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Abstract 

 

 The Atellan Farces of ancient Italy, also known as the Atellanae Fabulae, were short 

plays characterized by masked stock types in outlandish and humorous situations. The humor 

was low, bawdy, crude, and all done in commentary on the rough country life outside of Rome 

proper. Centuries later in Renaissance Italy, Commedia dell’Arte reaches the peak of its success 

in the sixteenth century. Commedia, likewise, features fixed characters in mask who gallivant 

around stages throughout Europe, amusing audiences with their exaggerated attributes and 

stories. Both genres are remarkably similar in style and execution, and yet many modern scholars 

believe the two are unconnected. Through the examination of literary and visual sources on the 

plays and a brief look into Structuralism, I seek to prove that Commedia Dell’Arte is indeed a 

byproduct of the Atellan Farces not only through their obvious similarities, but also through the 

lens of Structural Anthropology. 
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Introduction 

 Comedy and tragedy are the roots of all human experience. Actions, impulses, 

inclinations, and decisions are all derived directly from the source of mankind’s emotional core, 

which is kept vital through these catalysts. It is no wonder that theatre, the great imitator of life, 

uses as its symbols the tragic and comedic masks. In the developmental years, actors are taught 

that the most honest way to imbue a character with life is to physically respond to their most 

visceral needs. A Shakespeare professor once told me that the characters in drama are sustained 

simply by their need to survive. Lust, greed, hubris, anger, gluttony, envy are all the messy 

byproducts created by man’s need to stay alive in a world full of emotional and physical peril. It 

can be said that in understanding the comedy and tragedy of theatre, we may better understand 

our own subconscious needs and desires, as passed down through centuries of dramatic 

literature.  

 It is in comedy, however, that a particular dichotomy appears between how audiences 

react to what they see, and why they react. Since the inception of theatrical performance in fifth 

century B.C Greece, playwrights created works based on topical issues, politics, and the very 

lives of the audiences coming to view their works. In 336 B.C, the Greek New Comedy emerged 

and the ordinary lives of citizens were brought to the forefront of popularity. Comedies of 

manners, domestic strife, arranged marriages, bumbling parents, and star-struck lovers graced the 

ancient stages and set the precedent for comedy up to Seinfeld and South Park. Although 

completely set apart from the everyday lives of these adoring crowds, these situations always 

remain eerily realistic, in that the same adoring crowds laughing at the poor old man or the 

foolish servant are, in essence, laughing at themselves and their own misfortune.  
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 Bawdy farces, such as the Atellanae Fabulae of southern Italy and its distant Renaissance 

relative the Commedia Dell’Arte, are of the same stock as Greek New Comedy. These low 

comedies took simple, improvised situations and magnified them under the most coarse and 

obscene lenses for maximum entertainment value. Even centuries apart, audiences flocked to 

these travelling shows in droves to poke fun at the masked antics of miserly old fools and clever 

servants as they gallivanted around the stage showing off their physical and mental performance  

prowess. Many modern scholars believe that, despite the similarities, Atellan Farce holds no 

quantifiable evidence that links it to Commedia, and that street comedy of the Middle Ages is the 

more logical predecessor. The purpose of this paper is to justify the claims of Atellan Farce over 

Commedia not only through their obvious stylistic similarities, but also through a brief 

examination of Structuralism and its theories on universal principles of human thought. I wish to 

prove that the connections between the two theatrical forms lie, not merely through their direct 

parallels, but also through the common threads that inherently pervade in all cultures and their 

ritual entertainments.  
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The Atellanae Fabulae  

 Atellan Farce, also referred to as the Oscan Plays, the Osci Ludi, and the Atellan Fables, 

developed in Campania (Fig. 1), nine miles from Capua, on the road to Naples an area “with a 

reputation for jest and merriment”
1
. Diomedes tells us it emerged during the third century B.C. in 

its non-literary form presumably in the Oscan town of Atella, whence it derives its name. It is 

also believed by some that it may have evolved from the Phlyakes, comedies that moved north 

from Sicily, which satirized mythology and daily life with the use of grotesque masks, tight 

costumes, and phallic costume pieces. These plays would have travelled from the south into the 

town of Aversa, possibly an ancient name for Atella, and then developed into the contemporary 

form of Atellan Farce. In any case, the Oscan derivation was certainly influenced by Greek 

notions of New Comedy, brought into Naples from contact with colonization. Four major 

differences from the Greek forms are apparent: the elimination of the chorus, musical 

accompaniment during the actual performance, the emphasis on eavesdropping as the source of 

strife, and the setting of action on a street scene. In 391 B.C., Atellan Farce is said to have made 

its way to Roman audiences through cultural exchange. Capua, in efforts to brace itself against 

its Samnite invaders, allied itself with Rome, thus falling under the supremacy of the expanding 

