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    Chapter 1


    Have You Ever Been in a Movie?


    


    On a Roman September afternoon in 1979 a skinny young man of 25, blue eyes and blond hair, is measuring the stage of the recently restored Teatro delle Muse (the Muses Theater), which is soon to re-open after many years.


    The young man is worried and frustrated. It is apparent that the stage is too small for the imposing scenery of Harlequin Educated by Love, the 18th-century French play by Marivaux that he has presented in July at the Spoleto Two Worlds Festival, directing it and starring in the role of Trivelin, with white wig and a purple costume that had been created for Donald Sutherland in Fellini’s Casanova. It hasn’t been a success. Because of the scenery by Aldo Buti, reproducing a fountain with statues such as the ones in Versailles, with real water pouring out at the end of the play, the old and cavernous Spoleto church of San Niccolò has been selected to host the show, instead of a smaller space, where the subtle and refined Marivaux dialogue would surely have been more easily appreciated. Critics have been cold if not decidedly bitchy and the possibilities of presenting the play in the forthcoming theater season that in Italy goes from October to May are poor. Yet, if the play closes, it’s a financial disaster. The Spoleto Festival’s money didn’t cover all the expenses. The young man has already sold the last of the family paintings and furniture that he inherited, and creditors are at the door. It is truly a hot mess. Deeply concentrated in his measuring and gloomy thoughts, the young man has paid no attention to the small group of people who are chatting in the pit, show business people who have been invited to have a look at the renewed theater before its official opening. He didn’t notice that a small blonde lady in her late 40s is looking at him intensively. When his pointless work is done he descends the few steps from stage, ready to go, but the lady stops him and asks him a question that puzzles him: “Excuse me, have you ever been in a movie?” His surprised expression makes the lady smile and introduce herself: “I am Annamaria Spasiano and I am a movie agent. If you are interested I would like to represent you. You have a great face.”


    The name doesn’t ring any bells. He doesn’t know that the lady is the mother of sexy actress Silvia Dionisio, or that Silvia is the wife of director Ruggero Deodato. Too focused on his stage world, the “movie mob” has never interested him and, in Italy, the two sides of stage business, theater and movies, have a tradition of being separate and not co-existing on friendly terms, the stage crowd royally disdaining movie people as “money vultures” and the celluloid world feeling the stage world to be filled with “old intellectual bores.”


    But money is exactly what the young man needs right now. So he smiles back at the lady and says that he is interested, sure. If some money can be earned he would be ready to walk on his hands wearing a red nose, let alone act in front of a camera. He answers a few questions. Yes, he speaks English. Actually he is trilingual since birth and can fluently speak English and French. Yes he has some photos to give her and of course a c.v. And yes he can bring the stuff to her office by tomorrow. She might have something for him real soon? That would be fantastic.


    She gives him her card and he leaves, not knowing that his life is going to change forever.


    That young man is me, Giovanni Lombardo Radice (affectionally known to most everyone as Johnny), soon to be known to the world of cult cinema as John Morghen.
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      Spoleto Two Worlds Festival, 1979: Johnny as Trivelin in Harlequin Educated by Love by Marivaux, with Marina Garroni as the Fairy.
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      A youthful Johnny lights up.

    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    The Family Beauty


    


    “You have a great face.”


    It wasn’t the first time such a compliment had been paid me. As a matter of fact, beauty had been my ambiguous companion since childhood, becoming a half blessing/half curse, as when people gathered around my stroller in shops or gardens, making faces and weird voices to that exceptionally handsome little boy, blue-eyed and so blond to be almost white, features quite rare in 1950s Italy. People are always ironic and skeptical when a beautiful person (man or woman) tries to explain that beauty is not always the flowered path to Paradise it’s generally considered to be. What people don’t understand is that the frightening quality of beauty doesn’t depend on you. If you are, let’s say, incredibly clever, only a rare disease, a tragic accident or extreme old age can take your brains from you. You can work with the intelligence that was given to you at birth, expand it, direct it and increase it. It’s a fortune you can spend being in control. And the same goes for an exceptional talent in music or in the arts. Not the same with beauty. You can wear it, and nothing else. You are valued, desired (at times madly desired) and admired for something that doesn’t belong to your inner self more than a dress or a jewel and that can disappear for causes that are out of your control: a change in metabolism, hair falling, aging. And many a time, such as in my case, the beautiful person doesn’t consider him- or herself beautiful. Groucho Marx stated that he would never have sought admission to a club that accepted members like him. In the same sense I was not in the least attracted by people who looked like myself.


