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Thereconstructionofthecommediadell'arteisadifficulttaskfor

tworeasons.First,becausethistheatricaltraditionwasanearlypopu-

larentertainment,performancehistoryandrecordsarepoorlydocument-

edfromthefifteenthtotheeighteenthcentury.Second,theexistenceof

thecommediadell'artelaysolelyinperformance.Whileawrittenplot

outlinecalledascenariowasareality,therewerenoscripts,only

handwrittennotesinactors'personaldiaries.Althoughthecharacters'

personalities,costumes,and gestureswerestrictly controlled and

remainedthesamefromperformancetoperformance,thedialoguewas

improvisedandoftenrisque.Actorsstudiedtheirroles,recyclingthe

stockcharactersconsistentlythroughalltheirscenariosratherlikea

televisionsitcom.Performanceswereadjustedtoaudiences,localpoli-

tics,andtheactors'owndispositions.Inthesensethatnotwoperfor-

manceswerealike,thecommediadell'artewasatheatreofimprovisation.

Theactorsofthecommediadell'artebegantoappearattheendof

thefifteenthcentury,buttheterm commediadell'artewasnotactually

coineduntiltheeighteenthcentury.Thedefinitionofthetermisdepen-

dentuponthetranslationofthewordartewhichcanbeinterpretedintwo

ways,asskillorasguildl. Historicallybothinterpretationsarecorrect

becausethecommediaactorswerebothskillfulandprofessional,and
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createdatheatricalphenomenon.,Literallytheyconcoctedasatire

beforeanaudienceusinglittlemorethantheirwitsandasimplescenario.

Whatbeganaspopularstreetshowsandcarnivalactsevolvedinto

politicalsatireofsociety'shighestclass-anascent"SaturdayNight

Live"comingtoyoufromltaly,France,SpainandEngland!Thecom一

mediadevelopedauniversalappealasitspreadfromItalytoFrance,then

toSpainandEngland,finallytoallpartsofEuropeandeventuallytothe

NewWorld.Whereveritappeareditseemedtoanswertheneedsofthat

particularculture.

Obviouslymorewasinvolvedthanafewclevercomedians.The

historyofthecommediadell'arteiscomplicatedandabstruseduetoa

varietyofinfluencesthatfedintoitbeginningwiththenatureofthe

performers'responsestothevariedculturesinwhichtheyperformed.

Forcenturiestheplayerscollectedmaterialandactingtechniquesfrom

manysourcesincludingtraditionalfolklore.Therearecontendinghis-

toricalspeculationsconcerningthecommedia.Oneofthesemaintains

thatthegenrewasaself-containedartformdependentuponspontaneous

improvisation;Othersthatitwasrootedintheinterestsofthepopular

masses;another,thatitwaslowcomedyshapedtoagreatextentbythe

acrobaticandphysicalroutinesofmaskedactors.LauraandKenneth

Richardssteadfastlymaintainthathistoricallynoneofthisspeculation

wasthecase.Rathertheybasethedevelopmentofthecommediaupon

socialchange,economicneedsandperformeropportunism,amuchmore

logicalcourseofdevelopment.Afterall,thecommediaplayerswere

professionals,vocallyandphysicallydisciplined,whoseworkwasboth

1.EleanoraLuciano,TheMaskof Comedy:theAylof Italian Comedy
(Louisville,Kentucky:JBSpeedMuseum,1990)2.
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Calculatedandaccidentaldrawingstrengthfromverbalandrhetorical

force.Despiteatroupeorcompanystructure,materialwaspeppered

withtraditionalloreandpopularexperiencesalike,evenstretchinginto

theregionsofcourtcultureandacademia.

Becauseofthesenumerousfacets,thecommediamustnotbe

dismissedasatheatreofmasksandcomedicimprovisation,thenotion

thattraditionalartandmodernscholarstendtoemphasize.Artistsfrom

WatteautoPicassohavetransformedandreinventedthecharactersof

thecommediadell'artesometimeswithapersonalsignificancethat

escapesthetraditionofprofessionalactorsasorganizedcompanies,

patronsaswellasaudiences,scriptedaswellasimprovisedsituations.

