Period Masks

A Little History-

The use of masks to portray a different character, represent spiritual concepts, frighten children, and disguise ones true face goes back almost as far as civilization itself. Masks have been found in just about every society known to man. The first actor was created when Thespus stepped forward and took off his mask, distinguishing him as an individual outside the chorus.  In Western Europe in our time period masks were used mostly in theatre and festival. Many pagan/turned Christian festivals utilized masks in their celebrations. One of the most popular masqued festivals known today is Mardi Gras. The celebration of Mardi Gras is derived from the European celebration of Shrove Tuesday, the Tuesday before Ash Wednesday, and is the celebration of the end of the pre-Lenten season. Basically, before they deprived themselves for Lent they indulged themselves in festival. The use of masks in festival evolved and inspired masked parties and feasts at court. 

Theatre is the most common place to find masks. Throughout our time period masks have been used by performers to portray stock characters, abstract concepts, and bigger than life dramas. Some of the first plays in Medieval Europe were liturgical dramas, mystery plays, and moralities. These were highly religious in nature. They were mostly used by the church to teach the general populace the stories of the Bible. There were very few costumes or props, but masks were used to represent qualities such as Good and Evil. Later in period you find mummers. They were traveling acting troops that used masks to portray characters while they mimed the actions in a narrated poem. Unfortunately some mummers took advantage of their anonymity and attempted to assassinate King Henry IV. When King Henry VIII took the throne he banned all mummers because of the violent acts that had taken place behind the cover of their masks. One of the most popular uses of the mask in theatre is found very late in period, during the reign of Elizabeth, and that is commedia dell'arte. Commedia dell'arte means "comedy of the profession". These bands of traveling actors originated in northern Italy around the middle of the 1500's. They relied on stock characters or stereotypes and improvised scripts. Nothing was written for them and every show was different. Each character had a standard mask and costume that was instantly recognizable when the actor stepped onto the stage. This recognition freed the actor from having to establish his character and waste time with needless dialogue.

Materials & Techniques-

Period materials for making masks include, but are not limited to, papier-mache, leather, ceramics/pottery, plaster of paris, wood, and fabric. Leather masks were popular in later period and particularly for commedia dell'arte stock characters. The base for the mask  was carved out of wood. The leather would be soaked in water and stretched over the wooden base, allowed to dry and then painted or died with bright colors. Many of these masks had very long noses. This permanent wooden model was convenient for making many masks for the same stock characters over and over again. Papier-mache was another popular medium for theatre masks. It's still used today for huge and elaborate Mardi Gras masks, just as it was in the origins of that same celebration. Papier-mache is a very flexible, light, and durable medium. That's why I chose it for the project in this collegium. Also, it doesn't require a huge amount of skill or artistic ability to be able to come up with something decent. Papier-mache has to have something to be molded to in order to acquire the mask shape. In period they would have used a clay or wooden base, just as they did with leather. We used non-dry modeling clay to form the mold so that once the mache was dry the clay could be used again for another mask. The traditional paste was made from a mixture of flour and water or starch. These things are still used today along with wall paper paste and white glue. We used a mixture of wallpaper paste, water, and glue. I gave people an option, but the recipe we ended up using dries clear and won't attract rats, a problem theatres have complained of in the past. Since I was researching papier-mache in particular I'm afraid I haven't got a lot of information about other mediums, but perhaps this will inspire you to look it up yourselves!

Information & Sources-

 I've included internet sites with instructions on papier mache, leather, fabric, and making a mold of your face as well as some modern examples of period style commedia dell'arte masks and some modern interpretations in leather. I also have the names of books on Commedia dell' Arte and Elizabethan theatre.

Instructional sites: 

Making a negative plaster mould of your own face: http://folkart.about.com/arts/folkart/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?site=http://www.csu.edu.au/faculty/arts/commun/cycle/mask/day1.html
Inerni Venezia: making a leather mask: http://folkart.about.com/arts/folkart/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?site=http://www.interniveneziani.com/english/leather%5Fmasks%5Fcatalogue/handwork/handwork%5F1.htm
The Golden Stag Gets Plastered: http://www.santiagosmagic.com/masks/masks.htm
Stefan's Florilegium: discussion on mask making w/ resources and ideas. At the end are instructions for making a mask out of fabric: http://www.pbm.com/~lindahl/rialto/masks-msg.html
Paper mache masks : http://www.artsednet.getty.edu/ArtsEdNet/hm/Oct96/0249.html
Mache recipes: http://home.att.net/~PatLMesser/recipes.htm
More Mache Recipes: http://www.planetpals.com/papermache.html
Great examples of beautiful masks, mostly leather, but many are achievable in papier-mache:
Hand Crafted leather masks by Vincent Ur: http://www.askjeeves.com/main/metaanswer.asp?metaEngine=directhit&origin=0&MetaURL=http%3A%2F%2Fask%2Edirecthit%2Ecom%2Ffcgi%2Dbin%2FRedirURL%2Efcg%3Furl%3Dhttp%3A%2F%2Fhome%2Eswbell%2Enet%2Fmasques%2F%26qry%3Dhow%2Bdo%2Byou%2Bmake%2Bleather%2Bmasks%26rnk%3D2
Fantasy Guilde's Leather masks : http://fantasyguilde.com/masks/masks99.html
Toys for the face by Cheryl Mandus: http://www.angel-mask.com/movindex.htm
Commedia del' Arte Masks: http://www.maskart.com/frames.html
Venice Cybermall: http://www.venicecybermall.com/eng/index.htm
Some background and general mask info:
Mask Appeal: http://arttech.about.com/hobbies/arttech/library/weekly/aa110598.htm
Now some Books:
The PropBuilders Mask Making Handbook : James Thurston ISBN#- 1-555870-167

The Commedia dell'Arte, and the masks of Amoleto and Donato Sartori : Alberto Marcia
The Medieval Theatre : Glynne Wickham

The Theatre in the Middle Ages : William Tydeman

A History of the Theatre : Glynne Wickham

Commedia dell'Arte, an Actors Handbook : John Rudlin ISBN# - 0-415-04769-2 or 0-415-04770-6 

The Italian Comedy - Pierre Louis Ducharte
A Few Papier - mache recipes -

1. Get some white wallpaper paste from the hardware store, cost is about $5.00-7.00. Mix 2 Tblsp of this into a quart jar  filled about half full with lukewarm water. Let the flakes dissolve. Put in about 1/2 cup Elmer's white glue and finish filling with water. Put a lid on it, shake it up real good. If it is too thick, thin with water, or if it's too thin add more wallpaper paste. This keeps in the refrigerator for several weeks. 
2. Old fashioned flour paste recipe for paper maché: 1 1/2 cups flour and 1 cup water and 2 tablespoons of salt. The salt acts as a preservative. You may have to tinker around a bit with proportions until you get the right pasty consistency. I thought this one needed more flour. If it's too watery it won't stick very well.
3. Buy some wallpaper paste at a hardware store. Mix one part wallpaper
paste with three parts water. Stir well .

 4. Mix two parts white glue with one part warm water. Stir well. 

The possibility exists with all of these recipes that you will  have to change some measurements to get the right consistency to work with. Don't be afraid to experiment!
