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‘The Politician’, full-face character mask made from a moulded brown paper gum-strip base with ears and nose modelled in card. Designed and worn by a student in mask-making workshop, Hull Dance Project, Spring Street Theatre. 1989.
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Prologue


‘Will anyone turn up?’ was the question on my mind. It was seven o’clock on a cold October evening. The small room, above the back of the empty theatre, was dark and seemed even colder than outside. ‘It is a pity’, I told myself, ‘that the room was so difficult to find’. I began to unpack my collection of scissors, paper, gum-strip and card. I tried putting the jumble of small tables and chairs into some kind of order. Leaflets about the evening class had been distributed, and six people had signed up. ‘I’ll give it another ten minutes,’ I said to myself, then I heard voices say ‘Is this the mask workshop?’ Three beaming faces appeared from nowhere and I was in business.


It was Jane Thomas who asked me if I had ‘any ideas’ for her programme of evening workshops at Spring Street Theatre. At last I had an opportunity to explore my enthusiasm for masks and theatre, originally sparked by John Harris when I joined his mask seminars as an undergraduate at Hull University’s Drama Department. The mask workshops I offered proved to be popular and attracted students, teachers and everyone locally, or so it seemed, with a passion for theatre who wished to learn something different. The workshops grew when Helen Wragg included me in her ‘Summer in the City’ dance project. Pam Dellar’s invitation to ‘help her out’ with a few evening classes resulted in a full-scale mask and costume performance. I would like to thank all four for giving me so many opportunities to develop my ideas in those early days.


The chance to research for this book and so share my enthusiasm for learning more about masks with even more people, came after I spotted an advertisement in ‘The Independent’ newspaper for the BEROL/NSEAD 1989 Curriculum Development Award, (Berol being the pen makers and NSEAD being the National Society for Education in Art and Design). The bursary enabled me to begin this book and I am greatly indebted to John Steers, General Secretary of NSEAD, for his faith in Maskwork as a viable publication.


Over the years there have been many other people who have contributed to the evolution of this book. I would like to thank the LEA advisers in the late 1980’s at Humberside County Council (as it used to be) for enabling me to run workshops in local schools, as part of ‘The Arts in Schools Project’ and for permission to reproduce photographs of workshops at these schools: Grange First School, Grimsby; Headlands School, Bridlington; Keyingham School, Keyingham; Newland School for Girls, Hull; St. Nicholas School, Beverley; Tweendykes Special School, Hull; Winifred Holtby School, Hull; Withernsea High School, Withernsea. I would like to thank the teachers and pupils at these schools for their participation.


I wish to acknowledge the assistance of staff in the Education Department of the British Museum and Students’ Room at the Museum of Mankind. Thanks are also due to the Department of Greek and Roman Antiquities, the Egyptian Department and the Department of Oriental Studies at the British Museum, and to the staff of the Horniman Museum.


I would like to thank Professor Nick Stanley for his advice on the ethnographic subject matter and Dr. James Booth for his patient help with the text. Sue McIntyre is thanked for proofreading the book. Andrew Greensmith, and the staff at Kall Kwik, Hull, perfected the laser copies, and thanks are given accordingly. Thanks are due to Professor Jenkins of Harvard University, for permission to quote from one of his articles, free of charge. I wish to thank Adrian Brink, Colin Lester and staff at The Lutterworth Press. They have been a source of encouragement and advice. Also, Kate and Christophe Grillet are thanked for their generous hospitality on my frequent trips to Cambridge.


Special thanks are due to my family for allowing me the time to work. In particular, my two daughters who have, literally, grown up with the book.


Finally, I would like to acknowledge both Richard Penton and Bob Allison. I am greatly indebted to Bob for generously giving his time and skill in setting out the whole book on computer and for his impeccable advice and good humour throughout.


Richard collaborated closely with me on this book from manuscript through to publication, and undertook the photography of people mask-making in addition to most of the unique mask material which he also helped to track down. Eventually he took over the management of the manuscript from its first stages through to designing the layout of the text and photographs, as well as organizing all the photographic permissions and the comprehensive index. It has been a lengthy undertaking and I am greatly indebted to him; without his commitment Maskwork would not have been possible.






Acknowledgements of Photos


Out of one hundred and eighty two photographs in this book, twenty three are from outside sources:


a. We are indebted to the following owners for generously loaning their pictures without charge: Bob Allison, 150 – 157; the Bulgarian Museum of Ethnology, Sofia, 12; Vivienne Gardner, 159; Jocelyn Herbert, 27, 170; Professor Mary Miller, Yale University, 15; Staatliche Museen, Berlin, 44; and Trestle Theatre Company, 28, 138.


b. Reproduced by permission of the British Museum, 91.


c. The photographs of the following copyright owners are acknowledged with thanks: Sue Jenkinson, 27, 170; Steve Morgan, 43. However, despite every effort, it has not been possible to find these owners and so they are invited to contact The Lutterworth Press.


