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Oedipus and the Teatro Olimpico (Vicenza) at a crossroads

Tey were part of a four-year collective project (called “Sogno di Volare”),
co-produced with Ravenna Festival and Pompeii Archaeological Park, and pre-
viously staged in Pompeii and Ravenna.3y Each production may be considered
a sociological and pedagogical experiment, which combines diferent languages
and cultures: the dialects of southern and northern Italy mix on stage, despite
their aural diferences, blended into a harmonious soundscape. Moreover, in
order to Tt each specifc site and its audience, the original text by Aristophanes
is continuously adapted and changed by Martinelli and his collaborators (Laura
Redaelli, Valeria Pollice, Gianni Vastarella). In each site, including Vicenza, a
local crew of children and young adults is selected via an open call, and trained
in order to interact with the original chorus of young students from Pompeii and
the surrounding areas. In Vicenza, Martinelli and his collaborators instructed
the chorus to address the audience with local jokes and allusions to their town,
and to the historical site of the performance (as the Aristophanic chorus did in
ancient Athens). So, the Teatro Olimpico itself, with its peculiar spaces and fea-
tures imbued the new versions of Plutus and Lysistrata, very diferent from those
staged at Pompeii, in the open-air Teatro Grande (“Great T eatre”) and in the
Teatro Alighieri (Ravenna).3

Te site-specifc performances at the Teatro Olimpico were conceived in
constant dialogue with the theatre, the statues and the wooden sets. In Plutus
(a play about the unequal distribution of wealth), the voices of children and
young adults from southern Italy, for the very frst time, were heard in the his-
torical heart of the northern region called Veneto. Te present and past spon-
sors of the Teatro Olimpico were ideally watching the show. In Lysistrata, the
facade and the wooden set are transformed into Athen’s Acropolis ‘occupied’ by
women with banners which strongly resembled those held — in the same days —

35 See Saturnino (2024) Di Martino (2024), Di Martino & Bartoleti & Refni (2024). De
Marinis (2024), Treu (2024c, 299), https://www:.tcvi.it/en/classici and teatrodellealbe.org,
about the whole project and Martinelli’s adaptations, respectively based on Aristophanes’
Birds, Acharnians, Plutus, Lysistrata. Lysistrata was also staged at Piccolo Teatro Studio
Melato (Milan) on 15 and 16 November 2025: see https://www.piccoloteatro.org/it/2025-2026/
lisistrata (all websites accessed on 12 January 2026).

36 For a brief history of Teatro Alighieri (in the nineteenth century) see https://www.
teatroalighieri.org/teatro/storia/ (last accessed 12 January 2026).
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by thousands of demonstrators who ‘occupied’ Italy in massive strikes against
Gaza war3T (see fgure 21).

In the context of Vicenza and specifcally of the Teatro Olimpico, each adap-
tation aims at bringing Aristophanes “back to life” (in Martinelli’s words), at
puting him not only on stage (“mise en scéne”), but “into life” (“messa in vita”).
Both productions were transformed several times, by changing performers, sites
and audiences. In the Teatro Olimpico, all too ofen viewed as a monument to the
city’s prosperity, and a ‘museum of antiquity’, Martinelli’s adaptations become
“an explosive mix”, to be handled with care. T e project is not yet concluded and
still deserves further research: a survey on spectators, for instance, should take
into consideration their feedback afer the performance, and their understanding
of the languages and dialects used in each site-specifc production.

Another interesting case-study, where a sort of “symbiosis” between the his-
torical site and the living bodies took place, was provided by another produc-
tion which travelled from its original location (the Greek theatre of Epidaurus,
where its summer premiére took place) to Vicenza. Te Greek director T eo-
doros Terzopoulos, invited by Montanari and Martinelli, staged here his per-
sonal version of Aeschylus’ Oresteia. T irty years afer the last production he
directed in the Teatro Olimpico (Antigone, 1994), he created a site-specifc, com-
munal performance in modern Greek, focused on the chorus of twenty perform-
ers, moving together as a single body. T ey dominated the stage, interacted with
the actors, and with the theatrical space. Te living energy of their bodies con-
trasted sharply with the sixteenth-century theatre, particularly the portraits of
the former members of the Accademia Olimpica. T is contrast, and the violence
evoked by the whole show, had an efective power and caused strong emotions
in the audience. Fear, for instance, was a Leitmotiv since the prologue of the
Agamemnon, reinforced by the chorus and Clytemnestra, and later by Cassandra
with her prophecy and death. Te climax was reached in the third drama, the
Eumenides: in Terzopoulos’ production, the chorus members surrounded and at-
tacked Orestes during his trial, Athena not only menaced the Erinyes, but used
her weapons against them, forcing them to surrender by violent means. In the
Tnal scene, sounds of shooting and bombs falling were heard, while a voiceover

37 See https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cy8rdd5dzvro and https://www.labornotes.
org/2025/10/millions-italians-join-general-strike-gaza (all sites accessed on 9 January 2026).
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Figures 14-16 Il canto di Edipo
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listed the increasing number of victims of current wars, leaving the spectators
paralysed, like the statues that surrounded them (see Fig. 12—-13).38

In the same season (2024) a third, site-specifc production should be briefy
mentioned, as an ‘eternal return’ to Oedipus, frst owner of the Teatro Olimpico:
Il canto di Edipo (“Oedipus’s Song”) by Alessandro Serra (Fig. 14-16).