    But handsome I was considered, from the outside world and from my family, where beauty came from the side of my maternal grandmother, the Gherardini-Morghen: “You are a real Morghen,” my grandmother proudly used to say, not foretelling the movie history her maiden name was going to have. My mother was a renowned and remarkable beauty, quite similar to Vivien Leigh, but she wasn’t in the least concerned with her looks. She dressed soberly, never wore make-up and couldn’t care less about her hair turning gray before its time, sarcastically despising women who “painted” themselves or dyed their hair. Nevertheless she was fascinated by beauty in others and quite concerned with mine. She got to the point of giving me appetite suppressing pills, amphetamines, when, in pre-puberty, I tended to put on some extra weight. She herself was eating like a bird, her silhouette the only physical part of herself she cared about. Not surprisingly, anorexia got me, first at age 18, then with recurrent spells in different moments of my life.


    Most families have definite roles for each individual member, like in old plays. There’s the Clever, the Funny, the Clumsy, the Smart. I was the Handsome and what was asked from me was to keep being so. Of course I had to accomplish some family standards such as speaking at least three languages (a must from both maternal and paternal side), being polite in society, witty in conversation and well behaved at meals. But my shoulders did not carry the heavy intellectual burden that was on my older brothers, not always without consequence.


    Marco, the middle son, six years my senior, became a brilliant neuro-psychiatrist and a part-time writer, but Daniele, the eldest, born in 1947, cracked under the weight of what was expected from him as a first born. He fled home at 19, suffered many mental breakdowns and led quite a miserable life as a borderline schizophrenic.


    My parents’ marriage (Lucio Lombardo Radice and Adele Maria Jemolo), starting just after the war in Italy begun, had been a “misalliance,” with the aristocratic Morghen and the hyper-Catholic Jemolo doing what was in their power to prevent their brilliant and beautiful daughter from marrying a mathematic professor to be, 10 years her senior and, God forbid, a communist. But love, born in the heroic days of the fight against Mussolini and the Nazis, in which they both had been active (my father being in jail twice), had been stronger than the family crusade. Different they were and the marriage balanced on my father adoring my mother, like a frog kissed by a princess, and my mother allowing him to love her. Nevertheless, the incredible intellectual standards that the two families shared tied them down.


    The Lombardo Radices were a Sicilian bourgeois family of lawyers and notaries that reached fame when my grandfather Giuseppe deviated from the routine and became a teacher, the first translator of Kant in Italian and the author of school reform that modernized the Italian system and is basically in use even today. In a conference tour he met my grandmother Gemma Harasim, a Slavic woman who was a teacher and an advocate for the female vote and female education. She traveled alone, wrote for newspapers and spoke eight languages, including Russian and Hungarian, a gift she was to pass on to my father. They had two daughters and a son.


    Giuseppina, the eldest daughter, became a Greek scholar and a wonderful translator of Sophocles and Aeschylus. Laura, the middle daughter, was a teacher and the wife of Pietro Ingrao, a strong political personality in post-war Italy, the first communist to be President of Parliament. My father…My father became “everything,” a Man of the Renaissance (as was the title of one of his books). As a steady occupation he was a university mathematics professor, but he was also a politician, a pedagogist as his father, a translator, a journalist and a writer, winner of the prestigious Viareggio Award for his book about Kafka, Bulgakov and Kundera called The Accused Ones. He had out-numbered his mother by speaking 12 languages (eight fluently and four on a basic level). Always a rebel inside the Italian Communist Party, he had been a proponent of dialogue between communists and Catholics, a supporter of the Czech Revolution of 1969 and a protagonist in the European peace movement.


