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work go far beyond Pasolini’s famous L’articolo 
delle lucciole (Firefly Article) (1975). These aspects 
take shape, above all, in his interest in the 
transformation of the space, that is of the Italian 
environment controlled by a new, permissive 
fascism, a power without a face that is the worst 
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focuses on the period of the so-called economic 
boom, which hit Italy after World War II. This 
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Pasolini's intellectual agenda to contemporary 
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Pasolini’s selected works between literary writing 
and writing for the cinema. The objectives of 
this contribution include the possibility of a new 
reading of Pier Paolo Pasolini’s poetry, literature, 
and cinema under an ecocritical light, which 
presupposes an evaluation of his work that takes 
into account the relationship which the author 
determines between the individual of his own 
time and the surrounding environment, redefining 
the balance between literature and landscape. 
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Pasolini’s artistic production can there-
fore be read through a particular en-

vironmental attention that has always ac-
companied his reflections and contributed 
to defining his aesthetics on the emergent 
condition of a society that tends to a to-
tal homologation. Landscape is at the heart 
of Pasolini’s relationship with reality. A 
landscape felt not as a decorative backdrop, 
a decorative or scenographic concept, but 
as a space of bodies, sounds, and life. While 
investigating this dimension of Pasolini’s 
sensibility, we can trace ecological conno-
tations, a kind of landscape ethics between 
linguistic-anthropological research and 
social denunciation. The objectives of this 
contribution include the possibility of a 
new reading of Pier Paolo Pasolini’s poetry, 
literature, and cinema under an ecocritical 
light, which presupposes an evaluation of 
his work that takes into account the rela-
tionship which the author determines be-
tween the individual of his own time and 
the surrounding environment, redefining 
the balance between literature and land-
scape. More than other Italian intellectu-
als, Pier Paolo Pasolini was able to probe 
the fabric of the country at the height of 
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the economic boom and interpret its social 
and cultural changes. 

What makes Pasolini particularly sig-
nificant for an ecocritical discourse are the 
recurring themes in his writing. Generally 
whenever critics and theorists want to re-
connect Pasolini with ecological and envi-
ronmental issues, they always refer to the 
disappearance of fireflies, contained in the 
article published in the Corriere della Sera 
on the 1st of February 1975 under the title 
Il vuoto del potere in Italia (The Power Void 
in Italy) and later renamed in the collec-
tion of Scritti corsari, as L’articolo delle luc-
ciole1. In the essay, he connects the begin-
ning of the end for Italy in anthropological 
and cultural terms with the contemporary 
disappearance of fireflies from the Italian 
countryside due to the advance of the eco-
logical crisis produced by industrialization: 

In the early 1960s, due to the air pol-
lution, and, especially in the country-
side, due to the water pollution [...] 
fireflies began to disappear. The phe-
nomenon was lightning-fast and daz-
zling. The phenomenon was sudden 
and traumatic. Within a few years, 
there were no more fireflies2.

Although there is a reference to pol-
lution, it is only briefly mentioned in a 
metaphorical way. For Pasolini, here, the 
disappearance of the fireflies is merely a 
metaphor to indicate the transformation 
of power in Italy before and after the dis-
appearance of the fireflies. Pasolini, with 
his sensitivity as a writer, poet and direc-
tor, grasps and denounces this mechanism, 
which he calls the anthropological mutation 
of Italy. This term often used by the writer 
aims to articulate a historical moment, the 

acceleration of the second industrial revo-
lution in Italy between the mid-1960s and 
mid-1970s with environmental and urban 
transformations. Pasolini posited the de-
struction of the environment as tangible 
evidence of the rise of a new form of trans-
national fascism. 

