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“Hovering on the edge of understanding,  
Waiting to see what direction it goes in.” 
Richard Foreman

Four years ago, as a spectator, I visited the Ontological-Hysteric Theater 
for the first time to see King Cowboy Rufus Rules the Universe. I chose 

a seat that was right next to a marked chair—the chair with a sound control 
board attached to it—without knowing that it was not only a chair but a hawse 
through which the ropes of imagination passes. I remained unaware that it 
was him sitting on that chair, until he—the hidden subject of all the objectified 
thoughts floating on the stage that I was struggling to sympathize or connect 
with—cast the anchor and began to increase and decrease the volume of 
my reason. Last year, I was accepted as a production intern for Wake Up Mr. 
Sleepy Your Unconscious Mind is Dead. During the four months rehearsal 
process I was sitting right behind him, struggling to watch my mind watching 
his mind and to watch him watching his mind. This year, as a performer, I was 
invited to stand before him in Deep Trance Behavior in Potatoland and had the 
chance to deepen my exploration of the complexity of being/-non. Throughout 
the last seven months, I was busy with becoming one of those objectified 
thoughts floating on his stage, this time, resisting against being sympathized 
or connected with by the spectator. Although the sum of the inner angles of 
a triangle is always the same, these were quite different angles all along. 
However, here I am now, as I am and am not, as a performer; passing through 
the Foreman optics and becoming truly a form, without a center, without 
becoming a center, but with some hidden and contained intensity of watching 
my double lying on the ground like any other wrinkled or crooked piece of 
décor, or a prop at the end of the play every night. Interestingly enough, it is 
more intense to share the space with other objects as a performer than to 
own them as in a conventional play; especially if we consider the irony that 
everything is supposed to be created for or by man. Well, not in here ... 

In 1968, Richard Foreman founded the Ontological-Hysteric Theater. This year 
he celebrates his fortieth year as its artistic director. He has written, directed, 
and designed over 50 of his own plays both in New York City and abroad. The 
theater is located in the St. Mark’s Church-in-the-Bowery in New York and 
serves as the home to Foreman’s annual productions as well as to the work 
of other local and international artists. For his work, Foreman has received 
many awards, e.g., the MacArthur “Genius” Fellowship. His archives and 
work materials have recently been acquired by NYU’s Bobst Library. Seven 
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collections of his plays, as well as studies of his work, have been published 
in New York, Paris, Berlin, and Tokyo. He remains one of the most active 
masters of experimental theater in the USA. His published works include 
Richard Foreman: Plays and Manifestos (New York University Press, 1976). 
Reverberation Machines: The Later Plays and Essays (Station Hill Press, 
1985), Love & Science: Selected Music-Theatre Texts (TCG Publishers, 
1991), Unbalancing Acts: Foundations for a Theatre (Pantheon Press, 1992), 
My Head Was a Sledgehammer: Six Plays (Overlook Press, 1995), No-Body 
(A Novel) (Overlook Press, 1996), Richard Foreman (Art+Performance) 
(edited by Gerald Rabkin, Johns Hopkins Press, 1999), Paradise Hotel and 
Other Plays (Overlook Press, 2001), and most recently, Bad Boy Nietzsche 
and Other Plays (TCG Publishers, 2007). 

Foreman’s plays, one may say, are full of symbols: psychological, social, or 
philosophical codes if you wish for any, stimulants of many kinds, flashes 
of momentous non-victorious comprehension, and loud sounds of brain 
as a muscle. Passing through the doors of all sorts of “why” questions, 
simultaneously, every moment becomes a possibility of reaching into 
an ecstatic yet awakened state where there is no more reasoning but 
transcendence of the mind. There is no linear story to follow; there is no 
story at all, but events. “Stories hide the truth,” Foreman says. Everything is 
necessary and irreplaceable for the world to stand the way it does; however, 
nothing really depends on the other. “The feeling of no feeling, that deep 
feeling ...” is followed by an abrupt experience of the dispersion that is 
precisely and meticulously put in order through long rehearsals. After seeing 
his play, Book of Splendors, in Paris, Foucault told Foreman how he found 
the play very interesting but what was especially interesting about it was that, 
while he knew that there was some very rigorous scheme organizing it, he 
could not figure out what it was.

Richard Foreman begins his rehearsals with a menu of hundreds of sound 
loops, pre-determined but unsettled costumes, décor, props, and performers 
... Along with the live action on stage, he has been using multimedia—as the 
base time frame and foundational inspiration for the live gesticulation—for 
the last three years. He shoots his movies in different locations throughout 
the globe based upon invitations he receives from various institutions and 
organizations. Foreman uses his actors as multiple non-identities activating 
the geometry of space and not always in relation to one another. Through 
the connection with the costumes, given gestures, and the décor, performers 
gradually absorb their shapes or colors in the space. He choreographs every 
minor movement on stage, but lets the performers arrange their formulas to 
become the most prevailing and cogent operation that each may represent 
in the world Foreman creates. Therefore, performers are playing themselves 
playing the play. He re-writes—not literally—his plays as he is directing them. 
While he composes a world of his own throughout the rehearsal process, it is 
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possible to witness a total becoming, a change, a constant editing of the forms 
and shapes and thoughts. Anything can change at any time, thus everything 
stands in a border of uncertainty that helps sustain the necessary tension all 
along. 

Spectators usually either watch themselves watching the play or are 
mesmerized by the experience of witnessing somebody else’s dream where 
everything may seem unreal. It is not easy to enjoy a Foreman play, because 
it requires less of a defense but more of an internal confrontation, less of a 
connection with the ideas but more endurance for the disinterestedness of 
one’s own mind. It is often possible to see many audience members rolling 
their eyes. However, while rolling our eyes with lack of pleasure, we have 
the chance to see the inner sides of our very own eyelids; there it is red and 
gloomy. We turn back to ourselves and get out of ourselves, simultaneously. 
To suck the perceived, inhale and hold ... Reasoning is the thirst for owning 
a thought and in Foreman’s plays there is no ownership. A light bulb twitches 
on and off, continuously, and the mind staggers each time it attempts to adopt 
the skewed reality. The momentum of a collapsing body wipes away the 
suspicious stillness ... Then one laughs before the knotted stare of a becalmed 
stranger ... And again ... 

Instead of a Q&A parade—his work already tells what it tells—instead of 
questioning what the objects he uses indicate, I thought it would be more 
interesting to witness his mind re-communicating with his own thoughts, to 
create a similar experience of his work in an interview, to carry imagery into 
words. How would it sound if Richard Foreman talks, not answers, but thinks 
aloud ... “To suppose he was to postulate ...” Nothing needs to be linear or 
connected or clear; no sentence has to be finished or edited or related. A 
flow that resembles his notebooks ... “Just letting come out whatever is going 
to come out ...” This ocean of his carries waves back and forth, sometimes 
smashing against the spectators, sometimes gently moving over and beyond 
them for the last 40 years. So, I wanted to find a way to witness more, but 
neither through a pre-determined dialogue nor through a philosophical or 
psychological investigation. Just an attempt to open up the door to some 
meditations ... As they are in his plays, things might be juxtaposed or repeated 
or doubled when an overloaded mind gives up asking the question why, 
because only then one may truly experience and observe; only then one may 
recognize; because only through the free experience of the perceived, by 
sacrificing the thing-in-itself for a short period of time, one may stop lamenting 
for being “condemned forever to be free” to put it with Sartre’s words. Below, 
in capitals, you will see the phrases that I directed to Richard Foreman during 
our conversation. They are indeed not questions asked by the other but some 
key words to provoke a self dialogue. So here we are now ... to not remember 
... therefore be-fuddled again and again towards an “enlightened un-knowing.”
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PAUSED UNCERTAINTY

Pause ... everything should pause. I do not know ... uncertain ... thank god, 
as I am getting older I am getting more uncertain ... most people as they get 
older get more certain about everything ... certainty ... certainty ... however 
the statements in my plays are just assertions ... so how can assertion be 
not certain ... everybody thinks when you make an assertion that is certainty 
... no, no ... let’s find a way to fight that and make assertions be uncertain ... 
unfortunately you have to pause, or fortunately ... in order to come up with the 
uncertain; statements and assertions ... it doesn’t come easy ... nothing of any 
value really comes easy ... I mean there was a time when I used to write, and 
I thought the rule was to write easy ... first word, best word ... Kerouac, typing 
those rolls and rolls of paper ... now, I just want to pause and make the pauses 
longer and longer ... I am not talking about my plays, I am talking about my 
own head ... just waiting ... waiting ... waiting ... until, there is no choice but 
something comes ... 

LIKE A PENETRATED LOOK OF A DEAD FISH 

... yes ... 

FILTERING THE TRUTH

You cannot do that ... filter ... yes, I have been saying I am a filter ... I am 
thinking filter cigarettes ... fortunately I never smoked ... but all I can think of 
when you say filter, but that is for free association, of filtered cigarettes ... but, 
actually, it is probably terrible to be a filter, I am filtering everything and I am 
keeping out all the good stuff ... I am sure. I am keeping out all the bad stuff, 
but I am keeping out a lot of good stuff too ... 

WHITE CANVAS PAINTED INTO WHITE AGAIN

That is all the same ... All these things we’ve said so far. [Phone rings: “Hello, 
Ontological Theater”] No, I do not want to paint any canvas white ... why paint 
it white since it is already white ... why do anything if it is already done ... that’s 
the big trouble with making art ... life has already done most of the things ... 
and you spend most of your time doing it again ... now you can say, well, but 
it has to be reasserted ‘cause people do not remember, but it is much better 
to just let it be ... just stop ... don’t paint the white white, don’t paint the green 
green ... just get out of the way, get out of the way ... 

IMAGINE SAYING, BUT NOT SAYING ... CONTAIN IT INSTEAD

Well, most of what we say should not be said, most of it is chatter obviously ... 
but it is much more interesting to imagine great things and not say them ... yes 
... sort of it relates to when I was a young man in New York, just out of Yale, I 
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remember riding on the bus and thinking and this was probably my doom at 
that point, thinking ... it may be kind of interesting ... I want to be an artist, it 
may be kind of interesting to be an artist and getting increasingly unknown ... 
because especially in those days you know I wanted everybody to recognize 
me, “wow, isn’t that Richard Foreman?”, and I thought maybe it would be 
better, more fun and more interesting to just be totally unknown, that’s sort of 
like being invisible, yes, it would be nice to be invisible ... so you don’t have to 
say things, you shouldn’t say things, shouldn’t be seen, you should all be dug 
into the earth, planted like a seed that might sprout many years later ... you 
know, that is a better idea ... yes.

TREE-DE-TREE-RE-TREE

Seed does not necessarily mean a tree, who knows what it means, you know 
seeds are like, also, who was it in Greek mythology that planted the teeth and 
soldiers came up, it is like planting under the earth anything, obviously it is not 
the literal earth ... but it is like hiding things away, and if you have hidden them 
away, you fold them into death, they are going to maybe have some function 
there, less evil and more powerful than if it is said or done ... 

MIND WATCHING THE MIND

When I was young, I started reading, I think Gurdjieff was the first person that 
talks about it, that I was aware of, who was talking about watching the mind, 
self observation, a lot of other people also talk about it, but that was his big 
thing ... obviously it is almost impossible to do, I do not do it, I pretend I do 
it, I pretend I do it in the way that I work, but I am sure I am kidding myself 
... you cannot watch the mind ... and the reason why you cannot watch the 
mind is because, there really is no mind, there are just a lot of habits and a 
lot of things that occur ... the thought, like the thought, what interests me is 
the thought, that is a thought, that is out there, that is not thought by anybody 
but it is there, it is a thought ... so watching the mind is not connecting to that 
thought and that is the interesting thought ... 

A THOUGHT THAT IS NOT OWNED BY A SUBJECT, JUST BY ITSELF, 
FLOATING

... yes ... 

NOTHINGNESS ... THE VOID ... THE EMPTY FEELING

O, no, no comment. 

THE MULTIPLE ... THE DOUBLE

The multiple, not the double, has been co-opted by this French philosopher 
Badiou, that the reality is multiple, is numbers ... I have always been interested 
in the double ... Maybe because I thought I had a double ... since I am 

Hyperion—Volume III, issue 2, April 2008   6



adopted, maybe I have a brother, or maybe I even have a twin, I doubt it ... 
but I might have a brother or sister, and that would be my unknown double ... 
I was fascinated because years ago I had a double in my plays, somebody 
named John Matori—he’s still around—who especially in those days looked 
very much like me, and I put him in my play sometime to play me ... but I 
do not know why, I have always been fascinated, in theater with the double, 
having people in my plays who seem very similar ... I suppose because we are 
all doubles ... because the superficial part of ourselves—the way we look, the 
way we have been trained to talk—that is not double ... that is not the part I 
have ever been interested in, I have been interested in something underneath 
that, and that thing, that person that is behind all of that, looking out from 
everybody, through everybody’s eyes ... it’s the same person, it is the multiple, 
it is the double ... 

FOCUS AND DISSOLVE CONTINUOUSLY

The artist defocuses ... I do not remember to do that in life; that would be 
good ... I do not remember to do that much when I am working ... People like 
D.H Lawrence were interested in it, and he talked about the whole problem 
of the west, that we have focus and we should not have it, I think Heidegger 
talks about that too ... But I read this man named Trigant Burrow, many 
years ago. He had all these techniques that he taught people ... to observe 
certain kind of tension in their eye and produce a cotentive state rather than a 
ditentive state, and essentially he was teaching people to defocus. Also Anton 
Ehrenzweig ... who wrote the great book on art that influenced me more than 
any other ... The Psychoanalysis of Artistic Vision and Hearing ... He also 
talks about defocusing, registering the periphery ... I am not sure if registering 
the periphery is like defocusing, but to defocus is certainly a release ... I wear 
glasses, so that I can focus, and if I don’t wear my glasses I cannot focus as 
well, but you would feel scary ... You feel like, I got to see ... Like an animal 
that is going to be attacked, I have got to have good focus, so that I can see 
what is hiding in the bushes ready to jump out ... If only one could really say “It 
is ok, eat me ... Here I am ... “

IMBALANCED BECAUSE

Just today I was writing something about being balanced. Just when I came 
to the theater, in the book I was reading I wrote, something about ... You 
should only say what you don’t know, because if you say what you know then 
you introduce an imbalance, because you are split between what you think 
you know and all that stuff that you do not know. It creates an imbalance in 
a harmonious person. So maybe the idea is to only write or talk not knowing 
anything. Then you’re really balanced, really harmonious [The phone rings] 
... Harmony is not knowing ... you know ... [The phone is answered: Hello 
Ontological]
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UNFINISHED

Everything is unfinished ... everything ... obviously ... 

PANIC THAT REPEATS ITSELF

I have always been a panicked person I think, basically. Maybe that is why I 
got interested in all the kinds of things that I have been interested in, in the 
mystical tradition ... Because I was hungry for escaping my own panic ... 
Maybe I am panicked because I was adopted ... I never fed at my mother’s 
breast ... I am told by my parents that the first nurse they had for me wouldn’t 
let my parents come near me, so they fired her after two weeks ... But, God, I 
must have been deeply wounded, so I had panic as a result ... 

DEHARMONIZE

I don’t know what that means, I don’t know how to de-harmonize things ... 
Everything has harmony and de-harmony ... I just see things going around 
and around ... bumping into each other, doing things ... [The sound of typing 
begins in the office and continues from this point on] harmony ... I don’t know 
the difference, as any advanced composer would say, there’s no such thing as 
harmony; everything is harmonious ... Obviously western tradition established 
certain rules about that ... A lot of these rather boring people write books 
explaining that harmony is built into us ... we have certain neural systems that 
reflect and respond to certain harmonies ... but that is silly. Maybe we should 
expand and grow; we should transcend our biological physiological given ... 

REASONING-SIDE EFFECTS

I was taught to reason; that has been my big problem ... My father was a 
lawyer, we used to have arguments ... he sort of conditioned me to reason 
much too much ... Now that’s a lie of course, because I wouldn’t like to be a 
1960’s hippie, “oh, man, I am just grooving,” that does not use his mind ... But 
that is tension, there is deharmony in my life ... stress between the need to 
reason and a feeling that’s cutting me off from a lot of things ... sure.

COINCIDENCES

Everything is a coincidence. Everything that has happened in my life is 
a coincidence. Really, all the significant things in my life have been a 
coincidence ... Again, I am also a person who likes to plan ahead, and 
anticipate all kinds of problems and prepare for them ... But, it’s quite true, that 
every big thing that happened to me has been a total coincidence ... come out 
of the blue ... 

PRESENT TIME ... NOW ... HERE

It doesn’t exist ... doesn’t exist ... It is always fading into the past or leaving 
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into the future ... It doesn’t exist. I wish I could ... I wish I could be in the 
present ... But I cannot ... 

CIRCLE IT

Center is everywhere, circumference nowhere ... Pascal ... My one mystical 
experience was my head exploding into a big globe, so that’s a circle ... so ... 
again these are all things I have heard about ... You know ... God has been 
sending me postcards, but I never get to go ... [I laugh]

IS NOTHING IS

Yes ... I do not have to answer this therefore ... 

LITTLE CHILDREN

Actually I think little children are the proof that the world is screwed up ... 
because everybody loves little children ... Why do they love little children, 
because they’re dead, and they think little children are their one contact with 
something that obviously now they have lost, so their affection for little children 
means they are full of self loathing ... 

RED

I have just been working on something in the opera I am going to do next ... I 
got this actor, he has red hair ... I thought, I am going to call him Mendel Cohn-
Bendit, i.e., Danny the Red, the guy who lead the May 68 in Paris, his name 
was Daniel Cohn-Bendit, so this is Mendel Cohn-Bendit ... 

SUPPOSE

Suppose ... .suppose ... .suppose ... suppose ... suppose ... suppose ... you 
can’t go any further than that ... suppose ... If you are honest you can’t fill it in 
... you just suppose ... well, suppose ... 

UNDERSTANDING

Well, thank God, I have total understanding ... [He laughs ... I laugh]

UNREAL FLOWERS

Best kind, they are dead ... quite suitable for us dead people ... us living dead 
... best kind ... they don’t disappear after a couple of day or two ... just like we 
wish we do not disappear after a couple of day or two ... artificial Richard, that 
would be good ... 

KNEES OF WOMEN

[He laughs] Well, I thought that’s very sexy ... Reich, Wilhelm Reich talks 
about something like that, about the eroticism of flesh, when it bulges, when 
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the body bends ... yes.

TWITCH

Well, from now on just take the answers to any one of the preceding questions 
and they will be applicable to whatever this question is, or the next one. Twitch 
... everything I’ve said is a twitch ... [That explains everything, I said] but as I 
say, I can just work backwards and give the answers that I have already given. 
The truth of things ... [Someone knocks on the door]

come in ... [He turns back to me]

finished? [One more, I said]

STARE 

My mind is twitching back and forth between stairs that you walk up, and the 
stares somebody gives ... [Looks out of the window] Normally I automatically 
would have thought stare is, somebody is looking ... But I had that dream 
I talked about where I woke up and somebody was staring at me, and I 
screamed and for several years; it made me nervous. Three or four times a 
week. Just the other day, I was writing, maybe what I should do is to use more 
stairs ... I like all the scenes in my movies that have stairs, the staircases ... So 
I am switching back and forth ... What is the relationship between stares and 
stairs ... Well, the one is sucking out your insides, that’s for sure ... going up 
stairs or down stairs ... renting out the place that you’ve been ... much more 
than if you just go through a door, or walk along in the place ... you have a 
sense that you ascend or descend stairs ... sucking out the upper level or the 
lower level where you have been ... 

REMEMBER

I do not remember ... 

[Thank you very much, I said]

 

published in Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics, a web publication of 
The Nietzsche Circle: www.nietzschecircle.com, Volume III, issue 2, April 2008
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Introduction 

Mark Daniel Cohen 

At the far end of the archetypal masque, where it joins the 
auto, we reach the point indicated by Nietzsche as the point of 
the birth of tragedy, where the revel of satyrs impinges on the 
appearance of a commanding god, and Dionysos is brought 
into line with Apollo. We may call this fourth cardinal point of 
drama the epiphany, the dramatic apocalypse or separation of 
the divine and the demonic, a point directly opposite the mime, 
which presents the simply human mixture. This point is the 
dramatic form of the point of epiphany . . . 

—Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism 

In art, there is a hierarchy of forms. There is a ranking of the manners of the 
imaginative comprehension, a structure to the structures of the mind. There 
are degrees to the formulations of the power of insight. This is inevitably so 
for there are no equivalents, no principles for equalizing alignments across 
the phase shifts that distinguish formal artistic modes. It as well goes without 
saying that nothing can guarantee the stability of ordering—the judgment of 
worth is dependent upon the need and warrants only a guarantee against 
circularity, but everything is conditional upon some assumed requirement, 
upon something without argument or proof, and such foundations shift with the 
sands. 

However, from the standpoint of a given artistic objective, and in particular 
from that of a specific conception of the nature of insight itself, there are 
inescapably apparent fixities. To cast the gaze beyond the social, to look 
to the human predicament, to the conditions and exigencies that confront 
the individual purely for his criminality of being alive, there are forms of the 
endeavor that focus and better direct the incisive attention, that more profitably 
drive the beckoned thought. To commit the vertical delve, rather than the 
lateral inquiry along the swelling masses of a possibly soon to be extinct 
species, we are best served by art forms that seem intrinsic to the dark night 
of isolated contemplation, to the personal and lonely inquisition, to the moment 
of individual realization—to the seeking of the epiphany. 
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Drawing, the lyric poem, the drama as distinct from the narrative—these are 
among the art forms innate to the ruminations in the dimming. They are the 
manners most immediately and naturally at hand to those who seek answers 
in the night, in the absence of and distance from the communal distractions. 
They are innately tuned to bring the voice from afar, to dismiss the comforting 
delusions of the conventionally human. 

And so there is a penetrating wisdom, a decorum of judgment, in the decision 
of Fulya Peker to transform Also Sprach Zarathustra into a drama for the 
stage. Beyond the obvious—the recommended artistic choice of Greek 
tragedy as the heightened form, the drama of characters with comet’s tails 
trailing into enigmatic depths, a call not to be forgotten even once Nietzsche 
shifted his focal length with Die Fröhliche Wissenschaft to isolate the human 
comedy and blur the tragic out of his field of vision, for the mystery of it all 
is never to be laid aside—there is the subtle: the aptness of the means she 
chose to adopt, given the artistic need of the enterprise. 

It can be argued, and so I would argue it, that Die Geburt der Tragödie faltered 
because Nietzsche attempted to write two books at once: a philological work 
of sober scholarly credibility and—the matter clearly of greater interest to him 
and the residence of the greater virtues of the work—an explosion of oracular 
utterance. It is only the second that succeeds, and it does so magnificently, 
sufficiently to resound throughout the last and triumphant phase of his career, 
which despite all his attempts at good attitude remains tragic to its core. 
And it can be argued, and so I would argue it, that Zarathustra is a version 
of the work that Die Geburt der Tragödie should have been purified to be. In 
Nietzsche’s own characterization, Zarathustra is, in a sense, Die Geburt der 
Tragödie—sung: the initiating impulse, kept pure, transformed into art. 

As an oracular work, a work of spontaneous revelation into secret recesses 
of knowledge, the impulses of which are accompanied by no reasoning or 
justification and are measured in worth not by their derivation but by their 
application, by the insight they prevail, Zarathustra is intrinsically a lyrical 
work—a poetic work in the sense of poetry as the most personal and profound 
confession of deep suspicions. Regardless of its expressed form, there is a 
poetic thought infusing it, a lyric rhythm of inference, an associative pulse of 
one thing leading to another, of implication that comes not of argumentation 
but of felt recognition. 

Just as the semantic rhythm is the initiative of prose, and as 
the metrical rhythm is the initiative of epos, so the oracular 
rhythm seems to be the predominating initiative of lyric. 
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And so the apposite thought to transform Zarathustra into a drama—for as 
intrinsically a work of lyricism, of the harmonies of the spontaneous eruption 
of insight, so too it is native to the forms of similar aptitude. Zarathustra is 
inherently a conception of drama, for the lyrical imagination and drama are of 
a piece, both are automatic outgrowths of and voices for the epiphanic. 

. . . the oracular associative process that we identified as one 
of the initiatives of lyric, and which corresponds to what we 
called the epiphany in drama. 

The choice of drama over narrative necessarily compels a foreshortening 
of events, but that can be of no sensible concern, for the purpose of the 
functional unity of time and place intrinsic to the drama—regardless of the 
fictional “telling,” the events evidently take place in the theatre, under the 
focused ring of attention of the chorus that has become the audience, and 
in the time span in which the performance occurs—is not catharsis. It is the 
maintenance of tension, and a clean arc—a simple, single form (but then, 
all forms are single) of grip, crescendo, and release, uninterrupted by the 
distracting slippages of narrative refocusings of presumed time and place. 

More to the purpose, as Peker evidently knows well, the transposition 
to drama is not an explication but a translation, and translations are 
reconceptualizations of the original works. (The more conventional idea of 
a translation is a concept without a definition. What readers normally expect 
when taking up a translation surpasseth understanding.) That Peker has, of 
necessity, escaped fidelity to the full roster of events and speeches in the 
original is no matter. Her purpose has been, and should have been, to obtain 
the point of the original, employing all the capabilities of her craft to re-render 
the point of the original for the theatre. Readers who want to know the details 
of Zarathustra as Nietzsche wrote it have no business here; they must learn 
German and read the book. Failing the will to do that, no one can help them. 

More to the purpose still, Peker’s judgment in the selection of details to draw 
from the original is impeccable. She has reconceived and in reconceiving 
retained the tonalities of the original as well as the dramatic arc that exists in 
Nietzsche’s text, which is in many senses the most significant “image” in the 
original work, subtending the narrative flow and unifying the abundance of 
events and ultimate superfluity of speeches. (The most significant narrative 
plots always have, at their core, simple dramatic structures that are as 
much images of the meanings of the works as are any of the surface literary 
flourishes—in other words, plots are metaphors, if they are any good.) Most 
important, she has retained the original’s careful balance of oracular vision 

“



and self-deflating humor, a complex tonality that reinvokes the impinging of the 
revel of the satyrs on the emergence of the mysterious revelation, closing the 
circle and returning us to “the point of the birth of tragedy”—the only point at 
which any Nietzschean drama can be complete. 

It is an honor for Hyperion to publish the first act of Fulya Peker’s Requiem 
Aeternam Deo—an effort in its small way reflective of the honor she has 
done Nietzsche’s text with the creation of her work: the true purpose of a 
translation. The editors hope our gesture will promote further productions of 
her drama and help to create the possibility of more audiences having the 
chance of judging her creation, for judgment is how we all do honor to art—by 
wrestling with it, by grappling ourselves to it, not by interpreting it but by 
fighting to understand what is ultimately a work of the imagination that resists 
understanding, that does not bow or pander to its recipients but demands 
of them the most thorough increments of intimate engagement. This, too, 
is something Peker has accomplished—the achievement of a work, like its 
original model, that is hermetic in every best sense. 

Please do yourselves the honor of reading the following portion of Requiem 
Aeternam Deo. 

The lyric is the genre in which the poet, like the ironic writer, 
turns his back on the audience. 
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LIST OF CHARACTERS

ZARATHUSTRA
MADMAN
STILLEST HOUR – LIFE – SOLITUDE
ROPE DANCER – CHILD – ADDER
JESTER
KING
LAST POPE
BEGGAR 
MAN BITTEN BY LEACH
UGLIEST MAN
SHADOW
CROWD – DISCIPLES
VOICE

I. PROLOGUE

[The center of the stage is covered with a large piece of elastic matte black 
fabric. 

Stage right and left are tall dry branches.

Utter darkness. 

Music commences: a blend of religious music (Christian, Jewish, Islamic, etc.) 
plays for one minute. 

Suddenly, the music stops.

A deep sorrowful scream is heard from afar.] 

MADMAN

GOD!!!! GOD!! GOD!



[A sudden light comes from behind the audience and the Madman enters with 
a lantern in his hand. 
His face is infused with terror. 
He approaches the audience in a panic and stares into their eyes.]

MADMAN

I seek God! I seek God!

Has he got lost!
Did he lose his way like a child!
Or is he hiding!
Is he afraid of us!
Has he gone on a voyage!
Emigrated!

Where is God? I will tell you! We have killed him! You and I! All of us are 
his murderers! But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? 
Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we 
doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Where is it moving now? 
Where are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? 
Backward, sideward, forward and in all directions? Is there still any up or 
down? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the 
breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually 
closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear 
nothing as yet of the noise of the grave diggers who are burying God? God 
too has his Hell; it is his love for human beings. Do we smell nothing as yet of 
the divine decomposition? Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. And we have 
killed him! It is of his pity for human beings that God has died. 

How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was 
holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death 
under our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us 
to clean ourselves? What sacred festivals shall we have to invent? Is not the 
greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves not become gods, 
simply to appear worthy of it? There has never been a greater deed; and 
whoever is born after us—for the sake of this deed he will belong to a higher 
history than all history hitherto.

I have come too early, my time is not yet! This tremendous event is still on 
its way, still wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of man. Lightning and 
thunder require time; the light of the stars requires time; deeds, though done, 
still require time to be seen and heard. This deed is still more distant from 
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them than the most distant stars—and yet they have done it themselves.

[The Madman sits amongst the audience, then throws his lantern towards the 
stage. 

Immediate blackout.

The sound of glass shattering.] 

II. ANNOUNCEMENT

[The sun slowly rises. 

A man, with his back to the audience, sits in the middle of the stage; slowly, he 
raises his hands as if in a gesture of worship and looks towards the sun. 

It is “Zarathustra.”]

ZARATHUSTRA

Greetings great star! What would your happiness be, were it not for those 
whom you illumine! I am overburdened with my wisdom. Like the bee that 
has gathered too much honey, I need hands outstretched to receive it. For 
that I must descend into the depths: just as you do in the evening when you 
go down behind the sea and still bring light to the underworld, you over rich 
star! I must like you go under, as human beings call it, to whom I would go 
down. This is morning, my day is beginning: Rise up now, rise up. Behold! 
Zarathustra wants to become human again. 

[Black out.
Scream of a bird.] 

VOICE

What is heavy? What is heaviest? I may take it upon me! And become well 
pleased with my strength! I can lower myself in order to hurt my haughtiness! I 
can let my folly shine forth in order to mock my wisdom! I can kneel down like 
a camel so that I would be well laden into the desert! 

[Lights on.



Zarathustra is sitting in the middle of the stage staring into the darkness. 
He is surrounded by Crowd Members.]

CROWD MEMBERS

[Directly to audience.]

Pity is needed!
Lust is a sin!

Thou shalt kill thyself! 
Thou shalt steal thyself away!

Please take what I have! 
Please take what I am! Life will then bind me that much less.

Life is hard to bear!
Life is refuted!

What is good?
Life is only suffering!

[Zarathustra rises impatiently.]

ZARATHUSTRA

I teach you the Overhuman. The human is something that shall be overcome. 
What have you done to overcome it? 

Behold, I teach you the Overhuman! The Overhuman is the sense of the earth. 
I beseech you my brothers, stay true to the earth and do not believe those who 
talk of over-earthly hopes! 

Behold, I teach you the Overhuman. What is the greatest you can experience? 
It is the hour in which even happiness disgusts you and likewise your reason 
and your virtue. The hour when you say: What good is my reason! What good 
is my virtue! How tired I am of my good and my evil! Have you ever spoken 
thus? Have you ever cried thus? Where is the lightning to lick you with its 
tongue? Where is the madness with which you must be inoculated? 

Behold, I teach you the Overhuman, it is this lightning, it is this madness!

9 Hyperion—Requiem Aeternam Deo



Hyperion—Volume III, issue 2, April 2008   10

CROWD 1

We’ve heard enough about the rope-dancer: now let us see him too!
  
    

CROWD 2
Let us see him too!

[The Rope Dancer walks across a tightrope above the audience and toward 
the stage. A Jester follows close behind.]

ZARATHUSTRA

The human is a rope fastened between beast and Overhuman—a rope over 
an abyss. A dangerous across, a dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking 
back, a dangerous shuddering and standing still. What is great in the human is 
that it is a bridge and not a goal: what can be loved in the human is that it is a 
going-over and going-under. I love those who do not know how to live except 
by going under, because they are those who go over and across. I love him 
who chastens his God because he loves his God. I love all those who are as 
heavy drops, falling singly from the dark clouds that hang over the human: 
they herald the coming of the lightning, and as heralds they also perish.

JESTER

On you go lame-foot. On you go, you lazy beast, smuggler, paleface! Else I 
shall tickle you with my heel! What are you doing here between towers? You 
belong in the tower, and should be locked up; you are blocking the way for one 
who is better than you! 

[The Rope Dancer reaches the stage; falls with a scream.

The Crowd collapses simultaneously.  

Zarathustra carries the corpse and buries it under the fabric.]

JESTER

Go away from this town, Zarathustra. Too many people here hate you. You 



are hated by the good and the righteous and they call you their enemy and 
despiser; you are hated by the believers of right belief, and they call you a 
danger to the multitude. It was lucky for you that they laughed at you: and you 
were talking just like a jester. It was lucky for you that you made company with 
the dead dog; by abasing yourself like that, you saved your own skin. But now 
go forth from this town—or tomorrow I shall jump over you, a living man over a 
dead one. 

[Zarathustra remains on stage alone.

The Madman, from his earlier position amongst the audience, addresses the 
person next to him.] 

MADMAN

Zarathustra has become a gravedigger! For my own hands are too clean for 
this particular roast. Does Zarathustra want to rob the devil of his mouthful? 
On you go then! And good luck with your meal! If only devil were not a better 
thief than Zarathustra! He will steal them both, he will eat them both.

ZARATHUSTRA

Could it be possible! These people here in this town had as yet heard nothing 
of this yet, that God is dead!

[Black out.
Scream of a bird.]

III. OVERCOMING SHAME

[Zarathustra is alone in his cave.

Behind him the Stillest Hour rises under the fabric as if a spirit.]

STILLEST HOUR

You know it Zarathustra?
You know it Zarathustra but you do not say it!
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ZARATHUSTRA

Yes I know it, but I will not say it!

STILLEST HOUR

You will not Zarathustra? Can this be true? Do not hide yourself in your 
defiance! 

ZARATHUSTRA

I did want to but how can I! Excuse me just from this! It is beyond my strength!

STILLEST HOUR

What do you matter Zarathustra! Speak your word and break!

ZARATHUSTRA

Ah, is it my word? Who am I? I wait for one more worthy; I am not even worth 
being broken by it.

STILLEST HOUR

What do you matter? You are not yet humble enough for me. Humility has the 
toughest hide.

ZARATHUSTRA

What has the hide of my humility not already endured! I dwell at the foot of my 
heights: how high are my summits? No one has yet told me. But my valleys I 
know well.

STILLEST HOUR

Oh Zarathustra, whoever has to move mountains also moves valleys and 



lowlands.

ZARATHUSTRA

My words have yet to move a mountain, and what I talked of did not reach 
human beings. I did indeed go to human beings, but I have not yet arrived 
among them.

STILLEST HOUR

What do you know of that! The dew falls upon the grass when the night is 
most silent.

ZARATHUSTRA

They mocked me when I found my own way and went it; and in truth my feet 
trembled at that time. And thus they spoke to me: You have unlearned the way, 
and now you are unlearning how to walk!

STILLEST HOUR

What does their mockery matter! You are one who has unlearned obeying; 
now shall you command! Do you not know who is most needed by all? The 
one who commands great things. To accomplish great things is difficult: but 
more difficult is to command great things. That is what is most unpardonable in 
you; you have the power, and you do not want to rule.

ZARATHUSTRA

I lack the lion’s voice for commanding.

STILLEST HOUR

It is the stillest words that bring on the storm. O Zarathustra, you shall go as 
a shadow of that which must come; thus will you command and commanding 
lead the way.
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ZARATHUSTRA

I am ashamed.

STILLEST HOUR

You must yet become a child without shame. The pride of your youth is still 
upon you, for you became young quite late: but whoever wants to become a 
child must yet overcome his youth. Zarathustra, your fruits are ripe, but you 
are not ripe for your fruits.

[Life vanishes like a vapor into the very ground. 

An Adder slithers toward Zarathustra from under the fabric. 
His naked torso becomes visible . . . 
His legs are still covered as if he is a part of the fabric. 
He reaches for Zarathustra and bites him. 
Zarathustra screams and growls.]

ZARATHUSTRA

Oh no...You have not yet accepted my thanks, you vicious circle! You woke me 
at the right time; my way is still long.

ADDER

Your way will be short. My poison is deadly.

ZARATHUSTRA

When did a dragon die from the poison of a snake? But take your poison back! 
You are not rich enough to bestow it on me.

[Black out. 
The Adder disappears beneath the fabric.
Scream of a bird.]



IV. TEACHING

[Zarathustra begins his teaching. 

The Disciples sit with their backs to the audience. 

During the teaching, the Disciple’s arms are stretched out like tree branches, 
and they rise gradually.]

ZARATHUSTRA

One day you will cry: everything is false! There are feelings that want to kill the 
solitary. If they do not succeed, well, then they themselves must die! But are 
you capable of being a murderer?

DISCIPLE 1

Speak to us Zarathustra! Speak to us more.

ZARATHUSTRA

At one time I too cast my delusion beyond the human, like all believers in a 
world behind. The work of a suffering and tortured God the world seemed to 
me then. 

DISCIPLE 2

The work of a suffering and tortured God!

ZARATHUSTRA

Good and evil and pleasure and pain and I and Thou—colored smoke they 
seemed to me before creative eyes. To look away from himself was what the 
creator wanted—so he created the world. This world, eternally imperfect, 
image of an eternal contradiction—a drunken pleasure for its imperfect 
creator:—thus the world once seemed to me. 
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DISCIPLE 1

A drunken pleasure for its imperfect creator. 

ZARATHUSTRA

Thus I too once cast my delusion beyond human, like all believers in a world 
behind. Beyond the human in truth? Ah, brothers, this God that I created was 
humans’ work and—madness, just like all Gods! Human he was, and just a 
meager piece of human and ‘I.’ 

DISCIPLE 2

Not from beyond did he come to us!

ZARATHUSTRA

Suffering it was and incapacity—that is what created all worlds behind; and 
that brief madness of happiness which only the greatest sufferer experiences. 

DISCIPLE 1

Suffering it was and incapacity; that is what created all Gods and worlds 
behind! 

ZARATHUSTRA

Dead are all Gods now, we want the Overhuman to live. 

DISCIPLE 2

To live.

ZARATHUSTRA

Not around the inventors of new noise but around the inventors of new values 
does the world revolve; inaudibly it revolves.



DISCIPLE 1

New values!

ZARATHUSTRA

Once one said “God” when one looked upon distant seas; but now I have 
taught you to say: “Overhuman.” 

DISCIPLE 2
Overhuman!

ZARATHUSTRA

God is a supposition. Could you create God? Then do not speak to me of any 
Gods! But you could surely create the Overhuman. 

DISCIPLE 1
God is a supposition!

ZARATHUSTRA

But I would that your supposing might be limited by what is thinkable. Could 
you then think of God? What you have called world that shall be created only 
by you, your reason, your image, your will, your love it shall itself become! If 
there were Gods, how could I stand not to be a God! Therefore there are no 
Gods. 

DISCIPLE 2

God is a supposition!

ZARATHUSTRA

But who could drink down the anguish of this supposition without dying? God 
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is a thought that makes all that is straight crooked and all that stands twist and 
turn. Creating—that is the great redemption from suffering, and life’s becoming 
lighter. But that the creator may be, that itself requires suffering and much 
transformation. Away from God and Gods my will has lured me: what would 
there be to create if Gods existed! The beauty of the Overhuman came to me 
as a shadow. What are the Gods to me now!

DISCIPLE 2

Away from Gods!

ZARATHUSTRA

We should consider any day lost, on which we have not danced once! And 
we should call any truth false that has not been accompanied by one burst of 
laughter! Human society is an experiment and not a contract!

Now I am light, now I am flying, now I see myself beneath myself, now a God 
dances through me. I should only believe in a God who knew how to dance.

DISCIPLE 2

Let us fly like you Zarathustra!

ZARATHUSTRA

Whoever wants to learn how to fly must first learn to stand and walk and run 
and climb and dance...one cannot fly into flying!

DISCIPLE 1

We believe in you Zarathustra! We believe!

ZARATHUSTRA

You say you believe in Zarathustra? But what does Zarathustra matter? You 
are my believers; but what do any believers matter? I am a railing by the 
torrent: grasp me, whosoever can! Your crutch, however, I am not! Now I bid 



you lose me and find yourselves. With my tears go into your isolation! I love 
him who wants to create beyond himself and thereby perishes.

DISCIPLE 2

Show us the way Zarathustra!

ZARATHUSTRA

Willing is creating.  And only for the sake of creating you shall learn. 
This is just my way: where is yours? You ask me the way...the way does not 
exist...

