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From	mare	nostrum	to	the	province	of	Hainaut:	the	tragedy	of	migrants.	

Marco	Martinelli	and	Ermanna	Montanari	interviewed	by	Laurence	Van	Goethem	

We	 met	 Marco	 Martinelli	 and	 Ermanna	 Montanari	 at	 the	 start	 of	 rehearsals	 for	 the	 Belgian	
première	 of	 Rumore	 di	 acque,	 written	 by	 Marco	 Martinelli,	 French	 translation	 by	 Jean-Paul	
Manganaro,	 a	monologue	 inspired	by	 the	 tragedy	of	migrants	 in	 the	Mediterranean.	The	 Italian	
writer	and	director,	together	with	his	partner,	an	extraordinary	actress	and	cofounder	with	him	of	
the	Teatro	delle	Albe	(Ravenna),	had	to	meet	six	actors	who	were	up	for	the	part	of	the	general	
who	keeps	account	of	the	number	of	the	dead	and	missing	at	sea.	The	role	went	to	Karim	Barras.	

After	the	interview	we	followed	them	to	the	Théâtre	Royal	in	Mons	for	a	rehearsal	with	numerous	
citizens	of	Mons	ready	to	tackle	Mayakovski’s	“Heresy	of	Happiness”,	modelled	in	accordance	with	
the	techniques	of	their	non-school.	

Laurence	Van	Goethem	You’re	putting	on	Rumore	di	acque	 in	a	new	French	version,	after	having	
performed	it	in	Italy	and	the	United	States	(at	La	MaMa	in	New	York).	In	what	way	will	this	show	
be	different?	

Ermanna	Montanari	Working	in	other	countries,	other	languages,	is	always	surprising.	Due	to	the	
sonority	of	the	language	it	rings	differently,	but	the	spectators	grasp	the	work	also	in	function	of	
their	own	cultural	background,	their	own	origins.	For	us	it’s	an	encounter	every	time.	

Marco	Martinelli	 In	 the	 States,	 although	 the	 text	was	 in	 the	 original	with	 our	 actor	 Alessandro	
Renda,	 about	 a	 quarter	 of	 the	 show	 was	 in	 English.	 In	 November	 (2014)	 we’ll	 be	 doing	 it	 in	
Bremen	with	the	Bremer	Shakespeare	Company	and	a	German	actor,	Michael	Meyer.	This	kind	of	
gives	the	text	new	breath.	For	the	creation	here	in	Mons,	the	citizens’	chorus	could	represent	the	
spirits	of	the	dead	that	the	general	has	the	task	of	counting.	

LVG	Tell	us	about	the	genesis	of	the	text.	

MM	In	2008	we	went	to	Mazara	Del	Vallo,	at	the	bottom	of	Sicily,	a	little	town	on	the	shore	of	the	
Mediterranean,	overlooking	Africa.	We	were	there	to	do	a	non-school	workshop	bringing	together	
Tunisian	 and	 Sicilian	 kids	 and	 adolescents.	Mazara	 is	 the	most	 Tunisian	 town	 in	 Italy,	 if	 not	 in	
Europe!	And	it	was	there	that	we	started	hearing	the	first	accounts,	the	stories	of	people	who	had	
survived	these	sea	crossings.	And	we	were	moved	by	them.	

EM	That	sea	is	very	powerful,	a	sea	dirty	with	blood,	with	deaths.	It’s	an	incurable	wound	for	Italy	
and	for	those	who	live	there.	In	Mazara	you’re	attracted	by	the	beauty	of	this	sea,	a	beautiful	warm	
sea,	warm	as	death.	 There’s	 this	 contradiction,	 like	 an	 interior	 earthquake.	The	 stories	 of	 these	
people	were	stories	of	death	in	life.	And	then	we	discovered	that	not	far	from	Mazara	del	Vallo	an	
island	had	suddenly	appeared,	in	the	19th	century.	

LVG	The	famous	Graham	Island,	where	everybody	wanted	to	plant	their	flag!	

