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»land - — actually;

an.evil queen ban-
.ished the heroes
of 10 centuries
- from their home.
This is how

NCE UPON g -
time; in"a distant *
last month on . -
Staten Island — .-

Pino Manteo, a middle-aged'man with. -

a defeated look on. his-facé, seemed to

view the impending eviction of his: "

family’s theater company as he
walked among the medieval actors —-

the damsels'in distress, keeping up an " ‘

elegant front in their lace and velvet;

satin and silk; the embattled knights,

their helmets made of old lamps or .

buckets, their armor- hammered out.of -

hubcaps picked up: on the street, or

- »broken toasters and tea kettles, that:
were donated by members of the audi-~ -

ence; the lonig; sad rows of decapitated
heads —all hanging up in a rcom they
have occupied for five. years at the
Staten Island Institute of-Asrts and
Sciences, L

- Their faces, as always, were stoic, i
these 200 nearly lifewsize, hundred-
potind marionetfes that Pino, his fa-
ther, his grandfather; probably even -
his great-grandfather, and most of the

rest of the Manteo family built, re- .

" built, painted, repainted, dressed; ad-
" dressed and brought to life,” -

“Each one has a story. Each one has

a history,” Manteo said, as he hum- ~
- bered  past this wooden legacy, the
" only living example in the United - -

States of a once-popular art form, now
imperiled. . - ) o
. The new head 'of the Staten"Tsland

- ,anoiher.’Mant_e’o .

niuseum, Hedy Hartman, in'an abrupt

letterto the Manteo faniily and a press
release dated June 26, has given them
until September 15th to remove their
maridnettes, to disassemble the stage
with the hand-painted backdrops; and
to get rid of the Manteos” hackstage
workshop, where'-the family’ repairs
and polishes, hammers and frets over
their marionettes. :

“Weird person, crazy person,” Man- -

teo was muttering emotionally. “She’s
a Nazi, in my opinion . . .””:Before he
could bring himself evén to mention
ithe latest; trouble, he'had spent nearly
an hour telling stories about the
marionettes, and giving a demonstra-

- tion. of his job as a manipulator. He

climbed up to the.elevated bridge be-

- hind the stage, grabbed the two. rods
"and one cord attached to a marionette,

and manipulated — the armored fig-
ure clomped heavily and noisily about
the stage, sword thrust forward, right
leg: stiff and challenging. “I worked
very hard to learn this,” he had said
.after a few minutes, sweat covering

. his forehead,, “It’s not eagy.”

" Pino'Manteo,
". a wooden -

~ his father built:
* Right, Aida -

~ TotheManteos, the marionettes a
R actors; they’re family. And now they’re being exiled - -
o fom their Staten Island home. |

o

 BY JONATHAN MANDELL

| STAFF WRITER

above; handles .

maricnette that
,.Grillll‘l,
_foreground,-

admires

-Dlympia,

marionette.

The Manteos' are used to battles;

“fighting is a large part of the centur- .

ies-old tradition of marionette theater

from Sicily.known as opera dei pupi — .

opera of the dolls. The Manteo mario-

nettes even had.a brief role in the .
. movie “The. Godfather, Part II”; a

brutal white-suited mobster- regards

the armored knights clashing on a lit- - .
- tle stage during an’ Italian festival in

the Little Italy of the-1920s, and says

to himself, “Oh, this is too violent for

me.”

" To Manteo, this latest episode in the
real life of the marionettes seems just
as full of betrayals and’ deceptions
(and even a decapitation —although a
metaphorical one) as. what his family

has made happen for so-many years on,”,

the stage:

‘But offitage, the Manteos are not in

_control. “I'm hoping to get a stay of
‘e;xegupion - he said. “I may be-

STAFF'PHOTOS BY DONNA DIETRICH

able to ra_Hy some peopie but it’s not
my forte, I'm an electrician and a ma-

" nipulator. They’te: taking advantage

that we’re not politicians. We’re art-
ists.” k : :

““The bottom line, I wouldn’t want
to stay here anymore,” he said just a
few minutes later. “It’s an inhospita-
ble atmosphere.” If he cannot find a
place to.'move, he said, “I' have to
break everything down and put it in
storage. .
He said it as if the marionettes are
alive and' he was saying “put them to
sleep.” :

g,k
1t all started with a violent death. i
Roland, ang of King Charlemagne’s
knights, was ambushed on returning

to France through the Pyrenees from
a fight between Christian and Moslem. -

soldiers in Spaiti: Roland’s real death

‘in the Eighth Century, became a popu-

[
L

. Ihave to put them away.””

re more than

1

lar French legend 'in the 11th, the
Song of Roland, where his-death is at-
tributed tothe treachery of a traitor
named ‘Ganelon. Roland -became Or-
lando in the 16th Century when the
Italian: poet TLudovico Ariosto turned
the legend into an epic poem; Orlando
Furioso: (Orlando.i$ furioso — mad —
because he is in love with the beautiful
Angelica, but she marries somebody
else.) oL

A single; violent, historically insig-
nificant epigode grew into an endlessly.

