
R IC C AR DO V AN N U C C IN I

S OC IA L  T H E A T R E :  
P R IS ON  E X A M P L E

  Following a long and deeply felt jour ney,  thr oughout Italy as  well,  theatr ical pr actice is  tout cour t r ecognis ed 
as  an inter es ting activity of inter vention within the s ocial field.  All the time,  the or iginality and peculiar ity of the 
theatr e as  dir ect communication is  r ecognis ed,  dis tinguis hing it once and for  all fr om that polis hed commer cial 
theatr ical pr oduct,  or  fr om the mer e r eflection of r elating poetics ,  fr om the inter pr eter  s cene,  fr om that thea-
tr e that is  r ather  like a faithful illus tr ation of ideas  wr itten down.

S ince the end of the 5 0 s  in the ar ea of 

thea tr e,  va r ious  exper ienc es  a t a  

Eur opean and inter national level begin,  

that c har ac ter is e and point out how 

thea tr ic a l pr a c tic e,  r a ther  tha n the 

s how,  is  an inter es ting phenomenon.

It is  at this  s tage that,  adopting differ ing 

expr es s ive for ms  s uch as :  happening,  

per for mance,  s tage,  wor ks hop,  theatr e 

depar ts  fr om that exac ting theatr ic a l 

s pace and enter s  into other s :  mental 

a s ylum s ,  pr is ons ,  hos pita ls ,  s tr eets ,  

piazzas ,  the c ity in gener al.  



  M y pr ofes s ional exper ience in the field of ar t and s tage began in 1 9 7 8  at the Fes tival 
nazionale dell’avanguar dia in For mello (R ome),  and following var ious  differ ing exper iences ,  
I have wor ked with many P enal Ins titutions  s ince 1 9 9 4 .  
In par ticular ,  I have pr es ented wor ks hops ,  s eminar s ,  put on s tage s hows ,  photogr aph ex-
hibitions ,  ar t exhibitions  beginning with the R oman pr is on of R ebibbia Femminile,  then wor-
king in other  penetential ins titutions ,  among which is  R egina Coeli,  Civitavecchia N . C.  and 
finally at R ebibbia R eclus ione,  tr ying to put the wor ld of pr is on and theatr ical cultur e into a 
c los e and pr ofound s ocial r elations hip,  one meant to “impr ove” the other  and vice ver s a.
The s hows  wer e pr es ented both within and outs ide the var ious  Ins titutions  and the inma-
tes  wer e als o often dir etly involved in a s uper vis or y capacity,  as  well as  being in char ge of 
maintenance in the cas e of ar t exhibitions  or  theatr ical and mus ical s tage pr oductions ,  
and/ or  in char ge of planning photogr aphic  exhibitions  and educational communication.
W ithin the Ins titution of R ebibbia R eclus ione in R ome,  fr om the year  2 0 0 0  onwar ds ,  an im-
por tant collabor ation has  gr own even s tr onger  between Ar teS tudio1  and the Ins titution its elf.  
W hat s or t of theatr e can be attempted ins ide a pr is on?  I would s ay that it ver y much de-
pends  on the type of pr is on it is .  I mean,  what s or t of management does  it have?  Type of 
detainees ,  educationalis ts ,  agents ,  as  well as  the type of c ity its elf,  the timing,  - and for tu-
nately,  it is  impos s ible to es tablis h r ules  and judgements .
The characteris tic point of my work,  which forever depends  upon a large group of collabora-
tors ,  is  that this  does  not intend to es tablis h – with the inmates  – a profes s ional theatre com-
pany that can put on s hows  outs ide,  eventhough it is  this  – the profes s ionally produced end 
s how – which appears  to be,  is ,  s o to s peak,  “the mos t obvious  res ult”,  es pecially when the 
group,  the Company,  exhibits  on the outs ide.  I s till do not do the work of a “director” of a 
group of inmates / actors  that are more or  les s  able to play.  Even if,  s till in this  cas e,  this  is  
what immediately hits  your  eye upon s eeing the s how.  B ut pr is on does  not get out of pr i-
s on to go and make theatr e,  dr awing up r ules  and behaviour al patter ns ,  tens ions  and 
s kills ,  r egulations  and s ys tems  of cultur e and s ociety pr ecis ely on the theatr ical s how s ce-
ne.
M y job,  mine and the var ious  other  collabor ator s ’,  both within and outs ide the Ins titution,  
is  all in the wor ks hop pr epar ator y phas e.
B eginning fr om going beyond the fr ontier s  of the wor d ‘Theatr e’,  into the mor e open ter m 
‘P erformance’,  it is  pos s ibile to retrace the es s ential reas ons  for  our  activity carr ied on in the 
pr is on.  The conclus ive s how is ,  in fact,  an operating-directing mix,  an artis tic as  well as  educatio-
nal tens ion.  In actual fact,  my work departs  from the identification  – not choice – of the group:  
inmates  with and without talent,  inmates  organis ed and recognis ed as  groups  of power  wi-
thin the Ins titution and new ar r ivals ,  s ubjects  with ps ychiatr ic  difficulties  or  pr oblems  with 
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communication and r elations hips  with the out-
s ide wor ld,  and people fr om Calabr ia and R o-
me,  N eapolitans  and S ic ilians ,  immigr ants .

