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TEATRO POVERO DI MONTICCHIELLO

Autodramma 2008

Il paese dei b(a)locchi

(‘Stage-st(r)uck Village’)

Often in the past, for its Christmas shows, the Teatro Povero has enjoyed mounting a theatrical version of Pinocchio, the classic story by Carlo Collodi which all Italian children know well.  Throughout this tale, the wooden puppet Pinocchio, through a long series of mistakes and false starts, is trying desperately to become a real human being.  The village of Monticchiello, like other small centres in Italy, would like to be given the chance by politicians and bureaucrats to become an economically viable community, with proper services; but promises are never fulfilled.  The premise of this year’s show is that Pinocchio’s desires and frustrations can symbolize those of Monticchiello.  ‘Balocchi’ (toys, games, pastimes, even theatre itself) are confused with ‘blocchi’ (blocks, obstacles, inability to move).  Moreover, the recent change of government in Italy is viewed here with ironic scepticism.

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

The village of Monticchiello is preparing with some excitement for a big event.  A new national programme called ‘Piccola Italia’ (‘Little Italy’), will help develop small centres of population.  An exhibition has been created in Monticchiello, of objects from the community’s agricultural past.  It will be opened by a ministerial delegation, accompanied – possibly – by HIMSELF, the great political figure of the moment, ‘known to all the world as The Saviour’.  A letter arrives from the Ministry of Economic Rescue, to confirm that this event has been approved.

The village band assembles to practice its musical welcome, a new composition aimed at evoking optimism and ‘a new dawn’.  (Since it contains people of all ages, including quite small children, the band must represent the whole village population.)  Its first notes are disastrously bad; and several people confess that for some reason they cannot produce any breath, or get any sound out of their instruments.  This has never happened before.  The local President of the Exhibition, Arturo, loses his temper and accuses them of a political boycott; but they insist that that they are not doing it deliberately.  They will have to fall back on a ‘percussion greeting’, just tapping their instruments with other objects.  (‘More like a prisoners’ protest than an official welcome’, is one reaction.)

An old peasant named Giovacco is the person who has assembled the exhibition.  Unpacking his suitcase, he explains to a group of children what some of the old agricultural tools are.  And he tells how as his grandfather started to carve Pinocchio dolls out of wood, for him and other children.  He still has his own ‘Pinocchio’ in the suitcase.  (Young Giorgio says that his grandfather was at school with Giovacco, and has always regarded him as a bit crazy.)

Arturo has a panicky argument with Pierluigi, the waiter who will serve drinks to the VIPs.  Pierluigi is sceptical about ‘Piccola Italia’, and also advises Arturo to stop smoking.  ‘Who are you, then?’ asks Arturo.  ‘Pinocchio’s Talking Cricket, giving everyone advice which they don’t want?’
The VIPs arrive, welcomed by the ‘percussion’ and talking constantly into their cellphones.  ‘HIMSELF is coming… no he isn’t… yes he is.  But he is delayed by an emergency meeting.’  They start without him.  Arturo makes a speech of welcome, and invites Giovacco to explain more publicly about his attachment to a past civilization, about his grandfather, and about his total faschination with the story of Pinocchio.  ‘Perhaps’, says Arturo, our village will now find its own Blue Fairy, and manage (metaphorically) to become fully human.’  In reply the visiting VIPs make promises for developing the village which become increasingly ludicrous.  Proper services, and the elmination of organized crime; but then also a motorway bridge to the Po Valley, and a separate nuclear power plant for every private house.  Members of the band, listening, are disappointed by this nonsense; and the proposals are punctuated, on a mysterious sound track, by mocking magpie-like laughter.

When the Exhibition is finally uncovered, it looks so bad that Giovacco is devastated at the mess that has been made of his collection; and the VIPs are insulted and angry.  One of them leaves the stage, shouting about his lost briefcase.  The others start a farcical argument.  The remark is let slip that ‘Piccola Italia’ is one of those issues ‘which are supposed to be discussed all the time, but never resolved’.  But most of all, the four men start accusing each other of corrupt practices, and of illegally acquiring large amounts of euros.  (The money is measured by the cocuzza, a vague fantasy measurement, like a ‘pot’ of gold.)  Before they storm off, one of them opens Giovacco’s suitcase and smashes the ‘Pinocchio’ doll on the ground.  Arturo despairs: ‘What kind of world have we ended up in?’  The band makes one more attempt to play a note of music, but it fails, and departs.  Giovacco is left trying to collect and assemble the pieces of his ‘Pinocchio’.

