
 

 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF ROMA 
THEATER IN ITALY 

By Edina Szabados 

 

This paper aims to give an insight into Roma theater and dramatic art 
production in Italy which are rich, colorful but not homogenous areas of 
Roma art. There are no official, state-funded Roma theaters in the 
Mediterranean country, the various theater makers and actors realize their 
performances and art independently from each-other. 

The Roma form a minority group of about 90.000 -150.000 people in Italy 
and about half of them have an Italian nationality. They have different 
denominations there (rom, sinti, camminanti, zingari etc.) and can be 
divided into two groups: the autochthonous Roma who are descendants of 
the Gypsy people living in the country since the Middle Ages (about 80 % of 
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the Roma); and there are other Roma groups that arrived in Italy from 
Eastern Europe in the second half of the 20th century. Their number 
amounts to 20% of the whole Roma minority on the Italian peninsula. 
Throughout the centuries, the Roma had a great effect on Italian music, 
theater and visual and circus arts but as far as I am aware, their theatrical 
self-representation has not begun. 

Quattrocento: The first ‘cingali’1 or ‘egiziani’2 in Italy  
According to Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, the first Roma arrived in Bologna in 1422 

from Hungary and they claimed to be pilgrims heading for the Holy Land to get 

penitence.3 In reality, they came from the Balkan, and were fleeing from the 

advancing Ottomans forces. From then on, many other groups of Roma followed 

them, and they appeared mostly in the northern part of the peninsula. In the 

second half of the 15th century other Gypsy people arrived in Central and South Italy 

from the Balkan on ships, and all the Roma people that settled down in this century 

later became the group known ‘Sinti’, the autochthonous Roma.  

 

Orally transmitted art and storytelling  
In this period, literacy and writing were the privileges of the members of higher 

classes, and because the Roma and Sinti were blackballed from society for 

centuries, orality dominated the life of these communities until well after the 

Second World War. Oral narration and storytelling in Romani language is well 

documented among Roma, less so among Sinti. The narrators were not typically 

professional narrators and storytellers, using the Romani language but their role in 

strengthening remembrance and tradition is determining. The dialects, the 

narration techniques, and the stories themselves changed over time, which is a 

 
1 A language version of ‘tsigane’ that is thought to derive from a Byzantine Greek word for heretic 
and was originally pejorative. ’Cingari, cingani, cingali, zingari’ and similar denominations derive 
from the Latin form of ’acingani’ or ’cingani’, which is a version of the Greek ’atsingani’. 
 
2 The Roma are assumed to be of ‘Egyptian’ origin because the 8th century Byzantine fortune-tellers 
presented themselves as the inheritors of ancient Egyptian wisdom. 
 
3 MURATORI A., Rerum Italicarum Scriptores “Cronica di Bologna”, T. XVIII vol. III. 
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natural characteristic of the oral tradition. Oral literature includes tales of magic, 

farces, instructive stories and parables, fables, erotic stories, personal first-hand 

accounts and ghost stories, sayings and poems.4 

Cinque, Sei- and Ottocento and the ‘commedia dell’arte’5  
There were many wandering troupes in Italy in the 16th and 17th centuries, but I have 

not found reference to the composition of these theater companies, so it is difficult 

to tell if there were any Roma among them. According to Damian James Le Bas6, 

theater didn’t have a prominent role in the history of the Roma – unlike musical 

performances –, it was neither a cultural emblem visible for the non-Roma, nor a 

source of legal income for the Roma people.7   

For centuries, the Gypsies had a central role in the sacred representations of the 

Mysteries of the Passion of Christ during the Paschal Mystery. The traditional Roma 

costumes, especially women’s clothes had a great effect on all artistic fields and folk 

traditions like carnivals, too. 

The role of the ‘zingara’ who dances and tells fortunes was a great success in theater 

because the theatrical production of this period regarded the Roma iconic figures, 

symbols of exotism and extravaganza. No wonder that Gipsy dance was very 

popular, and it was widespread to dress up in Gipsy clothes at carnival.  

Later, even in the 18th century, one of the most popular figures of the ‘commedia 

dell’arte’ performances were the ‘zingara’ i.e., the Gipsy woman and the ‘Zingaro’ 

i.e., the Gipsy man, too. Each commedia dell’arte company had a stock of plots, witty 

exchanges, and about a dozen actors. It’s contradictory that in art the Roma and 

 
4 Oral Literature - RomArchive 
 
5 A colorful pantomime of improvisation, singing, mime, and acrobatics, often performed by actors 
of great virtuosity—had gradually replaced regular comedy, but by the early 18th century it had 
degenerated into mere buffoonery and obscenity with stereotyped characters, “masks” and stale 
mannerisms. 
 
