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Introduction to the Series

Contemporary Theatre Studies is a book series of special interest to everyone involved in theatre. It consists of monographs on influential figures, studies of movements and ideas in theatre, as well as primary material consisting of theatre-related documents, performing editions of plays in English, and English translations of plays from various vital theatre traditions worldwide.

FRANC CHAMBERLAIN 
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PREFACE

This collection of documents is the first attempt in English to bring together a body of material on Luigi Pirandello as multi-faceted man of the theatre. Because relatively few of his works have been easily available to English language readers, he is thought of most frequently as a playwright, the author of Six Characters in Search of an Author and Henry IV in particular, and his contribution to theatre, both in theory and in practice, has tended to be overlooked.

As this collection of documents reveals, Pirandello was far more than just a dramatist. Coming quite late in life to the theatre, after years of prose writing that had earned him a literary reputation of considerable merit, Pirandello became fascinated by the process of creating plays, from written text through to scenic representation, and took his inspiration from a range of European masters, from Copeau, Rouché, Pitoëff, Reinhardt, Fuchs, Stanislavsky and Evreinov among others. He began to work in the theatre after the First World War, inheriting problems that afflicted the Italian theatre of the day and which he set out to try to solve – the tradition of individualism, which meant that actors had little or no concept of working as an ensemble; the tradition of the prompter, whose task it was to read the text aloud during the performance, so that at times the actors’ voices were all but obliterated, leading them to develop an over-elaborate gestural style of playing to compensate; the lack of repertory theatres with stable companies and of course, the absence of a serious, middle-class audience.

Pirandello tried to tackle some of these problems by creating his own company and by founding an Art Theatre in the tradition of other Art Theatres elsewhere in Europe. In 1924 he set up the Teatro d’arte, and attempted to bring a greater rigour to both the training of actors and the choice of repertoire. Contemporary accounts of his rehearsal techniques stress the importance that he attributed to discipline on the part of the actors and his insistence on the idea of a company working together. He resolutely opposed the tradition of the prompter and has sometimes been credited with the responsibility for ending the power of the prompter in Italian theatre. Having begun as a writer, he began later to incorporate some of the practical theatre techniques he acquired into the writing of plays, and some of his most ambitious and structurally most innovative works were written in the late Twenties and early Thirties when he had begun to work closely with actors and to manage and direct his own company.

The international acclaim that Pirandello gained with the success of Six Characters in Search of an Author directed by Pitoëff in 1923 and with the early tours of the Teatro d’arte company died down towards the end of the Twenties, and Pirandello’s letters show a growing sense of disillusionment. He went for a time into voluntary exile in Germany, returning to Italy with some reluctance. Perhaps because of this sense of not being appreciated by his own nation, Pirandello’s tendency to destroy notes and records seems to have increased, and in assembling this collection of documents we have noted with regret the lack of much material that would have been of value to scholars today. Pirandello cannot be blamed entirely for the gaps in our knowledge – the years of Fascist rule in Italy and the devastation caused by the Second World War contributed to the loss of documents and the absence of a tradition of Theatre Studies as a discipline in Italy has caused many more documents to be discarded or overlooked. In his book Luigi Pirandello, Director, Richard Sogliuzzo suggests that prompt books, diaries, letters and unpublished manuscripts often remain in the possession of actor families and their descendants and are therefore very difficult to trace. It is likely that there are many documents by and relating to Pirandello that are at present in private collections, unknown to anyone but their owners.

Coordinating the material, we have arranged the book into four sections: I – Theoretical Beginnings and Early Practice; II – International Dramatist; III – The Teatro d’Arte; IV – The Later Years and After. In Section I we have provided documentation that covers Pirandello’s gradual involvement with the theatre. Section II refers to Six Characters in Search of an Author and Henry IV. Section III contains a selection that recounts Pirandello’s growing involvement in the practical processes of theatre-making. The material in this section covers the founding of the Teatro d’Arte, details of the company’s repertoire and the eventual demise of the company and collapse of Pirandello’s great hopes for a new future for Italian theatre. In the fourth section the documentation focuses on two of Pirandello’s later more radically experimental works that are not so well-known to English language readers – Tonight We Improvise and The Mountain Giants.