    On my mother’s side, her father, Arturo Carlo Jemolo, was a self-made man of incredible cleverness, who had become not only a famous lawyer (representing among others Fiat and the Bank of Italy), but a university professor and a respected moral authority, a Father of the Country, who had been one of the authors of the post-war Constitution and an important link between the Italian government and the Vatican, as a personal friend of Pope Paul the Sixth. He had married Adele Morghen, the last of a celebrated family of German engravers, including Raffaello Morghen, who is buried in the Florentine church of Santa Croce along with Michelangelo and Galileo and who is well known for his etching of Leonardo’s Last Supper. In the 19th century a Morghen had married Countess Adele Gherardini (my grandmother’s grandmother), who was the last of a noble family that could claim as a member the Leonardo Monna Lisa (Monna Lisa Gherardini married to Messer Del Giocondo) and the Gherardini brothers who fought with William the Conqueror at Hastings in England, giving birth to the Fitzgerald family (Fitz-Gherard, son of Gherard-Gherardini).


    With my amused surprise, a few years ago a member of the Fitzgerald family sent me his greetings and the family coat of arms. My mother had chosen a low profile. She had graduated in medicine but had then decided to work as a biologist. Her main aim in life was not to be bothered by reality and to lie in bed, smoking cigarette after cigarette and reading — her great passion. Every night, before bedtime, she used to read to me a chapter of a book, as she had done with my older brothers. And they were not fairy tales, but Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables, Tolstoy’s War and Peace and Dickens’ David Copperfield. She also took me to the movies and she became the instigator of my passion for the theater, taking me to the Marionette Opera (The Pupi Siciliani) during the four years we spent in Palermo (from 1956 to 1960), the city where my father had received his first assignment as a university professor. In doing so she was quite brave. The Marionette Opera at that time was far from being the touristic attraction it is now and the building was located in a dark alley in the middle of the Palermo “Kasbah,” one of the most popular and poor areas of the town, not a place for a lady to walk without male companionship other than the one of a four year old. The puppeteers warmly welcomed their little golden-haired fan; they allowed me backstage and presented me with a little puppet of Angelica, the beautiful princess who turned insane the proud warrior Orlando, the hero of the saga their puppets were representing. From there on my only toys were puppets and little theaters. At five years old I had no doubt about what I would later do in life.
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      “You have a great face!” Giovanni Lombardo Radice (Johnny) at age 14.
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      Johnny’s grandmother Adele Morghen.
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      The marriage of Johnny’s parents, Lucio Lombardo Radice and Adele Maria Jemolo, in 1946.
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      Young Johnny at age four.
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      Johnny’s maternal grandfather, Arturo Carlo Jemolo, during World War I.
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      Johnny, age 18, smokes a cigarette.

    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Curriculum Vitae


    


    While prepping my c.v. for Mrs. Spasiano, I realized that, being only 25, I had already done quite a bit. But not everything had to be said.


    My school career wasn’t worth mentioning. I hated the whole experience and wished to be out of it as soon as possible. So I decided to “jump” a year and attempt to get my high school diploma at 17. But to do so I needed to have the best grades in all subjects and that was a problem. I was more than brilliant in Italian, History and Philosophy, but my Greek was awful and my ignorance of mathematics so gross that the previous year I had to take the subject again because I said that three divided by zero was three. Which in my humble opinion was perfectly true. If I have three pies and I don’t share them with anybody they don’t disappear, they stay three all the same. But apparently it didn’t work that way.


    As for Greek, I seduced the young romantic lady professor by using my exceptional memory to recite by heart some Sappho love verses in full metric, but the hairy and sturdy math professor was a harder nut to crack. So I decided to take the bull by its horns and talked to the man, saying that I knew I was an ass in his subject, but that I was already determined to have a show business career. What was the point of keeping me in school for one more year?