[Disciples collapse.

Black out.
Scream of a bird.]

V. DISTORTION OF TEACHING

[In front of the stage a Child appears. 

The Child and Zarathustra mirror each other throughout the Child’s dialogue.] 

CHILD

O, Zarathustra! Look at yourself in the mirror!
It is not yourself that you saw there. . . But a Devil’s grimace and mocking 
laughter. Your teaching is in danger. Your enemies have grown powerful 
and have distorted the image of your teaching. They want to know whether 
Zarathustra is still alive. 

[The Child climbs under the fabric. 

Zarathustra looks far away. 
He sits still during the entire scene as if in a trance. 

The Madman rises from his seat and approaches Zarathustra.]
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MADMAN

We have become too weary to die; now are we still awake and live on—in 
burial chambers! We have indeed harvested: but why all our fruits turn rotten 
and brown? Our wine has turned to poison, and evil eye has scorched our 
fields and hearths yellow. Dry have we all become; and should fire fall on us, 
we are scattered like ashes: and even fire itself we have made weary. All our 
wells have dried up, and even the sea has retreated. All ground wants to tear 
open, but the depths do not want to devour!

I saw a great mournfulness come over humankind. The best became weary of 
their works. A teaching went forth and a belief along with it: “All is empty, all is 
the same, all has been!” And from all hills it echoed again: 

[Echo is heard from afar: “All is empty, all is the same, all has been!” 

The Madman exits.

The Jester enters and tries to provoke Zarathustra.] 

JESTER

Here is Hell for solitaries’ thoughts: here great thoughts are boiled alive 
and then cooked down small. Here all great feelings decay: here only tiny 
skin and bone feelings are allowed to rattle! Do you not already smell the 
slaughterhouses and soup kitchen of the spirit? Do you not see souls hanging 
there like limp and filthy rags? Spit upon the city of flattened souls and narrow 
beasts, of sharpened eyes and sticky fingers upon the city of importunate, 
those who are shameless, the scrawlers and bawlers, overheatedly ambitious: 
where everything putrid and of ill repute, lusting and dusking, overrated and 
ulcerated and conspiratorial festers together: spit upon this city and turn back! 
Here, there is nothing to be made better, nothing to be made worse. 

[The Disciples rise as a Crowd and talk directly to the audience.]

CROWD

Who is Zarathustra to us? 
What shall we call him? 
Is he a promiser? Or a fulfiller? 



An inheritor? An autumn? 
Or a ploughshare? 

A physician? 
Or one who has convalesced? 

Is he a poet? 
Or a truthful man? 

A liberator? Or a subduer? A good man? 
Or an evil one?

JESTER
[Imitating a hunchback.]

Even the people are learning from him and coming to believe in his teaching: 
but in order for them to believe him completely, one thing more is needed. He 
must first persuade us cripples too! The blind he must cure and the lame make 
to walk again; and from the one who has too much on his shoulders,  he must 
well take a little away—that I think, would be the right way to make the cripples 
believe in Zarathustra!

ZARATHUSTRA

Shatter; shatter

CROWD

Ah where is there yet a sea in which we can drown!

Pious! Let us become Pious again!!
Let us become as little children again and say “Dear God!”

But, for a father God does not take good enough care of his children: human 
fathers do far better.
He is too old! He does not take care of his children at all any more.

But does he have any children!

No one can prove it if he does not prove it himself!
For a long time I have wanted him to prove it thoroughly for once!
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Prove it? As if he had ever proved anything! Proof is hard for him...he thinks it 
is so important that we should believe him!

Yes! Yes! Belief makes him saved, belief in him! That’s so much the way with 
old people. It is that way for us too!

JESTER
[Imitating a pious man.]

Just let the world be the world! Do not lift even a finger against it! Let him who 
wants to strangle people and stab them and strip them and flay them; do not 
lift even a finger against it! From this will they yet learn to renounce world. And 
your own reason—that shall you yourself throttle and strangle; for it is reason 
of this world—therefore will you yourself learn to renounce the world. Whoever 
learns much will unlearn all violent desiring... nothing thou shalt not desire! 

[The Jester exits.

Zarathustra remains perfectly still. Pain is visible on his face. 
Only the audience can hear him.]

ZARATHUSTRA
 
Shatter; shatter...

CROWD

Why did we take any ways! It is all the same!

Nothing is worth while! Ye shall not will!

Wherefore to live? All is vanity! Living—that is threshing straw; living—that is 
consuming oneself in free and yet not becoming warm. All is vanity! 

The world itself is a filthy monster...

[Finally, Zarathustra breaks the chains of stillness and shouts. 

The others suddenly stop talking and look at him.]



ZARATHUSTRA

SHATTER! 

You have called God whatever contradicted and hurt you. O humankind! You 
wondrous thing! You noise in dark lanes! I am stung all over by poisonous 
flies, especially those who call themselves “the good.” The gravediggers dig 
up illness for themselves. Under old ruins lurk evil vapors...

[Black out.
Scream of a bird.] 

VI. OVERCOMING DISGUST

[All the characters sit in front of a big door upstage. Their backs to the 
audience.

Zarathustra roams around in his cave alone. Frustrated.]

ZARATHUSTRA

Disgust, disgust, disgust! The great loathing for the human being! Eternally it 
recurs...the human being....Ah the human being recurs eternally! The small 
human being...Ah! Disgust, disgust, disgust...Woe to me!

[He sits down finally; calms himself.] 

O solitude you are my home! Too long have I lived wild in wild! Now just 
threaten me with your finger, as mothers threaten, now smile to me, as 
mothers smile! O Solitude! You are my home! How blissfully and tenderly your 
voice talks to me! We do not question each other! We do not complain to each 
other! We go openly with each other through open doors! With you it is open 
and clear and even the hours here run by on lighter feet. For in the dark, time 
weighs more heavily than in the light. One should live upon mountains. With 
blissful nostrils I again breathe mountain-freedom! Redeemed is my nose at 
last from the smell of all humankind!

[Solitude rises under the fabric. Sitting, she embraces Zarathustra like a 
mother. The tableau is reminiscent of the pieta.
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Zarathustra leans against her, putting his weight onto her. 

From within the fabric, she touches his hair gently.]

SOLITUDE

O Zarathustra, I know all: and that among the many you were lonelier, you 
singular one, than ever you were with me! Loneliness is one thing, solitude is 
another: that you have learned now! And that among human beings you will 
always be wild and strange: wild and strange even when they love you: for 
they want to be treated gently by everything! 

[Zarathustra sleeps and Solitude disappears under the fabric. 

Dream begins. Surreal vision.

The lines of Disciples are heard during the dream.] 

ZARATHUSTRA

GOD! Who carries his ashes up the mountain? GOD! GOD! God! Who carries 
his ashes up the mountain?   

[Characters rise one by one. 
They represent earthly and grotesque figures.]

Are you not yourself the wind with the shrill whistling that tears open the gates 
of the Castle of death? 

Are you not yourself a coffin full of colorful wickedness and masks of life?

[The characters hover over Zarathustra, their arms rising up and down as they 
howl, hiss, shriek, and emit wind sounds. 

The Madman, who is standing center backstage with his back to the audience, 
opens his arms like Jesus on the cross.] 

Like a thousand peals of child’s laughter Zarathustra comes into all death 
chambers, laughing!

A child’s laughter will ever well up out of coffins now a wind will ever come 



victoriously to all death-weariness. 

You will frighten and over throw the gravediggers with your laughter. 

[The characters enclose Zarathustra in their arms while the Madman remains 
with his arms open like Jesus. 

Life laughs wildly from under the fabric.

The big door suddenly opens, bright light fills the stage. All characters run 
backstage through the door, laughing.]

LIFE 

[Whispers.]

Of them you dream, gravediggers: this is your heaviest dream! But just 
as you awake from them and came to yourself, so shall they awake from 
themselves—and come to you!  

[Zarathustra awakes horrified; he stares out and beyond. . . 

Life rises from under the fabric as if the earth is shaking. 
Life supports Zarathustra, who is splayed on her, back to back. 

Life first prevails, then Zarathustra.]

ZARATHUSTRA

Into your eye I looked of late, O life! And into the unfathomable I seemed then 
to be sinking.

LIFE

So runs the talk of all fishes. What they do not fathom is unfathomable. But 
changeable am I only and wild and in all things a woman, and not a virtuous 
one. Even though you men call me The Profound or The Loyal, The Eternal, 
The Mysterious. 
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ZARATHUSTRA

The Incredible! From the ground up I love only life and most of all I hate her! 
I am fond of Wisdom and often too fond: that is because she reminds me so 
much of Life!

LIFE

Who is this Wisdom?

ZARATHUSTRA

Ah yes now! Wisdom! One thirsts after her and is never sated, one looks 
through veils, one grabs through nets.

LIFE

Is she beautiful?

ZARATHUSTRA

How should I know! Changeable she is and stubborn; I have often seen her 
bite her lip and drag her comb against the grain of her hair. Perhaps she is 
wicked and false, and a female in every way, but she speaks ill of herself, 
precisely then is she most seductive. She is a woman and always loves only a 
warrior.

LIFE

But of whom are you talking? Perhaps of me? 

[She laughs and disappears under the fabric. 

Zarathustra collapses.
The Adder comes closer and closer to Zarathustra from under the fabric. 
His naked torso becomes visible.
His legs are still covered as if he is a part of the black fabric. 
He reaches and bites Zarathustra. 
Zarathustra screams and growls.]



ZARATHUSTRA

Oh no...You have not yet accepted my thanks, you vicious circle! You woke me 
at the right time; my way is still long.

ADDER

Your way will be short. My poison is deadly.

ZARATHUSTRA

When did a dragon die from the poison of a snake? But take your poison back! 
You are not rich enough to bestow it on me.

[Black out.
The Adder disappears under the fabric.
Scream of need.] 

VII. CONFRONTATION

[The Madman enters and sits next to Zarathustra.]

MADMAN

All is the same, nothing is worthwhile, world is without meaning, knowing 
chokes.

ZARATHUSTRA

Welcome! You soothsayer of the great weariness!

MADMAN

O Zarathustra, you have been up here for the longest time—in a short time 
your boat shall sit on dry land no more! 
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ZARATHUSTRA
 
Am I sitting on dry land?

MADMAN

The waves around your mountain are rising higher and higher, the waves of 
great need and sorrow: soon they will lift up your boat and carry you away. Do 
you still hear nothing? Is there not a rushing and roaring from out of depths?

[They listen. 

The scream of need is heard from afar.]

ZARATHUSTRA

You proclaimer of ill tidings! That is a cry of need and the cry of a human 
being. But what does humans’ need matter to me! My ultimate sin that has 
been saved for me [recognizes]—perhaps you know what it is called?

MADMAN

Pity! O Zarathustra, I come that I might seduce you to your ultimate sin!
Do you hear, do you hear, Zarathustra? The cry is meant for you, it is calling 
you. Come, come, come, it is time, it is high time. 

[Scream of need.]

ZARATHUSTRA

And who is it that is calling for me?

MADMAN

But surely you know! What are you hiding from yourself?

O  Zarathustra! You do not stand there like one whose happiness sets him 



spinning, you will have to dance in order not to collapse!

Happiness! How could one ever find happiness among such recluses and 
solitaries! All is the same, nothing is worthwhile, no seeking avails...

[Exits.]

ZARATHUSTRA

I will, I desire, I love, for that reason alone I laud life! Here laugh, laugh, my 
bright and wholesome wickedness! From high mountains throw down your 
glittering scorn-laughter! With your glittering, bait for me the most beautiful 
human fishes! On out, on out! Bite, my fishing-rod, into the belly of all black 
sorrow! On out, on out, my eye! Unclouded silence! Laughing lions must 
come! Dying will I give human beings my richest gift.

[Black out.
Scream of need.] 

END OF EXCERPT OF PLAY

The author has chosen to publish only a portion of the play. If interested 
in producing or directing the play, write to the author, Fulya Peker, at: 
catharsist@gmail.com 

FULYA PEKER © 2006, TURKEY, NEW YORK CITY.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

PERMISSION FOR USAGE OF TEXT GRANTED BY TRANSLATOR 
GRAHAM PARKES AND THANKS TO OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS.
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Since 1977, when Wlodzimierz Staniewski established the Centre for 
Theatre Practices in the rural village of Gardzienice, in southeast Poland, 

the company has achieved international acclaim for its unique blend of ethno-
musicology and bold athleticism. Gardzienice’s work seems simultaneously 
in touch with an archaic sensibility while charting new paths, extending new 
boundaries for the body in performance. 

After graduating from Krakow University, where Staniewski worked with 
the politically and aesthetically daring Theatre STU, he worked with Jerzy 
Grotowski’s Theatre Laboratory in Wroclaw. Turning from private experiments 
to a more public forum, with Gardzienice, Staniewski explored the musical 
forms and performance modes found in rural villages throughout Poland, 
using “gatherings” or semi-formal performances in village centers to both 
collect and perform material eventually surfacing in Spektakl Wierczorny 
[Evening Performance] (1977), Gusla [Sorcery] (1981), and The Life of the 
Archpriest Avvakum (1983). Carmina Burana (1990) saw the company extend 
beyond rural Polish material to explore medieval European songs, and with 
Metamorphoses (1998) the company turned to the myth and music of Greek 
antiquity for its source material.

With Euripides’ Elektra-(Chieronomia/Gestures): Theatrical Essay (2004), 
Gardzienice furthered their exploration of performance in classical antiquity. 
On January 13, 2005, in anticipation of the play’s New York debut at La MaMa, 
the director sat down at an East Village café to discuss the company’s most 
recent work.
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DK: I understand that Elektra marks a relatively new phase of work for 
Gardzienice (furthering work that started with Metamorphoses), but was 
wondering if you could talk about how Elektra stands in relation to your earlier 
work and this new direction you’re taking.

WS: Metamorphoses was focused on ancient Greek music, so we did quite a 
bit of research on ancient Greek music—which is almost completely unknown 
today—especially in theatre. There are books on ancient Greek music, but I 
don’t know any theatre which would try to reconstruct ancient Greek music. 
So we’ve been focused on that, we’ve done research and tried to adapt it to 
our story, which was The Golden Ass of Apuleius, Metamorphoses, and now 
what is the switch? The switch is from the music to another, let’s say, forgotten 
means of expression, which was called chieronomia. This was the ancient 
technique of using gestures, using the hands for gesticulation, like in today’s 
Kathakali theatre. But this is completely forgotten. Nothing is left as a matter 
of fact. So our work is focused on studying the images from the vases and 
trying to get from historical evidence to what’s an expression or view of how 
would it be like. And this way we invent our alphabet of gesticulation, which is 
the main means of expression. So it’s something like a pantomime but with a 
very strict relation to the ancient images taken mainly from the vases. Black 
and red picture vases. But this is combined with the music and the text. So if 
you read, for instance, Elektra, you have what we call this didaskalia where 
it is told “and now Elektra...” after her monologue, it says “and now Elektra 
gesticulates,” and nothing more. So they were probably using as a part of the 
entire performance just a sort of pantomime, which had a strict connotation 
with their way of understanding, with the gesture. Like in today’s Indian 
theatre, or in Bali. So throughout the performance we use these gestures and 
the performance is sung, again, and of course all the text or much of the text 
from Euripides’ Elektra is used.

DK: Do you think that Euripides, Sophocles or Aeschylus, when they were 
teaching the text, that they would have composed gestures as a part of the 
piece?

WS: Definitely, definitely! They were taught in let’s say the schools, like the 
schools for young ephebes, for young boys, they were taught gesticulation and 
it was going so far that they were told to paint to make a drawing of the master 
paintings, the master paintings of the time and later on to use it as a sort 
of inspiration for the, one would say, pantomime, but I would use this word: 
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chieronomia. And it wasn’t just to give poses, you know, it was used for the 
grace of the movement.

DK: So Nietzsche would say the birth of tragedy in the spirit of music, but you 
would say in the spirit of gesture?

WS: That’s what I would say today, after doing the study.

DK: But the musicology that’s gone into the production as well, have you 
focused on trying to recover tragic music, or just ancient Greek music?

WS: We’ve been using again ancient Greek music, the big part of the music 
which was not used in Metamorphoses and other writings, which was adapted 
specifically for this performance and adopted specifically for this technique of 
chieronomia. So the way of the music is let’s say to re-invent. You cannot talk 
about reconstruction of the music because it’s nothing like it, you can’t have it, 
you can only reinvent. The way it was re-invented is it was strictly connected 
with chieronomia, with the technique of gesticulation. So I would say that the 
frequency of the body, the frequency of the hand, the dynamics of the hand 
were very influential for the way music was adapted for this performance. 
Usually I would work the other way around: I would take the music first, but 
then I would try to use the music as a sort of inspiration, as an impulse to find 
out the dynamics of the text and dynamics of the body. Now it was another 
way around; the impulse was gesticulation. 

DK: So with this vocabulary of gesticulation, how many different movements 
are there? Is there a set number that each character works with or the entire 
company?

WS: No, the entire company. We have like a code, like an alphabet, which 
is rather strict now, and which expresses, explains and expresses, a given 
emotion, given symbols, given characters. For instance this is Euripides, this 
is Elektra, or so on. I’m not going to show it because you don’t have a camera, 
just a tape recorder.

DK: So this play of a code would then be like a secret code for the performers 
but the audience can’t penetrate it though?

WS: They can penetrate it because the way we are doing the performance is 
structured in that way that we’re doing a sort of like ... in a book they would call 
it a preface or prologue and we explain [the gestures] to the public. Of course, 
the public is not able to memorize everything but the public understands 
clearly that those gestures are not improvised or a mish-mash or whatever 
comes; they understand all the different combinations and then they see later 
how they are used in the performance in a much more dynamic way.

DK: Oh I see! So in other words the vocabulary is performed in the prologue.
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WS: That’s right. Even with the slides, you know, the slides are showing the 
reference, with the ancient images.

DK: Did you focus on vases or bas-relief of theatrical productions? Were there 
other vases from athletic contest or something other than theatre, or did you 
focus on images from theatrical vases?

WS: Some images are, let’s say, very, very simple to read. You have for 
instance different paintings from funeral ceremonies and then you have—one 
of the gestures is this [he demonstrates], which means to cry, or mourning—so 
this is very simple, they are from the art, they are not from the theatre. But 
some gestures or some positions are supposedly from theatre plays. For 
instance, very often what you see painted is the moment of killing, when 
Aegistus kills Agamemnon in the presence of Clytemnestra. And then this was 
used and transformed, of course, because you cannot use the killing with the 
ax.

DK: You think that the violence would have been staged in gesture, then? Or 
would this be done through the messenger scene?

WS: I mean this is the same as with the reconstruction or so-called 
reconstruction with the music. You have annotation, but you don’t know 
the tempo, yes? Very often you don’t know the rhythm even, you have just 
annotation. And you’re taking a couple of notes and you’re adapting let’s say 
those notes to create a sort of musical feature. The same from the drawing. 
You have the composition of three, four figures which are representing, for 
instance, the scene of the murder, the murder of Agamemnon, and you’re 
taking the three or four notes, if I can say metamorph from this, but from 
the drawing. Not to imitate it in a very sentimental primitive way; you’re 
transforming it to your own advantage. So, yes, that’s how it works.

DK: So is this your first text-based piece? Obviously this is your first piece 
going back to an ancient text, but this is the first piece where the company is 
working with a pre-conceived text?

WS: You mean drama? Yeah, this is the first drama play. I’m usually working 
on novels, adapting so-called novel, epic literature. Never drama. So this is the 
first regular drama that is adapted [by Gardzienice].

DK: But you’re also not going to be subservient to the text, right; you’re 
bringing Euripides onto the stage?

WS: That’s a good question, you know, whether you’re bringing Euripides on 
the stage or you are bringing just an interpretation, as you would say. Because 
there’s a huge question of what ancient drama looked like. My trick is based 
on a very simple assumption, or my idea is based upon a very simple trick. 
I’m trying to imagine not how the play was staged in the big amphitheatre or 
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the big auditorium, but how the play was rehearsed in the small venue. For 
instance, imagine: Euripides is rehearsing with his actors in his home, which 
is absolutely possible, or he’s rehearsing in the palastra, in the school; it is 
absolutely possible. There is evidence. One of the legends says that Euripides 
got very angry at one of the actors who wasn’t able to follow the way that 
Euripides himself was instructing him to do. As you know, Euripides was a 
composer himself. Did you know we have two musical examples, which are 
surely composed by Euripides? One is from Iphigenia in Aulis, the other from 
Orestes.