In addition to the documentation on productions, etc., the sections contain Pirandello’s own theoretical essays on theatre, many of which have hitherto been unavailable in English. From the early “Spoken Action” of 1899 [Document No. 1] through to his 1934 Address to the Volta Congress [Document No. 55], Pirandello continually tried to formulate his ideas about theatre, and we have provided a selection of those statements that reveal not only the changes in Pirandello’s views across a thirty six year period, but also the constancy with which he held onto his very strongly expressed views on the theatre and its possibilities.

This collection of documents aims to place Pirandello less in the familiar tradition of twentieth century dramatists, than in twentieth century theatre history. His achievements as a director did not result in the establishment of a Pirandellian school of acting, which might perhaps explain why his directorial skills have been largely ignored, but nevertheless in setting up an Italian Art Theatre firmly in the tradition of other similar European ventures and in laying down a disciplined approach to ensemble acting work, Pirandello was a radical force in the Italian theatre and deserves to be remembered as such. 





INTRODUCTION
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The Early Years

Luigi Pirandello was born on 28th June, 1867, in a house overlooking the sea just outside Agrigento on the island of Sicily, named appropriately, Caos. The symbolic significance of the place of his birth remained with him throughout his life, and when he died nearly seventy years later he left instructions for his body to be burned and for his ashes to be either scattered to the winds or placed “in some rough stone” near Agrigento. From birth in Caos to final resting place, Pirandello’s ties with the land that he was compelled to leave were indissoluble.

Because he spent most of his life in Rome teaching, writing and eventually working in the theatre, it is easy to regard Pirandello’s Sicilianness as being of secondary importance. In fact, the opposite is true, and it is possible to trace certain key motifs throughout his works that derive explicitly from his regional origins, motifs such as the driving need to sustain a sense of honour in the eyes of the world, the traumas caused to individuals, particularly husbands, by marital infidelity, the cleaving to a piece of land as a sign of identity, the gap between private pain and the maintaining of a public facade. These motifs recur through all Pirandello’s works, prose and drama, regardless of whether the settings are specifically Sicilian.

Pirandello’s deeply rooted sense of Sicilian identity led him to experiment with dialect writing, and the doctoral thesis that he wrote when he finally moved to study in Bonn, after studying first in Palermo and then in Rome, was on the phonetic development of the Agrigento dialect. Gaspare Giudice, his biographer, emphasizes the enormous importance of Sicilian social convention and regional tradition in Pirandello’s life and works1, and, like many Sicilian patriots, Pirandello shared the belief that Western culture owes its greatest philosophical tradition to Sicily, to the Graeco-Sicilian period.

Pride in his native land, however, contrasted sharply with the economic decline of Sicily and Southern Italy in the nineteenth century. Pirandello’s father owned a sulphur mine, one of the few flourishing industries on the island; consequently Pirandello grew up in a bourgeois household and did not suffer the same deprivation as many of those around him. But the appalling poverty of the peasants is frequently portrayed in his writings, and obviously impressed him deeply. Sicily in 1867 was in especially miserable straits. The natural barrenness of the land intensified agricultural destitution, the lack of industries drove millions of islanders to emigrate, in much the same way as the Irish peasantry of the same period were also forced to emigrate. Cholera epidemics frequently devastated the population, and in the few months from October 1866 to the summer of 1867 some 53,000 Sicilians died of cholera.

Poverty in Sicily was in no way helped by the unification of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies with the rest of Italy, following the legendary landing of Garibaldi and his Redshirts at Palermo in 1860. Hopes for a new future were quickly lost in the mesh of bureaucratic confusion that followed unification, as different administrative systems were brought together. Through the latter years of the nineteenth century the destruction of the idealism of the Risorgimento became a source of considerable bitterness and provided a breeding ground later for the national socialist ideas of Mussolini. Italy’s belated attempt to carve out an African empire, with the campaigns in Libya and Abyssinia, did little to shore up the sense of crumbling pride, and corrupt, incompetent government both at regional and national levels increased the general disillusionment.

