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PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION



This book comes out in English five years after its publication in Italy, where it is now in its second edition. This English version is virtually identical to the original, except that it does not include the chronology of Teatro delle Albe’s work, which can be found on the company’s website (http://www.teatrodellealbe.com/).


The portrait of the artist seems to me still accurate, and the division of the book into largely autonomous chapters grants the reader freedom to move at will within the text. Eight pages of photographs have been added to this edition. Further, in this Preface, I would like to take the opportunity to offer a brief update of Ermanna’s work since 2012.


Teatro delle Albe has presented its work in the U.S. on diverse occasions. In 1998 Luş came to Boston, Chicago, and Madison, Wisconsin, for performances at universities. In 2005, the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago premiered Mighty Mighty Ubu. In 2011, PS122 in New York presented Ouverture Alcina as part of the Coil Festival.1 This book, however, is directed to a wider public than those who have seen the Albe’s U.S. performances, with the aim of demonstrating the vitality and special qualities of contemporary Italian theater through one of its most important companies. The context is the variegated one of “Nuovo Teatro” (New Theater), the name given to the wave of artistic and social contestation against institutional theater born in the 1960s, following upon the impact in Italy of the work of the Living Theatre and Jerzy Grotowski’s Polish Theatre Lab. Begun as a radical experimentation with new theatrical languages, the movement found especially fertile ground, in the Eighties, in the region of Romagna, where groups such as Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio, Teatro Valdoca, and Teatro delle Albe, each quite distinct from the other, developed strikingly irreverent and uncompromising conceptions of performance and theater’s function.


The story told in this book unfolds on multiple levels. On one level is the story of Teatro delle Albe, a company which over thirty years has taken deep root in its native city of Ravenna (famous for its byzantine mosaics, and site of the tomb of Dante), and has influenced several generations of young people, in a particularly efficacious example of a dynamic relation between theater and its surrounding polis. Then there is the story of an “art couple”, the collaboration between Marco Martinelli, director and playwright, and Ermanna Montanari, the actress. Working in tandem, the two have invented a language in which experimentation feeds on tradition and contaminates its audience with a hunger for new visions. Finally, there is the individual story of Ermanna, an actress who in my view incarnates the search for one’s own, individual artistic language. Compelled at first by her specific circumstances, she has found a way to translate her drive for self-discovery into non-autobiographical spectacles, inventing an inimitable style of performance based on her magnetic presence and stunning vocal abilities, applying an almost maniacal precision to the unquenchable cultural mythos of her rural origins.


Since 2012, her journey has continued to deepen while broadening into new areas.2 Ermanna has always preferred the term “figure” to that of “character”, as an expression of her refusal to bow to the psychological confines imposed on the standard roles of modern theater. On one hand, she has developed performances based on historical personages, while on the other she has focused ever more decisively on vocal exploration. She created the role of Tolmina Pantani in the Albe’s Pantani, a mother-figure universally recognized in Italy from the tragic story of her son, the great cyclist who died under mysterious circumstances. She has also brought to life on stage the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in the play Life Under Arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi. Both of these texts were composed by Martinelli, who has always created his work with specific performers in mind. In both cases, the actress needed to make her performance evoke a publicly recognized personage while filling the figure with her own unique vision. During the same years, Ermanna has created the new version of her Luš, perhaps the deepest point reached by her vocal research (see the chapter here “Campiano in Concert”). A newer piece, La camera da ricevere (The Receiving Room) fixes the most crucial and intense moments of her “songbook” in the form of a theatricalization of the material discussed in this book’s chapter on “Theater of Voices”. Still more recently, the piece entitled Maryam (with text by Luca Doninelli, directed by Martinelli, music by Luigi Ceccarelli) examines the figure of Mary as a meeting point between Christianity and Islam. The play consists of a series of monologues by women about the loss of the beloved, creating a short circuit between political and personal tragedies. Describing the piece, Ermanna states simply, “Everyone prays as best they can.” The unique quality of her presence on stage remains the same, both in her ensemble work and her solo performances. At the same time, Ermanna has begun to stretch out as a writer, as seen in the volume Primavera eretica. Scritti e interviste, 1983-2013 (Heretical Spring. Writings and Interviews, 1983-2013), where the “art couple” of Ermanna and Marco marks the turning points in the thirty-year history of the Albe. Meanwhile, in Miniature campianesi (Campiano Miniatures), Ermanna has inscribed brief stories of her native land, exposing memories deposited in her soul and transfigured in her theater.


She has also branched out into cinema. The second of her two spectacles centered on the historical figure of the medieval nun/playwright, Rosvita of Gandersheim, entitled Rosvita lettura-concerto (Rosvita Concert Reading), was filmed by the Acqua-Micans Group in 2013. Still more recently, Life Under Arrest of Aung San Suu Kyi was shot as a feature film directed by Martinelli. This movie version was not a simple transposition of the theatrical spectacle. Rather, it “redraws the play’s borders within an original, contemporary visual imaginary […] like an art film capable of reaching a wide audience, addressing questions of justice and beauty.” Six young girls narrate pieces of contemporary history in a “story-evocation that comes to life inside a warehouse and then leads us into spiral of surreal, fantastical locations”, in which Aung San Suu Kyi and other figures from the play alternate with the presence of the girls.3


I complete this Preface on May 25, 2017. A few hours from now, a spectacular open-air staging of the three canticles of Dante’s Divine Comedy will begin, in the form of a procession starting at Dante’s tomb in the center of Ravenna. The inaugural spectacle will present the Comedy’s first canticle, Inferno, with Purgatory following in 2019 and Paradiso in 2021, all to celebrate the 700th anniversary of the poet’s passing. The entire city of Ravenna will become a theater, including a cast of hundreds of citizens. All the company’s actors and even the staff will be involved, and every space in Teatro Rasi, including the offices, will be transformed into the varied pits of Dante’s hell. Marco Martinelli and Ermanna Montanari, dressed in white, will guide its unscrolling.


