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This study examines the th e a tr ic a l career o f the  I ta l ia n  playw right- 

cum -actot, Dario to ,  who from r  m id -P ifties  tecame a con troversia l 

figu re  in  I ta ly  tecause he proposed a m il ita n t th e a tre  of 

counterinform ation.

I t  addresses i t s e l f  mainly to  the m icro-texts which make up Mlstero 

Buffo as th is  play  was w ritte n  a t  the  peak o f  Dario F o 's  career and i t  

epitom ises the  p layw righ t's ta le n t  as an author, ac to r and 

p h ilo lo g is t.  This play i s  a lso  F o 's  most o r ig in a l oeuvre because of 

the  message i t  conveys through a new g iu l l a r e , no t unlike h is  1401 and 

IS ^ 1 century prototypes, who expresses h im self in  a oraramslot, o f  t o ' s  

own invention, based on the medieval speech p a tte rn s  o f the  peasants 

o f  Im bardy. This play  de fines the  ro le  o f  t o ' s  p lebeian spokesman or 

'peasan t C h r is t ' and the reasons for h is  anger again st the hegemonic 

c la sse s .

In  the  opening chapter Dario t o ' s  involvement with the theatre  is  

b r ie f ly  surveyed and the  main p o l i t ic a l  te n e ts  o f  h is  works are 

e stab lish ed , as we see how he progressed away from h is  bourgeois 

environment and turned towards Marxist and then Maoist ideologies.

The second chapter reviews the tra d i tio n s  on which to  bases the 

th e a tr ic a l  framework o f  h is  oeuvre and shows the  strong influence th a t



the 'ep ic  th e a tre 1 o f  B erto lt Brecht has had on F o 's  formation and 

development as a w ri te r . I t  a lso  deals w ith the  importance o f  Antonio 

Gramsci and the ro le  h is views may have had in shaping F o 's  d idactic  

aims. Fo wanted to  transform the  tep id  specta to r in to  a  burning 

revo lu tionary , w illin g  to  dism antle the abuses o f both the  S ta te  and 

the  Church. L astly  th is  chapter deals with the influence Franca Bane 

has had on h is  l a te s t  plays which move away from so c io -p o litic a l 

issues to  take up the  fem in ist cause.

Chapter 3 d eals  with the sources of Dario F o 's  type o f  a r t  and traces 

them back to  the  Gospels, the  e a r ly  'm ystery' plays and the  f i r s t  

profane plays to  be produced by the popular th e a tre  o f the 1 5 ^  

cen tury , the Gamedia d e l l ’A rte. Mayakovsky and Brecht.

In the  fourth chapter Mistero Buffo i s  analysed and the  importance of 

the  ro le  o f  the  'n a r ra to r ' i s  e stab lish ed , ttie  elem ental world-view 

expressed by the sub -tex ts , which make up th is  p lay , serves to 

juxtapose and compare the c r i s i s  o f  the poor w ith the arrogant 

p ro sperity  o f  the ru ling  c la sses . The very language w ith which the 

peasant characters express themselves becomes a weapon o f  humble 

re p r is a l.

Hie concluding chapter sums up how Fo has changed ideology and h is 

po in t o f  view over the years and suggests th a t  h is  theatre  has 

depleated i t s  message in  the E igh ties . I t  exp lains , furthermore, why



th is  author was chosen as a sub jeq t for th is  d is se r ta t io n : Dario Fo's 

p lays are  regu la rly  produced in  South A frica and th e  s itu a tio n s  they 

p o r tray , though c u ltu ra lly  d is ta n t from lo c a l r e a l i ty ,  are 

n evertheless eminently re levan t in  th is  country.

A b r ie f  Appendix considers the to  plays th a t have been staged in  South 

A frica  and reviews the  n est im portant a r t i c le s  th a t  assessed them and 

how they were perceived by lo c a l audiences.
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'81 was the year th a t introduced South /• •’cican audiences to  Dari'S 

F o 's  1 th e a tre  o f  presence' (1 ). On 4th May, the  premiere of

A ccidental Death of an Anarchist was staged a t  the ’Market T heatre1 in  

Johannesburg, d irec ted  by Malcolm Purkey, the  d riv ing  force behind 

'The Junction Theatre workshop Company'. This p lay , ha iled  by theatre  

c r i t i c s  in  London and New York as a b r i l l i a n t  fusion of sharp s a t i r e  

and knockabout farce , did no t enjoy the same reception in  South 

A frica. A lo c a l c r i t i c ,  G aralt MacLiam, fo r example, sa id  th a t  i f  i t  

ware 'seen  merely as a fa rce , l i t  provided) a p leasan t evening's 

enterta inm ent' (The S ta r , 24 May 1981). Efe f e l t  the  p la y 's  message 

hafl been 'swallowed' by farce  and ‘watered down’ in  coneaxison to  the 

I ta l ia n  o r ig in a l. In many ways, t a i s  production was r e s t r ic te d  by the 

choice of venue, by the  na tu re  o f  th e  d ire c tio n  and to  ssee  ex ten t the 

dia logue. The c a s t needed to  develop an intim ate rapport w ith the 

audience, a  task  which was d i f f ic u l t  w ithin the  confines o f  the  fa r  

too  spacious Market ThefrTp. The p lo t,  which should force the 

audience to  draw a  p a r a l le l i s c w e n  Giovanni P i n e l l i 's  su ic ide  (2) and 

th a t  o f  Scuth African p o li t ic a l  p risone rs  who suffered  the  sane fa te , 

under sim ila r  conditions (1) ,  was extremely re le v an t to  the  South 

A frican contex t; y e t i t  fa iled  to  s t i r  and fu e l the emotions o f  the 

m ajority  o f  theatregoers.

With the  staging a t  Mo more fto p lays. We c a n 't  pavi We w on't payl 

and Female P a r ts : the  One Maian Plays, the reactions to  t h is  type of

provocative theatre  by the South African pu b lic , have been even more



negative . C r i t ic s  coined the term 'k itchen -sink  comedy' (4) to r Po 's 

brand o f  huirour and to  th is  day i t  remains firm ly  associated  with Fo’s 

th e a tre . R. D aniel o f  the now defunct Rand P a i l /  M ail, blamed the 

poor recep tion  o f  We C an 't Pavi Ms WMi't Pavi on the  f a c t  th a t Dario 

t o ’s  p lays lose  th e ir  e ffec tiveness when enacted ou tside  I ta ly .  He 

s ta te s  th a t  th e ir  success elsewhere is  due to  th e ir  exo tic  qua lity  

ra the r than the  m il ita n t values they erobcdy (Rand Daily M ail. 26 March 

1982). What th is  c r i t i c  f a i l s  to  understand, however, i s  tha t Fo'a  

plays  a re  meant to  transcend c u ltu ra l b a rr ie rs  and lo c a l values; he 

f a i l s  to  recognise the un ive rsa l nature o f the  themes anti s itu a tio n s  

jo rtray ed  (5). When they were staged in  Lonjcn's West End, for 

example, they were presented no t a s  I ta l ia n  plays fo r an I ta l ia n  

audience, bu t a s  p lays su ited  to  an Anglo-Saxon audience. Ttiey were 

adapted to  convey the  in tr in s ic  values of th a t  p a rticu la r  c u ltu re .

I t  has been suggested th a t the  plays in  South A frica  might have been 

played nore e ffe c tiv e ly  i f  the c a s t had been black, since the da ily  

t r a v a i l  o f  the working men in  I ta ly  i s  more akin to  th a t o f the local 

black population. MacLiam, on the  sub ject o f  Vfe C an 't Pavi Wa pBn't 

Pav i, had the  following to  add:

In author Dario Pd' s I ta ly ,  tenders run high over the 
constan tly  r is in g  food c o s ts  and corrup tion  e x is ts  in 
a l l  lev els  o f  soc ie ty . So i t  is  c red ib le  th a t a  group 
o f  people in  a supermarket th e re , might stage  a 
reb e llio n  and refuse  to  pay for goods. Such a 
s itu a tio n  i s  a l l  bu t unthinkable in  South A frica and 
consequently the  premise o f  th is  work loses roch of
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(the S ta r . 26 March 1982)

The aim o f  Fo’s  th e a tre  i s  to  inform the general pu b lic , and irore 

e sp ec ia l ly  tire p r o le ta r ia t ,  o f  th a t  's id e  o f  the  p ic tu re ' which i s  not 

dissem inated through the mass ned ia. I t  i s  a  type of 'a lte rn a tiv e  

th e a tre ' in  the  mould of see  to - p o li t ic a l  si t i r e s  such as those o£ 

South A frican playw rights P ie te r  Dick Uys and Athol Fugard. Though so 

d if f e re n t  in  th e ir  s ty le s ,  these w rite rs  t r e a t  many issues which have 

a  p a ra l le l  in  Dario t o ' s  th e a tre , hence h is  plays should have struck  a 

note o f  sympathy with the  South A frican audience.

Die lack of success of t o ' s  p lays in  South A frica cannot be a ttr ib u te d  

to  th e  type of message conveyed in  the plays (since i t  i s  highly  

re le v an t to  th is  society) bu t ra the r to  the theatre-go ing  public , 

which i s  not ye t 'reaoy ' to  be informed, and to  the f a c t th a t  the 

masses, fo r whan th is  type o f  th e a tre  nculd have more meaning, do not 

normally have the  opportunity  to  see  such productions. Other fac to rs  

which have determined the fa ilu re  of these plays are  o f  a technical 

na tu re , such as bad stage d irec tio n  and p » t  adaptations c f  the 

p la y s. The very essence of Bto's farces i s  missed when played in 

n a tu ra l is t ic  s e ttin g s , w ith excessive stage props, and by a c to rs  who 

lack the  'v e r s a t i l i ty ' and 'mimic' a b i l i ty  which t o ' s  theatre  demands.

I t  i s  the  relevance o f  Dario t o ' s  theatre  in  the South African context 

and the  continued in te re s t o f South A fr ic a 's  new generation o f  stage



producers (6) which f i r s t  generated our in te re s t  in  researching Dario 

t o  and defin ing  the ro le  o f  the  Peasan t-C hrist in  Mistero Buffo, lb  

d a te , nothing o f  any in te re s t  has been w ritten  in  South A frica about 

Dario F o 's  th e a tre , and we think th is  w arrants our a tten t io n , 

considering the immense popularity  which th is  playw right has enjoyed 

worldwide.

In order to  become acquainted with the idea o f  a Peasant-C hrist in 

th is  study, one must s ta r t  w ith the p layw right-actor h im self. Dario 

F o 's  works, in  many ways, a re  no t o f  a  high l i t e r a r y  standard as many 

c r i t i c s  have observed, to  s ta te s ,  in  f a c t,  th a t he purposely s te e r s  

away from the l i t e r a r y  because the pub lic  he wishes to  address is  

s k e p tic a l and h o s ti le  to  l i te r a r y  a c t iv i ty .  Instead , he i s  f i r s t  and 

foremost a  't h e a tr ic a l  animal' with a sp ira tio n s  o f being author-cum- 

actor-cum -direotor-cum -political m il ita n t.  Thus, h is  a b i l i ty  to  w rite 

'.a bu t an in te g ra l element o f a complex process o f  communication, in 

which h is  a r t i s t i c  a b i l i ty  as an actor and h is  c r i t i c a l  awareness as 

an a c t iv i s t ,  p lay  a  fa r  more im portant ro le ,  lb  support th is  theory, 

one has only to  no tice  the  unpolished y e t extreme f lu id i ty  o f  h is 

te x ts  and the way they are  cpen to  im provisation i f  the occasion c a l ls  

fo r i t .  When studying Fo 's te x ts ,  the idea o f  the 'th e a tr ic a l  anim al1 

cannot be separated from th a t o f  the scholar who does endless research 

to  convalidate and support the  m il ita n t, p o l i t i c a l  message they 

convey. His physica l!ty  on stage supplements what he, as a  w riter , 

has no t conveyed. HO w ritte n  language has, in  our opinion, the power
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to  convey, suggest, imply as much as the m ultiple cedes or re g is te rs  

th a t to  uses when c rea ting  the message he wishes to  pu t across to  a 

generally  unlearned, unsophisticated audience. The bond between to  

and public  i s  estab lished  by a minimal amount o f  language bu t a large 

amount o f  non-verbal c on tac t. An aston ish ing  range o f  gestu res, ncds, 

winks, grimaces, tones o f vo ice, song and dance a re  necessary to  

codify the  to ta l  message and e ffe c t  o f  t o ' s  th e a tre . Thus, h is  te x ts  

a re  mere canovacci th a t need to  be expanded, no t rec ited?  h is  are 

'c re a tiv e  shows' which he uses as a platform  for voicing so c ia l and 

p o l i t ic a l  d is s a tis fa c tio n .

to  was born in  1926 in  San Giano (Varese), a  small v illag e  of 

Lombardy, to  a  working c la ss  family (7). At a young age, he moved to 

Milan, where he frequented the tecademia d i Brera. He la te r  

reg is tered  with the  Faculty o f  A rchitecture a t M ilan 's to li te c n ic o , 

bu t p r io r  to  w riting  h is  f in a l  exams, he gave up h is  s tud ies  to  pursue 

h is  th e a tr ic a l  in te re s ts .  However, th is  period was very f r u i t f u l  for 

t o  because i t  taught him how to  adapt to  an urban m ilieu and i t  

enabled him to  e s tab l ish  human rapports with people of o ther socio­

c u ltu ra l backgrounds, to  sa id  the following about th i s  periods



( . . . )  Studiando a rc h ite ttu ra ,  mi so no in te re ssa to  a l l s  
ch iese  romaniche. Rimasi s tu p i to  cmib opere cosl 
psderose pote&sero essere  espressione non d i 
in te l le t tu a l i  o d i a r t i s t !  con I 'A  maiuscola. roa d i 
se n p lic i s c a lp e l l in i ,  d i  se n p lic i opera i e  m uratori, 
ignorant! e a n a lfab e ti. Scopersi inprow isamente una 
cu ltu ra  nuova, vera: la  forza c re a tr ic e  d i coloro che
sono sempre s t a t i  d e f in i t i  i  's e n p lic i ' e  g l i  
'ig n o ra n t!1, che sono senpre s t a t i  i  'p a r ia ' d e lla  
c u ltu ra  'u f f i c i a l e ' .
(Fo in  L. B inni, 1977, p . 17)

t o ' s  peasant background and h is  'o f f i c i a l ' ,  bourgeois education were 

e s s e n t ia l  to  fornulate  the  opinions and ideas which he professed a t 

the  tin e  when he dedicated h im self to  the world of mass education. 

His m is tru s t of and h o s t i l i ty  towards in te lle c tu a lism  and th e o re tic a l 

a b s trac tio n , h is  adherence to  s im p lic ity  and concreteness and the 

e x u lta t io n , through simple h i la r i ty ,  o f  l i f e  and healthy io le  de 

v iv re . and h is  in s tin c tiv e  den ia l o f  decadence and bourgeois 

pessimism, have become trade-marks of h is  a r t .

I t  was while studying a rch itec tu re  th a t Fo s ta r te d  acting  in an 

amateur capacity , improvising s to r ie s ,  which be would re c i te  in  a 

f a rc ic a l  and s a t i r ic a l  vein to  h is  fellow  studen ts . He soon turned 

pro fessiona l, en terta in ing  in  n igh t clubs and c aba re ts , w ith a one-man 

show o f  songs, dances and comic sketches. His o f f i c ia l  career began 

in  revues, the  spectacular e sca p ist entertainm ent o f post-war I ta ly  

w ith leggy soub re ttes , conics (sore very b r i l l i a n t  lik e  Ib to , whan to  

g rea tly  admired) and glamorous chanteuses. The rfivue was a genre 

favoured by p o lit ic ia n s  o f  the C hris tian  Democrat party  which came to



pswer in  1948; b e au tifu l g i r l s  low ing  a gocd pa ir  o f  legs ware 

p referab le  to  being faced w ith the so c ia l preoccupations o f  

contemporary I ta l ia n  re a l i ty .  Cueing th is  pe riod , to  was insp ired  by 

the  w ritin g s o f  Gramsci, Brecht and Mayakovsky and by the  Neapolitan 

farces o f  Eduardo de F ilippo  (8). He a lso  met sons of the te y srtan t 

f igu res  o f  the I ta l ia n  n e o -rea lis t cinema, such as Roberto B ossellin i, 

De Sica , G illo  Pontscorvo and Carlo L lzzani, with whan be was la te r  to 

work in  tome. Giorgio S tre h le r, the  d irec to r b e tte r  krown for having 

introduced I ta l ia n  audiences to  the theatre  o f  s itu a tio n  and 

a lien a tio n  & la  Brecht, was then Fo's b iggest source o f  in sp ira tio n  

with regards to  s ta g e c ra f t. Many a tim e, Fo used to  watch th is  

d ire c to r  conducting rehearsals in  M ilan 's P iccolo Tteatro (9). After 

the  e lec tio n s  of 1948, to  troved in predominantly left-w ing  and P-C.I- 

c ir c le s ,  although he was nat o f f i c ia l ly  a ro u te r  o f  the  Ctinmmist

TViat sane year saw the production o f  Ms la  Treaa c i div ide  (But Tresa 

Divides a s ) ,  a  p lay  which he wrote and d irec ted  and in  which he played 

the p a r t  o f the  Angel. I tiis  play to re  a  f a in t  resemblance to  B rech t's 

Caucasian Chalk C irc le  (10). I t  was a s a t i r e  d irec te d , through the 

Angel, a t  the hypocrisy shown by the  Catholic Church and the C hristian 

Democrat Party  during the e lec tio n s th a t  took place th a t year, and had 

been a major disappointment for the  l e f t .  The form o f  the play  was 

s t i l l  amateurish and sim ilar  to  h is  student p lays and sketches. 

Sw ever, t o ' s  preoccupation w ith choosing recen t and con troversial
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events as the dominant themes fog h is  type of th e a tre , was already 

evident from the  beginning of h is  career as a playw right.

In the  following years , Fo produced h is  own rdvues and by 1950, he 

vorked w ith the  ac to r Franco Parent! to  p resen t a rad io  comedy, based 

on th e ir  s to ry te llin g  a b i l i ty .  This pa rtne rsh ip  was to  l a s t  fo r the 

next four years . As a  r e su l t o f  th is  exposure, in  1951 Fo was invited 

to  p a rtic ip a te  in  a radio show by R .A .I., the I ta l ia n  S ta te  radio 

network: the  show was e n t i t le d  EQer Nano ( l i t e r a l ly  Rx>r Dwarf but 

implying poor, abused, exp lo ited , vo iceless humanity). This highly 

acclaimed show, which made use o f  the  successful P irandellian  formula 

of an 'upside  down w orld ', aimed to  desecra te  and demolish the sacred 

and untouchable te n e ts  o f  re lig io u s , h is to r ic a l  and l i te r a r y  t ra d i tio n  

(11). In  many ways, i t  was F o 's  f i r s t  attem pt a t  a ttack ing  the logic 

o f  convention and reb e llin g  again st the  moral stance which always sees 

good on one s ide  and e v i l  on the  o th e r. Poet Kano estab lished  Fo as 

an iconoclast again st e stab lished  forms o f  Catholicism ; th is  same 

a t t i tu d e  was j- .te r  to  in sp ire  the  more grotesque s a t i r e ,  Mistero 

Buffo. As a  rad io  play , Poer Nano gave Fo valuable experience in 

animating a  te x t without gestures and i t  helped to  develop the 

to n a l i t ie s  o f  h is  remarkably deep, sharp  and resonant voice which 

enabled him to  d if fe re n tia te  acoustica lly  between various charac ters, 

a technique which was la te r  much used in  Mistero Buffo. In 1952, Poer 

Kano was staged a t  the p restig ious Ctieon Theatre in  Milan; th is  gave 

him the  opportunity  to  champion the  underdog w ith gesture and ac tion .



in  the  o f f i c i a l  I ta lia n  th e atre .

The following years saw Fo, Paren t! and Curano form th e ir  own r^vue 

company, ' I  D r i t t i ’ (12) and w rite , d ir e c t and perform in  a revue 

c a lle d  I I  d i to  ne ll'o c ch lo  (A Finger In the  Eve). This p lay , which 

toured I ta ly ,  was born as a rep ly  to  the  t ig h t  censorship inposed on 

film , th e a tre  and broadcasting by the right-w ing c le r ic a l  C hristian  

Democrat government. Fo took advantage o f  a s l ig h t  re laxation  in  

censorship to  mount th is  "anti-rSvue1 (13), with the  aim o f  a ttacking 

those myths in  I ta l ia n  l i f e  which fascism had generated and C hristian  

Democracy had preserved. I I  d i to  ne ll'o c ch io  was 'one in  the eye' for 

o f f i c i a l  versions o f  h is to ry , to  designed the  s e ts  and costumes as 

w ell a s  co-w riting and co -d irecting  the s c r ip t ;  the  lig h t in g  was done 

by S tre h le r, while the  French mime, Jacques Lecoq, was the 

choreographer who created  a number of mimes. The c a s t  a lso  included a 

young Milanese a c tre s s , Franca Rame (14), who was to  become Fo 's wife 

in  June 1954. This play was the  f i r s t  in  a s e rie s  of shows which drew 

on French farce , on the t r a d i tio n a l sketches o f  the Rame family 

re p e rto ire , and on the  tra d i tio n s  of the c irc u s . This mixture of 

spectac le , mime and so c ia l comment was h ighly successful bu t made the 

a u th o ri tie s  nervous.

Fo grew in  s ta tu re  and v ir tu o s ity  as an ac to r and conic, as he le a rn t 

to  e x p lo it to re  e ffec tiv e ly  h is  extraord inary  range o f  gestu re , 

novenent and f a c ia l  expression, h is  v a rie ty  o f  voices and accents, and



h is  s k i l l  as a s to r y te l le r . But so did h is  c lashes with the 

a u th o ri tie s  be core note numerous. R eflecting back on the  years o f  I I  

d l to  n e ll'o c ch lo . Franca Rane sa id :

[ . . . ]  Our tru e  tu rning p o in t, the  fo in t th a t r e a lly  
mattered, we ttx *  a t  the very beginning o f  our 
journey, 22 years ago, when w ith Paventi, Etirano and 
Lecoq we staged for the  f i r s t  time The Finger in  the 
Eve. Those were the days o f  Scelba and h is  
7sH bcultu re ', o f  P a c e lli  (the Pope) w ith h is  c iv ic  
committees, the  days of t o t a l  censorship. Police 
superintendents, m in iste rs , bishops and cops 
understood i t  immediately: we were a 'coipany of
conrnunists' and we were making 're d  propaganda'. 
Every n igh t there  would be an inspector in  the 
auditorium checking cur words one by one again st the 
sc rip t and the M inistry for Entertainment would 
obstruc t our touring arrangements, while the irost 
reactionary  theatre-ow ners would refuse us th e ir  
buildings and the bishops would ask the go lice  to  tear 
our programmes from the  w alls o f  th e ir  c i t i e s .  The 
Finger in  the Eve was underlined everywhere we went, 
among the  shows 'advised a g a in s t ' in  the  parish  
b u lle tin s . This hounding of 'th e  ccsununist enemy of 
c iv i l is a t io n  and of the  Holy Mary' went on for many 
years with a l l  our shows. However, the workers, the 
students and the  progressive bourgeoisie were 
supporting us, thereby allowing us to  move oh and make 
ourselves known desp ite  the lack o f  any p r ize s .
(Bame in  Fo, 1987a, p . 12)

Fran 1953 onwards, E b 's in i t ia t io n  as a song-w riter became more 

ev ident with the  help o f  Fiorenzo C arpi, r e su l tin g  in  the second 

rdvue, Sani da leqare (A Madhouse fo r the Sane). This rdvue had a 

nore fo rcefu l message as a p o l i t i c a l  s a t i r e  than I I  d lto  n e ll'c cc h io , 

running scon in to  censorship problems imposed by the M inistry for 

Entertainment and aggravated by the M inister fo r the  In te r io r ,  Mario 

Scelba. External p ressure , in  the form o f  p ro tes ts  from the American



ambassador Clare Booth luce , a spokesperson fo r tocarthyism , hindered 

the p la y 's  popularity  w ith the pub lic , because o f  the  adverse 

p u b lic ity  i t  received from o f f i c ia l  q u a rte rs . The legge tru f fa  (fraud 

law ), whereby a party  which obtained 50% o f  the vote had a tw - th ir d s  

m ajority  in  parliam ent (a po licy  rem iniscent o f M usso lin i's s tra tegy  

to  se ize  parliam entary power in  1923) ensured th a t  enough p o li t ic a l  

repression  was f e l t  to  d e a l w ith undesirable s itu a tio n s , such a s  those 

cre a te d  by f t i ' s  th e a tre . Under th is  th re a t,  the  Fo-Parenti-Eurano 

pa rtne rsh ip  could not w ithstand the  pressure and f in a l ly  d isso lved . 

Of the  th ree  p a rtne rs , only to  chose to  remain a c tiv e  in  the  p o l i t ic a l  

forum: Durano returned to  conventional th e a tre  and Paren t! went on to

do tr a d i tio n a l French farce .

Meanwhile, t o ’s a c tiv i ty  resumed but th is  time in  cinema. He 

co llabo ra ted  as a screenw riter w ith Age and S ca rp e lli in  the 

production of two unsuccessful c c m e rc ia l film s, Souvenir d 'l t a l i a  

(1957) and Mata d i  Marto (1958). Be had previously p a rtic ip a te d  as a 

c o -w rite r, choreographer and ac to r in  Carlo L iz za n i's  film  Lo Svitato  

(1956). t o ' s  experience in  the f ilm  industry was sh o r t- liv e d , since 

h is  inp rov isa tione l, th e a tr ic a l s ty le  of acting  was a t  odds with the 

concise , n a tu ra l is t ic  needs o f  the  cinema. The lesson  o f  cinema, 

besides h igh ligh ting  Franca Bane's c a ree r, taught to  some basic 

techniques o f  playw riting: how to  d ivide a sto ry  in to  sequences, s e t  a 

f a s t  pace by cu tting  dialogue and doing away with the needless 

conventions o f  space and tim e. I t  was unfortunate th a t I ta l ia n  cinema



was unable to  exp lo it h is  ta le n ts ,  to r  th is  medium i t  was d i f f ic u l t  

to  f ind  su itab le  s c rip ts  and, on s e t ,  F o 's  v i t a l i t y  and spontaneity  

were denied the  space and freedom th a t  on the o the r hand the  theatre  

p rovided. But what Fo le a rn t from the  film  industry  was an 

understanding of how montage gave pace to  n a rra tiv e  and could be used 

to  accost diverse  elements and force one to  make associa tions which 

a re  normally no t made even in  one 's  w ildest dreams.

E b 's re tu rn  to  theatre  saw the  formation o f  the  'Cbnpagnia Dario Fo- 

Franca Bane’ , and the p resen ta tion  o f  a singu lar show in  two tenpcs 

and four one-act farces th a t went under the general t i t l e  o f  Ladri. 

manichini e  dome nude (Thieves. Emmies and naked Maien). This 

c o lle c tio n  o f  farces was w ritte n  during I t a l y 's  ’economic m iracle ' 

p e riod ; thus, to  d e lib e ra te ly  turned h is  a tte n t io n  to  the  frivolous 

area  o f  sex comedy. M l four p ieces nevertheless shew h is  concern 

w ith developing a th e a tre  o f s itu a tio n , then regarded as a reaction  to  

the  predominantly l i t e r a iy ,  p essim is tic  plays o f  Ionesco, fidanov and 

B eckett (15).

In  1959, the  'T eatro S tab ile  d i ib r in o 1 coimissioned to  to  w rite  and 

d ir e c t  a  play  to  open i t s  new season (16). Comica f in a le  (Comic 

F inale) ensued, a play which consisted  of four one-act te x ts  drawn 

from 19th  Century popular farces which were p a rt o f  the  r ep e rto ire  of 

the  " tea tro  Famiglia R a te '. Gianfranco de Bosio co -d irec ted ; th is  

postwar d irec to r  had pioneered B rech t's  works in  I ta ly  and had done



research on Buzzante (17), one of, the major f igures o f  the connedia 

e te li’Aree and a major influence on f b 's  M istero Buffo in  a r t i c u l a r .  

Comica Finale was based on the t ra d i tio n  of the o u i t t i .  popular 

Sbro llino  p layers sim ilar to the g iu l l a r i .  and on the la zz i. 

Improvised comic routines which forrred in terludes in  the rep e rto ire  o f 

the comici d e l l 'a r t e .

C li arcanoeli non Qiocano a f lipper (Archangels D an't Play P in b a ll. 

19S9), the f i r s t  o f  a s e rie s  of fu ll- len g th  plays (six  in a l l ) ,  gave 

to  and Rame immediate success in the I ta l ia n  th e a tr ic a l  establishm ent, 

being performed every season a t  the Teatro Ctieon in  Milan, the 

equivalen t of a London West Erd th e atre . This play was a lso  the f i r s t  

play by to  to  be performed outside r ta ly ; i t  was produced in 

Yugoslavia, Poland, ttolland, Sweeden and Spain. I t  was followed a t 

yearly  in te rv a ls  by Aveva due p is to le  ccn Qll occhi bianchi e ne ri (He 

linri iw i P is to ls  w ith Miite and Black Eves. 1960) and Chi ruba un oiede 

j> for tuna to  in anore [Stealing a ftiot Makes You Lucky in Love. 

1961). Ihese three plays were well-prcduced and basica lly

conventional lig h t comedies. They were a g rea t deal more inventive

than the Poec Nano sketches, although they a lso  used the rondo a lia

tovescla formula, tha t is ,  quick verbal responses in  a frenetic

succession of s itu a tio n s , parol lea  and rid icu lous double entendres. 

Again, these plays were dominated by FO's strong acting  charisma, 

which he fu lly  f u lf ille d  by being ac to r, mime, dancer, clown and 

maschera, providing raucuous laughter and a veneer o f  d istu rb ing



s a t i r i c a l  a llu s io n s .

These s a t i r e s ,  which belong to  EC's bourgeois pe riod , d e a lt with 

lud icrous aspects o f  I ta l ia n  so c ie ty . The m iddle-class aud isic s  was 

astonished by i t s  rhythms and techniques and deligh ted  by Ec to  the 

leading ro le .  Fo and Sane were now securely  e stab lish ed  fcoth as 

a c to rs  and as p e rso n a litie s  in  the  public eye. S o c ia l w»fww—n— were 

a lso  note ev ident in  these plays? both a c to rs  a r e  now ctose  to  the  

I t a l ia n  communist Party  (P .C .I.) and acutely a rare  aS the  p n n w ra i  

tensions in  soc ie ty  -  and the public read ily  picked them up . In  a 

period  which saw widespread in d u s tria l u n re s t , culminating in  the 

general s t r ik e  o f  1960, th e ir  m a teria l caused tb s  a u th o ri tie s  in  Milan 

to  th rea te n  to  ban th e ir  performances.

The conten t and conic stru c tu re  o f  these p lays ware, however, s t i l l  

very conventional, and although a t  times they a i= ±  have been rlscufe, 

they re f le c te d  some of the values of M ilan 's p s T i t  during the on­

going economical m iracle. to  was addressing -  c tltu r sd  bourgeois 

audience in  the  reg is te r  o f  bourgeois th e a tre . Tfcug, de sp ite  to  s  

v i t r i o l i c  remarks against na tio n a l standards, corruption and tbs 

hypocrisy o f  the  bourgeoisie, the f a c t  t h e  these  issues were 

expressed in  f a rc ic a l terms leg itim ised  them to  sse  mind o f  the 

ord inary  bourgeois c itiz e n s  who were h is  audisncer f a r  from being 

threa tened they f e l t  absolved.



In 1962, w ith the  re laxation  &E censorship by the  C hris tian  Democrats, 

the  Ctxrpagnia Fo-Rame was in v ited  to  appear on the very popular 

te lev is io n  show, Canzonissima. This was the ultim ate  accolade 

bestowed on Fo and Rame by the I ta l ia n  show-business w orld. Fo had 

achieved th is  w ithin a mere ten years; th is  was a  triumph for the 

p resen t, which a lso  ensured success for the  fu tu re . This show, 

broadcast during peak-viewing hours, o ffered a s e lec tio n  o f  pep songs 

(in  the  o ld  I ta l ia n  sentim ental s ty le )  from which the pub lic  had to  

s e le c t the  most popular and best loved song, the canzonissima.

Fo gave a  new meaning to  th is  programme by opening w ith a rep e rto ire  

o f  new songs, s a t i r i c a l  sketches and s a l l ie s  aimed a t  prominent 

p e rso n a litie s , and comic renderings o f  ty p ic a l (yet no t stereotyped) 

I ta l ia n  s itu a tio n s . He aimed a t  stiim ilating the  more in te llig e n t 

viewer to  question the c u ltu ra l value o f  th is  type o f  entertainm ent, 

to  look behind the  facade of the  'economic m iracle1 and to  see how 

exp lo ita tio n  had increased and scandals f lou rished . By subverting 

Canzonissima frcan w ith in , he had estab lished  him self with a huge 

pcpular audience. At the seventh episode, be resigned a f te r  heavy 

censorship was inposed on h is  te x ts .

This program® a lso  highligh ted  the  Government's resolve to  manipulate 

r a d ic a l elements in to  the  system, as though soothing the  opposition. 

This experience made him re a lis e  th a t there  could be no compromise 

with the  dominant conformity and th a t he had to  become more aggressive



and more judgemental o f  the inherent con trad ic tions in h is  c u ltu ra l 

environment. With a  more enhanced repu ta tion , Dario Fo succeeded in  

c re a tin g  more rigorous and system atic p o l i t ic a l  s a t i r e s  with more 

e ffe c tiv e  c r i t i c a l  tc o ls .

With the  te lev is io n  experience over, Fo began to  look a t  the p resen t 

from an h is to r ic a l  and c u ltu ra l po in t o f  view in  order to  judge i t  

b e t te r ;  he thus became V olved with the  research of m a teria l drawn 

from the  Middle ages. Three comedies were the  r e s u l t  o f  th is  p e rio d 's  

research ; Isab e lla , t r e  c arav e lle  e un cacciaballe  ( Isa b ella . Three 

Caravels and a Can Man, 1963), Settlrro , ruba un r o ' meno (Seventh 

Oomnandment; Thou S halt S tea l a  B it l e s s ,  1964) and La coloa 5 sempre 

de l dlavo lo  (Always Blame the Devi l ,  1965). This research was 

e s s e n t ia l  fo r the development of h is  cacolavoro on the  Middle Ages, 

M istero Buffo. These p lays were meant to  p resen t so c ia l and p o li t ic a l  

problems: they were more complex and had interwoven s tru c tu re s , even

though th e re  were few d ig ressions from the  main p lo t.  They were

en terta in in g  and the pace o f  the  plays was not f a s t and rhythmic. 

They depicted  d is tu rb ing  a c tu a l i ty  through the  medium of farce , 

combining moral fervour with dramatic in te r e s t .  In the  f i r s t  o f  these 

p la y s, perhaps the most in te re s tin g  and sc a t innovative amongst them, 

Christopher Columbus, the p ro tagon ist, f l i r t s  with power, becomes 

corrupted and ends up a poor wretch in  d ire  s t r a i t s .  The play  was 

h ighly symbolic because i t  was a metaphor for the  condition o f  the 

in te l le c tu a l  in  I ta ly  under the C entre-Left regime. The technical



devices employed were Brechtian in  o r ig in : i t  was a  play-w ith in-a-

p la y  and i t  was based on the research to  had done o f  h is to r ic a l

dccuments. This research d iffered  fran  th a t done for Etoer Kano in 

th a t the  p e s t i s  desecrated in  accordance w ith an ideo log ical 

in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the  presen t.

La colpa S senate d e l d iavolo d e a lt w ith the s truggle  between th e  Holy 

itoman En^eror and the Cs te a r s ,  the com uni ta r  iao and evangelica l se c t 

th a t was wiped ou \ for heresy in  the  la te  13th  Century. At the time, 

the  a llego ry  war, obvious: the  Cathar coiratunards stood loc  the  I ta l ia n

Conministsr t ty  Imperial fo rces represented the United S ta te s  o f 

America which was stepping up i t s  caaaitm ents in  Vietnam. Sswever, 

F o 's  a tte rrp ts  to  d is in te r  au then tica lly  revo lu tionary  episodes frcra 

the  h is to ry  o f  popular c u ltu re , e spec ia lly  those involving p re- 

Beformation evangelica l re lig io n , which challenge the corrup t and 

reactionary  orthodoxy from an, as i t  were, le ft-w ing  po in t o f  view, 

were th e  f i r s t  foundations of what was to  come w ith M istero Buffo.

A s ig n ific a n t tu rning p o in t in  f o 's  a r t i s t r y  occurred in  1967 w ith h is  

la s t  production for the bourgeois th e a tre , La signora k  da buttare 

(The Lady I s  Tb Be D iscarded), a  show for 'clowns o n ly '. This play ,

s e t  in  an American c irc u s  o f  the 1860's , was made the  vehicle for an

a ttac k  on the United S ta te s  and c a p i ta l i s t  scc ie ty  in  general. 

Between the  fre n e tic  pace and the excessive, manic joy of the c ircus 

perform ers, the nessage was c le a r : the  p ro tagon ist, an aged female



c a lle d  P. T. Bamum who d ie s  a  g lo r if ie d  death , represented American 

c ap ita lism :

A msusnt before her death , she was e levated  above a  
sink in  a Statue o f  L iberty pase, and then ascended to  
a  heaven packed w ith consumer gocds, a  touch of rock 
r i tu a l  den igra ting  both Cburti) and S ta te .  P o 's  c ircu s 
was a  metaphor o f  the  in d u s tria l s ta te ,  a  v ast 
bureaucracy o f  machines and trapezes in  which man had 
y ielded h is  in d iv id u a lity  to  the c o llec tiv e  
pandemonium, a puppet in  a ty ran n ica l c irc u s  o f 
in ju s tic e , p rejud ice , crime ard war.
(A. Sogliuzzo, 1972, p . 73j

The play s a t i r is e d  American inperialism , racism , ju s t ic e  and absurd 

tom e  o f  entertainm ent ( lik e  the  'f le a - ta m e r ' who t r ie s  to  reitove the 

f l e a 's  appendix). i t  a ttra c te d  the  a tte n t io n  oE the  a u th o ri tie s  and 

Fo was threatened with a r r e s t  fo r necking a  head o f  s ta te  -  P resident 

Lyndon Johnson. By using a  clown-show form at, consistency o f  

c h a rac te r isa tio n  was e lim inated in  favour o f  a  s ty le  which moved 

fu rth e r towards th a t  o f  ep ic  th e a tre  ( la te r  adopted by Fo) in which 

the  ac to r plays not a character t u t  a  'm ask '. With th i s  play , Fo 's 

th e a tre  could no longer be contained w ithin the s tru c tu re s , nor f u l f i l  

th e  expectations, o f  the conventional bourgeois I ta l ia n  th e a tre , which 

be new despised: to  disbanded the  'Coopagnia Eb-Pane' and se t about

forming h is  own a lte rn a tiv e  th e a tre  o u t le ts  which could reach 

audiences beyord the predominantly m iddle-class environment of I ta l ia n  

theatregoers . He said a t  the  t in e ,  during an interview  with 

ti'E spresso:



to r  years I  have been the cou rt je s te r  o f  the 
bourgeoisie, hurling Invectives in th e ir  faces, which 
they resportfed to  w ith ignorant laugh ter, tow I  w il l  
beoare the je s te r  o f  the p r o le t a r ia t .  They w ill
become the rec ip ie n ts  of ray invective.
(Fo in  M itchell, 1984, p . 52)

cooperative 'Nuova Scena1, which would operate through A .R .C .I., the 

PC I's c u ltu ra l rec re a tio n a l wing, and play in  the  camera d i  lavoro  and 

case  d e l oocolo, the  PC I's community cen tre s  and workers' clubs. 

Dario Fo had the  following to  say a t  the tin e :

I I  '68 pud essere  d e f in i te ,  su l piano te a tr a le ,  come 
1'anno zero , o  meglio, co te  la  r ic e rc a  d i un nuovo 
d e s tin a ta r io  e d i  un nuovo rapporto con questo 
d e s tin a ta r io .

With 'Nuova Scena' forming i t s  own c i rc u i t  and the c rea tio n  o f  a 

't e a t r o  d i  p ia z z a ', Po 's th e a tre  was involved no t only w ith the 

production of the  th e a tr ic a l shows bu t with a l l  the  aspects linked to  

d is tr ib u t io n  and consumption. Ihus, in  1966, i t  leaves behind the box 

o ffic e  h i t s ,  i t  avoids the generic and in d if fe ren t consumer and 

becomes a th e a tre  o f  p o l i t ic a l  ac tion  for a  new ro re  m il ita n t 

audience; Dario 5b passes from the  in d ire c t metaphors o f  h is  oblique 

s a t i r e  to  a  denunciatory type o f  theatre  w ithout any euphemisms or 

e l l ip s e s .

tfowever, Dario F o 's  success nust be seen in  terms o f  the I ta l ia n



c r i s i s  o f  1965 and successive years . The c r i s i s  o f  the I ta l ia n  

th e a tre  was a predominant top ic  o f  debate amongst in te l le c tu a ls  and 

supporters o f  the l e f t  in  general. Theatre was being subjected to  a 

p rocess o f  p rogressive  impoverishment; i t  lacked ideas and i t  was 

becoming more and more iso lated  in  i t s  s tru c tu re . This resu lted  in 

the p u b lic  abandoning i t .  The most obvious synptom was the  absence o f  

the public  frcan th e a tre s . The blame was placed on consumerism, which 

allowed people to  be drugged by cinema and te le v is io n , since  they were 

cheaper. The low c u ltu ra l le v e l o f  I ta l ia n s  in general was a lso  a 

fac to r to  be taken in to  considera tion . Thus, the so lu tion  was to  make 

th e a tre  accessible  by bringing i t  to  the  pub lic , as V itto r io  Gassmann 

had done w ith L 'ftdelchi, by taking i t  to  the fa c to r ie s  (18).

The I ta l ia n  p u b lic 's  d is sa tis fa c tio n  with theatre  was based on the 

l a t t e r ' s  lack o f  worthwhile m a teria l; the  issues i t  d e a lt  w ith were 

mostly ddpassd and in e ffe c tu a l in  terms of so c ia l , p o l i t i c a l  and 

c u l tu r a l  in te re s t.  The apathy c rea ted  by the  th e a tre  was a r e s u l t  of 

the  s tr in g e n t th e a tr ic a l  measures inposed by the  gow nm ent a t  the 

tim e. The government's blackmail w ith th e a tre  subsid ies i s  a  case in 

po in t because i t  was a narked th re a t to  the th e a tr ic a l  in s t itu tio n s ; 

i t  forced then to  tow the 'o f f i c i a l '  l in e  o r pay the  consequences. 

The M inistry  for B iterta iraren t, the  main c u lp r i t  which applied a l l  the 

necessary p ressure , o ffered  th e a tre  s ta te  g ran ts , subsid ies , honours, 

sp e c ia l p r ize s , fo r a small p r ic e ,  th a t  o f being a  f a i th fu l  adherent 

to  the  p a r ty 's  cause. The p u b lic , by supporting the th e a tre , was



inadverten tly  becoming in s t itu tio n a lis e d , and thus d isp lay ing  the sane 

s igns o f  p a ss iv ity  and apathy a s  those shown by the th e a tre . Ihe 

studen ts , previously assiduous aficionados o f  loggloni in  p laces le f t  

to  the  'p o o r ',  were now beginning  to  s e le c t  between the shows 

a vailab le  and those th a t ne t new requirements.

I . . .1  S e l novenfcre 1968, g l i  s tudent! d e l movinento 
studentesco d i Milano giungeranno a l ia  c r i t i c a  
rad ic a ls  de l pubblico p r iv ile g ia to  d e lla  Scala, 
bersagliandolo d i  uova nerce e poncdori.
(Binni, 1977, p . 11)

Dario Fo a t  th is  stage foresaw the  new requirements o f  theatre  and the 

need for transform ation o f  th e a tre  and o f  i t s  t i e s  w ith the public . 

U n til then , Fo had been a buffone of the bourgeoisie, with a good, 

supporting public  in  " o ff ic ia l ' th e a tre . The bourgeoisie perm itted to  

to  r id ic u le  i t  and the  system i t  advocated a s  long as i t  was done 

w ithin a bourgeois forum. But the moment to  was to  leave th a t forum 

and reach for a new dimension, in  order to  speak to  the  "ordinary1 

p ub lic , such r id ic u le  was no t permitted? in  f a c t i t  was harshly 

ch as tised . S tate  m entality  a t  the  time perm itted l i t e r a r y  men to  poke 

fun a t  i t s  power from w ith in , bu t r o t  from outside  i t s  in s t itu tio n s .  

Thus, Dario lb  abandoned the  th e a tr ic a l  c i r c u i t  of the  Ente Teatrale  

I ta l ia n o  (renouncing amongst o the r th ings , government subsidies) in 

o rder to  c rea te  an 'a l te r n a t iv e ’ th e a tr ic a l  c i r c u i t  to  the o f f i c ia l  

cne and be d id  th is  by making use o f  those f a c i l i t i e s  promoted by the 

PCI. This choice was d ic ta ted  by the following two requirements: the



need to  c rea te  a rroce 'd i r e c t ' link  w ith a ’popular' pub lic , and not 

exclusively  w ith a bourgeois S l i t i s t  one, and secondly, the 

p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  escaping from the  blackmailing re s t r ic t io n s  o f  the 

th e a tr ic a l  in s t i tu t io n  and o f  the S t a te 's  p o l i t ic a l  power. In  an 

interview  granted to  L ibera tion in  January 1974, Dario Fo s ta ted  the 

followings

In I ta l ia  c '6  anohe un a l t r o  r ic a tto s  i l  te a tro  6 
v ie ta to  a i  minori d i  d ic io tto  ann i. S c p ra ttu tto  a i 
m inori, perch6 questo te a tro  g l i  permetterebbe d i 
a p tire  g l i  occhi, e  questo 6 perico lo so . In o ltr e , i l  
nostro  te a tro , i l  te a tro  borghese ita l ia n o , care 
quello  francese, non s i  rivolge a l le  grand! masse, ma 
a l ia  borghesia . . .
(R3 in  B inni, 1977, pp. 225-229)

Because o f  Dario Fo’s  reso lve  to  abandon the  bourgeois dimension, when 

the  upper and middle c la sses  came to  see these shews, they f&lt 

immediately estranged since they were no longer th e  boss, they were no 

longer a t  home, but instead they were a t  the  mercy o f  the  worker. 

Like many left-w ing European w rite rs  a f te r  1968, including John Arden 

in  the  UK, playw rights lik e  Po f e l t  the  need to  expose the repressive  

to lerance  o f  the establishm ent and they used th e ir  th e a tr ic a l ta le n ts  

to  support c la s s  strugg le  and the revolutionary process which they saw 

as the  only e ffec tiv e  a lte rn a tiv e  to  achieve s ta te  reforms

Mien we go t involved with ARCI, i t  was in  the hope 
th a t the  s p i r i t  o f 1968 was moving th ings in  a new 
d irec tio n , even though we were w ell aware o f  what 
cooperatives meant, and who was behind the  case d e l 
popolo, and in  whose in te re s ts  they ware. Ms bad the



i l lu s io n  th a t working on a 'g ra s s  roo ts le v el we could 
change the o rgan isationa l s tru c tu re s , and th a t the  PCI 
had adapted a revolu tionary  lin e  Iran  the pressure  of 
the s tudent movement and the workers. We saw i t  as 
the only possible so lu tio n , the only rep resen ta tive  of 
the working c la s s .
(to  in  M itchell, 1964, p . 54)

As to  sa id  in  re tro sp e c t, i t  was a utopian p ro jec t in  which indiv idual 

ta le n ts  and c a p a b ilitie s  were sa crif ice d  to  e g a lita r ia n  p r in c ip les . 

But whatever the in te rn a l d i f f ic u l t ie s  there  was no doubt a s  to  the 

success the  cocpany enjoyed with the  new public  which i t  sought in  a 

w orking-class environment, in  cooperatives and trade  union h a l ls ,  in 

fa c to r ie s  and workers' c lubs. I t  was a public  which knew very l i t t l e  

about the th e a tre  bu t which found the p o l i t ic a l  a t t i tu d e s  the company 

presented c lo se  to  i t s  experience o f  l i f e .  Furthermore each 

performance was followed by a discussion.

Kuova Scena did not la s t  long: i t  was torn apart by p o li t ic a l

arguments, by discussions over the r e la tio n sh ip  o f  a r t  to  soc ie ty  and 

p o l i t ic s ,  and by questions o f  o rganisation . Problems a lso  arose with 

the  PCI i t s e l f  which con tro lled  many venues used and whose o f f ic ia ls  

began to  re a c t adversely to  the s a t i r ic a l  a ttac k s  th a t to  made on 

th e ir  bureaucracy, the in f le x ib i l i ty  o f  the  P a rty  lin e , the 

in to lerance  o f  r e a l d iscussion . Dario t o ' s  own p o l i t ic a l  convictions 

had moved progressively  from Marxism to Maoism. His fasc ination  with 

Maoism, insp ired  by the Chinese c u ltu ra l revolution in  the  s ix t ie s ,  

seemed to  h igh ligh t the PC I's in s t i tu t io n a l is t ic  seeps which he blared



for destroying the r e la tio n sh ip  between the masses and the 

i n te l le c tu a l ,  between the workers and cu ltu re  i t s e l f .

La grave responeabilitd  <3ei p a r t i t i  d e lla  s in is tr a  
trad lz io n a le  6 proprio  t l  Eatto d i  non e sse rs i nessi 
a l  se rv ia io  d e lla  c re a tiv ity  de l pcpolo che 6 
stra o rd in a r ia , enorrre. H  f a t to  p rinc ipale  d e lla  
rivoluzione c u ltu re le  cinese  6 d 'a v er creduto nsl 
pcpolo, n e lla  sua forza d i c re a t iv i ty  e d i  produzione, 
e so p ra t tu tto  1'aver sp in to  g l l  i n te l le t tu a l i  a 
pa rtec ipare  a l ia  v i ta  p o lit ic a l a l  d i  1& d e lla  loro 
v ita  a r t i s t i c a ,  entrando n e lla  lo t t a  d i c la s s e . Da 
n o i, 11 'tog lia ttiS R D 1 ha d is t ru t t o  questo rapporto 
tr a  in te l le t tu a le  e masse p c po lari. to g l i a t t i  [ . . . ]  
considerava g l i  in te l le t tu a l i  cone gente che doveva 
prcdurre d e lle  ope r e ,  ma senza rrescolarsi a l ia  
'p o l i t i c a '?  la  p o l i t ic a  deve essere  E atta dag li 
uanini p o l i t i c i  . . .  voi -  che s ie te  a r t i s t i  -  fa te  
d e l l ’a r te  . . .  s ta  a  noi -  i  p o l i t i c !  -  d ir ig e r la  e 
u t i l iz z a r la  . . .  In  I t a l i a  a  forza d i 'u t i l iz z a re ' g l i  
in t e l le t tu a l i ,  siano a r r iv a t i  ad una situazione  
c a ta s tro fic a .
( to  in  B innir 1975, p . 228)

Before the s p l i t  w ith the  PCI care  about, ttiova Sceiia in  October 1966 

performed t o ' s  play  Grande pan tom lira con bandiere e auoazzi p ioco li e 

iredi (Grand Pantomime with Flags are) S na il and Msdiaa-slzed Puppets) 

a t  the case d e l pocolo of Sant'Bgidio in  Cessna, a  modest beginning 

for what becane a h is to r ic a l  event in  the  con tex t o f  I ta lia n  p o li t ic a l  

th e a tre . She form o f  the play was a re tu rn  to  the  rough, coarse 

th e a tre  o f  I I  d l to  n e ll'o c ch io , except th is  tin e  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  massage 

had been excessively increased. Po: the f i r s t  tim e, Fo s tip u la ted  

th a t h is  use o f puppets, masks, pageantry and masquerade elements 

resembled the comredia d e l l 'a r te  bu t stemmed from a  popular, p re- 

ccmiedia t r a d i tio n , thus paving the way for M istero Buffoi



Because o f  h is  extensive use of mimicry, masks and 
puppets, F o 's  th e a tre  ia  mistakenly c harac terised  as 
stemming p rim arily  frew ccwnedia d e l l 'a r t e . But tine 
cqgredla s a tir is e d  so c ia l ste reo types, whereas Fo 's 
p o l i t i c a l  s a t i r e  (bread ccmedy and highly 
p rese n ta tio n al), o rig ina ted  in  the period between the 
lo th  any 12th  c en tu rie s , the  post-feuda l age when the 
I ta l ia n  peninsula experienced a b u rs t o f  p o l i t ic a l  
freedom? je s te rs  roamed the land with a r ep e rto ire  o f 
gags and sk it s  c e leb ra ting  the end o f  feudalism and 
rid ic u lin g  the  remaining feudal overlords and the 
Church. Performing in  s tr e e ts  and market p laces, 
p resenting comic rou tines  consis ting  o f  simple 
language, mine and mimicry, the  feudal je s te r  
de ligh ted  the cannon people while awakening tiiera to  
the  tyranny o f  the  n o b ility .
(Sogliuzzo, 1972, p . 72)

In Grande pantomima con handlers e pupazzi p ic o o li e  medi, to  used a 

huge puppet, drawn from S ic il ian  tr a d i tio n , to  represent the  S tate  in 

i t s  con tinual f ig h t with the 'dragon' o f  the  working c la s s . This play 

r id ic u le s  the church, the Monarchy, the  Anry a id  Industrialism , while 

i t  suggests th a t the shadcw o f  fascism s t i l l  hanys over the 

contemporary p o l i t ic a l  scene. Po a lso  denounced the PCI for fa ilin g  

to  ccntoat c a p i ta l is t ic  oppression. Palmiro I b g l i a t t i ,  the PCI leader 

respected by S o c ia lis ts  and C hristian  Benocrata a lik e , i s  one o f  the 

p o l i t ic a l  f igu res  s a t i r is e d  by to  (who inc lden tly  played the  ro le  of 

I b g l ia t t i  o rig in a lly ) fo r favouring compromise ra the r than reform, 

thus re ta rd ing  the progress of the p ro le ta rian  cause. I b g l ia t t i  is  

portrayed in  the costume o f  a p r ie s t  (symbolic reference to  the 

p a ra l le l  d ram  between the d e stru c tiv e  nature o f  the  I ta l ia n  c lergy in 

terms o f  the c u ltu ra l trad i tio n  and to g l i a t t i 's  own stand on c u ltu re ) .



who is  scolded and rid icu led  by two puppets representing S ta lin  and 

Mao Tse-tung. The exercise o f  th is  play  was to  show hew 

industria lism , through i t s  to o l, the  puppet 'C ap italism ' (o rig inally  

played by Ftsnea Raise in  a sexy two-piece swimmi .ig costume), has 

oppressed the  masses o f  the  In d u s tr ia l S tate  by de-humanising them 

(19), and c rea ting  human puppets who are e a s ily  manipulated by the 

hegemonic powers (20) .