Against this background, the young Pirandello went to university, first to read law and then to specialize in phonetics and finally returned to take up a teaching post at the Magistero in Rome. In 1894 he married the daughter of his father’s business partner, Antonietta Portulano, and had three children, Stefano born in 1895, Lietta born in 1897 and Fausto, born in 1899. He had begun to write stories from an early age, and in 1904 the publication of his novel, The Late Mathias Pascal (Il fu Mattia Pascal), gave him his first international success. He followed this with a series of novels and short stories, establishing a prestigious literary reputation for himself. In 1908 his essay On Humour (L’umorismo) appeared, in which he set out the philosophical basis of his concept of existence – that life is a fluid process which can never be halted or controlled, so that in order to give themselves an illusion of control, human beings create a series of masks for themselves, a set of fictitious structures that disguise the fear they feel at confronting perpetual change. Out of this paradox – that life is movement and people are forever trying to pretend that this movement does not exist – comes Pirandello’s concept of humour. Pirandello looks at the absurdity of the human condition and finds a simultaneous blend of the funny and the pitiable, a combination that we also find in the work of many of the best silent film comedians such as Charlie Chaplin or Buster Keaton.

The pitiful and the comic together could clearly be seen in Pirandello’s own life in 1903, when flooding in the sulphur mines led to the loss of Pirandello’s father’s capital, together with the loss of his wife’s dowry. The shock of this loss, according to Pirandello’s biographers, led to an onset of psychotic disturbance which took the form of obsessive jealousy in Antonietta’s mind. Her persecution mania increased so dramatically in the following years that finally in 1918 Pirandello had her committed to a nursing home where she remained for the next thirty years until her death. The onset of Pirandello’s international literary reputation therefore coincided ironically with the loss of his wife’s sanity. By the time he was forty years old he had learned that the gap between public acclaim and private well-being can be very wide indeed.



Dialect Theatre

Pirandello had experimented with playwriting in his youth, but did not seriously start to write for the theatre until around the time of the First World War, writing twenty-eight plays between 1916 and 1924. The number of plays he wrote, the speed with which he wrote them, his age (he was fifty in 1917), seem to indicate an unleashing of previously repressed skills, and perhaps significantly, he often used his own stories as plots, rewriting and reshaping to suit the new form. Giudice, however, stresses the importance to Pirandello of his work in dialect theatre, suggesting that “Sicilian theatre…served him as a launching pad from which to leap onto the great prose stage.”2

On December 9th, 1910, Nino Martoglio (1870–1921), director, dramatist, writer and collaborator of Pirandello’s, staged two one-act plays by Pirandello, The Vice (La Morsa) and Sicilian Limes (Lumíe di Sicilia) at the Teatro Metastasio in Rome. Five years later, in 1915, Sicilian Limes was presented in Sicilian at the Teatro Pacini in Catania by Angelo Musco (1872–1937) and his company, and years later in his autobiography, Musco was to attribute to himself the honour of having first presented a Pirandello play to the public and thus enabled “this most famous playwright…to win his first theatrical laurels”.3

In spite of Musco’s grandiose claims, he did certainly have some impact on the early development of Pirandello’s writing for the theatre. Musco specialised in Sicilian dialect performances, having started his own career as a “voice” in the famous Sicilian puppet plays, and by 1915 he had his own company. Widely praised for his exuberent energy – Bragaglia gives no sources but claims that Edward Gordon Craig described him as “the greatest actor in the world” and André Antoine claimed never to have seen such a powerhouse of energy on a stage – Musco exemplified the old tradition of Italian acting.4 He was a master improviser, rarely bothered to follow a text and indeed saw the text simply as the starting point from which he could begin to work. He was very much an individualist, refusing to discipline himself to the demands made on him by colleagues or by the author, an attitude which contrasted sharply with Pirandello’s belief in the importance of the written text. In the letters to Nino Martoglio of 1917 (Documents Nos. 4–5) the ambiguity of the relationship between Musco and Pirandello is apparent. Pirandello is clearly angered by what he perceives as Musco’s cavalier attitude to his plays, but at the same time acknowledges Musco’s abilities as an actor, comparing him favourably with his rival, Giovanni Grasso (1873–1930).

