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PASOLINI AND SADE: A MALEFICENT OBSESSION
 


 
1 : Ante-Inferno
 
Salò is the unique space where film terminally collides with death.
 
‘Death does determine life, I feel that, and I’ve written it, too, in one of my recent essays, where I compare death to film-montage. Once life is finished, it acquires a sense; up to that point it has not got a sense; its sense is suspended and therefore ambiguous…For me, death is the maximum of epicness and myth.’[1]
 
–Pier Paulo Pasolini, 1968
 





 
2 : Circle of Obsessions
 
During the production in 1975 of what would be his ultimate film, Salò – adapted from Sade’s novel 120 Days of Sodom and transposed to the final moments of the fascist dictatorship in mid-1940s Italy – the film-maker and poet Pier Paulo Pasolini often asserted that he wanted that film to be ‘the last movie’[2]: not only his own last movie, but also that of the entire human species: a film of terminal images, before the processes of cultural and social erasure which Pasolini incessantly denounced had engulfed and nullified the visual image entirely. The images of Salò – revelatory of the structures of cruelty and of the sexual origins of human atrocities and massacres – would then form a kind of malign legacy, left for any non-human species which, at some point in the future, might want to look back upon the memories and obsessions of the human species. The concept of the ‘last film’ was one that attracted many other film-makers during the era of tumultuous upheaval, revolutionary terrorism and worldwide violence that extended from the mid-1960s to the late-1970s; in the USA, the actor-director Dennis Hopper had already adopted that notion of a ‘last movie’ for the film-title of his seminal, drug-disintegrated masterwork of 1971. However, Salò was not the first Pasolini film to be conceived of as a terminal exercise; like his contemporary, the West German director Rainer Werner Fassbinder, Pasolini was perpetually announcing his abandonment of film-making, while simultaneously planning another film-project that would push beyond the extreme limit of his current film. Similarly, the novelist Jean Genet – a profound source of inspiration for Pasolini – declared in The Thief’s Journal (1949) that it would be his last novel, then asserted in that novel’s final two sentences that it would, after all, have a sequel (which never actually transpired). For Pasolini, that film beyond-the-end was to have been a project entitled Porno-Teo-Kolossal, which was in preparation to be shot, in New York, Naples and Paris, in the first months of 1976, based on a 75-page film-treatment largely composed of dialogue. However, whether by chance or intention, Salò would mark the very end of Pasolini’s work – shortly after he had finished editing it, he was savagely murdered by a boy-hustler whose penis he had been sucking only minutes earlier.
Salò was a terminal aberration in Pasolini’s work. Unusually, he took on a project which he had not developed himself; his collaborator Sergio Citti had initiated the project, intending to direct it himself, but could not find a producer for it. Pasolini had no difficulty in attracting the producer Alberto Grimaldi, who had had an immense success with Last Tango in Paris, directed three years earlier by Bernardo Bertolucci. Once Pasolini had taken on the project, at the beginning of 1975, he researched it intensively; alongside Sade’s own work, he read essays on Sade by Georges Bataille (notably, Bataille’s preface to Sade’s book), Roland Barthes, Pierre Klossowski and Maurice Blanchot, as well as conducting research into the last phase of Italian fascism. And in August 1975, following the film’s shooting-period, he would meet with the Surrealist artist Man Ray, who had painted an ‘imaginary portrait’ of Sade in 1938; Pasolini was contemplating using the portrait on posters for his film.
The Marquis de Sade’s 120 Days of
Sodom details the acts of four atheistic Parisian ‘libertines’ who possess the wealth and power to realize a plan to have sixteen aristocratic young boys and girls kidnapped from their homes, and brought to an isolated castle in Switzerland, the Castle of Silling; accompanied by four story-tellers and eight well-endowed ‘cockmongers’, the libertines spend four months inflicting an escalating series of sexual tortures on the boys and girls, before finally slaughtering them and returning to Paris. The boys and girls to be massacred are all selected for their exceptional beauty (especially that of their rear-ends), for their young age (between twelve and fifteen), and for their social origins: Augustine, for example, is described by Sade as ‘fifteen years old; daughter of a Languedoc baron, with an alert and pretty face’[3]. Sade completed his account of the first of the four months, November, while imprisoned for acts of debauchery at the Bastille prison in Paris in 1785. However, the remaining three parts of the book (for the months of December to February) were only written in the form of notational drafts: skeletal enumerations of the acts undertaken by the libertines, and cryptic summaries of the accompanying story-tellers’ narratives. It appears that Sade intended to publish the first part of the book separately, and then to complete each of the three other parts as the publication progressed; however, the manuscript, written on a long scroll of paper, was lost during the revolutionary riots of 1789, and only re-discovered in the early twentieth century. The French Revolution changed Sade’s fortunes: released from the Bastille, he initially became a revolutionary judge (though a lenient one, who rarely condemned anyone brought before him), but then fell into poverty and ended his life in the benign incarceration of the Charenton asylum-hospital, on the edge of Paris.
