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LETTERA SULLA DECIMA ISTA

The staff and participants of Ista� KDYH� DOZD\V� DUULYHG� ZLWK� WKH�
ghosts of their teachers trailing behind them. I arrived with the spir-
its of Dario Fo and Franca Rame, who taught me that Arlecchino and 
Colombina are immortal; I Made Djimat, who introduced me to sacred 
ODXJKWHU�LQ�%DOL��(WLHQQH�'HFURX[��ZKR�WHUUL¿HG�PH�LQWR�DSSUHFLDWLQJ�
WKH�JHRPHWU\�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�PXVFXODWXUH��DQG�/RX�-DFREV��ZKR�VKRZHG�
me that circus clowns are also acrobats of the soul. These ghosts en-
FRXQWHUHG�WKH�JKRVWV�EURXJKW�E\�RWKHU�SDUWLFLSDQWV��0H\HUKROG��%UHFKW��
Sanjukta, Grotowski, Artaud, Mei Lan-Fang, Stanislavski. Some of the 
JKRVWV�ZHUH�SUHVHQW�LQ�VSLULW��2WKHUV�DSSHDUHG�LQ�WKH�ÀHVK��,Q������'DULR�
Fo was one of the guiding spirits of Ista who appeared in person.

)R�LV�WKH�WKHDWULFDO�HTXLYDOHQW�RI�D�PHGLHYDO�PLQLDWXULVW��+LV�WH[WV�
DUH�GHQVHO\�SDFNHG�ZLWK� ULFK�GHWDLOV� WKDW�FRPH�DOLYH� LQ�SHUIRUPDQFH�
like an illuminated manuscript dancing off the page. When Fo present-
ed his work at the 1996 session of Ista in Copenhagen, he dissected his 
WKHDWULFDO�DUWLVWU\��RQH�EUXVK�VWURNH�DW�D�WLPH��7KH�WH[W�KH�DQDO\]HG�ZDV�
a fragment from his masterpiece Mistero Buffo that re-imagined the 
ELEOLFDO�VWRU\�RI�/D]DUXV¶�UHVXUUHFWLRQ��

It was an honor for me to translate his demonstration from Italian 
LQWR�(QJOLVK��DV�,�KDG�GRQH�PDQ\�WLPHV�EHIRUH�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��:DVKLQJ-
WRQ��&DPEULGJH��DQG�0LODQ��$V�DOZD\V�,�PDGH�PLVWDNHV��DQG�DV�XVXDO��
)R� WUDQVIRUPHG�P\�PLVWDNHV� LQWR� WKHDWULFDO�JROG��EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�KLV�
introduction when I mispronounced the name of the village where he 
grew up on the shores of Lago Maggiore. 

©,W�VRXQGV�EHWWHU�WKH�ZD\�KH�VD\V�LWª�)R�MRNHG��JHQHUDWLQJ�ODXJKWHU�
DQG�D�ERQG�RI�LQWLPDF\�ZLWK�WKH�Ista participants that remained unbro-
ken from that moment until the standing ovation he received on leaving 
WKH�VWDJH��)R�ZRXOG�JR�RQ�WR�DQDO\]H�WKH�JHVWXUHV�XVHG�E\�IDUPHUV�DQG�
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¿VKHUPHQ�DV�WKH\�ZRUNHG��DQG�VKRZ�KRZ�WKH\�ZHUH�WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�
stories and song, but even before beginning his demonstration Fo had 
DOUHDG\�EHJXQ�WR�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�ZRUN�DQG�WKHDWHU�
E\�FDOOLQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�GLDORJXH�EHWZHHQ�KLPVHOI�DQG�KLV�WUDQVODWRU��

8QOLNH�PDQ\� LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�PDNH�SUHVHQWDWLRQV� WR� LQWHUQDWLRQ-
al audiences, Fo did not pretend the translator was not there. He ac-
knowledged me, and the work I was doing, with a joke, as he had done 
whenever I served as his simultaneous interpreter. The improvised re-
PDUN�ZDV�FHQWUDO�WR�KLV�SHUIRUPDQFH�WHFKQLTXH��ZKLFK�UHOLHV�RQ�HVWDE-
lishing an honest and direct dialogue with the audience. Speaking to a 
multi-lingual international audience at Ista Fo’s joke established their 
shared interest in transcending the barriers of language through art. 

