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PREFACE


This is a book to help the performer, director and teacher gain a knowledge of the technique of modern Commedia which is a style of theatre based on, and inspired by, the ancient Commedia dell’Arte.


The book is addressed to anyone who wants to learn and hand on the traditions. It can be a ‘self-study’ book and the individual should find it useful. The aim, though, is towards performance; Commedia is a group activity: it cannot be done alone, so you will find some sections of the book addressed to the workshop leader, the teacher or the director. If you are a performer rather than one of these, it would be helpful to get with some colleagues to work the games and drills together. I feel that Commedia is a theatre form of wide possibilities; and today’s creative artists are turning more and more away from a naturalistic approach, looking for a formal background and training method to suit the new mood. Unlike its ancestor the Commedia dell’Arte, it is not restricted to either stereotypes of doubtful relevance or male-dominated orientation. In the games and exercises that follow, the ‘Masks’ of the Commedia dell’Arte are often called upon, but they should be a starting point, not always an end in themselves. However, those wishing to create a Commedia dell’Arte revival in one of the different period styles will find the subject covered extensively in Part Two.


One really nice thing about Commedia is that no one is debarred; you can never be too young or too old, too fat or too thin, too tall or too short, too ugly or too beautiful. Oddness of form or feature, even disabilities, can be turned to advantage, and if you show the ability to play Commedia, the troupe welcomes you.
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INTRODUCTION









WHAT WAS THE COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE?


Since classical times there have been two great traditions of Western theatre, which developed on separate but parallel lines. Sometimes one would predominate, occasionally they would meet, and they would often influence each other, but in the main they coexisted independently. We can differentiate them as (a) ‘the Written and Memorised’ and (b) ‘the Spontaneously Improvised’. To the first belong the plays of Sophocles and Shakespeare, Molière, Wilde and Shaw, and this tradition continues to flourish as audiences fill theatres to listen to the written word, memorised and reiterated by the actor.


On the other hand that other great tradition – the improvised – languished and all but disappeared during the eighteenth century, leaving what? A few prints, some scenarios buried in the great national libraries, some accounts in ancient memoirs and of course a few indestructible, if much altered characters: Harlequin, Columbine, Pantaloon, who still hold a place in popular imagination. But in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, improvised theatre rivalled the drama of Shakespeare in popularity and esteem. Noble and royal personages patronised it at great expense, and the coins of the populace provided a livelihood for countless small troupes performing in streets and market places throughout Europe. The most highly developed form of this type of theatre came to be known as the Commedia dell’Arte.


We should perhaps start by asking just what was the Commedia dell’Arte – but it’s not altogether easy. Experts disagree on how Shakespeare’s plays were first presented: how much more elusive, then, must be the Commedia dell’Arte, for which there is not even a written text to guide us, nor a living heritage continued into our own time as with classical ballet.


Such a form of theatre, once vital but now shadowy, is open to any number of interpretations, so that the very words ‘Commedia dell’Arte’ conjure up something quite different for each of us, from those who would have a romantic dreamland inhabited by ethereal and poetic figures, to those who would seek a biting satire tilting against oppression. Naturally it did vary considerably as it adapted itself throughout its long history to the changing tastes of audiences ranging from the jostling crowds of Venice’s Piazza San Marco to those of the Sun King and his court at Versailles.


The Italian words ‘Commedia dell’Arte’ do not translate into a simple English equivalent; ‘Commedia’ is obvious enough, though it is used in a wider sense than our word ‘Comedy’: for the ‘Commedia dell’Arte’ companies also presented Pastorals, Fantasies, Tragicomedies and even Tragedies, in the same way that the Comédie Française plays Racine as well as Molière. ‘Dell’ is straightforward – ‘of the’ – but ‘Arte’ can lead English-speaking people astray. One can’t easily escape the idea that one is talking about ‘Art Comedy’ or even worse ‘Arty Comedy’. ‘Arte’, though it can mean ‘art’, also translates as ‘Skill’ or ‘Craft’ in the same sense as we use ‘artisan’ for one skilled in his or her trade. ‘Commedia dell’Arte’, then, meant comedy or other plays presented by skilled professional actors. This was to distinguish it from the ‘Commedia erudita’ or written comedy performed by amateurs at the learned academies or at the cultivated courts of the nobility. In the early years it was also known by other titles, which give an indication of some aspects of its make-up, such as ‘Commedia improvviso’ (improvised comedy), ‘Commedia alla maschera’ (masked comedy), ‘Commedia a soggetto’ (on a theme), and ‘Commedia a braccia’ (off the cuff).


