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Preface

The journey of Fabulamundi started many years ago. In 2007, with our Rome-based production company, PAV, we started to work with contemporary playwrights, wondering why some of their texts were staged and not others, what stories were being told and what weren’t. We began a collaboration with France, where the new writing scene is buoyant, but where only some writers succeed in having their plays staged abroad. We therefore created an exchange programme, called Face à face, to foster theatrical encounters and translations. In 2012, we launched Fabulamundi Playwriting Europe, a collaboration with partners in eighteen countries, most of which are investigated in Margherita Larea’s research published here. We remain interested in asking questions about what is being staged and how. We want to listen to the writers, collaborate with them, understand what they need. We want to know what tools are needed for playwriting to flourish, for it to be valued within the production process. We also want to remain open to learning from best practices that we can observe in other countries. This book was born to share practical knowledge and to generate more questions in order to understand how much more needs to be done to bring diverse stories centre stage and make contemporary playwriting a protagonist in European theatre.

A heart-felt thank you to Margherita Laera for her bold and important research.

Claudia Di Giacomo and Roberta Scaglione
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1.1 An Archaeology of European Playwriting

In December 2017, I was browsing the Italian online theatre press, curious to see who had won the Ubu Prizes, the Italian theatre Oscars. Among the winners, a Creative Europe-sponsored network called ‘Fabulamundi Playwriting Europe’, whom I had not heard of before, had been awarded the Special Ubu Prize. I was intrigued to investigate further and began reading about their work. Led by a Rome-based theatre production company, PAV, Fabulamundi assembled prestigious theatre venues, festivals and organisations located in Austria, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Romania and Spain. A list of ‘twinned partners’ in the Netherlands, Iceland, Finland, Slovakia, Portugal, Scotland and Turkey were also involved. With activities scheduled between 2017 and 2020, the network’s mission was to promote contemporary dramatists within Europe by supporting translations, stimulating professional development and encouraging exchange across theatre cultures. Their remit perfectly chimed with my academic interests. By then, I had been researching theatre translation for over twelve years in various British higher education institutions. Instinctively, I emailed the project leader, Claudia Di Giacomo, to introduce myself and my work. Over the following months, we established a productive dialogue and a collaboration that, some five years later, have culminated in this book.

The first time I met Fabulamundi partners and writers in person was in April 2018. I had been invited to attend one of Fabulamundi’s signature events, a so-called ‘MobPro’, a 4-day field trip for a small group of Fabulamundi-affiliated playwrights from different countries coming together to meet each other, network with local practitioners, and take part in creative workshops and discussions about theatre. The MobPro was taking place in London, where I have been based since 2005, yet many other MobPros were scheduled to take place in other cities. Ahead of the meeting, Di Giacomo had shared their Creative Europe funding application, which contained details of all proposed initiatives over three years. The document mentioned something called ‘Fabulamundi Workbook’, a piece of research they had promised to carry out, featuring a collection of insights aimed at supporting the internationalisation of playwrights’ careers. The ‘Workbook’ was to include ‘information about different European countries’, ‘tips from professionals’, ‘interviews with practitioners’, ‘country information dossiers’, and ‘a catalogue of best practices’. The application concluded: ‘The Workbook will thus be a powerful, simple and effective tool that will give an up-to-date and practical overview on the dramaturgy context of about fifteen European countries by the end of the project’. Nothing short of ambitious.

A month later, the project partner who was going to carry out that task had dropped out, and I volunteered to do the research myself. I was excited to collaborate with theatre-makers and producers on a practical map for contemporary playwrights wishing to have their work translated and performed across Europe. In 2018, the University of Kent and Fabulamundi agreed to co-fund this research. In September that year, I travelled to Rome to attend the Short Theatre festival, a core Fabulamundi collaborator, and meet all other partners involved who had gathered there for a network summit. As part of the week’s activities, I attended talks by high-profile local theatre professionals, I gave a lecture on theatre translation to emerging playwrights, watched several experimental theatre productions, and started to get a sense of the dynamics, discussions and tensions within the project. I was fascinated by the task of comparing how different theatre systems ‘do’ playwriting, how they talk about it, articulate its remit, envisage its possibilities and define its limits. I had questions about the values inscribed in this practice by each distinct national ecosystem and wanted to know more about the politics and ethics governing each. Who were the gatekeepers and what official or unofficial norms shaped their actions? How did they determine what could and could not be staged? How did public sphere discourses around cultural value affect playwrights in their work at home and abroad? And how did current debates about equality, diversity and inclusion influence, or were influenced by, work by contemporary dramatists staged in their original language or in translation in any given country?