7KH� OLQN�)R�FUHDWHG�ZLWK� WKH�DXGLHQFH�DW� WKDW�PRPHQW�ZDV�RQO\�
WKH�¿UVW�VWHS�LQ�WKH�FRPSOH[�XQYHLOLQJ�RI�KLV�WKHDWULFDO�WHFKQLTXHV�WKDW�
took place at Ista. As Fo explained the methods of montage he used 
WR�SHUIRUP�PRQRORJXHV�WKDW�UHTXLUHG�KLP�WR�DVVXPH�PXOWLSOH�UROHV��LW�
became clear that he was constructing his monologue with a web of 
overlapping and interlocking dialogues. Having established an imme-
diate dialogue with his translator and the Ista participants, Fo went on 
to explain how the characters in his version of Lazarus’s Resurrection 
ZHUH�LQ�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU��YHUEDOO\��SK\VLFDOO\��DQG�PXVLFDOO\��
The characters spoke to each other, gestured to each other, and spoke 
GLUHFWO\�WR�WKH�DXGLHQFH�DERXW�HDFK�RWKHU��2Q�DQRWKHU�OHYHO�)R¶V�UHWHOO-
LQJ�RI�/D]DUXV¶�UHVXUUHFWLRQ�ZDV�LQ�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�WKH�ELEOH¶V�³RI¿FLDO´�
VWRU\�� DQG� LQYLWHG� WKH� DXGLHQFH� WR� FRPSDUH� WKH� WZR�YHUVLRQV� DV� WKH\�
ZDWFKHG��,Q�)R¶V�VWRU\�WKH�FHPHWHU\�JXDUGLDQ�FKDUJHV�DGPLVVLRQ�WR�VHH�
the resurrection, hawkers rent chairs, and gamblers take bets on wheth-
er or not Christ will succeed in bringing the dead man back to life. The 
contrast between Fo’s emphasis on the commercial exploitation of the 
PLUDFOH�DQG�WKH�DXGLHQFH¶V�PHPRU\�RI�WKH�ELEOLFDO�YHUVLRQ�FUHDWHG�WKH�
SDUDGR[HV��LQYHUVLRQV��DQG�LQFRQJUXLW\�WKDW�DUH�HVVHQWLDO�WR�WKH�RYHUODS-
ping dialogues embedded in his performances. 

At Ista Fo added an extra level of dialogue to the Lazarus piece 
with a preface that demonstrated the parallels between the movement 
SDWWHUQV�RI�D�9HQHWLDQ�JRQGROLHU�DQG�WKH�UK\WKPLF�VWUXFWXUH�RI�D�9HQH-
tian folk song. Fo sang the song as he pantomimed the gondolier pro-
pelling his boat with a pole. There was a crescendo each time the pole 
ZDV�WKUXVW�LQWR�WKH�ÀRRU�RI�WKH�FDQDO��D�YLEUDWR�DV�KH�EHQW�RYHU�WR�JXLGH�
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the pole through the rippling waves, and a sustained legato as he readied 
himself for the next stroke. As Fo performed it, the gondolier’s work 
was a dance, choreographed to the same eight-beat measures that he 
XVHG� WR� VLQJ� WKH� VRQJ��7KH�SRHWU\�RI� WKH�PRYHPHQWV�ZDV�KHLJKWHQHG�
even further when Fo transformed them into the dance steps of a tradi-
tional Renaissance pavan. The transition from work gestures to dance 
PRYHV�ZDV� HIIRUWOHVV��)R�KDG�GHPRQVWUDWHG�SHUVXDVLYHO\� WKH� OLQN�EH-
WZHHQ�ZRUN�DQG�DUW� WKDW�KH�¿UVW� H[SHULHQFHG� LQ� WKH�¿VKLQJ�YLOODJH�RI�
KLV�FKLOGKRRG�ZKHQ�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�WROG�KLP�VWRULHV�ZKLOH�UHSDLULQJ�WKHLU�
QHWV��7KH�JHVWXUHV�WKH\�XVHG�WR�UHPRYH�ELWV�RI�GHEULV�IURP�WKH�QHW�DQG�
sew its torn strands were incorporated into their stories, so that the net 
EHFDPH�D�SURS�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�D�ZLQG\�VN\��D�VWRUP\�VHD��
or the sails of a schooner, according to the demands of the narrative.