Inferno re-launches the alchemical work of the Montanari-Martinelli couple, in search of a new equilibrium between polis and poetry, and Ermanna continues to experiment at the limits of acting within this vast context. At one moment, she steps back to allow poetry to come forth, at another she reacts grotesquely to the infernal chaos, at yet another she becomes a “character”, reciting the Commedia according to the powerful ancient tradition, but always in her own unique way. Dante’s Count Ugolino becomes an unexpected brother to Ermanna’s figures such as Bêlda, Rosvita, and Alcina. Ugolino’s cannibalism is expressed in a small voice and frugal gestures, his devoured sons dropping away one by one like falling leaves of paper.


For the English edition, I wish to thank the Department of the Arts of the University of Bologna, Teatro delle Albe, and the Titivillus publishing house. For practical assistance I give special thanks to Silvia Pagliano, Laura Redaelli, Francesca Venturi, and to Cosetta Gardini.


I also thank Thomas Haskell Simpson, a translator any author would be glad to have, for the security and delicacy with which he moves between the text’s culture of departure and that of its arrival, without forgetting the specifics inherent to theater.





PREFACE



“And the twelfth stroke of midnight sounded; the twelfth stroke of midnight, Thursday, the eleventh of October, Nineteen hundred and Twenty-eight”. Thus Virginia Woolf closed her famous novel Orlando, bringing to an end both the character’s life and the author’s labor of writing. Orlando traversed centuries, geographical boundaries and genders, finally coming to shore in her twentieth-century incarnation.


For me, the launch of the 41st edition of the Santarcangelo Festival, directed by Ermanna Montanari, has similar meaning. Friday July 7, 2011: this was the date I had set to begin transforming my long voyage with her into a book-length portrait of the actress. I will usually refer to her by her first name, but not to flaunt my intimacy: Ermanna, an unmistakably male name (Ermanno), turned female by an altered final vowel, signals a key to her artistic identity. Ermanna has traversed time and space in her roles and theatrical travels – from the science-fiction future of Philip K. Dick to the Middle Ages of her Rosvita, and still farther back to ancient Greece. She has traversed gender, performing the male role of Molière’s Miser, and surpassed the limits of the human, playing a donkey, a sort of Don Giovanni with a thousand loves, yet always true to herself. For the Santarcangelo Festival, she had taken on yet another role. I shall begin from this one to retrace her stage “figures”, as she calls them, in their completeness and open-endedness, seeking to maintain the detachment necessary to tell the story of a passionately admired actress, and to display fragments of her art and her world.


***


June 9, 2011. In a crowded student bookstore in Bologna, Ermann Montanari announces the 41st edition of the annual Santarcangelo Festival. Ermanna begins her presentation by pointing to the image of moray eels on the festival poster designed by Leila Marzocchi. Morays, Ermanna explains, are aquatic animals without sharp edges or defined outlines, who plunge deep into the mud. A moray spirit has guided her creative process, she says, but from her energetic tale another aspect of the moray emerges: prized as a delicacy by the ancient Romans, the eel loses its toxicity when cooked. It was believed a species that, like amphibians, could leave the sea to couple with snakes on land or bask in the sun. The moray thus summarizes the double dimension of stage language, in which every object is itself but simultaneously connotes something else. Her words conjure a Santarcangelo filled with sounds and voices criss-crossing in every direction: newly invented performance spaces will substitute ones no longer available; there will be many artists – the most distant arriving from Japan –, and, in an era of material poverty, there will be a hundred young volunteers to set in motion the giant mechanism of the festival. A young chorus of Santarcangelo teens will join the adolescent actors assembled by Teatro delle Albe during their voyages through the world. The empty seats in the town’s central plaza, Piazza Ganganelli, recall the present difficulty of producing theater… What is an actor? Who is an actor today? The festival’s program began from such self-questionings, which for Ermanna conceal a wound deep within herself, something she cannot reveal.


This book too has the actor at its center, or rather, an actress, with a powerful identity, refractory toward definitions, a charismatic presence who revives the mystery of performance along with the concreteness of its practice. But something is being forced here: it is not easy, and sometimes quite impossible, to separate Ermanna from her company, and above all from her partner, Marco Martinelli, the director, playwright, teacher, and tenacious builder of spaces and relationships. They are an art couple that composes their individual differences into complex, sometimes unfathomable alchemies.


In Teatro delle Albe, Ermanna is not only an actress, but also author, director, set and costume designer, conceiving each work from the ground up, laboring in every function of theater. The task of directing the annual Santarcangelo Festival marks a turning point for her. As a theater historian, the image of Adelaide Ristori comes to my mind, the “captain of the armada” of her own company in the first years of the twentieth century, or the figure of Eleonora Duse, who suffered to twist her emotion and art into merchandise, but never lost the authority and efficiency a producer needs to run her own company. In her new role, Ermanna must assume all the faces of theater, the high and low, spiritual and material, monad and chorus, local and global; she must fight for both quality and money, experimentation and entertainment, truth and artifice…


Friday July 8. At 6 p.m., Ermanna conducts the initiation ritual of Eresia della felicità (Heresy of Happiness) with Marco Martinelli and the two hundred young people who have heeded their call to volunteer. She holds a large iron spike in her hands, held out in front of her with a decisive stance, and now passes it hand-to-hand among the participants while reciting verses from Aristophanes’ Peace. The rite signals the beginning of an itinerary, named in homage to Mayakovsy, which will run through the entire festival. With skill born of experience and clear pleasure, Martinelli will direct that crowded orchestra of teens all the way to the final farewell. It’s well known that between Cesena, Ravenna and Rimini, and all along the ancient Roman road named the Via Emilia, Italian New Theater established a crucial homeland beginning in the 1970s, of which this festival is a product and confirmation. Many of the major groups of the Eighties and after were born in Romagna, but the region is present in this book also for other reasons: Ermanna was born in deep rural Romagna, a world with its own language, which the Albe company has transformed into its own particular Africa. There is also the pataphysical Romagna, a mirror of Alfred Jarry’s provincial France, a spiritual dimension that incarnates diverse locales and eras, wherever roots remain solidly planted in the viscera of the earth, with the potential to produce sudden leaps tracing audacious trajectories. Ermanna’s theatrical trajectory began in Romagna in 1977. Today, with budget cuts on one side and globalization on the other, Ermanna initiates her leadership of the Santarcangelo Festival with a propitiatory verse by Aristophanes, a poem fragment that the company repeats backstage before every performance: “Comrades, what shall be our destiny? The game turns heavy, so if there is someone among you who knows some mystery, for example that of Samothrace, the moment has come to cast a beautiful spell”.