In spite of the temperamental differences between Pirandello and Musco, it was nevertheless in order to provide a role for Musco that Pirandello wrote his play, Think it Over, Giacomino! (Pensaci, Giacomino!) first performed in 1916 at the Teatro Nazionale in Rome, and he followed this with several other plays, the most notable of which was Liolà, also performed in 1916 at the Teatro Argentina, in Rome. Writing in Avanti! on 29 March, 1918, Antonio Gramsci declared that:


Musco has the theatre he deserves only because he does deserve it, he understands it, he relives it. And he does not always deserve the same praise; sometimes he forces impossible interpretations, but only because the play is totally devoid of meaningfulness. But he becomes great when an author offers him an artistic starting point, which he can develop and elaborate. You only have to remember Pirandello’s Liolà, one of the finest of modern plays…5



The collaboration between Musco and Pirandello was therefore a fruitful one for both: it gave Pirandello the chance to write plays tailored for a particular actor and it gave Musco material worthy of his talents. For both of them, the collaboration was based on their shared belief in the value of dialect theatre as a living force.

In 1909 Pirandello wrote his essay on “Sicilian Theatre?” (Document No. 3) and posed two fundamental questions: can a Sicilian writer be truly said to “own” the material he chooses to write about, or do the demands of the public necessarily force him to conform to other requirements, and can a truly Sicilian theatre exist outside the confines of Sicily itself? Attacking what he calls the “exportable” Sicilian theatre of character actors like Grasso, Pirandello came reluctantly to the conclusion that dialect theatres can only be meaningful to those who have some understanding of the social context of the plays. To Italian mainland audiences in middle class theatres, the Sicilian dialect theatre could be nothing more than a curiosity, enabling them to sample the quaintness of an alien culture.

What Pirandello failed to perceive completely was the logical conclusion to be drawn from his sense of dissatisfaction at the way in which mainland audiences responded to Sicilian theatre. He attacks the audiences for their ignorance, but never questions the fundamental composition of the theatre-going public. A similar sense of dissatisfaction was later to lead Russian, French and German writers and directors to question the audiences more profoundly and to devise a type of theatre that could be taken out to new, predominantly working class audiences, thus changing the pattern of theatre-going altogether. For Pirandello, the concept of working class theatre, of mass theatre, was totally alien, since although he could plainly perceive the inadequacies of the kind of bourgeois public that frequented the theatres, he was a firm believer in the innate value of the written text, the work of art, and that text was not to be compromised.

Dialect theatre was a particularly contentious issue in Italy during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. With political unification established it was felt necessary to impose one official language on the whole nation. The choice, not unexpectedly, was literary Florentine, the language of the three major writers of the fourteenth century, Dante, Petrarch and Boccacio and, from the sixteenth century, of all literary writers in the accepted canon. This stress on one viable language for a country where regional dialect tended to be the dominant language in an individual’s life led to an undervaluing of dialect drama and theatre. The new establishment feared that dialect writing and performance would inhibit the social cohesion which, it was hoped, would be a consequence of political unification. In other words, it led to a reluctance to value a large part of Italy’s theatrical inheritance and to a search for new plays in Italian with which to represent the nation. As a Sicilian Italian Pirandello felt the dialect/language tension deeply. He had a strong allegiance to his own native land and less sympathy during the early part of his theatrical career with a wider Italian nationalism. In the essay we have called “On Dialect” (Document No. 6) (in Italian Pirandello chose to call it “Dialettalità” to contrast it with the word “italianità” – “Italianness”) Pirandello sought to justify the continuation of dialect traditions in Italy and Sicily by arguing that from Dante and Petrarch onwards, no one region had been able to lay claim to representing the Italian nation. He claimed that the continuity of dialect forms served to enrich Italian culture rather to fragment it.

