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Contemporary theatre does not easily find the space 
and conditions it deserves in Italy. It is as if we had for-
gotten that for our great playwrights – from Carlo Gold-
oni to Luigi Pirandello, down to Eduardo De Filippo – 
the theatre was a daily practice: they were managers, 
heads of companies, directors, sometimes great actors 
themselves. In short, they lived in and for the theatre, 
with all their body and soul. 

 
Today, apart from a few fortunate exceptions, play-

wrights find themselves as if exiled from the theatre. The 
work of writing for the theatre thus becomes a sort of 
conspiratorial practice, something to be done in the 
shadows while preparing the ground to finally break 
through (like insurgents storming the strongholds of 
power) and conquer the stages that should in fact be the 
natural breeding and birthing places for such work. 

 
Despite the difficulties, Italy does have a very di-

verse range of authors who survive and continue the 
battle towards a future in which conditions will hope-
fully not be quite so forbidding: and for many who suc-
cumb, there are at least some who do break through. In 
any case, the theatre is an incurable obsession: anyone 
who is touched by it will have no choice but live by it. 

 
This collection of extracts aims to showcase the di-

versity of the experiences that have resulted in as many 
different approaches, and the authors who – patiently 
and lovingly – have pursued them. Audiences have wel-
comed them with much attention and warmth: a clear 
sign that contemporary theatre can meet with much de-
served success when supported and presented with the 
necessary energy and vision. Many of the authors have 
been the guests of ‘Contemporary’, the showcase we 
have organized at the Italian Institute of Culture in  
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London aiming to create a dialogue between Italian the-
atre and its English or London-based counterpart. Lucia 
Calamaro and Haydn Gwynne, Fausto Paravidino and 
Ramin Gray, Giuliana Musso and Marcello Magni: these 
were the first authors we had the pleasure to welcome, 
and the others will follow in the coming year.  

So who are these rarae aves? 
 
Lucia Calamaro returns to Rome after spending 

her adolescence and youth in South America and Paris, 
and stubbornly sets to work on a play she has written and 
will direct. The title – Tumore – horrifies superstitious ar-
tistic directors. Undaunted, she continues her work, and 
audiences find themselves laughing, crying, confronting 
a language of the highest originality, dense with cultured 
references but also irresistibly ironic. The next few years 
will see the dazzling success of L’origine del mondo and La 
vita ferma, much appreciated abroad, first and foremost 
at the Festival d’Automne in Paris. The latest play written 
and directed by Calamaro, Si nota all’imbrunire, produced 
and interpreted by Silvio Orlando, is set to tour Italian 
theatres from March 2019 after the enthusiastic reception 
it garnered at the Napoli Teatro Festival in 2018. 

 
At thirty, Liv Ferracchiati is a very young play-

wright and director by Italian standards, but has already 
won recognition, notably at Antonio Latella’s 2017 Bien-
nale Teatro with Todi is a Small Town in the Center of Italy 
and with the first two chapters of the Trilogia sull’identità, 
interpreted by the company he has founded, The Baby 
Walk. The three chapters focus on the theme of gender 
identity – a protagonist who feels like a man in a woman’s 
body – through a range of languages. Peter Pan guarda 
sotto le gonne has the enthusiastic, awkward, innocent and 
free physicality of childhood, still struggling for words. In 
Stabat Mater, precisely the word becomes a powerful in-
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strument of seduction, deployed by the protagonist in 
confronting all of his interlocutors, and by Ferracchiati 
in confronting the audience. In Un eschimese in Amazzo-
nia, a play in which the author is also on stage, language 
explodes and shatters: improvisation gives space to an 
open form and alludes to the impossibility of communi-
cating.  

 
A celebrated novelist, Marcello Fois has chosen the 

theatre as the only form that can restore rightful honour 
to a great writer from his homeland, Grazia Deledda. Fol-
lowing the best theatre tradition, Quasi Grazia is a play 
in three acts: the narration of the artistic and human jour-
ney of the only Italian woman writer to be awarded the 
Nobel Prize is given great strength and vitality by the vi-
brant interpretation of another great Italian writer, 
Michela Murgia, in her first appearance on stage.  

 
Giuliana Musso is a playwright and director, and 

also an extraordinary interpreter who has grown through 
a kaleidoscope of formative experiences. The profession-
alism and investigative rigour with which she confronts 
controversial issues invites comparison with the great re-
porters of the past. Anyone is changed who comes across 
one of her plays – suffice it to mention her Sexmachine, 
an excursus on the sex industry in north-east Italy, with 
its victims and its torturers, in which Musso interprets all 
the characters, whether male or female. With Musso, the-
atre becomes a transformative experience, providing in-
formation but at the same time relentlessly tapping the 
deep zones of the audience’s attention for a taut emo-
tional responsiveness, perhaps an echo of a humanity we 
are in danger of losing. Her first play, Nati in casa, was on 
tour for seventeen years; and we wish as many years of 
success for her later ones: Tanti saluti, La fabbrica dei preti, 
Mio eroe.  
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Fausto Paravidino is one of the fortunate examples 
of a practice that has remained constant through the years, 
often garnering much success abroad, notably in such 
prestigious theatres as the Royal Court and the National 
Theatre. As the author, director and interpreter of his own 
plays, Paravidino has been able to experience writing from 
the starting point of his complete practice as a man of the 
theatre, on the positive model we mentioned at the begin-
ning of this reflection. He has been able to bring onto the 
stage some metabolized fragments of his personal biogra-
phy, to play with elements directly inspired by the theatre, 
to spotlight some of the crucial moments of Italy’s con-
temporary history. With his latest play, Il senso della vita di 
Emma, he was given the means to stage a saga in two 
parts, a kaleidoscope of characters, a real feast – as theatre 
should always be.  

 
Mattia Torre is perhaps the playwright who most 

closely approaches the English model, for his ability to 
move with great originality between theatre, high-end 
TV and cinema. He has found the perfect ambassador 
for his writing in Valerio Mastandrea – the face of the 
protagonist of Migliore, a colourless character who turns 
into a winner when he understands that amorality pays. 
Mastandrea has also recently played the part of Mattia 
Torre himself in the national TV series La linea verticale, 
the tragicomic story of an autobiographical experience 
in the oncology department of a hospital in Rome.  

 
Finally, we have chosen to give space to two very 

particular experiments in writing.The first is an extract 
from Linda Dalisi’s Crisotemi, a part of the brilliant ex-
periment titled Santa Estasi, made possible by the intel-
ligence of the ERT and of Antonio Latella: a pool of 
young playwrights working on the rewriting of various 
stations of the classical tragedy canon, with the support 
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of three tutors, the young blood of about twenty actors, 
and the sensitive and knowledgeable direction of Anto-
nio Latella. Such experiments should be much more nu-
merous, and travel throughout Italy and further afield.  

 
The second is Il pellegrinaggio della voce, a perform-

ance piece written by Tahar Lamri, an award-winning 
Algerian author living in Ravenna and writing in Italian, 
so that the coastlines of theatre might in future prove 
more welcoming to those who choose to make their 
home in our country and language.  
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Lucia Calamaro 

From The Stilled Life  
 

Even though you may not have heard of her, Lucia Calamaro is [...] one 
of the best living Italian writers. The reason why you may not be familiar 
with her name is that Calamaro has so far only written for the theatre, 
and even though the last Nobel Prize for literature won by an Italian 
writer went to Dario Fo, it is not easy for Italian playwrights to gain 
recognition outside specialized circles. […] I had occasion to pay tribute 
to Calamaro a few years ago, after seeing her play Diario del tempo, and 
after she had already won several Ubu prizes with L’origine del mondo: 
but having seen her latest work, La vita ferma, I can only reinforce my 
unreserved praise, even at the risk of falling into hype.  
[…] There is a family: Riccardo, Simona and their daughter, Alice. 
There is something wrong: Simona is dead, but we might say she insists 
on being a ghost. And she does so with full force: she is on stage from 
the very outset, and speaks to Riccardo as if nothing had happened. She 
does not accept being forgotten, has many things left to explain, many 
things still left to discuss. […] Not death, not the problem of dying, 
which as we all know falls under the mysterious shadow of nothingness 
and strangles any attempt at understanding. Rather, the dead: their way 
of existing inside and outside of us, our fragmented way of being with 
them inwardly, and above all the struggle to keep their memory from 
wearing away like frayed cloth – a struggle that never measures up to the 
dead, that is so far removed from them, so deeply reimagined by the 
living.  
[…] As always happens in literature, all of Calamaro’s characters seek a 
form of eternity, a sort of emancipation from contingency: but they do 
so in such an open, vulnerable, awkward way that for exactly that reason 
we feel closer to them: they are so irredeemably human, and for that 
reason, unforgettable.  
– Christian Raimo, Internazionale, 17 July 2016 
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from Act One 
WITH SACRED THRILL  
Standing still in midstage, Riccardo, smoking, and Si-

mona, wearing a loud flower-print dress. Both are visibly 
embarrassed. 

 
ALICE (voice off): Working through loss is merely 

going along with nature. It’s not a social constraint, but 
a process safeguarding the species, the species of the liv-
ing – which deep down gives only scant and cursory at-
tention to the species of the dead.  

What sort of being is a dead being, and what sort 
of being does it become? What is it comparable to? Does 
its degradation to ghostly entity nullify it? What sort of 
existence is existence as a dead being? Are we certain 
that it is an absolute non-being? NO.  

We’re not. That’s why we think about it now and 
again. To remember is to resist. Stubbornly insisting to 
remember a dead person after a certain period of time 
is a huge difficulty, a question of metabolism: the body 
doesn’t want to, the head doesn’t want to. You no longer 
remember anything, and if, all of a sudden, your mem-
ory is jolted awake, you no longer know the colours, the 
sounds, or the details: the vision is cobbled together, 
factual information from the present trying to bring to 
life an increasingly blurred image – and failing.  

Everything in you only wants to live your own future.  
In front of death, we are more than ever our animal 

selves.  
A being dies. The body must be sent away, hidden 

away. We mustn’t look at its coming undone. The name, 
his name, her name – where does it end up? For a while 
longer, someone will be saying it. And then? Then the 
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brain of the living will resume its usual work, interweav-
ing images, senses, words, new encounters. It will carry 
on feeling, filtering, shutting off. Mental space is re-
structured in the speed of external stimuli firing away 
as if nothing had happened. It feels like everything has 
stayed the same, because the world never shows, and 
never again will show, the void, the loss, the tear, the 
hole that someone, by dying, has left in the real. 

 
from Scene III 

TRANSITION UNDER THE SWEATY SKY 
RICCARDO: The sky is lovely tonight! Really 

lovely... and she’s lovely too…  
SIMONA: What? 
RICCARDO: Lovely… the sky is lovely tonight…  
SIMONA (moving centrestage, as if stranded): Looks 

like there are more stars than yesterday – I’ll never finish... 
 
(Pause: both are looking at the marbles on the floor until 

they all stop rolling and lie like fixed stars constellating the 
floor.) 

RICCARDO: Let’s see… sky adjectives… bright… 
still… hanging… fallen… closed… sweaty… iced… 
low… tired… heavy… distracted… rubbed-up… im-
portant but very low… lowishly low… silky-skin-
shaven… fairer, deep down… holey… 

SIMONA: Shh! 
RICCARDO: Why not holey? You prefer limp?… 

but look, actually it seems to be where it’s at – in the 
holes, I mean… 

SIMONA: No, shush… ‘cause I’m counting them. 
RICCARDO: Oh, so you’re… wait a minute – you 

mean all of them? But there’s a lot… I’m not sure if… 
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SIMONA: Well, that’s the point: I have to concen-
trate… or I’ll run out of time – I’ve been doing this a 
while – a few months… but the number always changes, 
I often have to start over. 

RICCARDO: But I don’t see the point: what will 
you do with the – the actual data? You could just buy a 
star map, or an encyclopedia… why bother with all this? 

SIMONA: No, I can’t just trust that sort of thing. 
It’s a delicate matter, and delicate matters must be dealt 
with in person… (explaining) stars are dead bodies… 

RICCARDO: Technically that’s true.  
SIMONA: No, I mean: they are the dead – all the 

dead – future ones as well, mind. Yes – even those who 
are still alive and then will – (breaks off) I mean all of 
them, you understand?  

RICCARDO: I understand... (pause. Then, to him-
self)… never heard anything like this before (pause)…(an-
noyed) all right – well look – this thing, this – theory… 
whose theory is it anyway? When did it come out – I’ve 
never heard about it – where did you read about it? I 
mean it looks like one of those theories that come out and 
everyone’s talking about them for ten days and then they 
disappear, doesn’t it – it’s not really true that the stars are 
the dead – but I’m not saying this against you, it’s just that 
all this new age stuff does get on my nerves – take holo-
tropic breathing: it’s not a new discovery, it’s hyperventi-
lation, in my book… or those guys who go off and drink 
ayahuasca… I mean it’s easy, you start doing holotropic 
breathing and get water on the brain, then go off and 
drink ayahuasca and start asking the universe some ques-
tions?! They should just knuckle down and do something, 
if you ask me… pick up a book and read up on things – 
that’ll get the universe to answer your questions!  
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Or at least… look, I’m sorry – sorry if I lost it, but 
when I hear certain stuff, certain (eloquent pause)… it 
gets on my nerves somewhat – it’s not about you, all 
right? Anyway, can you tell me where you’ve heard this 
poppycock – who said it? 

SIMONA (long pause): I DID.  
RICCARDO: Oh. Very interesting.  
SIMONA: I’ve just said it. But if you won’t listen… 

(as if apologizing for being too daring, but very earnest): I 
had run out of places to put them… a photograph, a 
cubicle, a locket… these are the minor places in life… 
they don’t take up enough space… and after a while, 
who’s ever going to look at them? Think of them?... But 
up there, everyone looks at them – they have to… and 
I didn’t only put my own up there – I could have, but I 
didn’t: I put all of them in, all of everyone’s dead, so ev-
eryone can benefit from my solution – a rather clever 
one, if I say so myself… I needed a place that would be 
at the same distance for everyone – I couldn’t very well 
show preference for anyone: suppose you get there in 
an hour, I get there in three days – we don’t want people 
to get jealous – no, I’m not mad, don’t look at me like 
that… you try it: try to give a scientific refutation of my 
– you try it: who said it’s not so? 

RICCARDO: Well – it’s true no one did – as far as 
I know … 

SIMONA: And then I didn’t want it to cause the 
usual things that go with – I mean, no pity, no sadness, 
no sympathy… or for it to be sentimental in an affected 
way. To move you perhaps, yes, but not artificially, god 
forbid! God forbid causing embarrassment – no sickly, 
mawkish stuff, no ridiculous stuff… think of it: would 
you rather be underground or above the Earth? So I 
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thought: we need an element of the real, shorn of any-
thing pathetic, and especially not a metaphor… look, it 
took me a while to find this solution, it wasn’t easy… 
and let me tell you: life’s much better for it… (begins to 
do stretching exercises of the sort a dancer would engage in.) 

RICCARDO: I believe you… it sounded like pop-
pycock but actually… and if it’s yours, it’s different: you 
can get away with it… there are people, facts and words 
whose apparent senselessness often makes sense, when 
reconsidered… (pause) so which one would you be? 

SIMONA: That one.  
RICCARDO: Oh… that’s strange. 
SIMONA: Why? 
RICCARDO: I’d have said that one over there… 

the green one – shiny one – chunky one… 
SIMONA (turning abruptly and giving him a black 

look): LIKE I’M FAT, YOU MEAN? 
RICCARDO: No – no I didn’t mean it in that sense 

at all – fancy that – you being fat – you – you weigh just 
the kilos a – a non-fat person should weigh… I mean 
you’re just – just right to be you! (Gesticulating and mak-
ing sounds meant to say you’re beautiful, gorgeous, etc.) 

SIMONA (grumbling) Now I’ll have to start over. 
RICCARDO: (to himself) See, you can’t talk to 

women, you just haven’t got it…  
(to Simona): What are our star signs? (his voice sink-

ing) I’m a Taurus, Virgo rising, Pisces on the descen-
dant… (to himself) but who cares about that…  

(to Simona, who has resumed her exercise): Listen – 
er – I bet you want to be a dancer? 

SIMONA: Oh – how perceptive of you. 
RICCARDO: Yes, well – intuition – there’s nothing 

to it, really… as for me, I also – I mean, in another life 
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– I mean, I want to be a – I don’t know, a – a bodywork 
mechanic? Kept man? World mayor? Antiaircraft? A 
Brazilian? (Pause, then a long sigh) Well, it’s a pity.  

SIMONA: What do you mean? 
RICCARDO: It’s a pity I took the plunge and 

started talking to you. 
SIMONA: Oh (resentful) – so you regret it now. 
RICCARDO: Well, don’t go taking it badly now – 

I didn’t mean it in that sense – by golly, what a touchy 
person you are…  

SIMONA: Sensitive, actually – not touchy. We 
might as well get that straight now. 

RICCARDO (mansplaining): I can explain: what a 
pity I took the plunge and started talking to you. Be-
cause the moment that was before – the moment before 
now, when I was behind there, silent and yearning – that 
moment will never return… (pause)… and will you be-
lieve me if I say this hits me with a nostalgia that’s… 
let’s see, plausible adjectives: acute, excruciating, insid-
ious – an exquisite, centripetal, absolute falling apart. 

SIMONA: Oh – why so? 
RICCARDO: Because I miss, I inexorably miss…. I 

miss all that’s already happened to me, no matter if it was 
good or bad, because it was happening to me… to me. I 
was back there, hoping to talk to you, I who was hopeless 
but nice, charming in my own way, nostalgic and sen-
timental, a bit fleecy perhaps, Egyptian, panther-like… I 
was bouncy and very blond, that’s right, much blonder 
than I am now, and also much …. ummmmm….. 

SIMONA: Much shorter.  
RICCARDO: Shorter? Is that what you said? 
SIMONA: Er – a little bit shorter, actually – not too 

much. 
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RICCARDO: But that’s just the perspective, isn’t 
it – it’s because I’m back here – look: if I go a bit further 
away... and now if I come closer… see? I shoot up right 
away… and besides this is something I’m kind of par-
ticular about, something to lay claim to: all the short 
men in history have done great things – Alexander the 
Great, Napoleon… so someone like me, who’s only 
short in perspective – who knows what I will do… 

SIMONA: Well – what do you do now, before you 
go off and do your who knows what?… 

RICCARDO (at once painfully slow, doubting every 
word he says): Well, mine is a – a sort of – a rather – a 
very – no, an entirely nostalgic craft… to do with the 
chasms… of the past, the depths… of memory, the sink-
ing… all these descending metaphors …whereas in fact 
it’s not downwards – if anything it’s behind, at the back 
– your back, my back, everyone’s – and besides… how 
should I define it for you? A craft where you’re neither 
here nor there… like Benjamin’s angel, who’s all… 
(mimes it) in the twisting… in the tension towards a 
double axis (mimes the axis) like DNA – a twisty craft… 

SIMONA: Come on, just tell me – it’s no big deal 
– please… 

RICCARDO: No, no – because if I do tell you then 
you’ll think: what a boring guy he is… and so I’d like to 
tell you in the words of someone who said it much better 
than I could, someone who could give the right sort of 
charm to the endeavour… you know, for a while now I’ve 
been using quotes in a deliberately fuzzy manner – so I 
can say ‘more or less’ or ‘roughly’, and this seems to me 
the only honest way of relating to the world, which is al-
ways so approximate… I mean… the subject of my study 
will never coincide with what I tell people anyway… 
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SIMONA: Ciao. 
RICCARDO: Ciao… 
SIMONA: No, I mean CIAO, as in bye-bye, I’m 

leaving. You’re too slow, you pause too much. I come 
from a long line of nervous people – nervous from the 
outset I mean – and you’re definitely too slow. All the 
best to you. Good luck! 

RICCARDO (suddenly shifting to great speed and ur-
gency): A historian – memory, the past – historian, I’m 
a historian, I study history – no, no, don’t let it bring 
you down, look, I’m telling you quick, double-quick, all 
in one go: it’s gripping, it really is – look, I have to in-
troduce you to this guy, you don’t know him, no way, 
one who wrote through the night standing up at his lec-
tern so he was sure to stop himself falling asleep and to 
finish his work in time – a hero, he was… I’ve a confer-
ence to prepare on the state of contemporary historiog-
raphy and I’m writing an article about him – have you 
noticed how when the subject is clear in your mind you 
just carry on writing non-stop? Even while walking, in 
fact especially while walking, and eating, sleeping, when 
you’re just about awake… writing is a way of life… a 
strange phenomenon… ‘Homage to De Certeau: be-
tween history and recollection’. 

SIMONA (threading her arm into his): Listen – 
don’t you think it’s just a touch overdone, all this famil-
iarity at first sight – you’re splashing all these origins 
and reasons at me, all of this very detailed self-narrative 
of yours, taking for granted that one of my selves might 
want to listen to it… no, I don’t know you – and per-
haps I don’t want to. 

RICCARDO: You’re being nasty. 
SIMONA: No – just truthful. 
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RICCARDO: Anyway I think you’re wrong: a new 
person, a perfect stranger, is always gripping – even if 
they’re very boring, at least at the beginning they can’t 
fail to intrigue you, what do you know about what 
they’re like, nothing at all, it’s all a mystery, and then 
attention nearly always abdicates very quickly, even if 
the subject is a wellspring of mysteries – but not now, 
this is the beginning and you have a real stranger on 
your hands, you won’t lose interest now, and so it’s at 
the beginning that I can tell you the most basic things. 
Later you’ll have got familiar and stopped listening, no 
matter what I say it will sound boring, only because you 
ALREADY know me and you’ll take all of me (points 
at himself from head to toe) for granted. 

SIMONA: Look, I’m getting sleepy, I have to move 
about a bit – here, take this. (Gets him to support her leg 
and resumes the sort of specific, graceful and unashamed 
stretching that is typical of dancers.) 

RICCARDO: Listen here, tell me what you think – 
you look like you’ve got some smarts on you, and there’s 
not many of us around. My theory is (both are stretching 
now, he is stroking himself with her hand, shifting leg three 
times): do De Certeau’s definitions of history also define 
RECOLLECTION? De Certeau is the guy at the lec-
tern, by the way – up all night writing…? Right, so… 
history, or the historian (RECOLLECTION) inces-
santly repairs the tears or fractures between the past and 
the present… it’s the work the living do so as to appease 
the dead… a matter of conjunction opposing the dis-
junctions caused by time and death… (Simona changes 
leg)… it’s part of the system that by means of ‘stories’ 
organizes communication and the HABITABILITY 
OF THE PRESENT – in fact, this thing of the present 
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being more or less habitable or inhospitable according 
to the story that introduces it… seems… like an intri-
guing variable to me…  

All right, that’s a bit dense – not sure it’s entirely 
clear – needs a lot of work still – but it’s beautiful – 
beautiful, don’t you think? (Sighs) 

SIMONA: Listen, there’s one more thing I’ve got 
to test to see what sort of a man you are?  

RICCARDO: By all means. 
SIMONA: A hold. 
RICCARDO: Lovely – what do I do? 
SIMONA: Right, so you put your hands on my 

hips, I take a little leap and we’ll see how long you can 
hold me up. 

RICCARDO: Two hours, I hope. 
SIMONA: Mmmm… I doubt it. Ready?  
(They execute. Simona is pleased.) 
 RICCARDO: Not very long at all. 
 SIMONA: Not bad, though. 
 RICCARDO: What do you call this?  
 SIMONA: It’s called a hold. Where did you say you 

were from? 
 RICCARDO: A place called Stia… it’s from the 

Latin… Staius… (improvises on Stia.) 
 SIMONA: No, look – it was wrong of me – I was 

faking it – shhh… I was faking an  interest in you be-
cause I’m polite, too polite… but in fact I just asked you 
out of – of dialectical charity, and I’m not really inter-
ested… in fact, to be perfectly honest I’m pretty much 
fucked off with listening to you – don’t get me wrong, 
it’s just that you’ve exhausted me, you know? Not since 
you started going on about Staius, or Caius, or what 
have you... no, since earlier on – much earlier o-o-on… 
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all these guys I hardly even know, always trap-mouthing 
away about stuff that only interests them… and there 
are many of them… they wear me out… you don’t know 
how that feels… I just have to sleep now. Right, I’m 
going to bed and FALLING ASLEEP! See you – Omy-
god – hold me up, hold me up… 

RICCARDO: You certainly are very lovely. 
 
from Act Three 

I CAN’T IMPROVE YOUR PAST 
ALICE (annoyed, rolling her eyes up, grumbling): Oh 

mamma mia… O mum… how do I find you? I don’t 
even know what you’re like. And on top of everything 
everyone’s always telling me I look so much like you – 
I can’t stand it. It’s nice, yes, but also very annoying, be-
cause I’d like to look like me, not you. I don’t even re-
member a thing about you! And so to make my life 
easier I’ve made up this flat-packed version of you that 
I could call ‘State-sponsored’ – Soviet-like, in black & 
white, with badly-styled blond hair, Slavic in any case, 
the buxom type, and said buxom squeezed into a 
mouse-grey pinstripe skirt suit. The skirt is the lon-
guette type, down to here, below the knees, and that 
makes you welcoming on top but authoritarian at bot-
tom… and even this bureaucratic version doesn’t pop 
into my mind that often… 

 
Enter Simona, sweeping the floor and wearing the 

washed-out overalls that are the uniform of volunteer ceme-
tery workers. As she comes in she recognizes her daughter 
and begins to stare at her. 

ALICE: What’s the matter? 
SIMONA: Oh, sorry, dear… I have to sweep the 
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cobwebs off… it’s just that no one comes to this side of 
the cemetery… the galleries go in waves… some are full 
of regular visitors, they’re so methodical… affection-
ate… and here, nothing much – but today you’re here… 
and there’s some licorice sweets. 

ALICE: Omygod – no, I’m sorry, I heard you spea-
king to me but didn’t register anything you said, I was 
miles away… mulling over some thought of mine, an 
important thing… if I may? Because I don’t know, it 
might happen to anyone… maybe to you as well… but 
somewhere along the line I so wanted this grief to al-
ways be the same… I’ve wanted to entertain it, like the 
first time – always the same pain that would tear me 
apart… 

SIMONA (agreeing): Isn’t it so? 
ALICE: Well – in fact no, it’s not. 
SIMONA: Oh? So you don’t feel sorry anymore? 
ALICE: I do… but not as much. Why am I ex-

pected to feel guilty right away? Right from the start? Is 
that compulsory? Could this grave not show itself with-
out charge – without reproaches, without claims, with-
out the bitterness of always feeling that even after your 
death you’re giving more than you receive? 

SIMONA: But it’s not like that – at least I don’t 
think so. 

ALICE: The fact is, I can feel it less and less… I 
can’t even remember how long it’s been… how long has 
she been dead? Twenty years maybe? I can’t even re-
member the exact date. 

SIMONA: Your mother? 
ALICE: Well – yes – kind of... 
SIMONA: My daughter and husband – whenever 

I see them they’re holding hands, but they’re over there, 
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in a totally different place… (pause) you’re so pretty! 
You really look like…  

ALICE: Don’t you also start telling me I look like… 
Dad! Daaaaad! 

SIMONA: Oh – so your dad is here? 
RICCARDO: I think it might be this way, honey… 

good evening… 
SIMONA: What do you mean, good evening? 
RICCARDO: Well, good – good afternoon, if you 

prefer… sorry, we’re looking for a woman’s grave… 
SIMONA: So you’ve lost the grave… 
RICCARDO: Well – not exactly lost – we just – we 

can’t find it anymore. 
ALICE: You can’t find it, Dad. 
RICCARDO: A beautiful lady… a woman who 

was… let me describe her for you: dark-skinned, her 
eyes were blue… 

SIMONA: Green. 
ALICE: She was big – chunky – and washed-out.  
RICCARDO: No, no – not big and chunky, not at 

all. 
ALICE: Well – stout, at least. 
RICCARDO: Her hair pinned up… 
SIMONA: In a bun. 
ALICE: Strict! And her hair was bleached, badly 

styled… 
RICCARDO: No, Alice, no... she had long fingers 

– more than usually so… and her knees were – were a 
little – sharp… 

ALICE: You could never see her knees – always in 
her longuette skirts!  

SIMONA: Not pretty, her knees – a bit wonky. 
RICCARDO: That’s what she said, but I liked 
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them… and she had a great love of dance… 
ALICE: But she couldn’t move that well… her 

arms, maybe, that’s all.  
RICCARDO: And the avant-gardes… wait a mi-

nute… Chilean…  
SIMONA: German. 
ALICE: Russian! With the Internationale, the 

flags… 
 RICCARDO: No-o-o-! Will you be quiet now, 

Alice, you’re misremembering everything! What non-
sense! And you – I’m sorry, madam – but did you know 
her? 

