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Project:
Teatro di Nacosto –Hidden Theatre
Website: www.teatrodinascosto.it (Italian/English) 

Country:           Italy

Partners:

Region of Tuscany for Porto Franco Project; 
Volterra and Pomerance Councils
Pisa Provincial Council; 
NCI - National Association of Italian Municipalities 
Pontedera Theatre Foundation
UNHCR (ACNUR); 
CIR - Rome Refugee Centre; 
PNA - National Asylum Plan 
ARCI – Italian Cultural and Recreational Association
Volterra primary and secondary schools
Social Forum, Volterra
Casa di Riposa Santa Chiara
Infogiovani in Volterra and Alta Val di Cecina
Mayors Conference of Alta Val di Cecina 
Intercultural Centre La Corte dei Miracoli  Siena
MKM - Kurdish Cultural Centres in Istanbul and Berlin; 
Kurdish Television Medya, Brussels; 
UNHCR Italian representative at U.N. New York; 
Casa Italiana, New York University; 
Cultural Survival, Boston;

Funding Bodies:

Volterra City and Provincial Councils; 
Tuscany Region; 
European Union under the Equal Integ.R.A programme for integration
Medicins sans Frontières; 
Amnesty International
ICS – Italian  Consortium of Solidarity 

Thematic categorisation:
1. Intercultural dialogue (within countries)

 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Intercultural Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Cross-border Dialogue
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Cultural Minorities & Communities 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Social Cohesion / Integration
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Diversity of Cultural Expressions


 FORMCHECKBOX 

Sector covered:

1. Arts and Heritage
 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Media
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Socio-Culture                                                      
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Language
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Youth                                                                     
 FORMCHECKBOX 

7. Sport
 FORMCHECKBOX 

National policy development/approach:

Under the 2nd Berlusconi hard right government 2001-5, the Bossi Fini law was introduced which almost totally closed Italy’s borders to asylum seekers and criminalised undocumented immigrants by fingerprinting them, lengthening their period of required time from five to six years before a non-EU immigrant could legalise their residence and making re-entry of foreigners expelled within the previous 12 years a criminal offence, punishable by imprisonment. Already in 2001, the government reported 42,100 migrants had been expelled. A special tax was imposed on foreign domestic workers to regularise their situation. The government held asylum seekers in detention centres ostensibly for 30 days while the initial decision was being made but in 2002 this procedure took 12-15 months and also drastically curtailed the right of appeal from 60 to 5 days. In this climate of government hostility, naturalisation which immigrants became eligible for after ten years was delayed for years. 

The Italian policy debate during these years focused on illegal migration, quotas and expulsions rather than on integration and citizenship and this bred hostile public attitudes.  However, since foreign residents trebled in number between 1996 and 2005, the presence of immigrants has made itself felt especially in schools, the home as domestic workers and in the wider labour market. With the advent of Prodi’s 2nd Centre-Left Government in May 2006, the debate has shifted to positive measures for integration, political rights and citizenship, equal opportunities and access to public services as well as debates on identity and Muslim communities. The Prodi government came to power intent on repealing the Bossi Fini law and the new legislation includes facilitating legal entry routes for work, faster access to citizenship, the extension of welfare rights and voting rights in local elections to immigrants, an integration fund and new institutions to foster integration. 

This policy context explains why Teatro di Nascosto could not avail itself of national cultural funding but has relied instead on local, provincial and regional government funding. Teatro di Nascosto established their Academy to train asylum seeker and refugee actors at the low point of the Bossi Fini Law and a number of their students were forced into hiding when their applications for refugee status were turned down. The Academy can be seen as a means to protect asylum seekers, offering them subsistence and skills to survive in the new society in the very harsh legislative climate of the time, as well as creating a means of cultural expression and intercultural communication with the society. The indeterminate status of some of the actors has prevented the company travelling and performing abroad.