    At that point Professor Arena (I will never forget his name) did something that at the same time was noble, clever and fully Catholic-Italian. He took the Bible out of a drawer and made me swear with my hand on it that I would never work with mathematics in my life. This done he gave me the grade I needed. And I did keep the oath. I couldn’t teach mathematics to a six year old and can’t make more than two plus two without a calculator. My consuming passion for ballet, which I had studied for many years, would go as “dance” in the sports skills. Even if I kept studying the art form until I was almost 40, an injured back had prevented me from trying a professional career and I feared that ballet would have sounded too gay-ish. Nor was I to mention the diploma in sport physiotherapy I had taken in the dark days when I realized that dancing was out of the question. I also thought that it wouldn’t have been “professional” for an actor to include the two years I had worked as a journalist at Sipario, a monthly show business magazine, nor my experience at age 15 with the French Art Council Theater Company in Rome. That was too amateurish. But I mentioned my radio work as a host and director (an adaptation of The Picture of Dorian Gray, among other things).


    I had been volunteer assistant director to Giorgio Strehler at the world renowned Piccolo Teatro in Milan and the name of this famous director could make an impression, but indeed my professional career had started when I joined the Turin State Theater for Bel Ami, a stage adaptation of the Maupassant book, in the almost extra role of the Marquis of Cazolles.


    It happened quite casually, as I was 18, out of school and jobless after the Sipario interlude. And I was escaping from a maddening love story. I had realized very soon that I was attracted to both boys and girls and never considered it a problem. At age 13, I had madly fallen in love with a friend of my brother, Marco, seven years my senior.


    “T,” I will refer to him so for privacy reasons, was fully heterosexual and quite a playboy, changing girl friends more easily than shirts. But something in the quite moving courtship of the little boy made us secret lovers. Quite incredibly our relationship lasted for life, with many ups and downs that I will have occasion to mention in this book but never reaching the state of us becoming committed companions. He was free and had dozens of women (but never another man or boy) and I was free and had many other love stories with both sexes, including the one that brought me to Turin and to my first professional engagement as an actor.


    Corrado, nicknamed Dado, was a schoolmate twice the years my senior. He was a rich and spoiled kid, driving a roaring sport car and having a passion for horse gambling and an even more devouring passion for manipulating others and “owning” them. He was bisexual as I was and we started a love affair that was quite serious on my part, but just a game for him. Old story. He didn’t really care about me, but he thought I was a nice object to possess and pleasant company for any mad ideas he might have, as when he suggested that we prostitute ourselves to finance a summer holiday. I was clay in his hands and incapable of saying no, no matter how crazy his ideas were. But during that holiday something cracked inside me and I realized that I had to escape as far away as possible.


    Dado, when 19, got a 16-year-old girl pregnant and married her. It was a disaster and they soon split, with me taking care of the little boy whenever the child was supposed to be with his father. No changing diapers for flamboyant dandy Dado. I accepted the task quite willingly because I always had a passion for infants, but I assumed that he was no longer having sexual relations with his baby bride. I was wrong. On a sunny beach in the island of Ponza he told me he was going to phone his wife to say hello to his son and he returned with an ear-to-ear smile, saying that Grazia, that was her name, was pregnant again and that he hoped for a girl to be named Enrica, because it rhymed with “fica,” the Italian word for cunt. I didn’t say anything, knowing that arguing with Dado was pointless, but I had a vivid vision of a future of babysitting two kids while he was having fun with whomever, behind my back. I had to break with him and to do so I had to escape somewhere far away, not to be tempted by his mermaid chanting and strong sexual appeal.


    A face sprang to my mind and it was the face of Aldo Trionfo, a well-known director who was in charge of the Turin State Theater and an open homosexual. I met him at a Festival in Riccione while working for Sipario and had been the object of his close courtship. I honestly thought he was revolting. He was in his 60s, fat and with pronounced Jewish features that even the worst Nazi propaganda couldn’t have imagined. So I politely eluded his attempts to corner me in elevators and vaguely thanked him when he said that I was welcome to join the crew if I ever decided to work with him in Turin. Now his words came back to me as an actual possibility when I considered working a thousand kilometers from Dado and his babies’ diapers.