Roman Republic. Atellan Farce was hugely popular with the Roman people and transitioned 

from the Oscan language to Latin, although some local quips and jokes remained in Oscan for 

effect, as the Romans considered the Oscan language to be boorish and crude. In fact, even after 

the Oscans had all but died out, the Romans continued using references to the Oscan language in 

the “’staging and miming of poems’”
2
. Any songs included in the short plays were in simple, 

                                                 
1
 Beare, The Roman Stage, 129 

2
 Beare, The Roman Stage, 130 
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crude Saturnian meter, an Italic/Latin poetic form which went out of vogue in larger dramatic 

works around the end of the third century B.C.  

 Beare says of the Atellanae Fabulae: “we have reason to believe that in the life of the 

common people, from early times to the end of the Roman Empire, popular farce played a 

greater part than all the literary forms of Roman drama put together”
3
 The Atellan Farces were a 

commentary on country life as it compared to life in town, a reflection of how the upper classes 

viewed the provincial antics of the lower classes. Some scenarios also make light of certain 

historical and mythological figures, although political allusions are rarely included in the plot. 

Scenarios are almost completely improvised by actors with great skill in what is commonly 

referred to in modern theatre as “long-form” improvisation, in which the performers are given 

the bare minimum of a plot idea and then perform an entire scene entirely unscripted and off-the-

cuff. They were usually included in a larger program of plays as entr’actes or after-pieces and 

were extremely short, 300 to 400 lines lasting fifteen to twenty minutes at the most. Plot ideas 

revolved around mankind’s most basic and primeval instincts such as lust or greed which were 

then made ridiculous through the inclusion of jokes, topical allusions, riddles, quips, and 

unsavory humor all executed by masked, male stock characters. These yarns sprung from the 

fantastic situations these stock types often found themselves in through their own stupidity, 

pride, misinterpretation, and nosiness. Plots were often comprised of surprisingly complicated 

situations depending on where the actors took the story. Plots with disguise and manipulation, for 

example, obviously led to greater intrigue among the characters. Before every show, actors were 

given rough outlines as to how the plot should flow, but nothing more. The rest of the action was 

completely impromptu and the consistency of the story was less important than the amusement 

of the crowd. Reliance on stock jokes, characters, and situations made improvising easier for 

                                                 
3
 Beare, The Roman Stage, 129 
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actors in certain instances and allowed them to fall back on simple “patter” riddles to draw 

situations out or stall the action.  

 What we know of the physical stage is passed on through South Italian vase figure 

painting (Fig. 2). Stages had to be simple to accommodate for portability and movement, as these 

plays were performed with touring troops. They consisted of low, wooden platforms, but in more 

sophisticated versions “the posts supporting the platform were draped and a short flight of access 

steps ran from the ground to the front edge of the platform. In the most complete structure, a 

back wall was added…with the wall sometimes decorated and doors and windows sometimes 

added”
4
. It is even said that this model, in combination with the Greek stage model, may have 

been the inspiration for the Roman stage layout. 

 The characters of Atellan Farce were masked, stock personalities who bore the most 

responsibility for its connections to Commedia. They were performed by “amateur” actors 

during the non-literary phase of the farces and later by “professional” Roman actors in the first 

century B.C. literary phase. Actors had to have a great sense of physical gesture and wild 

movement that worked in tandem with the stagnant faces of their masks. As with masked 

comedy in any time period, it is the body and words of the actor that tell the story; masks are 

fixed and lend nothing to the story or emotions beyond the personal attributes of the character 

(Fig. 3). Four types made up the Atellan Farce: Maccus, the fool, Bucco, “fat-chaps,” Pappus, 

“the grandfather,” Dossennus, “the wise fool,” and in some scenes Manduncus, “the chewer.” All 

have a slight familial resemblance, and are characterized universally as coarse, greedy clowns 

with a tendency towards visceral, primal behavior. They do not always appear in the same plays, 

in fact no more than one or two at a time ever make an appearance in any one scenario. The 

                                                 
4
 Trapido, The Atellan Plays, 388 
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Atellan actors were called “personati” because unlike in mime, they always wore their masks 

onstage and never set them aside.  