EM	Exactly!	I	really	fell	in	love	with	this	story.	Because	it	tells	us	about	an	extraordinary	event,	a	
natural	“gift”,	and	about	our	tragic	desire	to	grab	hold	of	everything	at	all	costs,	our	absurd	need	
for	possession.	This	island	was	so	volcanic	that	it	made	the	sea	boil	and	killed	thousands	of	fish.	I	
can’t	help	imagining	those	fish	leaping	onto	the	beach	practically	cooked;	and	the	people	pouncing	
on	 them…	 That’s	 where	 the	 story	 came	 from,	 which	 Marco	 wrote	 in	 a	 spurt,	 magnificent	 and	
poetic,	and	which	became	Rumore	di	acque.	

LVG	And	it	was	written	here	in	Mons?	
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MM	Yes,	but	I	got	the	idea	in	Mazara.	I	thought	of	this	general,	alone	on	this	islet,	who	instead	of	
practising	a	policy	of	 rejection,	 like	our	Minister	of	 the	 Interior	of	 the	day,	practises	 a	policy	of	
welcome,	but	for	dead	people.	He	has	to	keep	his	list	updated,	count	the	dead,	a	bureaucrat’s	job!	
At	 that	 time	 (2010)	 the	 image	 of	 Gheddafi	was	much	 to	 the	 fore,	 he	was	 the	 guard	 dog	 of	 the	
Mediterranean.	 It	 was	 the	 year	 he	 came	 to	 Italy,	 welcomed	 in	 pomp	 and	 circumstance	 by	
Berlusconi.	What	a	circus!	

EM	 Gheddafi	 represents	 the	 stereotype	 of	 domination;	 all	 those	 medals,	 the	 dark	 glasses,	 the	
displayed	virility,	visually	there’s	a	lot	of	him	in	our	general.	

MM	 I	 had	 this	 image	 in	 my	 head	 but	 no	 text!	 The	 devising	 phase	 is	 always	 a	 joint	 thing	 with	
Ermanna,	 it’s	 a	 constant	 alchemy	 of	 thoughts,	 images.	 Then	 I	 came	 to	 Mons	 for	 detto	 Molière.	
There	were	no	rehearsals	on	Sundays,	and	I	started	writing	this	monologue.	Under	this	grey	sky	I	
had	Mazara	del	Vallo	in	mind,	the	blue	of	the	sky,	the	green	of	its	cathedral.	In	four	or	five	Sundays	
it	was	finished.	

EM	 The	 root	 of	 the	 show	 is	 here	 in	 Mons.	 Concealed	 but	 very	 present	 because	 by	 now	 what	
happens	 in	Sicily	or	elsewhere	also	happens	here,	 in	New	York,	everywhere.	We	can’t	get	away	
from	 the	 fact	 of	 knowing.	 The	 show	 opened	 in	 Ravenna,	 then	we	 took	 it	 to	Mazara	 and	 all	 the	
participants	of	our	non-school	workshop	came	to	see	it.	There’s	still	a	strong	link	between	us	all.	
Also	because	 the	actor,	Alessandro,	who’s	been	part	of	our	company	 for	about	 ten	years,	 comes	
from	there,	his	parents	are	from	Mazara.	He’s	never	lived	there	but	that’s	where	he	feels	his	roots	
are.	

LVG	 Ermanna,	 you	 also	 deal	 with	 the	 stage	 sets.	 How	 do	 the	 places	 influence	 the	 show?	 For	
example,	here	in	Mons	as	opposed	to	New	York?	

EM	 Having	 to	 create	 shows	 in	 different	 theatres	 is	 actually	 what	 excites	 and	 inspires	 me!	 I	
immediately	feel	the	life	of	the	place,	its	energy.	The	place	speaks	to	me,	shows	me	images.	I	only	
need	 to	 “grasp”	 the	 essence	 of	 the	 place.	 For	 example	 in	 New	 York	 for	Rumore	 di	 acque	 I	 was	
struck	by	 the	 red	bricks	of	La	MaMa.	We	were	playing	 in	 the	 small	 room,	which	 for	me	evokes	
black,	the	dark	and	dusty.	I	imagined	a	porous	material,	and	charcoal	seemed	to	best	embody	this	
idea.	So	I	got	hold	of	several	kilos	of	charcoal.	