    When we got back to Rome I told Dado I was out to buy cigarettes and jumped on the first train for Turin. Trionfo welcomed me warmly and asked me to be his assistant for the season, which included a production of Bel Ami, a very avant-garde version of Faust, and other minor shows. But I didn’t intend to be stuck in Turin and fulfill his lust for a year, so I answered that I wanted to be his assistant for Bel Ami, but also with a role in it, to experience a real theater tour.


    The continuous traveling might work as a good cure to forget Dado.


    It did. And it also started an entire new phase of my life.


    The Bel Ami troupe was a huge one, counting some 30 among actors, dancers and extras, from 78-year-old Tina Lattanzi (the iconic, stagy and often parodied Italian voice of Greta Garbo) to a bunch of kids in their teens or early 20s, eager to take their place on stage for something more than a two-line role. I had always been interested in directing and was a huge Shakespeare fan, so I convinced some of them to join me in an ambitious adventure, staging A Midsummer Night’s Dream in a small “off” theater in Rome, one of the many that had sprung up in the 1970s, with an entirely new generation of actors and directors that couldn’t find a space on official stages.


    My idea was of a Victorian version, with waltzes and hoop skirts and an emphasis on “class” conflict between the poor artisans and the rich and depraved aristocrats that doubled themselves in the fairy world. It was crazy, but full of ideas. The magic flower that forces love between people was treated as if it were a drug similar to opium, and the Puck character had been given to 12-year-old twins who could create the idea of the witty elf appearing and disappearing from side-to-side of the stage in a flash. It was a success, with extremely good reviews and a full house every night. I didn’t get back what I had invested when selling some paintings and jewels I had inherited from my mother, but I was happy and excited all the same and so were the others, most especially after Saverio Marconi (the young actor playing Bottom) had been noticed in our show by the Taviani brothers (esteemed movie directors) and cast as the leader in their new movie Padre Padrone (Father and Master) that won the Palmares at that year’s Cannes Film Festival. Self-producing and not getting paid could indeed lead to something great.


    We decided to keep going and set up our steady company, named Il Cigno (The Swan) after Shakespeare’s theater in London.


    The next production was another Shakespearean play, Macbeth, that doesn’t have in Italy the same ill-luck fame it has in England (never quote it, never name a character and refer to it as “The Scottish Thing”). It was an even more eccentric version than Midsummer Night’s Dream had been, all based on Freudean theories and depicting Macbeth and his Lady as two children suffering from an Oedipus complex and wanting to destroy the adult world embodied by King Duncan, Banquo and the others. The Witches were reunited in just one Mother figure, ambiguous and charming, leading the fatal pair to destruction. The musical score was provided by a selection of Mahler symphonies and the scenery represented a bedroom far larger than in reality, as seen through the eyes of small children.


    It was quite expensive and my father became involved financially. Not only did he translate brilliantly the play into Italian, but he contributed to the budget by selling some paintings very dear to him: the big Attardi that had been given to him with the Viareggio Award and an even more valuable Guttuso, that the Sicilian painter had done for him when he was in jail under Mussolini.


    From the Jemolo-Morghen family, who had opposed in every possible way my will to be in show business, I couldn’t expect any kind of help at all.


    As soon as I was out of school, my grandfather had officially summoned me to his office and told me that if I wanted to follow the family tradition and “be someone in life” I should take the diplomatic career and become an Ambassador, because: “You are good looking but you are not clever.” On the other hand, if I wanted to disgrace them all by becoming “a clown” I was free to do so, but I wouldn’t receive a penny. I told him that I wanted to be a clown and that was it. Macbeth was a success too and led us to a prestigious contract with the Maggio Musicale, the celebrated Opera Festival in Florence. The whole company, including myself as a director, was hired for Luciano Berio’s Opera, a complicated score vaguely inspired by the Titanic tragedy that involved actors, singers, the Swingle Singers Choir and the largest possible orchestra, which included rare ethnic instruments. It was a World Premiere and expectations were high. Luciano Berio turned out to be the most pompous ass I had ever met, and his 1960s theater idea of people in black leotards wriggling on stage in nonsensical avant-garde movements didn’t match my conception of ghosts from the Titanic tragedy. Quarrels were exploding every day and, at the dress rehearsal, conductor Bruno Bartoletti had one eye aimed at the orchestra and the other on Berio and myself, almost physically fighting in the pit.


