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My anthropological research on the theatre company AlmaTeatro focused on verifying objectives 
and actions of a reality which considers its work as a political and sociocultural intervention on the 
multi-and intercultural society it emerges from.
Still, when I approached it, I quickly realised that such a work would have had many potential lines 
of flight, opening the investigation of different topics at the same time. 

Nevertheless, there was one issue that represented an anchorage point – that of 'cultural identity'  
– because of the following reasons:
1. cultural identity declines the notion of culture in its actual embodiment in human beings. 

In fact, at the level of the individual it can be conceived as the 'portion of culture' a person 
accesses. Still, the individual not only inherit and select, but also creates elements he adds to 
the 'global cultural features database' with his projection of self in the future and his actions;

2. cultural identity concept is a central issue in multi- and intercultural theatre in Italy
3. cultural identity concept can be a useful key to interpret those various cases, and understand 

how specific practices relate to specific messages.



In support of my research, a point of reference have been particularly meaningful: Gilber and Lo 
(2002) cross-cultural theatre model.
Gilber and Lo discuss the various forms of cross-cultural theatre on the basis of the encounter 
and the negotiation of the bodies of the performer, body of the character and body of the 
audience (see the online free-access article "Towards a Topography of Cross-Cultural Theatre 
Praxis" 2002). Following their compelling model, AlmaTeatro falls from time to time in the 
categories of Multicultural 'M' (variation migrant and community) and Intracultural.

AlmaTeatro was born in the fall of 1993 as 'expressive workshop' for migrant and Italian women, 
not professionals of theatre practice, at the Intercultural Centre for Women Alma Mater in Turin. 
Led by two Italian directors, it brought on stage an action on the subject of migrations in December 
same year. The enthusiasm they received by the audience convinced them to continue and to 
become a real company with, at the beginning, 18 women from 13 different countries to reach the 
number of more than 30 women from 15 different countries, who alternated in participation, over 
now a period of 20 years.

Some choices will, however, remain constant throughout the course of its history:
- the dramaturgy is always original and processed by heterogeneous materials that draw 
from real biographies and memory of the actresses as well as from content proposals of their 



interest, reflection, study, varying thse lasts from literary poems/novels to historical, anthropological 
and sociological essays;
- the verbal dimension of each play acknowledges both the use of Italian and the original 
language of the actresses;
- there is always a relation of continuity (in space, in time, or symbolic) between the body of 
the performer and the body of the character.

Here I listed some of the 
plays they produced and the 
topics they discussed.



The first works, at the beginning of the '90ies, reflect the situation of the actresses. Entirely built 
from the their individual biographies, Righibé (1994) originates from the same occasion that made 
the women meet: their being immigrated to Italy with everything that migration involves, such as 
separation from the family and the country of origin, inventing a new life, adapting to the new 
country.
Still, it also immediately operates a countercultural discourse on the matter of 'cultural 
identity'/'cultural diversity'. In fact, showing the cultural difference in features, needs and 
motivations at the basis of the choice to migrate, it dismantel the stereotypes promoted at that time 
in politics and media (with some rare exceptions), which see immigration exclusively as an answer 
to an economic need, and perceive immigrants as an indistinct group, denying their cultural, social, 
gender and individual difference.
At the same time, Righibé, on the internal front, marks the beginning of an activity that also means 
work, retribution and skills for these women, that will be the basis for reaching other career paths, 
such as in cultural mediation, in teaching, or in the fields of culture and entertainment.

Storie Sommerse (1998) draws on a previous research led by the same directors and actresses 
about migrations and hybridisation in different places and in different times of human history since 
1492. Now each woman has made her own study and research, found texts in libraries and 
translated them, and they collectively build up the dramaturgy.
Here again we have the presence of different migration stories, but the last female figure put on 
stage – the “woman with many names” – goes further in telling us about the notion of 'cultural 
identity'. Esther, being Jewish, leaves Granada in flames in 1492, and then becomes Zeida, Luna, 
Maria, Menica, inventing herself, in any places she goes, different name, memory and habits. 
Running from one side to the other of Mediterranean and assuming every time a new self, she 
realises that purity is not the condition for one's identity, and becomes “nomad inside her head”, 
able to find her land everywhere.

In Scarti (2004) the main themes are the criticism of consumption and the rejection of the 'other': 
the migrant that the First world produced. Again, the work proceeds from the specific interests of 
the participants, engaged in environmental protection on one side and political journalism on the 
other. One of the three characters, Sirma, refers to the objects found in the Mediterranean sea to 
talk about migrants as a 'dangerous cargo': if their attempt is crowned by success, they will start 
wandering from city to city, but, if it goes wrong, the cargo will sink, and this means to get ready to 
"prepare the black bags".

About the refugees, one of the actresses, who is in the company from its beginning and since then 
had worked as a cultural mediator, brought them on stage with Rajo… ciascuno ha la sua stella 
(2014), mixing their stories with her personal biography and memories as a child in Somalia, a 
country people leave with a dramatic journey to escape from the war, through unknown risks, so to 



reach lands where burocracy, politics and policies make them endlessy move from one structure to 
another, from one service to another, never getting to something stable.

However, in spite of all the efforts one has to do in order to survive, life goes on, people live their 
lives and some of them have kids, who grow and become adult: now, after 25 years, AlmaTeatro 
has welcome a new generation of actresses, some of them being their daughters. The new 
company has so produces a work, La Giovine Italia (2016), where mothers' cultural identity is put 
into relationship with the same issue as experienced by the young girls, living in another society 
now caracterised by the presence of a 'second (and actually also already third) generation'.
Here all the many features of 'cultural identity' notion, developed in the different plays of 
AlmaTeatro's history, are definitely made clear. 

What AlmaTeatro states about cultural identity (in my opinion quite before current academic 
anthropology statements on the matter), is that
• it builds up in relation to cultural otherness (someone other-than-me), and this awareness 

emerges by direct experience for the protagonists of the group who, in theatre as in their daily 
life, compare and verify similarities and differences with the people they come in contact;

• it is hybrid, as synthesis of selected cultural elements mutually adopted from other individuals;



• it is marked by the continuous change due to the life-choices of the human subjects during 
their lives (i.e. these small variations provoke the variation of the broader system: culture, 
society);

• its boundaries are permeable, in a continuous process of exchange and negotiation.

AlmaTeatro's invitation is therefore to individualise and put into social and historical perspective the 
cultural issue. This won't lead to definitive knowledge and certainties, but might at least lead 
people into a mutual dialogue and maybe to understand each other in the dimension of 
interpersonal relationship in reference to the urgent instances of everyday life.
The aim is to promote the consciousness of the definitions of self and other self as contingent, and 
that the creolisation  of the society has already occurred.

However, while in 25 years AlmaTeatro actresses grew up in terms of competence and 
consciousness besides the same Italian society, part of this last, media and politics today go 
straight, much more than in the past, in the opposite direction: migrants are all the same and they 
are all dangerous criminal.
Disconcerting as it may seem, Righibé, the first play, could be necessary again.


