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Pier  Paolo  Pasolini  was  an  Italian  intellectual,  (screen)writer,  director  and  how he  has 

always wanted to be considered, uno scrittore di versi: a poet. During his life, many artists and 

intellectuals influenced Pasolini. Poets and writers such as Pascoli, Gramsci and Rimbaud (to name 

a  few)  who  enriched  his  understanding  of  poetry  and  literature,  hence  his  sophisticated 

enhancement as a poet. Karl Marx, provided him a strong political theory, as reflected in his works 

through his attachment to the peasantry and the confrontation with the Church. Freud and Jung’s 

theories, gave to his works a profound analysis on the humanity’s psychological condition. These 

influences  initially  inspired  his  works  as  a  writer  and  soon  expressed  themselves  through  the 

cinematic art form. Often consider as a controversial figure in the Italian post-modernism scenario, 

Pier Paolo Pasolini was devoted on the representation of reality,  or a “certain realism” how he 

called it once. 

With the discovery of the new medium to express himself, Pasolini soon elaborated a philosophical 

debates about the relationship between cinema and reality. This led him to ‘rethink the discourse on 

social and cultural reality by means of semiotics and film theory […] so to elaborate his notion of 

reality  as  a  language’ (Viano,  1993:21).   This  passion  for  reality,  was  looked  and  told  with 

admiration  by  a  Pasolini  near  to  the  concept  of  the  ‘Fanciullino’ Pascoliano .  In  an  interview 1

Pasolini, talking about realism said “It is the first glance of Italy without falseness, with the pleasure 

of  the discovery (rediscovery of  a  new Italy).  It  represented the first  act  of  Italy’s  self  critical 

conscience from a political-ideological point of view.” (Pasolini:1969) 

However, soon Pasolini discovered a sacred past that seemed to be ‘better’ compered to the present, 

that  regarded  from  a  marxist  point  of  view,  was  ruined  by  the  petit-bourgeois.  Similarly  to 

Baudelaire’s thought (as the research of purity), Pasolini manifested his attachment for the past 

(especially with the Greek tragedies), by transforming it into a means to interpret the present. This 

constituted what he described as Mythic Realism, expressed through the notion of greek poets and 

philosophers  from  whom  he  absorbed  their  notion.  This  allowed  Pasolini  to  explore  an 

understanding of himself as an individual and of the others, but most importantly, they ‘allowed 

Pasolini  to  drastically  reduce  the  role  of  language  in  order  to  emphasise  on  a  single  iconic 

symbolism, that focus to the main power of the images.’ (Cigliana, 2012).

 ‘Fanciullino’ Pascoliano: Pascoli was an Italian Poet. Amongst his poetic, is remarkable the figure of the 1

‘Fanciullino’ which is the idealisation of a ‘youngish poet’ inside each of us. This “Fanciullino” allows us to look at things 
with the same admiration and curiosity that would have a young child in front of unknown things.



With the end of the fascist era, and with the demystification of the mythic poetry, Pasolini 

was ready to overcome that phase of hermeticism and nihilism that the post-modernist had brought. 

Italy lived a political and economical setback and during the post-war period a new petit-bourgeois 

started what, for Pasolini, was a phenomenon that had unified all the Italians: consumerism.  At the 

same time though, Italians were finally united by something that the television spread and taught, 

which was the Italian language .  As Paul Willemen (1977:34) states, during his career as a writer 2

he had already researched the problem of  language and with  the discovery of  a  new mode of 

expression Pasolini:

“accompanied his artistic production with a series of theoretical reflections on the nature of 

the ideological and stylistic implication of the new medium. […] cinema is founded on the 

reproduction of a complex world of significant images (significant in themselves), consisting 

of mime, gesture settings, memories and dreams.” (Willemen,1977:34)

Pasolini was asked several times about why he decided to turn to cinema and what would he found 

in such medium, in one interview for the Italian television RAI he states that:

“I emphasised many times why I love cinema and why I’ve moved to cinema. The reason is 

this: I wanted to use a different technique, pushed by my obsession for expressionism. It’s 

the wrong reason. Another one is: I wanted to change language, leaving the Italian language 

behind, as a protest against the language, in other words, society. Maybe this is half true. 

