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Staging the Invisible: Giorgio Strehler and Luigi Pirandello

Mohammad Kowsar

Giorgio Strehler, whose name came to be synonymous with the Piccolo Teatro
of Milan, died in the waning days of 1997. With a large legacy of celebrated stage
productions (based on Goldoni, Shakespeare, Brecht, Chekhov, Bertolazzi, and
many others) behind him, Strehler had moved onto consolidating his reputation
also with English speaking spectators when his third reworking of Luigi Pirandello’s
unfinished play, The Mountain Giants,' was presented in 1995 at the Brooklyn
Academy of Music to substantial acclaim. But, not counting the appearance in
1987 of Odette Aslan’s massive Strehler,>a volume in which representative
productions by the Italian artist were examined by select scholars with penetrating
archival rigor, probing analyses of Strehler as stage director remained and still
remains (with a few exceptions) rare outside of Italy.? Odette Aslan, et. al., while
aware of Strehler’s engagement with Pirandello, did not give the 1947 and 1967
versions of Giants anything like the microscopic attention reserved for some of
Strehler’s Shakespearean and Brechtian productions. Fortunately, Strehler’s final
version of the Pirandello play, with his direction kept intact (and identical to the
BAM presentation) was recorded on tape in a joint Italo-French production for La
Sept/Arte (France) and RAI (Italian Radio and Television) in 1995.# This essay
purports to examine some of Strehler’s notable strategies of mise en scéne in
connection with this third generation production of Giants, particularly in relation
to the staging of its famous “missing” ending. The study reveals that engagement
with Pirandello, beyond the obvious ties of common nationality and artistic
fellowship, allowed the director the opportunity to fully investigate the problematic
of “vision” and the limits of ““visibility” in the very process of mounting a dramatic
spectacle.

Following a standard set by one of his avowed mentors, Jacques Copeau,’
Strehler treated dramatic texts with studious deference, searching for his interpretive
metaphors within the range imposed by the playwright. Nevertheless, in the typical
Strehlerian production, rigor at the level of textual integrity was wedded to a deft
use of stage images and the entirety of the creative effort was supported by a strong
aesthetic sense for such things as the movement of bodies in space, the play of
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shadow and light, and the manipulation of textures and colors. Also, Strehler
knowingly exploited the theatre’s own plasticity as artisanal craft and practice.
Aslan notes that Strehler “constructs the spatio-temporal structure of spectacles by
exploiting the material of theatre” itself and that his attention to “detail” is
reminiscent of the “race of artisans, the guild workers, the Confraternities of the
Middle Ages.”

The brief and far from definitive profile of Strehler sketched above is mere
excuse to consider an important aspect of his staging aesthetics in terms of the
organization, manipulation, and deployment of stage images that constitute both a
method and ethos. This essay asserts that Strehler’s response to Pirandello’s text
directly implicates the problematic of “vision” in the very process of staging images,
that the unfolding of the stage action in the production of Giants is concomitant
with the display of the uncertainties of vision itself. With Giants, Strehler does not
just dramatize the verbal communication between addressors and addressees on
the stage, he fully investigates the function of seeing and being seen as it reflects
the place, the movement, and the psychology of the actor/characters on the stage.
By paying inordinate attention to the direction of the gaze of his stage characters
and to the geographical layout that constitutes the field of vision, Strehler renders
space multiple and unstable from the perspective of the different players and his
potential spectators.