Besides Grande Pantcunima and I I  funerals d e l Padrone (The Boss's 

Funeral) (21), the Nuova Scana period produced l i t t l e  o f  la s tin g  value 

apart from M istero Buffo nfcich followed in  la te  1969. I t  was to 

become one o f  h is  enduring triumphs in  I ta ly  and abroad. In i t ,  he 

drew on the  counter-cu ltu re  o f  the  Middle Ages, on apocryphal gospel 

s to r ie s ,  on legend and ta le s ,  presen ting  episodes in  which he played 

a l l  th e  ro les  and used a language in  p a r t  invented, in  p a rt a rchaic , 

in  p a rt drawn from the d ia le c ts  o f  Northern I ta ly ,  to  develop the 

figure  o f  the  Peasant C h ris t.

The myth o f  the Peasant Q ir is t  arose fron b ib l ic a l  t ra d i tio n  i t s e l f  

and was the  r e su l t o f  the repercussion o f  the  emphasis th a t various 

g u e r il la  movements of the  S ix tie s  in L atin  America placed on the 

M arxist e g a lita r ia n  ten ets  inherent in  C h r is t 's  teachings. With the 

advent of C h ris tian ity , the no tions o f  ’people ' and 'popular' 

underwent a  profound rev is ion . The apocalyptic message propagated by 

C h ris t ian i ty  was based on the premise o f  a new e g a lita r ia n  order th a t



would replace the presen t ems. This apocalyp tic  message had teen 

fu e lled  frcm the  s t a r t  by the  Jewish tr a d i tio n , during the  years of 

expression , which foresaw the need to  c re a te  a  c lo ser t i e  with God and 

even to  dominate i t ,  by tu rning to  the  interm ediary figures o f 

Messianic order to  help them overcome th e ir  d a ily  a d v e rs itie s .

( . . .1  G li eb re i d e l la  d iaspora alessandrina  leggevano 
nei L ibrl s i b l l l i n i  Che ' l a  te r ra  sarh  conune a t u t t i  
e  non v i saranno p ib  nd mura n6 f ro n t ie r s ,  nb poveri 
nfe r ic c h i,  nb grand! n6 p ic c o li ,  n b r e n b  s ig n o r i, ma 
tu t t i  saranno u g u a li '. S im ili a tte s e  permsavano. la  
soc ie tb  giudaica n e lla  fase  p ib  acu ta  d e lla  sua 
disgregazione p o lit io a  e ou ltu ra le  e spiegano la  
v a r ia b i l i ty  d e l comportaroenti d e lle  f o lle  p a les t in es i 
ne i confront! d i Gesb e ,  so p ra t tu tto , l a  g razia 
accordata d a l la  piazza a l io  z e lo ta  Barabba per i l  
r i f iu to  costantemente opposto da Gesb ad ogni 
r ic h ie s ta  d i p o rs i a l ia  te s ta  d e lla  riscoasa  armata 
d e l la  nazione I s ra e l i te .
(R. Rxnano, 1980, v o l. 10, p . 890)

The C hris tian  Messiah was a lso  born from the  squalor o f  the 

peasan try . With h is  appearance, C h ris t announced a kingdom of 

redemption and e q u a lity , wherein ti. poor would no longer ke hungry or 

co ld . The s itu a tio n  would be, o f  course , d if f e re n t  fo r those who 

possessed  power and w ealth , fo r whom, then , the kingdom o f  C hrist 

would be una ttainab le . The popularity  o f C h r is t ian i ty  was then linked 

to  the promise of a ra d ic a l transform ation which would take place a t 

the  le v e l o f  m eta-history, C h r is t ian i ty  a lso  premised to  re-evaluate

La comunita c ria tia n e  e ra  i l  nuovo Xod; d i Dio: ad



essa  potevano accedere tutti, anche i pagar.l- D'ora 
in  p o i, le  ccmuniti c r is t ia n e , superata la  matrice 
e tn ie o -c u ltu rs le  che legava I 'I s r a e l  s to r ic o  a YahwSh 
in  noflo esclusivo , c o s titu ira n ro  un popolo su i
g en eris , transnazionale , 's t i r p e  e le t t a ,  sacerdozio 
reg a le , nazicne san ta , pspolo a cg u is ta to ' (I  P ie tro ,

(Romano, 1980, v o l. 10, p . 890)

At a  time when the  Roman Empire swarmed with various c u l ts  c reated  to  

s a t is f y  questions which 'o fficialdom 1 could not adequately answer, 

C h r is t ian i ty  seemed to  o ffe r a  simple d oc trine , characterised  by the 

s p i r i t  o£ so lid a r ity ,  then unknown, which prompted persona of

d if fe re n t  so c ia l e x trac tions to  liv e  toge ther, making no d is t in c t io n s  

based on w ealth or sex . As a soc io log ica l c e a lit? , C h r is t ian i ty  was 

no t an exclusively  popular phenomenon, t u t  ra the r m eta-popular, since 

i t  wsnt v e r tic a lly  across the so c ia l s t r a ta  w ith a  c e r ta in  prevalence

in  the  interm ediate c la s s e s . This was o f  course contrary  to  the

Engelian view th a t the d iffu sio n  of C h r is t ian i ty  took place amongst 

the  lowest popular stratum . Thus, C h r is t ian i ty  became the  re lig io n  of 

the  productive c lasses  o f the  hew order, providing an ideo log ica l-  

r e lig io u s  s ta tu te  o f  a u to -id en tif ic a t io n  which a lloved those sane 

c la sses  to  be ro sitioned  le g itim ate ly  on a w ell-defined fa sc ia  o f 

so c ie ty  and to  e x e r t th a t influence which progressively  persuaded 

C h ris t ian i ty  to  become the  re lig io n  o f  the S ta te . Therefore, the 

apparent dichotomy created  by re lig io n  between c la sses  was a lso  

evident in  the citta-carapagna (urban-rural) s tru c tu re : the

countryside, which i s  'p o p u la r ', reta ined  a fa r  nore pagan and 

subversive element in i t s  c u ltu re , w hilst the c i ty ,  being more



e ru d ite , conformed to  the  'o rd e rly ' mandate o f  the C hristian 

in s t i tu t io n .

Q ir is t ia n i ty ,  Eton i t s  well-meaning and humble o r ig in s , became a 

component o f the  StAte, of the  mighty. The apocalyptic message of the 

Scrip tu res  never m ateria lised  for the  oppressed bu t i t  was a lso  never 

to ta l ly  d iscarded. Some secto rs  o f  society  never f u lly  accepted the 

autonomy of the Church-State. This i s  explained by the ex istence  of 

se c ts  throughout h is to ry  th a t reb e lled  ag a in s t the  f ic t i t io u s  

indoc trina tion  of the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  hierarchy . The Various revolts 

o f  these  se c ts  and the use o f  r e lig io u s  ideology by thee  to  tifeate a 

renovatio  roundi are  sane o f  the many episodes o f  peasant reactions to  

a s s a i l  the  socio-econonic and p o lit ic o -c u ltu ra l world of the  hegemonic 

c la sses :

I I  oaso <31 Valdo fc tip ic o ;  n e l suo t r a t t a t o  De septem 
donis S p iri tu s  sa n c tl . [12501, Stefano d i  Bourbon 
p a rla  d i valdo e d e lle  sue o r ig in !  presentandolo cons 
un r icoo  rappresentante d e lla  borghesia m ercantile d i 
Lione che, a l l 1 im prow iso, dope una lunga maditazione 
s u l Vangelo, decide non so ltan to  d i sc eg lie re  la  
poverth, ma d i f a r s i  in iz ia to re  d i un movinento 
pauperistioo  che, o l t r e  a s c e g lie r s i uno s ta tu s ,  s i  
appropri anche de l te s to  b ib lico  per po te rlo  leggere 
d irettam ente senza la  mediazicxB d e l la  Chiesa.
(Bonano, 1980, vo l. 10, pp. 896-897)

V aldo 's aim, a s  was L u th e r's  cen tu rie s  l a t e r ,  was to  popularise the 

S c r ip tu res , to  allow the subordinate c la sses  to  lave d ire c t access to  

the o r ig in a l w ritings o f  the  C hris tian  church on which to  base th e ir



own f a i t h  and autononous c u ltu ra l m anifesto. The b ir th  o f  the

bourgeoisie  occurred then , in  the form o f  the leaders th a t  led the

h e re t ic a l  popular movements (which could no t y e t express themselves 

c u ltu ra lly )  o f  the  Middle Ages. In  many ways, these  new m iddle-class

leade rs  were the Gramscian ‘organic in te l le c tu a ls ' who paved the  way

for h is to r ic a l  change.

The o ld  pagan c u l ts ,  d ispersed  in  a landscape which had become 

inhosp itab le  and sub jec t to  e x p lo ita tio n  and d isd a in  by the upper 

h ie ra rchy , took roo t in  the  countryside bu t lay  dormant u n t i l ,  

in s tig a ted  by the  new h e re tic a l leaders and the  deep so c io -p o litic a l 

and economic c r i s i s  o f  the  la te r  Middle Ages, they re-awoke. The 

hegem onic-ecclesiastical cu ltu re  reciprocated  by d r a s t ic a l ly  reducing 

popular cu ltu re  through measures which included destroying pagan 

te stim on ies o f  any kind (a rc h i te c tu ra l, l i t e r a r y ,  f ig u ra tiv e ) . I t  

a lso  turned to  s e lec tiv e  methods, such as covering, h iding and 

o f f i c ia l i s i n g  the fo lk lo r ic  c u ltu re  by m ans o f  c o rrec tiv e  measures. 

T herefore, the comtitarent o f  th e  Church was to  evangelise the 'pagan' 

o r the  'h e r e t i c a l ',  amidst a  backgrcund o f  even to re  a ssim ilation  

between e c c le s ia s t ic a l  and feudal s tru c tu re s , by o s tra c is in g  paganism 

and heresy (or a lien a tin g  them in  the  cancaqna) through the ever-  

increasing  rig id  cod ifica tion  o f  the  litu rg y  and d is c ip lin a ry  norms.

In a  m?re modern con tex t, the  apocalyptic message o f  the  to sp e ls  is  

once again being used to  ce-awaken the dormant masses to  reb e l against



oppression and e x p lo ita tio n  by the  se lec ted  few. Such i s  the case in 

L atin  America, where p o l i t ic a l  awareness i s  coming from w ithin the 

e c c le s ia s t ic a l  w orld, by p r ie s ts  and lib e ra tio n  th e o lo g is ts  who preach 

w ith  the  B ible in  cue hand and the gun, m etaphorically  or l i t e r a l l y ,  

in  the  o th e r. The id e n tif ic a tio n  o f  C h ris t and h is  teachings with 

revo lu tion  by means o f  v io lence , i s  a  new concept in  the evolution o f  

C h r is t ia n i ty . The w ealth and power of the  Church is  being corroded 

from the  in s id e , by ind iv iduals in te n t in  crea ting  an 'u to p ia ' 

e g a lita r ia n  so c ie ty  to  rep lace  the  presen t un ju st one.

In  Jorge Amado’s  novel, Caoitges da Areia (Sand capta ins) (22), sub­

t i t l e d  for obvious reasons 'Fergus a revolugSo 6 usna p i t r i a  e uma 

fam llia ' (23), fo r instance, the  Catholic  Church i s  shown to  be one of 

the oppressors in  B r a z i l 's  c la s s  s trugg le . This no torious B razilian  

le ft-w ing  au thor, however, s t r e s se s  how sim ila r the C hris tian  values 

a re  to  those advocated by M arxist dogma. Cne o f  the  pro tagon ists  in 

th is  novel o f  so c ia l rea lism , Father Josd Pedro, a former p ro le ta rian  

(a symbolic ind ication  o f  the  s im ila rity  between the two ideo log ies), 

a s  a  rep resen ta tive  o f  the C atholic Church (the oppressor), has to  win 

the  h e a r ts  o f  d e s t i tu te  ch ild ren  who find  th e ir  answers in a semi­

pagan re lig io n  o f  African o r ig in . This re lig io n , headed by the 

toodco -like  Oxless Qmi'.j, seeks the  d estruction  o f  the  hegemonic 

c la ss es  and emphasises th a t the day o f  revenge o f  the  d is in h e r ite d  is  

c lo se  a t  hand. Onlifce i t s  western coun terpart, th i s  pagan re lig io n  

echoes the fee lings and fea rs  o f  the  su b -p ro le ta r ia t, and does r o t



promise to  find the  so lu tion  to  i t s  cond ition . Instead , i t  suggests 

th a t i t  i s  only through revolution th a t  s o c io -p o litic a l change can 

inprove th e ir  lo t .

What i s  p a r tic u la r ly  in te res tin g  in  th is  novel i s  th a t  Father JosS 

Pedro, in  h is  a lte rc a tio n  w ith h is  supe rio r regarding the moral s ta te  

o f  th e  s t r e e t  u rch ins , i s  compared to  a  corrmmist!

-  ( . . . ]  Roubam para  coner porque todos e sses  r ico s que 
tSm para  botar fo ra , para da r para a s  Ig re ja a , nab se 
lembraro que existem crlanqas com Corns . . .  Que culpa.
-  C aie-se i -  a  voz do  cdnego e ra  chela  de a u to ri-  
dade. -  Quern o v isse  fa la r  d i r i a  que 6 urn conunista 
que e s t i  falando. E nSo 6 d i f f c i l .  to  meio desaa 
gentalha o senhor deve te r  aprendido a s  te o t ia s  de les 
. . .  o  senhor 6 um conunista, um inimigo da Ig re ja  . . .  
(Amador 1968, p . 156)

[ [The children] s te a l  to  e a t  because a l l  those rich  people who have
enough to  throw away, give to  the Churches and never remenfcer th a t
the re  are hungry ch ild ren  . . .
'Be q u ie t : ' ,  snapped the  canon. 'Anyone hearing you speak wcuM say 
you were a  co snunist. And i t  w ouldn 't be d i f e i c u l t .  to rk ing  with 
th a t  l o t ,  ycu m ist have le a rn t to  th ink  lik e  them . . .  You are  a
ccBm inist, an enemy o f  the  Church . . . ]

m c a ll in g  the meeting he had with h is  supe rio r, he is  l e f t  to  r e f le c t  

on the  a lleg a tio n s  made? i t  i s  during th i s  confused 6t a t  d 'e s p r l t  

t h a t  the  p ro tagon ist syn b o llica lly  lin k s  the  C h ris t-f ig u re  to  the 

in ev itab le  M arxist revolutionary:



c o m n is ta  . . .  [ . . . ]  0  padre Jos£ Pedro ia  encostado 
k  parede. ( . . . )  Pensava levac ta n ta s  crian9as a  oeus 
. . .  Criancas ex trav iadas . . .  S e ria  que e la e  tlnham 
culpa? D eixai v ir  a  mim as criancinhas . . .  C ris to  . . .  
Bra uma figura  radiosa e noqa. Os sacerdotes tanto6m 
disseram que e le  e ra  um revolucionsirio. [ . . . J  E
C risto?  nSo, nSo podia pensar que Criabo tosse  um
comunista. ( . . . )  S e r i que um ccmunista age assim? 
Dar um pouco de conforto 6quelas pequenas almas. 
Salvfi-las, irelhorar seus d e s tin e s . ( . . . j  C ris to  
tanbdm pensava assim . . .  cons um com nista?
(finiado, 1968, pp .157-156)

[A c atm m iat . . .  ( . . . )  Father Jos6 Pedro was leaning again st the  w all. 
f . . , j  He wanted to  bring the  ch ild ren  to  Gcd, ch ild ren  who had gone 
a s tra y  . . .  Mare they re a lly  to  b la re?  Suffer th e  l i t t l e  ones to  cone 
un to  me . . .  Chr'.at . . .  rad ia n t and youthftsl. The high p r ie s ts  a lso  
sa id  th a t he was a revo lu tionary . ( . . . )  C h ris t?  Kb, he cou ld n 't 
p o ssib ly  think o f  C h ris t as a  communist. ( . . . )  Would a comnunist 
behave lik e  th is ?  Giving a l i t t l e  b i t  o f  ccan&rt to  those poor l i t t l e  
so u ls . Saving them, giving then  a b e t te r  fu tu re . ( . . . )  I s  th is  how 
C hris t thought to o . . .  l ik e  a cottnunist?]

The n u ltip le  fac to rs  o f  the  South American example (the m il ita n t 

C h r is t , the  M arxist revolu tion , the pagan -here tica l re lig io n , the 

hegenonic C h r is t ia n i ty ) , although so  c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f  the  r e a l 

p o l i t ic a l  problems o f  the  Third hbrM , a re  very re le v an t, a t  an 

ideo log ical le v e l, to  Dario F b 's  M iatero Buffo, to e  C h ris t-f ig u re  of 

M istero Buffo i s  one th a t i j  f irztiy  rooted in  popular C h ris tian  

tr a d i tio n , a  revolu tionary  saviour whose doc trine  d e fie s  th a t o f  the 

hegemonic powers. His aim i s  to  po in t cu t th a t popular t r a d i tio n  has 

been d is to rte d  by in s t itu tio n a lis e d  Orthodoxy which i s  in  i t s e l f



blamed tor having c reated  a so c ie ty  th a t bases i t s  creed on the 

supremacy o f  one c lae s  over another. Thus M lstero Buffo was born of 

'popu lar1 anger and can be seen no t only as represen ting  a re-reading 

o f  th e  p a st bu t a lso  as a  s tip u la t io n  of P o 's  no t to  o f co n tro s to rla  

( 'c o u n te r -h is to ry ') ,  th a t is  h is to ry  being quoted by estranged 

p e rsp e c tiv es, the dem ystification  and re-dimensioning o f  the  God-hero.

In  December 1970, to  produced Morte acc iden ta ls  d i  un anarchico 

(Accidental Death o f  an A narch ist), a  grotesque farce  about a tra g ic , 

r e a l  farce , a  play  in  which h is  s k i l l  as a w ri te r  o f  farce  and h is  

g i f t  as a perfom ing-clown were b r i l l i a n t ly  pu t a t  the se rv ice  o f  

p o l i t i c s .  This play  d e a lt w ith the  tension  caused by the  r e a l  death 

o f  a p risoner (24) and the f a rc ic a l Inventions advanced by the 

a u th o r i tie s  to  explain  and cover i t .  Cfi th i s  occasion, 'La Conune' 

s e t  about providing a  theatre , o f  'c ounter-in form ation1 which 

d isc red ite d  the  o f f i c ia l  inve stig a tio n  and even the widespread 

arguments put forward by the  l e f t  in  the  media. I t  is  estim ated th a t 

in  fou r years , th is  play  was seen by a m illio n  people, many o f  whom 

took p a rt in  the f ie rc e  debates which erupted a f te r  each 

performance. In  the  course o f  i t s  extensive tour o f I ta ly , the  p la y 's  

t i t l e  was changed to  A ccidental Daath o f  an A narchist and Other 

Subversives to  incorporate the death o f  the  well-known left-w ing 

p u b lish er, Giangiacotio P e l t r in e l l i ,  who was found dead under an 

e le c t r ic i ty  pylon w ith unexploded dynamite nex t to  h is  body, a t  i f  i t  

had been 'p lan te d ' on him by h im self or o th e rs . With th is  ple.y, to



had succeeded in  h is  aim o f  making a theatre  which made people laugh 

a t  d ram atic th ings , w h ils t re ta in ing  a l l  the  anger the  s itu a tio n  

provoked.

Ifce follow ing years were for Eb and Franca Bams, years o f  intense 

p o l i t i c a l  a g ita t io n , both in  terms of th e ir  w riting  and th e ir

involvement in  the a c tiv e  p o l i t ic a l  arena. 'La Comne' was involved 

iii research ing  the  h is to ry  o f  the  I ta l ia n  w orking-class movement and 

in  stim u la ting  revo lu tionary  s tra te g y . This period  saw the  production 

o f  p lays such a s  l i i t t i  u n i t i l  l i i t t i  insiemei Ma scuaa quello  non 6 

11 padrone? (United Pfe Stand( A ll Iboether KPwl Cop s, I s n ' t  That the 

Boas?) (1971) i tb r te  e  resurrez ione  d i  un rupav (Death and

R esurrect ion o f  a Puppet) (1972), Ftedavn (1972), P m , Pumi Chi k? La

F o liz ia t (Knock Knock: Who's There? S b lice j)  (1972), which were

mainly h ighly d id a c tic  p o l i t ic a l  documentaries th a t a ttacked American 

Im perialism , cap ita lism , the  bourgeois in s t i tu t io n s  in  the  name of 

in te rnationalism . He openly p a rtic ip a te d  in  'Soccorso ib s so ' (Bed 

A id), an organ isation  e stab lished  to  c o lle c t funds and provide

comforts fo r I ta l ia n  p o l i t ic a l  p risoners detained under harsh 

c ond itions. His w riting  a lso  d e a lt sym pathetically  w ith the 

P a le s tin ian  s trugg le , w ith the s itu a tio n  in  C hile, and to s t

unsym pathetically w ith the  methods o f  the I ta l ia n  p o lic e .

The Seventies proved to  be for the  FO’s a decade not only o f  many

successes and reached goals bu t a lso  o f  a few personal se tbacks. In



March 1973, Franca Rare was abducted a t  gunpoint from her hare in 

Milan by a  gruup o f  f a s c is ts ,  gravely a ssau lted  an3 l e f t  bleeding in  a 

park (25). Dissension w ith in  'La Camne' was becoming note apparent 

because c e r ta in  ren te rs  f e l t  th a t Dario to  and Franca Bane were 

s t i f l i n g  th e ir  own c re a tiv e  a c t iv i t ie s .  This inev itab ly  led  to  th is  

fa c tio n  abandoning 'La Cornune', taking w ith them a v a st amount of 

th e a tre  equipment which the  Eb's had accumulated during th e ir  twenty 

years in  shov business. Needless to  say, these  d iss id en ts  never 

amounted to  much on th e ir  a m  and were even tually  se lf-destroyed  by 

fu rther s p l i t s  in  th e ir  group; they b a s ic a lly  lacked the p o li t ic a l  

fo rce  th a t  to  had gathered during h is  years  o f  experience with the 

th e a tre .

to  h im self was a rre s ted  la te r  th a t year and held in  p rison  in  

Sard in ia  for refusing to  allow po lice  to  be p resen t a t  reh e arsa ls . 

A fter many demonstrations and p ro te s ts , he was re leased ; by th is  time 

the  I ta l ia n  a u th o ri tie s  had cone to  r e a lis e  th a t ,  besides being an 

a r t i s t ,  to  was a p o l i t ic a l  figure which the S ta te  wished to  s ilence  

w ith any weapon a t  i t s  d isp o sa l. This minor inc iden t brought to  to  

the  fore fron t o f public  a tten t io n  and drew ro re  audiences to  h is 

p la y s . However, in  our opinion, t h i s  period in  Dario t o ' s  career 

lacked the  novelty which h is  theatre  was always c red ited  w ith, because 

o f  i t s  excessive and almost f a n a tic a l p o l i t ic a l  l in e .

eve to  the  de fection  of a c to rs  from h is  group arti the fac t th a t Dario



K> had to  s t a r t  anew, a new venue was required? th is  led  to  the 

purchase o f  the  Palazzina L iberty  Theatre, a  d ila p id a ted  a r t  nouveau 

th e a tre  in  Milan. The new rove a lso  foresaw the  s h i f t  o f  p o l i t ic a l  

ground in  Dario E b 's th e a tre . This p o l i t ic a l  f l a i r  was ev ident in  the 

farce  Hon s i  oagal tfon s i  pagal (Can't Pay? Won't Pavl) (1974), 

which d e a ls  w ith the  question o f  c iv i l  disobedience. The play was a 

comment on the  people o f  Margheca, Turin and the  south o f  I ta ly ,  who 

refused to  pay the r is in g  p r ic e s  in  superm arkets, pub lic  tran sp o rt, 

gas arri e le c t r ic i ty  b i l l s ,  in s i s tin g  on paying what they considered to 

be a f a i r  p r ic e . S ig n if ica n tly  the  r a in  upholder o f  law and order in  

the  play i s  a can run ist shop steward, who disapproves o f  h is  w ife 's  

gesture  o f  reb e llio n  again st the  r is in g  - » s t  o f  liv in g  -  a  raid  on a 

supermarket, to ia  play was added to  and a lte re d  a t  the  suggestion of 

popular audiences, a  p rac tice  now fam ilia r  in  Dario Bti's 

p roductions. C an 't Pay? vton't Pavl ie  perhaps l b ' s  eo st well-known 

play  since  i t  c e r ta in ly  is  the  one which has had no st performances 

ou tside  I ta ly .  Like most o f h i s  plays since 1968, i t  was w ritte n  a s  a 

response to  a sccio-po lifc ica l need and d e a lt w ith a  sp e c if ic  

s itu a tio n .

In  1977, 10 returned to  I ta l ia n  te lev is io n  a f te r  a  long absence, with 

th e  screening of two d if fe re n t  versions o f  M lstero Buffo. This led to  

fu rth e r  p lays being screened among which were two e d itio n s o f Ci 

raciono e can to ,  S ettiiro : tuba un po1 meno, Isa b e lla , t r e  c arav e lle  e

un cacciaballe  arri La signora fe da b u tta re . This re tu rn  to  the
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bourgeois c i r c u i t  i s  o f  in te re s t  because i t  lacks the  extreme 

d idactic ism  prev iously  witnessed in  the  la te  S ix tie s  and early  

S eventies . In  1978, now once again firm ly rooted in  the bourgeois 

th e a tre ,  he toured I ta ly  w ith La s to r la  d e lla  t ig r e  (%e Story of the 

T ig ress ), an a lle g o r ic a l monologue insp ired  by a t r i p  to  China (June 

1975) and based on a  Chinese fo lk ta le ,  th e  moral o f  th i s  monologue 

was th a t ,  i f  you have a ' t i g e r '  in  you, you m a t  never delegate 

re sp o n s ib ility  to  o th e rs , never expect o th e rs  to  solve your problems, 

and above a l l  avoid th a t unthinking party  lo y a lty  which i s  the  enemy 

o f  reason and o f  revolu tion . In  1981, following on the  kidnapping o f  

Aldo M3 i:o, cane Clacson, trontoette e pem acchi (Trnnpefcs and 

R aspberries), w ith which Fo overcame h is  block concerning Issues 

re la te d  to  te rro rism  (26); he c a te g o rica lly  shews th a t h is  sympathies 

new l i e  w ith the  vic tim s o f  te rro rism  and o f  any form o f  v io len t 

p o l i t ic a l  a c tio n . Ib is  i s ,  o f  course , a  far cry  frcro the  p o l i t ic a l  

anarchism o f  the  e a r ly  Seventies and from p lays sue' as Fedavn, where 

he seemed to  suggest th a t a  l e f t i s t  d ic ta to rsh ip  by the P.L.O. was 

j u s t i f i e d  because i t  operated w ith in  the  framework o f  Marxism. 

Trumpets and Raspberries nocked both the  po lice  and th e ir  readiness to  

see t e r r o r i s t s  everywhere and the  p o l i t ic a l  cynicism which led to  

to r o 's  being abandoned to  h is  fa te  by h is  fellow p o li t ic ia n s .  This 

was one o f  t o ' s  la s t  major p o l i t ic a l  p lays.

In  1981, he was inv ited  by the  'B erlin e r Ensemble1, the theatre  

founded by B recht, F o 's  mentor in  many ways, to  update B rech t's  The,



ihceepennv Opera, which i s  an adap ta tion  o f  Gay's Tv Beggar’s  CPera 

(27). The ensuing r e s u l t  was L 'opera d e lla  sghjqnaszo which had i t s  

premiere in December 1981 a t  the  "tea tro  I I  Pabbricone' o f  P ra to . 

I ro n ic a lly , the  'B erline r Bnsentole' found P a 's  rock version  o f  th is  

play  d i f f i c u l t  to  accept, In sp ite  of B re ch t's  having on occasion 

sa id  th a t  one ought to  t r e a t  famous au thors w ith d is re sp ec t, i f  one 

has the  le a s t  considera tion  for the  ideas they express, the Germans 

thought th is  adapta tion degraded B rech t's  e a r l ie r  work. I t  d id  not 

improve on B re ch t's  o r  Gay's p lays in  any s ig n ific a n t way, and i t  

s te ere d  dangerously c lose  to  the  p la s t ic ,  cosmetic cu ltu re  i t  was 

s a t i r is in g .

In  March 1982, Eb continued to  demonstrate h is  consummate s k i l l  as an 

adaptor and performer o f  Medieval te x ts  w ith I I  fabulazzo osoeno (The 

Ctoscene Fable), which is  considered to  be the th ird  e d itio n  o f  M istero 

Buffo, bu t based on more secu la r sou rces. This play  c o n s is ts  o f a 

group o f  th ree  s to r ie s ,  I I  tumulto d i Bologna (The Bologna R io t) , La 

paro&ia tfacola (The B u tterflv -m uae) and Luclo e I 'a s in o  (Lucio and 

th e  Donkey). They were a l l  rehearsed and developed by Fo in  fro n t o f 

an audience. Each d e a lt w ith an aspect o f  pcpular sex u ality  and 

scatology in a  way which would have been censored by the  te d iev a l 

Church and s ta te  a u th o ri tie s , bu t was somehow preserved through o ra l 

t r a d i t io n .

The follcwing year saw the  performance o f  Patapuafete, a  testimony to



Fo 's  re tu rn  to  the format; o f  the  clovffi-sbow and rgvue-skatch . In 

ttoventoer 1983, Fo began work on a new p la y , Coppia auerta . quasi 

soalancata (Coen Cbuple. Wide Open, Even), which d e a ls  in  Brechtian 

fashion w ith the  p riv ate  l i f e  o f  a couple and th e ir  d isa s tro u s  

a ttem pts to  liv e  separate liv e s .  This play  was a  departu re  frora the 

p o l i t i c a l  scene, but no t very d if fe re n t  from t o ' s  o the r p lays th a t  had 

m a ri ta l re la tio n s  a t  th e ir  co re , e spec ia lly  those he • lo te  in  co­

opera tion  with Franca Same, such a s  T utta  casa , l e t  to  e ch iesa  and Ona 

donna so la .

In  sp ite  o f  the fac t th a t many o f  F o 's  p lays are  p resen tly  being re­

adapted for the  conventional s ta g e  by the  author him self and by o thers 

in  I ta ly  ard elsewhere, the  t o  o f  the  e ig h tie s  i s  experiencing 

sonething o f  a  c r i s i s  as a playw right, e sp ec ia l ly  aa i t  i s  a  time when 

there  i s  a widespread c r i s i s  o f  c re a t iv i ty  in  I ta l ia n  cinema and 

th e a tre  a t  la rge .

Dario Bt> has a worldwide repu ta tion ; the  Scandinavian c o u n tri tJ  were 

anting the f i r s t  to  welcome him as a  performer and to  produce h is  

works. The whole of Western Europe has by now acknowledged h is 

importance and v ir tu o s ity . Foreign tr a v e l has, hcwever, no t been 

w ithout i t s  se tbacks for Dario Fo and Franca Rame: there  were a ttacks 

on the  th e a tre  where they were performing in  Buenos A ires which was 

urder m il ita ry  ru le  and a v isa  to  the United S ta te s  had for a  long 

time been refused to  them. The summer o f  1986, however, saw the



fenecican adm inistra tion  a t l a s t  r e le n t; th i s  perhaps i s  an ind ication  

o f  the  impact and the importance the  FO's have had on contemporary 

p o l i t ic a l  th e a tre .





In order to  understand Dario l b ' s  th e a tr ic a l  d e x te r ity  and a b i l i ty  as 

a playw right and a c to r , i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  analyse a few sem iotic 

concepts re la tin g  to  th e a tre  and drama and used to  f u l l  advantage in  a 

Fo production. Drama i s  a  very d if fe re n t  l i t e r a r y  genre to  th a t  of 

prose and poetry since  i t  functions on two very d is t in c t  le v e ls : 

f i r s t l y ,  a s  a dramatic te x t  in  a reading s itu a tio n  and secondly, as a 

performance in  a th e a tre .

The sem iotician Keir Elam makes a  c lea r  d is t in c t io n  between theatre  

and dram atic te x t  and shows th e ir  interdependence:

theatre  i s  taken to  r e fe r  here  to  the  co ip lex  of 
phenomena associated w ith the  performer-audience 
tran sac tio n : th a t  i s ,  with the production and
cccm uilcatlon of reaming in  the  performance i t s e l f  and 
with" the systems "uw Srlying i t .  By 'd ram a', on the 
o the r band, i s  meant th a t mode o f  f ic t io n  designed fur 
stage  rep resen ta tion  and constructed according to  
p a r tic u la r  ( 'd ram atic ')  conventions.
(K. Elam, 1980, p . 2)

The underlined words emphasise the  ro le  played by sem io tics, a  science 

ded ica ted  to  the  study of production, ccumunication and s ig n ific a tio n  

o f  meaning in  so c ie ty . Thus, the  dramatic te x t  should no t be 

considered in  iso la tio n  f r m  i t s  performance in  th e  th e a tre . The te x t 

i s  intended for performance and i t s  meaning and ccnenunlcation cannot 

be r ea lise d  fu lly  except during  a  performance.

P e tr  Bogatyrev, who undertook to  chart the elementary p r in c ip les  of



th e a tr ic a l  sem iosis, a ffirm s th a t 'on the stage  th ings  th a t p lay  the 

p a rt o f  th e a tr ic a l  signs [ . . . ]  acquire sp e c ia l fe a tu re s , q u a l i t ie s  and 

a t t r ib u te s  th a t they do no t have in  r e a l  l i f e '  ,'Bogatyrev in  Elam, 

1980, p . 7 ). Fran th i s  d e f in i tio n , one can deduce th a t a l l  

performance elements or ob je c ts  are  s igns, a- as such, they assume a 

syntoolic o r s ign ify ing  ro le  on stage  which they do no t necessarily  

have in  r e a l i ty .

Elam uses a ta b le  on the s tage  as an example; the  audience does not 

see  a ta b le  on the  stage  a s  a  p iece  o f  fu rn itu re  a t  which to  e a t ,  bu t 

as a . sign represen ting  th e  c la ss  o f  ob jec ts  denoted by the  term 

’ta b le 1. Therefore, the  ob je c ts  a re  no t so  much p a r t  o f  the  dramatic 

world (where the  ac to rs  can s i t  and e a t  on the  s tage) a s  elements of 

the  sem iotic ocde. Even a drawing o f  a tab le  o r  an o r a l  reference  to  

one (thus no t necessarily  the  ob jec t i t s e lf )  could have she same 

function : the  ob jec t on the  stage  i s  rem iniscent o f  a l l  o ther s im ilar

o b je c ts . Ttius in  a nodem production o f  King Lear, only a  ’th rone' i s  

needed to  convey the  idea o f  king, power, pa lace. In  the  same way, in 

a prcduction  by Dario To, batons and jackboots are  synonymous with 

fascism , c o rrup tion , m il ita ry  ju n ta s , oppression. This allow s him to  

make use o f  on ly  the most e s s e n t ia l  props.

Like the  stage  props, the  a c to r s ’ physical c h a ra c te r is t ic s ,  th e ir  

g e s tic u la t io n  and in tonation  as w ell as a l l  o ther aspects o f  th e ir  

performance, a lso  become signs. Itie ac to r i s  in  f a c t regarded a s  a



dynamic u n it o f  a  whole range o f  s igns. Audiences w il l  take no te  even 

o f  the  s l ig h te s t  gestu re , speech in f le c tio n , expression o r  physical 

p e c u lia r ity ,  such as a  bedraggled p iece  o f  c lo th ing  or a s c a r , and 

consider i t  a  sign to  be in te rp re ted . Fox exauple, Dario F o 's  lanky, 

t a l l  figure  and unusually large  hands stereo type  him in  h is  ro le  as 

the  p r o le t a r ia t 's  'c o u r t je s te r ';  the  blond and su ltry -eyed  Franca 

Rame epitom ises a p a rtic u la r  y p e  of I ta l ia n  woman. The importance of 

the  a c to r 's  make-up i s  shown by th is  amusing account in  which

Groucho Marx i l l u s t r a te s  the  po in t in  h is  amazement a t 
the  scra tches on J u l ie  H a rr is 's  leg s in  a performance 
o f  I  am a camera; 'A t f i r s t  we thought th is  had 
something to  do w ith th e  p lo t  and we w aited for these 
sc ra tches to  come to  l i f e .  But . . .  i t  was never
mentioned in  the play  and we f in a l ly  cane to  the 
conclusion th a t e i th e r  she had been shaving too  c lose  
or she 'd  been kicked around in  the  d ressing  room by 
her bo y frien d '. The audience s ta r t s  w ith the 
assumption th a t every d e ta i l  i s  an in te n tio n a l sign 
and whatever cannot be re la te d  to  the  represen ta tion  
a s  such i s  converted in to  a sign  o f  the a c to r 's  very 
r e a l i ty  -  i t  i s  n o t, in  any case , excluded from 
semiosie.
(Burns in  Elam, 1980, p . 9)

O ils  means th a t besides regarding an o b je c t as re fe rr in g  to  a  c la s s  of 

the  sane type , the  audience w ill  make a l l  kinds o f  a ssocia tions with 

the  o b je c t according to  th e ir  own experience o f  the  w orld. Depending 

on the  so c ia l and moral values of a so c ie ty , a  tab le  on the  stage 

could, fo r exanple, be a ssociated  w ith meagre meals and general want, 

o r i t  could a c t s s  a sign  o f  harmonious fam ily r e la tio n s . Thus 

th e a tre  s igns w ill  inev itab ly  have secondary meanings fo r the



specta to rs  and be associated  w ith the s o c ia l , no ra l an! ideo log ical 

values p reva iling  in  the  soc ie ty  to  which the  a c to rs  and the audience 

belong. Every aspect o f  the  performance i s  sub jec t to  the  denotation- 

connotation d ia le c t ic :

( . . . )  the  s e t ,  the  a c to r 's  body, h is  novements and 
speech determine and are  determined by a constan tly  
s h if tin g  network o f  primary and secondary meanings.
(Elam, 1980, p . 11)

T his eonnotative range o f  s igns in  the th e a tre  makes for economy: 

very few ob je c ts  are used to  evoke boundless c u ltu ra l associa tions . 

V arious types of sign ify ing  associa tions may be derived from an

I t  may be, fo r example, th a t  in  a dd ition  to  the 
denoted c la ss  'a m o u r ',  a  m a rtia l costume, comes to  
s ig n ify  for a p a rticu la r  audience 'v a lo u r ' o r 
'm an lin ess ', or a bourgeois domestic in te r io r
'w e a lth ', 'o s te n ta t io n ',  ‘bad t a s t e ' ,  e tc .
(Elam, 1980, p . 10)

Ihe  s ign  in  th e a tre  i s  always polysemic since  i t  can have m ultiple 

connotations. Because o f  the  denotations and connotations o f  signs on

the  s ta g e , the  specta to rs  experience the performance as a  network of

meanings amounting to  a te x t.

Because a  sign  in  the  th e a tre  is  polysemic, i t  has a  'genera tive  

c a p a c ity '.  The phenomenon o f  transform ation, i . e .  th a t  a s ign  can be



changed or transformed in to  another s ign , con tribu tes  immensely to  the 

economy o f  ccnmunication in  the  th e a tre . Hence the  double 

fu n c tio n a lity  o f  c e r ta in  p a r ts  o f  the ddcor, whereby a w all, for 

example, in  one a c t can become a hedge in  the nex t. The sign  is

mobile and dynamic w ith a  v a rie ty  of functions. S igns, besides being 

exchangeable, may a lso  be rec ip ro ca lly  su b s ti tu te d , in  a  p rocess kncxm 

as ‘tra n s c c d ific a tio n ’ i

The replacement, fo r example, o f  scen ic  in d ic a to rs  by 
gesture  or verbal reference  involves the  p rocess o f  
tran scod ifica tions a  given semantic u n it (say, a 
'd o o r ')  i s  sig n ifie d  by the  lin g u is tic  o r g e stu ra l 
system  ra th e r  than by  the  a rc h ite c tu ra l or p ic to r ia l ,  
as o f ten  occurs in  mime.
(Elam, 1)80, pp. 14-5)

Code and function-sw itching i s  a lso  ev ident in  the t r a d i tio n a l 

d ia le c t ic  between the sub jective  (represented by the ac to rs)  and 

ob jective  (represented by ob je c ts  o r props) elements on the  stage . 

O ften , the  re la tio n  between th e  sub jective  animate and the  ob jective  

inanimate may be modified and even reversed, although in  conventional 

and non-conventional th e a tre , a c to rs  perform while the ob je c ts  c rea te  

the  ambiance, towever, i t  a lso  happens in  many plays th a t b u tle rs , 

so ld ie r s ,  housemaids, e tc ,  a re  mere scenic in d ic a to rs  and may be 

regarded as th e a tr ic a l  accessories ra the r than ac tors who po rtray  the

The great dichotomy between theatre  and non-conventional theatre



occurs itt&n the inanimate ob jec t can be 'p ro ra te d ' on the o b jec tive- 

sub jec tive  continuum. A sword which may form p a r t  o f  an a c to r ’s 

appare l in  one scene, may la te r  be cote  p a r t  o£ the  ac tion  by becoming 

a  murder weapon, j l r l  ve itrdsktf gives the example o f  the  bloodied 

dagger in  the murder scene o f  Ju liu s  Caesar (Elam, 1980, p .15). In 

many modern dramas, such as those o f  Samuel B eckett, th is  inversion  of 

the  functions respective ly  assigned to  the sub jective  (animate) and 

the ob jective  (inanimate) elements on the  stage  i s  d e lib e ra te ly  

exp lo ited  and sometimes c a rried  to  extremes.

In  th i s  sem iotic context Dario F o 's  th e a tr ic a l  a b i l i ty  appears and 

exce ls  on s ta g e , enabling him to  play  with the d u a lity  o f  the a c to r 's  

cole as a stage  sign which renders him 't ra n sp a re n t1 to  the  audience 

on one hand and 'opaque' on the  o th e r  by emphasising h is  ghysical and 

socicil presence. This technique i s  o ften  associated  w ith Brechtian 

e p ic  th e a tre  which has influenced to  to  a la rg e  degree.

Theatre and l i t e r a tu re  throughout the ages have been used as 

functional veh icles to  support ideo log ical supremacy. Denis Diderot 

(1 ), during th e  E nlighbient pe riod , focused on the cognitive  and 

p o li t ic a l ly  u se fu l function o f  a r t .  t o t  un like  him, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (2) saw the  importance th a t th e a tre  played in  re-grouping the 

audience in to  a  community which could then transcend e x is tin g  so c ia l 

d is t in c t io n s . M arxists (3 ), more than a  cen tury  l a t e r ,  aaw the  need 

to  use the th e a tre  and the reception o f  drama as a pedagogical



i n s t r  nt» in i t i a l l y  a s  an instrument o f  s o ..  ' i  c r i t i c i s e ,  but a t  a 

la te r  ige as a  means o f  re-educating  the  people e re  o f  re-organising  

the  ole i strugg le , l i t is  I s  la rg e ly  the aim of F o 's  t - x ts .

Antonio Gramsci (4), fa the r o f  I ta l ia n  and Euroconnunism, was 

concerned about the ro le  o f the a r t i s t ,  the  lack of d iffu s io n  amongst 

the  people of so -ca lled  a r t i s t i c  l i t e r a tu re  and the  non-existence in 

I ta ly  of a genuine popular c u ltu re . He voiced Dario F o 's  own fea rs  

and the re fo re  became a prime source of in sp ira tio n . Gramsci based h is  

theory oti the concept th a t new a r t  may on ly  spring  from a  new cu ltu re  

th a t  prcmotes a new so c io -cu ltu ra l re la tio n  between equal c la s s e s . 

Ore new c u ltu re , envisaged by Gramsci, derives frcxn the  co n tra sts  

between 'h ig h ' or 'hegeconic ' c u ltu re  sad  popular c u ltu re . Popular 

c u ltu re  had been conditioned during t i e  Renaissance and had become 

dormant From th a t  period onwards u n t i l  th e  e a r ly  p a r t  o f  the  tw entieth  

c en tu ry . 8s  argued (5i th a t xnteU sctual- o f  a l l  types were no t 

immediately involved w ith m a te r ia l production , but ra the r with the 

reproduction o f  c a p i ta l i s t  id e o lo g ic a l, c u ltu ra l and c la ss  

re la tio n sh ip s . Be f e l t  th a t  ca p ita lism  had lead to  the  lo s s  of 

c u l tu r a l  va lues, by c rea tin g  a  t e e  o f  l i t e r a tu re  th a t was a n t i­

dem ocratic, a n ti-n a tio n a l, J e s u i t ic  o r  more simply a  forma m entis. 

Like M arinetti (6) (but with d if fe re n t  o b je c tiv es) , Gramsci believed 

th a t  a  new language, a  new order had to  be created  as a b a s is  fo r the



Ogni espressione c u ltu ra le  ha una sua lingua 
s to r ic a ran te  determ inata, ogni a ttivifcd morale e 
in te l le t tu a le ;  quests lingua 6 c id  che s i  chiama anche 
't e e n ie s ' e anche 's t r u t t u r a ' .  Se un le t te ra to  s i  
m ettesse a sc riv ere  in  un linguaggio personalmente 
a rb i t ra r io  (cicfe d iventasse un 'n e o la lie o ' nel sense 
patalogico d e lla  parola) e fosse im itato  dag li a l t r i  
(ognuno con linguaggio a rb itra rio )  s i  parlerebbe d i

(A. Gramsci, 1975d, p . 2193)

Hence the  reason to  c re a te  a new language for a  new man, a  l in g u is tic  

code which would educate and tru ly  communicate w ith the new masses.

A fter p o l i t i c s ,  th e a tre  was Gramsci's only passion? he had a  specia l 

in te r e s t  in  the th e a tre  because of i t s  d iffu s io n  and impact on a l l  the 

c la s s e s .  Between 1916 and 1920, Gramsci concerned h im self with 

l i te r a r y  c ritic ism ?  he wrote h is  th e a tre  reviews and c r it iq u e s  for 

the  lU rin e d itio n  o f  Avanti. His f i r s t  invectives against 

conventional establishm ents were pronounced ag a in s t the th e a tre s  o f 

T tirin , which were responsib le  for 'I 'abbassanento  d e l l iv e l lo  de l 

gusto ge n era ls ' because 'onnai ha rm  perduto la  lo ro  genuina 

c a r a t t e r is t i c a  d 'a r t e ,  e  servonc a l io  sfru ttam snto  d e lle  v e lle itA  d i 

d ivertim ento volgare" (Gramsci, 1972, p .290). He blames th is  

e x p lo ita tio n  o f  popular en tertainm ent on the  bourgeoisie, who 

a trophied the th e a tre  for i t s  own ends.

I I  te a tro  ha una grande importanza so c ia le : noi c i
preoccupiatro de.Ua degenerazione d i cu i 6 minacciata 
per opera deg li in d u s t r ia l! ,  e  vorremro rea g ire , per 
quanto c i  6 g o ss ib i le , a  e ssa . C 'b un gran pitoblico 
che vuole andare a  te a tro :  I 'in d u s t r i a  lo  s ta



lentamente abituando a  p re fe r ir e  lo  apettacolo 
in fe r lo re , a  quello  che rappresenta una n e c e s s iti  
buona d e llo  s p i t i to ,
(Gcamsci, 1972, p . 292)

Gramsci’s conviction th a t th e a tre , as a  public  medium, has a  v i ta l  

ro le  in  the a e s th e tic  education o f  i t s  audience, together with h is  

claim  th a t a la rge  th e a tre  public  always ex is ted  in  f i e r i , only 

rea ffirm s h is  b e lie f  th a t  the th e a tr e 's  presumed ccmnarcial c rea tion  

was merely se lf-se rv in g  ra tio n a lisa tio n s  o f  the en trepreneurs' 

'botfcega d i  pacao ttig lia  a  boon m ercato1 (Grarose1/ 1972, p .250). ih is  

led  inev itab ly  to  h is  blaming the  ' l u s t  fo r lucre" (7), and no t the 

'p u b l ic 's  ind ifference  o r  lack  o f  d iscrim ina tion ' as the  tru e  reason 

for the  depressed s ta te  o f  the  th e a tr ic a l  a r t s  in  Itir in  a t  the tim e. 

So he s tre ssed  the  need for renewal w hile defending both the  a r t  and 

the  popular appeal o f  c la s s ic a l  th e a tre  (such as th a t o f  Shakespeare, 

Goldoni, Beaumarchais, e tc ) .  Yet, he claimed th a t  i f  the re  s t i l l  

e x is te d  'a r i s to c r a t i c ',  'b o u rg e o is ', 'p e tty  bourgeois ' and 

' p ro le tarian -papu lar '  ta s te s ,  an investiga tion  in to  th e  socio-econcmic 

mechanisms th a t su s ta in  and promote such varied  ' t a s t e s '  was 

necessary. He favoured an 'E nlightened ' (Goldoni, Beaumarchais) and 

'n a tu r a l i s t ic ' [Ibsen) rodel of th e a tre  because o f  the way i t  

re f le c te d  so c ie ty ; th is  type o f  th e a tre  was a 'c r i t i c a  dei costum i', 

whereby the  public  i s  c a lle d  to  w itness i t s  c o lle c tiv e  mores, va lues, 

c l ic h i s  and customs and thus c re a te  the  so c ia l and p o l i t ic a l  ground 

for a possib le  d ia le c t ic a l  exchange between the  stage and concrete 

r e a l i t i e s .  I t  is  in te res tin g  to  note th a t most M arxists, w ith the



exception of a few, including B e rto lt Brecht and fo h im self, were very 

fond o f  the  n a tu ra l is t ic  influence on the  stage .

