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COMEDY IN THE FACE OF 
DEADLY CORRUPTION

It is both testament to Dario Fo’s brilliant 
comedic writing and sad indictment 
of the ongoing systemic corruption of 
truth that a play so intimately connected 
to the political climate in which it was 
born has been as widely reproduced,  
adapted and enjoyed throughout 
the world. For Accidental Death of an 
Anarchist was not merely inspired by, 
but a direct and immediate response to 
the incredible and horrific events which 
unfolded in Italy in the late sixties and 
early seventies, and can even claim to 
have influenced them. Actively engaged 
in lampooning and thereby fighting 
the institutional corruption, deceit and 
brutality of the time, Dario Fo and his 
wife Franca Rame’s uncompromising 
political works were instantly influential 
– and did not go unnoticed by the far-
right; their ideological defiance would 
have serious consequences in later years. 

Though it stands alone as a superb 
piece of comedic and farcical writing, 
Accidental Death of an Anarchist is best 
appreciated with some understanding 
of the tumultuous saga in which it was 
embroiled. 

THE CLIMATE OF POST-WAR ITALY

The years following the defeat of Nazism 
and collapse of Mussolini’s fascist 
government were prosperous in Italy, 
known later as ‘the economic miracle’. 
Despite this prosperity, the country 
was deeply divided as to how to move 
forward. Following the election of a 
constituent assembly in 1946, the right 
wing Christian Democratic Party took 
power, with significant financial aid 
from American companies with anti-
communist priorities.

Though conservative forces dominated 
Italian government, an undercurrent of 
enlightenment and political engagement 
was brewing in leftist and student circles. 
During this time, a young Dario Fo was 
caught up in the stimulating intellectual 
life of post-Liberation Milan, reading 
authors and seeing works of artists who 
had previously been banned under 
Fascism.

Having met on a theatrical production, 
Fo married the actress and activist 
Franca Rame in 1954, and the pair went 
on to collaborate in almost all of their 
future work as performers, writers 
and political agitators. Starting and 
disbanding several theatre companies, 
dabbling in television and finding 
critical success in a series of farces 
responding to current issues of the day, 
their acceptance into established theatre 
circles also caught the watchful eye of 
the government. At this time, all scripts 

were required to be submitted to Rome 
for approval, though this proved futile in 
the case of Fo, whose habit was to update 
his writing constantly during rehearsals 
and even throughout a play’s run, to the 
outrage of censors. 

1968 marked a significant shift in Dario 
Fo’s career, as he and his wife chose 
to abandon the establish ‘bourgeois’ 
theatres and pursue uncompromisingly 
political plays for the proletariat.  
 
‘ITALY OF THE MYSTERIES’ AND THE EVENTS 
LEADING UP TO THE BOMBING

The right wing Christian Democratic 
Party was in government at this time, 
whilst the main opposing party was the 
Italian Communist Party, signifying 
the extremity of political division 
in the country. With each side using 
covert forces in an attempt to topple 
the other, it was a period of secrecy and 
unparalleled scandal which is impossible 
to chart conclusively. Historians describe 
an ‘Italy of mysteries’, whose course 
was determined by ‘faceless societies’ 
and ‘unaccountable forces’ acting as an 
‘alternative state’. In addition to local 
movements, it is estimated that over one 

hundred million dollars reached Italy 
from America in support of the anti-
communist cause, the money not only 
sent to the Christian Democratic Party 
but also directly to the Italian Secret 
Services, who still had close ties to neo-
fascism within their ranks. 

Connecting Dario Fo, the chaos of post-war Italy and the 
tragic sequence of events which inspired Accidental Death of 
an Anarchist. 

With each side using covert forces in an attempt 
to topple the other, it was a period of secrecy and 
unparalleled scandal.
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The Italian police and army had never 
been properly purged after the Fascist 
period, so there were many in the 
security forces willing to bend the rules 
and use brutality in pursuit of power. 
A ‘strategy of tension’ was established, 
using indiscriminate killing to create 
a climate of fear and panic, with the 
intention that this would lead to popular 
outcry for more repressive measures from 
the government and military.