 Us ually,  inmates  who ar e “good at acting” 
wer e s ugges ted to me by the people in char-
ge of the Ins titution;  but I then as ked mys elf:  
to act how?  And what?  Accor ding to what 
idea of theatr e?
Ins ide the pr is on,  the good actor  is  cons ide-
r ed mor e or  les s  s o accor ding to the s ter eo-
type of the comic ,  dialectal actor :  mnemonic  
s kills ,  “own” management of the s tage in the 
Italian way,  s tr ong his tr ionic  gifts ,  in s hor t an 
actor  that is  expr es s ive in keeping with cons o-
lidated 1 9

th 
- centur y theatr ical models  and 

for ms .  To thos e models  and for ms  the vas t 
major ity of the theatr ical and televis ion au-
dience r efer s  today in or der  to r ecognis e the 
“good actor ”,  es pecially in the moder n and ac-
cr edited conception that c lear ly divides  actor  
and s pec ta tor ,  thea tr e – thea tr ic a l tr a de 
and bus ines s  – and exis tence.  
The concept of ability modelled on a les s  evi-
dent and mys ter ious  expr es s ivenes s ,  which 
tur ns  to one’s  own inter ior  s ens itivity mor e 
than to s neer ing,  is  rather  unknown both ins ide
pr is on – among inmates  thr oughout the whole
penetentiary s ys tem – and outs ide – amongs t 
both the public who are us ed to official thea-
tre,  and univers ity s tudents  reading relevant 
s ubjects  or  els e compuls ory-s chool teachers  – 
jus t to make a few examples .
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The theatre,  which ends  up “being” repudiating 
“pr etending”,  the theatr ical exper ience that 
coincides  with exis tence doubling the contem-
porary concept taken from the artis tic  avant-
garde of Art equals  Life,  the theatre that opens  
up its  own doors  to the exper iences  of mus ical 
and pictor ial per formances  and which des troys  
every relations hip obs tacle between actor  and 
s pectator ,  in s hort the theatre that favours  the 
creative phas e compared to that imitative one,  
belongs  to a s er ies  of 2 0 th - century exper ien-
ces ,  from Artaud to Cage,  to B rook,  Living 
Theatre,  to Grotos ky,  to B ene,  to N ekros ius ,  to 
name but a few,  who,  if they have enormous ly 
influenced the thought and reflection about the 
s tage and not only the s tage,  have not mana-
ged to reach the public at large,  in the s ens e 
of accrediting,  s o to s peak,  a “natural vis ion” of 
the theatre event,  which is  precis ely what it is .  
W hile on the other  hand,  Theatre over  this  las t 
ten years ,  a theatre which has  been s eized by 
new forms  and s peeds  of communication,  has  
undergone a rapid fading away of its  ability to 
make an impres s ion,  to s hape or  to s hake s o-
ciety.  J us t think of the - political - attention that 
the theatre arous ed in the 7 0 s  with conferen-
ces ,  s candals ,  debates ,  or  even compare the 
pages  of a news paper  given to things  theatr i-
cal dur ing thos e year s  and thos e of today.
B ut pr ecis ely this  cr os s ing the fr ontier s  has  
br ought the theatr e out of the theatr e:  into the 
mental ins titutions ,  into the pr is ons ,  into the 
hos pitals ,  into the s tr eets ,  into the piazzas .  
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The creative ability of the theatr ical practice has  been tr ied to be remoulded,  dividing 
the theatre s how,  the imitative theatre,  the parody theatre and the theatre of the ma-
ny performances  of the s ame play from the creative theatre,  from the authentic thea-
tre which “is ” and “does  not pretend to be”.  This  thought has  permitted an interes ting 
and us eful relations hip between theatre and ps ychiatry,  between theatre and s ociolo-
gy,  between theatre and education,  between theatre and anthropology,  between thea-
tre and philos ophy.  This  thought has  connoted the theatr ical exper ience,  the prepara-
tion phas e,  as  a moment of deep and interes ting relations hip between the s ubject and 
the others ,  between the s ubject and the outs ide world,  thus  trans ferr ing a founding 
relations hip of the theatre into s ens ation,  in this  cas e,  into an educational founding re-
lations hip within the place of confinement.