 Maccus (Fig. 4) is certainly the most popular of his three counterparts, as evidenced by 

his presence in the most of our later literary titles. Because of this, he is also thought to be the 

leader of the clowns. According to one source, “his name usually derives from the Greek 

makkoan, to be stupid”
5
. His name could also originate from the Greek root mac- which means 

there is an element of greed associated with his stupidity. In general, he is thought of as 

gluttonous, foolish, buffoonish, and dim-witted. Bucco is characterized by his fat cheeks and is 

thus associated with gluttony. He is known to be a braggart with a propensity for “windy 

talkativeness”
6
. The role is a physical one, with boisterous movement involved with the mask 

work. Some also claim that this jolly combination of the fat-cheeked talker could also point to 

Bucco as the good-natured clown. Pappus, the second in popularity next to Maccus, is the easily 

outwitted, “grandfather.” He is the old man archetype, easily fooled by a wife or daughter. His 

name is included in five written Atellan titles and is closely associated to the Senex in Latin 

comedy. Dossennus and Manducus are said by some to be the same character. Dossennus (Fig. 

5) is the “hump-backed, crafty cheat” 
7
commonly thought to be a doctor or a teacher. Manduncus 

is never mentioned by name in any of the existing Atellan titles, and is often associated as a 

descriptor for Dossennus. Manduncus comes from manducari, meaning “to be chewed,” leaving 

some Dossennus-Manduncus scholars to believe this is merely a way of categorizing the former 

as “the chewer” in connection with his gluttony. 

 

Final Days of the Atellane 
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 By the first century B.C. the Atellanae Fabulae were being recorded as literary works by 

the authors L. Pomponius of Bononia and Novius. To date, we have 70 titles and 200 lines 

written by Pomponius and 44 titles and 100 lines written by Novius. The titles we have are 

indicative of everything we know to be true of the Atellan Farces: shortness of length, the 

inclusion of stock characters, and rustic country settings. Examples of titles inform modern 

scholars of other important tenets in the Atellanae Fabulae such as the use of disguise (Maccus 

the Maid), confusion of twin subjects (The Two Dosseni), city subjects (The Candidate, Bucco 

the Gladiator), and the treatment of relationship between the sexes (The Pimp, The Boy Favorite, 

The Brothel). As a literary form, these farces are no less vulgar and homely, but draw on other 

elements aside from the purely traditional stock. References to stage comedy, such as the works 

of Plautus, are also evident. A line from “Maccus the Exile” seems to echo the words from 

Plautus’ Mercato in which a young Charinus bids farewell to the door of his father’s house 

before setting off to visit a far off land: 

“limen supernum infermuque salue, simul autem uale!” 

A similarly departing Maccus thus exclaims: 

“limen supernum, quod mi misero saepe confregit caput,  

Infernum autem, ubi ego omnino omnis digitos defregi meos” : 

 

“Lintel, whereon I have often banged my unlucky head, and 

Threshold, where I have many a time broken all of my toes.”
8
 

 

The use of disguise, as in changing of the voice or donning a cloak, is an allusion to similar 

devices used in mime, and the satirizing of the infirmity of old age is universal in Roman 

depiction. Rustic flavor is preserved through language, such as this line describing wealth: “a 

short lived blessing, like Sardinian cheese.”
9
  

                                                 
8
 Beare, The Roman Stage, 136 

9
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 At the end of the first century and in the early second, we see less and less of the Atellan 

Farces. It is believed that they did not fare well in the empire; presumably, Tiberius took steps to 

quell production after misinterpreting (or perhaps interpreting correctly) an ad-libbed line 

referencing “an old goat.” His successor, Caligula, actually had a writer burned after taking 

offence to a line we only know to be “ambiguous.” Even Tacitus speaks of the play’s 

unpopularity among the elites in his Annals: “Next, after various and generally ineffective 

complaints from the praetors, the Caesar at last brought up the question of the effrontery of the 

players: "They were frequently the fomenters of sedition against the state and of debauchery in 

private houses; the old Oscan farce, the trivial delight of the crowd, had come to such a pitch of 

indecency and power that it needed the authority of the senate to check it." The players were then 

expelled from Italy.”
10

 