 Nevertheless, the environmental as-
pects in Pasolini’s work go far beyond the 
above-mentioned article. These aspects 
are primarily reflected in his interest in 
the transformation of space, that is of the 
Italian environment controlled by a new, 
“permissive” fascism, a “power without a 
face” that is the “worst kind of totalitari-
anism”3. The poet and writer focuses on the 
period of the so-called economic boom 
in Italy,  that followed the Second World 
War, a time marked by significant social, 
environmental, and urban transformations, 
that at various times he referred to as the 
“anthropological mutation” or “cultural 
genocide”4. The consumer society, accord-
ing to Pasolini, appears as a “new fascism”, 
whose purpose is the brutally totalitarian 
reorganization and homologation/homog-
enization of the world. It is worth noting 
that Pasolini went so far as to characterize 
this transformation in Lettere luterane as an 
“apocalyptic picture”5. The upheaval that he 
chronicled in his articles mostly for Il Cor-
riere della sera and Il mondo, which subse-
quently were collected in Scritti corsari and 
Lettere luterane apparently revealed itself to 
him as an apocalypse without palingenesis 
or “eschaton”. In any case, the overall back-
ground of all Pasolini’s reflections of the 
period is precisely the identification of this 
transformation of the new power6. 

I will therefore limit myself to reiter-
ating that this new power that Pasolini felt 
in the air, but which cannot define, does 
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not have homogeneous characteristics, it 
can take different forms dictatorship of 
enjoyment, total industrialization of life 
and violent transformation of the urban 
landscape. 

As mentioned, this power, as well as 
homologating the consciences of the Ital-
ians, according to the writer, also destroyed 
irreversibly the agrarian and peasant space 
of pre-industrial Italy. Consumer civiliza-
tion, which is Pasolini’s terms is “the real 
fascism”, destroys the inner landscape of 
humans just as much as the outer landscape. 

In the poem 10 June better known as 
Io sono una forza del passato (read by Orson 
Wells in La Ricotta), Pasolini evokes the 
power of the past and gives us the most ac-
complished portrait of man at the thresh-
old of progress, as follows: “I am a force of 
the past. / Only in tradition is my love. / I 
come from the ruins, from churches, / from 
altar pieces, from villages / abandoned in 
the Apennines or the Pre-Alps, / where 
brothers have lived”‘7.

In this poetic imagery, he created two 
real opposing universes: on the one hand, 
an archaic and mythical universe, highly 
idealized, and on the other, the industri-
al modernity and development, which he 
condemns irrevocably.

Reflections on Pasolini’s  
Weeping Excavator

This contrast of universes – on the one 
hand the archaic and peasant, on the 

other the industrial and developmental – in 
Pasolini’s work takes on various environ-
mental overtones that concern the nature, 
the landscape, and the urban tissue/skin. In 
this concept we should note his magisterial 
poem Il pianto della scavatrice, which was 

written in 1956 and published in the 1957 
collection Le ceneri di Gramsci. This poem 
is a deeply personal and political poem, in 
which the author reflects on two different 
kinds of changes: those in his life since 
his move to Rome, and the radical trans-
formations of the physical environment, 
with a particular focus on the construction 
of modern housing projects in the Roman 
periphery. During a night walk in the Ro-
man suburbs, Pasolini describes the squalid 
and desolate landscape that surrounds him. 
Right from the start, the reader is intro-
duced to a parallel between the affliction 
of the poetic self, which sees its reason 
for existence extinguished, and the urban 
landscape in decay. It is at this point that 
the real protagonists of the poem enter 
the scene: the bucket and the excavator. 
The tool and the machine become the 
symbol of the transformation of the city 
of Rome that is being rebuilt and an Ita-
ly that is being modernized. We can ob-
serve that in Pasolini’s poem the excavator 
screeches a lament as it bulldozes away the 
old world. Such abrupt developments are 
symbolized in the poem by an “old exca-
vator” that is “wailing”. Pasolini humanizes 
the machine, transforming it into a sen-
tient being that mourns the loss of the old, 
pre-industrial world. The Roman suburbs 
are thus awoken by the overwhelming wail 
of the excavator, which emits a human cry, 
breaking the innocent silence of the emp-
ty squares. Together with the digger, the 
poet’s soul seems to weep, and with it the 
whole neighborhood and the entire city. 
At this point, the poet refers emphatical-
ly to the construction of the new neigh-
borhoods in the outskirts of Rome in the 
1950s, the destruction of the countryside, 
the transformation of the ”grassy area” into 
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a “courtyard, white as wax”8. Those were 
the years when Italy underwent a signifi-
cant transformation, being covered in con-
crete: a process that continued relentlessly 
in the following years. In the above men-
tioned poem, Pasolini makes a complaint 
concerning the environment and it is cer-
tainly one of the most representative po-
ems representing the poet’s inner turmoil. 
It is the excavator, the blind instrument of 
that “faceless Power” that is modifying the 
Italian landscape, that weeps: “what has/ 
an end and begins again weeps. What was/ 
a grassy area, an open space, and has be-
come/ a courtyard, white as wax, / closed 
in a decorum that is resentful”9.