SIMONA: No, not directly – but I’m getting the 
idea… 

RICCARDO: All right then, look: be so kind as to 
stop yourself getting the idea, will you. Because between 
one of you describing her as some stranded seal and the 
other getting the idea, I can’t make head or tail of it. 
The memory is mine, OK? Now: she loved white coffee, 
and always left cups and mugs lying around every-
where… that’s what she was like… like I’m telling her. 
Quiet, Alice. And so I thought, maybe you can help, 
since you work here – don’t you? 

SIMONA: I do – not that they pay me, mind… this 
is real voluntary work… anyway, I can look for her: with 
such a detailed description I can find her for sure – and 
it’s not like the dead can get any older. So do come back 
– come back next week if you like, I might well have 
found her by then – and we can have coffee together – 
white coffee. Yes, do come back – but don’t leave it till 
next year, will you. I’m always here anyway, doing the 
rounds… (Exit) 

RICCARDO: I think it’s that way.  
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ALICE: No, Dad – that’s it. That’s enough. 
RICCARDO: What do you mean, that’s enough?  
ALICE: No more, Dad. Let’s do our prayer here. 
RICCARDO: Where? 
ALICE: Here – on this grave. 
RICCARDO: But it’s not our grave… 
ALICE: It’s beautiful, though – and anyway the 

dead are all in the same place.  
RICCARDO: And which place do you think that 

is? 
ALICE: Their place – which is theirs, and not ours. 

(They stand side by side on the edge of the grave.) Have 
you stopped smoking? 

RICCARDO: No – I was going to switch to licorice 
sweets… but today… 

ALICE: Sorry… (pause)…you know, I just remem-
bered something… it’s about you, how every night, be-
fore going to bed, you’d smoke a cigarette on the 
kitchen balcony… and how your shape would invariably 
be reflected on the house in front. The shadow is huge. 
And it’s one. The kitchen light behind you made you 
look too big, and mean like some off-hand ogre. But 
you didn’t know that. See, goodness is a mere matter of 
proportions sometimes. What were you thinking of? You 
looked like any old bogeyman. I’m saying: how can 
anyone fail to see a solitude that size?  

Once I came out with you, and watched you smoke, 
and tried a cigarette. And I thought – though I never 
told you – that two shadows projected on the house in 
front – two shadows instead of one, gave a wholly dif-
ferent version of the same life. 

They start getting changed. When she is ready, Alice 
takes the bags outside. A flower-patterned scrim is lowered. 
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But you know what? The past was the problem, 
Dad: and now that so many years have gone, now that 
I’m all – absolutely all – present, that I live exactly inside 
what I am living, I can’t believe that life is like this… all 
that movement inhabiting it before, all that rage that 
push that violence… and so I’m asking you to forgive 
me first… were it only the effort, the huge constant ab-
solute effort to tear yourself free of your origins, to tear 
the tie – the tie with the dead I mean… if that’s no 
longer there to give us momentum, if we’re no longer 
running away from death, then what do we do? 

RICCARDO: I told you what – we slow down. 
ALICE: No. Life is not slow now: it is stilled, because 

the present is.
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Liv Ferracchiati 

From Stabat Mater (Trilogy on Identity) 

The Trilogy on Identity is a narration of ordinary stories, not necessarily 
centred on transgender experiences. For us, delving into the theme of 
gender identity meant questioning ourselves as to our own nature as 
human beings and our chances for freedom. We began gathering 
materials for this project in 2013, and came to the conclusion that 
transition is first and foremost a mental journey building an individual’s 
identity. Fundamental as they may be to some transgender persons, 
physical changes are not in our view the centre of the question – and 
accordingly they became less and less central to our investigation. As we 
progressed in our work, we realized that what really mattered was not so 
much ‘gender identity’, but rather the fact that, as Paul B. Preciado puts 
it: ‘The important thing was to oppose the standardization that identifies 
as pathological anything it cannot recognize. The rest is taxonomy, a 
system of classifications.’ 
Stabat Mater, the second part of the Trilogy, is the story of a thirty-year-
old writer, Andrea, a man whose extraordinary situation is shown 
through the details in his everyday life. The extraordinary element is the 
fact of living as a male while everyone, at least initially, sees his body as 
female. Andrea is a transgender male [...], but the centre of the story is 
emancipation from the mother, the difficulty of becoming an adult. 
– Liv Ferracchiati 
 
Protagonists, creatures experiencing the prison of a body hosting a 
sexuality different from the one they desire and live. […] By theatre 
techniques that often seem to thrive on self-irony, Ferracchiati 
unforgivingly lines up the feelings, expressions, impulses and 
frustrations of a condition that is too often dismissed without being 
understood. […] At times the action is so explicit as to seem 
exaggerated, but what counts is the strong determination of a young 
artist to delve into zones that are normally eluded. Writing that 
challenges violence as it forces each spectator to deeply engage with it. 
– Gianfranco Capitta, Il Manifesto, 8 August 2017 
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ANDREA, a man in a female body who is also a 
writer. 

GIRLFRIEND, a woman with a totally different 
life plan. Her name is Stella, but this is never men-
tioned in the text. 

PSYCHOLOGIST, a woman balancing between 
the roles of analysis. Her name is Chiara, but this is 
never mentioned in the text. 

ANDREA’S MOTHER, omnipresent and indis-
solubly tied to her son as if the umbilical cord had 
never been cut. 

 
Interactions with the girlfriend span a period of 

roughly four years. 
Interactions with the psychologist span a period of 

roughly two years. 
The space is not necessarily realistic.  
The characters do not so much act, but wait. 
The mother is always present on the scene, always in-

truding. 
Andrea is a transgender man, as this phenomenon is 

technically called in modern language: i.e., he is a man 
with breasts and a vagina – but the focus of the story lies 
elsewhere. ‘Transgender’ is a term we use for speed and ease 
of communication: the concept needs investigating, it has 
to do with philosophy, and once investigated eliminates the 
need for a term, except as a form of shorthand. 

 
 
SCENE 1: I’M FUCKED OFF BECAUSE,  

or ELEMENTARY THOUGHT no. 1 
ANDREA is sitting at his laptop: humidity is clinging 

to his skin, and he is sweating despite wearing only a pair 
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of boxer shorts. On a chair used as a sort of clothes stand 
we can see other garments, including a tank top of the kind 
used by many transgender men to bind the breast before ac-
quiring male pectoral muscles by means of surgery. 

ANDREA: Elementary thought no. 1: I’m fucked 
off because: I’m hot – I’ve a bellyache – there, where I 
usually feel the muscles stirring when I get excited – 
lower abs – very much lower – internal, maybe – fron-
tal aspect of the pubococcigeous muscle – just learnt 
that word half an hour ago on wikipedia – in actual 
fact this bellyache stops me getting excited – reduces 
my virility – I hate this bellyache – I regard it with a 
sort of latent, livid rage – have done so for roughly six-
teen and a half years – I register an unpleasant sensa-
tion owing to blood issuing from the vagina in copious 
quantities – that sort of moist heat due to the men-
strual flow – perception of imminent danger – the 
blood could overflow out of the corners of the pad – 
stain the cushion – mess everything up – including my 
– boxer shorts – goddamn – I feel a slight relief in ut-
tering the word ‘goddamn’ – writing that I feel relief 
in uttering the word ‘goddamn’ makes me smile – say-
ing the word ‘goddamn’ three times over makes me 
feel guilty – fancy having a period when you’re wearing 
boxer shorts! I’m sweating – sweating under the folds 
of my breast, as well – sweating there makes me mad 
– I want to start swearing again, but fear some divine 
reaction – so meanwhile I’m sliding my thumbs under 
my breasts – I’m well aware that all this stuff on sweat 
and secretions is disgusting – oh the phone’s going, it’s 
–  

 
(The MOTHER’s face looms large, very close up: she 
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is handsome, huge, present despite the geographical dis-
tance.) 

it’s – my – mother. I’m not going to pick up – not 
for – my – mother, not now (refuses the call). Unless 
she’s called to ask about – unless she wants to hear 
about it from me – ‘cause now I could – I could tell 
her – Mum, do you want to hear it from me? Do you 
want to be tied to me by a grief that pierces right 
through you? No, you don’t – you don’t want to know 
about it – don’t want to hear – or feel it. 

 
Andrea’s eyes fill with unwanted tears, they stream 

down his face without any release coming from the weep-
ing. 

So – let’s have a rum and cola – then maybe – 
watch some porn – no that’d make me sick, the porn 
would – back to the rum and cola – more rum than 
cola. 

 
The mobile rings again. Andrea stares at it for a long 

while, then sighs, sniffles, tests his voice to understand how 
steady it will be. 

Hello? (clears his throat and tries again) Hello? Yes, 
that’ll do, just about. 

Hello? 
MOTHER: What have you been up to? 
ANDREA: Nothing.  
MOTHER Hm. (Silence) Not saying anything? 
ANDREA: Don’t know what to say. 
MOTHER: Why didn’t you call me?  
ANDREA: Hadn’t seen what the time was.  
MOTHER: What have you been doing up to now?  
ANDREA: Nothing. 
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MOTHER: Nothing… (pause) So how’s it going? 
ANDREA: All good. (Sniffles, trying not to make 

himself heard.) 
MOTHER: You have a cold? 
ANDREA Yeah.  
MOTHER: In the middle of July?  
ANDREA: Well – yeah. (Silence) 
MOTHER: All right then, if you won’t say any-

thing… 
ANDREA: What am I supposed to say? 
MOTHER: I don’t know – are you well? 
ANDREA: Yes, I’m well. I'm just getting dressed. 
MOTHER: At half past two in the afternoon? 
ANDREA: Yes. 
MOTHER: Have you had lunch? 
ANDREA: Yes. 
MOTHER: Don’t lie to me. 
ANDREA: I’m not lying. 
MOTHER: What did you eat?  
ANDREA: A pasta.  
MOTHER: What sort of pasta? 
ANDREA: With your sauce. 
MOTHER: Didn’t you tell me you’d run out of it 

yesterday? (Pause) 
ANDREA: I got confused.  
MOTHER: You’re lying to me. (Pause) 
ANDREA: Mum, would you please be so kind as 

to stop fucking hassling me? 
MOTHER Don’t be a rude girl now. 
ANDREA And you don’t talk crap to me.  

(Silence) 
MOTHER: All right then – bye. 
ANDREA: Bye. (Mother hangs up.) Only joking! 
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Hello? (Redials) Hello? (Mother hangs up again) I was 
only joking! Hello? (Redials) Hello? 

Tries to call again and again but Mother won’t an-
swer. Then he starts sending her text messages. 

 
TXT no 1: u stupid mother – why must u get the 

blessed fruit of thy womb so fucked off because of 
such massive fucking idiocies? I never lie 2 u. 

TXT no. 2: I had no lunch – I beg for mercy + for-
giveness. 

TXT no. 3: If u don’t pick up nxt time I call, I’m 
g 2 come home, put ur mobile under the back wheel 
+ reverse the car over it. 

MOTHER (smiles, then sends a text in reply): u 
nasty girl. 

Pacified, Andrea gets dressed. 
Mother’s face is like a painting, moving at a speed im-

perceptible to the eye and present in every scene. 
 
SCENE 3: THE NINNY 
The psychologist’s study. 
Andrea has been going to see the psychologist roughly 

every two weeks for a few months. In actual fact, he is not 
going to see her as a therapist, but only because he needs to 
be cleared for hormone therapy. This is done by a psychol-
ogist who, after about six months of sessions – but this 
varies with each person – is meant to confirm that the pa-
tient is of sound mind and judgment and to clear them for 
the beginning of HRT, or hormone replacement therapy, if 
they wish to go through with it. In this case, the therapy 
would initially consist of taking testosterone. Andrea is not 
quite clear yet as to whether he really wants to change his 
physical aspect, whether this is necessary to his own sense 
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of self; but in a way he wants to be cleared so as to ‘be pre-
pared’: if he should ever decide to grow a beard, he would 
be able to do it – simple as that. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: It’s a regressive need for re-
assurance – a need connected to the oral phase. What 
did you say you called it? 

ANDREA: Ninny – it was a little scrap of cloth… 
but I sucked it for personal pleasure, not for reassur-
ance. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: A consolatory act also gives 
some pleasure, doesn’t it? 

ANDREA: I would wet the cloth with my saliva 
and rub it against my nose as I sucked my right thumb. 
I couldn’t even imagine going to sleep without sucking 
my thumb, without smelling the Ninny. It had a sooth-
ing smell – I couldn’t understand how grown-ups 
could go without it and have such – such flavourless 
bedtimes. This thing with the ‘Ninny’ went on until I 
was about eight, and then a dentist decided that my 
incisors were bucking dangerously. My world fell apart 
– but then I thought I’d end up looking like Freddie 
Mercury, and that made me give up the dirty habit. 
My mother is still proud of that, she’s always mention-
ing it: ‘She went to sleep in her own bedroom at six, 
and stopped sucking at eight.’ I think it was shame 
made me stop. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: Hm. 
ANDREA: I needed it – but at the same time I felt 

like a prick, you understand? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Hm. (Pause) 
ANDREA: Are you writing down the word ‘prick’ 

for your records? 
 PSYCHOLOGIST: No, I was just writing down 
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a question.  
ANDREA: Ask the question, then – why just write 

it down?  
PSYCHOLOGIST: I didn’t want to interrupt 

you. 
ANDREA: Don’t be so formal – I mean, you and 

I are in the same age group, roughly, aren’t we? Our 
outlook on life is more or less similar – if that’s the 
word… 

PSYCHOLOGIST: What makes you say that? 
ANDREA: I’ve had a look at your Facebook page. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: You shouldn’t do that. 
ANDREA: You’re not meant to look at mine, but 

I’m allowed to look at yours. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: And what did you under-

stand about me? 
ANDREA: You’re a passionate woman – some-

what New Age, at times – but respectable. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: New Age? 
ANDREA: Yes – animals, yoga, transcendental 

meditation or whatever it’s called. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: It’s all scientific. 
ANDREA: Sure. (Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: So – you were saying – about 

the ‘Ninny’? (Pause) 
ANDREA: Look, are you getting bored? Because 

I feel hurt when I see you’re getting bored. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Hurt? 
ANDREA: Yes – hurt. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Oh – I’m sorry – I didn’t 

mean to hurt you. 
ANDREA: I was joking – really – you didn’t be-

lieve that, did you? Anyway, what sort of people come 
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here, as a rule? Some retards, surely? (The psychologist 
stares at him without a word.) 

So, the ‘Ninny’: some time later – I might have 
been fifteen or so – I was lying on the bed with my 
mother – I was still doing that at that age, it didn’t feel 
like I was in physical contact with anyone outside my-
self… 

PSYCHOLOGIST: What about your partner – 
what does she think about your mother?  

ANDREA: She might think she’s –  
PSYCHOLOGIST: Too present perhaps? 
ANDREA: Yes – perhaps – yes. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: It must be hard.  
ANDREA: What must be hard? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Sharing you with another 

woman. How did you meet? 
ANDREA: Me and my mother, you mean? 

(Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: You always put irony between 

what you feel and what you say – do you ever cry? (A 
very short pause) Do cry – it would help you. 

ANDREA (wants to laugh, but checks himself): We 
met in the bookshop where she works. I think about a 
year ago, more or less. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: And your partner still works 
there? 

ANDREA: No, she’s a university researcher now 
– film studies. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: Who approached the other 
first?  

ANDREA: It wasn’t me. (Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Can you give a meaning to 

this non-action of yours? 
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ANDREA: I don’t know – a fear of rejection, 
maybe… what do you mean, can I give a meaning to 
this non-action?  

PSYCHOLOGIST: You never act.  
ANDREA: That’s not true. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Who spoke to the other first: 

you or your partner? 
ANDREA: She did – but I’d asked her to friend 

me on Facebook, then we got chatting online. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Online… 
ANDREA: I act in an indirect manner, I try to 

make things happen, you understand? It takes years – 
many more years than a direct approach might take… 

PSYCHOLOGIST: Consider also that we don’t 
know how long we have before the end. 

ANDREA: The end? 
PSYCHOLOGIST (wants to laugh, but checks her-

self): As in death. 
ANDREA: Anyway I did ask her out. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: All in all though, that was be-

cause you were chatting online. 
ANDREA: All in all, yes, we were – but then I did 

ask her out, didn’t I? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Do you speak to your mother 

very often? 
ANDREA: We talk on the phone. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: How often? 
ANDREA: We’re slowing down now – I’d say two, 

three times. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: A week? 
ANDREA: A day. (Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Do you call, or does your 

mother call you? 
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ANDREA: It depends. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Does your mother call even 

when you’re with your partner? 
ANDREA: Sometimes.  
PSYCHOLOGIST: And do you pick up?  
ANDREA: Well – yes – why shouldn’t I? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: You are a serious case of fai-

lure to outgrow the Oedipus complex. 
ANDREA: Honestly – you’re not saying we’re still 

meant to believe that sort of crap, are you?  
 Silence. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Have you ever seen a photo 

of your mother as a young woman, by any chance? 
ANDREA: I have. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Have you ever thought your 

mother was attractive, or beautiful, by any chance? 
ANDREA: I have. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Have you ever thought – by 

any chance, even only for a minute – that if she hadn’t 
been your mother you’d have blasted the entire uni-
verse to have her? 

ANDREA: I might have. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Might have? 
ANDREA All right, I have – but just for a minute. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Right – very good – just for a 

minute. One more question: have you ever dreamt of 
a woman you were perhaps – I don’t know – sleeping 
with, and she turned into your mother – or perhaps, 
all of a sudden, it was impossible to see her face? And 
if so, can you find a meaning for all that? 

ANDREA: Stop it now – stop – all right, the Oedi-
pus complex is still urgently relevant – in its own way. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: Very good. So – back to the 
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‘Ninny’? 
ANDREA: I had rested my face on my mother’s 

arm – I think I was asleep – and – and I uninten-
tionally wet her arm with my saliva. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: And? 
ANDREA: And I recognized the smell: it was the 

same smell as the ‘Ninny’. The smell of the ‘Ninny’ is 
the smell of my mother’s skin: the fragrance capable 
of soothing me and making me happy is – is my 
mother’s. 

PSYCHOLOGIST (taking notes): Ninny – fra-
grance – mo… 

ANDREA and PSYCHOLOGIST: …ther. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Are you making fun of me? 

(Pause) 
ANDREA: Ours was a symbiotic relationship. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Was? 
ANDREA: It’s not quite so tight now. The umbil-

ical cord is tearing, it’s only attached by a few thin 
strands. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: What about your father? 
ANDREA Oh – he was there as well – on the sofa, 

I think, in the next room. 
 
SCENE 11: THE FLIMSY SKIRT  
PSYCHOLOGIST: It’s all about the body. 
ANDREA: Hm. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: The gym, the dieting, the tat-

toos. 
ANDREA: Hm. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Usually this happens in ad-

olescence. 
ANDREA: Yes – but I wasn’t a troubled teenager. 
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PSYCHOLOGIST: You allow your mother too 
much control over your body. So you want to have a 
tattoo done – why should you tell her? 

ANDREA: It’s not like I allow my mother too 
much control over my body – more like I don’t know 
what tattoo to have done. And anyway, as a teenager 
I never drank or smoked, never tried a joint, even. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: Are you scared of losing con-
trol? 

ANDREA: Obviously. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Why is that? 
ANDREA: Why do you think? I was brought up 

to completely and utterly repress my entire being – I 
mean, I’m amazed at being this ‘normal’. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: This ‘normal’? 
ANDREA: And anyway I think you’re all useless, 

with all your ‘normality’. 
PSYCHOLOGIST ’You’re all useless’? Who are 

you talking about?  
ANDREA: You normal people, boring people.  
PSYCHOLOGIST: Us boring people. 
ANDREA: That’s right – you’re born in the right 

body, you’re well accepted, you always know what to 
expect. Everything’s nice and easy. How boring. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: How boring – you’re right. 
ANDREA: You never deviate from the norm – in 

fact you worship it. It would be good for you to out-
grow the norm, you’d be more – more authentic that 
way. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: You mean ‘us all’ again, 
don’t you? (Pause) 

ANDREA: Why did you wear that little skirt? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: I beg your pardon? 
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ANDREA: That little skirt.  
PSYCHOLOGIST: What sort of a question is that? 
ANDREA: A question. (Pause) Yes – I’m scared 

of losing control. (Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: During adolescence, the par-

ents understand or should understand that the body 
belongs to the child, that it’s no longer an extension 
of their bodies. 

ANDREA: Do you like Bergman? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Bergman? 
ANDREA: Yes – Bergman, the director. (Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Oh – yes – yes, I do.  
ANDREA: How much do you like him?  
PSYCHOLOGIST: He’s very obscure. 
ANDREA: You have a problem with obscurity? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: No, not at all. 
ANDREA: Do you like Bergman very much? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: I like him well enough. 

(Pause) 
ANDREA: It’s too flimsy. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: What is?  
ANDREA: Your little skirt.  
PSYCHOLOGIST: Not so flimsy.  
ANDREA: Flimsy enough. (Pause) 
PSYCHOLOGIST: Anyway it’s a good thing that 

you’re feeling free to be what you are now, in your re-
lationship with women for instance – this thing of 
writing… 

ANDREA: My relationship with women has 
changed. (Pause) 

PSYCHOLOGIST: Are women more sensitive 
towards you now? 

ANDREA: More sensitive? 
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PSYCHOLOGIST: Do women like you more? 
ANDREA: Can’t keep them off me – well, almost. 

(The psychologist laughs.) I know it may sound ridicul-
ous, or not very elegant, put that way – but it’s true. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: I believe you. 
ANDREA: You believe me. 
PSYCHOLOGIST (laughing): Seriously, I don’t 

think it’s impossible for you to be well liked – far from 
it. (Pause. She grows more serious.) It’s just how you 
said it – that made me laugh, that’s all. 

ANDREA: How did I say it? 
PSYCHOLOGIST: I don’t know. (Laughs again) 
ANDREA: You laugh a lot. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: What? 
ANDREA: You laugh a lot during our sessions – 

don’t you think you should be the one paying me? (The 
psychologist starts laughing again) See? (She continues 
laughing) Do you laugh to seduce me, or because you’re 
being seduced? (She stares at him) No, I’m asking just 
to be sure – I mean, you’re opening a channel that – if 
it isn’t seduction, it’s not very far from it – you’re open-
ing that sort of channel so as to gain trust – and then 
that little skirt – that flimsy little skirt – too flimsy. 

PSYCHOLOGIST: You’re losing an ally by acting 
this way. (Pause) 

ANDREA: Never mind. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: What do you mean, ‘never 

mind’? 
ANDREA Never mind. (She starts laughing again) 

See? You’re laughing again. 
PSYCHOLOGIST: All right, all right – I’m 

laughing… 
[…] 
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SCENE 15: ONLINE CHATTING 
 
ANDREA and the GIRLFRIEND are chatting on 

screen. 
 
GIRLFRIEND: Hi. 
ANDREA: Hi. 
GIRLFRIEND: I see you’ve asked me to friend 

you. 
ANDREA Yes – that’s right, I did. 
GIRLFRIEND: Have we met in person? 
ANDREA: Yes – well, not quite. 
GIRLFRIEND: And where is it we’ve not quite 

met in person? 
ANDREA: In the bookshop. I stand in front of 

you and read, and you also read, when you’re not busy. 
GIRLFRIEND: Yes, but there’s a lot of people 

reading in a bookshop. 
ANDREA: True – but I read books on Antarctica. 
GIRLFRIEND: Oh – that’s right – you asked for 

a couple of those a few days ago. 
ANDREA: Yes, I’m really reading a lot of books 

on Antarctica, because I want to set some stories there 
– it’s a metaphor, see – I’m a writer. (Pause) 

GIRLFRIEND: A writer? 
ANDREA: Yes – someone who writes. 
GIRLFRIEND: Thanks – I think I might know 

what a writer is. 
ANDREA: Do you know what a metaphor is? 
GIRLFRIEND (smiling): So what have you pub-

lished? 
ANDREA: Do you like Bergman? (Pause) 
GIRLFRIEND: Yes.  
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ANDREA: That’s OK.  
GIRLFRIEND: OK. (Long pause) 
ANDREA: I’d better let you go, you might be busy.  
GIRLFRIEND: No – no, I was just looking at 

your photos. 
ANDREA: Why? 
GIRLFRIEND: I wanted to see if I’d got it. 
ANDREA: And had you? 
GIRLFRIEND: I had. How do you know I like 

Bergman? 
ANDREA: Because when you’re not busy you 

read an essay, and it’s an essay on Bergman. What 
makes you like someone so obscure and symbolical – 
with so many death omens? (Pause) 

GIRLFRIEND: Have you seen any of Bergman’s 
films? 

ANDREA: I have. 
GIRLFRIEND: I don’t believe you. 
ANDREA: Why not? 
GIRLFRIEND: Well, if I may say so, I don’t be-

lieve you’ve ever seen any of Bergman’s films. 
ANDREA: Actually I’ve seen them all, though I 

prefer Woody Allen. You like Woody Allen? 
GIRLFRIEND: Yes, I like Woody Allen. You’ve 

seen them all, you say? There’s more than fifty. I did 
my thesis on Bergman. 

ANDREA: You know in Woody Allen’s Annie Hall, 
when they’re out on the balcony talking, but there’s 
subtitles with their real thoughts? And he’s saying: 
‘Photography’s interesting, cause you know, it’s – it’s 
a new art form and a – uh, a set of aesthetic criteria 
have not emerged yet’, but in fact he’s thinking: ‘I 
wonder what she looks like naked?…’ 
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GIRLFRIEND: What do you mean? 
ANDREA: Nothing – I think that’s pure genius. 

But Bergman is also interesting, he’s got a set of aes-
thetic criteria that have emerged… 

GIRLFRIEND: And what do you know of Berg-
man’s aesthetics? 

ANDREA: Well – the toad coming out of the 
bread loaf, the bread loaf with the toad in it, that sort 
of stuff… 

GIRLFRIEND: Come off it – you’ve not really 
seen all of Bergman’s films.  

ANDREA: All right – not all of them – but lots.  
GIRLFRIEND: ‘It is early Monday morning… 

and I am in pain.’ 
ANDREA: Cries and Whispers – her first line, as 

she lies dying. 
GIRLFRIEND: No wiki!  
ANDREA: I didn’t have the time, you can see 

that. 
GIRLFRIEND ‘How hot your hands. Do you 

have a fever? I always get worked up when I’m going 
to see you. Isn’t that funny?’ 

ANDREA: That’s the unbelievably hot woman in 
Hour of the Wolf – the blonde in the white dress, the 
one who goes down on her knees. Listen, do you know 
all of the lines out of all of Bergman’s films by heart? 
Is that some sort of sickness? Are you engaged? 

GIRLFRIEND: For four years now I’ve known 
the lines I like by heart. 

ANDREA: How old are you? 
GIRLFRIEND: Twenty-seven. 
ANDREA: I’m also twenty-seven – and I’m also 

engaged. 
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GIRLFRIEND: ‘I like him well enough, he’s at-
tractive – but why is he always talking of God?’ En-
gaged? 

ANDREA: Wild Strawberries – the girl in the car 
with the old man – not the daughter-in-law, the other 
one – Bergman’s least obscure film – or rather, a 
slightly less obscure one. Yes, engaged. 

GIRLFRIEND: What have you got against ob-
scurity? 

ANDREA: Nothing, in fact – nothing. 
GIRLFRIEND: In fact. 
ANDREA: Yes – it’s an adverbial conjunction I 

use – two words, ‘in’, ‘fact’: not just a simple adverb… 
GIRLFRIEND: So it’s true. 
ANDREA: What? 
GIRLFRIEND: That you’ve seen a few of Berg-

man’s films. 
ANDREA: Very true – but I’m not writing to you 

because I want to talk about Bergman. 
GIRLFRIEND: Engaged? 
ANDREA: Look, I’ve been watching you for days, 

for months now. I’ve been watching you for four or five 
months, I’ve just about worn my eyes out watching 
you – so I thought I’d ask you while I’ve got some eye-
sight left: how about meeting for coffee? 