In recent years students and actors have used the shortened form ‘Commedia’ to define a way of performing inspired by the historical ‘Commedia dell’Arte’, but not necessarily using the traditional characters or scenarios. Although this new ‘Commedia’ includes worthy attempts at correct historical re-creation, it also allows for innovation, experiment and application to other, perhaps modern, themes. It has proved a fertile source of inspiration for all types of physical and stylized theatre and a useful training tool for performers in many fields. So a distinction can be drawn between ‘Commedia dell’Arte’ – a long defunct theatrical form – and its modern descendant ‘Commedia’.1
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Before we consider this new ‘Commedia’ – what it is, what it might include and how we may apply it – we will look at a couple of examples of its great predecessor at its most idiosyncratic and, I hope you will agree, inspiring. For anyone not familiar with the development of the Commedia dell’Arte, an outline of its history is given at the beginning of Part Two and may be referred to at any time.


The Capocomico’s Briefing


If we would be surprised today by the unfamiliar skills and style shown in performance by the major Commedia dell’Arte companies, we as actors, with our three or more weeks of production, would have found their rehearsal methods alarming. Given that, as a company, they may have spent years together working as a team, and that a proportion of what they were to present on stage was as familiar to them as a variety artiste’s own act would have been, the achievement was still extraordinary. Let us visualise the scene: the venue for a performance being given later that day. The commedians, including the actors who are to play Pantalone, Doctor Graziano, The Captain, the leading ladies Isabella and Flaminia, the young leads Oratio and Flavio, the soubrette Franceschina, the comic servants Arlecchino, Pedrolino and Brighella, and the innkeeper Burattino, are all gathered round their actor/manager, sometimes grandly referred to as the Chorogus or Capocomico. He tells them that later that day they are to present ‘La Finta Morta’ (The Lady Supposed Dead), which they have not performed before. They listen attentively as he reads to them the ‘Argumento’, the outline of the story:


Pantalone wishes to marry his daughter, Flaminia, to a Captain Spavento whom he imagines to be wealthy and a suitable consort, but she is in love with the worthy young Oratio, son of Doctor Graziano. Graziano and Pantalone are rivals for the affections of Franceschina, the innkeeper Burattino’s attractive wife, and so there is no love lost between them. With the help of the servants of both households, the young couple devise a plan to thwart her marriage to The Captain. She is to take a sleeping draught that will make it seem as if she is dead. How she is rescued from the tomb by Arlecchino and Pedrolino, how Pantalone and Graziano fare with the provocative Franceschina, and of the love affair between Oratio’s sister, Isabella, and his friend Flavio, the play will tell.2


Next the Capocomico will make certain the cast is quite sure to which ‘household’ of the ‘three-house-set ’3 each of them belong. This is important because in other scenarios Isabella might be Pantalone’s daughter or even his wife, Arlecchino might be the Captain’s man instead of Pantalone’s servant, and Franceschina, as was more usually the case, might play the role of maidservant to Isabella. In ‘La Finta Morta’, Pantalone, Flaminia, and Arlecchino would normally enter from Pantalone’s ‘house’ on stage left. The Doctor Graziano, Isabella and Oratio would enter from Graziano’s ‘house’ on stage right. The Captain and Arlecchino have taken rooms at the inn run by Burattino and his wife, which would occupy the central position.


The play will be divided into three acts, with about twelve scenes in each act. The Capocomico will next elaborate on each scene detailing who is to be in each one and what advance of the story-line has to have taken place before they leave the stage, or before they give a cue for the next actors to enter and take over. He will have prepared this ‘Scenario’ with great care, as the entire progress of the play will depend on it. He will have developed it anew from the ‘Argumento’4 or from his own or others’ previous attempts. He will have written out lists from the ‘Scenario’, which will then be pinned to the wings and backstage as a guide for the performers, when they come to improvise the performance a little later in the day. He now leaves it to the actors, who may consult with their partners for a particular scene, considering what comic business can be interpolated, and which Uscite (exit lines) and Chiusette (endings, see here) to use. The whole procedure will have taken up only a couple of hours shortly before the performance!


