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TEATRO POVERO DI MONTICCHIELLO

Autodramma 2007

A(h)ia!

(‘Ou(w)t!’)

When you came up the hill to this village, you will have seen blocks of new houses under construction.  For nearly a year, they have been the cause of furious debate in Monticchiello, in Tuscany, and in the Italian national press.  Are they an environmental catastrophe, as bodies like UNESCO seem to think?  Are they, on the contrary, an essential development, if this under-populated village is to have a future?  Should they have been designed as family houses, rather than as holiday appartments for tourists?  Such contrasting opinions have bitterly divided Monticchiello for months, undermining its social harmony with arguments and recriminations.  Meanwhile, until the question is resolved, all building and other activity has been prohibited within a designated area (now alluded to by the ‘chalk circle’ of the play): this has left everyone in a state of suspension, both those who want to develop the houses and those who want to do other things.  Life has been brought to a halt.

The villagers have resented the way in which journalists and others have mis-quoted and exploited their views; so they have tended to retreat into a silence which has then been compared to the ‘omertà’ of communities ruled by the mafia.  Will Monticchiello now break its silence, and explore this issue in its autodramma as it has confronted so many other questions in the past?  The zone where the construction is taking place was once called the Aia del Popolo — a communal open  space where peasants could thresh their grain, and also engage in open debate.  (In addition, it was where the Emperor Charles V placed his cannons during the siege of 1553.)  Now the word aia sounds more like a cry of pain – Ahi!.  Hence the title of this play.

--------------------

Unexpectedly, we open with an extract from a stylized satirical farce by Chekhov entitled The Wedding, an entertainment which was performed last January by the Teatro Povero in their indoor theatre.  A rich but very ignorant provincial Russian family named Zigalov is celebrating the wedding of its daughter Dashenka.  The party is to be graced by the presence of a General, no less!  A dream come true!  During preparations we see the ridiculous posing of the family and guests.  The bridegroom Aplombov argues about the dowry; there is a guest from Greece to whom no one knows what to say; and the man from the telegraph office, Mr Yat, pays obsequious court to Mrs Zmeyukina who fancies herself as a singer, but is actually the local midwife.  Yat tries to show his modern sophistication by recommending electric light, an innovation which Mr Zigalov rejects out of hand.  There is a quarrel between Yat and Aplombov, which has to be rapidly calmed down.  Andryushka eventually announces the arrival of the General.  He is welcomed with exaggerated respect; but we learn from asides that he is an impostor, a minor naval Captain pretending to be more important than he is.  In order to maintain his distance from the company, he uses endless technical naval vocabulary which none of them can understand.  Despite constant pleas to talk about something else, he bombards the company with a series of shouted commands which send them all into total panic.  But then we hear a massive explosion off stage … and the whole cast of the farce quietly leaves ….

… revealing a circle in the middle, where there are six trapdoors covered by netting.  Six slow-moving Monticchiellesi — defined a little later as the ‘Living Monoliths’ — push their heads up through the holes.  They too have heard the explosion, and do not understand what it was, or where they are.  They are trapped, and find it difficult to move most parts of their body.  Is is the end of the world?  Or the beginning of a new one?  Are they blocked in Heaven?  Or in Hell?  Are they being punished for something?  Are they in trenches during a war?  (At one point, Arturo starts singing a soldiers’ song.)  Only Alpo prefers the world inside the circle to the one outside; and he annoys the rest by playing an old tune on his clarinet.  But the others are unhappy and confused.  What is this circle?  Who drew it, and why?  Have they invented it in their own minds?  A smartly-dressed woman (Rita) approaches them from outside, and sings the ‘Ballad of the Chalk Circle’, about people from a small valley thrown into confusion by the fall of a meteor.  We begin to see this entrapping circle as a metaphor for what is happening to Monticchiello in relation to the ‘new houses’.