With increasing concern for environ-
mental destruction and global warming, 
we are at last recognizing the injuries that 
Pasolini so presciently condemned before 
his mind was tragically silenced by mur-
der. Human manipulation and degradation 
of the environment has reached the point 
that cumulative global impacts are not only 
affecting our food, fiber, and water systems 
but also threatening people’s health and 
well-being10. Apparently, in today’s capital-
ist economy we must continue to destroy 
in order to turn a profit by ‘rebuilding’ or 
replacing. It is but a slower version of what 
happens in war.

Cinema and Urban Decay

This contrast between urban spaces, 
portrayed as disharmonious and un-

safe, and the Eden like countryside is a 
recurring feature in Pasolini’s work and 
is addressed in a number of his films11. 
Pasolinian places become topos, sites of 
the mind, coordinates of thought. They 
become places that eschew any concrete 

connotation, any reality. However, Paso-
lini’s understanding of the environment 
goes beyond the geographical and natural 
dimensions to include its historical and 
human components.

Moreover, in Pasolini’s cinema there 
is always a contrast of spaces: on the one 
hand the countryside, on the other, the 
city that is inexorably advancing with its 
monstrous suburbs. We need only to think 
of many sequences from Accattone (1961) 
to Mamma Roma (1962)12, in which the 
sub-proletarian characters move in almost 
hellish spaces lapped by the new apartment 
blocks. The most incisive attention to urban 
architecture is due to the dramatic action of 
the main character. For example, Mamma 
Roma is determinedly looking for a new 
neighborhood to live in to change the exis-
tential horizon through the purchase of an 
apartment in a modern neighborhood. The 
landscape in which the events take place 
is, as usual, evocative, especially when we 
see a few characters moving between the 
archaeological remains and the meadows 
of the Roman countryside, increasingly 
encompassed by the new buildings under 
construction. A landscape in continuous 
transformation of which Pasolini was a 
great observer.

The arrival of Mamma Roma and Et-
tore at Cecafumo (where their new home 
and neighborhood are) takes place in a 
square arch in concrete and iron that leads 
to an empty and impersonal space like 
Mamma Roma’s new apartment, cold and 
white. The palaces of Cecafumo rise like 
anonymous blocks in front of a huge lawn 
dotted with ruins and the remains of the 
Roman aqueduct, monoliths of a pagan 
antiquity beyond history. In this immobile 
space, the eras, nature, and architecture are 



183
From the Geographical Dimension to the Ecological Perspective in Pasolini’s Literature...

not the sign of temporal stratification, but 
a limbo of history. Another example that 
we need to note is Teorema, a film that 
was released in 1968 at the same time as 
the novel. The character of Emilia (Laura 
Betti), the maid of an upper-class Mila-
nese family destructured by the arrival of 
the godlike Visitor/Holy Guest (Terence 
Stamp), a sort of a new Dionysus, after 
the latter’s seduction, leaves the bourgeois 
space of the villa to go to his hometown. 
Indeed, in one of the film’s final sequences, 
Emilia leaves her home village and walks 
to the outskirts of the town in the compa-
ny of an old woman (played in the film by 
the director’s own mother, Susanna). The 
two reach a wasteland-like space on the 
outskirts of the city, most likely a construc-
tion site, as suggested by the presence of 
an excavator. The small village appears as 
a strip of countryside that has survived the 
advancing construction, a space that will 
soon be submerged and destroyed. Emilia, 
who is crying, lies down on the ground and 
orders the older woman to cover her up 
until only her eyes remain visible.