***


This book is composed in two parts. The first part begins, as such books should, with the protagonist’s adolescence, the formation of the couple and the group, and their decade of apprenticeship, by the end of which Ermanna is a proven actress, with a language of her own in a respected company. The second part of the book opens with a chapter of her writings: first those about her native village of Campiano, which originated and fueled her art, and then a list of the models from whom she has taken inspiration. From this we enter into her mature stage work. To elaborate this phase, I have made use of the concept of the songbook, the canzoniere, the same approach used by Mirella Schino to investigate the theater of Eleonora Duse. Ermanna and the legendary Eleonora share that mysterious attraction as actresses capable of stunning audiences with human turmoil both ineffable and terribly real, fruit of the astounding mastery of their craft. The term canzoniere refers both to the tradition of love poetry and to modern songs understood as single elements in a larger collection, and thus evoke the image of the theater artist as both poet and pop singer. Schino’s Duse is linked above all to the nineteenth century concept of repertoire. In the hands of the greatest actors, a repertory is not merely the sum of the roles performed, but also reveals a greater unity, a sort of world parallel to that of each separate play, in which all the previous roles flow into the next one, “as though the single fragments and individual characters of the diverse pieces were emerging parts, phases in the development of a great submerged cycle. […] A poem made of fragments”.1 In this way, we watch the canzoniere of Ermanna come to life in her roles, in the virgin girls who hear voices and the peasant women of rough passion, disquieting figures vibrating in a small, sonorous, magnetic body, characters intolerant of limits, each constrained in her own way to a carnal encounter with other ways of being, whether female, male, or animal. In their here-and-now, each of her stage figures evokes phantoms compressed into the body of the actress and, more or less consciously, in the memory of spectators, male and female alike, in a phenomenon that demonstrates the fact that language is gendered, and that theater cannot do without female protagonists.


Of course, what is presented on this page is mute, a scene composed of written words and a few graphic images. Thanks to these images, we can see the artist fixed in memorable, dynamic moments, but we must seek her voice elsewhere, in our memories or by listening to recordings. In this book, we can only imagine her voice through the reconstruction of the spectacles and stage photography, and through them we must imagine that we hear it, like an internal background track. The images in this volume offer aid, but any memory of theater is at best partial, its value directly proportional to the power of the voids it can evoke. I have attempted here to give substance to this dialectic by soliciting a plurality of viewpoints on Ermanna’s performances. A spectacle is, in fact, a multifaceted prism, even when it becomes two-dimensional on a piece of film or on a digital screen. The work cannot be reborn simply through a face-to-face encounter with the artist in question. Furthermore, in this case we come to the protagonist in her full maturity, still with a long career before her. The book therefore must necessarily present itself as open, without any pretense to be complete, and still less as some sort of testament. Teatro delle Albe is forever in fervid development: in 2013 the company turns thirty, and this is merely another phase, an opportunity to sum up and celebrate.


***


Some books represent a beginning for their writers. Such is this for me, although ancient threads tie me to Ermanna Montanari and Teatro delle Albe. This is my first book without my life companion, Claudio Meldolesi, as interlocutor and privileged reader, and as such its writing is often woven with an acute sense of something missing and nostalgia for that voice, that thought, and those eyes.


This book is also born in an epoch of great change. Neuroscience is helping us understand the centrality of physical processes in the production of emotions and the particularities of the emotions provoked by an artwork or by a great actor. My work on this project took a long time but did not require the archival research of my previous studies, which I do not miss, although those years left me with the pleasant memory of countless days spent poring over catalogue cards and old manuscripts, granting me wide stretches of time and salutory deadlines.


Nowadays scholars have almost all the archives they need at their fingertips. Teatro delle Albe has set up its own archive, so that I can click and read any review I need, and the internet allows me to enter their history: if Ermanna cites Robert Plant or a painting by Balthus, I can immediately track it down. Something crackles in the mind with all this immediacy: the writing leads to aesthetic experiences even as the work unfolds; here-and-now emotions illuminate the old documents. The labor of research nourishes itself on this unprecedented pleasure, which is becoming our daily routine.


***


My first thanks go to Ermanna Montanari and Marco Martinelli, my principal interlocutors. I was in constant contact with Ermanna, posing questions and asking for stories, but maintaining an instinctive avoidance (learned by reading her writings, especially the letters) of visceral relations, so as to maintain an appropriate dialectic between empathy and detachment, sharing and autonomy. “Seeking the persona of an actor in his work has nothing to do with the biographical drift of literary encyclopedias”, writes Meldolesi,2 “on the contrary, it is the most direct way to enter into contact with such a mysterious art”, but it is crucial to focus observation always on what takes place concretely on stage, and to be aware of the abuses often committed in the name of biography. The process of creation is extremely delicate; still more so, if possible, for an actress, who must co-exist between complex, intangible stages of art and life, art and trade. Whoever writes on this subject must never forget the actress’s strange mixture of force and fragility, openness and privacy, immediacy and artifice. The rapport with a director can be more direct, particularly in the case of Marco Martinelli, with his intellectual limpidity and that capacity for listening that constitutes a special trait of a good director.


I thank Cristina Ventrucci and all the components of Teatro delle Albe, especially Marcella Nonni, Michela Marangoni, Barbara Fusconi, Silvia Pagliano, Francesca Venturi and Laura Redaelli. I thank also Loredana Antonelli, Alessandro Argnani, Paola Bigatto, Laura Dondoli, Luigi Ceccarelli, Luigi Dadina, Luca Fagioli, Cosetta Gardini, Roberto Magnani, Maria Martinelli, Fiorenza Menni, Alice Protto, Max Rassu, Alessandro Renda and Davide Sacco; also the photographers, Enrico Fedrigoli, Silvia Lelli, Tommaso Le Pera, Marco Caselli Nirmal and Claire Pasquier. Lastly I thank Francesco Mariani, Maria Nadotti and Marco De Marinis, my partner in stimulating discussions, and my vivacious students.