The essay on dialect was Pirandello’s last statement on dialect theatre. After Liolà he had already begun to turn his attention away from dialect theatre. The limitations of such a theatre were all too apparent and he had too much respect for his own place of origin to want to turn out folksy pieces for actors who traded on their reputation as typical regional characters. Significantly, Pirandello saw Liolà as a milestone in his career, and in a letter of 1916 to his son Stefano, he claimed that he wrote the play in two weeks during the summer, adding that “the protagonist is a poet-peasant, drunk on sunlight, and the whole play is full of songs and sunshine and is so light-hearted that it doesn’t seem like one of my works at all.”6



The Italian Theatre Context

Throughout his life Pirandello held strong views about the theatre and in his letters and essays he expounded some of his chief concerns together with his views on ways forward for the Italian theatre in the twentieth century.

The Italian theatre of the early twentieth century had inherited a number of problems from the previous century. Chief among these was a star system that enhanced the status of a few actors and offered little incentive to others to improve their techniques. From the photographs of actors like Eleonora Duse, the Grammatica sisters, Lamberto Picasso and Ruggero Ruggeri, some impression of their physical stage presence emerges, with the stage space as a kind of vortex in which they struggle for dominance. Duse reputedly held silences for as long as ten minutes, compelling audiences to relate to her physically rather than through the verbal medium. Such an acting tradition did not encourage the concept of ensemble work, and companies were all too often simply the supporting players behind the star attraction.

The star, or mattatore, as this actor was called, came into being in the second half of the nineteenth century in response to the economic difficulties imposed upon theatre as a result of political unification. Before 1861 nearly all Italian theatrical companies were privately run and peripatetic. A few, the envy of other companies, were subsidised by the royal houses of Turin, Milan, Parma and Naples, and enjoyed what was known as “il privilegio” which gave them the right to present their plays in the theatres of the respective royal houses. On the disappearance of the royal houses after 1861, with the exception of the house of Savoy which became Italy’s monarchy, this monopoly ceased. At the same time the national state did not assume the responsibility for theatre that the royal houses had done. Theatre was considered a local, municipal responsibility. A number of the newly established municipalities built their own theatres at this time, which accounts for the enormous increase in theatrical buildings in the second half of the nineteenth century, but did not see it as their responsibility to support the theatrical companies. With the disappearance of the monopoly these too increased, from a handful in the 1840s to about 940 in 1873. There was not a commensurate increase in the size of the theatre going public, however, which meant that more companies were competing for only a slightly enlarged number of spectators. A viable response to this situation was the star actor supported by a small, often mediocre cast. The star drew in the audience; and the box office returns, the company’s sole support, continued the life of the company for a little longer. An extension of this response was the foreign tour. Tommaso Salvini, Ernesto Rossi, and Eleanora Duse, to name but three of the famous Italian stars of the late nineteenth century, toured extensively and were accused by Italians of being more abroad than in their own country. Again the eager response of the foreign audiences contributed to the retention of a theatrical system that stultified rather enlivened theatrical practice. The star system reached its zenith in 1880 when Tommaso Salvini accepted what he considered at first a very strange invitation from an American impresario: to play Othello in Italian with a supporting cast who were to play their roles in English. The experiment proved popular and was repeated with other plays in other countries.

Dual language performances also give some indication of the status of the text for an Italian company in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A dramatic text was not considered as a piece of writing of artistic merit whose worth was to be validated through the interpretation of actors: it was seen rather as a vehicle for the actors and was liable to amendment and cuts as suited the particular actor or company. Sergio Tofano recalls how the famous Ermete Novelli rewrote The Merchant of Venice and renamed it Shylock. Other apocryphal stories show how close the text was at times to a cross between a commedia dell’arte scenario and a variety performance: famous actors would interrupt their performance of one role, if requested by the audience, and slip immediately into another stock role in their repertoire, returning to the play in hand when the digression was over.