6 Damian James Le Bas is a Roma-Traveller journalist, writer, poet and occasional filmmaker born in 
England. He was the editor of „Travellers’ Times”, which is the UK’s only magazine for Roma and 
ethnic Travellers, for four years. 
 
7 „Come si dice ’teatro’ in lingua rom?” Teatro, performance e coscientizzazione politica fra i Rom 
in „Diversità sulla scena”, AA.VV., Alessandra De Martino, Paolo Puppa, Paola Toninato,  
Accademia University Press, Torino, 2018 p 109. 
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their costumes were highly appreciated while in reality, they were expected to 

dress like average Italians, and their forced assimilation continued in the following 

centuries. 

 

Novecento, the 20th century 
In the second half of my article, I shall present some Italian theater artists who have 

Roma origin and are currently engaged in an artistic activity focusing on Roma 

issues, identity and Roma culture in general. 

Even if in the beginning, written Roma literature primarily consisted of the 

transcriptions of the stories of the oral tradition, in the second half of the 20th 

century we can see an increasing number of literary and theatrical productions 

created by Roma artists.   

Most theater artists, though, create performances that fulfill the expectations of the 

spectators from the majority society, and there are a few theater performers that 

aim to focus on Roma self-representation. 

 

Daniele La Muraglia (1961) 
Thanks to a chance encounter he discovers the theater and begins to collaborate 

with the company ‘Pupi e Fresedde - Teatro di Rifredi’, an artistic activity that will 

keep him busy for 10 years, first as assistant director, then as playwright and 

director. 

In 2005 he founded the ‘Teatro del Legame’ company in Sesto Fiorentino, Italy, for 

which he writes and directs his own works, collaborating with artists and 

intellectuals such as Antonio Tabucchi and Alessandro Serpieri, who later wrote the 

preface to The Book of Christ, The Gypsy and Theater Works by Lamuraglia. 

He has directed many plays: The King is Dancing by Gerard Corbieau (2001), 

Shakespeare Messages System (2002), Il diritto del sogno (The Right of the Dream) 

(2003), Firenze dall'alba al tramonto (Florence from Sunrise to Sunset) text and 
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music by  Beppe Dati (2004), La maschera è stanca by Antonio Tabucchi; in 2005 

he wrote and directed Cristo Gitano (Christ, the Gypsy), Telerom and Zingarità 

(Being a Gypsy), Don Chisciotte – il lavoro mobilita l'uomo (Don Quixote - Work 

Mobilizes Man) (2006), The Man who Planted Trees by Jean Giono (2007/2008);  

Scritture murate – Il carcere di Dostoevskij, Wilde, Kafka (Walled-in Scriptures - The 

prison of Dostoevsky, Wilde, Kafka) (2008); NaParteNoPea (2010); Le danze di Billy 

e Dijana (Billy and Dijana’s Dance) (2009); Janus, il re dei bambini (Janus, the King 

of Children) and Omaggio a Wagner (Tribute to Wagner) in 2013; Riccardo III - il 

potere ha un linguaggio (Richard III - Power Has a Language by William 

Shakespeare (2016); Run 4 Our Lives – Fuggire per le nostre vite (2017); Endgame by 

Samuel Beckett; Il difettoso (The Defective) based on the book Diario di un difettoso 

(The Diary of a Defective) by Franco Vestri (2018); Psychophone by Daniele Locchi 

(2019). 

Since 2012 he has been a member of the International Network of Italian Theater, 

an international network of artists and scholars of Italian theater. 

 

Alexian Santino Spinelli (1964) 
Alexian Santino Spinelli is an Italian Roma living in Lanciano, Abruzzo belonging to 

one of the oldest Roma families in Italy. He is a musician, composer, singer, 

songwriter, poet, teacher and essayist.  

He obtained two degrees at the University of Bologna, one in modern foreign 

languages and literature and one in musicology. He teaches Roma language and 

culture at the University of Chieti where he also founded the cultural association 

‘Thèm Romanó’ in 1991.   

Alexian Santino Spinelli is the founder of the music ensemble called the ’Alexian 

Group’, he gives Roma music concerts in Italy and abroad, too. He is an 

internationally renowned artist.  