Arturo needs someone to blame for the fiasco, and turns on Pierluigi the waiter, accusing him of organizing the mocking laughter on the soundtrack.  We hear an extract from an old anarchist folk-song, inviting Italians to resist their political oppressors; and as he departs, Pierluigi salutes Giovacco with a ‘Talking Cricket’ noise.
Giovacco’s memories suddenly come to life: he confronts his grandfather, his grandmother, his father, and his own childhood self.  (But the person whom he calls his mother looks more like Pinocchio’s Blue Fairy.)  They speak of his Pinocchio obsession, and of the doll carved by his grandfather.  They also recall the moment when they left their farm for ever, when Monticchiello’s economic world changed around the 1960s; and they tell Giovacco never to be ashamed of having been a peasant.  There are more chirrups from Pierluigi, the Talking Cricket…
… and Pinocchio himself bursts on to the stage, joined by a crowd of characters from his fairy-tale worldy.  We see how he was first created out of a piece of wood, by two quarrelsome old men, Mastro Antonio and Geppetto.  There follows a rapid series of allusions to events in Collodi’s story.  The Talking Cricket makes comments on the puppet’s long nose, saying that it’s the only thing which has made him famous.  Pinocchio constantly repeats that he wants to be a man, and is told by the Fairy that first he has to deserve it.  Neighbours pass their judgement on Pinocchio; they then report that he has been hanged, and the Fairy calls her servants to rescue him.  A group of children trick him away from going to school, with the story of the arrival of a sea monster which might be the one which swallowed his father.  After a fight, one boy is left lying on the ground, and gendarmes make an attempt to arrest Pinocchio.  But behind these stories, there also re-appear the VIPs visiting Monticchiello, with their quarrels and their ridiculous projects of renewal for the village.

The Circus Ringmaster in fact advertises the VIPs as performing animals.  His language turns into bureaucratic nonsense, a style which is then repeated by three Doctors arguing about whether Pinocchio is alive or dead.  The puppet-master Fire-Eater (Mangiafuoco) first threatens to use Pinocchio as firewood; but then he takes pity on him and sends him away with five gold pieces.  The Fox and the Cat trick him with the story of the magical Field of Miracles: if he buries his gold pieces in the field, he is told, they will grow overnight into a money tree.  He rejects the warnings of Pierluigi the Cricket, and of a talking Parrot who is heard but not seen.  The lies of the Fox and Cat are alternated on stage with the promises of the VIPs.  After his money is inevitably stolen by the two tricksters, Pinocchio appeals to a Judge.  His list of the marvellous sweets he wanted to buy with the money tree is confused with the ‘Piccola Italia’ promises, so we start hearing (from the mouths of characters in Pinocchio’s world) of a motorway flyover made of custard, and the defeat of the mafia flavoured with rose-water.  The Judge, sincerely moved to tears, recognizes Pinocchio as a victim of crime – and therefore sends him to prison.  But as soon as the Jailor hears that he is a regular career criminal, he is set free again.  (Does that system belong to Pinocchio’s fictional world, or to ours?)
Hearing that his Blue Fairy is sick in hospital, Pinocchio offers the few coins he has left to pay for her cure.  She immediately appears, and says he now deserves to become a man.  Pierluigi the Cricket, however, is sceptical about this ‘reward’ – do the examples of humanity which we have seen, both in Carlo Collodi’s world and in ‘our’ world, suggest that being ‘human’ is an acceptable ambition?

Pinocchio remains on stage for the conclusion of the ‘Piccola Italia’ ceremony in Monticchiello.  Arturo makes a speech of thanks to the VIPs.  They in their turn promise that ‘Little Italy’ will be given… what sounds very much like a big Nothing.  On the sound system we at last hear the exciting arrival of HIMSELF, the ‘Saviour’.  From what we hear, he has galloped up on a splendid horse.  (A ‘cavallo’ in Italian normally has as its rider a ‘Cavaliere’ – now who could that be?)  The VIPs are frozen into a grotesque slow-motion ballet, then covered by a sheet and removed from the picture altogether.  Pinocchio exits, as Giovacco comes in with his own ‘Pinocchio’ doll, the pieces of which he has reassembled.  He puts it back into its suitcase.

Finally, Alpo the bandmaster comes to make one more attempt.  This time, it seems, Monticchiello has got its voice back, and the band begins to play.
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