


PUTTI’S PUDDING 

The work reproduced here is from three notebooks of drawings, 
the visual diary of my husband Vittorio’s four months of bed-
ridden confinement in the hospital. He has captured his plight 
on paper. 

As I write this, his life more or less hangs in the balance, both 
of his lungs are collapsed, a complication of bouts with the 
pneumonia specific to AIDS. He’s attached by tubes to two 
machines called pneumothorax suction pumps. A tube the 
circumference of an American nickel coin is affixed into a 
chest incision that goes into the pleural lining of his lung. 

Bubbling with water like tropical fish aquariums, these strange 
looking clear plastic machines drain the excessive fluid from 
his lungs while also inflating them, thus keeping him breathing. 

Out of sheer boredom with the time passing, Vittorio asked for 
pens and pads to draw. With his indomitable spirit and vitality 
he set about rendering his reality through his talent. With a 
sensitivity and wisdom few possess, and with his amazing 
sense of humor never failing him, he put himself through his 
art.

Even the doctors were incredulous at this man’s strength 
of will. They told me that most other patients in similar 
circumstances would have given up after two months. 

Through these drawings he has conveyed all of this and made 
it manifest. Seen chronologically this is a journey of extreme 
pain made bearable by his sublime imagination. It’s the story 
of a trip along the paths of Vittorio’s fantasies and for a man 
who hasn’t felt the warmth of sunlight or the sweet breezes 
of fresh air for four months, there’s a lot to create in the 
inward eye. From limitations come finally an emancipation, 
a disengagement with restraints. From the realization of 
the depths of his plight, comes a reach toward a pinnacle of 
inspiration. 

Here is the work of not only a brave and courageous man but 
the true mytho-poet, the rhapsodist, the utopian. 

There is nowhere to go but up. 

Cookie Mueller
New York, 1989 

– Introduction from ‘Putti’s Pudding’. Edit deAk, Paola 
Igliori (eds.) Putti’s Pudding: Cookie Mueller and Vittorio 

Scarpati (1989) Kyoto Shoin International.
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I’m a fan of Vittorio Scarpati. I’m also his wife, so I guess you 
might say I’m his biggest fan, aside from his mother. I know 
his art well, so I have some insight into it. I know what it looks 
like even before it’s a gleam in his eye. 

Despite this, I have found writing about his work to be the most 
difficult task I’ve ever had. In April I wrote text and captions 
for a book of his art (to be published this fall by Kyoto Shoin 
International as part of their Art Random series) and I was in 
agony over this job. It’s not because I try to be diplomatic 
and kind about mediocre work but because I have to restrain 
myself from gushing. Obviously this simplistic explanation 
only scratches the surface of my dilemma. I’ve discovered 
that in bold black-and-white print it’s hard to express one’s 
love, a love that has always been silently understood. There 
are things that are too profound to commit to words on paper. 
In this situation the critic/commentator, so closely related 
to the particular artist, has to become a complete stranger. 
Emotionally it’s the only recourse. So I shall reintroduce 
myself to a stranger. 

I met Vittorio Scarpati seven years ago in Positano, Italy, a 
town that defies description. It’s so beautiful it takes the breath 
away. It looks like it can’t be real; it’s too incredible, perhaps 
Walt Disney made it. In this paradisal setting I got to know 
Vittorio. I discovered he was an artist, at that time a cartoonist, 
and I was amazed at his ease with pen and ink, brush and 
color ... the images he drew just flowed out of him effortlessly. 
While many artists struggle with their work, Vittorio didn’t. 
It was as if he had already planned every stroke, every detail 
long before it was committed to paper. He was so fast. Also, 
his “cartoons” weren’t empty; they always delivered subtle 
messages or wisdom. 

In the seven years since then I have seen him work in all 
kinds of art modes, in architectural design and commercial 
animation, and I’ve seen what he’s done refurbishing large 
marble statues, carving and replacing lost hands, noses, and 
arms on these cool, austere stone people. But this was work 
for other people; he wasn’t working for himself in complete 
creative freedom. For some reason he just couldn’t bring 
himself to sit down and do his own work. 