He is also the author of some theatre pieces: Died Twice (Duj Furàtte Mulò/Due 

volte morto) produced in 1995 by Drammateatro, Popoli, 1995 and 

Diversamente…Orgia by Pier Paolo Pasolini, edited by Sivio Sarta, 2005. 

In 2001 he was elected as a member of the parliament of the International Romani 
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Union (IRU), a non-profit, non-governmental organization representing the Romani 

community and recognized by the UN.8  

In 2012 he performed for Pope Benedict XVI. as part of the World Family Day entitled 

‘One family, one world, one love.’ 

In his book The Unknown Roma9 (Rom, questi sconosciuti) launched in 2019 he 

emphasizes that Roma culture is not nomad at all, indeed, their culture is rich, but 

they became victims of history. 

He has received important awards: in 1994 the Flaiano Prize for his play Died Twice 

(Duj Furàtte Mulò/Due volte morto), in 2001 Historium Prize “Parton of Culture”; il 

Premio della Critica quale miglior gruppo al Festival Khamoro 2001 e 2011 (Praga – 

Rep. Ceca); Premio “Microcosmo d’ Oro” in 2002 (Milan); in 2006 the international 

prize called “Exposcuola 2006”; in 2007 Prize Historium; in 2012 Maratea Award 

together with Sergio Zavoli.10  

He was the first Roma to achieve the title of Commander of the Order of Merit of 

the Italian Republic for his art and activity as the ambassador of Roma culture.  

Alexian is invited to numerous national radio and television broadcasts both in Italy 

and abroad. 

 

Dijana Pavlović (1976) 
Dijana Pavlović was born in Kruševac, Serbia, theater and film actress, activist, and 

media personality. She lived in Serbia until 1999 graduating from the Faculty of 

Dramatic Arts, University of Arts in Belgrade, then moved to Milan, Italy, where she 

currently works.  

She has been promoting Roma culture and literature for many years, also playing 

the role of cultural mediator in schools.  Dijana has campaigned for language rights 

for the Roma and Sinti, and against forced evictions taking place in Italy. She also 

worked with disadvantaged youth in and around Milan. She is one the founders of 

 
8 Santino Spinelli (romarchive.eu)  
9 My own translations. 
10 Chi sono – Alexian Santino Spinelli 
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the European Roma Institute for Arts and Culture (ERIAC) that was opened in Berlin 

in 2017. She was nominated for the city council of Milan in the United list with Dario 

Fo in 2006, and for the Italian Parliament in 2008 in the ranks of La Sinistra 

l’Arcobaleno; however, she failed in being elected in both consultations. 

From 1995 to 1999 she participated in several International Theatre Festivals in 

Yugoslavia, Romania and Bulgaria. In 2000, she was the translator and interpreter 

in the show Sentiero color cenere, which refers to unpublished poetry and prose 

belonging to Roma culture. In 1999-2000 she acted in Italian in some theatrical 

productions for high school, maternal and elementary school children, among 

others, the tale The Ugly Duckling, and Tartuffe and The Doctor in Spite of Himself 

by Moliere. In 2002 she played the role of Nataša in The Marriage Proposal by Anton 

Pavlović Chekhov, directed by Roberto Trifirò and staged at the Teatro dell'Elfo 

Milan, new edition The Bitter Tears of Petra Von Kant by Rainer Werner Fassbinder. 

In 2003 she participated in several theater pieces as an actress: in Family Happiness 

by Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, directed by R. Trifirò and in Mozart and Salieri/ The 

Guest Stone by Alexander Pushkin, directed by Guido De Monticelli. Between 2003 

- 2005 she acted in The Maids by Genet, directed by Lorenzo Loris in the Teatro Out 

Off Milan. In 2004 she played in The Amorous Doctor by Molière, directed by Monica 

Conti, while in 2006 in A girlgoldende T. Olear, directed by Tatiana Olear. 

In 2017 she participated in the I. International Roma Storytelling Festival with Speak, 

My Life, a monodrama written and performed by herself based on a novel by the 

Yenish writer, Mariella Mehr. It gives an insight into the inhuman treatment and the 

biological genocide of the Yenish people in Switzerland that ended only in the ’70s. 

The play was also published in the monodrama collection called Roma Heroes - 

Five European Monodramas by the Independent Theater Hungary in 2019. 

 

Sebastiano Spinella (1965) 
Sebastiano Spinella was born in Catania, and he currently lives in Lazio, Italy. 

Musician, art-educator, clown, actor. He has Roma origins, but he discovered it only 

a few years ago.  