So he’s instructing the actor how to do it. This often sinks terribly into 
imagination, how would it be in rehearsal, you know? Euripides was the 
choreographer, you could say the one who was teaching all the choreography, 
he was surely chierosophoie, the one who teaches the chieronomia, and 
he was a sort of director of this. So what we know about those guys is only 
that they were writing a play, which is absolutely not true. So imagine them 
working. Then you’re completely free from all the ideas imposed by history 
about how you should work with the ancient drama. “You have to have a 
mask, you have to have the chtourni, you have to have the shirt, this particular 
costume,” you are more free. And as you know, the rehearsal process 
whenever it was happening throughout history was the most interesting 
process. As Stanislavsky said, “only rehearsal, rehearsal, rehearsal, that is 
important.” So I’m trying to use this idea, this perspective, and then I’m much 
more free for experimentation.

DK: Right. And then the classicists can’t come in and say “that’s not what it 
looked like in the Temple Dionysia,” because you’re not worried about that, 
you’re worried about rehearsal.

WS: I’m showing open rehearsal, let’s say. Something like that. Who knows 
how it looks? And of course I’m using costume, I’m using the mask, but in 
this way we’re just in the process, the work-in-process. Of course the play is 
complete. It is very structured. It is very precise. It goes from the beginning to 
the end. But still, I am free of any, let’s say, judgment. So I can say, yes, he’s 
Euripides—Euripides in rehearsal. Probably I should call the play that!

DK: It is being promoted as a work-in-progress, as a lecture. But you’re 
actually showing work-in-progress, rather than it being a work-in-progress. So, 
you’re piece is finished, it’s already been performed. 

WS: Of course, of course. Don’t misunderstand me. It’s not like a usual 
contemporary work-in-progress. We can use this term for whatever but, my 
point of view is, don’t look at my Elektra as something that you know from 
history, from the books; look at it as it could be like if whoever in antiquity 
would rehearse. 
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DK: How does this engagement with ancient Greek material, in particular, 
this first work with the drama, how does it relate to your earlier work in myth 
and ritual? I understand that you did a great deal of work exploring traditional 
narratives and ritual forms and musical forms, especially. You’re especially 
well known for taking traditional musical forms and bringing them into the 
context of avant-garde theatre. How does this engagement with myth relate to 
that earlier work? Is it a completely new direction for you? Is it a continuation? 
Do you see it as a different phase?

WS: It is different work. Let’s say that the starting point is much more difficult. 
As I said there was always music in the beginning of every process. So the 
actors were first learning the music and then, while singing, looking to adapt 
the other means of expression, like the text, the movements. Then we had to 
create an alphabet, a code of the gestures, with this very artificial world. The 
music is much more social, much more natural, much more of an opening up 
of the organic process as one would say. It’s much more Dionysian; while the 
gestures, the pose, is much more Apollinian. So this would be the switch: from 
Dionysian to Apollinian.

DK: Meaning your previous work was much more Dionysian?

WS: Much more Dionysian, yeah. And so to create the language, which would 
be dynamic, which music would be able to follow, and the words would be able 
to follow the language of the gestures—it is very, very hard work. So it is like 
sculpture, sculpting the body and then trying to make a dancing sculpture. So 
the work is completely different, I believe.

DK: Does this Apollinian structure of gesticulation harness the Dionysian in a 
different way? Is there foreclosure or does it allow for a different form of ek-
stasis?

WS: Well one first of all has to define exactly what ek-stasis means. What is 
ek-stasis? Ek-stasis is a certain state of being. An actor being in ek-stasis, or 
can an actor reach a certain level of dynamics, which looks so intense that it 
speaks to the spectator, the audience, like an ek-stasis? So it’s a question of 
dynamics, probably, and intensity. Performance is very dynamic, very intense, 
but much more refined, much more, let’s say, readable, much more clear, in 
terms of how the body language is used, because of the very clear precise 
alphabet of chieronomia, of gesticulation.

DK: Here in New York will the performance be in Polish?

WS: It’s in Polish, in English, and in ancient Greek. The main character is 
played by an English actress and so she’s using some English parts. The 
songs sung by the choir and the solo songs are sung in ancient Greek. Oh, 
this was good simple question. Any more like this?
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DK: Yeah, I’ve got a few more simple questions. I understand you have 
Euripides as the narrator at certain parts of the play. I always remember being 
taught that...

WS: He is like the one who runs the process, who runs the rehearsal.

DK: So he’s literally running the rehearsal? Oh!

WS: He is the one who, let’s say, is being tormented. Like, he tries to find out 
the way how to find the proper expression, I suppose, how to find the proper 
climate, how to find the proper clue. So the process is his process of creation, 
which is not easy. So you see it is the main engine of the performance. So 
he’s coming in the beginning, he’s doing a sort of explanation of what they 
were doing before the play, before the rehearsal, the author and the director 
they just give an explanation to the gods, to get them as positive and as 
sympathetic as possible, and then he runs the show.

DK: For your company, where are the gods? Is this a concern in terms of 
finding a trace of the sacred in the text? Of course, Euripides is blamed by 
Nietzsche and others for having killed off tragedy, foreclosed the Dionysian, 
giving over not only to the Apollinian, but over to the Alexandrian (what 
Nietzsche calls the Alexandrian), so that to go to Euripides rather than the 
other tragedians I find very interesting and there’s this almost Socratic notion 
of Euripides being (again, I think of The Bacchae) as being the most cynical in 
relation to the gods. Are you concerned with rekindling a sacred fire? Is that a 
concern at all? Where are the gods in your equation? Are they hidden, have 
they withdrawn, are they dead? 

WS: Listen, first of all this is a big question which is a big mystery, whether 
Euripides was religious or was he a sort of atheist. Nietzsche’s opinion was 
that he was a sort of a communist, I think he said, I don’t know. But the opinion 
of others was that he was deeply religious, and he just asked the questions, 
the questions of his time, Socratic questions.

DK: Socrates would only go to the theatre if it was a play by Euripides.

WS: Right. So he was the guy who was courageous enough to ask those 
questions: who are the gods, what are they for, and how much do we believe 
in them? Elektra is a really about that; they try to object, Orestes is questioning 
if the order he got from Apollo is proper. And then Elektra’s asking, “So, do you 
mean the god can be an idiot, can be stupid?” I think in the ancient language 
it sounds very strong. In the language those questions about the gods are like 
blasphemous questions. So I don’t think that he was the one who didn’t accept 
a so-called other reality, he was just questioning, and those questions were 
the questions of his time. So are the gods present in our performance? We’re 
not using deus ex machina but they are present somehow in the climate of the 
performance. You know the way actors recite, it is like an explanation, so you 
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expect in a way that those explanations will be answered.

DK: So many attempts at the rebirth of tragedy, and I’m even thinking of the 
ritual theatre movement here in New York—Richard Schechner, who I know is 
a big fan of your work, and Andrei Serban, who is so much associated with La 
MaMa—that there’s this sense of a restoration of a dormant ritual form as if we 
can re-create the rite and then the gods will return. Is this at all a concern for 
you, the idea of the withdrawal of the gods, or of recovering a lost ritual or are 
you more interested in recovering a lost rehearsal?

WS: Yeah, you’re probably right there, but let me put it in another perspective. 
I mean your question is just ... all right, you know, the world today is it dead or, 
another way, how do you say monotheistic, yes? Monotheistic. One god. What 
I’m saying is...

DK: Well...

WS: Wait a second. All the fundamental religions are monotheistic. I’m saying 
heaven for the gods. I’m supposing to believe someone is closing a curtain, 
the curtain is nearly closed, and there is a god in the curtain. And through this 
gap in a part-closed curtain we see only one god. I’m saying this because for 
the last two thousand years those guys who are operating the curtain, they 
are trying to close the stage and trying to make the [one] god much larger. Try 
to open the curtain a little bit more and then perhaps we’ll see the other gods 
who still are there, who are not necessarily dead as Nietzsche would wish. I 
think it was his wish, his instinctive wish; it is not necessarily true. Because I ... 
okay, we will go the path of mysticism ... that’s my clue.

DK: Well don’t be afraid of going too far into mysticism, especially if that’s 
what the theatre practice is engaged with. My point is, say Schechner’s 
Dionysus in 69, Andrei Serban’s Fragments of a Greek Trilogy, I don’t know if 
you’re familiar with those works...?

WS: Yeah, I’m familiar with them, yes, very well. 

DK: Both of them seem to me to have been in the spirit of the gods are dead, 
the death of the gods, so even the notion of, you use the great image there 
of the curtain and it being closed so much, the idea is that the curtain is 
completely closed, and if we open it back up, they’ve withdrawn altogether, 
they’re not there on the stage anymore, and so if we put forth this rite, if we 
follow the trace of these ruins, perhaps the gods will come back. That seems 
to me to be part of the spirit of it, and that Dionysus could maybe lead them 
back. Is this a concern for something sacred going on, even if it is a sacred 
in the absence of the divine? Do you understand what I mean? Is there 
something sacred going on in your theatre, is that a concern?

WS: You know this is very ambiguous.
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DK: Grotowski talks about the sacred actor. Is this a concern at all to you?

WS: He talks about the sacred actor but at the same time he was talking about 
the actor as a whore, in opposition to the sacred actor. The whore very often is 
a sacred figure, Mary Magdalene, so this is very ambiguous. I believe that the 
actor in that or another way is a sort of holy prostitute. 

DK: For you?

WS: For me, yes. So through what he or she sacrifices, how much is god or 
are the gods are taking part? However, anything which is beyond our mind is 
taking part. You know there are two kinds of dialogue, dialogue in between two 
persons, as we are talking, and dialogue with ourselves. We are in permanent 
dialogue with ourselves. Who the hell is inside of us, who is the second? Who 
is the double that speaks all the time? I believe this is sort of the structure 
which can be related to something which is beyond the mind. I am very 
delicately walking around the issue, because I don’t want religious terms, I 
don’t want to be qualified on religious grounds. When we are saying “the gods” 
we are using a certain idea of something god is, let’s say as today, it is the 
supernatural. And look what happens with this modern belief with technology 
and so on, this incredible reinvention of something which is the supernatural. 
So we have our matrix or we have our gods, or we have gods, two different 
terms; maybe it’s a question of terminology.

DK: I guess, I’m wondering if Gardzienice is in some way...

WS: A sect? A religious sect?

DK: Yeah.

WS: No, no, no, no, no. What I believe in the process of working theatre is 
something more than only a way of manipulating people, subjects, space, and 
so on. Yes, I do believe. So if you would push me and say “okay, so declare 
in one word what belief your belief is about,” I would say it clear: I believe in 
miracle. You’re working very hard, you’re reaching your limits, your extremes 
in the world, because that’s what real work is about, all kinds of artistic work, 
and suddenly you’re touching something that is revelatory, comes without any 
pre-conception, and unexpectedly, blows you away. So where it came from, 
I say, from somewhere; and so and so on, where is the somewhere, where 
is the somewhere? A good word: somewhere. Somewhere. It’s like eternity, 
heaven, it’s like...okay...that is very shaky ground. I wouldn’t be qualified, I 
wouldn’t like to be qualified as a religious theatre, a religious thing. Because 
we’ve been very open, particularly with our earlier shows, like Avvakum, you 
know, “okay they must be dealing with religion all those Poles, you know who 
are overwhelmed, who are a company absolutely absorbed with the religious 
stuff” and so on...
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DK: That’s why I ask because there’s that association with your company, 
and again from New York, Gardzienice might be thrown into this category with 
Grotowski, and so I’m trying to understand how they relate, how your work 
relates and how it doesn’t relate...

WS: To Grotowski?

DK: Yeah, to Grotowski and again that notion of the sacred actor, and the way 
in which you’ve pursued mythical materials, ritual materials, and the way in 
which you incorporate music so much, it seems like there’s something sacred 
going on, but I appreciate your...

WS: Listen, my notion is like this: is art about something what we call, what 
we used to call metaphysical? I would say yes. Metaphysical, beyond the 
physical. Is metaphysics possible without the physics? I would say no. So the 
moment of transformation is like a sort of a chemical process. You put the 
different physical ingredients and then suddenly you have, believe it or not, the 
miracle, the revelation, something which is completely beyond your physical 
perceiving. The word, the process, is there. So that is how I would put it. 

DK: One thing that’s obviously very different from your work, say with the 
other environmental or ritual theatre forms, is your use of multimedia, and I 
was curious to hear more about how you use slide projections and animation 
in this piece.

WS: You know, I will say something that doesn’t support very much my way 
of doing P.R., propaganda for our art. I am very much for this type of art which 
has the didactic attitude. But didacticism doesn’t work very well with the real 
artistic big-bang. That’s why I’m so careful. Maybe if you were doing a theatre 
show and it works, it has to smuggle, like smuggling with drugs, a certain 
didactics. Not offensive, not trying to impose on you, “I know something; I am 
going to tell you something.” That’s why I’m using the multimedia because 
to show multimedia, it has to be very well integrated into the process of 
acting, so multimedia can say some of the things which are not necessarily 
commonly known but should be. For instance, I’m using slides, and in the last 
performance in Elektra there is a very short animation film to tell that with my 
way of reinventing chieronomia I’m not improvising, I’m not doing whatever, 
but I’m returning in reference to a certain knowledge, certain technique, 
certain methodology which existed in antiquity. So listen, there was something 
like chieronomia; look at this picture, and look how it was drawn out, how it 
was inspired, and now we’re doing a rock-n-roll adaptation which is, today, 
contemporary—we fix today part of the dynamic, the organics. So, this 
message is the didactic moment; you’re revealing or you’re saying something 
to the public which is forgotten, but which should be told. Like chieronomia, 
like all the ancient music. I was showing documentation, I was showing 
ancient Greek notation on the slides. This is very, very unknown, and very 
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forgotten.

DK: But it’s not didactic in a sense of imparting a moral lesson.

WS: Exactly what I said. It’s not like I am a teacher and you are the tool. 
No, I just want to have a look at it and just put it in light, a certain interesting 
sensitive fact, very spirited for the larger perspective, not only Gardzienice, but 
for a larger amount of people, for the larger number of researchers and the 
larger amount of artists. Just have a look at it...

DK: Is this why the piece is subtitled “an essay”?

WS: Yeah. Exactly. 

DK: I’m curious how do you see Gardzienice in relation to say, and again 
I hate to emphasize this nationalist query too much but, how do you see 
Gardzienice in relation to say Grotowski or Kantor, are you in relation to them 
or are you in relation to other international avant-gardists in a different way?

WS: You know I am very declared Meyerholdic, in Russian they say 
Meyerholdhic, one who is Meyerhold follower. Very, very declared. His work on 
biomechanics, his work on antiquity again, not very known.

DK: So biomechanics and gesticulation...

WS: Yeah, yeah, yeah, but his work was one of the most important in twentieth 
century theatre, for twentieth century theatre. We are not yet twenty-first 
century theatre, so we can still say twentieth-century theatre. But I’ve been 
wary, as I have worked with Grotowski. Maybe because of that I had this 
desperation to oppose him. Now when I read him and I can see him in the 
large picture, I can say that he was a very influential and important person for 
international theatre, why not for Polish as well? 

DK: Are you concerned with national character or anything?

WS: Like what?

DK: Do you conceive of yourself, or Gardzienice, as a Polish company?

WS: No, it was always international. Always fifty, sometimes forty percent of 
actors hail from other countries.

DK: Do you see your work in relation to Eugenio Barba, the theatre 
anthropology approach of Odin Teatret?

WS: I respect Eugenio Barba. I’m in antiquity. I believe that antiquity is still 
the source of inspiration. I would say I’m more in theatre archaeology than 
anthropology. Of course I respect his work. I think he is much more working on 
so-called ethnic stuff, ethnodrama.
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DK: Have you shifted from ethnography to archaeology then in your own 
work? Wasn’t your earlier work more anthropological?

WS: That’s how we’ve been received or how we’ve been described, but it was 
always a sort of archaeology. You know you’re digging in the earth and you’re 
trying to find out where are the bones of your fathers and grandfathers and 
great-grand-grandfathers, and then you go to Mediterranean culture because 
this is the one of our real cultural sources. 

DK: The reason I ask is I know that Barba did some work in terms Kathakali 
gesture, and I wondered how that might compare to your archeology of 
gesticulation, but as you’re describing it, it sounds quite different.

WS: You tell. You will see the performance. You will see how much it is similar. 
Why not compare it to Kathakali itself? But of course those guys, those people 
are no doubt very inspiring for today’s theatre. 

DK: Do you see your work then as in some way modern or postmodern but 
then also with another foot in antiquity? How do you see your work in relation 
to time, temporality in the present moment, in terms of Elektra? Why Elektra 
now?

WS: Oh, for a very simple reason. I’ll tell you why. There is of course a 
couple of other reasons, but I’ll give you only one. You know what I did in this 
performance or in my hook of this performance was not only chieronomia, 
which is a sort of the company’s new invention; anyway, every theatre is based 
upon or using in some other way gestures, gesticulation, pantomime more or 
less through time, but I don’t think a theatre has gone so far researching how 
this technique functioned in antiquity. 

So despite that, the other hook was Elektra, all the issues concerning her, 
her desperation, her not-to-be-stopped force to destroy, to kill, to damage; 
all the issues of destruction, of killing, of let’s say demonic power which lies 
inside of us somewhere. Probably in relation, when we say with demons, we 
say with the gods. Who are the gods? They are there. Who [ever] the gods 
are, they are there. All of these issues are very contemporary, very today. So 
she was stopped several times during the play not to proceed - with this fatal 
demand coming. The question is where does this come from, this urge to kill? 
Actually the main explanation in the play itself is: kill, kill, kill, kill. All the time 
it is all the killing, an obsession with the kill. As you know Euripides was the 
Dostoevsky of his time; in other words, he was the first one who went very 
into the character’s psychology. Especially he was penetrating, obsessive with 
women’s psychology. And this is very contemporary. Of course, my analysis on 
this issue is a bit dangerous because some people could say he’s the same, 
like Euripides, a misogynist.

DK: Thesmaphoriazusae, right...
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WS: Woman is the real source of fatal destructiveness. I’m not necessarily 
telling you this but I’m very struck by the mysterious world of womanhood. 
Yeah, okay, no more about it. The point is the hook is in the play, which I 
believe I found, and I believe that Elektra, I did a sort of prejudgment as it 
is called in the theatre of interpretation. The main thing is that Elektra was 
raped by Aegisthus as a child and all the consequences of this act are running 
through the performance. And today it is a very hot issue, like Ophelia, 
children being raped and so on. So there’s the hook.

DK: That’s not Euripides’ hook.

WS: This is to be discussed. You take your peg and I’ll take mine. Let’s take 
your translation. You know that translation does not necessarily reflect the real 
thoughts of the author. Every translation is not so much reflecting the original 
author but is reflecting the epoch, the given epoch when the translation is 
done. Why? For a very clear reason. You are enslaved by a lot of topics using 
the language which is the contemporary language of your time, using the 
references which would make the play, give it life today. All this is just making 
the play whatever and it doesn’t reflect necessarily what the author wants 
to say. More [so] the ancient language; ancient Greek language is sort of an 
enigma still. You can make many different interpretations of not just a given 
sentence, but sometimes even a word. The metaphors are incredible, giving 
multiple interpretations. So I would say, this issue whether she was raped 
by Aegisthus or not is to be discussed between you and me. You take your 
translation and I’ll take mine and we can argue. It is somehow I believe hidden 
in the text—I’m suggesting it is.

DK: And in some ways it’s these new ancient gestures...

WS: “New ancient gestures,” I like it. You know, my other term that I used in 
the very beginning was looking for a new natural theatre environment. So, new 
ancient gestures, very good.