Pasolini moved the action of the novel in time, to the period 1944-45, thirty years prior to the moment of the film’s making. He also moved the action geographically, from an impregnable, mountain-top castle in Switzerland to a salubrious lake-side villa in the small resort town of Salò, overlooking a bay on the Riviera Bresciana, on the banks of Lake Garda in northern Italy. It was in Salò that the Italian fascist dictator Benito Mussolini (who had held power since the year of Pasolini’s birth, 1922) established his short-lived ‘Republic of Salò’ with his remaining supporters. Although Mussolini does not appear as a character in Pasolini’s film, his desperate, extreme situation of that period is omnipresent; his ‘Republic of Salò’ was a final pocket of fascism, ready to defend itself at all costs, by acts of atrocity, after the Italian government had concluded a surrender with the British and American forces, thereby changing sides in the last phase of the Second World War. The Italian government had then deposed and imprisoned Mussolini in 1943, confining him to a hotel on the inaccessible peak of the Gran Sasso mountain in the Abruzzo region, east of Rome, expecting to be able to try him at the end of the war; but Mussolini’s friend and ally, Adolf Hitler, was determined to rescue Mussolini from Gran Sasso, and dispatched his best pilot to land on the mountain-peak and spirit Mussolini away to the Lake Garda region, which was still held by the German forces. Mussolini was then installed as the dictator of the northern part of Italy still under the control of the Germans, while the invading British and American forces were rapidly advancing northwards through Italy, after landing in Sicily. As that advance reached the north, Mussolini’s chaotic ‘Republic of Salò’ quickly disintegrated; on the run from partisans, he was captured and cursorily machine-gunned to death in April 1945, in a village alongside Lake Como, then hung upside-down, alongside his mistress, in the Piazzale Loreto in Milan. News of the ignominy of Mussolini’s killing led Hitler to commit suicide, in order to avoid meeting a similar fate, as Josef Stalin’s Soviet army closed-in on Hitler’s own headquarters in Berlin.
Pasolini knew the Salò region of Lake Garda well, and had lived for a time in that area in his youth (his father was a professional soldier: in fact, a professional fascist, and the father’s military postings had meant that the Pasolini family had moved constantly from one region of northern Italy to another, during Pasolini’s youth). Pasolini also had intimate personal knowledge of the atrocities committed by the Italian fascists on the civilian population during the final stages of the conflict; he had witnessed the aftermath of acts of mass execution. In an interview about his film’s location in space and time, he said: ‘It was an epoch of sheer cruelty, searches, executions, deserted villages, all totally useless, and I suffered a great deal.’[4] During the period in which Salò is set, Pasolini’s only brother, Guido, was executed at the age of twenty, in March 1945, in the course of his anti-fascist guerrilla activities, first wounded and captured along with his group of partisans, then coldly finished-off with a bullet in the head; after the war was over, Pasolini learned that his brother had died uselessly – he had not been killed by the Nazis or Italian fascists after all, but instead had been executed as the result of a chaotic squabble between two rival anti-fascist partisan groups.
In writing the film-script for Salò, Pasolini made a number of significant changes in the characters of Sade’s novel; in particular, he placed more emphasis on the four libertines’ social position. In Sade’s novel, the libertines are obstinate outsiders who, despite their colossal wealth, exist on the disgraced periphery of eighteenth-century French society, and are largely oblivious to it, except to the degree that it can provide them with human materials for their projects of sexual torture and slaughter. But the libertines of Salò, inflected by Pasolini’s idiosyncratic version of Marxism, are conceived as ‘types’, and are clearly fully complicit both with Mussolini’s fascist project, and with Italian society in general. The young girls and boys brought to the libertines’ villa in Salò have all been captured at gunpoint, from peasant farms and wretched urban areas; they are the opposite of Sade’s rarefied cast of the abducted children of aristocrats and wealthy military officers.