 Although there are a handful of sources that say the Atellanae Fabulae may have lasted, 

albeit partially, into the sixth century, there is very little history left after the first years of the 

empire. But while the plays were at the peak of their success, it seems that mime took the place 

of the Atellanae Fabulae in popularity, and it disappeared from Roman favor permanently. Mime 

was a performance form very similar to the Atellan Farces, but slightly simpler. It was not 

always masked, and performers were less attached to troops and widely considered to be solo 

acts. Like the Atellan Farces, mime plots were simple, bawdy, and largely improvised with an 

emphasis on acrobatics and simple amusement.  

 Despite their disappearance however, the Atellanae Fabulae bare a startling resemblance 

to later comedies in the region. Commedia dell’Arte, for example, features a stark number of 

similarities to its ancient predecessor, including character and mask traits, formulation of jokes, 

scenario outlines, and nature of performance. Even centuries after its decline from popularity, the 

                                                 
10

 Tacitus, Annals Book IV, 14 
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basic nature of the Atellanae Fabulae resurges in a new breed of popular comedy that has no less 

of an effect on the common, and even noble, audiences during the Renaissance.  

Commedia dell’Arte 

 Commedia dell’Arte first made its appearance in the middle of the sixteenth century 

during the Renaissance, the birth of classical emulation and modern thinking on the Italian 

peninsula. During its 200 year lifespan, “the Italian Comedy” reached the peak of its success in 

the later part of the 1500s and enjoyed extreme popularity not only among the common people, 

but also in the courts of both Italy and France. It formed the basis of comedic technique in its 

own time and for centuries after, and broke the boundaries of class through its universality of 

appeal. Its comedic legacy reaches into countless other theatrical forms including Shakespearean 

literature and the plays of Moliére.  

 Commedia “troops” were comprised of touring ensembles made up entirely from 

professional actors. This in itself was an innovation, as the use of professional actors in a 

“company” was uncommon up until that point in theatrical history; in fact, the Commedia 

Dell’Arte can also mean “Comedy of Professional Artists”. These actors were highly trained, and 

distinguished themselves against the “court amateurs” of the times, gaining notoriety and fame 

through their portrayal of stock types.  Commedia was known under a myriad of other different 

names including commedia improvvisa (“improvised comedy”), commedia a soggetto (“comedy 

by subject”), and commedia a braccia (“comedy off-the-cuff”). As inferred by these titles, these 

plays were all completely improvised in reaction to the literary comedies which were also rising 

in popularity during the Renaissance.  

 Commedia authors, also called maestros, would write plot outlines in extremely broad 

strokes, leaving the dialogue, interpretation, and jokes to the actors. These outlines were called 
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“scenarios” or canovaccio (“canvas”) and merely set the framework upon which the performers 

created the story, a schematic description of the performance. Among the things that this scheme 

planned were a list of characters, lists of props, the division of acts, and the layout of stylized 

entrances and exits (either from the street or from the house). Plots could be comic, tragic-comic, 

and sometimes comic-pastoral; “servants, old men, and lovers were the three mainstays of the 

Commedia dell’Arte, and were complemented by other characters”
11

.  According to Oreglia, they 

should never be looked at in terms of literary value, but rather from a purely functional view 

point. Plot outlines resembled the Roman comedies of Plautus and Terence, although some 

sources claim that, unlike ancient Roman drama, Commedia scenarios never opened with 

prologues in an effort to maintain a certain sense of spontaneity and intrigue.  