He studied clown and acrobatic at the Rogelio Rivel Circus Arts Center in Barcelona, 
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Spain in 1989, mime theater from Memo Dini11 in Rome in 1994, and he also 

participated in the training of Philippe Gaulier12 in London in 1993.  

He started traveling and working as a clown, circus artist, musician, living with 

traveling people, moving from country to country. Little by little he learned to play 

guitar, clarinet, accordion, trumpet, bass tuba. In the ‘90s he moved to Rome where 

he worked as street artist, so he had the opportunity to meet Roma people.  

He played in ‘The Cirque Bidon’ (Le Cirque Bidon) and in ‘The Oboubambulle’ 

(L’Oboubambulle) companies in France, then in Italy in the ‘Giorgio Albertazzi 

Company’ (Compagnia Giorgio Albertazzi), he was a mime artist in the ‘Fo-Rame 

Theater Company’ (Compagnia Dario Fo - Franca Rame) and the ‘Small Mosquito 

Company’ (Piccola Compagnia Zanzara). In Barcelona he was the member of the 

‘Theater of the Senses’ (Teatro de los Sentidos) between 1999 and 2016, and in 

parallel, he acted in ‘Cirkus Sybilla Theater’ (Cirkus Sibylla og Sibylla Teater) in 

Telemark, Norway between 2013-2017. His own theater company is called 

‘CantaClown’ that he founded in 2016 together with Ursula Mainardi.13 In 2018 at the 

II.  International Roma Heroes Storytelling Festival organized by the Independent 

Theater Hungary in Budapest, he performed his monodrama entitled Children of 

the Wind based on his life story and his discovery of his Roma ancestry. 

Sebastiano Spinella is the artistic director of the program ‘Teaching Language 

Through Theater’ at the University of Minas Gerais, Brazil. Parallel to his artistic 

career since 2002, he works in social projects based on artistic education for Roma 

children in the outskirts of Rome. It cooperates with various social organizations in 

the implementation of shows and activities for children of refugee centers in 

Europe. He is also the founder of ‘A.P.S. Rampa Prenestina’ and the homonymous 

cultural area established in 2015. They hold open laboratories of arts and crafts and 

different educational support activities for young Roma in the suburbs of Rome, 

Italy. 

 

 
11 Actor, mime-clown, modern dance performer, the founder of Teatro Anfeclown (1979). 
 
12 Philippe Gaulier is a French master clown, pedagogue, playwright, director and professor of 
theater. He is the founder of ’École Philippe Gaulier’, a prestigious French theater school in Paris. 
13 Storyteller, actress, clown and musician, art therapist, trainer. 
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Circus Art in Italy 
Finally, I shall dedicate a part to circus art in Italy representing one of the most 

influential families of traditional circus, the Ofrei family who has developed their 

shows to the highest possible level of performance art. 

 

Moira Ofrei (1931-2015) 
Born Miranda Ofrei, ‘Moira of the Elephants’ was born into a Sinti14 family that 

owned the most famous circus company of Italy, the ‘Circus Ofrei’. Her father, 

Riccardo Ofrei was the well-known clown called ‘Bigolon’. Moira was always proud 

of her Sinti origin and regarded it as the source of her liberty.  In her childhood the 

family moved from city to city with its living trailer and Moira attended school where 

the circus stopped.  

In 1961 she founded her own company called ‘Circus Moira Ofrei’ together with her 

husband, Walter Nones. It quickly became the center of attention, both for the 

elegance of its productions and its infrastructures and, above all, for its high artistic 

quality. In 1976, the circus split into two separate units: the traditional Circo Moira 

Orfei, and the "circus-on-ice" show. In the early 1980s, Moira and Walter began to 

produce other touring shows, too. They got exclusive rights to the Italian tours of 

the Moscow Circus and for the American ice show Holiday on Ice. Meanwhile, 

regular circus tours made Moira extremely popular in other Mediterranean 

countries.15   

She retired from performing in the late 1990s, her son, Stefano Orfei-Nones has 

continued the family tradition, and has become one of Europe's foremost animal 

trainers, while her daughter, Lara, became a talented equestrienne. 

The World of Moira (2020) is a documentary by Roberto Guideri, the film features 

never published interviews with Moira and her husband, and we can also hear 

 
14 The Sinti are Romani people in Central Europe closely related to the group known as Manouche 
in France. They speak the Sinti-Manouche variety of Romani, which exhibits strong German 
influence. 
15 Moira Orfei - Circopedia 
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Stefano and Lara talking about the organization and the relationship with their 

mother.  
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