Gramsci a lso  analysed te d m ic a l fea tu res  such as the  ro le  of the 

a c to r , the  language o f  dram atic dia logue, charac ter type and i t s  

verbal and non-verbal a rt ic u la t io n . O ils analy sis  emphasises the 

in te g ra l function th a t s t ru c tu ra l elements have in  the  f u l l  

le a l i s a t io n  o f  the  th e a tr ic a l  'e v e n t '.  The canredia ’per bene1, 

according to  Gramsci, r e f le c te d  a p e tty  bourgeois world view:

B onarie ti , aem plicitb  superfic ial® , d ialogo f a c i le , 
leggero, una p iz z ic a t in a  a l l s  corde d e l aentim ento, un 
csrtccc 'ino  d l s a le  casa lingo: nasce la  earned ia
borghese, la  ccmtiedia 'per b e n e ', che sa  quel che s i  
d ice  e quel d ie  s i  r i f a  [ . . . ]  profumata a l io  spigo e 
a i  oategno.
(Gramsci, 1972, pp. 336-7)

In  a manner p red ic ting  B rech t's  la te r  d ism issa l o f bourgeois 

'gasttrcrom ic' th e a tre  (a s te p  th a t Fo a lso  took), Gramsci maintained 

th a t che coatnedia 'p e r bene' was the r e s u l t  o f  a c erta in  p u b lic 's  

acceptance o f  i t s  own m irror image.

Dario F o 's  zea l in  becoming the  spokesman o f  a fo rgo tten  papular 

c u ltu re  i s  re f le c te d  in  h is  adherence to  Antonio G ramsci's p o l i t ic a l  

p recep ts . As to  h is  th e a tr ic a l appren ticesh ip , i t  i s  undeniably 

B re ch t's  influence th a t i s  most ev iden t in  Dario F o 's  work. Fo was 

fasc inated  by B rech t's  a n t i- n a tu r a l is t i c ,  a n ti-S tan is lav sk ian  a ttitu d e



in  c rea tin g  a theatre  based on s itu a tio n  and on a lien a tio n  (8). 

However G iorgio S treh le r (9 ), another one o f  F o 's  e a r ly  in fluences, 

was to  reduce Brechtian theatre  in  F o 's  eyes to  a bourgeois, th 6 lt re  

d ig e s t i f  form at. nevertheless , i t  i s  imperative to  understand and 

fu lly  apprecia te  the  th e o re tic a l te n e ts  o f  B re ch t's  th e a tre  to 

perceive  the  basic  p r in c ip le s  on which F o 's  plays are  based.

Brecht was an anomaly in  early  20th  century th e a tr ic a l  h is to ry : ye t

h is  appearance was expected, i f  n o t eagerly  awaited, amidst the 

innovative events th a t  gave shape to  the  development o f stage 

productions. At the  beginning o f  th is  cen tu ry , Burcpean theatre  

underwent a  rad ic a l transform ation, one which was p a r t ia l ly  inspired 

by the  p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l conditions o f  the  preceding cen tury . The 

repercussions on European cu ltu re  o f  major v io le n t upheavals, 

Movements o f refugees, massive carnage and d isregard  fo r the 

in d iv id u a l 's  r ig h ts ,  c reated  the opportunity  for a  new metaphysical 

language to  emerge, based on gesture  a s  much as on speech. Drama was 

freed  frctn psychology and human in te re s ts  a lien a tio n  and 

e x is te n tia lism  reigned supreme in  a world where even the  ob jec t had as 

nuch importance as the 'b e in g '.  This new metaphysical language 

employed many forms o f  expression and new techniques such as music and 

dance, mime, s e ts ,  lig h tin g  and stage  props (10). Language moved 

towards achieving a  more v isu a l and auditory q u a lity , thus bringing 

about the  rev iva l o f  pantcatime, puppet she vs, c ircu s and 

v a udevilles. From the  realm o f  the  puppet shews and m usic-halls came



the clowning, a l ^ s t i c k  comedy rou tines and vaudevillian  s tu n ts . 

These introduced the  burlesque exaggeration on which the  extremes of 

the grotesque in  th e a tre  were modelled. Sane o f  these  techniques were 

adopted by d if fe re n t  nevements, such as the  'th e a tre  o f  the  A bsurd', 

v ia  i t s  exponents Genet, Arcabal, Ionesco and Beckett. Other 

techniques were appropriated by m odernists such as Meyerhold, 

Mayakovsky, I -  to r  and B recht, who used them to  destroy  bourgeois 

t r a d i t io n , ei ..a l ly  in  i t s  most b la ta n t expression -  naturalism . 

N a tu ra lis ts  claimed th a t a r t  should be a r e f le c tio n  of objective 

r e a l i ty ,  w h ils t young M arxists claimed th a t  a r t  was defined a s  a 

supe rstruc tu re  th a t merely r e f le c te d  the economic base of r e a l i ty .  

Thus, the  M arxists proclaimed 're a lism ' to  te  the  a r t i s t i c  vehicle 

n e s t l ik e ly  to  convey tru th  and knowledge about so c ie ty . For the 

th e a tre  t h i s  meant th e  in te n tio n a l reve la tion  o f  drama as th e a tr ic a l 

construction  as opposed to  the I llu s io n  o f  r e a l i ty  c rea ted  by the 

fourth w all o f  naturalism .

The m odernists produced a  poe try  o f  c oncrete , three-dim ensional stage 

images, complex metaphors communicable in  a f la sh  o f  in tu i tiv e  

understanding, Brecht ca lled  th is  type o f  drama 'Epic T h ea tre ':

Epic th e a tre  was conceived by Brecht as one th a t  would 
im ita te  the  doings of men in  such a way th a t i t  would 
pu t the  specta to rs  in a  positio n  to  form a judgement 
about what they saw on the  s ta g e , a  judgement upon 
which they might then a c t in  the  world ou tside  the 
th e a tre .
(R. Spe irs , 1997, p . 3)



—

His aim was to  use p ro fessiona l theatre  as a platform  for the 

p o l i t i c a l  education o f  the  audience, de sp ite  i t s  assumed subservience 

to  bourgeois needs and in te r e s ts ,  ib i s  p o l i t ic a l  education, which 

came about in  the  form o f  the  d ra m a tis t 's  own a e s th e tic  s e lf -  

consciousness or se lf -r e f le c tiv e n e s s , was a  two-fold f ig h t against 

fascism  and c ap ita lism , since the  barbarism o f  f a s c is t  was sa id  to  be 

rooted in  the  c a p i ta l i s t  system. Hence, in  h is  work The R esis tib le  

Rise o f  A rturo H i. he sought to  shew the lin k s  between the  in te re s ts  

o f  b ig  business and the acc :ssion to  power o f  H itle r  in  a carica tu ring  

pa rab le .

B re ch t's  in te re s t  lay  in  the menschenraaterial (the human m a te r ia l ', 

whereby he depicted the  worth o f  the  in d iv id u a l 's  ex istence  which 

seemed to  have been reduced in  the sedern world and in  the modern 

drama to  nothing. Although he a lso  o ften  s ta te d  the diminished 

importance o f  the  ind iv idual, i t  i s  the  succession o f  memorable 

c harac ters  around whom he b u i l t  h is  plays which firm ly remains in  the 

mind. Many o f  h is  charac ters  were c rea ted  as a  statem ent against 

bourgeois b e lie f s  and myths: fo r example, Baal (from the  1919 play of

the  same name), the embodiment o f  Eros (the l i f e  p rinc ip le) and 

Thanatos (the death d r iv e ) , was a figu re  taken from a Canaan!te 

f e r t i l i t y  Gad whose r i t e s  repeated ly  seduced the  people o f  I s ra e l away 

fra ti the worship o f  Jehovah. In  th is  p lay , a s  in  c e r ta in  episodes of 

F o 's  M istero Buffo, b ib l ic a l  tr a d i tio n s  are  re jec ted  by presenting a



lecherous and drunken figu re  th a t i s  the  a n t i th e s is  o f  the iteasianiC/ 

ho rta to ry  brand o f  heroes c reated  by e x p re ss io n is ts . B lok 's 

'm essian ic ' O ir is t- f ig u re  in  The Twelve, i s  the  d ire c t opposite of 

Baal, s ince  he i s  used as an apocalyptic  symbol for the  oncoming 

s o c ia l i s t  revolu tion . B rech t's  Baal appears as the  emulation or 

a sse r tio n  o f  the v i t a l i s t  p r in c ip les  o f  F riederich  Nietzsche (11).

One o f  the  defin ing  fea tu res  o f B rech t's  Epic Theatre was i t s  'o p e n ', 

ep isod ic  s tru c tu re . He a lso  used various fea tu res  o f  exp ression is t 

o r ig in : w e  was to  re s to re  to  drama the function  of voicing major

issu e s  and q e is tid e  KSmpfe ( in te lle c tu a l stru g g les  o f  the  tim es) t 

another was to  adopt the  f re e , poe tic  use o f  the  stage as a m irror o f  

th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  inner world.

B recht, emulated la te r  by to ,  be liered  in  healthy  vandalism of the 

works o f  the p a s t: thus be f re e ly  plundered them for th e ir

W aterialw ert (value as raw m ateria l) (Speirs, 1967, p .  27) and claimed 

the  r ig h t to  impose on them whatever p o in t o f  view seemed to  be 

a pp ropria te  to  the needs of the p resen t. This stemmed from h is  

c onviction  th a t th e a tre  for him bad to  s a t is f y  sim ultaneously h is  

sensuous, s e c tio n a l and in te lle c tu a l needs. He was a ttr a c te d  to  a 

n a iv e , c h ild lik e  th e a tre  o f fun which would have th e  same appeal to  

the  ordinary specta to r as sp o rt o r the c irc u s , bu t h is  aim was to  

c re a te  theatre  th a t  was popular and in te l le c tu a l  a t  the  same t i r e ,  a 

th e a tre  carbining emotion w ith mental c o n tro l . I t  i s  for th i s  reason



th a t  Brecht admired Karl V alentin  (12), a popular Munich s la p s tic k  

ccmedianj th is  actor had the  a b i l i ty  to  impart wisdom to  h is  be er-h a ll 

audience through the physical q u a litie s  o f h is  Chaplinesque 

clowning. A fter a l l ,  he d id  whae Brecht admired most o f  a l l  in  an 

a c to r : he performed frcan w ith in  to  an audience th a t d igested  a l l  th a t

was shown.

Whatever the d ra m a tis t 's  aim, whether to  address h is  
work to  the  in te l le c tu a l  S p ie lt r ieb  ( in s tin c t for 
play) o f  a soph istica ted  audience, o r to  teach use fu l, 
p ra c tic a l lessons to  ordinary people, the  theatre  
could only be e ffe c tiv e , in  the  opinion o f  the young 
Brecht, i f  the  p h y sic a lity  of the  medium was d irec ted  
a t  the in s t in c t  o f  the  sp e c ta to r .
(S je irs , 1987, p . 39)

According to  Brecht, the  d ram atis t had t o  hide  h i s  cun ideas and 

smuggle them in to  h is  plays v ia  h is  full-b looded  charac ters  so  th a t 

the  ideas wxild appeal to  the  in s t in c ts  o f  the sp e c ta to r . Later he 

was to  change h is  opinion be liev ing  th a t  i t  was sore  im portant to  

address h is  work to  the s p e c ta to r 's  reason ra th e r  than to  h is 

fe e lin g s , Fo, however, continued to  believe th a t the  audience's 

p rim itive  in s t in c ts  and suppressed fee lings were to  be aroused.

B re ch t's  theory o f  th e a tre  was based on M arxist and L en in is t te n e ts , 

although i t  a ttra c te d  c rit ic ism  frcan these same p o l i t ic a l  sources; 

even so , he always t r ie d  to  harness h is  ideo log ica l aims to  the 

p u rsu it o f  dram atic a r t s .  His c h ie f  argument for th e a tr ic a l 

innovation was th a t  h is to ry  demanded i t ,  hence the  d ia le c t ic a l



function  o f  h is  a r t .  As he saw I t ,  h is to ry  showed him a bourgeois 

e ra , an o ff-sh o o t Eran the  previous c a p i ta l i s t  so c ie ty , which was on

i t s  way to  become a working c la s s  e ra .  B rech t's  Marxian had been

la rg e ly  influenced by Karl Korsoh (13), who had broken away from

Soviet orthcdm o'. His brand of Marxism was focused on the d ia le c t ic a l  

view o f  the  r e la tio n sh ip  between human action  and h is to r ic a l  necessity  

as  advocated by the young Marx o f  1844-48 (14), B rech t's work was 

la te r  accused of form alian by the  Soviets . The focus on human 

elements v is -d -v is  h is to r ic a l  n ecessity  can be  seen in  B rech t's

r e f le c tio n s  on estrangement.

The d ram atis t had to  devise a  means of in h ib itin g  any tendency by the 

specta to r to  understand and evaluate  the  world from any other pa in t of 

view tu t  th a t  o f the  p r in c ip a l dram atis personae, i f  the audience was 

to  view c r i t ic a l ly  the p a ttern s o f  cause and e f f e c t  in  drama, to  he 

con trasted  the  A ris to te lia n  concept of empathy unfavourably w ith h is  

own concept o f  Verfreirdunq, estrangement, a lien a tio n  or de- 

fam ilia ris a tio n . Itie technique o f  Verfreia3ungseffekt (15) was a 

p rec ise  tra n s la tio n  o f  V ictor Sklovsky's term PrlSm ostranenniva. the 

th e a tr ic a l  t r ic k  o r  e ffe c t o f  making strange.

Brecht defined the  learning process prcduced by 
Varfrendung as a d ia le c t ic a l ,  ’t c la i i c '  progression, 
roving from understanding (in a f a ls e ,  hab itual 
manner), through ' non-understanding' (because of the 
d e -fam ilia ris ing  p rese n ta tio n ), and back to
'understanding ' ( in  a new way).
(Speirs, 1967, p . 43)



Brecht e stab lished  sp e c if ic  dev ices, tr ic k s  or e f f e c ts  by w hirt such 

a lien a tio n  o f  the audience would be achieved.

The f i r s t  condition  for the achievement o f the 
a lien a tio n  e ffe c t  i s  th a t the  actor must invest what 
he has to  show w ith a d e f in i te  g est o f showing. I t  is  
o f  course necessary to  drop the assumption th a t  there  
is  a  fourth w all c u ttin g  the audience o f f  frcm the 
stage  and the  consequent illu s io n  th a t the  stage 
ac tion  i s  taking place in  r e a lity  and without an 
audience. That being so , i t  i s  possib le  for the  actor 
in  p r in c ip le  to  address the audience d ire c t ly .
(B, B recht, 1978, p . 136)

B re ch t's  Epic 'itieatre strove  to  produce a format o f s im p lic ity  and a 

n a rra t iv e , detached, d ispassiona te  manner o f  p resen ta tio n . As a 

d ir e c to r ,  he manipulated the  s p e c ta to r 's  response to  the  th e a tre ; the 

play  was to  be lik e  a  pa rab le , where events a re  mediated to  the 

audience by a na rra to r who in v ite s  the people to  r e f le c t  on what they 

see as an a llegory  of something sp e c if ic . The presence o f  the 

d id a c tic  n a rra tiv e  voice (even in  a genre o ther than the parable -  

such a s  in  the  h is to r ic a l play or in  the  Volksstiick o r  popular farce) 

gives a  parabolic  qua lity  to  the w ritin g . In  h is  pa rab les , the 

n a rra to r  is  o ften  represented on s tage  by sarecne who speaks during a 

prologue o r  epilogue; he s ta te s  the theme o f  the parable or po in ts  out 

th e  moral, w hile seemingly demanding th a t the  audience discover i t  for 

themselves.

The n a rra tiv e  voice in  Epic Theatre has a  con tro lling  function.



seeks to  keep the dramatic characters in  th e ir  p lace , namely 

subordinate to  the teaching and learn ing  process in  which the author 

and the audience are  engaged. Brecht trea ted  h is  dramatic figures 

lik e  p ieces in  a  chess game, presen ting  them as so c ia l types or 

functions ra th e r  than as ind iv id u als . His charac ters  p rogress from 

conservative , i ll - in fo m e d  n o n -en titie s  to  revo lu tionarie s  as i s  the 

case  w ith Pelagea Wlaasowa (16) in  h is  adapta tion  of Gorky's The 

Mother, This progression he re ferred  to  as th e  learning progress 

(17). Sometimes he used the chorus which presented the  c o llec tiv e  

viewpoint to  fu e l h is  messages. Song too was an im portant veh ic le  for 

a u th o ria l commentaryt

Brecht expected the conpasers w ith whom he 
co llabora ted  to  help  him in  h is  ta sk  of defin ing  the 
a tt i tu d e  of a charac ter by producing music o f  an 
estranging c h a rac te r, as in ,  say , the  r e f ra in  of the 
'cannon song' (The Threepenny Opera) where the 
accompaniment ge ts even f a s t e r , seemingly running 
ahead of the singe rs  and thus giving the impression
th a t the  bo astfu l so ld ie rs  are  r e a lly  fa r  from being
in  command of the s itu a tio n .
(Speirs, 1987, pp. 55-6)

The ep ic  narra to r e x e r ts  h is  influence through the language o f  the 

p lays by means of parody, a llu s io n , quota tion , th ird  person statem ents 

in  the f i r s t  person form. He a lso  uses oxynoronic form ulations, 

c lich d e , paradoxes, proverbs with an element changed. These

unexpected formulations are  designed to  have the ideo log ically

u n se ttlin g  e ffe c t  o f  abrogating commonly held p re jud ices. Apart from 

th is  functional ju s t i f i c a t io n , one has to  recognise the aesth e tic



seeks to  keep the dram atic charac ters  in  th e ir  place , namely 
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and the audience are  engaged. Brecht trea te d  h is  dramatic f igures 

l ik e  p ieces in  a  chess game, p resen ting  them as so c ia l types or 
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conservative, ill-in form ed n o n -en titie s  to  revo lu tionarie s  as i s  the 

case  w ith Pelagea Wlasscwa (16) in  h is  adapta tion o f  Gorky's The 
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(17). Sometimes he used the chorus which presented the  c o llec tiv e  

viewpoint to  fu e l h is  messages. Song too was an im portant veh icle  for 

a u th o ria l commentary:

Brecht expected the ccnposers w ith whan he 
collabora ted  to  help  him in  h is  ta sk  of defin ing  the 
a tt i tu d e  o f  a  character by producing music o f  an 
estranging c h a rac te r, as in , say, the  r e f ra in  o f  the 
'cannon song' (The Threepenny Cteerai where the 
accoctpanimant g e ts  even fa s te r ,  seemingly running 
ahead of the singers and thus giv ing  the  impression
th a t  the  bo astfu l so ld ie rs  are  r e a l ly  fa r  from being
in  command o f  the s itu a tio n .
(Speirs, 1987, pp. 55-6)

The ep ic  n a rra to r e x e r ts  h is  influence through the  language o f  the 

plays by means o f  parcdy, a llu s io n , ty o ta tio n , th ird  person statem ents 

in  the  f i r s t  person form. He a lso  uses oxynoronic form ulations, 

c lic h e s , paradoxes, proverbs with an element changed. toese

unexpected form ulations are  designed to  have the ideo log ically

u n se ttlin g  e ffe c t o f  abrogating c asam ly  held p re jud ices . Apart fron 

th is  functional ju s t i f i c a t io n , one has to  recognise the aesth e tic



q u a lity  o f sheer entertainm ent value o f  such c lev e r phrasing , Brecht 

had a f u l l  understanding o f  the  importance o f  c a o ta tio  bene-volentiae . 

th a t i s ,  o f  the importance of {•lining the  goodwill of h is  audience.

Brecht liked  to  have h is  plays performed on a r e la tiv e ly  b a ts  stage. 

Hie sparse ly  furnished se t has the advantage of enhancing th e  re a l i ty  

o f  the  people and ob jec ts  on stage  and o f  concen tra ting  a tte n t io n  on 

what Is e s se n t ia l to  the s to ry  keing to ld . L ighting (sp ec ia lly  the 

use o f  white lig h ts)  was im portant: as w ell a s  eoaairaging

concentra tion  on what i s  exh ib ited , lig h t in g  makes a  symbolic 

con tribu tion  to  the  whole, claim ing for th e  stage  th a t  which i s  the 

space o f  reason. The white l ig h t  perm itted o the r a e s th e tic  e f f e c ts  to  

be h igh ligh ted  such as those rendered by co lo u r, fo r example, or l in e .

His s e ts  were no toriously  revolutionary: he used basic  m a teria ls  for

the  s e t  such a s  wood, paper, coarse c lo th . Be preferred  to  wtrk in  a 

seemingly 'p r im itiv e ' th e a tre  because i t  afforded him the  mpgrr tu n ity  

to  h ig h lig h t p a rtic u la r  fea tu res  o f  h is  th e a tre . Thus he was s a le  to  

use sim ple, d ir e c t ,  means o f  na rra tio n : when the  so ld ie rs  a e r s  a fra id , 

fo r example, he e ith e r  had th e ir  faces pain ted  white o r a  w ttis  l ig h t  

shone on th e ir  faces. I f  during a performance th e re  was n s  audience 

response, he would allow for impromptu lin e s  to  be added. B  welcomed 

suggestions from h is  actors as long as they could prcrca ttaasgh  

ge s tu re , movement o r  re c i ta t io n , how they could improve th e  r o le s  they  

played. However, as B sslin  says, 'th e  Brechtian s ty l e  o f  ac ting  is



V ^ -

acting  in  quota tion marks' (H. B ss lin , 1C 14, p . 120)? i t  is  a 

statem ent which reaffirm s B rech t's notion th a t  the  actor should not 

regard h im self as impersonating the character so  much as na rra ting  the 

ac tio n s  o f  another person o f  a d e fin i te  time in  the  p ast.

The importance he gave to  the  actor arose frctn h is  acute observations 

o f  Chinese th e a tre , a  major influence on h is  type of drama. Be s ta ted  

th a t in  Chinese th e a tre , the  a r t i s t  never acted as i f  there  were a 

fourth  w all besides the  th.-ee surrounding him.

Be expresses h is  awareness o f  being watched 
The audience can no longer have the  illu s io n  o f  being 
the  unseen specta tor a t  an event which i s  r ea lly  
taking p lace .
(Brecht, 1978, p . 92)

B e r to lt  B rech t's  theory of Drama having been summarised, h is  influence 

on Dario to  cannot be Ignored, e sp ec ia lly  i f  one takes in to  account 

F o 's  e a r ly  debut with comedies such as G li a rcanqeli non giocano a 

f lip p e r  (1959) (18) and Aveva due p is to le  con g l i  occhi b lanchl e  n e rl 

(1960) (19) and h is  piSce de re s is tan c e , M istero Buffo. His

indebtedness to  Brecht i s  to s t  ev iden t in  the  way he adapts the 

a lie n a tio n / estrangement e ffe c t and in  the s im p lic ity  o f  h is  stage 

props. a r t  when re fe rr in g  to  B rech t's  M arx ist-o rien ted  p o li t ic a l  

th e a tre  as a model for F o 's  th e a tre , one must be aware o f  how i t  

c o n tra s ts  as w ell w ith th a t o f  the  I ta l ia n  playw right.



F o 's  th e a tre , according to  h is  a m  decla ra tio n , has more far  teaching 

o r ig in s : i t  i s  supposedly the  h e ir  o f  pepular t r a d i tio n  and therefore

d irec ted  more a t the concon man, while Brecht’s  theatre  i s  aimed a t 

the  in te lle c tu a l c lasses  while seeking to  destroy bourgeois 

t r a d i t io n . The d if fe re n t p o l i t ic a l  views which fu e l these two 

d ram atists must be taken in to  considera tion : Brecht, in  a way, i s  a 

product o f the S c ie n tif ic  Age o f  Marxism (20), whereas to  i s  a  product 

o f  another age which, being a lready  d istanced from i t ,  can question 

i t s  M arxist s c ie n t if ic  values.

In  order to  infuse t i e  th e a tre  with Marxism and explain  so c ia l 

phenemena to  the  people, new a es th e tic s  were required . Besides, th is  

audience reception bad to  be a lte re d , a s  a basic  concept o f  th is  

th e a tre  demanded the continuing in te ra c tio n  between audience and c a s t.

Tb id e n tify  the major d ifferences between A ris to te lia n  and Epic dramas 

and to  presen t B rech t's  new a e s th e tic s , Josephine Piccolo g ives the 

following schematic summary:

DRAMATIC TOEATHE

Im plicates the  specta to r 
in  a stage s itu a tio n  
Wears down h is  capacity  
for action
Provides him w ith sensa- 

Bxperience
The specta tor i s  involved 
in  something 
Suggestion

EPIC THEftTTB 
N arrative
TUrns the  specta tor 
in to  an observer, BUT 
Arouses h is  capacity  
for action 
Forces him to  take 
decisions
P icture  o f  the world 
He i s  made to  face 
scroething 
Argument



In s tin c tiv e  fee lings 
are  preserved 
The specta to r is  in  the 
th ick  o f  i t ,  shares the 
experience
The human being i s  taken 
for granted 
He i s  unalterab le

The human being is  the 
o b je c t o f  the  inquiry 
Be i s  a lte ra b le  and 
able to  change 
Eyes on the course 
Each scene for i t s e l f  
Wantage 
In  curves

te n  as a  process 
Socia l being determines

Brought to  the po in t 
o f  recognition 
The specta to r stands 
ou tside/ s tud ies

Eyes on the  fin ish  
Che scene makes another

Linear development 
Evolutionary determinlsn
Man as a fixed  ps’n t
Thought determines being

thought
Feeling Season.
(J. P iccolo, 1985, p . 162)

Ibe convergence betw&mn Marxist episteroology and Brechtlan 

p resc rip tio n s  fo r a new th e a tre  i s  ev id en t. Brecht was c r i t ic i s e d  for 

sa c r if ic in g  entertainm ent fo r the  sake of pedagogy, but he rep lied  

121} th a t there  was no inherent con trad ic tion  between the  two. 

Marxian, as a  d o c trine , i s  very c r i t i c a l  o f  soc iety : the  oppressed is

to ld  never to  accept r e a l i ty  a t  face value as a 'n a tu ra l ' event. 

In stead , he i s  mate to  analyse c r i t ic a l ly  the socio-economic causes 

which c rea te  oppression, and to  believe  th a t change can only occur 

through the  c la ss  strugg le .

Sim ilarly  for h is  th e a tre , Brecht required the 
c r i t i c a l  p a rtic ip a tio n  o f  the  audience, who was pu t in 
a position  of not accepting the so c ia l events 
represented on the  stage  as 'n a tu r a l1, thanks to  the 
use o f estrangeraent-effects by the  ac to rs  and the 
d ire c to r ,
(J . P icco lo , 1965, p .  163)



The e ffe c t  o f  the Epic Theatre, in  regard to  reception was minimal: 

the  audience was informed d id a c tic a lly , through the  p la y , o f  a  process 

th a t  needed change. The % ic  Theatre served to  d if fu se  a  d ia le c t ic a l  

m a te r ia lis t outlook which would enable the  audience to  view 

a n a ly tic a lly  soc ie ty  a t la rg e .

The influence o f  the new a es th e tic s  on Fo i s  far ranging. He uses the 

oppressed in  h is  plays as the  'o b je c t o f  the  i n q u i r y T h e  specta to r 

in  Po’s th e a tre  does no t function as a mere observer who may (or may 

not) be aroused in to  ac tion  or in to  making decis ions. Instead the 

specta to r is  a  vehicle for the play i t s e l f ,  fue lled  by d id a c tic -  

Marxist do c trin es th a t transform  him in to  a  burning revolutionary, 

w illin g  to  share the burden of dism antling the abuses o f  an uncaring, 

undemocratic system. Thus, in  Fo’s  th e a tre , the  specta to r does not 

stand ou tsid e . A key concept in  EC's th e a tr ic a l  p rax is  i s  th is  

breaking down o f  the  fourth  w all. He addresses the  audience d ire c tly ,  

in  a  way sim ila r to  B rech t's  estrangement e f f e c ts .  This a l lw s  the 

audience to  detach i t s e l f  f t  an the h is to r ic a l  frame o f  reference of 

the  'p ie c e s ' and make contemporary analog ies. Therefore, the 

specta to r in  Eti’s  plays i s  a  pawn in  the  hands o f  the  playwright. 

Dario F o 's  m ilitancy tu rn s him in to  the agent provocateur who propels 

the audience towards rev o lt against the hegemonic bloc (22). F o 's  

p lays, unlike B rech t's , have a  d ir e c t ,  'l iv in g  newspaper' form, in  the 

manner o f  the  'th ea tre  o f  in te rv en tio n ', and are  statem ents o f  a



' th e a tre  of provocation* ( i f  no t 'a c t i o n ') , w ith i t s  form akin to  that 

o f  A git-Prop (23).

Unlike the modern m il ita n t th e a tre  of Fo, the  Epic play  was not 

intended fo r (m ed ia te  a c tio n . The only possib le  transform ation in 

the  audience was a  gradual one: i t  remained o f  an ideo log ical nature

and i t  led , a t  b e s t, to  a so c ia l p rac tice  co n s is te n t w ith i t ,  bu t i t  

d id  no t lead to  immediate a c tio n . Brecht remained a bourgeois who 

took upon him self the  cause o f  the p r o le t a r ia t ,  by dramatising 

complex, philosophica l discourses which challenged the  r is e  of 

cap ita lism .

In  t h is  regard, Brecht and Fo a re  d iam etrica lly  opposed. Fo, who is  

o f  popular o r ig in , c rea te s  charac ters  who do not a sp ire  to  bs 

bourgeois. H is type of th e a tre  demands an immediate response. Bor 

th is  reason, Dario Fo 's plays are  concerned with h igh ly  to p ic a l , 

contemporary issues whose outcome could be decided by the- audience's 

rage and the re fo re  encouraging d ire c t p o l i t i c a l  p a rtic ip a tio n . 

Whereas Brecht made commitments on a  th e o re tic a l b asis  ( i . e .  by 

form ulating new a es th e tic s  fo r the  th e a tre ) , Dario F o 's  caimitments on 

a r t i s t i c  production and so c ie ty  a re  demonstrated by h is  (the a r t i s t 's )  

and the  audience's ac tive  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the  immediate strugg le . 

Moreover,

according to  F o 's  own statem ents, h i s  epic s ty le
derives frcm the popular t r a d i tio n  and as such



requ ire s  the p u b lic 's  emotional p a rtic ip a tio n , whereas 
B rech t's  ep ic  s ty le  i s  nostly  concerned with the 
c r i t i c a l  a ttitu d e  o f  the sp e c ta to rs . Fo, in
p a r tic u la r / separa tes  him self from the  present 
canonization o f  the  German playw right, a s  p rac ticed  by 
the  B erliner Ensemble, and e sp ec ia lly  from S tre h e le r 's  
cu rren t stag ings o f  B rech t's  works (24).
(Piccolo, 1985, p . 110)

F o 's  th e a tre  began a t  a  time when the myths c reated  by the

's c i e n t i f i c ' age o f  Marxism, fu lly  capable of explaining a l l  so c ia l 

pbenanena, had been d isp e lle d . New forms o f  Marxism, such as the 

Soviet and the Chinese ncdels , were now confronting each other

ir rec o n c ila b ly . The orthodox Marxist doctrine  was being challenged by 

th e  new 'w estern ' cu rren ts  o f  Marxian. to p ic s  being discussed,

ranging fran  those o f  Gramsci to  those d e a l t  w ith by the  Frankfurt

School (25), a l l  centred around the  new function o f  a r t ,  espec ia lly  

w ith regard to  the impact which the  a r t i s t i c  medium had on sc c ie ty .

At the highpoint o f  F o 's  m il ita n t th e a tre , the 
revolutionary l e f t  was divided by c o n flic tin g  theories 
and p rac tic es  ranging fra n  Lotta continue to  the 
to tononia , and a l l  the way to  those groups th a t had 
taken up urban g u e rr i l la  w arfare. Within such a 
d iv e rs if ied  and ever-changing p ic tu re  i t  does not come 
as  a su rp rise  th a t Fo was not to  share B rech t's  a l l -  
encarpassing p ic tu re  o f  Marxism.
(Piccolo, 1985, p . 166)

The 'a ll-encospassing  p ic tu re  of M arxian', which i s  based on 

ph ilosophical ideology, had stagnated to  such a  po in t th a t  inparting  

ideology ranked on a par w ith provoking m ilitancy as important



elements o f the modern th e a tre  (26). F o 's  th e a tre , lik e  Brech t’s ,

f u l f i l l s  a  demystifying function , but unlike B re ch t's , i t  does no t

serve as a manual fo r in s tru c tin g  the  masses ideo log ically  since i t s

main scope was to  arouse a c tio n s . I t  lacks th e o re tic a l input but

requ ires  immediate p o l i t i c a l  reac tion . F o 's  p lays, because of th e ir  

syncopated s tru c tu re  and a d -lib  dialogue between audience and a c to rs , 

free  the  audience fran  i t s  passive ro le  and give i t  a  rrore ac tive  ro le  

in  th e  p a rtic ip a tio n  o f  the performance. However, Fb does no t abandon 

the idea  of using "types' in h e rited  frcm the popular t r a d i t io n , such 

as the  shrewd, ye t sim ple, ftjzzan te-like  peasants (27), who demystify 

o r  unmask deception? nevertheless these 'ty p e s ' do no t have the 

in te l le c tu a l  a b i l i ty  to  make the  sp ecta to rs  follow a Marxist 

e p is tenclog ica l rou te . These charac ters  are  puppets whose ac tions are 

feeb le  and e a s ily  manipulated by o th e rs , ju s t  as the audience often  

i s .  Cue such character i s  the lo  eplco or the  a u th o ria l voice; by 

allow ing such a  character to  influence the  stage  ac tion  d ire c t ly ,  

w hile cem enting upon i t ,  the  playw right manages to  shew the  public  

how i t  i s  fcsi.g m anipulated. In  B rech t's  la te r  p lays, a l l  the 

elements are  given to  the  sp e c ta to r, enabling him to  undertake h is  a m  

a n a ly s is . Whereas Brecht t r i e s  to  c rea te  a whole 'sc ie n ce ' and thus 

draws on philosophies and s e t  ideo log ies, Po 's main source of 

information remains the  d ire c t experience o r  knowledge he has o f  the 

oppressed.

Dario Ft? uses the grotesque to  generate rage in  h is  aidience which



then provokes ac tion . Fo can be id e n tif ie d  as a 'comica £n c iv o lta ' 

to  borrow the  t i t l e  o f  M eldolesi's took; by adopting some instruments 

o f  Marxism, he has turned h is  medieval c ra f t  to  the  serv ice  o f  the 

c la s s  s tru g g le . In h is  works, th i  v a rie ty , the  b e ffe , th e  farce  and 

the grotesque, which he draws frem tk t  r e a l  l iv e s  o f the oppressed, 

a re  embedded in  Marxist doc trine  in  order to  give sane r a tio n a l order 

to  these  fragments of r e a l i ty  (even i f  the th e a tr ic a l  forms employed 

a re  no t a t  a l l  ra tio n a l} .

Dario Fo keeps ab reast o f cu rren t so c io -p o litic a l events in  order to  

incorporate them in to  h is  work as d ire c t  experience and as an 

a lte rn a tiv e  po in t o f view. This i s  b est seen during the  e a r ly  days of 

Dario F o 's  career when he gave a lte rn a tiv e  versions of the  myths which 

d ic ta te  ou t d a ily  perception of psychology and r e a l i ty  (28).

I I  te a tro  deg ll anni cinquanta d i FO 4 pieno d i  beffe, 
trav e stim sn ti, u si d e l l 'a ld i lS ,  anori a l l " in f in i te ,  
e ccete ra . La n o v e llis t ic a  per6 e ra  usa ta  da Fo per 
raccontare 1 'a t tu a l i t h .  Poi, l a  be ffa , d ie  6 a l ia  
base d i  quasi tu t t e  le  sue tra&z, pur richiamando -  
n e l suo svo lge rsi -  la  m atrice ned ievale, s i  far& 
struraento in te rne  a l ia  casnedia per s c io g lie re  g l i  
in tr ig h i de l balordo -  a m i seseanta.
(C. M eldolesi, 1978, p . 66)

Hswever, th is  t r a d i t io i  o f  portraying contemporary c o n f lic ts  and 

h igh ligh ting  them through the  fa rc ic a l  element, the comic stru c tu re  

and the  varietfe legacy, i s  never abandoned in  r o 's  l a te r  p lays. In 

f a c t ,  one o f  the major d ifferences between Brecht and Fo l ie s



inhe ren tly  in  th e ir  choice o f  subject m a tte r, i . e .  th e ir  inc lusion or 

exclusion o f  contemporary even ts. Fo em phatically in s i s t s  on using, 

as sub jec t m a tte r, im e d ia te , everyday p o li t ic s  to  fu e l h is  arguments. 

This leads one to  question the v a lid ity  of h is  work when taken ou t o f 

the  sp e c if ic  context from which i t  a r is e s .  Thus, i f  one were to  

juxtapose Fo 'e highly to p ic a l and lo c al p lays with B re ch t's  nere 

d iscern ing  pa rab les , the v a lid ity  of the l a t t e r ' s  work would seem aore 

apparen t, since  i t  i s  deeply rooted in  a  whole h is to r ic a l  epsch. 

However, as Fo re ite ra te d  when interviewed In  June 1984 by Josephine 

Picco lo  (29), to  juxtapose in  th is  fashion would be to ta l ly  un fair ( if  

no t erroneous) as the irore a th e a tre  i s  embedded in  a sp e c if ic  

s itu a tio n  and captures the  essence of i t s  con tra d ic tio n s, the  core i t  

i s  un ive rsa lly  applicab le .

Clinking back on h is  Mistero Buffo, he rec a lled  an 
Ecuadorian version: the  s to r y te l le r  was an Indio,
dressed in  b is  t r a d i tio n a l a t t i r e  who, s ta r t in g  from 
F o 's  te x t ,  't ra n s la te d ' i t  in to  the c u ltu ra l 
equivalen t of the experience o f  h is  people. The 
function and the  m ystifica tion  o f  the  o f f i c ia l  
Catholic Church ex is ted  both in  I ta ly  and in  Ecuador 
although they manifested themselves in  d if fe re n t  modes 
and h is to r ic a l  p a rtic u la rs . I f  one captured the
essence of the c on trad ic tion , a work th a t  drew i t s  
language from the a c tu a l l i f e  experiences o f  a group 
could be tran s la te d  by the  th e a tr ic a l  t r a d i tio n  of 
ano ther, granted th a t the un ive rsa l essence had teen 
cen tred  in  the work.
(Piccolo, 1986, p . 175)

2he presen t trend anongst the new l e f t  i s  to  reduce the pedagogical 

function o f  th e a tre  and to  re-emphasise i t s  function o f  r i tu a l  and



means o£ expression. N evertheless, to ,  l ik e  Brecht, continues to

m aintain the pedagogical importance o f  the p o l i t ic a l  th e a tre , i t s

function  of denouncing c a p i ta l i s t  so c ie ty , i t s  value in  demystifying 

and uncovering p o li t ic a l  treachery. But in  F o 's  l a t te r  plays, 

e sp ec ia l ly  those th a t have teen  co-authored by France name, there  i s  a 

new l in e  o f  development. They serve the  needs o f  people involved in a 

more immediate c la ss  s trugg le  by posing new questions. These new 

con tribu tions to  p o l i t ic a l ,  popular th e a tre  are  o f  g rea t value 

because, not only do they propagate a knowledge of dem ystification , 

bu t they a lso  h igh ligh t the  doubts o f  the  oppressed and the d i f f ic u l t  

p rocess o f  arousing consciousness amongst them. Because of F o 's  (and 

Same's) inmediacy in  reaching the  audiences through to p ic a l issues, 

such as the condition o f  women, th e ir  re la tio n  to  power, th e ir  way of 

transform ing r e a l i ty ,  a  new type o f  th e a tre  has emerged. I t  looks a t 

the  d ia le c t ic a l  re la tio n sh ip  between knowledge, p o l i t ic s  and ac tion .

B e r to lt  B recht, as previously mentioned (30), advocated th e  r ig h t of 

any author to  transform  any p re -ex is tin g  te x t (hence h is  daring 

adap ta tion  o f  JOhn G ay's The Beggar1 s  Opera) (31). to ,  too , has 

followed B rech t's  example of re-w riting  the 'c l a s s i c s ', by tackling 

B re ch t's  adapta tion of Gay's te x t,  now r e -e n t itle d  The Threepenny

Opera.  In  h is  unmistakable fashion, to  wrote h is  Ocera de llo  

schignazzo, where the paragon o f  Marxist p o l i t ic a l  th e a tre  i s

confronted and re-invented anew. B rech t's play  was aimed a t 

p resenting a p ic tu re  of bourgeois soc ie ty  w ith a Weltanschauung of i t s



awn, without which i t  could not function. S h ifting  from Gay's 

o r ig in a l te x t ,  Brecht aimed a t exposing the  corruption of c a p i ta l i s t  

e n te rp r is e s , which he likened to  the  dubious opera tions o f  pe tty  

crim e. In Fb’s  version, th is  no tion  o f  cap ita lism  i s  developed even 

fu rth e r ; he makes various references to  Foucau lt's  observations on the 

fac to ry  as the  model fo r a l l  o ther in s t itu tio n s  in  c a p i ta l is t  

so c ie ty . The j a i l ,  for in stances, has the same stru c tu re s  a s  th a t o f  

a fac to ry  (32). Ihe  p ro tag o n ist, Peachum, addressee the audience 

d ir e c t ly  and t e l l s  everyone not to  expect easy g ra t i f ic a t io n  fra n  the 

show but ra the r 'scarpate  n e lle  gengive' (Fo, 1981, pp. 15-6). Ib is  

idea  o f  the actor speaking d ir e c t ly  to  the audience, in v it in g  the 

audience in to  the  p lay , i s  perhaps F o 's  major trademark, which d ispe ls  

and breaks down the  fourth w all. Again, Fo has updated h is  version of 

the  play by taking in to  considera tion  contemporary even ts and 

p e rso n a litie s  which could have a d ir e c t  bearing on the play .

His remake o f  Mackie, for example, r e l i e s  heavily  on 
the  ntidel o f  A affaele Cutolo, one of the bosses o f  the 
canorra (a form of organised crime p revalen t in  the 
area  near N aples), while h is  dep iction  o f  j a i l s  is  
based mainly on I ta l ia n  and te s t  German incarceration  
p rac tic es .
(Piccolo, 1986, p . 172)

Because of th is  p la y 's  sp e c if ic  na tu re , being a remake o f  a remake, 

F o 's  imagination i s  l e f t  unrestra ined  to  develop h is  d iscourse on the 

th e a tre , c lev e rly  exposing th e a tr ic a l  tr ic k s  and the su b tle  manner in 

which they are  used.



frfliilst Brecht made a  d is t in c t iv e  mark on the I ta l ia n  playw right, a 

d if f e re n t  source of in sp ira tio n  l e f t  i t s  im print on F o 's  la te r  plays, 

and th a t was the influence o f  co-author and w ife, Franca Same.

When Dario Fo married Franca Fame in  June 1954, he estab lished  one of 

the most v o la tile  and productive partnersh ips in  I ta l ia n  Theatre. 

France Bane came fran  the l a s t  and most im portant fam ilies of 

s tr o l l in g  p layers  o f northern  I ta ly  (33); Fo had f i r s t  met her while 

performing in  a  simmer review e n ti t le d  S e tte  q lo rn l a  Milano, a 

'g i r l i e 1 show w ith a  troupe ca lled  the  S o re lla  Nava. When Franca Rare 

l e f t  the  family in  her la te  teens, she  quickly earned a  repu ta tion  as 

a v a rie ty  a c tre s s . The Rame-Fo co llabo ra tion  s ta r te d  a t  th is  stage, 

bu t i t  was on ly  in  the  Seventies th a t  i t  f lourished  to  what i t  is  

today. A fter a  3,4 year absence frcm I ta l ia n  te lev is io n , Fo made a 

triunphant re tu rn  in  1977. For th i s  occasion, Fo and Rase had put 

together a new play for te le v is io n , where, fo r the f i r s t  tim e, they 

d ir e c t ly  approached women's problemsi the  shew was e n t i t le d  Parliama 

d i  donne. Op to  th is  po in t, both playw rights had accepted the 

infaitous s ta tu e  o f  women a s  being ju s t  another condition o f  the 

oppressed -  those who d id  not share in  power-making decisions and who 

had th e ir  's to ry ' to ld  and d is to rte d  by officia ldom  and myth.

t o ,  in  many o f  b is  p la y s, had always portrayed women as out-spoken 

beings, f u l l  of in i t ia t iv e  and d e c e it, t h i s  a ttitu d e  he had adopted



was not meant to  shew wemen as being c ra fty  and wicked? i t  was ju s t 

meant to  h igh ligh t the  ex ten t to  which tKaren were prepared to  go in 

order to  a s se r t themselves in  the  male-dominated world o f  power. 

Thus, in  Fo’a p lays, wonen were portrayed as being shrewd and using 

th e ir  in te lligence  to  outw it unimaginative, power-crazy men a t  th e ir  

own gam . I n i t ia l ly ,  F o 's  female c harac ters  made th e ir  presence f e l t  

in  the world of the family and the personal, ra th e r  than the  world of 

the  pu b lic . Harever, in  the  2970 's , they were ready to  reach the 

la rge r world o f  so c ia l re la tio n s .

In Pa rlianp  d i donne, Fo attempted to  give Bane a se rie s  o f  ro les  

which were not the  usual 'su p p o rt1 ro les  which had previously been 

assigned to  he r. Hie show consisted  o f  a c o llec tio n  o f  sketches and 

songs dealing with the  condition of waien In  a  v a rie ty  o f s itu a tio n s , 

ranging fron abortions to  the absence o f  a c tre s ses  in  the Elizabethan 

th e a tre  and the  c a!$ o sitia n  of the  Holy Family. The play was 

c r i t ic i s e d  for simply presenting female ro le s  ra the r than exploring 

female problems (34).

However, it was th is  co llabo ra tion  th a t led  to  m t t a  casa , l e t to  e 

ch lesa  (35), the  play which brought Franca Rame personal fame and 

success. I t  challenged the c la s s ic  t r a d i tio n a l I ta l ia n  male view of 

women though i t  s t i l l  consisted o f  sketches and songs, Ofcese plays 

w ithin the play were re-worked and changed for the  next s ix  years , in  

order to  produce a one-weman shew, which Franca Rame could take on



to u r a l l  over I ta ly  and Europe. 2he various versions o£ Tutta casa , 

l e t to  e ehiesa achieved an acclaim  almost equal to  th a t of P o 's  

M istero Buffo. otiis play  was the r e s u l t  o f  massJve research

undertaken by Franca Earns throughout the  whole of I ta ly ,  where she 

interview ed women and had d iscussions with them in  f a c to r ie s , faoroate 

and in  th e ir  hones in  order to  e x tra c t th e ir  tru e  'te s t im o n ie s '.

A ll the research th a t she had gathered was then tr ie d  ou t in  fro n t of 

a  women's c o llec tiv e  for approval and th e ir  reac tion . During these 

y e ars , Rame played a note prominent ro le  than usual as a w ri te r , 

sketching ou t s itu a tio n s  which were then pu t in to  dramatic form by 

Fo. This was a rev e rsa l o f the  second c la ss  ro le  which she had always 

played in  the  Fo-Baroa partne rsh ip . By en tering  the  f ie ld  as a 

playw right, she vind icated  the female c h a ra c te r 's  r ig h t to  speak 

through a woman's pen.

The f i r s t  production (36) o f  T utta  casa , l e t to  e ch lesa  consisted of 

f iv e  monologues, la s tin g  two and a h a lf  hours, performed cm a 

v ir tu a l ly  bare stage (as Mistero Buffo) w ith only a minimum o f  props 

and s e ts  required . The bareness o f  the  stage emphasised the  breaking 

down of the fourth w all (which Fo had tr ie d  to  achieve with a l l  h is  

p lays since  1968), w hile 'ep ic  a c t in g ',  which invol e s  d ire c tly  

presenting (ra ther than representing) a c harac ter, complete with 

Garments and aside-- to  the  audience, avoided any attem pt a t  a 

n a tu ra l is t ic  p o rtray a l. In 1981, a second e d itio n  o f  T utta casa ,



l e t t o  e ch iesa  cpened a t the Teatro Cdeon in  Milan, a th e a tre  which 

th e  F o 's  had no t s e t  foo t in  for 16 years , as i t  catered  for a 

predominantly bourgeois audience, ihey had since  been ev icted  frcm 

th e  Palazzina L iberty but they chose th e  cdeon to  demonstrate th a t the 

problems d e a lt with in  the p lays concerned wanen o f  a l l  c la sses  and

T utta  casa , l e t to  e ch iesa , when adapted for the English-speaking 

w orld, was ca lled  Female P a r ts , but the N ational th e a tre  in  London, 

fearing  th is  sexually e x p lic i t  t i t l e  might offend patrons, changed i t  

to  Cue Woman P lays. There were mixed fee ljpgs about th is  play  a fte r  

i t s  f i r s t  performance in  English; the  authors had been to ta l ly  

m isrepresented in  the  tra n s la tio n . I t  was accepted th a t,  in  order to  

s te e r  away frcm clichding the  play  a s  being ty p ic a l ly  I ta l ia n  in  

o r ig in , i t  should be ang licised  to ta l ly ,  a  ta sk  which was done fa ir ly  

w e ll. However, in  so doing, the tran s -c u ltu ra tio n  lo s t  the  b iting  

sarcasm which the  I ta l ia n  o r ig in a l he ld , and the  language spoken by 

the female characters of the One wonan plays seemed tame and middle- 

c la s s  (not a t  a l l  rep resen ta tive  o f  the  working-class id  ion o f  the 

I ta l ia n  o r ig in a l) . In England, th i s  lack  of mordant language in  the 

p lay  was minimised by the  ac ting  a b i l i ty  o f  South A frican-born Yvonne 

Bryceland who made up in  tone and emphasis fo r what the play lacked in 

l in e s ,  i t  was d irec ted  (both in  Bigland and South A frica) by male 

d ir e c to r s ,  who used a n a tu ra l is t ic  s e ttin g  (37). In  Franca name's 

performances on ly  e s se n t ia l props ( i f  any a t  a l l )  we.e used. Although



the  play  enjoyed tr&nendous popularity  in  England, i t  has never been 

successfu l in  South A frica, being f lag ra n tly  labelled  a m iddle-class 

and 'k itchen  sin k ’ th e a tre  (38).

to r  to ,  what s ta r ted  as the male observation of women had developed 

in to  a more profound understanding o f  the  conditions associated  with 

being a woman, a f a c t only achieved through h is  w ife 's  Incessant co­

opera tion . When to  f i r s t  s ta r te d  w riting  h is  p lays, he had to  

confront sane o f  the stereo types of women b u il t  in to  the media he had 

chosen, i . e .  the  farce . By exp lo iting  these sane stereotyped 

mechanisms, he managed to  emphasise the hypocrisy o f  sex ro les  and 

m a rita l in s t itu tio n s , and the  lack of power o f  women. The female 

charac ters  he created were, th e re fo re , made to  e x p lo it convincingly 

the  d u p lic ity  o f  language in  order to  reveal th e ir  p lig h t , to s t  of 

these  characters e ffe c tiv e ly  use double meanings, revive dormant 

metaphors and use the  deconstructive  mechanisms o f  the  farce  to  make 

th e ir  p o in t. In  many instances, they are  mere co-pro tagonists (39) 

bu t in  M istero Buffo, most of the  female charac ters  have leading 

ro le s .  A good example in  Mistero Buffo i s  perhaps the  ’Madcmna-under- 

th e -c ro ss ' who i s  charged w ith the  task  of de livering  

counter information and denouncing the  excesses o f the  simple minded, 

a rrogant males. Beneath the  laughter i s  the constan t f ris so n  of 

recognition  o f  a shared experience as to  m erc ile ssly  focuses on the 

in sa n itie s  o f  the p o l i t i c a l  conniver, of o f f i c ia l s  ju s t  doing th e ir  

job , o f  r e a l i ty  upside down. In  the One woman p lays, the same method



was employed: laughter conveyed t r u th , exposed c an t, d irec ted

a tte n t io n  to  the battleground o f  the  sexes and to  the general 

condition  o f  being a  wanan.

What i s  the s e c re t of th is  partnersh ip?  Perhaps i t  i s  the f a c t th a t 

Fo and Same try  to  renove th e a tre  from the  r a t i f ie d  upper atmospheres 

where sane t ry  to  iso la te  i t ,  and re tu rn  i t  to  the  people, where i t  

belongs. in te lle c tu a l audiences, accustomed to  having to  dig for 

messages with sods discom fort, do not mind a c e r ta in  amount of boredom 

in  th e a tre s , to r  them, i t  i s  even s p ir i tu a l ly  purify ing  in  a way -  

lik e  s e lf - f la g e l la t io n . But the general audiences, fo r whan Fo and 

Rame wanted to  w ri te , do no t want to  be bored, nor are  they keen on 

messages th a t co n s is t in  accusing the average s e x is t ( Ita lia n )  male 

(since they too  are  p a rt o f  the  a id ience). In  order to  achieve th is ,  

two th ings were necessary: not to  a lien a te  a l l  those males, while a t 

th e  same tim e, no t to  d ilu te  nor to  compromise the  message. They 

tr ie d  to  get both men and wcmen to  share in  the  laugh ter, and possibly 

to  th ink  back a l i t t l e  wryly (and hopefully  a l i t t l e  nore c learly ) 

la te r  when they found themselves in  sim ila r s itu a tio n s .