The ‘Lazzi’


Let’s consider the Lazzi (Lazzo is the singular). These are, roughly speaking, prepared visual gags slipped in at an opportune, or even better, inopportune moment. They are ‘prepared’ in the sense that they are rehearsed beforehand and ‘slipped in’, meaning not scheduled. The lazzo may be a single action, like the ‘Lazzo of Parting Legs’; an unobserved signal from one player would indicate: ‘Part your legs so that I can dive through and make a comic escape’; or it could last several minutes. The lazzi are usually physical, but can also involve wordplay. They may well have nothing to do with the furtherance of the plot, as in this famous solo, ‘Lazzo of Arlecchino Eating Cherries’.
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Arlecchino comes on stage, and mimes eating cherries and spitting out the stones. Why did this become famous? Why is it so well remembered? Try it – the most brilliant mime will find it hard to get little more than a titter. No, it wasn’t Arlecchino’s miming alone that got the laughs, it was the nature of the team-playing within the company. Let’s imagine this:


The Company know that Arlecchino is likely to introduce the Cherry Lazzo at some point, but they have no idea when. Today he chooses a love scene between Lelio and Isabella, the romantic leads. The actor playing Lelio is annoyed that the actor playing Arlecchino has chosen this, his best scene, to introduce the lazzo, and the actor playing Arlecchino knows that the actor playing Lelio will be annoyed. What is more, the audience knows that the actor playing Arlecchino has done it just to annoy the actor playing Lelio. Arlecchino sits on the edge of the stage, holding his bowl of cherries. Lelio looks at Arlecchino with the thought, ‘Please don’t spit the cherry stones at me’. Arlecchino doesn’t even eat the cherries; he just plays with them. He dangles them; he uses them for earrings; he takes them off the stalks; he juggles with them. And all the time Lelio goes on with his attempt to propose to Isabella. Arlecchino throws a cherry in the air, and catches it in his mouth – ‘Ah, delicious’. He rolls it round in his mouth! Lelio is getting more and more apprehensive. From the corner of his eye he sees Arlecchino take the cherry stone out of his mouth; he is trying to work out what to do with it. Like a child he tries to put it up his nose, then in his ear. ‘That’s got rid of it!’ Then he gets worried . . . It’s stuck! He shakes his head violently, until it comes out. The audience is now laughing out loud and paying little attention to the love scene. Arlecchino eats another cherry and this time spits the stone directly at Lelio. Lelio’s hand goes to his neck. ‘Ow!’ (Remember it’s only a mimed cherry stone.) He shakes his fist at Arlecchino, who lets him get on with the scene for a few moments. Then Arlecchino goes on the attack again. A stone hits Lelio on the cheek. Then one on the arm, another on the neck. Arlecchino is stuffing them into his mouth. He spits another out and hits Isabella by mistake!!


‘Oh dear!’ You can do anything with impunity to the Innamorato (the hero) but the Innamorata (the heroine) is quite different. She comes towards him. He stands up facing her, his cheeks bulging with cherry stones. With both hands she slaps the sides of his face, and with a gulp he swallows the stones! He runs off in alarm. She returns to Lelio: ‘You were saying . . . ?’


1. In this book I use the word ‘Commedia’ to indicate this wider meaning; and ‘Commedia dell’Arte’ to denote the historical form and its traditional ‘Masks’.


2. From a scenario published by Flaminio Scala in 1611, probably from the same story by Matteo Bandello that was the source of ‘Romeo and Juliet’.


3. Whether in a purpose built theatre, or on a trestle stage in the open air, the setting, unchanged throughout the play, would usually indicate three houses: one house to the left, one to the right, and one centre stage, through which the actors make their entrances and exits. Two further directions would be implied: off right – ‘to town’, and off left – ‘out of town and beyond’.


4. Argumento – a précis of the basic plot. Scenario – a development of the Argumento dividing the production into scenes, indicating the characters involved, and giving some basic moves.









WHAT IS ‘COMMEDIA’?


We have looked briefly at what the Commedia dell’Arte was; now perhaps we are ready to say what ‘Commedia’ is.


The Characteristics of Commedia


(a)  It is a style of performing, broad and non-naturalistic, in which the visual element is given equal, if not greater, emphasis than the verbal. It includes the audience as part of the performance, and their presence is frequently acknowledged.


(b)  It makes use of the multiple skills of the performer – the spoken word, mime, dance, acrobatics, music and other abilities to tell a story or create a dramatic situation.


(c)  It may be improvised, but employs memorised and rehearsed material (including lazzi) to back up the spontaneous invention of the actual performance.