We are in a building site, all around 
buildings under construction and a sta-
tionary excavator, ready to resume its work 
of devastation, an excavator that looks so 
much like the one in the above poem. Lit-
tle more than ten years have passed from 
the writing of that poem, but the process 
of devastation, for Pasolini, seems inter-
minable. In these examples from his cin-
ema, we can clearly see that the intent of 
Pasolini was to denounce the state of the 
Roman suburbs in the years of building 
speculation and the social impoverishment 
of the city territory. Pasolini’s concern for 
preserving peasant and sub-proletarian 
communities and their dwellings from 

erasure is very much in line with what Io-
vino brilliantly terms “an ecology of differ-
ence”, arguing that the intellectual’s artistic 
output is dominated by a line of enquiry 
that considers “diversity as essential to the 
existence of the whole”13. 

The new fascism was born from the 
destruction of the environment, with the 
economic boom, and therefore the de-
fense of the natural environment and the 
landscape had to be understood as a new 
form of resistance. Pasolini did not only 
look at the destruction of the environment 
and history in Italy, but also in the whole 
world, and in particular in that part of the 
world where the ancient beauty had to be 
preserved.

Environmental pollution, for Pasolini, 
is also aesthetic pollution. In saying that, I 
refer in particular to a documentary entitled 
The shape of the city (1974), the form of the 
town of Orte, a documentary broadcast in 
1974 by the Italian state television RAI, in 
which Pasolini points out the offense and 
the pain that new buildings bring to his 
soul. Through the framing of his camera, 
the director contemplates the changes in 
landscape and urbanism. This metafilmic 
operation serves Pasolini to reconstruct the 
purity of the architectural perspective that 
has been distorted over the years by modern 
construction. Moving the camera lens, at 
a certain point, a cubic, newly constructed 
building appears in the field of vision, spoil-
ing the silhouette of Orte’s medieval build-
ings. I quote verbatim: “So what is it about 
them that offends me? It is the fact that they 
belong to another world, they have stylistic 
characteristics that are completely different 
from those of the ancient city of Orte, and 
the mixing of the two annoys, it is a crack, a 
disturbance of form, of style”14.
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The form of the city, Pasolini says, “is 
defaced by something foreign, something 
that abnormally violates the landscape, 
like so many other medieval views in Italy, 
like many other medieval sights in Italy”15. 
Amazing the relevance that still emanates 
from those images today and it is truly 
heartbreaking. 

In approaching the territory as a di-
rector, Pasolini observes the modernist 
building ripping apart the harmony of the 
cities. For this reason, he discarded as po-
tential settings Israel and Romania, where 
he wanted to shoot respectively Il Vangelo 
secondo Matteo (1964) and Edipo re (1967), 
in favour of Lucania and Basilicata, the 
last areas where Pasolini could trace the 
pre-industrialized scenarios represented in 
ancient and religious texts. 

Before moving on the discussion of 
animals in Pasolini’s film Porcile, I would 
like to mention the documentary Le mura 
di Sana, which vividly exposed the destruc-
tion of the medieval architecture of North 
Yemen’s capital city to make way for the 
modernization required by “neocapitalist 
policies”. How capitalist industrialization 
and modernization quickly erase the grace 
of this city. The film ends with a poignant 
sequence of shots panning across the an-
cient walls of Sana’a, while Pasolini’s voice 
intones a plea to the United Nations to 
take action: “We call upon UNESCO in 
the name of the true, if also unexpressed, 
will of the Yemenite people. In the name of 
simple men whom poverty has kept pure. 
In the name of the grace of obscure centu-
ries. In the name of the scandalous revolu-
tionary force of the past”16.