Despite that difference in emphasis in the social status of the characters in Salò and 120 Days of Sodom, there are close correspondences between the figures of Sade and Pasolini. Even before his imprisonment in the Bastille, Sade had been burned in effigy in the market-place of Aix-en-Provence, after fleeing to Italy to escape being executed for his crimes of sexual debauchery. At the time when Salò was made, the openly-homosexual Pasolini had already spent twenty years being reviled by the Italian media for his sexual and political declarations, as well as for the experimentation of his films and books; even in death, he would be assailed and ridiculed by the Italian right-wing media, which unashamedly relished his murder (just as the West German media would relish Fassbinder’s cocaine-induced death, seven years later). And both Sade and Pasolini sought, in their disparate ways, to discover means to finally detonate the narratives and foundations of social power-systems.
Pasolini finished the script for Salò in February 1975, working with his collaborators Sergio Citti and Pupi Avati. After its casting-sessions, the film was shot very rapidly, over the course of thirty-seven days, from 3 March to 14 April 1975, in a villa near the city of Mantua, not far to the south of the town of Salò. The film was shot with a cast that mixed young, inexperienced actors with veterans of the Italian film-industry, some of them familiar character-actors who would go on to appear in the wave of late-1970s chic Nazi-porn exploitation films which Pasolini’s own film unwittingly helped to spark. Before the shooting of each scene, Pasolini only gave instructions at the last moment to the young actors and actresses (most of them non-professionals, who never appeared in any subsequent films) playing the captive boys and girls, thereby inducing an authentic sense of unease and disquiet in their performances.
The only break in the gruelling shoot came when Pasolini discovered that Bernardo Bertolucci (whose films, including Last Tango
in Paris, he detested as crowd-pleasing, consumerist fodder) was shooting his current film, 1900, in the nearby countryside around Mantua; Bertolucci had briefly served as Pasolini’s assistant on a previous film, and 1900 was being produced by the same producer, Alberto Grimaldi, as Salò. The football-obsessed Pasolini immediately challenged Bertolucci to a game between the two casts; however, in the subsequent match, marked by violence, the Salò cast (captained by the fifty-three-year-old Pasolini, and including the young actors playing the well-endowed ‘cockmongers’) unexpectedly lost 3-6 to the 1900 team, and Pasolini left the pitch several minutes before the end of the game, exhausted and cursing. Once the filming had been completed, Pasolini moved to other commitments in his writing of fiction, poetry and journalism, returning to the project in early October 1975 to edit it (as with the cinematography of the film, its raw editing shows signs of having been accomplished urgently, while Pasolini’s obsessions were still lividly alive), and then travelled to Sweden for screenings of his previous films, and to Paris to prepare a French-language version of Salò, before arriving back in Rome on 31 October, the day before his death.
Pasolini was aware that, in many ways, the obscenity and uncompromising cruelty of Salò formed a complete break from his earlier films. Although some of those films, especially his first film, Accatone (1961), had created scandals of their own, Pasolini knew that Salò constituted a new kind of film-making for him. As a result, in 1975, he publicly ‘denounced’ his previous three films, in order to clear the ground for the reception of Salò. Pasolini’s previous films had often presented positive and dignified depictions of the poor; in Salò, by contrast, the poor and defenceless subjects of torture and slaughter would be relentlessly degraded and excoriated, their status as passive ‘victims’ provocatively set under interrogative questioning, in order to dismantle it.
Pasolini expected the first screenings of the film to create a furore throughout Europe, and to bring down unprecedented media attacks upon him. He noted: ‘ Salò goes so far beyond the limits that those who ordinarily speak badly of me will have to find a new language.’[5] But by the time the film was screened, Pasolini was dead. Salò had initially been refused a visa by the Italian censorship board, then passed on 23 December 1975; it was projected in Italian cinemas during the period when newspaper photographs of Pasolini’s murdered body – the corpse lying on its front, the mud-caked vest pushed up to reveal its naked back, its chest and head exploded into a pool of blood – were still being avidly consumed by the country’s population.
After being shown for only three weeks, Salò was abruptly withdrawn; for the next three decades, the film faced suppression and censorship-battles in numerous countries around the world, without the presence of Pasolini to defend its driving obsessions.
 