LVG	The	bond	created	with	the	place	we’re	in	now,	a	mining	area,	is	interesting.	

EM	Here	it	certainly	takes	on	a	different	meaning.	I	came	on	purpose	to	explore	the	places,	to	see	
the	Belfry	and	the	park,	a	splendid	place.	Rumore	di	acque	is	a	nocturnal	show,	dark.	This	general	
appears	 like	a	monster	emerging	 from	the	darkness,	 like	a	nightmare.	 Imagining	him	 in	a	green	
park,	on	a	hill	 that	dominates	a	panorama,	 is	quite	another	vision.	We’re	 thinking	about	how	to	
relate	to	this	belfry,	this	architecture,	this	height.	It	somehow	resembles	Graham	Island	emerging.	
We	could	play	on	this	height	but	also	on	a	subterranean	crater.	Another	important	element	is	light.	
I	 find	 it	 really	special	here	 in	Mons,	 the	sun	goes	down	 later	 than	 in	 Italy,	 the	 light	strikes	your	
eyes	so	hard	you	can	hardly	keep	them	open.	Your	eyelids	have	to	get	used	to	this	light.	Working	
on	this	project	the	idea	came	to	me	of	creating	parabolas	of	magnesium	which,	exploding,	create	
clouds	 of	 dust	 and	 an	 almost	 photographic	 light.	 And	 these	 clouds	would	 somehow	 settle	 their	
dust	on	the	bodies,	it	could	also	recall	a	war.	A	real	or	metaphorical	war…	

I	Fratelli	Mancuso	

LVG	How	did	you	get	 to	know	 the	Mancuso	Brothers	who	accompany	 the	 show	with	 their	 very	
singular	music?	
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MM	We	were	 looking	 to	 accompany	 the	 general’s	monologue	with	 sounds,	 but	 nothing	 seemed	
right	 to	 us.	 Then	 a	 friend	 talked	 about	 the	 Fratelli	 Mancuso.	 They	 invited	 us	 to	 their	 house	 –	
excellent	cooks!	–	and	when	we	heard	them	play	with	their	traditional	instruments	from	all	over	
the	Mediterranean…	

EM	We	were	knocked	out	by	 their	 creativity,	 and	also	visually,	 they’re	almost	 twins,	 they	make	
you	think	of	two	satyrs…	

LVG	Just	like	the	magnificent	satyr	of	Mazara!	How	much	of	their	music	is	improvised?	

EM	They	improvise	on	structures,	a	bit	like	in	the	a	tenore	songs	of	Sardinia,	where	there’s	a	base	
of	vibrations,	like	sound-boxes,	that	is	transformed	into	a	hypnotic	rhythm.	

MM	Like	 in	Greek	 tragedies,	 they	are	 the	voice	of	victims,	of	 the	sea,	of	 the	dead,	 that	 contrasts	
with	the	voice	of	the	general.	

LVG	As	if	to	help	him	in	his	catharsis…	

	

Teatro	politttttttico	

Politttttttical	theatre	with	seven	ts,	see	the	Teatro	delle	Albe	manifesto	written	in	1997.	

LVG	Yours	is	committed	theatre,	not	in	the	sense	of	“political	theatre”	as	such	but	rather	because	
the	spectators	feel	they	are	taking	part	and	that	they	could	be	more	present	in	the	world,	because	
they	 are	 deeply	 affected.	 Is	 this	 a	 necessary	 premise	 for	 your	 theatre	 or	 an	 involuntary	
consequence?	

MM	 It’s	the	artistic	consequence	of	my	emotion	when	faced	with	the	world.	First	I’m	affected	by	
this	thing	or	the	other,	then	I	try	to	give	a	theatrical	and	artistic	form	to	my	feelings	but	also	to	my	
impotence	 and	 inexorability.	 It’s	 also	 a	 form	of	 resistance.	Our	 theatre	 is	 a	 tiny	 gesture	 against	
indifference	and	habit.	