The Concept o f  the  G in iiaro



Dario u 's  :i6ce  cg l^bre . M iateto Buffo, was w ritten  e x p lic i t ly  to  

denounce t!>. abuses cannitted  by the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  hierarchy during 

the  Middle Ages. The aim of the playw right, in  h is  research o r  re­

v is i ta t io n  o£ the  I ta l ia n  Umanaginp. i s  to  emphasise the  popular 

stru g g le  against c a p i ta l i s t  and e c c le s ia s t ic a l  oppression. Fo 

considers him self to  fce almost the  so le  rep resen ta tive  of the  popular 

c u l tu r a l  heritage  which c lashed w ith the ’o f f i c i a l ' in te rp re ta t io n  of 

th e  Gospels and w ith the accepted h is to ry  of the C atholic Church.

In  h is  attem pt a t  championing the oppressed, be c re a te s  a new form of 

th e a tre  which has i t s  roo ts in  the  performances o f  roving m instre ls 

and market-square je s te r s .  Dario Fo has d is t i l le d  the popular, conic, 

ir rev e re n t elements o f medieval mystery plays and re lig io u s  cycles 

in to  a p o lit ic a l-c u l tu ra l  onslaught again st the  repressions o f  the 

C atholic Church and the landowning c la sses  throughout h is to ry . He 

expresses himself in  the language of the  peasantry (and by extension, 

o f  every c la ss  o f  oppressed people) o r in  q ran re lo t. a  mixture of 

I ta l ia n  and various d ia le c ts  o f  tonbardy. In  reviving the  use of 

d ia le c t  in  modern I ta l ia n  comedy, as in  M istero Buffo and i t s  sequels, 

Fo went a s te p  beyond a mare rev iva l o f  popular c u ltu re . He created  a 

new th e a tr ic a l language which, combined with mine and gestu re , 

transcends lin g u is t ic  boundaries. This language i s  yoked to  the  voice 

o f  the  underdog, r a il in g  again st the machinations of p o lit ic ia n s  and 

a u th o rity  f ig u res  o f church and s ta te .  M istero Buffo i s  la rgely  

dependent on an e c c le s ia s tic a l background o f  corruption and tyranny in



a bygone e ra ,  t u t  i t  i s  by no means exclu sively  so, as i t s  p o l i t ic a l  

im p lica tions are  un ive rsa l arti remain va lid  to  th is  day.

The ro le  o f  the  peasant in  the  h is to r ic a l  process has o ften  been

disregarded , i f  no t refu ted , by the so -ca lled  'revo lu tio n a ry '

philosophers, on the grounds th a t i t  i s  a  c la ss  c h arac terised  by

p o l i t ic a l  in e r t ia  and apathy. Karl Marx, fo r example, described the

'p easan t in su rrec tio n ' in  these  terms:

The symlwl th a t  expressed th e ir  e n try  in to  the  revolu­
tio n a ry  movement, c lum sily  cunning, knavishly naive, 
d o l ti sh ly  sublime, a  c a lcu la ted  s u p e rs t itio n , a 
p a th e tic  burlesque, a  c lev e rly  stup id  anachronism, a 
w o rld -h is to ric  piece  o f  buffoonery and an undeci­
pherable hieroglyphic fo r the  understanding of the
c iv i l iz e d  -  th is  symbol bore the  unmistakable 
physiognomy o f  the  c la ss  th a t represen ts  barbarism 
w ith in  c iv i l iz a t io n .
(Marx in  T. Shanin, 1971, p . 229)

This derogatory a tt i tu d e  o f  Marx, besides being pedantic , a lso

re f le c te d  the  scorn f e l t  by many M arxists towards the p e asa n t's  

p o s it io n  in  the  c la ss  .-struggle. A c le a r  exception to  th is  a tt i tu d e  is  

th a t o f  Mao Tae-tung, whose p o l i t ic a l  doctrine  was based e n t ir e ly  on 

the  support o f  the peasan t fo rce . In a  1939 speech, Mao affirm ed th a t 

the h is to r ic a l  process in  China w ed  i t s  success to  the many peasant 

in su rrec tio n s which a ssa iled  the Chinese feudal soc ie ty  (1). 

According to  Antonio Gramsci, there  i s  a  c lea r  dichotomy between pitta 

(city ) and oampagna (countryside), between worker and peasan t. The

most v a lid  po in t Gramsci makes regarding the peasantry i s  th a t he



irr.
recognises th is  c la s s 's  feudal psychology, which lie s  

p o l i t ic a l  and h is to r ic a l  process:

ou tside  the

La n e n ta li tS  d e l contadino 4 rim asta perc id  q u e lla  de l 
servo d e l la  gleba, che s i  r iv o l ta  violentemente contro 
i  's ig n o r i ' in  determ inate occasion!, ma 6 incapace d i 
pensare s6 s te sso  come mentoro d i  una c o l le t t iv i tS  (la 
nazione per i  p ro p rie ta ri e  la  c la sse  per i  p ro le ta r i)  
e  d i  svolgere un'azione sis tem atica  e  permanente 
r i r a l t a  a rautare i  rap p o rti economici e  p o l i t i c !  d e lla  
convivenza so c ia ls .
(A. Gramsci, 1975b, p . 23)

T herefore, fo r Gramsci, the  peasantry has always 'c o -ex is ted ' ou tside  

the  domain o f  law, lacking e i th e r  ju r id ic a l  pe rsona lity  • iroral 

in d iv id u a li ty . Because o f  the  p e asa n try 's  incapacity  to  o rganise 

i t s e l f  a s  a c la s s  and to  understand the  S ta te  and i t s  d is c ip lin e , i t s  

e f f o r t s  inva riab ly  lead to  a trag ic  end. N evertheless, Gramsci 

conceded sane redeeming values which the  peasant possessed: with the

advent o f  the  World War I ,  the  peasantry shewed, fo r the f i r s t  tim e, 

i t s  worth by figh ting  s id e  by s id e  w ith o the r c la sses .

Q uattro anni d i  tr in c ea  e  d i  sfru ttam anto , de l sangue 
hanno radicalm ente mutato la  paicologia d e l con tad in i. 
(Gramsci, 1975b, p . 24)

V  Dario F o 's  a t t i tu d e  towards the peasantry is  p o l i t i c a l ly  c lo se r to

th a t o f  Mao T se-tung 'si the ex ten t o f  the  research undertaken by him 

"  1 confirms the  importance he p laces on th a t  c la s s .  A fter a l l ,  he

» "  c laim s, paraphrasing an expression o f  Mao Tse-tung, th a t  h is  duty as a



g iu lla re  i s  to  show th a t i t  i s  the people who c re a te  h is to ry , but 

sad ly  i t  i s  the  boss who r e - te l l s  i t  (2 ). w ith M istero Buffo, Fo 

hoped to  show th a t  h is  research had proven beyond any doubt the 

p e asa n try 's  capacity  a id  r ig h t to  r e - t e l l  i t s  own h is to ry , w ithout the 

p rejud ices o f  the  hegemonic c la s s e s .

By s e t t in g  the  p lo t  o f  M istero Buffo in  a non -spec ific  time which is  

both the  B ib lic a l e ra  and the  Tre-Q nattrocento. Dario Fo achieved a 

number o f  pragmatic goals which have h is to r ic a l ,  l i t e r a r y  and socio­

c u l tu r a l  im plica tions.

On an h is to r ic a l  le v e l, the  p lo t  g ives l e g i t i  acy  to  Dario P o 's  claims 

th a t  h is  research  delves in  pcpular peasant t r a d i t io n . The play  takes 

p lace  in  a ore-Comnadla d e ll 'A r te  pe riod . Thus the  g iu lla re  had not 

ye t been incorporated in to  the  machinations o f  the  upper c la ss es ; be 

was s t i l l  a  'f r e e '  e n te r ta in e r  who amused h is  p lebeian  audience with 

d e l ig h tfu l  episodes which nocked the  sacrosanct cole o f  the upper 

c la ss es  and c lerg y . Before defin ing  the tru e  nature  o f  the  g iu l la re ,  

i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  p ic tu re  the  h is to r  ico-po lifc ical background o f  the 

epoch in  which he f i r s t  made an appearance.

I ta ly  in  the  14th  and 15th  Century was facing the  tremor o f  change; 

however, the developnent o f the  peasan t had been n e g lig ib le . He was 

s t i l l  p a r t  o f  the  rrost exp lo ited  and oppressed c la s s ,  whose main 

purpose was to  provide (through hard labour) w ealth for the  n o b ili ty ,



the  landowners and the c lerg y , i . e .  the  dominant c la sses . 

U nderstandably, the  tendency o f  the  dominant c la s s e s  was to  con tro l 

the  economical, so c ia l and c u l tu r a l  l i f e  o f the  peasan try . W hilst the 

upper c la s s e s  provided the  land and meagrely-paid jobs fo r the 

peasan try  (thus ju s t ify in g  th e ir  e x p lo ita tio n ) , the  c lerg y , by 

advocating the  'v a lu e s ' o f  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  c u ltu re  v ia  i t s  w ritte n  and 

p rin te d  media and above a l l  i t s  sermons and hom ilies , influenced and 

d ic ta te d  th e  n e n ta li ty  and l i f e  of the  peasan t. This e c c le s ia s t ic a l  

manipulation thus ensured the  establishm ent o f  norms and codes which 

c o n tro lled  r a t  on ly  the d a ily  running o f  l i f e  b u t a lso  moral and 

so c ia l  behaviour. The op inions propagated by the church influenced 

li t e r a r y  m otifs and insp ired  myths, fab les  and popular 

rep rese n ta tio n s . The b ir th  o f  the cocuni in  I ta ly ,  c reated  for the 

s p e c if ic  needs o f  a community, strove  for the  so c ia l  advancement of 

i t s  members. Thus, the conuni provided for an evolutionary  process in 

i t s  s tru c tu re  w ith a continuous upward movement o f  the plebeian 

c la s s e s .  This upper m obility  manifested i t s e l f  in  the  f ie ld  o f  

education , which was provided by the  Church or th e  S ta te . Both the 

r u ra l  and urban sec tions o f  the  population benefited  from th is .  

However, th is  a lso  led to  the formation o f  popular movements, such as 

those o f  the iacaueries t3 ) , fo r example, which promoted popular 

revo lu tionary  ideology, finding the  ju s t i f ic a t io n  o f  th e ir  r ig h ts  in 

the  Gospels. The ram ifications o f  th is  up liftm ent in  the peasantry 

was to  be f e l t  in  a l l  f ie ld s  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  including the  th e a tre .



T herefore, the development o f  popular th e a tre  in  the 1400's was the 

n a tu ra l extension o f  the e c c le s ia s t ic a l  performances which were staged 

in side  or immediately ou tside  the  churches. The amalgamation o f  music 

and a c tio n s  w ith Church r i t e s  had a lready  c re a te d  a h igh ly  a r t i s t i c  

d ram atic form, witnessed in  some p a r ts  o f  Europe as f a :  back as the 

9th  Century (4). I n i t i a l l y ,  the p o in t o f  convergence between the 

f a i t h fu l  and the church was the litu rg y  and more sp e c if ic a lly ,  the 

read ing  o f  the  sacred te x ts  and i t s  e xegesis. A fter the  b ib lic a l 

reading cane the  homily which expressed the basic  concepts through 

speech and gesture:

£ questo i l  memento massiirairente inform ative d e l 
se rv iz io  d iv ino , quello  in  c u i pi.Ei I fedeli. devono 
c ap ire , a l  d i 15 d e lle  b a rr ie rs  d i  lingua e d i 
concettualizzazione .
(A. Rosa, 1383, p . 60)

Because o f  the  d if f ic u l ty  the people had in understanding the  vigorous 

L atin  vocabulary, the  c lergy  had to  make use o f  mime and gesture  in 

order to  give meaning to  an otherw ise u n in te llig ib le  ceremony. The 

l i t u rg y ,  w ith tim e, had given way to  s n a i l  rep resen ta tions which book 

p lace  in  the  oa rv is  (5), on a stage e sp ec ia lly  constructed for such 

ev en ts . The sacred  nature o f  such rep resen ta tions had weakened to  the 

e x ten t th a t  f a rc ic a l  and supernatural elements were now incorporated, 

a s  a  means o f  enrich ing  the  g u a lity  o f the  enterta inm ent. The 

omnipresent s p i r i t  o f  the Church ensured th a t th is  develop;unt of 

drama remained re la tiv e ly  the sane throughout Europe, although i t



acquired c e r ta in  n a tio n a l c h a ra c te r is t ic s  (6). In  I ta ly ,  he church 

was an embryonic th e a tre ; the  litu rg y  supplied the  su b je c t , the 

r e lig io u s  ceremony the  m lse-en-sc6ne. the Gregorian canto the 

accompaniment, the c le rg y  the a c to rs  and the  people the sp e c ta to rs . 

However, w ith the  in troduction  o f  profane ele:^$nts, th is  type of 

th e a tre  soon became autonomous and in  the 15th Century, well-known 

p layw righ ts, such as Po liziano , G razzini and Oecchi, were producing 

r o t  on ly  sacred plays bu t a lso  profane comedies and farces (7 ). With 

the  breakaway from re lig io u s  in te rfe re n ce , in  the  process o f  s e l f -  

expression , mare au th o rity  passed In to  the hands o f  ind iv iduals . I t  

i s  th is  popular c re a t iv i ty  th a t mostly a ttr a c te d  Fo to  th is  p a rticu la r

Itie sacred p lays, towards the  beginning o f  the  15th Century, were le ss  

defined by the  Church; they had lo s t  l i t u rg i c a l  charac ter and had 

ceased to  be a mere re-phrasing o f  th e  S c r ip tu res . The facetious and 

n a tu ra l i s t ic  elements which were in se r ted , turned them in to  cannon 

rep rese n ta tio n s played by ordinary people using th e  vernacu lar. The 

peasants who frequented these sacro-profane rep resen ta tions were 

na tu ra lly  amused a t  seeing th e ir  cwn image on s ta g e . A v a st gamma of 

huneuraus forms and s itu a tio n s  thus emerged, opposing the  o f f i c ia l  

se rious tone of medieval e c c le s ia s t ic a l  and feudal c u ltu re . Dario 

Fo 's  M iatero Buffo b a s ica lly  shows th a t th i s  suddeii emergence of 

popular th e a tre  was no t 'sudden ' but 'd orm ant', {fence h is  work serves 

as a  key to  explore the  immense treasu ry  o f  fo lk  huirour, which has



been repudiated fee cen tu rie s  by officia ldom , and to  o f fe r  a 

completely d if fe re n t ,  non o f f i c i a l ,  e x tra e c c le s ia s tic a l and 

e x tra p o li t ic a l  aspect o f  the world, o f  man, and of human re la tio n s .

But what form did  the new sa c ro -re lig io u s play have? In I ta ly ,  as 

elsew here, th is  a r t  form was f re e : i t  was sing ly  a s to ry  th a t

unfolded chronolog ica lly  with an ep isod ic  p lo t .  I t  s ta r te d  usually  

w ith a prologue ca lled  an annunslazione, introduced by an angel who 

ou tlin ed  the  in tr ig u e , invoked the  sp e c ta to rs ' warm reception o f  the 

play  and premised g ra ti f ic a t io n  to  the  a tte n t iv e  audience. Sometimes, 

in stead  o f  the  angelic  prologue, a  humourous ru s t ic  dialogue would 

occur between or-' or irore c harac ters  (8 ). I t;la  type o f  play d id  not 

respect the  A ris to te lia n  u n itie s  o f  a c tio n , time and spacer i t  roamed 

f re e ly  throughout the un iverse, including Paradise and H ell. 

I n i t i a l l y ,  th e re  were no d iv is io n s  between a c ts .  In  sane p la y s, when 

the  acl.'yn dragged over many y e ars , the in trig u e  was divided in to  

'p a r t s ' , which corresponded to  the  lournfes  o f  French tragicomedies' 

and the  q io rnate  o f  I ta l ia n  sacra  lappresen tasion i.

These p lays were generally  compact, animated, re la t iv e ly  free  o f 

awkward elements and u sua lly  w ell w ri tte n . The c h arac ters , according 

to  th e  medieval norm, were a melange o f  r ic h  fo lk  and beggars, s a in ts  

and s in n e rs . Gcd the Father was very ra re ly  presented on s tagei the 

p layw rights p referred  to  represen t Sim by means o f  a voice from the 

heavens above or through an a n g e lir  msssenger. Qi the o the r hand.



C hrist o ften  appeared in fam ilia r  g u ise , u sua lly  as a  peasan t. The 

V irgin Mary and the  angels remained o the r prominent f ig u res . The 

d e v il,  usually  no t as popular as the  aforementioned c h arac ters , 

appeared w ith the  so le  purpose o f  tormenting and tr ic k in g  the  olebs 

Dei. However, he was u sua lly  masked, but in  such a  way th a t  the 

sp e c ta to rs  would soon recognise him, as the  'rapacious w o l f .  The 

hero ines were so fan a tic a lly  pious, so s e t  on martyrdom, th a t  they 

portrayed very few human q u a litie s?  they con tra sted  to ta l ly  w ith the 

o the r female c h arac ters , such as the  housewives, maids, courtesans, 

who possessed s in p le r and more r e a l i s t i c  t r a i t s .  P o n tif fs , c a rd in a ls , 

b ishops, p r ie s ts ,  monks were generally  portrayed as co rrup t o f f ic ia ls ?  

seldom were they v irtuous and holy men. The peasan ts were shewn to  be 

simple-minded, p r a c t ic a l ,  sometimes a s tu te  b u t always c o n ica l. Other 

prominent c harac ters  included vagabonds, beggars, c rip p le s , brigands 

and u rch in s . This a rray  o f  c harac ters  d id  n o t exempt even emperors, 

kings and the n o b ili ty  from so c ia l c rit ic ism .

The I ta l ia n  Quattrocento was a lso  o f  g rea t in te r e s t  to  Dario Fo front a 

l in g u is t ic  po in t o f  view. The most prominent t r a i t  o f  th i s  epoch was 

the  reaffirm a tion  o f  L atin  l i t e r a tu re .  The European cu ltu re  in  most 

c o u n trie s  had remained b ilingual?  L atin , which was supernational, and 

na tive  vernacular. In  I ta ly ,  L atin  and the  vernacular represented 

d if fe re n t  c u l tu r a l  lev els  or two d if fe re n t  and d is t in c t  c u ltu res , 

represen ting  so c ia l o rders in  opposition to  each o th e r. L atin , 

however, had remained a language animated by an inpulse to  adapt to



the  a c tiv e  l i f e  o f  the  country; i t s  supporters advocated th a t  i t  

should keccae th e  language o f  an e n tire  c u ltu re .  I t  was in  TUscany 

and c e n tra l  I ta ly  th a t the f i r s t  symbiosis between L atin  and the 

vernacular took p lace ; F l o re n ,w a s  the  crad le  o f  the  new l i t e r a tu re  

which propagated i t s  r ich  p a s t and the  c u l t  o f  a n tiq u ity  in  vo lqa re . 

But by so  doing, i t  gave s ta tu s  to  the vernacular which proved worthy 

o f  a  lo f ty  sub jec t m atter; thus fcy the  end o f  the  15th  oan tury , the 

vernacular had succeeded in  e stab lish in g  i t s e l f  as a  language. Roiralo 

Arcaseo (9), had a lready observed th a t the  emerging vernacular was a 

language capable o f  confronting L atin ; hcwover, he did  n o t fu lly  

r e a l is e  the  im plica tions o f h is  observations, a s  Varchi noted, th i r ty  

years  la te r ;

e g li [flmaseoj voleva che la  lingua vo lgare , quanto a l  
p a rla re ,  s 'u sasse  n e lle  v i l l e ,  su p e ' mercanti co ' 
co n tad in i, e  n e lle  c itt&  co" to t te g a i ,  e  insomna c o lla  
plebe so laments; e  la  la t in a  c o ' gen tilucm in l. E, 
quanto a l  sc riv e re , d ie  le  cose basse e v i l i  s i  
sc rivesse ro  vere in  volgare, e  1 'a l te  e  g ravi 
latinam ente.
(Varchi in  A. Greco, 1976, p . 9)

However, as a consequence o f  promating L atin  as  the  language worthy of 

■gentiluan in i’ ,  the  vernacular e stab lished  i t s e l f  as the  peop le 's 

language, capable o f  represen ting  th e ir  c u ltu re  and th e ir  autonomy.

L atin  remained the  to o l o f  temporal and e c c le s ia s t ic a l  power. The 

litu rg y , which for a while continued to  be explained in  th is  rigorous 

language, soon became an ob jec t o f  popular c rit ic ism ; the  s a t i r ic a l



and y e t r e a l i s t i c  in te n t o f  the  Q ir is tia n  peasan ts was re f le c te d  in 

the d is to r t io n s  o f  the  most cannon L atin  praye rs , as heard in  Giordano 

Bruno's 11 Cande la io  (10). when Marta, a  c h arac ter in  th is  play , 

addresses the  Madonna, she does so in  what she understands to  be the 

Salve Regina:

Salve, Regina, guardane da ru in a , Giesh auto e t  
t r a n s i t  per medio m illo ro  m ibatte 
(Bruno in  R. M a ttio li, 1956, p . 124)

Although th is  example de p ic ts  th e  ignorance th a t  ex is te d  anongst the 

peasan try , the  dominant c la ss es  were no t exempt frcm making these 

m istakes; hence the  case  o f  the  r u ra l  p r ie s t  who does no t succeed in 

spreading the  C hris tian  message e f f ic ie n t ly  to  h is  congregation 

because he h im self does no t understand e ith e r  th e  language o r  the 

in t r in s i c  theo log ica l concept inheren t in  the nans o f  the  f e a s t o f  the 

Epiphany:

to  p re te  ( . . . )  annunzib in  questo rrodo a l  popolo la  
f e s ta  d e l d l  dopes Comani, d isse , veneriaire con molta 
devozione la  ^ i f a n i a  perch6 questa 6 una d e lle  
p r in c ip a l!  f e s te . ton  so  daw ero  se  fosse uono o 
derma, ma in  qualunque node h  necessario  osservare 
guesto giorno con l a  massima reverenza.
(in  Greco, 1945, pp. 72-3)

The n a tio n a l a sp ira tio n s  o f  r a t  in , th a t  i s ,  o f  the  language th a t  would 

rep resen t a whole c u ltu re ,  were sho rtlived  because i t  stood for the 

a r is to c r a t ic  m inority . Thus, on a l i t e r a r y  and l in g u is tic  le v e l,



Daeio F o 's  choice o f  the  Q uattrocento i s  rein forced  by h is  in te re s t  in 

the  'h aves ' and the  'h a v e -ro ts ' and th e ir  ensuing d e fe at.

itie  s o c io -c u ltu ra l im plica tions for F o 's  choice o f  the  m is ter!  o f  the 

IS th  cen tu ry , as a nodal fo r h is  M istero Buffo, seem obvious: for

s i.n i la r  reasons, Fo adopted the ro le  of the  g lu lla re  who was

[ . . . J  matto t r a  i  sav i, ma isp ica to re  d i  sagge 
r iso lu z io n i, a$prezzato e  r ic e rc a to  ma d i basso s ta tu s  
so c ia le , be rsag lio  d i tu t t e  le  inv e ttiv e  
e cc le s ia s tie h e  eppure cantore sem iu ffic ia le  d i  laudi 

spola tra  xondo c o l to  e  a r is tc c ra t ic o  e nondo 
«x i c o lto  e popolare, con t u t t i  g l i  s c a r t i ,  le  
to r s io n ! , i  cacbianen ti d i  segno che i l  continue 
catnbiar d i  easacca condo r ta .  
fBosa, 1983, p . 56)

The g iu lla re  i s  the  dram atis perscma who in sp ired  Fo the  most in 

salvaging I ta l ia n  popular th e a tre . Fo is  fasc inated  by the 

v e r s a t i l i ty  o f  the  g iu lla re  and by h is  a b i l i ty  to  rove through various 

forms o f  expression , to  inprovise and assure  buffoonesque conic 

q u a l i t ie s .  The g iu l l a r e 's  a b i l i ty  to  be a  's o c io l in g u is ta  avant la  

l e t t r e 1 (Rosa, 1983, p .56), i s  a lso  admirably rec rea ted  by Fo, whose 

work can be in se rted , according to  G. M ariani.

[ . . . ]  f ra  la  trad iz ione  d e lla  Caumedia d e l l 'A r te .e  i l  
ncderno sketch s a t i r ic o , ( . . . )  g iu lla r isn o  e snpegno 
p o li t ic o  (11).
(Mariani, 1980, p . 901)

The g iu l l a r e 's  m is tilin g u is tic  a b i l i ty  -  speaking under o r over the



l in e s ,  mixing words and phrases o f  severa l languages known to  the 

heterogeneous pu b lic , with the  extreme mimicry o f  the  g iu lla re  -  

forced Fo to  formulate h is  own lin g u is t ic  hybrid , b e t te r  known as 

gramme lo t ,  w ith i t s  roo ts in  the medieval Paduan d ia le c t .  The use o f  

grammslot i s  perhaps one o f  the  most innovative techniques found in 

M istero Buffo, because i t  rein fo rces  the  dichotomy between d ia le c t ,  

the  tru e  expression o f  the  plebeian  c u ltu re , and the  a r is to c r a t ic  

language, rep resen ta tive  o f  hegemonic power. However, i t  i s  iro n ic  in 

a way th a t  Fo has chosen the  term g iu lla re  fo r h is  ch a rac te rs , since 

th is  word belongs to  the  lingua dottta and does no t have a popular 

o r ig in . S tran ie ro  made the  following po in t:

I n f a t t i ,  per p o te rs i p ro ie t ta re  a  contorn! n e t t i  n e lla  
'm ilitan z a ' u ltra riv o lu z io n a r ia  ta n  to  cara  a Fo, 
questo schema non pud tener conto  d e lle  oontraddision i 
d ia le t tic an e n te  feconde d e lla  co siddetta  cu ltu ra  d o tta  
e  lib re sc a , d ie  & precisametite la  cul tu r a  da c u i fe 
sc a tu r i to  anche i l  narxlsBO -leninisno a l  quale i l  
'g iu l la re 1 FO guarda con 1 'occhio ipnotizzato  d e l 
fedele  o  a d d ir i ttu ra  d e l fan a tic o , s ia  pure c c r re tto  
d a l la  dimestichezza con I 1iron ia  e i l  sarcasmo.
(H. S tra n ie ro , 1378, p . 16J

The same can be sa id  o f  F o 's  polyphonic language (12), reconstructed 

from se v e ra l d ia le c ts  o f  the to  V alley , which in  order to  sound lik e  

an indigenous language o f  the  14th and 15th  Century a t  tim es makes use 

o f  a few oarole d o t te . According to  Puppa, F o 's  r u ra l ,  p lebeian 

language can be in se rted  nevertheless in  the  cu ltu red  and a r is to c ra t ic  

t r a d i tio n .



La lingua usa ta  per questo rrontaggio 6 ana r e -  
invenzione, un Id lo le tto  di" to ,  una tolnfe d ia le t ta l e  
mutuata d a lle  p a rla te  medieval! d e l nord d ' l t a l i a ,  
specialrosnte 11 lombardo veneto, r icc a  d i 
a l l i t t e r a z io n i /  d i  p e r i f r a s l  sinonimiche, d i 
am plifieac io  l e s s ic a l i ,  p lena  d i  asprezze fonematiche, 
d i u r l i  sanguino len ti, d i  una miroeal a llu c in a ta  e 
ip e re a l is t ic a  d e l par lace  basso. £  seirpre la  
oontestazione verso la  lin e a  c o lta  d e l te a tro  
u f f ic la le  la  s tr a te g ia  d i  gaesta  s c e lta  l in g u is tie a ,  
g id  m anifesta ta  in  precedenza neg li u s i  g e rg a li e 
c o llo q u ia l! , ma s ta v o lta  p o r ta ta  a l  c en tro , perchfe, 
tranne d ie  n e lle  chiose d id asca lich e , 6 quests 1 'un ica  
langue ad t^e ra ta  in  scena.
(Puppa, 1978, p . 98)

According to  Fo, the  use o f  qramaelot r e l i e s  on the physica l and the 

non-verbal s ig n a ls  given by the  speaker. Itosa describes how the 

inventive  a b i l i ty  o f  F o 's  asemantic Qrammelnt functions in  such a  way 

th a t  the  meaning i s  suggested

non M alle] pa ro le  p i t  intonazione, mimica, 
g e s tu a l itk ,  ma [da] t u t t o  queato senza le  pa ro le , [che 
vengono) r id o tte  a pure v i r t u a l i t i  d i  senso, 
riproduzione d i suoni.
(to sa , 1983, pp. 57-8)

The performance does no t only re ly  on the  verbal re p e titio n  o f  a 

w ritte n  te x t :  i t  i s  the  true  and proper discovery o f  a c tin g , f u l l  o f

autonomous and sp e c if ic  expressiveness, which evades n e ce ssarily  the 

semantic uniqueness o f the  w ritte n  word. The f re e ,  the  spontaneousr 

the  n a tu ra l and the  w itty , can only be achieved by a c e r ta in  amount of 

im provisation, a s  defined by Luigi Riccoboni:



L'impromptu donne lie u  & la  v6ritS  du je u ; ensorfce 
qu'en revoyant p lu sieu rs  fo ia  le  ra&ne Canevas, on peut 
rev o ir , chaque f o is ,  une pi6ce d if f6 re n te . L 'acteur 
qui joue S I 'in p ro n p tu , joue p lu s  viverrent e t  p lus 
na ture llem ent que c e lu i qui joue im r8 le  a ^ r i s :  on
sen t mieux ce gue 1 'on p rodu it que ce I ’on enprunte 
des a u tre s  par le s  secours de la  nimoire.
(Riccoboni in  P. Greco, 1986, p . 224)

When Fo performs ou tside  the  regions where the  d ia le c ts  o f  the  to  

V alley are  understood, he develops an onomatopoeic language which 

serves to  emphasise the meaning conveyed by h is  g estu res . The

s itu a tio n s  are  u sua lly  explained in  an explanatory prologue (13).

The t r a d i t io n  behind h is  cranmelot i s  u sua lly  explained by to  as 

having o rig ina ted  fran  the sp e c if ic  language o f  the  Zannl. Zanni i s  

the prototype o f  many o f  the masks o f  the  Oannedia d e l l  'A rte : he is  

the f a th e r  o f  a l l  the  se rv l be they shrewd and n ice  lik e  A rlecchino or 

clumsy and foo lish  lik e  B rio h e lla . O ccasionally , to  connects h is  

gramme lo t  to  the t ra d i tio n  o f  W>li6re, a s  h is  to rtavoce , the  Chief 

D irec to r o f  Po lice  does in  Puml Puml Chi 6? La P o l iz ia i

S i ,  que lla  d i  Scappino . . .  Antonio Scappino (1 4 )... 
quel comico . . .  no, non c'fe n e ll 'e le n c o  d e i so sp e tti  
. . .  n e l '500 guesto Scappino e ra  andato appunto in 
F rancia e s i  e ra  incontrato  con to li& re , s i  erano 
a b b ra cc ia ti perchfe s i  conoscevano, e sub ito  to life re  ha 
d e tto  'mi s a lv i . . .  tu  mi puoi sa lv are , perch6 mi 
hanno censurato 1 'u ltim a  commedia, I I  T artufo . tu tto  
i l  f in a le  . . .  e  tu  mi p o tr e s t i  a iu ta re " ,  'ma io  r e c ito  
male, in  francese poi • • • '»  's L  ma tu  c e c i t i  con i 
g o s t i ,  con la  fac c ia , con le  mani, s e i  un mimo 
s tra o rd in a r io  . . .  tu  v ien i e  r e c i t i  c o i g e s t i ,  gaalche 
pe ro la  c o s l per dare la  sensazione, bcxifochia pure, 
m astica, d i deg li sp rcp o s t i, non ha inportanza . . .  con



le  man! t i  f a i  c ap ire , co i g e s t i ,  con la  pantomima, 
que lla  non s i  pu6 c e n su ra re ', 'd 'accordo , s i ,  ma cosa 
dovrei r e c i ta re  . . .  che dovrei d ire  . . .  che 
Eersonaggto 6 i l  raio 1. . .  quello  d l  un servo , t i
chiairera i Scappino, e  se rv i in  una d e lle  case  p ib  
r icc b e  d e l la  F rancis , e c '6  un giovane, 11 
p rtoogenito , che e n tra  ne l nceido d e lla  p o l i t ic a  . . .  e 
tu  a (jjesto  giovane insegnera i tu t to  i l  trucco ,
I 'a r t e ,  d e l l ' i p x r i s i a /  d e lla  ta rtu fa g g in e , de l 
gesuitism o mass lire . . .  l a  vera a rte  d i  un m in istro  
d e l la  EC . . .  [ . . . )  va bene . . .  v i a w e rto  che quella  
be llissim a  par la ta  s i  chiama gram relot . . .  6 tu t t o
masticatO; tu t to  aputacch ia to  . . .  I ’ inpa rtan te  ncm fe
a sco lta re  le  pa ro le , ma i  g e s t i ,  i  g e s ti  sono
in ifo rtan ti . . .
( to , 1977c, pp. 282-3)

Hie use o f  graw nelot, o ther than in  M istero Buffo, rein fo rces Po 's 

b e lie f  th a t  h is to r ic a l  flashbacks are  very p e rtin en t to  contemporary 

p o l i t ic a l  r e a l i ty  (15). The graimielot functions a s  a form of 

burlesque mimicry. F o 's  ononab^oeic  re-inven tion  o f  language has been 

increased in  more recent con tex ts ; a  good example it, the  cirainmalot 

u tte red  by the  g randfather, when halluc inating  under the  influence of 

d rugs, in  l a  marluana d e lla  mamma 6 la  oiih b e l la . However, the cost 

inpo rtan t q u a lity  o f  the Paduan grammelot in  M istero Buffo l ie s  in  i t s  

p o te n tia l to  be the imaginary Esperanto o f  the  poor and the 

d is in h e r ite d  (16).

In h is  research o f  the  g lo rious p a s t of popular th e a tre ,  to  a lso  re­

discovers and adopts the figure o f  the  ruzran te, who p lays the  ro le  o f 

a buffoonesque fe a sa n t . He was created  by Angelo Beolco, a playwright 

o f  the Cinque ce n to . Beolco was so in fa tuated  w ith h is  own c rea tion , 

which he p la /ed  to  p e rfec tio n , th a t  he became knewn to  p o s te r ity  by



the sc .iquet Ruzzante. The s im ila r i t ie s  te tvee-1 to  and Beolco are 

s tr ik in g ?  lik e  to ,  Beolco s ta r te d  w riting  and p laying in h is  own 

farces and dramni p a s to ra l!  (17) from a young age. F ana tica lly  

devoted to  Padua and envious o f  Florence, Beolco was proud o f  h is 

'cosno n ' b ir th ,  h is  Paduan education , h is  reg iona l d ia le c t  and h is

com patrio ts, bu t e sp ec ia lly  o f  the peasants who lived in  the

e nvirons. He pra ised  the  simple l i f e  and n a tu ra l speech p a tte rn s  o f  

h is  people, which, according to  him, had g rea ter m erit than learned 

language. H is charac ters  served as vehement supporters o f  h is

b e l ie f s :  in  La F io rina  (18), one o f  the  annuncia tor! o f  the  prologue

d ecla res  vigourously th a t  he ob je c ts  t o  declaiming h is  sgaech in 

to scan , s ince  th i s  type  o f  speech i s  exaggerated and fa r  from sounding 

n a tu ra l.  The use o f  indigenous d ia le c ts  by Beolco was no t an attem pt 

to  achieve in s ta n t a r t i s t i c  recognition  nor to  emulate the t r a d i tio n  

o f  th e  o ld e s t peasan t fa rce s ; in s te a f  i t  was an in te g ra l p a r t  o f  b is  

a r t i s t i c  method, fo r i f  he changed tb s  speech o f  h is  Paduan charac ters  

to  Tuscan, he would change the  sgecaS c  nature  o f  these  charac ters .

Like Fd, he was a genuine a r t i s t  and h is  b e s t works transcended 

reg io n a l na tura lism  and becsre un iv e rsa l comedie s  which refle c te d  

cannon l i f e .  The rtiazanta -fiq u ce  i s  Beolco’a most well-kncwn 

c re a tio n , being comparable t o  Shakespeare's F a ls ta f f  and Jenson’s 

B obadill. According to  Carlo Grabber, 'Ruzzante i s  the  image o f  the 

poor man in  h is  s ta p le r  in s t in c t iv e  humanity' (Grabber, 1953, p .107), 

and th is  echoes t o ' s  thematic id e a l in  Poer Mam. Beolco‘s Ruzzante,



l ik e  th e  poer nano, uses d ia le c t  because i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l  for h is  

n a tu ra lism . As Grabber sa id ,

[ i t ]  corresponds to  a p a rtic u la r  fee ling  for l i f e ,  
always fre sh , surging, burgeoning, carry ing  in 
consequence an e s s e n t ia l  change o f  s p i r i t ,  o f  ta s te ,  
o f  perspective.
(Grabber, 1953, p . 233}

O thers have t r ie d  to  em ila te  Beclco and th is  helped to  ra is e  the 

peasant farce  to  a note a r t i s t i c  le v e l; he was the  forerunner o f  the 

Conmsdia d e ll 'A r te  (19) and he offered  the  f i r s t  model o f  the  I ta l ia n  

zannl (clowns).

The themes connected with Ruzzante a lso  d e a lt w ith the in ju s tic e s  

pe rp e tra te d  by the  dominant c la ss e s , amongst which can a lso  be counted 

those meted ou t by the  c le rg y . The opposition  th a t  ex is ted  between 

the c le rg y  and the  g iu llaresque  world i s  an obvious one; the  c lergy  

faced th e  opposition o f  the  only o the r cccno n in te l le c tu a l  figure  of 

th is  pe riod , who was a lso  i t s  only r iv a l  in  th e  dissem ination of 

c u ltu re .  The extreme m obility , u n c o n tro l lab i lity  and a n t i-  

in s t i tu t io n a l i t y  o f  the  g iu l la re . con trasted  to ta l ly  w ith the 

s t a b i l i ty  and absolute conformism o f  the  c lerg y . The aversion that 
the  temporal a u th o ri tie s  f e l t  for the c iu l l a r i  led to  various s ta tu te s  

and ordinances being passed to  curb and l im it th e  a c t iv i t ie s  o f  the 

q lu l l a r i  (20).



The homogeneous en tertainm ent o f the  q iu l la r e ,  in  which the  a c to r ’s 

capacity  for mimicry i s  the main means o f  expression, was to rn  from 

the  popu la risa tion  o f  B ib lic a l legends and thus free  from the  Church's 

sanction ing . Hcwever, th is  en tertainm ent o f  invention , l i f e ,  sa tir e  

and rage , which re ferred  to  re lig io n  as a p re te x t fo r d iscussing  the 

problems and the  infamous condition o f  people i:i a  polemic vein, 

became an instrument o f  d isse n t in  the hands o f  the  agent provocateur 

o f  th i s  pe riod , th a t  i s  the q iu l la re . The q iu l l a r l . in  th e ir  verbose 

in v e ctiv es, in te rp re ted  re lig io n  in  a humane and popular way. In 

f a c t ,  the  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the Gospels was the  bone o f  contention 

between the  q iu lla re  and the  hegemonic c la ss e s . Therefore, the 

o lu lla re  t r ie d  to  portray  the litu rg y  as being detached from re a l i ty  

and from prim ordial C h ris tian  o b je c tiv es . C h r is t ia n i ty , defender of 

ind igen t people, had, in  i t s  humble beginnings, preached love and 

h um ility , t u t  had become, during the  Middle Ages, an 611 te  mavenent 

which promoted the  so c io -p o litic a l e x p lo ita tio n  o f  the  'masse del 

d is e r e d a t i ' ( to , 1977c, p .12 ). However, the  v i le s t  o f  crimes 

a ttr ib u te d  to  the  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  h ierarchy  was th a t o f  having 

accumulated w ealth, non o i ly  m a teria l but a lso  c u l tu r a l .  I t  

even tua lly  incorporated the a r t  o f  th e  q iu lla re  in  i t s  bourgeois 

t r a d i t io n , thus s te a l in g  i t  from the  g rea t t r a d i tio n  o f  the 

d is in h e r ite d .

The q iu lla re  had o ften  to  escape from pe rsecu tion , censorship and co- 

op tion  in to  the c o u rts , from which the  'o f f ic ia l*  t r a d i tio n  o f  the



Cornedia deXl'A rte was to rn . There were cases , nevertheless , of 

g iu l i a r i  who were accepted In the secu lar feudal c o u rts  and who 

enjoyed the p ro tec tio n  o f  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  d ig n ita r ie s :

v is -a -v is  a l l 'i n to l le ra n z a  s i  oppongono esenpi che 
rrostrano cone anche le  gerarch ie  re lig io se  foasero 
spesso in c l in i  a p e m atte rs  e ,  a  v o lte , anche a pro- 
teggere g l i  sp e t ta c o l i . [ . . . ]  I I  Cardinale Zaccaria
D elfino presentava a l  Eontefice un suo parere  in  cu i 
s i  affermava 'c he  le  connedie emendate s i  dehbono 
p erm ettere ' e ( . . . ]  tonsignor o a v e lli faceva sc riv ere  
[ . . . ]  una d isse rtaz io n e  co i c u i chiedeva i l  permesso 
d i fa r  e rig e re  ad Orvieto un te a tro  a spese d e lla  
o m m itS , e in c u i s i  affermava la  funzione norale  d e l 
te a tro  e  s i  i l lu s tr a v a  persino  I 'u t i l i t S  d e lle  p a r t i  
apparentenente sconce d e lle  Conmedie.
(Taviani, 1969, p . XLIII)

The s o c io -p o litic a l to p lica tio n s  o f  such a move were ev iden t: the 

major danger posed by the  g iu l i a r i  remained in  th e ir  a b i l i ty  to  spread 

e f fe c tiv e ly  values a n t i th e t ic a l  to  those e stab lished  and defended by 

the  Chu-.ch which repudiated the o b sc en ities  advocated by the 

Canadians. Had the  Church adopted the  q lu l l a r e 's  expressive modules, 

i t  might have been able to  conceal the  fundamental b a rr ie rs  o f  the 

p o l i t i c s  c u ltu ra le  sanctioned by i t s e l f ,  which were now under siege 

from the  g iu l i a r i . As long as the  th e a tre  remained confined to  the 

w alls  o f  the  cou rts  and the  academies, i t s  freedom and controversy d id  

r o t  arouse any polemics. But the  q in i ia r ia  (21) continued to  spread 

i t s  message, a lso  to  a  vaster  public  o f  pe tit-bou rgeo is  and i l l i t e r a t e  

p lebeians, adding here and there  buffoonesque im provisations o f the 

noble condition . The Church maintained th a t the  g iu l i a r i  had negated



the 'C h ris tia n  S p i r i t ' and leaned towards bad customs and pagan 

la sc iv iousness. This i s  the  reason why eventually  they adopted the 

mask, which was a  method of h iding the  r e a l id e n tity  and of 

ste reo typ ing , a t  the  sane tim e, a  sp e c if ic  ind iv idual in  so c ie ty . The 

function  of the  mask i s  b est shown by works from the  Comredia 

d e l l 'A r te  period .

La Conmsdia d e l l 'A r te ,  h £ r iti4 re  de quelques 
dtfguiseoents carnavalesques, e s t  cestSe longtenps 
f id d le  au masque (Pantalon, Arlequin, e tc .)  so lid a ire  
de son carac t6 te  pc p u la ire . En d iss in u la n t la  
physionomie de I 'a c te u r ,  i l  au to rise  des boutades 
saugrenui^s dont t l  n 'a  pas 5 roug it e t  1 'ob lige  
su r to u t & reprSsenter par la  gestuation  corpo re lle  ce 
que son visage masquS ne peu t rendre.
(J. M&ertens, 1975, p . 120)

In  the  eyes o f  the  people, the  comedians were even irore en terta in ing  

w ith  th e ir  masks but to  the  O iurch, the masks seared connected with 

necromantic magic. This new th e a tre  o f the  g iu l la c i  risked  becoming a 

desp icab le  upholder o f  an obscene rev e rsa l o f  o rd er, as i s  apparent in 

the  famous invective hurled a t  the  popular th e a tre  by Ibmnaso Garzoni 

and N iccol6 Etossi:

I I  nuovo te a tro  dei ccanlci 6 contaminazione e 
profanazione. Esso, pur n e l r i s t r e t t o  antoito d 'un  
genere dranmaturgico minore, 6 I 'a n t i t e s i  a sso lu ta  disi 
t r a t t i  che d is tinguare  i l  cosmo d e lle  humanae 
l i t t e r a e ! nasce da gen ts sordida (non da animi 
nobilnente e d u ca ti) ;  risp m d e  ad in te n t i  msrcsnari 
(nm a f in i  d i g lo r ia  d is in te re s s a ta ) ; s i  r iso lv e  in 
scandaloso vagabondaggio (non in  presenza 
culturalm ente ccxrposta); s i  esprime a ttrav e rso  
masdiere buffonesche (non a ttrav e rso  personaggi) ;



svQuppa 11 linguaggio d e lla  paro la  s fa c c ia ta  e d e l 
gesto  'ru f fian e sco ' (non quello  d e llo  s t i l e  che sa 
'c o v r ir  la  cosa destraroente1) . Sia per g l l  a s p e t t i  
s t r u t t u r a l i  s ia  per le  component! esp ressive , a l 
g lud iz io  d i un ordine c u ltu ra le  che s i  riconosce 
nell'Q nanesliiD , la  Cataedla d e ll 'A r te  6  I 'A ltr o ,  e  le  
sue m anifestazioni sono ir ru z io n i profane d e l l 'M tro  
nr Tondo a r is to c ra t ic o  d e l la  forma.
(i . T essari, 1984, p . 17)

For the  Church, th e a tre  c o n s titu ted  a ra d ic a l d is to r t io n  o f  so c ie ty  

and o f  i t s  values: peaceful co -ex istence , work, c la s s  d is t in c t io n ,

family o rg an is a tio n , female c h a s ti ty .  The comedians contaminated the 

conception o f  the  ' paema' , syn thesis  and emblem o f  the  humanist 

c u ltu re ,  and thus contaminated the  p u r ity  o f  woman, symbolic figure  of 

s c c ia l  C h r is tian  conception (22).

The e c c le s ia s t ic a l  condemnations were d irec te d  ag a in s t the demoniac 

malaise o f  th e a tre ,  which had created  values which ju s t i f i e d  idleness 

and greed. Theatre highligh ted  the most s a l ie n t  a spects o f  l i f e :  

power, p le asu re , Boccaccian and M achiavellian in tr ig u e , embodying no t 

o i ly  a r te s  but a lso  mores (23). The c lergy  d isassoc ia ted  i t s e l f  from 

th e a tre  because o f  these  in tr in s ic  c h a ra c te r is t :s th a t  i t  had, which 

were capable o f  influencing negative ly  the sp e c ta to r1s mind. The 

tim e, which people had previously consecrated to  re lig io u s  r i t e ,  was 

replaced by time dedicated to  the  th e a tre . Time spent in  theatre  

became synonymous with anarchy, vice  and p ro fa n ity . Theatre was 

a ssociated  w ith paganism, although th is  was denied vehemently by i t s  

defenders (24).
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c u ltu re ,  and thus contaminated the  p u r ity  o f  woman, symbolic figure  of 

so c ia l  C h ris tian  conception (22).

The e c c le s ia s t ic a l  condemnations were d irec ted  ag a in s t the  deeoniac 

m alaise o f  th e a tre , which had created  values which ju s t i f i e d  idleness 

and greed. th e a tre  highligh ted  the most s a l ie n t  aspects o f  l i f e :  

power, p le asu re , Boccaccian and M achiavellian in tr ig u e , embodying not 

only a r te a  bu t a lso  no tes (23). The clergy  d isassoc ia ted  i t s e l f  from 

th e a tre  because o f  these in tr in s ic  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  th a t  i t  had, which 

were capable of influencing negative ly  the  s p e c ta to r 's  mind. The 

tim e, which gecple had previously consecrated to  r e lig io u s  r i t e ,  was 

replaced by time dedicated to  the th e a tre . Time spent in  theatre  

became synonymous with anarchy, vice  and p ro fa n ity . Theatre was 

associated  with paganism, although th is  was denied vehemently by i t s  

defenders (24).



I t  m ist be emphasised th a t Dario Fo based h is  th e a tre  on the  p re- 

Ceaimedia d e ll 'A r te  period/ from which he ex trac ted  the sources o f 

M lstero Buffo. Hie Comnedia d e l l 'f t r te  can be iso la te d  from the 

concept o f  popular th e a tre  because i t  la rge ly  curbed the  spontaneity  

o f  the  g iu l l a r e 's  a r t .  Hie Cannedia i s  e s se n t ia lly  a form o f  the 

o iu l l a r e 's  a r t  absorbed by the hegemonic c la ss es  in  order to  e n te r ta in  

th e  id le  c la ss e s . i t  i s  a  mixture o f  'clowning' and la zz l 

(stereotyped s itu a tio n s)  which s a t i r is e d  the  customs and v ices o f  the 

t in e ,  according to  the  ta s te  o f  the bourgeoisie.

Taking in to  account the Gramscian e th ic a l  function o f  the  th e a tr ic a l 

work which i s  always linked to  a  sp e c if ic  cu ltu re  and c iv i l is a t io n  

(25), i t  can be seen th a t i t  wss during  the  period  o f  the  tfaaneslino 

and the  Cbunter-tteformation th a t the  f i r s t  s p l i t  between w ri te rs  and 

the  people cccurred . The w rite rs  were no longer concerned w ith the 

popular sentim ents o f  the  masses nor were they dev ising  ways o f  r e -  

e labo rating  a  new consciousness. Gramsci f e l t  th a t in  o rder to  c reate  

a new na tio n a l popular l i t e r a tu re  in  I ta ly ,  the re  would necessary have 

to  be an in te l le c tu a l  revo lu tion  which would have 'da  noi la  s te ssa  

funzione che hanno avuto la  Rifbrma Pro testan te  ne i paesi germsnici e 

la  Grande Rivoluzione in  F rancis ' (Gramsci in  M ariani, e t  a l , 1980, p . 

911). For Fb in stead , only a more conndtted re la tio n sh ip  with the 

pecple was o f  n e ce ssity , as long as th is  r e la tio n sh ip  undertook to  

p ro jec t the  r e a l i ty  o f a  feudal p a s t w ith trac es  o f  prim itive
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coronunism as propagated by the  h e re tic a l se c ts  o f  the  13th  and 14th 

C enturies , to  tends to  research the p a s t ,  no t from the  beginning o f  

cap ita lism , but in  p r e - c a p ita l is t ,  feudal time before the  Renaissance.

The development o f  Dario t o ’s  caree r i s  very s im ila r to  th a t  o f  the 

g lu l i a r e . He s ta r te d  h is  c aree r as a 'c o u r t je s te r ' (26), appearing in 

1952 on R .A .I., where he broadcasted, fo r eigh teen  weeks, the 

humourously grotesque monologues o f  Poer Nano: bu t he soon abandoned

these  bourgeois a sp ira tio n s  to  became a  popular g iu lla re  (27). to  has 

t r ie d  to  emulate the  m oralising pro fessiona l s to r y - te l le r s ,  e i th e r  of 

th e  presen t (28) o r  o f  the  p a s t, bu t h is  g iu lla re  has a more sp e cific  

ideology and a more faceted anarch ica l c h a rac te r , to  makes h is  sto ry ­

t e l le r  the  spokesman o f  h is  im p lic it and obvious, revolutionary 

message which he never t r i e s  to  hide , to reove r, he wants to  re-awaken 

the  'revo lu tio n a ry ' s p i r i t  la te n t  in  the  masses.