For more information on Gardzienice, see http://www.gardzienice.art.pl/. 
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The Gospel of a Heretic: 
The Sacred Atheism of Pier Paolo Pasolini

Introduction to an Interview with Roberto Chiesi on Pasolini

It has been said that I have three heroes: Christ, Marx and 
Freud. This is reducing everything to formulae. In truth, my only 
hero is Reality. If I have chosen to be a filmmaker as well as a 
writer it is because, rather than expressing this reality through 
those symbols that are words, I have preferred the cinema as a 
means of expression—to express reality through reality. . .
—Pasolini

I don’t believe in a transcendental God, but since reality is a 
divine apparition, then reality itself is God. 
—Pasolini

Death—the Death of which I speak to you—is not the one that 
will follow your fall, but the one that precedes your appearance 
on the wire. It is before climbing onto it that you die. The one 
who dances will be dead—bent on every beauty, capable of 
them all. When you appear, a pallor—no, I am not speaking of 
fear, but of its opposite, of an invincible audacity—a pallor will 
cover you. . . . But be careful to die before appearing, so that a 
dead man dances on the wire.  
—Jean Genet

“

“
“
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We think of spiritual life as beauty and peace and escape from 
violence. But truth is violent, too. In fact, it is the only violence 
there is. The only power that exists is the power of that torrent, 
because it creates the world of the senses. . . . What we call 
violence is what happens when we hold on to fixed ideas and 
the violent power of reality is blocked.   
—Peter Kingsley

“I am,” Pasolini declared in “Poesie Mondane,” a poem from Bestemmia 
[Blasphemy], “a force of the past. Tradition is my only love. I come from 
the ruins, and churches, and altarpieces, the abandoned villages on the 
Appennines or on the Prealps, where brothers have lived. Like a madman 
I wander on the Tuscolana, on the Appia like a dog without master.” In this 
proclamation, Pasolini situated himself against his time in the most radical 
sense, yet, in that stance against his time, he was utterly for it. History, 
tradition, ancient culture, religion, forsaken villages, and scientific investigation, 
these are but some of the passions of Pier Paolo Pasolini, and his fidelity 
to them would aid the perspicuous critique he made of his times. Heretic 
of heretics, Pasolini set fires in both sacred and profane temples. Out of its 
ashes, in various modes of expression, he gave birth to poetry impassioned 
and fierce. 

In his time, at least to some, Pasolini’s stance was not untimely in a positive 
sense but anachronistic if not reactionary, yet, beneath its mask of radicalism, 
such criticism betrays conformism, the thinking of rigidified caricatures clawing 
at a bird that refused to soar with its own flock. Each flock thought Pasolini was 
of its fold when he was a changeling that could not be captured. The flocks 
were doctrinaire in their thought and Pasolini found such systematicization 
of thinking anathema; he had as much contempt for dogmatic Marxists as 
he did for dogmatic atheists. To those who see in his adherence to tradition 
conservatism, that adherence, if one can refer to it as such, was protean and 
metamorphic; out of tradition, he was truly innovative whereas others were 
beset with ressentiment in their empty rebellion against form and tradition. 
In his fiercely chameleonic nature, in his continual reassessment of himself 
and his work, he differed enormously from any conservativism, which would 
not undergo such striking revolutions, or permit such rigorous self-reflexivity. 
Though communist, Marx was not his master, nor in his refusal to believe 
was atheism; instead, he wandered like a madman and a dog without master, 
committing blasphemies not only against the papacy, but against cinema, 
literature, and Marxism, too. What other ‘communist’ artist could boast not 
only of radicalizing Christ in a cinematic work, but of simultaneously being 
condemned and praised by the Vatican? In his diversity, in creating works 
out of Greek myths, a Gospel, Arabian folk tales, and the Marquis de Sade, 

“
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there is evidence of a rare intelligence. Like the main character of Rachilde’s 
The Juggler, or like the tightrope walker in Genet’s Fragments of the Artwork, 
Pasolini’s dexterity was born of danger, of surmounting boundaries and 
exceeding limits, or he was dangerous because of his very dexterity, of 
his honorable inability to remain within staid boundaries. “I have,” he said 
elsewhere, “no authority on my shoulders except that which paradoxically 
comes from not having any or not having wanted any, from having placed 
myself in the condition of having nothing to lose, and therefore of being faithful 
to no pact other than that with a reader whom I consider worthy of every most 
scandalous search.” The title of his book is fitting and characteristic. If one 
must call Pasolini anything, blasphemist may be the most appropriate nom de 
guerre.

The occasion for this interview, conducted via email, was the event Pier 
Paolo Pasolini—The Ashes Poet, a citywide celebration organized by the 
Italian Cultural Institute of New York and Fondazione Aida in collaboration 
with several other Italian organizations. Heretical Epiphanies: The Cinematic 
Pilgrimages of Pier Paolo Pasolini was the Film Society of Lincoln Center’s 
contribution to the event, which included poetry recitations, lectures, theatrical 
performances, master classes, and dialogues with artists and scholars. Is this 
not an apposite time for a celebration, or, far more pertinently, an invocation 
of Pasolini and his radical spirit? Our promise, if we have any, is in the future. 
For now, the legacy of Pasolini is a spur, prodding us to think during an 
increasingly decadent and nihilistic epoch. Pasolini was a poet in the original 
Greek sense of the word: one who makes, creates, produces, composes, 
writes, and the events were a testament to his multifarious talents; above 
all, it is poetry that marks or infuses each of Pasolini’s endeavors. A poetry 
of transfiguration that urgently sought to surmount ideology. The gospel of a 
heretic, the sacred atheism of a wandering madman with no master. Is this 
urgency not to be heeded? 

Roberto Chiesi was born in Bologna, Italy, where he lives today. He received 
his degree in Modern Letters [Literature] at the University of Bologna. He is 
the curator of the Centro Studi—Archive Pier Paolo Pasolini, Cinetecca [film 
library] Bologna, where he has worked since 2004. The Centro Studi was 
founded by Laura Betti, a close friend and—after his death—a staunch and 
persistent defender of Pasolini. She acted in many films, including several 
works by Pasolini, as well as in films by Rossellini, Bertolucci, the Taviani 
brothers, and Marco Bellocchio. One of her last screen appearances was as 
Contessa Celi Sanguineti in Tonino Cervi’s Il Quaderno della spesa. She is the 
author of Teta Veleta among other works and conceived and edited Pier Paolo 
Pasolini: A Future Life.

As a cinema critic, Chiesi has written for the magazines Cineforum, 
Segnocinema, Cinecritica, and Cinemasessanta. He is the author of numerous 
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books on cinema including Jean-Luc Godard, (Gremese, Roma, 2003), Alain 
Delon (Gremese, Roma, 2002), and Gérard Depardieu (Gremese, Roma, 
2005). He has contributed essays to Pasolini und der Tod [Pasolini and Death] 
(Pinakothek der Moderne, Munich, 2005), Pasolini O sonho de uma coisa 
(Cinemateca Portuguesa—Museu do Cinema, Lisbon, 2006), and Progetto 
Petrolio (Clueb, Bologna, 2006). In addition, he edited the monographs Hou 
Hsiao-hsien—Cinema delle memorie nel corpo del tempo (Le Mani: Recco, 
2002), Marcello Mastroianni, attore di teatro (Cineteca di Bologna-Le Mani, 
2006), and Pasolini, Callas e “Medea” (FMR—Franco Maria Ricci, Bologna, 
2007).

I would like to thank Cecilia Cinelli and Eleonora Pasqui for their navigating 
this interview and the initial translation of the following questions into Italian 
and Mr. Chiesi’s answers into English. Further extensive gratitude is due to 
Marcella Tarozzi-Goldsmith for carefully refining the translations, and to Mattia 
Riccardi for perfecting them. Finally, I would like to express my appreciation to 
Roberto Chiesi for taking the time to engage in this cross-continental interview.
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Nietzsche Circle: The modern inferno that Pasolini chronicled with such 
perspicacity in his work is still with us; although it would be excessive to 
equate our times with the fascist era, the fundamental problems that Pasolini 
critiqued remain our problems: neo-capitalism, mass consumerism, the loss 
or elimination of autochthonous cultures, etc. It is a fitting, if even crucial, time 
to honor Pasolini. What led to the development of Pier Paolo Pasolini: Poet of 
Ashes? Why this celebration now? 

Roberto Chiesi: The phenomena you mention are crucial in the last 
phase of Pasolini’s work and are, no doubt, the reasons for his continuing 
relevance. Actually, Pasolini believed that the ‘leveling’ produced by mass 
consumerism was the expression of a new form of fascism, which the old 
political terminology was unsuitable to describe. (For example, Pasolini used 
the expression ‘technocratic fascism,’ to refer to the indiscriminate cult of 
technique.) In fact, Poet of Ashes is not supposed to be a celebration but 
rather a useful opportunity to analyze in depth some aspects of Pasolini’s 
work and thought, and to rediscover his films, and reread his texts. Therefore, 
rather than a celebration, this is a retrospective, a second reading, a return to 
Pasolini’s universe, 32 years after his death.

NC: In Notes for an African Oresteia, Pasolini noted that problems are not 
crises that one solves, but rather crises that one lives, thinking of problems 
in their philosophical dimension. The maxim that informs Aeschylus’ trilogy, 
páthei máthos, ‘learning through suffering,’ is a significant theme that is 
perhaps characteristic of or central to Pasolini’s thought, especially if one 
thinks of suffering as a passion, like the passion of Christ, or, to speak of the 
primordial passion, the passion of Dionysus. In this return to, or meditation on, 
Pasolini’s work, what, according to you, can it say about existential problems? 
For instance, how to live with the problem of the new type of fascism, born 
with mass consumerism, or how to live with the problem of being an ‘atheist’ in 
a world that is becoming increasingly fundamentalist in all its dimensions?

RC: I think that in the closing words of Notes for an African Oresteia, Pasolini 
wanted to avoid a consoling optimism, in order to stress the necessity for the 
African States, newly formed, to live with these problems, that is, to face them 
without deluding themselves through thinking that they can be solved quickly. 
Obviously this logic can be applied also at the individual level. Pasolini’s 



7 Hyperion—Interview with Roberto Chiesi on Pier Paolo Pasolini

work and thought show the constant signs of a dialectic between reason and 
the ‘bowels,’ passion and pain, that can be met, according to Pasolini’s own 
words, only ‘by living’ with ‘partial truths, day after day,’ but ‘without hope,’ 
because the word ‘hope’ is meant as an ‘alibi.’ In brief, it is the ‘desperate 
vitality’ that has become by now a sort of cliché, but that, in its deep meaning, 
is full of ‘nuances’ and contradictions.

As regards life during the ‘years of the new fascism’ and the worsening of 
religious fundamentalism, I believe that Pasolini expressed his ideas in his 
latest works: with an analysis of the present times through a critique that 
does not allow any mitigating circumstances, neither for other people nor for 
oneself, and where reason constantly faces the power of the passions (and 
vice versa). Thus one must constantly disobey those who want to impose rules 
and coercive codes.

I therefore think that Pasolini believed it necessary to maintain a constant and 
inflexible critical mind (acting, then, accordingly) and that any form of ‘new 
order’ imposed from above should be rejected without submitting oneself to it. 
A refusal that does not involve any violence but relies on the arms of dialogue.

NC: While Pasolini sought to refuse or resist violence and use “the arms of 
dialogue” instead, dialogues or polemics can be agonistic and instigate or 
lead to ‘violence.’ I think there is an implicit danger in Pasolini’s dialogue given 
its intensity, a necessary and positive danger, for it can lead to the disruption 
or shattering of ossified structures that are oppressive and hegemonic. In 
dismantling religious or political structures, one is forced to confront truths 
that have seismic power. The destruction of such ancient edifices, essentially 
the edifices of language, which are the girders of our realities, is a ‘violent’ 
act, although one that can lead to transformation. It is very difficult for most 
people to endure such insights, since they often lead, as Nietzsche diagnosed, 
to nihilism. The necessary metamorphoses that must follow take a long time 
to enact, if people are capable of enacting them. Is this not the reason why 
writers and artists such as Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, Pasolini, etc. are feared 
by the state? Pasolini may have fought against physical violence, but what he 
was opening up with his thought had to be known to him.

RC: The dialogue, even polemical, that Pasolini took upon himself against 
the society of his times aimed at exposing the damaging changes triggered 
by social processes. He didn’t want to dismantle the state and destroy its 
institutions but he wanted to make them better and make them more civilized 
and more attentive to the conditions of the poor. Some tentative contacts with 
the advanced Catholic fringe have their origin here, even though Pasolini 
called himself a Marxist. Put simply and to summarize, Pasolini was one 
among the artists and among those Italian intellectuals who defended and 
supported Italian society’s development and a communist model (surely in 
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a European and Italian vision that has nothing to do with the Soviet model) 
against the continuity of the fascist regime and demo-Christian party regime. 
His interventions became more bitterly polemical when he understood that an 
indiscriminate triumph of consumerism had been appropriated by the demo-
Christian regime and that the idea of the “people,” the same idea for which he 
had fought for a long time, no longer existed because the “people” had been 
swept away (even better had been homologated) by the lower middle class, 
which had become the only way to be human. So in the last years, Pasolini 
fought for the defense of limited realities, like the survival of rural Italy, the 
popular Italy, even though he was perfectly aware that it was from the start a 
lost war. There wasn’t any violence against the society of his time in Pasolini’s 
polemic; on the contrary, he sided with reason against consumerism and neo-
capitalism’s barbarism and violence. 

NC: With the recent republication of Pasolini’s short stories, novels, and 
poetry in English, it’s clear that we are in the midst of a new and vigorous 
invocation of his work. Heretical Empiricism, his book of essays on film (first 
translated and published in English in 1988) was reprinted in 2005, while, in 
commemoration of the thirtieth anniversary of Pasolini’s death, Pasolini and 
Death, which you contributed to and worked on as an editor, was published. 
The occasion for this interview is of course the most recent invocation 
of Pasolini, for which, among other things, you edited and contributed to 
Pier Paolo Pasolini Poet of Ashes. Clearly, you have devoted yourself to 
disseminating the works of Pasolini. What can you tell us about the last two 
volumes you worked on and about your involvement with Pasolini’s work?

RC: In actuality, I’m not one of the editors of Pasolini and Death, I only wrote 
an essay included in that volume. The trusteeship is by Bernhart Schwent 
and Michael Semff of Munich Picture-gallery. My contribution is about an 
important aspect of Pasolini’s works: namely, the visionary aspect, the oneiric 
dimension, and therefore visionary as a way for rethinking his individual past 
(I am referring to some poems where Pasolini evokes his own “inner life”), and 
for showing the phenomena that happen nowadays (cfr. Petrolio). Instead, 
the volume Poet of Ashes, which has received a fundamental contribution 
from Pasolini’s cousin, Maria Grazia Chiarcossi, is an anthology of Pasolini’s 
texts and essays about every aspect of his work (poetry, narrative, theatre, 
cinema, literary essays) that offers to the American reader an idea of the 
wealth and complex themes of Pasolini’s works. It’s like a small guide that 
should stimulate the reader to penetrate Pasolini’s works, to read his books 
(the few books that unfortunately have been translated in the United States) 
and to watch his films. In general, I believe that the interest so evident all over 
the world (and recently, particularly in the U.S.A.) is a sign, another proof of 
the great vitality of Pasolini’s works and of his strong, intense “untimeliness.” 
Untimeliness because he has been the poet of a world that doesn’t exist 
anymore (that is, the ancient pre-consumer world); and the more that world 
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becomes estranged from us, the more it becomes necessary to recover it in 
Pasolini’s words and images, as a cultural memory and fundamental poetics 
for the conscience of every person.

NC: In Pier Paolo Pasolini Poet of Ashes, the book you edited with Andrea 
Mancini, Paolo Volponi declared that Pasolini’s works and life “are the light 
and the substance our culture needs for the construction of our democracy.” 
Did Pasolini’s life and work act as a force for building democracy in Italy, and 
are they still acting in that way? 

RC: Yes, Pasolini’s works were a fundamental contribution for Italian culture. I 
think, in reality, that they had the most significant effect on thousands of young 
people who today, like yesterday, are discovering him, reading him, studying 
him with interest and passion. As I could ascertain, the discovery of Pasolini 
has important effects on their formative ambit, not only cultural but also social 
and human.

NC: Has Pasolini’s work remained a provocative and so to speak somewhat 
dangerous force in Italy? Or is it now ‘respectable,’ an instilled part of the 
cultural establishment, or something that has been appropriated by the 
consumerism he vigorously sought to resist? 

RC: Pasolini himself was aware that part of his works would have been “used” 
and “commercialized” by the cultural industry. This happened several times 
during his life. But he was also aware that an essential part would remain 
untouched by such “normalizing” processes. There are aspects of Pasolini’s 
work that resist any such attempts, for example his film Salò. The attempts on 
the part of successors of his enemies (neo-fascists, and the right in general) to 
“take possession” of Pasolini soon betray the bad faith, the approximation, and 
the incompetence of those who make these attempts.

NC: In regard to socio-political issues, opinions on Pasolini have often been 
controversial; both the right and the left criticized and claimed his work and 
continue to do so to this day. Does his work truly lend itself to both sides? 
Or is the right’s appropriation of Pasolini myopic, a partisan reading that 
wants to correspond to their positions? Do you find his views on such issues 
ambiguous enough to allow this to occur, or are they self-reflexive enough to 
resist such interpretations?

RC: I definitely don’t believe that Pasolini’s views are ambiguous. I think 
they are complex and so are often contradictory. Besides, consistency 
doesn’t belong to reality and Pasolini was deeply rooted in the concrete 
reality of phenomenon. Pasolini’s thought, just because it is complex, cannot 
be classified according to simple “right” or “left” labels. His thought was 
unconventional, so it didn’t submissively obey ideologies. His positions on 
the student movement, on abortion, and on the homologation of Italians 



(those seemed to many people as “right wing” positions), in reality, they 
present nuances too complex if compared to the banalizations (more or less 
convenient) of which they have been the target. 

NC: To the dismay of many Marxists, Pasolini found, or understood, that 
mythology was of crucial importance to life; like Nietzsche and Bataille, 
Pasolini had an urgent concern for the ‘sacred,’ configuring a new mode of the 
‘sacred’ in the aftermath of the death of God. If through ‘the arms of dialogue,’ 
monotheism, for instance, is eviscerated of meaning, out of that crisis, we 
must invent “festivals of atonement” and “sacred games” as Nietzsche said, for 
atheism is only a transitory stage to be overcome. How according to you can 
Pasolini’s works respond to this crisis? 

RC: I believe that Pasolini identified in the sacred those irrational aspects that 
belong to reality. The sacred was also part of the ancient, pre-middle class 
cultures that Pasolini loved, suffering their death as contrasted to the victory of 
a secularism that coincides with consumerism. I think that, on the one hand, 
his strong interest in the sacred had to do with reasons of poetic inspiration 
and, on the other hand, it came from his total love (ideological but also sensual 
and physical) for the people—thought of as an archaic reality, whose culture is 
based also on irrational elements, such as religion, for example. 

NC: “Literature,” Deleuze wrote, “is the attempt to interpret, in an ingenious 
way, the myths we no longer understand.” At that moment of non-
comprehension, when we lost the ability to dream or to reproduce myths, 
Deleuze believed we created literature. Cinema, or, better, cinema such as 
Pasolini’s, functions similarly, but Pasolini also used, besides many ‘classic’ 
texts, actual mythological texts to interpret the contemporary world. Do you 
believe that Pasolini gave us an interpretation of myths with his cinema, that 
for many it replaces mythology as Deleuze claims literature once did, or that it 
interprets what many can no longer comprehend or are estranged from? 

RC: Yes, Pasolini’s cinema also had that meaning. It has been a vehicle for 
making the contemporary public/spectator confront past myths. The ancient 
world, evoked in a fantastic way in some movies, reflects itself upon the 
contemporary world, illuminating some phenomena (as the fall of the sacred 
or the triumph or prosaic values) which, in movies such as Oedipus the King 
or Medea, have to be deciphered. It’s revealing that precisely the movies 
which at the time appeared most arduous, like Medea (1969), have since then 
become increasingly important.

NC: Werner Herzog has spoken of what he refers to as “the inadequate 
imagery of today’s civilization”; our images, he believes, are “worn out,” 
“abused,” “useless,” and “exhausted.” In all this he feels that “something 
dangerous” is emerging. For him, the lack of adequate imagery—and 
“adequate” is surely too weak an adjective—“is a danger of the same 
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magnitude” of nuclear power, of the over-crowding of the planet, and the 
destruction of the environment. “If we do not develop adequate images,” he 
concludes, “we will die out like the dinosaurs. We need images in accordance 
with our civilization.” Do you believe that Pasolini’s fi lms offer us vital and 
energetic images, images that in their mythic quality are protean enough to 
engender new interpretations and annul the fate that Herzog professes we 
might suffer?

RC: Yes, of course. I think the drama mentioned by Herzog (expressed in 
a somewhat apocalyptic language) concerns today’s cinema, the present 
imaginary. It seems to me that this kind of thinking recurs regularly every 10 
years. I believe that today also there are authors who make or evoke pregnant 
and vital images. Now, the most pressing danger is in my opinion that images 
become fl ooded or ignored by the global cinema’s banal pictures, maybe more 
powerful than yesterday, because it is an emanation of television, which is 
immensely more powerful than it was 40 years ago.

NC: What is at hand for you in the future? Are there other Pasolini publications 
you are now working at? Or other related material? 

