Commedia dell'Arte

History of the Theatre – Part Eight
1500 – 1700 Outside England

In Europe and elsewhere the Theatre was undergoing major developments. This coincided with other great artistic developments,n painting and architecture for example. This period is called TheRenaissance – French for "Rebirth".

In Italy, a style called Commedia dell'Arte developed. The same basic characters appeared in each play. The audiences knew how each of the characters would behave and how the stories would develop, but they loved it.

Some of the characters from Commedia dell'Arte gradually changed into characters which we would recognise today from the circus or Punch and Judy shows.

A typical Commedia dell'Arte story would involve a young girl being forbidden to marry her boyfriend by her father, Pantalone. (It's Italian for "trousers" – you can guess what his costume looked like!). The boy and girl's servants, Arlecchino and Columbina, help
them.

Commedia dell'Arte was often improvised by the actors (they made it up as they went along - within certain guidelines). Each actor would specialise in playing one character and develop their skills for their own part. Juggling, slapstick and singing were all part of the
performances.

Commedia dell'Arte inspired several styles we still have today. One of the characters was called Pulcinella – he turned into Mr. Punch in the puppet show. The colourful costumes and the mad antics inspired the circus clown. Arlecchino is known as Harlequin in this country, and always wore a brightly coloured costume.

Some troupes of Commedia dell'Arte actors toured the Europe, with simple props and their cart for a stage, performing for a while then moving on, just like funfairs do today. Other troupes stayed in one place longer, hiring a hall or theatre to perform in.

Female performers were involved in Commedia dell'Arte, unlike in many other countries. The male and female lovers were not masked, but the other characters wore caricature (exaggerated) masks.

Pantomimes in England use many of the techniques of Commedia dell'Arte.

In 1598, the first Opera was written in Italy ("Dafne"). Although plays had often included music, this was the first time a story had been told entirely in song.

In France, playwrights Molière and Racine wrote plays in verse which followed strict rules of grammar.

In Spain Lope de Vega wrote hundreds of plays full of action which were enjoyed by people from al backgrounds. It is likely that he wrote more plays than anyone else has ever done.

In Japan, Kabuki theatre developed (1603). Initially it was a kind of dance performed by women but soon women performers were banned and boys and men took over. Within a hundred years, the style had developed into plays with a lot of action, elaborate costumes and many scene changes. It was very like melodrama, which was to become poplar in England 150 years later. The actors used stylised movement - non-realistic actions more like dance than acting.

Stylised movement was also used extensively in the Kathakali form of Hindu drama in India. Each gesture and movement meant something, as it does in Indian dance today. Actors needed to train for a long time – up to 10 years – in order to memorise all the possible actions and their significance. There were, for example, over 600 hand movements, each meaning something different.
Useful Commedia Sites

http://www.davidclaudon.com/arte/commedia.html
http://www.cirquedusoleil.com/cirquedusoleil/default.htm
