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THINGS TO KNOW BEFORE ATTENDING STUDENT NIGHT AT THE OPERA 

• Opera is a story that is sung. As you watch and listen to the opera, think about how the 

words and music mix together to develop character relationships, conflict, and an overall 
artistic effect. Opera composers use different voice types to create a dramatic or 
comedic effect. How do the singers’ voices impact you as you experience the opera? 
 

• Opera singers sound very different from pop or rock ‘n’ roll singers because they do not 

use microphones. Instead, they use their bodies as amplifiers. Opera singers have the 
rare gift of being able to make their voices soar over an orchestra and a chorus without 
any electronic support.  
 

• Opera is often performed in languages other than English. It was the most popular art 

form in Europe before movies, so operas were written in the language of the people who 
first attended them. Read the synopsis and listen to the musical excerpts before coming 
to the performance. The Civic Theatre projects supertitles, or translations, above the 

stage in English and Spanish for audience members to read along as the opera is 

performed. 
 

• You will attend the final orchestra dress rehearsal. It’s the last rehearsal before the 

public attends.  Because this is a rehearsal, there may be starting and stopping, and 

some singers may “mark” (not sing fully). 
 

• The opera you will attend is a live performance. The performers can see you and hear 

you in the audience – your polite behavior, applause, and cheers tell them you are 

enjoying the performance. 
 

• There will be a photographer and videographer present during Student Night at the 

Opera. If any one of your students is not able to be photographed for any reason, please 

let our staff know or notify us prior to attending the performance.   
 

• Turn off and put away any distractions (electronic devices, like phones, tablets, etc.) 
 

• Leave large purses and backpacks at home or on the bus. They will not be allowed inside 

the theatre. 
 

• Food and gum are not allowed in the theatre.   
 

• Give the performance your full attention. You are going to have an amazing time! 

Location:   San Diego Civic Theatre, 1100 Third Ave. San Diego, CA 92101 

 

Date and Time:  Wednesday, October 29, 2025, 6:30 – 8:10 pm.  

Running time is 1 hours and 40 minutes including one 20-minute intermission.  

Tickets may be picked up beginning at 5:00 pm. All attendees must be in their seats by 6:20 pm. 
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OPERA AND LITERARY VOCABULARY 

Aria: A song written for one singer, also known as a solo. 

Audience Seating: The area where people sit to watch the performance. 

Baritone: The baritone is the most common male voice and has a lower range than the 

tenor. This voice is often described as having a vocal richness and a large vocal range. 

Character: A person in an opera or story.  

Commedia dell’arte: an improvised comic play performed in Italy during the 16th to 18th 

centuries with “stock” or recognizable characters. Actors created dialogue and action based 

on a few set plots, usually love triangles and mishaps and topical issues. Pagliacci features a 

commedia dell’arte play-within-a-play. 

Composer: The person who writes the music of an opera. 

Conductor: The person who leads the orchestra and makes sure everyone plays together. 

Dramatic Irony: A literary device in which the audience has knowledge that the characters 

on stage do not. 

Duet: A song written for two singers. 

Foreshadowing: A literary device that hints at future events in the narrative. 

Ensemble: A song or musical passage written for a group of singers. 

Librettist: The person who writes the story and the words of the opera. 

Libretto: The story of an opera written out as a play or poem. It includes all the words sung. 

Opera: A dramatic or comedic story told onstage by singers using words and music. Opera 

productions use sets, lights, and costumes to help create details of the story. Operas are 

usually accompanied by an orchestra led by a conductor. 

Orchestra: A large group of musicians who play different instruments together, 

accompanying the singers in an opera. 

Orchestra Pit: The area below the stage where the orchestra sits and plays their 

instruments. 

Opera Singer: A person who portrays a character in an operatic story by singing and acting. 

Orchestration: The assignment and combination of musical instruments in an opera.  

Orchestration is a tool used by composers to create moods and enhance storytelling. 

Overture: An instrumental piece of music often played at the beginning of an opera. 

Soprano:  The soprano is the highest female voice and is almost always the heroine or 

protagonist (leading role) of an opera. 

Stage: The area where the actors and singers perform. 
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Synopsis: A summary of the opera’s story. 

Tenor:  The tenor is the highest of the male voice types and is often, but not always, the 

lead male role. The tenor is usually the hero, but in this opera, the leading tenor is a villain. 

Verismo Opera: A late 19th century Italian opera style with realistic, often melodramatic 

plots centered on the lives of ordinary people, such as peasants and lower classes. 
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PAGLIACCI  

 

(Pronounced: pa-lee-YAH-chee) 

 

Music and Libretto by Ruggero Leoncavallo  

 

Pagliacci (The Clowns) is an opera in two acts written and composed by Ruggero Leoncavallo 

(Leh-own-cah-VAH-low). The libretto (or story) was inspired by a real incident near Montalto 

Uffugo in Calabria. 

Leoncavallo was born in Napoli on April 23, 1857, and died in Montecatini on August 9, 1919. 

He was both the composer and librettist of Pagliacci.  He was part of a new wave of Italian 

opera composers who responded to the success of Pietro Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana 

(1890) which had introduced verismo, or “realism,” into opera, portraying gritty, everyday lives 

filled with raw passion, betrayal, and violence instead of lofty mythological or aristocratic 

stories. Verismo is also called “a slice of life” presented onstage. 

Leoncavallo quickly recognized the appetite for this style and wrote Pagliacci claiming that it 

was based on a real crime of passion he recalled from his childhood. He could have also been 

inspired by a French play (La Femme de Tabarin).  