That all changed when Vittorio’s lungs collapsed. Maybe it 
was his breathing the marble dust-laden air, maybe it was 
years of smoking everything he could get his hands on, but 
one day his lungs just literally ripped and he was taken to the 
hospital and confined to a bed. He stayed there for five months 
(at this writing he’s still there). He was immobile, attached to 
two lung machines, and there was nothing to keep his mind 
active or spirits high. But a friend saved him, brought him 
some ink pens and drawing pads. Vittorio picked up those pens 
and didn’t put them down. Did he need to be physically tied 
down to finally do his important work? 

From these restrictions and limitations came his brilliant 
emancipation, a luminous disengagement from his restraining 
bounds. In the depths of his plight came a grasp toward the 
pinnacle of inspiration. Now suddenly he was gripped by a 
frenzy of pent-up art communication that exploded out of him. 
The man was being touched and guided by something invisible, 
as if this were automatic writing, like speaking in tongues in 
pictures. It was obvious that he had tapped into something 
mysterious, unearthly even. He seemed to be a channeler of 
recognizable truth. The work transcended small concerns and 
became grand, beautiful, honest, and somehow ancient. The 
most incredible work poured out of him at an amazing rate, 
as if his gods were working him overtime. So prolific was he 
during this period that no one who saw this work could believe 
their eyes. Miracles were pouring out of a mortal. 

He finished about three hundred pen-and-ink drawings 
in three months, and each little drawing held an astute and 
wily message. Each was drenched with wisdom, humor, and 
poignancy. The drawings impressed two of Vittorio’s hospital 

visitors, Bill Stelling and Dean Ralston, the men who run 56 
Bleecker Gallery. They agreed that Vittorio should have an 
exhibition there. 

In this show were included one hundred and thirty-two small 
eight by eleven inch pen-and-ink drawings, some with color, 
some without. This exhibition was really a visual narrative that 
told of deep despair, sadness, and pain, but also hope, happiness, 
and joy. It was actually a pictorial diary, literally leaves of 
paper from the drawing pad; it was a tale of hospital horror, a 
black comedy, a singular experience of institutionalism, and 
what it does to the soul. Somehow Vittorio, with his spiritual 
stamina, rises above all the woe. 

The subject matter of this work is diverse. Some concerns itself 
with otherworldliness and personal fantasy, and some of it is 
earthly, stark, and real as can be. There are “piles of angels,” 
or as Vittorio calls them, “puti puddings” flying en masse 
above the Italian Mediterranean coastline. There are dolphins 
leaping from the sea wearing their rightful halos, pictures of 
Socrates, Alaskan oil spills, trees full of colorful birds, monks, 
chained life warriors, strange animals, a sumo wrestler, tigers 
in pitch-dark, broken bleeding hearts, St. Sebastian tied and 
pierced with hypodermic syringes, a self-portrait of Vittorio 
with an elephant sitting on his chest ... there is so much more, 
as if this show comprised a whole lifetime of captured images 
and memories. This work speaks eloquently and sensitively 
about the deity that lives within, the inner nature, the life force, 
zeal, and human courage. Everyone who saw the show was 
genuinely touched and certainly moved. It was like a course in 
theosophy. Laughter wasn’t forgotten either; Vittorio’s sense 
of humor and wry wisdom read loud and clear. He instilled 
his spirit into his work and strongly communicated it to his 
viewers. The artist, Vittorio, came off like a sagacious, ageless, 
comedian teacher/angel with wings. 

Vittorio’s work (new work—a lot of this exhibition was sold) 
will travel this winter to San Francisco to be exhibited at 
the gallery/museum Artspace. Fans will spring up across the 
country. One can’t help but be mesmerized by this work; art 
that so coherently expresses the artist’s generous compassion 
for life and its forms (humans, animals, and nature) can’t be 
ignored. 

Vittorio continues to draw in his hospital room, to compile 
his illuminated visions, spreading some light around. There 
is a communiqué here for all of us that tells of strength of 
character, bravery, and courage in the midst of adversity and 
intense physical pain. Vittorio has learned that like a flood of 
sunlight, hope can vanquish gloom. Things are never so bleak 
and threatening as we believe. Vittorio is fortunate he has his 
incandescent wit and his work to keep him out of darkness.
 
I hope he comes home soon.

– Cookie Mueller ‘Art and About’, Details Magazine, 1989.



A Last Letter

“It’s like wartime now,” my aunt told me a few weeks ago. 
She lived in France during World War II, “You young people 
are losing friends and relatives just as if it were bullets taking 
them away”.

She’s right, it’s a war zone, but it’s a different battlefield. It’s 
not bullets that catch these soldiers, and there’s no bombs and 
no gunfire. These people are dying in a whisper.

