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At their Graduation Lunch, Group 1 surprised Staff with a new song for the occasion
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Dear Civitellians,
Our residency season, not unlike our rose garden, is now in full bloom at the Castle.
Our first group of Fellows departed last week and our second group has just
arrived. Time with Fellows can reveal the difficulty of artists’ lives and work in these
times. Many Fellows return to less-than-ideal situations in their home countries. We
count ourselves lucky to offer safe haven for a few weeks to over 50 Fellows and
Director’s Guests each year. We are constantly learning more about the world, its
populations, traditions, governments, issues, and, unfortunately, wars.
Civitella itself is in a happy phase of transition: our Board search committee is
finalizing its deliberations over who will be the next Executive Director. They look
forward to announcing my successor in the next several weeks. The new Director
will begin working with me in the fall, taking over complete responsibility by the end
of 2022. I am excited by what I have learned of the finalists and impressed by the
Board’s diligence in finding new leadership.
I want to thank many of you past Fellows and Director’s Guests who wrote or drew
or painted or composed a treasure for the memory box given in honor of my
pending retirement. I have only begun exploring the beauty of what lies within each
box as I keep welling up with memories of such a significant chapter in my life, our
many conversations, discoveries, the laughter, the dancing, and above all, the
work.
What a privilege to be a part of Civitella’s mission! I urge us all to continue to
support what happens at the Castle as a Civitella residency profoundly changes
how we think about the world and each other.
Sincerely,
Dana Prescott
Executive Director
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Pat Oleszko (CRF 2011, DG 2019) produced the MamaDana Box of Wonders as
a special surprise for the occasion of Dana Prescott's retirement.
Pat describes the project as "a swath of eclectic morsels from those Dana has
ensorcelled over the years, a unique collection from the wide and wild extended
Civitellian family, of gestures, thoughts and artifacts prepared for and because of
dear Dana. They are all heartfelt, and tender, terse, rambling, funny, flamboyant,
primitive, elegant and even profound. All were given as tokens of the deep,
abiding respect, and affection for our delight fool [sic] Ms Prescott, Ursula the
second, MamaDana, the queen of Civitella."
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Benvenuti to Fellows and Director's Guests in Group 2, 2022
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Rich Benjamin (Writing, USA)
William Dougherty (Music, USA)
Rachel Eliza Griffiths, Director's Guest (Writing, USA)
Rola Khayyat (Visual Arts, Lebanon)
Borys Khersonsky, Director's Guest (Writing, Ukraine)
Lyudmyla Khersonska, Director's Guest (Writing, Ukraine)
Canisia Lubrin (Writing, St Lucia/Canada)
Milcho Manchevski, Director's Guest (Film, Macedonia)
Alex Marzano-Lesnevich (Writing, USA)
Tomás Q. Morín (Writing, USA)
Curtis Roth (Architecture, USA)
Salman Rushdie, Director's Guest (Writing, USA)
Asako Serizawa (Writing, Japan)
José Manuel Serrano (Music, Argentina)
Mizin Shin (Visual Arts, South Korea)
Shirt/George Steven (Music, USA)
Ana Sokolović (Music, Serbia)
Dagmawi Woubshet (Writing, USA)
Group 2 Fellows are in residence from June 13th to July 22nd.
Learn more about them here, and tune in to our Instagram Live tomorrow,
Thursday, June 16th, at 12:15PM ET for their Brief Presentations.