When Pagliacci premiered in Milan at Teatro dal Verne in 1892 under the baton of a young 

Arturo Toscanini, who later became one of the most celebrated conductors of his time, it was 

an immediate success. Alongside Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana, it became one half of the 

legendary operatic double-bill and is still among the most-performed pairings in the repertoire. 

The “sad clown” image from Pagliacci became a cultural icon, inspiring many references in 

popular culture, including Smokey Robinson’s popular song “The Tears of a Clown,” Queen’s 

“It’s a Hard Life,” and in countless cartoons and spoofs like. Some adults may remember 

references to Pagliacci on famous commercials for Rice Krispies cereal Coca-Cola, the 1960’s 

television show Batman and Robin, Seinfeld, and The Simpsons. For more fun references refer 

to Background section on San Diego Opera’s website: 

https://www.sdopera.org/shows/Pagliacci/. 

 

https://www.sdopera.org/shows/pagliacci/
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CHARACTERS 

 

Canio (pronounced KAHN-yoh) (“Pagliaccio” in the play) (Tenor) 

Leader of the troupe of traveling of commedia dell’arte actors; a volatile, jealous, and 

suspicious man, ultimately murderous.  

 

Nedda (pronounced NEH-dah) (“Colombina” in the play) (Soprano) 

Canio’s wife, a free-spirited young woman who longs for freedom and is secretly in love with 

Silvio. 

 

Tonio (pronouncedTON-yoh) (“Taddeo” in the play) (Baritone) 

A lonely and vengeful actor who is in love with Nedda, but she finds him repulsive.  

 

Beppe (pronounced BEHB-peh) (“Arlecchino”in the play) (Tenor) 

Good-natured actor who tries to keep peace in the acting troupe. 

 

Silvio (pronounced Seel-vyoh) (Baritone) 

A romantic young villager and Nedda’s lover; their plan to run away together sparks tragedy.  
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SYNOPSIS OF PAGLIACCI 

In the Prologue, Tonio, a clown, steps before the curtain to announce that the author has 

written about actors, who know the same joys and sorrows as other people. 

PART I.  

We are in the outskirts of a Calabrian town in Italy. This production is set in the late 1940’s, just 

after World War II (the opera was originally set in the late 1900’s). Villagers mill around as a 

small theatrical company, or troupe, arrives  

The head of the troupe, Canio, describes that night's offering. Someone in the crowd jokes that 

Tonio is secretly in love with Canio’s wife, Nedda. Canio says that unfaithfulness is not to be 

joked about. He is very jealous of other men who are interested in his wife. 

The women in the crowd go to church and the men go to the bar to drink, and Nedda is left 

alone. Unhappy with her husband’s possessiveness, she sings longingly about the freedom of 

the birds flying overhead.  

Tonio appears and makes a pass at her, but she laughs at him. Enraged, he reaches for her, and 

she lashes out with a whip. She is not interested in him. But she does have a boyfriend, Silvio, 

who lives in the town. Silvio appears and persuades Nedda to run away with him after the 

evening’s performance. 

Tonio has seen Nedda and Silvio together, and he hurries off to tell Canio. Soon Canio, the 

jealous husband, bursts in. Silvio escapes without being identified by Nedda, and she refuses to 

tell her husband who her boyfriend is, even when threatened with a knife. Beppe, another 

actor in the theatrical troupe, restrains Canio. Tonio tells Canio to wait until evening to catch 

Nedda's boyfriend. Alone, Canio cries out that he must go onstage that night in the play as a 

clown even though his heart is breaking. 

PART II.  

Later that night. We watch a play within the opera. 

The villagers, including Silvio, gather to see the play Pagliaccio and Colombina. Canio plays the 

clown, Pagliacco. Nedda plays his wife, Colombia, and she has a boyfriend, Arlecchino, played 

by Beppe. Tonio is the buffoonish servant, Taddeo. 

In the scene, Arlecchino (Beppe) sings to, or serenades, Colombina (Nedda) while Colombina’s 

husband, Pagliaccio (Canio), is away. Colombina tells her servant Taddeo (Tonio) to go away.  

Colombina and Arlecchino eat together and plot to poison Pagliaccio, who soon arrives. 

Arlecchino slips out the window. Taddeo lies and assures Pagliaccio of his wife's innocence. This 

reminds the real-life Canio of his jealousy. Forgetting that he is acting in a play, he demands 

that Nedda tell him her lover's name. She tries to continue with the script, the audience 

applauding the realism of the "acting." Furious, Canio stabs Nedda and then Silvio, who has 

rushed forward to help her.  

The comedy is ended. 
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ELEMENTARY / MIDDLE SCHOOL LESSON #1:  

PREPARING TO ATTEND THE OPERA 

 

Standards Based Learning Outcomes Elementary School 

#6. Performance and Audience Etiquette 

  

Demonstrating Audience and Performance Decorum, Grades 3 to 5 

3PAE1.  Demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette for the context and venue. 

4PAE1.  Demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette for the context, venue and 

genre. 

5 PAE1.  Demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette for the context, venue, 

genre and style. 

 

Standards Based Learning Outcomes Middle School 

#6. Performance and Audience Etiquette 

 

Demonstrating Audience and Performance 

Grade 6, b.  Demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette for the context and 

venue. 

Grade 7, b.  Demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette for the context, venue 

and genre. 