Ifthe dialectic of the gaze in Strehler does not immediately evoke the “interplay
of representations” where “representation [itself] is represented” (as exemplified
by Michel Foucault’s celebrated analysis of Velazquez’s painting, Las Meninas),’
its aesthetic aspiration to dislodge the unitary vision does conform to the multiple
fractured perspectives (projected from oblique angles) contributing to the dazzle
of the Baroque (“Classical” in Foucauldian terminology). Louis Althusser, in context
ofa production based on the work of another Italian playwright (Carlo Bertolazzi’s
El Nost Milan), argued that Strehler innately favors pieces that exhibit “a latent
asymmetrical-critical structure,” theatrical pieces “marked by an internal
dissociation, an unresolved alterity.” Of course, Althusser had employed these
terminologies in support of a fundamentally Marxist reading. Still, it is possible to
regard an engagement with Giants (a text fundamentally closer in spirit to issues
of “existential” enquiry rather than “class struggle” polemics) as constituting for
Strehler yet another opportunity for broaching a text with an “asymmetrical,
decentered structure.”'® Furthermore, Strehler was not amiss in recognizing that in
Giants (as in his other celebrated texts, Six Characters in Search of an Author,
Each in his Own Way, Enrico IV, etc.) Pirandello very presciently threw light on
the theme of the dislocated “subject.” Even when the actual thrust of his dramatic
investigation did not align itself fully alongside a “de-subjectifying undertaking,”
with what Foucault would articulate as “the task of ‘tearing’ the subject from itself
in such a way that it is no longer the subject as such . . . completely ‘other’ than
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performance of Tale’s prologue, or when they implicate her in the great debate
over the merits of the dead poet’s work), all the personages will appear at one time
or another as confused witnesses to events unravelling before their eyes, or as
duped participants in a game not of their own making. And even as the machinery
of the stage helps and abets the creation of strange legends, half-truths, and
unsubstantiated stories, it facilitates the back and forth shift in perspectives that
makes a performer suddenly an observer and vice versa.

High above the zigzagging path that leads to the topmost tier in the first act,
Frigerio also constructs a square-shaped screen panel capable of appearing opaque
or transparent in response to frontal, side, and backlighting. The panel also features
asoft, draped center. The center of the panel is thus easily manipulated for speedy
entrance and exits—magically transforming a concrete figure into a silhouette.
Cotrone is particularly fond of showing how concrete figures become shadows
with the simple trick of well-timed backlighting. When the actors perform the first
scene of Tale, frontal illumination and spotlight transforms the screen into simple
stage backcloth. Against this wall-of-light setting, Cotrone and his villa-dwellers
observe in amazement how the presentation of Tale disintegrates into company
squabbling, the same stage and the same moving spotlights following no longer
the grief of a fictional mother but the internecine quarrels of a disorganized acting
troupe. One of Cotrone’s startled protégés, mimicking no doubt the potential
confusion of the spectators of Strehler’s own production, will inquire whether the
actors are still acting. Indeed, if the activity is no longer staged, but something
presumably real, then, the audience-actor relation, too, must undergo reevaluation.
This constant need for reevaluation of the observer/observed relationship is
fundamental to Strehler’s directorial strategy throughout his response to Pirandello’s
written text. In fact, he stages long stretches of dramatic narration or units of
histrionic display, actions initiated by the mostly mobile central figures (Cotrone,
Ilse), observed nevertheless, by choric personages from multiple perspectives. Often
amajor protagonist will maintain a stationary position very briefly before moving
contrapuntally to the surrounding observer-performers dispersed on raised tiers.
The performers are, of course, to double business bound: they pull Strehler’s
spectators into the central vortex of the narrative, but are placed in privileged
relationship to be seen and heard as witnesses; they must double also as vantage
points from where spectators will judge the impact of the speech act or the
performance event.

Observing Strehler’s direction in relation to shifting perspectives, a fundamental
query relevant to the “limits” of the visible in the space of vision itself comes to
mind. One may well wonder, witnessing Strehler’s manipulation of space, if there
is not on the stage, as in life, some important element in the field of the visible that
escapes our sight, something overlooked that questions the adequacy of what we
see? Might there not be an invisible place within the visible itself, and if so by
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terrible but wide-eyed stillness, she conveys, to paraphrase Lacan’s words on
Sophocles’s “Antigone,” a pure “dazzle”; this Ilse is gripped by desire for a fatal
performance the way Antigone embraced death in the name of primordial laws of
kinship.?? Accordingly, in her terrible beauty, Ilse is not so much the visible object
of desire animating the choral retinue scurrying around her: she is the very
embodiment of fatal desire as such.

The subsequent appearances of costumes and masks are crucial to the trompe-
loeil effect that is part and parcel of this imagined ending. The actors’ stage-
costumes are humble and cheap affairs, material that must be worn over their
everyday clothes: ersatz frocks and bow-ties, exaggerated lapels and tails, straw-
hats, bowlers, wigs, outsized dresses for men in drag, etc. The interaction that
constitutes actors helping each other with their disguises is lively and effective in
tricking us. The generic mask is large, pasty-white, stiff and round, often depicting
huge, darkened caverns for eyes and split in the center by an inverted T depicting
the nose. When worn like a hat, the mask will allow the actor to display facial
expressions, but with the slightest tilt of the head downward, a second face imposes
itself. An added uncanny effect proceeds from wearing the masks on the back of
the head, so that the upstage turn of the body will render the illusion that the actor
is still gazing at us, the full illusion being complete when both sides of the stage-
costumes, display, by way of artful painting and stitching, a uniform front and
back design.