Mostofal1,thecommediaroseoutofthegrosseconomicandsocial

despairofthemasses(RichardsandRichards1-30).Reconstructionof

thecommediaisperplexingbecausescholarsaredividedonmattersof

interpretationandoriginwhichtheybaseonthefew existingearly

recordsandabundantvisualevidence.Someofthemostrevealingand

authenticarchivalrecordsliehiddeninvintagepoliceblotters.Contem-

porarypersonallettersanddocumentsplacetheoriginsofthecommedia

neartheendofthefifteenthcenturyinItaly.Amongabundantvisual

evidence,itisdifficulttodiscernwhatiscertainfrom whatmaybe

problematic.Likeanyartisticform,extanticonographicrelicsdepend

upontheartist'sfeelingforhissubjectmatter,thereforethepossibility

existsthatsomeoftheseartistsmayhavetakenlicense(6-10).The

classicexampleoflicense-takingmayexistintheengravingsofJacques

Callot,theBallidiSfessania,renderedovertheperiodfrom1618to1620.

AlthoughthesegrewfrompreviousItalianillustrationsandevidence,a

grotesquecommedz'aspiritbreatheslifefromCallot'sdepictions.More

important,theyaffirmwhatothersourceshavelongdeduced,thatsong
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anddancewereintegraltothecommediaperformance.Otherartistic

renderingsfailtoidentifyscenes,figuresorstagingpracticesasthorough-

lyasdoesCallot'soeuvre,andconsequentlymaybemoregenerallythan

specificallyfaithfultothecommedia(415).

In1727whenLuigiRiccoboni,theoriginalhistorianoftheItalian

stage,wroteinhisHistoi71edutheatreitalienofthesimilaritiesbetween

thephysicalityofArrlechinoandthecomicmimesofancientGreeceand

Rome,thetheoryofclassicalorlglnSWaspromulgated.Itistruethatthe

charactersoftheAtellacomedies2Werenotunlikethosewhoappearedin

commedz'ainthattheydonnedmasks,improviseddialogueandhoned

mimetoafineart3. Bythefiftteenthcentury,mimetheatrehadlost

favorwiththeRomanCatholicChurch,thedominantpowerwithinItalian

society,duetoitsforemostcharacteristic,itsvulgarity.AdrianPeck-

noldexplainsthatnothingwasbannedfromperformanceswhichincluded

"everythingfromintercoursetoexecution."Existingscenarioandicon0-

graphysupportthisexplanation4. TheauthoritativetextbyPierreLouis

Duchartre,TheItalianComedy(1929)reproducesagraphicdrawingof

DottoreadministeringanenematoArlecchino'sexposedbuttocks,for

example,althoughthetextdescribesthedoctorasadministeringan

injectionwithasyringe5. Pecknold,amodernwriterandmimeartist,

ironicallysubscribestothetheoryofferedintheseventeenthcenturyby

2.BecausetheseplayswerepopularinAtella,acitybetweenCapuaandNaples,
thecomediesassumedtheappellationoftheregion.
3.GiacomoOregli,TheCommediadell'Arte,trams.LovettF.Edwards(New
York:HillandWang,1968)1;also,Richards,plate5.
4.AdrianPecknold,Mime(Toronto:NCPressLimited,1988)13.
5.Thisisoneofseveralgraphicdrawingsfollowingpage56inPierreLouis
Duchartre,TheItalianComedy,trams.RandolphT.Weaver(NewYork:
Dover,1966).
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Riccoboni,namelythatthetheatreofclassicalRomeandGreecesome-

howsurvivedthroughtheDarkAgestobecomethecommediadell'arteof

thefifteenthcenturydespitethecontentionofscholarslikeGiacomo

Oregliawhomaintainthatthisnotionwasabandonedcenturiesago.