(d)  It may feature permanent characters that can be carried over from one play to another: either those drawn from the Italian Comedy, or new ones developed on the same principles.


(e)  It can make use of facemasks for some or all of the characters.


Not all of these elements need be present at the same time: the conventional characters may be seen in a fully scripted play; the performance could be solely in mime; a play could be improvised, the style and technique present without the traditional characters; all could wear masks or they could be totally dispensed with; an existing play (such as a Shakespeare comedy) can be done in Commedia style.


The Commedia Style


Style is easier to recognise than to describe. We have said that it is broad and non-naturalistic; that it is larger than life. But even when it employs its greatest excesses of ridicule and parody, it must remain true to the underlying forces of thought and emotion. Commedia compares with straight acting as caricature with representational drawing. Caricature is the art of exaggerating the truth; Commedia is the same. Emotions and ideas expressed must be recognisably genuine and sincere, and as strictly motivated as any follower of Stanislavski could wish. Only then will the audience be moved by the externally broad playing of the actor.


For anyone who has never seen a Commedia-based performance, how would one describe these exaggerations and magnifications of the playing? If a character is in a hurry he will move four times faster than a straight actor, and if someone gets in his way he would more likely jump over them than go round them. If the character is stupid, he could spend an entire scene on one leg staring at the audience. If he is afraid, his knees will visibly knock together. Isabella and Lelio virtually dance as they play a love scene (see here). As Columbine flirts, her fan tells a different story to the words she uses. The boastful Captain is in fact a disgraceful coward, so, when he is at length forced to face his adversary, he approaches toes first, leaning back at an almost impossible angle, his sword straight in front of him, his eyes averted. He soon turns tail, and, bent over double, retreats attempting to protect his backside with his sword.


Let us say The Doctor wishes to ingratiate himself with a superior. He will bow till his chin reaches the floor; however, the motivation will be as genuine as that which promotes the straight actor to tilt his head. Pantalone kicks Arlecchino: not only must the kick appear to be hard enough to make Arlecchino’s subsequent somersault seem the result, but Pantalone must be sufficiently full of anger to provoke him to action, and the anger must have been initiated by the previous situation. Arlecchino, as an incompetent waiter, juggles with the dishes as he serves. Again each move must be motivated; he keeps the dishes in the air because he is uncertain who is to have which, not to show off his juggling dexterity.


Although it is this exaggerated playing that is the fundamental stylistic distinction of Commedia, the player has at his disposal the whole gamut of emotions and reactions and is not expected to play the entire performance fortissimo; he can reduce to the subtlest of pianissimo when the occasion and the audience’s attention permits it. Even though he may stamp his foot, fling his arms about and turn his head away to say ‘no’, he might suggest ‘yes’ by a mere flick of his nose.


Mime and Speech


The Commedia style developed principally because of the audiences for whom the actors performed. This factor was magnified by the itinerant nature of the early players. In those days, even more than today, there were wide differences in local dialects: subtleties of language used by a player from one district might not be readily understood by an audience in another. The problem was increased when the players travelled outside Italy, which happened at an early stage. Also to be taken into consideration were the open-air conditions under which they usually worked. As any present-day street entertainer will tell you, it is not the easiest thing to get dialogue across in a busy thoroughfare. The open-air and language factors caused the players to develop a method of miming the main purport of their dialogue simultaneously with the spoken words. As they said ‘you’, they would point to the person addressed; and on ‘me’, point to themselves. If they were to say ‘I am very happy’, they would make sure by their ‘stance’ that this would be clear to anyone who failed to hear or understand what had been said. This might seem a coarse and unsophisticated approach, and not worth reviving before a modern audience, but in fact it can add to the humour and vitality of the performance: a skilled actor will be able to introduce niceties of subtlety, as when the body language is made to contradict the spoken word: e.g. ‘I am very happy!’ in a ‘stance’ of utter despair. Incidentally, as the actor may well be masked, the emotion frequently has to be told by the body rather than by facial expression.
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In Partnership with the Audience


By no means exclusive to it, but especially evident in Commedia is the actor’s direct communication with the audience. It is the very antithesis of naturalistic acting where the spectators form a ‘fourth wall’ to the proscenium stage, observing but unacknowledged by the actors. The Commedia player addresses the audience in monologue, frequently employs the ‘aside’, interrupts dialogue to solicit sympathy, and even encourages backchat and comment. Commedia acknowledges the audience because it is there. It accepts reality rather than striving after realism. If a player tells us he is walking through a field of tulips, he knows, and knows that we know, that there is nothing but a bare wooden stage, and the tulip field is a game of imagination we are asked to share.