GIRLFRIEND: Coffee? 
ANDREA: Yes – you know, that dark liquid stuff 

people put in cups? 
GIRLFRIEND: Look, I don’t mean to sound bru-

tal, but I don’t like… 
GIRLFRIEND and ANDREA: Women. 
ANDREA: Yes of course – I know that – I mean – 

I can imagine. I can tell you don’t like them, no 
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worries about that. So – about that coffee? 
GIRLFRIEND: Are you always this direct, girl? 
ANDREA: No. 
GIRLFRIEND: Well –  
ANDREA: Tomorrow afternoon – three o’clock. I’ll 

not steal more than a half hour of your time, all right? 
GIRLFRIEND: OK. 
ANDREA: Phew. 
GIRLFRIEND: Phew?  
ANDREA: Yes, phew – as in, I’ve done it, I got 

away with it, right? 
GIRLFRIEND: Right. 
ANDREA: One more thing: what month were you 

born? 
GIRLFRIEND: August.  
ANDREA: I knew it.  
GIRLFRIEND: What? 
ANDREA: Someone read my hand once and told 

me I’d marry a woman with dark eyes who would be 
born in August and –  

GIRLFRIEND: Work in a bookshop? 
ANDREA: No – love Bergman. That’s why I 

watched all of his films, never mind that I prefer 
Woody Allen – so I’d be prepared for our meeting. 

GIRLFRIEND: Are you being serious? 
 

SCENE 17: FRODO, or ELEMENTARY THOUGHT no. 

237 
ANDREA is at home, writing. 
ANDREA: Elementary thought no. 237: That ring 

– I’d throw it into burning lava – who gave it to you – 
it makes me feel like Frodo in Lord of the Rings – with 
the sole purpose of destroying it – who gave it to you 
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– what’s it made of – can it be melted – I’m wondering 
as I look at it – if it can be done – if it can be returned 
to where it came from – brought back to zero – ‘cause 
there are meetings that are year zero – rings that must 
be brought back to zero – people who are like cata-
clysms – who set everything shaking – including cer-
tainties – in an outbreak of fault lines – fault lines in 
chain reactions – who set even the best people shaking 
– the most well-balanced and solid – and as I look at 
it – as I look at your ring finger – ‘cause – how was it 
– it’s worn on the ring finger – and concentrate and 
look at it so hard – so hard I’m trying to melt it with 
my thought power – so much so I see – your finger’s 
beginning to burn? I think we’re the ones that set cat-
aclysms in motion – because we want to stop ourselves 
puking in fear – and Nature goes against that – so ev-
erytime I decide I will lose you I’ll read the news and 
see there’s been an earthquake – or a lightning storm 
– a rising of the waters – a lowering of the sun – a 
swelling of the moon – a crumbling of the stars – a 
bending of the Earth’s axis – and I say big deal – what 
did you expect – we are here and now – not even im-
mortal – letting everything go to pigs – for reasons 
good enough – to make you puke – but not enough to 
get Nature angry – ‘cause I can imagine myself you see 
– as an old man – after spending my whole life without 
you – and can imagine you, see – as an old woman – 
after spending your whole life without me – with all 
the pipework in its proper place because one knows 
how to deal with plumbers and the other is better – 
faster – stronger – so strong that for years he didn’t 
only call plumbers but take them home for you – 
heaved them over his shoulders – but I think about 
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that – me and you as old people – in two different 
houses – and thieves coming and turning them upside 
down – and as everything goes through the upheaval 
– from the norm to the cupboard – my elementary 
thoughts end up resurfacing – and I’ll send them to 
you in two copies as soon as possible and then we’ll 
remember when Nature was pissed off with us – and 
sent cataclysms to get us to understand things – ex-
plaining that – for instance – if you don’t kiss me with 
your tongue Sumatra will split in two – or for instance 
– if you don’t stroke my hand all of Peru will come un-
done in one go and crumble between the Pacific 
Ocean and Bolivia – that for instance – if you’re not 
brave enough – the south of Florida with Cuba and 
the Bahamas will be swept away by a hurricane so 
strong that – thinking about it – you’d better melt that 
little ring yourself – even with a lighter or matches – 
and I’m saying this as unspeakable sadness washes 
over me – as I feel like Frodo – and vulnerable, be-
cause it’s impossible – too difficult – too complex – so 
much so that it might be best to – desist – surrender – 
drop it – stop it – restrain oneself not listen or explain 
oneself – ignore oneself emasculate oneself – and as I 
think that – no more than three minutes later I switch 
on my TV – and hear about a catastrophic anomaly, 
an earthquake like you’ve never seen before – huge 
shocks – higher than fifth degree – in little less than 
ten minutes – an anomaly unforeseen even by experts 
– and if they knew it’s our fault – they’d come to look 
for us, even the guys from Civil Defence – because let 
me tell you this – you have a responsibility – you’re not 
just endangering my life – you’re endangering the 
whole of the world population – so I’m asking you, in 
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the name of the whole world population – in the name 
of Frodo – give me that ring and let me throw it into 
burning lava – no wait – actually let’s leave it – look 
it’s too complicated (tsunami in New Guinea) – let’s 
call it a day (volcanic eruption in Hawaii) – you’ve 
even got a ring (typhoon hitting the coast off the China 
Sea) – you’re probably married (asteroid on collision 
course with Earth) – OH SHIT – sorry – but I really 
have to ask you this – it’s too dangerous to carry on 
like this – do you want to be with me – I’m asking you 
straight out – with no beating about the bush – be with 
me – because if I ask you straight out – with no beating 
about the bush – maybe – it gets to be real. 

 
The phone goes. ANDREA lets it ring, puts it down 

on the table.
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Marcello Fois 

From Quasi Grazia 

There is probably some temerity involved in the decision to speak about 
Grazia Deledda – especially for a writer, and especially for a writer from 
Nuoro. And if it is true that theatre is an unforgiving, ritualistic medium, to 
speak of her by setting her on a stage must be close to madness. My idea – 
or should I say my obsession – was that this woman, so important for 
literary culture in our country, needed to be shown in the flesh. […] I 
wanted her to be heard as she spoke. I wanted her to be seen as she 
moved. […] In a better world, that would be done simply by fostering a 
reading culture, by supporting the idea that a writer’s achievement – and 
the Nobel is no mean achievement – is also the reader’s. Yet considering 
that Grazia Deledda, to date the only Italian woman to be honoured by 
that highest of awards, is not even included in our school syllabus, it is 
clear that we are a long way from inhabiting a mature literary civilization.  
[…] Quasi Grazia is basically a novel in theatre form. […] Each chapter is 
one act in the play. The first one is set in Nuoro, on the February morning 
in 1900 in which Grazia leaves her home to move to Rome with her 
husband; in the second we follow her to Stockholm, on the afternoon in 
December 1926 leading up to the official Nobel ceremony; the third 
chapter unfolds in Rome in 1935, in the radiology lab where Deledda is 
diagnosed with the cancer that will kill her – in August 1936, ten years 
after she received the most prestigious of literary awards.  
The life of each great writer tells us something about great writing. 
– Marcello Fois 
 
When Marcello Fois imagined this text on Grazia Deledda and asked me 
to act in the play, the revolutionary potential of her figure convinced me to 
accept unreservedly. It is clear that Deledda achieved her self-realization at 
the cost not only of personal sacrifice, but also of a very high price in social 
terms. Weighing in against her were the deep-seated diffidence of the 
Italian literary world, capable of ignoring her even after she had won the 
Nobel, and prejudice as to her private life: even the great names in Italian 
literature turned up their noses at her marriage, an alliance and friendship 
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between equals that was very similar to the power partnerships of today’s 
star system, but entirely unusual in the bigoted environment of 1930s Italy. 
Her journey of self-determination is a paradigm, not only for women of all 
times, but for anyone fighting to achieve a dream having started out from a 
minority social condition. 
– Michela Murgia (award-winning author of Accabadora, L’incontro, Chirù) 
 
None of the equality we have achieved and are enjoying today would be 
thinkable without the courage of women who, although not directly 
involved in political activity, made life choices such as opened the way to 
independence for themselves and for those who would follow them. When 
Grazia Deledda, not yet thirty, left Sardinia in 1900 to follow her heart’s 
desire and become a writer, she may not have seen herself as one of those 
women, but her dream of art and independence demanded that she tear 
herself away from her homeland and from her family: a sacrifice no man 
would have been forced to make. […] Michela Murgia, on stage for the 
first time, has not been chosen casually for the role: a Sardinian, a writer 
and women’s rights activist, she was ideally placed to produce a sort of 
doppelgänger effect by which her contemporary female figure and the one 
of the early twentieth-century young Sardinian woman would call out to 
each other as if in a countermelody. 
– Veronica Cruciani, director.
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Act I 
Nuoro, Sardinia, February 1900 
‘I was born in Sardinia. My family was made of 

wise people, but also of violent people and primitive 
artists. It had some authority, and it had a library; yet 
when I started writing, aged thirteen, my parents 
were against me. As the philosopher’s warning goes: 
if your child writes verse, chastise him and send him 
into the mountains; if you catch him at his poetry for 
the second time, punish him again; if he goes for it a 
third time, let him be, for he is a poet. Without wish-
ing to sound conceited, that’s how it went with me. I 
had an irresistible mirage of the world, and especially 
of Rome. And it was in Rome, after the first flame of 
youth, that I made a home for myself, where I live 
quietly with my life’s companion, listening to the 
burning words of my young sons. I’ve had everything 
a woman can ask of her destiny – but my greatest 
good fortune was faith in life, and in God.‘ 

 
Daybreak. The hallway in the house of the Deledda 

family. Stacked suitcases, a small trunk. A woman 
(GRAZIA) is checking that everything is ready for the 
departure. An elderly woman (Grazia’s MOTHER), 
standing in the shadow, is watching her without a word. 
Between the two women lies the cold and obstinate silence 
of early morning partings. A clock is ticking with each 
second. 

 
GRAZIA: I told you last night there was no need 

for you to get up.  
MOTHER: Sure – you’re only going round the 

corner, aren’t you… 
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Silence. Grazia looks around, then stops as if to check 
she has not left anything behind. 

 
MOTHER: Any time’s the same to me anyway – 

for all I can sleep. (Noticing that Grazia is not listening) 
What have you forgotten? 

GRAZIA: No, no… I mean nothing – just checking. 
Clothes… 

MOTHER: … Linen… 
GRAZIA: Yes, linen. My books… 
MOTHER (sarcastic): God forbid we might ever be 

without books! 
 
GRAZIA is about to answer back, but she checks herself 

and picks up her coat.  
 
MOTHER: Anyway, when are we going to see each 

other again? 
GRAZIA (calmly buttoning her coat, she is surprised 

by the direct question): See each other – well – soon – as 
soon as we’re settled, once we’ve got an idea of Pal-
miro’s schedule – we’ll see… and you can also come 
over some time, can’t you? You heard what we said last 
night: the house is large, there’s space enough…  

MOTHER: God forbid – that sort of journey, at my 
age. You mustn’t rely on me doing that sort of thing 
these days – and with your father gone… 

GRAZIA: What ‘sort of thing’? 
MOTHER: Going to sea on a journey, that sort of 

thing – you know what people are like, don’t you? 
GRAZIA: What are they like? 
MOTHER: Well, what that’d make me look like: a 

widow, running around, going on visits.  
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GRAZIA (surprised at her own surprise): On visits? 
When you’d be going to see your daughter? 

MOTHER: Oh, that’s going to make me look really 
good, isn’it – God knows what they’re thinking even 
now ... 

GRAZIA (exasperated): What they’re thinking about 
what? 

MOTHER: Listen to her – as if she didn’t know 
what she knows! And you act like you’re the clever one 
all the time…  

GRAZIA: No, it’s more like I don’t want to believe 
my ears: so because you’re a widow you’re meant to 
stop being alive? 

MOTHER (eluding the question): It’s about respect. 
GRAZIA (unbuttoning her coat and sitting down): 

Respect? Because of course to go and see your 
daughter would be disrespectful to your husband 
who’s passed away, wouldn’t it… 

MOTHER: See how you’re twisting things around? 
And then you complain… 

GRAZIA: I don’t think I’ve said anything false… 
and I’m certainly not complaining! 

MOTHER: Always on about true or false, aren’t you 
– but things have their own ways: what’s truth got to do 
with anything? Look, one thing are stories as you write 
them, and quite another are stories as they happen. 

GRAZIA: Oh… 
MOTHER: So! 
 
Silence. Grazia checks her watch. The two women are 

checking each other. 
 
GRAZIA (losing her patience, unable to restrain her-
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self, takes off her coat): So if I don’t travel – you won’t 
come to Rome – we’ll never see each other again – is 
that what you mean to say? 

MOTHER: Well – don’t make it sound so bad 
now! Always needing to turn things round your own 
way. 

GRAZIA: Then you turn them round the right way 
– go on… (Sits down and places her coat on her knees.) 

MOTHER: I mean to say things can be done in 
their own time – it takes patience… 

GRAZIA: Could hardly be any more patient than 
this… 

MOTHER: See what you’re doing? Saying one 
thing in words, and quite another with your tone: you’ve 
always had the bad habit of thinking yourself smarter 
than others, my girl. 

GRAZIA: And you, if you don’t mind me saying so 
– you’ve always had the habit of thinking I was stupid. 
What for, anyway? 

MOTHER: So you think it was all a bed of roses? I 
was the one had to listen to your father, the same story 
everyday… 

GRAZIA: What story? 
MOTHER: The story of how headstrong you’ve al-

ways been. 
GRAZIA: So that’s it – I’m headstrong, all right! 

So what? 
MOTHER: Well – the story of my letting you be like 

that, for instance. 
GRAZIA: So it was you letting me, now – of 

course. Not that he ever opened his mouth – God for-
bid! Anyway nothing was going to change, no matter 
what. 
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MOTHER: That’s right – since you’ve always been 
the same, you and your father! 

GRAZIA: Sure – exactly the same, weren’t we! 
With this nonsense of me and him always being the 
same, we’ve been stuck in the same place forever. 
(Suddenly switching to a milder tone) You tell me the 
truth, now – is it true or not that I’ve done all that 
could be done and more? 

MOTHER (suspiciously): For instance? 
GRAZIA: For instance with all that business about 

the eyeglasses and the headache… 
MOTHER: Well? He was worried about you. 
GRAZIA: No he wasn’t – he looked pleased in fact, 

because if my eyesight had gone down it was – like a pu-
nishment – because of the books, wasn’t it! 

MOTHER: That’s just your way of putting it – you’re 
always full of fanciful ideas – give her a pebble and she’ll 
make a mountain out of it! And anyway it was true: you 
were reading yourself blind, sitting up late in the lamplight 
all the time – or will you deny that as well?  

GRAZIA: God forbid – who would dare? No-
body’d better dare touch our Dad, God rest his soul. 
He’s bossing us around even now he’s dead… but tell 
me: what if by chance I’d gone blind embroidering my 
trousseau by candlelight, like all women do who are 
honourable and not headstrong – that’d have been all 
right, wouldn’t it… 

MOTHER: What do you take him for? He’d have 
worried anyway! 

GRAZIA: Possibly – but can you imagine his satis-
faction in being able to say once and for all that those 
books were the problem? And it was a problem, because 
they were my passion – and also because they were all 
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time stolen from the good work of being a woman. 
Can’t you see how he disrespected you by saying some-
thing like that? 

MOTHER: Oh no – he never disrespected me, 
don’t you worry about that… and be sure to know that 
if he was boss it’s because I let him. Anyway, what ter-
rible things did your father ever say to you, may he rest 
in heaven?  

GRAZIA: That woman is woman if she does no 
thinking – that’s what he always said! 

MOTHER: He never! When would he have said 
anything like that? 

GRAZIA: When, with a smile on his face, he said 
that all I’d got by wasting my time after books was 
‘foolery’ and blindness. And all that after the priest 
pointed his finger at me in front of a church full of 
people, because I dared to think I could be a writer! 
And you two – all quiet – well pleased, even! 

MOTHER: See that? You’ve done it again – go and 
put words in people’s mouths, why don’t you. What do 
you mean, ‘you two’? 

GRAZIA: What? 
MOTHER: Who was all quiet and well pleased, eh? 
GRAZIA: You and Dad… 
MOTHER: Get away! That’s what you thought you 

heard: the priest was just speaking in general. 
GRAZIA: In general, right – so much so he might 

as well have got down from the pulpit to slap me about 
– and you two – I repeat – were very well pleased. 

MOTHER: Well pleased, my eye! It was just to 
avoid scandal. And anyway, once we got out after 
Mass, your good friend the painter made sure to mess 
up right and proper… 
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GRAZIA: Oh, Ballero, you mean… mess up what? 
MOTHER: The whole thing! If he’d let well 

enough alone everything might have been forgotten – 
but no! 

GRAZIA: No what? 
MOTHER: Look, you don’t go out of your way to 

make a scene, with everyone still about the church. 
GRAZIA: Of course not – it’s better to keep nice 

and quiet like you two, forget all about it, soldier on! 
You weren’t thinking of me at all, it’s simple as that… 

MOTHER: You watch it, girl – ‘cause if you’re try-
ing to say your friend Ballero cared for you more than 
we did, I’m going to finish you with these hands, I 
don’t care how big you are! 

GRAZIA: I could hardly have thought otherwise… 
MOTHER: Yes you could! You should have thought 

otherwise! Fancy that! One thing is what happens or 
might happen, quite another is the substance. 

GRAZIA: Really? What do you mean, the sub-
stance? 

MOTHER: The substance is this: it can never – you 
hear me, NEVER EVER happen that a stranger cares 
for a child more than her parents do! 

GRAZIA: Even if they don’t show it?  
MOTHER All right, you carry on like this and see 

where we end up!  
 
Grazia is making a huge effort to stop herself answer-

ing back. A terrible silence, fraught with dire tension. 
 
MOTHER (giving in): Come on now, think about 

it – your friend nearly came to blows with the priest. 
Some friend… you think that was a good thing? 
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GRAZIA (entirely ignoring the question): How could 
you know? You two legged it straight after Mass! 

MOTHER: I happen to know because that was the 
talk of the town back then – that might make you happy, 
but not me, especially when all the old busybodies in 
the neighbourhood could talk of nothing but my 
daughter. And another thing… well, let it go… 

GRAZIA (as if speaking to herself): And another 
thing… here I am, leaving home, lawfully married be-
fore God and man – so you can tell me now: what was 
– what is wrong? 

 
Thunder and a blinding flash of lightning seem to shake 

the hall. 
 
MOTHER: So many things, my girl, so many. What 

can you do? I’m old, and set in my ways by now. I like 
the world the way I’ve always known it, but you can’t 
understand that sort of thing. Each of us must do what 
he can: your father’s head was screwed on that way, may 
he be with all souls. You couldn’t change him, but he 
did love you. When he died he wasn’t so worried about 
Santus or Andrea as he was about you. 

 
As if summoned by Mother’s words, ANDREA arrives, 

drenched in rain. 
 
ANDREA: Well! They said there’d be no rain this 

year, and look at this… 
GRAZIA: Is this the time? 
ANDREA: Oh for goodness’ sake! We stopped by 

at Monne’s house – no good running around in this 
rain. I headed back as soon as it died down a bit. 



68 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume II          Theatre 

 

GRAZIA: Sure – how long’s it been raining for – ten 
minutes maybe? 

MOTHER: That’s right, you tell him. 
ANDREA (overly aggressive): Tell him what? 
MOTHER: For starters you don’t raise your voice 

to me – I made you, remember? And no matter how big 
you are I can unmake you anytime. 

ANDREA: I rushed over, I knew she was leaving 
this morning… 

MOTHER: Very considerate of you. 
GRAZIA: Now that I’m going, you might want to 

make a change, no? 
ANDREA (shrugging, with a spike of aggression): 

What sort of change? 
MOTHER: Stay at home, she means.  
GRAZIA: You’ve more responsibility now, haven’t 

you? You’re head of the family… 
ANDREA (changing the subject): At the café yester-

day they asked me if your husband was a tall guy with 
red hair. Bobore Licheri and Vìndice Sini: they point at 
this guy and go: “Andre’, isn’t that your brother-in-
law?” So I turn round and see that officer from the 
tribunal – you know him, the one from the continent, 
works over at the carabinieri station. I say ‘Who, that?’ 
And they go: ‘Yeah – that continental guy, isn’t that 
him? Isn’t your brother-in-law from the continent?’ 
(Grazia laughs, Andrea pauses for a few seconds.) ‘What’s 
this,’ I say, ‘you think all continentals are the same? Pal-
miro looks nothing like that…’ ‘What a name, though,’ 
says Vìndice Sini. ‘A continental-type name…’ 

GRAZIA: He can talk! With a name like Vìndice! 
The great avenger… 

ANDREA: Imagine Santus, what they’d say to him 
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on the continent… 
MOTHER: What? What would they say?  
GRAZIA: That he’s got a Sardinian-type name?  
MOTHER: And what’s wrong with that? 
ANDREA: Nothing, Ma, nothing wrong… still, 

they’re not wrong to say that: how many Palmiros have 
you heard of in these parts? Same for Santus if he went 
to Rome, no? 

GRAZIA: How many people called Palmiro.  
ANDREA: What? 
GRAZIA: You should say ‘How many people called 

Palmiro’, not ’How many Palmiros’… 
MOTHER (missing the point): But I did know a Pal-

mira – she was from Siniscola… tiny little thing, she 
was, black hair, very dark skin… 

 
Grazia and Andrea exchange looks, trying to remain 

serious. Just then, PALMIRO Madesani arrives. Grazia 
and Andrea burst out laughing. 

 
PALMIRO (looking around): What’s the matter? 
 
Grazia and Andrea are incapacitated with laughter. 
 
MOTHER: What might the matter be: just these 

two idiots, big and strong as they are… 
PALMIRO (almost aloof): Have I done anything 

wrong?  
ANDREA: No, no – not at all… 
GRAZIA: Just something Andrea was telling me about.  
PALMIRO: Something about me? 
 
MOTHER shakes her head. 



70 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume II          Theatre 

 

GRAZIA (airily): When is this car going to get here? 
PALMIRO: It’s probably delayed: the weather’s 

awful. As long as we don’t find rough sea…  
MOTHER: …God forbid! 
 
Grazia shoots a nasty look at Palmiro. 
 
PALMIRO (under his breath to Grazia): What did I do?  
GRAZIA (under her breath): Saying such things…  
PALMIRO: What did I say… 
ANDREA (complicitous, to Palmiro): ‘Rough sea’…  
(to MOTHER): What rough sea – you know how 

many times the weather changes between here and Ter-
ranova, even… it can be well rough here with not a leaf 
stirring over there. 

PALMIRO: That’s right… 
MOTHER: Oh for heaven’s sake, I’m getting sick 

just thinking of it – look, I got goosebumps just thinking 
of it. (Shows Grazia her forearm) 

ANDREA: You’ve just got it into your head that 
Satta the lawyer died at sea… 

MOTHER: Well – did he die at sea or not? 
ANDREA: Yes, he did – but it wasn’t like you think.  
GRAZIA (to Palmiro): Were the trunks shipped?  
PALMIRO: Yes, everything’s fine: we’ll find them 

when we get to Rome. 
MOTHER (stubbornly): Look, they say there was 

rough sea when he died. 
ANDREA: Says who? Ma, Satta the lawyer died of 

a heart attack as the ferry was docking at Leghorn! 
MOTHER: Bah. 
ANDREA: No, none of your ‘bahs’: it is so! You tell 

her, Gra’! 
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GRAZIA (hastily): Yes, that’s right… 
PALMIRO: What’s happening?  
GRAZIA: Nothing…  
PALMIRO: What did I do? 
GRAZIA: Nothing – nothing at all, really… how 

long are we going to have to wait, I wonder? 
PALMIRO (under his breath): The rain’s let up, but 

it’s not looking good – we might have to spend the night 
at the harbour. 

GRAZIA (in the same tone): You think so? 
 
Palmiro throws his hands up. 
 
ANDREA: Has anyone made coffee yet? 
GRAZIA: We’ve been up for two hours, you know… 
ANDREA: You can talk – I didn’t even go to bed … 
MOTHER (to Palmiro): Will you have some coffee? 
PALMIRO: If you’re making – won’t say no… 
MOTHER: No – no need for ‘making’ – it’s ready, 

it just needs heating up… (Exit, followed by Palmiro.) 
ANDREA (following them with his eyes): Thanks! 
GRAZIA (to her brother): I wasn’t joking a moment 

ago… 
ANDREA: About what? 
GRAZIA: Come on Andre’, you know what I 

mean… about Mother – she’s coming on strong all the 
time but she needs help… 

ANDREA: You mean I don’t give her any help? 
GRAZIA: Where is your help coming from? From 

drink and cards? 
ANDREA (resentfully): Look, are you leaving or 

what? If you’re going, just go, won’t you! 
GRAZIA (tenderly): Come here, you monster.  
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ANDREA (walking towards her): No. 
 
But even as he says so, he goes over and hugs her. They 

hold each other in silence for a little while. 
 
GRAZIA: Remember the stories I used to tell you 

when you were little? (Andrea nods yes) Which one did 
you like best? 

ANDREA: The one about the scientist who built 
the monster from human flesh… 

GRAZIA: That’s right. Monster. (Smiling sadly) It 
wasn’t true that the story was mine – but it’s true it was 
invented by a woman. 

ANDREA: Even that bit about the monster becom-
ing more of a monster when he feels he’s not loved? 

GRAZIA: Yes – that bit especially.  
ANDREA: Why must you go? 
GRAZIA: Don’t you know? 
ANDREA: No, I don’t…  
GRAZIA: Really? 
ANDREA: Yes, I do. 
GRAZIA (stroking his nape): You can come anytime 

you like. The house is big… and maybe you can take 
Mother with you. (Andrea shrugs without answering, he is 
very moved.) Can’t you? 

ANDREA: Ah come on – what would I do over 
there… you know I can’t take a step outside my own 
surroundings. 

 
Mother and Palmiro return, the old woman with a 

steaming cup that she gives to her son. 
 
MOTHER: There… 
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ANDREA (grabbing the cup): Ah, mamma… how 
many sugars did you put in? 

MOTHER: Three… 
 
ANDREA bolts the coffee down, replaces the cup and 

rushes over to hug Mother.  
 
MOTHER (pretending to struggle free): Stop that 

now – crazy boy – you’d better go up and see about your 
brother. 

ANDREA: Doesn’t he know he’s meant to come 
down and say good-bye? 

MOTHER: You go and have a look, please… 
GRAZIA: Let him be – I don’t mind if he doesn’t 

want to come down.  
MOTHER: You know what Santus is like. 
ANDREA: All right, all right, I’m going… (Exit) 
 
Palmiro looks at Grazia as if to say the situation is get-

ting heavy. Outside, the sound of a horn. 
 
PALMIRO: They’re here. 
GRAZIA: You’d better have a look… 
 
Exit Palmiro. 
 
MOTHER (sighing): So they’re here. (Fighting 

back a sob) You’ll soon know what it means to get your 
children to believe something when you know it’s not 
true… not that you’re lying, mind – it’s just that at 
times you love too much and because of that you risk 
coming across as not loving at all. 

GRAZIA: I know that already. I’ve known it for a 
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while now. You think I never heard you arguing with 
Dad? 

MOTHER: It wasn’t only about you… 
GRAZIA: It’s about you always wanting to be 

boss. (More gently) You make it look that way. 
MOTHER (looking at her with a strange tender-

ness): You’ll find out that women like us are done for 
even when they are the boss. Sure, you’ve the right to 
do what you want with your life, but you have to con-
sider we were worried, your father and I – this thing 
of writing, of being the talk of the town… we’re pri-
vate people, you know that… 

GRAZIA: But this is it, you see: that’s precisely 
what I never got either of you to understand… that 
‘this thing of writing’, as you call it, is the most im-
portant thing in the world for me – it’s what’s kept me 
in this life. 

MOTHER (sceptical): This life – or other people’s 
life? 

GRAZIA: Both lives. 
MOTHER: You know, I’ve always wondered what 

pushed you to look at other people’s life and wish you 
could make it your own… that meant the life we gave 
you was not enough for you. 

 
A sudden, huge peal of thunder. Grazia rushes over to 

the window, looks outside.  
 
GRAZIA: All right, then… 
 
More thunder and lightning from outside, followed by a 

huge downpour. Grazia replaces her coat on a chair and 
goes back to the window. 
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GRAZIA: Well done! 
MOTHER: What are you on about now?  
GRAZIA: About this place, that’s what.  
MOTHER: What with this place? 
GRAZIA: Looks like it won’t let go of me. 
MOTHER: Really? Why shouldn’t it let go of you? 

You think this place finds you so important? (Grazia 
looks back at her without replying.) This is where you get 
to see the point, my girl… 

GRAZIA: What point? 
MOTHER: Never mind – you’re leaving – it makes 

no difference now.  
GRAZIA: Yes it does, to me. To me! 
MOTHER (with a sigh): To you – you who always 

thought yourself too important, that anything that hap-
pened was an insult or a favour done to you, personally. 
But it isn’t like that, my child: the world can do without 
you – and without me, for sure. 

GRAZIA: I know that – I know that very well, of all 
things. But that’s precisely why I made the choice to do 
what I do. 