The la te  S ix tie s  and e a r ly  Seventies , which produced M istero Buffo, 

saw two very ia p o rtan t changes in  Dario t o ' s  l i f e .  The f i r s t  was with 

th e  bourgeois theatre

o  meglio con le  sue s tru t tu re  f is s e  e le  sue 
convenzioni topografiche s te re o tip a te , e s en p lific a te  
con la  massima ic a s t ic l tS  d a lla  te lev is io n s  d e llo

(S tran iero , 1978, p . 7)

The second, r e f le c te d  a lso  in  Mistero Buffo, concerned the  repressive

>
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and r ig id  sfcructiires o f  the l e f t ,  represented by the  I ta l ia n  Communist 

P a rty  (P .C .I .)  and the A .R.C.I. (from 1969 onwards) (29). According 

to  S tran ie ro ,

Fo g loba lizza  I'oppressione  p o li t ic a  d e lla  c u ltu re  d e l 
'padrone' non so lo  in  quanto informazione manipolata, 
cu i cceitrappcsie la  controinforoazione come am a d i 
c la ss e  ( . . . ) ,  ma in  quanto ha saccheggisto  l a  cu ltu re  
contadina prefcorghese, espropriando le  masse gopolari 
d e lla  lo ro  s te sse  p o s s ib i l i ty  esp ressive , che in 
quanto t a l i  sono gi& eversive , perchfe inven tive , 
l ib e r a n t i ,  non c c d if ic a b i l i  n e lle  s tru t tu re  e  norms 
l in g u is tic h e  repressive  d e l la  cu ltu re  dcwinante. 
(S tran iero , 1978, p . 7)

These dev ia tions were a  consequence o f  the  lack  o f  autonomy? Fo had 

a lready  p a rtic ip a te d  in  the c u ltu ra l debates on the  c r i s i s  of 

'o f f i c i a l '  th e a tre  bu t he d id  no t want to  r e s t r i c t  him self only to  

so c ia l c r i t iq u e . He conceived an expansion o f  h i s  th e a tre  towards the 

h is to r ic a l  c o n f lic t between the  c la s s e s , sore thing which the  P .C .I. 

was no t prepared to  do. This search for a 'revo lu tiona ry ' and 

'a l te r n a t iv e ' c u ltu re , had a d ire c t  influence on F o 's  a c t iv i t ie s ;  he 

decided to  abandon the  Bn be T ea tra le  I ta l ia n o  ( I ta lia n  T heatrica l 

Society) in  order to  communicate d ire c tly  w ith a  new pu b lic . Thus, 

M istero Buffo, born from Dario F o 's  'estrangem ent' from the  bourgeois 

sphere o f  in fluence , was h is  choice for the  new popular th e a tre .

According to  l e f t i s t  norms, F t i's  m il ita n t work can be included in  the 

concept o f  popular th e a tre  s ince:



(6 un) te a tro  che po rta  su l  palcoscenico 1'im itazione  
popolare: co lo re , gesto , mcdi, gergo popolare,
ne o re a lis tic o , d iv e rten te , pieno d l  v iolenza ve rba ls , 
acenografica e ooreograflca, reg is trazione  d e l costumi 
d i un q u a rtiere  popolare corns se  Eosseco d e l r i tu a l !  
e s o t ic i .  [ . . . ]  te a tro  che p a rla  d e l popolo, e p resen ts 
personeggi p o s i t iv i ,  c o sc ie n ti, opera! e  co n tad in i, e 
so g g e tti a t t in e n t i  a l ia  v ita  d e l pcpolo, connedie e 
dramui su i problem! d e l la  c lasse  opera ia.
(S tran iero , 197B, p . 9)

Po 's  g iu l la r a ta  i s  in  a l l  like lihood  very s im ila r to  the  performance 

given by th e  medieval s t ro l l in g  p lay ers , to  c re a te s  fo r h im self th is  

image o f  the  p ro le tarian -p rophet w ith a buffconesque image, a  heroic 

figure  who represen ts  the  id iosyncrasies o f  the p lebeians and the 

h e re t ic a l  and chim erical q u a l i t ie s  inherent in  the  working c la s s .

O ltre  a i  te s t !  inform! 6d antoigui d e lle  prime 
le t te ra tu re  romanze, lo  attraggono i  vangeli a p o c r if i , 
2e figu re  d i  F ra ' to lc in o  e David l a z z a r e t t i ,  i  
m alede tti , i  v in t i  e  i  p e rse g u ita ti , ccmpreso lo  
s te sso  Gesti C ris to  considera te  appunto so tto  I 'a sp e tto  
d e l  H ibelle e d e l G iu s tiz ie re , can '6 costantemente 
vissu to  d a lla  trad iz ione  pcpolare.
(S tran iero , 1978, p .  14)

I t  i s  im portant to  emphasise Dario t o ' s  fasc ina tion  w ith the 

h e re t ic a l ,  the  unconventional, and h is  preoccupation w ith becoming 

p a r t  o f  the  long h is to r ic a l  elenchus o f  personae non g ra ta e .

[ . . .1  Lungo tu t  to  i l  cor so b im illenario  d e l 
C ristianesim o, accanto a l l 'e r e s i a  d o ttr in a le  fe senpre 
presente un tip o  d l e re s ia  pauperis tica  e  so c ia le , un 
f i l o  d i contestazione che unisce a ttrav e rso  i  se co li 1 
c irc o n ce llio n i e  i  p o v e re lli d i Lione, i  p a ta r in i e  i 
francescani (quelli a u te n t ic i) , i  p r e t i  o p e ra i, i



'p ic c o li f r a t e l l i '  e  Simone Weil, e  passa per Giordano 
Bruno, Amaldo da  B rescia , Thcmaa Mintzer e Garrard 
W instanley, q u e lli  d i c u i parlano le  enciclopedie e 
q u e lli  d i cu i le  enciclopedie preferiscono  tacere 
(magari per pura ignoranza), cone per 1'appunto

(S tran iero , 1978, p . 14)

not on ly  h is  p o l i t i c a l  mannerism but a lso  the  denunciation he makes o f  

the  system, th a t suppresses any sign  of opposition . In  h is  shows, Eto

o f  th e  stage  to  h is to ry , in  order

polem ical and popular works o f  the  European dopocuerra th e a tre . 

Cbject o f  scorn fo r the P .O .I . and a lso  the  V atican, M lstero Buffc

performed in  se v e ra l p a r ts  o f  the  world

estim ated 40 m illion  specta to rs  (30).

The t i t l e  M lstero Buffo i s  taken from Vladimir Mayakovsky's work 

Mvsterv-Bouffe (31). t o ' s  M istero Buffo c o n s is ts  o f  th ir te en  or more

f f o 1 i s  and the  second e m p rises  te x ts  

Passion, the succession o f  the episodes 

performance. No e d itio n  shews exactly



the same te x t nor do they include the  words th a t  Fo would improvise 

during a  performance (33). Thus, as in  a Commedia d e ll 'A r te  

canovaccio. any published e d itio n  remains only an 'o u t l in e ' o f  the 

te x t ,  which gives a  lim ited  and co lou rless  idea o f  the  stage  version

In the  inercduction to  each H iptsro , Dario l b  rev e a ls  the  main p lo t  

and the h is to r ic a l  ju s t i f i c a t io n  for h i s  having salvaged tha t 

p a r tic u la r  ned ieval te x t .  Darin to  be lieves in  the  e s se n t ia l 

a u th en tic ity  o f  h is  te x ts  although a t t in e s  he i s  the  f i r s t  to  admit 

th a t fa c ts  have been a lte re d  through the  ages. However, he explains 

th a t  these  a lte ra tio n s  are  minimally im portant; what i s  im portant to 

him i s  no t so  nuch l i t e r a r y  fa ith fu ln e ss  bu t the  f a c t th a t i t  is  

possib le  to  manipulate and re - in te rp re t the  te x ts  according to  

d if fe re n t  ideologies.

Quando io  racconto in  che modo i l  g iu lla re  medioevale 
insegnava a in te rp re ta re  la  Bittoia e i l  Vangelo, 
r ip e to  1'operazione d e l l 'a u te n tic o  g iu lla re  che 
trovava in  c e r t i  ep isod i d e lla  Bibbia e d e l Vangelo le  
ch iav i per le  sue parabola d e l ooeportamenti e te m i 
d e l  po tere  e  d i  c h i 6  aoggetto a l  p o t e r e [ . . . J . Quando 
r ip e to  i l  modo in  cu i i l  g iu lla re  faceva leggere la  
Bibbia e  i l  Vangelo, io  ind ico  a l  popolo d i  ogg i quale 
e ra  i l  suo nedo d i  scope:ire n e lla  cu ltu ra  d i  a llo ra ,  
la  Bibbia i l  Vangelo appunto, la  so rte  che g l i  
spe ttava . Qual e ra  i l  suo nodo d i esprim ersi per 
bo5ca de i g iu l l a r i  e  1 'inv ito  a r iap p ro p r ia rs i d e lla  
sua c u ltu ra  per saper a f f rm ta re  oggi d i nuovo la  
cu ltu ra  d o tta  lib reso a .



The in troduction  w ritte n  by to r  to  to  for the  Mazzotta B 5ition 

concludes w ith a quotation from Gramsci, whom he acknowledges as the 

source o f  the  th e o re tic a l b asis  o f  h is  works

Oanoscere s6 s te s s i  vuol d ire  essere  s6 s t e s s i .  vuol 
d ire  essere  padroni d i  sfe s te s s i ,  d is t in g u e rs i, use ire  
fu o ri d e l caos, essere  uji elemento d i  o rd ine, ma del 
p roprio  ordine e d e lla  p rop ria  d is c ip lin a  a£ un 
id e a le . E non s i  pud o tte n ere  c id  se non s i  ooncECono 
anche g l i  a l t i i ,  l a  lo ro  s to t ia ,  i l  su ssegu irs i m g l i  
s fo rz i che e s s i  hanno f a t to  per essere  c ib  che sm o , 
per creare  la  c iv i l tS  che harmo c re a te  e a l i a  gaale  
no i vogliano sosfcituire la  nostra  
(Gramsci in  Fo, 1977c, p . 13)





The m ethodo logy  u se d  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  w i l l  b e  one o f  t e x t u a l  

a n a l y s i s ,  w hereby th e  s o c i o - p o l - c a l  a t t i t u d e s  o f  th e  w r i t e r  

a r e  r e v e a le d .  T hus, t h e  s u b - t e x t s  a re  i n t e r p r e t e d  in  a c ­

c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  g u id e l in e s  o f  M a rx is t  c r i t i c i s m  w hich 

s t r e s s  th e  id e o lo g ic a l  n a tu r e  and s o c i a l  f u n c t i o n  c f  th e  

o e u v re . F u r th e rm o re , M a rx is t  c r i t i c i s m  c o n c e n t r a te s  on th e  

o p p r e s s io n  o f  th e  u n d e r p r iv i le g e d  and a t t r i b u t e s  th e  d e p r i ­

v a t io n  and e x p l o i t a t i o n  t o  th e  p a t r i a r c h a l  and th e  econom ic  

s t r u c t u r e  o f  s o c i e t y .  Fo, i n  k e e p in g  w i th  M a rx is t  id e o lo g y , 

a d v o c a te s  how a s o c i a l  sy s te m  c an  b e  changed  by e x p o s in g  th e  

c o r r u p t io n  i n t r i n s i c  t o  i t  and y m aking p e o p le  aw are  t h a t  

th e y  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  a b e t t e r  d e a l . H is  t h e a t r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  

i s  n o t  s tu d i e d  p u r e ly  from  an a e s t h e t i c  p o i n t  o f  v ie w , b u t  

t o  r e v e a l  t h e  e d u c a t io n a l  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  w hich  a r e  encoded  

w i th in  i t s  t e x t s .  In  M a r x i s t - o r ie n te d  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  

th e r e  i s  a lw ays an o b l ig a to r y  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e o ry  in to  

p r a c t i c e  and o f  r e f l e c t i o n  i n t o  a c t i o n .  H ence, we a im  to  

show how th e  v a r io u s  m e d iev a l s o u r c e  t e x t s  a r e  s u b v e r te d  by 

D a r io  Fo to  r e v e a l  a  t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  and p o t e n t i a l l y  m i l i ­

t a n t  m essage.

From t h i s  a n a ly s i s  we de d u ce  th e  d i s t i n c t i v e  them es w hich 

make up t h i s  t e x t .  The m o st r e c u r r in g  s o c i a l  them e i s  t h a t  

o f  human m is e ry  and th e  la c k  o f  d ig n i t y  i n  t h e  human c o n d i­

t i o n .  A r i s in g  o u t  o f  t h i s  i s  th e  d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  u n ju s t  law s 

w hich  c o n s t r i c t  th e  u n d e r p r iv i le g e d  c l a s s e s .  A n o th e r a s p e c t



r e l a t i o n s h i p  v i s - ^ - v i s  th e  c h a u v in ism  o f  th o s e  i n  pow er and 

i t s  c o n f r o n ta t i o n  w ith  o f f i c ia ld o m , w here  th e  m o th e r /e o n  r e ­

l a t i o n s h i p  i s  sym bo lic  o f  th e  woman/man c o n f l i c t .  Fo a l s o  

expounds t h e  them e o f  C h r is t  a s  a s o c i a l  phenomenon and lo o k s  

a t  t h e  C h r i s t - f i g u r e  a s  a  m a r ty r ,  a  r e v o lu t io n a r y ,  o r  b o th .

On a p o l i t i c a l  l e v e l ,  Fo e l a b o r a t e s  t h e  them e o f  i n j u s t i c e  

and pow er a b use  i n  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y ,  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  bu ­

r e a u c r a c y  w i th in  t h a t  fram ew ork and th e  m egalom ania , i . e .  

o b s e s s io n  w i th  pow er t h a t  r e s u l t s .  Fo e m p h as ises  th e  d i s ­

t o r t i o n  o f  p o p u la r  ' r e a l i t y  and th e  m yth o f  hegemony t h a t  th e  

r u l i n g  c l a s s  h a s  c r e a t e d  by a p p r o p r i a t i n g  th e  c u l t u r a l  h e r ­

i t a g e  o f  t h e  p e o p le  and ra k in g  i t  t o  b e  t h e i r  own. O ut o f  

t h i s  i s  b o rn e  t h e  them e o f  i d e o lo g ic a l  i n d o c t r in a t io n  o f  th e  

m a sse s  by C hurch  and S t a t e  a l i k e ,  f o r  p u rp o se s  o f  r e p r e s s io n ,  

r e s u l t i n g  i n  a d e g ra d a t io n  o f  th e  lo w e r  c l a s s e s  t o  t h e  e x te n t  

t h a t  t h e  o p p re s s e d  a re  fo rc e d  t o  c r e a t e  d e fe n c e  m echanism s 

w i th  w h ich  t o  c o n f r o n t  t h e i r  'm a s t e r s ' . A n o th e r u n d e r ly in g  

them e w h ic h  one can  t r a c e  i n  H ls te r o  B u ffo  i s  t h a t  th e  i d e a l s  

w h ich  C h r i s t i a n  d o c t r i n e  u p h o ld s , i . e .  p e a c e , jo y ,  h a p p in e s s ,  

a r e  n o t  w i th in  th e  r e a c h  o f  th e  lo w e r  c l a s s e s ,  f o r  th e y  a re  

ro b b ed  o f  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  means n e c e s s a r y  t o  e x p e r ie n c e  t h e s e  

b a s i c  r i g h t s . F u r th e rm o re , Fo s e t s  o u t  t o  expose  t h a t  i t  i s  

th e  v e ry  i n s t i t u t i o n  w hich p u r p o r t s  t o  u p h o ld  t h e s e  i d e a l s  

t h a t ,  to g e th e r  w ith  th e  S t a t e ,  d e p r iv e s  th e  p e o p le  o f  t h e s e



In th is  chapter we take a c lo ser look a t  a  te x t o f  M istero Buffo and 

sore  o f  i t s  v a ria n ts . In  the f i r s t  sec tio n , the m a teria l salvaged can 

vary from c o n tra s t!  lik e  'Fosa fre sca  au len tissim a cb ’a jp a r i in v e r' la  

s t a te ' (1) to  te x ts  and dram atisations o f  b ib l ic a l  s to r ie s ,  m oralitie s  

and medieval fab le s , which make e s se n t ia lly  the  same po in t: 

■ o ff ic ia l ' l i t e r a tu re  often  d is to r t s  popular r e a l i ty ;  i t  transforms 

i t  and m anipulates i t  to  p resen t a massage th a t  i s  more in  keeping 

w ith i t s  world view and m orality .

In  'Rosa fre sca  au len tiss im a ', the f i r s t  'M istero Buffo' Fo proposes, 

he g ives h is  own reading and explanation o f  th is  medieval te x t. 

T rad ition  now claim s th a t  i t  i s  the work o f  a  f a i r ly  learned court 

poet bu t Fo t r i e s  to  show th a t  i t  was a te x t recovered from the 

popular t r a d i tio n  and th a t  the o r ig in a l author o f  th i s  c on trasto  was a 

peasant posing a s  a  grandee. In  sc h o las tic  textbooks, i t  i s  presented 

as a tim id s to ry  o f  co u rtly  love concerning a boy whose lasciviousness 

i s  contained by the gen tle  blandishments o f  the  g i r l ,  who i s  the 

o b je c t o f  h is  lu s t ,  to  t e l l s  h is  audience th a t  i f  one were to  restore  

i t s  o r ig in a l meaning, i t  would note lik e ly  be an example o f  sexual 

harrassment, in  which the boy, a r ich  ta x -c o lle c to r, succeeds in 

raping the  g i r l  and, because o f  a sp e c ia l law th a t p ro tec ted  the  r ich .
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was ab le  to  turn the  tab les  by charging her w ith h is  seduction . This 

sto ry  i s  no t only one o f  sexual harrassm ent, bu t should fce seen as the 

denunciation o f  th e  un just laws which pro tec ted  the  gentry a t  the 

expense o f  the poor, defenceless peasant.

In a second te lev is io n  transm ission o f  M istero Buffo, to  i l l u s t r a te  

t h is  j o in t ,  Fo added a sketch o f  English o r ig in  c a lle d  L’aw ocato 

ing lese  which d a tes  back to  the  end o f  the  16th  cen tury  (2 ). I t  deals 

w ith the  sto ry  o f  a  man accused o f  having raped a  g i r l  o f  the 

n o b ili ty .  As in  the  previous te x t,  the  accused becomes the  accuser: 

the  lawyer, in  a  b r i l l i a n t  h is t r io n ic  t i r a d e , proves th a t the  g i r l 's  

ph y sica l a tt r ib u te s  were the cause of the man's a ssa u l t on h e r. These 

twa te x ts  are  h igh ly  to p ic a l because they touched on an 'excuse' which 

i s  s t i l l  o ften  used today by the  lawyers o f  those accused in  I ta l ia n  

rape t r i a l s .

'Bosa fre sca  au len tissim a ' i s ,  according to  t o ,  an invention o f  the 

people, which had become the c u ltu ra l p roperty  o f  the  bourgeoirie 

a f te r  i t s  long a ssocia tion  with Dante and the  Dolce S t i l  Novo:

( . . . )  La bocghesia nei canoni, l i  determ ine. Poi 
d ic e , ' l o  strambotto 6 roba n o s tr a ',  non d ice  certo  
che lo  strarrtootto 6 11 nodo d i can ta re  d e i contadini 
d i  uii tempo, deg li a r t i g ia n i ,  e  che aveva un 
s ig n ific a to  legato a l  lavoro, a l  r i t o  d e lla  te r ra ,  
(to, lo  d is trugge . Quando va a te a tro  dove c'fe Bosa 
fresca  a u len tiss in a  i l  pubblicn ope ra io , con fcutto che 
6 roba sua, non lo  riconosce a f f a t to ,  non g li  
appartiene. Per noi inveee, q u a l'6  1'operazione? 
Prendiam  Bosa fresca  a u len tiss in a  e la  m ettiaro  in

>
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scena restitu en d o g li t u t  to  q je l lo  che b la  soa o rig in s  
veca. E a llo ra  succede che quel pubblico capisce 
tu t t o ,  capisce da  dove viene, i  auoi rrcdi d i  d i r e ,  i 
suoi p roverb i, i l  d isco rso  d i c lasse  che c '6  den tro , 
che viene edu lcorate.
(Fo in  L. B inni, 1977, pp. 3-4)

In F o 's  popular th e a tre , the  workers p a rtic ip a te  t o ta l ly  In the  play  

and they  understand th a t what i s  being debated i s  th e ir  own dilemma. 

The sane happens to  the  p e tty  bourgeois and e sp ec ia l ly  to  the 

p ro le ta r ise d  studen ts, who find in  th is  space, the  forum for the v i ta l  

discussion  o f  th e ir  problems.

Taking the  Binaudi E dition  of M istero Buffo a s  our model* the  f i r s t  

ske tch  (3) afv e the long and in s tru c tiv e  t ira d e  on 'Rasa fresca  

au len tiss im a’ , s ta r t s  w ith a  chorus intoned by f la g e lla n t monks who 

in f l i c t  su ffe ring  on themselves and on each o the r in  order to  gain 

sa lv a t io n , in  Parad ise, o r nore lik e ly  for 'erebophobia1 (4).

Chioihi Bati', Bative Ehiaieehie! (E) cotrpagnon, metff 
in  scera , B a tif  fo rte  e vo len tera , n'avi* do ja  d '6 s t i  
b 6 t i :  ba tive  1 tfo t ia x b i t  de ves i s b i o t d l , no
tram bft le  v isigade , carne ro te  e disciuncade. 
Chiohioh b a t i ' , ba tive  E hiaiehiehl Chi vo l to rse  
salvasion c 'o l  ae beta  de rusccn co l f ra g e l a 
ba tascioch, no f i '  no stra  de d a f b e t: bative!
(to , 1977e, p . 25)



This fear o f  not earning Paradise was in s t i l le d  in  the  people by the 

e c c le s ia s t ic a l  doctrine  o f  the  t in e . The 'b a t t u t i ' were conditioned 

to  liv e  t h is  l i f e  o f  s a c r if ic e  inposed by a harsh Church and based on 

a  psychological game: in  f a c t ,  in  the  p lay , the  aura o f  p ie ty  and of

s a c r if ic e  is  completely lack ing . The comical aspect o f  the  ac tion  of 

these  f la g e lla n ts  i s  underlined by the re p e titio n  o f  th e ir  c ry  o f  pain 

'C hioehi, b a t i ,  ba tive  E h ia ieeh ie!' ,  which never ceases.

The term  'b a t tu t i ' i t s e l f  is  made to  have a M arxist connotation, being 

almost synonymous with 'o pp ressed '. These peasants are oppressed or 

'b a t t u t i '  by the hegemonic ideology which safeguards the  in te re s ts  of 

the pow erful. However, in  th is  laude {term used with a c e rta in

s a t i r i c a l  in te n t) , there  is  a  c e r ta in  dem ystification  o f  the 

evange lica l C h ris t, the  trans-human C h ris t , while there  is  a  to ta l  

id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith a peasant C h r is t , a  su ffe rin g , misunderstood 

C hris t who shared conditions s im ila r  to  th e ir s :

IC 'lo l Segnor onniputent(e| foe ba ti/t v e ritam entie ).
[ . . . ]  Par salvarghe d 'o l  pecat Jesus X risto  foe p ic a t,
'n su  la  croze foe 'n c iu d a t, su  la  fac ia  g ' foe
spiidat: ba tivel
(to , 1977e, p . 25)

The 'Lauda del B a ttu t i ' ends w ith an Invective d irec te d  a t  the

hegemonical e x p lo ite rs , who condemn not only the very ex istence  on 

e a r th  o f  the  peasant but a lso  th a t  o f  the  peasant t i i r i s t :



E vui segnori de VUetka vui n 'a v r i t  malaventuca, vui 
c 'h a v i t  spflat a  a r is to  co l s c io r irv e  a l  n a l acguisto : 
b a tiv e l vu i c 'h a v i t  tu r c ia t  'm 1'uga i  danari a  qui(e) 
che sUda. Ohiohioh b a e i ', b a tiv e l Ehiaiehieh!
(to- 1977e, p . 27)

In  the te x t 'S trage  deg li Innocent!1 (5), to  p resen ts  a number of 

d if f e re n t  c harac ters  in  a long dram atic jicnologue. A mad woman, who 

has su b s ti tu te d  a lamb for her dead eon, addresses the  so ld ie r s , who 

assume the  lamb i s  a baby, and then a s ta tue  o f  the  Madonna fran  whom 

she seeks comfort:

Ho scapifc, Madona . . .  no catfef pegtira che mi no sont 
un so ld a t . . .  son t una dona . . .  una mama arch mi . . .  
c o l me bambin . . .  Scondiv ch i loga tran q u ila , che i  
su lda t i  sont andat v ia  . . .  sent^ve, pora dona, che n' 
a v i t  f a i t  d 'o l  c u r ir  . . .  F^ ine . vardA o l  vostro 
f i o l i .  Chi me 1 '6  t e l  e t  c u lo ri t!  Quant tenp o l 
g 'ha?  Belo, be lo  . . .  me l'&  alegher . . .  o l  r id  . . .  
b e l,  b e lo  . . .  o l  dev avergbe g iu s ta  o l  tenp  d 'o l  me 
. . .  Me o l  g 'ha  nom? Jesus? L '6  un b e l non: Je sus1
Belo belo  . . .  Je su lin  . . .  o l  g 'ha  g id  do i dencft . . .  
oh i che sinpatech . . .  o l  me n 'o l  g 'ha  an'mo f a i t  i  
denci . . .  1 '4  s t a i t  un pcch malad o l  ires p a sa t, ma 
ades o l  s ta  ben . . .  1'6 c h i che o l  dotma propi me un 
ang iu lin  . . .  <Io chiamai M3 roc! 01 g 'h a  nan Marco . . .  
o l  dorroa propi d i  giSst . . .  Ch c a ra , ne t ' s e t  b e ll  Set 
b e l a rea  t i  . . .  Marcolin . . .  L'6 anca vera che 
n o ja ltre  mane a s'em f a i t  in  d 'una  manera che o l 
noster f io lfn  o l  ghe pare o l  p iu  belo de tU ti . . .  o l  
po l averghe anch quai d i f e t ,  ma nlinc no I 1 videro 
miga. Ag voj tan to  de quel ben a s to  b e a t io l i ,  d ie  se
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m 'a l purtSsen v ia  a  g n irfa  matal 
(to , 1977e, p . 37)

to ,  who i s  a lso  an accrarplished ac to r when he performs and in te rp re ts  

these d if fe re n t  ro les  (6 ), c o n tra s ts  the voices and a t t i tu d e s  o f  the 

mother, the  ru th le ss  and a rrogant so ld ie r and the  mute Madonna with 

disconcerting  speed, Ha a lso  succeeds in  emphasising the  s ta te  o f 

dep riva tion  o f  the  neither f u l l  o f  sorrow, who in  the  end leaves the 

scene singing a lu llaby  to  the  lamb even though she fu lly  re a lise s  

th a t i t  i s  only a 'b e s tx o l i ' .  the  monologue is  on ly  in te rrup ted  from 

t i r e  to  time by the  Chorus, The function o f  the chorus i s  quite 

im portant because i t  c r i t i c i s e s  Sod, who i s  supposed to  be omnipotent 

and m erc ifu l, y e t seems to  draw some type o f  's a t i s fa c t io n ' from the 

s ig h t o f  a su ffe ring  woman. He nocks her ro le  as a  mother by allowing 

her to  'm other' an animal. liie chorus r e f le c ts  F o 's  d isparaging 

a t t i tu d e  towards the 'humane' ro le  o f  C h ris tian ity !

MMJSE-Ch, o l  s '6  desvegii . . .  o l  r id e l V ardft, 
I . . .1  Meriona, se  no 1 '6  h e l de c a t i  o l  me Marcolin 
. . .  Oh, Madona, av se n tf  mal? Fiv forza, no 
p iagnf . . .  che o l  pejor a 1 '6  p asa t . . .  01 andrS 
tiito  a  fo rnf ben, vedari . . .  L '6  abasta  aveg 
iidQ cia in  la  Providenza che ghe aida  a t o t i l  

COFO-Segnor che t i  6  tan to  misericordiB s de fag ' gnf 
l a  f o lia  a  quei che non sen t capaz de t r a s  foera 
o l  do lor.

MRDRE-Nana, nana, be l bambln de la  tua  mama. La 
Madona la  ninava 't a n t  che i  a n g iu li can tava, San 
Giusep in  p ie  o l  dormiva, o l  Geifi bambin rideva e 
I 'E tcde  o l  biastemava, m ila f i o l f t  in  z e l volava,

(to , 1977e, p . 39)
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to  t r i e s  to  avoid sentimentalism not only by neans of the  b izarre  

s itu a tio n s  th a t he portrays but a lso  through the c h o ra lity  o f  h is  

ac ting  performance in which he successively changes ro le s  as a quick- 

change a r t i s t .

The unusual 'p a th o s ' and the sense o f  tragedy in  'S trage  deg li 

innocent!' i s  immediately con trasted  with the  z e s tfu l and paradoxical 

'Moral!t& d e l c ieco  e  d e llo  s to rp io ' (7) which i s  a  g rotesque, conical 

sketch , o r ig in a lly  a ttr ib u te d  to  Andrea d e lla  Vigna in  the  15s*1 

Century, which e x is ts  a lso  in  Belgian and French ve rsions. The 

episode n a rra tes  the strange meeting of two beggars, a  blindman and a 

c rip p le ,  who decide to jo in  fo rces . These two o u tc as ts , again typ ica l 

o f  the p ro tagon ists of F o 's  e a r ly  p lays, invoke the c h a r ity  of 

passers-by  by complaining about th e ir  miserable condition .

CIECO -  Aid6me, bona zente . . .  t i i t r e  la  c a r i tS , a 
mi che son povareto e  desgrasid , orho de doj 
c g i ,  che, o  meno male, no me podo vardante, 
che m' gavaria gran compassion e vegnaria 
d isp e ra t a amatirire.

STORPIO -  Chj zente de co re , ahibfet pit& de mi ohe 
son t conscia t in  la  manera che an do l 
vardante am se n t!  c a ta r  de tan to  spaventu che 
voraria  scapar de tilte  gambe, se  no fusse che 
sont s to rp ia t de no moverme se no ctint o l

(to , 19776, p . 43)
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Both find  themselves in  trouble : the  Blindman's dog has disappeared

and the  wheels o f  the C rip p le 's  c a r t  have broken. In  order to  solve 

th e ir  personal dilem ra, the Blindman decides to  carry  the Cripple on 

h is  arms? he in  turn uses h is  eyes to  guide the  Blindman. The 

dialogue used to  explain th e ir  m isfortunes/ i s  polyphonic and reminds 

one o f  the speeches o f the comedians o f  the  v a rie ty  because of the

SIORPIO -  A no Ecdo miga gm  l i l b  . . .  Deo malediga 
to e ti  X rcd i d e l mundo e a  faga gnif guadrade 
che i  no podan pu andS in torno a  rudulS.

STQRPIO -  Ohj che pensada! Dei d 'averghe on gran 
zervelo t i ,  p ign de rode e rodele . Ctij che 
e l  Segnur Deo m'ha f a i t  la  g raz ia  de 
'mp re s ta r  ire le  rode d e l to  zervelo per farme 
antiare inturna de novo a diaiandar la  c a r itS . 
(Fo, 1977e, pp. 43-45)

The world o f  the beggar is  o ften  a world o f  shrewdness in  which the 

degree o f  th e i r  m anifest physical deform ity determ ines, a t  times, 

th e ir  i l l -g o t te n  ga in s. Thus, i t  i s  understandable why I t  is  so 

im portant for the two beggars to  avoid C h ris t , since they do no t want 

to  r isk  having th e ir  a f f l ic t io n s  cured by a  m iracle . This would force 

them to  look for a job, have a boss and lead a more d isc ip lined  i f  not 

harsher l i f e .  In f a c t,  as soon a s  th e ir  improvised human machine gets 

c lo se  to  Jesus C h ris t, the two men express th e ir  preoccupation th a t He 

might cure them against th e ir  wish.



/ X

STORPIO -  C ...J I  d ise  che SB s to  f io l  de Deo o l
gnise a pasar de ch i logs, mi gnerfa
m icacolat d 'un  boto . . .  e  t i  a re a , a  la  misma 
manera . . .  Pensaghe un poc, se  davero ghe 
c a ta  a t u t i  e  do j la  deagrazia de ves 
lib e rad i d i n o s tr i  desgrazi. D'un boto ag 
s'trovacfam  in  la  curedision S 'e s  o b lig a t a 
to r  v ia  un rre stie r  par inpeder canpare.

CIEEO -  'Vagj a lav o ra r, vagabondo, -  i  te  d ise rS ,
-  bcascs robade a la  ga lera  . . . "  E a
perderesmio o l  gran p rev ilez  che g 'aveno in  
p a ri a i s io r i ,  a i paron i, de to r gabela: 
l o r i  c o l s longer i  tru ch i de la  lege, 
n o ja l t r i  con la  pit& . Li doi a gabar cojoni! 
(to , 1977e, pp. 47-49)

ifowever, foe a l l  th e ir  awkward e ff o r t s  to  avoid en tering  C h r is t 's  

f ie ld  o f  v is io n , the  two are  miraculously cured. The Cripple curses 

fa te  which now forces him to  find  a meagre job or irore l ik e ly  to  d ie  

o f  hunger i f  he is  unable to  do so. The Blind man, in  a show of 

ly r ic a l  naivet^ p ra is es  the beauty of h is  own toes which he sees for 

the  f i r s t  tim e. The paradoxical ending o f  th is  te x t ,  in  which the 

miserable condition o f  the workers in  the Mir* lie  Ages i s  shewn from 

the perspective  o f  these two o u tc as ts , p resen ts a stronger accusation 

than , for example, the denouement o f G li a rcanqe ll non giocano a 

f l ip p e r . In the M lstero Buffo te x t ,  the sense o f  c la ss  d is t in c t io n  is  

much stronger: i t  is  as i f  the members o f  the d if fe re n t c la sses  are

members o f  d if f e re n t c u ltu res , th a t e x e r t a  rec ip roca l force on each 

o th e r, bu t do no t find any po in ts  o f  convergence. Therefore, th is  

scene c o n tra s ts  the world o f  the beggar, o f the worker, o f  the  peasant 

and th a t  o f  the 'L ords' (S iori) which are  separate  but contiguous
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This grotesque s itu a tio n , which emphasises the degradation in  the 

world o f  the lower c la ss e s , underlines the revolutionary nessage which 

pu rpo rts , by induction, the overthrow o f  the 't o s s e s ' -  the  land 

p lu to c ra ts  -  w hile a t the same tin e  i t  takes note o f  the charlatanism  

o f  modern beggars in  a  way th a t o ften  echoes Peachum's rabble o f  fa lse  

beggars in  B rech t's The Threepenny Opera (6).

Fo, when sim ultaneously acting  these two ro le s , m aintains the  two 

r o le s  as physically  d is t in c t  as p ossib le . He i s  comical and na tu ra l 

even though he often  u t te r s  the  words of one character while 

p hysica lly  acting  the p a rt o f  the o th e r. This i s  a good example th a t 

rev e a ls  th a t h is  is  a  th e a tre  o f  s itu a tio n  in  which one does no t need 

to  id e n tify  w ith the c h arac ters . I t  i s  ty p ic a l in  these plays th a t  no 

a c to r  represen ts C h ris t on stage . Here, He i s  a  described , ob jective  

presence whan the two p ro tagon ists t ry  to  avoid. The focus o f  the 

te x t  does not f a l l  on the supernatural but concentra tes exclu sively  on 

the  misery and deprivation  o f  the  beggars' condition .

In Z a  te x t o f 'Le nozze d i Cana' (9 ), the two main c h arac ters , 

'I 'u b r ia c o  e I 'angelo  pro logato re ' d iscuss  who has more rig h t to  t e l l



the  s to ry  o f  the wedding a t  Canaan. Here Fo upsets the canons 

e stab lished  by trad i tio n  and au th o rity  by taking episodes consecrated 

by the  Church and turning them in to  farce  w ith a  d is t in c t iv e ly  

provocative flavour.

t h i s  episode dep ic ts  the f i r s t  m iracle o f  C h ris t from a  popular po in t 

o f  view. In  i t ,  the div ine  nature o f  C h ris t i s  minimised, w h ils t the 

D ionisiac, joy fu l and pagan aspects o f  th e  phot, a re  accentuated. 

C h ris t becomes the sou l o f  the pa rty  and the c a ta ly s t o f  the 

Baccanalian excesses which de rive  from i t .

The passage s ta r t s  with the dispu te  between the  angel and the 

drunkard: the  archangel speaks in the  a u lic  and c u r ia l  language of

the  a u th o ri tie s  and makes a l l  the  in sinuations ty p ic a l o f  the  speech 

o f  the  pow erful, lie p resen ts the  o f f i c ia l  version o f  the  miracle th a t 

occurred in  Canaan. The e legan t and eloquent nuncio s ta r t s  h is  

o ra tio n  in  a condescending manner:

F e ite  a ten sion , brava zente, che mi voi pa rla rve  de 
una s to r ia  vera , una s to r ia  d ie  1 '6  cominzada . . .
(Fo, 1977e, p . 59)

The a rchange l's splendour e c lip ses  the  drunkard, a  wobbling guest a t 

the wedding, who wants to  t e l l  the sto ry  from h is  po in t o f  view, which 

i s  n a tu ra lly  nore uncouth, ro re  m a te r ia lis t ic  b i t  possib ly  rare  

r e a l i s t i c .  The drunkard s ta r t s  by in te rrup ting  the eloquent speech of
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Che archangel:

y

UBRIACO -

ANGELO -  
UBRIACO - 
ANGELO -

ANGELO

ANGELO
UBRIACO
AM3ED3
UBRIACO
ANGEIO

Anco mi ne ve voi contare de ona c ioca  . . .  
de un'irrtoriagadura . . .
'Briagonl
Vbria parlarve  . . .
C ito . . .  no pa rla re!

Cito . . .  debio sprologare mi, che son lo  
sprologol Bona zen te , tu t to  guello  che 
andreiro a  contare o l  sar& tu to  vero, tu to  
recomenzao da i l i b r i  o  da i vanze li. Tuto 
quelo che 1 '6  s o r t(6 non e lo  de fan ta sia

Anco mi vo i con t a r ,  no de fan ta s ia : me
son c a ta t  un'im btiagadura s i  do lza, una 
cioca belisiioa che non ne vogio ca ta r 
gimai plu  cioche a l  rondo per non 
desmentegarre de quests cioca  belisim a che 
g 'ho  adoso adesso . . .  che I'fe una cicca

Bona zente . . .  Tuto quelo che andarero a 
con Carve o l  sarS tu to  vero, tu to  o 1'6 
so rtfo  de i l i b r i  o de l vanze li. Quel poco 
che gh'em ta c a t de fan ta sia  . . .
(Fo, 1977e, p . 59)

I t  i s  in te res tin g  to  note the  play on the  word 'spro logo ' and then 

'sp ro loga re ' which can be understood to  be the  equivalent o f  the word 

's p ro lo q u io '. 'Sproloquio ' means a long and inconclusive speech? i t  

is  a  Freudian s l i p  c lev e rly  introduced by Fo bo ind icate  to  the 

audience th a t the archangel i s  the one ro re  lik e ly  to  be ta lk ing  

nonsense.



The in te rru p tio n s become mare and mare vociferous u n t i l  the archangel 

has h is  fea thers ru ffled  by the drunkard. The drunkard plucks a 

fea ther from h is  wings, throws i t  in  the a i r  and blows a t  i t  to  keep 

i t  f lo a t in g , toe  extremely i r r i ta t e d  angel in te rru p ts  h is  r e t r e a t  to  

th rea ten  the  drunkard who is  playing with h is  fea ther:

UBRIACO
ANGELO
UBRIACO

tlhi, che be la  plume colorada . . .  
'B riag o n l...
(Sussulta e mime d i  ingoiare la  piuma, 
to ssisce) S i , . . .  ma . . .

Ma t i  vo l s o r t i r  da s to  pa lco?1. . .
Mi so r te r  j.a volentera se  t i  ms
t'accompagni, che mi no son capaz de t r a ' 
avan ti un p ie  . . .  ca me stravaco , a ms 
r ib a l to  en grugnarme par te ra  . . .  Se t i  e t  
tan to  bon de conpagnarme, dope mi te  conto 
de s ta  cioca  fcelisima . . .
[ . . . ]  F o r a l . . .F o r a l . . .  16 desc^-so fora a 
pesciade, vehl

Ah! ire scasc i a  pesciade? ( . . . )  Z e n te l... 
Avi a scu lta t?  Un anzol c h 'e l  me vol t r a r  
fo ra  a  pesciade . . .  a mi! Uh anzol I . . .
(Aggressive r iv o l to  verso 1'angelo) Vegne 
. . .  vegne y z e lo n  [ . . . I  Che mi te  strapeno 
'ire 'na gaina . . .  a t  strapo  i  plume a  una 
a una, anco d a l c u l . . .  d a l de d r io  . . .  
Vegne, galinon . . .  Vegne!
Aida . . .  to  toearire . . .  Aida . . .  Sassino. 
( to , 1977e, pp. 61-63)

Feeling 'th re a ten e d ' by the drunkard, the  angel leaves the  s ta g e . In 

th is  exchange o f  words, the drunkard, a  character analogous to  t o 's  

long s e r ie s  o f  peasan t-characters such as the  Blind Man, the Cripple 

and the Clown, p rev a ils  over the archangel because o f  the g rea ter 

inmediacy of h is  speech and h is spontaneous v u lg a rity . The testimony
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o£ the drunkard i s  a lso  nore au thentic  because i t  is  based on personal 

observation ; he had pa rtic ip a te d  in  the f e a s t, he had partaken in  the 

's p i r i t 1 o f  the f e s t iv i t ie s ,  w hils t the  archangel, fa r  too 

a r is to c r a t ic ,  a rrogant and v irtuous, had not lived  th is  experience 

except from the  lo f ty  heights o f  the  heavens above. His testimony is  

taken from recorded testimony, from the w ritten  Gospels.

Sym bolically, the a rchange l's r e t r e a t  represen ts a v ic to ry  o f  the 

working c la s s  over the hegemonic c la s s .  The drunkard n a rra te s  the 

events o f  the wedding a t  Canaan, by showing the joyfulness o f  the 

fea st and by apprecia ting  the ep icu rea l d e lig h ts  o f  the  nup tia l 

banquet. I t  i s  in te res tin g  to  note hew he p a rtic ip a te s  in  the tragedy 

of the  h osts  when they discover th a t the wine has turned to  v inegar. 

The drunkard insinuates  th a t th is  can be taken for an omen of 

impending m isfortune:

( . . . )  Bid discoverto  che una bo tte  in te ra  de v in , un 
tin a sso  de v in  im pruntat per u l banchet de matrinoni 
u l s '4  rev e rsa l in  a s e t ' i  re  rispunde. 'Ch . . .  Ch 
. . .  t i i t t  e l  vin in  a se t?  . . .  Oh, che d isg ra ss ia  . . .  
spusa bagnada a 1'6 furtUnada, ma bagnada in  t ' a l  a se t 
1 '4  d isgrassiada  de sch isc iare  . . .  de c asc iare  v i a l . . .  
(to , 1977e, p . 63)

In the  o f f i c ia l  version , the wine was sirrply fin ished , but by adding 

the d e t a i l  o f  i t  tu rning to  v inegar, he increases the  p a rtic ip a tio n  of 

the peasan ts in the drama. The to tte r in g  nan describes C h r is t 's  

in te rven tion  as the amazing work of a magician. The descrip tion  of



he m iracle o f  the wine which inebriated  the benefactor, i s  done in a 

disconnected, bu t highly onomatcpoeic and a llu s iv e  manner:

Apena che 1'ha p a r la t  in sc i la  Majors, t u t i ,  s iib it, 
ban v is t  spun tag , fio rirg h e  su i laver d e l Jesus, un 
su riso  inzr dolzu, ma in z i dolzu in sxi l&ver, che se 
nu te  s ta v e t a ten tu , par la  cumusiun, te  se stacava i  
ru d e li d i genocc e tuirburlaven slii diddn dei p ie . 
Dolze s tu  su r is u ! . . .  Apena 1 'ha  f in f  de p a r l i ,  s tu  
zovin e l  g 'ha  dd un bazutin  su l nas a la  sua mama e 
1 'ha  d i t :  'Bon, zente, p sd ria  verghe dodeae s ide le  
imgitodide de aqua d a t a  e  n e ts? ' L’6 s t a t  un fulmin, 
trac h e te , dodeze s ide le  son riv& l i  davanti, 
impiendide d 'a cqua, che mi, vedd tu ta  gue l’acgua in un 
co lp  s o l ,  me sen t sen tf  in f in  male, me pareva de 
negate . . .  to j a ! . . .  S'6 f a i  un s ile n s io  che pareva de 
vesser in  gesa a l  Sanctus, e  s tu  Jesus 1 'ha 
insc iuscick  un po1 cu i man, dando de s 'c io c h , de tiro n  
cu : d i t ,  a s 'c io c h , e pd 1 'ha  valz& su un man, cun t r i  
d i t  sulamente, che i  a l te r  dti i  e  tegneva s c h is c ia t,  e 
1 'ha  cuminzat a fa r  d i segni surav ia  a  1'acqua . . .  d i 
segni che fan solament i  f io l  de Deo. { . . . ]  D'un boto 
me se n t!  rivA de dent i  bScc d e l nas un parfum cum de 
uva sch isc iada , nun pudeva cunfunflerse . . .  a  I 1 era

(to , 1977e, p . 65)

The drunkard then adds th a t he heard a conversation between Jesus and 

the Madonna; Jesus was in s is tin g  th a t h is  mother drink  h is  wine, 

since i t  could only do her gccd. This statem ent in  a way mocks

C h r is t 's  in v ita tio n  to  the f a i th fu l  to  drink  h is  blood which is  the 

source o f  e te rn a l l i f e .

'Ch a c ra  dona I oh Madonna! mama! me sun snentegat, 
sciiseme, tegnevine un goto anca vu i, bevetne un 
g o to ', 't o ,  no f io l ,  g ras ie , a t r in g ra s i,  ma mi non 
podi bever, che ml non sono abitiiada a l  vino , ma fa 
turnA la  te s ta  . . .  che dope d is i  1 s tu p id ad i’ . 'Ma 
no, mama, no te  p6 far male, te  roenarA solamente un



f o ’ de alegcia! to  t« nd Ear mal, s to  vino, a 1’% vln 
s 'c e to  questo, a  I ’d vir, ton  . . .  a I 'h u  £ai me!’
(to , 1977e, p . 67)

y

Since the  Son appeared to  have in s is ted  so s trongly  th a t h is  nether 

should drink  sore wine, the good C hris tian  who loves h is  wine, seems 

encouraged to  believe  th a t  wine cannot be considered 'un 'invension d e l

E geu, a ghe non ami d i canaja, m a larbe ti, che va 
in torna  a raeontare che o l  vino a I 'd  un 'invension del 
d ia o l, e  l ’& pecato , I 'd  un 'invension d e l d iao l 
satanazzo . . .  to  te  paresse che se  o l  v in  o l  fOdessa 
un 'invension d e l d ia o l sa tanazz, o l  Jesus ghe 1 'avaria  
da to  de bevac a la  sua mama?
(Fo, 1977e, p . 67)

In h is  drunken stupo r, he reasons th a t had Mam had a g la ss  o f good 

wine in  h is  hand when the  Serpent appeared to  him, he would no t have 

been a t  a l l  tempted by the  Apple and thus the F a l l  o f  Han would have 

been avoided and with i t  the necessity  o f  having to  work. The logic 

(which i s ,  i f  anything, i llo g ic a l)  behind these thoughts, seems to  

ind ica te  how w illing  people in  general a re  to  accept any excuse which 

ju s t i f i e s  th e ir  defying c en tu rie s  o f  r e lig io u s  indoc trination .

The Madonna as w ell as Jesus manifest th e ir  simple humanity in  th is  

te x t.  The rother-son re la tio n sh ip  is  no t ove rtly  reverent nor 

e th e rea l; i t  i s  wholesome and p ra c tic a l and reveals the  strung family 

lin k s which e x is t between peasan ts. Jesus appears a t  the wedding in



the gu ise  of a wine merchant, proud o f  h is  product ( 'a  1 'S  v in  bon . . .  

a  I 'h u  fa i mel. . . ' )  and no t very much lik e  the  Son o f  God, 'th e  

m iracle maker', as in  the image suggested by the o f f i c i a l  version. 

Jesus p a r tic ip a te s  in the f e s t iv i t ie s  as a member o f  the  peasant 

community. He i s  th e ir  mentor, not the Messiah who i s  s ta r tin g  h is 

pub lic  l i f e .  This C hrist has a l l  the expectations and a sp ira tio n s  of 

an ord inary  man o f  th a t c la s s .

The wedding o f  Canaan loses i t s  r e lig io u s  solerm ity and becones a 

banquet lik e  the many o the rs  th a t a re  frequently  narrated in  medieval 

l i t e r a tu re .  Bakhtin recognises the infortance  these Boccaccian 

d e sc r ip tio n s  which are  manifested in the works of so many la te r  

w ri te rs  and film  makers as w ell, from Rabelais to  P aso lin i (10). The 

hedon istic  irreverence o f  the drunkard a lso  extends to  h is  presenting 

h is  v is ion  of P arad ise; he im agines i t  i s  a  b ig  wine vat in  which the 

sou ls can sp la t te r  to  th e ir  h e a r ts  con ten t. The s o c ia l is t  

condemnation o f  a lcohol abuse, which is  considered a means o f  escaping 

the r e a l i t i e s  o f  l i f e  and the daunting d u tie s  o f  the working c la s s , is  

opposed in th is  te x t; to  seems to  be nocking the  new m orality  of the 

Compaoni, by having, in  the g rea t trad i tio n  o f  the  Lombard s tro llin g -  

p la y e rs , a quasi-utopian v is ion  c c o lle c tiv e  f e s t iv i t ie s  and the 

p leasures of e a tin g  and drinking.



torhaps the most s ig n ific an t te x t o f  Mistero Buffo is  'La N ascita de l 

G iu lla re ' (11), a  te x t th a t usually  accompanies 'La N ascita de l 

V illa n o '. This te x t,  of o r ie n ta l o r ig in , is  derived from a S ic il ia n  

te x t  o f the Duecento. I t  reveals how the  b ir th  o f  the g iu lla re  gave 

r is e  to  the  secu la r, popular treatm ent o f  C h ris t and of supernatural

Hie n a rra to r o f th is  te x t is  the g iu lla re  who, p r io r  to  the te llin g  of

h is  humble o r ig in s , jokingly po in ts  out to  the audience the aim o f  h is

Giular ca  son mi . . .  che fa  i  s a l t  e  ca ' I  trimbula e
che . . .  oh . . .  oh . . .  a  u far  r id e r ,  ca fo i co i a l t  e
fa i  vedar com'a sont g ro li e  g ro si i  balon che vai
d 'in to rn a  a far guere son s f ig u ra t,  o  t r a i  v ia  e l
p ile o  e . . .  p f fs  . . .  so i sengobrl.
(PO, 1977e, p . 73)

Claiming to  be the 'f r u i t  o f  a m ira c le ', he t e l l s  h is  sto ry  which is  

meant above a l l  to  be d id a c tic : 'Vegnf chf ca 6 o ra  e  logu c a ' l  fa  '1  

pa jasso  t t i t t  in tu rn a , mi a v 'in seg n i, vegna . . . '  (Fo, 1977e, p .73). 

The ensuing sto ry  warns one o f  the myth of the  'pow erful' who have

m isappropriated the word o f  the  Gospel to  c rea te  th e ir  own laws which

condition  those around themselves to  lead unworthy, sub-human liv e s . 

The g iu lla r e 's  poignant s to ry  has c e r ta in  a f f in i t i e s  with P ira n d ello 's  

S ic il ia n  novels from the po in t o f  view of the human misery and the



lack o f  d ig n ity  in the human condition, e spec ia lly  in the so c ia l 

c o n f l ic ts  between the landowner and the peasan t. 'La nasc ita  d e l 

g iu l l a r e ' questions the morale o f  the lo rds who have no respect for 

the l iv e s  and so c ia l condition of the  feasan t.

a  servant d iscovers a  nountain and c u ltiv a te s  the land u n ti l  a  r ich  

land-owner decides to  confisca te  the now f e r t i l e  land, with the  help 

o f  the lo c a l bishop and thus with the sanction of the Church. When 

the peasant refu ses to  leave h is  land, the lord rapes h is  wife in 

fro n t o f  h is  c h ild ren . At th is  p o in t, h is  family abandons him because 

o f  h is  obstinacy and he nevertheless loses h is  land. He decides to 

commit su ic ide , but ju s t  as he i s  about to  take th is  d ra s t ic  s tep , a 

stranger a rr iv e s  and asks him for w ater. Ihe peasant o f fe rs  him not 

only water but wine; he then re a l is e s  th a t the stranger i s  C h ris t, 

who promises to  he lp  him by perforcing a  m iracle which w ill  permit the 

peasan t to  speak a  new language th a t w ill  'c u t l ik e  a k n ife ' and 

perm it him to  mock and to  d e fla te  the ego and undermine the power of 

the mighty. C h ris t confers on him the mission of the g iu lla re  which 

is  to  spread the news o f  the oppression of the poor throughout the 

whole country, so as to  ferment reb e llio n .

