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Introduction

Pier Paolo Pasolini (Italian, 1922–1975) is  

widely known in Europe for his prolific work as 

a poet, writer, and film director. A true hu-

manist, his interests encompassed literature, 

art, history, classic tragedy, psychoanalysis, and pol-

itics. For Susan Sontag, Pasolini was “indisputably the 

most remarkable figure to have emerged in Italian arts 

and letters since the Second World War. Whatever he did 

once he did it, had the quality of seeming necessary.”1 

Outspoken and subversive, Pasolini made no concessions 

and at times deliberately provoked his contemporaries, 

through his challenging political ar-

ticles and his provocative films. Vio-

lently murdered in 1975 under enigmat-

ic circumstances that shocked Italy and 

intellectual circles worldwide, Pasolini 

1 Quoted on the back cover of Pier Paolo Pasolini: Poems, ed. and 
trans. Norman MacAfee with Luciano Martinengo (New York: Farrar, 
Strauss and Giroux, 1996).
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left three decades of artistic production full of com-

plex and rich themes that are as relevant today as they 

were then: the dangers of capitalism; growing inequali-

ty between poor and rich; the relegation of the under-

privileged to the outskirts of the city; hypocrisy and 

corruption in the social and political spheres. Pasolini 

had a prophetic vision of where the Western world was 

heading. Before anyone else, he warned Italians of the 

universal homogenization of society due in part to the 

arrival of television, which imposed a new way of life 

dominated by what he called a “hedonistic culture” of 

frenetic consumption.2 

The goal of this exhibition is to give American audi-

ences the chance to discover his work. Pasolini is not 

well-known in the United States, or other parts of the 

Americas, except in intellectual or cinephile circles. 

Nevertheless, Pasolinian studies have continued to grow 

worldwide, and as Greg Taylor notes in his essay in  

this book, while Pasolini has long been controversial,  

“Today’s vantage point provides the opportunity not to 

be overwhelmed by Pasolini’s contradictions and diffi-

culty, but to face and appreciate them head on.” Along 

with providing an overview on Pasolini’s oeuvre, the 

project also explores his reception in other parts of 

the Americas, including Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico. 

2 See “11 luglio 1974: Ampliamento del ‘bozzetto’ sulla rivoluzio-
ne antropologica in Italian,” in Scritti Corsari: gli interventi 
più discussi di un testimone provocatorio (Milan: Garzanti, 1975). 
An English translation can be found at: https://libcom.org/files/
Corsair%20Writings%20%E2%80%93%20Pier%20Paolo%20Pasolini.pdf
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In her essay “Pier Paolo Pasolini and Cinema in 1970s 

Brazil,” Paula Halperin explains how Pasolini’s cinema 

shared similar concerns with the Brazilian cinema of the 

’60s and ’70s, addressing themes of “center and periph-

ery, the urban and the rural, the First and the Third 

Worlds——all unavoidable tropes in Latin American polit-

ical cinema and conspicuous in Brazilian Cinema Novo.” 

She observes that “nowadays, films as distinct as those 

of Cláudio Assis and Hilton Lacerda demonstrate the ev-

erlasting influence of the Italian filmmaker.” Mónica 

de la Mora, in her essay “The Reception and Influence 

of Pasolini in Mexico,” explains that although the di-

rector’s work suffered censorship in Mexico and most of 

his films were screened clandestinely, “he became an 

obligatory reference for the countercultural movement.” 

Her exploration of the work of the contemporary artists 

Yoshua Okón, Julián Hernández, and Pablo Vargas Lugo re-

veals that Pasolini’s “ideas and works retain their pow-

er, and today his ideas are even stronger, in a world...

that needs his lucidity and provocation.”

The exhibition showcases original works by two contem-

porary artists born in Latin America: the Chilean, New 

York–based artist Alfredo Jaar, and the late Uruguayan 

artist Antonio Frasconi (a former Purchase College pro-

fessor). Both artists pay tribute to Pasolini’s out-

standing work and denounce his assassination in 1975. 

Frasconi’s artist’s book In Memoriam, Pier Paolo Paso-
lini: Una Disperata Vitalitá (1993) explores his tragic 
death, juxtaposing woodcut images of Pasolini’s living 

and dead body with fragments of articles dated from 1975 
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that broke the news of Pasolini’s murder. The short film 

The Ashes of Pasolini (2009), one of six works by Jaar 
on view, consists of a eulogy to Pasolini that incorpo-

rates documentary footage of Pasolini, including from 

his funeral, during which the celebrated Italian writer 

Alberto Moravia proclaimed: “Italy has lost a poet, and 

real poets are rare in any society. Only three or four 

poets are born every century.” Jaar’s photographic print 

Untitled (PPP) (2010) features a sheet of fictitious 
stamps of Pasolini’s image (see opposite page), raising 

the question of why Pasolini, one of the most important 

figures of twentieth-century Italian culture, has never 

received a national tribute.

Also on view is a series of remarkable 

black-and-white images by Duilio Pallottel-

li——the photographer who accompanied Paso-

lini during his first trip to New York in 

1966——featuring the director walking in the 

Alfredo Jaar.