Renata Molinari and Ferdinando Taviani were this book’s first readers, a fact that fills me with pride and brings me pleasure, because books, like spectacles, should be destined for many, but conceived in dialogue with particular individuals.


***


Note to readers: my meetings, both formal and informal, with Ermanna Montanari and Marco Martinelli were so numerous and continuous that I have not felt it necessary to footnote each citation with a date. Unless otherwise specified, all quoted citations come from these meetings. For more complete details, readers should consult the chronology at the end of this book and the online Archive of Teatro delle Albe: www.teatrodellealbe.com.




Part One
BIRTH OF AN ACTRESS




AN ART COUPLE


I have encountered two particular difficulties while writing this book about Ermanna Montanari. The first concerns the impossibility of separating her experience and history from that of Marco Martinelli, her playwright, director, and partner from the beginning of their shared career. The second derives from the brilliance with which both describe themselves and their theatre work: why add more words to their own, which are so concise and gravid, so animated by the special intelligence born of their work on stage? Between the two there is a clear distinction in their areas of artistic control and responsibility: Marco writes and directs, sometimes designs the lights, and sometimes performs; Ermanna, the actress, designs sets and costumes, and sometimes serves as playwright and director. The formula they use to describe this is “ideation by Marco Martinelli and Ermanna Montanari”. This is the foundation and nucleus of that “alchemical process” that characterizes their mode of theatrical creation and storytelling. It is partially mysterious, but we can discern the rational, quotidian and practical rationale behind it. We find this aspect of their relationship discussed in the volume Dialoghi in cucina [Kitchen Dialogues], a record of seven dialogues that took place during rehearsals, between September 8 and November 31, 1998, culminating in the debut of their play I Polacchi [The Poles, derived from Jarry’s Ubu Roi] at Teatro Rasi, their home theater in Ravenna.1 “In that limbo between the late hour of waking and the inevitable setting-out for the restaurant”, Ermanna and Marco debate the details of the spectacle they are preparing, comment on rehearsals, examine the obstacles they’ve run into, imagine solutions, and share mental images. The discussion is very concrete, so much so that the reader could track their dialogues to specific rehearsals, watching each change tried out on stage: does it work or not? Wishing to reconstruct the dialectic between the two of them, each clearly distinct from the other, and avoiding the foolish temptation to attribute reason to one and emotion to the other, on the part of Ermanna we find: deep rurality (her native village of Campiano), dialect, the primacy of the visual, encyclopedic reading, the need for “a room of one’s own”,2 progress in leaps, an attraction to the archaic and the mysterious, and verticality. On the part of Marco: an urban apartment (he was born in the city of Reggio Emilia), Italian language, the primacy of writing, systematic readings, the pleasures of the city square, an artisan’s patience, contemporaneity, lightness, and horizontality.


There is a Borges story that Ermanna has pointed out as a key into her world, “Story of the Warrior and the Captive”. Two figures mirror one another: on one side, the medieval barbarian warrior Droctulft who, enchanted by the city of Ravenna which he has come to conquer, abandons the invading army and joins the fray to defend Ravenna’s “multiplicity without disorder”. The mirror image the emrges in a tale Borges presents as autobiographical: His grandmother met an Englishwoman in Buenos Aires who had been kidnapped by Indians and wed to the tribe’s chieftain. Rather than seeking to escape back to the city, the Englishwoman assimilated to the tribe so totally that, before the very eyes of Borges’ grandmother, she threw herself to the ground to drink the warm blood of a slaughtered lamb. Both characters were driven by “a secret impulse, deeper than reason […] which they would have been unable to justify”.3 The figure is that of the convert, and seems to evoke Ermanna and her radical separation from Campiano, which nevertheless continues to fuel her vision, and her irresistible attraction to the city and to theater as an instrument for governing disorder and “being one’s own time”.4


Thus with Montanari and Martinelli we find ourselves well outside the mythology of the goddess muse who inspires the artist, or that of the docile actress in the hands of the Demiurge director. “We keep the rubber band in continuous vibration”, says Ermanna, “I attribute to Marco a particular predisposition in this sense: a capacity to see. To give vibration a form and sustain it. I don’t have this ability, at least not at the same level. I do have it as regards to space, but not as precise, not measurable in millimeters. It’s hard for me to envision the stage as though; I’m always dealing with a fracture, an interstices, with something that at first seems a defeat. Everything has to go through rehearsal; a space seems to work in my head, but then it doesn’t work at all. From there, from that failure, we start over again”.5 For his part, Martinelli has often declared his debt to Ermanna: “Ermanna has always been a master teacher to me, […] she has taught me the patient, suffering stage body that displays its wounds and makes you both laugh and cry”. As a creator of stage space, he says, she has been “my eyes”.6


Their alchemical process involves every artifice of the spectacle, starting from this first cell, which is why Martinelli defines himself, with anti-authoritarian intent, as a director of directors, a sort of post-director, as against the figure of a playwright-director who prefers the so-called Theater of Words. The two constitute an art couple: no one can doubt Ermanna’s autonomy or the quantitative and qualitative weight of her contribution, and the same goes for Marco.7 She has developed this autonomy thanks to the path she has pursued within Teatro delle Albe, by not always remaining within Marco’s vision. Her complex path entails the conflict between her intimate relation with Campiano and the use Marco makes of that relation. She can be a protagonist alongside other protagonists, without psychological submission and without being put on a pedestal as a Muse-figure. Theater demands an interweaving of minds and bodies, professionality and vision, into a unity of intention based on difference. The subordination of one gender to another would obstruct her very life, which thrives on encounters and clashes.