    Nevertheless it was a success, with a lot of young people attending and becoming the best box-office result ever for a modern opera.


    We decided that for a time we needed to work on our individual careers. Personally, I felt that I had to improve my skills both as an actor and as a director. I hadn’t been to acting school and I needed a Maestro. I found it in Carlo Cecchi, who had been Lord Henry in my radio production of Dorian Gray. Not even 40 years old, Carlo was already an iconic figure of the Italian stage as actor-director of his own company. I joined in the extra role of a servant in Molière’s The Bourgeois Gentleman and just watching him night after night was the best training I could have asked for.


    I then accepted a really weird contract from Ugo Margio, the craziest avant-garde director to be found, who wanted me to be Jesus in his theater adaptation of Milton’s Paradise Lost. The show was to be presented under a circus tent in a Roman villa during summer, but the project slowed down to a crawl and when we opened, it was full winter. In my silk costume I was positively shivering, but it was fun, even if the golden spangles that covered my head were to be found on me for months to come. Giancarlo Cobelli, a famous director, saw me in that show and asked me to be Gratiano in his summer production of The Merchant of Venice. It was first rate stuff, with many stars of the Italian stage and Cobelli, a former actor and mime, proved to be an amazing teacher, even if a harsh one, with violent outbursts that could become physical, as when he threw a heavy marble ashtray onto the actor playing Bassanio, missing him (and me by his side) by an inch. While playing Gratiano, a comic role, I discovered that I had a real talent for making people laugh, a quality that I was to use a lot in my stage future but a talent that the movie world made a very scarce use of. The Swan Company reunited in 1978 for a very different project than the Shakespearean plays we had previously produced. Our male lead, Saverio Marconi, had developed a passion for musicals (in later years he was to become number one in Italy), so he convinced us on a parody-musical adaptation of The Girl Of The Golden West. I wrote the text and the lyrics to the songs with Marina Garroni, making fun both of the Belasco original play and the Puccini opera. Marina was also to star as Minnie, a role she was crazy about.


    She was five years my senior and I had known her since school days. When I was 18 she had been the first woman I had sex with. A two-year relationship followed, with ups and downs and a magic trip to South America and to some theater Festivals in Colombia, Venezuela and Puerto Rico. I was there as a journalist, but I didn’t miss the occasion to steal as much knowledge as I could from all the actors and directors I met there. I also added a language to my education, Spanish being quite similar to Italian and easy to learn. But I never was really fluent in it.


    Girl of the Golden West proved to be a real adventure. We had joined forces with the Ugo Margio Company and (being obsessed by circus tents) he had found a small circus company that was to tour with us, presenting a triple bill: our Girl, his theater version of Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita and the circus show, with our actors used in the clown numbers. The tour was financed by the Campania District (the Naples area) with the aim of bringing theater into the most remote villages.


    Suddenly it was like being back at the times of the Commedia dell’Arte, when thespians used to travel incessantly and created the entire job, from building the stage to performing on it. Early in the morning we had to pitch the circus tent, which implied taking away all the stones and debris from the selected area. By the time it was over we were ready for the first afternoon triple-bill show and an evening one then followed. Late at night it was time to unpack, sleep a few hours in some sordid inn provided by the local municipality and leave for the next destination. Never in my life have I felt so tired, every muscle aching, but it was thrilling. Our audiences had never seen a live show before and their reactions were genuine and overwhelming. I was Jack Rance, the sheriff, and portrayed him as a pompous and silly dandy, who roared as a tiger whenever provoked. Every morning, when I went to have breakfast in some dirty bar, a bunch of small children who had been to the show the previous night followed me, begging for my sheriff act and they didn’t leave me alone until I had provided some tiger roaring and gun tricks. It was time to get to more serious stuff. Patrizia Terreno (who had been Lady Macbeth) insisted we select Svanevit by August Strindberg, a somber fairy tale that I intended to stage as a veiled autobiography of the author.