Grade 8, b.  Demonstrate performance decorum and audience etiquette for the context, venue, 

genre and style. 

 

Outcomes: 
 

This lesson will help students learn how the lay out of the Civic Theater informs opera etiquette 

(behavior) at a live performance. We will explore what makes opera singers so special and how 

they work with a conductor and orchestra to tell an opera story. 

 

Lesson Steps: 
 

Step 1: Understand the theatre setting. 

As a class look at the images of San Diego Opera’s Civic Theater where you will see San Diego 

Opera’s production of Pagliacci. 
 

o Look at a picture of the outside of the Civic Theater.  

https://images.app.goo.gl/xRikMHdGAS7ei4Es7 
 

o Look at a picture of audience seating in the theater. All the seats are facing the stage so 

everyone can watch the opera 

https://images.app.goo.gl/1Axs9L9DZUuNrxG46 
 

o This is a picture of the stage. This is where the opera singers will perform. They can see 

and hear the audience, just like the audience can see and hear them 

https://images.app.goo.gl/xRikMHdGAS7ei4Es7
https://images.app.goo.gl/1Axs9L9DZUuNrxG46
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https://images.app.goo.gl/Bi67spU8XX9Mb3QS6 
 

o This is a picture of the orchestra pit; the orchestra pit is located between the stage and 

the audience. Up to 90 musicians and an opera conductor can play their instruments in 

the pit. 

https://images.app.goo.gl/YoC8Q9F33FVPwDy39 

 

Step 2: Discuss in small groups why the audience, stage and orchestra pit are set up this way.  
 

o Predict how this helps tell the story of the opera. 

o Opera singers can see and hear the audience. How do you think this will affect how you 

watch the performance? Also, opera singers don’t use microphones—they use their 

trained voices to be heard over the orchestra. Where on stage do you think they should 

stand to be heard best? Discuss how this will impact the way you react to each 

performance. 

 

Step 3:  Review the role of the conductor. 

o The opera conductor helps the singers, and the orchestra sing and play together. The 

conductor uses a baton in their hand to guide the music.  

o When you are watching the show look for the conductor at the center of the orchestra 

pit. Describe how the singers keep eye contact with the conductor and other singers on 

stage. 

 

Step 4: After you attend Student Night at the Opera:  

Describe the relationship between the audience and the singers during a live 

performance and how it is different from watching TV or a movie.  

  

https://images.app.goo.gl/Bi67spU8XX9Mb3QS6
https://images.app.goo.gl/YoC8Q9F33FVPwDy39
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HIGH SCHOOL LESSON #1:  

PREPARING TO ATTEND THE OPERA 

 

Common Core Standards High School 

Standards Based Learning, Grades 9-12 

#7.  Music Evaluation:  Justify evaluation using criteria context, and research. 

#8. Connections Advance:  Combine intersections of music, oneself and music context, possibly 

using research. 
  

Outcomes: 

Students will understand the roles necessary to create a live performance. 
 

Activity: 

Preparing for Student Night at the Opera by researching and discussing the expertise required 

for these roles. 
 

Step 1:  

Imagine you and your classmates are tasked with creating a live performance. In small groups, 

list all the roles you think are needed for the performance. Remember, many of these roles are 

not on stage. 
 

Step 2:  

As a group, analyze the expertise required for each role on your list. Each group member should 
choose a role to research, then present a description of that role to the group. (Resource links 

are provided below.) 
 

Step 3:  

Discuss how people acquire the skills needed for these roles. Do you think they learn these skills 

independently, or do they attend a trade school, college, or conservatory program? Compare 

the time required for training in different fields. 
 

Step 4:  

Create a Venn diagram with your group to identify the common goals shared by everyone 

involved in a live performance. Discuss how understanding these shared goals affects the 

audience's experience. Also, consider how the audience's response might influence the goals of 

those working on the performance. 
 

Step 5: 

Choose one role from your discussion that interests you. During Student Night at the Opera, 

observe and identify evidence of that role in action. Share your observations with your group 

and teacher. 

 

Resources and information about careers in opera: 

https://www.sfopera.com/learn/about-opera/people-at-the-opera/ 

https://www.berklee.edu/careers/communities/opera 

https://www.sfopera.com/learn/about-opera/people-at-the-opera/
https://www.berklee.edu/careers/communities/opera


   

 

11 

 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL LESSON #2: CHARACTER 

 

Common Core Standards Elementary School 

  

Key Ideas and Details, Grade 3 

#1.  Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text, referring explicitly to 

the text as the basis for the answers. 

#3.  Describe characters in a story and explain how their actions contribute to the sequence of 

events. 

Key Ideas and Details, Grade 4 

#1.  Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and 

then drawing inferences from the text. 

#3.  Describe in depth a character, setting or event in a story or drama, drawing on specific 

details in the text (a character’s thoughts words or actions). 

Key Ideas and Details, Grade 5 

#1.  Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when 

drawing inferences from the text. 

 

Standards Based Learning, Music Creation, Grade 3, 4 and 5 

3MC2.  Describe how the music relates to its purpose or context and how it conveys expressive 

intent. 

 

Outcomes 

Students will work in small groups to examine the words sung in Pagliacci. They will make 

predictions about the character in the opera based on her words and music. 

 

What You Will Learn 

In this lesson, you will read a part of a song (aria) from Pagliacci. Then you will listen to the aria 

and describe the character Canio. 