Extremism on both sides – the left 
preaching revolution, the right working 
to bring about a coup d’etat – created 
a double threat of violence and terror. 
It was the beginnings of the terrorist 
groups which would wreak havoc in Italy 
throughout the next two decades. 

The bombing of a Milanese bank in 1969, 
which preceded the events outlined 
in Accidental Death of an Anarchist, 
was one of an estimated 150 attacks in 
Italy in that year alone. Perpetrated by 
neo-fascists but ascribed to left-wing 
anarchists, the appalling crime would 
shape Italian life for years to come.  
 
THE TERRORIST ATTACK 
 
On a Friday afternoon on the twelfth 
of December, 1969, a bomb exploded 
in a busy bank in Piazza Fontana at the 

centre of Milan. Sixteen people were 
killed, and around ninety injured. It was 
one of several explosions in Italy that 
day, including three explosions in Rome, 
which fortunately caused no deaths, 
and another in Milan which failed to 
detonate. Suspiciously, the police later 
detonated this device rather than have it 
diffused by experts, meaning potentially 
important pieces of evidence were 
destroyed. 

The impact of the Piazza Fontana terror 
attack on Italian consciousness was swift 
and lasting. Italian journalist Giampiero 
Mughini later wrote, “… the fact is that 
in December 1969 an order, a moral 
order above all, was sundered”. This 
upending of ethical and institutional 
order, the image of a world upside-down, 
is a crucial theme of Anarchist. 

In the days and years that followed, the 
pursuit of truth became an increasingly 
convoluted and treacherous path, facts 
often impossible to extricate from 
the network of lies created by police, 
politicians, judges and journalists. With 
suspicious speed police and magistrates 
announced that left-wing anarchist 
circles were responsible. Hundreds of 
anarchists were corralled, one of the 

first being Giuseppe Pinelli, who was 
arrested before sundown on the day of 
the bombing. Pinelli was subjected to 72 
hours of interrogation at a police station 
in Milan under the direction of Inspector 
Luigi Calabresi before ‘falling’ to his death 
from the station’s fourth-storey window 
just before midnight. The circumstances 
of this ‘fall’ – whether he committed 
suicide, was pushed, fell accidentally 
or was already dead before hitting the 
ground – will forever be disputed. 

There were six police officers in Calabresi’s 
office when Pinelli plunged from its 
window and their subsequent accounts of 
the incident were alarmingly inconsistent. 
They were not the only witnesses, however, 
as a group of journalists happened to be 
leaving a press conference at the exact 
same moment, and witnessed the fall 
from the street. The journalists’ presence 
revealed glaring inconsistencies in the 
evidence of the policemen. One constable 
claimed, for example, that Pinelli’s shoe 
had been left in his hand when he had 
lunged to prevent Pinelli throwing 
himself from the window. The journalists 
were able to testify, however, that Pinelli 
was wearing both shoes when he landed 
on the pavement. 

Inconsistencies continued well into 
the judiciary process. The preliminary 
investigation conducted by the magistrate 
Giovanni Caizzi concluded that the 
evidence pointed to ‘an accidental death’, 
a conclusion Fo used ironically as his title. 
The second inquiry reverted to a suicide 
verdict – a supposed admission of guilt. 

Within a few days mainstream media had 
branded Pinelli as the face of the crime 
and right-wing publications labelled 
him a ‘monster’. Though the 41 year old 
railway worker was indeed an anarchist by 
conviction, he was also a staunch pacifist, 
and a quiet family man. He has often been 
referred to as ‘the seventeenth victim of 
Piazza Fontana’.

DARIO FO AND FRANCA RAME’S INVOLVEMENT 
IN THE SUBSEQUENT UNFOLDING OF EVENTS 
 
Written and staged by Dario Fo and 
Franca Rame within a year of the incident, 
Anarchist was intended as a counter-
inquiry to the misinformation being 
spread on both left and right. In later years 
Fo wrote of its inception:

“In this case, as in others, we were goaded 
by a situation of necessity. In spring 1970, 
some comrades who attended our plays 
asked us to write a full-length play about 
the Milan bombings and the Pinelli 
killing which would treat the causes and 
the political consequences. The reason 
for this request was the terrifying lack of 
information surrounding the problem. 
Once the initial shock had passed, the 
press fell silent… there was an expectation 
that light would be shed, that people 
should wait, and not create mayhem… 
this was not enough.”