Project Description:

Teatro di Nascosto, set up in 1998 in Volterra, Tuscany, by Annet Henneman and Gianni Calistri, is a theatre of reportage, combining journalism and drama performed by refugee and asylum seeker actors. It grew out of the artistic director, Henneman’s work with the famous prison theatre in Volterra, drawing on the innate storytelling and performance skills of prisoners who had no prior experience of theatre. It also drew on dialect theatre, Neapolitan songs and hard physical training. Originally it focused on the plight of the Kurdish people, gathering material from the countries which the refugees had fled and building characters out of real life-stories. They put on a Kurdish evening (Serrata kurda) set in a refugee camp with the performance of refugee stories, Kurdish meal and glass of tea; Far from Kurdistan - Lontano dal Kurdistan/Ji Kurdistan durem based on the experience of torture, escape and the mixed emotions of exile, followed in 1999, mixing witness accounts with photographs, songs and dance. The second major poroduction The Patience of Job – Sebri Eyub/La Pazienza di Giobbe focused on Iranian Kurdistan, following a visit to Kermanshah, Islam Abat and Tehran after they were prevented from entering Iraq. The play dealt with blocked aspirations fo exiles in Itan waiting to go to Europe or to Iraq to find their families and included a Kurdish actor, Adil Yalcin, who then joined the company. In 2001 they expanded their theme to the underlying conditions generating refugees with The Scale of Poverty – La Scala di Povertá combining stories gathered from the homeless sleeping rough outside Rome central station, with those from Calcutta and Kurdistan.

        The training in reportage is intercultural, requiring the actors to enter another culture, so they have lived with children whose parents have fled, met women whose sons have been tortured to death, become schooled in Muslim culture, learnt Arabic language and Kurdish dancing. In 2002 Henneman set up an academy with a three year theatre training for asylum seekers and refugees, to train them to enact their own stories. Ten students from Africa, Afghanistan and Kurdistan made up the first intake. They live together with the directors of Teatro di Nascosto in a communal house, engaging in cultural exchange of traditions, languages and religions, learning Italian, English and computer skills that equips them as intercultural mediators in Italy. They also share the psychological burden of uncertain status which was very severe under the Bossi Fini law as board and lodging allowance was removed from seven of the Academy’s ten students who became asylum rejects, leaving them illegal and destitute. Nevertheless, the theatre continued to work, producing and performing the show Refusals – Dinieghi, based on the actors’ own stories of exile and asylum rejection, with the voice of a ‘Committee’ deciding their fate offstage, while on stage they answered questions in their own language simultaneously, interspersed with songs and dances performed by a Rwandan dancer. 

So effective was this performance that played to over a thousand people in Milan Central station in 2002, that Medicins sans Frontières, Amnesty International and ICS Network invited them to participate in their international campaign ‘Right to Asylum – a civic question’. They paid for forty performances to be staged over three years in theatres, schools, stations, public squares and at conferences. In 2005, the theatre began the Refugees project Rifugia-ti which they have just performed in the European Parliament and are currently producing City of War- Città di Guerra

Lessons to be Learned:
It has widened the public access to the experience of asylum seekers and refugees, through performing in unorthodox public spaces as well as theatres and schools. Through relying on direct storytelling by the victims, it has engaged in a process of mass communication counteracting the demonised and racialised portrayal of asylum and refugees by the mass media, engaging the audience in a process of education, empathy and emotional/ethical transformation. It further engages the audience through discussion and socialising after performances. It has enabled destitute and impoverished asylum seekers and refugees to survive through shared living and learning, imparting exemplary intercultural training. It has mobilised financial support and support in kind from local, provincial and regional governments, individuals and voluntary organisations, both within Italy and internationally and created an international network of supporters which has grown in political influence within the European arena. 

Target Groups:

School students; the wider public; asylum seeker, refugee and minority communities 

Contact Details:

Teatro di Nascosto – Theatre of the Hidden

Centro di Intercultura di Porto Franco – Regione Toscana

Borgo S. Stefano, 153

56048 Volterra

Italy

Tel: +39-(0)588 86090 ex. 317 (answering machine) 

Tel: +39-(0)588 81182 (direct)

Fax: +39 -(0)588 86984

E.mail: hidden.theatre@sirt.pisa.it
Website: www.teatrodinascosto.it (English/Italian) 

Key contact Annet Henneman

Additional Resources:

Refugees www.teatrodinascosto.it/Pagine/3RefMain.html
Rifugia-ti: Refugees www.teatrodinascosto.it/Pagine/3Rif_2005Main_En.html
Teatro di Nascosto – vredevanutrecht.com/community-art/2007/03/28/teatro-di-nascosto/

Love for Life - www.provincia.pisa.it/dati/servizi/files/pdf/20060724100257_267_4890_14.pdf
Submitted by: Jude Bloomfield/ update from Crossing the Rainbow www.ietm.org, October 2003

First published: See above.