    Most unfortunately, we met the owner of an art gallery who claimed to be rich and willing to finance our production. He was the worst myth maniac to be found, all words and no facts. He indeed gave us a little sum to start things, but then disappeared in the middle of rehearsals, leaving me in the most impossible situation. Scenery was already there (but not even half paid) and so were costumes. We decided to keep going and I borrowed money from friends and relatives. But the stress got me all of a sudden and I went into a terrible depressive state, once more refusing to eat and unable to sleep. Lisa Canitano, whom I had been madly in love with in school days, helped me through this mess. She had been fascinated by theater, but decided not to take it as a profession and instead became a doctor. Freshly graduated, she gave me some strong pills to overcome depression, but made me promise in exchange that as soon as the show was over I would go to see a psychoanalyst to start therapy. I accepted. I knew that many burdens were on my brain and soul: a difficult family history, bisexuality and anorexia. I had to put some order into the mess or I risked the destiny of my brother Daniele.


    Svanevit opened successfully, and when it was over, I was left with more good reviews, more debts and three sessions a week with Dr. De Pascalis, an austere strictly Freudian psychiatrist whom I was going to see for the forthcoming 12 years. He saved my life, but it has to be said that a great part of what I earned with my movie career went into his pockets.


    This was definitely not to be mentioned in the c.v.


    After Svanevit, the Spoleto offer to perform Harlequin came as a blessing. But once more I planned a too-expensive staging, as I already told.


    The last paintings sold and more debt resulted.


    Would Mrs. Spasiano bring some fresh cash into my derelict wallet? I didn’t write that at the end of the c.v., but I sincerely hoped so.


    She did and launched me in a new life-long adventure.
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      A young Johnny takes another puff.
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      Johnny’s theater debut, in 1970, age 15, with Marina Garroni in The Rehearsal by Jean Anouilh, with the French Cultural Institute Company.
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      Johnny played old father Aegeus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 1976.
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      At age 16, wanting to look older.

    

  


  
    
      [image: Image46] 

      As Gratiano in The Merchant of Venice, directed by Giancarlo Cobelli, in 1978
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      As Jesus in a stage version of Milton’s Paradise Lost, directed by Ugo Margio in 1978
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      As Sheriff Jack Rance in a musical farce rendition of Girl of the Golden West by Puccini/Belasco, with Marina Garroni leading as Minnie (1978).
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      Johnny, age 12, holds a lion club and lives to tell about it.

    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Tom or Ricky?


    


    My new agent (my first as a matter of fact) kept her word. Her call asking me to meet director Ruggero Deodato came no more than two weeks after our first meeting. She was very professional and didn’t mention he was her son-in-law.


    The name brought to me vague memories of some scandal connected to his last movie and I remembered that my friend Luca Barbareschi had been in it. I tried phoning Luca, but couldn’t find him. Always unpredictable and very rich, he was jumping from country to country and from a stage to a set, not forgetting to indulge in some wild nights, some of which I had also shared. No cell phones existed in 1979. If Luca wasn’t answering his home phone there was no way I could reach him.


    So I went to meet Deodato ignoring how controversial and successful Cannibal Holocaust had been. Nor had I read the script of House on the Edge of the Park, which Mrs. Spasiano had defined as “a thriller.” I didn’t know what to expect. The meeting took place in the producer’s office, Mr. Franco Palagi, who was an old Roman, small, bulky and with a thick accent. He was one of the foxy Italians who had profited from the Americans that arrived at Cinecittà to shoot epics such as Ben Hur and Cleopatra, helping with locations, transportation, extras and stealing what they could on the side; enough money to get into business themselves, producing low-budget movies for whatever style was popular at the moment: Spaghetti Westerns, Hercules movies (called “big sandals” for the shoes that were used in the films), the violent gialli and, after Dario Argento’s success with his first films, gory thrillers and horror movies. What Antonio Margheriti used to call “the butcher filmmaking  — paid by the kilo.”


    The other man in the room  — skinny, nervous and with piercing blue eyes  — was Ruggero Deodato, by then 40 years old.


    After shaking my hand and offering me a seat, the two ignored me and started a quick conversation, totally obscure to me, even if I was the subject of it.