 

Lesson Steps 

 

1. Read with a Partner  

 

Read the following aria, from the last portion of Act I of Pagliacci, Canio the main 

character is singing. Take turns reading the aria aloud. 

 

CANIO 

(alone) 

To act! … 

While gripped by frenzy, 
I no longer know 

what I'm saying or doing! 
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And yet … I must … force yourself! 
Bah, are you a man? 

You're a clown! 
Put on your costume 

and powder your face. 

The audience pays and wants to laugh. 

And if Arlecchino 

steals Colombina from you, 

laugh, Pagliaccio … 

and everyone will applaud!. 
 

Turn into jest your anguish and your sorrow, 

into a grimace your sobs and your grief. 

 

Laugh, clown, at your broken love, 

laugh at the pain which poisons your heart! 
(In deep emotion he goes under the canvas, while the curtain falls slowly) 

 

2. Find Clues 

With your partner, look for clues in Canio’s aria that tell us about his personality. 

 

o Do you think Canio is different when he is alone compared to how he acts 

around other people? 

o Canio describes himself as a clown. Why does he do that?   

 

With your partner, discuss Canio’s feelings. Based on the text, describe his feelings. Is 

he happy? Is he sad?  How can you tell by the words he is singing? 

 

3. Listen to the Music  

 

https://youtu.be/pieIgmpZ4Ro?si=P_Ek39KTMOZXZjYW 

Using the link provided, watch and listen to Canio’s aria, sung in Italian with English 

translations.   

 

4. Discuss What You Heard 

Talk with your partner about what you noticed in the aria now that you've heard the 

music. 

o How do the words and music give you clues about Canio’s character? 

o Can you find parts of the music that match the words in the aria? 

o What did the music add to the aria? 

 

  

https://youtu.be/pieIgmpZ4Ro?si=P_Ek39KTMOZXZjYW
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MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL LESSON #2: LIBRETTO 

 

Common Core Standards Middle School  

 

Key Ideas and Details, Grades 6 and 7 

#1.  Identify textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says, explicitly, as well as 

inferences drawn from the text. 

 

Craft and Structure, Grades 7 and 8 

#4.  Determine the meaning of words and phrases, as they are used in a text, including 

figurative, connotative and technical meanings. 

#6.  Determine an author’s point of view or purpose of the text and explain how it is conveyed 

in the text. 

 

Outcomes 

In this lesson, students will look for clues in the libretto of Pagliacci to make decisions about 

characters and their relationships. They will also make inferences about the world of the story 

based on clues presented by the librettist.  

 

Lesson Steps 

Below is an examples from the libretto in Pagliacci. The example is sung by Nedda and Silvio 

who is Nadda’s real true love.  

 

Work with a partner or in a small group. Read the sections of the libretto and discuss.  

 

o Based on the text, discuss the relationship between Nedda and Silvio in the following 

scene. Look for specific examples that support your ideas. 

 

o What do you imagine is keeping Nedda from being with Silvio? Is her conflict an internal 

one or an external one? Look for specific examples that support your ideas. 

 

o Make a prediction about Nedda’s life before she was part of the group of traveling 

actors.  

 

 

SILVIO 

half his body appearing as he climbs the low wall on the right, calling softly 

Nedda! 
 

NEDDA 

hastening towards him 

Silvio! At this hour, 

what folly … 
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SILVIO 

gaily vaulting over and coming towards her 

Bah! You can be sure 

that I'm taking no risk. 

I saw Canio and Peppe in the tavern 

from far off! … 

But I came here with care, through 

the wooded path I know. 

 

NEDDA 

Had you been a moment sooner 

you'd have run into Tonio. 

 

SILVIO 

laughing 

Oh! Tonio the fool! 
 

NEDDA 

The fool can be dangerous. 

He loves me … 

 

SILVIO 

Ah! 
 

NEDDA 

He told me so just now … 

and in his bestial frenzy, 
trying to kiss me, he dared to rush on me … 

 

SILVIO 

By Heaven! 
 

NEDDA 

But with the whip 

I cooled the ardour of the filthy dog. 

 

SILVIO 

Will you live forever amid these worries? 

Nedda! Nedda! Decide my fate. 
O stay here, Nedda! 

As you know, the fair is over 

and everyone will be gone tomorrow. 

Nedda!, Nedda! 
And when you too have left here, 

what will become of me… 
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Of my life? 

 

NEDDA 

touched 

Silvio! 
 

SILVIO 

Nedda, Nedda, answer me. 

If it is true that you love Canio no more, 

if it is true that you hate 

the nomadic life you lead, 

if your great love is not a fiction, 

let us go tonight! 
Nedda, fly with me. 

 

NEDDA 

Do not tempt me! 
Do you want to ruin my life? 

Hush, Silvio, no more … 

It is folly, it is madness! 
I trust in you, 

to whom I have given my heart. 

Do not take advantage of me, 

of my feverish love! 
Do not tempt me! Pity me! 

And yet, who knows! It's better to leave. 
Fate is against us, 

what we say is in vain. 

But from my heart 

you can't be removed, 

I will live only for that love 

that you have planted in my heart! 
Ah! 

 

SILVIO 

Ah! Nedda, let's flee! 
 

NEDDA 

Don't tempt me! 
Do you want to be killed? 

 

SILVIO 

Nedda, stay! 
 

NEDDA 
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Stop, Silvio, no more … 

it's crazy, lunacy! 
 

SILVIO 

What will become of me … 

 

NEDDA 

I'm telling the truth … 

 

SILVIO 

… when you're gone? 