EM	 At	 the	 end	 of	 Rumore	 di	 acque	 there’s	 always	 a	 moment	 of	 silence,	 as	 if	 the	 public	 had	
witnessed	a	ritual,	a	wake.	This	really	amazed	us	in	New	York,	as	did	the	public’s	question:	“And	
now	what	can	we	do?”.	As	if	the	theatre	artifice	needed	a	participatory	finale.	

LVG	For	twenty	years	you’ve	been	holding	these	workshops	you	call	non-school.	What	is	the	aim	
concealed	behind	this	experience?	

MM	 The	 non-school	 came	 about	 as	 a	 place	 of	 freedom,	 to	 allow	 adolescents	 to	 discover	 the	
liberating	 and	 Dionysian	 power	 of	 theatre.	 We	 took	 it	 all	 over	 the	 place,	 to	 New	 York,	 where	
adolescents	from	Harlem	mixed	with	well-off	kids	from	Manhattan,	for	example.	And	to	Scampia,	
the	 Camorra	 infested	 outer	 city	 of	 Naples.	 The	 aim	 isn’t	 to	 teach	 theatre	 but	 to	 root	 out	 this	
Dionysus	 that	 is	 inside	 all	 of	 us.	 Sometimes	 it’s	 enough	 just	 to	 open	 the	 door	 a	 little	 and	 he	
appears.	 These	 adolescents	 realize	 that	 theatre	 is	 far	 more	 exciting	 than	 a	 play	 station.	
Smartphones	don’t	exist	during	the	workshop.	

EM	It’s	a	very	seductive	place	of	freedom	for	an	adolescent,	but	also	for	us.	A	true	encounter,	based	
on	trust	in	the	existing	(to	paraphrase	the	philosopher	Jean	Soldini),	unlike	the	glance	one	usually	
finds	 due	 to	 fear	 or	mistrust.	 The	other	 is	 a	 gift	 because	 the	 existing	 is	 a	 gift.	 But	 this	 place	 of	
freedom	doesn’t	mean	anarchy.	There’s	an	iron	discipline!	We	work	on	Aristophanes,	Sophocles,	
Molière,	 Euripides…	When	Marco	 started	 the	 non-school	 they	 had	 just	 given	 us	 the	 running	 of	
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theatre	in	Ravenna,	where	there	was	no	public.	By	“training”	adolescents	in	this	way	we	created	a	
public,	a	very	demanding	and	informed	public.	

LVG	You’ve	written	on	the	subject	of	your	theatre:	“in	the	eighties,	when	our	theatre	was	maturing,	
it	was	 as	 if	 one	 could	 no	 longer	 speak	 of	 politics;	 the	 eighties	 in	 Italy	were	 years	 of	 flight	 into	
stupidity	and	into	one’s	bank	account.”	Is	the	situation	so	different	today?	

MM	The	eighties	in	Italy	reached	their	peak	with	Berlusconism,	which	is	really	amnesia	taken	to	
the	 nth	 degree.	We	 now	 have	 a	 small	 hope	 of	 emerging,	 a	 small	 one…	 Time	 will	 be	 needed	 to	
rebuild	a	real	cultural	fabric:	art	and	culture	have	been	destroyed.	But	this	has	also	created	a	kind	
of	 resistance	 from	 below,	 from	 the	 people:	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 have	 founded	 theatre	 companies,	
continue	to	create.	That’s	a	sign	of	hope.	

EM	But	these	small	pockets	of	resistance	don’t	succeed	in	becoming	models.	You	can’t	link	up	with	
them,	they	aren’t	visible	enough.	Italy	 is	a	country	martyred	in	its	cultural	 independence.	As	if	a	
marble	gravestone	had	been	placed	on	it	so	that	the	people’s	voice	can	no	longer	be	heard.	
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