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Masters & Masks: Experiments in Theatre History


Such a huge amount of material has been generated by the project’s work with performers that it is quite impossible to condense everything into a 20 minute talk, so I’d like to use this time to give a brief overview of what we set out to do and some of the things we’ve learned, focusing on the more important, performance-related issues that have come to light in these experiments. 

Ours are certainly not the first practical experiments that have sought a better understanding ancient performance in masks—Angie Varakis provided a fairly comprehensive list of recent experiments in an article in the online journal Didaskalia in 2004 and there have been more since. 
  However, our work with masks and performers is different from previous experiments in this area in that we have used performers from Asian as well as European mask traditions and they have been working in virtual, rather than actual ancient spaces. These distinctive elements have illuminated many aspects of ancient masked performance, but have also thrown up a number of new questions/problems/issues.

What we wanted to learn

Everybody knows that ancient Greek and Roman theatre performers used masks. There is abundant evidence on vases, in wall paintings, statuary and, of course, there are the mask models that form the starting point for this research. With our focus on the ancient mask artefacts, we came to this work with several questions:

· Could the mask models be made to be functional?

· Could they be expressive?

· Could a contemporary performer with mask skills use these masks expressively in performance?

· Do the masks have an “innate” quality that makes them comprehensible cross-culturally?

· How does the mask work on the actor and within the space?

· What can be inferred from this about the use of mask and body in ancient spaces?

The answer to each of the first three of these questions is a firm “yes.” They are functional, expressive and communicate in performance. It is perhaps unsurprising that the model masks we selected worked very well as full-sized, functional masks since in their original form each of the models was already strikingly expressive. And it should be no surprise that this expressiveness was augmented when the masks were embodied and brought to life by master performers. Nonetheless, it was not a seamless process and I’d like to take some time to talk about the issues we encountered along the way. 
Mask Issues 1

Functionality: Fitting the mask to the face


When theatrical masks are made for the performance of a particular play or for a particular performer, they are usually created in collaboration with the person who is to use the mask. While this is not true of all mask cultures—Japanese Noh masks are a notable exception—common sense, historical evidence and the work of previous practical experiments with Greco-Roman helmet masks indicate that it is very likely that the masks used by ancient performers would have been made to correspond with the dimensions of the faces of the actors who were to wear them. However, because our mission was focused on making life-size, functional masks based as precisely as possible on the ancient models, our method of “fitting” the mask was less personalised. 
Once the mask models were scaled up, they were “fitted” to the face of a generic avatar to be sure that proportions were correct and that the eyes and mouth of the mask would correspond to our generic face. The problem with this method is that each face is unique and the faces of the performers who collaborated with this project were very unlike the Nordic features of our generic avatar.  As a result, all of the masks had to be altered in some way to fit the performers, first of all by cutting slits along the edge to help get the helmets on and then by adding padding on the inside of the mask to get a better fit or adjust for placement of the mask’s eyes and mouth. Even with these adjustments the masks were often very uncomfortable for the actors who, nonetheless, bore their pain stoically—experienced mask performers are no strangers to discomfort. 
Mask Issues 2: Definition of features 




While a few of our mask models are nearly life-sized, many are very small and would fit easily into the palm of one’s hand. The carving on these tiny models is often exquisite and very expressive. With laser scanning, we are able to preserve a great deal of detail in the 3D model, but each step of the maskmaking process that follows can entail an incremental loss of detail blurring the expressive quality of the original artefact. Of course, while the artefacts are meant to be seen at close quarters, the functional theatrical masks must communicate across vast spaces. The solution to the problem comes in the painting of the masks, which replaces detail lost in earlier phases of the maskmaking process. Set beside the exquisite terracotta model, the theatrical mask may seem rather crude but it must be remembered that the models, too, were once brightly painted and a more subtly painted mask might not communicate beyond the first few rows of spectators. 

Mask issues 3: Hair and beards



The terracotta models come complete with terracotta hair and beards and the process of scanning and rapid prototyping leaves these features intact. However, in the ancient theatre, these elements would probably have been made separately of real human or animal hair, vegetable fibres or textiles and they would have moved with the movement of the actor. This “realistic” element is lost in our reconstructions. Comparing our rigid onkos mask here with an ancient wall painting of a similar mask, one can see clearly that the hair that draped the onkos was loose, falling naturally in line with the movement of the mask. The fragility of the fleece hair we attached to the sculpted masks meant that gestures of playing with the hair or stroking the beard, which some of our characters might have done, were not really possible and this limited some of the physical choices available to the performers.

