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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF DARIO
FO'S
MASTERPIECE:
ACCIDENTAL
DEATH OF AN
ANARCHIST

Few theatrical works
have managed to fuse
blistering political
critique with
uproarious comedy as
seamlessly as Dario
Fo's Accidental
Death of An
Anarchist. Written in
1970 and premiering in
the midst of Italy's
"Years of Lead"—a
period marked by
political violence,

bombings, and state
repression—the play
remains a cornerstone
of political theatre. Its
title alone is a pointed
irony, referencing the
suspicious death of
railway worker
Giuseppe Pinelli, who
allegedly fell from a
police station window
while being
questioned. Fo's
farcical treatment of
this tragic event not
only exposed the
machinery of state
cover-ups but also
gave audiences a
darkly comic lens
through which to view
abuse of power. Over
five decades later, the
play continues to


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

resonate, adapted for
stages worldwide and
studied for its
masterful use of satire.
This article delves into
the historical roots,
dramatic structure, key
characters, and
enduring relevance of
Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist,
exploring why it
remains a vital work for
understanding the
intersection of truth,
justice, and
performance.

Historical
Context:
The
Pinelli
Affair and

the Seeds
of Satire

To understand the
power of Accidental
Death of An
Anarchist, one must

first appreciate the
real-life events that
inspired it. On

December 12, 1969, a
bomb exploded at the
Piazza Fontana in
Milan, killing 17 people
and injuring dozens.
The Italian government
swiftly blamed
anarchists. Among
those arrested was
Giuseppe Pinelli, a 41-
year-old railway worker
and anarchist. After
being held for three
days at the Milan
police headquarters,
Pinelli was found dead
on the pavement below
the fourth-floor office.
The official story? He
had accidentally died
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after falling from the
window while
purportedly trying to
escape. Yet the
evidence was flimsy,
and suspicions of foul
play were immediate.
The case became a
rallying point for leftist
movements, exposing
the collaboration
between state
institutions and far-
right extremists—a
"strategy of tension"
aimed at justifying
authoritarian
crackdowns.

Dario Fo, already a
celebrated playwright
and performer with a
gift for political satire,
seized on this absurd
official narrative. Along
with his wife and
collaborator Franca
Rame, he crafted a
play that would turn
the accidental death
of an anarchist into a
devastating farce. Fo
recognized that the

truth itself was so
grotesque that only
laughter could properly
expose it. By using the
techniques of
commedia
dell'arte—stock
characters, slapstick,
improvisation—he
created a work that
was both entertaining
and subversive. The
play premiered in
December 1970,
exactly one year after
the bombing, and was
immediately a
sensation. It ran for
over 300
performances,
despite—or perhaps
because of—attempts
by authorities to
censor and even arrest
Fo and Rame.

Structure
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The plot of Accidental

Death of An
Anarchist is
deceptively simple.

The action unfolds in a
police station in 1970s
Milan. The central
character, simply
called the Maniac, is a
brilliant, fast-talking
trickster who has been
arrested multiple times
for impersonating

in a web of their own
contradictions. As the
Maniac forces them to
reenact the "accident,"
their lies unravel in
increasingly hilarious
and damning ways.

Fo's use of farce is not
merely for comic relief.
It serves as a tool of
defamiliarization,
compelling the
audience to see the
banality of evil. The
officers are not cartoon
villains; they are petty,
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confused, and
desperately trying to
cover up their
incompetence. The
Maniac, meanwhile, is
a descendant of the
fool archetype from
commedia

dell'arte—a figure
who, through madness,
speaks the truth. His
multiple disguises
allow Fo to critique not
just the police but the
entire judiciary and
media system that
perpetuated the cover-
up. The play uses
rapid-fire dialogue,
physical comedy, and
even direct audience
address (a hallmark of
Fo's epic theatre
style, influenced by
Bertolt Brecht) to keep
the audience
intellectually engaged.

Key

Character
S as
Social
Critiques

Each character in
Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist
embodies a facet of
institutional hypocrisy:

e The Maniac:
The protagonist
is a shape-shifter
who personifies
the disruptive
force of truth. He
is uncontrollable,
unpredictable,
and utterly
free—a stark
contrast to the
rigid, lying
officials. His
manic energy
drives the plot
and delivers the
play's core



message: that
sanity is often
the first victim of
state power.
Inspector
Bertozzo: The
first policeman
the Maniac
encounters,
Bertozzo is a
bumbling
careerist more
concerned with
paperwork than
justice. He
represents the
mindless
bureaucracy that
enables cover-
ups.
Superintendent
(or
Commissioner):
A higher-ranking
officer who
attempts to
restore order and
salvage the
official version of
events. His
desperation
grows as the

Maniac exposes
the
contradictions.
Inspector
Pissani: A
corrupt and
violent officer
who believes in
ends justifying
means. He is a
nod to the real
police brutality
suspected in
Pinelli's death.
The Journalist:
A cynical figure
who arrives to
cover the story.
Initially
dismissive, she
gradually
becomes the
audience's
surrogate,
shocked by the
revelations. Her
presence
critiques the
media's
complicity.

These characters are

psychologically
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deep—they are types,
as in commedia
dell'arte. But that is
intentional. Fo wants
us to see them as cogs
in a system, not as
individuals. By making
them ridiculous, he
strips them of their
power. The audience
laughs, but the
laughter is uneasy.