 


 
3 : Circle of Shit
 
The core of Salò is the anus, and its narrative drive pivots around the act of sodomy; no scene of a sex act has been confirmed, in the film, until one of the libertines has approached its participants and sodomized the figure committing that act. The filmic material of Salò is one that compacts celluloid and shit, in Pasolini’s desire to burst the limits of cinema, via the anally resonant eye of the film-lens. In order to achieve an inciting relentlessness in his narrative, and to engulf his victims in the aura of excrement emanated by the film, Pasolini intersects his images with puncture-points of story-tellers’ narration. Those story-tellers’ sequences in Salò carry a more tangential role than that in 120 Days of
Sodom, where they possess a status equal with that of the libertines’ acts, in Sade’s double-barrelled narrative-technique. In Salò, the story-tellers’ narratives solely carry the momentum which propels the film’s passive victims and viewers into its infernal ‘circle of shit’.
In 120 Days of Sodom, Sade’s libertines are all eager shit-eaters, constantly provoking the captive boys and girls to deposit ever-larger consignments of excrement into their mouths, thereby also escalating the number of sex acts which the libertines can accomplish. But the inspiration of Sade’s obsession with the human anus extended much further than that of shit-eating, in his influence upon the French Surrealist movement in the 1930s, and on film-makers and theorists of the postwar era, from Pasolini to Gilles Deleuze and Jean Baudrillard. The seminal element in Sade which proved so inspirational is his profound preoccupation with violent anatomical manipulation, with its focus on the anus; once the human body has been radically re-configured, it is in a state of volatile flux which renders it more resistant or unrecuperable to stratified power-formations.
In Sade, that reconfiguration of the body is simultaneously both an act of corporeally-endowed power, and the annulment or overturning of that entire structure of power; for example, a libertine, in Sade’s book, severs the flesh-partition between a girl’s anus and vagina, so that she is forced to defecate through her vagina.
Pasolini faltered in his desire to make the young actors and actresses of the Salò cast commit un-simulated sodomy and to eat actual excrement, serving them instead a palatable mix of chocolate and orange marmalade, which he retrospectively justified as a material which helped to adhere his film’s ability to make connections between elements of consumerism and fascism (in which consumption, even of excrement, is never authentic, and is always the result of a fascistic simulation of the kind denounced by Baudrillard and the Situationist theorists).
Until the expansion of the hard-core pornographic industry into shit-eating films at the end of the 1970s, it had been left to experimental film-makers – notably Kurt Kren and Otto Muehl, of the Vienna Action Group, with their seminal work Scheisskerl (1970) – to demonstrate that excrement could be eaten, and that act combined with an explicit sex-act, on film.
 