The Performers


So, what about the performers? The cross-cultural aspect of our experiments was discussed at length in our 2007 conference and my paper on our work with the Noh master Matsui Akira has been published in Didaskalia and is available online,
 so here I will focus primarily on the work we have done subsequently, in 2008 with the Commedia dell’Arte performers Angelo Crotti and Romans Suarez-Pazos and in 2009 with the Balinese master performer Professor I Wayan Dibia. All of these artists (including Matsui) are international figures familiar with genres outside their own specialisms. Our Asian artists are familiar with Ancient Greek drama and have created adaptations of Greek tragedies in their own theatrical genres. (Noh versions of Bacchai and Medea in Matsui’s case and a Balinese Arja versions of Oedipus Tyrannos and Hippolytos in Dibia’s.) While acknowledging significant stylistic differences between these masks and masks from their own traditions, our performers found an immediate connection with each of the masks they were asked to use. The Commedia actors had already collaborated with Richard Williams’ earlier research project on New Comedy and have performed in actual (as opposed to virtual) ancient spaces using masks similar to the ones we have built for this project. As Richard Williams discusses in his paper on facial recognition, human beings have an innate ability “read” human faces in spite of physical and cultural differences. 
Reading the mask

We are all familiar with images of the actor gazing at his mask, apparently studying its face, but do we really know what is going on in this relationship? Experienced mask performers do more than merely “read” the masks and their interaction with the object is profoundly physical. In an interview after our practical research sessions I Wayan Dibia explained:

“As a mask dancer I always determine my movement quality based on the facial expressions of the mask because that is the concept, the tradition in Bali—you rely on the facial expression of the mask, so the body should be able to bring that mask alive.”

Menghidupkan topéng—the Balinese term for “bringing the mask to life”—this is the ultimate goal of the masked actor.  During our workshops, Dibia was asked to perform a scene from Euripides’ Electra—a scene near the end of the play in which Orestes reveals the bodies of Clytemnestra and Aegisthis—and he was asked to try the scene with two different masks: the British Museum Young Man (1856.12-26.287) and the Louvre onkos Young Man (MYR 349). Asked whether his response to the two masks was different he observed that the expression of the British Museum mask was more “neutral” and seemed to accept his fate and to be acting out of “duty,” whereas the Louvre mask seemed to be “very tragic”:

“This one [the Louvre mask] is somehow a Young Man with ‘You must do it,’ so in a way, he has a kind of pressure or he doesn’t like to do it, but he must do it because of the command of the god. There is some kind of movement that I have to show like ‘I have to do this thing.’ Not like the [other] Young Man [mask], he feels like ‘it is my duty.’ So it is a slightly different way, so the expression of the message is straight to your eyes.”

The inner conflict Dibia sees in the Louvre mask is something that must be manifested physically in order for the mask to live. 
The actor’s work of interpretation begins with examining the mask in the hand, moving it to find different angles creating different expressions, but simply looking at the mask won’t solve the problems of making the mask move expressively—that can only happen through practice. The expressiveness of the mask depends on more than movements of the head—the whole body is involved. 

I took a series of photographs of the actor Angelo Crotti experimenting with the physical possibilities of the mask and costume in the character of Pseudolous as we waited for his scene partner to dress. 
They demonstrate the serious “play” of the performer; play that is aided immensely by the presence of an audience; a mirror won’t do, since even in these Greco-Roman masks with their open eyes, vision is still too restricted for the actor to be able to see the reflection of the whole body. The laughter of the researchers gave Angelo a sense of what postures worked and what didn’t, but there is still more to the process. Because he cannot see himself, the masked actor must also have an internal, intuitive sense of how he needs to stand and move and then he must train his body to embody the mask. In Japanese Noh the term for this is riken-no-ken or “objective judgement,” by means of which the performer must imagine his performance in the mask from the outside, from the perspective of the audience, and respond physically to that vision.
 That may sound rather mystical, but it is actually a physical process that entails finding the sensation in the body of the movement or posture that will animate the mask. 

Costume
Another significant issue is the interaction with costume. Anyone who has ever worked in the theatre can attest to how demanding actors can be about their costume, and they are usually right (however irritating that may be for designers, directors and wardrobe personnel.) If the costume is restrictive, too big or stylistically inappropriate for a character, an actor’s entire performance can be undermined. However, the right costume piece can become a part of the expressive whole. The masked actor must not only live in the costume, but must also make the costumed body and the mask seem “of a piece.” Thus learning how to use the costume is part of learning how to use the mask. The whole physical apparatus must function as one. 