The m ission o f  the  g iu lla re  is  p o l i t ic a l  ra the r than re lig io u s , a lb e it 

sacred in o r ig in ; h is  subversive aim i s  to  scorn and deride the 

hegenonic c la ss es  and to  c rea te  a new awareness amongst the 

oppressed. th u s , the g iu lla re  has been en tru s ted  by a higher



au th o rity  w ith assuming a prevalen t position  among those who cannot 

speak for themselves and have been stripped 0f  th e ir  d ig n ity . He w ill 

be th e ir  spokesman:

Ti devi sch isc iare  s t i  padrun, e i  p r e v i t i  e  tu t i  guei 
che va in turna , i  nodart, i  avogador, guei che va 
d 'in to rn a . to  par ben de t i ,  par la  tua  te ra ,  ma par 
guei che ^ come t i ,  ca non ban te ra  e che non han 
gnente e che han de soffregare. sojanente e che non han 
dignitA  da van tare. Canpar de se rve lo , e no de pie!
(to , 1977e, p . 81)

Wien he re c ite s  th is  play , to  portrays not only the  g iu lla re  but a lso  

the peasan t-C hrist. The g iu lla re  o rig ina ted  from poverty, from

degradation ard from anger and for these reasons he has the  r ig h t to  

expose the in ju s tic e s ,  the abuses o f  power and the insolence o f  the

in  the  'N ascita de l V illano ' (12) ,  the  te x t i s  revived almost in  i t s  

o r ig in a l form, as played by the g iu lla re  Matazone da Calignano. 

Continuing with the saga of the q lu ll a re -v i llan o , the perspective of 

the v illa n o , the lowest form o f  human subservience, i s  es tab lished  by 

Dario to  in h is  introduction  to  'N ascita de l v i l la n o ',  when he points 

ou t the  v illan o ’s  place in so c ia l order:



( . . . ]  Lassu c ' i  un angelo, gu i 11 padrone, 11 a ignote,
11 signore d e lle  te r r e ,  e  gu i c '4  11 contadino, o 
meglic 11 v illano .
(Fo, 1977e, p . 82)

From th is  simple but ingenious d ichotary , th is  te x t goes cm to  dep ict 

in  the  nost crude fashion, the 'o f f i c i a l ’ treatm ent o f the  v illan o . 

‘N ascita d e l v illan o ’ n a rra te s  how the se rv i le  peasant was born from 

an a s s ’s ’s lo fa  trem enda', a f te r  Mam had refused to  give another one 

o f  h is  r ib s  to  c rea te  a crea tu re  who was prepared to  do the nost 

menial jobs for h is  master.

to e  signore teaches the  servant, under the guise o f  re lig io u s 

in s tru c tio n , th a t h is  fa te  i s  to  remain th a t o f  a vulgar and ignorant 

c re a tu re , even though he has an n ie rn a l soul through which he may 

transcend the  misery o f  h is  condition . to e  signore 's  argument is  

based on a  v is i ta t io n  he had from an angel, who came from the heavens 

above to  advise him on hew to  d eal with h is  se rvan t, toe  a n g el's  

speech is  again in  lin e  with th a t o f  the 'angelo p ro logatore1, being 

righ teous, rh e to r ic a l and arrogant, in  accordance w ith b ib lic a l 

t r a d i tio n  as professed by mam

Far ordine d e l Segnur, t i ,  da s to  nomanto, t i  serii 
patron e magior e lu  v ilan  minor. Mo e s t  s ta b i l ic to  
e t  script©  I . . . ]
(Fo, 1977e, p . 87)



o£ a v llla n o , as envisaged by the boss and sanctioned by the  Church. 

The u l te r io r  motives o f  the boss are inroediately c lea rs  the l i f e  o f 

the  v illan o  i s  to  be of a sub-human standards he must be completely 

subserv ien t to  h is  m aster. He i s  made to  be a desp icab le , v ile  

c re a tu re ; no matter what hardships are heaped upon him, the  v illano  

s h a ll always remain 'a i r i n f e r n o  [ . . . ]  d e s t in a t ' (Fo, 1977e, p . 93). 

A fter l is t in g  in  d e ta i l  the v illan o 's  monthly ro u tin e , the d ivine 

messenger concludes w ith these sen ten tious words:

E.. . ]  I'anema no ghe i 'h a /  e  o l  Deo no l p6 s c u l tS ./  E 
come podria aveg I'anema s to  v ilan  bee/ se i '6  gni 
Eoera d’un aseno a m  t 'u n  p e t? /
(Fo, 1977e, p . 95).

This affirm ation  reveals the moral blackmail o f the dominant 

c la s s e s . Fo sees an a f f in i ty  between the  v illano  and the  g lu lla re : 

both seem not to  have a  sou l and they a re  no t fooled by the boss 's  

r e lig io u s  deception. The o r ig in  o f  the  v illan o  is  therefore  a lso  the 

o rig in  o f  the q iu l la re . In  these two te x ts , Dario Fo unmasks himself 

as both a q iu lla re  and a v illan o , a man who nevertheless has d ign ity  

(a f te r  a l l  the d ign ity  of a l l  men i s  the tht.me of th is  piece) and can 

no longer r e ta in  h is  anger, thus he po in ts a finger a t  those who have 

perpetuated the myth o f  hegemony.



In th is  spectacular and Ionesco-like tab leau , 'R esurretione d i 

Lazzaro' (13), death i s  the l e i t - n o t i f  although with extraord inary  

nuances. This sketch i s  designed to  pu t even F o 's  a r t i s t i c  and 

chameleonic c ap a c itie s  to  the  t e s t .  When acting  th is  ro le ,  he

in te rp re ts  a multitude of people who gather to  see C hris t resu rrec ting  

Lazarus. This episode i s  born from the contamination of the 

a t t r a c t io n  th a t the  rredieval m iracle possessed and the contemporary 

revue show. The stru c tu re  o f  th is  te x t i s  to re  polyphonic than any 

o the r in  H istero  Buffo. In  th is  passage, an e n tire  crowd of people 

ranging from ten  to  a hundred sp e cta to rs , i s  m asterly  impersonated by 

Fo, the  a c to r . Fo a sce rta in s  the  following in  the introduction:

The te x t o f  the  Resurrection o f  Lazarus i s  a 
v ir tu o so 's  b a ttle  horse because the g iu lla re  often 
found him self having to  play as many as 15 o r  16 
charac ters  one a f te r  the o th e r, w ith no way of 
ind ica ting  the changes except with h is  body -  by 
s tr ik in g  a posture , without even changing h is  voice. 
I t ' s  the  kind o f  piece which c a l ls  on the performer to  
improvise according to  the audience's laughter, 
cadences and s ilen c es. In p ra c tic e , i t ’s  an 
im provisation which requ ire s  occasional ad-libb ing .
(Fo in  M itchell, 1984, pp. 22-23)

The f i r s t  d i s t in c t  character to  be impersonated is  th a t o f  the grave- 

keeper who welcomes the crowd o f  people a t  the cemetery:

-  Oh scusfel Oh I 'd  questo o l  s im it ie r i ,  canpusanto, 
dud che vai o l  suscitamento d ’u l Lassaro?



-  S i , I'fe quest.

-  On munent, des palancbe par e n tra r .
-  Des palanche?
-  Faseno do.
-  Doi palanche?! Boja. e  parch^?
-  Parchi mi a sont -1  guardian d 'o l  s u n it ie r i  e 

v i a l t r i  a  vegnib den tar a inpiascicano tiitu , a 
riiinajn i  s c ie s i  e  a sch isc iarne  1’e rba , e  mi ho di 
ves cumcensat de t i i t l  i  f a s t id i  e  i  sc ru se r i che mi 
in p ia n ti. t o i  palanche o na s ’ vede o l mirsool.
(to , 1977e, p . 99)

The grave-keeper ga thers around himself the curious voyeu ris tic  crowd, 

by making inc is ive  remarks and c lever jib e s .  In  th i s  highly no isy  and 

busy scene, to  makes a few ap t statem ents o r the  nature o f  people 

gathered to  watch a gory or sensational show. However, what he 

parcdies unashamedly i s  the contemporary, m a te r ia l is t ic ,  business-like  

m entality  o f  those who tu rn  even an ex traord inary , m ystical event in to  

a mockery, for a p r o f i t .  A specta tor who a rr iv e s  l a te ,  is  atopped a t 

the  entrance to  the  cemetery, which now i s  an entertainm ent centre? 

the specta to r has to  pay no t only an admission t ic k e t  but a lso  an 

a dd itiona l p rice  fo r a s e a t.  In the  scene describ ing  the racket 

connected with the s e llin g  o f  se a ts  fo r a rin g -sid e  view o f  the 

m iracle , to  in d ire c tly  condemns the tendency, amongst members of 

c a p i ta l i s t  s o c ie t ie s ,  to  deal in  re lig io u s ob jec ts .

The v ignettes o f  the sardine s e l le r  and o f  other specta to rs  who 

speculate on the a rr iv a l  o f  the  holy man are  amusing, but in te restin g  

because they h igh ligh t the ty p ic a l reaction  o f  the  sp e cta to rs , who 

have firm  misconceptions of what Je su s 's  iconographic aspect should he



and th e ir  disappointment when they see what he looks lik e  in  r e a l i ty .

-  Ariva? Non ariva!
-  Sardele! Baize le  sardele! Doi bajochi le

sardele! Colze! B rusto lidel Bone! Bone le
sardele! Che fa  su sc ita re  i  n o r ti!  Bone! Doi
palanche!

-  u l 'r iv a !  01 civa! L'6 chi!
-  Chi 1 '6?  cu I'fe?
-  J6sus!

-  Quelo negru? Ch, che ogio cativu l
-  Ma no! Quelu 1 '6  o l  Marco!
-  Q^elo de drio?
-  Q ual'4? Quelo a lto ?
-  Ho quel p ic o lin .
-  Quel f iu lin ?
-  Quelo l i  cun la  barbeta.
-  Oh ma '1  par un f iu l in ,  boja!

(to , 1977e, p . 103)

Dario F o 's  analy sis  o f the crowd's reaction  to  Jesus i s ,  in  a way, a 

barb hurled a t  in s t itu tio n a lis e d  re lig io n  which propagates nunerous 

myths. By portraying a la rger than l i f e  figure o f  C h ris t, the c lergy 

have undermined th e ir  cwn teachings, th e ir  own ideology. B ib lica l 

descrip tions give an image o f  a  C h ris t who i s  a ccaimon, normal man. 

Yet, the  Church has painted an aura o f  myth and has distanced the 

O ir is t- f ig u re  making i t  someone th a t transcends humanity. to  

questions and mocks the way in which the  f a i th fu l  have been made to 

believe  th a t C h ris t embodies p e rfec tio n , supreme v i .e  and c e le s t ia l  

remoteness. Itie image o f  C h ris t th a t h is  contemporaries, l ik e  the 

crowd in  the play witnessed, was d if fe re n t .  They saw C hris t as an 

average person? he was one o f  them. But the crowd i s  disappointed a t



C h r is t 's  ordinary appearance because, through hearsay, they had 

expected him to  be a  g rea t prophet, a  superman of seme so r ts .  Now he 

f a i l s  to  meet th e ir  expectations. A specta to r, who has ttote hunger 

than f a i t h ,  In c ite s  C h ris t to  perform again the  m iracle o f  the 

M ultip lica tion  o f  the loaves and fish es:

Jesus I Jesus, fag o l  miracolaroento d e l pessi e  de l 
pani cane I 'a l t r a  v o lta , che i  e ra  s f  boni!
(Fo, 1977e, p . 103)

This again rein fo rces  the  idea th a t th e  m iracle o f  Lazarus r is in g  from 

the  dead was fo r many nothing but a mere show, which had very l i t t l e  

to  do with the  metaphysical but had g rea t en tertainm ent value. In the 

following episode, the mixed audience o f  b e liev e rs  and the odd, 

hardened cynic, w ait in  a n tic ip atio n  for C h ris t to  s t a r t  the o irac le -  

spectac le , which he performs by opening Lazarus' c ryp t:

-  OhiaS Vartial L 'ha  d i t  de t l r k  su o l  tuntoun!
-  Oh la  piera!

-  In  genBgio, in  genogio, su, g iu  t i i t i  in  genbgio, val
-  Ha mi no, no va in  genogio parchd no ghe credo! oh

-  Fam ved6l

-  Boja! Chi guarda! L'ha t i r S  sii o l  tombon, o gh'8 
'o l  morto, o l gh'fe dentroi Boja, o l  Lassaro, euh 
che spiissa, s 'o l  I 'd  s tu  tanfo?
(Fo, 1977e, p . 103)

The d escrip tion  of Lazarus' corpse is  macabre, even d isgusting .



References, in a cacophony o f  sounds, a re  made to  the  repugnant smells 

and worms th a t swam over the p u tr if ie d  body; the shouts o f  the 

m arke t-se llers  a re  mixed with the voices o f  those who b e t on the 

outcome o f  the m iracle; the  c r ie s  of admiration and stupor jo in  the 

screams o f  the person who has ju s t  been pickpocketed. In  the Mazzotta 

E dition  (14), a l l  these sounds lead to  a tru ly  chora l f in a le  and the 

anticlim ax o f  an unhappy specta to r who complains about the lack of 

th e a tr ic a l i ty  in  the  'performance' o f  C h r is t , a two-penny magician. 

He a s se r ts  th a t,  during h is  tim e, before losing h is  head, John the 

B ap tis t was a far  more accomplished e n te r ta in e r :

-  Oh I'fe s t a i t  un gran be)o miracolo . . .  meraviglioso

-  Oh, mi ne g 'ho  vedui de m ejeri . . .  a i  tempi . . .
-  Del Jovanni B a tis ta  . . .  o  quel s i  che ne faseva de 

quei . . .  che miracol f io i i  Roba de no crederghel 
Pecad che g'han ta iad  o l  colo . . .

-  Questo o l'&  bravo, ma o l  manca de esgeriensa  . . .  no 
e l  fa  spetacolo: quater pa ro l una valsadina de 
b rasc i e a 1'6 to t  fo rn i t  . . .  no 1'6 capaz de far

(to , 1977c, p . 21)

This performance requ ires the consummate s k i l l s  o f  Dario Fo or sans 

such ex traord inary  ac to r . The a llu s iv e  nature o f  F o 's  own performance 

succeeds in  suggesting a l l  these  charac ters and s itu a tio n s  with few 

b risk  gestu res  an3 c lever position  movements which s tr ik e  the 

im agination o f  members o f the audience who, in  tu rn , add the necessary 

d e ta i l s .  The specta to rs  are  p ra c tic a lly  presented with a mirroc-image 

o f  themselves in  a show in  which they have an ac tive  ro le .  As to



/

I  am able  to  express my personal resources as a  comic, 
because I  be lieve  in  the g iullareaque function of the 
comic. The a b i l i ty  o f the  mediaeval g iu lla re  to  play 
as many as 15 charac ters  . . .  depended on the  necessity  
o f  doing everything on h is  own. I t  w asn 't ju s t 
e x h ib itio n is tic  w ishful th ink ing . We know th a t the 
mediaeval q lu l l a r i  performed th e ir  plays alone from 
the  stage  d irec tio n s in  the  te x ts  and th e ir  a llu sions 
to  doubling. Even the  most able inventions of the 
g iu lla re  required audience p a rtic ip a tio n . The play  of 
a llu sio n s and the  co llabora tion  of the  audience who 
picked them up, redoubled the poe tic  and conic 
charge. So, what has been referred  to  as a 'd id a c tic  
ope ra tion ' w asn 't r e a lly  so a t a l l ,  a t  le a s t  no t in 
the sense th a t the  audience was indoc trinated . Bather 
th e ir  imaginations were stim ulated -  th is  was the only 
way they could reach an awareness o f th e ir  o r ig in s , 
th e ir  p ast and th e ir  c u ltu re .
(Fo in  E. A rtese, 1977, pp .139-140)

In these  polyphonic monologues, one hears various s e c to r ia l speeches 

(those o f  p ed lars , trav e llin g  vendors, news hawkers, washerwomen, 

merchants and the bustling  crowd). The heterogeneous language 

r e f le c ts  popular expression. Thus the va ria tio n s it the dialogue here 

are  d if fe re n t from those of o ther monologues where FO con trasts  

p lebeian speech with th a t o f the dominant c la sses .

When Dario to  and Associaztone Nuova Scena s ta r te d  preparing Mistero 

Buffo for the stage in  1969, the o r ig in a l in ten tion  was to  have a 

number of ac to rs  in te rp re tin g  the various ro le s . However, th is  idea 

was soon discarded (afte r  group experimentation) because i t  was not a t 

a l l  p ra c tic a l and because i t  would d e tra c t from the  a llu siv e  character



o£ the  g iu l l a r e 's  performance. I t  would have broken, no t only the 

rhythm and the flow of the te x ts ,  but i t  would a lso  have placed more 

u se less  characters on stage , thus d ive rting  the a tte n t io n  away from 

the performance o f  the main comedian. This type o f  show requires the 

'f i l l i n g - in ' and 'f le sh in g -o u t' o f  d e ta i l s  and s itu a tio n s  by the 

sp e c ta to r. I t  I s  perhaps lik e  lis ten in g  to  a  play on the radio: 

there  is  no need for costumes, l ig h ts ,  ind ica tions o f space and 

tim e. Hie g iu llac e -ac to r must know how to  distance  himself frcm the 

many ro le s  he plays and must be convincing even when in terposing 

f lee tin g  v ig n e tte s  th a t in te rru p t the main flow o f  the n a rra tiv e .

Fo introduces the  next te x t ,  'B onifacio V III ' (15), with a b r ie f  

h is to r ic a l  review of th is  malevolent Pope, hated by h is  contemporaries 

Dante A ligh ie ri and Jacopo da Tcdi Eoc h is  hypocrisy and to ta l i t a r ia n  

ru le  o f  the Church and the S ta te  a lik e . Bonifacio V III was accredited 

with having committed many in ju s tic e s  t u t  the nost obvious one was 

th a t o f  s ilencing  h is  opponents, no m atter hew in s ig n ifica n t they 

were. Jacopo da Tbdi, a  Franciscan monk with no personal wealth 

except Eoc a  b r i l l i a n t  mind, veaa one of h is  many vic tim s, i t  is  for 

th is  reason th a t  to  po in ts ou t th a t 'B onifacio [ . . . )  ha r id o tto  la  

Chiesa cane una put ta n a ' in  h is  quest for despotic dominance, in  th is



a llu siv e  mimicry re l ie s  la rgely

'B onifacio V III1 i s  introduced against a back-drop of

bishops and ca rd in a ls . A favourite  sport a t th is  raucous, debauched 

p a ity  i s  to  extinguish  candles, a t  a  d istance  o f  3 m eters, by em itting 

a  f la tu len c e . The scene s ta r t s  with the appearance of the  g lu lla re

(Fti, 1977e, p . 113)

lUply to  h is  prayer, C hrist 

pope 's behind.

follows the meticulous r i tu a l  o f robing

ab jec t se lf-d isapproval

played by a teasant-g iu lla re ) ,

)



aimed t  p leas m 3 the  geople, f re es  a ncnk tliav he had inprisoned 

previously and, fo r the sake of appeasing C h r is t , he k isses him on the 

cheek, although he cannot hide the repugnance he fe e ls .

The episode o f  B oniface 's dressing  r i tu a l ,  is  in  many ways an I ta l ia n  

e quivalen t o£ & sim ilar scene o£ H itle r  preparing for a public 

appearance, in  B rech t's  Arturo Vi (16). Both openly show the 

narcissism  of men corrupted by absolute power.

to  takes a  number o f  h is to r ic a l  l ib e r t ie s  in  'B onifacio V III1 for 

which he was severely c r i t ic i s e d  (17). But the im p lic it h is to r ic a l  

jump th a t  the te x t does, e spec ia lly  whec i t  re fe r s  anachronistica lly  

to  a peasant cocmunal movement in the  same h is to r ic a l  process, is  

played w ith such th e a tr ic a l d e x te r ity  r^a t even h is  harshest 

de tra c to rs  a re  inev itab ly  disarmed '13).

In  ' I I  Matto e  la  t o r te ' (19), -zhe £ i r s t  te x t o f  the Passion, tra g ic a l 

and grotesque elements are  juxtaposed. In  the opening scene, a  madman 

and some lo a fe rs  are  playing T arat card s, when the im -keeper 

announces th a t th ir te en  guests have arrived  to r  Supper. The room

where the Madman i s  playing cards i s  adjacent to  the one rented by



je su s and the Apostles for the .Last Supper. The Madman has won a 

g rea t sum of money but the game ends with h is  drawing the card of

At th i s  p o in t. Death en ters  in  the guise o f  a b e au tifu l r  iden dressed 

in  white but with black rings around her eyes. Her presence s c a tte r s  

the p layers  with the exception o f  the Madman. Always aware th a t h is  

madness gives him a c e r ta in  raison d ' l t r e , he does not run away nor 

ge t a  f r ig h t .  In f a c t ,  he s ta r t s  up a conversation w ith Death, 

seemingly ignorant of what she represen ts:

-  E nfacti ch 'eo  sen t la  to r te .
-  La to r te ?  a s i t  l a  to r te ,  a  vu? Oh t i  
varda la  combinasiu? a  I 'e  l a  to r te l  Bon 
. . .  p iazere  . . .  mi a son t Matazon . . .
-  Te fago pagu'ra, he?

matazone, e  o l  san t i k i  che anco in  d 'o l  
ziogo de i  ta roch i o l mato no o l  g 'ha  paglira 
de la  morte. Ante, de con tra  la  va zercando 
par fa r  copia maridada, che insema i  venze 
cmnia c a r ta : in fin  guela d 'a norel
(Fo, 1977e, p . 129)

Death reveals her task  to  the Madman, who i s  now in  love with her 

("Alto am piaze de v u i' -  Fo, 1977e, p . 131). She t e l l s  him th a t she 

i s  saddened by the fac t th a t she must take C hris t away from the world 

o f  the  liv in g . She p red ic ts  a l l  the  be trayals  and tr ib u la tio n s  tha t 

C h ris t w ill  have to  meet p r io r  to  h is  death on the cro ss , while the 

Madman throws verbal abuses a t  the t r a i to r ,  Judas:



im perfino '1  Gluda che I 'a n d e r i

se rv iz i?  Ag-varfa scumetud . . .  S ta  £ 
giudal Specia che ag vag 1A a darghe

(to , 1977e, pp. 133-135)

dev iate  her from her tJCpose.

s im ila rity  l ie s  in th a t they both want ju s t ic e  to  p rev a il a t  a l l  

c o s ts .  In Mistero Buffo, he i s  p a rt buffoon, p a rt Id io t ,  p a rt pagan 

and p a r t  c harla tan , ye t a  good Samaritan who is  capable of commendable

This tableau ends w ith the departure of the two pro tagon ists . Death 

and the  Madman, who personify the  Life-Death con tigu ity . This



Tarot card game:

I GICCATOPE -  [ . . . ]  Cavajer co l spadonl 
; I I  GICCATOFE -  Rejna c o l baston.

; MMTO -  Strolega co l cavron.
I l l  GICCATOFE -  01 bambln Innozente.
I  GICCATOPE -  01 Deo 'n ipo ten te.
FRTTO -  La ju s t la ia  e la  rezon.

, I I  GICCATCEE -  01 turbaao e I 'a v o ca t.
I l l  GIOCATORE -  01 boja e I'inpicafc.
t®TTO -  01 papa e la  papesa.
I  GIOCATORE -  01 p re ite  che fa  mesa.

' I I  GIOCATORE -  La v i ta  be la  e a leg ra .
I I I  GIOCATORE -  La norte  bianca e negra. 

/  ( to , 19716, p . 121)

During the card game, the Mitch (a subversive and dark element) 

appears between the Queen (element o f  order and authority ) and the 

innocent c h ild . In  the same hand, we find the  executioner and the

condemned, the  pope and h is  nemesis, the female-pope and, to  conclude 

th is  a n t i th e t ic a l  tab leau , next to  b e au tifu l and joy fu l L ife  appears 

squalid  and black Death. This p resen ta tion  of an 'upside-down world’ 

i s  ty p ic a l o f  the carnivalesque so lu tions given by the popular Culture 

o f  the  Middle Ages as an a lte rn a tiv e  model to  the  r ig id  order chosen 

by the dominant c u ltu re .

'Maria viene a  conoscere d e lla  condanna imposta a l  f ig l io ' (21) t e l l s



of the attem pts made by the  Madonna's fiiends to  keep from her the 

b i t t e r  tru th  o f  her so n 's  itm inent c ru c if ix io n . This te x t  i s  the 

prototype for a  s e rie s  of dramas created  by Fo for Franca Rame, based 

on the  mother f ig u re , the  b e st o f  which were chosen by the  te lev is io n  

for a show c a lle d  Parliano  d i Donne (22). The ftedonna's determined 

d e s ire  to  find  ou t what i s  happening to  her son, her t o t a l  acceptance 

o f  Mary M agdalene's obscure profession  and her courage in  the  face of 

ad v ers ity , he lp  to  pa in t another very p o s it iv e  and reso lu te  p ic tu re  o f 

the Madonna.

The te x t  concludes with Mary's d iscovery th a t  her son i s  in  f a c t going 

to  be c ru c if ied  when Veronica shows her the  shroud with C h r is t 's  

im print on i t .

MARIA -  co s ' 1'h  c a p ita t a  quela dona . . .  co la  
g 'ha  un mantin tu to  inseguinat? Ohj bona 
dona . . .  av s e t  fada male?

VERCNICA -  no, miga mi . . .  ma un de quei cundanat 
che g'han iretiio de so to  a la  cro se , lo  quelo 
os a  ghe c rie n o  stregonaso . . .  e  che no 1'% 
stregon , ma san to l ( . . . )  A g 'ho  sugad la  
fac ia  insanguagnenta . . .

MARIA -  Fam'lo vedar.
2CANA -  tto ves cu rio sa , Maria, che n 'o l  s ta  ben.
MARIA -  No sont cu rio sa  . . .  a  s e n ti c h 'o l  devi

VERCHICA ~ ( . . . )  eco, a  I'fe o l  f i o l  de Deol
MARIA -  01 me f io l  . . .  ah . . .  a  I 'd  ee f i o l  de

(Fo, 19776, pp. 143-145)

Once again , i t  i s  her human c h a ra c te r is t ic s  th a t a te  emphasised, not



r

her iconographical n a tu re . Her maternal q u a l i t ie s  come ac ro ss ; she 

le t s  i t  be known th a t  C h r is t is  f i r s t  her Son and then G od's Son. Her 

speech i s  in te rrup ted  because she runs ou t in  d esperate  search o f  her 

condemned son. There i s  no t a s  much d isp lay  o f  emotions in  F o 's  te x t 

when the  mother f inds th a t her Son i s  about to  be c ru c if ie d , as there 

i s ,  fo r example, in  B rech t's  Mother Courage. Fo avoids extreme 

he specta to r s t i l l  fe e ls  the psychological need 

r  in ju s tic e .

y

In  th e  next ske tch , known sometimes as ' I I  Matto so tto  l a  Croce' (23), 

the Madman presen ts  Je sus, who i s  being undressed and prepared for 

c ru c if ix io n , as an e x h ib it a t  some type of freak-show, w hile the  toman 

so ld ie rs  b e t cm the numbers o f banner blows necessary to  n a i l  him to  

the  Crossi

y:i
-  Bonei Ehj done inamorate d 'o l  
C r is t ,  g n it a  lu s tra rv e  i  og i . . .  g n it 
a  v id e l be lo  snu jo  c b 'o l  se  sb io ta , o l 
vostro  noroso . . .  do i palanchi par 
sguardada, e h n it done . . .  Ch che 1 'h  
be lo  de cat&! A d is fu  che a I 'e r a  o l  
f i d  de Decs mi am pares c o l seb ia
igual a  un a l t r o  orro . . .  [ . . . ]  No perd 
s t'o ca s io n  . . .  [ . . . ]  t ' \  a  I 'o rd in  o l 
cap d i comichi? T ira  su  o l  te lun  che 
andarem a  incomenzare o l  speotacol:



I  CRCCIATORE -  [ . . . ]  Butems un c icdo , Che o l  mar te l
a g 'l 'h o  d e l ire.

I I  OYCIATOBE -  Chi che ciodascl A scutemi che in
se te  martelade o l  p ich i den tar tuto?
(Fo, 197")e, Ep. 147-149)

The n a ilin g  o f  C h ris t to  the c ro ss  i s  accomplished w ith  much laughter

and many banal qu ips, while J e s u s 's  su ffe ring  i s  counterpointed by the

lament o f  the women who watch cm. C h r is t 's  pa in  i s  con tra sted  with

the sadism and c ru e lty  o f  the Chief 'c r o c ia to r e '.

I l l  CBOCIATOHE -  Daighe a lo ra  . . .  Daaigbee d 'o l  prem 
hot . . .  Chioa ahhl che a sbusa i

CAPO -  Ohco, o l  trerrba da per t i l t .  S t i
calm i. Daaghee d 'o l  segund bet . . .  
ohaoioaohh! a slargA i  o s i l  Ohdi ag 
spiida o l  sangu a gnochi. Daighe o l 
te rs e  to to  ohahiohoh s to  ciod t 'h a  
sve rzena t. Otioh, che e done no t i  
g 'ha  d i r a i  s f o rs a t .  E l quarto t 'o l  
regala  i  so ld a t Ohahiohoh che t i  
g 'h a i t  d i t  de no masare Cfcahiohoh e i  
nemisi 'me f ra d e l i i  dovaria aroare. 
01 quinto t ' o l  manda I vescovi d 'l a  
senagoga C*iahi*oh che t i  g 'h a i t  d i t  
che i  sen t f a lz i  e  raa larbeti, 
ohahiohoh che i  t o i  vescovi i  s a r i  
t i i t i  um ili e  p o v a te ti . 01 se sto  I 'd  
o l rega in  de i  seg ro ri ohahiohoh che 
t i  g 'h a i t  d i t  che no anderan in  z ie lo  
ohahiohoh e  t i  g 'h a i t  f a i t  I'exemplo 
d e l camelo, 01 seteno t ' o l  pica  i  
'm postori Ohahiohoh che t i  g 'h a i t  d i t  
che n 'o l  cunta nagot se  i  prega 
ohahiohoh che 1 & to n l a fregar 
mincioni in  te ra  ma o l  Segnor, quel 
n o 'l  se fregal 
(Fo, 1977e, pp. 149-151)

These seven haroner blows a re  followed by a c ru e l monologue th a t pokes



fun a t  the basic  p r in c ip les  o f  the C hris tian  d oc trine  (hum ility , 

poverty , charity ) and p ra ises  the  connivance and shrewiness off the 

pow erful. The rronclogue a lso  shows the 'cou ldn’t  c a r e - le s s ' a tti tu d e  

o f  the  'c ro c ia to re ' who performs h is  ta sk , w ithout once worrying about 

the su ffe rin g  he i s  in f l ic t in g  on another human being. The seventh 

blow seems to  describe  the  M entality  of the  Capo when dealing  with 

C h ris t; h is  c ru e lty  seems to  be ju s t i f i e d  in  term s o f  the Church's

a t t i tu d e  which deemed i t  necessary to  execute those who pose a th re a t

to  the  e stab lished  o rd e r . I t  a lso  r e f le c ts  the  arrogance o f  the

peasan t in  o f f i c ia l  gu ise : under the  bureaucra tic  e x te r io r  th e re  is

the ty p ic a l ly  peasant behaviour. Even the  d iv ine  q u a l i t ie s  of C h ris t 

the  King are  scorned by the  a rrogant executioners:

Ag bevaremo a la  s a n t i t i  do s to  cavajer e a l a s o a  
sfbrfciinaJ Ccsse av trouvifc, raajstS? Av s e n t i t  ben 
sa ldo  in  d ’ i  roani, s to  d estrer?  Bon, a lo ra  adeso
andareiro in  g io s t ra ,  sanza lanza e sanza scudo!
(to , 1977e, p . 151)

And w ith these  words, C h r is t 's  f a te  i s  decided w ith a game of cards 

and d ic e , in  which even the  touman p a r tic ip a te s .  His p a rtic ip a tio n  in  

the  game shows h is  b izarre  humanity, th e  execu tioners use C h r is t 's  

garments ss  b e ts  i-i a  macabre type o f  'S tr ip  Poker’ .

I  OtCCIATCHB -Bra©! Sem a I 'o rd en  t o t i  . . . ?  'rriem
a lo ra , ruz«n insema, me aricomandi . . .
un s tre p  longo a  la  v o lta . Av dag o l 
temp: Ohj iaareso / E h iee / s to  penon
de nave/ ohoho/ par fag de drapo/ 
ohoho/ gh'efn tacad un m ato ./ ohtiio/



Chj iz a re ro / E hiee/ s to  p a lm  de 
f e s t a /  droho/ cucagna g ro s s /  ohoto / 
Gesu C ris to  in  c o fa . /  ohoho/ O il che 
cucagna/ Aha a /  che la  sbusa o l 
c ie lo /  ohoho/ ag piove sangue/ ohoho/ 
p a tre  nostro  o l p la n g e ./ ohoho/ 
Legcive, la g t iv e /  Ehee/ Gh’em tro v at 
chelo  bravo/ ohoho/ c 'o l  Eat 
s 'c ia v o /  <*oho/ par vestirghe  da 
novo/ droho/ loeu , a  1 ' 6 as6; ms par 
che o l  s te v ia  ben franco . Bon . . .  a lo ra  
e ra ' foera  i  dadi che fern s ta  ziogada. 
(Po, 1977e, p . 153)

At th e  end o f  the game, the  Madman has won C h r is t 's  shroud and the 

execu tioners ' earn ings. Ha a lso  reveals  th a t he bad c o llec te d  the 

t h i r ty  p ieces o f  s ilv e r  th a t Judas bad thrown away p r io r  to  c o m ittin g  

su ic id e . In  h is  dea lings tvith the  executioners, the  Madman shows 

shrewdness, together with a  strange  ingenuity  th a t  makes one doubt the 

a u th e n tic ity  o f  h is  madness. The so ld ie rs  in  comparison are  le ss 

i n te l l i g e n t  and more g u ll ib le ;  they swallow everything th a t  the Madman 

says. True to  th e ir  n a tu re , they obey orders w ithout ever con testing  

them, even i f  they cone frcan a  Madman.

toVTIO -  Bon, teg n lv ei, i  S i  voster anca
q u e li, se  'g n i t  d 'aco rd i d 'o l  scambi. 
Par mi . . .  mi ag sont d 'a co rd i.

CfiPO -  Anca n u ja r t r i  . . .
MMTO -  Bon, a lo ra  and i t  de p resc ia  a torve

o l  Giiida in p ic a t pendQt, che mi ag 
pens! a tir&  de baso o l  C r is t  . . .

I l l  CRCCIATORE -  E se  a riv a  o l  zenturion e a t  c a ta
in  d 'o l  scrusamento?

MSITO -  Ag d ird  che a 1'6 s t a t  una penzada
de mi . . .  che poe son t un mato. B che 
vui ron gh 'a v et colpa niuna. Ma no 
s t i t  c h i a  pard o l  tempo, a n d it . . .

CAPO -  S i, s i  . . .  andem, e a  sperem che no



ghe pacten togna, s t i  t re n ta  d in a r i .  
(Fo, 1977# , p . 155)

His sim ple, luc id  reasoning e c lip ses  h is  so -ca lled  madness as he 

honestly  in tends to  save C hris t in  the  most p r a c t ic a l  manner. He is  

so  w ell-in ten tioned  th a t  he hopes, iro n ic a lly , to  te  ab le  to  cure 

C h r is t by taking Him to  a f r ien d , 'd 'u n  me amiso stregon c 'o l  te  

medegarS e a t  fagard guari in  t r i  d ie ' (FO, 1977e, p .  157). Both a 

m iracle and w itchcraft sym bolically requ ire  th ree  days to  resto re  

C h ris t ;  th i s  eagerness to  help Q ir is t  again r e f le c ts  the candid

a t t i tu d e  ty p ic a l of the  Madman. At th i s  p a in t, C h r is t refu ses to  

accep t the  w ell-in ten tioned  help  o f  the Madman since  i t  would hinder 

the  'd iv in e ' p lan; by dying, C h r is t w i l l  ensure the  lib e ra tio n  and 

redemption o f  humanity. The c o n tra s t between the m orta l, su ffe ring  

C h ris t and the  determined, s e lf -s a c r if ic in g  Son o f  God, who wants to 

d ie  fo r the  love of humanity, i s  c la r if ie d  in  the following 

monologue. In  the  beginning, C h r is t 's  re fu sa l seemed, to  the  Madman, 

the excuse of a very confused man, who i s  d e l ir io u s  because of the 

fever th a t  has seized him:

( . . . )  Ho c a p it . . .  a t  g 'h a i t  l a  convinziun che con s t i  
t o e d  in  d i mani e in  d i p ie ,  t u t  In s 'c in ch  'n  d i 
ligad iir 'me t'h an  cu n sc ia t, no t i  serh  p i capaz de 
andS in to rna , n i de imbucat de par zo l. tfo t i  vol 
s ta r  a l  mundo a dipend da i  o l te r  'me un d isgraziad? 
G'ho imtovinat? No l'&  neoanco par quelo? 0 
sacrab io t . . .  e  par qual razon doncal P 'o l 
s a c r if iz i ?  Se te  d is e t  eo s '6?  01 salvamento? La 
redenzion . . .  cos te  s tr a p a r le t  ccsa? 0 p o v e ra z l... 
asfido  mi . . .  a t g ’h a i t  l a  fever . . . s e n t  'me te  b u je t. 
( to , 1977e, p . 157)



But soon, the  Madman concludes th a t i t  must be C h ris t who i s  raving 

mad. The Samaritan Madman, b i t t e r  and furious a t  C h r is t 's  r e fu sa l , 

d ec la res  th a t the only ac tion  tru ly  worthy o f  C h r is t , was th a t of 

expelling  the  merchants and th ieves frcm the  temple:

[ . . . )  La so la  voelta  che t i  me g 'ha  piazuHo, Je sus, 
i '6  s t a i t  la  ro e lta  che s e t  r lv a t  in  gesa che i 
fasevan mercat e t"6  sccmenzS a sfrun tS  t u t i  co l 
bastun. Ohi che b e ! ved . . .  quel 1’e ra  o l  to  mest6

"(to, 1977e, p . 159)

This action  made C hris t a  rep resen ta tive  of the m il ita n t 

p r o le ta r ia t :  h is  d e s ire , candid bu t w ell m otivated, had been to  re­

channel the  course o f  h is to ry  and ju s t ic e .

’La Psssione, Maria a l ia  Croce1 (24), a f te r  'La P a sslo n e ', 'M aria 

viene a conoscere d e lla  condanna imposta a l  f ig l io 1 and ' I I  Matte e la

f o r t e ' , concludes the four te x ts  o f the Passion . Again i t  d e a ls  with

th e  su b je c t o f  bureaucracy. I t  p resen ts  the  toman so ld ie rs  in charge 

o f  C h r is t 's  c ru c if ix io n . They confront the  Madonna, who t r i e s  to

reason with them in  order to  p revent the  k ill in g  o f  her son. In

despera tion , she t r i e s  to  b ribe  them; she b a rte r s  a s i lv e r  r ing  and a 

p a ir  o f  golden e a rrin g s  for a few minutes w ith her son:



0 bon su lda t c u rte s , tegn f, av fo  un 
p resen t!  de qu e s t'a n e l d 'a r g e n ti ,  e  de a t!  
u re g it i  d 'o r i  . . .  te g n i, in  cambi d'un 
p lage: ch'am p o d it cunced.
01 s a ria  s tu  plager?
De lasSm net&g v ia  o l  sangu, a l  me f io l ,  
oont un poc d'acqua e un s tr a s c ,  de daghen 
un poc de 'nb iasegass i  la v r i  s 'c e p a t d 'l a

(to , 1977e, p . 165)

The so ld ie r  answers th a t he i s  only earning h is  keep and th a t by 

accepting a b ribe  he could lose  h is  job . The so ld ie r  i s  o f  p lebeian 

o r ig in , but nevertheless he t r i e s  to  conform to  h is  new ro le  of 

a u th o ri ty . In  a  way, h is  r e a l  fear o f  losing  th e  job enhances the 

importance peasants place on th e ir  s ta tu s ,  once they have ascended to  

th e  sphere o f  officia ldom . At the  same tim e, as a rep resen ta tiv e  o f  

o fficia ldom , he wields pcwer and can use i t  to  in tim ida te  o th e rs . The 

s o ld i e r 's  male su p e rio rity  i s  a lso  sub tly  made ev ident by the 

pa tro n is in g  manner in  which he addresses the bereaved wcroani

SCtoATO -  H alt s e n t i t ,  l a  mia patrons , quant inn i  
u r i?  As g 'ho  de fA? Per mi I 'd  o l  s te s s  
laoroi o  sc iu b atf  v u i, e  de p re s ia , de 
s ta  s c a la , o  ml s c o r l i  l a  cruse . . .
(to , 1977e, p . 165)

The r e p l ie s  o f  the Madonna, a lthough humble a t  tim es, a re  always f u l l  

o f  the  righ teous outrage o f  a  mother who is  revo lted  by the  system 

th a t has so un ju stly  condemned her son to  d ie  on the c ro ss . This 

s itu a tio n  c o n tra s ts  w ith the  c e le s t ia l  a pparition  o f  the  archangel



G abrie l, who has cans! to  explain  to  Mary the reason for her Son 's

GABRIELE -

However, the  untimely a rr iv a l  o f the archangel i s  not w ell received by 

Mary who accuses him o f  no t understanding what i t  means to  be a 

mother. G abrie l, who was a ls o  the  messenger o f  the  Annunciation and 

knew the. f a te  of her Son fran  the  very beginning, i s  to ld  to  ge t back 

to  Heaven before he too i s  contaminated by the  i l l s  th a t b e fa l l  those 

who are  placed on earth :

MARIA -  to tn a  a s la rg a t i  a l l ,  G ab rie l, to rna  
indrd a l  to  b e l d e l  zojoao che no t i  g 'ha  
n ien te  a fa r  c h f  logs in  e ta  sgarosa  te ra ,  
in  s tu  turmento mundo. 1 ...1  T i no t'fe 
a b ttu a t ,  che in  d 'o l  pa ra d is  no g 'h a i 
rumor n i p lan g i, n6 guere n i preson, n i 
cmeni impicadi n i done v io la d e l. . .  Ho 
gh '6  n i fara, n i c a r e s t ia ,  njuno che suda a 
s tra ca -b rasc i n i f io l f  Santa s u r i s i ,  n i 
madri smaride e scurade, njun che pens per 
pag& o l  pecatt Vaj, G ab rie l, va j . . .

(Come in  sogno) Chi se t l i l d ,  b e l zovin, 
cb'am par aricugnuset? Cos I 'f t  che a t

U .l
G abriel, I 'a n g io l  de Deo, sen t mi quelo 
vetgen, o l  nunzi d 'o l  to  solengo e d e lic a t

(ft>, 1977e, p . 169)

Of p a r t ic u la r  in te r e s t  i s  the manner in  which the  Madonna mimicks the 

s e rv i le  speech o f  the  Archangel during the  V is ita tio n . She i s  openly



h o s t i le  to  him) he can never know what i t  means to  be a mother or what 

i t  f e e ls  lik e  to  be one, f i r s t ly  because he i s  a man and secondly 

because he, an angel, has no experience o f  the  bond th a t u n ite s  a 

mother and her son.

01 cognoset de pariment . . .  de pariment a mi? Ah 
I 'h a i t  U t i ,  G ab rie l, in  d o l ven ter g ro s i,  a l  me 
f io l?  At n '6  sgagniat t i  i  la b ri par no c r ia r  d i 
d u liiri ’nd’o l  p a r tu r / l?  At I 'h a i t  nu treg a t t i ?  D ait 
de te ta  o l  l a t t ,  t i ,  Gabriel?
(K>, 1977e, p . 169)

G abrie l a po logetica lly  reminds Mary th a t her pa in  and her s a c r if ic e  

' E ati squa rc ia rse  o l  d e l ,  che poda i  oroeni rev e rsa tse  par la  prema 

v o lta  in  p a ra d is i1 (Fo, 19)7e, p . 171). Mary, now th a t  she i s  a  

mother, can no longer meekly accept the  w il l  o f  the  F a the r. S e t 

a t t i tu d e  has ra d ic a l ly  changed frcre th a t o f  the day o f  the  

Annunciation? she i s  more human, more vu lnerab le , more r e a l .

The presence of the archangel is  ambiguous because i t  i s  n o t sl£= r 

whether i t  i s  an ha lluc ination  o f  the poor Madonna or m ' t r i e '  

supe rna tu ra l m anifesta tion  o f  the kind experienced a t  th e  

A nnunciation. Fo meant the  t ra g ic  aspect of the  Madonna's o rd e r!  K  

be the  foca l theme o f  th i s  te x t; he uses her exauplp to  emphasise th e  

con fron ta tion  o f  wanen with bureaucracy, whether c e i s t i a l  or 

t e r r e s t r i a l ,  when dealing  w ith s itu a tio n s  th a t th rea ten  th e  bend of 

motherhood (a them  he and Franca Bame w i l l  re tu rn  SB in  'Mamma 

F r ic ch e to n a ') . G abriel appears to  be in te re s te d  only m  the purpose



h o s t i le  to  him; he can never know what i t  means to  be a mother or what 

i t  f e e ls  lik e  to  be one, f i r s t l y  because he i s  a  man and secona.y 

because he, an angel, has no experience of the bond th a t un ite s  a 

mother and her son.

01 cognoset de parim ent . . .  de parim ent a mi? Ah 
1 'h a i t  a  t i ,  G ab rie l, in  do l venter g ro s i, a l  ire 
f io l?  At n 'S  sgagniat t i  i  la b r i  par no c r ia r  d i 
du liiri 'n d 'o l  p a r tu r i l?  At I 'h a i t  nu trega t t i ?  Dait 
de te ta  o l  l a t t ,  t i ,  Gabriel?
(FO, 1977e, p . 169)

G abrie l a p o logetica lly  reminds Mary th a t  her pa in  and her s a c r if ic e  

'fa rS  squarc ia rse  o l  d e l ,  che poda i  oroeni reve rsa rse  par la  prema 

v o lta  in  p a ra d is l1 ( to , 1977e, p . 171). Mary, new th a t  she i s  a 

mother, can no longer meekly accept the  w il l  o f  the  Fa the r. Her 

a t t i tu d e  has r a d ic a l ly  changed frcm th a t o f the  day o f  the 

Annunciation? she i s  more human, more vu lne rab le , more re a l.

to e  presence o f  the  archangel i s  ambiguous because i t  i s  no t c lear 

whether i t  i s  an hallu c in atio n  of the  poor Madonna or a 't r u e ' 

supe rna tu ral m anifesta tion  o f  the kind experienced a t the 

A nnunciation. Fo meant the t ra g ic  aspect o f  the  Madonna's o rdea l to  

be the fo ca l theme of th is  tex t?  he uses her example to  emphasise the 

c on fron ta tion  of women with bureaucracy, whether c e le s t ia l  or 

t e r r e s t r i a l ,  when dealing  w ith s itu a tio n s  th a t th rea ten  the bond of 

motherhood (a theme he and Franca Rare w il l  re tu rn  to  in  'Mamma 

F r ic ch e to n a ') . G abriel appears to  be in te res te d  only in  the  purpose



C h r is t 's  death w ill  se rve , no t in  Mary's su ffe rin g  as a n e th er. He 

lacks fee lin g  and compassion. He epitom ises the 'o f f i c i a l '  l in e  of 

uncaring bureaucrats who see the need to  f u l f i l  th e ir  goals but not 

what i t  w ill  co st the  people. The importance given to  G ab r ie l's  ro le

as the  bureaucrat i s  shown by the f a c t th a t he i s  the la s t  one to

speak. Unlike the angel o f  the  f i r s t  t e x t ,  who though a rrogant was 

weak and e a s ily  ru ff le d , G abriel is  a lo o f, very masculine and

unaffected by the p lig h t o f  o th e rs . He re in fo rces the  m otif o f  male

su p e rio rity  f i r s t  presented by the  a rrogant igelo o ro logato re .

M istero Buffo touches on many themes but b a s ica lly  a l l  reveal th a t 

C h r is t 's  death may have earned man sa lv a tio n  in  the  a f t e r - l i f e  but not 

man's e leva tion  in  th is  w orld. C h r is t’s  d o c trin e , which incorporates 

so c ia l  e g a lita r ia n  concepts has, ho iever, in  the  hands of greedy men 

vying for e a r th ly  power, become an instrum ent for d isse n t and 

c o n f l i c t .  The Peasant C h r is t in  Dario F o 's  M istero Buffo i s  the good 

Samaritan o f  plebeian descen t, the  man who shows h is  humanity, h is  

love and h is  fellow ship w ith o ther human beings. He i s  the new

example to  be followed by fu ture  generations. This simple man o f  the

people trac es  h is  o rig in s  and h is  cu ltu re  to  the  days of the 

evange lica l church, a church which ex is ted  before i t  was

in s t i tu t io n a l is e d . He i s  the bearer o f  the  e te rn a l t ru th : a l l  ran

are  equal; thus, h is  ta sk  i s  to  d isp e l the  myths of r a c ia l

su p e rio rity  and so c ia l d is t in c t io n . Above a l l ,  t h i s  C h ris t is  the 

l i t t l e  man who, although being an e s s e n t ia l  element in  the  chain of



production, i s  a  mere o b je c t in  the eyes of h is  e x p lo ite rs , the

rep rese n ta tiv e s o f  the hegemonic c la s s e s . This inconsequentia l man

r e a l is e s  th a t the time has come to  accuse the padroni for a l l  the

crim es they have committed and to  claim  h is  r ig h tf u l  h e ritag e . But in

h is  e f f o r t s  to  c re a te  a new, irore ju s t  so c ie ty , th i s  Peasant C h ris t 

unmasks the  abuses against the  people pe rpe tra ted  fo r c en tu r ie s . As 

Fo s ta te s  in  the  prologue to  'R asa fresca

I I  f a t to  6 che sentpre in  t u t t i  i  tempi e tu t t e  le  
efoche, i  vescovi stannc> d a lla  p a rte  d e l padroni per 
m ettere in  crcce i  paver - c r i s t i .
( to , 1977e, p . 19)





The pertinence  o f  Dario t o ’s  work today is  in  our opinion due to  the 

powerful impression th a t th is  playw right has made in  the h is to ry  of 

I t a l ia n  th e a tre . To the  m ajority  o f  I ta l ia n s ,  h is  name i s  synonyrous 

w ith risqud v a rie ty  shows and ttonty Pythonesque sketches which, when 

taken su p e rf ic ia l ly , seem extremely absurd and ra th e r  s la p s tic k . His 

repu ta tion  o f  being a s k i l f u l ,  v e rs a t i le  comedian and the h is t r io n ic  

en fan t te r r ib le  o f  I ta l ia n  te lev is io n  and stage  has been, fo r a  long 

t in e ,  a  d i f f i c u l t  image to  liv e  w ith . This i s  a lso  the reason why to  

has found i t  so very d i f f i c u l t  to  p ro jec t an image o f  a r t i s t i c  

seriousness, o f  p o l i t ic a l  z ea l and conviction , and o f  ded ica tion  to  

the  in sa tia b le  needs o f  the  m il ita n t th e a tre  and i t s  supporters.

t o ' s  th e a tre  has to  be seen in  terms o f  a r e a l i ty  in  constant 

movement, always evolving and adapting to  new so c io -p o litic a l 

s itu a tio n s . His theatre  goes ou t to  the people, thus i t  mutates 

w h ils t acquiring new pe rspectives o f  the  needs o f  the  audience. In 

many resp e c ts , t o ' s  th e a tre  i s  a  kaleidoscopic re f le c tio n  o f  post-war 

I ta ly ;  i t  has mirrored I ta l ia n  re a l i ty  from the  economic boon o f  the 

la te  F i f t ie s ,  the years of student reb e llio n  o f  the  S ix tie s  and the 

a n a rch is t stance o f  the  Seventies to  the  fast-developing economic 

power o f  the  E igh ties . t o ' s  progression has been one born from 

innovation; thus, r is in g  from demystifying s to ry te llin g  to  

counterinform ation based on the d ire c t  experience o f  the  oppressed, i t  

i s  s t i l l  adapting to  new s i tu a tio n s .  This continuous evolution is  

unique in  the h is to ry  o f  th e a tre .