RC: I’m working on a book dedicated to La rabbia [The Anger], which Pasolini 
made in 1963. It’s a very particular fi lm because it is entirely based on the 
assembly of material footage (newsreels of the ’50s/’60s), commented on by 
a “lyric” and a “political” text (sometimes in a pamphlet style) that analyzes 
Italian (but also international) society at the time of the Cold War.

It’s Pasolini’s fi rst important experiment of a poetic essay in the form of 
cinema. The Film Library of Bologna has recently restored it and in the next 
few months we will assemble a series of documents, texts, interviews, and 
critical essays in order to study in depth the fi lm’s issues and its stylistic 
originality, as well as the strange distribution (the fi lm disappeared after a 
few projections). La rabbia, actually, included two fi lms: Pasolini’s fi lm and 
also a fi lm by Giovanni Guareschi, the author of Don Camillo. His movie had 
a completely different style from Pasolini’s, who reacted with violent disdain 
at the showing of Guareschi’s movie, considering it racist, heavy, gross, and 
fascist. The book, which will be published by the Film Library of Bologna, 
will include texts and interviews on this fi lm and also critical essays that will 
analyze its history and its stylistic and thematic character.

published in Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics, a web publication of 
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Si è detto che ho tre idoli: Cristo, Marx, Freud. Sono solo 
formule. In realtà, il mio solo idolo è la realtà. Se ho deciso di 
essere un regista oltre che uno scrittore è perché, piuttosto 
che esprimere questa realtà con quei simboli che sono le 
parole, ho preferito il cinema come mezzo di espressione—per 
esperimere la realtà per mezzo della realtà...
—Pasolini

Non credo in un Dio trascendente, ma poiché la realtà è 
un’apparizione divina, allora la realtà stessa è Dio.
—Pasolini

La morte—la morte di cui ti parlo—non è la morte che segue 
la tua caduta, ma quella che precede la tua apparizione sul 
filo. È prima di arrampicarti in cima che muori. Colui che sa 
danzare sarà morto—ricurvo su ogni bellezza, capace di tutte. 
Quando appari, un pallore—no, non parlo di paura, ma del suo 
contrario, un’audacia invincibile—un pallore ti ricoprirà... Ma fai 
in modo di morire prima di apparire, così che un uomo danzi 
sul filo.  
—Jean Genet 

Pensiamo alla vita spirituale come a bellezza e pace e fuga 
dalla violenza. Ma anche la verità è violenta. In realtà, è 
l’unica violenza che c’è. Il solo potere che esiste è il potere di 
questo flusso, perché esso crea il mondo dei sensi... Ciò che 
chiamiamo violenza è quanto accade quando ci attacchiamo a 
delle idee fisse e blocchiamo il violento potere della realtà. 
—Peter Kingsley
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“Io sono”—dichiara Pasolini in “Poesie Mondane”, una poesia di Bestemmia 
“una forza del Passato. Solo nella tradizione è il mio amore. Vengo dai ruderi, 
dalle chiese, dalle pale d’altare, dai borghi abbandonati sugli Appennini o le 
Prealpi, dove sono vissuti i fratelli. Giro per la Tuscolana come un pazzo, per 
l’Appia come un cane senza padrone”. In questa proclamazione, Pasolini si 
colloca contro il proprio tempo nel senso più radicale, rimanendo tuttavia, 
in questa sua postura, assolutamente a favore del proprio tempo. Storia, 
tradizione, cultura antica, religione, villaggi abbandonati e ricerca scientifica 
sono solo alcune delle passioni di Pier Paolo Pasolini, e la fedeltà verso di 
esse contribuì alla critica illuminante che egli mosse al suo tempo. Eretico 
fra gli eretici, Pasolini appicca il fuoco nei tempi sacri e in quelli profani. Da 
queste ceneri, e secondo diversi modi di espressione, ha dato vita a una 
poesia appassionata e fiera. 

Perlomeno per alcuni, l’attitudine di Pasolini non è stata inattuale in un senso 
positivo, ma piuttosto anacronistica, se non reazionaria. Questa critica, però, 
dietro la sua maschera di radicalismo, tradisce conformismo, il pensiero di 
caricature mummificate che tentano di ghermire l’animale che si rifiuta di 
camminare nel branco. Ogni “gregge” pensava che Pasolini appartenesse 
al proprio ovile, quando invece era un “changelin” che non poteva essere 
catturato. I “greggi” erano dottrinari nel loro pensiero e Pasolini trovava una 
tale sistematicità di pensiero un anatema; disprezzava i marxisti dogmatici 
così come gli ateisti dogmatici. Per coloro che videro nella sua aderenza 
alla tradizione una forma di conservatorismo, tale aderenza, se così si può 
chiamare, era proteica e metamorfica; al di fuori della tradizione, fu veramente 
innovativo laddove altri rimasero intrisi di ressentiment, nella loro vuota 
ribellione contro la forma e la tradizione. Con la sua natura estremamente 
camaleontica, nel continuo riaggiustamento di se stesso e del proprio 
lavoro, Pasolini differiva profondamente da ogni conservatorismo, che mai si 
sottoporrebbe a rivoluzioni così intense o permetterebbe un’autoriflessione 
così rigorosa. Nonostante fosse comunista, Marx non era il suo maestro, 
né il suo rifiuto di credere fu ateo; piuttosto, si aggirò come un cane sciolto, 
pronunciando “bestemmie” non solo contro il papato, ma anche contro 
il cinema, la letteratura, e anche contro il marxismo. Quale altro artista 
“comunista” potrebbe vantarsi non solo di radicalizzare Cristo in un’opera 
cinematografica, ma di essere contemporaneamente condannato ed elogiato 
dal Vaticano? Nella sua diversità, nel creare opere partendo dai miti greci, 
da un canto, dai racconti della tradizione araba e dal Marchese de Sade, c’è 
traccia di una grande intelligenza. Come per il protagonista di La Jongleuse 
di Rachilde, o come per il funambolo nei Fragments of the Artwork di Genet, 
l’abilità di Pasolini viene dal pericolo, dal vanificare e oltrepassare i limiti; 
oppure è stato pericoloso per la sua stessa abilità, per la sua incapacità di 
restare “nei limiti”. “lo non ho alle mie spalle—scrisse in un’altra occasione—
nessuna autorevolezza: se non quella che mi proviene paradossalmente 
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dal non averla o dal non averla voluta; dall’essermi messo in condizione di 
non aver niente da perdere, e quindi di non esser fedele a nessun patto che 
non sia quello con un lettore che io del resto considero degno di ogni più 
scandalosa ricerca.” Il titolo del suo libro è calzante e caratteristico. Se uno 
dovesse dare un titolo a Pasolini, bestemmiatore potrebbe forse essere il nom 
de guerre più appropriato. 

L’occasione di questa intervista, condotta per e-mail, è stato l’evento Pier 
Paolo Pasolini—The Ashes Poet, una celebrazione organizzata dall’Istituto 
Italiano di Cultura di New York e dalla Fondazione Aida in collaborazione con 
diverse altre organizzazioni italiane. Heretical Epiphanies: The Cinematic 
Pilgrimages of Pier Paolo Pasolini è stato il contributo della Film Society del 
Lincoln Center all’evento, che ha compreso recital di poesie, conferenze, 
spettacoli teatrali, seminari e incontri con artisti e studiosi. Non è forse 
questo il momento per una celebrazione, o forse, più appropriatamente, di 
una invocazione a Pasolini e al suo spirito radicale? La nostra promessa, se 
ne abbiamo una, è il futuro. Per ora, l’eredità di Pasolini è una traccia che ci 
sprona a pensare in un’epoca estremamente decadente e nichilista. Pasolini 
è stato un poeta nel senso greco della parola: uno che fa, crea, produce, 
compone, scrive, e gli eventi hanno testimoniato il suo molteplice talento; 
soprattutto, è la poesia a marchiare e a permeare ogni impresa di Pasolini. 
Una poesia della trasfigurazione che ha cercato, con urgenza, di superare 
l’ideologia. Il canto di un eretico, l’ateismo sacro di un viandante folle privo di 
maestri. Questa urgenza non deve forse essere presa sul serio? 

Roberto Chiesi è nato a Bologna, dove vive tuttora. Ha conseguito la Laurea 
in Lettere Moderne all’Università di Bologna. È curatore del Centro Studi 
- Archivio Pier Paolo Pasolini, Cineteca Bologna, presso il quale lavora dal 
2004. Il Centro Studi è stato fondato da Laura Betti, intima amica e, dopo la 
sua morte, devota e instancabile portavoce di Pasolini. Laura Betti, inoltre, 
ha recitato in numerosi lavori di Pasolini, così come in film di Rossellini, 
Bertolucci, Marco Bellocchio e dei fratelli Taviani. Una delle sue ultime 
apparizioni è stata nei panni della Contessa Celi Sanguineti ne Il Quaderno 
della spesa di Tonino Cervi. È autrice, fra altre opere, di Teta Veleta, e ha 
concepito e curato Pier Paolo Pasolini: A Future Life. 

Chiesi collabora come critico cinematografico a riviste quali Cineforum, 
Segnocinema, Cinecritica e Cinemasessanta. È autore di numerosi libri 
sul cinema, fra cui Jean-Luc Godard, (Gremese, Roma, 2003), Alain Delon 
(Gremese, Roma, 2002) e Gérard Depardieu (Gremese, Roma, 2005). 
Suoi saggi sono stati pubblicati in: Pasolini und der Tod [Pasolini e la morte] 
(Pinakothek der Moderne, Monaco di Baviera, 2005), Pasolini. O sonho de 
uma coisa [Pasolini. Il sogno di una cosa (Cinemateca Portuguesa - Museu do 
Cinema, Lisbona, 2006) e Progetto Petrolio (Clueb, Bologna, 2006). Inoltre, ha 
curato le monografie: Hou Hsiao-hsien - Cinema delle memorie nel corpo del 
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tempo (Le Mani, Recco, 2002), Marcello Mastroianni, attore di teatro (Cineteca 
di Bologna-Le Mani, 2006) e Pasolini, Callas e “Medea” (FMR - Franco Maria 
Ricci, Bologna, 2007).

Vorrei ringraziare Cecilia Cinelli e Eleonora Pasqui per aver “orientato” questa 
intervista e per una prima traduzione di queste domande in italiano e delle 
risposte di Roberto Chiesi in inglese. Un ringraziamento particolare va a 
Marcella Tarozzi-Goldsmith, per la sua accurata revisione delle traduzioni, 
e a Mattia Riccardi, che le ha perfezionate. Infine, vorrei esprimere la 
mia gratitudine a Roberto Chiesi per il tempo dedicato a questa intervista 
intercontinentale.
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Nietzsche Circle: Il moderno inferno che Pasolini ha raccontato nella sua 
opera con tanta acutezza sussiste ancora oggi: sebbene sarebbe eccessivo 
paragonare i nostri tempi all’era fascista, i problemi fondamentali che 
Pasolini criticava restano i nostri problemi: neo-capitalismo, consumismo di 
massa,la scomparsa o eliminazione di culture autoctone ecc. È un momento 
perfetto, quindi, se non cruciale per rendere omaggio a Pasolini. Che cosa ha 
portato alla creazione di Pier Paolo Pasolini Poet of Ashes? Perchè questa 
celebrazione oggi?

Roberto Chiesi: I fenomeni che lei ha citato sono cruciali nell’ultima fase 
dell’opera di Pasolini e costituiscono senz’altro i motivi della sua attualità. In 
realtà, Pasolini credeva che il livellamento prodotto dal consumismo fosse 
l’espressione di una nuova forma di fascismo che però non aveva più senso 
definire con la vecchia terminologia politica (P. usava però l’espressione 
“fascismo tecnocratico,” per alludere al culto indiscriminato della tecnica, per 
esempio).

In realtà “Poet of Ashes” non vuole essere una celebrazione ma un’occasione 
utile per approfondire alcuni motivi dell’opera e del pensiero di Pasolini e 
per ritornare a vedere i suoi film, a rileggere i suoi scritti. Quindi non una 
celebrazione ma una retrospettiva, una rilettura, un ritorno all’universo di 
Pasolini 32 anni dopo la sua morte.

NC: In Appunti per un’Orestiade Africana, Pasolini ha scritto che i problemi 
non sono crisi che uno risolve ma crisi che uno vive, pensando i problemi 
nel loro senso filosofico. La massima che informa la trilogia di Eschilo, 
páthei máthos, “imparando soffrendo,” è un tema significativo che è forse 
caratteristico o centrale nel pensiero di Pasolini, particolarmente se si 
pensa alla sofferenza come a una passione, come la Passione di Cristo, 
o, parlando della passione primordiale,, la passione di Dionisio. In questo 
ritorno o meditazione sul lavoro di Pasolini, cosa si può dire secondo lei, sui 
problemi esistenziali? Per esempio, come vivere con il problema del nuovo 
tipo di fascismo che il consumo di massa ha fatto nascere, o come vivere 
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con il problema di essere ateo in un mondo che sta diventando sempre più 
fondamentalista in tutte le sue dimensioni?

RC: Nella frase che conclude il film “Appunti per un’Orestiade Africana” 
credo che Pasolini volesse evitare un facile e consolatorio ottimismo, per 
rivendicare la necessità che si presentava agli stati africani, appena costituitisi, 
di convivere con i problemi, ossia di affrontarli ma senza illudersi di poterli 
risolvere in breve tempo. Naturalmente questo discorso può valere anche su 
un piano individuale. L’opera e il pensiero di Pasolini mostrano i segni costanti 
di una dialettica fra la ragione e le viscere, fra la passione e la sofferenza, 
che è affrontata secondo le parole dello stesso Pasolini “vivendo,” con “verità 
parziali, giorno per giorno” ma “senza speranza,” perché la parola “speranza” 
è intesa come un alibi. Per sintetizzare, è la “disperata vitalità” che è ormai 
diventata quasi una formula, una frase fatta, ma che, nei suoi termini profondi, 
è ricca di sfumature, di contraddizioni. 

Per quanto riguarda la vita “negli anni del nuovo fascismo” e della 
recrudescenza dell’integralismo religioso, credo che la risposta Pasolini l’abbia 
data con le sue ultime opere: analizzando il presente con una critica che non 
concede attenuanti né agli altri né a se stessi e dove la ragione si confronta 
continuamente con la visceralità delle passioni (e viceversa). È disobbedendo 
continuamente a chi pretende di imporre regole e codici coercitivi.

Credo quindi che, in sintesi, Pasolini pensasse che si debba mantenere un 
costante e inflessibile spirito critico (comportandosi, poi, di conseguenza) e, 
d’altra parte, bisogna rifiutarsi di sottomettersi a qualsiasi forma di “nuovo 
ordine” che venga imposta dall’alto. Un rifiuto che esclude la violenza e si 
affida alle armi della dialettica.

NC: Mentre Pasolini ha tentato di rifiutare o di resistere alla violenza e di 
usare invece”le armi del dialogo,” i dialoghi o le discussioni possono essere 
polemici e istigare o condurre alla violenza. Penso ci sia un implicito pericolo 
nell’intensità nel dialogo di Pasolini, un pericolo necessario e positivo, in 
quanto può portare al sovvertimento o alla distruzione di strutture solidificate 
oppressive ed egemoniche.

Nello smantellamento delle strutture religiose o politiche, è necessario 
affrontare verità “sismiche.” La distruzione di questi antichi edifici, in sostanza 
edifici linguistici, i quali sono le colonne portanti delle nostre realtà, è un 
azione violenta, nonostante possa portare ad una trasformazione. Per molti é 
molto difficile sopportare tali analisi interiori, poiché esse spesso conducono, 
come diagnosticato da Nietzsche, al nichilismo. Le necessarie metamorfosi 
che ne seguono hanno bisogno di molto tempo per esprimersi, sempre che le 
persone siano in grado di esprimerle.

Non è questa la ragione per la quale scrittori e artisti come Dostoevskij, 
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Nietzsche, Pasolini ecc sono temuti dallo stato? Pasolini può essersi battuto 
contro la violenza fisica, ma doveva essergli chiaro cosa stava aprendo con il 
suo pensiero. 

RC: Il dialogo, anche polemico, che Pasolini ha sostenuto con la società 
del suo tempo era sempre teso a denunciare i mutamenti nocivi innescati 
dai processi sociali. Non voleva, quindi, smantellare lo stato e distruggerne 
le istituzioni, ma migliorarle, renderle più civili e più sensibili alle condizioni 
degli umili. Da qui discendono anche alcuni elementi di contatto con le frange 
più avanzate del mondo cattolico, anche se Pasolini si professava marxista. 
Sintetizzando in termini molto banali, Pasolini è stato uno di quegli artisti, di 
quegli intellettuali italiani che si sono battuti per la maturazione della società 
italiana e per un modello di comunismo (in chiave europea e italiana, sia 
chiaro, nulla a che vedere con il modello sovietico), contro la continuità tra 
regime fascista e regime democristiano. I suoi interventi sono divenuti più 
aspramente polemici quando si è reso conto che il regime democristiano era 
stato assorbito da un trionfo indiscriminato del consumismo e che l’idea di 
popolo, in nome della quale si era battuto per anni, non esisteva più, perché 
il popolo era stato spazzato via (anzi era stato omologato) dalla piccola-
borghesia, che era divenuto l’unico modo di essere uomini. Quindi negli 
ultimi anni, Pasolini si batteva per la difesa di realtà particolari, quale poteva 
essere la sopravvivenza dell’Italia rurale, dell’Italia popolare, pur essendo 
perfettamente consapevole che si trattava di una battaglia persa in partenza. 
Non c’era nessuna violenza nella polemica di Pasolini contro la società del 
suo tempo, ma, al contrario, adottava la ragione contro la barbarie (e la 
violenza) del consumismo e del neocapitalismo.

NC: Con la recente ripubblicazione dei racconti brevi, delle novelle e delle 
poesie di Pasolini in inglese, è evidente che ci troviamo al centro di una 
nuova e vigorosa rievocazione del suo lavoro. Empirismo Eretico (tradotto 
e pubblicato in inglese per la prima volta nel 1988) è stato ripubblicato nel 
2005, mentre Pasolini e la morte al quale lei contribuì e lavorò come curatore, 
è stato pubblicato in occasione del trentennale della morte dello scrittore. 
L’occasione di questa intervista è senz’altro la più recente rievocazione di 
Pasolini, per la quale, tra le altre cose, lei ha curato e contribuito a Pier Paolo 
Pasolini Poet of Ashes. Chiaramente, lei si è dedicato alla diffusione delle 
opere di Pasolini. Che cosa ci può dire sui due ultimi volumi sui quali lei ha 
lavorato, e riguardo al suo coinvolgimento nel lavoro pasoliniano?

RC: In realtà, io non sono uno dei curatori di Pasolini and Death, ma ho solo 
scritto un saggio che è raccolto in quel volume. La curatela è di Bernhart 
Schwenk e Michael Semff della Pinacoteca di Monaco. Il mio contributo 
riguarda un aspetto che credo importante nell’opera di Pasolini: la visionarietà, 
la dimensione onirica e appunto visionaria, come forma per ripercorrere il 
proprio passato individuale (mi riferisco ad alcune poesie dove Pasolini evoca 
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la propria “vita interiore”) e per mostrare i fenomeni che si stanno verificando 
nella realtà attuale (cfr. Petrolio).

Invece il volume Poet of Ashes, che ha avuto un apporto fondamentale da 
parte della cugina di Pasolini, Maria Grazia Chiarcossi, è un’antologia di testi 
di Pasolini e di studi che riguardano ogni aspetto della sua opera (poesia, 
narrativa, teatro, cinema, saggistica) per offrire al lettore statunitense un’idea 
della ricchezza e complessità di motivi dell’opera di Pasolini. È come una 
piccola guida che dovrebbe stimolare il lettore ad addentrarsi nell’opera di 
Pasolini, a leggere i suoi libri (i pochi che purtroppo sono stati tradotti negli 
Stati Uniti) e a vedere i suoi film. In generale, credo che l’interesse dimostrato 
in tutto il mondo (e, recentemente dagli USA in particolare) sia un segno, 
un’ulteriore conferma della grande vitalità dell’opera di Pasolini e della sua 
forte, intensa “inattualità.” Inattualità nel senso che è stato il poeta di un 
mondo che non esiste più (in sintesi, il mondo antico preconsumistico); e tanto 
più quel mondo si allontana da noi, tanto più diviene necessario ritrovarlo nelle 
parole e nelle immagini di Pasolini. Come una memoria culturale e poetica 
essenziale per la coscienza di ogni individuo.