Language

We discovered one more element that is of enormous importance in masked performance, and that is language. In most surviving mask performance traditions the “text” of the play is improvised—the actors really are making it up as they go along, though there is usually an agreed ‘base story’ that creates a spine for the performance. (Commedia dell’Arte and Balinese Topéng performers are virtuoso improvisers who can dominate the stage with comic routines for long periods.) Keith Johnston observed that masks did not like memorising text and his best solution was to get the actors to learn the text working unmasked and then would add the mask later, but even this was not always successful.
. Part of the problem is that the masked actor must concentrate on living the mask, an activity that requires constant and immediate concentration—he can’t afford to be distracted by having to remember lines. The living mask tradition that does use fixed texts—some of the finest poetic works in world drama—is Japanese Noh, but in this tradition the text is all sung and chanted to a strict rhythm and it is learned entirely by rote from childhood. In this way the text becomes part of the psycho-physical performance—a kinaesthetic, rather than intellectual activity. Moreover, when the actor is performing the most active interpretive portion of the play, the character’s words are chanted and sung by the chorus so that the leading performer can concentrate on telling the story physically.

A further issue relating to words is language itself. You may have noticed that in our recordings none of the actors speaks in Latin, Greek or even English. In our experiments we found that our performers—in spite of their long experience—found it almost impossible to work outside their own language using the mask. Angelo Crotti was carefully coached in the Latin text of a speech by the character Lysidamus in Plautus’ comedy Casina and gamely worked for a performance, but the results were disappointing. The minute physical articulation of the role, which had been so apparent when he improvised in Italian on the basis of the text were lost when he could not fit “the word to the action and the action to the word.” Professor Dibia is a fluent English speaker who received his PhD from UCLA; he regularly gives lectures, has residencies and teaches master-classes in the US, the UK and in Europe using English as his working language. Yet, when asked to perform the role of Gripus in Plautus’ Rope in English he found he had difficulties, not only remembering lines, but he felt that he couldn’t find the physical fluency to bring the mask to life in those circumstances. When he’d translated the text into Balinese and Indonesian, the words and the performance flowed freely; mind and body were working together.

Mask, Actor and Space


I’ve talked a bit about the relationship between the mask and the mind and body of the actor, and now I’ll turn to the essential interaction of these elements with space. 
 Uniquely, our actors have been asked to perform not in “real” ancient theatres, but in what might be best described as imagined spaces. The magnificent ancient theatres created by King’s Visualisation Lab exist only in virtual space and the performers have had to study the visualisations created by the team and attempt to pitch their performances to the spaces as they imagine them. By and large this was successful—the actors were easily able to imagine the scale of the different theatres and create performances of different “volumes” accordingly. The masks, however, have their own “volume” and although the actor can play in a subtle or an expansive fashion the “volume” of the mask must be respected. I Wayan Dibia was troubled by the performance required to fill the huge space of the Theatre of Pompey:

“It is just impossible for me to be able to bring that mask to mean something to the audience in that large space. So it is very challenging … when I’m supposed to bring the mask alive, to reach the audience … it’s almost impossible. I have to just move my body, ignore the mask because I might use a movement that doesn’t fit the mask. That’s the problem I was struggling with, to use this mask … in a huge space like this. Because you have to exaggerate the movement and when you do that you might have to pass the limitations of the mask”

In watching the documentary video of the performance, he felt his voice was too loud, the movement too “percussive.” There are similar problems of volume in a small space:
Dibia: “It very much depends on the size of the stage. When I was told to perform in a “living room” kind of stage [the Villa of Oplontis], of course, again, I would move in a more subtle way. But at the same time the mask might not like that movement. It’s just too small. It needs a little bit more open movement.”

MC: So this mask [onkos] requires, asks for, a bigger, more open movement?

Dibia: Ya. This big thing [the onkos]…I think that is the big problem that I found very challenging. To just get the movement for the size of the stage and then the question will be whether this movement is appropriate to move the mask in this way, because the mask also has limitations.
So, the performance demands placed upon the actor wearing the mask in virtual space are complex. He must first “become one with” and animate the mask, aided (one hopes) by the costume. He must then pitch his performance to the imagined ancient theatre spaces, each of which requires a different approach. 

Conclusion

Returning to my opening questions, it is apparent that the mask models can be both functional and expressive and that skilled mask performers can use them effectively in performance. Performers from three distinctly different mask cultures found the masks comprehensible and were able to make them live, both in the “real” space of the rehearsal studio and in the “virtual” ancient spaces. Each of the spaces and each of the masks made particular demands on the performers and we have discovered that there is some relationship between the dimensions and iconographic qualities of individual masks that made particular masks more suitable for one space or another.

The results of these experiments are now available in both the Chromakey video version (essentially two-dimensional) and the three-dimensional motion-capture animations. Those who view the documentation will draw their own conclusions about the relative success of these experiments, but—given the extraordinary difficulties they were asked to surmount—I believe our performers have done a very creditable job. At the very least these realisations will allow viewers to get some idea of how actors, masks and ancient spaces might have worked together. Moreover, the detailed responses of the performers to this work will be of enormous help and interest to theatre historians and performance analysts.
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