The commedia dell’arte was, in fact, a major legacy inherited by the Italian theatre of Pirandello’s time. Not only does the actor based concept of theatre go back to this form of theatre, the rigid construction of theatre companies owes much to these first professional theatrical companies. Commedia dell’arte companies of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centures were made up of about ten to twelve actors, with each actor performing the same role in every performance; that is, for example, an actor would be employed by contract to play Arlecchino for a year and would probably go on playing that role for the rest of his professional life. With the predominance of text based theatre in the mid eighteenth century the role, rather than the character, became the status within the company. Companies “di prima categoria” would expect to comprise a capocomico, primo attore (leading man) and prima attrice (leading lady); brillante (comic actor) and caratterista (character actor); madre (mother); primo attore giovane (juvenile lead) and prima attrice giovane (young female lead) seconda donna (second actress); promiscuo (an actor able to take on various minor roles); and several generici (that is, bit part players who had not yet established themselves in roles). That this system survived well into the twentieth century is attested by the work of Claudia Palombi who interviewed a number of retired actors in 1985. With the exception of one, all of them had belonged to companies run on the role system.7

Further legacies of the commedia dell’arte companies were the peripatetic nature of the work of theatrical companies and the very tight programme within which they rehearsed and performed. Because they were travelling players, all except the very affluent, had to keep their equipment to a minimum. (In earlier days this would have been horse-drawn – in fact the earliest extant contract (1545) gives due space to the horse; later the players used the railways.) This meant that there was little opportunity to elaborate scenery above the bare minimum. The performance and rehearsal schedule made in-depth interpretation and detailed rehearsals rare. The following extracts from Palombi’s book give some indication of the working life of a travelling player in the early twentieth century.



	At eight in the morning we were already at work rehearsing the farce; because at that time the evening performance used to end with a comedy – a farse it was, that is, a very funny one-acter. So in the morning we began rehearsing with the comic actor at eight. Then at nine, half-past or about ten the capocomico or director would turn up and then the rehearsal proper would begin. Then you had a bite to eat in a great hurry, then back to the theatre, then there was the performance. After that you went back to sleep and then in the morning started all over again.

	There was only time for theatre. Every blessed day my mother would wake me early in the morning, give me a cup of coffee, and I’d go to the theatre. We rehearsed every day from ten until four in the afternoon with a half-hour break around midday for something to eat. At half-past eight you had to be in the theatre again. The performance started at nine or half-past and you didn’t finish until late at night because in those days the performances lasted a lot longer than they do today, in the intervals there were orchestral interludes which made everything longer.8




Plays were divided into four kinds: classical tragedy, romantic tragedy, comedy and drama. An actor who was hoping to reach the top, that is to become primo attore, or even primo attore assoluto would be expected to be able to play all in all four genres, in addition to specialising in one.

It was probably the sheer volume of words that an actor was expected to know that led to the significant position held by the prompter. That the prompter had been an important part of a company is made clear by his role in Goldoni’s The Comic Theatre (Il teatro comico) a play in which the eighteenth century dramatist announced his reform of the commedia dell’arte by staging a company’s rehearsal. In the early twentieth century the prompter still spoke the whole play in a tone audible to both actor and audience. This ensured that there were no embarassing silences while players who dried floundered their way back to the part unaided by a sleepy prompter; but this particular system of prompting probably also contributed to the rather frequent references in reviews to badly learnt parts.

With good actors this was not a problem. Both Ernesto Rossi and Tommaso Salvini testify in their memoirs to the importance they gave to learning their parts. In fact, what is remarkable is just how many parts made up an actor’s repertoire. The repertoire sent by Ernesto Rossi to Cesare Dondini of the Teatro de’ Fiorentini in Naples numbered over sixty plays. The following anecdote drawn from Tommaso Salvini’s memoirs indicates how important it was for an actor to be able to play these parts at short notice. As primo attore assoluto of the Compagnia dei Fiorentini, it was his privilege to choose the opening play of the season. He chose Voltaire’s Zaire, only to learn that the company had no suitable set for this play. So he chose a play called The Harpist; the leading lady did not yet know her part. Undeterred he changed to Orestes; he learnt that the actor playing Pilades was ill. In the end he took the company’s advice and, best known as a tragic actor, found himself playing the part of Lord Bonfil in Goldini’s comedy Pamela.9