- elaborate saga with hundreds of char-

‘acters, played by wooden marionettes
in an art form that became immensely
popular in- Sicily, The marioriettes
were'such an intrinsic part of the cul-
ture that Sicilian children imitated
their characteristic heavy. stiff-legged
walk. By the:middie of the 19th Cen-
tury, -the.opera. dei pupi had a large
audience in Sicily, many theaters, and
a corps of committed professional pup-
petteers. ) )
Aida Grillo’s grandfather, Michele
Manteo, was one of them. Eighty-four
years old, Grillo sits in her wheelchair,
next to her husband, her two grown
daughters, and Olympia, who was ab-
ducted by pirates wanting to sell her
irito slavery, but was eventually saved
by Orlando. Aida is making-a- new

* dress for Olympia; Who towers over

her and weighs more than a hundred
pounds. The Grillo’s first-floor apart-
ment is in Bushwick, near the Maria
Hernandez Park, named after'a wom-
an who was killed for trying to rid the )
block of drug dealers:
+“My father' was born in 1884. He
was orphaned when he was only three
months-old;” Grillo -begins, speaking
an English mixed with a little Italian,
‘a little Spanish; and lots.of drama. A
stray bullet killed her grandfather,
she elaborates; a month later her
-grandmother died. A broken heart.
“WhenAgrippino was 17 years old, he
went to Catania to find his father’s .
partners. “What are you looking for?”. -
‘T want to be-a marionettista. My fa-
ther was a puppeteer.’ ‘Your: father
was a puppeteer?’ ‘Yes: His name was
‘Michael Manteo.” ‘Your father was Mi-

- .chael Manteo? I'm going to teach you

everything”” | : g

1f the story of Agrippino sounds leg-
endary, it comes a century after the
facts, recounted by a woman who has -
_spent her entire Jife telling and retell-
ing medieval tales of blood and valor,
greatly embellished by legend and by .
art. ’ Y

By all the many accounts, Agrippino
Manteo grew up and left Ttaly with his
wife, his infant child — Aida —-and
his marionettes, moving first to Ar-
gentina and théen to New York. There

" in the 1920s he became known as
- Papa Manteo and opened Papa Man-
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A queen’is -
~ flanked by -
Knights and .
pagans ina
S cnllecti'o,n'of 200
" marioneties
created by ihe
Manteo family. '
This weoden -
legacy is the -
only fiving =
“example in the
United Sl'atespof. :

" a once-popular.

art form.

teo’s Life-Sized: Marionettes, first on
Catherine Street in the Ldwer’ East

Side and thent ‘'on Mulberry Street in® -

Litdle ftaly. ~ . .. .. .
. It-was a big suceess with the Italian
immigrants: A 1929 Theater Arts
- Monthly.described the show as “great
gulps of passion and. endless stage
brawls,”* which the-audience. *‘dé-
vours.” Though it was in:Italian, the
uptown crowd took to it as well, with
such theater lights as the Gish sisters
dropping in. . - .
_ The Manteo marionettes performed
two to three Hours a night, seven days™
aweek; it.took 13 months to put on all
394 episodes of Orlando Furioso, three

years to complete the entire cycle of -

Otlando storieg that Agrippino- had
created ini his cardbbard rigtebooks.

.~ The saga is Orlandd’s adventures’

~with princesses and pagans, knights
and dragons, sorcerers:‘and snakes
while he searches for his love, Angel-

", his-people of impending danger, that
" be dies. “We had a tube,; we used to
» ' pour the blood in his head,” $ays Aida.
“You see the blood coming out of his:
eyes.” It was beet juice. ST