He will make us share in the pretence that his wooden sword is glistening steel, and extend the make-believe to incorporeal objects plucked from the air, which he will make us see by his skill as a mime. But if he mounts a high-back chair and tells us that it is his trusty steed, he will make us aware of the reality of the chair by commenting on the unusually long neck of his horse! This is similar to Bertolt Brecht’s ‘alienation’: the continual reminder to the spectators of their environment, and the puncturing of the make-believe. If a player is not involved in the action he will not necessarily hide himself in the wings, but might remain in view, even joining the audience, enjoying and encouraging the efforts of his colleagues.


The Commedia Masks


Most other theatrical and ceremonial masks cover the entire face, which greatly limits the actor’s use of speech; the Commedia mask, however, is a ‘half-mask’, restricted to the upper part of the face. These half-masks obey different rules from those of full-masks and demand a very special technique, which we’ll be going into in detail later. For the moment, we are just concerned with the way masks affect the nature of Commedia itself. The way the actor behaves – the way he stands, moves, and reacts – is profoundly influenced, not only by the particular character-mask he is wearing, but also by the general rules governing half-masks. The half-mask hides and reduces some aspects of the performer’s portrayal while greatly exaggerating others, so it is important to know its strengths and limitations.


The character the actor plays only exists in the mask, and could be said to be born through the mask. It would be impossible to rehearse a production, until a few days before the opening, and then hope to put the mask on with the costumes for the first time at the dress rehearsal. The character is collaboration between the actor and the mask, and the actor can never entirely superimpose his will on the mask. In the Commedia dell’Arte, so essential was the facemask in the creation of the role that it became customary to refer to the ‘character’ as ‘the Mask’. An actor would take on, appear in, become, or play the Mask of Arlecchino, or the Mask of Brighella – or the Mask of Pierrot. And in this last case, there is cause for possible confusion, for Pierrot is a Mask (character) although unlike, say, Pantalone, he doesn’t wear a facemask.


But why did our Italian predecessors look with such favour on the use of facemasks? They were employed from the very earliest days, and the nature of the open-air performances made the mask the most dynamic and clearest way of giving identity to the character. We should also think of the mask as just part of a total image, which comprised not only costume, make-up and hand props, but also the way the character spoke, moved and reacted. Because of these attributes, the Mask would be instantly recognised on entry, no matter in what play, or what actor was playing the role, and his comic reactions to the scene predicted. Charlie Chaplin is a good example of an ‘identifiable image’ of more recent times. The little moustache and the bowler hat make a more acceptable image than a facemask would on screen, but in all other respects Chaplin’s ‘Little Tramp’ is a Mask – a clearly recognised individual who raises certain expectations in the audience. As Chaplin’s ‘Little Tramp’ is identified in one film after another so the Commedia dell’Arte Masks would appear again and again in the different comedies. The Marx Brothers provide another example, and here we have a Commedia team of clearly distinguished and identifiable Masks whom we have got to know and whose reactions to each other and to situations of the scene we anticipate with pleasure.


These Masks are sometimes referred to as stereotypes but this is not entirely accurate. A stereotype is a character sketched in broad outlines representing a class of persons about whom there are generalisations and sometimes prejudices – for example, ‘tramps are lazy, dirty and untrustworthy vagabonds’. Chaplin’s Mask may include these traits but they do not limit him. He doesn’t represent a class but is highly individualised. ‘Old men are lecherous and avaricious’ – Pantalone is both of these, but he too is an individual, and he is unlike any other character in life or fiction. The term ‘stock’ figure can also be objected to; the villain of melodrama is the same two-dimensional role, whether his name be ‘Sir Percy’ or ‘Baron Hardcastle’. He exists to fill a place in the demands of the plot. In Commedia, on the other hand, it is the play, whether written or improvised, which will grow as a result of the behaviour of the Masks.


Improvisation


There remains to be discussed the spontaneous nature of the performances given by the Commedia dell’Arte troupes, and it is this aspect of the Commedia dell’Arte that has proved most difficult for present-day actors to emulate.


