and 
light is composed of seven colors, I thought it would 
be great to see different colors in different moments 
of his life. So it’s like if you have the journey 
yourself—your memories have one specific color 
in relation to a certain age, following Newton’s 
color spectrum theory. I brought all this to Bernardo 
at the beginning of the conception of the film.

My idea was to make the relationship between  

life and light; different emotions compared to 
different colors, because in order for him to 
visualize the journey within himself, I was doing  
a color journey within the color spectrum. So I 
gave him a red color when he remembers when 
he was born as an emperor. Red is the symbol  
of birth and life. That’s why we did it at night so I 
could use torches and have a very warm color 
palette. The second color was orange to 
represent the warmth of the embrace of his 
mother and the family when he is living in his 
own house. The third color, yellow, represents 
consciousness, when he became Emperor. 
Green means knowledge and this was connected 
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DICK TRACY
Sto raro met with Warren Beatty to dis cuss Dick Tracy 
on his way to San Fran cisco to pre pare Tucker: The 
Man and His Dream with Fran cis Ford Cop pola. He 
was not famil iar with Ches ter Gould’s comic books but 
while shoot ing Tucker, hap pened across a col lec tor 
of the com ics who sup plied him with cop ies of the  
origi nal series. When back in Rome after Tucker, Sto raro 
saw a vis ual link between the com ics and the paint ings of 
Ger man expres sion ist Otto Dix. “I went to my library and 
pulled out a Ger man expres sion ist book and I real ized that 
Ches ter Gould was influ enced by the Ger man expres-
sion ists which is quite logi cal given that one art form  
in the 1930s influ enced another. In par ticu lar, the post-
expres sion ists like Dix, George Grosz and Con rad  
Felix Mül ler influ enced Gould. When I went to LA  
to meet with War ren and cos tume designer (Milena 
Canon ero) and (pro duc tion designer) Dean Tavou laris 
(who was sub se quently replaced by Rich ard Syl bert 
because he was busy with Fran cis Cop pola), I showed 
them the paint ings and said that in my opin ion the  
movie should use the main con cepts of their work.  
Eve ry thing has to be in con flict between one side of the 
col or spec trum and the other, so some char ac ters belong 
to the warm, con scious side, and oth ers to the dark side. 
Dick’s cos tume was the col or yel low, which is the col or 
of the sun, of reve la tion, while his oppo site was Big Boy 
Caprice. Even in the pro duc tion design and col or of the 
cos tumes, we were sup posed to be using that scheme.”

Vittorio Storaro  |  Interview

to the English tutor coming to the Forbidden City 
educating him to know what is around him in the 
world. He arrives in a green car, he gives him a 
green bicycle and so on.

When he is liberated, we see blue for the first 
time, which is the color of freedom. When he 
decides to accept the proposal from the Japanese 
government to build another empire, he is no 
longer a child and you see indigo. This is the 
color of maturity—the moment when you have 
the chance to use all your physical pleasure and 
power. The last color was violet, which is when 
he is in the screening room and he realizes the 
kind of life he leads and how many people have 

died because of his weakness. This is the color  
of introspection.

When he has finished his education, we put 
the snow on the floor to represent the color  
white; the unity, the end of the journey. So we 
used the entire symbology of the different  
colors to represent an entire journey.

Only when Bernardo had accepted it did  
I give the scheme to James Acheson, the  
costume designer, and Ferdinando Scarfiotti,  
the production designer. James was surprised 
because he was planning to use all possible 
colors in the opening scenes. I told him that we 
didn’t have to not use all the colors, just make → 
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REDS
(01–03) Sto raro’s light ing scheme for Reds was to 
rep re sent the emo tions through a soft tonal ity while  
the politi cal drama was pre sented in a natu ral is tic way. 
The film was pep pered through out with starkly shot, 
real-life tes ti mony from con tem po rar ies of John Reed and 
Lou ise Bry ant. “The vis ual image to me was like a tree,” 
says Sto raro. “The wit nesses were like the roots of this 
plan who were giv ing us the mem ory of John Reed. The 
trunk was like the will of John Reed to be a writer, and  
the branches and the leaves were like the open ing of  
his mind and the sen ti ments. The sen ti ments could be 
more con nected to emo tion and were there fore con-
nected to col ors. So when you see col or in Reds, it’s 
mainly con nected to the love story between Reed  
and Bry ant.”

some more prominent. Ferdinando was also a 
little hesitant at the beginning, but in the end it 
was wonderful when we did the sequence in  
the palace in Manchuria with all this tonality of 
magenta and violet and indigo. So everything 
fitted very well.

All of the first part of my life is associated with 
Bernardo Bertolucci, the second with Francis 
Ford Coppola and the third with Warren Beatty.  
In 1995, I met Carlos Saura. He proposed that we 
do Flamenco, Flamenco together and I started 
to introduce myself to Spanish culture and 
flamenco culture. Carlos was originally a 
photographer and had mainly worked in black 
and white. He did movies in color but he was not 
really aware of the power of colors. He has told 
me that I introduced him to a new world in colors. 

Like Bertolucci, he loved to set the camera 

himself, look through the viewfinder, and use the 
space in one particular way. I started to introduce 
the color symbology into his images and he was 
shocked at the beginning. Eventually, I realized 
that I shouldn’t explain it to him verbally, but show 
it to him. So we were rehearsing a dance in 
Flamenco, Flamenco and he was telling me 
the kind of camera moves he wanted and I  
was preparing the lights, not even telling him  
what I was doing. We started from blackness  
and with the lightboard that I love to use so I  
can visualize the entire light structure of a scene.  
I was showing him the kind of ideas that I had, 
directly during the rehearsal. He started to really love 
it. From that point, he started to enter into my vision.

In Flamenco, I was mainly using the symbolism 
of the sun and the moon. When we did Last 
Tango in Paris, he was trying to represent the 
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Working with Warren Beatty

The difficulties of working with an actor/director: 
When Storaro was hired by Warren Beatty to shoot 
Beatty’s solo directorial debut, the epic Reds (03), the 
two initially clashed. Storaro had never worked with an 
actor–director before. “I was used to seeing the scene 
from an outside point of view and was used to the diction 
of cinema. To me the camera setup or movement was to 
do with the language of the images.”

Learning to see the scene from the actor’s point 
of view: “For him, because he was an actor first, he 
thought the camera should move when the actor moves. 
We fought at the beginning of the picture because I was 
trying to make him understand that the camera was like 
a pen for a writer. After I understood that he was used 
to seeing the scene from an inside point of view, the 
character’s point of view, I started to do the same and 
began to understand him. We collaborated well after that.”

”

“We changed the way to do art direction and 
scrapped the scenography altogether.”

story of his own life in the tango. So every single 
number had a different color to represent a 
journey, step by step going down into his own 
subconscious to reach the beginning when he 
was a child. When we did Goya in Bordeaux, we 
said now we need to use images on the screen. 
With the agreement of the production designer, 
we printed images of interiors onto screens 
surrounding the actors. They were using just the 
furniture where they were sitting. The rest didn’t 
exist, it was just an image printed on plastic 
sheet. We used one color or another to light them 
from the front or back. This could give you the 
feeling of the period of the time those characters 
were living in. Or a completely visionary feeling. 
Goya was a visionary man, he was an incredible 
painter. Not only that, but the story that Carlos 
wrote was once again in connection between his 

older life backwards. Sometimes we were seeing 
the same images when he was young and he was 
old. We changed the way to do art direction  
and scrapped the scenography altogether.

Working with Carlos has changed his vision, 
but also my vision.