My second difficulty, mentioned above, has authorized me to give in to the temptation of citation, following the great example of Benjamin’s Passages,8 and in homage to my own craft of exploring documentary sources concerning the actors of the past, while creating new ones. The discovery of Montanari and Martinelli’s early writings produces interesting results even beyond the sheer pleasure of reading them. He is unquestionably the writer of the two, and author of many of the texts they have performed, all born in tight contact with stage practice and the actors who incarnate the words he fixes on the page. Rereading the early works today, many years after having first seen them performed on stage, I find that they stand well on their own. Martinelli is also a very capable raconteur, whether in written or spoken form, of the story of the Albe. We might say that Martinelli has created a lot of theater in the form of a book.9


Ermanna has struggled to find words of her own and pronounce them publicly, a common experience of many actresses, for example Nagel Rasmussen, who described the difficulty in Le mute del passato.10 Ermanna learned to speak Italian only at the age of six, when she first began to attend school; her mother tongue is the dialect of Campiano. As a child, she was ashamed of her peasant origins, and refused to acknowledge about herself what she calls “the stink of Campiano”. Only later was she able to recognize that origin as a source of nourishment and spark of her own creativity. As an actress, she has experienced the physical difficulty that words suffer to come out of her mouth, a phenomenon familiar to many women but that, for an artist, signals the conquest of an artistic identity, the achievement of a voice that passes consciously through the body before materializing as an efficacious, vibrant theatrical word. The same difficulty exists for the word pronounced outside the stage that must transfer itself onto the written page. Like the other women in her family, Ermanna inherited from her peasant father the command never to speak unless you have something to say and the exact words to express it in.


Her writings sometimes elaborate ideas and phrases worked out together with Marco Martinelli, but the secret rhythm (to cite the expression by the early feminist writer Sibilla Aleramo) is always unmistakably her own. Reading and rereading her pages, one finds they possess the same magnetism that she has on stage, producing that peculiar sensation of wondrous familiarity that one feels reading letters and documents of the great actresses of the past. Most of what she has published has been in answer to the requests of others to describe her work process, to speak about Campiano and dialect, about her voice work, the perception she has of the body, the characters she has created… But in a letter to literary scholar Marco Belpoliti, she complained of being constrained to repeat herself:


I’m so boring. And so easily readable. Always the same things for years, and yet I keep at it. I tire out but keep insisting. I repent and keep on. You know, I’d like to answer you in bold type: I’ve forgotten everything, I’m somewhere else now. But I have nowhere to run away to, there’s no escape, I do not possess the divine art of forgetting. The figures I’ve given form to in my work are full of the discomfort caused by memory.11


Words written as though bitten into her own flesh, the way her character Rosvita does in the 1991 spectacle of that name, a powerful representation of the actress’s approach to composition for the stage. The power of her writing comes from the way performers, those who “re-present”, are compelled to repeat themselves, and from a metaphorical reference both to painting and sculpture. The marks on the white page take shape in a two-dimensional rectangle, becoming ever more precise but never losing the slight tremble of the writing hand, as the words describe their own space, it too controlled by the hand. Two – and three – dimensionality are both necessary: the first appears to be born from an exquisitely aesthetic choice, while the second comes from theatrical practice, from sensitivity to materials, volumes, passages and the presence of the body itself (on stage just as on the page). The allusion to sculpture recalls, on one hand, an actress who was also a sculptress, Sarah Bernhardt, and, on the other, Louise Bourgeois and her “immobile, indigestible” puppet dolls, “abandoned on small iron stands in large empty museum rooms full of vague gazes”.12 Much more recently, Ermanna seems finally to have given in to the pleasure of telling stories, as in La piana dei kadd, an actress’s diary of the experience of creating the spectacle entitled Ubu buur in Senegal, where the words come to life from a body shaken by the earthquake-encounter with African difference. Her reaction to Africa was similar to Martinelli’s, of course, although Martinelli’s memoir of the experience dwelt more on painful critical and political reflection, facets of the experience of less interest to Ermanna.13


There are several key moments in this artistic dialectic as it has developed and modified over time: in 1977, the couple’s decision to do theater; in 1986, the first mature spectacle, Confine [Border]; in 1993, the landmark Cenci [derived from Artaud’s play]; and in 2010 the company’s adaptation of Molière’s The Miser. Ermanna’s theatrical adventure began in a pivotal year of political struggle, when the couple eloped, married, and formed “Teatro dell’Arte Maranathà”, which they renamed first “Linea Maginot”, in 1981, and then, in ’83, the “Albe di Verhaeren”, which was when the four founders first came together (Ermanna, Marco, Luigi Dadina and Marcella Nonni). In 1988 they became “Teatro delle Albe”, their numbers soon increased by the addition of actors from Senegal.


Ermanna’s passion for theater was born at Marco’s side, sharing school desks at the Liceo Classico (the public high school centered on Ancient Greek, Latin, and Classical Studies) of the city of Ravenna. The two voracious teenagers nourished one another on reading, sharing artistic infatuations, theater workshops, performances, and experimentation in a decade-long apprenticeship. Their radical, self-guided education defined their reciprocal vocations over time. Over the course of developing four crucial roles, Ermanna came to recognize her vocation for acting: Maria in Woyzeck, Raffé in Confine, Rosvita in Rosvita, and Beatrice in Cenci.14


The last of these works established a new equilibrium regarding both research and the work process, transforming individual achievements into the shared patrimony of the couple. Marco’s writing rose to a new level with Bonifica [Reclamation],15 while Ermanna’s performance in Confine signaled the arrival of a significant new presence in the realm of Italian “New Theater”. Mutually conceived and directed by Marco (who also performed in it), Confine was the first full expression of Ermanna’s world, and the testing ground of her autonomy as an actress. A new dialectic took shape in which Marco sought a “plurilingual stage” that would weave languages and dialects together as “different instruments in a single orchestra”, including Senegalese Wolof and the teenage slang of the company’s non-scuola [Non-School] pedagogical projects.16 As roles, Ermanna took on “a sequence of phantoms who displayed their wounded bodies, from Rosvita […] to little Clairon (‘It takes so much study to cease being oneself!’) to Eleonora Duse, the incandescent Figure-Theater”, and thus contributed to the flowering of the company’s aesthetic principle of the “politttttttico, not from the viewpoint of the narrator, but from that of the body of the actor who inspires the telling”.17
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Marco and Ermanna. Naples, 1979. Photo by Patrizia Gardini.