Staging Anarchist at this time was a brave, 
and intensely political move. During its 
initial run, Fo would preface the play 
with an improvised prologue, discussing 
contemporary events and connecting 

“In December 1969 an order, a moral order 
above all, was sundered.”
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them to the central themes of the work.  
Creating farce from a murder still so 
raw may seem in bad taste now, but in 
the militant atmosphere of those days 
Fo and collaborator Rame felt the most 
respectful response to Pinelli’s death was 
anger – and action. 

“We must make every effort to grasp 
the political meaning of his death,” he 
wrote. “There is no call for emotional 
display, since the emotional outpouring 
carries the risk of ‘digesting’ the play and 
being left with the joy of a beautifully 
clear conscience.” For Fo, catharsis was 
the enemy of change. There would be 
no feeling of resolution from this piece 
of theatre; the audience was required to 
seek that resolution through subsequent 
discussion and action. 

Fo zealously collected available material, 
using information passed on from 
journalists aligned with his cause and 
directly quoting some of the most 
ridiculous lines from both official 
inquiries. Pinelli was the anarchist 
of his work’s title, but other principal 
characters like the Inspector and the 
journalist Maria Feletti also have 
counterparts in the true story. Even 
the Inspector’s clothing in the original 
production was modelled on the now 
infamous Inspector Calabresi, who 
became known as ‘Officer Window-
Straddler’ after left-wing paper Lotta 
Continua popularised the moniker, 
alleging one of his interrogation 
techniques was to force a subject to sit 
on the window ledge of his office during 
questioning.

Calabresi raised legal action against Lotta 
Continua’s editor but the trial, opening in 
October 1970 and still underway during 
Anarchist’s opening run, soon became 
about Calabresi’s own culpability in the 
Fontana and Pinelli cases. Fo’s script was 
adapted almost every performance to 
take into account the day’s developments. 

In November 1971 Pinelli’s widow raised 
a case against the police, but in 1972, 
before its conclusion, Inspector Calabresi 
was assassinated. Neither Lotta Continua 
or Dario Fo softened their criticism of 
him, or condemned the murder. 

THE LASTING IMPACT ON THEIR LIVES 
 
During the 1960s and ‘70s Fo and Rame 
encouraged their audiences to take part 
in a political struggle, speaking openly 
about their Marxist and revolutionary 
ideology. During the height of the 
terror campaigns Franca Rame also 
established ‘Red Aid’, a support group 
for imprisoned left-wing militants and 
their families. The consequences of their 
subversive efforts became increasingly 
serious, leading to Fo’s arrest in Sardinia 
in 1973 – though he was soon released 
after public protest. Most horrific of all, 
in the same year Franca Rame was seized 
on the street by far-right militants, 
dragged into a truck where she was 
burned with cigarettes, slashed with 
razor blades and gang-raped, before 
being dumped in a public park. 

Rame was back on stage within two 
months, but unable to speak of what 
she had endured, even to her husband, 

for several years to come. In 1978, she 
wrote and performed a one-woman show 
entitled Lo Stupro (The Rape), recounting 
her shocking experience in such 
harrowing detail that several members of 
the audience fainted, and Rame herself 
was taken ill. 

In 1998, less than a year after Dario 
Fo was awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Literature, an investigating magistrate 
working on the terrorist outrages of the 
early ‘70s publicly confirmed that the 
attack on Rame was the result of orders 
from senior police officers. In light 
of this confirmation of his long-held 
beliefs, Fo wrote to the Italian President 
demanding justice. “How is it possible 
that nobody wanted to investigate until 

the statute of limitations for these crimes 
had expired?”, he wrote. Establishing 
the truth was not a matter of revenge, Fo 
insisted, but an essential step in enabling 
Italians to recognise the barbarities of 
the past and move forward.

Accidental Death of an Anarchist indulges 
in the ridiculous with a boisterous and 
playful hand, yet its central theme and 
plot device - the pursuit of truth - was 
profoundly important, and remains 
frighteningly relevant in today’s post-
truth political climate.

Dario Fo and Franca Rame, Milan 1995, (image: FrancaRame Archives)
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