Pigsty and Anthropomorphism  
of the Animals

Another example worth noting is the 
role of animals in Pigsty17. Our en-

counter with animals in the long journey 
of our species developmenthelped us de-
fine our cognitive apparatus, our language, 
our imagery, and with them our sense of 
the sacred. In other words, humans must 
play an active role in managing their rela-
tionship with nature. I think it is import-
ant to point out the anthropomorphizing 
of the animal that highlights the abuse of 
animals. We thus witness a total reversal of 
values: on the one hand, animals become 
objects of love; on the other, humans are 
animalized. Pigs have a double meaning 
in the theatrical text and in the film: Ju-
lian loves real pigs and one episode, that 
of Spinoza (cut in the film), takes place in 
a real pigsty; but Julian is also the victim 
of metaphorical pigs (the fathers capitalists 
and bourgeois in the metaphorical pigsty 
of the neo-capitalist Germany). In its pol-
ysemic complexity, the animal in the pigsty 
is the place to reveal the mechanisms on 
which a capitalist society works. The neo-
capitalist machine has reduced the animal 
to one and only one function: that of a raw 
material of the mass slaughter industry to 
be turned into steaks or sausages. The dis-
memberment of the body is not a result of 
the modern capitalism, rather modern cap-
italism is a product of fragmentation and 
dismemberment18.

Pasolini with the pigsty as a back-
ground uses expressions such as «the Ger-
mans are great consumers of sausages»19, 
«they fattened those pigs for Christmas»20, 
which play the role of effective puns that 
recall the fate of animals.21
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Consider, for instance, the pig that 
Anna Magnani embraces at the begin-
ning of the film Mamma Roma. We can 
say that the pig as a symbol of well-being 
in consumption becomes an object of crit-
icism reflecting how power carries out its 
own function: the oppression of nature and 
exploited animals reflects the oppression 
of socially discriminated individuals and 
classes. The equation between the subjec-
tion of animals and the subjection of hu-
man beings in the new dominant system of 
total industrialization becomes clear in the 
script where there’s a comparison between 
the pigsty, “the enclosed area where pigs 
are kept”, and the concentration camps22.

Pasolini himself writes a letter to 
Anna Magnani about the procession of an-
imals destined to be slaughtered, compar-
ing it to the tragic fate that awaited thou-
sands of people in the Second World War. 
Pasolini’s thought about the similarity of 
wagons full of human flesh to wagons full 
of pigs is presented as a diagnostic thought 
in which he identifies the appearance of 
‘evil’ and its symptoms in the era of total 
industrialization. Pasolini puts forward an 
alarming thesis: men and animals at the 
slaughterhouse. According to this perspec-
tive Pasolini sees no distinct boundary be-
tween human and animal, as both are in-
extricably ensnared in the same network of 
Power that consumes everything.

Petroleum  
and the Ecological Eschatology

Petrolio23 insinuates a dystopian future 
making use of the major topic of dra-

matic actuality, that of the energy crisis 
and speculation on energy sources. Ample 
space is dedicated to the ecological drama 

as many descriptions in the novel focus on 
the ecology of landscape. Apparently, the 
novel recounts the career of an engineer 
who quickly climbs the management lad-
der thanks to his willingness to collusion, 
with subversive plots and his trips to the 
Middle East to search for new oil fields. 
Carlo is an engineer working for ENI, the 
Italian state energy corporation and, in Pa-
solini’s description, is a topos of power. Un-
derneath the main plot, Petrolio contains 
several hints to this mutation of spaces, 
the increasing pollution, and talks about a 
power of which the Ente Nazionale Idro-
carburi Eni (State Electricity Company) 
is a topos, a power that not only produc-
es, but whose environmental repercussions 
have planetary effects no longer negligible. 
The interpretation levels of Petrolio, there-
fore, are multiple: not only political pow-
er, financial power, terrorism, but above 
all ecological catastrophe, oil exploitation. 
Thus, Petroleum/Petrolio resents a depic-
tion of power, with Eni serving as a locus, 
that charts maps of the Earth – essentially 
defining a particular and hierarchical rela-
tionship between humanity and the land.