Untitled (PPP), 2010.
Courtesy Studio Stefania  

Miscetti, Rome, and the  

artist, New York.

Antonio Frasconi.

In Memoriam, Pier Paolo 
Pasolini: Una Disperata 
Vitalitá, 1993. Artist’s 
book, pages 14-15.  

Collection Miguel  

Frasconi.
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streets of the iconic city of New York. Some of these works 

are printed at a very large scale, in a way that seem to 

bring Pasolini to life (e.g., see pages 22—23). 

A second part of the exhibition is devoted to the 

wide-ranging creativity of Pasolini, featuring his poetry 

and novels, and exploring his interest in art history.  

As a student at the University of Bologna, Pasolini 

studied art history with the renowned professor Roberto 

Longhi, who had a profound impact on his cinema. Pasoli-

ni once admitted that his “cinematographic taste is not 

of cinematographic origin but of figuration. What I have 

in mind for vision, for visual landscape, are the fres-

cos of Masaccio, of Giotto....”3 Pasolini always chose 

carefully the places for the settings of his films. He 

traveled around the globe, to the Middle East, to Bra-

zil, to India,4 and to Africa, where, apart from ful-

filling a desire to better understand the “Third World,” 

he found the proper landscapes for his historical films 

and those based on ancient tragedies, including The Gos-
pel According to Matthew, Medea, and Oedipus, and for 
the precious footage in Notes for an African Orestes——a 
sort of guideline for a film that, unfortunately, he 

never made.5 The costumes for Pasolini designed by Dani-

lo Donati at Farani Sartoria Teatrale were all created 

3 Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Diario al registratore, 1962,” in Album 
Pasolini (Milan: Oscar Mondadori, 2005), 226 (my translation).
4 See Pasolini’s short novel L’odore dell’India (Milan: Longane-
si, 1962).
5 See Daniel Garrett, “Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Notes for an African 
Orestes: Intellectual Responsibility and Imagination,” Off Screen 13, 
no. 4 (April 2009), https://offscreen.com/view/pier_paolo_pasolini. 
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with period-accurate materials, echoing Pasolini’s inter-

est in faithful rendering and historical authenticity. In 

his essay on costumes, Luigino Piccolo recalls that both 

Donati and Pasolini “had studied art, and it was art that 

united them and allowed them to talk for hours.” Examples 

of these exquisite costumes——lent by Farani’s tailoring 

house in Rome——are featured in this exhibition, includ-

ing the one worn by Pasolini in The Canterbury Tales, in 
which he played the role of Geoffrey Chaucer, author of 

the book that inspired the film. 

Pasolini’s artistic sensibility was also expressed in 

his own practice as a visual artist. In a way, remarks 

art critic Mario De Michelli, by making art he allowed 

himself “a vacation,” adding, “this was in sum a game, a 

divertissement, but also a moment of truth.”6 Pasolini’s 

drawings and paintings——examples of which are reproduced 

in the exhibition and herein——are precious testimonies  

of the people he admired, including his professor Ro-

berto Longhi. Another subject of several sketches, with 

whom Pasolini developed a great friendship after she 

played the role of Medea in his film, is Maria Callas 

(see pages 26-28). Pasolini’s artworks attest to an ex-

ercise in introspection, and at times, the mirror turns 

toward himself, as in the numerous self-portraits that he 

did at different ages (see pages 30-31), and——most clear-

ly——in an image of Narcissus staring at his reflection in 

the water (see page 32). In these drawings, Pasolini the 

6 See Mario De Michelli, introduction to Pier Paolo Pasolini: i 
disegni, 1941/1975 (Milan: V. Scheiwiller, 1978), n.p. (my trans-
lation).
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poet looks at himself, in a moment of solitude. Because 

he practiced art mostly as a private occupation, he worked 

with freedom, away from the constraints of public opinion. 

This exhibition will offer the visitor an opportunity  

to discover the wide scope of Pasolini’s rich artistic  

and intellectual legacy. We also hope that the objects and 

the texts provided here will allow visitors and read-

ers to connect with the voice and sensibility of a true 

humanist, who dedicated his life in making this world a 

better place to live.  

Pages 22-23: Pier Paolo Pasolini  

in New York, 1966, Photograph by  

Duilio Pallottelli. © L’Europeo RCS/ph. 

Duilio Pallottelli

Pages 24-25: Pier Paolo Pasolini  

in Richard Avedon’s studio,  

New York, 1966. Photograph by Duilio  

Pallottelli. © L’Europeo RCS/ph. 

Duilio Pallottelli

Pages 26-27: Pier Paolo Pasolini  

with his mother, Susanna, and Maria  

Callas at Grado (Gorizia, Italia),  

1969. Photograph by Mario Nodari.

© RCS Archive/ph.Mario Nodari

Left: Pier Paolo Pasolini, Ritratto  
di Maria Callas (Portrait of Maria  
Callas), 1970.
Courtesy of Gabinetto  

G.P. Vieusseux.

© Pasolini Estate




