NC: In Pier Paolo Pasolini Poet of Ashes, il libro che lei ha curato con Andrea 
Mancini, Paolo Volponi ha dichiarato che le opere di Pasolini e la vita “sono 
la luce e la sostanza di cui la nostra cultura necessita per la costruzione 
della democrazia.” La vita e le opere di Pasolini hanno agito come forza nel 
costruire la democrazia in Italia, e continuano a farlo?

RC: Sì, le opere di Pasolini sono state un contributo fondamentale per la 
cultura italiana. Credo che, sul piano concreto, l’effetto più significativo lo 
abbiano avuto su quelle migliaia di giovani che oggi come ieri lo scoprono, lo 
leggono, lo studiano con interesse e passione. Come ho potuto constatare, 
la scoperta di Pasolini ha su di loro delle conseguenze importanti nell’ambito 
della loro formazione non solo culturale ma sociale e umana.

NC: L’opera di Pasolini è rimasta una forza provocatoria in qualche modo 
pericolosa, se si può dire, in Italia? Oppure è oggi una parte “rispettabile” e 
radicata della cultura ufficiale, o addirittura un aspetto che è stato fatto proprio 
dal consumismo a cui lui ha vigorosamente cercato di resistere?

RC: Lo stesso Pasolini era consapevole che una parte della sua opera 
sarebbe stata “consumata” e “mercificata” dall’industria culturale. Questo 
è avvenuto più volte durante la sua vita. Ma era anche consapevole 
che una parte essenziale sarebbe rimasta al di fuori di un processo di 
“normalizzazione.” Esistono aspetti dell’opera di Pasolini che resistono ad 
ogni processo di questo genere (basti pensare al film Salò). I tentativi degli 
eredi dei suoi nemici di un tempo (neo-fascisti e la destra in generale) di 
“impadronirsi” di Pasolini tradiscono subito la malafede, l’approssimazione e 
l’incompetenza di chi intraprende queste operazioni.
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NC: Per quanto riguarda le tematiche socio-politiche, l’opinione su Pasolini 
si è spesso vista divisa, il suo lavoro è stato criticato e rivendicato sia dalla 
sinistra che dalla destra e continua ad esserlo tuttora. La sua opera si presta 
realmente ad entrambe le posizioni? L’appropriazione di Pasolini da parte 
della destra è un’appropriazione miope, una lettura selettiva che è tesa ad 
essere adattata alle loro posizioni? Lei trova che i punti di vista pasoliniani 
siano temi talmente ambigui da permetterlo, oppure sono sufficientemente 
“auto-riflessive” da opporsi a tali interpretazioni?

RC: Io non credo affatto che i temi di Pasolini siano ambigui. Credo che siano 
complessi e quindi, spesso contraddittori. D’altra parte, la coerenza non 
appartiene alla realtà e invece Pasolini era profondamente radicato nella realtà 
concreta dei fenomeni. Il pensiero di Pasolini, proprio perché complesso, 
non è etichettabile secondo facili schemi di “destra” o di “sinistra.” Era un 
pensiero spregiudicato, quindi non obbediva alle ideologie supinamente. 
Anche le sue prese di posizione sulla contestazione studentesca, sull’aborto 
e sull’omologazione degli italiani, che sono parse a molti “di destra,” in effetti 
presentano sfaccettature troppo complesse rispetto alle banalizzazioni (più o 
meno interessate) di cui sono state oggetto.

NC: Contrariamente a molti marxisti, Pasolini trovò o comprese che la 
mitologia era di importanza cruciale per la vita; come Nietzsche e Bataille, 
Pasolini ebbe un preponderante interesse per il “sacro,” per la configurazione 
di una nuova modalità del sacro successivamente alla morte di Dio. Se 
attraverso le “armi del dialogo,” il monoteismo, per esempio, viene sventrato 
di significato, una volta usciti da quella crisi dobbiamo inventare “festival di 
espiazione” e “giochi sacri” come dice Nietzsche ,perché l’ateismo è solo una 
fase transitoria, da oltrepassare. Come, a suo parere, l’opera di Pasolini può 
rispondere a questa crisi?

RC: Credo che nel Sacro Pasolini identificasse quegli aspetti irrazionali che 
appartengono alla realtà. Il sacro si identificava anche alle culture antiche, pre-
borghesi, che Pasolini amava e di cui soffriva l’estinzione rispetto alla vittoria 
di quel tipo di laicismo che è tutt’uno con il consumismo. Penso che da una 
parte, il suo profondo interesse per il Sacro avesse a che fare con motivi di 
ispirazione poetica e, dall’altra, derivava dal suo amore totale (ideologico ma 
anche sensuale e fisico) per il popolo, inteso come una realtà arcaica che ha 
una cultura fondata anche su elementi irrazionali quali, appunto, la religione.

NC: “La letteratura—ha scritto Deleuze—è lo sforzo di interpretare, in un 
modo ingegnoso, i miti che noi non comprendiamo più.” Deleuze credeva che 
in questo momento di non-comprensione, in cui abbiamo perso la capacità di 
sognare o riprodurre i miti, abbiamo creato la letteratura. Il cinema, o meglio 
il cinema di Pasolini, funziona in modo analogo; ma Pasolini utilizzò, oltre 
ai tanti testi classici, anche testi mitologici attuali, per interpretare il mondo 
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contemporaneo. Lei pensa che Pasolini, con il suo cinema, ci ha fornito 
l’interpretazione di miti, che per molti il suo cinema sostituisce la mitologia 
come Deleuze crede abbia fatto la letteratura, o che interpreta qualcosa che a 
molti risulta ormai incomprensibile o estraneo?

RC: Sì, il cinema per Pasolini ha avuto anche quel significato. È stato anche 
un veicolo per confrontare lo spettatore contemporaneo ai miti del passato. Il 
mondo mitico rievocato in modo fantastico in alcuni film si riflette sul mondo 
contemporaneo, illuminandone alcuni fenomeni (come la caduta della 
sacralità e il trionfo dei valori prosaici), che, in film come Edipo Re e Medea, 
sono da decifrare. È significativo che, col tempo, proprio i film che all’epoca 
risultarono più ostici, più difficili, come appunto Medea (1969), siano cresciuti 
di importanza.

NC: Werner Herzog ha spiegato a che cosa si riferisce con “simbolismo 
inadeguato della civiltà di oggi”; le nostre immagini, dice, sono “esaurite,” 
“abusate,” “inutili” e “stanche.” In ciò Herzog sente l’emergere di “qualcosa di 
pericoloso.” Per lui la mancanza di un adeguato simbolismo, ed “adeguato” 
è sicuramente troppo debole come aggettivo, “è un pericolo della stessa 
magnitudo” del potere nucleare, del sovrappopolamento del pianeta e della 
distruzione ambientale. 

“Se noi non sviluppiamo immagini adeguate” conclude “scompariremo come 
i dinosauri. Abbiamo bisogno di immagini conformi alla nostra civiltà.” Lei 
crede che i film di Pasolini ci offrano immagini che siano vitali ed energiche, 
immagini che nella loro qualità mitica siano sufficientemente mutevoli 
da suscitare nuove interpretazioni e annullare il destino che Herzog dice 
potremmo subire? 

RC: Sì, certo. Credo che il dramma cui si riferisce Herzog (esprimendosi in 
termini un tantino apocalittici) riguardi il cinema di oggi, l’immaginario attuale. 
Mi sembra che questo genere di discorsi riappaia regolarmente ogni dieci 
anni. Io credo che esistano anche oggi autori che creano o evocano immagini 
pregnanti e vitali. Il pericolo più urgente, oggi, mi sembra quello che vengano 
sommerse o ignorate dalle immagini banali del cinema globalizzato, forse oggi 
più potente di ieri, anche perché è un’emanazione della televisione, che oggi è 
immensamente più potente di 40 anni fa.

NC: Che cos’ha in mente per il futuro? Ci sono altre pubblicazioni di Pasolini 
sulle quali sta lavorando al momento? O altro materiale a riguardo?

RC: Sto lavorando ad un libro dedicato al film La rabbia, che Pasolini realizzò 
nel 1963. E’ un film molto particolare perché interamente basato sul montaggio 
di materiale di repertorio (cinegiornali degli anni ’50s/’60s), commentati da un 
testo “lirico” e “politico” (a tratti con toni da pamphlet) che analizza il quadro 
della società italiana (ma anche internazionale) all’epoca della Guerra fredda. 

11 Hyperion—Interview with Roberto Chiesi on Pier Paolo Pasolini, in Italian



published in Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics, a web publication of 
The Nietzsche Circle: www.nietzschecircle.com, Volume III, issue 2, April 2008

E’ il primo, importante esperimento di un cinema in forma di saggio poetico da 
parte di Pasolini. La Cineteca di Bologna lo ha recentemente restaurato e nei 
prossimi mesi riuniremo una serie di documenti, testi, interviste e saggi critici 
per approfondire i temi e l’originalità stilistica del fi lm, nonché la [sua] strana 
diffusione (il fi lm fu fatto sparire dopo poche proiezioni). La rabbia, in realtà, 
comprendeva due fi lm: oltre a quello di Pasolini, anche un fi lm dello scrittore 
Giovannino Guareschi, l’autore di Don Camillo. Il suo fi lm era di uno stile 
completamente opposto a quello di Pasolini, che reagì con violento sdegno 
alla visione del fi lm di Guareschi, ritenendolo razzista, greve, grossolano e 
fascista. Il libro, che sarà edito dalla Cineteca di Bologna, raccoglierà testi e 
interviste di Pasolini sul fi lm, oltre a saggi critici che ne analizzeranno la storia, 
i caratteri stilistici e tematici.
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The subtitle to Lance Olsen’s book Anxious Pleasures reads “a novel 
after Kafka.” If this usage of “after” seems a little strange, it is because 

it follows the German more than the English convention. The German nach 
Kafka can mean “in the tradition of, following Kafka,” or even “adapted from 
Kafka.” Of course the English can imply this range of meanings, as well as the 
active connotation—Olsen is after Kafka, i.e., chasing after Kafka. Thus even 
before it begins, Olsen’s novel poses a question fundamental to the idea of 
literary tradition: does what comes “after” follow from what comes “before”? 
The novel clearly answers affirmatively to this question: one of the anxious 
pleasures is surely the “anxiety of influence.” If Olsen’s novel “wrestles” with 
tradition, it does so by calling it names—Kafka but also Coetzee, as well as 
a host of writers in his “Acknowledgements”—a strategy remarkable not only 
for its audacity and honesty, but also for its cunning. By acknowledging its 
debts, the novel both makes itself vulnerable to charges ranging from banality 
to plagiarism (in the moral, not legal sense of course), but at the same time 
immunizes itself from such charges. 

Whether (s)he is familiar with Kafka’s text or not, the reader of Anxious 
Pleasures is faced from the start with the problem of this relationship that 
Olsen describes with a mere “after.” Is the novel a retelling, a rewriting, 
an adaptation, a translation, or a commentary? Is it a complement or a 
supplement, an addition or extension, a correction or revision? Should one 
(re)read Kafka in order to understand Olsen, or in light of Olsen? The concept 
of “myth” may be helpful in sorting through these questions. A myth is a 
story that an entire culture has elevated, consciously or not, to paradigmatic 
status. Myths elicit and survive multiple retellings, to the point where one can 
no longer distinguish between the original and derivate versions—Kafka’s 
aphorism on Prometheus is a virtuosic demonstration of this. It is arguable 
that Kafka’s Metamorphosis has become a myth, although the view that Kafka 
himself was writing on, rewriting a myth seems to me more convincing. More 
plausible still is the notion that Kafka the author has become a myth. Olsen’s 
novel thus is a retelling of (at least) two myths: the myth of The Metamorphosis 
and the myth of Kafka.

As far as the first of these myths is concerned, it is an understatement to 
point out that it is difficult to compete with Kafka. Olsen’s fidelity to Kafka’s 
text provides moments of pleasurable recognition for Kafka connoisseurs, but 
it also weakens Olsen’s vision of what a modern metamorphosis could be. 
At least for the reader familiar with Kafka, the novel disappoints most in the 
later chapters, as it becomes clear that Olsen is not willing to abandon the 
main narrative structure of Kafka’s text. Since at least the 18th century, fiction 
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has lived off the idea that anything can happen, that “you’ll never guess the 
ending, but in retrospect it will make perfect sense” (142). At least as far as 
the main plot of the Samsa family is concerned, you can guess the ending of 
Anxious Pleasures, and that does not make much sense. 

In so far as Anxious Pleasures is about the myth of Kafka, however, it offers 
more surprises. The references to Kafka’s work (beyond The Metamorphosis) 
and life are multiple and ambiguous. The most obvious cipher for Kafka the 
author has to be “the neighbor,” who is described as “the author” and a “petty 
clerk for the workmen’s insurance company” (79).1 At the same time, Olsen 
gives his Gregor certain qualities of the historical Kafka, notably his picky 
vegetarian eating habits. The most twisted reference to Kafka must be Olsen’s 
recurrent referral to “jackdaws.” Kafka means “jackdaw” in Czech, a pun that 
Kafka himself exploited in the fragment, “A Page from an Old Document.” 
Faced with wartime starvation, Olsen’s characters eat not only dogs and cats, 
an unpleasant but acceptable recourse, but also those jackdaws or kafkas. 
It has become a commonplace to suggest that literary sons need to kill their 
fathers, but do they need to eat them? (The missing link in the lineage of 
vegetarian ironists or ironic vegetarians from Kafka to Olsen is of course the 
aforementioned Coetzee). Needless to say, the historical Kafka haunts Olsen’s 
novel from the very beginning, and yet we are also given to wonder whether 
the “real” Kafka is part of the novel at all.

Fiction is layered upon fiction in Olsen’s novel. Whereas it appears that the 
reader might be on sure ground in taking the contemporary London that Olsen 
creates à la Michael Cunningham as “the real world” and the Gregor plot 
as a fiction, this turns out to be a deceptive impression. In Olsen’s London 
fiction, the protagonist of Kafka’s Metamorphosis is named Uwe, not Gregor. 
At the same time, Olsen also tempers the fantastic side of Kafka’s story by 
eliminating the bodily transformation: as opposed to Kafka’s Gregor who 
remains mentally sound, so to speak, within an insect body, Olsen’s Gregor 
remains physically human while suffering some sort of psychotic breakdown. 
In other words, just as the so-called fiction of the Samsa family becomes 
more plausible, the so-called reality of a world of readers becomes less so. 
Moreover, the layers of fiction are intertwined: the London reader Margaret is 
surely a code for Gregor’s sister Magarete/Grete, as is Margi; the name of a 
young woman with whom the Samsa father enjoys a business-trip escapade.

If the London world does not serve to ground the fantastic story of Gregor 
Samsa into a more banal, reader-”accessible” quotidian, it does offer Olsen 
the possibility to reflect on reading, and in particular, the reading of his own 
work—Margaret reads Kafka, but the book group she joins plans to read 
“a novel called Anxious Pleasures by an author Margaret hasn’t heard of” 
(174). A promising reading of Olsen’s novel might begin by considering what 
Margaret would think of it. One thing she would surely appreciate is the 
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kind of sleight-of-hand Olsen displays in calling the Kafka’s bug-man Uwe, 
for this is a trick borrowed directly from Kafka, who describes “the Statue 
of Liberty holding a sword instead of a torch, and how the gleaming bridge 
in the background connected Manhattan to Boston instead of New Jersey.” 
Such “errors” in realistic description have an estranging effect: “She loved 
how strange that made her feel, as if she could sense the pressure of another 
world pushing against the membrane of this one so hard she could distinguish 
its outlines pushing through” (34). Taking a cue from Roland Barthes, one 
might call this an anti-reality effect.2 Whereas the referential reality effect 
of literature constructs a coherent world—a world-view—that readers can 
share, the poetics of estrangement that Olsen borrows from Kafka points 
to the constructed nature of all worlds, and hence to the possibility of their 
multiplicity.

The reader Margaret offers other criteria for a good book, however, some 
of which lead to a less favorable evaluation of Olsen’s novel. For example, 
Margaret “loves how Kafka doesn’t use a showy style or look-at-me gimmicks” 
(85). Olsen’s prose is sleek and elegant, and with the exception of his forays 
into dialect imitation, particularly in the chapters narrated by the cook and 
charwoman, could hardly be called “showy.” As for “look-at-me gimmicks,” 
Anxious Pleasures is teeming with them. Despite its admittedly crucial function 
in re-envisioning Gregor’s “metamorphosis,” the multiple narrative voices 
constitute, to this reader’s mind at least, one such “gimmick.” Another is the 
aforementioned embedding and layering of fictions. Gimmick, of course, has a 
pejorative ring to it. If Olsen did not use the word himself, I might have opted 
for “trick.” My point is that, at least as far as poetic technique is concerned, 
Olsen does not dispose of the same straightforward power as Kafka. In this 
regard, Olsen’s narrative, like so many other so-called “postmodern” texts, 
has more in common with German Romantics such as Ludwig Tieck or E.T.A. 
Hoffmann than with a writer sui generis such as Kafka. While Kafka’s texts are 
anything but simple, his style does elicit, or even demand,3 literal readings. 
According to anecdote, Kafka once said that metaphor is one of the things that 
made him despair of writing. Clearly, Kafka does not eschew metaphor, which 
would be impossible, but he does seem to undermine his metaphors, mainly 
by bringing them down to earth, so to speak. This can mean that a metaphor 
(Gregor is a vermin) becomes a metamorphosis. It can also mean that a 
psychic wound becomes a physical wound, as in “A Country Doctor,” or that 
the cliché of the starving artist becomes a “Hunger Artist.”

One trick that Olsen purports to borrow from Kafka deserves closer attention. 
Without disclosing the plot’s finale, I think I can safely reveal that Olsen’s 
narrative is cyclical. At least, the last sentence of the novel, rather than 
stopping with a period, continues on into the white space of the final page: 
“It’s ... a quarter to seven. It’s already a” (179). The reader is thus immediately 
pulled back, or forward, to the novel’s first sentence fragment: “-quarter to 
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seven, Gregor, says Mutti from the hallway” (1). Beginning with the classic 
opening in media res, Olsen’s novel thus closes the circle it inaugurates. In 
other words, if an all too hapless reader stumbles in, he may never find his 
way out. This technique of circular narrative echoes Camus’ reading of Kafka, 
which Olsen paraphrases as follows: “the whole art of Kafka consists in 
forcing the reader to reread. His endings, or his absence of endings, suggest 
explications which, however, are not revealed in clear language but require 
that the story be reread from another point of view. Sometimes there is a 
double possibility of interpretation, whence appears the necessity for two 
readings” (123). Note that Camus speaks of a double interpretation—the same 
that arises from every, even the most banal metaphor—as the reason for the 
necessity to reread. His statement hardly applies to Kafka alone. Still, it is an 
important insight in so far as Kafka’s texts do tend to begin with an enigma 
and rarely if ever end with a solution. Moreover, the power of his texts often 
lies in the first words rather than the last. (One notable exception is of course 
The Judgment.) Nevertheless, Kafka’s stories never finish with the kind of 
literal return to the start that one finds in Anxious Pleasures.

I believe there is an important reason for the fact that Kafka does not “force 
the reader to reread” in any literal way. One of novels that Kafka likely read 
in his youth bears a title worth citing in this context: it is Theodor Fontane’s 
Irretrievable (Unwiederbringlich in the original German). It is not difficult to 
argue that many of Kafka’s texts, and The Metamorphosis above all, invoke 
a tragic world of irretrievable loss. Once transformed, Gregor Samsa will 
never return to his human body. Such devastating linearity is not necessarily 
incompatible with notions of circularity or rereading. When Nietzsche 
describes the idea of the eternal return of the same in The Gay Science, he 
takes pain to insist that the idea is not born of dreary monotony, but arrives 
in a moment of demonic, ecstatic epiphany. Even the great and unbearable 
idea of eternal return can only come to us at a particular moment. The loss of 
that moment brings us the other great and unbearable idea: time devours all 
things. Rereading may bring an enriched understanding of a text, but it cannot 
bring back the intense pleasure of a first reading.

