
Commedia Dell’Arte 
 

Comedy of the Artists 
 
In Italy during the 16th Century, a new type of comedy drama was commencing which 
gained immense popularity, and is still enjoyed today. Commedia Dell’Arte translates to 
comedy of professional players. There were many companies and they toured all over 
Europe and England. Commedia Dell’Arte featured a very unique style of drama, often 
presented by family groups. The Commedia sprang from the classical Roman comedy farce 
and other Roman plays. Commedia Dell’Arte was widely popular, fun and spontaneous. 
 
Commedia Dell’Arte reached its peak between 1575 and 1650 but was still popular for a 
further 100 years before it began to lose favour. Many of its traditions were passed on, 
influencing acting styles and characters in later performances. 
 
 

Commedia Scenarios 
 
There were no long, printed Commedia plays because it was improvisational theatre. That 
is, there were standard characters and brief scenarios. It was up to the actors to improvise, 
or make up the story and dialogue as they went. Many scenarios were used again and again 
for two hundred years. Story lines usually involved love, lies, disguises and mystery or 
suspense, with hundreds of scenarios based on these themes. It would have taken great 
skill to create these enjoyable and energetic performances. Plays were held in many 
different settings, especially outdoors in streets and markets. Often an actor would play a 
particular character for many years, changing him/her as the need arose. Later, the 
performer would pass this character role onto someone else in the troupe or family. This 
was actor based theatre so it was essential that everyone worked together co-operatively. 
A ‘Lazzi’ added interest to a play and were popular with the audience. 
 

Commedia Characters 
 
Commedia Dell’Arte consisted of a set of standard characters or roles. Masks and costumes 
were worn by the characters, except for the ‘lovers’ who were usually the centre of the 
performances. There were three main types of characters – servants, lovers and old men or 
masters. 
 
Arlecchino 

o Arlecchino has the attitude and the energy of a young child or a cat. He has moments 
of extreme energy and other moments of total laziness. 

o His mask is feline like and his character reflects these elements: sneaky, vicious, lazy 
and energetic. 

o Physicalisation: begin with the image of a baby where the chest, stomach and bum 
stick out.  



o His stance is similar to that of a baby, the stomach and bottom stick out and the 
chest is up. The thumbs rest in his trouser waistband and the elbows stick out. 

o He balances like a young man or noble, often with his weight on one leg. The other 
leg is slightly bent stretched out straight and the foot is flexed upwards. 

o His highly energetic nature and nervous energy is demonstrated though his constant 
shifting of weight from one leg to the other. 

Arlecchino walk 
o Arlecchino’s walk is arguably the most stylised of all the Commedia characters.  He 

begins by walking, feet turned out, he stops, looks in the direction in which he 
wants to go, looks back at the audience, bends the leg up that’s closest to the 
direction he wants to go in, steps forward and goes. 

o Practice walking and turning like Arlecchino: look, leg up, step forward and walk. 
o Arlecchino is motivated or distracted by a few things: beautiful women, food, 

money and the opportunity to play a trick on someone. You can practice the 
above exercise by imagining Arlecchino becoming continually distracted. 

o He has a ‘young’ voice that tends to resonate at the back of the throat. 
 

Pantalone 
o Pantalone is a ‘dirty’ old man who can be played between 60-80 years of age. The 

actor has the opportunity to experiment within the specific stylisation of 
Pantalone in order to make him old or very old.  

o He is traditionally a satire / parody of rich, greedy Venetian merchants. His name 
comes from the Venetian dialect ‘Pianta Leone’, which literally means to ‘plant 
the lion’ or claim territory. 

o Pysicalisation of an old man. Pantalone is elderly and needs to distribute his 
weight on both feet in order to balance. This makes it difficult for him to chase 
someone or run. His chest is slightly depressed and upper back arched by age (not 
hard work like Zanni). The pelvis is tucked under to give the ‘no bum’ effect. 

o When he moves he takes short steps. To turn around he moves his head in the 
direction he is intending to go, then turns the rest of his body and finally moves 
off into that direction. 

o Like Arlecchino he too is distracted or motivated by two things, money and 
beautiful young women. 

o He has a nasal, ‘dirty’ voice that resonates in the chest area. His voice can be that 
of an enraged old man that can sound like a croaky, squealing chicken, this occurs 
when he is yelling at Arlecchino, Il Dottore or other servants. He can also have the 
voice of a breathless lover or exhausted old man. 

 
 
 



Il Dottore 
o Is a parody/satire of an intellectual or an academic. He is traditionally from the 

region of Bologna (Italy’s first University). 
o Pysicalisation: Il Dottore has an A line body shape. His stance is balletic and the 

feet are close together. He is heavy and grounded, but calm and relaxed. This is 
probably the least physical of all the characters. The pelvis and bottom are tucked 
under and the stomach is pushed out. He uses his index finger to accentuate and 
punctuate words or phrases of importance. 

o His walk is jolly and bouncy. He may not move much, but his mouth never stops! 
o He says totally absurd things with complete certainty and claims to know 

everything and what he doesn’t know he invents. He never gives a straight 
answer, talking in a ‘circular’ form of speech.  

o His breath is in the chest and not a fully projected sound. The voice is warm, 
strong, monotonous and resonates in the back of the palate and the throat. He 
may fall asleep mid speech. 