A year later, in November 2019, when the project had begun in earnest, I returned to Rome to present to Fabulamundi partners my research plans for the ‘Fabulamundi Workbook’. Over the course of the following nine months, I worked closely with Fabulamundi partners to carry out our investigations and gather qualitative data. In December 2019, we launched our internet-based questionnaires and extended the deadline to complete them to January 2020. By February 2020, however, the COVID-19 pandemic had reached Italy and was about to reap havoc across Europe and the world. The disruption to the theatre world was immense and unforgiving. I remember the sense of isolation, anxiety and absurdity as I compiled reports based on a set of questions devised before the pandemic, while the theatres were closed, all live productions had been cancelled, and European theatre-makers had seen their livelihoods evaporate overnight, unless permanently employed in state institutions. By Spring 2020, our only hope to continue to make theatre or attend a production was mediated by a screen and a good internet service – what remained of the ‘theatre’?

I hadn’t anticipated I was going to find myself asking questions about an art form that was no longer being practiced, and about structures and systems that had suddenly become redundant. Unwittingly, this had turned into a research project about retrieving what was no longer there, reconstructing a lost set of traditions, almost like an archaeology of contemporary theatre writing and translation practices. At that point, no one knew whether, let alone when, things would go back to ‘normal’. Many in the industry rightly pointed out that ‘back to normal’ was no longer desirable. The forced and tragic shutdown was also a unique opportunity to step back, reflect on our values, identify what was not working and make a change. In my conversations with self-isolating practitioners, I kept being told, ‘Things were like this before the pandemic, but who knows what they will be like when and if we are back in a theatre in person’. The theatre was in ruins, and I was trying to describe what it had been like in the past. As a result of this chasm, while we hoped to take a vivid snapshot of the present situation, so much had changed since pre-pandemic times that this book may in fact turn out to paint a relatively obsolete account. As I write this in the autumn of 2021, theatres everywhere in Europe are timidly reopening amid last-minute cancellations.

What is clear is that it’s imperative European theatre systems don’t automatically return to some pre-pandemic practices, namely their tendency towards racist, misogynistic, homophobic, transphobic, ableist and ethnocentric ideologies – yet, the pace of change in relation to these entrenched exclusive, biased systems in Europe is slow. It is crucial that every field in society, including theatre in Europe, should prioritise tackling discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, gender and ability. The research presented in this book demonstrates that most European theatre contexts have only just begun having important conversations about representation and are at different stages in their journeys towards tackling theatre’s exclusions, marginalisations and prejudices towards traditionally underserved communities. While an evidence-based, statistically relevant investigation and comparison of the state of equality and non-discrimination in each European country’s theatre and playwriting scene is beyond the scope of this book (see Casini and Sepulchre, 2021), our focus on Fabulamundi partners and their extended networks allow us to paint a picture of the systems and practices that our online respondents and interviewees have observed up until 2020. Rather than positioning itself as an uncritical tribute penned in celebration of Fabulamundi, this book was commissioned by, and written with, Fabulamundi in order to reflect on the network’s own and on the field’s past challenges, so as to be ready to face the future with a sense of renewed direction and purpose. This book was shaped by its environment, offering a mid-apocalyptic view of what the state of the art had been: it is a map of the past which can be used to steer our journeys and struggles towards better futures.



1.2 Playwriting or Dramaturgy?

Attentive readers will have noticed that one of the paragraphs from the Fabulamundi funding application quoted earlier stated that the Workbook would provide ‘an overview of the dramaturgy context of about fifteen European countries’. So, you may ask, is this book meant to investigate playwriting or dramaturgy – or both? As I reflected on (the ruins of) contemporary practices shaped by different traditions, norms and perceptions in European countries while in lockdown in the UK, it became more and more apparent to me that the English language, its lexicon, phrases, idioms and discourses were going to be insufficient for me to approach the description of playwriting and theatre translation practices. In such different contexts, things are not only named differently, but the world is segmented into concepts that do not necessarily coincide or even map on to one another. And yet, for lack of funds, our survey and interviews were conducted in English and relied on what was a second or third language for the vast majority of the respondents. I want to thank them for their patience, good will and collaboration.

