Ron Jenkins
LETTERA SULLA DECIMA ISTA

The staff and participants of Ista
ghosts of their teachers trailing behind them. I arrived with the spirits of Dario Fo and Franca Rame, who taught me that Arlecchino and
Colombina are immortal; I Made Djimat, who introduced me to sacred
me that circus clowns are also acrobats of the soul. These ghosts enSanjukta, Grotowski, Artaud, Mei Lan-Fang, Stanislavski. Some of the
Fo was one of the guiding spirits of Ista who appeared in person.
like an illuminated manuscript dancing off the page. When Fo presented his work at the 1996 session of Ista in Copenhagen, he dissected his
a fragment from his masterpiece Mistero Buffo that re-imagined the
It was an honor for me to translate his demonstration from Italian
introduction when I mispronounced the name of the village where he
grew up on the shores of Lago Maggiore.
Ista participants that remained unbroken from that moment until the standing ovation he received on leaving
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stories and song, but even before beginning his demonstration Fo had
al audiences, Fo did not pretend the translator was not there. He acknowledged me, and the work I was doing, with a joke, as he had done
whenever I served as his simultaneous interpreter. The improvised relishing 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.
took place at Ista. As Fo explained the methods of montage he used
became clear that he was constructing his monologue with a web of
overlapping and interlocking dialogues. Having established an immediate dialogue with his translator and the Ista participants, Fo went on
to explain how the characters in his version of Lazarus’s Resurrection
The characters spoke to each other, gestured to each other, and spoke
-

the resurrection, hawkers rent chairs, and gamblers take bets on whether 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
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
tian folk song. Fo sang the song as he pantomimed the gondolier propelling his boat with a pole. There was a crescendo each time the pole
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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
even further when Fo transformed them into the dance steps of a traditional Renaissance pavan. The transition from work gestures to dance
-

sew its torn strands were incorporated into their stories, so that the net
or the sails of a schooner, according to the demands of the narrative.
These vivid demonstrations were fresh in the minds of the audience
up a new discourse in which the gestures of the working people in the
the gate-keeper to throw stones at gatecrashers into transcendent choa few minutes earlier as emblems of the connections between art and
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 ongoing 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
clown and greeting him as «Fratello mio, Arlechino».
This intimate and complex presentation of Fo’s work in the conIsta
with me as a treasured counterpoint to recent commercial productions
Acci-
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dental Death of an Anarchist added a string of extraneous cartoonish
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
alogue with the Mahabharata and the rice farmers of Batuan was a rare

Barba’s passionate commitment to passing on traditions is at the
heart of Ista
the great theater traditions of their nations, including Fo’s wife and colof European theater in her dna. For Fo «forgetfulness is the world’s
most dangerous disease», and in his demonstration at Ista he offered
Recalling Fo’s presentation at Ista brings to mind something Fo
to remember more».