Above all, and more and more, Ermanna followed her own extremely personal path, spreading out from her childhood and the countryside where she was born: places and people, images, sounds and odors, pleasure and anguish, attitudes and memories that constitute the genetic magma from which she forges her own theatrical imaginary and the sonic matter of her voice. This primeval magma was inescapable – as was her need to conceive of herself as an artist rather than a simple actress – and with this molten matter she set to work with implacable professionality, along with her director and companions in the company. The following passage recalls her work on Cenci, tracing a path in which emotional memory led to the theatrical present and the assumption of an authorial function:


When I did Confine, I played Raffé, a famished creature, the lowest of the low, who struggled against invisible angels, shouting out her hunger for love, screaming “like a flying fish at the crest of the waves”, on a uterus-stage made of agricultural netting. My maternal grandmother was there: a furious, impassioned woman. Small and frail, with a large nose and dark eyes and hair. Illiterate, she spoke no Italian […]. She loved to gaze down wells and went around with her hair wet. Raffè in Confine had her fury. My other grandmother, on my father’s side, […] was big and fat, sometimes close to a hundred kilos. I stole a certain way of saying words from her, a sort of sing-song. From her I learned how to be on stage, faking height and imposing a presence that is not mine. I have thought of her in almost all the works written by Marco, from the Mother in Ruh to the mother-donkey in Siamo asini o pedanti? [Are We Asses or Pedants?], to Daura in Bonifica and Refrattari [The Refractory Ones]. These figures of mothers resemble my grandmother, poetic figures, fantastic animals, […] Rosvita is an orphan work. In that piece, my grandmothers are in my head rather than in my gestures.18
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Ermanna and Marco before going on stage. Confine, 1986. Photo by Enrico Sotgiu.
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Ermanna and Marco. Teatro Rasi, Ravenna, 1994. Photo by Maria Mulas.





Over a year ago I decided to work on the love between father and daughter. The desire to do this work wasn’t born casually or suddenly; it was something I’d been carrying for a while, an orgy of sensations that hadn’t found an outlet in words and theatrical actions, something too intimate perhaps, that blocked me from seeing; from seeing myself on stage with a slanderous body. The decision to realize a stage composition on this love passion coincided with the death of my paternal grandfather, the great patriarch of my peasant family. His death liberated the images that my body and mind had been carrying inside, wounded, for years. […]. My grandfather was obsessed with words that were exactly those, he scansioned them out, pronounced them slowly, and when they came out they were like millstones; they created a sacred void when he spoke. I have modelled my voice on that sound. […]. I had no words and I was seeking them. Finally I found them – so I believed – in the story of the Cenci.19


Ermanna Montanari transported that story of rape and blood in a noble family in the Renaissance into the story of a family of farmers where violence manifests itself as the law of the father and the submission of mother and daughter. Marco Martinelli entered into this creative short-circuit in a double role as director and actor, with a professional manner that displaced psychological interpretations and private ramifications to re-affirm the primacy of the stage:


No one could play Francesco Cenci but Marco. Marco, who couldn’t be more distant from the classic iconography of that character. Marco, husband, writer and director, who had shared with me all that confusion of feelings that comes from ties of love, who had shared both stage and life with me for sixteen years. He wasn’t to perform my Francesco: he already was that. Skinny and dark just like my grandfather. A short-circuit: father, lover, director, with a loving, ferocious stare and a clear, sure voice that feels like song. We’re the same age. In the past, he had been the one to propose characters and stage creatures to me from his texts; this time I was the one to see him as Francesco. I wanted his presence on stage. We directed each other in turn: his Gregorian chant and my stuttering, his equilibrium and my imbalance, his firmness and my corrosion. Marco, who so loves words in theater, agreed to test himself in an unaccustomed terrain, to construct a scenic score made principally of silence, of bodies, an atmosphere to breathe in. Few words, but exactly those.20


Cenci was produced not by Teatro delle Albe on its own but by the Ravenna Teatro cooperative, an umbrella organization that oversees a major part of the city’s cultural programming. In 1991 Teatro delle Albe had been asked to manage Ravenna Teatro, and thus establish the calendars for both of the city’s two most important civic theaters, Teatro Rasi and Teatro Dante Alighieri. The responsibility projected the company into a new dimension, requiring different abilities and perspectives, but also the continuation of their values. Some in the realm of New Theater didn’t understand the company’s choice to accept the new duties, but the leap demonstrated Martinelli’s artistic maturity as well as his and his collaborators’ political skills. At the same time, the change raised new questions for Ermanna as actress. She had always required an intimate authenticity, passing through the delicate narrows of a creative process that translated a nearly uncontrollable interior magma into highly formalized, non-autobiographical theatrical forms. To resolve this dilemma, a double path was delineated within the company’s unified repertory: a “comic-choral” path and a “tragic-solitary” path, within a “sauna both hot and cold, between chorus and monad”.21 Ermanna participates fully in both these directions, but the second of the two undoubtedly sustains her more.


Ermanna’s two-year appointment as Artistic Director of the Santarcangelo Festival, covering the preparatory year of 2010 and the festival in 2011, represented yet another clear turning point. She chose not to include any of her own performances in the festival program, while Marco was recruited to run his huge Heresy of Happiness pedagogical project with 200 adolescents he gathered from previous versions of the company’s non-scuola. Both have created significant individual work: Ermanna has performed Ouverture Alcina from New York to Moscow, and won her third prestigious Premio Ubu award as best actress for her reading-concert, Rosvita.22 Marco has made pedagogy into an art, winning a Premio Ubu and a Hystrio-Altre Muse Award for his three-year Punta Corsara project with teenagers in the Scampia housing project in Naples, while his plays have been produced internationally.23 Ravenna Teatro, with offices at the company’s home theater, Teatro Rasi, is fully staffed with an experienced, long-term team of skilled administrators.