Collaborating at the Castle: Shih-Hui Chen and Monique Truong
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A Group 1 Music Fellow, Shih-Hui Chen, spent some of her time at the Castle
collaborating with Director’s Guest Monique Truong (CRF 2013), fine-tuning a 75
minute multimedia work for soprano and chamber ensemble titled or/and, which
addresses questions of identity and immigration. Greta Caseti, our Program
Assistant, recently spoke with Truong and Chen about their collaboration.
After being introduced by the program director of the Asia Society Texas
Center, Chen read some of Truong’s writing, including an essay she’d written for
PEN America about immigration and the conjunctions and and or. Before arriving at
Civitella they’d only met in person once, the rest of the time over Zoom.
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Chen chose Truong to be her librettist because “she understands a lot of what I’m
trying to say. My experience as an Asian American really shaped this project.” Both
Chen and Truong are first generation Asian Americans – Chen is Taiwanese,
Truong is Vietnamese. Truong felt suited to collaborate on Chen’s project, which
deals with a multiplicity of experiences, because she, too, “occupies a variety of
identities.” As Chen remarked, this is not unlike Civitella, where each Fellow might
represent several countries; she feels “very at home here, it’s very complex and rich
at the same time.”
Truong has collaborated with other composers, including Randall Eng (CRF 2007)
and Joan La Barbara (CRF 2013). She met La Barbara at Civitella, where they
bonded over feeding an orphaned wild boar. La Barbara was intrigued by Joseph
Cornell’s boxes, and gave Truong an image of one, saying, “write a song.” Truong
explained, “It was so freeing. It was such a different way of creating and working
from anything I’d ever experienced.”
Chen believes her role as a composer is “to bring the world together and to bring
awareness of what’s happening and what might happen.” She is preoccupied by the
war in Ukraine and mass shootings in the US, as well as by the relationship
between China and Taiwan; therefore she has to say something about it. As
described on her website: “Cross-cultural and cross-genre, spanning the
boundaries of opera, play, and musical traditions, or/and seeks to engage
audiences in a dialectic that is increasingly rare in this global moment bent on
taking sides, on creating barriers, on deploying differences as weapons.“
Though they'd completed the opera prior to arriving at Civitella, Truong and Chen
spent time rehearsing with the soprano Lini Gong, reviewing the opera's visual
elements, and reflecting on their different approaches to their work together.

Extending Our Civitella Residency: Three Fellows and Dante
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Three Fellows from Group 4, 2021 have a Dante reading club. We asked Diane
Mehta, Frances-Marie Uitti, and Mary Carlson (pictured above in Zoom) about it.
When did you start reading Dante’s Divine Comedy? What inspired you to
work through the narrative poem as a group?
FMU: The three of us were Zooming casually post-Civitella when the idea of
reading the Divina Commedia came up. At first we thought to read 5 cantos per
week and Zoom on Thursdays to discuss, but the depth and beauty of Dante's
vision soon captivated us and we slowed to one canto per week. We are currently in
Purgatorio, Canto 32.
MC: While taking late afternoon walks at Civitella, I would run into Diane. She would
listen to lectures on Dante and talk about how interesting they were. That's when I
got the Dante bug. I was so happy when Diane suggested that we read the Divine
Comedy with Frances because it would be a great way to stay in touch and I knew I
couldn't read Dante alone.
What are your different approaches to the text as a composer, writer, and
visual artist?
FMU: We come from very different backgrounds but through mutual admiration and
respect for each other's work we wished to deepen our individual understanding of
our own journeys by reading Dante. This mirrors my time at Civitella where the
mixing of cultures and experiences among artists was a highlight of my stay. As a
musician, I'm interested to know if Cantos were recited or sung in public during
Dante's time. As part of an ongoing project begun at Civitella, I am scoring some of
Dante's Tenzone as well as adding an extra tenzone of my own.
DM: As a poet, I read first for the joy of a new unrhymed Purgatorio translation by
D.M. Black, with excellent pentameter, beautiful rhythms, and narration that express
a psychological slant. I read across translations to see what's omitted or added, and
Frances chimes in on the Italian. I re-read cantos, and triangulate the text with
themes while remembering that Dante is always writing about the work of becoming
a great writer, not only the work of love and of becoming a whole person.
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MC: As a visual artist, I mention Giotto quite a bit in our meetings, his depiction of
the 7 Vices and Virtues, especially Envy, Inconstancy, and Temperance.
How has reading Dante influenced you and your artistic practice?
FMU: Beginning in the lockdown winter of solitude, the characters, creatures, and
monsters dominated my dreams and meditations. The poet's dilemma felt like my
own. I found his growing relationship with Virgil deeply moving and felt bereft at his
sudden disappearance, mourning as if he were a personal friend.
DM: Most of my new poems are thematically connected to Dante’s journey and the
characters he meets. My tone has become more probing and my words more
calculated. Reading Dante has deepened my relationship to art, and has made me
reevaluate who I am in light of who I want to become. I'd never imagined that any
book could change my life so utterly, and neither did I anticipate that our weekly
Zoom meetings would be so central to my happiness and progress all year. The
time with Mary and Frances is a foil for our world which, like Dante’s, is full of
suffering. I’ve been grateful for the companionship as we all get lost and found and
confused and enraptured as we go.

New Poems by Lyudmyla Khersonska about the War in Ukraine
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Lyudmyla Khersonska (DG 2022) has had two poems recently published in the New
Yorker and New York Times Magazine. Both discuss the ongoing war in Ukraine.
Read "First Day of War" and "Buried in a human neck, a bullet."

You can support Civitella Ranieri as it grows and changes. Never has international
exchange been more important. Click on the button below to donate.
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