Tis was a free adaptation based on Sophocles’ T eban tragedies and other
important texts in the history of the Teatro Olimpico. T is production, too, was
specifcally designed for this theatre. T e actors were trained to interact closely
with its distinctive space. T e text was translated into an archaic dialect called
“grecanico”, a ‘greekish’ language once spoken in small pockets in Southern Italy
and Sicily that were formerly part of Magna Graecia (Italian spectators could
not understand it without subtitles). By using this dialect and composing lyric
‘songs’ about Oedipus, Serra wanted to activate feelings and memories in the
modern audience comparable to — in his words — those which were originally
connected with the name of ‘Oedipus’ in Ancient Greece.3)

Montanari and Martinelli also invited other artists, performers, singers and
musicians to join them: Meredith Monk and John Hollenbeck were special guests
for a unique performance of “Duet Behavior 2024” (on May 1), as an Avant pre-
miére of their frst Festival. Evelina Rosselli performed SdisOre (modern version
of Oresteia by the late Italian poet Giovanni Testori) using masks and puppets
(Fig. 17-18).40

38 See Barone (2024), Tentorio (2024), Treu (2024b) and Ugolini (2024).

39 See Serra’s foreword on the festival website: https://www.tcvi.it/en/classici/spettacoli/
77-ciclo-di-spettacoli-classici/spettacoli-77-ciclo-classici/il-canto-di-edipo/. Also, in Marti-
nelli’s Lysistrata (see above) few songs composed by Vincenzo Sparagna (author of the
original score) were sung by the female chorus in the same dialect ("grecanico”): https://
www.tcvi.it/it/classici/spettacoli/78-ciclo-di-spettacoli-classici/spettacoli-78-ciclo-classici/
lisistrata/ (all sites accessed 10 January 2026).

40 Te title SdisOre poetically evokes an “anti-Orestes”. T e text is a free adaptation of
ancient sources about Orestes — from the Oresteia to Euripides’ tragedies Elektra and Orestes —
writen by the Italian playwright Giovanni Testori (see Treu 2024d and giovannitestori.it,

last accessed 10 January 2026). His poetic language is partly based on his dialect (from the
Northern area of Milan) partly on brand new terms that he invented with creative sensibil-
ity. He wrote several dramas inspired by historical or mythical fgures, whose stories were
transformed into an imaginary, itinerant show of a wandering actor (named “Scarrozzante”).
Evelina Rosselli played all the roles by changing her voice and transforming herself with
masks and puppets. See https://www:.tcvi.it/it/classici/spettacoli/77-ciclo-di-spettacoli-
classici/spettacoli-77-ciclo-classici/sdisore/ (last accessed 8 January 2026).
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Figures 17 and 18 SdisOré
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Figure 19 Eletra

Figure 20 Moltitudine
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Figures 21-23 Note delle voci
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Figures 24 and 25 Baccanti
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Serena Sinigaglia directed a minimal, but efective adaptation of Hofmanns-
thal’s Elektra, with two talented actresses (Arianna Scommegna and Federica
Rosellini; Fig. 19).

T e singer and musician Giovanni Lindo Ferreti performed his creation Molti-
tudine (“Multitude™; Fig. 20).

Ermanna Montanari directed a collective ceremony called “Note delle Voci”
(“Night of Voices”; Figg. 21-23) which involved international guests (artists,
poets, writers, singers, musicians and painters), performing poems, music and
live painting (by Stefano Ricci).4l

In 2025, the trend was confrmed by the national premieres of two site-spe-
cifc performances, freely inspired by ancient myths: frst, the opera Il novello
Perseo (Te new Perseus) by Salvatore Sciarrino, a brand-new version of the pre-
vious opera Perseo e Andromeda, by the same composer, which mixed electronic
music with sounds played live by an orchestra. Secondly, an original version of
Euripides’s Bacchae by Anagoor, a well-known Italian company (based in a town
near Vicenza, founded in 2000 as a “a collective laboratory between theatre,
performing art, philosophy and hypermedia scene”).42 T e ancient tragedy was
freely adapted and played by young pupils atending the drama school of Teatro
Verdi (Padua). Te actors and the chorus occupied the whole space of the Tea-
tro Olimpico, from the scene to the audience seats, while Pentheus challenged
Dionysus. T is production too, like those cited by Terzopoulos and Serra, rad-
ically changed the ancient text, in order to involve the whole audience in a mys-
terious, fascinating, collective rite (Figg. 24—-25).

In conclusion, both seasons created by Montanari and Martinelli in Vicenza
(2024—-2025) were based on their personal view of a ‘community theatre’: they
transformed the entire city — not only the Teatro Olimpico — and they involved a
large number of citizens in their productions. In our opinion, such an innovative
approach marked a turning point in the history of Vicenza. Over the centuries,
the Teatro Olimpico has become a living monument for posterity. And yet, some
directors aimed at bringing it back to its main function as a theatre and a venue
for a community. T e municipality of Vicenza has just chosen a new artistic di-
rector for the next season: the Teatro Olimpico, like Oedipus, is at a crossroads.

41 For the concept of this special event see the festival website: https://www.tcvi.it/it/
classici/spettacoli/77-ciclo-di-spettacoli-classici/spettacoli-77-ciclo-classici/notte-delle-
voci-1/ (last accessed 8 January 2026).

42 See anagoor.com (last accessed 12 January 2026) and Manzella (2025).
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We invite critics, spectators, scholars and practitioners to keep paying atention
to this peculiar case-study in the history of modern theatre.
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