These vivid demonstrations were fresh in the minds of the audience 
DV�WKH\�ZDWFKHG�)R�SHUIRUP�KLV�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�/D]DUXV�VWRU\��7KLV�VHW�
up a new discourse in which the gestures of the working people in the 
FHPHWHU\�ZHUH�LQ�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�WKH�JHVWXUHV�RI�WKH�JRQGROLHU�DQG�WKH�
¿VKHUPHQ�)R�KDG�LQWURGXFHG�LQ�KLV�SURORJXH��+LV�SHUIRUPDQFH�WUDQV-
IRUPHG�WKH�ZRUN�JHVWXUHV�XVHG�E\�WKH�VDOHVPDQ�WR�KDZN�KLV�FKDLUV�DQG�
the gate-keeper to throw stones at gatecrashers into transcendent cho-
UHRJUDSK\��7KH�DXGLHQFH�FRXOG�QRW�KHOS�EXW�FRPSDUH�WKHVH�PRYHPHQWV�
WR�WKH�GDQFHV�RI�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�DQG�WKH�JRQGROLHU�WKDW�)R�KDG�SUHVHQWHG�
a few minutes earlier as emblems of the connections between art and 
PDQXDO�ODERU��©7KH�JHVWXUHV�RI�WKHLU�ZRUNª�VDLG�)R�RI�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�
from Lago Maggiore, «were the gestures of their life».

The intricacies of Fo’s interlocking dialogues were appropriate to 
the work of Ista, a gathering that invites participants to enter into ongo-
ing dialogues with multiple theater traditions from around the world. At 
Ista Japanese Kabuki is in dialogue with Brazilian Candomble. Indian 
dance is in dialogue with Shakespeare and Goethe. Fo threw himself 
LQWR� WKH� EXEEOLQJ� GLVFRXUVH� E\� LPSURYLVLQJ�ZLWK� D�%DOLQHVH�PDVNHG�
clown and greeting him as «Fratello mio, Arlechino». 