Theatre adapts  its elf,  turns  its elf around and tr ies  to unders tand the s ys tems  as  well 
as  reas ons  behind pr is on,  why it is  part of our  s ociety,  and rather  it imports  fres h 
rhythms  and manners  of expres s ing one’s  s elf while renewing pos s ibilities  and inte-
res ts  of the theatre its elf.  P r is on s teals  the moment of artis tic creation as  s ys tem of 
relations hip and readmis s ion from the theatre,  in an exchange that may help to under-
s tand new relations hips  both in and with the modern city.  In this  complex regeneration 
theatre work,  leaving the s how to one s ide,  we all – actors ,  directors ,  inmates ,  work-
men,  citizens  all – we may recognis e our  activity ins ide the pr is on walls ,  the need for  it.  
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For  a n educa tiona l a nd s oc ia l thea tr e:  notes  on the “ P or t  R oya l”  
2
 pr oject

Theatr e as  place of tr acks ,  a  char t of par ticular  people and places  who ar e in need of a r elations hip r egener a-
tion.  B ut the concept can – and mus t – be extended to the r eality of the c ity in all its  as pects ,  wher e the ter r i-
tor y has  been depr ived of a pr ecis e ur ban as  well as  human identity.
On the one hand the tr adition of the pr edominant wes ter n r enais s ance theatr e,  other wis e called vis ion theatr e,  
which pr ivileges  a r epr es entation intended as  autonomous  object that is  far  fr om the vocation of pr ofound r ela-
tions hip among par tic ipants  and which favour s  that r elentles s  dichotomy of s tage and audience,  of time and 
s pace,  of whoever  acts  and whoever  watches ,  and which thr ough r epetition,  r educing exper ience to mer e con-
s umable goods ,  takes  you hos tage and dis s olves  fully matur e r elations hips .  
On the other ,  theatr e intended as  gr oup exper ience which does  not need to s how its elf,  r ather ,  the conclus ive 
s how,  s hould it alter  the exper ience char acter is tic  of the pr epar ator y wor k,  is  abs olutely unadvis able.

In s ocial theatr e expr es s ion,  education and inter action mechanis ms  come to life.  In the fir s t cas e,  theatr e ac-
tion gives  s uitable voice and tools  to who gener ally,  owing to a s ituation of depr ivation,  is  not able to expr es s  
hims elf in a condition of communicativenes s .  S econdly,  it becomes  a way for  the matur ing of individual and col-
lective identities .  Thir dly,  it ar ous es  new actions  which unfold in r ecipr ocity and in the s har ing of the exper ien-
ce.
The tools  ar e the per for ming activities  and the s tage mus t not be the end onto its elf,  as  in bour geois  and judi-
c ial theatr e,  r ather ,  a  pathway.  Education needs  a ter r itor y wher e education takes  place and does  not need an 
idea to which education is  dir ected.
 