Although they worked hard to,:keep, -

to the Sicilian tradition, according to
anthropologist- Anna Charetakis, the
Manteos. subtly adapted the show to
America, shortening the speeches and
emphasizing -the : action. The battles.
with fire-breathing dragons: became
more spectacular, the knights literally
flew into each other in combat, and

death almost always meant artful de- -

capitation, The Manteos spent much.
of their time doing repairs. S
‘The devoted audience, which often
_ knew the stories as well as the puppe-
teers, came back for it all, lured night'
after night by the cliffhanger endings
of each episode. One night the episode
ended with Orlando in prison; his ar-
mor off, and his hands tied behind his
back. “Mama had prepared the dinner
for all of us,” Aida recounts. *‘There
waé a knock at the door: Papa opened
the door. ‘Mr: Manteo, please, I can’t
sleep.’ : !
© ““What’s the trouble?” ” :
“‘I{’s not-right to. tie him'up- all
night,> ” . . !
“He had to go with the man to the
theater, and untie the marionette;”
The customer said he felt better.
Anothei time; the traitorous mario-
nette Gano so infuriated a patron that
_he stood up in the audience and fired
two very real bullets at him.
But eventually the show’s popular-

ity waned, thanks to a new generation .

of Italian-Americans less familiar with:

the labguage and more interested.in-

- the movies. One by one the other pup-
peteers gave up. Agrippino stayed in

Vo -

ica. At the very last episode, Orlando -
““blows. a horn so hard; trying to warp =

¢

business. He Would buy the others’-

marionettes; amassing at one point.a
collection of about 500.
And he kept his family as commit-
" ted'to the craft as he was. Marionette
theater, Aida says, has always been a
family business: even the name, she.
gays; comes from a young French cou-
ple who were puppeteers — they were
named Mario and Annette.

From the start, Agrippino had en--

. listed his five children: his four sons
and his daugliter, Agata, renamed
Aida (nicknamed Ida). They each had
“a role, and a particular place ori the

bridge, where they fremained, never

switching, their entire lives..

From the age of 5, Aida had sewn -

costumes, painted scenery; and played
_the. piano. When she turned 18, her

- fathér asked her to-assume the voices

. for the female parts — and to getup

on the bridge and manipulate the
marionettes. She was one of the few

female manipulators ever, but that

was. how the Manteo family always

worked ~—nobody was wasted. Indeed,

a professional; singer named Angelo
(Bill) Grills wént to the Manteo, the-
ater one night and took. a seat re-
served for: someone-else. Ida started:
argiing with him. “Look,” her broth-

“er Leo said finally (as Bill tells it)

“Jet’s not argue. Come onthe stage.”
“It’s 55 years iow,” Bill says with a

grin’“— 55 years he has been a Manteo

manipulator, and Ida’s husband.

If Agrippinol lavished affection and.
_care on his mbrjonettes, his attitude

toward his family was more complicat-
ed. “He was‘ve;ry strict, I was afraid of
him,” remembers one of his grand:
-daughters, Joan Lauria, who can still
hear his barking ‘Liave de' manos.’

)
Neswsday / Donna Dietrich

Wash yoﬁf hands. “All he had to do

was look at us and I'. . .” Lauria
shudders. “He never kissed, he never
hugged.”

“He would kiss them when-they
were asleep,” her mother Ida Grillo
says. )
Papa Manteo kept the théater:going

“until 1939, although he.did not make a

living from it; for that, he/and his sons
had jobs as electricians during the day.
“They worked [the marionettes] for
four years without a night off,” his
grandson Pino says, “‘each perfor-

" miance lasting witil ten o’clock. And
the next morning, electrical work. You '

had to be made out of steel.”

Biit then, Papa Manteo’s youngest
son, Johnny, died of tuberculosis, at
the-age of 18. “When Jobnny died,

Please see. PUPPETEER on Page 73
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‘ALegacy Of
_Woodi and. Blood

PUPPETEER from Page 57

‘that was it,” says.Bill Grillo.” They gave up thelr

theater, and would never perforim on a nightly basis.
after that Eight years later, Agrippino himself died.
“When -my father dled it was a big tragedy,” says:

Aida, clearly moved. “For many- years, the mario- *

nettes were silenced. Whenever a death come, it all .
was sort of mellowed. But. then we pick up and go
again.”

- Responsibility for the ma_rlonettes fell to.the eldest

- son, whe from then on was called Papa Mike. He did
- not let the family down. Under Papa Mike’s just'as

painstaking but more benevolent direction, the. Man-
teo' marionettes were eventually revived, invited to’
museutns and street fairs, schools and-condert halls,
Italian clubs and coliseums, TV shows and universi-

- ties. They. received many honors Candice Bergen

visited the Manteos after séeing one -of their mario-
niettes in the Smithsonian, next to the smaller Char-
lie McCarthy, her father’s.old dummy. Jim Herison
paid homage to them, and performed with them, be- |
fore creating Sesame Street.

