Commedia dell’arte.

Literally meaning the ‘comedy of art’, this genre has influenced a good deal of the drama that young people are, most probably, familiar with. The comic routines of pantomime, Punch and Judy, circus clowns and any number of popular entertainers and performers have their roots in the characters and lazzi of the Commedia dell’arte. Rowan Atkinson’s accident-prone and alarmingly innocent Mr Bean is a direct descendant of the original Zanni, as was Jaques Tati’s Monsieur Hulot before him. Basil Fawlty, Manuel and Polly may similarly be regarded as latter day versions of Brighella, Zanni and Columbina. If the names of some of the commedia characters initially sound strange, thinking of modern equivilents can help students tune into the stereotypes; for Zanni read zany, Brighella is linked to brigand, that is, someone who looks for a fight, and a good example of Il Capitano is Captain Mainwaring of Dad’s Army.

As with melodrama, these characters must be played big but within clearly defined parameters. The performance style of commedia is highly visual, relying more on the physical than the verbal. We will try to take the opportunities to teach you how to make and use masks during this module, if time allows. 

Improvisation is an important element, but far from being shapeless and free-ranging, improvisation in commedia demands economy and teamwork. A Commedia troupe knows exactly what an audience expects and how they are likely to respond; they use that knowledge to surprise and delight. Working to these constraints should provide goals to aim for and the means to achieve them.

Another aim and hopefully gain of this module is that it places all your own studio based improvisations into a context of drama that embraces the traditions of the different and national cultures of theatre. 

Through studying commedia, we can see how Blackadder, Dad’s Army, Only Fools and Horses, Fawlty Towers and other modern comedies came from. We can also see where Pantomime, Punch and Judy and Circuses come from.