Time comes for Ilse to move with ceremonious dignity to a position downstage
where she will be helped by Spizzi and Diamante with her costume and make-up.
Spizzi, steps forward to help Ilse with a wimple. Momentarily, Ilse disappears out
of sight, concealed behind Spizzi’s mask worn on the back of his head, thereby
conveying the illusion that our gaze is being reciprocated. Soon enough, Spizzi
steps to the side and Ilse with her own mask in hand is looking in our direction.
With great dramatic calculation, she will lift with both hands her mask (a replica of
her own face, features enlarged, exaggerated) and place it over her face. At this
very moment, above the ramp, a curtain slowly rises from the ground level and
imposes itself in our sightline. The particular magic of this curtain is that, like
some old Roman, theatrical device (specifically, an auleum), it is raised into our
view, and, as it reaches its full height to the sound of distant muted snare drums, it
catches a smoldering orange-yellow light projected onto it from behind. Ilse’s stage
readiness has occasioned a cinematic dissolve: from an imaginary tiring-house,
we have been transported to an illuminated space of spectacle, one that we may
still mistakenly assume as being intended for us, but which in fact is being prepared
for “others.”

Strehler’s “Notes” indicated that the “performance” will be “before, behind
and around a curtain.”* The decision to employ a curtain at this point will serve as
a fundamental index to Strehler’s aesthetic: here, the curtain is not a mere backdrop
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Strehler would like to position on the other side of our stage, it becomes abundantly
clear that “we are the Giants,” as Strehler has noted. In order to fully look at ourselves
from the strange place of the other, Strehler undermines the very corporeality of
the Renaissance image, by exposing the machinery of its visual construction, the
very machinery that serves to show Ilse’s demise as a shadow event.

Ilse’s performance outlined on canvas from our perspective, and supposedly
corporeal and three dimensional from the viewpoint of the Giants, is no less concrete
for appearing as mere shadow to us. For once it is established that the shadow and
the original are interchangeable, what will be carried out in front of the curtain in
our view will be no less real, for appearing as shadow, to the Giants on the other
side. This is how far Strehler pushes the dynamics of sight in his stage direction:
even when the Giants are assumed to be absent, their perspective from the other
side, which would see the events of our side of the stage as shadows, is not annulled.
To the degree that we are spectators and the Giants, we will see the actors as
corporeal presences and as shadows at the same time. The final pathos of carrying
the dead body of Ilse out of the space of theatre is not independent of this double
status of the actors as actors and as shadows.

The actors drag Ilse’s body onto our side of the platform. An entire choric
sequence of grief follows. Pointing at Ilse emphatically at first, each actor will
proceed to look at us accusingly. When the tableau of group mourning is over, the
actors amass the fallen heap that is Ilse’s body into their collective arms. Now their
regard is diverted toward their task. Down the staircase and toward the middle
aisle they carry the martyred protagonist. Even when they have completely
penetrated our space, we cannot help but imagine the action as a shadow play,
because our gaze, doubled by the perspective of the Giants as we imagine it,
converges. Not only are the actors shadows, but also we, as spectators, begin to
fade under the insistent gaze of the other side. The actors, eyes lowered, pass through.
That we are trapped in the field of reciprocating gazes is emphasized by the masks
of the actors, worn as they are above heads bent low; these masks still glare at us,
insistently, provokingly. With the exit of the actors, Strehler’s proscenium curtain,
tinted black and metallic, descends like a guillotine and splits the actors’ cart.

Asbleak an ending to a staged production the figure of a ravaging iron curtain
might be, the sum of images trafficking in Strehler’s mise en scéne communicate a
dialectic of vision that resists a descent into absolute nothingness. In this essay, I
have evoked three generations of responses on the part of Strehler to the segment
of Pirandello’s play left incomplete. From idea to image to stage direction an
evolution takes place that moves from a certainty of interpretation to a profound
analysis of what the very act of staging the gaze might portend. The clarity of
Strehler’s reading, one that he might even derive from Pirandello at an armchair
distance, remains the “articulated” position most removed from that invisible that
he will render visible in his stage direction. When Strehler says that “we are the
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