Ins tead of locking its elf up in the place of theatr e,  r epr opos ing dependences ,  delegations ,  divis ions  and par ti-
tions ,  the theatr e has  to s tor m into the s ocial s pace and act as  a pr otected r elations hip ar ea.  

Centr al themes  of s ocial theatr e ar e thr ee:  ins titutions ,  ter r itor y,  action.
B y ins titution,  we make out the myr iad of needs  at s take and the tools  to be s ugges ted:  ther efor e the plur ality of 
the actions  of s ocial theatr e,  which als o include wor k of a s ocio-educational,  ther apeutic  natur e,  etc . ,  is  empha-
s is ed.  Ther efor e,  we figur e out the need for  a team effor t as  well as  delimiting the ter r itor y of action r elaps e.
In this  s ens e,  the theatr ical wor ks hop or ganis es  its  wor k depending on its  s ubjects ’ needs  and not befor e.
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Theatr e can help to make exis tence exper iences  c lear ,  tying pas t and pr es ent,  pr es ent and futur e and can s up-
por t people,  ther efor e,  in the r econs tr uction of their  s ens e of identity.
S ocial theatr e as  a s ymbol of tr ue life wher e ther e ar e no char acter s  only open faces ;  the pur e occur ance of 
men that ar e between life and death,  joy and pain,  health and s icknes s ,  des ir es  and needs .  An expans ion of the 
confines  of which can be r epr es ented on the s tage ther efor e becomes  neces s ar y beyond the tr adition of the 
theatr e-wor d.  Theatr e expands  in theatr icalis m,  the s cene in the per for mance and that pr oces s  of contamina-
tion between ar t and r eality,  ethics  and aes thetics  wher e s ocial theatr e s inks  its  r oots  is  s par ked off.

W hat s ocial theatr e s peaks  about:  I am,  r ather ,  we ar e.  It as ks ,  it imagines ,  it r epr es ents ,  it des igns  a tr an-
s for mation,  another  pos s ibile community.
R epr es entation of its elf is  the main nar r ation of s ocial theatr e,  wher e the actor  does  not s imulate or  imitate the 
pr ofes s ional actor  (actor / inter pr eter ),  r ather ,  he tells  of his  own s ubjectivity,  albeit thematically s o,  in accor dance 
with the expr es s ive pos s ibilities  of the theatr e (actor / author ).  
The theatr e is  an exper ience of time,  a jour ney that allows  (by 
way of technique) impor tant explor ations  of the s elf,  as  long 
as  they ar e placed along an axis  of evolutionar y exper ience.

N ot per for mances  fr om a dir ector ’s  point of view,  but per for-
mance exper iences  fr om an educational viewpoint ar e thos e 
that with the awar enes s  of time,  the dir ector / guide pr opo-
s es  to the par tic ipants  and the gr oup,  without ever  for getting 
that the theatr e is  alr eady an exper ience of extr eme expr es-
s ive and r elational other nes s  per  s e,  when compar ed to eve-
r yday r eality.  S uch expr es s ive other nes s  is  both its  s tr ength 
and its  r is k,  or  r ather ,  it may per mit a cr eative exper ience,  
or  els e pr oduce the total s epar ation fr om exper ience,  deter-
mine only r epetition of for ms  and models .

Two models  confront each other :  ‘theatre to watch’,  after  
the Italian fas hion,  with s eparation between s cene and au-
dience and then there is  ‘theatre to act’,  that is  the theatre of 



the r elations hip with and par tic ipation of the audience.
The s tage as  event:  extr aor dinar y,  communitar y,  unr epeatable,  ins cr ibed in the r ealms  of r ituality.  The place,  
by no means  chos en by chance.  The event pr oduces  meaning in that it is  the cons tr uction of s ocial actions .