The difference between two distinct meanings for ‘improvisation’ must be clearly understood. There is ‘Impro’, in which a group of actors start rehearsals with no written script, and then improvise on an agreed theme until a play has been constructed. It is then fully rehearsed and remains more or less constant throughout the run of performances. This often produces good and naturalistic dialogue, born from the interaction of one ‘real’ person with another, but sometimes suffers from lack of construction. This form of ‘Impro’ can really only be distinguished from normal drama in that it is a play ‘written’ by a group rather than by a single author.


Then there is ‘In Performance Impro’. Here the actor makes up the dialogue, and develops the drama before the eyes and ears of the paying public, and it is for a ‘once only’ occasion; tomorrow’s performance must be new again. This kind of presentation has a very special quality, suiting particularly the realm of comedy. A line that would not seem even amusing on the written page convulses an audience when used by a talented actor extemporising in response to the stimulation of the situation and of his fellow performers.


It was this style that the Italian ‘Commedians’ used and perfected over some two hundred years. Working only from the scenario and the list of entrances and exits prepared by the Capocomico, they would improvise a different play at each performance – but it would be a mistake to think that they depended on inspiration alone. They had at their command a technique that could be relied on to work on every occasion. It was based on two principles; firstly to create a situation where inspiration was likely to flower, and secondly to give the actors command over a vast repertoire of usable material that could be brought into play should inspiration flag. So the Commedia dell’Arte didn’t dispense with ‘memorisation’ but, on the contrary, had at its disposal a prodigious stock of memorised speeches, phrases, aphorisms, rhymed exit lines, puns and visual and verbal gags, all of which were appropriate to the individual Masks, and could be introduced into the action to enliven, develop and sometimes save a scene. This method is employed in an elementary form by today’s quiz show host who would have us believe that the quips he employs are the creation of the moment, and not recalled from his stock of memorised gags. The skill of the Commedia dell’Arte player rested in his ability to alter the material to exactly suit the situation at hand. As a comedian nowadays often keeps a ‘gag book’ so the actor of the Commedia dell’Arte used a ‘day book’ in which he collected items suitable for future use. These might contain ideas for comic business (lazzi) or speeches culled from the best authors of the day and antiquity. Some of these actors’ notes, in a form polished up for publication, have survived, and are a useful indication of this aspect of the performances. Also surviving is a large number of the scenarios, published and in manuscript, from which the actors worked.


[image: image]


Multiple Skills


The mime element as ‘simultaneous mime’ and mimed sequences has always been so important that it has led to the frequently held erroneous belief that the Commedia dell’Arte was, and always had been, silent. It remains none the less an essential part of Commedia, and will be much drawn upon in the following pages.


Closely integrated into the style, also, is dance ability. The Commedia player’s body must bend and sway, leap and prance, stride and stamp, skip and hop. Acrobatic dexterity will extend Commedic possibilities. Like traditional circus folk, the Commedians learnt to play instruments from an early age, and any musical or vocal expertise that the modern performer can add to the presentation will be of value.


Above and beyond any additional skills the performer can bring to the part are three essential qualities: the willingness to work as a team, the gift of being able to seize the ‘moment of opportunity’ in improvisation, and the ability to act with truth and sincerity.









PART ONE
TRAINING DRILLS









WARM-UP GAMES









	Game 1
	Ha!




	Game 2
	Silly Noises




	Game 3
	Silly Walks




	Game 4
	Glee!




	Game 5
	Make Yourself Laugh




	Game 6a
	Harlequin Knees Bend




	Game 6b
	Harlequin Surprised




	Game 6c
	Harlequin Hears No Good of Himself




	Game 7
	Smart Walking




	Game 8
	Walking and Clapping




	Game 9a
	Put on a Happy Face




	Game 9b
	Happy Face Duo




	Game 10a
	Oppo and Appo




	Game 10b
	Oppo and Appo Duet




	Game 11a
	The Sad to Happy Scale




	Game 11b
	Jumping the Scale




	
	A Little Theory: a Language of Movement?




	
	Practice Drill: Hand Movements




	Game 12a
	Happy Hands, Sad Hands




	Game 12b
	Hands – Delayed




	Game 13
	Pierrot Rotations




	Game 14a
	Yes, Yes – No, No




	Game 14b
	Welcome




	Game 14c
	Dismiss




	
	Practice Drill: Shoulder Movements




	Game 15
	Shift the Shoulders




	
	What is Meant by Commedia Acting?