The real reason is that when I make films, I reproduce reality and I feel extremely close to 

this first human language that is human action represented in life and reality”  

(Pier Paolo Pasolini e il cinema, 1982)

Instead of sitting on a desk and describe what reality was, he found that by making movies he was 

already in the reality he wanted to portray. It was precisely, with the camera that Pasolini found the 

expressivity of what it was the language of reality. For Pasolini, reality, was nothing more than 

cinema in nature. 

Paul  Willeman (1977:36)  suggests  that  “Pasolini  sought  to  establish between visual  and verbal 

signification the same kind of relationship which he had previously posited between dialectic and 

institutionalised language” and Pasolini proposes that “the language of the cinema is a means of 

communication which analyses human experience into units which reproduce its semantic content 

and which are endowed with audiovisual expressivity.” (Pasolini, 2005:198). Human experience is 

here meant as human action expressed by living, in which at the same time ‘we are both actors and 

 Before the introduction of the television, Italian language was fractured within the different dialect spoken in 2

different regions. The language spoken by the television helped in spreading the correct Italian as it was a 
medium that also the less well-off had access to.



spectators’ (Pasolini, 2005:206) of life. Therefore, a reality looked from this perspective becomes 

highly  cinematic  and  the  physical  presence  and  physical  action  become extremely  meaningful 

languages.  Every real object, every language of action are pieces of reality that became signifier in 

terms of semiology.  This were understood and theorised by Pasolini in a “‘General semiology’ as 

the investigation of all the systems of communication regulating the semiotic exchange between 

subject and object, between self and other.” (Viano, 1993:23). Semiotic, is than to be seen as the 

language  of  the  physical  world  in  which  everything  is  “transformed  into  a  signifier”  (Viano, 

1993:22) enable to act and influence upon the subject. Moreover, “signs act on the body which, in 

turn reacts to and reads them. [Thus], the subject is at once the somewhat passive construct of 

primal semiotic encounters and the passionate reader of subsequent signifying situations.” (Viano, 

1993:42). 

As  suggested  by  Viano  (1993:34)  “the  dialog  relationship  between  subject  and  object  is  a 

continuum of semiotic strata synthesised by the language of action.” The body is then the physical 

presence of  the subject  in reality which “constitutes a reserve,  an archive that  will  inform and 

overdetermine every semiotic act to come. […] the body is educated and/or indoctrinated; it learns 

how to read and later on engage in semiotic transaction with the world out there”. (Viano, 1993:38).  

In his practice as a filmmaker, semiology is omnipresent in the language of reality depicted by 

Pasolini. His cinema has been always defined as a ‘cinema di facce’, a cinema of faces because of 

the use of non-professional actors and toothless character whose bodies were nothing but the pure 

social coded representation of the language of that reality.

It  was  precisely  with  his  characters  that  Pasolini’s  vision  revealed  that  is  ‘not  a  question  of 

producing  cinema  but  of  producing  life’  (Benini,  2015:286).  This  can  be  seen  within  the 

protagonists of his early films like ‘Mamma Roma’(1962) and ‘Accattone’(1961). 

In Mamma Roma, Pasolini’s second Neo-realistic movie, it is noticeable the emphasis on the body 

as  the  carrier  of  visual  signs.  As  an  example,  Ettore’s  “sleepwalking”  sequence  is  “a  visual 

metaphor for a body caught between two realities, but his feverish state at the end clearly indicates 

an  abnormal  body  temperature,  an  excess,  a 

passion  causing  his  difference  from  the 

rest’  (Viano,  1993:96)  This  sequence  is  an 

attempt  to  represent  the  state  of  non-

participation  in  the  reality  of  life,  a  reality  in 

which we have to act normal bringing a mask 

upon our real  inner  self.  The audience is  thus 

following the scene from Mamma Roma’s point 

Fig. 1 Ettore sleepwalking seq.(1962)



of view, another technique that Pasolini understood within his assumption of the cinema of poetry. 