The Role
of
Language
and
Improvisa
tion

One of the most
remarkable features of
Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist is its
linguistic playfulness.

Fo was a master of
grammelot, a
techniqgue mixing
nonsense sounds,
onomatopoeia, and
fragments of real
language to convey
meaning. The play is
laced with puns, verbal
gymnastics, and
references to ltalian
politics. The text itself
is not fixed; Fo
encouraged directors
and performers to
adapt the dialogue to
local contexts. This has
made the play
extraordinarily
portable. When it was
adapted for English-
speaking audiences,
often by playwrights
like Richard Bean or
Alan Cumming, the
script was refitted with
local political scandals
(e.g., UK police
corruption, US cases
like the Chicago 7). The
core
mechanism—using



farce to expose official
lies—remains
universal.

For example, in one
classic scene, the
Maniac demonstrates
how the anarchist
could not have fallen
from the window as
claimed because the
window is too small, or
because contradictory
witnesses place him
elsewhere. He forces
the policemen to
physically reenact the
incident, leading to
slapstick chaos. This
physical comedy is
crucial: it makes the
abstract concept of a
cover-up tangible and
ridiculous. The
audience sees the
contortions that
officials go through to
maintain a lie.

Themes:
Truth,
Power,
and the
Theatre
of the
Absurd

Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist explores
several enduring
themes:

1. The
Elusiveness of
Truth: The play
suggests that in
a world of
institutional
corruption, truth
becomes a
commodity to be
manufactured,
not discovered.
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The Maniac
succeeds not by
proving the
anarchist
innocent but by
exposing the
multiplicity of
contradictory
official
statements. Each
version of the
"accident" is
more absurd
than the last.

. Power and
Performance:
Fo draws an
explicit parallel
between state
authority and
theatrical
performance.
The police are, in
a sense, actors
performing a
script—the
official narrative.
The Maniac is a
rival performer
who upstages
them. The
courtroom or

police station
becomes a stage
where power is
rehearsed and
challenged.

. Complicity of

the Media: The
journalist on
stage represents
a fourth estate
that initially
accepts the
official version
without scrutiny.
Only through the
Maniac's antics
does she begin
to question. Fo
critiques the
media's
willingness to
amplify state
propaganda.

. The Individual

vs. the System:
The Maniac is a
lonely, seemingly
mad figure who
takes on the
entire apparatus
of the state. Fo
romanticizes this
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rebellion,
suggesting that
even one person
with wit can pull
back the curtain.

These themes are as
relevant today as in
1970. In an era of
"alternative facts,"
police cover-ups, and
state surveillance, the
play has found new
audiences. Productions
in the 2010s and 2020s
have emphasized
parallels with deaths in
police custody, such as
George Floyd or Eric
Garner, and the
subsequent cover-ups.
The question "How did
he fall from a window?"
is echoed in "How did
he die from a knee on
his neck?"

Legacy

and
Adaptatio
ns

Since its premiere,
Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist has
been performed in
dozens of countries.
Notable adaptations
include:

e Richard Bean's
2003 version
for the UK,
which updated
references to the
Stephen
Lawrence inquiry
and the
Macpherson
Report on
institutional
racism. It ran at
the Donmar
Warehouse and
later in the West
End.

e Alan
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Cumming's
2011 staging in
New York,
where he also
played the
Maniac, infusing
the role with
vaudevillian
energy.
Cumming's
version
referenced US
injustices such as
the death of
Amadou Diallo.
Multiple
amateur and
fringe
productions
that adapt the
script to local
scandals—from
Spain to Brazil to
South Korea.

The play's enduring
power lies in its
adaptability. Fo himself
was a keen advocate of
revision and open
text. He wrote the play
with spaces for
improvisation, allowing
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performers to insert
contemporary material.
This keeps the play
alive as a living
document, not a fossil.
In 1997, Fo won the
Nobel Prize for
Literature; the Swedish
Academy praised him
for "emulating the
jesters of the Middle
Ages in scourging
authority and
upholding the dignity
of the downtrodden."
Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist is his
most iconic
achievement in that
vein.

Conclusio
n:
Laughter
as a



Weapon

Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist is far
more than a political
play—it is a
masterclass in using
laughter as a weapon.
Dario Fo understood
that the visceral power
of comedy can break
through the numbness
that tragedy induces.
By turning the
accidental death of
an anarchist into a
farcical carnival of lies,
he forces us to
confront the horrific
reality: that the death
was almost certainly
not an accident, and
that the cover-up was
a systematic act of
violence against the
truth. Yet the play does
not leave us in despair.
The Maniac, volatile
and anarchic, provides
a model of resistance:
use your wits, trust
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your instincts, and
never stop questioning
the official story.

For modern readers
and theatregoers,
Accidental Death Of
An Anarchist remains
an essential piece of
cultural education. It
reminds us that art can
be both entertaining
and subversive, that
the stage can be a
courtroom, and that
the last laugh might
just belong to those
who refuse to accept
the narrative handed
down by power. In an
age of deepfakes,
misinformation, and
political polarization,
Fo's play is more
relevant than ever. It
calls on each of us to
become a little bit of
the Maniac—to don the
costume of the fool
and speak truth to
power. And perhaps, in
doing so, we can
ensure that no more
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anarchists die otherwise—in the
accidentally—or name of order.
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