	Game 16
	Soap to Commedia




	
	Practice Drill: Foot Rotations




	Game 17
	Bold and Shy




	Game 18
	Eyes Right, Eyes Left




	Game 19
	Jaunty Walks




	Game 20a
	Quarter Jumps




	
	A Note on Masks




	Game 20b
	Opposing Quarter Jumps




	Game 20c
	‘Free’ Quarter Jumps




	Game 20d
	Random Quarter Jumps






An Introduction to Commedia Games


There have been major changes in approaches to an actor’s training over the past decade or so, and two of the methods now commonly used are ‘improvisation’ and ‘acting games’. Both concepts are fundamental to the training programme that follows. ‘Improvisation’ was always a major component of Commedia dell’Arte, and ‘Commedia Games’ introduce that element of play in which Commedia, more than any type of theatre, needs to be undertaken. Our English words ‘player’ and ‘play’, for the actor and his activity (although not duplicated in Italian) are a happy corroboration that our approach should be in a playful spirit. Like acting games (of trust, confrontation, collaboration, role playing, etc.) Commedia Games start simply, childishly, even foolishly. The Commedian in his role is not far from the Fool, and until one is prepared to be foolish the difficult ‘Art’ can’t be mastered. The aim of Commedia training, like that of the actor, is first to lose inhibitions, and secondly to gain skill. With Commedia Games the student will pass rapidly from one to the other.


Game 1  Ha!


The workshop (perhaps we should call it a play-school at this stage) starts with a circle, everyone facing inwards. The instructor then warns the class that he/she is going to make a lunge forward and cry out ‘Ha!’ expecting the class to do the same, and at the same moment. Once some degree of synchronisation is achieved, the group is told that anyone may initiate the action. After some reticence the cries come thick and fast.


The initial purpose of this exercise is to raise the attention and energy level of the group, and as such it works well. It can also introduce newcomers to a bit of fundamental stagecraft. The ‘Ha!’ of the leader should resemble that used by acrobats to demand applause (arms outstretched, palms up) and this pose must be held for a few beats before releasing it. You will notice that many of the group, instead of striking the position and holding it, tend to ‘jab’ at it and retreat. This should be resisted, as an ability to hold a position long enough for it to register with the audience is important in Commedia, as indeed it is in all types of performing.


Game 2  Silly Noises


Next, the leader asks for one of the students to step into the circle and make a silly sound and accompanying gesture that the rest of the class must copy. Each student should do this, coming forward of their own volition.


The aims here are that the duplication should be as exact as possible and follow the original immediately (two important aspects of later improvisation).


Game 3  Silly Walks


This is an extension of Game 2. One person crosses the circle doing an eccentric or comic movement, again accompanied by vocalisation. He or she then takes the place occupied by another person in the circle who immediately moves off with their own invention, until all have had a turn.


Games 2 and 3 should help the players to feel free to invent and not be inhibited in doing something foolish before their colleagues. The longer term aims of Game 3 (all aspects of Commedia) are (1) using vocal sound and movement simultaneously (2) inventing instantly – as each takes over, no time must be allowed for ‘thinking’ (3) using rhythm in the crossing; that is, repetition of a movement and sound: e. g., a hen clucking and flapping wings, etc.


Game 4  Glee!


This begins with everyone raising their shoulders and tensing all muscles as much as possible, screwing up their faces and saying the word ‘glee’ in a very tense and restricted tone. This is held for a few moments and then, on the instructor’s command, ‘Deadpan’, all relax the body and assume a ‘deadpan’ expression. When the class is comfortable with this, they are asked to point at each other (still retaining the tension) as they say ‘glee’. The pointing should be as inventive as possible, such as over the shoulder, between the legs, etc. When in ‘relaxed mode’ they should be able to look at each other without losing the ‘deadpan’ in laughter.


The purpose here is to encourage the use of unusual body positions; to practise tension and relaxation and to be able to confront without laughter.


Game 5  Make Yourself Laugh


If the aim of the previous game is to practise ‘not laughing’, this one is exactly the reverse! Take a big breath and then, with a sigh, exhale every bit of air from the lungs. When you think you’ve done that, raise the shoulders and with a ‘Ha!’ exhale some more. Then bounce the shoulders and shake the body, with ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha! still without taking a breath. Time now for a big breath and a repeat of the sequence, a little quicker, this time varying the pitch of the ‘Ha’s’, high and low. If everyone does this together, the infectious nature of laughter ensures that the room soon shakes with genuine laughter.