 


 
4 : Circle of Blood
 
Salò exerts a unique impact of violence and disruption on the viewer’s eye, exploring a ground of extreme sensorial disruption more usually associated with non-narrative experimental cinema. The film adroitly manoeuvres the viewer’s perspective between that of the victim and that of the torturer, finally situating the viewer firmly in the torture-seat. In Salò, the viewer is positioned firmly on the side of monstrosity, and then has a long way back to travel, corporeally and mentally, at the end of the film, if the decision is taken to repudiate that position.
In the final part of 120 Days of Sodom, Sade’s story-tellers range over a vast ground of dismemberment, disembowelment, torture and human eradication, while the libertines, incited by those narratives, perform concurrent acts of torture and killing. Sade’s story-tellers recount an entire catalogue of bestiality, some instances of which appear to have been a source of prefiguring inspiration for the performance-acts of the Vienna Action Group: ‘This libertine fucks a turkey whose head is gripped between the thighs of a nude, prostrate girl, so it appears he is buggering her. As he pumps away his valet sodomizes him without mercy, and at the moment he ejaculates, the girl slits the turkey’s throat.’[6]
Many of Sade’s narrated acts form spectacular performances which evidently have their source in medieval strategies of torture and execution, but also work to compact rituals of killing with obsessional sodomy. At the end of 120 Days of Sodom, a careful accounting is made by Sade of the previous four months, detailing the eradication of the children and the numbers of story-tellers and ‘cockmongers’ who have survived the event. That final calculation is in contrast to the description of the children’s intricate slaughter which, even in the fragmentary, unfinished state of Sade’s manuscript, always contains minute, lavish detail: ‘Next Giton is dragged forth; a burning bodkin is driven through the end of his cock, his remaining testicle is impaled with needles, and four of his teeth gouged out with chisels. Then comes Zelmire, whose death is not far off; a hot poker is run deep into her cunt, six gaping gashes are carved into her tits, and each master pummels her face twenty times with a gloved fist. They rip out four teeth and explode one eye with a skewer, whipping and buggering her for good measure.’[7] The viewer of Salò, positioned explicitly by Pasolini into the viewpoint of the binocular-wielding succession of libertines, experiences more fragmentary sequences; the killings of the boys and girls, in the courtyard of the villa, oscillate from close-ups to long-shots, in a volatile rhythm. The acts of slaughter are clearly drawn in large part from those which Pasolini himself had heard of or witnessed in the final stages of the Italian fascist forces’ hold on power in 1944-45, and which were common punishments for civilians’ acts of support for the partisans: eye-gougings, torture with fire, and anal-rapes followed by execution by hanging. Pasolini’s last act in Salò is to cut from the slaughter to a tender encounter between two of the young fascists guarding the villa: the two male youths (one of whom is played by Claudio Tròccoli, Pasolini’s final lover) dance obliviously, as music from the radio plays.
Pasolini’s own violent last act took place seven months after he had filmed that final shot of Salò. Many of his friends rejected the official conclusion that he had been battered to death by a lone hustler, and believed instead that he was murdered, in the night of 1-2 November 1975, by agents of the corrupt Italian Christian Democratic Party government, in collusion with neofascist elements; at that time, very little investigation was conducted by the Italian police into Pasolini’s killing, and much of the forensic evidence from the site of his death had soon mysteriously disappeared. Thirty years later, it was confirmed by the successors of that government that, from the end of the 1960s until the beginning of the 1980s, at a time of considerable social tension in Italy, it had been covertly organizing and inciting acts of terrorism and of murder, with the aim of terrifying and subjugating the Italian population into supporting that government’s repressive, right-wing agenda, against which Pasolini had fiercely protested. As yet, however, no confirmation has ever been made that Pasolini’s killing was executed or directly ‘facilitated’ by the Italian government or its neofascist associates.
Three weeks after Pasolini had completed the editing of Salò, and on the day after he had returned to Rome from Paris, where he had worked on the film’s French-language version, he picked up a seventeen-year-old hustler, Giuseppe Pelosi, late on the evening of 1 November 1975, outside Rome’s Stazione Termini central railway-station. On the afternoon of that same day, Pasolini had given his final interview, noting: ‘In a certain sense, we are all weak because we are all victims. And are guilty because all are ready for the massacre game...’.