While Olsen’s novel does not spare Gregor from his fate, it does imply that 
this fate is as light as fiction. Was it not only a dream, after all? Or a fairy tale 
in the tone of the incantation “heart of my heart” that reappears throughout the 
novel, sung by various voices? The intrusion of dream elements into waking 
life can produce powerful effects—an insight that the Surrealists never ceased 
to exploit. What we often forget, however, is that our most powerful and indeed 
most disturbing dreams are those invaded by the sober facts of our reality. 
Dreams of loss and death do not reveal any profound secret of the soul; they 
remind us of the painful life we live every day. Are Kafka’s stories really so 
haunting because he lets a grotesque fantasy break into the quiet quotidian, or 
rather because he does not allow his fantasies to remain free of the pressure 
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of reality? Because of its cyclical structure, Anxious Pleasures resembles a 
siren’s song, though its prose rarely has the same beauty. Still, it tempts the 
reader to plunge into that hazy netherworld where stories never end and never 
end being retold, the world where readers disappear if they are not called back 
to reality by a library bell or alarm clock.

This neo-romantic structure would be fine by me, as long as it does not 
reach beyond its bounds. I would argue that history sets these bounds. By 
“history,” I do not mean historical facts, but instead something like a historical 
consciousness. The modern consciousness of history has two aspects: the 
first is an irretrievable past; the second an uncertain future dependent upon 
the present. History is an idea full of both tragedy and hope. As Kafka once 
said to Max Brod, “there is hope, just not for us.” This modern consciousness 
of history has liberated humanity from fatalism, and released it into a world 
of uncertainty, risk, and decision. In the place of prophecy, the modern world 
has probability. As an expert in insurance technology, Kafka knew this better 
than most. It is thus unfortunate that Olsen seems to subscribe to the view of 
Kafka as a prophet: “All of Kafka is about history that had not yet happened. 
His sister Ottla would die in the camps, along with all of his kin. Ungeziefer, 
the word for insect that Kafka used for Uwe, is the same word the Nazis used 
for the Jews, and insect extermination was one of their obscene euphemisms, 
as George Steiner as pointed out” (125). A modern writer cannot write about 
the future as history, he can only make predictions of more or less probable 
outcomes. It is a testament to Kafka’s profound skill for observation and 
analysis that his literary calculations were so often correct. Nevertheless, 
anti-Semites used the word Ungeziefer in Kafka’s time, and pogroms were 
frequent enough to explain the tragic nature of Kafka’s narrative. 

It can be difficult to accept Kafka’s blindness to our world, the realization of 
his uncertain future. We would like to have him as our contemporary, as our 
brother. Olsen seems keenly aware of this loss. The question, however, is how 
we revisit, return or reinvent him. Supplementing Kafka’s knowledge with our 
own, the benefit of hindsight, is surely the wrong path. The unique value of 
the texts from our past lies not in the future that they have correctly predicted, 
for that is something we already know. But what of the worlds they envision 
that never came to pass? The past is full of potential futures. Of course, past 
futures cannot be our future, but they can shed a different light on our present. 
The motto of modern historical thinking is: it could have been otherwise. This 
is a necessary condition for the thought that the future depends on us.

This fact may throw an unexpected light on the epigraph to Anxious Pleasures, 
a quotation from Milan Kundera: “Remembering is a form of forgetting.” 
The novel unfolds under the aegis of the imperative that all history is what 
historians like to call revisionist. The coherence of any memory, any vision 
of the past, depends on the erasure of all that does not confirm the current 
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interpretation. This is as true for history as it is for personal recollection: 
forgetting is ineluctable. From another perspective, however, one might begin 
to see how remembering the past is also a form of forgetting the present. 
At least this is the wager of a historical reading. One no longer reads Kafka 
insofar as he exists for us, reinventing him as necessary. One reads Kafka in 
order to see our world through his eyes, as if he could reinvent our present. In 
order to achieve this, one must confront historical reality as best one can. In 
part, this means revising tired narratives, or as Olsen writes, “short-circuiting 
the comfortable narratives produced by dominant cultures committed to 
seeing such stories told and retold until they begin to pass for something 
like truths about aesthetics and the human condition” (125). In part, it means 
revisiting those narratives that never have become comfortable, and facing 
their strangeness as directly as possible. If you feel reassured by Kafka, then 
maybe Lance Olsen can provide you with a new jolt of curiosity. If, like this 
reader, you find The Metamorphosis enigmatic and troubling enough as it is, 
then you might not need Anxious Pleasures.
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Archaïscher Torso Apollos

Wir kannten nicht sein unerhörtes Haupt,
darin die Augenäpfel reiften. Aber
sein Torso glüht noch wie ein Kandelaber,
in dem sein Schauen, nur zurückgeschraubt,

sich hält und glänzt. Sonst könnte nicht der Bug
der Brust dich blenden, und im leisen Drehen
der Lenden könnte nicht ein Lächeln gehen
zu jener Mitte, die die Zeugung trug.

Sonst stünde dieser Stein entstellt und kurz
unter der Schultern durchsichtigem Sturz
und flimmerte nicht so wie Raubtierfelle

und bräche nicht aus allen seinen Rändern
aus wie ein Stern: denn da ist keine Stelle,
die dich nicht sieht. Du mußt dein Leben ändern.
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Archaic Torso: Apollo

We couldn’t ken his cold uncanny head,
it balled the eyes in appleripe. And then
his torso glows as though a candlestem
in that, that look, wound inward riveted,

abides and lights. But that, no surging breast
a prow could plow and gore your sight, no grin
a loin’s light lift in urge could carve and skim
that core, which once in procreation dressed.

For else this stone would stand de-scened and small
beneath the shoulders’ lucid, trans-seen fall,
nor flicker like the snarling, feral fells;

nor nova out its bounds, blaze brink excels
as if a riot star: there is no site
which does not see you. You must change your life.
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Die Bettler

Du wusstest nicht, was den Haufen
ausmacht. Ein Fremder fand
Bettler darin. Sie verkaufen
das Hohle aus ihrer Hand.

Sie zeigen dem Hergereisten
ihren Mund voll Mist,
und er darf (er kann es sich leisten)
sehn, wie ihr Aussatz frisst.

Es zergeht in ihren zerrührten
Augen sein fremdes Gesicht;
und sie freuen sich des Verführten
und speien, wenn er spricht.
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The Tramps

You did not know what things compose
amass. A foreigner found
tramps. These magnate to dispose
of hollow of their hand.

They convey to traveler
their mouth plugged up with mire,
and let him (what he can afford)
see leprosy devour.

There melt in melancholy eyes
his strange, distending face;
they gabble over the entice, 
they spit, when he would say.
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Der Panther
im Jardin des Plantes, Paris

Sein Blick ist vom Vorübergehn der Stäbe
So müd geworden, daß er nichts mehr hält.
Ihm ist, als ob es tausend Stäbe gäbe
und hinter tausend Stäben keine Welt.

Der weiche Gang geschmeidig starker Schritte,
Der sich im allerkleinsten Kreise dreht,
Ist wie ein Tanz von Kraft um eine Mitte,
In der betäubt ein großer Wille steht.

Nur manchmal schiebt der Vorhang der Pupille
Sich lautlos auf—. Dann geht ein Bild hinein,
geht durch der Glieder angespannte Stille—
Und hört im Herzen auf zu sein.
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The Panther
in the Jardin des Plantes, Paris

Bars’ pulse pass treadpare down his glance to worn,
so weary-whittled eye net nothing snares.
For him it’s as it is a thousand bars
and then behind a thousand bars no world.

Soft padding stream to lithe strong strides instill
the pivot pace to tightest cycle bound,
is as a dance of vibrancy around
a core, in which stunned stands a mammoth will.

Some times obtain the drapes of pupil part
in silence—. Then an image scorches in,
it laces the strained, stilling peace of limbs—
and then extinguishes within his heart.
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Schwarze Katze

Ein Gespenst ist noch wie eine Stelle,
dran dein Blick mit einem Klange stößt;
aber da an diesem schwarzen Felle
wird dein stärkstes Schauen aufgelöst:

wie ein Tobender, wenn er in vollster
Raserei in Schwarze stampft,
jählings am benehmenden Gepolster
einer Zelle aufhört und verdampft.

Alle Blicke, die sie jemals trafen,
scheint sie also an sich zu verhehlen,
um darüber drohend und verdrossen
zuzuschauern und damit zu schlafen.
Doch auf einmal kehrt sie, wie geweckt,
ihr Gesicht und mitten in das deine:
und da triffst du deinen Blick im geelen
Amber ihrer runden Augensteine
unerwartet wieder: eingeschlossen
wie ein ausgestorbenes Insekt.
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Black Cat

An apparition still appears as place
as such as sight can bang on ringing scales;
but there on this black fur your strongest gaze
will softly still, will softly dissipate:

just as a frantic, full in frenzy, mad,
arave into the blackness stamps and cries,
he headlong hits against repealing pads,
his cell, he ceases and is vaporized.

All glances given her she seems to keep,
she seems within her hide thus to conceal;
above, in menace, in her sullen mean,
she galleries and curls them into sleep.
So sudden wheels she, as awaked, inflects
her face and in the thick of you she lies:
and there your glance you greet in amber seal,
in rounding yellow of her sphering eyes,
her stones, a look anew and unforeseen:
amber-embalmed like an extinct insect.
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Der Gefangene

I

Meine Hand hat nur noch eine
Gebärde, mit der sie verscheucht;
auf die alten Steine
fällt es aus Felsen feucht.

Ich höre nur dieses Klopfen
und mein Herz hält Schritt
mit dem Gehen der Tropfen
und vergeht damit.

Tropften sie doch schneller,
käme doch wieder ein Tier.
Irgendwo war es heller—.
Aber was wissen wir.
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The Prisoner

I

My hand’s one gesture penned
with which it pressures back;
upon the aging stones
there stoops from dripping crag.

This beating but I hear,
my also heart keeps pace
along the trickles’ seep
and vanishes away.

Would yet they swifter spill,
would reconvene the beast.
Somewhere the brighter’s still—.
What’s known by such as we.
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Der Gefangene

II

Denk dir, das was jetzt Himmel ist und Wind,
Luft deinem Mund und deinem Auge Helle,
das würde Stein bis um die kleine Stelle
an der dein Herz und deine Hände sind.

Und was jetzt in dir morgen heißt und dann
und: späterhin und nächstes Jahr und weiter—
das würde wund in dir und voller Eiter
und schwäre nur und bräche nicht mehr an.

Und das was war, das wäre irre und
raste in dir herum, den lieben Mund
der niemals lachte, schäumend von Gelächter.

Und das was Gott war, wäre nur dein Wächter
und stopfte boshaft in das letzte Loch
ein schmutziges Auge. Und du lebtest doch.
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The Prisoner

II

Conceive, now what is wind, where which is sky,
your breath to mouth, into your eye the bright,
would all concrete to stone, round that small site
within that all, within, your heart, hands lie.

What now’s in you tomorrow, or then: then,
or: subsequent, next year, or further hence—
would all transit to wound and purulence
and strictly rot, nor not begin again.

And what was once would enter wild, about
in you in whirlwind-rage, your gentle mouth
which never would in laugh, in laughter foamed.

And what was God came guard, your keeper, crammed,
malevolence, into the final rift
a rankled, soiled eye. And you lived, still.
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Die Gruppe

Als pflückte einer rasch zu einem Strauß:
ordnet der Zufall hastig die Gesichter,
lockert sie auf und drückt sie wieder dichter,
ergreift zwei ferne, lässt ein nahes aus,

tauscht das mit dem, blast irgendeines frisch,
wirft einen Hund, wie Kraut, aus dem Gemisch
und zieht, was niedrig schaut, wie durch verworrne
Stiele und Blätter, an dem Kopf nach vorne

und bindet es ganz klein am Rande ein;
und streckt sich wieder, ändert und verstellt
und hat nur eben Zeit, zum Augenschein

zurückzuspringen mitten auf die Matte,
auf der im nächsten Augenblick der glatte
Gewichteschwinger seine Schwere schwellt.
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The Group

As if a rush one clustered a bouquet:
in randomness in haste intent sets faces,
skews out, spatters, crimps them, close in, seizes
two remote, annuls a near, inlays

a this for that, wafts someone new into,
a dog deles, like weeds, out of the strew,
and draws what low looks like a tangled stunt
of leaves and stalks by his head to the front,

and binds it all, quite small, along an edge;
and then refracts again, revisions, tests,
and just has time, to armlength evidence,

to leap back to the middle of the lawn,
on which within an eyeblink varnished brawn,
the glazed weightlifter arcs his swelling chest.



Ein Frauen-Schicksal

So wie der König auf der Jagd ein Glas
ergreift, daraus zu trinken, irgendeines,—
und wie hernach der welcher es besaß
es fortstellt und verwahrt als wär es keines:

so hob vielleicht das Schicksal, durstig auch,
bisweilen Eine an den Mund und trank,
die dann ein kleines Leben, viel zu bang
sie zu zerbrechen, abseits vom Gebrauch

hinstellte in die ängstliche Vitrine,
in welcher seine Kostbarkeiten sind
(oder die Dinge, die für kostbar gelten).

Da stand sie fremd wie eine Fortgeliehne
und wurde einfach alt und wurde blind
und war nicht kostbar und war niemals selten.
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A Woman’s Fate

As when a king ahunt descends to drink,
uplifts some glass, some small glass, anything,—
and afterwards the owner vaults the thing
away and safe, as if it were nothing:

so sometimes maybe fate, gone thirsty too,
graded one up to his mouth and drank,
whom then some mite, grown much too mindful, shrank
from fear of shatter, lengthened her from use,

contracted in the nervous cabinet,
the hold where all his treasures are consigned
(or all the things which weigh as precious there).

Strange, as an article on loan, she sat,
and slowly, simply she grew old and blind,
was never precious and was never rare.
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Leda

Als ihn der Gott in seiner Not betrat,
erschrak er fast, den Schwan so schön zufinden;
er ließ sich ganz verwirrt in ihm verschwinden.
Schon aber trug ihn sein Betrug zur Tat,

bevor er noch des unerprobten Seins
Gefühle prüfte. Und die Aufgetane
erkannte schon den Kommenden im Schwane
und wusste schon: er bat um Eins,

das sie, verwirrt in ihrem Widerstand,
nicht mehr verbergen konnte. Er kam nieder
und halsend durch die immer schwächere Hand

ließ sich der Gott in die Geliebte los.
Dann erst empfand er glücklich sein Gefieder
und wurde wirklich Schwan in ihrem Schoß.
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Leda

When first the god made into him in need,
he horrored near, such splendor swan to be;
confusion, he, he let him in him seethe.
Yet his deceit soon swam him to the deed,

before he had untested entity’s
sensations sound. But then, already then
the opened knew approacher new to swan
and knew by then: he begged of her one thing, 

a thing, confusion, she, in her withstand,
now no more could conceal. He downed to this
and necklong through her ever weaker hand,

unleashed himself into his love a god.
At then he first felt feathers as his bliss,
became upon her lap in fact a swan.
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Buddha in der Glorie

Mitte aller Mitten, Kern der Kerne,
Mandel, die sich einschließt und versüßt,—
dieses Alles bis an alle Sterne
ist dein Fruchtfleisch: Sei gegrüßt.

Sieh, du fühlst, wie nichts mehr an dir hängt;
im Unendlichen ist deine Schale,
und dort steht der starke Saft und drängt.
Und von außen hilft ihm ein Gestrahle,

denn ganz oben werden deine Sonnen
voll und glühend umgedreht.
Doch in dir ist schon begonnen,
was die Sonnen übersteht.
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Buddha In Glory

Kernel of Kernels, Core of Cores,
almond, self-ensealed in sweet,—
all that is up to the stars
your plumped fruitmeat, your all I greet.

You glean now nothing more adheres;
infinity your hull confides,
and there your pungence pools and spurs.
And radiance without provides,

for overhurled your suns are spun,
flamed fat and gleaming vehemence.
Yet within you has begun
that which supercedes the suns.
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Letter 
to the Editors 

------------------------------------------------------------
To the editors:

My congratulations to you on your publication 
of Philip Blackburn’s review “Harry Partch and 
the Philosopher’s Tone.” Through his curating of 
the Partch legacy, Blackburn has raised Partch 
from the dead that he might for once speak for 
himself—no small achievement, to say the least, 
and above all when done by one who is a singular 
creative artist in his own right. It speaks well of you 
that you published his review, and your publication 
in general is palpable evidence that there are 
at least a few other voices in the wilderness of 
contemporary culture.

As for myself, a voice in the wilderness for longer 
than I care to remember, I might be called a 
posthumously born composer, impervious to the 
spirit of this or any other age with all its (and their) 
attendant inanities. My encounter with Partch—I 
met and corresponded with him throughout much 
of the 1960’s and our last meeting was on the 
occasion of Delusion of the Fury in Los Angeles—
would remain a light in the darkness of a rather 
convoluted and difficult odyssey through various 
intellectual and artistic incarnations, until finally I 
realized what it was that he had been telling me all 
along—that I might just as well be myself, however 
disquieting that may be at times, there being no 
one else to assume the responsibility. And, like 
him—or for that matter any serious creative artist 

or thinker—like it or not, I would simply have to find 
my own way, a message familiar to anyone having 
experienced a true reading of Nietzsche. (“Follow 
not me, but yourself! But yourself!”) Although I 
employ an expansion of Partch’s tuning system 
and two instruments modeled on his (a Harmonic 
Canon of 66 strings and an Adapted Cello), my 
music and its engendering aesthetic, more deeply 
rooted in the traditions of Western art music than I 
would have cared to admit until very recently, are 
entirely different from his. This is all as it should 
be—anything less would be tantamount to treason 
and subject to the direst of consequences. Just as 
there was in truth only one Nietzschean, who died 
mad in the streets of Turin, there could be only one 
Harry Partch. And for such singularities as they 
we must be forever grateful, since at least for we 
happy few they are the great liberators on the way 
to lonely tasks all our own.

As to the creative process itself, I can only refer 
the reader to Nietzsche’s comment “one does not 
ask who gives-one receives,” or for that matter 
to Gustav Mahler’s “we do not compose, we are 
composed.” To respect a composer’s intention 
is not a question of assuaging his or her vanity, 
even less of turning them into a corpse by being 
relegated to the wasteland of “greatness”—it is 
simply a matter of honor , and strangely enough, 
self-respect. An interpretative artist of worth, and 
such do exist and have always existed, finds his 
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or her freedom precisely within the bounds of 
the composer’s vision—after all, this is what the 
composer did—and thus becomes the composer’s 
accomplice. Sadly, the bestowing of the mantle 
of “greatness” seems predicated on nothing other 
than the possibility of mutilating an artist’s work, 
a possibility directly proportional to the degree of 
“greatness” accorded the given artist. A poignant 
example of a disease rampant over the last few 
decades, known as the “director’s opera,” is 
cited by Charles Rosen in a recent issue of The 
New York Review of Books concerning a staging 
of Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera, in which the 
action took place in a men’s public restroom with 
a gratuitous homosexual rape going on in the 
background. You might search Verdi’s scores 
and libretti for the slightest hint of such goings 
on and never find them—but, never mind, the 
director knows better by virtue of some mystical 
sense denied ordinary mortals. One might just 
as well appropriate Schoenberg’s Moses und 
Aron as the vehicle for a Christian fundamentalist 
extravaganza—perish the thought! In effect the 
composer’s work becomes background music for 
the director’s agenda, constituting nothing less 
than an act of assassination perpetrated on the 
composer’s work, not unlike the appropriation 
by choreographers and dancers of any music 
they happen to take a fancy to as background 
for displaying athletic and/or histrionic virtuosity, 
frequently without even the common courtesy of 
crediting the composer. Although the interpretive 
boundaries of Partch’s work and those of Western 
art music are very different, the principle remains 
the same—if you wish to write an opera that takes 
place in a men’s public restroom with a gratuitous 
homosexual rape going on in the background, by 
all means do so, but please do not drag Verdi into 
it. Partch’s work is of the same order of significance 
as that of the much revered body of Western art 
music, revered frequently for all the wrong reasons, 

and deserves the same respect and consideration 
often denied said revered masters by interpretive 
“free spirits” on an eternal joy-ride of self-discovery. 
Having argued for years—perhaps millennia—that 
Partch’s work must be approached and understood 
on its own terms (the lived concrete of the Buberian 
“Ich und Du,” as it were), I have more often 
than not found myself greeted with breathless 
incomprehension turning quickly to hurt feelings 
and outright hostility for pointing out that Partch’s 
music is rooted entirely in his dramatic vision and 
totally meaningless outside of that vision. And I 
am not alone in this experience. Although I did 
not see the recent production of “Delusion of the 
Fury,” I have absolute confidence in Blackburn’s 
knowledge, experience, and judgement to concur 
with every word of his review, down to the last 
punctuation mark. In an age dominated by 
philosopher kings and queens on the order of the 
Baal Shem Madonna, both his review and your 
publication are among the best refutations of the 
spirit of the age and its attendant inanities—and 
that is all to the good. 

Phillip Arnautoff

March 16, 2008