Game 6a  Harlequin Knees Bend


Stand with the feet fairly wide apart and turned out (ballet 2nd position). Take approx 2 seconds for each count.


Count 1.  Bend the knees slightly (ballet demi plié).


Count 2.  Increase the bend.


Count 3.  Increase the bend even more (ballet grande plié).


Count 4.  Straighten the knees, back to original position.


On the first of the bends assume an expression of irritation or annoyance, which increases on each bend. Go to ‘deadpan’ on the rise. Repeat several times.


This introduces the concept of movement associated with a particular character. The pliés are also a necessary part of any physical warm-up.


Game 6b  Harlequin Surprised


Stand with the feet apart and turned out as above. Arms by the sides.


Count 1.  Raise the shoulders. Mime: ‘sudden surprise’ (jaw drops).


Count 2.  Sudden drop into full knees bend (‘I don’t believe it’).


Count 3.  Sharply drop shoulders (mildly aggressive).


Count 4.  Slowly straighten knees, and at the same time ‘wobble’ the head from side to side (look of nonchalance: ‘See if I care!’).


Game 6c  Harlequin Hears No Good of Himself


Stand with feet a little wider apart than in Game 6b: arms by the sides.


Count 1.  Raise right shoulder only.


Count 2.  Lunge1 the right leg to the right, head and body still facing front (but advancing the right ear as if listening).


Count 3.  Drop right shoulder suddenly (‘Fancy saying that!’).


Count 4.  Slowly return to upright position (mumble, mumble).


Repeat to the left.


Game 7  Smart Walking


For this the students walk briskly round in a circle. (Start with the right foot.) As they walk they count aloud in ‘eights’. This number is used because of its musical affinity, and the following is a helpful method of counting, often used by dancers:





	
1/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
3/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
5/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
7/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.         
	
2/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
4/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
6/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
8/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.



	Then start again with: 1/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6. 7. 8. etc.





When all find this easy to do, they can begin counting silently to themselves, and then we make it more complicated by taking 8 walks forward, before making half a turn (turn towards the left shoulder (anticlockwise) and walking 8 steps backward, still continuing in the same direction. Then, turning toward the right shoulder (clockwise), step forward and continue, but reducing the number of forward steps to 4, turn and make 4 steps backward. Repeat the 4 forward and 4 backward (to complete the fourth count of eight).


Repeat the whole sequence from the first 8 walks forward.


This game is good for getting people to move together as a team, develop a rhythmic sense, and to introduce ‘Numerical Reduction’ which we call upon later.


Game 8  Walking and Clapping


Walking in a circle as in the previous game; and again counting inwardly in ‘eights’. After establishing the rhythm the students are asked to clap their hands on the first of the 8 steps. On the second count of 8 they clap hands on the second step. On the third count of 8, they clap on the third step, and so on until the clap comes on the 8. After that, start again on the first beat:





	
CLAP/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
3/ 2, CLAP, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
5/ 2, 3, 4, CLAP, 6, 7, 8.
7/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, CLAP, 8.         
	
2/ CLAP, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8.
4/ 2, 3, CLAP, 5, 6, 7, 8.
6/ 2, 3, 4, 5, CLAP, 7, 8.
8/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, CLAP.




	Start again:
	
CLAP/ 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8. etc.






Game 9a  Put on a Happy Face


Again the inward-facing circle: the right hand, fingers together, thumb proud, palm inwards, is passed slowly over the face upwards from below the chin to just above the forehead, and as it passes a broad exaggerated smile is brought to the face. The player has put on a ‘happy’ face and until he removes it the facial expression remains fixed like a mask. All movements, sounds, words will be joyful. He then wipes it off with a downward hand movement, from above the forehead to below the chin, culminating in a ‘sad’ face: corners of the mouth down etc. He now fixes a ‘sad’ face and behaves ‘miserably’. Changes from one to the other may be slow or rapid.


Practise it also with the left hand.


Game 9b  Happy Face Duo


The action can be extended by working in pairs, with the players altering their own or their partner’s expression, by reaching out and ‘wiping’ the other’s face into ‘happy’ or ‘sad’.


In the ‘happy’ or ‘sad’ fixed face we have the first approach to the nature of a mask, and the making of the body movements, sounds or words fit the assumed ‘mask’. It is a valuable introduction to the mastering of the facemask technique.
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