This is, the notion of the free indirect subjective as a vehicle to juxtapose what a character’s see 

with the director’s own vision. It is imperceptible but omnipresent through the movie, Pasolini’s 

clues on homosexuality that at the time had to be masked behind his characters. “It is as if Mamma 

Roma wanted the spectator to lift the mask from Ettore’s superficial heterosexuality in the same way 

Pasolini’s ‘certain realism’ was trying to strip Italy of its mask”. (Viano, 1993:97). 

In ‘Accattone' Pasolini’s own vision is again expressed trough the main character. “Accattone” is a 

“working class character who has become aware that the life of his class is determined by forces 

they do not  control.  He [Pasolini]  therefore  creates  a  pimp,  who despises  labor  and is  in  turn 

despised by the community of workers” (Conrad, 1967:28-33). 

Viewers, immediately experience the scene from Accattone’s point of view, almost being forced to 

identify themselves on what coincide to be Pasolini’s own vision.

Conrad (1967:28-33) uses as an example the emblematic scene where Accattone is detained in the 

police station and exasperated is staring something or someone we can’t see yet. Only later with the 

start of the sequence, he starts complaining with the police man and our perspective is forced to be 

experienced in Accatone’s terms. Thus Conrad suggests that: 

“the goal of the film is precisely to introduce another perspective upon its subject, one which 

transcends Accattone’s immediate awareness. And it is at this point that a reconciliation […] 

between the two viewpoints in the film- that of Accattone’s situation, subjectively, by his 

presence and actions, and that of the author who is consciously defining Acetone’s situation 

in other terms- must become possible”. (Conrad, 1967:28-33) 

Accattone was an attempt to portray Pasolini’s ideological instance about politics, catholicism and 

society in a cry of disillusion for an “Italian renaissance” that had never happened after World War 

Two. Giuliana Bruno, talking about the corporeal signifiers in Pasolini’s movies states that “his 

cinema refigures  the politics  of  the  body,  and reclaims the inscription of  the  lumpenproletariat 

physiognomy and homosexual gaze in the filmic” (Bruno, 1991:29-42). Viano adds that “the body is 

something with which we must reckon intellectually, and yet it escapes the control of reason […] 

the idea of the semiotic history written on a body that reads signs has momentous implications in 

film studies,  for  it  alludes to the body of  the viewer,  the viewer as a  body”.  (Viano,  1993:39) 

Spectators are then called to be active readers of bodies signs and semiology as ways of reading 

movies. Every object and every signifier will be read in different ways by each spectator, making a 

realism that is interpreted by “an attitude of both actors and spectators” (Viano 1993:61). Thus, 

Pasolini’s  depiction of  reality in his  early movies begin to gradually become seen as a  sort  of 

nostalgia for an ancient world, this once free of capitalism, this once free of consumerism society. 



Becoming ideologically and practically disillusioned ‘Pasolini returned to Greece, to what 

Western culture considers the beginning of it all.’ (Viano, 1993:239) starting what has been called 

Mythical Realism.

“Pasolini own style is mythical in that it seeks to enhance the non rational aspect of the visible. 

Mythical  realism  opposing  as  it  does  naturalism,  eschews  superficial  details  and  accurate 

description in order to seek what is essential.” (Viano, 1993:238)

By looking at the past he saw in it the idealistic reality that by now is being masked by modernism.  

Thus, Pasolini started making movies with an “epic - religious vision of the world, which hearkens 

back to the original dichotomy between the blissful, pre-historic condition of an idealised peasantry 

and its traditional, conservative , repressive ideological innocence, forming the mythical basis of ‘Il 

Vangelo Secondo Matteo’ and ‘Medea’” (Willemen, 1977:27). 

Pasolini’s semiotic is now seen in these movies insistingly focused on the notion of the sacred as the 

only way to contrast the modernism brought by the new bourgeois. Dunghe (2012:582-588) points 

out Pasolini’s recognition of religion as part of human experience as an “irrational” moment. A 

moment experienced through faith and spirituality by the poor in which Pasolini finds the survival 

of the modernising progression lead by the emptiness of bourgeois values.  These are “valuable 

cultural  realities  that  Pasolini  believes  as  they  connect  human  reality  to  its  prehistoric,  pre-

intellectual  origins-to  humanity’s  seemingly  lost  connection  with  nature  and  immersion  in  the 

‘irrational’ mysteries of birth and death” (Dunghe, 2012:582-588). 