In many resp ects , Bo's p o l i t i c a l  message has been considerably 

dep leted  today; the s u p e rf ic ia l vaudevillian  a n t ic s  o f  the F i f t ie s ,  

the breakaway from the  bourgeoisie in the S ix tie s ,  the f an a tic a l 

p o l i t ic a l  fervour o f  the  Seventies , a re  somewhat in  c o n tra s t w ith the 

subdued a c t iv i t ie s  o f  the E ig h tie s , t o ' s  l a te s t  a u th o ria l p ro jec t, 

Manuals minlmo d e l l 'a t to r e  (1987), seems to  ind ica te  a c e r ta in  

appeasement with h is  bourgeois public  and a re tu rn  to  a  more 

in te l le c tu a l  approach to  th e a tre . Although cem en ts  such a s  'Le 

r o s tre  fo n t!  non sono serrpre a t te n d ib i l i ,  ma d i  car to  sono quasi 

senpre a ffa sc in a n ti1 (Fo, 1987, p .359) and 'T roverete t e s t i  con 11 

t i t o lo  o r ig in a ls  in  tedesco o in  ing le se . L’ho fa tto  so lo  per 

im pressionarv i' (fo, 1987, p .360) are  to  be found in  the  bibliography 

o f  h is  l a te s t  work, the obvious research done, the  vast accumulation 

o f  information and l i t e r a r y  references , show h is  irrpegno,  b i t  a t  the 

sane time the degree o f  research tenders th is  work v ir tu a lly  

inaccess ib le  to  the  le s s  p riv ileged  members o f  soc ie ty  and to  the 

'b a c k - s t r e e f  performer or amateur actor fo r whom id e a lly  i t  is  

intended.

In the  Seventies , to  was acclaimed the p e o p le 's  cou rt je s te r ,  who 

resto red  the  g iu llaresque  tr a d i tio n  to  i t s  proper popular o r ig in ; in 

the E ig h tie s , a more w ise, p seu d o -in te llec tu al to  seems to  conceed 

th a t  the  g iu lla re  t r a d i tio n  nay have been o f  a r is to c r a t ic  b ir th ,  

because a t  times they even condoned seme o f  the medieval abuses



perpe trated  against the lower c la ss es :

I I  te a tro  d e lla  canmedia, quello  che ha inc iso  n e lla  
s to r ia  d e llo  spe ttaco lo  d i tu t t a  1' Europe per almeno 
t r e  s e c o li , & c o s tru ito  da gruppi d i  gente c o l ta ,  con 
preparazione e gusto mcderni. k  ve to  anche che, se 
pure in  c a s i non f b r t u i t i ,  costoro , come abbiamo 
v is to , dimostravano una tendenza a l i a  d ife s a  d i 
p r iv i le g i  degni d e ila  peggiore corporazione nedievale.
(to , 1987, pp.16-17)

The aim o f  Dario t o ' s  theatre  i s  to  en ligh ten  the  underprivileged and 

p rese n t the® with a  knowledge th a t i s  generated by  d ir e c t  experience, 

bu t i t  a lso  aims to  e n te r ta in  in  the  no st complete sense. This 

p u rsu it has been constan t t u t  there  have been changes and s h i f t s  of 

emphasis in  the  type of knowledge conveyed by h is  works. At the very 

beginning o f  h is  c a ree r, he o ffe red  h is  audience a view o f  r e a l i ty  

th a t was in  to ta l  c o n tra st w ith the myths one comonly accepts as 

r e a l i ty ,  as in  Poer nano. He intended to  s t i r  the imagination, to  

defy and demystify s tereo types and s te r i le  c lic h e s .  Through 

decep tion , he questions the ex istence  o f  a  nono lith ic  tru th  o r a 

s in g le  r e a l i ty .  Then, a f te r  te s tin g  the a udience's general reaction  

and th e ir  eventual acceptance, the knowledge he o ffe rs  i s  used to  

denystify  the  mores o f  the bureaucracy and o f  p o l i t ic ia n s ,  such as in 

G li a rcange ll non giocano a f l ip p e r . By the time to r te  acc iden ta ls d i 

un anarchico wag c rea ted , im parting knowledge meant probing deeper and 

providing fac tu al counterinform ation; in th is  p lay , fo r example, he 

in teg ra ted  counterinform ation o f  an h is to r ic a l  nature and o f  a



contenporary Investigative  kind w ith in  the s tru c tu re  o f  the play .

His p lays documented fa c ts  and were permeated w ith grotesque or 

s a t i r i c a l  elements. I b is  developsant o f  providing counterinform ation 

acquired a new dimension w ith fo rte  acc iden ta le  d i un anarchico; the 

knowledge i t  inparted was to  provoke m il ita n t p ra c tic e , thus making 

c lea r  the  lin k  between m ilitancy and tru e  knowledge. The information 

he now portrayed and performed was meant to  cause m il ita n t a c tio n . In 

a  way, the th e a tre  o f  th is  period redefined the r e la tio n sh ip  between 

theory and p ra c tic e , something the Coimunist Party  had no t dared 

approach. F o 's  so lu tion  to  the  problem was to  abandon the 

in s t itu tio n a lis e d  l e f t ,  which d id  no t address the  r e a l  needs o f  the 

people, fo r Maoism which he f e l t  had made enormous s tr id e s  on c u ltu ra l 

is su e s . Curing a nesting  between F o 's  'La Comune' and the 'A r t is t ic  

Oonpany o f  J ih a n ' in  August 1975, Fo s tre ssed  h is  racorochenent with 

Maoism because o f  the  l e t t e r ' s  com itm ent to  the peoplei

Eravamo comunisti e  abb iam  c ap ito  non so lo  i l  
rev is io n ism  d e l p a r t i te  comunista ita lia n o , ma anche 
che e ra  una situaz ione  f a ls a ,  cbe e ra  s c o rre t to  
considera rs i comunisti e  continuare a re c ita re  dentro 
le  s tru t tu re  d e l te a tro  borghese. Ciofe abbiamo cap ito  
d ie  non basta  rappresentare d e g li sp e tta c o li che 
magari sono anche revo luz ionari, se  ch i ge stisc e  d i 
f a t t o  i l  c irc u ito  h ancora la  borghesia. Abbiamo 
ceroato  d i fare  in  ncdo che i l  nostro  te a tro  fosse 
g e s t i to  dag li ope ra i, d a i con tad in i, d a i p ro g re s s is t! , 
da co loro  che portavano avanti le  lo t t e  in  I t a l i a .  A 
questo c i  ha f a t to  deciders so p ra t tu tto  la  rivoluzione 
c u ltu ra le  cinese .
(Fo in  B inni, 1977, p .85)



In many resp e c ts , i t  seems th a t Eor to  i t  was inconsequential th a t  the 

Chinese C u ltu ra l Revolution was instrum ental in  b ringing about the 

d e s tru c tio n  o f  the in te l le c tu a l  figure  and h is  ro le  in  the  c u ltu ra l 

p rocess of China and th a t Mao's incentive  to  pu t a r t  and l i t e r a tu re  a t 

the  se rv ice  o f  the worker, the  peasant and the so ld ie r ,  was a  c lever 

way o f  purging soc ie ty  o f  o ld , powerful, undesirable  f rien d s.

By the  mid-Seventies, the intim ate lin k s  between t o ' s  a r t i s t i c  

a c t iv i t ie s  and p o l i t ic a l  m ilitancy  had led him in to  an impasse. His 

th e a tre , which had been placed  a t  the se rv ice  o f  the  workers, now 

stood ou tside  any d ia le c t ic a l  r e la tio n sh ip  w ith the  working c la s s , 

which, con trary  to  t o ' s  b e l ie f ,  continued to  follow the  PCI. Never 

had to  preached so  b la ta n t ly  about the  necessity  o f  reviving an 

a u th en tica lly  popular c u ltu re , y e t he had fewer new c onverts. His 

plays on ly  confirmed in  s im p lified  terms what h is  mixed audience, 

c onsis ting  now o f  petty-bourgeois in te l le c tu a ls ,  workers, studen ts, 

m il ita n ts  and the odd po lice  informer, a lready  understood, bu t they 

did no t express the c u ltu ra l message they were meant to  convey. Even 

the language in  these plays modelled i t s e l f  on l e f t i s t  propaganda, by 

incorporating more increasing ly  slogans of the  u l t r a - l e f t .  ihe  

m il ita n t slogan-ridden language o f  the  plays r e f le c te d  and furthered 

the process o f  c u ltu ra l degradation occurring in  I ta ly ,  to  had once 

enjoyed a p o l i t ic a l  triunph bu t now, as he found h im self becoming move 

and more a lien a ted  from the  genuine p o l i t ic a l  trends o f  the  day, he 

gave him self up to  a kind o f  p lebeian narc issism , preaching left-w ing



b a n a lit ie s  which none o f  h is  subsequent work -  notably the re tu rn  to 

the farce  -  could redeem. His c ling ing  to  u l t r a - l e f t  p recepts and 

iso la tio n  from everyday issues were matched by h is  t o ta l  a lien a tio n  

from both the th e a tre  and the  audience i t s e l f .

When RAI inv ited  Fo to  presen t a  retro spective  o f  h is  th e a tr ic a l  work 

on te le v is io n , he was quick to  accep t. This was almost a personal 

triunph  and for the m il ita n t in  him, the chance to  reach a far g rea ter 

audience. The I ta l ia n  S ta te  te lev is io n  o f  1977 was very d if fe re n t 

from th a t  o f  1962 which he had vowed no t to  re tu rn  to  unless major 

p o l i t ic a l  changes occurred. This 'new' te lev is io n  had dem ocratically  

supported issues such as d ivorce , a bortion , reg iona l autonomy and had 

w itnessed the  p act between the PCI and the DC which gave new meaning 

to  the  S t a te 's  f ig h t again st te rro rism . RAI was instrum ental in 

a ir in g  the  p eop le 's  needs and in  shaping a new awareness. Student 

un rest and m il ita n t w orkers' rrovenents which had d ic ta ted  and 

threa tened governments in  the p a s t, were now foundering in  the  new 

c lim ate  o f  recession and a u s te r i ty .  The extraparliam entary  l e f t  was 

now in  to ta l  d isa rra y  and completely a lien a te d , mainly because o f  i t s  

recourse to  armed m ilitancy which was a t  odds with the  new 's o c ia l-  

d encc ra tic  o rd e r ' in  I ta ly .  In  f a c t ,  I ta ly  had been rad ic a l ly  changed 

in  erne sing le  generation , developing new notes which made i t  nore 

l ib e r a l  than most other Western na tio n s. With th is  r ad ic a l change, 

the country was f in a l ly  prepared to  accept the  once d e stru c tiv e  inpact 

o f  Dario Fo ' b work, and to  consume i t  ju s t  as av id ly  as any other



harmless product. In many ways, th is  was the pericd  th a t confirmed 

F o 's  rec ognition , bu t by the  same token, i t  confirmed the  lo ss  of 

sign ificance  of h is  th e a tre , tone o f  h is  new shows, such as Tut ha 

c asa , l e t to  e  c h iesa , Clacson. trom bette e oernacchi, nor h is  active  

p a rtic ip a tio n  in  congresses and round ta b le s  in  I ta ly  and abroad did 

iruch to  promote h is  image: instead they only accentuated Dario Fo 's

progressive  disappearance from meaningful a lte rn a tiv e  th e a tre .

To negate D aiio F o 's  importance, however, would be foolhardy. The 

pe rsona l advancement o f  h is  caree r w il l  be forever in tertw ined w ith 

the development o f  modern I ta l ia n  th e a tre . The young, a n a ly tica l Fo, 

who so  e ffe c tiv e ly  c r i t ic i s e d  I ta l ia n  so c ie ty , through h is  whimsical, 

inexhaustib le  de term ination, h is  polemical non-conformism, w il l  always 

have a sp e c ia l niche in  the h is to ry  o f  the development o f  th e a tre . 

A fter a l l ,  w ith h is  c rit iq u e  o f  I ta l ia n  so c ie ty , he placed him self in 

a d ia le c t ic a l  r e la tio n sh ip  with th a t so c ie ty , an ac tion  which was to 

the  advantage o f  th e a tr ic a l  reform . However, h is  e r r a t ic  toying with 

m ilitancy  brought him to  the p o in t o f  extremism, and he found himself 

a lien a te d  from the very people he wished to  se rve . His a sp ira tio n s , 

lik e  h is  convictions, were sincere  bu t somewhat naive in  terms of 

revo lu tionary  con ten t. At the o u tse t o f  h is  c a re e r , to  was aware o f 

the need to  re-discover p a s t popular c u ltu re , alroast in  a Maoist 

fash ion , to  plunder the p a st so  th a t i t  would be o f  serv ice  to  the 

p rese n t, to  d iscard  the f a iry  ta le s  which obscured the meaning of



I I  contenuto fondairentale d e g ll sp e tta c o li che parlano 
d e l l 'I t a l i a  c o n s is ts  s o p ra t tu tto , secondo tin' 
indicazione d e l p residen ts  Mao, ne l r ip rendere  la  
c u ltu re  d e l p ^ o lo , to g lie re  t u t t i  g l i  o r p e l l i ,  le  
s o w ra s tru ttu re ,  g l i  accorgim enti d e co ra tiv i che i l  
potere d e lla  Chiesa, i l  po tere  a r is to c ra t ic o  e 
torghese ha nesso addosso per m ascherarla, e 
r e s t i tu i r e  t u t t i  g ie s t i  ncmenti c u l tu ra l!  a l  popolo 
perchfe se ne faccia  I'arm a p ih  grande.
(to  in  B inni, 1977, p.88)

In a  way, to  too was betrayed by h is  own p u b lic ; a f te r  a decade of 

m il ita n t a g ita t io n , the general public  s t i l l  refused to  apply the 

extrema so lu tions th a t to  had ov e rtly  proposed. to  had fa iled  to 

c a te r  fo r the r e a l and complex needs o f  un pooolo imborgheslto, 

something o f  which the PCI had been aware fo r some tim e. His public  

did  no t want to  take p a rt in  the dism antling o f  c a p i ta l i s t  soc ie ty  but 

in stead  wanted to  be p a rt o f the  w ealth and sudden growth being 

experienced by the  I ta l ia n  economy. Ttius, Dario t o ' s  o ften  s im p lis tic  

trea tm ent of major contemporary issues had very l i t t l e  e f fe c t  on the 

audience who wanted above a l l  to  be e n te r ta in ed , no t turned in to  

arden t revo lu tionarie s  who would destroy  the  s ta tu s  quo.

In th e  E ig h tie s , t o ' s  plays have mainly shown the  l a te s t  p o l i t ic a l  

in tr ig u e s  and scandals, w ith the monologues serv ing  as a barometer to  

te s t  the  ideo log ical clim ate  and s itu a tio n  o f  the  almost defunct 

revolu tionary  movement. His la te s t  p roductions, whether g iu lla ra te  or 

fa r s e , seem on the surface le s s  deep-rooted in  c u ltu re  and to re

I
I



sketchy. Some c r i t i c s  see these changes as signs o f  exhausted themes, 

d iso r ie n ta t io n  and the a u th o r's  d if f ic u l ty  in  adapting to  the  tim es. 

Although some elements o f  th is  c r it iq u e  seem v a lid , one can a lso  see 

in  c e r ta in  o f  F o 's  l a te r  productions, e sp ec ia lly  those w ritte n  in 

conjunction with Franca Rame, an a tte n p t a t  reaching new a r t i s t i c  

le v e ls  and ideo log ical growth. In h is  la te r  work there  i s  an 

acknowledgement o f  the need to  develop more complex approaches to  the 

question  o f  power and knowledge. Keeping in  mind F o 's  f lex ib le  nature 

and the a b i l i ty  shown in  the p a s t to  adapt to  new s itu a tio n s , one can 

only hope th a t these experim entations are  s igns o f  new th ings to  come.

I t  is  unfortunate th a t most o f  the plays w ritte n  by Fo have fa llen  

in to  ob liv io n ; those th a t a re  u t i l l  performed today, lik e  Mistero 

Buffo, f o r te  acc iden ta ls  d i un anarchico and Puml Puml Chi fe? La 

F O liz la l, have however become testim onies o f one n a n 's  involvement in 

the evolu tion  of contemporary c u ltu re .

The reason for se lec tin g  M istero Buffo as a sub jec t fo r th is  

d is s e r ta t io n , l i e s ,  in  a way, w ith the  o u tr ig h t popu la rity  th a t th is  

p a rtic u la r  play  has enjoyed worldwide. In  our opin ion , i t  i s  Dario 

F o 's  b est documented play  to  d a te , a  research th a t spanned no t only 

I ta l ia n  c u ltu re  but a myriad o f  o the r European ones as w ell, thus 

g iving i t  a  p a rtic u la rly  un ive rsa l appeal. I t  i s  a lso  a play  created 

a t  the zenith  o f  f o 's  c a ree r, and which epitom ises the  p layw righ t's 

ta le n t  not only as a w ri te r , bu t a s  a choreographer, a c to r , a r t i s te ,



p h ilo lo g is t.  As an a c to r , he excelled in  M lstero Buffo to  the  pain t 

th a t  o the r a c to rs  stand in awe o f  p laying the many p a rts  inquired Cor 

th is  p lay . The v irtuoso  performance o f  Dario Fd might be seen in  the 

same l ig h t  a s  th a t o f Lawrence O liv ie r playing Shakespeare 's King Lear 

because o f  the  sheer b r illia n c y  o f  h is  a c tin g . As a te x t ,  Mistero 

Buffo i s  lin g u is t ic a l ly  r ich  because o f  the power o f  expression o f  the 

granmelot used in  the p lay , and in the fo rc efu l message i t  conveys. 

M istero Buffo represented the culm ination o f  years o f  experim entation 

a s  w ell as the  re-processing of th e a tr ic a l  techniques th a t were p a rt 

o f  Dario P o 's  own c u ltu ra l background. I t  was a lso  a play  th a t 

stud ied  and questioned the ro le  o f  power, in  the p a s t and today, 

through the eyes o f  a wise g iu l l a r e . thus, i t  was aimed a t 

challenging the p o in t o f  view, inposed by those in  power and 

unquestioningly accepted by those in  a  subordinate position?  for th is  

purpose, the oppressed in  th is  play  are  the ho lders o f  t ru th  w hile the 

powerful rep resen t i t s  negation and usurpation by fo rce . Unlike other 

la te r  and more sca to log ica l 'm is te ri b u f f i ' (such as S to ria  d e lla  

t iq re  and I I  fabulazzo osceno), which were more a lle g o r ic a l and 

s p e c if ic a lly  concerned with the problems facing the revolutionary 

movement, the  o r ig in a l version o f  M istero Buffo was uniquely concerned 

w ith the so c io -p o litic a l d iv is .u n  between the oppressor and the 

oppressed. In  the  introduction  o f  the 1977 Mazzotta E d ition , Fo 

ju s t i f i e d  h is  c rea tion  of M istero Buffo as being necessary in  order 

for the  M arxist movement to form an a llia n ce  with the  p rogressive 

g rassroo ts  Catholic movement so Ih a t 'non so ltan to  i l  regno d e i c ie l i



s a r i  negate a i  r icc h i e a g l i  s f r u t ta t o r i ,  ma anche que lle  d i  questa 

te r r a ' (Fo, 1977c, p .13); th is  shows h is  Eirm conmitment to  the 

people. Because o f  i t s  unique te x ts  and the  way i t  reproposes an 

aspect o f  popular cu ltu re  as a so lu tion  for a  new th e a tre ,  Mistero 

Buffo w il l  remain a major landmark in  the h is to ry  o f  modern European 

th e a tre .





The l a s t  To p lay  staged in  South A frica i s  Orgasno Adulto Escapes from 

the  Zoo, a version o f  Female P a rts  (1 ), as co -w ritten  by Dario Fo and 

Franca Rame. This la te s t  play  makes Dario to  the  t o s t  staged I ta l ia n  

playw right in  South A frica, surpassing the  other a ll- tim e  favou rite , 

Luigi P irandello . This sudden fasc ina tion  o f  South A frican thea tre  

d ire c to r s  for F o 's  plays comes a t  a  time when th is  p la yw righ t's work 

has lo s t  most o f  i t s  inpact and popu la rity  w ith I ta l ia n  audiences. A 

reason for th is  i s  th a t  not only do t o ' s  plays r e f le c t  the  South 

A frican r e a l i ty ,  but th i s  playw right, according to  David Alcock (2), 

i s  one o f  the  few I ta l ia n  a r t i s t s  who does no t o b je c t to  having h is  

work produced in  th is  country.

Dario t o ’s  type o f  th e a tre  brings to  the lim eligh t contentious issues 

which would otherw ise be suppressed by the a u th o ri tie s  o r  shunned by 

more conventional th e a tre . The ob jec t o f  th is  th e a tre  i s , t h u s ,  to  

modify and broaden public  opinion  in  the process o f  en terta in in g  the 

audience. The theory behind the ideo log ical message makes i t  a w ell 

thought cu t th e a tre , bu t no t for th a t reason a le s s  successful 

th e a tre , t o ' s  ideology i s  evinced in h is  th e o re tic a l a s  w ell as h is  

c re a tiv e  work. Dario t o ' s  kind of 'j o u rn a l is t ic ' uncovering o f  taboo 

issues has proven to  be successfu l worldwide amongst very diverse  

audiences, and South A frica "hould be no exception . Moreover, the 

message conveyed in most to  plays is  un iv e rsa l and o ften  very re levan t 

to  c oun tries  w ith excessive repressive  laws which suppress the human 

r ig h ts  o f  the  ind iv idual. This i s  perhaps one o f  the  reasons for the



immense appeal th a t recen t Fc plays have had in  South American 

c o u n trie s , such a s  Argentina and Chile, and in  I s ra e l ,  Ind ia  and, to  a 

c e r ta in  e x ten t, South A frica . In  an interview  given to  Buroceo in 

August 1981, to ,  replying to  a  question on the  adverse p u b lic ity  he 

has received from I ta l ia n  c r i t i c s ,  s tre ssed  th a t he is

I 'a u to re  ita lia n o  piti rappresen ta to  n e l rondo, che 
t b r te  acc iden ta le  d i  un anarchico k  in  scena a  Londra 
da due anni e ogni se ra  segna i l  tu t t o  e sa u r ito , che i  
miei a p e tta co l i vengono r e c i t a t i ,  o l t r e  che in  t u t t i  i  
paesi europei, anche in  I s ra e l ,  in  America, Ind ia, 
Giappone, A ustralia  e perfino  in  Sud A frica , tfessuno 
ha e c r i t to  che ne l maggio scorso ho r i t i r a t o  in 
Banimarca i l  preroio Sonning, i l  p ib  inportante  
riconoscimento dope i l  Nobel, gi& assegnato a 
personaggi come C hurch ill, S tra v in sk ij e  B ussell . . .
(to  in  L. O olonnelli, 1981, p . 50)

T herefore, t o ' s  energ iiy  popu la rity  nay be due to  a s itu a tio n  akin to 

th a t which ex isted  in  the I ta ly  o f  the  S ix tie s  e x is tin g  in the South 

A frica  o f  the Seventies and E igh ties . On the other hand, t o ' s  plays 

are  a tour de force for most a c to rs , th e re fo re , budding a c to rs  and

a c tre s ses  find in  t o ' s  p a r ts ,  the r ig h t veh icle  to  launch and

conso lida te  th e ir  acting careers in  what seems to  be a very 

com petitive and d i f f i c u l t  market to  e n te r . Hence, the South African

adapta tions o f  t o ' s  plays which have had the most success, were those

th a t consisted  o f  one-person p a rts  (Miatero Buffo and Eternals P a r ts ) .

D irec tors are  a lso  challenged by the d irec tin g  im plications o f  th is  

type o f  th e a tre . As the term 'e p ic  th e a tre ' im plies , i t s  binary



s tru t are .if dramatic ac tion  and ep ic  recording or commentary i s  a 

th e a tr  • p jx £ a £  th a t i s  c a lcu la ted  to  counterac t the  specta to r 'b  

e ro tio n a l id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith the  dram atis personae. 'E p ic a lisa tio n '

(3 ), th a t i s  the encroachment o f  the ep ic  o r n a rra tiv e  genre on the 

preserve o f  the th e a tre , cares  about in  th a t the commentary on the 

ac tio n  is  made through the  use o f  a l l  kinds o f  ep ic  devices -  for 

exanple, the  in troduction  of a n a rra to r, a  chorus th a t  d e liv e rs  

ccmmentary, an epilogue and the l ik e . The 'a lie n a t io n  e f f e c t ' th a t  is  

achieved in  th is  way purposely forces the  audience to  exercise  th e ir  

in te l le c tu a l  f a c u ltie s  by giving some thought to  the  ideo log ical 

c on ten t o r the so c ia l message o f  the th e a tre . The c r i t i c a l  awareness 

o f  the  specta to r must be enhanced by the a lien a tio n  e f fe c t ,  which is  

brought about by presenting cormonplace m atters in  an unusual or 

'e s tran g e d ' l ig h t ,  toland Barthes considers the  d is tance  created  by 

th is  means to  be e s s e n t ia l  fo r securing the  involvement o f  the 

audience:

[ . . . ]  the essence o f  the th e a tre  is  staked on the 
perpetuation  o f  [ . . . )  d is tan c e: i t  i s  no t the success
o f  any p a r tic u la r  dram atic s ty le  which i s  in  question, 
i t  i s  the sp e c ta to r 's  consciousness and hence h is  
capacity  to  make h is to ry .
(Barthes, 1972, p . 35)

B arthes sees ths a lien a tio n  e ffe c t  o f  ep ic  th e a tre  a s  a semiological 

problem. The technique o f  'e p ic a l i s a t io n ' is  an ind ica tion  th a t 'th e  

r e sp o n s ib ility  o f  a dramatic a r t  i s  no t so much to  express r e a l i ty  as 

to  s ig n ify  i t '  (Barthes, 1972, p . 74).



F o 's  f i r s t  plays to  be staged in  South A frica, A ccidental Death of an 

A narchist and We C an 't Pay! We Vton't Pay I , fa iled  in  both counts, i f  

B a r th es 's  theory is  to  be followed. When lo c a lly  staged , these 

adap ta tions d id  no t take in to  account the c r i t i c a l  awareness o f  the

sp e c ta to r 's  understanding o f  the a lien a tio n  e f f e c t ,  th a t is  h is

perceiving the ideo log ical o r so c ia l message through an 'e s tranged ' 

perspective . Secondly, the importance of functional costuming in  the 

th e a tre  (4) was se riously  neglected in  both these p lays. Hie costume

has a purely  functional ro le  which i s  in te l le c tu a l  ra th e r  than

a e s th e tic  o r emotive:

The costume is  nothing irore than the second term o f  a 
re la tio n  which must constan tly  link  the  w ork 's meaning 
to  i t s  'e x te r io r i t y '.
(Barthes, 1972, p . 42)

In the A ccidental Death o f  an A narchist staged in  South A frica, the 

C haplinesque-like costume and the exaggerated S i le n t tov ie -type  look 

o f  the  a c to r s , labelled  the play  from the s t a r t  as a 'n u t ty  f a rce ' to 

be taken as lig h t escapism; the message was no t perceived by the 

sp ecta to r bucarse o f  the lack o f  r e a l i ty  insp ired  by the fa rc ica l 

costumes. Barthes c i te -  a performance o f  B rech t's  Mother Courage as 

an example o f  successful costuming because i t  e ffe c tiv e ly  conveys an 

overrid ing  impression of war to  the specta to rs  by i t s  use o f  grey 

co lou rs , shoddy looking fab r ic s  and a  general look o f  poverty which is  

c rea ted  by the  use o f  wxrf and rope s ty l is e d  d6cor. I t  is  the



te r r ib le  't r u t h ' o f  war th a t has to  be brought home to  the specta to rs  

in the  sane way th a t in a cc iden ta l death o f  an A narchist, i t  i s  po lice  

rep ress ion  and b ru ta l i ty  th a t m ist emerge from the p lay , no t a

d is jo in te d  1 th ree  Stooges' s itu a tio n  w ith smacks o f  s la p s tic k . Hence, 

excessive realism  or ove rstated  buffoonesque a t t i r e  in  the costuming 

would d e tra c t  from such an e f fe c t instead o f  enhancing i t .

In  the  adapta tion  o f  F o 's  We C an 't Pavl We Won't Pav l, the excessive 

remarks concerning the  I ta l ia n  economy, the v isu a l references to  the 

l i r e  and I ta l ia n  canned products a s  p a rt o f  the  dScor, immediately 

iso la te d  the  play  from a  South African c on tex t. The message o f  th is  

p la y , to p ic a l in  South A frica  e spec ia lly  in  r. set o f  the

ind iscrim inate  r is e  o f  p r ic e s , soras d ir e c t ly  a ffec tin g  the  less 

p riv ileged  black consumer (such a s  the e sca la tin g  p rice  o f  b read, a

basic  necessity  for to th  the black and w hite population o f  South

A fr ic a ) , was lo s t  by having a to o -I ta lian is ed  s itu a tio n  portrayed.

The iroral b ia s  o f  F o 's  th e a tre  d ic ta te s  the  d ir e c t  involvement o f  the 

sp e c ta to r. This type o f  th e a tre  encourages the sp ecta to r to  ask what 

can be done in  such a s itu a tio n . In  many re sp e c ts , F o 's  th e a tre  is  

b a s ic a lly  concerned w ith the problems of in d iv id u als ' behaviour in  a 

c a p i ta l i s t  so c ie ty . F o 's  method is  to  p «  a question which Involves 

the sp ecta to r in  a problem and then to  le. him find the so lu tio n  for 

him self. Most South African productions o f  Dario F o 's  plays seem to  

have given l i t t l e  emphasis to  th is  e s s e n t ia l  p re req u is ite . The



sp e c ta to rs ' ac tive  'f i l l i n g  in ' o f  the meaning o f  the theatre  

inev itab ly  has moral im plica tions in revolu tionary  th e a tre . What 

appears to  be s e lf -e v id en t is  questioned by Fo so th a t the specta to r 

i s  forced to  sc ru t in ise  h is  own h is to r ic  s i tu a tio n  nore c r i t i c a l l y ,  

t o ' s  so c ia l  c rit ic ism  is  in e x trica b ly  tound up w ith  the s tru c tu rin g  o f  

ep ic  th e a tre ,  where a combination o f  dram atic ac tion  and epic 

commentary serves to  awaken the specta to r to  h is  moral resp o n s ib ility  

w ith in  a p a rtic u la r  so c io -p o litic a l s itu a tio n . Dario Fo i s  relevan t 

because o f  h is  ev iden t sense o f  commitment and resp o n s ib ility  with 

respect to  conteitpsrary s c c ia l problems. Any encounter w ith Fo, 

whether as a reader, specta to r o r c r i t i c ,  should the re fo re  be bound to  

involve a confron ta tion  with the issues th a t preoccupy modern man in a 

p a r tic u la r  society .

The kind of public  Fo’s  theatre  addresses needs to  be determined. In 

I ta ly ,  where t o ' s  plays are  accessib le  no t only to  the  bourgeois i l i t e  

bu t a lso  to  the masses, i t  i s  possib le  to  catego rise  very generally  

the theatregoing public in to  four groups represen ting  four p o l i t ic a l  

groupings. Those representing the f a r - r ig h t denounce Fo for h is 

p o l i t ic a l  b ia s  -  i t  is  msdiocre th e a tre  because i t  is  communist. Thus 

an a e s th e tic  judgement is  based on p o l i t ic a l  considera tions. This 

f a r - r ig h t  group makes no d is t in c t io n  between a e s th e tic  and p o li t ic a l  

c r i t e r i a  in  th e ir  assessment o f  F o 's  th e a tre , whereas nore democratic 

rightw ingers maintain an a r t i f i c i a l  d iv is io n  between the  man and h is 

a r t ,  a sse r tin g  th a t F o 's  th e a tre  i s  g rea t de sp ite  i t s  p o l i t ic a l



lean ings. Thus Fo 's p o l i t i c a l  ideology, as envisaged by h is  th e a tre , 

i s  condeimed or d isregarded by the E ar-righ t and rightwing groups.

L e f t is t  groups a lso  f a i l  to  evaluate Fo c tojectively in  th a t th e ir  

perception o f  to  as the 'p e o p le 's  c o u r t je s te r ’ induces them to  

d is c re d i t  or d ism iss h is  so lid  th e o re tic a l base. Such a negation 

be trays a kind o f  a n t i- in te l le c tu a l  a tt i tu d e  th a t charac terise s  

c e r ta in  l e f t i s t  groups; th e ir  assessment o f  Fo’s th e a tre  i s  th a t i t  

i s  good in  sp ite  o f h is  theo ris ing  about 'm il i ta n t  th e a tre ' ,  the ro le  

o f  the  a c to r , a lien a tio n  e f f e c ts ,  the breakdown o f  the fourth  w all. 

Even communists have c e r ta in  rese rva tions about the rep resen ta tion  of 

corenunist ideology in  drama th a t app lies  dem ystifying techniques and 

v io la te s  conventional perceptions o f  the  hero. Thus according to  the 

I ta l ia n  (and most European) theatre-go ing  pu b lic , to  i s  evaluated 

e ith e r  according to  a e s th e tic  o r  p o l i t i c a l  c r i t e r i a .  Only a small 

percentage o f  h is  public  views th is  th e a tre  o b je c tiv e ly  by 

incorpora ting  these h o  aspec ts . t o ' s  th e a tre , lik e  any other 

th e a tre ,  should not be evaluated on purely  a e s th e tic  or p o l i t ic a l  

grounds; audiences should spontaneously rea c t to  th is  type of 

th e a tre , because i t  e n te r ta in s  and provokes a t  the  same time.

The above c r i t e r ia  are d i f f ic u l t  to  apply to  the  South African 

audience in  terms o f  i t s  s tru c tu re . G enerally , the  South African 

th e a tre  c a te rs  for a very sm all, p riv ileged  sec tion  o f  the 

population. High-income bracket earners c o n s titu te  the m ajority  of



the audience, w ith academics, studen ts and 'w h ite -c o l la r ' workers 

c o n s titu t in g  the  remaining p a r t .  With th is  in  mind, the  masses do not 

generally  have easy accen* to  theatre  and thus, may not p roE it from 

the d id a c tic  aims o f  engaol th e a tre . Because o f  the extremely complex 

r a c ia l  s tru c tu re , South African soc ie ty  i s ,  generally-speaking, 

d ivided in to  black 'popular shebeen' th e a tre , black South African 

th e a tre  (which i s  pa tron ised  by a mixed audience, the m ajority  of 

which i s  w h ite ) , English-speaking th e a tre  and A frikaans-speaking 

th e a tre .  Owing to  s tr in g e n t Government censorship, the South African 

audience i s  lim ited  to  a se lec tive -type  of th e a tre , w ith very few 

p o li t ic a l ly - b la ta n t  plays ever being performed in  South A frica, to r  

example, in  1986, the  e ffe c ts  o f  the 'S ta te  o f  Emergency' hovered over 

South A fr ic a 's  most p restig ious F e stiv a l o f  the A rts in  Gr ah airs town, 

when one show, The Molotov C abaret, by Vader Jakob, Jannie en d ie  

K oeksiaters, performed independently by End Conscription Campaign 

members, fa iled  to  premiere because one o f  the all-women c a s t  was in 

de ten tion  (5). The d iv e rs ity  o f  thea tre  s tru c tu re s  in  South A frica 

gives r is e  to  a  unique s itu a tio n . N evertheless, South A frican theatre  

p resen tly  enjoys a  high standard o f  performance.

The f i r s t  to  play  ever staged in  South A frica  was the ill-rec e iv ed  

A ccidental Death o f  an A narchist, with i t s  premiere on 4 May 1981 

'U p sta irs  a t  The M arket', in  Johannesburg. In an interview  given to  

Rosemary Raphaely o f  The S ta r . Malcolm Purkey, the p r o l if ic  d irec to r 

o f th is  production, s ta ted  th a t ‘ theatre  should be a c u ltu ra l force.



I f  i t  i s n ' t ,  i t  is  out o f  touch with i t s  community' he S ta r , 4 May

1981). Dario F o 's  success with the play  in  London and America seems 

to  ind ica te  th a t the play is  a 'c u l tu r a l  fo rce1, although the 

tra n s la tio n s  o f  th is  and o ther plays ou tside  I ta ly  seem to  have th e ir  

message watered down:

La machine thS S tra le, transposes dans un au tre  pays, 
t i e n t  bon; mais e l le  a  guand mSne perdu de la  force 
de provocation p o litiq u e  qui d t a i t  I  son o r ig in s . 
Cela me g^ne un peu, c e la  me rend un peu t r i s t e .
(Fo in J .  Qiesneaux, 1984, p . 26)

A ccidental Death o f  an A narchist, perhaps due to  the nature o f  the 

d irec tio n  and the c a s t 's  in a b i l i ty  to  develop an intim ate re la tio n sh ip  

w ith the audience, f a ile d  to  provide the g rea t and provocative impact 

which Dario Fo intended. Kaizer Sgwenya, a c r i t i c  with The Sowetan, a 

newspaper ca te rin g  for a black readersh ip , found the play 

'f a s c in a t in g ',  perhaps because he f e l t  the message to  be more re levant 

to  h is  people:

towards the end, d irec to r  Malcolm Pur key lin k s  the 
play to  r e a l  events o f  th is  country to  remind the 
audience th a t we a lso  have a few cases th a t are 
s im ila r to  th a t o f an I ta l ia n  an arch is t who 'conmitted 
su ic ide  by throwing him self ou t o f  the  fourth f loor 
window o f  an in te rro g a tic n  roc® '.

Most South African c r i t i c s  seemed to  agree th a t the production came 

acro ss  as being too frenzied , 'a n  oddball p resen ta tion  -  o f  I ta l ia n



f a rc e ' ftha C itiz en . S May 1981), as the t i t l e  o f  a  review 

suggested. O rig inally , Dario to  attem pted to  expose the corrup tions 

and abuses o f the Po lice  S ta te  by rec rea ting  extremely chao tic  and 

quasi-schizophrenic s itu a tio n s  on stage , to  carry  h is  message. lo c a l 

p layw rights, such as P ie te r  Dirk Uys, have used s im ila r techniques, 

th a t i s  conventional farce and h is t r io n ic  s la p s tic k , to  convey th e ir  

s o c io -p o litic a l message w ith mere success, f tiefcrd D aniel sums up the 

lack o f  success in  the play  in  the  following terras:

The sad tru th  of the m atter is  th a t Purkey 's treatm ent 
i s  heavy handed and generally  lacking in  r e s t ra in t .
In  what appears to  be a  desperate  attem pt to  maintain 
a  b risk  pace a t  a l l  c o s ts , he has sa crifice d  
lu c id ity . Much o f  the dialogue i s  gabbled and, in  the 
case o f  the company's so le  female, Sharon Lynne, 
spo .un a t  so s h r i l l  a  p itch  th a t  I was able to  d iscern  
very l i t t l e  o f  what was being sa id .
'The Rand Daily M ail. 7 May 1981)

The second adapta tion o f  a to  p lay , we C an 't PayI We to n ' t  Pay!, with 

i t s  premiere on 24 March, 1982, performed 'U psta irs  a t The Market 

T h e a tre ', Johannesburg, fared as unsuccessfully  as i t s  predece sor. 

This play  was the f i r s t  o f  th ree  inaugural plays by the then newly- 

formed Minotaurus Theatre company. In  i t s  'm an ife s to ', as p rin te d  in 

the programme of We C an 't Pavl We Vfon't Pav l. the  Minotaurus Company 

s ta te d  i t s  b e l ie f  in  portray ing  a r t  a s  a c rit ic ism  o f  the  'i n iq u ity  of 

p resen t day conditions and a p lea  for a fu ture  where a decent human 

ex is tence  i s  no longer the e x ce p tio n '. Furthermore, the group sta ted  

i t s  b e l ie f  in  the p o l i t i c a l  e ffec tiv e n ess  o f  th e a tre  which l i e s  in  the



power and s im p lic ity  of i t s  language and the c am unicative  s treng th  of 

gesture  and a c tio n . These p r in c ip le s  f e l l  w ithin P o 's  own perspective  

o f  th e a tre ,  as a to o l for change in  so c ie ty . This play  was d irec ted  

by the  German-born d ire c to r ,  D ie ter R eible, and had a well-known c a s t 

o f  a c to r s , the most d istinguished  being Trix Pienaar and Chris 

Galloway. The P ress , once again , reacted vehemently to  th is  

production. The rrost vociferous review cams from Adrian Mai tea  th , who 

seemed to  miss the  po in t a ltogether:

I f  there  has been a  mare ponderously, p re ten tio u sly  
and pred ic tab ly  d u ll  th e a tr ic a l  production in  
Johannesburg over the  p a s t year o r so than We C an 't 
Pavl Wa Won't Pay I (Market), i t  has been my good 
fortune to  miss i t .  The tone o f  the  evening i s  s e t  by 
a porcpous p iece  in  the  programme on the p la y 's  author, 
Dario Fo, which includes nonsensical leftw ing 
catchphrases, such as 'subsid ised  bourgeois th e a tre ' 
and 'th e  p e o p le ', cnee you read th a t ,  you c a n 't  
complain you haven 't been warned. What follows can be 
described a s  fa rce , the on ly  problem being th a t  i t ' s  
approximately as funny as a  cancer ward. (Well fo r  me 
a t  any ra te  . . .  though, to  be f a i r ,  some sections of 
the  audience, no doubt possessed o f  more rad ic a l ch ic  
than I ,  ev iden tly  found i t  h ila r io u s ) .
(The Sunday Times, 28 March 1982)

I t  i s  ev iden t th a t the s im ila r ity  between the frigh ten ing  r i s e  o f the 

co st o f liv ing  in  South A frica and the  'feed  war' o f  I ta ly  in  the 

Seventies , did  not a ffe c t in  the  le a s t  th is  c r i t i c .  A more honest 

review was given by The Sunday Express jo u rn a l is t who sta ted :

Probably because I'm  a long-suffering  shopper myself, 
I  id e n tif ie d  sym pathetically  w ith We C an 't Pay! We 
Won't Pav l. the  Dario to  farce  presented 'U pstairs a t



The M arket'. The whole thing i s  crazy , o f course , but 
i s  th e re  any s a n ity  in the  way the co st o f  g roce ries , 
f r u i t  and vegetables keeps zooming upwards?
(The Sunday Express. 4 A pril 1982)

H iis production was unsuccessful because i t  lacked tru e  conic 

inventiveness which makes for constan t la u g h ter. Sore c r i t i c s  

considered the humour 'p r e t ty  b a s ic ' (She Sunday Express, 4 A pril

1982), a  'fa rc e  aL iost a t  tne  le v e l o f  a Punch-and-Judy show' (3be 

C itiz en , 26 March 1982). Others t r ie d  to  find a reason for the  lack 

o f  inpact th a t  th i s  play had with South African audiences.

In South A frica, where the  so c io -p o litic a l s itu a tio n  
is  p e cu lia rly  compatible w ith the  oppressive clim ate 
o f  F o 's  m ilieu , the plays have, perhaps, a  more 
immediate relevance. Yet, conversely, in  the two 
exposures I  have had to  t o ’s  work, I  fin d  l i t t l e  to  
ju s t i fy  th e ir  reputa tion  for w it and innovation. 
[ . . . ]  I t  could be th a t the f a u l t  l i e s  in  
in te rp re ta t io n  -  e ith e r  because the e s se n t ia l flavour 
i s  lo s t  in  tra n s la tio n  or because our a c to rs  lack the 
p a rtic u la r  s k i l l s  necessary to  f u lly  cap ture  i t .
(The Band Daily M ail, 26 March 1982)

The f i r s t  two adapta tions o f  F o 's  plays both belong to  the  to  o f  the 

Seventies . Thus the s o c io - fo l i t ic a l  massage in  these  plays bordered 

on anarchy and revolution as the  so lu tio n  for ousting  bourgeois rule 

and va lues. This in  i t s e l f  p resen ts  a few problems to  the South 

African audience, f i r s t l y ,  because they are  the ru ling  bourgeois c lass  

a ttacked and, secondly, because the  plays are  p resented in  a  form 

which to  them seems too unpolished and crude. The South African



Stoppard, a  Wesker or a Fugard, a re  no t ab le  to  adapt read ily  to  the 

s im p lis tic  values o f  FO's 'P eop le 's  T h ea tre '. They find themselves 

re la tin g  uneasily  to  a  knockabout farce  which, fo r a l l  th a t i t s  

emphasis has switched Eran the  sa lac ious to  the very matter o f 

su rv iv a l i t s e l f ,  remains, unabashedly, knockabout fa ro s ; a  farce , 

moreover, in  which a l l  the a ttendant a tt r ib u te s  o f  v u lg a rity  and 

re i te r a t io n s  o f  ac tion  are  meant constan tly  to  h igh ligh t the 

inc red ib le  r e a l i ty  o f  the  s itu a tio n . I t  is  our b e lie f  th a t the 

audiences th a t experienced these  two h ighly p o l i t ic a l  farces could not 

id e n tify  w ith the s itu a tio n s  portrayed because, .• i r s t l y ,  they were 

p riv ileged  and generally  untouched by these so c io -p o litic a l dilemmas 

and, secondly, the  power o f  accusation o f  these plays never emerged 

c oncrete ly  and r e a l i s t i c a l ly  enough, hiding instead behind a mask of 

inane absurd ity .

The th ird  Fo adapta tion to  be staged in  South A frica was the  highly 

acclaimed One Woman Plays, a  play d irec ted  by Brian Astbury o f  the 

Peop le 's Space Ctonpany. This t i r e ,  Cape town was the venue o f  the 

premiere which took place a t  'The Peop le 's Space T h ea tre ', on 31 

August 1982. yvonne Bryceland, an award-winning a c tre s s ,  in te rp re ted  

the  m u lti-face ted  ro le s  o f  the  One wanan Plays {6). During i t s  season 

in  Johannesburg, a t  the 'u n iv e rs ity  Great H a i l ',  in  September 19B2, 

t h is  a c tre s s  received a standing ovation  "or her rend ition  o f  the 

p la y . Unlike the previous Fo p lays, One Wanan Plays belonged to  the 

more conform ist period o f  Dario F o 's  c a ree r, the  la te  Seventies-early



E ig h tie s . O -w ritte n  by Franca Same, p o l i t ic a l  extremism had given 

way to  fem in ist issues which questioned the  condition o f  being a 

woman. This production combined th ree  d if fe re n t  p lays requiring  th ree  

d if fe re n t  comic s ty le s .  'A Raman Alone' i s  a  black farce  about a 

woman who goes mad and i s  d riven  to  i t  by the  combined uncaring 

e f f o r t s  o f  the men in  her l i f e  {from a  peeping tom bro ther-in -law  to  a 

jea lous but f a i th le s s  husband). She d is in te g ra te s  to  a f in a l  madness 

th a t might appear to  be a defensive sa n ity . 'Waking U p', the second 

te x t ,  n a rra te s  the  ordinary morning o f  an ord inary  day for an ordinary 

mother, and i t  is  a  tr ib u te  to  the m illio n s o f  woman a l l  over the 

world who requ ire  ex traord inary  re s i lien c e  and heroism to  face th e ir  

mundane and average everyday chores. "Hie Same Old S to ry ',  the  la s t  

o f  the  th ree  te x ts ,  was the h igh lig h t o f  the  performance. This play 

deals  w ith the  issue  o f  a bortion , d riv ing  the  message hone th a t women 

alone  are  e n t i t le d  to  determine th e ir  own liv e s ,  free  from any male 

p re ju d ice s. This play  is  the  p e rfec t example o f  tour de force acting  

and i t  I l lu s t r a te s  the  value o f  playing a  Dario Fo-Franca Raire p a rt 

fo r budding a c to rs  and ac tre s ses .