In 1992, a new spectacle marked yet a new turning point, in demonstration of Aristophanes’ propitiatory warning that “the game turns heavy”: a version of Molière’s The Miser, with Marco as director and Ermanna in the lead role. The two have declared repeatedly that this work plunged their relationship into crisis. I had underestimated the seriousness of this statement, taking it as the quibble of an indestructible couple, but the anecdote spilled from the merely private into the public sphere. It was the first time Teatro delle Albe had taken on a classic play and performed it to the letter (almost), in the fine translation by Cesare Garboli, and a grand role, whose shadings are certainly subject to interpretation from performer to performer, but a stage character who lives an independent life, one greater than any confusion provoked by a mere shift in sexual identity.
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Ermanna and Marco. Teatro Rasi, Ravenna, 2007. Photo by Lidia Bagnara.





In her personification of Molière’s miser, Harpagon, Ermanna ventured far from the roles she had invented, the ones that she refers to not as characters but as “figures”, a term taken from Erich Auerbach’s studies of Dante, where it evokes the idea that every individual refers back to an original incarnation and fulfills that which was prefigured.24 Both are real figures, therefore, and prefigurations of something else, which in Ermanna’s creations become powerful receptacles, shaped by emotions and stories, who express themselves through paradoxical, carnal abstractions, and in whom the dominant voice bends the mute body to its will; in Renata Molinari’s words, “something greater than a character, not of a symbolic but perhaps an archetypal nature, which fully belongs neither to the text nor the actress, but constitutes a terrain of encounter”.25 Further key elements in this production were Martinelli’s love for Molière’s words and the desire to stage a large-scale spectacle with many characters, and to put both new and familiar actors to the test around the central pole of Ermanna. This sort of relationship between Ermanna and the other actors was not a new one for the company, but in the past it had been put into play only with Marco’s own writings or freely adapted classic texts, “brought back to life”. In these productions, the process had always been to empty out the text, “because at first the dialogues are an authoritarian impediment to be swept away”. Only after having reduced the monument to pieces can the work be rebuilt anew.26


In her work on The Miser, the text and character provoked a conflict in the actress within herself, a dynamic peculiar to her art: How to conform her own process of creation with the materiality of the character of Harpagon and with his identity within the excruciatingly normal petit-bourgeois society that surrounds him? Certainly, the figure (more even than the character) of Harpagon could be re-activated out of the genetic magma with which the actress develops her work: he could be basically a farmer-patriarch fixated not on his money-box but on his safe/house, a patriarch hostile toward useless words and irritated by noise, as avid and uncontainable as Jarry’s Mère Ubu. But the path leading to the music of the final composition seemed incompatible with the precious cage envisaged by Molière and the clamor he created of family and servants, each moving in their own direction, multiplying the level of distraction. The impasse lasted late into the rehearsal process, involving the entire company;27 and we shall examine the outcome in the upcoming chapter that discusses cross-dressing. In sum, the spectacle was marked by “diversity”, according to photographer Tommaso Le Pera, who included the Albe’s Miser in a photo book about Molière. Le Pera was as “fascinated” by Ermanna’s restrained, elegant Harpagon as by the ensemble of actors, who arranged themselves on stage like “already perfect photographic compositions”.28


Alchemy: this is the key word used by the protagonists themselves to talk about their work process. The function of directing is not a weaving that “is planned out sitting at a table. It is a living organism that creates itself and transforms over time”, as Martinelli described the composition of La mano:


Listening to Ermanna’s “voices” and suggesting to (composer Luigi) Ceccarelli to take inspiration from her, to “take note”, listening to Ceccarelli’s compositions and asking Ermanna to orient herself around that imposing music, asking Roberto (Magnani) to exhaust himself on that earthquake of sounds, putting (set and costume designer Edoardo) Sanchi in direct contact with (lighting designer Vincent) Longuemare, because there is no “first the set and then the lights”, but only progress together “without envy”: the light is space, the space suggests the lights. The task of the alchemist falls to me, asking myself to listen to everyone before I ask the others to, and weaving together not matter, but masteries. People.29


Ermanna, for her part, describes her work process, filling notebooks such as the one for Cenci which we will soon examine, in this way:


I proceed following flickering lights, like a diviner. I write everything, in every way, under every form. This matter finds a place in a notebook. I proceed by superimposition, stratification. I write what arrives. The arrival is decisive. Things that arrive are not looked-for. Thus arrive dreams; I write them, I transcribe them; at least what remains of them. Then arrive the visions, lightning bolts, colors! Or images, like a window torn out: I photograph it and put it in the notebook together with other images.30


For example, the work on Rumore di acque (2010), on the tragedy of the immigrants who perish at sea while attempting to reach the Italian coast, was born from the image of the sea as a cemetery. After the arrival comes the excavation: Marco begins writing the text, Ermanna lets herself be guided by “impressions, words or figures, that design traces”. This method led to the island of Ferdinandea, a volcanic island that suddenly appears and disappears, evoking an image of boiling seas. From this island image they began constructing the space, which delineated itself when a color “arrived”, and with color came matter (and matter “conducts”, as in electricity). The reciprocal elaborations began to react one to another, and with that, alchemy comes into play, “without an architecture of vision that can anticipate what exists”, but taking account of “experience in its materiality”31 an attitude necessary as much to Ermanna the actress as to Ermanna the set and costume designer. The visualization of the space finds its measure in relation to the burden of a body, a body mobilized on stage by words, chromatic and tactile elements, objects, and clothing. In Rumore di acque, the body was that of Alessandro Renda, the piece’s solo actor (except for the musicians, the Mancuso Brothers). But even without her performance, Rumore di acque carries the strong mark of Ermanna: in addition to the original conception (together with Martinelli) and the lights and costumes (together with Enrico Isola), she also designed the set, a marble platform upon which the grotesque, pompous general played by Renda recites his macabre counting of the cadavers of the drowned. Like a plaque in a cemetery.