 

NEDDA 

… you, to whom my heart belongs! 
 

SILVIO 

Stay! 
 

NEDDA 

Don't abuse me … 

 

SILVIO 

Nedda! 
 

NEDDA 

… or my feverish love! 
 

SILVIO 

Let's flee! 
 

NEDDA 

Don't tempt me … have pity on me! 
 

SILVIO 

Ay! Come on! 
Ah! Fly with me. 

No, you no longer love me! 
 

NEDDA 

What! 
 

Tonio appears at the back, on the left 

 

TONIO 

having seen him, to himself 
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I've caught you, you strumpet! 
 

He hurries off by the path, threatening. 

 

NEDDA 

Yes, I love you, I do! 
 

SILVIO 

lovingly trying to persuade her 

Yet you leave tomorrow morning? … 

Then tell me why you have bewitched me 

if now without pity you wish to leave me? 

Why did you give me those kisses 

in that burning ecstasy of pleasure? 

Even if you forget those fleeting hours, 

I cannot, and I still want 

that burning ecstasy, those ardent kisses 

which filled my heart with such fever! 
 

NEDDA 

I have forgotten nothing; 

this love that shines in your eyes 

has thrown me into confusion. 

I want to live close by your side, 

in the spell of a life of calm 

and peaceful love. 

I give myself to you: 

You alone shall rule me, and I take you 

and yield myself completely 

Let us forget everything! 
 

SILVIO 

Let us forget everything! 
 

NEDDA 

Look into my eyes! 
Kiss me! Let us forget everything! 

 

SILVIO 

I look at you, and kiss you. 

Let us forget everything! 
 

 

1. Read/Listen/Watch Compare 
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o Look closely at the poetic language that Nedda and Silvio use, as they speak of love. 

What clues do you get from the text about how each character views on love? 

 

o Now listen to the music and watch the scene.  What clues do you get from the text and 

the music about how each character feels over the course of the scene in the opera? 

 

Silvio/Nedda Duet 

 https://youtu.be/mxHZMKdPIPU?si=aB7hvhPNowUHWaCX 

 

2. Expand 

 

o If you were friends with Nedda, what advice would you give her at the end of Act I? 

 

o How is Nedda similar to characters you may know from other stories you have read or 

see in a movie or TV show? 

 

3. Wrap up 

 

o Record your predictions and compare them to what happens when you attend Student 

Night at the Opera. 

 

o Libretto Translation 

https://opera-guide.ch/en/operas/i+pagliacci/libretto/en/ 

  

https://youtu.be/mxHZMKdPIPU?si=aB7hvhPNowUHWaCX
https://opera-guide.ch/en/operas/i+pagliacci/libretto/en/
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ELEMENTARY TO HIGH SCHOOL LESSON #3: PAGLIACCI DESIGN LABS 

COSTUME & SET DESIGN WORKSHEETS   

ELEMENTARY, MIDDLE, AND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

 

Costume Design Worksheet – 1940s Italy 

 

Choose a character from Pagliacci (Canio, Nedda, Tonio, Silvio, Beppe) and design their 

costume inspired by 1940’s Italian fashion. 

 

Step 1: Character Personality Description:  

Based on what you have read in the synopsis and other materials provided in this package, 

make a prediction of the personality of each of the character and write some adjectives that 

describe the characters physical appearance.     

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Step 2: Explore 1940’s Fashion: 

- Men: broad shoulders, high-waist trousers, fedoras, dark suits. 

- Women: knee-length dresses, A-line skirts, utility jackets, hats, gloves. 
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- Colors: neutral base tones (tan, navy, gray, olive) with accents (burgundy, teal, mustard 

yellow, pastels). 

 

Step 3: Select Colors: 

Base Color: ___________   Accent Color: ___________ 

 

Step 4: Add Accessories: Hat ☐  Scarf ☐  Gloves ☐  Jewelry ☐  Shoes ☐ 

 

Step 5: Designer’s Note: 

Explain your design choices: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Examples of 1940’s fashion: 

 
 

 

 

Step 6: Draw designs:  Now that you have reviewed the examples of 1940’s fashion, using the 

template on the next pages, draw an outfit for female characters like Nedda or the female 

villagers and draw one for one of the male characters like Canio, Tonio, Silvio, Beppe, or the 

male villagers. 
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SET DESIGN WORKSHEET 

Late 1940’s Traveling Troupe 

 

Design a stage for a touring troupe traveling through southern Italy during the late 1940s. Use 

trucks, crates, portable stage or backdrops as potential scenic elements. 

 

Step 1: Touring Vehicles: 

 

Examples include FIAT 626, Lancia 3Ro, Isotta Fraschini D65. 

 
 

Step 2: Choose Stage Location:  

Town square ☐  Market ☐  Courtyard ☐  Other: ___________ 

 

Step 3: Design the Set Pieces: 

- Backdrop (canvas flat) 

- Stage platform (crates, wagon bed) 

- Props (tables, benches) 

- Costume trunk (doubles as seating) 

 

Step 4: Ground Plan (Top View): 

 

Back of Stage 

                

                

                

                

                

                

Front of Stage 
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Step 5: Front View  

 

 

 
 

Step 6: Touring Plan: 

Write 2–3 sentences: How will your troupe load/unload? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Cut out or trace these silhouettes to use in your set design. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR LESSON #4 

HISTORY OF COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE 

 

 

Commedia dell’arte? 