MOTHER: You say you’re a writer, that you’ve 
control over words – but when you say ‘choice’ you’ve 
got no control over anything at all. You did not make a 
choice – you’re just ambitious. 

GRAZIA: What’s wrong with that? 
MOTHER: Nothing – nothing at all, who said 

there was anything wrong? 
GRAZIA: So tell me what you need to tell me once 

and for all. 
MOTHER: When you were a little girl you were al-

ways clinging fast to me – much more than the others. 
Nowhere I could go without you wanting to come with 
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me. No way you’d get to sleep on any night without me 
coming to bed with you. So I began to think that none of 
the trouble I might come across in life would ever come 
from you. Because you were me, in all things. ‘That’s fine, 
I have Grazia,’ I used to tell myself. You know what your 
father was like – he was a good man, don’t get me wrong: 
he had his moments, but I can’t honestly say he gave me 
any trouble. Not like some husbands I know about… any-
way, this thing you got into your head was really imposs-
ible for him to understand. See, you said I always make it 
look like I want to be boss, but with him, for instance, the 
only way was to get him to believe he was boss… 

GRAZIA (loosening a little): Ma, really it was always 
like that – always.  

MOTHER: Right – now you see what I’m saying. 
GRAZIA: What? 
MOTHER: I’m saying you’re convinced you’ve 

thought up something that’s already been thought – 
and you say that this thinking up stuff that’s obvious is 
going to be your work! 

GRAZIA: You think this is why Dad had a problem 
with it? 

MOTHER: Not quite in the same terms, but yes, 
I do. And you know that, because my approval didn't 
matter to you at all, but his did – and how. Yet what 
approval could you expect from him when he didn’t 
even understand what you were doing – and if he had 
understood it, he couldn’t have approved of it! 

GRAZIA: Why not? I’m not the first writer on this 
earth, and I won’t be the last.  

MOTHER: Quite. But some situations seem 
possible only as long as they don’t touch us per-
sonally. 
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GRAZIA: Like a sickness, in other words. (Losing 
her composure) Do you realize? 

MOTHER: Put it like that, if you must. 
 
Silence. The noise of rainfall from outside grows deafen-

ing. Andrea enters, looks at Mother and shakes his head no. 
 
GRAZIA (having looked at them both): Let him be 

– we said good-bye last night. 
ANDREA: What’s this – raining again? 
MOTHER: Well… 
ANDREA (noticing a certain stiffness between the 

two women and referring to Santus, who won’t come down 
to say good-bye): You know what he’s like, don’t you – 
he’ll get over it… 

MOTHER: Yes, yes… (to Grazia): Where’s Palmiro? 
GRAZIA: I’m not sure – he went out to have a 

word with the driver… 
MOTHER: You’d have been better off with the 

coach – I’m scared of these cars.  
GRAZIA (diluting the tension): We’ll end up follow-

ing the good old ways, methinks. 
ANDREA (putting on a sort of cloak): I’ll go and 

have a look. (Exit) 
MOTHER: Look, I’d be much less worried if you 

took the coach – the post coach goes every day, doesn’t 
it? 

GRAZIA: All right – don’t worry about that, they’ll 
do what’s best, you’ll see. We have time, anyway – the 
ferry won’t put out before dark.  

MOTHER (somewhat anxious): Let’s hope you’ll 
find calm sea, child… 

GRAZIA: We’ll be fine, don’t worry. 
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MOTHER: Ah – that’s what I was going to say: I 
saw you left the dress in the trunk upstairs: you know 
your grandmother wanted it to go to you – it’s yours! 

GRAZIA: So it is – and I do value it. But what oc-
casions of wearing it would I have in Rome? I’d rather 
you kept it safe for me. Do me this favour. And you 
might want to wear it some time – maybe for the 
novena of the Graces… no? (Mother nods yes, but with-
out much conviction. Grazia looks straight at her.) What’s 
the matter now? Don’t let me go like this. 

MOTHER: I think this is the last time we see each 
other. I’m too old, and you – once you’ve crossed the 
sea you’ll never be back here again. Do me a favour… 

GRAZIA: Why are you saying these things now? 
Why? 

MOTHER (insisting): Do me a favour.  
GRAZIA: What? 
MOTHER: Go up and see your brother for a min-

ute – do it for me, all right? 
GRAZIA: All right – but never say anything like that 

again … 
MOTHER: Like what? 
GRAZIA: Like it’s the last time we see each other. 

Don’t say that again! 
MOTHER: Do that for me… 
 
Grazia goes upstairs. Mother is alone. She takes one of 

the suitcases, drags it across the floor and opens it. We can see 
it is full of books. Mother takes several of them out and carries 
them into a small walk-in cupboard, from which she then takes 
a traditional Nuoro dress fully arranged on a clothes horse. She 
places the dress into the suitcase, smoothing it carefully, and 
closes the lid. Just a moment later, Palmiro returns. 
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PALMIRO (shaking rainwater off, and referring to 
Andrea): Amazing how many people that lad knows! 

MOTHER: Not surprising in these parts, everyone 
knows everyone. 

PALMIRO: True – and I must admit I will miss 
that.  

MOTHER (sceptical): Miss what? Everyone mind-
ing everyone else’s business? 

PALMIRO (trying to stay serious): No – the solidar-
ity, I mean. 

MOTHER (increasingly sceptical): Oh, is that what 
it’s called? It’s nice to have a way with words. 

PALMIRO (uncertain as to whether he should play 
along or not): I mean to say that in Rome, or in big cities 
anyway, people don’t even know their next-door neigh-
bours. 

MOTHER (almost to herself): A blessing… 
PALMIRO: What? 
MOTHER: No – I mean – that’s strange, for sure; 

but it’s also nice to do what you want in peace and quiet 
without anyone waiting to pass judgement. 

PALMIRO (accommodating): A fair comment. 
MOTHER (pointing at the suitcases that have yet to 

be loaded): So – what have you decided? 
PALMIRO: Well, the only option left is the coach: 

the driver doesn’t feel safe on these roads, in this 
weather. 

MOTHER: You see, dear Palmiro? We always kid 
ourselves we can go forward, forward – but at times 
things can only be solved by going back. 

PALMIRO: Yes, but if we always thought that way 
there would be no progress. 

MOTHER: Possibly – but we might all be better off 
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that way, no? If you don’t know anything you won’t 
need anything. Sometimes I curse the day I was taught 
to read and do that bit of adding up that I can do… 

PALMIRO: ‘That bit of adding up’, you say? You 
could easily be a State accountant, take my word for it. 

MOTHER (feigning modesty): Well, all right… there’s 
nothing much to it, dear Palmiro: I had to make it work, 
you see, because my poor husband, heaven rest him, had 
many virtues, but budgeting wasn’t one of them – for all 
he cared, money might as well have grown on trees. 

PALMIRO: Yes, I know the type – but again, soli-
darity can help, can’t it? 

MOTHER: Sure – if it’s helping to make things 
worse you mean: in these parts, you don’t even get to 
keep your debts to yourself.  

PALMIRO: Then you see that Grazia is not al-
ways wrong about things? If I may speak to you as I 
would to my own mother, there’s something I’d like 
to tell you… 

MOTHER: What? 
PALMIRO: That you’re the only one who can 

really understand what Grazia is going through at this 
time – but you make it look like you don’t understand. 
You’re a woman who on the one hand says she’s had to 
move with the times, and on the other hand resists any 
sort of change, just like those who won’t move at all. 
How can that be explained? 

MOTHER: It’s explained by the fact that not every-
thing can be explained. Don’t they teach you that, over on 
the continent? Or are you all too young for such concepts? 

PALMIRO: All right, let’s go with that: does that 
mean you think we’re left with nothing but fatalism? Or 
even worse, superstition? 
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MOTHER: No, no, my dear son-in-law: we’re left 
with the humility to admit that not everything is in our 
power. 

PALMIRO: So – with acceptance? 
MOTHER: That too, for sure. 
PALMIRO: And hostility, and gratuitous insults as 

well? You know what I’m talking about. 
MOTHER: Of course I do. And don’t assume I ever 

liked it, or that I just put up and shut up all the time. 
PALMIRO: All right: but have you ever told her – 

Grazia, I mean? 
MOTHER: What am I meant to tell her – what she 

knows all too well already? If she didn’t know, she 
wouldn’t be leaving. 

PALMIRO: She’s leaving for herself, and certainly 
not against you.  

MOTHER: She’s leaving because it’s easier than 
staying. 

PALMIRO: And also because I’ve asked her: my work 
takes me to Rome. Forgive me for saying so, but with all 
due respect, I think sometimes all of you here fall for preju-
dice: you all act like you’re so marginalized, but deep down 
you’re convinced you’re the centre of the world … 

MOTHER: Maybe – but isn’t that why you married 
her? 

PALMIRO: Because of her character, you mean? 
MOTHER: Because she comes from the centre of 

the world, doesn’t she? Grazia really did invent the 
centre of the world – ever since she was a little girl, al-
ways making up stories, always curious… but you know 
what? (Without waiting for a reply) I’m great and big as 
you see me, but many things I’ve only understood be-
cause she showed them to me. 
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PALMIRO: All right – but let me ask you again: have 
you ever told her? 

MOTHER: My dear Palmiro, you’re too worried 
about telling things – I’m more worried about showing 
them to be true. 

 
Andrea returns. 
 
ANDREA (to Palmiro): Here you are. 
 
Palmiro widens his hands in assent. 
 
ANDREA: They’re looking for you outside – looks 

like there’s trouble with the post coach. 
 
Palmiro gestures in annoyance.  
 
MOTHER: What trouble? 
ANDREA: No room – simple as that.  
MOTHER: That’s right, see? That’s what happens 

when you leave it till the last minute. 
PALMIRO: This weather was not to be foreseen – 

anyway, we’ll hire another coach. 
MOTHER (failing to conceal a hint of satisfaction): 

This journey has started under a bad star. 
PALMIRO: Do me a favour! All right, the motorcar 

was a hazard, I admit – but it’s quite another thing to 
start blaming it on the stars, now … 

ANDREA: Let’s just admit it, Palmi’. 
PALMIRO: I’d better go and have a look… 
 
As he turns to go out, Grazia storms in from upstairs. 

Palmiro stops in his tracks. 
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GRAZIA (furious, to Mother and Andrea): You 
knew it! 

ANDREA (blandly): Come on now… 
GRAZIA (to Palmiro): See how they do it? See what 

they’re capable of? 
PALMIRO (trying and failing to take her in his arms): 

Calm yourself, by God! What happened? 
GRAZIA (pointing to Mother): Ask her! 
PALMIRO: No, I’m asking you. 
GRAZIA (directly to Mother): So that’s the way I’ve 

got to find out about things, eh? 
MOTHER: We wanted you to get away in peace 

and quiet.  
ANDREA (confirming, warmly): That’s right… 
GRAZIA: You hypocrites! 
PALMIRO (exasperated): Won’t you just tell me 

what happened!? 
ANDREA (minimizing): What happened was that 

Santus, only last night, had an argument with a few un-
pleasant people. Is that what you meant? 

PALMIRO: What sort of argument… 
GRAZIA: A fight! His face is all bruised up! And 

both of them here – nice and quiet, eh? 
PALMIRO: A fight about what? If there are any in-

juries we’ll report it – I know the vice-prefect… 
ANDREA: No, no – no need to report anything – 

just a barroom fight, nothing much at all… right? 
GRAZIA: It was for me – it was because of me, 

wasn’t it? You think I don’t understand? Someone said 
a few words too many and he lost his temper… 

ANDREA: Oy – Gra’ – look, it’s nothing – it’s just 
bravado – you know certain people only talk ‘cause 
they’ve got a tongue in their mouth. Sure, if they’d said 
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anything to me, things would have ended differently.  
MOTHER (conclusively): If people talk, there must 

be a reason. 
ANDREA (trying to override Mother’s words): Look, 

it’s some idiot who’s going about saying you’ve been 
splashing ‘their’ business all around… and Santus told 
him neither you nor any of us even know who ‘they’ 
might be. So the guy asks him if he’s related to you, and 
he says he’s your brother, and so they start trading 
words, and they come to blows … 

GRAZIA (to Palmiro): See how they do it? Now you 
see? Well I’m glad you’ve seen them at work now, so the 
next time you won’t be telling me I’m crazy. (Palmiro is 
speechless.) That’s what they do! Blackmail you, push you 
back into a corner. ‘If people talk there must be a reason’, 
you understand? That’s what you say to a daughter who’s 
leaving home, isn’t it: not so much as a ‘good luck’, ‘God-
speed’ or anything – no – ‘go to hell’, that’s what! (Howling 
without howling) ‘If people talk there must be a reason’. 
And if your brother gets beaten up for defending you 
against those who insulted you, clearly there must have 
been a reason for them to insult you in the first place. You 
understand now? You understand? 

ANDREA (with a hint of anxiety): Come on, they’d 
just been drinking… 

GRAZIA (as if stunned): You understand? I couldn’t 
make up a world that’s any worse than this – not in a 
thousand years! I’ve thought up all sorts, haven’t I? But 
I couldn’t! 

That’s what they do – you look at them: one face 
telling you they love you, the other face wishing you 
dead. They’re with you, but against you. Now you see? 
Can you think of anything like that? And they wonder 
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why you say you want to leave, they take it personally, 
as if you’d meant it to offend them… you think anyone 
at home ever said anything like ‘well done’ to me? 
You’ve been published on the continent: well done! 
You’ve turned yourself into something we found it im-
possible to even imagine: well done! But no, no way! 
‘If people talk there must be a reason’! You under-
stand? 

PALMIRO (fetches Grazia’s coat and holds it open for 
her to wear): Let’s go. 

 
GRAZIA is about to put her coat on. 
 
MOTHER: Yes go, you go… 
ANDREA: Come on now, Ma! 
GRAZIA (stops dead, her back turned to Palmiro who 

is still holding the coat open): No, no – let her talk. Any-
way, from now on she’ll not have to worry about people, 
or about this crazy daughter who’d rather become her-
self than live as a slave.  

PALMIRO: That’s enough now, Grazia – let’s go. 
GRAZIA (facing Mother, who is locked in stubborn, si-

lent refusal): See how they kill you – without even the hon-
ours of war: they want to see you crushed, annihilated… 
and only then will they be tired of you and move on to 
their next victim. They take their own sense from the 
senselessness of others, because they know that if others 
are ever in the right, then they themselves are nothing, 
not much better than beasts. 

ANDREA: Easy now, or you’ll end up being in the 
wrong. Are you off now? Have a good journey. In a 
few days we’ll all be calmer, and we can talk this over 
properly. 
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PALMIRO: That’s right – a little common sense, for 
goodness’ sake. 

MOTHER (from out of nowhere): When the whole 
business with you needing glasses came up, the doctor 
told your father that it was wrong and a waste of money 
to buy them for you, because to go along with this read-
ing thing meant bringing you up a cripple. Those were 
his words: a cripple. And your father didn’t think twice 
about telling him to go to hell, that he was the cripple – 
brain-crippled. And that if he so much as dared to think 
anything of the sort about his daughter, he’d have to 
square it with him. That’s how it went. And in fact those 
glasses were bought, and so were the books, it would 
seem. And they got read, the books did. And no one, 
as it seems, said anything against that. Were we happy 
with that? No, we weren’t. Maybe when you have 
children of your own you’ll understand the difference 
between wanting happiness for others and being happy 
yourself. It’s not like the two things always go together 
– and when it came to you, they never did. Anyhow, let’s 
do it this way: you say the last word, so this empty house 
will ring with it, and you’ll be able to say: I’ve finally had 
the last word. I don’t know about the rest. Go with God 
and with Our Lady. 

GRAZIA (to nowhere): Let me go. Let me be! A 
curse on you all! 

 
Puts her coat on, wraps it around herself, exits followed 

by Palmiro. Blackout.
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Giuliana Musso 

From The Priest Factory  
 

Seminaries in the Fifties and Sixties formed a generation of priests 
ordained in the years coinciding with the close of the Second Vatican 
Council and with the beginning of a time of hope following the council 
itself. A generation looking back on a lifetime that spanned the arc of 
contemporary history and witnessing the collapse of the world that had 
created it.   
The three characters who are given a voice in La fabbrica dei preti are 
elderly men who tell their story frankly: separation from the family, youth 
in the seminary, the rules and the taboos, the hierarchies, and later the 
impact with the world of women, falling in love, the strength found in 
involvement with social struggle, the search and discovery of a personal 
form of human happiness. These are the voices of men trained to sacrifice 
themselves, to find value in solitude, to sublimate themselves in the sacred. 
‘My favourite prayer was the prayer of repentance – ‘for by sinning I have 
deserved your punishment’ – and what is it you punish? What? Why the body! 
There was one who made haircloth belts and handed them out to the boys…’  
Disoriented by affection or wounded by unspeakable abuse, in love with an 
abstract God who has no arms to embrace them, they have lived with the 
nostalgia of what they could only imagine. ‘…and [we] went to sleep holding 
hands. Like married couples do – I think.’ Trapped in a role that lifted them 
above others, next to God but estranged from the concrete life of their 
fellow human beings, they discover, as we all must, that there is no 
salvation without compassion. ’With [...] the warmth of the people around 
me, I slowly regained my health. Because it’s people who heal us.’  
The three lives narrated in La fabbrica dei preti share the common element 
of choice: these men’s choices – married love, factory work, political 
struggle – give and require courage, revolutionary conviction, healing 
strength. ‘Saving my soul… now you understand why so many Catholics have 
no sense of justice being for all, but only for themselves: they’ve learnt it at 
catechism!’ 
These are priests and men finding a new expression of their faith in freely 
given affection: ’I stood up and did something unheard of: I hugged her and 
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started crying with her…’. Not without a struggle, they finally find their way 
to a full, liberating Christian faith. ‘Christianity is wonderful – what was the 
message it brought to us? That a man is a man, a woman is a woman. Titles 
don’t count.’ 
– Giuliana Musso 
 
Giuliana Musso (a writer as refined and as popular as Baliani, Paolini, 
Celestini, Curino), uses the strength of dialect and the power of a subtle 
irony to blast open the dark maze of indoctrination and to move us 
through the simplicity of oral storytelling.  
– Tommaso Chimenti, Il Fatto Quotidiano, 7 January 2013 
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Scene 4. Giovanni 
Giovanni, an elderly priest. 
Hoarse voice, a slight limp. Witty, outgoing, instinc-

tive. He moves with self-assurance on the scene, addressing 
the audience directly and winning them over with a natu-
ral ease. 

 
My childhood was beautiful. 
I never had any morbid experiences: I was accus-

tomed to seeing my sisters in their underwear, and at 
my first night emissions, my mother said: ‘Don’t worry 
Nanni, all the doings of the Lord are good.’ She was a 
born theologian, was Mum. 

Then they sent me to that awful place – and you 
know why? Because I was good! I’m always telling 
children these days: beware of being too good, you 
never know what’s going to happen. (Laughs) 

So we go into this great big room full of people, 
and then the rector comes, in a braided robe. And 
that’s when the fear starts. My father’s quiet as ever, 
but Mum says, if you change your mind you just write 
to me and I’ll come right away and take you home. 

A hundred times – I must have written that letter 
a hundred times, but only in my thoughts. I didn’t 
want to give Mum any trouble – and besides, I was 
cross with her because she never came to see me: she’d 
have to cycle thirty kilometres, and there were my 
younger siblings... but I didn’t understand that sort of 
thing – what do children understand anyway? Not a 
thing, that’s what! Children just stand there and wait. 
That’s children’s faith: to wait. 

Anyway, Sunday was visiting day (his voice breaks 
with emotion): I felt I was the loneliest, most forsaken 
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boy in the world. A man we knew used to come with 
my clean clothes, and I would give him the bag with 
my laundry. So many times I wished I’d been a dirty 
sock, so I could go back home, back to Mum. And I 
was not aware of my Mum’s tears as she washed those 
socks with soap, as she thought of me so far away. 
(Howling) This is their hideous crime! Convincing 
those mothers and fathers that a child would value 
their affection and tenderness less than the love of 
some abstract God!!  

Well. So what shall we talk about today? Semi-
naries – all right, let’s talk about seminaries. A bit of 
history first (improvising, addressing people in the front 
row): Madam, are you a high-school teacher? You look 
like a high-school teacher – there’s always a high-
school teacher in the front row… So, Miss – if I say 
anything stupid you’ll have to correct me, all right? 
Right. 

 
So – seminaries did not exist before the sixteenth 

century: they were invented at the Council of Trent. 
The Council of Trent was set up to stifle the free will 
of the Protestant Reform by the so-called Counter-Ref-
ormation... and since the Habsburg Empire was a most 
Catholic empire, it came about that Austria, Bavaria, 
the Alto Adige, Veneto and Friuli were made into testing 
grounds for this powerful Counter-Reformation: a close 
alliance between Church and State, aiming for total 
control over their subjects, from birth to death! First se-
minaries: San Carlo in Milan, San Gregorio Barberigo 
in Padua. The seminary of Padua was a great seminary: 
a first-class educational institution forming a ruling 
class in control of the structure of both Church and 
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State. What do I mean by that? I mean notaries, 
medics, lawyers, accountants… and indeed Padua, a 
fascist, clerical city, became the breeding ground of a 
ruling class that was never charismatic but always sub-
dued! Yes – now you’re starting to see what I’m getting 
at… that might be the reason why the Veneto never 
had any great charismatic leaders – or any great art-
ists, for that matter: the last great artists in the Veneto 
came from the Republic of Venice, the first great sec-
ular republic in Europe! And is it any wonder? What 
do artists do? Play music, that’s what – or write, 
dance, paint, sing… (shouting) Useless things, you un-
derstand!! Useless! They rave, they get delirious – like 
prophets, or like those deranged. And note that word, 
‘delirious’: from Latin ‘delirare’, or run outside the 
furrow. But the Counter-Reformists could no longer 
do that: back into the ranks, head down, get to work 
and that’s it. Work, you understand – work as a value!! 
And that’s how we all got shafted.  

Work is not a value, but a factor. The happiness of 
the human person – now that’s a value. 

Well. You liked that? Pretty good, ha? 
Now... where was I? Oh, yes – Trent. After the 

Council of Trent, seminaries started spewing out all 
these officer-priests everywhere, to keep people down, 
to ‘educate’ them. If a priest wasn’t good enough at 
his job, it was the Inquisition – and off with his head. 
Then came the Age of Enlightenment. And the 
Church fought the Age of Enlightenment as well. The 
most aggressively anti-enlightenment pope ever was a 
pope from the Veneto. Just like so many saints and 
founders of religious orders were from the Veneto – or 
from Lombardy. East Lombardy, mind – because West 
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Lombardy and Piedmont were under the Savoy – 
quite another parish, that lot: liberals, freemasons. 
Over here instead, the Habsburg: repressive Catholics, 
all of them! Everything was in the priests’ hands over 
here: great schools, hospitals, institutions – everything! 
Even the banks came from the clergy over here, my 
friends – the banks! And that’s why, afterwards, when 
the Communist Party arrived in the Veneto after the 
war and said (switches to the tone of a proclamation): 
‘Seeing the state of extreme poverty of the rural 
masses we are going to start a revolution...’ (pause – 
general silence)… well, the reaction was: what rev-
olution? There was this huge, tight, very well-con-
nected control network! No such thing as class 
struggle, let alone women’s liberation! If a priest saw 
a feminist passing by he’d stop her puberty on sight! 
(Laughs) And to think the true protagonist of the 
twentieth century was not the working class – no way: 
the working class failed to change history. No, the true 
protagonist of the last century was woman – or, I 
should say, women. That’s right, women: with their 
struggle for the right to be persons and citizens, 
women have changed the anthropology of the family 
and people’s real life! And this – my dear ladies – this 
is not something the Holy Roman Church will ever 
forgive you – never ever! 

Well. Where were we?… 
The seminaries we went to in the Fifties and 

Sixties were not so different from those eighteenth-
century ones: if you look at the regulations, they are 
the same. A closed, rigid, hierarchical structure, that 
cannot love you for what you are but for what you give 
up being. Like a military school: to believe, to obey, 
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to fight. The only difference being that for priests you 
have to become a sort of sexless eunuch, and for sol-
diers the exact opposite, a macho man at all costs – 
which in the end works out just the same, doesn’t it: 
anything rather than admitting that you too need to 
be loved. 

Do I look like a priest to you? Do I have a priest-
like face?  

I would like to look most unlike a priest. Just 
walk by a canon, one of the traditionalists: can’t you 
feel that blast of cold air, like when you open a cellar 
door? I would never want to have that effect on 
anyone. And then, they're not allowed to touch 
anyone. They learn it in the seminary – the three-way 
rule, it was called: no touching, no touching oneself, 
no being touched. But I’d love to hug you all – even 
you, my lovely ladies... still, it was South America that 
freed me up, it took me forty years of travels. Holy 
cow! Which is a good saying, since a cow is holier 
than many of these guys anytime. I mean, would you 
ever trust anyone who’s scared of touching people? 
(The audience say no) You say that, but you do! Back 
in the Eighties, when I was looking to rent a place, 
no one could tell I was a priest and I didn’t want to 
tell anyone: well, for three whole months I couldn’t 
find so much as a broom cupboard. In the end I gave 
up and started telling people I was a priest: three 
places in one day! See what I mean? You do trust 
them, you liars! 

Well. Where was I? Ah yes – the barracks. I have 
to explain that.  

The seminary and the barracks have two main 
things in common. First: they’re both pure products 
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of the male mind. (Pauses, waiting for a reaction from 
the audience) And here of course all of the gentlemen 
in the audience are thinking, all right, but it wasn’t me 
who did it! (Laughs) Because that’s what men are like, 
isn’t it, Madam? (Drawing an imaginary circle around 
himself on the ground) They enclose themselves.  

Second: both these institutions are based on the 
blindest, most absolute obedience to hierarchy, and the 
more stupid a rule, the more unquestioningly you have 
to obey – because that’s how the perfect officer is bred. 

Once we went out on a walk: so I’m leading the 
others, and having left my watch behind I take us all 
back eight minutes early. The prefect sends me off to 
see the vice-rector: ‘As usual you have shown your in-
subordinate and undisciplined spirit!’ So I say, we got 
back eight minutes early, not late. Off you go, straight 
off to the rector with you! The point being, never mind 
the time it was – you are daring to raise objections. 
And the rector: ’So it’s you again – you want to be-
come a paladin? Because when I see a paladin, I send 
his head rolling!’ 

By the time I was seventeen I had to be whisked 
off to hospital with an ulcer that nearly killed me! And 
what do you expect: how are you supposed to swallow 
that sort of injustice? Day in day out! Blind obedience 
to hierarchy – when in fact we know there’s nothing 
less Christian than hierarchy. Christianity is wonderful 
– what was the message it brought to us? That every 
woman and every man is a person – not a saint or a 
nun or a president or a director. Titles don’t count, 
sorry! And so it’s not like you are a rector: you work as 
a rector – a great rector perhaps, no question about 
that – but first of all you are a man! 
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Once the whole of my class was sent to sing at the 
funeral of a countess who was a benefactor of the 
seminary. Well – nice outing. Two weeks later the poor 
mum of one of our classmates also dies. So we ask the 
rector’s permission to go to the funeral – only four of 
us, mind – to represent the class and support our 
mate. And he says no. (Weeping, howling) The benefi-
cent countess, certainly – our mate’s mum, forget it!!! 
That’s the teaching we were given in that madhouse. 

There’s something else still drives me mad whenever 
I think about it: in the lower seminary, when we were 
still small, the first thing we were taught was the value 
of solitude – of solitude, you understand? Solitary dia-
logue with God: I have to take my communion, go back 
to my seat, speak to my God and save my soul. How does 
it make any sense for a child to have his own personal 
God, when the Lord is good, is great, and loves us all? 
Now you understand why so many Catholics have no 
sense of justice being for all, but only for themselves: 
they’ve learnt it at catechism! These guys are going to 
look out for themselves! They got individualism with 
their rusks – no, with their holy wafers!! And a utilitarian 
logic of sacrifice. Offer up your Little Flowers, do your 
good deeds, and write them into a little ledger: so many 
in a day, so many in a week, so many in a month – like a 
savings book: when your soul ends up in front of God, 
you pull out your savings and settle the debt. You’ve been 
shafted, my friends: it doesn’t work like that. 

Look at me – do I look like a priest? And yet I am 
a priest, and I give thanks every day for being one. Ex-
cept I didn’t become a priest to be a priest: I became 
a priest because I was mad. Because I wanted to love. 
To love everyone. 
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I’ve had much love in my life, and I’ve never 
missed having a partner. What I did miss, a lot, and 
what I am accusing them of taking from me, is being 
able to have a relationship with the mind and the heart 
of women – and that, in the best years of my growing 
up. Could there not have been a female theologian? A 
nun to take us through spiritual exercises? A woman 
to teach us history or Latin? No: never could a woman 
ever teach us anything. 