In Note 3d, Prefazione posticipata 
(Petroleum, unfinished by the author, is in 
fact made up of fragments of notes), the 
demonic character of Tetis begins a long 
journey, first on foot and then by train. 
Pasolini presents a poor perspective of 
the cities and landscapes that Carlo sees. 
They passed shapeless and anonymous 
villages where it seemed impossible that 
large modern buildings, grey and bare like 
barracks and prisons, could bury some-
thing as vital and aggressive as that land24. 
Gradually, the city began to approach and 
loom with long, terrible rows of high-rise 
buildings, with the construction of new 
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factories, including a large one from a 
northern automobile industry with the 
invasion of cars25. At a certain point, he 
arrives along the banks of a river “with 
rapid banks full of rubbish, which stinks 
acutely. It is, however, organic rubbish: 
plastic and polystyrene are still complete-
ly missing”26. The scene is set in May 1960 
and Pasolini makes it clear that, at that 
time, polluting elements such as plastic 
and polystyrene were still missing.Subse-
quently, in Note 62, Carmelo: la sua dis-
ponibilità e la sua dissoluzione, in a narra-
tive sequence set in the early 1970s, Carlo 
and Carmelo’s characters find themselves 
in a meadow on the outskirts of Rome, de-
scribed as full of rubbish and car wrecks, 
around which the high-rise buildings of 
the new suburbs stand out, outlined like 
anonymous concrete cubes, lost in the 
winter haze. It is a space described almost 
as a new hell: “Further back there was a 
bus terminal full of buses, a cinema and, 
in short, hell”27.

Also Note 70, Chiacchiere notturne 
al Colosseo shows the nocturnal Roman 
streets around the Colosseum as criss-
crossed by rubbish and dirty papers 
dragged by the wind. In Petrolio, Note 70 
introduces the long infernal catabasis that 
the author describes in the sequence of 
notes called Visione del Merda, an allegor-
ical vision, experienced by Carlo di Tetis. 
The “Shit” would be a young man from the 
bourgeoisie completely brutalized by the 
consumer society of the early 1970s. The 
vision that catches Carlo near the Colos-
seum takes place at the intersection of Via 
Torpignattara and Via Casilina in Rome. 
Carlo di Tetis travels through this urban 
hell made of distant aqueduct walls, new 
houses under construction, courtyards and 

houses built by hand by their own inhab-
itants. At the moment when the protago-
nist Carlo confronts the “vision” images of 
suburban blocks of flats appear again, built 
in strips of space that used to be country-
side. The same rigid and geometric spatial-
ity of the buildings, courtyards and streets 
that accompany them and form obligatory 
paths to follow, seem to help maneuver the 
consciences of the Italians, now brutalized 
by consumer civilization. The choice is not 
random; Pasolini wants to show how “il 
Potere” is precisely changing this part of 
society, homogenizing it according to the 
process of industrialization. The same im-
ages return in a series of notes (121-124) 
entitled La nuova periferia: blocks of flats 
aligned with each other “in twin forms”, 
“repetitions of the same form”28, whose 
courtyards are characterised by ‘absolute 
emptiness’. Moreover, both in Petrolio 
and in many of his other works, Pasoli-
ni sketches the almost apocalyptic image 
of a world that seems to have reached its 
end: starting with La Rabbia (1963), a 
documentary of extraordinary poetic and 
tragic power in which, among the edited 
documentary images, the explosion of the 
atomic bomb returns obsessively. 

Conclusions

The examples and considerations pre-
sented highlight that Pasolini is not 

only, as he writes in Scritti Corsari, one who 
has nostalgia for the unlimited pre-nation-
al and pre-industrial peasant world, but he 
is also one of the first in Italy in the liter-
ary field to recognize the destructive power 
of consumerism, of the superfluous, and 
of the consequences of capitalism; Pasoli-
ni implicitly speaks of our own ecological 
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crises and the subsequent human catastro-
phes that result from them. The debate in-
augurated by Pasolini on the relationship 
between housing and the urban landscape 

of ancient beauty is therefore still open 
today. Pasolini foresaw fifty years earli-
er the destructive era that we now call 
Anthropocene.
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1. Pier Paolo Pasolini, Saggi sulla politica e sulla società, Edited by W. Siti, S. De Laude, Milano, Mon-

dadori, 1999, p. 404.
2. “Nei primi anni Sessanta, a causa dell’inquinamento dell’aria, e, soprattutto in campagna, a causa 

dell’inquinamento dell’acqua [...] sono cominciate a scomparire le lucciole. Il fenomeno è stato 
fulmineo e folgorante. Dopo pochi anni, le lucciole non c’erano più”. Ibidem, 405. Unless otherwise 
indicated translations are made by the author.

3. Pier Paolo Pasolini, Il vero fascismo e quindi il vero antifascismo, in Saggi sulla politica e sulla società, 
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