The problems created by trying to adapt a theatrical practice insufficiently attuned to a modern age were felt acutely by Pirandello. This is particularly clear in his attitude to the commedia dell’arte. A number of Italians of the early twentieth century, particularly those who saw themselves as part of a cultural elite, despised the commedia dell’arte as an outmoded theatrical practice. During Pirandello’s lifetime, however, there was a resurgence of interest in this theatrical form outside Italy. Duchartre published his influential volumes, La comédie italienne in 1924 and 1925, and in 1927 Constantin Mic brought out La commedia dell’arte ou le théâtre des comédiens italiens des XVI, XVII et XVIII siècles. In Italy, Gordon Craig published several articles on the subject in his periodical The Mask from 1911. In 1922, Vachtangoff staged Gozzi’s Turandot at the Moscow Arts Theatre in a style thought to be a revival of the commedia dell’arte. This interest in the Italian improvised comedy exhibited a particular attitude: commedia dell’arte was seen less as the first professional theatre of Europe than as “pure” and “original” theatre, a form of national folk art: “pure” because improvisation meant that there was no intervening text, folk art because of the masked characters and use of dialect. This attitude was in marked contrast to the attitude of the Italian literary establishment who denigrated the commedia dell’arte precisely because it was actor and not text based. Matilde Serao, novelist and essayist, sums up the Italian attitude in the following statement from one of her lectures:


Commedia dell’arte is the wayward improvisation by bright actors who have no desire to follow the thoughts of another, that is, the thoughts of the author; it is the whim of those who appear on stage and seek to cover over an old and jaded plot with the illusory colours of natural acting; it is the substitution of the personal consciousness of the actor for the certainly higher and nobler consciousness of the author. Not just one step backwards along the path of art, but most assuredly, a thousand steps backwards.10



As an Italian man of letters, Pirandello shared this view; as a European man of the theatre he thought that the commedia dell’arte was the form of theatre closest to life and was in that sense the purest theatre. The tension that these conflicting views presented for him is visible both in his early essays, (see, in particular “Illustrators, Actors and Translators” (Document No. 2) and his late plays, Tonight We Improvise (Questa sera si recita a soggetto) and The Mountain Giants (I giganti della montagna).

It was as an Italian man of letters that Pirandello initially approached theatre. His major concern was the presentation of the dramatic text. From his earliest writings on theatre, Pirandello stressed the importance of discipline, of a carefully balanced relationship between playwright, director and actors. Although he so often wrote with specific actors in mind – Musco as Liolà, Ruggeri as Henry IV, Duse as the tragic old lady Donna Anna in The Life I Gave You (La vita che ti diedi) and Marta Abba in so many of his later plays – Pirandello nevertheless saw the role of the actor as that of giving life to the character in the stage translation of the writer’s creation. The task of the actor, in his view, was therefore that of faithful translator of the text before him, and the actor’s responsibility to that text was as great as the responsibility of the writer in originally creating it. It is not hard to see a relationship between Pirandello’s idea of the role of the actor and Stanislavsky’s ideas, and in fact Pirandello began work at the Teatro d’Arte by giving lessons on Stanislavsky and the Russian theatre.

Opposed as he was to the tradition of the mattatore, Pirandello was equally critical of other dominant trends in the Italian theatre. He attacked naturalistic theatre in his theoretical writings, arguing that a theatre of situation almost inevitably leads to bad writing and to inadequate performances, since the situation in which the characters are placed precludes any bringing to life of the individual role. His most obvious exposé of naturalistic theatre comes in Six Characters in Search of an Author. Later he was to question what became known as “director’s theatre”, most notably in Tonight We Improvise.

Pirandello saw the solution to the problem of what he termed bad writing and self-indulgent acting as lying in the creation of the state subsidised theatre, where stable companies could have both the time and the security to rehearse adequately a well-conceived programme of plays. He complains about the absurdly short rehearsal times, the excessive touring, the ever-changing repertoire that was felt to be necessary in order to bring audiences into the theatres. And with regard to those audiences, Pirandello aligns himself with arch proponents of the Art Theatre movement in Europe, men such as George Fuchs, founder of the Munich Kunstlertheater and author of Die Schaubühne der Zukunft (1905) and Jacques Rouché, founder of the Théâtre des Arts and author of L’Art Théâtrale Moderne (1924). What all had in common was a belief in the need for a cultural renaissance in the theatre, for a revaluation of the place of theatre in society. Pirandello wanted a rigorously disciplined theatre that would attract intelligent audiences and raise the level of Italian culture, and when he founded his own art theatre in 1924 it was with the hope of filling precisely those needs.