June 1987 saw another in te rp re ta t io n  o f  one o f  the  te x ts  o f  the One 

Wbman Plays, 'A Raman A lone', rendered by a ta len ted  young I ta l ia n -  

born a c tre s s , Carla Recb. This p lay  was performed a t  the 'B lack Sun 

T heatre’ in  Johannesburg a id  d irec ted  by Ruth Cppenheim. Generally, 

i t  received very good reviews from the  c r i t i c s .  Rina H inervini 

commented th a t 'D ario F o 's  one-harder has been done before, but I



doubt whether i t  has ever been given more charm, irore hunour o r a 

f in e r  fee ling  for i t s  I ta l ia n  m ilieu 1 (The Sunday S ta r . 7 June 

1987). G aralt MacLiam, describ ing  the immense popu la rity  o f  th is  

g if te d  young a c tre s s , s ta ted :

Recti"s comedy timing is  superb for the most p a r t,  
although occasionally  she does allow h e rse lf  to  be 
thrown by gusts  o f  laughter from an apprecia tive  
audience. Her understanding o f  the  charac ter i s  a lso  
most c re d ita b le  and much p ra is e  for th is  must go to  
d ire c to r  Ruth Cppenheim.
(The S ta r , 8 June 1987)

la u ra  Prunotto , in  a l i t e r a r y  review o f  th is  p lay , pinpointed the 

follow ing as being the reason for the p la y 's  success:

lino deg li e sped ien ti in te rp re ta t iv i che la  Rech ha 
saputo usare con estrema a b i l i ty  & s ta to  I 'u so  
d e l l ’ i ta l ie s e  che ha consen tito  una trasposizione  
f lu id s  e  viva d e l lavoro in  chiave n a tu ra l is t ic a .  
In o lir e ,  sasa ha iscintivam ente troyato  la  g iusta  
misura t r a  iron ia  e angoscia, evitando d i cadere nel 
volgare ed ha messo in  evidenza la  f r a g i l i t y  de l 
personaggio, mantenendo un p a rtico la re  tono d i  voce 
che anche n e l l 'in s u l to  e ne ll'inp recazione  nascondeva 
un accenno d i lacrim e. A bbigliata castanente, con 
so ls  una spa 11a nuda quale suggerimento sexy, a lia  
fin e  questa  Maria a ffe r ra  i l  fu c ile  senza convinzione, 
intuendo una fata l! t&  da c u i non pud immaginare v i s ia  
r is c a t to ,  ma 'proponendo' 11 suo caso a l  pubblico. 
(ISSA no. 2 , 1989, p . 79)

Owing to  the  popular success o f th is  p lay , a  repeat performance was 

given by the sarre a c tre s s  in  1988, a t  the  'Norwood Public L ib ra ry ', in 

Johannesburg.



curing the  sane pe riod , in  Ju ly  1987, a t  the Grahamstown F e s tiv a l of 

the  A rts, d irec to r  Solly  Philander presented h is  version o f  A Vtonan 

Alone, which was in te rp re ted  by Nadia B ilch ik . Whereas Carla Rech's 

in te rp re ta t io n  was adapted to  the  I ta l ia n  con tex t, th is  prcduction 

tran s fe rred  the o r ig in a l s itu a tio n  to  a South A frican c m  te x t .  We 

concurred w ith Laura Prunotto in  s ta tin g  th a t  th is  l a t te r  production 

conferred upon the  work 'uno s p i r i to  nuovo', bu t we would be fa r  more 

c r i t i c a l  o f  the  in te rp re ta tions

Vi s i  sente i l  Eernento d i  una so tto cu ltu ra  c o s t i tu i ta  
da element! d i  cu ltu re  an tiche  e a lien e , d i  cu i 
so ltan to  tracce  sono r  inmate n e lle  nuove 
generazion i. I  ncroi in v e n ta ti d i  E lsie  e  Willem 
vorrebbero denotare a b i ta n t i  d i q u a r tie r i a ffo lla c i. e  
'g r ig i ' in  cu i v a ri grugpi e tn ic i  s i  rrescolano 
formando una c lasse  ib r id a  d i  em arginati n o ra li che 
vivono a i  bordi d e lla  soc ie ty  a fflu e n ts  ostentando 
quasi cctre s f id a  una c e rv e llo tic a  indipendenza d i  v ita  
e  d i  costum i. Hagnificamente d is c in ta ,  con la  
s ig a re t ta  t r a  le  labbra golose, ricorrendo a l l 'u s o  d i 
un ing lese  sudafrican izza to , goesta B adia/B lsie 6 d e l 
tu t to  c re d ib ile  e  rico n o scib ile  da p a rte  d e l pubblico 
sudafricano ma non r ie sce  a  co involgerlo . Bssa rimane 
un fenomeno iso la te  e i l  suo rtonologo assume ton i da 
cautionary ta le .
(I3SA no. 2, 1989, p.79

Having received a c e r ta in  acclaim  a t  the Grahamstown F e s tiv a l, the 

play d id  not fare  as w ell w ith the  Johannesburg pu b lic . I t  s ta rted  

i t s  season a t  the 'D alro Sfindybrow T heatre' in  Johannesburg, on June 

1986, a f te r  which the  show was s la te d  by many c r i t i c s  for the lack of 

a u th en tic ity  on the  p a rt o f  the a c tre s s .  As one c r i t i c  s ta te d ,



w ith an accent located somewhere between Bez V alley 
and Athol-Oaklands, B ilchik f a i l s  to  convince ire th a t 
she i s  a  dwntrodden South African housewife. She 
sing ly  does not look or sound lik e  an E ls ie . Her 
e thos is  too robust for an E ls ie . She looks lik e  she 
has ju s t  stepped ou t o f  a northern suburbs lin g e rie

(The S ta r , 22 June 1988)

This was unfortunate ly  true  of th is  adapta tion and the  repercussions 

o f  th is  were f e l t  in  the huneur i t s e l f ,  which became p u e rile . This 

c r i t i c  went on to  suggest th a t had the d irec to r  preserved the p la y 's  

I ta l ia n n e s s , the absurd ity  o f  the htzmxir would have been more 

p a la ta b le . He added:

The bareness o f  the whole exercise  i s  curiously 
acceptable in  i t s  I ta l ia n  con tex t, but seems rather 
t i r e d  a t  heme in  p ost-fem in is t, yuppie South A frica. 
(The S ta r , 22 June 1988)

The l a t te r  cem ent had no re a l  foundation, because, in  the f i r s t  

in stance , South A frica i s  only now coming to  g rip s  w ith the  fem inist 

cause (thus the reason for the very to p ic a l popu la rity  o f  fem inist 

p la y s) , de sp ite  i t s  deceptive 'yuppie ' appearance. Secondly, the 

w ell-in ten tioned  bu t obviously in e ffe c tu a l speech in f le c tio n  o f  the 

a c tre s s  was no t w ell researched, thus d istancing  the play  from the

Ths Grahamstown F e s tiv a l was a lso  instrum ental in  bringing to  the



fo re fro n t a very ingenious rend ition  o f  Mlstero Buffo in  Afrikaans/ 

e n t i t le d  fislas Passte . Directed by Ben Dehaeck o f  the  'Breughel 

T heatre ' o f  Stellenbosch, th is  play  did the Cape town season in  1988, 

before i t s  discovery a t  the  F e s tiv a l in  Ju ly  1988. Giuseppe 

S te l la rd i ,  a  le c tu re r  in  the  I ta l ia n  Department a t  the U niversity  o f 

Cape town, cormented th a t

s ia  la  c r i t i c s  che i l  pubblico (purtroEpo spesso non 
numeroso) hanno r o s tr a te  d i apprezzare la  produzione e 
d i  intenderne la  p o r ta ta  p o lit ic o - so c ia le ,  o l t r e  che 
a r t i s t ic a .
(ISSft no. 2, 1989, p . 78)

Ihe  success o f  th is  p lay , f in e ly  in te rp re ted  by Duncan Johnson, earned 

th is  ac to r toe  'F leur du Cap P r iz e 1 for acting  and a  study bursary 

from the  I ta l ia n  Gsvetnment. The tra n s la tio n  o f  th is  p lay , from 

I ta l ia n ,  v ia  Dutch, to  A frikaans, by Herman P re to riu s , seems o 

in d ica te  th a t F a's p lays  ray  be tran sfe rred  successfu lly  in to  any 

c on tex t. Asiaa P assie , again a tour de force piece of ac ting  for any 

a c to r , d if fe red  from the previous play  in  the sense th a t  i t  trea ted  

once again a so c io -p o litic a l s itu a tio n  arri .roe a  fem inist one. I t s  

success probably l i e s  in  having been absorbed by an apprecia tive  new- 

A frikaans and coloured audience, so  starved o f  'open ' te x ts .

the  l a s t  Fo play  to  be staged in  South A frica  is  Oroasino Adulto 

Escapes from the  Zoo. Advertised in  the  programme as 'entertainm ent 

atou'c women and th e ir  sexual s itu a tio n 1, i t  was performed at, the



- I

'Black Sun T heatre1, in  Johannesburg, 11 j, 16 May 1989. Directed by 

David Alcock, th is  p lay  was in te rp re ted  by two e nergetic  ac tre s ses , 

Michele Maxwell and Amanda Strydom. Orgaano A d u lto . . . , a  two-hander 

looking a t  woman's ro le  in  h is to ry , as w ell as her modern day t r i a l s  

and tr ib u la t io n s ,  takes a sidelong glance a t  r a le  chauvinism. The 

play  c o n s is ts  o f  the  following monologues and dialogues: 'P ro logue',

'Making O p', 'Dialogue for a  Single V o ice ', 'We A ll Have the Same 

S to ry ', 'Mama Fricche tona ', 'todea  Prologue' and 'M edea'. This 

production generally  received a good review from most c r i t i c s .  G aralt 

Macliam s ta te d :

Entertainment about wcoen and th e ir  sexual s itu a tio n , 
the  programme notes b landly inform, bu t the  fa re  is  
f a r  from bland and s t r e s s e s  Amanda Strydom and 
Michele Maxwell make a  f u l l  meal from the m ateria l 
provided by w ri te rs  Branca Rama [sic ]  and Dario Fo.
(The S ta r , 18 May 19BS)

Once again , c r i t i c s  cancer th a t  the p lay  was a  veh icle  which offered  

both a c tre s ses  th e  chance Id  shew th e ir  m ettle  and each rose to  the 

occasion . Rina H inervini am rented  th a t

'Escapes from the lo o ' might be more apposite fo r one 
sec tion  o f  th is  eyebrow-raising compilation o f  Rame/Fo 
monologues and duologues about women and sex. But 
elsewhere th e re 's  genuinely provocative th e a tre  to  be

This play  was immensely popular because o f  i t s  to p ic a l ity .  The recipe



o f  feminism, sex (7) and fa rc ic a l  .honour generally  seems to  a t t r a c t  a 

good audience; however, a f te r  i t s  successfu l f i r s t  few shows, some 

performances were cancelled due to  lack o f  attendance.

Mien p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l cam en taty  are  made w ithin the  framework o f  

a farce  or comedy, two d if fe re n t  types of theatregoers can be 

s a t is f ie d ;  those who are  in te rested  in  the commentary and those who 

regard th e a tre  merely as escapism or amusement. Faroes by Dario Fo 

ought to  serve both purposes bu t h is  plays are  no t without 

d e fic ie n c ie s , e sp ec ia lly  i f  produced in c o rre c tly . The la s t  ten  years 

o f  s o c io -p o litic a l strugg le  in  South A frica  have demanded a rigorous 

response from those who claim  to  be ab le  to  in s tru c t the masses. 

Thus, committed South African d ire c to r s  recognise the  need to  provide 

an a lte rn a tiv e  p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l perspective  through the  medium of 

th e a tre , thus making Dario t o  an obvious choice.





Chzptec 1:

(1) In an interview  given to  Angelo Scandurra of I I  G iraso le , to  
described h is  th e a tre , as being p o l i t ic a l  and provocative, but 
a lso  a 't e a tr o  d i  p rese n za ', whereby the problems connected with 
l i f e  in  general a re  presented to  a public  who i s  o ften  kept in 
the  dark by the  S ta te , to r  more d e ta i l s ,  see Scandurra, 1986, p .

(2) This play was inspired by the  murder o f  Giovanni P in e l l i ,  an 
a narch is t railway worker 'well-known to  the  Milan Police as a 
p o l i t ic a l  a c t iv i s t .  A fter the  bombing o f  M ilan 's A gricu ltu ra l 
Bank, he was arrested  and i l l e g a l ly  held by the  po lice  for a 
period longer than is  perm itted by law. He was murdered cm the 
n igh t of the  15/16 December 1969. According to  the  o f f i c ia l  
version , he a lleged ly  ' f e l l  o u t ' o f  the  fourth f loo r window of 
M ilan 's Police Headquarters during an in te rroga tion  session.

(3) A case th a t canes to  mind was th a t of the  death of p o l i t ic a l  
a c t iv i s t  lawyer, Dr. N eil A ige tt, who a lleged ly  'committed 
su ic id e ' a t  John V orster Square Police Headquarters in 
Johannesburg. hike him, many o the r p o l i t i c a l  de tainees died 
under s im ila r suspic ious circumstances.

(4) 'P e jo ra tiv e  term for those English plays w ritte n  from the 1950s 
onwards whose d istingu ish ing  fea ture  was a p o rtray a l of working- 
or lover-m iddle-class charac ters  surrounded, in  the  view o f  th e ir  
c r i t i c s ,  by un undue degree o f  domestic sq u a llo r. "Kitchen-sink 
school" was a term applied f i r s t  to  [ . . . ]  so c ia l r e a l i s t  
pa in tin g s [ . . . J  in  the e a r ly  1950s, but has achieved la s tin g  
currency in  re la tio n  to  the th e a tre ' (A. Bullock, 1977, pp. 333-

(5) Mel Gussow, a c r i t i c  for the  New York Times, reac ting  to  the 
successfu l New York premiere o f  t o ' s  vfe C an 't Pavi We Won't Pavl 
a t  the  Chelsea Theatre Oonpany, commented th a t  th is  p layw righ t's 
popu la rity  lay  in  seducing 'an  audience in to  responding to  the 
no st in d e lica te  conic s i t u a t io n s '. The success o f  th is  play  in 
New York was linked to  the  immediacy o f  the  sub ject and i t s  
e f f e c t  on the  audience. As Gussow added: 1 { th is  play] i s  as 
tim ely as the  wage-price index and as saucy as spaghetti a  la  
bolognese. Mr. t o ' s  manic farce  should be ob liga to ry  viewing for 
anyone b a ttlin g , i . e . ,  succumbing to  the high c o s t o f  liv in g ' 
(The New York Times, 18 December 1980).

(6) Dario t o 's  most recen t play to  be staged in  South A frica  was 
Orgasap A cjlto  Escapes from the Zoo,, to r  more d e ta i l s  about th is  
adapta tion , see  pp. 187-189 o f  the  Appendix.



(7) F o 's  father was a railway worker, while h is  mother was a peasant

(8) Fo was la te r  to  become the most successfu l popular a c to r-  
playw right in  I ta ly ,  a f te r  Eduardo de F ilippo .

(9) to r  note d e ta iled  inform ation, see T. M itchell, 1984, p . 37.

(10} B rech t's  !he  Caucasian Chalk c ir c le .  London, Methuen, 1971. This 
play  was B rech t's  la s t  g rea t play  ca ip le ted  in  the United S tates 
o f  America. I t  boldly t r e a ts  the  problem o f  goodness and the 
d i f f ic u l t ie s  o f  achieving ju s t ic e  in  a wicked corrup t world.

(11) See p. 197, note 28, o f  th is  d is se r ta t io n .

(12) ' I  D r i t t i '  (the Stand-ups) were a joke a t  the expense o f  ' I  
Gobbi' (The Hunchbacks), the  most prominent r6vue company in 
Milan, who reacted again st the sp e cta cu larity  o f  American-based 
'imported rdvues' and cpted fo r a more in te lle c tu a l,  s a ti r ic a l  
caba re t which they ca lled  a  'chamber rdvue' .

(13) Anti-r^vue was' p o l i t i c a l  s a t i r e  and irrev e ren t comedy; i t s  
th e a tr ic a l  t r a d i tio n  belonged to  avanspettacolo (as opposed to 
ca b a re t) , a  kind o f  v a rie ty  th e a tre  performed between two movie 
showings, very much in  vogue in  I ta ly  between 1930-1940.

(14) She was a menter o f  a popular touring th e a tr ic a l  fam ily, the 
'T eatro  Famiglia Fame', who specia lised  in  farces  and 
vaudeville . Franca Fame has played a  v i ta l  ro le  in  F o 's  theatre  
s ince  the  m id - f if tie s  a s  f i r s t  a : t r e s s ,  o rganiser, consu ltan t and 
co-playw right. Since 1978, she has w ritte n  plays th a t h igh ligh t 
the  sp e c if ic  fea tures o f  women's oppression, thus b ringing a 
fem in ist perspective in to  revo lu tionary  p o l i t ic a l  th e a tre .

(15) to r  a more de ta iled  d iscussion , see M itchell, 1984, p . 42.

(16) t o ’s  b ro ther, F lav io , was, inc iden tly , the  adm inistra to r o f  the 
‘T eatro S tab ile  d i Torino’ a t  th a t t in s .

(17) See pp. 96-98 o f  th is  d is se r ta t io n .

(18) to r  note d e ta i l s  about V itto r io  Grassman’s  L’A delch l, see R. 
Rebora's 'Nasce con L 'M elch l i l  T .P .I .1, S ira r io , no. 168, April 
1960, pp. 5-20.

(19) to r  more d e ta i l s  regarding the tr e a ty  on de-humanisation and 
a lien a tio n  o f  the  worker, see K. Marx's chapter e n title d  
'A lienated Labour' (in the  'F i r s t  M anuscript), Economical and 
Philosophical Manuscripts o f  1844. S .L ., P rogress, 1977, pp. 120-



{20) In  Grande pantomima . • . an3 Msrte e resurrez ione  d i un w c sz zo , 
Eto's use o f  puppets was innovative because they were not 
adornments bu t p iv o ta l c harac ters  in  the a c tio n . On the other 
hand, the  ac to rs  struck  puppet-like  a t t i tu d e s ,  roving and acting 
with mechanical p rec is io n . The de-humanisation o f  the actor 
re la te d  to  F o 's  p o l i t i c a l  theme o f  the oppressiveness o f  the 
in d u s t r ia l s ta te ,  whereby the  worker i s  con tro lled  and
manipulated lik e  a puppet.

(21) This ■ deals  with working c la ss  s itu a tio n s  in  contemporary

(22) See J .  Amado, Capltaes da fire ia , Mira S in tra , Publicaqoes Buropa- 
fimSrica, 1968.

(23) 'Because the  revolution is  a  fa therland  and a fam ily ' [our
tra n s la t io n ] , th is  emphasises th a t  Marxism can e a s ily  replace the 
Q ir is tia n  doc trine  because i t  too  represen ts  the  sane values.

(24) See p . 191, note 2 , o f  th is  d is s e r ta t io n  for nore d e ta i l s .

(25) Franca Rame was la te r  to  use th is  experience as the  basis  for a
monologue e n t i t le d  Eton mi nuovo, non u r lo , sono senza voce (_I 
C an 't Have, I  C an 't Scream. My voice i s  Gone) which was premiered 
in  London in  May 1983.

(26) In  1979, to  was working on "Die Tragedy o f  Aldo t o r o ', th a t is  
the  kidnapping and murder o f  the I ta l ia n  ex-prem ier, an event 
which had brought I ta l ia n  te rro rism  in to  the  in te rn a tio n a l news 
head lines. The ex traparliam entary l e f t  groups were being forced 
to  keep a  low p ro fi le  to  avoid being accused since  the  terrorism  
issu e  was being used to  d is c re d i t  them and the  l e f t  in  general, 
to  was advised to  abandon th is  d iscussion  on te rro rism .

(27) See p . 197, note 31 o f  th is  d is se r ta t io n  for fu rth e r  d e ta i l s .



Chapter 2;

(1) See R. Barthes on Diderot in  B arthes, 1973, pp. 185-191.

(2) Jean Jacques tousseau 's  ’A Discourse on the  ftoral E ffec ts  o f  the 
A rts and Sciences' (Rousseau, 1979, pp. 3-26) sheds some l ig h t  on 
th i s  d iscussion .

(3) B e r to lt  B rech t's  'T heatre fo r Pleasure o r Theatre for 
In s tru c tio n ' (D. Craig, 1977, pp. 412-420) and Max Sdereth 's 
'What i s  L i te ra tu r e  Engagfe' ( Ib id . , pp. 445-485) d eal w ith the 
pedagogical and dogmatic function o f  l i t e r a tu re .

(4) See A. Gramsci, 1975d, p . 2114

(5) See W. S illanpoa, 1984, p . 157

(6) See F.T. M a rin e tti 's  'The Rounding and Manifesto o f Futurism ' 
(1909) , tran s la te d  by R.W. F l in t ,  a s  quoted in  U. A pollonio 's 
F u tu ris t M anifestos, London, Thames & Hudson, 1973, pp. 19-24.

(7) 'G li s c r i t t o r i  I ta l ia n !  d i  te a tro  non sono a r t i s t i  e  i l  te a tro  
i ta lia n o  non 6 un fa tto  e s te t ic o , ma un fa tto  veramente p ra tic o , 
d 'o rd ine  corm ercia le ' (Gramsci, 1972, p . 338). I t  was for these 
same reasons th a t Dario FO made the  decision  to  abandon 
'b cu rgeo is ' th e atre .

(8) See T. M itchell, 1984, p . 37.

(9) I b id . ,  p . 37.

(10) In  h is  'm an ife sto ', Antonin Artaud, one o f  the  most in f lu e n tia l 
th e o r i s ts  o f  modern drama, expresses the  Importance o f  involving 
the  audience in  a d ir e c t  way, thus advocating a t o ta l  theatre  in 
which a l l  the  fo rces o f  expression should be brought to  bear: 
'Vogliano a rr iv a re  a dar v ita  a  un certo  nuroaro d 'inm agini, ma 
immagini e v iden ti, p a lp a b il i ,  che non siano  rov inate  da un e terno  
disinganno. Se facciamo un te a tro  non 6 per rappresentare lavori 
ma per r iu sc ire  a fare  in  mode che quanto c '£  d i  oscuro ne llo  
^ l i r i t o ,  d i o ccu lta to , d i  ir r iv e la to , s i  m anifest! in  una specie 
d i proiezione m ateria le , r e a le . Non c i  proponiamo, come 6 s ta te  
f a t to  f in o ra , can '6  sempre s ta te  r ic h ie s to  a l  te a tro , d i dare 
1 ' il lu s io n s  d i c io  che non ma a l  co n tra rio  d i  fare  apparire 
a g li sguardi un c e r to  numero d i scene, d 'inm agini 
in d i s t r u t t i b i l i ,  in c o n tes tab i li , che pa rlin o  direttam ente  a l io  
sp i r i to .  Gli o g g e tti , g l i  accesso ri, p e rfino  le  scene che 
figureranno o i l  te a tro  dovranno essere  in te s i in  senso im e d ia to , 
senza trasposizione; dovranno essere  p re s i non per ci& che 
rappresentano, ma per c id  che sono in  rea ltS . La reg ia



prcpriamente d e tta  e lo  evoluzioni deg li a t to r i  dovranno essere  
considera te  solo cone i  segni v i s i b i l i  d i un linguaggio 
in v is ib ile  o  segre to . ton un gesto d i te a tro  che non p o r ti  
d ie tro  d i  sd tu t ta  la  f a ta l! tS  d e l la  v i ta  e le  m isteriose  
incidenze de l sogni. Tutto c id  che n e lla  v i ta  ha un senso 
augurale, d iv in a to r io , corrisponde a un presentiment-^, proviene 
da un e rro re  fecondo d e llo  s p ic ito ,  s i  r itro v e rS  a l  nomento 
a datto  s u l la  nostra  scena' (Artaud, 1986, p . 13).

(11) For more information regarding P riederich  N ie tzsche's v i t a l i s t  
p r in c ip le s , see N ie tzsche's The Philoseohv o f  N ietzsche, a 
c cnp ila tion  o f  a l l  h is  major works, New York, Modern L ibrary, 
19?? (date o f  publication  no t given).

(12) See Speirg, 1987, p . 37

(13) K arl Korsch (1886-1961) was a German lib e r ta r ia n  Marxist versed 
on the theory o f  freedom. He belonged to  a group o f  ' l e f t i s t '  
th inkers fo r whom Marxism was sa id  to  be the d ir e c t  expression o f  
the p ro le ta r ia n  movement, ra the r than a theory imported in to  i t  
from o u tside . together with Luk&s and Graireci, Korsch 
represented the Hegelian Marxism o f  the  1920s. His books were 
f i r s t  published in  1923, a t  a  s in i s te r  tin e :  the date  of 
H i t le r 's  Munich putsch and the fa ilu re  o f  the German 
R evolution. In  the la te  1920s, he befriendied B e r to lt Brecht and 
taught him the  elements o f  Marxism, thus in fluencing B rech t's 
th e a tre  to  move away from anarchic n ih ilism .

(14) Works p e rta in ing  to  th is  e a r ly  phase o f  K arl Marx a re : Ihe 
Bxrtomic and Philosophical M anuscripts o f  1844, The Holy Family 
(in  co llabo ra tion  with F riederich  Engels) o f  1844-5, The German 
Ideology (also in  co llabo ra tion  with B igels) o f  1845-6 and Ihe 
Contnunlst Manifesto o f  1848.

(15) See Brecht, 1978, p  139.

(16) Pelagea Wlassowa is  the  pro tagonist o f B rech t's  Die m t t e r ,  which 
i s  a reproposal o f  Maxim Gorky's novel, Hie Mother.

(17) See Spe irs , 1987, pp. 50-56

(18) This play was F o 's  f i r s t  play ever to  be performed outside 
I ta ly .  I t  was a lso  h is  f i r s t  play  to  combine p o l i t ic a l  farce 
w ith a  Brechtian form (evident no t only in  the  p la y 's  songs but 
a lso  in  i t s  dependence on paradoxical s itu a tio n s  to  make i t s  
p o in t) . In  th is  p lay , Bo's r |vue-sketch  and short farce are 
abandoned for a coherent p lo t lin e  and charac ter development 
which almost makes i t  a  fu lly  s truc tu red  play.

(19) 'Ih e  influence o f  Brecht, and o f  The Threepenny Cfcera and Arturo



(20) S c ie n t i f ic  Marxism manifested i t s e l f  through d ia le c t ic a l  
m aterialism , which in  tu rn  i s  a type o f  science capable o f 
explaining so c ia l phenomena and o f  pu tting  people in  ra tio n a l 
c o n tro l o f  them. B re ch t's  e f f o r t s  were d irec ted  towards infusing 
the th e a tre  with th is  tyge o f  Marxism.

(211 See Picco lo , 1986, p . 163

(22) Term employed by Gramsci which re fe rs  to  th e  p o l i t ic a l  domination 
and c o n tro l exerted by the  S ta te  arri bourgeoisie over the 
p r o le ta r ia t .

(23) Term o ften  used by Mayakovsky to  c la s s ify  poetry which promoted 
a g ita t io n  and p o l i t ic a l  propaganda for the figitptocbvuro. a 
department o f  the Soviet U nion's O w nunist Party  C entral
Oomnittee. in  a  note modern con tex t, Agit-Prop theatre  aimed a t
producing a g ita t io n  and propaganda for p o l i t i c a l  issues th a t 
needed the  immediate involvement o f  workers. This type of
th e a tre  was most p revalen t in  the Soviet Onion In the  Twenties,
in  Germany during the years o f  the  Waimar Republic and in  the 
United S ta te s  in  the  T h ir tie s .

(25) The Frankfurt School re fe r s  to  the  work o f  members o f  the 
I n s t i tu t  fur Sozlalforschuna which was e stab lished  in  F rankfurt, 
Germany, in  1923, as the  f i r s t  M arxist-oriented research cen tre  
a f f i l ia te d  w ith a  major German un iv e rs ity . In the  Twenties, the 
work th a t the  School -  then headed by Carl Grurtberg -  produced, 
tended to  be em pirica l, h is to r ic a l  and orien ted  towards problems 
o f  the European w orking-class movement, although i t  a lso  
published th e o re tic a l workii by Karl Korach, Georg Lukics and 
o th e rs . In  the  T h ir tie s , the  In s t i tu te  sought to  develop an 
in te rd isc ip lin a ry  so c ia l theory which could serve as an 
instrument of so c ia l transform ation. Hiring to r  Id  War I I ,  the 
In s t i tu t e ,  ex iled  in  the United S ta te s , departed from the  Marxian 
theory of h is to ry , claim ing th a t  i t  was a  form o f  enlightened 
s c ie n t ia l  arri ra tionalism  h o s ti le  to  Orthodox Marxism. This 
I n s t i tu te  was, in  tu rn , c r i t ic i s e d  by M arxist-Leninists and 
s c ie n t i f i c  M arxists fo r i t s  a lleged  surrender o f  revolutionary 
and s c ie n t if i c  Marxian pe rspectives.

(26) During a period o f  se rious c r i s i s i the  Marxist Movement, I



sta te d : 'P rac tic e  is  what counts. At th is  fitment, as fa r  as
ideology gees, we are  in  a s ta te  o f  d is a s te r .  However, we put 
our work a t  the  serv ice  o f  r e a l f a c ts , o f  r e a l i ty .  P rac tice . 
J u s t  because a t  the le v e l o f  ideology th ings are  not working ou t, 
th is  does not mean th a t you abandon everything. There are  s t i l l  
r e a l s itu a tio n s  th a t demand your s tru g g le ' (see Piccolo, 1986, p.

(27) Term re ferred  to  the buffoon-like  peasant charac ter created  by 
the 16th Century I ta l ia n  playwr ig h t-a c to r , Angelo Beolco. 
Ruzzante was a popular f ig u re , who used peasant 'lo g ic ' and 
d ia le c t  to  fu e l h is  invectives again st the upper c la sses . 
Because o f  h is  con ica l and rid icu lous appearance, he could escape 
censorship even when pronouncing the ha rshest statem ents.

(28) F o 's  Poer Nano springs im rediately  to  mind w ith regard to  our 
d a i ly  perception o f  psychology and r e a l i ty .  This rad io  comedy 
s e r ie s  d e a lt with reversing b ib l ic a l ,  h is to r ic a l  and even 
Shakespearian s to r ie s ,  in  order to  see how they could p resen t the 
po in t o f view of the underdog. So in  the  s to ry  of 'Romulus and 
Remus' who b u il t  Rtme, the  poer nano, the n a rra to r, t e l l s  the 
sto ry  o f  these  two legendary boys who f e l t  a liena ted  because 
o the r c h ild re n 's  mothers would not allow them to  play with 
ch ild ren  who were raised  by a she-w olf. The s to ry  of 'O thelo ' is  
re to ld  a s  th a t o f  an a lb in o  (not a M »r) who i s  offended by 
Desdenona's re fu sa l to  o f fe r  sexual favours to  h is  old drinking 
companion. S im ilarly , in  the  sto ry  o f  'David and Q o lia th ', the 
lis te n e r  is  obliged to  sympathise w ith the poor g ia n t who is  
judged p re jud iciously  due to  h is  s iz e , w hile David i s  the young 
lo u t who m ercilessly  provokes tt> lia th .

(29) See Picco lo , 1986, p . 218

(30) See p. 57 of th is  d isse r ta t io n

(31) See J .  Gay's The Beggar's Opera, in  C. Burgess (Ed.), New York,
C rofto C lassics , 1966. This te x t o rig in a lly  aimed a t 
d isc red itin g  the  18th Century English Prime M inister, S ir  Robert 
Walpole, and h is  entourage because of th e ir  corruption and th e ir  
involvement in  p o l i t ic a l  scandals.

(32) See F oucau lt's  D isc ipline  and Punish: The B irth  o f  the  Prison , 
t r .  A. Sheridan, New York, Vintage/Randan House, 1979.

(33) She was a member of a popular touring th e a tr ic a l  fam ily, the 
Tteatro Famialia Rame.

(34) to r  more de ta iled  d iscussion , see M itchell, 1984, p . 79.

(35) See Franca Rame and Dario t o ' s  T utta caaa, l e t to  e  ch iesa .



Milano, La Cbmune, 1977.

(36) At the Palazzina L iberty  i Decenter 1977.

a Wits Great H all,

(38) See A. Vinassa, 1988, p . 9, fo r a  ra re  d e ta ile d  d iscussion .

(39) a s  with La Bionda o f  G il Arcaiweli ii  Glosano a F lip p er, in  Le
Conmedle d l Dario Fo, Vol. 1 , to r ln o , E inaudi, 1977a.



'I tie  c ru e l economic e l i c i t a t i o n  and p o l i t ic a l  oppression exerted 
by the landlord c la s s  on the peasan ts, forced them to  unleash 
se v e ra l insu rrec tions again st the dominant upper c la s s . In 
Chinese feudal so c ie ty , only the peasant c la s s  s trugg le , the 
peasant in su rrec tions and the peasant wars were the true  
motivating fac to rs  which con tribu ted  to  h is to r ic a l  development' 
(our tran s la tio n ] (M. Tse-tung, 1967, pp. 10-11).

See B inni, 1975, p . 236

i Northern Prance which revolted again st the

(4) The o ldest examples o f  th is  a r t  form date  back to  c irc a  970 ADj
these m anuscripts a re  found in  the monasteries o f  S t. G allen in
Sw itzerland, Fleury in  France and Winchester in  Great B rita in . 
to r  more d e ta i l s ,  see H errick, 1970, p . 1-3.

(5) Enclosed a rea  in  fro n t o f church or c a thed ra l.

(6) The development o f  sacred drama in  Europe was based on the
dram atisation of Corpus Q ir i s t i .  N ativ ity  and Passion episodes 
pu t on by the  C atholic Church. In  Great B r ita in  and France, the 
sacred play was known as the 'm ystery' (mvsttres) and 'm iracle 
p la y s ',  ' t o t a l i t y  p la y s ' were de riva tions from the  same genre, 
which combined fa rc ic a l elements with r e lig io u s  v ir tu e s . Other 
a r t  forms included 'Masks' and 'Pageants ' which were a lle g o r ic a l 
and f a n ta s tic a l pantomimes; Ben Jonson 's famous rep e rto ire  was 
based on th e se . In Germany, the Bankelsang was more d id a c tic , 
combining the  grotesque w ith the s a t i r ic a l ;  the ignorance of 
L atin  amongst the Germans was the reason for th is  a r t  form. In 
Spain and Portugal, Juan d e l Bncina and G il Vicente became the 
exponents o f  the  autos ( ’a c t io n s ') ,  a  strange mixture of 
monologues, comical sketches and musical in te rlu d es w ith various 
re lig io u s themes. In  the S lav ic  c o u n trie s , due to  the harsh 
w in te rs , the most common a r t  form was 's to r y - te l l in g ',  mimed and 
n arrated  by buskers. These s to r ie s  were o ften  centred around 
legendary, m ystical and quasi m agical-re lig ious charac ters  drawn 
from the Apocryphal Gospels.

(7) to r  fu rther d e ta i l s  on G razzini and Cecchi, see Herrieck, 1970,

This type o f  opening dialogue was to  re-appear la te r  ■ 
prologues in  Shakespeare's The Taming o f  the Shrew c 
Jonson 's Every Man Out o f His Humour.



(9) Jtoitolo Amaseo (1481-1552), a  p r o l if ic  c r i t i c  o f  the Renaissance, 
was the author o f  De linguae la tin a e  uau ritenendo . Amaseo, 'che 
divenne farroso cone co lu i che voleva cancellare  i l  vo lgare ' (G. 
Taffanin) upheld an opposite view to  th a t o f  P ie tro  Beirtoo on the 
'questione d e lla  lingua1.

(10) G. Bruno's I I  Candelaio, Act 4, Scene X. For more inform ation, 
see Bruno's ' I I  Candelaio1 in  R. M a ttio l i 's  L e ttera tu ra  I ta l ia n a , 
S to ria  e t e s t i . Vol. 33, Milano/Napoli, Riccardo R icc iard i, 1956,

(11) Mariani gives the following works by Eb as an example: ’Sani da 
legate  (1954), Isab e lla  due carave lle  e  un cacciaballe  (1963), La 
Signora % da bu tta re  (1967), H istero  Buffo (1969).

(12) The term 'po lyphonic ', which b est describes the type o f  speech 
employed by to  (especially  in  the  monologues), i s  borrowed from 
the  Bakhtian d e fin i tio n  o f  the novel: 'th e  novel can be defined 
as a d iv e rs ity  o f  sp e c ia l speech types (socetines even d iv e rs ity  
o f  languages and d iv e rs ity  o f  irr iiv idua l voices) a r t i s t ic a l l y  
organised. Itie in te rn a l s t r a t i f ic a t io n  o f  any sing le  na tional 
language in to  so c ia l d ia le c ts ,  c h a ra c te r is t ic  group behaviour, 
pro fessiona l jargons, generic  languages, languages o f  generations 
and age groups, tendentious languages, languages o f  the 
a u th o ri tie s  . . .  th is  in te rn a l s t r a t i f ic a t io n  presen t in  everyday 
language a t  any given moment o f  i t s  h is to r ic a l  ex istence  i s  the 
indispensable p rereq u isite  fo r the  novel a s  a  genre’ (M. Bakhtin, 
1981, pp. 262-263).

(13) See example from I I  Tecnocrata Americano in note IS o f  th is  
chapter.

(14) Antonio Scappino i s  a  stock charac ter of the I ta l ia n  Connedia 
de 11 'Arte who was one o f  the  many zanni (clcwns). He was
esp ec ia lly  noted for h is  cowardice, taking f l ig h t  a t  the f i r s t  
sign  o f  c o n f lic t bu t he was a c o lou rfu l f igure  who always carried  
a wocden w ord . J to liS re 's  le s  Fourberies de Scapin (1671) made 
th is  character a p a rt o f  French comedy.

(15) In  I I  Tecnocrata Americano, fo r example, to  created an American 
grammelot which he used in  an ti-nuclear and anti-American
dem onstrations. I ti is  p a rtic u la r  play i s  a grotesque parody of an 
American technocra t; when f i r s t  performed, to  mimed and made 
sounds o f  aeroplanes and space s h u tt le s ,  adding in  once in  a
w hile a word or two o f  English ( lik e  'y eah !' and 'O k:' -  Fo
speaks French w ell but no t E nglish), with the p rec ise  in fle c tio n  
and accent. This American gramme lo t  has been used by Fo in 
s a t i r i c a l  in te rp re ta t io n s  o f  ex-Presiden t Gerald Ford. In one of 
h is  a sid es , during a  te lev ised  version o f  H istero Buffo, to  te l l s  
how I I  Tfecnocrata Americano produced an 'im provised' n o t ,  during



(9) to ro id  Amaseo (1481-1552), a  p r o l if ic  c r i t i c  o f  the  Renaissance, 
was the author o f  Pe linguae la lin a e  usu ritenendo . Amaseo, 'che 
divenne faro so cease co lu i che voleva cancellace i l  vo lgare ' (G. 
Taffanin) upheld an op rosite  view to  th a t o f  P ie tro  Bembo on the 
'q uestions d e l la  lin g u a '.

(10) G. Bruno's I I  Candelalo, Act 4, Scene x. For rore  information, 
see  Bruno's ' I I  Candelaio' in  R. M a tt io i i 's  L ettera tn ra  ita l ia n a , 
S to rla  e t e s t i , Vol. 33, Milano/Napoli, Riccardo R icc iard i, 1956,

(11) Marian! gives the following works by to  as an exarrpls: ' Sani da 
legate  (1954), Isab e lla  due c arave lle  e un naogiabaiia  (1963), La. 
Sionora fe da bu tta re  (1967), Miatero Buffo (1969).

(12) The term 'p o lyphonic ', which best describes the typa  o f  speech 
employed by to  (especially  in  the  monologues), is  burrowed from 
the  Bakhtian d e fin i tio n  o f  the novels 'th e  novel can be defined 
as a  d iv e rs ity  of sp e c ia l speech types (sometimes even d iv e rs ity  
o f  languages and d iv e rs ity  o f  ind iv idual voices) a r t i s t ic a l l y  
organised. The in te rn a l s t r a t i f ic a t io n  o f  any sing le  na tional 
language in to  so c ia l d ia le c ts ,  c h a ra c te r is t ic  group behaviour, 
p ro fessiona l jargons, generic languages, languages o£ generations 
and age groups, tendentious languages, languages  o f  the 
a u th o ri tie s  . . .  th is  in te rn a l s t r a t i f ic a t io n  p rese n t in  everyday 
language a t  any given moment o f  i t s  h is to r ic a l  ex istence  i s  the 
indispensable p re req u is ite  fo r the novel as a genre ' (52. Bakhtin, 
1961, pp. 262-263).

(13) See exanple from I I  Tecnocrata Americano in note 15 o f  th is  
chapter.

(14) Antonio Scappino is  a  stock character o f  the  I ta l ia n  Gbmrtedla 
d e ll 'A r te  who was one o f  the many zanni (clowns). He was 
e sp ec ia lly  noted for h is  cowardice, taking f l ig h t  a t  th s  f i r s t  
s ign  o f  c o n f lic t bu t he was a co lou rfu l figure  who alkzgz ta r r ie d  
a  wocden sword. Mslifere’s  Les tou rberie s  de Scstin  1571. made 
th is  char a-, t e r  a p a rt o f  French comedy.

(15) in  I I  Itecnccrata Americano, fo r example, to  c rea ted  s n  Saeriran 
gramme lo t  which he used in  an ti-nuclear and a r t r - S e r i r a n  
dem onstrations. This p a rtic u la r  play  i s  a  grotesque p a rc ty  a t  an 
American technocrat; when f i r s t  performed, to  mured and made 
sounds o f  aeroplanes and space sh u tt le s ,  adding i t  emce in  a 
while a word or two o f  English (lik e  'y eah ! ' and 'Ok! — to  
speaks French w ell but no t B ig lish ) , w ith th e  p r s c is s  In flec tio n  
arti accen t. This American gram relot has been used by 50 in  
s a t i r i c a l  in te rp re ta t io n s  o f  ex-Presiden t Gerald Ford, to  tme of 
h is  a sid es , during a te lev ised  version o f  M istaro Buffo, t o  t e l l s  
how I I  Tfecnccrata Americano produced an 'in se tv is e d ' r i o t ,  during



one of the  performances in 'P a r is , amongst a sm all group of 
American sp ecta to rs; they did not understand a word o f  what was 
being sa id , bu t somehow they knew i t  was s a t i r is in g  them.

(16) For a d escrip tion  of the  language in M istero Buffo made by the
c r i t i c  Renzo Tian, see C. V alen tin i, 1977, p . 125.

(17) Drantni p a s to ra ll confined elements from the  ru s tic  farce  and the 
p a s to ra le ; thus, Arcadia was substitu ted  by the  northern I ta l ia n  
countryside and the  neoclassica l nymphs and shepherds by 
burlesque peasants.

(18) La F iorina  i s  one o f  Ruzzante's or ra th e r  Angelo Beolco’s  (1502-
1542) b est works in  which he uses the  d ia le c t  o f  Padua and
expresses h is  p o e tic s . See R. V io la 's  Due saggl d i  le tte ra tu ra  
pavana (Padova, 1945) which a lso  contains a  re p r in t o f  th is  p lay , 
with i t s  I ta l ia n  tran s la tio n  face to  face.

(19) C ertain  c r i t i c s  d isag ree . The Qamnedla d e l l 'A r te , according to  
some, derived from the  o ld  toman theatre  and more sp e c if ic a lly  
from the fabula a te lla n a , a  type o f  Punch and Judy Show, which 
shewed masked charac ters  who, in  tu rn , had derived from the  Greek 
fa rce s . Perhaps, Harlequin and Pantaloon were a lso  d ire c t 
descendants o f  the old Roman clowns, even though th e ir  geneology 
was never w ell documented, there  being no proof nor d ire c t 
evidence to  show such a lin k . The ro le  o f  the Ruzzante was not 
fixed . I t  varied  from play  to  p lay; sometimes he was a  so ld ie r , 
o the r tim es a simple peasan t. In other words, Ruzzante was no t a 
stock  character in  the mould o f  the Captain, the Doctor or even 
Pantaloon, but an everyman prototype.

(20) Harsh measures were o ften  taken to  curb the g iu l l a r i 's  
a c t iv i t ie s .  These could range from censorship to  death . Thus in 
1548, with alarm a t  the  growth o f  the  Huguenot Movement in  
France, the government banned a l l  performances of r e lig io u s  plays 
(mvstferesi. I t  is  in te res tin g  to  note th a t the note lib e ra l,  
P ro te stan t churches were even iiore in to l le ra n t towards the 
q iu l l a r l  and ac to rs  in  general. Thus, in  1617, Geneva passed the 
'Lois Sonptuaires' which banished th e a tre  and dramatic 
l i t e r a tu re .  An Act o f  the B ritish  Parliament in  1642, closed a l l  
English th e a tre s . In both cases, the  a u th o ri tie s  f e l t  th a t the 
ac to rs  and g lu i l a r i  prom  ted  decadence and were a th re a t to  the 
p o l i t ic a l  s ta b i l i ty  o f  the  country. See a lso  F o 's  own comment in 
the  prologue to  'to sa  fre sca  . . . '  in  Fo, 1977e, p . 21.

(21) Cesare to l i n a r i  describes the  term c lu l la r i a  in  the following 
manner; 'La v a ria  genia dei c an ta s to r ie , de l c a n te rin i, del 
g io c o lie r i ,  d e i saltintoanchi, de i bu ffon i, d e i m a t t i ' .  He 
maintained th a t  ' l a  g iu l l a r ia  rappresenta i l  ncmento in cu i i l  
te a tro  p ro fe ssio n istic o  riassuneva in sfe o l t r e  a l ia  funzione



e s te f ic a  ed a quella  d 'in tra tte n im a n to , anche una funzione 
, ,  ' inform ativa s ia  su l piano c u ltu ra le  che su quello

d e l l ' avveninanto p o lit ic o  e quotidiano, n a rr a t i  non so lo , ma 
esam inati criticam ente  e polemicanente' (C. to l i n a r i ,  l c'72, pp. 
1-19). The g iu l l a r i  c a rried  ou t those functions th a t today are 
the  task o f  the mass media.

(22) i t  i s  in te re s tin g  to  note th a t Mxnen f i r s t  appeared in  p lays  o f
the  Comnedia d e ll 'A r te  in  1560. Both the Church and the 
a ris tocracy  had refused the  p a rtic ip a tio n  o f  women in  th e a tr ic a l 
ven tures. Therefore, the  formation o f  the  Qaanedla, where they 
could p a rtic ip a te ,  became a symbol fo r women, o f  a condition 
suspended between autonomy and e x p lo ita tio n , between dreams of 
honour and destiny  as a  merchandise. For the f i r s t  tim e, women 
joined in  the w ealth and p restjn e  o f  th e a tr ic a l  h is to ry , since 
the  only other p rofessions) a c t iv i ty  open to  them was

^  p ro s t i tu t io n . Vfoilst p r o s t i t  .io n , in  the eyes of the Church,
■■v '  allowed for a depraved use o f  the female tody as a means of

Z  d e te rr in g  o the r e th ic a l perversions, ac ting  promoted the  use of
^  • women for propagating a more contagious, su b tle  and v ast so c ia l

p erversion : 'Kuda o v e s t i ta ,  la  donna introduce n e lle  Oommedie
,  d e l l 'A r te ,  I 'a t t r a t t i v a  d i un oggetto  sessuale  che e s a lta  i l

T , proprio  fascino a co n ta tto  con le  trane e laborate  da i ccm ici1
(T essari, 1984, p . 23)

(23) Reference to  the sp e c if ic  d u a lity  o f  th e a tre , which propagates 
no t only en tertainm ent, a s  an a r t  form (a r te s ) , bu t a lso  the

^  values o f  a c iv i l is a t io n  (more..).

(24) ca rd in a l Borromeo, one o f  th e a tr e 's  most v itw e ro u s opponents,
declared th a t the plague o f  Milan o f  the  17&  century, which 
occurred between Epiphany and Lent, was div ine  punishment fo r the 
s in fu l  attendance a t  e v i l  shews, comedies were u sually  staged 
during Carnival (period between Epiphany and L ent), thus i t  was a 
time during which people substitu ted  pleasure  for l i t u rg i c a l
worship.

i Gramsci a s  quoted in  G. Mariani, e t  a l .

) His d is l ik e  for the  bourgeoisie i s  well-known: in  an interview
conceded to  Playboy in  1974, he explained the reasons for having 
abandoned bourgeois th e a tre : 'Ecco la  nostra  u sc ita  d a l te a tro
borghese: abbiano cap itc  che non basta  fare un te a tro
rivo luz ionario  e d 'avanguardia insieme a l ia  borghesia. PercKh? 
Perctfe la  borghesia d ig e risce  tu t t o ,  h il. p ib  grosso struzzo , 
d e lla  s to r ia  de ll'um anitk , come diceva Lenin; nessun b mai



r iu s c i to  a d ig e rire  e defecare co riandoli come la  borghesia. 
Quindi dovevano sceg liere  per Eocza d e g li spazi che Eossero 
realmente g u e lli d i u n 'a l t r a  c la s s e . [ . . . ]  Pol da noi vengono
anche i  p tc c o li borgbesi, i  to rghes i I llu m in ati, t u t t i  q u e lli  che 
vogliono, ogni tan to  viene anche qualche in d u s tria ls  pazzo: s i
siede  l l  a  so f f re ' (in L. B inni, 1977, pp. 2-3).

(28) in  an interview  with I /E sp resso , Dario to  affirm ed the  importance 
th a t  s to r y - te l le r s  from h is  youth had in  the development o f  h is  
dramatic caree r: 'Quanta ero  ragazzino, a l  mio paese e ra  pieno 
d i  fab u la to ri che andavano per le  piazze a raccontare s to r ie  o 
f a t t i  d i cronaca. Certo fe che i l  gusto per raccontare, per 
im prow isare , per inventare s itu a z ic n i e ra  cogs d i t u t t i  g io rn i, 
anche senza bisogno d i essere  ubriachi o  d i aspettare  che 
a rr iv a sse  Carnevale1 (in R. C irio , 1987, p . 128).

(29) L 'Associazione R icrea tiva  C u ltw ale  I ta l ia n s  ( I ta lia n  C u ltu ra l 
R ecreational Association) i s  the  p . c . l . ' s  c u ltu ra l wing.

(30) As quoted in  M itchell, 1984, p . 10.

(31) Mayakovsky's Mvsterv-Souf'/e (1918), considered the  f i r s t  Soviet 
p lay , was a hymn of c : :ise  to  s o c ia l is t  optimism and to  the 
R evolution. W ritten in  the language o f  p o e tica l a llego ry , th is  
work rein forced  the h is to r ic a l  meaning o f  the  Revolution and 
suggested so lu tions for today 's  u rgent problems (echoing F o 's  cwn 
fe e lin g s ) , His ly r ic a l  sentiments o ften  took the  form o f  v icious 
a ttac k s  on the  enemies o f  the Revolution -  in  th is  p a rticu la r  
p la y , he s a t i r is e s  Rousseau and Tblstoy because of th e ir  
hypocrisy a«3 g rea t bourgeois t r a d i tio n . Hvsterv-Bouffe i s  an 
ind ica tion  o f  the s truggle  between the p ro le ta r ia t  and the 
bourgeo isie, as w ell a s  being an invective again st the C atholic- 
Orthodox h ierarchy which p lag iarised  a l l  the  popular tra d i tio n s  
(again echoing Fo 's own fee lings on the  su b je c t). Perhaps 
iro n ic a lly , th is  i s  how Vladimir Mayakovsky described h is  Mystery 
Bouffe: ' [ . . . ]  our g rea t revo lu tion  condensed by poetry and
dramatic ac tion  . . .  Mystery i s  a l l  th a t is  gr-?at in  the 
Revolution, and Bouffe i s  what is  what i s  amusing. The poetry of 
Mvsterv-Bouffe c o n sis ts  o f  slogans for meetings, shouts on the 
s t r e e t ,  the  language o f  the  newspapers. The ac tion  o f  Mvsterv- 
Bouffe i s  the action  o f  the  crowds, the c o llis io n  of the  c la sses , 
the  stru g g le  o f  ideas -  a  m iniature world in  the  c ircu s  a re n a '.
(A. M iller , 1976, pp. 99-100)

(32) The te x t  of reference here is  th a t o f  the Einaudi E dition , which 
includes the following m icro-tex ts: 'to sa  fresca  a u len tiss im a ',
'Lauda dei b a t tu t i ' ,  'S trage  deg li in n o c e n ti ',  't o r a l i t h  de l 
c ieco  e d e l la  s to r p io ',  'Le nozze d i  Cana', 'H ascita de l 
g iu l l a r e ' ,  'La n a sc ita  d e l v illa n o ’ , 'R esurrezione d i L azzaro ', 
'Bonifacio V III1, ' I I  Matto e la  f o r t e ' ,  'M aria viene a conoscere



i d e l la  condanna imposts a l  f ig l io ’ , 'Gioco d e l Matto so tto  la
‘ . • V J c ro c e ',  'P assione -  Maria a l ia  croce1. A ll the  quota tions Erom

'  ;  : M istero Buffo are taken Erom th is  e d itio n .

(33) to  v e rify  t h i s ,  one needs but to  compare the Mazzotta Edition
'• . •»/ (1977c) w ith the  Einaudi E dition (1977e).



Chapter 4:

(1) Einaudi E d ition , pp. 5-23.

(2) As reported in  M itchell, 1984, p . 26

(3) E inaudi E dition , pp. 24-29

(4) CXir own word, appropria tely  'inven ted ' to  mean 'f e a r  o f  h e l l ’ 
(from Erebus, the god o f  darkness, son o f  Chaos and brother of 
Night. Erebus i s  a lso  the  darkness below the  E arth , thought to 
be the  abode o f  the dead o r  the region they pass through on th e ir  
way to  Hades).

(5) Einaudi E d ition , pp. 30-39

(6) References w il l  be made no t only to  t o ’s  a b i l i ty  as a  playw right 
bu t a lso  a s  an actor in  M istero Buffo.

(7) Einaudi E d ition , pp. 40-55

(8) See B rech t's  B e rto lt Brecht Collected Plays; The Threepenny 
Opera, ed. & t r .  J .  W ille tt  & R. Manheim, Vol. 2 , P a rt 2 , London, 
Eyre Methuen, 1969.

(9) Einaudi E dition , pp. 58-69

(10) These descrip tions are  very s im ila r to  those in  R abelais ' works 
(especia lly  Pantacruel e t  Garoantua) and in  the  popular cu ltu re  
o f  the  Middle Ages. The images o f  the  banquet, the e a tin g , the 
d rink ing , the excesses, lose  th e ir  re lig io u s solemnity and become 
images o f  popular c e leb ra tion  where abundance i s  no t a  s in  but a 
hyrm to  c re a tio n . The images o f  the  medieval banquet a re  very 
v isu a l and o ften  grotesque, and besides Fo, o the r film  producers 
have found i t  important to  incorporate these images in  th e ir  
work. P ier Paolo P aso lin i springs immediately to  mind w ith h is  
famous ep ic  't r i l o g y ': The Decameron, The Canterbury Tales and A 
Thousand and One N ights.

(11) Einaudi E dition , pp. 70-81

(12) Ib id . ,  pp. 82-96

(13) I b id . ,  pp. 96-103

(14) Mazzotta E dition , pp. 20-21. The te x t  of 'Resurrezione d i 
Lazzaro1 in  the  Mazzotta E dition  seems more drawn out and richer 
in  de scrip tio n , e sp ec ia lly  regarding the crow d's behaviour and



i t s  expectations during the m itacle.

(15) E inaudi E dition , pp. 105-119

(16) See B rech t's The R esis tib le  Rise o f  Arturo Oi, t r .  R. Hanheiie, 
London, Eyre to thuen , 1976.

(17) 'M ichele S tran ie ro  r e t i t l e s  the play  "Mistero Buffo", and s e ts  
ou t to  debunk t o ' s  spurious sense o f  h is to ry , producing a l i s t  o f  
h is to r ic a l  inaccuracies and anachronisms which occur in  Mistero 
Buffo (such a s , fo r example, the fac t th a t the term mystery is  
n o t found in  the  Mass but in  the  ftosary), and accusing to  o f  
f a ls ify in g  h is to r ic a l  fa c ts  and sim plifying the popular elements 
o f  h is  source m a teria l. S tran iero  m aintains th a t  Fo, in  h is  zea l 
to  reappropriate popular cu ltu re  from the m ystifying hands of 
bourgeois carm entators, ignores or m u tila tes  te x ts  which are  of 
bourgeois o r ig in ' (Stran iero  in  M itchell, 1984, p . 16).

(18) Z e f f i r e l l i 's  consent cm th is  p a rtic u la r  te x t  i s  a  good example.
He accepted the  legitim acy of s a t i r i c a l  c r i t iq u e  again st the
Church's and the Papacy's corrup tion , but he disapproved i t s
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monologue ["A Woman Alone"), ( . . . )  is  one o f  her f in e s t  and 
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(3) Term borrowed frcm Roland Barthes. For a note de ta iled  
d iscussion , see  B a rthes 's  C r i t ic a l  Essays, Evanston, Kbrthwestern 
U niversity  P ress , 1972.
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Barthes, 1972, pp. 41-50.

(5) to r  imre d e ta i l s ,  see A. S ic h e i 's  review in  The S ta r . 3 Ju ly
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