And why all that? Because we have to renounce 
women, and so women must be no use. Like sexuality: 
we have to renounce sex, and so sex is disgusting – 
great logic, I must say, congratulations. 

Once in confession I said I had masturbated. It 
could happen – once a month. If it happened to you 
twice, then you were meant to doubt your calling… 
but once, well – let it pass. So I confess and the priest 
goes: ‘Were you thinking of women or men?...’ I didn’t 
even imagine that alternative was possible. Women, I 
said. And he goes: ‘That’s bad – you should at least 
have been thinking of men.’ As if to say, everything’s 
evil, but woman is the worst of all evils! 

Theology course, final year: a class in ‘Black Mo-
rals’ – just the name says it all. The teacher comes in, 
unrolls a poster with the stylized figure of a woman 
cut up into pieces – like the cow diagrams in a 
butcher’s shop. Then he takes a rod and starts pointing 
at parts of the female body and telling us which pieces 
are licit, which less licit, which illicit. This is pornog-
raphy. Pieces of a body? Hello? This is a perverted 
mentality generating perverted people. These days if 
people come to confession and start telling me about 
their sexual sins I send them away (laughs): I can do 
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that now I’m old – and I don’t like that stuff, don’t 
want to hear about it. Not interested! I tell them, 
you’re missing the point: it’s not like you have to re-
pent because you had sex – if anything, repent because 
you did not love. Have you loved? No – in which case, 
do repent!! 

So you see how for us, who grew into adulthood 
locked up in a seminary, girls were not quite human 
beings – more like mythological animals. 

One summer we were in the mountains, where the 
seminary had a holiday home in this village that was 
always deserted… such fun. We were about twenty 
years old, at the peak of our hormonal development. 
And here we were, alone in a study room with four 
large windows. There was a great silence, all you could 
hear was the rustle of pages. Suddenly we hear some 
music, a wonderful song, you’ll recognize it right away 
– it was by… what was his first name, that guy Mo-
dugno? Domenico, yes – Domenico Modugno. (Do-
menico Modugno’s song ‘Piove’ starts playing. We hear 
the whole of the first verse.) I get up from my desk to 
go and see – and what do I see? Across the road, the 
house that had always been shut up was now open to 
the air, and on the ground floor, on the terrace, right 
there under my eyes, was a girl in a flower-print dress, 
lying on a deck chair and sunning herself... with her 
eyes closed! There, right there! All my mates also 
came to see – and they were also dumbstruck, spell-
bound, admiring the mythological animal! (The music 
ends.) Then the prefect arrived. And he was also 
dumbstruck and spellbound, but when he came to he 
had the windows shut, and the shutters as well, and 
the lights switched on. And there we were, sitting 
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there like idiots in the heat and darkness, pretending 
to study, with that song starting over every five mi-
nutes. 

The problem is not in the prohibition, in the for-
bidding: when faced with a prohibition I can take the 
measure of the distance between where I’m at and 
what I desire. No, the problem is sublimation: they 
convinced us we were destined to something more 
important, something greater, that we’d been se-
lected to lead a superior existence, to work with the 
things of God, which are greater… that the priest-
hood was a place for heroes, and heroes don’t go 
mucking their boots with (pointing at the window) 
that sort of stuff. And so you don’t desire, you don’t 
choose, but sublimate. 

The real choice, if you’re lucky, comes later, when 
you leave the seminary. And if you go into the world 
as a pilgrim, you’re going to get muck on your boots, 
no two ways about it. And it may happen, even if you 
don’t want to, that you meet a special person. You 
can’t always close the shutters and switch on the 
lights. And then your choice will have a face and a 
name. (Addressing the lady in the front row) What’s your 
name, dear – I mean, Madam? (The lady in the front 
row says her name – for instance, Francesca. Giovanni 
looks at the rest of the audience) Francesca. 

 
Scene 6. Ernesto. 
Ernesto, an elderly man. He sits motionless on a 

chair, his hands resting on his knees. He is very gentle, 
shy, speaks in a regular, even rhythm. If he weeps, he does 
so with great discretion; if he smiles, he does so only with 
his eyes. 
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I was ten years old, but looked much younger. I 
might have weighed sixty pounds at most.  

Mum would ask me was I happy to go to the 
priests’ college, and I’d say yes. When she left – when 
she left me, I cried for two months without stopping. 
The following year I joined the seminary in my home-
town. In that place, the vice-rector did things with the 
boys. No one knew anything about it – except the 
boys.  

I was terrified of that man. At Christmas he’d get 
us to put on a play, a mystery play. I had to play the 
New Year, because I was a pretty boy, with fair hair – 
and with the excuse of helping me try on my costume, 
he’d take me to his study and lock the door. He played 
that clever trick on me once, then the second year I 
made bold to ask if I may be allowed home for the 
Christmas holidays. I lived a stone’s throw from the 
seminary – but they said no. You have to renounce the 
family. The family does not count as much as the 
seminary. When we went out on walks we’d always go 
past my house: I’d see my mother coming out to say 
hello to me but did not stop. I did not stop.  

That summer – it was very hot – I saw my mother 
walking around the house half naked and felt the need 
to go and confess. I could no longer touch my mother.  

I was twelve years old when I began to have stom-
ach trouble. I’d got it into my head that I would not 
digest my food unless I made myself run. After every 
meal I’d run around the room like a crazed fly – I did 
it for years.  

After the first two years of high school, we were 
moved to Bologna. I studied very hard at that time, 
but without any progress, because my memory was so 
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bad. I liked spiritual retreats, because everyone has to be 
silent on those days: a world of mutes – perfect for me. 

By the time I was eighteen, I had turned into a 
‘case’. My schoolmates called me ‘the maggot’. I was 
taken to see a psychologist: he was an elderly man, and 
after the second session he said I would solve my 
problems if I respected my duties – but I was respect-
ing my duties. 

That year I fell in love. With one of my mates. He 
never realized – nobody ever did. Whenever he walked 
past me, whenever I heard the sound of his voice, I’d 
start shaking. He was so good and kind to everyone, 
even to me – and I was so hopeless. 

I never spoke about that feeling to anyone, not 
even to my spiritual father: I did not feel any need 
to… it was as if that thing were not about me, but 
another person, someone who wasn’t me. Then the 
summer came, and we didn’t see each other, and I got 
over it. I never fell in love again after that – least of all 
with a man... 

Theology, year one: I was always tired, because in-
somnia kept me awake at night. So I asked permission 
to have an afternoon nap in the infirmary, and that 
was allowed. But the spiritual father asked me did I 
really sleep, and I had to say no, that I wasn’t able to 
– so he shouted at me, because, he said, that’s how you 
pave the way for the noontide demon, the impure spi-
rit of solitary fornication. 

But the rector was much more open-minded – you 
could talk to him. He got us to read newspapers and 
organized a film club twice a month. I’ve seen the best 
films in world cinema at the seminary in Bologna. 
Frank Capra, It’s a Wonderful Life… Ingmar Bergman, 
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Wild Strawberries… I’d learn the directors’ and actors’ 
names by heart: cinema was always my passion. The 
best film I’ve seen in my life was the first: Tarzan and 
the Huntress, with Johnny Weissmüller, the first man in 
the world to swim the hundred-metre freestyle in 
under a minute. 

Theology, year two: I was sent back to the lower 
seminary in my hometown as a prefect. The vice-rec-
tor had been transferred. I was very strict in applying 
the rules, and that made me feel better. 

It was there that I met Giovanni. 
He was my supervisor – a little older than I was, 

and he’d been outside the seminary for a year, had a 
few good experiences – with girls, even. He knew a lot 
about life. There was a bench in the corridor outside 
the dormitory, and we’d sit there at night, talking 
under our breath. Once he told me there was nothing 
bad about dreaming of girls – as long as they were 
pretty. And he said, no wonder masturbation was for-
bidden: it’s a pleasure, isn’t it? If it had been painful, 
we’d have got it as a penance every Friday. 

In the holidays that year, I went to visit him at his 
house in the country. I met his family, and I met his 
sister. Met Marta.  

Marta was very pretty, but there was something in 
her eyes I recognized: she too had been ruined by a 
sick religious sense, she was scared of her own 
thoughts, let alone being scared of men and of her 
own beauty. 

At the end of that summer, Giovanni was or-
dained as a priest and I went to the ceremony. I went 
on my own, on the train, even though I wasn’t very 
well, as I recall. Perhaps I just went so I could see 
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Marta again – perhaps so that I wouldn’t end up a pri-
est, I don’t know. But it was a complete disaster – I 
couldn’t get a single word out. 

In the autumn, my health took a turn for the 
worse: I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, couldn’t study. 
On 22 November 1965, the day of Saint Cecilia, Gio-
vanni came to collect me in a nice car and took me to 
the psychiatric clinic in Monticelli Terme. 

On the way we stopped at a small church and 
Giovanni said Mass. 

The clinic was new, the bell sounded like a musi-
cal box. When Giovanni left, it was snowing. 

I stayed in there four months. They put me in an 
insulin coma. They told me that during the hours of 
the coma I was crying out. I don’t remember any of 
that – only that each awakening was like a contest be-
tween life and death. I remember I used to tak long 
walks in my own clothes. I had made friends with 
some other patients. I remember a nun – she was 
very good, with a great big breast – and a lady doctor 
– very competent, she talked to me and wasn’t a 
Catholic. 

After the clinic I never went back to the seminary, 
because as soon as I set foot in there my ailments re-
turned. I was told to stay home and only go to the 
seminary to speak to the teachers and sit my exams. 

At home I led a very quiet life: I stayed put, or 
went to church. Sometimes I’d go to the parish 
cinema, but that wasn’t easy for me: even the most 
thoroughly chaste of films leads to a tender scene, a 
final kiss, and the anticipation of that scene made me 
so sick with anxiety that I often had to go outside to 
catch my breath and would miss the ending. I often 
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thought about Marta, but these were just thoughts, 
simple thoughts with no dreaming. 

Then in ’67 something happened that was funda-
mental to my existence. 

Giovanni had organized some summer holiday 
camps, and he invited me to one. And his sister, 
Marta – she also came. 

One day, Marta and I walked with a friend to the 
Antermoia, one of the peaks in the Dolomites. But as 
we climbed up, we found some ice on the path and 
got stuck there, unable to either go any further up or 
come back down. We were awfully scared. Luckily an 
experienced lone climber happened by and rescued 
us: he guided us up to the top, and helped us on the 
way down along a very dangerous path. We had to 
spend the night in a mountain shelter. So Marta and 
I, to get over that great shock, put our camp beds next 
to each other and went to sleep holding hands. Like 
married couples do – I think.  

In ‘68 I was ordained as a priest. 
And then I was very lucky: they sent me to the 

parish that had been entrusted to Giovanni. Those 
were years of great involvement with the community: 
with the children, the women, the factory workers. 
Our church was always full of people. With Giovanni 
as a guide and the warmth of the people around me, 
I slowly regained my health… because it’s people that 
heal us. 

Now and again, Marta also came to visit us. One 
day, at the wedding of one of our friends, I asked her: 
‘What about you – aren’t you going to get married?’ 
She could have struck me down with the look she gave 
me! That was a stupid question, if ever I asked one... 
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In ‘73 I took a strong decision: I refused the cler-
gyman’s stipend I was receiving, and went out to 
work. I wanted to understand what real life was like. 
I worked as a bricklayer, and later as a qualified fac-
tory worker, often without anyone knowing I was a 
priest. Once I was with a colleague, and we saw a pri-
est walking by. Those guys, he said – if it was up to 
me, they’d all be sent out to work! 

I also did work with the trade unions – a real chal-
lenge for me, with my introverted character. I studied 
the history of the working class and always spoke 
about it. One day, at a diocesan assembly, I said that 
class struggle was the foundation of my existence: it 
was immediately pointed out to me that I was contra-
dicting my role as a priest. I said they were right, I 
apologized. But they were wrong. 

After ten years of that life in the provinces, I went 
to live on my own in Bologna. I had decided to study 
philosophy at the university: I wanted to learn all 
those things I’d been unable to get into my head back 
at the seminary. The first thing I did in Bologna was 
learn to cook for myself: priests can’t usually cook, 
and someone is always there to do it for them. I was 
working, studying, and helping out in the parish on 
Saturdays and Sundays. Marta also lived in Bologna, 
and sometimes we’d meet up, go to the cinema or to 
a conference with friends. Sometimes I got jealous of 
her friendships, and then she’d say: you can talk – 
you’re always falling in love, with any woman you see! 
Which wasn’t true: I never fell in love, but people 
thought I did, because I have great esteem for women, 
I really do. 

When Marta left for Africa I felt ever so lonely. 
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We had no need of words between us, we could un-
derstand each other: we had the same qualms, we 
were knotted up inside in the same ways. But you 
don’t undo two knots by tying them together. And so 
she left. 

In all of the following years, I’ve said Mass only 
when they’ve called me to replace someone, or for a 
ceremony. At times I hear confession – but I’d rather 
not have to. 

The parish priest of the village where I live says 
I’m not a respectable priest. One day in church, a lady 
asked me if I still loved Jesus: I reassured her on that 
count, but later, when I met her in the street and said, 
‘Good afternoon, Madam!’, she replied, ‘May Jesus 
Christ be praised!’ To rub it in – I think. 

Since becoming a pensioner, I’ve been working 
even harder: I’m involved with many associations, 
write articles, travel to Africa once a year. 

Each week I have a meeting with a group of men 
who are rebuilding their life. I normally propose a 
reading or screen an extract from a film, and then we 
talk about it. If anyone wants to pray we pray, and if 
not, no problem: I’ll say goodnight, get into my car 
and drive home. I love driving alone at night.  

By my house there is a little dog tied to a chain. 
Each day I unchain him and let him walk me across 
the fields: fifteen minutes of freedom and instinct. 

Each morning I go out to buy bread and the 
paper, and I say hello to everyone I meet. Often I see 
a young woman, her name is Alessia, taking her beau-
tiful little girl out in the stroller. Alessia looks like 
Marta when she was young. That makes me think of 
Marta and miss her. 
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Today the sky is busy with clouds on their crossings. 
Over here, in these parts, it’s either rain or high winds.  
This morning in the field, three white butterflies. 

Not many bees, they’ve already been at the flowers – 
March-time flowers. 

Marta died one day in March. She refused the last 
rites, both from me and from Giovanni.  

She had freed herself. 
All she wanted was for me – me – to hold her hand. 
A bluebottle has just buzzed into my little room: 

he wants out, the poor thing – I’ll open the window. 
Then I’ll open the door and I’ll go out too. 

Today I’ll make myself some grilled fish and a bit 
of rice.
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Fausto Paravidino 

From The Meaning of Emma’s Life: a 

novel-play in two parts  

Il senso della vita di Emma is a play I am very fond of: it has a very 
special story. If you visit a museum and follow a chronological order, 
you’ll get to the twentieth century around closing time. So Iris and I 
found ourselves rushing through the history of twentieth-century 
painting as we were being shooed out of the Metropolitan in New 
York. Glancing at the paintings I could recognize a Renoir or a Manet, 
but not the subjects of the paintings. So I began to wonder who those 
people hanging on the walls might be: you are looking at a painting, 
you see Manet, but there is another person in that painting. You are 
looking at him or her, but not seeing their subjectivity, no matter that 
they are persons – no less so than Manet. Some time later, in Trieste, 
during the pauses of rehearsing a play by Molnar, I sketched a few 
lines on this idea: a quick take on an art gallery during an opening. I 
thought of the subject of a mediocre painting, the game of following 
the story of a person – a bit like a thriller, a bit like Anna in Martin 
Crimp’s Attempts on her Life. I wanted to construct a play centred on 
an absent person: the woman in the portrait. Emma is a woman, we 
come to know her through the words of those who knew her. She will 
not appear until the end, to tell us who she is in her own words. I 
wrote the first part, the story of her parents, in a week, and the 
second, the one centred on Emma, in nine months. Then my little 
daughter was born, and rehearsals began. The baby played baby 
Emma, and her mother, Iris, Emma as a young woman. I wrote the 
first part, which is set in the Seventies, very quickly: our parents, for 
good and bad, were very sure of their own identity. The second part, 
set in the period between the Nineties and the present, required much 
longer: we are still searching, and have not yet found ourselves. Thus 
the first part resulted in a very classic setting, while the second is 
much more fragmented, at times disquieting.  
Il senso della vita di Emma is the story of three women, across three 
generations, grappling with the fear of disappearing, whether through 
working as unseen housekeepers behind their husbands and children 
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or through being crushed by the self-styled virility of history. There is 
a dramatic moment in the life of these three women (the mother of 
Emma’s family’s neighbour, Emma’s own mother, and Emma herself), 
a moment in which they find a way to become visible – but to do so, 
they have to face an entire society. I have chosen to allow myself the 
small luxury of writing a long play with many words and many 
characters, so as to be able to better represent this society. 
– Fausto Paravidino 
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Part One (1968 – 1978) 
The action is set in a theatre, in present times. The events 

represented unfold in a medium-sized town in northern Italy, 
roughly between the years 1968 and 1978. 

 
PROLOGUE 
2018. An art gallery opening. A few people, a few paint-

ings. One is the portrait of a woman. People are standing 
around, drinking cocktails and eating small triangular sand-
wiches skewered by toothpicks with olives. Conversations are 
interwoven:  

one here... 
 
ART CRITIC: It is no longer possible to paint 

nowadays. 
2nd VISITOR: So what do painters do? 
ART CRITIC: They think – mostly. They think 

with their brushes – or with nails, or shit, or formal-
dehyde. Oil colours too, brushes, yes – but that’s not 
painting, it’s thinking. 

3rd VISITOR: And is that bad? 
ART CRITIC: It’s just what history’s like: it goes 

where it must. Is that good or bad? Don’t ask me. Ask 
a philosopher, or a priest – I’m an art critic. 

2nd VISITOR: What should I ask you, then? 
ART CRITIC: You can also not ask me a fucking thing. 
 
…one there… 
 
1st VISITOR: Have you met the artist? 
SNOB (always sounding annoyed): Art-ists, you 

mean: there are a few different artists showing tonight. 
LADY: They all look the same to me. 



114 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume II          Theatre 

 

SNOB: It’s different artists. 
LADY: A few different artists. 
1st VISITOR: Have you met the artists? 
SNOB: No. 
 
…back to the first group… 
 
3rd VISITOR: So are you saying that later – after 

conceptual art I mean – the artist became the critic and 
the painter became a reader of criticism? 

ART CRITIC: That’s what you said. 
3rd VISITOR: It is. 
2nd VISITOR (to himself): Right boorish fellow, this 

critic… 
 
…and on to a third one… 
 
FANATIC: The problem is: what is art for? Para-

phrasing Arnold Hauser, we might say that in the Pa-
laeolithic people would draw cunts or bison in the hope 
those drawings would propitiate hunting or reproduc-
tion, then in the Neolithic people started framing things 
to make them look better. So we might like the bison 
better than the frame, but the bison’s not art: it’s reli-
gion, isnt’it? Art is born with the framing. 

SWOT: So art is beauty? 
FANATIC: To stay with Hauser. 
SWOT: Even when it’s ugly? 
FANATIC: That was the problem – for a while. You 

can live in an ugly house, but you can’t look at an ugly 
painting. An ugly house does not lose its function as a 
house because of its ugliness, but when art loses beauty, 
it loses its entire function. 
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SWOT: Is that what Hauser says? 
FANATIC: That’s what I say. 
SWOT’S GIRL FRIEND: Who’s Hauser? 
SWOT: A critic. 
SWOT’S GIRL FRIEND: Oh. What about him 

over here? 
SWOT: Probably another critic. 
FANATIC: Then at a certain point the arts industry 

goes and invents museums, criticism, auctions… the arts 
industry becomes something much bigger than the beauty 
contained in an artwork. And the artwork acquires a value 
that no longer has anything to do with beauty. So in the 
beginning beauty creates value, but later it’s value that 
creates beauty. And those who only want beauty will more 
likely find what they’re looking for on the promenade 
where amateurs paint seascapes than in an art gallery. 

SWOT’S GIRL FRIEND: Are you a critic? 
FANATIC: No, I’m a fanatic. 
SWOT’S GIRL FRIEND: Still I don’t mind 

these… 
SWOT’S GIRL FRIEND’S GIRL FRIEND: The 

woman in that portrait has a nice smile… 
FANATIC: But it’s hardly the Mona Lisa, is it. That 

painting has less value than Piero Manzoni’s shit in a 
box. Criticism and the market have replaced beauty – 
and so, when all said and done, that smile is… 

(slow fadeout until we only see the painting in question) 
…of no interest to anyone. Where has it come from? 

Who’s that person? Why is she smiling? Is she a real person 
or the painter’s invention? Is she a model? Or his mother? 
Or a photo of his aunt? Or the lost love of his life? And 
who’s he? What’s written on the label next to the painting? 
We’re much more interested in what the white in one of 
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Malevich’s white paintings might have been made of, or 
what brand of knife Lucio Fontana used to slash his can-
vas. That smile can interest us only if the unknown artist 
on the label goes and hangs himself the next day, or if he’s 
broken the rules of a talent show, or if that woman is a 
killer, or if either of them for some reason gets a million 
Instagram followers, perhaps because some fashion 
blogger took a selfie in front of her portrait – in short, any 
reason at all as long as it’s NOT in the painting, I repeat 
N-O-T in the painting. The painting as a painting, art for 
art’s sake, the Neolithic framing, that woman’s smile… 
you can leave that stuff to your cleaning lady, these days. 
As for us, whether that woman is laughing, or crying, or 
anything, we clearly don’t give a flying fuck about her. 

 
[…] 
The stage is empty, the art opening has made way for a 

woman. 
 
ANTONIETTA: Emma is the third one. 
CARLO (voice off): Who are you talking to? 
ANTONIETTA: I’m talking about Emma! About 

her smile… 
CARLO: Yes of course – her smile – the poor child. 

What about our smile? What about that? 
ANTONIETTA: I’ll get there if you let me tell the 

story. 
CARLO (entering): Fine – but you must tell them 

the whole story, not just the bit you’re good at! 
ANTONIETTA: All right, I’ll tell them the way 

you’re good at. I’ll tell them the whole of it. And how 
does it go, the whole of it? What does ‘the whole of it’ 
even mean? 
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CARLO: It means from the beginning. 
ANTONIETTA: What a pain I’ve gone and got 

myself married to… and what’s the beginning? 
CARLO: The real beginning – not when she was 

born: when you and I met! 
ANTONIETTA (screaming): What do you think I 

was doing!? That’s exactly where I was starting from! 
CARLO: You’re lying… 
ANTONIETTA: Exactly from there! And people 

say Emma never smiles! Of course she never smiles… 
CARLO: Now don’t start making it sound like it’s 

our fault if she’s always got a long face on her. 
ANTONIETTA: I didn’t say she has a long face – 

just that she won’t smile. 
CARLO: It’s always the parents’ fault anyway, all 

the parents’ fault. Hitler? Must have been mistreated as 
a child. Of course! And so, on to the frustrated painter 
– they didn’t like his art either. And so it’s Mein Kampf, 
Kristallnacht, Poland invaded, and bingo! Straight on 
to Auschwitz. All his mum and dad’s fault, wasn’t it? 
Shitheads, the both of them. Look, Emma’s friend is a 
frustrated painter too – doesn’t mean she goes out on a 
genocidal rampage… 

ANTONIETTA: Yes but Hitler, now… I was talk-
ing about Emma! Why do you have to bring up Hitler, 
what’s that got to do with anything… 

CARLO: Of course it’s the parents’ fault: that’s 
where we all come from, isn’t it? It’s like saying it’s the 
water’s fault if you drown. It might have been the fault 
of how you got there, might it just? I’m a taxidermist. 

ANTONIETTA: So he’s a taxidermist, is he. And 
I’m the idiot. 

CARLO: I stuff dead animals. 
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ANTONIETTA: And I went and got married to 
this pain – fancy that. A funeral director for animals. 

CARLO: When I started out, I was working mostly 
for hunters. It was a different world: there were no animal 
rights activists back then – and certainly no animal rights 
activist daughters. I’m not saying we were back in the Pa-
laeolithic, but hunting was a normal thing to do. I was 
big (mimes a height above his actual height), back then. I’ve 
had four children. 

ANTONIETTA: All by yourself, of course. 
CARLO: All right, we did. 
ANTONIETTA: Emma was the third born. 
CARLO: I’d get foxes, hares, fowl… and bigger stuff 

as well: boars’ heads, or chamois’ – sometimes I’d do a 
deer’s head too. There were deer, back then. There’s none 
left these days – but there’s no hunters left, either. Back 
then everyone went shooting – it was a natural thing to 
do. Yes, there were maniacs, but you weren’t necessarily 
one of them just because you went out hunting. Yes, there 
were some of those who go ‘poor little animals’, but ev-
eryone was eating meat, there was none of today’s hy-
pocrisy. If you eat meat, someone must do the killing, it’s 
as simple as that. You eat meat, you put a stock cube in 
your pot – how do you expect animals not to get killed? 
And those that die a natural death are no good to eat. 

ANTONIETTA: What are you talking about? 
CARLO: About taxidermy. 
ANTONIETTA: Yes – the house full of dead ani-

mals staring at you with their glassy eyes. Foxes, pheas-
ants, weasels… that’s where Emma grew up, remember? 

CARLO: So it’s the animals’ fault now? 
ANTONIETTA: Not that ‘fault’ again. It’s not 

your fault now, is it? 
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[…] 
ANTONIETTA: When we met, I was twenty years 

old. I was a bit smarter than him – or maybe just a bit 
richer, in the sense that I was studying, going to univer-
sity – the humanities – and then I became a teacher. In 
a high school, the two lower classes. Italian and Latin. 
I’m the one always telling students that Latin might be 
a dead language, might not help you find a job like 
English would, but it helps you think. Stops you be-
coming like him. 

CARLO: Yes, but in the meantime, never mind all 
those bright fellow students of yours – the humanities 
– you were coming out to the fun fair with me, and you 
had four kids with that ignorant taxidermist husband of 
yours. So that’s what all your Latin was good for! Stu-
dying so hard, yes, reading your eyes out…. but when it 
comes to the crunch, it’s ass over class, if you ask me… 

ANTONIETTA: You’re so vulgar. 
CARLO: All the better to embarrass you. 
ANTONIETTA: You’re very successful at that. 
CARLO: I didn’t have my taxidermy shop back then 

– but I was already doing it as a hobby – sort of. Stuffing 
my own kills. I was hunting, back then – everyone was, 
back then. But not anymore – too expensive these days. I 
was into World War II – still am, for that matter. And 
I’m into weapons, too. 

ANTONIETTA: To hear you talk now, I can’t un-
derstand what on earth I might have found interesting, 
back then. 

CARLO: I’d better not tell you, or you’ll say I’m 
vulgar…  

ANTONIETTA: Oh dear. 
CARLO: Only joking – it’s to make her angry, you 
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see. As I was saying, I’m into weapons but have never 
been a fascist, I’m against war actually – always have 
been. Any form of war. And I’ve always voted for the 
Communist Party – always – as long as there was a 
party... 

ANTONIETTA: Go on, tell them who you’re vot-
ing for these days. 

CARLO: No, no – better not start talking politics… 
ANTONIETTA: Why not? Don’t be ashamed – 

please… they’re sure to be interested, just go ahead and 
say… 

CARLO: Weren’t we meant to be talking about 
Emma? 

ANTONIETTA: Oh – so it wasn’t about weapons 
and taxidermy... 

CARLO (crestfallen): She was a beautiful little girl. 
(Pause. Then, in a lower voice) Anyway I’ve never voted 
for Berlusconi. 

 
[…] 
from Part Two (1978 – 2018) 
London, 1996: Aaron Bradley Gallery, Soho. 
Various works on show. Over to the right, a neo-su-

prematist painting reminiscent of Malevich – maybe a red 
square, something pleasant but a little out of fashion for the 
times. Also a few in the ‘blood’n’sperm’ genre, and in the cen-
tre the most important work: ‘Scapesheep’, a sheep cut into 
sections. Visitors discussing art, girls in fur coats slightly 
further upstage. 

 
WOMAN: That’s disgusting. 
2nd WOMAN: It’s brilliant. 
WOMAN: But if we assume that it’s the task of art 
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to push beyond good taste so as to challenge our con-
straints, our sense of shame… 

MAN: And do we? Assume that, I mean. 
WOMAN: We must. All twentieth-century art, from 

World War I onwards, has basically been disturbing… 
MAN: OK then – assume away. 
WOMAN: And if we assume that ever since this 

being disturbing gave it a new lease of life, art has al-
ways fulfilled this mission... 