    “Tom, Tom,” Palagi was saying, “Classy, handsome…definitely Tom.” “I am not sure,” Deodato answered. “He has a crazy face. So skinny. He might be Ricky.”


    “Hasn’t Ricky already been cast?”


    “I can change my mind, can’t I?” Deodato waspishly retorted. What were they talking about? Who was Tom and who was Ricky?


    “Then there’s the English problem,” Deodato added. “He knows it well. Don’t you?” he asked looking at me for the second time since meeting.


    “Yes,” I said, “I do.”


    “See?” Deodato told Palagi. “The other doesn’t.”


    So the movie was in English and there was “another.”


    “Ricky,” said Deodato. “Most probably Ricky.”


    He gave me a script and told me: “Read it. You are going to be in this, one way or the other. We’ll get in touch with Annamaria.”


    And that was it.


    Walking out of the office, I was completely puzzled. I had expected a long and meticulous audition as the ones that were usual in the stage world. What if I were the worst actor on Earth? What if my knowledge of English was a lie? Was my face the only thing that mattered?


    I was to learn that yes, it was. After one movie or two, what you had done would be considered, but your looks would always come first.


    The Italian movie industry had been quite solid in the 1930s, under the Fascist dictatorship, producing mostly period films and sophisticated comedies. Skilled theater actors were employed and had become movie stars, such as Vittorio De Sica. Even the wonderfully beautiful Alida Valli had been a student at the National Cinema School. Looks had their importance, but not without a solid professional ability.


    In the post-war renaissance all this had been swept away by the new school of Neo-realism, with its crude, life based stories and the habit of taking the actors from the street, to perform exactly what they were in life. A bunch of masterpieces came out of the New Wave, movies to stay forever in cinema history, such as Shoeshine or The Bicycle Thief, but the acting profession suffered a terrible blow and never recovered until quite recently. Theater actors were mostly confined to the humiliating (if rewarding) task to give their voice to the unskilled street actors. Dubbing became, and still is, a wealthy industry, increasing its income with the frequent use of foreign actors and, later on, with the vast amount of TV series coming from the U.S.A., Great Britain or Germany.


    One movie after the other, some street actors became good professionals and could use their own voice, but many disappeared, at times tragically, leaving their places to new muscular lifeguards and curvaceous girls fighting at the Miss Italy beauty contest.


    I was to elaborate all this in years to come. For the time being I had to be satisfied that Mr. Palagi and Mr. Deodato were happy with my looks.


    Back at home (a huge apartment I had inherited from my mother and that I recently had decided to occupy, sharing it with “T”) I immediately read the script. Twice.


    My reactions to the story were mixed. It was an interesting plot, quite well written, but with far more sex and violence than I was used to, not being in any way a fan of “genre” movies. I was in love with period films, movie renditions of classical literature, Hollywood evergreens such as Gone with the Wind (that I almost knew by heart) and occasionally some good thrillers or ghost stories. In the script that was in my lap (as my mother before me, I used to live in bed and do whatever from there) there was no Hitchcock and no Baby Jane, let alone Scarlett O’Hara. But somehow it worked and, most importantly, the Ricky guy that had been mentioned was a great role and perfect for me. Not so Tom, who was important in the story but rather dull and uninteresting.


    “T” came into my room, craving his dinner but not wanting to say so (a typical attitude of his) and I gave him the script to read while I cooked (an art I was pretty good at). In front of a mushroom risotto he summed the situation in his usual few words way: “Do it. There’s a lot of cunt in it.” The idea of meeting sexy actresses was very appealing to him and he knew I wasn’t jealous of his Casanova adventures. As long as I was his only “boy” he could fuck as many chicks as he wanted. Chewing the second course, a Woronoff filet, he came out of his harem dreams and agreed that Ricky was definitely the best role for me. And, with my great joy, Ricky it was, as Annamaria Spasiano announced to me by the phone, along with a money offer that was far from generous for movie standards, but not bad for an absolute beginner and princely if compared to the meager stage money I was so used to earning.


    Shooting was to begin in a month.
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