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—————— Pasolini’s Counter-Political Gaze at the Sacred 

Carlos A. Segovia 

Deleuze sees Pasolini as a formalist who seeks to define the “essential element” of the 
“cinematographic image.”  Yet the formal is subordinated in Pasolini to something else. 1

Pasolini himself provides the clue to it when he states that his cinema is, above all, a 
“cinema of poetry.”  In turn, Deleuze indirectly supplies a precious interpretative key 2

for analysing the latter, namely, his distinction between “qualities,” “forces,” or 
“affects,” on the one hand, and “states of things,” on the other hand.  For Deleuze writes 3

about Dreyer – whom Pasolini greatly admired  – “to extract from the event […] that 4

which goes beyond its own actualisation,”  to wit, an “affect” qua “entity,” is also 5

Pasolini’s purpose. 
 One can appreciate it e.g. in his close-ups of Ettore, the young peasant protagonist 
of Mamma Roma (1962) played by Ettore Garofolo, whose suffering expresses not only 
that of an individual, nor even only that of a social class, but that of a way of being-in-
the-world which came to an end with the “anthropological revolution” (the term is 
Pasolini’s)  brought about by neo-capitalism. One can also appreciate it in his close-ups 6

of Margherita Caruso in his adaptation of Matthew’s Gospel (1964), whose silent 
opening shots manage to extract from Caruso’s expression the profound sadness of an 
unjust feeling of rejection in which all similar feelings ever felt by anyone take shape 
beyond the particular story, legend in this case, told in the film. And one can appreciate 
it in his close-ups of Ines Pellegrini and Franco Merli playing Zumurrud and Nur ed-
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Din – whose gazes are not just innocent but the very embodiment of innocence itself – 
in Flowers of the Arabian Nights (1974). 
 In this sense, Pasolini’s cinema can be defined as an Andenken, i.e. as a 
“rethinking” and a “remembrance,”  of the “sacred” (understood in a non-necessarily 7

religious way, see below) that combines (a) nostalgia for bygone meaning and 
coherence; (b) perceptiveness to their liminal gleaming in a degraded, neo-capitalist, 
world in which everything is consumable; and (c) awareness of that gleaming’s 
politically-disruptive force.  8

 What, then, do I mean by “sacred” in this context? I mean – borrowing from S. 
Claxton – the fundamental “affective aspects of being”  on which human lives 9

ultimately rely however differently they may be experienced and portrayed.  Thus, for 10

example a sorrowful departure cannot be but a departure whose regretfulness must be 
perceptible as such regardless of the particular circumstances in which it may be 
experienced and independently of the fashion in which it may be depicted; likewise, a 
beautiful encounter cannot be but an encounter that brings perceptible joy regardless of 
the specific circumstances in which it may be experienced and independently of the way 
in which it may be portrayed; and so on and so forth. 
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 Yet I am far from invoking here any type of essentialism, if for “essence” one 
understands something like an atemporal norm or model. Undoubtedly what counts is 
concrete here and now, but what counts is also what lives in the concrete: that of which, 
viewed from a poetic perspective, the concrete is not the copy but the expression. For 
otherwise how could we, too, and anyone with a minimum of sensibility, feel Ettore’s 
despair, Mary’s sadness, or Zumurrud’s and Nur ed-Din’s innocence. Put otherwise, 
“something” must flood the viewed and the viewer in order to unite them in a vision: the 
vision of that which is “sacred” because it is precious, of that which is treasured 
because of being precious, and of that which is precious and treasured because it 
provokes awe. 
 Now, the extra-modern peoples of Africa and elsewhere, and the European 
peasantry of the mid-20th century, including the peasants that had migrated to the 
suburbs of the big cities, seemed to Pasolini to be far more capable of perceiving and 
expressing the sacred – or, again, the fundamental affective aspects of being that frame, 
by definition, any authentically-human life – than the modern industrialised classes.  In 11

fact he recruited many of the protagonists and non-protagonists of his films among 
them. Accordingly, it is their gaze, still sensitive to the sacred regardless of whether 
some of such subjects may be already undergoing a transformative process for the 
worse, that Pasolini often attempts to capture with the camera and to reproduce on the 
screen. 
 Pasolini explores this political counter-gaze by means what he calls “free indirect 
subjectivity” (after the notion of “free indirect speech” or “free indirect discourse” in 
literature, which designates the speech of a character that takes up the narrative to 
express her/his own thoughts and feelings).  More exactly, he uses the camera to show 12

the gaze of the extra-modern or pre-modern eye. For, he writes, the gaze of the latter 
“embraces another kind of reality from that which the gaze of a cultivated bourgeois 
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sees when it is directed at it: in fact the two see ‘different’ things; the very same thing 
appears differently to their respective ‘gazes.’”  13

 There is no exaggeration in affirming that, in this manner, Pasolini anticipates 
what is called in contemporary anthropology the “ontological turn”: different cultural 
perspectives do not only vary from one another in epistemological terms, that is, they do 
not only amount to different interpretations of the world, but convey different realities, 
different ontologies.  14

 To conclude, I should like to stress that by thereby showing the premodern gaze, 
by making it happen on the screen before the viewer’s eyes, whose own gaze is thus 
invited – provoked – to undergo a perspectival shift, Pasolini builds a new reality. For, 
as he himself suggests, cinema is not evocative, it is not literature, it works with and 
produces reality – or, images in movement: 

Cinema expresses reality with reality. […] We ourselves make cinema by living, […] by 
existing practically, that is, by acting. All of life, in the whole of its actions, is a natural, 
living, cinema. […] By living we represent ourselves, and are present at the representations 
of others. The reality of the human world is nothing other than this double representation in 
which we are both actors and spectators: a gigantic happening, if you like.15
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