We are grateful to Hans De Marez Oyens for tracking down the source of figure 44.


All the other one hundred and fifty nine photographs are by Richard Penton. Also, thanks are due to the following institutions, private collectors and artists for permission to photograph masks in their collections, free of charge: the British Museum, 9, 11, 14, 16, 21, 22, 37; Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology, 10, 61, 97; Japanese Gallery, Kensington, London, 19, 20, 41; Museum voor Volkenkunde, Rotterdam, 13, 38, 39, 166, 167; Gordon Reece Gallery, Knaresborough, 34; Rijks–museum voor Volkenkunde, Leiden, 29, 36, 161; Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, 46; the Chinese Community, Hull, 158; Lesley Croome, 171; Pär Gustafsson, 168; Polly Richards, 17, 18, 165; Miranda Gray, Artist, 177; Walter Storey, Artist, 171.


Thanks are due to both Bob Allison and Richmond & Rigg, Hull for the high standards with which they processed and printed the photographs.


All images are copyright to the above owners, institutions, artists and photographers.






Glossary


A3 an international paper size measuring 297 x 420mm or 11¾ x 16½ inches.


A4 an international paper size measuring 210 x 297mm or 8¼ x 11¾ inches.


Brown paper gum-strip a gummed paper packaging tape, which can be purchased in rolls from post offices and stationers.


Das a self-hardening clay widely available from art, craft, toy shops and educational suppliers.


Fibreglass glass fibres mixed with epoxy resin which hardens to a durable, lightweight finish. Small amounts can be purchased from boat builders and model-making shops.


Mod-Roc or Gypsona a fabric reinforced plaster used in model-making and plaster cast making. Packets are available from art and craft shops or medical suppliers.


Papier-mâché paper pulp or pieces of paper used with adhesives to mould into shapes. It can be home-made or purchased from educational suppliers, model-making, craft and art shops.


Plasticine a pliant material widely used for model making. It comes in many colours and is obtainable from art, craft, toy shops and educational suppliers.


Plaster of Paris a fine powder of gypsum, used for making plaster casts etc. It is obtainable from educational suppliers, model-making, craft and art shops.


Play Doh a soft modelling material obtainable from craft or toy shops.


Play dough a home-made version of Play Doh. Mix together equal parts of plain flour and salt with enough water to make pastry. Keep in an airtight container in a refridgerator.


P.V.A. a water based adhesive suitable for general use and providing a protective finish.


* Denotes an entry in the glossary.











Introduction


This book explores the creative and educational potential of masks and their life-enhancing properties as a means of communication. There is ample scope for people of all ages to enjoy constructing masks of their own and exploring them through language, drama, dance, mime, movement and music (figs. 1–2). All the ideas and activities are tried, tested and workable, having been used and modified over the years in many different situations.




[image: image]

Fig. 1 Helmet-mask made from papier-mâché and topped with a cylindrical hat adorned with tissue paper flowers, on parade at the Notting Hill Carnival, London, in 1992. This mask is reminiscent of the North Tyrolean carnival masks.
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Fig. 2. Children and adults at an open-air paper mask-making workshop, led by the author. York Early Music Festival. Summer 1987.





The processes for making masks outlined in Projects 1 to 6 use paper-construction and brown paper gum-strip techniques, which are adaptable for the classroom and for non-specialist workshop (figs 3–5). Project 7 to 8 go on to explore more specialized methods. The process of mask-making is explored from the design stage through to practical use. The aim is to stimulate ingenuity in the full imaginative use of materials and the exploration of the principles of design.


Each chapter on mask-making provides vital information and theory in addition to practical, topic-based advice. This means that the reader can be assured that practice is underpinned by theory and knowledge. Whenever masks from different cultures are cited, information to set them within their cultural context is given. In Projects 1 to 6, step-by-step mask-making processes are outlined, but there is scope for the reader to develop his or her own solutions to practical problems. Each project has extension activities at differing levels of complexity for exploring the meaning and imagery of the masks once they are made, through expressive arts activities. Where appropriate, there are suggestions for further reading and additional sources of ideas.


The chapter ‘Masks and Resources’ outlines some of the important arguments surrounding the whole ethical issue of using artefacts from other cultures as resources for our own creative work. Masks make exciting visual stimuli, but it would be irrelevant to bring a set of ready-made masks for groups to use, largely because they will have no point of reference for understanding them. In such instances their response might very well be to fool around and make fun of the masks. Clearly there is some point in introducing masks from other traditions to drama students or in an actor’s training; but with young people the main value of maskwork is in what they learn from the process of making their own mask and by devising their own project. Even then we should be aware that there might a limit to what can be achieved.