N ot a s elf-celebr ation but a fr actur e,  a s us pens ion,  an over tur ning wher e another  wor ld is  demons tr ated as  being pos-
s ibile.  In s uch a manifes tation,  beauty becomes  civilis ation.
On the one hand,  the aes thetical theatr e and,  on the other ,  a theatr e which has  the aim of for ming a communitar ian 
r elations hip s ys tem,  which in an educational,  r itual and playful dimens ion is  led by a team of exper ts ,  which goes  by the 
name of s ocial theatr e,  and which pr incipally wants  to r es pond to the exis tential needs  of M an in the Thir d M illennium.
The aes thetical theatr e concludes  with pr oduction,  the r evealing wor k of the ar t of tr uth and beauty.  The ethical thea-
tr e is  concer ned with putting individual exper ience at s take,  with par ticular  attention paid to the theatr ical pr ocedur e 
which comes  befor e the event.  The event is  the r epr oces s ing of thos e exper iences  in the wor ks hop and may be r cogni-

s ed as  the new r itual of the new millennium being able to oppo-
s e s ocial and cultur al fr agmentation,  and inter pr et,  invent new 
for ms  – times  and ways  – of deep r elations hip between people.

S ocial theatr e,  owing to its  c los e r elations hip with the r ite 
and its  r elations hip goals ,  looks  car efully at the path which is  
at the bas is  of the event,  at the expens e of making the s how 
s eem les s  well-defined.

Ar t is  the s cenogr aphic continuation of the wor ld.  Theatr e,  
ther efor e,  does  not imitate the s cenogr aphy of life,  but in a 
differ ent and new s cene,  jus t as  life wor ks  and is  bes ide it 
and in the middle of it,  between thos e holes  tr acked down in 
language,  deliber ately omitted wor ds .
The theatr e is  the pr ofound exper ience of exis tence,  it goes  
along with it going up and down in an emotional s ummar y 
which r uns  it to gr ound,  or  r ather  it dis plays  the holes ,  the 
wor ds  los t,  the s ilences ,  the was ted ges tur es ,  the non-finis-
hed things .
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Doing without the mimes is  and the r e-pr es entation,  the theatr e does  not make s hapes  evident,  the illus or y du-
plication of the r eal,  it does  not s epar ate the r eal wor ld fr om appear ance,  the theatr e is  the wor ld lived to the 
full.  B ut in place of tr ans par ency,  the s hadows  of uncer tain outlines ;  nothing to do with the ar tis t who captur es  
and r eveals ,  if anything we find our s elves  in the place of doing things  taken in its  cour s e of things ,  wher e things  
ar e always  about to happen or  dis appear .  Life which tr ans for ms  its elf,  a  wor ld that moves  fr om the vis ible to 
the invis ible in a cons tant exchange.  And the vis ible finds  r oom within the invis ible,  the s peakable within the un-
s peakable,  the pr es ence dis per s es  in the abs ence.

The aim is  not to evoke s omething,  r ather  to s how things  being done.  The actor -mons ter  s hows  and withdr aws  
and tr ies  to place hims elf in har mony with the event.
W e do not make,  theatr e,  we unmake it;  it is  in the holes  of the s cr ipt and the s cene left to br eathe,  that the 
ener gy of life-giving exper ience pas s es  thr ough.
W e exper ience and look for ,  tr y,  the vacuum between the wor ds  that hold the poetic  s ens e of it all in the 
balance.  The vacuum between ges tur es  and the tr ail;  the c lue then,  is  not the s hadow,  the s ign of a s ign,  a 
pos tponement,  a s ymbol,  but it s ignals  a pas s ageway in the living,  a tr ans for mation,  and places  us  on the 
thr es hold.