Papa Mike’s influence extehded beyond. the fain-
ous. Derrick Hunter first saw the Manteos perfofim

' “at JHS 517in Park Slope when he was a-student

there. “I was amazed at the show. What impressed.
me was,- 1. tried o pick up the marionette and T
couwldn’t. It was.too heavy.” He accepted an invita-

- tion to;visit the1r workshop — dnd stayed- elght

years.
“It shaped me, more or'less: Tt got me away from
negative things,. h.ke crime. I'was young and black in
Brooklyn; I had a lot of energy. This took up alot-of
it. I don’t thmk I'd be as creative.now.’
Hunter hot only worked his way up to- mampula—
tor; he also became an electrician. Now 26; married

. _a_nd the father of 6-month-old twins, Hunter is the

‘night electrician for Banker’s Trust Pliza and the: . ;

World Trade Center. ‘The Manteos gave me my ﬁrst

break.

“I was close to Papa .he says. “Everybody was. [
remember-Papa saying to me ‘No matter what, we’ll

be friends.til the end, pal Always He always sald L
. : Kn|gh’(s and decapltated manonette heads hang m storage at the museum.

‘pal.’

® % ¥

In interview after interview, Papa Mike would al- - -
ways express two dreams — that the ‘marionettes. '
“ould live on beyond his death; and that they would .

someday be housed ina permanent tradltlonal the—
ater. :

“Papa and I had a’ prlvate vision not shared by
many people to re-create the old theater,” says Patri-. " -
cia Michiael. Michael had been recruited in the mid-

Eighties to head the Staten-Island Institufe of Arts

-and Sciences.. Her recruiter knew the Manteos: “T
visited their electrical shop in Brooklyn,” Mickael -

recalls. “Papa Mike had sectioned. off about half of
the shop for the marjonettes. They had been in stor-

age for ten years. There was. this huge colléction of -

heads.” She fell in love. “Ithought it was 1mp0rtant
for us to get involved.” - .
In 1986, irka “very informdl arrangement,” Mi-

chael gave the Manteos and their marioriettes. an-

entire room in the William. T. Davis Education Cen-
ter, the annex of the museum she now headed. The
Manteos. performed on occasion and would go in

", whenever they could to make repairs, but the collec-

- .manonettes
. ship with the outside world. How could a ten-year-
old explain these thmgs7 Even as an adult youcan’t -

tionserved primarily as the focus of a popular lesson
for visiting schoolchildren from all over the city. The
arrangment made sense for the borough’s large Ttal-

" ian-American population, and for Papa ‘Mike, who
‘had moved there. ‘

He could now focus on passmg on the tradition.

" One by one his brothers had died; and his sister-Aida
got arthritis and needed a wheelchalr ‘Mike himgelf - .

“was indominable,” says Patricia Michael. ‘“He got
hit by a truck . . . he tried to take the cast off, He
sa1d it was gettlng in his way.”

Still, increasingly, infirm, Mlke relied more and
more on his son, Pino Manteo
the only’ grandson Pino explains. “All'my uncles
had girls. Whether I liked it or not I-had to carry
around. this,” he says,-waving at the-batallion: of
Growmg up I had'a strange relation-

explain it; you have to sée it.”

Candice Bergen once said that she experienced sib-
ling rivalry with her father’s dummy:. Throughout:
the years, a few members of the Manteo family must

have felt powerfully amblvalent about the heavy |

‘I.was the first and -

“presence of these hundreds of medleval characters
= the burden of contmumg the tradltlon (although

they do.not say this in public.)’
“Not like that,” Papa Mlke is seen nnpatlently

Z(:)ldmg Pino,-a:man. already 'in_his late 40s, in a-
1981 documentary about the famlly called ”Knock_

On Wood.”
A few years later, they performed at the Egg in

) Albany “At the end of the performance, he came up
> Pino recalls. *“ “You're a good manipulator

to me
now. Fmall e

It was thelr final big production: Less than a year
later, in September, 1989 Papa Mike died, at the age
of 80,

“In thnteen to fourteen months, I lost my 1n—laws
and my father and my mother,” Pan says, stand,mg

"amid the marionettes, “It ook’ us a year to get.over
“the deaths. I could not come here. 1 stayed fifteen

minutes and I cried:”” He interrupts himself. “That 'S
Count Gano,”"he says, rushing over to a large marlo-
nette, the. traitor: “You just look at hlm and you
know hie's bad.”

Later, Pino says, “I must lead the family, whether

-1 hke it or not, ”

% ow % B
Hedy Hartman' has areasonable-sounding answer

- for every question about why the Manteos are gei-

ting kicked out of the museum. “Tt was a very tough
decision,”” she says, half wry and half pained, ag if
trying to explain an unfortunate fact. of life to-a dls~
appointed ‘child.