In1862MauriceSand,writinginMasquesetbouHons,further

expandedtheRiccobonitheorysuggestingthatthemaskedcharactersof

thecommediaweredirectdescendantsofancientfarceandmime.Like

Riccoboni,hebasedhistheoryonthesimilarityofmasks,costumesand

propsemployedinthetwotheatres.J.A.Symonds,inTheUseless

MemoirsofCountCarloGozzi(1890),questionsthetheoryofmask

genealogy,althoughhedoesfindcredenceinthenotionofadistinction

betweenthenamescommediaeruditeandcommedz'adell'arte.Whileitis

apparentfrom iconographicremainsthatafinethreadofsimilarity

existedbetweencharacterswhoworkedtheancientcommedicstagein

masksusingimprovisationaltechniqueandacrobaticmime,andthose

characterswhoappearedonthecommediastage,therewastoomuchof

anevidentiaryhiatusbetweenthetwotheatricalmotivationsfortoo

manycenturiestoacknowledgeanunbrokenlinebetweenthetwoart

forms.Therefore,inaccordwiththeRichards,itismoresensibleto

assumethatcommediacompaniesdrewupontheirownfolktraditions

andexperience,whichmayhavehadmorethananoddingacquaintance

withscholarlyclassics,tocreatethecharacters(Masks)associatedsince

thesixteenthcenturywiththecommediadell'arte.WinifredSmithbased

hersupportforRiccoboni's ideas on then currentarcheological

discoveries6. ItistheRichardseshowever,whodebunktheRiccoboni

6.WinifredSmith,TheCommediadell'Ayte(NewYork:n.p.,1912).
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theoryonthebasisthatlittleconcreteevidencesurvivestheancient

classicaltheatre,makingitimpossibletodomorethanconjecture.

Thereexistnowrittenrecords,andmuchoftheknowledgeadvancedby

somemodernscholarsweighsonthepaintingsandraiseddesignsonvases

andfrescosthathavesurvivedfromthethird,fourthandfifthcenturies.

PerhapsthemostsoundsupportforRiccoboniisrenderedby

AllardyceNicollwritingin1931.InMasks,MimesandMiracles,Nicoll

discussesindetailthepossibilityoftracingthecommediadell'arteto

ancientclassicalroots.Accordingtohim,popularcomedywasbrought

toancientltalybytravelingmimeswhoworkedthestreetsandmarket

placesthroughoutGreeceandRomewiththeirportablestages.Further,

Nicolladvanceswhatheconsiderstobeadirectlinkwiththeclassical

artists.ThecomicactorsofGreece,thephlyakes,appeartohavebeenof

twotypes,Oldmenandyoungslaveswithafewpseudo-heroesevidentin

theslavefigures.Later,Romanclassicaltheatredissolvedthesemasks

intofourdistinctcharacters:anindulgentfool,aslyoldhunchback,asilly

braggartandafoolisholdman.Linkingthesefourmaskswiththefour

leadingcharactersofthecommedia,namelythetwovecciandthetwo

zanni7,appealstoNicollandSand.

Inthecommediatraditionthevecciarefoolish,gullibleandsickly,

butattempttoprojectanappearanceofyouthbychasingprettyyoung

7.Thevecci,headsofhouseholds,areoldmen(usuallyPantaloneandDottore),
andareconsideredthecentralcharactersinmostscenarions.Theplots
revolvearoundconflictsandmisunderstandingsbetweenthetwo.Theser-
Vantisakindofgenericcharacteridentifiedingeneraltermsasthezanni,
andarelowestonthesocialladder.SpecificallyhemaybeArlecchino,or
Brighella,orsomeotherservant.Thelengthofthenoseonhisfacemask
indicatesthedegreeofhisstupidity.Plotsturnontheabilityofthezannito
outwithismaster.
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girls.Theclassicalconnectionbetweenvecciandzanniwasfirstmade

asearlyas1589byNicoloRossiinDiscwsi...ZntornoallaComedia,

althoughtheRichardsesnotethattheconnectionindicatedbyRossiisnot

specific:

Iwouldnevernumberamongplaysthosethingspeddledaroundby

suchmiserableandmercenarycreaturesascallthemselvesGianniof

Bergamo,Francatrippa,Pantaloneandsimilarbuffoons,Werewenot

abletolikenthemtoMimes,theAtellanaeandthePlanipedesofthe

ancients(qtd.inRichardsandRichards13).