This intimate and complex presentation of Fo’s work in the con-
WH[W�RI�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�JUHDW�WKHDWHU�WUDGLWLRQV�WRRN�SODFH�D�\HDU�EHIRUH�)R�
ZRQ�WKH������1REHO�3UL]H�IRU�/LWHUDWXUH��7KH�Ista�GHPRQVWUDWLRQ�VWD\V�
with me as a treasured counterpoint to recent commercial productions 
RI�)R¶V�SOD\V�WKDW�GLVSOD\�OLWWOH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�WUDGLWLRQV�HPEHG-
GHG�LQ�KLV�VFULSWV��/DVW�\HDU�LQ�1HZ�+DYHQ�WKH�OHDG�DFWRU�LQ�)R¶V�Acci-
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dental Death of an Anarchist added a string of extraneous cartoonish 
MRNHV�WR�)R¶V�WH[W��DQG�WKHQ�WXUQHG�WR�WKH�DXGLHQFH�WR�VD\��©'DULR�)R��
GRHVQ¶W�FDUH�ZKDW�ZH�GR��+H¶V�KDSS\�LQ�,WDO\�FROOHFWLQJ�KLV�UR\DOWLHVª��
This lack of respect would not be possible for those who attended the 
1996 Ista in Copenhagen and were fortunate enough to see Fo in an 
HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�KRQRUHG�WKH�LQWULFDWHO\�OD\HUHG�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�KLV�SHU-
IRUPDQFH�WHFKQLTXHV��7R�VHH�)R�HQJDJH�LQ�D� WKHDWULFDO�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�
WKH�%LEOH�DQG�WKH�¿VKHUPHQ�RI�/DJR�0DJJLRUH�RQ�WKH�VDPH�VWDJH�ZKHUH�
%DOLQHVH�FORZQV�KDG�GHPRQVWUDWHG�WKHDWULFDO�WHFKQLTXHV�URRWHG�LQ�D�GL-
alogue with the Mahabharata and the rice farmers of Batuan was a rare 
SULYLOHJH��(XJHQLR�%DUED�DGGHG�WKH�YRLFH�RI�KLVWRU\�WR�WKH�RYHUODSSLQJ�
GLDORJXHV�DZDNHQHG�E\�)R¶V�ZRUN�ZKHQ�KH�VDLG�KH�KRSHG�WKH�DXGLHQFH�
PHPEHUV�ZRXOG�RQH�GD\�WHOO�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ�WKH\�KDG�VHHQ�)R�SHUIRUP�
DQG�¿QG�D�ZD\�WR�SDVV�RQ�WKH�WUXH�WUDGLWLRQV�HPERGLHG�LQ�KLV�ZRUN�

Barba’s passionate commitment to passing on traditions is at the 
heart of Ista��DQG�)R¶V�GHPRQVWUDWLRQ�H[HPSOL¿HG�WKH�XUJHQF\�RI�WKDW�
WDVN��6LQFH�WKHQ�WKH�ZRUOG�KDV�ORVW�PDQ\�RI�WKH�DUWLVWV�ZKR�HPERGLHG�
the great theater traditions of their nations, including Fo’s wife and col-
ODERUDWRU�)UDQFD�5DPH��ZKR�ZDV�ERUQ�LQ�D�WUDYHOLQJ�WKHDWHU�FRPSDQ\�
DQG��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�)R��KDG�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�PHPRU\�RI�IRXU�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�
of European theater in her dna. For Fo «forgetfulness is the world’s 
most dangerous disease», and in his demonstration at Ista he offered 
WKHDWULFDO�PHPRU\�DV�DQ�DQWLGRWH��

Recalling Fo’s presentation at Ista brings to mind something Fo 
KDG� VDLG� DW� D� PXVHXP� RI� KLVWRU\� LQ� &DJOLDUL� LQ� ������ ©0HPRU\«�
HYHU\WKLQJ�EHJLQV�IURP�WKHUH��1RW�RQO\�IRU�UHPHPEHULQJ�WKLQJV��EXW�IRU�
OHDUQLQJ�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH��WKH�SODFH�DQG�WKH�WLPH�WKDW�DUH�LQVLGH�DQG�EH-
KLQG�HYHU\�ZRUG��,�DP�DQ�DFWRU«�IRU�PH�PHPRU\�KDV�WR�HQWHU�WKURXJK�
WKH�PRXWK«�WR� OLVWHQ�PHDQV� WR�PRYH�\RXU� OLSV��\RXU� IHHW�� DUWLFXODWH�
\RXU�IDFH��VWUHWFK�\RXU�WKURDW��OHDUQ�WR�VSHDN«�WR�EHFRPH�WKH�LQVWUX-
PHQW�RI�\RXU�RZQ�PHPRU\��DV�LI�\RX�ZHUH�ORRNLQJ�IRU�D�SLHFH�RI�PXVLF�
RQ�D�JXLWDU«�WKHQ�\RXU�LPDJLQDWLRQ�WDNHV�\RX�IXUWKHU��,W�HQDEOHV�\RX�
to remember more».