Theatr e mus t be genuine and not in place of s omething els e;  theatr e as  a les s er  ar t which is  not fully-for med,  in 
that the gr eat avoids  happening.  The undes cr ibed fullnes s  ins tead waits  for  the r elations hip to come about and 
pr es er ves  the r ichnes s  of the undefined.
Look for  an unexpected place with poetic  fear les s nes s .  N ot to make theatr e but to be theatr e.
R emember  ones elf,  the ups  and downs  of your  ver y s elf.  The c lear  s et alongs ide the dar k.
K now your  own inter ior  topogr aphy well,  or  r ather ,  the r oads  that lead fr om one s tate to the other ,  what cau-
s ed the fall and what was  the pr ocedur e for  getting up again.

The s cr ipt repres ents  the name of an exper ience and the exper ience is  tr ied and tes ted not in but above the s cr ipt.  
R epeat without imitating,  r epr oduce without s imulating.  R edo ever ything fr om the beginning and for  the final time.
Theatr e es capes  counting and calculation,  the as s es s ment of r eas on,  you cannot meet it in the mar ket-place,  it 
does  not pos tpone exis tence until later .  

R elations hip with the other  is  the holding s tr uctur e of exis tence.  W e can only as s es s  our  aptitudes  if we enter  in-
to a meaningful r elations hip with other s .  M ultiple r elations hips  fed fr om humility,  lightnes s ,  r es pect and attention.
Theatr e is  not a backdr op to ar guments  between accultur ated people.
Theatr e is  like a ball of r ice:  it needs  or ganic,  not intellectual,  abs or ption.



S cenogr aphic action is  meant to be a contr adictor y tens ion.  S cenogr aphic action (de)compos ed has  to r is e up,  
tear  its elf fr om the dis per s ion of the many,  pus h it back,  r educe it,  it mus t gr as p its elf by its elf,  with a clas p of 
the hand,  a clutching action or  clas ped by for ceps ,  s tar ting fr om nothing,  fr om this  non unity which initially given 
as  the par tes  extr a par tes  of a s catter ed outs ide.  It als o has  to r efer  to its elf in its elf in or der  to pr es ent its elf 
and s o doing has  to put its elf outs ide s hutting out of its elf that which it is  not and which it mus t not be:  the illu-
s tr ation of a s ubject.  S cenogr aphic action is  not the pr es ence “for  a s ubject” but “the pr es ence in the s ubject” 
exactly in the (in the s ubject) pr ecis e movement of going ous ide and giving ones elf.  “To give ones elf”,  not jus t like 
giving ones elf to ones elf,  but to 
give “ones elf” to the outs ide,  
and ther efor e als o “to be gi-
ven”,  thr own out without fir s t 
having made s ur e of the landing 
ar ea.

S tage,  not as  a demons tr ation 
in public ,  but,  as  a tr ial for  a r e-
lations hip,  among ac tor s  and 
with the audience.
S ocial theatre,  not as  an adap-
ting proces s ,  rather ,  like one of 
the practices  where developing 
what could be defined as  taking 
care of ones elf.
T hea tr e ther efor e without a  
s how.

Common enter tainment s pace as  aper tur e and s ys tem.  The gr oup,  and not the individual.
Agains t the fear  of s till being judged,  once again on the s tage as  in life,  a hypothes is  of another  pos s ibile 
community by way of a cons tr uction of one’s  own identity.

1  Ar teS tudio is  a cultur al as s ociation that has  wor ked in cultur al and s ocial matter s  for  almos t thir ty year s .  It puts  on s tage s hows ,  holds  s eminar s ,  confer ences   

  and wor ks hops ,  s tage exhibitions  and per for mances ,  or ganis es  per iods  of wor k exper ience.  Together  with the R egione Lazio,  the as s ociation inaugur ated the  

  “P or t R oyal” pr oject.

2
 P or t R oyal is  the pr ojec t of a  home dedic ated to the c ur e of the s elf with the theatr e.  This  pr ojec t inc ludes  wor ks hops ,  per iods  of wor k exper ienc e,  s hows ,  

  confer ences  between philos ophy and theatr e,  with an activity that witnes s es  the weak c itizen at the centr e of new cr eative explor ations .
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