It means “comedy of the professional artist.” Commedia dell’arte performances incorporated 

physical comedy, acrobatics and social commentary. Professional actors brought masked stock 

characters to life and improvised plots based on basic life scenarios.  

 

Commedia dell’arte began in the Renaissance period in Northern Italy. It was originally 

performed outdoors in town squares, market places, and fairs on simple stages or on wagons 

with minimal sets. Nine to twelve actors of exceptional skill comprised the commedia acting 

troupes.  

 

Commedia dell’arte has influenced opera, movies, television, theatre, musicals, cartoons, and 

video games to this day. sitcoms, television, movies, live theater, musicals, cartoons and video 

games! Commedia characters can be seen in Harry Potter movies, The Hobbit, SpongeBob 

Square Pants, The Muppets, and more. 
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KEY ELEMENTS OF COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE 

 

Stock Characters 

Performers portrayed recognizable character “archetypes” (or typical example of a type of 

person). They wore specific masks and costumes that helped the audience know who they 

were. Stock characters included: 

 

• Zanni (or The Servants. The English word “zany,” meaning comical, comes from the 

Italian Zanni!) 
• Vecchi (or The Masters):-The Old Men and Household Masters-  

• Innamorati (the Young Lovers) 

• Il Capitani and La Signora (The boasting, bragging Il Captains and the vivacious and often 

strong-willed La Signora). 

 

Love, jealousy, and buffoonery (or clowning and physical comedy) were commonly seen in 

commedia dell’arte. 

 

Actors relied on their creativity and wit to develop dialogue and action around a basic plot 

outline or “scenario.”   No show was ever the same! They improvised, or made it up as they 

went along. They used: 

 

Grammalot, which means gibberish, that was expressed with emotion and over the top physical 

gestures, by using masks actors could communicate without using any facial expressions. 

 

Performances were energetic and physical, incorporating slapstick humor, acrobatics and 

expressive movement to enhance the comedy.  Each character had a specific way of moving. 

The actors would incorporate “Lazzi,” which means accidents and pranks. Distinctive masks and 

costumes helped the audiences identify the characters and their traits, allowing for quick 

audience recognition. Common props were, fans, swords, purses, letters, and musical 

instruments. 
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Masks- determined the social 

status, type, stereotypical 

attitudes and level of 

intelligence of each stock 

character. Each mask had 

distinctive noses, eyebrows 

and foreheads. They were 

traditionally made out of 

leather and took two to three 

days to create!    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Props of Commedia dell’arte- 

Common props were, fans, swords, purses, 

letters and musical instruments. 
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SPECIFIC CHARACTERS OF COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE 

Character Role Type / 

Function 

Description and Behavior Costume and Mask / Visual 

Markers 

PANTALONE Vecchio, old 

miser / 

merchant  / 

lord 

Old, lecherous, miserly, 

tight with money, often 

leans forward, wrings 

hands, stammers or 

sputters in anger, desires 

younger women, jealous of 

rivals. 

Typically wears tight red trousers, a 

long black overcoat or cape 

(zimarra), often a pointed black 
cap; half-mask with hooked nose, 

wrinkled lines, pursed lips.  

IL DOTTORE 

(Doctor) 

Vecchio, 

learned man 

/ charlatan 

Pretends to know 

everything (law, medicine, 

philosophy). Speaks in long, 

pompous Latin or pseudo-

Latin. Often foils his own 

plans. 

Black robes or academic garb, 

scholarly cap, often a wide, 

sometimes flat ruff collar. The mask 

is a small “pug nose” half-mask so 

he can speak clearly.  

IL CAPITANO Boastful 

soldier / 

foreigner 

Brags about feats in war, 

romantic conquest, heroism 

— but is often cowardly in 

reality. Blustering swagger, 

loud voice, posturing. 

Military style costume — feathered 

hat, cape, sword, boots. Sometimes 

masked, sometimes unmasked. The 

costume is satirical and overdone.  

ARLECCHINO 

(Harlequin) 

Zanni, 

servant / 

trickster 

Agile, clever, quick on his 

feet. Servant to masters, 

often assisting lovers or 

cheating authority. Physical, 

acrobatic, nimble. Loves to 

serve but also get the 

better of others. 

Colorful, patched costume 

(originally many odd patches, later 

diamond pattern). Mask often 

black, with a sly grin, low forehead. 

Carries small slapstick (baton) or 

purse. In later tradition, he might 

carry a wallet, wear a soft cap with 

a tail. 

COLOMBINA Zanni / 

Servetta 

(female 

servant) 

Witty, sharp, flirtatious, 

resourceful. Often helps 

lovers behind the backs of 

masters. Less masked (or 

unmasked) so facial 

expression is important. 

Costume usually in service dress 

but attractive — skirt, apron, 

sometimes a matching bodice; she 

may carry a fan, kerchief, or small 

props. If masked, mask is delicate 

and may cover only brow and nose. 
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INNAMORATI 

(Isabella, Lelio, 

etc.) 

Young lovers Romantic, poetic, earnest, 

high emotion. They never 

wear masks (so their faces 

are visible), and their 

costumes are in keeping 

with fashionable dress. 

Elegant dress of the period: fine 

fabrics, ruffles, jewelry, coiffure. 

They dress tastefully (not 

caricatured).  

PULCINELLA/ 

PUNCHINELLO 

Variant 

Zanni / 

clown 

Crude, hunchbacked, rough, 

sometimes a master rather 

than servant. Darker, more 

grotesque comedy. 