While conducting this study, I came across different modes of understanding practice, exemplified by the ways in which language-cultures name the art of writing plays and see the role of the playwright before, during and after rehearsals. The English ‘playwriting’ translates as ‘Dramaturgie’ in German; as ‘dramaturgie’ in Dutch, Czech and French; ‘drammaturgia’ in Italian; ‘dramaturgia’ in Spanish, Catalan, Portuguese, Polish, Romanian and Finnish; and of course, δραματουργία in Greek. Confusingly, the English language also has another term, which is derived from the same Greek root, namely ‘dramaturgy’, which refers to a concept that differs greatly from what most native speakers of English now mean by ‘playwriting’, but is close enough to be mixed up. The two concepts are not synonyms in current English-language theatre jargon (though I suspect this difference is not something the general English-speaking population appreciates if they have no connection to the theatre). In the English-speaking world, playwriting is the art of writing ‘original’ plays, whether they are based on a new plot or adapted from an existing source, while dramaturgy is the art of organising and composing stories for performance, either starting from existing texts, or using no texts at all. As Theresa Lang argues, dramaturgy can be defined as ‘curating an experience for an audience’ (Lang, 2017: 7). While a dramatist does the same job as a playwright, a ‘dramaturg’ (a word borrowed from German language and theatre culture) is someone who works with texts for the stage or with the structure of storytelling in performance, often advising a director, but is not necessarily the ‘original’ author of the text being staged. However, in most European languages, both practices, playwriting and dramaturgy, are covered by the term derived from the ancient Greek compound root – drama, meaning ‘action/play’ and ourgía, meaning ‘making/creating/moulding’.

There are lots of dramatists, but very few dramaturgs, on British shores: in Britain, the latter’s role is often covered by directors. On the other hand, there are many dramaturgs working in continental theatres, especially in the German-speaking and in central European systems, where directors are routinely supported by dramaturgs, often salaried employees of state-funded theatres, who often cover a similar role to what British theatres call literary managers. The fact that most European languages covered in this project use a word formed from the same Greek compound root that does not cover the same concept of the English word ‘dramaturgy’, despite ‘dramaturgy’ being an existing English word, generates a lot of misconceptions. That the word playwright is a calque of the Greek noun δραματουργός (dramatourgós) (play = drama, wright = ourgos), generates even more puzzlement.

But aside from single words, there is a larger problem of what phrases, discourses, frameworks and value systems should be adopted in a study such as this, in order to shape a sensible and fair comparison that would avoid unfavourable juxtapositions. Should all playwriting contexts be evaluated through the same assessment criteria and questions? Wouldn’t that risk flattening cultural differences? On the other hand, it is important to take sides and declare one’s values from the start, as it is never possible to work outside of ideological structures. As an Italian-born, UK-based scholar, I have had to learn and adapt to a completely new language and frames of reference in order to access British academia and operate within its systems; however, instead of becoming entirely assimilated, I have developed advanced code-switching and cultural mediation skills, which have driven my approach to the evaluation of playwriting and translation cultures in this book. As a result, I have adopted a shifting perspective that adapts to each context.

In what follows of Part I, I evaluate my own involvement in the translation of Fabulamundi plays from Italian into English, putting my own values, subjective experiences and intellectual journey under examination. In Part II, I present the Fabulamundi Workbook, which is the result of 18 months of negotiations with partners and experts, resulting in a distinctive set of recommendations for best practices that can be seen as flexible and collaboratively produced. Finally, in Part III, I have curated a series of conversations with writers, directors, critics, agents and funders operating in countries where the so-called ‘twinned’ Fabulamundi partners were based: Iceland, Finland, Bosnia, the Netherlands, Portugal and Turkey. These conversations share a focus on debates around equality and inclusion of traditionally marginalised identities but frame the debate through individual perspectives. This plurality of voices appeared the most appropriate for a book trying to capture the wide variety of playwriting practices, perceptions, systems and structures across Europe.