[8] Pasolini offered Pelosi the modest sum of twenty thousand lire, and then drove him in his Alfa Romeo Giulia 2000 sports-car to isolated waste-ground near the sea at Ostia, to the west of Rome, where Pasolini sucked the boy’s penis, with the two men still seated in the car. After Pasolini and Pelosi had exited the car to continue their sex act in the wasteland, Pasolini was abruptly attacked, and had his penis and testicles kicked with such violence that he suffered a severe internal haemorrhage; he then had his head clubbed so savagely with a wooden plank that his skull burst open, and brain-matter stuck to the plank. As he lay on the ground, he had his upper body driven-over by his own car, and died instantly from (as the autopsy stated) ‘tearing-apart of the chest’ (his heart literally burst under the pressure of the car’s weight) and the crushing of his skull. The hustler Pelosi then drove off in the stolen car, stopped at a water-fountain in Ostia to wash Pasolini’s blood from his clothes, and then sped off on the highway towards Rome in an exhilarated frenzy; he was almost immediately arrested and detained by the police for speeding, and confessed to the killing later that day. Pasolini had remained where he fell until he was discovered on the wasteland at dawn, on his front, one arm trapped under his body, his chest and skull almost flattened-down to the level of the ground, a foot-wide pool of congealed blood like a mythic halo around his head.
At Pelosi’s trial, it was finally decided that he had acted alone. But the severity of the attack on Pasolini indicated the likelihood that Pelosi had been working in collaboration with four of his hustler-associates from the Stazione Termini, with whom he had talked briefly, at the railway-station’s bar, before then leaving for the Ostia wasteland with Pasolini. The group of five hustlers may have attacked Pasolini simply in order to rob him, or the killing may have been a kind of initiation-ceremony for Pelosi (many of the Stazione Termini hustlers were murderous thugs, and carried greater prestige after having accomplished their first act of killing), in which Pasolini had the misfortune to be the ‘old faggot’ who was in the wrong place at the wrong time; in that scenario, the other four hustlers drove separately to Ostia, trailing the Alfa Romeo Giulia 2000 sports-car carrying Pasolini and Pelosi, and then all five hustlers attacked Pasolini together, holding him down to beat his head with the plank. Although Pasolini was over fifty, he remained tough and muscled from his regular football-games, so it was unlikely that one young hustler alone could have inflicted so much damage to his body. Pelosi served seven years of a nine-year prison-sentence for the murder; after his release in 1983, he undertook a career as a criminal, committing robberies and acts of violence, and gave magazine and television interviews about his role in Pasolini’s killing; he never admitted the participation of other hustlers in the murder, and, in recent years, even denied his own involvement.
A final scenario, raised by Pasolini’s more pessimistic friends at the time of his death, was the possibility of an intentional suicide, orchestrated by Pasolini himself, in his despair at the dissipation, by 1975, of the 1960s’ riotous momentum towards revolutionary social change, and the onset of a terminally consumerist, media-dominated Italian society, which increasingly mocked and dismissed Pasolini’s work.
Whether Pasolini was murdered by the Italian government’s agents and neofascist associates, by one hustler alone, or by five hustlers together, or as a result of his own suicidal desire, the story of his killing, in the end, is reduced to the status of Sade’s bare, notational narrative-fragments in Parts Two to Four of 120 Days of Sodom. The account given of that killing by Pelosi’s trial-judge (a lenient judge, like Sade himself), drawing from Pelosi’s testimony, resonates with the relentless narrational momentum of Sade’s story-tellers at the Castle of Silling: ‘Pelosi added that Pasolini brought him to the playing field; that Pasolini took Pelosi’s penis in his mouth for a moment but did not finish the blow-job; that he made Pelosi get out of the car and came up behind him, squeezing him from behind and trying to lower his trousers; that Pelosi told him to stop and instead Pasolini picked up a stake of the kind used for garden-fences and tried to put it up his behind, or at least he stuck it against his behind though without even lowering his trousers; that Pelosi turned around and told him he was crazy; that Pasolini by now was without his glasses, which he had left in the car, and on looking him in the face it seemed to Pelosi so much the face of a madman that he was frightened; that he tried to run but stumbled and fell; that he felt Pasolini on top of him, hitting him on the head with a stick; that he grabbed the stick and flung Pasolini away from him; that he again started running, and again was caught and struck on the temple and various parts of the body; that he noticed a plank on the ground, picked it up and broke it over Pasolini’s head; that he also kicked him once or twice ‘ in the balls’ ; that Pasolini seemed not even to feel those kicks; that then Pasolini grabbed him and struck him again on the nose; that Pelosi no longer saw what he was doing and repeatedly hit Pasolini with the plank until he heard him wheezing to the ground; that he ran in the direction of the car carrying the two broken pieces of plank and the stake, which he threw away near the car; that he got immediately into the car and fled in it; that he did not know whether or not in his escape he had run over Pasolini’s body with the car… and that during these events, he and Pasolini had always been alone.’[9]
In his death, and in his final act as a film-maker with Salò, Pier Paulo Pasolini confirmed a definitive declaration he had made in an interview several years earlier: ‘I love life fiercely, desperately. And I believe that this fierceness, this desperation will carry me to the end… How will it all end? I don’t know.’[10]
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PASOLINI ON SALO
 