MAN: OK, we can assume that too… 
WOMAN: … then my question – what I’m asking 

myself, is: what happened to beauty? Take Guernica: we 
can call that beautiful in a disturbing way… or Bacon: 
we can certainly call his work beautiful and disturbing. 
But where the disturbing is so disturbing that we can 
no longer call it beautiful, do we call that art’s new fron-
tier? Are we looking at success or failure? 

2nd MAN: What do you mean by success: ‘an ability 
to endure through time’ or ‘an ability to make as much 
money as possible’? 

MAN: Are you talking about Scapesheep? 
WOMAN: What else? 
MAN: We could be talking about all the nice things 

hanging on the walls here. 
2nd MAN: That’s another important point. We could 

have a Caravaggio here, and… 
WOMAN: No, not a Caravaggio – you can’t touch 

Caravaggio. 
2nd MAN: All right, let’s say a Bacon, then, or a Pi-

casso. Don’t you think either of them would lose impact 
to the provocation of a work like Scapesheep? A work that 
disturbs us, not only because it puts blood centrestage, 
but because of the modality by which it does so. By 
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opening up ethical questions! Is it permissible to 
butcher a sheep for art? We do that to the chicken we 
eat – why shouldn’t we do it for art? And if the purpose 
of an artwork is not just beauty but its ability to force 
us to question the butchering of animals, is it permis-
sible to butcher one so as to get us to question the 
butchering of many? 

WOMAN: It’s a sacrifice – that’s why it’s called 
scapesheep… 

MAN: No. We cannot assume art to have any other 
purpose than the aesthetic. 

2nd MAN: But we must. 
MAN: In that case, any form of activism should be 

called art. 
WOMAN: So it should! 
MAN: And any kind of happening should be called 

theatre. 
 
The girls in fur coats drop the coats and show themselves 

naked and bloodied, perhaps wearing animal masks. They 
pull out a loudspeaker and start reading a communiqué. 

 
GIRL: This is a non-violent show against a violent 

show… 
WOMAN: That’s brilliant! 
2nd WOMAN: It’s disgusting! 
 
People begin to panic. ‘Police – someone call the police!’ 

– ‘What nonsense, that’s art!!!’ – ‘Enough of this calling 
any naked woman art!’ – ‘It is art! It’s activism! It’s hap-
pening!’ – ‘Really – it’s so last year…’ 

 
GIRL: What you call art is commerce. What you 
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call provocation is exploitation. What you call criticism 
is servitude. As feminist animal rights activists we pro-
test the rape visited by male society on animals as an 
outcome for its violence with the excuse of the need for 
food, and in this case, with the excuse of art disguised 
as activism. We are demonstrating in a non-violent 
manner…’ 

 
Police start pushing them around. 
 
GIRLS: Get off, you fascist! This is a non-violent 

demonstration! 
Laughter from the guests: ‘That’s amazing’, ‘That’s 

fabulous’… 
 
2nd GIRL: Fuck off! 
 
The girls push back at the police. One takes the sort-of 

Malevich-like painting off the wall and smashes it over the 
‘scapesheep’. The other girls shout ‘NO NONO! It’s meant 
to be non-violent!’ Huge commotion. 

 
* 
 

Carlo and Antonietta, at home. The telephone rings. 
 
ANTONIETTA: Giorgio called – we were watching 

the news. 
CARLO: SHALL I GET IT?  
ANTONIETTA: I’M GOING!  
GIULIA: TELEPHONE!  
CARLO: STOP SHOUTING! 
GIULIA: AND YOU STOP WATCHING TV AT 
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THAT VOLUME! 
ANTONIETTA: Hello?! 
MARCO: I’M STUDYING! 
GIULIA: Right – like you ever understand a fuck-

ing thing anyway. 
CARLO: I told her to stop shouting! 
GIORGIO: Hello… 
ANTONIETTA: Hi! How are you? How’s every-

one…? 
GIORGIO: We’re fine, thanks – let me ask you 

something: is Emma in London? 
ANTONIETTA: Yes – yes, she’s there with some 

friends.  
GIORGIO: I think I’ve just seen her – on BBC 

News… 
ANTONIETTA: CARLO! SWITCH OVER TO 

BBC NEWS!!  
CARLO: WHY, WHAT’S ON BBC NEWS?  
ANTONIETTA: EMMA. 
CARLO: IS THAT EMMA ON THE PHONE?  
MARCO: IS THAT EMMA?  
ANTONIETTA: It’s Giorgio. 
CARLO: So what’s all this about Emma? 
ANTONIETTA: He says she’s on BBC News. 
CARLO: We don’t get BBC News… 
GIORGIO: You’d better try and get in touch with 

her – I think she’s got herself into a mess… 
CARLO: We’ve got RAI, and we’ve got Berlusconi 

– RAI speaks about Berlusconi and Berlusconi speaks 
about Berlusconi – that’s as wide as it gets.  

GIORGIO: … She was on TV, but I’m not sure 
what happened.  

ANTONIETTA: Will you turn off that TV now! 



Fausto Paravidino, From The Meaning of Emma’s Life 125

Emma might be in trouble… 
CARLO (switching off the TV): Emma – in trouble?  
GIULIA: Emma – in trouble?  
MARCO: Emma – in trouble?  
GIORGIO (entering): I’m not sure what happened 

– I was watching BBC News, not paying much atten-
tion… who did Emma go to London with? 

CARLO: On a school trip.  
ANTONIETTA: With a friend.  
GIULIA: With terrorists. 
MARCO: What terrorists – they’re activists… 
CARLO: Oh – her vegan friend? 
ANTONIETTA: Yes – yes, Genziana…  
GIULIA: She’s not a vegan anymore – or a vege-

tarian, even.  
MARCO: Get away!  
ANTONIETTA: What happened? 
GIORGIO: I’m not sure what happened – but it 

looks like she was with a group of activists, they put on 
this demonstration in an art gallery… 

CARLO: And what’s wrong with that? 
ANTONIETTA: Let him talk! 
CARLO: Nothing wrong with demos in London, is 

there? They don’t even have Thatcher anymore… 
GIORGIO: It looks like Emma might have dam-

aged two artworks – I think it was her.  
ANTONIETTA: Did she get arrested?  
GIORGIO: Doesn’t she have a mobile? 
GIULIA: Nope – mobiles are forbidden in this 

house: we’re the enemies of progress, we get our news 
personally from friends with satellite TV. 

ANTONIETTA: Should we call the Ministry? 
CARLO: Haven’t you got a contact for her – some 
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hotel thingy, I don’t know…  
GIULIA: A hotel, right – a squat, more like.  
ANTONIETTA: Should I call Genziana’s mother? 
GIORGIO: Let’s not go and alarm everybody now 

– they’ve done nothing wrong – I don’t think they got 
arrested… 

CARLO: They’ve destroyed two artworks – you 
know what the English are like – touch anything that’s 
worth any money and they’ll go spare! They’ll have 
locked them up in the Tower of London! 

GIORGIO: Actually I think it’s just Emma – I think 
she was the only one who did any damage… 

CARLO: Ah – but – but it’s a joint responsibility, 
isn’t it – if they’re activists, I mean… 

GIORGIO: They’re hardly the Red Brigades… 
ANTONIETTA: God forbid. 
CARLO: She was born on the day Moro got kid-

napped – must be something about that… 
ANTONIETTA: Oh, stop talking crap, will you – 

you’ll have conditioned her by saying that! 
GIULIA: That’s right –for instance, I was born on 

the day Marie Antoinette was beheaded… 
MARCO: Yes – so you watch out, Mum… 
GIULIA: Hmm – I handed that one to you, didn’t I. 
GIORGIO: Let me call home, they might have 

heard something.  
GIULIA: BBC News on the phone! 
ANTONIETTA: I’m worried, Giulia.  
GIULIA: What am I doing wrong? 
MARCO: You’re being a pain in the ass, that’s what. 
CARLO: No answer?  
GIORGIO: Hello? Hi, Leone! 
CARLO: Let me speak to him. 
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ANTONIETTA: Let him speak, won’t you.  
CARLO: She’s my daughter.  
ANTONIETTA: And that’s his son. 
GIORGIO: Any news of Emma? 
LEONE (entering): I did have news. One bit was on 

the front page of the Sun … 
 
We see the page. 
 
…A huge spread. And a statement from the author 

of Sheepscape. 
 
JAPANESE ARTIST: I think Etta, the Italian girl 

who tried to destroy my artwork, is the most important 
artist of the moment – and she is unwittingly the woman 
I had called to make the sacrifice. Her performance – tak-
ing an insignificant painting off a wall, using it as a sac-
rificial knife to try and destroy my Sheepscape and then 
pissing on Sheepscape in public, is much more than my 
work was hoping to provoke. Who can sacrifice the 
sheepscape if not someone innocent, someone who con-
fuses the crime (the genocide of animals for our benefit) 
with its critical representation – the sickness with the 
medicine, the plague with its victims. The photograph of 
her gesture published in the Sun is the pop-art crowning 
of the performance I have provoked and that the Italian 
activist Etta has enacted. The front-page photograph in 
the Sun, portraying Etta as she pisses on my artwork after 
attempting to destroy it, is the finished work of which the 
exhibition piece was but the beginning. 

JOURNALIST: Quite another opinion is the one 
we think we’ll get from the German artist who is the au-
thor of the so-called ‘insignificant painting’ used to – uh 
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– enact the performance: we went to find her and asked 
her to comment, which she did – albeit very briefly. 

GERMAN ARTIST: I am gutted – I am destroyed. 
It’s as if they’d used me as a hammer. I’d like to meet 
the Italian artist and ask her how she could do anything 
like that – but I don’t think I’m ready for that now. I can 
only do that through the media: How could you? How 
could you kill me? 

JOURNALIST: Meanwhile the girls who were at 
the exhibition with the Italian activist are distancing 
themselves from their colleague. 

LEONE: Distancing themselves, right – they’d got 
her up to it, got her to join them on their bullcrap she-
nanigans in London and now they were leaving her 
alone to sort it out. 
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Mattia Torre 

From The Best

Migliore is the tragicomical story of Alfredo Beaumont, a young man 
whose humdrum existence is shaken by an accident he has caused, and 
for which he feels responsible even though he is acquitted by the law. 
When the deep crisis opened by this experience reveals his hidden 
aggressive side, Alfredo suddenly finds himself well accepted by the 
society that had previously closed its doors to him: his professional life 
improves dramatically, his fears and problems seem to evaporate. 
Migliore is a story about our times, about people who build their 
success on a lack of principles, on cynicism and contempt for others. 
And it is a story on the paradox of the despised, who bow before these 
people and – as if charmed – give way to them. 
– Mattia Torre 
 
Valerio Mastandrea is a genuine and self-assured anomaly in the world 
of Italian theatre: a carrier – or rather a spare, healthy interpreter of 
the faults, solitudes, incompatibilities, tenderness, pathologies and 
deviations of the so-called average man. We are about to see him at 
work again […] in an outstanding monologue written and directed by 
Mattia Torre. Migliore is a sharp, disquieting text, once again showing 
Mastandrea as an immoral, mean, rather toxic character. […] We are 
faced with a contemporary ‘man of marble’, an unconsciously schizoid 
subject who works for an organization purportedly capable of 
satisfying any wish, and who, having unintentionally caused the death 
of a vulnerable person he is trying to help, finds himself acquitted by 
the law. This experience gives him a sense of immunity from wrongs 
and responsibilities, an awareness of a sort of evil free will, a glib, 
casual meanness, a nastiness raised to the status of ordinary target for 
social advancement. Mastandrea gives voice to the character of a mild 
young man who works in the comfort economy supplying deluxe 
philanthropy to a spoiled, chic human fauna, but who quickly 
acquires, through a sort of apathetic reaction, all the physical, vocal 
and behavioural traits that will turn him into a hugely cynical, 
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unscrupulous, dishonest character. A metamorphosis solidly based on 
the text written by Mattia Torre, an artist in his forties whose strong, 
instinctive gift for communication easily wins the audience’s affection. 
And a metamorphosis in which Mastandrea seems to secrete the 
viruses of effrontery, indifference and amorality, almost as if to 
graphically trace the profile of this adventurous but ultimately 
expendable individual on the pattern shown by those of our 
contemporaries (whether ‘ordinary’ or ‘high-ranking’) who are 
prepared to debase and corrupt themselves, to turn ugly. And ugliness 
pays, as shown in the play by how doors open, how women succumb, 
how esteem grows for the ‘mean guy’ figure. Yet the important, 
determining factor, I would say, is the human and inhuman element 
that Mastandrea channels so naturally, to astonishing effect, as he 
shows the passage from the state of a precarious, jobbing underdog to 
the heights of the evil man intoxicated by his power – and he does so 
with a sort of dirty comical glee, a deadly pleasure not ony for 
paradox, but for paroxysm. Unique. Go see. Go hear. Enjoy. 
– Rodolfo di Giammarco, La Repubblica, 30 December 2016 



132 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume II          Theatre 

 



Mattia Torre, From The Best 133

All that was missing was me. I was the only thing 
still needed before the new workshop could take off – 
the workshop on good old-fashioned cakes, I mean. 
Don’t get me wrong – it sounded very good… 

’Pastrymaking: And Yesterday Comes: studying 
and reviving a great tradition.’ 

…it did sound interesting. But I was not in the 
right mood. And on and on… everyone in the associ-
ation was banging on. They all had that one target: 
putting together the ten people needed to start this 
new venture. There were nine. Only one missing. And 
that one was me. ‘Come on, Alfredo – go on – there’s 
got to be ten of us, or Signora Inge won’t be able to 
cover her expenses…’ 

‘Yes, well – we’ve hardly finished the workshop on 
good old-fashioned hand-baked bread.’ 

‘What’s the matter with you, Alfredo?’ 
 
I was going through a very delicate phase. I was 

at risk in my workplace – an American company, one 
of those companies that try to get into your head, that 
ask employees to be honest and fair in the workplace 
but also… well, also model citizens, good-natured, 
generous people. A company that loves you, a com-
pany that wants you to be the best. 

 
‘Happylife good morning, Alfredo speaking, how 

may I help?’ 
‘This is Baraldi speaking. I want a table for two 

at the Hilton, with a bunch of fifty-one red roses on 
it. For nine pm. Oh – I’m in Bangkok, by the way.’ 

‘Bangkok. Super. I will confirm in twenty  
minutes.’ 
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I was told what my job was all about very clearly, 
on the first day: ‘The Emerald Card is a prestigious 
credit card offering a wide range of exclusive services, 
including a telephone number each customer can call 
and get through to a personal secretary that will make 
their wishes come true. And that secretary is you.’ 

To get an Emerald Card you need to have a lot of 
money and a very high credit limit. It happens that 
people with high credit limits are not bothered to say 
‘Good morning’ to you when they call: they’re very 
busy people. Always rushing. Quite demanding. 

‘This is Mr Carandini, the engineer. Listen, I 
want a Porsche. A yellow Porsche. Today.’ 

There’s nothing we can’t do: we’re omnipotent 
here. 

Carandini again. ‘About that Porsche – not yel-
low, actually – my wife doesn’t like it. Make it black – 
are you sure, darling…? Yes, fine. Black.’ 

We’re omnipotent – and they know it. 
‘About that Porsche – actually I don’t want a Por-

sche anymore – make it a BMW.’ 
‘… A BMW.’ 
‘Yes, that’s right – oh and the end-digit on the 

number plate must be even, don’t forget – we’ve got 
road access rationing here.’ 

 
There used to be ninety-nine of us operators. Op-

erators. Then there was this IT system put in place so 
all that was left was twenty: eighteen whizkids, plus 
Mario Calicchia and I – all together on the first floor. 
Or, on the lowest level of our careers.  

Mario Calicchia was a nice guy. He had conjunc-
tivitis and lived so far away he hardly knew where his 
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house was. At the end of our shift he’d get into his car 
and just drive south. As he started up the engine he’d 
close his eyes and say to himself: ‘All right, it’ll be all 
right, I’ll find the place – hopefully.’ 

Work was everything to him – and to me. 
‘I will confirm in eight minutes. I will confirm in 

sixteen minutes. I will confirm in forty minutes.’ 
I liked my job. But me and Calicchia were at risk, 

and we were told very clearly. 
One Tuesday we got a fairly informal mail from 

up on the fourth floor: ‘You two are at risk. One of 
you will be out before the year is out.’ Yet me and Cal-
icchia did not get into competition with each other – 
in fact we were supporting each other. ‘Come on 
Mario, you can do it – come on, come on.’ 

‘Hello? This is Ferranti speaking. I need a Hawai-
ian flower necklace. An original one, I mean: I’ve lost 
a bet with a colleague. Delivery to Varese. Day after 
tomorrow. Between nine and eleven, or I’ll be late for 
my customary seminar on Kierkegaard.’ 

‘Right-o, professor.’ 
So this is my job. And this is my company. You don’t 

get in without a badge, that little magnetic tag that knows 
everything about you. Fire drill every Friday morning, 
with simulated evacuation attached. If you do the job well 
you’ll win a bonus trip to places that are high-risk on the 
terrorism scale, and everyone anxiously awaits the har-
dest test in the year: interview with the CEO. You go and 
meet him in his office and show him one thing you can 
do – one thing, anything. Then you explain how you did 
it and where you learnt it. And he will look at you and 
understand. He won’t judge you: only make decisions. 
The best decisions. The best for you. 



136 Italian Literature in Translation              Volume II          Theatre 

 

Last year it didn’t go very well. I was very nerv-
ous. The one thing I chose to do was play a happy 
tune on my school recorder. The CEO took a look at 
me, he really did understand me – and I stayed on the 
first floor, right next to Calicchia. 

‘Hello – Gargani here. I’m on Lampedusa. Can 
you believe there is not one Mexican restaurant over 
here? I’m giving a dinner party tomorrow. A very good 
dinner party – Mexican theme. Is that clear?’ 

‘Yes, Dr. Gargani. I’m going to find you a Mexi-
can cook ready to jump on a plane and be with you in 
time. I will confirm in an hour.’ 

 
I always recognized her perfume. I think I must 

have seen her walk past about ten thousand times – 
very well aware she was being looked at: Sofia.  

Sofia: ingratiating with superiors, cruel to under-
lings – Sofia was devoted, no destined to power: pen-
cil-drawn legs, the back of her neck a work of art. A 
right shitface too, was Sofia. The halo of perfume fol-
lowed her but for some reason also preceded her, so 
you knew she was coming even before you heard the 
clicking of her heels down the corridor, on the marble 
floor. There was no falling in love with her – it was 
simply not on. Area Manager. CEO’s daughter. The 
fear of falling in love was fighting the attraction for 
her beauty – yes, fighting, and losing. She was beau-
tiful, was Sofia. 

You’re slow, Alfredo. Remember, Alfredo: speed 
and precision, speed and efficiency, speed and deter-
mination. Notice anything about that term ‘speed’? Be 
a sport, Alfredo. Have you looked in the mirror this 
morning, Alfredo? You look terrible. And don’t laugh, 
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you got bits of salad in between your teeth. There won’t 
be a next time, Alfredo. Alfredo. Alfredo. Alfredo. 

Over the years she’s been coming down to the 
first floor to ask us employees to run errands of all 
sorts for her: and the shopping, and the bill-paying… 
once she got me to fix the oil pan in her car – out in 
the open-air company car park – under this massive 
hailstorm. One whole morning gone to waste. Not to 
speak of one jacket and two vertebrae – but she got 
home all right. And I was glad of it. And no one could 
say no to her anyway: she was Area Manager. CEO’s 
daughter. She was Sofia. 

‘You be careful, Alfredo.’ 
 
Too right, I had to be careful. Because I was at 

risk. I had to be careful, to be honest and fair, to be a 
model, to be better, more generous – more generous, 
yes, even with the guys in the association. 

Yes, because for a while now I’d been part of this 
association where you get to do nice things, bake 
cakes for instance, or lovely bread, or what have you. 
One week they proposed we adopt a pear tree in Pied-
mont: this landscape had to be saved, it had all these 
pear trees in it – forsaken pear trees. And so we all 
said ‘all right’ and did it. And someone said ‘how 
lovely’. 

That’s how the association worked: you’d do 
some lovely things and then say ‘how lovely’ and all 
would say ‘how lovely’ and we’d all feel lovely and 
happy. And sometimes one of the associates would 
feel bad, maybe he was sad or down or something, 
and then they’d say to him ‘If you look at it carefully, 
this is also lovely,’ and he’d say ‘That’s true – after all 
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this is also lovely – feeling bad is also lovely’. ‘That’s 
right, see? You’re feeling bad but that’s also lovely.’ 
And he’d go: ’Look, I’m feeling really really bad.’ 
‘That’s right – that’s lovely.’ Because in this associa-
tion people could always see the lovely side of bad 
stuff that happened – to other people. 

‘Come on Alfredo, there’s only nine of us – let’s 
do this workshop – let’s do it for Signora Inge, she’s 
so lovely – and with her husband in that state, with 
his leg…’ They really were insisting. 

‘All right then, let’s do it.’ 
And so on four consecutive Sundays I found my-

self travelling to the countryside to bake cakes – good 
old-fashioned cakes, I mean: fruit tarts, almond gin-
gerbread, cream puffs. And all in all the countryside, 
hands in the flour, doing something with our hands, 
everyone saying ‘how lovely’ – it was pleasant to spend 
Sundays baking good old-fashioned cakes like they 
don’t make them anymore. 

‘Pass me a glass of good old-fashioned water.’ 
‘How lovely.’ 
‘You know, Alfredo… today, under this good old-

fashioned poplar tree you really have a good old-fash-
ioned look on you.’ 

‘Do I? How lovely!’  
It was all very, very lovely. 
But there was some drama with the tiramisu: I 

just couldn’t hack the tiramisu. ‘Why not, Alfredo? Ti-
rami su is a piece of cake, ha!’ Not so: tiramisu was 
the hardest thing in the world for me – I always ended 
up with this wishy-washy mush… and on the last day, 
Signora Inge got mad at me. 

‘Eez not tzis vat yoo’re zaying to me, Alfredo?’ 
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‘Well – I – ’ 
‘Yes – tzis eez vat yoo’re zaying.’ 
‘No, Signora Inge – no, really, the workshop was 

very successful for me. I can make any sort of cake at 
home now, I’ve learnt them all here: I make them for 
myself and eat them myself. Mimosa cake, blanc-
mange, jam tart, panna cotta,… it’s just the tiramisu 
that I can’t quite seem to – it just turns out like this 
shapeless thing, it looks like – like Plasticine.’ 

She really was mad at me, Signora Inge was. She 
said I didn’t realize the meaning of this defeat – which 
was perfectly true. She said I couldn’t hear, no, feel 
the crackle of the biscuit on the edge of the baking 
dish – which was perfectly true. She said that tiramisu 
is life, represents life, and those who can make jam 
tart but not tiramisu are those who are scared of life, 
she could tell me that for nothing, and those who are 
scared of life are scared of death, and that I had a 
problem with the meaning of life, no the meaning of 
death – which was also – perfectly – true. 

 
Yes, because ever since I was really small everyone 

in the family has always been talking to me about 
death. One of the first sentences I really understood 
in life was – you’d think maybe ‘Ciao, this is 
Mummy’? No, it was: ‘That’s a light socket: if you put 
your fingers in it you will die’. And later, I was a little 
older: ‘See that, Alfredo? That’s icy water: if you drink 
that after a football game, you will die – be careful.’ 
And then I grew up and went to live on my own: ‘If 
you defrost something and then freeze it again and 
then defrost it again and eat it, you will die.’ I’ve al-
ways been careful, because death was hiding behind 
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the most insignificant thing.  
‘Your uncle Giorgio died playing tennis – he was 

on his second serve …’ 
‘How did he die?’ 
‘He just died.’ 
‘And your poor granddad – one minute he was sat 

there reading a book of fairy tales, and the next mi-
nute – dead.’ 

‘What sort of fairy tales?’ 
‘He just died.’ 
Though really everyone in my family is very 

cheerful, very affectionate: every time they meet 
there’ll be a lot of hugging, very heartfelt hugging. 
But to me it looks like they’re not thinking ‘How good 
to see you’ but ‘Unbelievable – we’re still alive.’ They 
behave as if this was wartime: in my family, everyone’s 
still living in wartime – and sure enough when they 
get news of a relative or a friend or a neighbour who’s 
died they don’t say ‘How sad’ but ‘Ah yes, of course.’ 

Anyway this thing about death was true, Signora 
Inge was right: ‘Yoo haff no idea about anytzing, Alf-
redo, yoo don’t efen know how to break ein eg the 
proper vay. Ein eg is life. Zee eg is life. Yoo haff to zolve 
yoor problems viz deaff ’.  

Never mind that around that time I’d been reading 
this book that said fear of death is good for you because 
it creates a sort of ideal tension between you and the 
end of your life, and that gives life great oomph. It’s 
like the tension sliding along the axle between the two 
wheels of a cart: the wheels turn, the cart moves on. I 
was alive, yes. I was alive – but paranoid. 

And paranoia is detrimental, it’s a door open wide 
on all the evils, all the insecurities in this world. I was 



Mattia Torre, From The Best 141

cohabiting with this – shall I say – holey personality… 
I mean I really had a hole in my personality, as if 
they’d shot a hole through me and that hole let in all 
sort of stuff... anguish, little anxieties, draughts – 
sometimes real diseases. 

For instance, around that time, I got this rather 
uncommon disease, it’s called brucellosis. I’d gone to 
the doctor’s and the doctor’d said: ‘It’s brucellosis, 
Alfredo.’ And I just sat there and said: ‘Oh’. I mean I 
didn’t start asking him, what is it – what shall I do… 
or say, really – what a nasty-sounding name, or any-
thing. No, all I had to say to him was: ‘Oh’. And I’d 
gone away with my brucellosis. Because all right, the 
word brucellosis does have a nasty sound, but know-
ing what it is must be even worse, I think. And the 
doctor had started saying ‘You see, Alfredo, brucello-
sis dates back to…’ but I’d just said: ‘Nope – I don’t 
want to know, thanks very much.’ 

Anyway I was happy. I’d been expecting a nice 
disease of that sort, with that crazy name, for a while. 
So that every time anyone asked me what was wrong,  
or said what the hell’s the matter with you, instead of 
just saying ‘Nothing, it’s nothing, really…’ I could say: 
‘I’ve got brucellosis.’ Silence. Everyone dumbstruck. 

Not even the guys at the association had managed 
to say: ‘Oh, so you’ve got brucellosis? It’s a lovely 
thing, if you look at it carefully.’ No, they couldn’t do 
it this time, they’d also been struck dumb. The asso-
ciation! So they go: ‘Oh, you’ve go brucell… well all-
right, let’s just put up the bunting for Signora Inge’s 
husband’s concert – the poor thing, with his limp and 
all,’ and they’d pointed at him, and he’d smiled at me 
as if to say ‘Go on, stick the blinking bunting up – it’s 
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my party.’ 
Only my sister had been brave enough to say: 

‘Honestly though…’ as if this brucellosis business had 
been my fault. I mean she’d said it with a touch of – 
of indignation, as if you could go and get brucellosis 
because you’ve nothing else to do and you’re a bit 
bored: ‘Coming to the lake, Alfredo?’ ‘No thanks, I’m 
staying home – I’m getting brucellosis.’ 

And it’s not like I hadn’t been struggling with a 
full set of health troubles – lumbago, a small cervical 
hernia, a touch of periodontitis, which is a retreating 
of the bone leading to the demise of your gums – all 
these things that only require about a half hour every-
day to take care of them, and if you add up all the lit-
tle half hours you’ll realize the day’s gone, and then 
in the long run, that’s your life gone as well. I mean, 
if you need to cure these diseases – which you do be-
cause let’s say you might like to, perhaps, stay alive – 
in the long run you’re going to use up the whole time 
you need – to stay alive, I mean, to live your life. 

 
‘Are you a believer?’ 
 Swimming is good for you. I’d gone to a pool run 

by priests, where you had to do an interview with the 
mother superior before you could get in. 

‘Well – I – yes, I am.’ 
‘Baptised? Communion? Confirmation?’ 
‘Well, I – yes.’ 
‘Engaged?’ 
‘Well, I – no.’ 
‘Ah – that’s not very good – there are a lot of girls 

here, and we do try to – avoid…’ 
‘Well but I…’ 
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No buts. Sorry. Nothing doing. 
And so I went jogging. I did my jogging in the 

park. Fourteen minutes of it. I jogged and my lumbar 
muscles ached. I jogged and my neck ached. I jogged 
and the brucellosis brought on a fever. ‘Come on, 
clench your teeth and go!’ I would say to myself. And 
I clenched my teeth and my gums would start bleed-
ing because of the periodontitis. 