Wide white outfit with loose pants, 

round cap, mask often long nose or 

bulbous features. This is more 

typical in southern Italian tradition.  

SCARMOUCHE 

(SCARAMUCCIA) 

Rogue / 

villainous 

trickster 

Cunning, boastful but 

sneaky; sometimes ally to 

masters or a foil. 

Black costume, sometimes Spanish 

styled, with mask/minimal mask, 

often dark garments. 

TARTAGLIA Stuttering 

bureaucrat / 

official 

Speaks with a stutter or 

impediment; bumbling, 

sometimes foolish, but with 

a veneer of authority. 

Big cloak, large hat, often grotesque 

mask/enlarged features.  
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ELEMENTARY TO HIGH SCHOOL LESSON #4: COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE 

Adapt lesson to grade level as you see appropriate  

ACTIVITY 1: ACT OUT A SCENE 

 

OBJECTIVE: Acting commedia dell’arte skits 

 

GOALS: 

 

1. Students will understand the roles and specific characteristics of commedia 

dell’arte characters in a play. 

2. Students can describe and physicalize the basic characteristics of commedia 

dell’arte characters.   

3. Understanding and improvising an acting scenario  

 

PROCEDURE: 

  

Introduce the commedia characters in the story and ask students to brainstorm about 

different ways that they can show their unique characteristics with their bodies, faces 

and using their voices. Teachers will break the students into groups of 3-5 students. 

 

Assign character roles:  

  A. Narrator (if acting will be mimed) 

  B. Specific Actor Assignments  

 

Students will act out the assigned scene, speaking the lines OR with a narrator reading 

the lines and the actors pantomiming the story.  

 

Give students five to ten minutes to read through and act out their skits in their groups.   

Ask students to share their skits with the class.  

 

EVALUATION: 

 

Teacher will evaluate students’ understanding through their performance of their 

scenes. 

 

REFLECTION: 

 

 Which characters were the most challenging? Fun? Why? 
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TITLE: “KINDNESS SAVES THE DAY!” 
Characters: 

• ARLECCHINO (Harlequin) – the silly, playful servant who means well but makes 

mistakes. 

• COLOMBINA – the smart, kind maid who tries to help everyone. 

• PANTALONE – the grumpy old man who only cares about money. 

• IL CAPITANO – the boastful soldier who pretends to be brave but is actually scared of 

everything. 

Themes & Notes for Students: 

● Big gestures and exaggerated emotions! (Arlecchino moves like a clown, Pantalone 

waddles grumpily, Colombina is graceful and smart, Il Capitano stands tall and moves 

confidently but is very clumsy) 

● Moral: Kindness is worth more than gold 

● Length: 3–4 minutes. 

Scene 

A town square in Italy. A table, a few chairs, and a basket of flowers on the ground. 

 

 

COLOMBINA  

(smiling, enters, carrying a basket of flowers) 

What a beautiful day! I’ll sell my flowers  
and use the money to help the children at the orphanage. 

 

PANTALONE 

(enters, counting coins) 

Ah, money, my one true love! Coins never talk back or break your heart! 
 

COLOMBINA 

Good morning, Pantalone! Would you like to buy a flower? It’s for a good cause. 
 

PANTALONE 

 Buy a flower? Spend my money? HA! Never! I’d rather stare at my coins—they’re prettier! 
 

COLOMBINA 

(shaking her head kindly) 

You can’t buy happiness, Pantalone. Kindness is worth more than gold. 

 

PANTALONE 

Hmph! We’ll see about that. 
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(Arlecchino runs in, juggling apples but keeps dropping them) 

 

ARLECCHINO  

(panting) 

Oh no! I promised Colombina I’d help her sell flowers, but I got distracted by… lunch! 
 

COLOMBINA 

Arlecchino, you silly goose! It’s okay—help me hand out the flowers for free.  

A little kindness can make people smile. 

 

ARLECCHINO 

For free?! But… but… I was hoping for cookies! 
 

COLOMBINA 

Cookies will come later. Smiles first! 
 

ARLECCHINO  

(thinks, then nods) 

Okay! Smiles first, cookies later! 
 

(Il Capitano enters, puffing out his chest) 

 

IL CAPITANO  

(booming voice) 

Attention, everyone! The brave and fearless Captain has arrived! 
(He trips and falls) 

...I meant to do that. 

 

COLOMBINA 

Good morning, Capitano! Would you like a flower? 

 

IL CAPITANO 

A flower? Ha! I only carry swords, not petals! 
 

ARLECCHINO  

(whispers) 

He’s scared of bees. 

 

IL CAPITANO  

(jumping) 

Bees?! Where?! Aaaah! 

 

(Everyone laughs) 

 

COLOMBINA 
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See, Capitano? A flower won’t hurt you—it’s a gift of kindness. 

 

IL CAPITANO 

(pauses, then softens) 

Hmm. Well... perhaps even a brave man needs a kind heart. 

 

(He takes a flower and places it proudly in his hat) 

(Suddenly, Pantalone drops his bag of coins. They roll everywhere) 

 

PANTALONE 

My money! My beautiful coins! Help! Somebody stop them! 
 

(Arlecchino and Colombina immediately start picking them up) 

 

ARLECCHINO 

Don’t worry, Pantalone! We’ll help you! 
 

COLOMBINA  

(hands the bag back) 

Here you go. All safe and sound. 

 

PANTALONE 

You… you helped me? But I was rude to you! 
 