 
 

Il Capitano 
o A parody / satire of military authority (historically Spanish). He is completely 

narcissistic. He is the archetypal ‘dickhead’ and the mask reflects this. His mask is 
often the colour red given his natural element is fire. He acts quickly and 
impulsively without thinking.  

o His animalistic characteristics are that of a dog. He appears vicious and 
frightening however, will demonstrate his cowardly nature by becoming scare of 
a mouse or getting his Zanni sidekick to fight his battles. 

o His posture and stance are similar to that of the Nobles.  His shoulders slightly 
raised and forward, chest out and he stands with his weight balanced on one leg. 
He often makes a grand entrance announcing his arrival with a booming voice 
and entering with a ridiculous walk, the actor can often experiment with this.  

 
 

The Lovers 
o Traditionally there is no mask for The Lovers, their mask is the excessive make up 

they wear. 
o The Lovers are very dramatic and ridiculous but their emotions must remain real. 
o The Lovers natural element is air, meaning they walk with their heads in the 

clouds and seeing the world and everything with love and admiration. The 
opposite can also be true when love is not requited or when the lovers have 
quarrelled.  

o Common themes: jealousy, betrayal, unrequited love, forbidden love, 
desperation or suicide. 

o Typical lovers scenarios include: missed meetings, love letters, miscommunication 
and serenades. 

 



 

Brighella 
o His name originates from the Italian ‘brigante’, literally translated into brigand. 

He is sly, cunning, mean and cowardly. He has evolved from the grotesque Zanni, 
and feels superior to the other servants whom he is often in charge of. He is a 
perfectionist, very proud and feels important. 

o He often tells stories and recounts events by miming everything. For example he 
may mime a meal he is going to prepare or how he will organise the space for an 
important event. 

o The features of his mask are dog like with beady eyes and with a round stumpy 
nose. 

o Always has a prop, generally a tea towel that he nervously plays with or cleans 
with. 

o Physicalisation: His stance is also slightly balletic. Knees slightly bent, belly 
forward. Stands on one leg (flexed) and extends the other. The elbows are up and 
shoulders relaxed. When he walks he takes quick, short, nervous steps lifting the 
knees so that they nearly touch the elbows giving a concertina effect. 

o Can easily turn ‘contro maschera’, which means he can be sweat and obedient to 
his master one moment and suddenly vicious and abuse to the other servants the 
next. 

 
 

Zanni or Servants 
o Zanni comes from the Italian name Giovanni (John). It was a derogatory term used 

by the upper class Venetians to identify the migrating poor from the Bergamo a 
region in Northern Italy. 

o They were often malnourished, overworked, beaten and allowed to go hungry. 
Similarly to the other characters they have two motivations: food and lust 

o Their natural element is earth and so they are grounded, simple minded, hard 
workers. They also have the potential to become mean and vicious. 

o Physicalisation: Their knees are bent and the weight is distributed evenly, the back 
is hunched from carrying heavy weights and working. Also physically lower than 
nobles or masters.  

o The Zanni mask is grotesque and reminiscent of nocturnal birds or night owl. They 
are usually associated with nocturnal animals seeing as the Zanni have a demonic 
element that reflects the world of darkness. 

o The Zanni voice is rough and often unintelligible. The voice resonates in the pit of 
the stomach and may be grunt like. 

 
 



 
 
La Strega (The Witch) 

o Is the only female character that wears a mask in the Commedia dell’Arte. She 
can be old or young. 

o The mask is white, and like the Zanni has features that are reminiscent of 
nocturnal animals. 

o The witch often ensures the happy ending or comes to ‘save the day’ in the 
Commedia. She can be good or evil. She is not as stylised or as prescribed as the 
other characters. 

o She loves to make potions and spells, which she recites with a screechy cackle like 
voice that changes register (very high to very low) in the same phrase or word.  

 
 

Colombina 
o Can be both a lover and a servant. The narrative often has her cast as Arlecchino’s 

love interest. She knows she is attractive and often uses her sexuality to trick 
other characters or get her own way, particularly with Pantalone. As with all the 
Commedia characters she too can be sneaky and manipulative. 

o Pysicalisation: Balletic poses, hands on hips and the chest slightly depressed to 
show off cleavage. She is light on her feet and walks ‘on the line’ to accentuate 
her hips and femininity. When happy she kicks up her heels. 

o She doesn’t traditionally wear a mask. 
 

Pulcinella 
o Means little chicken. His full name is Pulcinella Cetrulo (citrolo=stupid). 
o Hump backed (sometimes with two humps to indicate his split personality) and 

pot-bellied. 
o Mask is brown or black with a long, beaked nose. Furrowed with wrinkles with a 

large wart on the forehead. 
o Weigh tis basically on one leg as if compensating for his hump. Walks in small 

jerky steps, sometimes very fast and agile in a skipping walk or half run.  
o Broad and sparing gestures. An excellent mimic. He impersonates birds and 

animals, and even inanimate objects such as trees and houses. 
o Speech is like a chicken squawk. A chatterbox who never knows when to shut up. 
o He can be played as either stupid pretending to be clever, or clever pretending to 

be stupid. Either way he is the complete egotist. He delights in quarrels, makes a 
point of seeking them, and takes great pleasure in bloodshed. He is motivated by 
women, drink and food. 

o He is a chameleon, despite the distinctiveness of his appearance. 
o Pulcinella has a secret: he cannot help telling everyone everything. 
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