A further example is yet another piece in which Ermanna does not perform, Salmagundi (2004), a “patriotic fable” by Martinelli about human stupidity and a future epidemic that strikes a nation at its weak point, the heart. While Martinelli’s words about this spectacle stand as a hymn to theater of and for the polis, and a declaration of love for every single performer, Ermanna’s description reveals an imagination in which high and low materialize in a shared cage.32 The heart in Salmagundi is no longer the red-painted wooden heart that the character Rosvita-Taida “offers for a mystic burial”,33 but cruor, blood that gushes from a wound and coagulates: a blood sausage (sanguinaccio, as we call it in Umbria) that evokes cannibalism:


The point of departure is often a nucleus of words, the incipit of a story, an obscure, imposing intuition that demands to become visible as an architecture of bodies in an empty space. The bodies demand air around them, and the air is often black. Work begins within a pre-established perimeter, without other elements or fixed lights. It’s always like that, waiting in a raw space. In exceptional cases, we think about color. Attention turns to what emanates from the bodies; through them we begin to measure what stands around them. The elaboration of the stage space goes step by step with a “story”, but not one that Marco hands out already written; rather, he works it out in the course of the rehearsals. […] The stage space has never been distinguishable from the density of being an actor, “inside”. […] “Why do you see the hearts as blood sausage?”, I asked Marco, but he had no answer. “That’s what I see”, he told me; a licit non-answer. In my mind, the blood sausage became cooked CRUOR. […] It’s about a high (the terrible CRUOR) and a low (salami, fat laughter, low jokes). Everything that is miraculous is rendered banal. And to think that fat was burned to draw the gods into contact with humans; smoke from the white fat around the gall bladder. The white of lard is light entrapped in matter.34


For Salmagundi, Ermanna imagined “a monumental egg built like a tensile structure, posed on an aluminum rectangle suspended in the air. The “Institute of Health” in which the play unfolds is a sort of temple of knowledge. At a certain point, however, Marco conceived the idea that the Institute would move into the studio apartment of a character named Merletto. To avoid a realistic setting, Ermanna (in collaboration with Cosetta Gardini) took inspiration from the painting Saint Jerome in His Study by Antonello da Messina, which is simultaneously small and monumental, “a space as lacquered as a diligent hairdresser’s permanent. Nothing moves; this is the unnatural condition of the white heart, of its dessication”. On stage stood an enormous, white, unlit boiler. The set was “so mirrored that it prohibited intimacy”, echoing with the sound of tap shoes; a strict marriage of necessity and chance, almost a “pragmatism of inspiration”, a dream employing materials at hand and the transformation of these materials, guided by the force of vision.35


The third and final example of the alchemical work proess of Teatro delle Albe concerns the path leading from the spectacle Perhindérion to I Polacchi, particularly important for the way the two works summarize the vision and methods of the company, whose work on Jarry, his avant-garde classic Ubu Roi and his mad philosophy of “pataphysics”, constitutes a major thread in their repertory as well as, “a leap in creative quality”.36 Perhindérion (the name is of French Breton origin) is a pilgrimage in three stations which debuted on June 25, 1998. A fully-realized labor of great impact, it was planned for more than a year, then staged after two scorching weeks of rehearsals, but later performed only rarely, because it was quickly supplanted by the work on I Polacchi and the subsequent world travels of this later spectacle, a free interpretation of Jarry’s Ubu Roi.


Having been invited by Ravenna Festival and Cristina Mazzavillani Muti to develop a work derived from the city’s patron saint, and specifically the byzantine bas-relief called the Greek Madonna, which civic mythology holds to have miraculously appeared in Ravenna around the year 1100 (and is now in the church of Santa Maria in Porto), Ermanna and Marco chose to establish a dialectic between this work and the avant-garde world of Alfred Jarry’s pataphysics. The idea was to avoid sacrificing one to the other, but to find a way to connect both to a conception of their native province of Romagna. In the piece, Ravenna and Campiano blended together in front of the city’s 13th century church of Santa Chiara, which had been deconsecrated and re-established as the Albe company’s home, christened Teatro Rasi. The alchemical process, which included integrating into the new spectacle elements and images of past productions, resulted in such a level of fusion that the subjective worlds of the two contrasting components – medieval religion and avant-garde theater – could no longer be distinguished one from another.


As to the work’s composition, Ermanna and Marco seem not to grant much importance to who exactly contributed which element to the final product, and the experience strengthened their bond as an art couple: “the thirst for zoé has always inspired our errancy and our errors; it bound us together twenty years ago, enchaining life and theatre to lead us to the beaches of the Marina di Ravenna, where we first met the African immigrants, and into the schools where we met the dionysian power of the teenagers”. Beginning as “intoxicated, combative twenty-year olds” who had “scandalously built a theater in the provinces”, they sought what was barbarous “to give flesh to the ghosts of Tradition”, in their shared adoration for the “Holy, asinine ignorance” they had discovered reading Giordano Bruno. By this time Jarry had entered among their “pole stars of Thought” and has since served as an active point of reference that continues to flower in the work they have developed over the past twenty years.


Perhindérion began with a spatial dramaturgy: a public pilgrimage began at dusk in the gardens of the Verdi Musical Institute, guided by an actor impersonating Jarry, dressed in black and on a bicycle, accompanied by four “fireflies” in 18th century costume in gaudy colors, with two assistants and four elderly musicians from the city’s municipal band. The first station in the pilgrimage took place in front of Teatro Rasi, with the surprising vision of company actor Lugi Dadina on a gold horse that had been fished from the prop warehouse of the city’s lyric opera. Above him, Ermanna hovered five meters in the air outside the upper window of the theater’s external façade, in a costume made of iron in the form of a wave-dragon whose train reached all the way down to the ground, obstructing the entrance to the theater. As in medieval heraldry, the figures stood out against colored backgrounds, with the frontal two-dimensionality that the actress often prefers in her set designs. The second station of the pilgrimage unfolded inside the theater hall, while the third station returned to the now-dark garden from which the pilgrimage had begun. Spatial architecture determined the dramaturgy of the audience’s gaze: their eyes would first look up at the man on the horse and the woman hovering in mid-air, then at the stage level in the second station, and finally would gaze downward during the final step, and then repeat the process in a spiral movement.


The dramatic structure of the Perhindérion pilgrimage was articulated in three moments around a single theme, “the mother of waters” (recalled by a recurring audio track of sounds of the sea) or, in other terms, the “Absolute and monstrous Love” that connects a mother with her male child and concludes in matricide. This motif recurs in several of the company’s spectacles: in Perhindérion, the characters Varia (Ermanna) and Emmanuel (Dadina) allude to Jarry’s relation with his own mother, which he saw in Christological terms.37
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