1.3 The Ethics and Politics of Representation

In the autumn of 2018, Di Giacomo asked if I would like to translate two plays from Italian into English as part of Fabulamundi’s efforts to promote international circulation of texts. I had translated many plays before, but it was my first time translating into English. I felt anxious but ready, despite English being my second language. The texts were to be promoted by Fabulamundi to international partners, so they needed to be able to give a good sense of the content and writing style, but they did not need to be stage-ready. What struck me about the two plays I had been asked to translate, Tu es libre (You Are Free) by Francesca Garolla, and Portrait of Arab Woman Looking at the Sea by Davide Carnevali, was that they centred interactions between white European characters and Global Majority characters of Muslim heritage, within imaginary plotlines. This coincidence prompted me to spend time reflecting on the ethical and political implications of writing (and translating) other people’s stories, stories that belong to minoritised communities. I knew that these texts would have been seen as problematic in the UK: as no member of the community being represented was part of the writing or creative processes, it would have been very easy to misrepresent the other, perpetuate damaging stereotypes, and denying that other of a voice. The two plays by Garolla and Carnevali, on the other hand, had been met with nothing but praise in Italian and continental contexts, where the suggestion that writers’ imaginaries should be restricted and plays only written about dramatists’ own identities and experiences would have generated boisterous opposition if not downright mockery. The abyss lying between what we could call the dominant Anglo-American and the continental European discourses on the ethics and politics of representation of race and ethnicity was opening up in front of me. How would I account for such disparate understandings around issues of equality, diversity and inclusion? I will not be able to capture the full extent of this debate here.

Given the short history of Italian colonialism as opposed to the centuries-old trajectories of the English, French, Spanish, Belgian and Portuguese Empires, waves of immigration from Africa, Asia and the Americas to Italy are relatively recent. As a result of this, coupled with the unforgivable delays in introducing new legislation, debates about integration and representation are at an early, if not embryonic, stage. In my role as Fabulamundi’s embedded researcher, I was prompted by the two play translation commissions to investigate the Italian playwriting scene more in depth, in search of the work of dramatists and theatre-makers of Black and Global Majority heritage. I was adamant that if we were going to translate Italian plays into English, we had a responsibility to be as representative as possible. But where were the plays written by Black Italian, Asian Italian or Latinx Italian dramatists, who would be able to represent the voices of migrants and second-generation communities from within?

I approached writers, critics, directors and producers to get recommendations, but nearly all responded that they did not know any playwrights in Italy with ethnic backgrounds other than white. While applied theatre with migrants and refugees was often practiced in Italy, the perspective of the so-called ‘new Italians’ had so far been largely absent from, and ignored by, both fringe and mainstream Italian theatres, despite some early experiments by Teatro delle Albe (see Mauceri and Niccolai, 2016). However, Italy has much better-established diversity within literature, with writers such as Igiaba Scego, Pap Khouma, Gabriella Kuruvilla, Carla Macoggi, Gabriella Ghermandi, Laila Wadia, Jumpa Lahiri Cristina Ubah Ali Farah, Antar Mohamed Marincola and many more – generating growing academic and reader attention since the late 1990s (see for instance Gnisci, 1998, 2003; Di Maio, 2009; Carroli, 2010; Hawthorne, 2017; Smythe, 2019). Why was the Italian theatre lagging so far behind? And what could Fabulamundi do to begin to change that?



1.4 Fromaggio or Formaggio? Translating l Sorriso della scimmia by Nalini Vidoolah Mootoosamy

In the autumn of 2020, with funding we obtained from the Italian Institute of Culture in London, Fabulamundi launched a playwriting competition for Italy-based writers of ‘second-generation’, extra-European or mixed heritage. The prize for the winner was going to be a translation of the play into English and a week-long play development workshop with UK-based performers and a director. Among the submissions we received, one stood out for its ability to communicate mixed identities through lived experience: Il sorriso della scimmia, by Nalini Vidoolah Mootoosamy. Mootoosamy is a Milan-based writer, theatre-maker and Francophone literature academic of Mauritian heritage, who migrated to Palermo with her family as a child.

The play focuses on the generational clash between a Mauritian couple, who migrated to Italy in their adulthood, and their son, Raoul, who grew up in the ‘host’ country. While the parents have cleaning jobs, speak Mauritian Creole at home, drink cardamon tea and are devote to Ganesh, the son speaks fluent Italian and is revising for a Roman History exam at the local university. On the one hand, the Father is about to be granted Italian citizenship, though he can hardly read his oath in Italian; on the other, Raoul is not eligible for an Italian passport yet, and resents being treated like a foreigner in the only country he calls home. In this play, Mootoosamy highlights the paradoxical experience of second-generation migrants, children of those who migrated to Italy but were not born there, whose lives are condemned to remain in a legal limbo until well into adulthood by an outdated Italian citizenship law.