Itisknownfromexcerptsofextantmemoirsanddiariesthatthedra-

maticstyleoriginatedinltalyearlyinthesixteenthcenturyalthoughthe

nameitself,commediadell'arte,didnotappearuntiltheeighteenthcen-

tury(passim Nicoll).Today,asincenturiespast,Somescholarsstill

attempttotracetheoriginsofthecommediabacktotheclassicaland

populartheatresofancientRome.Becauseitisbasedlargelyonconjec-

ture,Otherscholarsrefusetoacceptthistheoryalludinginsteadtoin-

fluencingelementsfromtheTurkishpuppettheatre,medievalcomedy,

carnivalshowsandcircuses,allofwhichcanbetrackedthroughthe

commedia.Itiseviderlt,Ofcourse,thatthecomediesofTerenceand

Plautuswereasreadilyaccessibletocommediaperformersastheyareto

modernstageproducersandplaywrights,andundoubtedlyofferedinspi-

rationforstagingmethodsandperformancetechnique.Butthen,every-

thingwasgristforthemillofthecommediaperformingartists.

Infurtherconsiderationoftheoriginsofthecommediaitisger-

manetoconsiderthenameofthisartform,commediadell'arte.The

designationsignalsaparticulartypeofcomedyperformedbyprofessional

actorsincompaniesandutilizingstockcharacterswhoimprovisedperfor一

mancesfrom simplisticplotoutlines.Theterm wasdesignedasan
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attempttorestorehonorandprestigetoanartformthatwasdwindling

inanage(theAgeofEnlightenment)thathadcometodemandrealityor

naturalismfromtheartworld.Thepeculiargrotesquenessofthecom一

mediacouldnotsupportthisdemand.Whilepreviouslyunderstood

throughouttheMiddleAgestomeanskillorc71ajismanshzi),theword

finallycametomeanartinthemiddleofthesixteenthcentury.The

commediaplayersofthepre-EnlightenmentAgecalledthemselvescomici

dell'arte.Atvarioustimesstillothertermshavebeenleveledontheart

form,includingimprovisedcomedy,ComedyofmasksandTheItalian

comeめ′.Theseearlyartecompanies(theywerealsocalledtroupes)

touredthecountrysidetofindsufficientaudiencestosupportthem.

Oftentheyperformedformealsalone,whichmadetheirworkmoreofa

survivalskillthananartisticendeavor.Despitetheireconomicdepen-

denceupontouring,thecomedicplayerswereaccomplishedprofessionals

forthemain.Consequentlytheworldhascometoacknowledgethe

survivaltheatreasthecommediadell'arte.

InmanyinstancestherearetwoclassificationsofItalianRenais-

sancedrama:thecommediaeruditaandthecommediadell'arte.The

erudite,aliteraryformbasedonscriptsandinspiredbytheclassics,was

writtenandperformedbythedilettanti,thoseamateursforwhomacting

wasanamusingpastimeamongtherichandfamous.Thesescripted

playswerepresentedinthecourtsandacademiesofthewealthyupper

class.Ontheotherhand,commediadell'artewasthetheatreofprofes-

sionalperformingartists.Whilelargelyimprovised,scenariosdepended

uponmemorizedbitsofunscriptedbusinesscalledlazzi.Further,the

dell'arteplayersdependedupontheirartforsubsistence.Performances

wheregivenanywhereandeverywherefromtownstreetsandcitysquares

tothehallsandprivatetheatersofthenobility.Itwasgrassroots
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theatreatitsfinestandcreatedindependentofadramatist.