Moreover  as  Dunghe  (2012:582-588)  adds,  is  “religion  that  reminds  the  question  that  nature 

imposes and that religion, form the beginning has addressed. That is, through the mystery of birth 

and  death  and  the  sexual  passion  that  Pasolini  sees  the  only  power  which  can  match  the 

overwhelming strength of bourgeois modernity …[in a rational world that] has lost touch with the 

sacred and with reality” (Dunghe, 2012:582-588)

Medea  (1969)  is  a  reflection  through  Pasolini’s  free  indirect  discourse  on  “the  contrast  as  an 

ongoing conflict between the cultured and the primitive, the rational and the irrational, the modern 

and the pre-modern”(Dunghe, 2012:582-588). And is 

particularly  in  the  first  part,  the  prologue,  that  the 

main  conflict  of  the  movie  is  introduced.  The 

Centaur,  by  educating  Jason,  poetically  depicts  a 

sacred nature with a profound analysis of its strength 

and holiness. Once this sacred respect is lost by the 

modern man, nature will reassert itself acting natural 

so to say that humanity will be threatened by a wrath 

Fig. 2 Centaur (1969)



force.  The  centaur  adds  “the  rebirth  of  seeds,  no  longer  has  any  meaning  for  you-like  an  old 

memory that does not concern you anymore”(Medea, 1969). Dunghe suggests that by “passing from 

the primitive to the civilised in its use of reason, Pasolini says, modernity has lost all sense of the 

sacred. “in fact” the prologue ends, “there is no god.” Dunghe concludes by saying that “the tragedy 

of Pasolini’s Medea becomes the tragedy of the  

“modern world”, whose illusion of self-sufficiency, like Jason’s, has effected and 

disconnected with humanity’s primal link to nature and to the sacred, an undeniable part of 

reality that still lives in (and empowers) those “non-progressive” segments of humanity 

conceived of only as “primitive” by the bourgeois and its intelligencia.” (Dunghe, 

2012:582-588)

“Pasolini hoped that the “impression of reality” experienced at the movies would have a ricochet 

effect and produce an “impression of cinema” in everyday reality”. (Viano, 1993:29) A reality that 

upset a visionary Pasolini who predicted the consequence of an imminent modernist bourgeoises 

society that would have inevitably ruined everything natural and sacred.‘Pasolini did not just want 

to  “represent”  reality.  Rather,  ‘his  films  aimed  at  putting  spectator  in  the  position  of  asking 

themselves questions about reality.’ (Viano, 1993:X)

Spectators are the decoder of the signs of a reality masked by society on what is left of the sacred 

and natural. Therefore, reality is produced, constructed and decoded just like a film, reality is that 

“which must be made sense of” (Viano, 1993:45)  and the subject is the one called to make sense of 

it, as s/he is, in first instance, actor and spectator of reality. There has been a loss of contact with the 

sacred and Pasolini stressed “on the need to restore an epic and mythological dimension to life, a 

sense of awe and reverence to the world: a sense which, he believes, the peasantry still sustain, 

though the bourgeoisie has done all in its power to destroy it.” (Oswald, 1969:9)

“Pasolini’s revisitation of the ancient myth recounts the fall of the modern myth of progress, and the 

hope of a change expressing an awareness that only the research of the irrational and the sacred 

buried in humans could be the saviour of his alienation.” (Cigliana, 2012)

Pasolini was not just a visionary, he was a poet that depicted the modernist disillusion of reality. By 

making movies that were not transparent, but indeed enigmatic, he fought against consumerism and 

bourgeois, but more in general the alienated society hidden behind a reality of masks (signs). A 

reality that perhaps just once reproduced could be read and understood within its empire of signs.  

Thanks to the key of lecture given by his theories, the language of Pasolini’s movies, that is nothing 

but the language of reality, is now decodable giving the viewers the possibility to (re)discover a 

‘certain reality’.
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