The action mostly takes place in a single day and revolves around preparations for the Father’s citizenship ceremony, which he has finally obtained after seventeen years living and working in Italy. However, the Mother has heard that certain Italian Mayors have denied citizenship to those migrants who were unable to read the oath in correct Italian at the ceremony, and has asked Raoul to help his dad memorise the pronunciation at the last minute. Raoul reluctantly accepts despite having to revise for his university exam, as part of which he is learning about Emperor Caracalla’s Constitutio Antoniniana – the 212 edict that granted the privilege of Roman citizenship to all male foreigners residing in the Roman Empire, in return for tax money. But while practising, they receive multiple visitors who will further highlight the traumatic experiences migrants have to go through in order to be accepted.

One of the central concerns of the play is with multilingualism and the politics of mixed identities, which Mootoosamy brilliantly captures by alternating comedy with moments of intense lyricism. As native speakers of Mauritian Creole (or Morisien, a French-based creole which also includes words from English and the many Asian and African languages spoken in Mauritius), Mother and Father struggle not only with Italian pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar, but also with Italy’s food, culture and people, who treat them like second-class citizens. Raoul, however, blames his parents for failing to integrate or fit in, while simultaneously deriding their language skills, their compliant smiles and their complicity with their own oppression. In so doing, Raoul treats his own family with the same contempt that he has learnt, on his own skin, from the harsh reality of growing up as a Black person in Italy. Rather than rejected outright, the racism he has experienced is redeployed towards his parents, specifically the Father, whom Raoul accuses of living an ‘inaccurate’ life, and towards his friend Vikram, who has given up his studies. Why can’t they seamlessly code-switch, like him, not only in relation to languages, but also with cultural practices? Why does their ‘foreignness’ stick to their skin like glue? Why can’t they shake it off at will and on occasion, after so many years? Beneath Raoul’s anger at his Father’s overly compliant smile, which he reads as a weakness, lie fundamental and urgent questions about identity-formation and the treatment of foreigners and people of Global Majority heritage in Italy and Europe.

The play features several languages, spoken at different times by different characters using different accents: there’s Italian, spoken by two second-generation characters, Raoul and his neighbour Vikram, and of course by Raoul’s university classmate Laura, who has come to share her lecture notes ahead of the exam. There’s Mauritian Creole, spoken by Mother and Father when they speak with each other (although to ease spectators’ comprehension, Mootoosamy has them switch by convention into standard, grammatically flawless Italian after a few sentences, to signal that they are speaking their own language, and switch back to Creole towards the end of the scene). There are also some hints of Hindi and, crucially, the mixture of Italian and Morisien spoken by Raoul’s parents, which we could call ‘Morisalian’, which is utilised when they speak with the younger generation – Raoul, Vikram and Laura. To illustrate the intricacies of a superdiverse, multilingual life, the play opens with a language class focusing on the pronunciation of the word ‘cheese’ in Creole and Italian, where the young Raoul is taught to speak Morisien by his parents: ‘it’s fromaz, not froo-maz’. Baby Raoul can’t pronounce this word correctly, and laughter ensues. Towards the end of the scene, however, as time elapses at fictional speed, it is Raoul who teaches his parents to pronounce Italian: ‘it’s for-maggio, not fro-maggio.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Bookmarks





		Cover



		Half Title



		Series



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		List of Tables



		Acknowledgements



		Preface



		Part I At Work with Fabulamundi

		1 At Work with Fabulamundi

		1.1 An Archaeology of European Playwriting



		1.2 Playwriting or Dramaturgy?



		1.3 The Ethics and Politics of Representation



		1.4 Fromaggio or Formaggio? Translating l Sorriso della scimmia by Nalini Vidoolah Mootoosamy



























Pagelist





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11











































































































































































































































































Guide





		Cover



		Half Title



		Series



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		List of Tables



		Acknowledgements



		Preface



		Body Contents













OEBPS/Images/earth.jpg
Co-funded by the

Creative Europe Programme

of the European Union
Playw ng Europe

Fabulamundi 4
3 Routl
5{ Tolor P o Beyond Borders?

e S






OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
ROUTLEDGE FOCUS

Playwriting in
Europe

Mapping Ecosystems and
Practices with Fabulamundi

MARGHERITA LAERA