In 1982 my best friend died of AIDS. Since then there have 
been so many more friends I’ve lost. We all have. Through 
all of this I have come to realize that the most painful tragedy 
concerning AIDS death has to do with something much larger 
than the loss of human life itself. There is a deepening horror 
more grand than the world is yet aware. To see it we have to 
watch closely who is being stolen from us. Perhaps there is 
no hope left for the whole of humankind, not because of the 
nature of the epidemic, but the nature of those it strikes. 

Each friend I’ve lost was an extraordinary person, not just to 
me, but to hundreds of people who knew their work and their 
fight. These were the kind of people who lifted the quality of 
all our lives, their war was against ignorance, the bankruptcy 
of beauty, and the truancy of culture. They were people who 
hated and scorned pettiness, intolerance, bigotry, mediocrity, 
ugliness and spiritual myopia; the blindness that makes life 
hollow and insipid was unacceptable. They tried to make us 
see. 

All of these friends were connected to the arts. Time and 
history have proven that the sensitive souls among us have 
always been more vulnerable. 

My friend Gordon Stevenson, who died in 1982, was a 
filmmaker. His insights turned heads. With his wife, Muriel, 
who starred in his low-budget films, he was on the road to a 
grand film future, one that would serve to inspire and influence 
a lot of people. When Muriel died in a car accident in Los 
Angeles, it wasn’t long after that that Gordon started getting 
sick. 

We thought it was mourning that was wasting him, until he was 
eventually diagnosed and admitted to the hospital with AIDS. 
He demanded that I didn’t visit him there, and I honored his 
wish, so we talked on the phone every day and he wrote me 
one letter.

It was written on his own paper, with his designed letterhead: 
a big black heart, inscribed with the words Faith, Hope, and 
Charity on a background of orange. It was the last letter I 
received from him. He died the day I got it. I still have it, it’s 
all frayed but the message is crisp. 

Dear Cookie, 

Yesterday when I talked to you on the phone, I didn’t know 
what to say ... Yes, you’re right, all of us “high riskers” have 
been put through an incredible ordeal—this is McCarthyism, 
a witch hunt, a “punishment” for being free thinkers, freedom 
fighters, for being “different”. 

I think if you told kids that measles was caused by excessive 
masturbation, and were made to wear T-shirts to school that 
said “contaminated” so that no one would sit near them or 
play with them, and then put in a hospital ward with other 
measles patients to have swollen glands ripped out, spots cut 
off, radiation bombardment, and tons of poison to kill the 
measles, all the while their parents telling them that it serves 
them right, masturbation is a sin, they’re gonna burn in hell, 
no allowance, no supper for a week, and the doctors telling 
them that it’s the most fatal disease of the century . . . I think 
you could produce a large number of measles deaths. 

Instead the child is kept at home, given ginger ale, Jell-O, and 
chicken soup, and reassured by a loving mother, whom they 
trust absolutely, that it’s nothing serious and will go away in a 
few days—and it does. 

Our problem is that we are all alone in the cruelest of cruel 
societies with no one we love and trust absolutely. 

All we really need is bread, water, love, and work that we enjoy 
and are good at, and an undying faith in and love of ourselves, 
our freedom, and our dignity. All that stuff is practically free, 
so how come it’s so hard to get—and how come all these 
assholes and “professionals”, friends and foes, family and 
complete strangers are always trying to convince us to follow 
their dumb rules, give up work in order to be a client of theirs, 
give up our freedom and dignity to increase their power and 
control? 

I still don’t want you to visit me here. I’m much worse, visually, 
than when you saw me last, so until I’m feeling stronger and 
looking better, let’s leave it this way. 

I hope this letter finds you in good spirits. I hope you’re not 
upset that I don’t want you to visit me. I wish you happiness, 
love, prosperity, and a limitless future. 

I KNOW, I KNOW, I KNOW that somewhere there is paradise 
and although I think it’s really far away, I KNOW, I KNOW, I 
KNOW I’m gonna get there, and when I do, you’re gonna be 
one of the first people I’ll send a postcard to with complete 
description of, and map for locating ...

Courage, bread, and roses, 

Gordon 

– ‘A Last Letter’, published in the exhibition catalogue 
Witnesses: Against Our Vanishing, organised by Nan Goldin 

at Artists Space, New York, 1989.