IntheearlysixteenthcenturyItalywasexperiencingradialeco-

nomicdepression.Exacerbatinganeconomicdownslide,thenationlack-

edpoliticalunitybecauseofitsdivisionintolargeandsmallcity-states.

Further,inthesouthandpartsofthenorth,Italywassufferingfromthe

occupationofmilitaryinvaders,largelySpanishtroops,whichintroduced

aproblematicbalanceofpower.WhiletileCOStOflivingsoared,the

povertyofthepeasantclassesincreased.Crimeandbanditrylefttheir

imprintonthepopulace.Theworldofthecommonpeoplewasdown-

rightdepressing.Whatwasneededwasanillusoryworldofescapeand

wishfulfillment.Themarketwasrlpeforacomictheatre.Ittookone

man,MaphiodeiRefromPadua,toseetheneedandsupplythatkindof

theatre.In1545hegatheredagroupofmenwhosignedalegalcontract

agreeingtoasix-monthengagementperformingcomedyontheroad,

somethingpreviouslynotdone.DeiRedrewinspirationfromhisown

experienceandexistingdramaticforms.Whilethissurvivalstrategy

wasquestionableinlightofthefallingeconomy,themencontinuedwith

anotherroadshowthefollowingyear.Itmustbeconcludedthatthe

venturewasadequateifnotprofitable.Documentationindicatesthat

thefollowingyearthecontractwasextendedforathree-yearrun(Richar-

ds44148).

Whilelittleelseisknownabouttheseentertainments,legaldocu一

mentsindicatethattheoriginaltroupedisbandedin1549,butapparently

deiRefoundnewplayers,someofwhomcontractedthemselvestothe

groupforaslongassixyears.NotonlydiddeiReassumetheroleof

companymanager,heintroducedandplayedtheroleofacomicservant

calledZanninionstage,mostlikelytheprototypeofthelaterzanniwho

wastobecomeknownasArlecchino.Clearlytheorganizationwasnot
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amoneymakerbecauserecordstestifythatdeiRe,whilestillcompany

manager,diedpennilessinabrawlin1553.Nonethelesstheshow

continuedwithareplacementintheatricaltradition8.MaphiodeiRe

wasapioneer.Notonlydidheorganizeatroupeofplayersprofession-

allyforthefirsttime,heintroducedthekindoftheatrethatprovideda

livelihoodforactorsratherthananindulgentpastimeforwell-to-do

aristocratsentertainingtheeclectictastesofthewealthy.RatherRe's

theatredevelopedfromthetastesofcommonfolkwhowereitsultimate

audience.

Theadvanceofthecommediawasnotwithoutobstacles.The

troupesatfirstresembledlittlemorethangroupsofitinerantbeggars,but

bytheendofthesixteenthcentury,thenewdramaticformreachedits

artisticzenith.Notonlywerethetroupesacceptedasanecessary

elementofsociety,someprofessionalcompaniesemergedunderroyal

patronage.Graduallythecommedia'ssuccessspreadoutfromItalyto

therestoftheworld.Fortwocenturiescommediacompaniesthrived.

Intheeighteenthcenturythetroupesbegantocrumbleunderweighty

economicpressuresandtheemergenceofanewstyleofactingidentified

asrealism.Themagicinthespontaneousartformdissolvedasscripted

dialogueandlazzi(stagebusiness)replacedtheolderartformuntilthe

twentiethcenturywhentheatredirectors,playwrightsandactorsfound

inspirationonceagalnintheinventions,popularappealanddistinctive

featuresoftheartformhighlightedbytheactors'stylizedcraft.

8.RobertLErenstein,"TheRiseandFallofCommediadellArte,"Classicsin
ContextFestival,ActorsTheatreofLouisville,Louisville,19October,1990.
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