As someone trained in both Theatre and Education, I have long recognized that masks have a value in the training of actors and in the art of performance. I have also been aware that their potential as a means of personal expression or educational resource has hardly been recognized. The approach described in this book originated, therefore, as an extension of my theatre training and from a desire to formulate techniques and ideas that could be utilized within the classroom at all levels of education, or at home, or in the studio.


At this point it is worth mentioning some of the superstition that surrounds the effect of wearing masks. Admittedly some people have reservations about the wearing of masks because, it is rumoured, they unleash ‘uncontrollable’ powers in the wearer. It is true that, in general in our society, masks are debased and often have associations with the ‘darker’ side of human nature, but this has more to do with the wearer’s intentions than with the properties of the mask itself. It is a fact nevertheless, that in much ethnographic literature, unique psychological states are reported in conjunction with the wearing of masks. For example, people are described as ‘becoming’ the spirits, the dead or whatever the mask was meant to represent. It is, however, impossible scientifically to verify such mental conditions as distinct psychological states.1




[image: image]

Fig. 3. Scene from Japanese Noh in performance.





Moreover, the belief that traditional masked celebrations act as a release for emotional or irrational behaviour is based on false assumptions. Although the mask might very well represent some demon of antisocial behaviour, more knowledge of traditional mask ceremonies reveals that the wearing of the mask is surrounded by restriction, convention and taboo. Society stipulates exactly who should wear what kind of mask and only members of a certain lineage, of a specified age or sex, or with a special quality, may don a particular mask. The privilege of the mask rests upon subtle notions of style and timing.2 Society harnesses the power of masking for its own ends. These might be cathartic: to heal, to inform or to castigate, but such ceremonies are not a free-for-all.
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Fig. 4. ‘Bird Man’ wears a mask constructed from paper and card and worn like a hat. York Early Music Festival. Summer 1987.





Wearing a mask for theatrical performance is an exacting discipline. For example, the training of actors in Bali and Japan, where a tradition of masked theatre is maintained, is both long and arduous. Even in Japan it is an art associated with the old order and demands formality, constriction and tradition.3


Mask theatre demands great sacrifices from the performers; their challenge is to make the wooden mask move as if it were alive. When on stage the actor must reflect the mask but also remain separate from it in order to maximize its presence, keep time and synchronize with the action on stage (fig. 3).4 To perform without conscious mastery of this art would render the mask meaningless and the effect would be not so much damaging as cheapening.5


Those using this book will look at what is offered and judge their own starting points, depending upon the ages, interests and abilities of the groups with which they are working. I have used these ideas with groups in England at all key stages of the National Curriculum, ranging from preschool children through to students in advanced classes. I have also used them with community theatre groups involving people of all ages and for my own work in the theatre.
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Fig. 5 ‘Neptune and his Helper’. Neptune wears a mask made from green and silver painted Mod-Roc with cloth hair. York Early Music Festival. Summer 1987.
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Fig. 6 Mask made from recycled materials, designed and worn by undergraduate student. Workshop, led by Andy Earl, Hull School of Architecture. September 1996.
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Fig. 7 Shell mask in production of ‘Ocean World’. Designed in a workshop led by Anita Latham and worn by a student at Newland School for Girls, Hull. 1994.
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Fig. 8 Cardboard mask made for a disabled Colombian man by his children. Street carnival, Karlskrone, Sweden. Summer 1991.





The projects can be adapted and incorporated into particular modules within Art and Design courses, or Drama, Expressive Arts, Theatre and Performing Arts courses. Mask-making lends itself to strategies designed to forge natural links between a whole range of Craft, Design and Technology modules and English, Drama, Dance, Music, Mime and Movement activities. Projects could be devised for basic Mathematics; others could be useful in Geography, Sociology and Religious Studies. There is limitless scope in mask-making for those planning large-scale group events, when communities come together for festivals, carnivals, parties or fund-raising events (figs. 4–8).






What are Masks?


In the West, masks are generally undervalued and misunderstood. For most of us they are party objects, decorations or grotesques to be brought out for a lark at Hallowe’en. A modern-day mask culture has been developed by the film and television industry, particularly in Britain and the United States. We see this reflected in the late Jim Henson’s creations and the sometimes superb monsters of special-effects film-making. Sadly, however, in real life we are familiar with masks merely as a means of disguise, often used in criminal acts in order to intimidate. Their worldwide significance as a primary means of human expression and communication is largely ignored. In contrast, in many cultures across the rest of the world, masks are closely linked to all aspects of daily life, often embodying significances which date back many centuries but which are still valued today (fig. 12).