Hartman became head of the Staten Island muse-
um about a year ago; whén Michael left.for a joblin
Ténnessee. After many months of negotiations with
the family and their supporters; Hartman says “the

_ staff and the directors agreed unanimously”’ that the

‘Manteos should leave:- (Actually, all but one of nearly

a dozen staff members contacted at their homes said:
they were never ¢onsulted, although they did 1‘)ot )

seem at all outraged at the decision. )
As. Hartman. explains: The Institute mstltuted a

‘ policy of favoring its own collections, it' did not own

the Manteo collection, and. when it asked the family
to donate. the: collectlon = which is worth several
million dollars — the Manteos ultimately declined.

The mugeum. plans to replace the marionettes Wlth .

i

v

" walk They dance. They cry. Theéy laugh. When the
' pnncess she goes crazy, I cried for real, We feel it

! permanent collection, to be
* entitled. “From Cicadas to.
. Chagall A Century of Col—
' lecting.”

° “They’re evicting them
to exhibit crickets!” Crick-
-ets,” said an outraged Bar- -
bara Kirghenblatt-Gimb-

president of the American
Folklore Soc1ety, referrlng
to the cicadas..

Michael, contacted at her ’
new job at the American
-Association.for State and
- Local History, in Nashville,
said “it’s horrible what’s..
. ‘going to-happen,” but she
.~did_not seem to blame her
successor. “When you havé
limited-exhibition -space;
you're not going to spend it -
on something you don’t
own.”” She also said that the
family “is very hard to deal”
with. They were nervous

about peeple — they had
been exploited before.” )

Even some of the family
- members do not seem espe- .
cially upset. “It’s her job,”
Pino’s cousm Joan Lauria

says!

But what about Pino call-
ing her a Nazi, etc:? i

“Pino’s hurt because of
the way they approached"
it,”” she. says. (Later, Pino
- himself says ‘I was just an-
Clgry.”) “We're. not worried
about it,’’" Lauria says,

“something will come up.”

The family didn’t donate .
the collection, she says, be-
cause there were no provi- .

" sions discussed for the fam-
ily’s rcontinuing

" involvement; the museum °
was planning to hire profes-
sional restorers,

- “The family’s still inter-*
ested,” 'she.says. There’s a
. foutth generatlon dctively

- Newsday / Donna Dietrich

'lnvolved a ﬁfth generation éager'and:in training, a

‘sikth already born and’curious abotit the giant dolls’
‘that:are part of the family. “I think my granddaugh- -

- ter, who’s a year and a half, is begmnlng to notice
. that one of the adults never moves,’
*'sister’ Susan  Bruno,  who, like, most of ‘the family,

! says Lauria’s-

members, usually has at least one rnanonette hang-

- mg around her home.

“When I was younger; T thought Oh pretty dolis
Walkmg ’ " Lauria says, imitating her bored expres-

. sion: But she grew to appreciate them as she got

older, roping in her husband and her children. Her
sister Busan and her husband and children are also
actively involved, as is Pino’s 13-year-old son, Mi-
chael. “The marjonettes will never be abandoned,”

- Lauria says. “We only need the means; we need help.

it’s going to go on. It hasto go on.”
The Manteos would not think of selling any of the

) ,marlonettes, which could-be: Wworth up to $30,000
- each. “If you love somethlng, ‘Bill Gr11l0 says, “you-

don’t sell it.”?

“Each marionette has 1ts own character,” says his
daughter Joamn. “There’s a reason for each oner” Her
favorite is Pe’periinno close to 100 years old, smaller
than the others. “He’s not part of the orlg’mal story,
but he’s a- symbol of Sicily. I like himn because he’s a
troublemaker.” Her sister Susan’s favorite is Count
Gano, even though he’s the bad guy, the “recurring”’
mghtma.re I look at the marionette,” Susan says,
“but I think of my uncle’s [Mike’s] voicel” She also ~
likes-Mafasa, the Woman Warrior, because she's 4 -.
strong woman and she fights. ‘“‘She’s a lady. But: I ve
never seen her perform on thé stage.” /

“Like.a real person,” says Aida Grillo, the oldest '
living. Manteo, other than the marlonettes “They

ingide.”

They are all part of the famlly, and they will not
give them up. Aida sits next to Olympia, saved by
Orlarido, while Don Chiaro; whom Orlando chops in
half, stands guard in the corner of her Bushwick
apartment, “Es arte; capito?” Aida says. It’s art do
you understand? / KI. .

an exh1b1t culled from its

n‘ lm :

“1étt, NYU professor and™. _
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