 
1 : Foreword
 
This film is a cinematographic transposition of Sade’s novel The 120 Days of Sodom. I should like to say that I have been absolutely faithful to the psychology of the characters and their actions, and that I have added nothing of my own. Even the structure of the story line is identical, although obviously it is very synthetised. To make this synthesis I resorted to an idea Sade certainly had in mind – Dante’s Inferno. I was thus able to reduce in a Dantesque way certain deeds, certain speeches, certain days from the whole immense catalogue of Sade. There is a kind of ‘Anti-Inferno’ (the Antechamber of Hell) followed by three infernal ‘Circles’: ‘The Circle of Madness’; ‘The Circle of Shit’, and ‘The Circle of Blood’. Consequently, the Story-Tellers who, in Sade’s novel, are four, are three in my film, the fourth having become a virtuoso – she accompanies the tales of the three others on the piano.
Despite my absolute fidelity to Sade’s text, I have however introduced an absolutely new element: the action instead of taking place in eighteenth-century France, takes place practically in our own time, in Salò, around 1944, to be exact.
This means that the entire film with its unheard-of atrocities which are almost unmentionable, is presented as an immense sadistic metaphor of what was the Nazi-Fascist ‘dissociation’ from its ‘crimes against humanity’. Curval, Blangis, Durcet, the Bishop – Sade’s characters (who are clearly SS men in civilian dress) behave exactly with their victims as the Nazi-Fascists did with theirs. They considered them as objects and destroyed automatically all possibility of human relationship with them.
This does not mean that I make all that explicit in the film. No, I repeat again, I have not added a single word to what the characters in Sade have to say nor have I added a single detail to the acts they commit.
The only points of reference to the 20th century are the way they dress, comport themselves, and the houses in which they live.
Naturally there is some disproportion between the four protagonists of Sade turned into Nazi-Fascists and actual Nazi-Fascists who are historically true. There are differences in psychology and ideology.
Differences and also some incoherence. But this accentuates the visionary mood, the unreal nightmare quality of the film. This film is a mad dream, which does not explain what happened in the world during the 40s. A dream which is all the more logical in its whole when it’s the least in its details.
 
 