Continuing the metaphor, Rosanna tells the others how the ants, the moles and all the other small creatures are leaving the area of the circle, because they have been forbidden (by whom?) from excavating or moving about underground, because it causes environmental damage.  Unable to work within the circle, these creatures who have lived here since the Etruscans, through Charles V’s siege and the Republic of Siena, are going to move away.  A disussion ensues, sometimes impeded by bickerings and misunderstandings; but eventually attention focuses on the ant-hills which the departing insects may build elsewhere — clearly themselves a metaphor for the ‘new houses’.  They are full of life, says Arturo.  But harmful to the plants and trees, says Paolo.  Still better than a desert, says Arturo: I would rather have all the creatures here.  Will we be left with no animals at all?  Rosanna remembers deserted human villages, thus moving closer to the hidden topic of discussion.  This makes Arturo uncomfortable; but eventually it is Denise who asks directly whether the whole subject of the new constructions should be turned into an autodramma.  (The ‘Monoliths’ are indeed contemporary Monticchiellesi, trapped in their current dilemma.)  Arturo in particular is deeply upset by this, rendered almost speechless: he would prefer to do a play about almost anything else.  About bandits? about the countryside? about traffic problems?  Why not just a nice entertaining farce?

Rita returns as a tour guide with a group of visitors.  The Monoliths fall completely silent, and the tourists are not allowed to step inside their circle.  They are inspected and commented like animals in a zoo, with the help of passages from a guide book read out by the tourist Maria.  They have been turned into Monoliths, we hear, since ‘the Event’ happened.  Were they shut in by an outside force, or did they shut themselves in voluntarily?  It is at this stage that we hear about the Aia del Popolo, the communal threshing space, previously a communal oven, earlier still the site of Charles V’s cannon.  The tourists discuss whether the village can move on to a future, or must become a lifeless ‘museum where it is always springtime’.  Conservation is pitted against modernity: in fact these outsiders engage in the debate which the Monticchiellesi have been avoiding, at least in public.  Rita intervenes twice to advertise what the tourists can move on to next: the Taverna, whose 40-year-old menu is recited in full; or the Bookshop, where they can buy little statues of the Living Monoliths.

At a certain point the tourists confront and pester the Monoliths with direct questions, which initially makes them hide below the stage again.  Why do they never speak?  Is it really a case of omertà, of silence motivated by guilt, or by fear?  Rita sings again: ‘They won’t speak; they can’t speak — or maybe they will?’  Briefly the Monoliths explode into two opposing expressions of opinion.  Denise ‘rebels against everything’, against the machinery and the noise and the modernity: she dreams of empty open spaces without cranes, without the security fences and cameras which already enclose rich people’s ‘second houses’.  Arturo, on the other hand, has had for 40 years a dream of a village returned to life, in which 1,000 windows are lit once again.  Rita sings of how, with the new houses, at least 600 windows will be lit; but the lives they express will be new and unfamiliar..

The tourists return to their unwelcome questions, asking particularly about what the chalk circle is, and why the people are inside it. ‘We are your loyal audience,’ says Luchino, ‘we want to hear you explain and dramatize what you think.’  ‘You’ve made plays about everything else’, says Maria, ‘about women, old age, the treatment of the insane, the Iraq war.  Why not about this?’  ‘Not just to satisfy your curiosity,’ is the immediate answer.  Rita sings a ballad of the Teatro Povero, how for 40 years the village has sought renewal for a dying community, using its autodrammi.  Her song is unfinished, but the implication is that they must now use theatre to face their current dilemma.  They must turn round and look.  Behind the veils at the back of the stage, figures begin to appear.  They are the people of Monticchiello, the past, the peasant inheritance which the theatre has so often evoked.  ‘Have you no duty to them?’  ‘They’re not here any more,’ says Arturo, ‘they’re just shadows.’

But four of the ‘shadows’ step forward to tell a story, which has been narrated here on stage once before (in the 1994 autodramma).  The story of how the Bugno family were evicted from their sharecropping farm by huge forces of police in 1952, during the bitter political struggles between landlords and peasant leagues.  And how the whole farming community turned out to protest, to protect them, and to give them advice.  Everything was brutally cleared out of the property and destroyed: we hear of the anguish of the family returning that night to their devastated home.  ‘That was being evicted from their lives,’ says Vera: ‘Are we now to have an eviction from memory.  Why?’  Slowly, painfully, the so-called ‘Monoliths’ climb out of their holes in the stage, helping one another as they do so.  They turn to face the people behind the veil, and make physical contact with them.

But that is all.  Arturo suddenly turns round to the audience, and becomes once again Mr Zigalov, the father of the bride.  ‘We’ve got a General coming to our house!’  The people come out from behind the veils as wedding guests; the General marches on to the stage once more; and there is another explosion.  Is Monticchiello’s 40-year dream of regeneration doomed to failure, and exploitation by unscrupulous outsiders — like the Zigalov family’s dream of social eminence?
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