It is easy to understand why, in spite of the shared sense of dissatisfaction with the existing state of affairs in the Italian theatre, Pirandello should have had so little in common with Marinetti and the whole Futurist movement. What was absent in Pirandello’s vision of theatre was the political dimension, and although he publicly joined the Fascist Party and declared his support on frequent occasions for Mussolini, he seems to have genuinely believed that art could exist outside politics. Consequently, he remained aloof from many of the alternative theatre movements of his time, from Marinetti’s futurist vision that saw theatre as representative of the chaos and anarchy of the new technological age, from attempts to create workers’ theatre or people’s theatre on a massive scale. Pirandello saw the theatre as an art, and had little patience with what he considered to be cheap tricks to divert an audience’s attention.

In the years that Pirandello was writing for the theatre, the old Italian system was in decline. The star actor who improvised his or her roles became part of a company, the all-powerful prompter began to disappear, even though his presence was still so striking that during the 1925 London tour of the Teatro d’arte critics complained about the noise which drowned out the voices of the actors. The tradition of the capocomico or principal actor who was also the director declined, and by 1931 Silvio d’Amico notes that the term regista (director) was in use.

By stressing concepts of realism as a basis for acting and establishing a style of actor training based on close textual study, on the creation of an actor’s subject, on the need for close co-operation between all the stages of creating theatre, Pirandello established a new method of theatre work. He remained convinced of the superiority of the text and wrote nothing that might suggest he had any views on scenography, though Guido Salvini claims that the age of modern scenography in Italy began with the Teatro d’Arte and Sogliuzzo points out that Pirandello’s copious stage directions indicate that he had some physical concept of the staging and some sense of how he wanted certain scenes to be lit.11 Pirandello’s major contribution was the creation of a different acting style. Guido Salvini described it thus:


Pirandello established a faster and more compact rhythm of line delivery for his actors than the precipitous and empty style we were usually accustomed to, since we had worked primarily in the conventional acting companies of that period. But Pirandello strove to concentrate the meaning of the lines in seconds, to embellish a thought in a fraction of a second with the admirable result that he achieved a style of line delivery that was faster than the usual rhythm of spoken Italian.12



Following Pirandello’s career from his early work in dialect theatre through to the founding of the Teatro d’Arte shows a man eager, almost desperate to learn about theatre. Alongside the great rush of playwriting that carried him through a dark period in his life, there was obviously a frantic search for practical knowledge. Pirandello was well over fifty when he started to direct, and he must have acquired his rehearsal technique from long hours of watching other people and deciding what did and what did not work. Ironically, he seems to have taken less from the Italian theatre, from the experimental staging of the Futurists, the skills of the virtuoso actors of the old school, whether performing in naturalist pieces or in poetic dramas and to have derived more from the work of European practitioners working in other traditions.



The Years of Success

Giudice suggests that Pirandello threw himself so totally into writing for the theatre as compensation for the traumas in his personal life. The outbreak of the First World War and the period of social unrest, with strikes and violent demonstrations in the major cities was a source of concern to Pirandello, as was the health of his wife who was finally committed in 1918. During the war he suffered agonies of worries about his son, Stefano, away in the army and in a letter to Stefano of 24th October 1915 he stated despairingly:


It seems to me that my whole life has been drained of meaning, and I can no longer understand the reason for the actions I perform, nor for the words I speak, and I am almost amazed that other people can move about outside this nightmare of mine and speak and do things…13



In spite or because of his feelings of alienation, Pirandello wrote plays in rapid succession, and on May 10, 1921 Six Characters in Search of An Author was performed for the first time at the Teatro Valle in Rome, a production directed by Dario Niccodemi, with Luigi Almirante, Vera Vergani, Luigi Cimara and Jone Frigerio in the leading roles. On 30 September the play moved to Milan and on 30 December it opened in Turin.

Today this play has its assured place in the twentieth century canon and its theme shocks no one. But after the first night an uproar broke out in the theatre as this contemporary review shows:


Pirandello seemed quite calm.
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