‘Signora Inge, I beg you, give me another chance. 
I can make bread – please let me make some Lariano 
bread...’ ‘Vat Lariano pread! Get avay from me, leaff 
me in peece – out! 

And so we parted ways. She went off muttering 
something in German: ‘...psycopatisch… Lariano…,’ 
and I made my way home. 

 
Twenty-four hours later, I would kill a person. 
 
‘A kind word, doffing your hat: it costs nothing 

and it’s lovely at that.’ 
It always takes me an hour to find a parking 

space. Always an hour. And so it was that time: an 
hour. I got home with only one hope left: managing 
to avoid Farone. Please, not now. But there he was – 
standing stock-still, ready, sooo happy to see me. 

Farone is the notary on the fourth floor who only 
speaks in proverbs or quotes: quotes from authors he 
knows you don’t know, all for the glee of being able to 
look at you as you stand there and mumble ‘Oh.’ 
That’s right: he’ll quote Jankélévitch, or Holan, or Vi-
zinczey at you, just to hear you say ‘Oh,’ or lying: ‘Ah 
yes, of course.’ Farone is like that. He wants to smell 
your cultural humiliation, he's spent a lifetime swotting 
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only to crush you, whole days poring over books 
thinking ‘Sooner or later I'm going to quote this au-
thor and nail someone.’ 

It’s mostly proverbs that he quotes – proverbs of 
all kinds, especially of the useless kind, that he’ll 
throw at you like that with no rhyme or reason: ‘Better 
to lose a finger than the hand’ – well all right, but… 
‘A bird in the hand’s worth two in the bush… is that 
right?’ 

‘Yes of course.’ 
It’s tricky to talk to Farone. 
‘Good morning, Farone.’ 
‘Ah yes, of course… good morning, good morn-

ing… the lower the bar, the more eager we are – arent’ 
we?’ 

‘Yes…’ 
‘Isn’t that so?’ 
That day he was not alone, but accompanied by a 

dog. A Great Dane.  
‘His name’s Ilario,’ he said as he pointed to it. ‘My 

daughter left him with me, she’s gone to America for 
a year. Sadly he’s going through a bit of a phase…’ I 
looked at the dog and the dog nodded yes, as if to say: 
‘That’s right – I’m having a bit of a hard time here.’ 

That night I fell asleep with my usual thoughts – 
just as Calicchia is always looking for his house, just 
like a soldier heads off to the front line, I go to sleep 
thinking: ‘Hopefully...’ And every night my ordeal of 
little simulations begins: ‘Mmmm, I’m so sleepy…’ 
and I’ll fake some yawns. ‘Mmmm, I’m going to have 
such a nice sleep tonight …’ and I’ll start staring. 
Nothing. Insomnia. And it’s not like I can’t sleep and 
that’s it – no, I’m awake, fine – but I start seeing, seeing 
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clearer, seeing everything. I can see objects around me 
in the dark, I can see inside the pipework in the whole 
building, I can see into each single flat in the blocks 
around me, and then I can see outside: the empty 
buses, the wet streets, the sleeping city. 

All this goes on until I fall asleep, which is when 
the worst phase starts – quite literally: because then 
I’ll start awake, one of my hands completely numb: a 
bloodless stump-hand, a stranger’s hand. And I look 
at the time and it’s 2.22. Because that’s how it works: 
whenever I look, my digital clock shows these sense-
less times – say 1.11, or 3.33… and I’m scared, scared 
I’ll wake up one day with a stuffed hand, late for work, 
and it’s 9.99. 

Once I woke up standing at the window, my hands 
behind my back, completely motionless – except I was 
nodding yes, yes. I was showing my agreement. 

And of course, as the inevitable grand finale to 
the night, here comes the buzz from the dustmen. Our 
block has dustbins in the courtyard, which means 
someone must buzz the dustmen in. And guess who 
that someone has been, for the past eleven years? 
Right. Every morning, at seven on the dot. When I 
don’t even start work till ten and could easily sleep till 
eight o’clock. 

‘Yes?’  
‘Streetcare – need access.’  
‘Ah yes – of course – good morning…’ 
‘Aw, piss off and open the bloody door, will ya.’ 
‘I’m sorry? Oh – sorry – is it open now?’ 
So I make myself a nice coffeee and start reading 

the paper: ‘Text message etiquette: keep them short – 
but not too short.’ Or: ‘Dogs watch over owner dead 
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on mountain trip’ – and after the day’s news I’m ready 
to go out. 

In the hallway I meet most of the neighbours. 
There’s Signora Silvia, the little old lady on the sec-
ond floor: ‘Good morning, Signora Silvia’. ‘Good 
morning,’ she replies as she scoots off in her wheel-
chair. 

Also Adua, the cleaning lady. ‘Good morning, Alf-
redo.’ And her thirteen-year-old daughter, Maria, on 
her way to school: ‘Maria, say good morning to Alf-
redo…’ ‘’morning sir,’ mumbles the grumpy teenager. 

A few steps away from the street door, there he is, 
looking at me. The Great Dane. Ilario. He was alone. 
Without Farone. He’d gone out alone – he surely had 
the house keys. I’d sussed him out by now: Ilario was 
the sort of dog who checks if he’s turned off the gas 
before going out, and in the doorway says: ‘ Have I 
got everything?’ 

He was looking me up and down – maybe his ca-
nine sense was objecting to my Hush Puppies ankle 
boots, because he looked at them and went ‘brrharr’, 
as if to say ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, these Hush Puppies 
wearers…’ And he went out in a terrible mood. 

 
‘Happylife good morning, Alfredo speaking, how 

may I help you…’ 
‘Bahamas / Relax / Body massage / Sunshine’ 
‘All r…’ 
‘Thanks!’ 
They’re always rushed. Sofia’s steps along the cor-

ridor. Hasty. But I see her in slo-mo, I can do that, I 
do it all the time: she glides slowly along and I have 
more time to look at her, make her last longer.  
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An hour. Always an hour to find a parking space. 
This is a law of the universe, like the ones governing 
the course of stars and the tails of comets. Always an 
hour. 

 
Home at last. 
When I get into the hallway, Adua has just fin-

ished washing down the stairs. Signora Silvia, in her 
wheelchair, is stuck on the ground floor. The lift is out 
of order and she can’t get home. I brightly volunteer 
to carry her up in my arms. 

‘I’ll take you up, Signora.’ 
‘No, thanks.’ 
‘Honestly, it’s no trouble at all.’ 
‘No, thanks – really, I’ve just called the lift people, 

they’ll be here soon.’ 
‘Soon? It took them six hours to get here the last 

time! Honestly, don’t worry, I can take you up.’ 
‘No – I said no.’ 
‘Really, Signora – it’s really easy for me, look...’ 
So I do pick her up – one arm under her legs, the 

other under her armpits: I know how to do this, I’ve 
done voluntary work. She closes her eyes without a 
word, and then whispers in my ear, ‘I don’t want to.’ 
But we’ve almost got as far as the first floor by now. 
‘I don’t want to, Alfredo.’ 

Wet staircase. Hush Puppies. I slip. Wobble. Over-
balance. Hush Puppies over wet steps. I fall over. And 
she falls with me. Signora Silvia falls. On her head.  

Adua is screaming, saying: ‘Omygod, she didn’t 
want to be carried up, omygod!’ Over and over again: 
‘Omygod omygod omygod!’ I get back on my feet. 
The Signora has lost consciousness. Ambulance 
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sirens, paramedics picking her up and taking her 
away. Her daughter coming down the stairs, scream-
ing ‘Omygod omygod omygod!’  

I look at everything without a word.  
After a few hours, a hospital file with a doctor’s 

report. 
Dead on arrival.  
And it was me who did it. 
‘I don’t want to, Alfredo.’  
What have you done, Alfredo. 
 
I lay on the sofa in my house for a while. The hole 

in my personality had grown wider – it was huge. And 
was letting in all sort of stuff: sounds from outside, car 
horns, brakes screeching, stuck traffic lights. TV voices, 
a lady psychologist saying one can’t love two people at 
the same time, two gentlemen taking part in a quiz and 
losing and saying ‘It’s just a game’. My belly was letting 
in dramatic scenes and ballerinas, toothbrushes, free-
fone numbers, sparkling waters. My belly was letting in 
‘Greetings to our friends at home’, two bronze medals, 
‘Teenagers without taboos: the first time at sixteen’, 
‘Snub nose and dark skin: the real face of Santa Claus’. 
My belly was letting in a special about one of the ten 
best-paid women managers in the country: Sofia Pardi, 
from Emerald Card. She was striking sexy poses for the 
TV cameras on the sofas in her large living room as the 
anchorwoman said: ‘She’s a fun, uncomplicated person, 
much devoted to family values.’ 

Yes, my belly was letting in all of that.  
And I held on to all of it. 
 
‘It’s terrible what happened to you, Alfredo.’ 
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‘I’m so sorry, Alfredo.’ 
‘You didn’t deserve that, Alfredo.’ 
‘What a mess, Alfredo, poor you.’  
Poor me? 
‘So what happened to the lady?’ 
‘Well Mum – she died.’ 
‘Well yes – of course she did.’ 
‘Happylife good morning, Alfredo speaking…’ 
‘Gargani speaking.’ 
‘How can I help, Dr Gargani.’ 
‘I’m in the Dolomites. It’s not bad here. I had a 

slight temperature last night – a bit better now. All 
right, I’ll call back later.’ 

 
Public Prosecutor’s Office. Conclusion of prelim-

inary investigation relative to pending criminal pro-
ceedings for assault and battery and manslaughter. 

‘What have you got to say about – ‘  
‘Well I…’ 
‘Did you hear the lady say – ‘ 
‘Well I…’ 
‘Can you confirm that the lady was trying to – ‘ 
‘Well I…’ 
‘In other words, could one read the lady’s resist-

ance as – ‘ 
‘Well I…’ 
Sitting next to me, the court counsel – he’s like 

the guy in the films. Totally. Now and again I look at 
him. I mean, as I mumble my ‘Well I’s…’ I look at him 
and he nods sagely, as if to say: ‘You’re in a right shit, 
mate.’ 

 
Back home, I find Ilario in the hallway – the Great 
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Dane, I mean. I’m really, really not in the mood, so I 
carry on without looking at him, and he does the 
same. But as we pass each other he shoves me with 
his shoulder, hard and very deliberately: he’s looking 
for a fight. I stop and glare at him, he glares back at 
me and spits on the floor: a clear display of contempt. 

 
I find myself a good solicitor: elegant, well-prac-

tised, many letters after his name – many surnames, 
even. And he says to me: ‘Leave it with me – article 
438, criminal code, fast-tracking…’ I ask for explana-
tions. ‘Leave it – just leave it with me.’ 

‘Is the defendant in court?’ Here I am. ‘The next 
of kin – the claimant – any exceptions on the act? No 
exceptions.’ I don’t understand a word. My solicitor 
keeps saying, ‘Just leave it with me.’  

‘The prosecutor deems criminal responsibility 
proven – in order – general extenuating circumstances 
– the charges against the defendant – conceivably – 
recommends – criminal code – sentence – six 
months.’ 

The judge says: ‘All right, thank you.’ 
The defence: ‘Contrary to the argument put for-

ward by my learned friend – punctual, extremely de-
tailed – we deem – come to a – my client’s conduct – 
in this instance – article 610 – subjective element – 
solicitude – unawareness of dissent – intent…’ I can’t 
understand a word. ‘Leave it.’ ‘Mere sake of the de-
fence – no previous convictions – any statements…’ 
‘Leave it, just leave it with me. Yes that is all, m’lud, 
thank you.’ 

Judge in the council chamber. 
‘In the name of the Italian people, pursuant to article 
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530 of the criminal code… Mr Beaumont Alfredo is ac-
quitted of the crime contested to him on the grounds of 
the act not amounting to a crime. Detailed reasons for 
this ruling to follow within thirty days.’ 

My elegant, self-assured solicitor with many sur-
names gives me a big hug. 

‘Give me a hug.’ 
‘Acquitted? How come I’m acquitted?’ 
‘Because you left it with me – will you give me a 

hug now?’  
So I’m acquitted – guilty and acquitted. 
 
‘That’s brilliant, Alfredo.’ 
‘Alfredo, I heard: congratulations.’ 
‘It could only go that way, Alfredo.’ 
‘Well done, Alfredo.’ 
Well done, Alfredo. Guilty and acquitted. 
‘You should thank your lucky stars’ – I dread 

those words coming out of my sister’s mouth as we 
dine that evening in a fairly posh restaurant near my 
house. But my sister keeps talking about stuff I don’t 
understand, all night she’s been wittering on about 
she’s got to furnish her house, decide on the colour 
scheme for the decorating, and I think I should thank 
my lucky stars for the simple fact my sister’s not telling 
me to do just that, except there’s this very noisy chap 
sitting with a very noisy party, and his chair’s right be-
hind mine and keeps hitting the back of my chair, 
which begins to get on my nerves – it’s one of those 
noisy parties where everyone laughs throwing them-
selves back on their chairs. So the first two times he 
apologizes, then from the third time onwards he stops 
bothering. My sister’s still on about her decorating: 
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red makes you crazy, Indian yellow is sober but too 
fashionable. Another thump – I turn and ask the chap 
to be more careful with his chair. He turns round, a 
bit bewildered, and goes: ‘Oh, all right.’ 

Then my sister says, what about orange, orange is 
the colour of the future. Another couple of little 
thumps, again on the back of my chair, again as I’m 
about to put food in my mouth. ‘Look I’m sorry, but 
I have to ask you to be a bit more careful with your 
chair – I’m hardly managing to eat my food here.’ And 
he turns around with a hassled look on his face and 
says: ‘You’re being a slight pain in the ass, you know.’ 
People are so nervous these days. 

A few more minutes go by, three thousand more 
words from my sister on all the colours of the rainbow 
– pass the colours of the rainbows as long as she does-
n’t say I should thank my lucky stars… but now she 
looks at me and: ‘What’s with the long face, Alfredo: 
you should thank your lucky stars.’ 

‘What did you say?’ 
Another thump. ‘Look, mate, will you please…’ 
‘That’s right, Alfredo – you should thank your 

lucky stars.’ Two more. ‘Look –’ 
‘You should thank – ‘… One more… ’your lucky 

stars.’ 
And then my mouth lets out this most inhuman, 

most appalling scream! (screams) 
And my sister: ‘Alfredo!’ 
‘Shut up, you bitch.’ 
The chap gets up slowly and squares up to me. 

He’s enormous. He’s staring at me. And I think, this 
is it – it’s your death, Alfredo. Then he says loudly: 
‘It’s a shitty place, this is,’ and walks out and the noisy 
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party gets up and follows him and all get out – thank 
your lucky stars – and one of the restaurant customers 
starts clapping his hands, an another, and a third one, 
and a whole family, and slowly the whole place is clap-
ping, slowly, rhythmically. 

‘The bill, please.’ 
‘No, Alfredo, it’s on the house tonight. See you 

next time. Have a lovely evening, Madam…’ 
And the applause follows us on our way out. In 

the street my sister threads her arm into mine and 
holds tight, she is smiling with sincere warmth, look-
ing at me like she’s never done before. 

‘Thank you for your words, Alfredo.’ 
‘What words?’ 
‘It was important for me. Thank you.’ 
 
That night I get home and get undressed and get 

into bed and for once go to sleep – I mean sleep: lay 
my cheek on the pillow and sleep, just like that, natu-
rally – a long, deep, reviving sleep – eight hours’ sleep. 

As soon as I wake up I start wondering why the 
dustmen have been buzzing me and none of the other 
nine tenants for eleven years. Why just me? 

‘It’s the dustmen, right?’ 
‘Ah – well done, bravo…’ laughter and applause 

through the intercom. 
On my way out I run into the landlady.  
‘Well done Alfredo!’ 
‘I’m sorry?’ 
‘Well done! I heard about the restaurant, the 

newsagent told me, he’d heard from the guy at the 
hardware store. Well done you! You were right to stand 
up for yourself.’  
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‘Er – my rent is due, Signora…’ 
‘No rush, dear, no rush.’ 
 
I resume my jogging routine – but it’s different 

now. I run for thirty minutes. I get less breathless, less 
achey in my neck or even in my back. 

 
‘Happylife good morning, Alfredo speaking, how 

may I help?’ 
‘I’m in Nepal — I need a six-litre crate of low-

fixed-residue mineral water… can you hear me? Can 
you hear me?’ 

‘Yes – yes I can hear you very well …’ 
‘Do you realize: these guys have 4G – but no 

drinking water.’ 
‘Happylife good morning, Alfredo speaking, how 

may I help?’ 
‘I’m in Holland – and I don’t like it.’ 
 
I’m beginning to ‘recentre’ myself, to change per-

spective. I’m beginning to close the hole in my belly. 
Nothing is getting in now. I wake up in the morning 
and read the paper – but my belly is closed. So DYI is 
a mostly female hobby these days – couldn’t care less. 
So the Indonesian pelican is a threatened species – 
couldn’t care less. So a physics student died in Okla-
homa because he passed out into his cat’s drinking 
bowl and drowned in two inches of water – couldn’t 
care less. 

 
‘Hello? Are you saying you’d like a choir of chil-

dren singing at your uncle’s funeral? A choir of chil-
dren – are you sure about that?’ 
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Here it comes – her perfume. Sofia approaches 
and sits on Calicchia’s desk. Her skirt lifts showing 
her hold-ups, and she knows. I’m looking at them – 
and she definitely knows. She starts talking to Mario, 
but she’s not really talking to him, she’s talking to me: 
‘There’s big decisions being made, you know – redun-
dancies.’ Then she whispers: ‘I think you’ll be safe, 
though.’ And she looks at me. Then she looks up at 
the ceiling and nearly bursts out laughing, and as she 
walks away she shoots out: ‘I heard you’ve been ac-
quitted, Alfredo – congratulations.’ 

 
I’m running forty minutes now. Hitting the wall 

and smashing it. My spleen is getting squeezed and 
pumping more blood: the vessels in my upper lungs 
open out and oxygen surface exchange expands. I’m 
feeling better. I’m up to fifty minutes now. And finally 
eighty. When I run I don’t see anything around me – 
no trees, no green space, no streets, no people, no 
nothing. Nothing. I only hear my own steps. Only my 
steps. And my heart speeding up. 

As I get through the door, I hear the phone ring-
ing: ‘Alfredo – this is terrible… there’s some terrible 
news… sorry to break it to you in such a cold – such 
an impersonal manner, but – but well – it died – our 
pear tree… the pear tree in Piedmont? It died.’ 

‘Our pear tree?’ 
‘Yes Alfredo, our pear tree – it died.’ 
‘So the pear tree died – that’s also lovely, though, 

don’t you think?’ 
‘Alfredo!…’ 
‘It is – it’s lovely.’ 
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Things carry on in their usual way. Whether it’s 
expanding or imploding, the universe does what it’s 
doing. The Oort Cloud surrounds the solar system. 
The moon shows the same face in its slight revolution. 
A rain of satellite waves falls fast or slow carrying 
words and information and thoughts… yes, things 
carry on in their usual manner, except for one thing: 
I’ve just found a parking space – in three – minutes – 
flat.  

 
‘Alfredo?’ 
‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
‘My car? From the garage? You were picking it up 

at five? Make it six, will you?’ 
‘Actually, no – I won’t.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I won’t pick it up.’ 
‘Are you out of your mind, Alfredo?’ 
‘Look, Sofia, I’m not interested in running er-

rands for you. I’m not doing it, OK? I said no. And 
don’t you ever come near me with any such request 
again.’ 

‘Are you threatening me now?’ 
‘Yes I am, actually. 
 
‘Hello? Alfredo? Perrotta speaking.’ 
‘Hold the line a mo for me, Perrotta.’ Mario is sit-

ting there, smiling: ‘No, Mario. It’s either a double or 
it isn’t: there’s no such thing as ‘nearly a double’ in 
the lottery. And stop laughing, you’ve got bits of salad 
between your teeth.’ Back on the phone: ‘Yes, Per-
rotta.’ 

‘I wanted to say I thought about it and you were 
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right – it’s probably not a good idea to have the choir 
at the funeral. Many thanks, Alfredo.’ 

 
That evening I run for an hour and a half. I go 

to bed at eleven and sleep a full eight hours. I get up 
at seven, have a shower and get into my tracksuit. At 
07:29 I’m downstairs, just outside the street door, 
my back leaning against the entryphone. 

‘Hello, mate – we’re from Streetcare – we need 
to buzz someone – we come every morning – look, 
will you get out of the way please, we’re trying to do 
some work here… need to buzz for access, alright?… 
oh – you mean you’re the – you’re the tenant we – 
oh, OK, sorry… no, no problem at all – we can come 
back later – sorry for the inconvenience, sir – have a 
nice day...’ 

‘Have a nice day.’ 
A few yards away Maria, Adua’s thirteen-year-old, 

has been watching the scene. She smiles at me. She’s 
standing at the bus stop, on her way to school with 
her rucksack. She crosses the road and walks up to 
me. 

‘Are you Alfredo?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Hi, Alfredo.’ 
At work, customers start asking to speak to me. 

They want to speak with me. They want me to talk to 
them, they want me to rough them up, to doubt them, 
to say no. 

‘I was thinking, Alfredo… do you think I should 
…’ 

‘No.’ 
‘Ah – of course – just as I thought.’ 
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Sofia’s steps along the marble corridor. She is 
walking by, she still knows I’m looking. She stops, 
turns round, checks, looks at me. I look at her. 

 
‘Hello?’ 
‘Hi Alfredo – up for it this evening?’ 
‘No, I’m not, actually. In fact I never want to see 

any of you again. You and your stupid pear trees in 
Piedmont, that drunkard Inge and her husband, the 
lamer who plays the harp at the association – no, it’s 
not that he’s got a slight limp: he’s lame, OK? Phys-
ically, mentally lame. What’s your face again – which 
one of the nine losers who call me up at home are 
you – Mariangela? Marianna? Oh yes –Marina. Well, 
Marina, look: I hate your guts, Marina – and everyone 
else’s too. I hate your organic peaches, your tractor 
trips, your good old-fashioned bread. I’m sick of the 
good old things like they used to make them. I want 
new stuff – today’s stuff, tomorrow’s stuff, you un-
derstand? Get out of my sight, you filthy bunch of re-
tards – I can’t stand any of you. And that’s also 
lovely, isn’t it!’ 

 
At 07:30 the next morning, the buzzer goes. I look 

down from the window and see him: Ilario. He’s look-
ing at me with a smirk on his face: the mutt’s just 
buzzed me! I open my flat door and find a turd on the 
mat – he’s just shat on my doormat. When I get down 
into the hallway he just stands there, makes no sound. 
We stare at each other for one long moment. 

 
The light turns green, but I won’t budge. The cars 

behind me are exploding, horns honking like mad, 
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people yelling. But I don’t hear them. Won’t budge. 
Eyes closed, deep breathing, I’m enjoying one ray of 
sunlight – one minute of photosynthesis. 

 
In the marble corridor, I come across her in front 

of the walk-in cupboard. I say hi, but she doesn’t 
reply, she’s looking down, leafing through some doc-
uments as she walks. 

‘I said hi, you shitface.’ 
‘What?’ 
She stops and turns – slowly, speechlessly. Her 

eyes meet mine. I hold out my hand, continue smil-
ing, and instinctively, without meaning to, she holds 
out hers. 

Remember? Speed and precision, speed and effi-
ciency, speed and determination. Your perfume – can’t 
smell it, don’t know about it. 

Her wrist makes a strange bony noise as I grip it, 
the same noise the cupboard handle seems to make 
as I turn it – nearly crush it in fact – with my left 
hand. I pull everything towards me – the door and the 
shitface and all – and in no time we’re inside, in the 
dark, pitch black in fact, and she’s beginning to un-
derstand what’s happening: I can feel it’s dawning on 
her, I can hear her say: ‘What’s happening – what’s 
happening…’ 

‘I’m going to tell you what’s happening. I’m going 
to fuck you, that’s what. I’m going to fuck you blind. 
Fuck you to your hairline, fuck your body full, fuck 
your mind and soul fuck-full. I’m going to fuck you 
until you burst, fuck you out of your mind, you’ll feel 
so fucked that all your sons and daughters and their 
sons and daughters will be fucked, down to the tenth 
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generation, down to your descendants, and they’re 
going to feel so fucked they’ll wake up in the middle 
of the night as if remembering the greatest earth-
quake, the worst catastrophe, they’ll start awake and 
feel the fucking echo of what the fuck I’m going to do 
to you – that’s what’s happening. 

But not now. Soon – it will happen soon, Sofia. 
But not now.’ 

 
In the car, I think of death again. I’m not scared 

of it anymore. I’m no longer scared of suffering, no 
longer scared of dying – hence I won’t suffer. And I 
won’t die. 

 
I was very late for my father’s funeral – had some 

work to do. My mother asked me, didn’t I think my 
sister looked very elegant. ‘For I am come to set a 
man at variance against his father, and the daughter 
against her mother, and the daughter-in-law against 
her mother-in-law. And a man’s foe shall be they of 
his own household.’ So Jesus of Nazareth, from the 
Gospel according to Matthew. 

 
Back home, I find everyone standing in the hall-

way, staring in frozen horror at the awful sight: Ilario 
has been hanged in the stairwell – hung there like a 
salami, sixty kilos of dog dangling in mid-air, his red 
eyes bulging out of the sockets from the blood supply 
being cut off of the ophthalmic vein, his tongue 
turned blue from venostasis, facial cyanosis. Who 
could ever have done anything like that, I wonder. 

I climb up the stairs: silence. ‘Alfredo?’ It’s the 
daughter of Signora Silvia. She walks up to me and 
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says: ‘About what happened to my mother – I wanted 
to say – I mean I wanted to apologize – to say I’m 
really sorry – it was an accident.’  

 
Yes, Mr CEO. That’s how it went. 
When your daughter Sofia, two days later, ap-

proached my desk, she was unrecognizable: gone the 
managerial swagger, gone the make-up. She was frag-
ile, vulnerable. She laid her hand on my desk and 
whispered: ‘…What you said the other day – in the 
cupboard – Alfredo – do it – yes – do it.’ 

That’s right, Mr CEO, it was your very own 
daughter that said those words to me… ‘Yes – do it.’ 

‘Yes – do it.’ And I can do it. I can do anything. 
And I did do everything – everything I was asked to 
do. I did everything that was needed to make me the 
best. It wasn’t hard: I’ve learnt it in this company. 

It was your daughter who wanted me as a team 
leader. And I don’t mind that, Mr CEO: walking 
around the desks, busy loving your employees, making 
them give their best. Speed and precision, speed and 
efficiency, speed and determination. And it was your 
daughter who sacked Calicchia. He cried a lot, did 
Calicchia. He was looking at me and crying. 

‘What am I going to do now? Eh? What am I to 
do!’ 

‘Well – I don’t know, Mario. Try and relax, think 
about something else… you know, Mario – now I 
think about it, there’s this association you could try 
getting in touch with – you’ll see – and what you’re 
going through – that’s also lovely, in a way, isn’t it.’ 

‘Yes Alfredo, but…’ 
‘Anyway, one day at a time, all right, Mario? 
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Gotta go – oh and enjoy the bonus week’s holiday in 
the Shi’ite quarter of Beirut, won’t you.’ 

He couldn’t stop crying – poor Mario. He’s a very 
nice guy. Couldn’t care less about him.  

 
So, Mr CEO – for this interview, I’ve decided to 

make tiramisu. I’m ace at tiramisu, these days. 
 
‘Are you a believer?’ 
‘What about you, love – why are you a nun?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I’ll tell you why you’re a nun: because you’re ugly 

as sin. You’re just ugly – butt-ugly, and that’s it.’ 
 
You see, Mr CEO, during this interview I could 

have spoken at length about this dessert. I could have 
told you about the intense aroma of the coffee, the 
delicate texture of mascarpone, the fragrance of the 
biscuits. I could have told you about the history of ti-
ramisu, a dainty invented at the end of the XVII cen-
tury by the pastrycooks of Siena in honour of the 
Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo III de’ Medici. 

Tiramisu is life. Tiramisu represents life. 
 
‘Death is the great leveller.’ 
‘What’s that?’ 
‘Death will hear no excuse.’ 
 Last Tuesday, I grabbed Farone by the throat and 

squeezed: ‘I’m going to do worse than kill you, Farone 
– I’m going to translate you.’ 

‘By golly – all right, young man: the tongue has 
no bones, but it’s strong enough to break a heart.’ 

I let go of him. ‘La palabra, Farone, no es una  



Mattia Torre, From The Best 163

flecha, però hiere! La langue humaine n’a pas d’os, 
mais elle casse poitrine et dos!’ When I got to the 
Latin translation – osse carte lingua, secat os tamen 
ipsa maligna – Farone passed out cold. 