On an individual and personal level a mask is, quite literally, a new face, and as such it can protect, disguise or identify the wearer. Throughout history masks have been made for these three functions. In modern times the welder, diver, space traveller, motor cyclist, nurse and skier wear protective masks. In the past such masks have taken the shape of face guards to protect the warrior in battle and to terrify the opponent (figs. 9–11).
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Fig. 9 Roman bronze mask, such masks are generally said to represent an Amazon. Worn by men as parade armour and made to represent mythological beings. Roman, 2nd century A.D. British Museum, London.
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Fig. 10 Samurai mask and helmet from Japan. Lacquered iron. Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.
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Fig. 11 Replica of the Anglo-Saxon warrior’s helmet and protective face-mask decorated with scenes of fighting found in the burial site at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, in 1939. The original may have been made for King Raedwald (died 624 or 625). Iron covered with tinned bronze decorative plates to give a silvered effect. British Museum, London.
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Fig. 12 Full-face mask, headdress and costume of the Koukeri (mummers) of Central and Eastern Bulgaria. The masks are made of fur, cardboard, cloth or wood. They are decorated with seeds, feathers, sequins, glass, mirrors and buttons worked into a face to represent wild beasts. They often have horns and long beards. The Koukeri are men and appear on the first Sunday before Lent, when Winter turns to Spring. The masks are very popular; each village has its own style and tries to outdo the others. Bulgarian Museum of Ethnography, Sofia. 20th century.







The ultimate form of disguise is the ‘face-less’ mask, which is worn in an attempt to be ‘invisible’. Paradoxically, such masks can be said to reveal as well as conceal. The act of wearing a ‘face-less’ mask often broadcasts the intent and even the status of the wearer (fig. 13). Most masks, however, take the form of a face or features and so give the wearer an identity. Why this should be so is a complex and fascinating question. A special regard for both face and head is seen in many cultures and throughout many historical periods.1 For example, the head-hunters of Borneo chopped off the head of the enemy in the belief that this conquered the spirit living behind the face. The head itself was preserved and treasured. This belief in spirits residing behind the face may have led the earliest peoples to represent their gods in facial images such as masks.2
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Fig. 13. Mask of Purdah.


Fig. 13 The mask of Purdah. Museum voor Volkenkunde, Rotterdam. 20th century.





Again, the importance of the face is evident in the lengths to which many early civilisations went in order to preserve the facial image (and so the spirit) of their dead (fig. 14).3 In ancient Egypt, facial ‘masks’ were made of painted cartonnage (linen bandages which were soaked in resin and covered with plaster) for the process of mummification, but in Pre-Hispanic Mexico they were made from semi-precious stones and precious metals.4 There is no evidence to suggest, however, that these masks were used for anything other than covering the faces of the deceased, presumably so that their spirit could recognize them in the afterlife.5
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Fig. 14. Egyptian funerary mask.


Fig. 14 Plaster mask of a woman from an Egyptian tomb. Such masks were placed over the mummy head of the deceased. They were not individual likenesses but were moulded from plaster and mass-produced in order to represent stereotypes such as old men, young women, etc. This example is probably from Meir in Middle Egypt and dates from the 2nd century AD. British Museum, London.





Masks made to be worn have far more to do with life and our experience of living than with death. In life, the face is our primary means of recognition and identification. By putting on a face mask we conceal our personal identity and take on that of another. The major significance of the mask lies not, however, in the simple fact of concealment, but in the complex ideas surrounding the question of the new identity or face, and what it represents. The very fact that a new identity can be adopted opens up the limitless human potential of make-believe.6 The observer can appreciate the meaning of the mask on many levels. Those outside the culture or with no understanding whatsoever of the mask’s iconography may receive only confused impressions. The meaning of the mask may be lost even to the community in which it was created, but it may still be considered important. Another mask may be entirely personal to the maker and its meaning only a matter of speculation for others. Although masks in the theatre can communicate ideas, represent characters and symbolize the gods and nature, it can never be said that everyone in an audience is receiving the same messages, no matter how specific in meaning are the shapes, colours and features. This does not, however, detract from the value or power of the masks and the art of make-believe. The various messages a mask sends out can add to the excitement of the performance. The art of make-believe reflects a primary human need to explore, through pretence, the world of the subconscious and the world around us. This manifests itself both in the ritual sense, where changes of state are believed to be real and one actually becomes the other, and in the theatrical sense of acting or pretending to be another.7 Make-believe is the essential element of all ritual, theatre, festival and comedy.
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