COLOMBINA 

Kindness is like a boomerang—it always comes back. 

 

PANTALONE  

(smiles) 

Hmm… maybe you’re right. Here, take this coin and buy cookies for everyone! 
 

ARLECCHINO  

(jumps up) 

Cookies!!! Kindness does taste sweet! 
 

COLOMBINA 

When we’re kind— 

 

ARLECCHINO 

We make friends! 
 

IL CAPITANO:  

We show courage! 
 

PANTALONE 
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And we feel richer inside! 
 

All TOGETHER: 

Viva la gentilezza! (Long live kindness!) 

 

(All four join hands and bow to the audience) 
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ACTIVITY 2: IMPROVISATION 

 

Commedia Charades 

 

OBJECTIVE: Improvisation through charades commedia dell’arte style 

 

GOALS: 

 

1. Students will understand the roles and specific characteristics of commedia 

dell’arte characters in a play. 

2. Students can describe and physicalize the basic characteristics of commedia 

dell’arte characters.   

3. Understanding improvisation and “improvise” using the game charades  

 

PROCEDURE: 

  

1. Review the “stock characters” and ask students to brainstorm about different ways that 

they can show their characteristics with their bodies, faces and using their voices.  

2. Improvisation cards are included at the end of this lesson, one is charades 

actions/situations and the other commedia characters.  Teachers can pick a commedia 

character card and discuss with students how to act with their body, faces and using 

their voices.  A student can then draw an action card and the student will act as the 

discussed character.  Repeat with the same character or choose a new character card 

and discuss their unique qualities, then continue with charades.   

3. More advanced students can draw a character card, then an action card, the class 

determines the action and the character type.  

4. This can be continued and elaborated on in small groups with students creating their 

own actions/situations and assigning specific character types to individuals in the group.   

 

EVALUATION: 

 

Teacher will evaluate the student’s understanding through their performance of 

charades. 

 

REFLECTION: 

 

 Which characters are the most challenging? The most fun? Why? 

 Can you think of other types of comic character that you would include in your own  

 Troupe of Commedia dell’arte 2025? What would you name your Troupe? 
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COMMEDIA DELL’ARTE CHARACTER CARDS WITH “ACTION” /WILD CARDS 
 

 

PANTALONE 

OLD MISER 

Old, lecherous, 

miserly, tight with 

money, often leans 

forward, wrings 

hands, stammers or 

sputters in anger 

IL DOTTORE 

EDUCATED 

MAN/CHARLATAN  

Pretends to know 

everything (law, 

medicine, 

philosophy). 

Speaks in long, 

pompous Latin or 

pseudo-Latin. 

Often foils his 

own plans 

Il CAPITANO 

Boastful soldier / 

foreigner 

Brags about feats in 

war, romantic 

conquest, heroism — 

but is often cowardly in 

reality. Blustering 

swagger, loud voice, 

posturing. 

Boastful soldier / 

foreigner 

ACTION/SITUATION 

WILD CARD  

COLOMBINA 

ZANNI/SERVETTA 

(female servant) 

Witty, sharp, 

flirtatious, 

resourceful. Often 

helps lovers behind 

the backs of masters. 

Less masked (or 

unmasked) so facial 

expression is 

important 

INNAMORATI 

YOUNG LOVERS 

Romantic, poetic, 

earnest, high 

emotion. They 

never wear masks 

(so their faces are 

visible), and their 

costumes are in 

keeping with 

fashionable dress. 

PULCINELLA/PUNCHIN

ELLO 

VARIANT 

ZANNI/CLOWN 

Crude, hunchbacked, 

rough, sometimes a 

master rather than 

servant. Darker, more 

grotesque comedy. 

ACTION/SITUATION 

WILD CARD  

TARTAGLIA 

Speaks with a stutter 

or impediment; 

bumbling, sometimes 

foolish, but with a 

veneer of authority. 

ARLECCINO 

(HARLEQUINN) 

Agile, clever, 

quick on his feet. 

Servant to 

masters, often 

assisting lovers or 

cheating 

authority. 

Physical, 

acrobatic, nimble. 

Loves to serve but 

also get the 

better of others 

SCARAMOUCHE/SCAR

AMUCCHIA 

Cunning, boastful but 

sneaky; sometimes ally 

to masters or a foil. 

ACTION/SITUATION 

WILD CARD  
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ACTIONS/SITUATIONS CARDS 
 

STEALING MONEY  FALLING IN LOVE 

WITH A TREE 

HIDING FROM 

YOUR BOSS or 

TEACHER 

BRAGGING ABOUT 

SEEING TAYLOR SWIFT 

IN CONCERT 

EATING TOO MUCH 

COTTON CANDY 

SPYING ON? YOU 

CHOOSE  

DISGUISING 

YOURSELF AS  

STEALING A BIRTHDAY 

CAKE 

HIDING A BAG OF 

GOLD 

CLIMBING A LADDER 

TO A WINDOW BUT 

ENCOUNTERING 

MISHAPS 

WINNING A 

RUNNING RACE 

AGAINST A TURTLE 

FISHING AND 

CATCHING 

EVERYTHING BUT A 

FISH  

WALKING YOUR PET 

DRAGON  

 DODGEBALL WITH A 

BALLON 

WATCHING A SCARY 

MOVIE, 

FRANKENSTEIN VS. 

DRACULA  

BAKING A CAKE 

PAINTING A 

PICTURE 

MOWING THE LAWN PUTTING ON 

MAKEUP 

MAKING A BED  
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