 
I could have told you, Mr CEO, of how much the 

Grand Duke appreciated the delicious taste of this 
dessert, and how he prized the flair, skill and inven-
tion of the pastrycooks who had made it, to the point 
of deciding to introduce that dessert whenever in the 
world he would travel – which is what you, Mr CEO, 
are going to do with me. 

 
‘Hello, Gargani speaking.’ 
‘’morning, Dr Gargani.’ 
‘Call me Fabio.’ 
‘Hi, Fabio.What can I do for you.’ 
‘You can be at the other end of the phone for me. 

This is my last phone call – I’ve decided to end it all, 
Alfredo.’ 

‘All right.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘All right – you do it.’ 
I could have told you about all of these things, Mr 

CEO – but there’s no need to. Because there are 
things I already know. I know that whether it’s be-
cause of this interview or in spite of it, I’ll carry on 
working for this company, I will grow in this company. 
I know nothing will stop me growing in here – or 
growing anywhere else if I should want to. I know you 
will give me the hand of your daughter Sofia and I will 
marry her. I know I’ll move into your daughter’s 
house, and that you and I, Mr CEO, will sit in the  
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living room I’ve seen on TV and play chess, have ami-
able discussions and get on famously well. I know ev-
erything will go as planned, because everything is 
written. 

Of course, Mr CEO – no problem about that. In 
church, certainly – we will be married in church. Of 
course, Mr CEO – I’m sure of that, too. Everything 
will be just right.’ 

 
I open my briefcase and take out the ingredients 

for the tiramisu. I smile as I crack the first egg. I look 
up at the CEO. The interview has started.
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Linda Dalisi 

From Chrysothemis – Saint Ecstasy  

‘It is precisely the memory of the tragic sense that becomes central, 
reminding me that studying the past offers live material to the creative 
processes of the present. The natural home of this chance to connect 
should be found in school; but school is currently prey to a criminal 
assault that would gradually strip it of its connection with the ancient 
world – a living, vital, ageless subject that waits through the ages for us 
to discover it.’ 
So Linda Dalisi, in the note to her Crisòtemi, the final section of Santa 
Estasi – Atridi: otto ritratti di famiglia, the project staged by Antonio 
Latella within the ‘Corso di Alta Formazione’ supported by the 
Fondazione Emilia Romagna Teatro. And we have good reason to take 
Dalisi’s words as the epigraph to a body of work that I can endorse 
without hesitation: as powerful as it is agile, as profound and engaging 
as it is capable of offering a healthy dose of entertainment.  
But let us start with the fundamental details. Audition of 535 
candidates led to the choice of 16 actors and 7 playwrights: the latter, 
assisted by three tutors (Latella and his two stable playwrights, Dalisi 
and Federico Bellini), were tasked with adapting the famous tragedies 
based on the gruesome mythological tale of Atreus. The work resulted 
in seven plays (plus Crisòtemi), all directed by Latella. […] For me, 
what distinguishes Latella’s project and interconnects the texts and 
plays into which it was articulated might be best summed up by three 
keywords: reactivity, radicalness and lucidity. And these are also the 
words I would use when expressing my largely positive judgment on the 
work as a whole. Reactivity as the ability to find new stimuli in 
materials inscribed in a classical context that is by now proverbial, and 
hence self-sufficient; radicalness as the ability to push to further 
extremes what is already extreme; and lucidity as the ability to sense 
the relationships between the ancient (what we were) and the 
contemporary (what we are or we are going to be). 
– Enrico Fiore, Controscena, 16 May 2016 
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The audience and actors are living in a displaced dimension, they feel 
and live a story – in our case, the Atreidai’s story. This is one of the 
reasons why we envisaged a sort of marathon in two parts in which we 
offer the eight plays in two tranches: a way to immerse ourselves in the 
history of myth, a way for audience and actors to share in the 
bewilderment, at times the fatigue that theatre can offer when it 
becomes a totally involving experience. This is a chance to cancel time 
and space and live in the here and now of the scenic fiction which, 
precisely through its being shared, acquires the power to feel real and to 
transform not only those who act in it, but also those who watch it and 
take part in it. 
– Antonio Latella, interview with Nicola Arrigoni, Sipario, 6 May 2016
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Sezione 171

A table set for a meal.  
A cupboard. 
 
Chrysothemis:  
Make it today 
make this the day she  
she cuts it out 
this toing and froing around the room 
Best be today 
the day when she – who else but she? –  
she who was left alone 
she cuts it out, this coming and going  
from the room – surrounded by more rooms 
dusting things  
‘cause the house is full 
‘cause her sister’s old  
sewing machine is all  
chewed up with time 
and the old newspapers are no more use  
to anyone 
up and down the room  
‘cause the steps ring out  
her father’s steps 
– whose else but his? –  
her father pacing around lost in thought  
and his daughter looking at him 
all eyes for him she for him  
who paces around lost in thought 
looking for words – so she thinks –  
she for him  
he sits down 
the head of the family – the hero –  
looks at his son – her brother –  
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whose else but hers? –  
they look at each other 
then look at the backgammon board 
Orestes takes up the dice first 
they make but little noise – shaken in the hand  
the other sister watches herself in the mirror  
standing tall on tiptoes 
the other sister reads a book on the Big Bang 
sunk deep in the white of the armchair 
and the little children to this one 
– this one reading the book –  
are in the corner – there – playing – with toy soldiers  
watched over by Grandpa the Oblique 
who pays them no mind 
The two maids 
are moving around in a chorus 
Orestes drops the dice – they roll  
his mother gets up at last 
make it so she stops leafing through the magazine 
it maybe had better be now 
make it now, the time 
to cut it out, this silence  
and she takes a kitchen apron 
she 
who is also the mother  
mother to her who is all eyes for the father  
and for her mother 
who neither of them ever look at her  
After Orestes’s move it’s the father 
Agamemnon  
who throws but first looks at her 
his wife 
and drops the dice 
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Electra underlines something 
so the book gets interesting 
no more than the mother’s hands 
that are peeling a clove of garlic 
then an onion 
then tomatoes to be cut  
before the sharp sound 
the spark of the stove lighter 
the rooms all around are resounding  
the flame on the lowest setting 
‘cause onions when you peel them at first 
make that papery noise  
before they make you cry 
before the onion chopped by Clytemnestra 
ends up wilting golden in the pan 
in the golden order of how things are done in the  

       [ kitchen  
before it ends, before she 
Clytemnestra 
distracted by other thoughts  
adds everything changing the smell in the room 
surrounded by more rooms 
Electra hates tomato sauce 
she hates all her mother ever cooks 
but she doesn’t 
she who looks on and is all eyes 
she who is the last of four children 
Electra gets up she goes up to her mother  
they look at each other 
Electra slides two fingers into her mouth  
index and middle 
as if to throw up 
meaning she hates it but laughs 
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if Clytemnestra threatens to hit her 
go ahead punish me 
– writ large on that laugh –  
I don’t care 
and Orestes feels the same 
so much so that they laugh 
they laugh so much brother and sister 
and the other sister too 
and the fourth one too would laugh  
and she does 
in the golden order of laughter among siblings 
‘cause there’s no time for them to recognize them 

        [ selves in that laughter 
all four of them 
no time ‘cause someone’s interrupting  
Agamemnon drops the dice 
with much noise 
and Orestes must turn around and play  
it’s Orestes’s turn 
and all reverts to how it was before 
before the before 
book, dress, backgammon, observing 
under the father’s gaze under and over 
and Iphigeneia’s dress washed ironed unlined held to 
the shoulders to measure 
is needed to rehearse a dance 
seen on the old TV set 
The maids who move in a chorus  
get Clytemnestra’s drift right away 
get busy with a red set of scales 
weighing chestnuts boiled by practised hands 
‘Cause the dance steps in the mirror attract Electra’s 
attention – her sister’s  



Linda Dalisi, From Chrysothemis – Saint Ecstasy 175

– and whose else but hers? –  
‘Cause the two women in an orderly manner  
lay out the saucepan 
the measure of milk and the sugar 
‘cause this is how it has to go 
in this order this day  
a day that must not come to an end 
and the fire and the saucepan embrace  
and the milk slowly slowly heats up 
till it touches the chestnuts  
till the sound of the bell 
ringing long. 
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Tahar Lamri 

From The Pilgrimage of the Voice 

For me, to write in Italy, the country I have chosen to live in and live 
with, living with-in the Italian language and making it live alongside my 
other mother tongues (the dialect of Algiers, Arabic and, in a sense, 
French) may perhaps mean to somehow create the illusion of having 
rooted myself in it. Mangrove roots, lying on the surface, always on the 
borderline separating the fresh water of memory from the salt water of 
daily life. 
So for me writing is not mere nomadism, searching for literary pastures, 
but rather a circular pilgrimage not exempt from bewilderment, plunder, 
wonder, myth and perhaps the return to the self, or in other, more 
precise words, the eternal loss of my own identity, secretly cultivating, 
like the marranos of Reconquest Spain, the primeval identity, somewhere 
beyond roaming. Perhaps it is a search for the anima plurima with its 
pagan implications. To write in a foreign language is a pagan act, 
because if the mother tongue protects, the foreign tongue desecrates and 
liberates. 
Tahar Lamri 
 
Translator’s Note: The Pilgrimage of the Voice includes some dialect 
sections contributed by the Gruppo Teatrale ‘Il Palcaccio’, by Luigi 
Dalina and by the poet Enio Sartori. I wish to acknowledge the precious 
help I received during work on these sections from the late Alexander 
‘Sandy’ Hutchison, a poet whose understanding and love of Italian 
culture was as inspiring as it was humbling.    
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I. 
Man is master of the word held in his belly, but slave to 
the word slipped from his lips. WHAT AM I? A bag of 
words that wraps a truth in silence each time it speaks. 
 
Abdessalam El Sounbati of Marrakesh, known as El 
Merrakchi and a direct descendant of the last Arab king 
of Granada, married four women: Souhaila, Soumaya, 
Souraya and Soukaina. 
 
None of them had any male children, except Soukaina 
who gave birth to me, the last child, a boy after fourteen 
girls. 
 
I was named Laayachi, for fear I may not see the season 
of my birth again. 
 
A storyteller by trade and by calling, I have sung the 
lauds of Mohammed, the feats of Ali and the deeds of 
Saad Zenati on the square of Jemaa El-Fena and on all 
the squares in the Orient. 
 
And here I am now among you today to sing you the 
story of a dream. 
 
From the borders of Mauretania I have come here, to 
reunite what history has sundered. My story is no dif-
ferent from that of your filari, fulèr, or storytellers of 
the plains. 
 
Zontel the rice man, an expert in rice paddies and 
waters, married Guendalina and they had fourteen 
children. 
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Two deed as babbies, three deed at war and two were 
drooned in the Mincio.  
T’other seven grawed up and set up house’n’home. 
Thay were: Burela, Orsola, Matilde, Ippolito, Molin, 
Guerrino and Ulisse who’d been to Africa. 
 
Ippolito knew the language of animals and had the 
power to heal beasts with marsh plants. 
He always said he’d got his powers straight from Manto, 
daughter of Tiresias, who had secluded herself with her 
calling there where the waters of the Mincio lie still in 
a calm and dreamy quiet. 
Although illiterate, Ippolito knew the Divine Comedy 
by heart – nearly all of it. 
 
Orsola, Orsolina as a little girl, the reincarnation of Ag-
nese Visconti, married a man she did not love and loved 
a man she lost her life for. A story that’s been on every-
one’s lips to this day. 
 
Guerin, they called him Corkstopper cos he wis pint-
sized, set up this gurt big herd and loved none better 
than his swine – ‘me tunkies’ as he’d call them with love. 
And he’d go: ‘Ah, the wee tunkies! – would that folk 
were clean as me tunkies.’ 
 
Burela set up this inn tha’ always had a proper righteous 
whiff of broth and cellar on it. Ra there, y’know the 
place, where the frog-fishers’ inn is now – or there-
aboots, dnae ken for sure. 
Mulin gat wed to the Giusepa and used to beat ‘er up 
once a month and seh: ‘if you don’t let’er’ave it a wee 
bit, a bird’s gonna fancy yer love’s gone an lost’. Mulin 
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and the Giusepa deed on the same day, xcep’ she deed 
thirty years lata. 
 
Guerin gat wed to the Pasqualina: all dat’s left o’ dat 
marriage is me – a storyteller from cowshed to byre – 
‘ere I am! 
 
Gualfardo, an expert in healing plants, married Armel-
lina and they had fourteen children. Two died as little 
angels, three were carried off by the war and two 
drowned, swallowed up by the Ronco. 
Seven grew up and started families. 
 
The seven that remained were: Dnaewantya, Orsola, 
Matilde, Ippolito, Carlotta, Guerrino, and Orano, 
who’d been to Africa. 
 
Granting her father’s wish, Dnaewantya left home one 
day and never returned. 
 
Orsola, Orsolina as a little girl, who was the reincarna-
tion of Agnese Visconti, married a man she did not love 
and loved a man she lost her life for. 
 
Matilde married Rebello and they had three children: 
Revo, Lutio and Nary. 
 
Carlotta married Octobrino and they had three chil-
dren: Marxino, Rosa Luxembourga and Idea Socialista, 
who married a banker. 
 
Guerrino set up a huge herd and only ever loved his 
pigs, that he affectionately called ‘my swine’. ‘Ah – 
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swine... if only folk were as clean as swine,’ he used to 
say. 
 
Orano, back from Africa, married the Giuseppa – he used 
to beat her once a month and say: ‘If you don’ let’em get 
it a wee bit, women will say your love’s gone and lost.’ 
Orano and the Giuseppa died on the same day, but the 
Giuseppa thirty years later. 
 
Ippolito knew the language of animals and the secret 
language of humans and had the power to heal both 
beast and man with marsh plants. 
He had received his powers from his father Gualfardo. 
Although illiterate, Ippolito knew the Divine Comedy 
by heart. Nearly all of it. 
 

II. 
In the Sacred Book, under the heading ‘Man’, it is said: 
 
‘How can you buy or sell the starry vault of the sky or 
the colour of the Earth?  
 
Remember we are not masters of the freshness of the 
air or the liveliness of  water brooks. Each pine needle 
touched by the wind, each grain of sand on the beaches, 
each dewdrop in the dark of the woods, each rustle, 
each insect noise, each is sacred, all are sacred in mem-
ory.’ 
 
I have come to bring you the words of the sacred book 
of the Casbah, which is not a city, nor a village. It is an 
uptown inner-city neighbourhood. The Casbah belongs 
to all of us. Let’s say it’s a labyrinth. Perhaps it is love, 
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but no one seems to realize that. It’s a place with no 
women, or if there are any, they live only inside their 
apartments. 
There are no more alleys in the Casbah now, but only 
streets hard paved in solid black, whose hedges have 
been stolen away. 
 
Thirty years after the halfway point of the last century, 
many of my brothers left their large yards behind and 
came over here to your country to seek their fortune. 
The faces of those men, as I’ve seen, show resignation 
at times, and at times anger at having to do something 
so stupid, but between the lines of those prematurely 
wrinkled faces I have read the hope for a world that still 
has a place for the ancient tales. Their taciturn voices 
are saying: your hedges too had their farmyards stolen 
away. 
 
In the land of my father, my yards are not different from 
your farmyards: places of exchange and feelings, places 
of laughter and weeping. In your farmyard was the ca-
thedral called oak, in my yard was the mosque called 
palm tree. As you see, they are the same and yet differ-
ent, like twins, these relatives of ours. 
 

III. 
It was by chance that I met Zanubrio. I found him one 
day, leaning against a bus stop post, as he shared his se-
crets with a blade of grass, saying: 
‘There’s a hole caboodle of folks in the Romagna can’t 
stand little’uns wi’ black faces, or they’s always looking 
to stir up aggro wi’ the Albanians. They say ootlins are 
just dammt ootlins. They say folk that come from the 
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Romagna should bide there, Africans should stay in 
Africa, an Albanians in Albania; that all these ootlins 
ever do is bring in nasties, that they’re thieving gan-
niffs and good for nuthing at best. 
They say ye should be ra’chuffed to be from the Ro-
magna: alright, but then they go and call their doch-
ters Sue Ellen, eat nothing but fast-food, go surfin in 
the summer an’ disco duncin on Satdee night. They 
chew bubble-gum, drink cokie-cola, read nuthing but 
best-sellers, and if ye take a right’ard look ye can see 
they’re just like the Toms, Dicks and Harries in them 
Hollywood heart-throb movies. 
But I like to think there’s some towns in the Romagna 
even older than ancient Rome that’ve always bin open 
to the whole wide world, that we’s seen Phoenicians, 
Etruscans, Greeks an Romans, Arabs, Germans, 
French, Chinese, Jews, an then a hole jingbang of 
other folk passing thru. 
I like to think we’s the cheldern o all these folks. 
I like to think that all them flam-new fizzoggs runnin’ 
round the Romagna are bringin in a load o’ new 
stories we didn use to know, an that if we take a bit of 
care, our babbies’ll be better off than us, cos they’ll 
come from the oldest countrie, wi’ a kit o stories, leg-
ends, an things figured-out that we didn have before, 
an now we do. 
Thass wot I think. Alright?’ 
 
When he sees me, Zanubrio smiles at me, he must have 
had all of four teeth, then says: ‘What time are they? 
What time am I? Whasstime? Whasstime? I’m Zanubrio 
and I eat glass and iron, wanna bet? What time are they? 
Whasstime? I tell people stories, but no one listens no 
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more, so you know what? I’ll tell my stories to things, 
trees, and trains too, why not? Why not, what time are 
they? Whasstime?’ 
‘Ten past ten,’ I say at random. 
 
Then we fall silent. When the bus comes we get on to-
gether. I sit down but he does not. He walks around the 
bus asking the time. 
After a bit he comes towards me and says: 
 
‘Are you sleeping? Why have you got your eyes closed? 
What time are they?’ 
‘The time of then or the time of now?’ I reply without 
opening my eyes. 
‘Yes, but then is not now and now is not then. Make it 
both.’ 
 
I imagine Zanubrio with his body here but his mind in 
another life. Maybe ageless. Who knows, I say to myself, 
maybe he was born a hundred and fifty years ago. 
The dialogue between two nearby strangers stops the 
flow of imagination: 
 
‘… It’s a right skimble-skamble these days wiv all these 
foreigners. May look like goodenuff people but there’s 
summat rotten abou’i’all, I tell ya. It’s like a racket, a 
great big bangarangin’ din these days – like a hubbub 
of Arabs, even when they’re slummockin round the 
streets in silence – ever since they’ve been’ere it’s like 
I’ve two big bugs buzzing away in me own two ears, 
bamfering me round the bend like. An’I caught one 
t’other day on the shop floor, hidin away behin’ the 
cutter, down on’is knees like a yamp to say prayers like. 
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Oh no you don’t I tell’im – wark time is wark time, 
me’ansome. Think yesself lucky we let you come ‘ere te 
wark in the first place.’ 
‘Look at me well.’ 
‘Aye, I’ve luked at ye plenty well already, ‘aven’t I, ma-
roca. It’s like I can see you double already, or triple or 
fourple even – some mountain of people comin’ down 
on us like barbarians.’ 
‘Look at me well. Can you say it is me who causes your 
anxiety, your unease?’ 
‘Right – tryin to slock me round now ain’t ya, you-
’n’your big black eyes – witch me, don’t you – but I’m 
not falling for that, I’m not daft like…’  
I hear the voices die away. The steps get off at their stop. 
I open my eyes and see Zanubrio sitting right in front 
of me and staring at me, who knows how long he’s 
been staring at me. Our eyes meet and we burst out 
laughing together. Since that laugh, we have never 
been apart. 
 
In the autumn we would walk in silence through the 
fog listening to the hum of electric wires that seemed 
to be talking to us two alone. It was Zanubrio who 
pointed out this noise to me. He taught me to look at 
colours. His repetitive sentences taught me what a 
language can be. 
 
One day, the last or maybe the first day, Zanubrio grows 
serious and says in a plain voice:  
‘Have you ever thought about where our words go?’ 
‘Into nothingness,’ I replied without thinking. But Za-
nubrio countered: 
‘What do you mean, into nothingness? Have you ever 
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thought about radio? Ever thowt abaht the radio? How 
can radio catch the voice of people a thousand miles 
away? I know that when I say what time am I, someone 
could be catching my words. One day, I’m sure, some-
one will answer, and then all the stories I tell to trees 
and trains – people laugh, but they don’t know that one 
day, in a hundredfifty years maybe, someone will just 
sit down easy as pie and listen to all of my stories.’ 
Suddenly he got excited and started saying: ‘We must 
go to the seaside! We must go to the seaside!’ 
 
And to the seaside we went. It was springtime. We sat 
down on the shore and stayed there without saying a 
word. Suddenly a flock of seagulls arrives, and one 
leaves the flock, circles six times above us and then flies 
off. I turn to ask Zanubrio if he has seen that seagull, 
but Zanubrio has vanished into thin air. Then a great 
wind rises, I don’t know if it is coming from the sea or 
the pine forest. The wind grows stronger and stronger, 
the sea stormy. In the sky great clouds are massing up. 
I am looking for the way back into town, but the way is 
lost. I am happy. I start walking along the beach, head-
ing south.  
 

IV. 
After perhaps six years’ walking, or perhaps six days’, 
or perhaps six minutes’ at most, I find myself in the 
Casbah. 
 
South of the Casbah, a man who must have had all of 
five teeth smiles at me and then says: ‘What time am I? 
Sc’hal rahi essa’aa?’ 
Seeing that I am not answering, the man says: 
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‘I am Slimane. I am a meddah. Come with me: today is 
Friday, many people will come to the souk to hear my 
stories.’ 
I follow him without a word. The souk is even further 
south. It’s a wide rectangular square with a corner mis-
sing. The morning sun is tragic and splendid. In the air, 
the smell of cinnamon and parsley. 
 
Slimane knew every language in Babylon and had read 
all the books in the Library of Alexandria. He had no 
fixed abode. And so we travelled through all the souks 
in the country. 
Every night before sleep he would tell me a story and 
every night I fell asleep happy as a child who is lucky 
enough to have someone telling him stories. 
One night we were in the desert, the nearest souk a 
thousand miles away. After watching the scorpions’ be-
witching dance, Slimane looks at me for a while then 
raises his arms & says: ‘You’re halfway there now. If you 
keep bearing south, surely you will find the word. See 
you at the station in Tambacounda.’ 
Half amazed, half perplexed, I see a white camel head-
ing towards us. When he reaches us he circles us six 
times and crouches. Slimane climbs on his back as a 
thunderstorm suddenly breaks out: a flash of lightning, 
and he’s gone. 
I don’t fall asleep. Nor do I get up, but I don’t feel 
like staying sat down either. I crawl a few metres ac-
ross the sand, then let the days flow over me without 
counting them. 
 
Journeying south, I have crossed the desert. Perhaps 
I’ve walked, perhaps I’ve run myself out of breath, per-
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haps I’ve travelled on camel back, perhaps I’ve met a 
fennec fox that’s shown me the way, perhaps I’ve done 
all these things at once. 
 

V. 
But the upshot is, one morning I arrived in Tamba-
counda. 
 
Tambacounda is a village big as a city. It’s a fork in the 
road, a meeting place and a memory place. It’s a pas-
sage, never a point of flight. It’s a locality, a site, a place, 
a point, a corner and a song, a flank and side, a land, a 
region, a neighbourhood, a country, a seat, a room, a 
house, a dwelling, a locale, a domicile, a canton. Tam-
bacounda is a space, a step. A quotation. 
I gather my strength and a cola nut. It can help after a 
long journey. After a moment I stop at a tangana and 
eat a yassa. Well refreshed, I head for the station. There 
I wait for six hours and six minutes, then fall asleep. 
After I don’t know how long a hand lands on my 
shoulder and wakes me. I turn round and see a man 
smiling with all of his six teeth. The man says: 
‘What time am I?’ Then he adds: ‘The station clock’s 
been stopped for seven years.’ These nonchalantly 
spoken words shake me from my torpor and fill me 
with endless joy. ‘This is the place for me!’ I cry out, 
losing all restraint. ‘Finally a station with a broken 
clock!’ 
The man calmly adds: ‘Friend, you’re a foreigner aren’t 
you?’ 
 
The question surprises me. The man continues: ‘My 
name is Niang. I am the station griot. In fact I am the 
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only station griot in the world. I like to invent family 
trees for passing people. That way I feel closer to the 
ancestors. You can come with me if you want, but you 
must ask no questions. Those who pry don’t ever learn.’ 
 
We get out of the station – in fact we were outside al-
ready, because the station had no door. 
 
Then, as if talking to himself, Niang says: ‘Once I was 
walking with a friend through a very crowded street. 
Right in the middle of a very interesting conversation, 
we were separated by a lamp post. We looked for each 
other: nothing doing. So for seven years we lost sight 
of each other. One day we met by chance and picked 
up our conversation exactly where we’d left off.  This 
partly explains why the station clock is not working.’ 
Then he points to the ground and says: ‘Look at these 
wrinkles. Africa is very old, and the old are ruled by 
the heart. In Africa, when an old person dies it’s like 
a library burning down, as the great Hampate Ba has 
said. The oldest woman in the world is an African. 
She is threemillionyearsold. The Red Ears from Europe 
call her Lucy, we Ethiopians call her Tikensh – that 
is, the most beautiful. She may be the mother of all 
humankind.’ 
 
Niang speaks to me of Africa for six days and six nights 
without stopping. On the seventh day he takes me by 
the arm and says: ‘Since the word is not in dream but 
in reality, not a fossil but the fruit of oblivion and mem-
ory, and since I am just a passing griot, I no longer have 
anything to teach you. But I must take you south, to 
the National Park.’ 
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VI. 
We started off immediately. In Velingara we met two 
Liberian children who said to us: ‘There’s been terrible 
fighting near our home. So we ran away. We walked and 
walked and walked some more. We went to Dakar, but 
there’s nothing doing there. Then we went down to 
Thiès. Maybe better go to Bamako. If we have no better 
luck there, we will go to Abidjan.’ 
In Dialakoto we met two Talibés. The younger, Bassi-
rou, told us that he gets up at dawn, and after his prayer 
takes up his old tomato tin and walks the town holding 
it out to people of good will. He tells us that by now, 
with three years of daara behind him, he has learnt sev-
eral chapters of the Koran, and that if in the evening he 
does not bring enough money back, the marabout will 
beat him with a stick. He shows us some of his bruises 
– ‘…but I am luckier than that one,’ he says pointing to 
a child who is walking towards us. The child stops near 
us and says: ‘Hi, I’m Iqbal Massih, I come from Paki-
stan. I’m eight years old and I work 18 hours a day in a 
carpet factory to pay off the debt my family got into so 
that my sister could get married. I was murdered on 
some sixteenth of April for saying: “Do not buy chil-
dren’s blood” – but more than for myself, I am crying 
for him, over there.’  
And he points to another child coming from Dienoun 
Diala, who says: ‘Hi, I am Mirko. My mother is Serbian 
and my father from Bosnia, my granddad was Croatian 
and my grandma was Slovenian, my great-granddad 
from Montenegro and my great-grandma Macedonian. 
I don’t know where to go. This friend of mine,’ he says 
pointing to a child who has come from Niokolo Koba, 
‘can he come with you?’ 
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The child says: ‘I have no name. My mother was Tutsi 
and my father Hutu, I come from Rwanda.’  
Then many more children arrive. I cannot remember 
them all. Rom children from Rome, Turkish children 
from Germany, children trapped in the Casbah and 
children from Cambodia. Then there was a naked little 
girl, in black and white because she came from mem-
ory: she was Vietnamese. So many children, from Me-
dellìn and Cartagena, from Bandung and from Brescia. 
We made a long line. When we got to Niokolo Koba, at 
the entrance to Tambacounda National Park, all the 
children were transformed: some became zebras, some 
elephants, some koalas, some herons, and some even 
chose to turn into weightless locusts. 
I journeyed on to Fodekounda, neither happy nor sad. 
I was looking into the eyes of the forest, looking for my 
friends without finding even one of them. At some point 
I heard a millenary baobab calling out to me. The bao-
bab is the only tree that by its shape resembles story-
tellers, because when it is bare of leaves it looks like it 
has roots in the air. I hug its ten-metre circumference, 
climb up through its branches. Almost on top I make 
myself a nest and just stay there. Each day three men, 
one with four teeth, the other with five teeth, the third 
with six teeth and a fourth one I don’t know who has 
seven teeth, meet at seven o’clock, there at the foot of 
the tree, to tell one another a story. 
 
Ever since that day, I have not come down from my 
baobab. 
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