2 : Salò and Sade
 
Practical reason says that during the Republic of Salò it would have been particularly easy given the atmosphere to organise, as Sade’s protagonists did, a huge orgy in a villa guarded by SS men. Sade says explicitly in a phrase, less famous than so many others, that nothing is more profoundly anarchic than power – any power. To my knowledge there has never been in Europe any power as anarchic as that of the Republic of Salò: it was the most petty excess functioning as government. What applies to all power was especially clear in this one.
In addition to being anarchic what best characterises power – any power – is its natural capacity to turn human bodies into objects. Nazi-Fascist repression excelled in this.
Another link with Sade’s work is the acceptance/non-acceptance of the philosophy and culture of the period. Just as Sade’s protagonists accepted the method – at least mental or linguistic – of the philosophy of the Enlightened Age without accepting all the reality which produced it, so do those of the Fascist Republic accept Fascist ideology beyond all reality. Their language is in fact their comportment (exactly like the Sade protagonists) and the language of their comportment obeys rules which are much more complex and profound than those of an ideology. The vocabulary of torture has only a formal relation with the ideological reasons which drive men to torture. Nonetheless with the characters in my film, although what counts is their sub-verbal language, their words also have a great importance. Besides their verbiage is rather wordy. But such wordy verbiage is important in two senses: firstly it is part of the presentation, being a ‘text’ of Sade’s, that is being what the characters think of themselves and what they do; and, secondly, it is part of the ideology of the film, given that the characters who quote anachronistically Klossowsky and Blanchot are also called upon to give the message I have established and organised for this film: anarchy of power, inexistence of history, circularity (non-psychological not even in the psychoanalytic sense) between executioners and victims, an institution anterior to a reality which can only be economic (the rest, that is, the superstructure, being a dream or a nightmare).
 



3 : Ideology and the Meaning of the Film
 
We should not confuse ideology with message, nor message with meaning. The message belongs in part – that of logic – to ideology, and in the other part – that of irreason – to meaning. The logical message is almost always evil, lying, hypocritical even when very sincere. Who could doubt my sincerity when I say that the message of Salò is the denunciation of the anarchy of power and the inexistence of history? Nonetheless put this way such a message is evil, lying, hypocritical, that is logical in the sense of that same logic which finds that power is not at all anarchic and which believes that history does exist. The part of the message which belongs to the meaning of the film is immensely more real because it also includes all that the author does not know, that is, the boundlessness of his own social, historical restrictions. But such a message can’t be delivered. It can only be left to silence and to the text. What finally now is the meaning of a work? It is its form. The message therefore is formalistic; and precisely for that reason, loaded infinitely with all possible content provided it is coherent – in the structural sense.
 



4 : Stylistic Elements in the Film
 
Accumulation of daily characteristics of wealthy bourgeois life, all very proper and correct (double-breasted suits, sequinned, deep cut gowns with dignified white fox furs, polished floors, sedately set tables, collections of paintings, in part those of ‘degenerate’ artists (some futuristic, some formalistic); ordinary speech, bureaucratic, precise to the point of self caricature.
‘Veiled’ reconstruction of Nazi ceremonial ways (its nudity, its military simplicity at the same time decadent, its ostentations and icy vitality, its discipline functioning like an artificial harmony between authority and obedience, etc.
Obsessive accumulation to the point of excess of sadistic ritualistic and organised deeds; sometimes also given a brutal, spontaneous character.
Ironic corrective to all this through a humour which may explode suddenly in details of a sinister and admitted comic nature. Thanks to which suddenly everything vacillates and is presented as not true and not crude, exactly because of the theatrical satanism of self-awareness itself. It is in this sense that the direction will be expressed in the editing. It is there that will be produced the mix between the serious and the impossibility of being serious, between a sinister, bloody Thanatos and curate Bauba (Bauba was a Greek divinity of liberating laughter or better: obscene and liberating laughter).
In every shot it can be said I set myself the problem of driving the spectator to feeling intolerant and immediately afterwards relieving him of that feeling.
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SALO (1975 - Pasolini’s intcrpretation of Sadc's
atrocity tible 120 Days Of Sodom - remains cne of the
most problematic ano prevocative films ever made. The
story of four sexually degraved, sadistic &nd homicidal
S5 officers w1o systematically defile and decimate the
wretched, denuded numan cattle who are in their
captivity, Sald is a bleak catalogue of degradation,
vaginal and anal ape, sodomy, caprophilia, torture and
annihilation. It remains not only Pasolni's last
completed film project - he was brutally murdered
shortly after its post-producticn - but perhaps a
terminal project for the artfom itself: the film that kills
all film.

INFERNO DE SADE provides an in-depth analysis and
history of this controversiel dlassic, illustrated by
rarely-seen publicity photographs, plus full production
detais and Pasolini's own revelatory writings on Sal.