 Plot was strung together through a series of lazzi: stage jests, mimes, jokes, and quips 

improvised at the actors’ discretion. The term comes from the root azi or azione meaning 

“action.” After years of performance, many of these jests became fixed and were used countless 

times in a number of different scenarios. Many actors actually became famous, not only though 

their character portrayals, but also through their execution of certain lazzi. As previously 

mentioned, Commedia actors were extremely well trained despite the spontaneous nature of the 

plays. They had to have an intimate knowledge of lazzi and studied gag books or zabaldoni 

which were full of joke “protocol” which was passed down through generations of Commedia 

veterans. Popular dances and songs of the time, such as the Sarabonde, Pavane, and certain arias 

also fell under the lazzi category and were accompanied by musical instruments. Between each 

act, short character sketches called intermezzi were performed. In another allusion to the plays of 

Plautus and Terence, scenery was fixed in one place while devices such as windows created the 

illusion of deeper space. Eventually, sets evolved in intricacy and mechanics. In general, 
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however, the most important function of Commedia was the relationship between the actors and 

their characters. Because the nature of performance was almost entirely fabricated in the 

moment, “the peculiar theatrical intuition”
12

 to support and feed his fellow actors was essential 

for every comedian. In fact, actors worked together with their maestro to form the plot outline, 

inform characterizations, decide on certain fixed lines, and talk about lazzi. Oregli says 

“everything had to be agreed on and practiced beforehand, but still had to have a strong sense of 

playfulness and spontaneity.”
13

 Performance was infused with extreme freedom upon a 

foundation of rigid discipline. 

 Commedia was also referred to as the “comedy of masks” because of its heavy reliance 

on fixed type characters, most of which were portrayed through stylized mask work. Servants, 

old men (vecchi), and lovers were the three most popular and successful of the fixed types, and 

formed the basis of every Commedia scenario. The servants, doctors, soldiers, and old men were 

always masked, while the lovers and a various other personalities were not. Each mask had its 

own distinct style, portrayal, voice, and dialect along with an extensive physical vocabulary. The 

masks, like in the Atellanae Fabulae, displayed the fixed personality and traits of certain 

characters, without the aid of the actors own facial expression and movement. The story and the 

characters’ role within it, therefore, had to be highlighted through gesture, voice, dialect, and 

improvisational prowess. In fact, action was the forefront of importance during these scenarios. 

Acrobatics and grand gesture were more instrumental in propelling the plot or getting a laugh 

than words alone.  

 The characters of Commedia are stock types that can be seen throughout the history of 

theatre. Some are masked, like the miserly old man Pantalone, while others remain unmasked, 

                                                 
12

 Oreglia, The Commedia Dell’Arte, 12 
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like the lovers or innamorati. Each has his or her own specific personality that never changes 

throughout the course of the scenarios, hence they are called “fixed” types. Characters in the 

servant classes were called zanni, a term said to be derived from the Sannio in Atellan Farces. 

These servant characters were responsible for driving the plot forward, and often received the 

most laughs; “they created situations, saved their masters, and delivered the trembling heroine to 

her lover”
14

.  

The Masked Commedia Types 

 Brighella, known as the “first zanni” is said to be from upper-Bergamo, a region known 

for craftiness and intelligence. He was also referred to as Brighella Cavicchio from Val 

Brembana. He is cunning, deceitful, resourceful, cynical, and unscrupulous and drives the action 

of the comedy. By stirring up the intrigue, often with a less intelligent zanni as a scene partner, 

Brighella gives the plot movement. Despite the fact that he is often a stumbling drunkard, he 

adapts to professions very easily, and is an excellent singer and musician. (Fig. 6) 

 Harlequino, or “the second zanni,” is the counterpoint to Brighella’s cleverness and 

ingenuity. His name derives from a reference in Dante’s Inferno, and means “devil” or “devil 

clown.” He is the ever-hungry servant, confused, credulous, and diffident. He is incredibly lazy, 

yet an intolerable busy body and is a conglomeration of ingenuity and stupidity, of awkwardness 

and grace. Although he plays no part in the development of the plot, he maintains the general 

rhythm of comedy for the entire scenario. He takes all the hits and blows from the other 

characters, yet always remains in good humor. The actor playing Harlequino must be extremely 

lithe as well, for the part requires an intimate knowledge of and proficiency in acrobatics.  (Fig. 

7) 
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 Pantalone (“the first old man”) is a satire of the old, rich Venetian merchant. He took on a 

number of financial statuses: bankrupt, wealthy beyond measure, or even counselor to kings. His 

humor is derived from the satire and contradictions of old age. He is cheap and frugal, yet loves 

luxury and splendor; he is wily, yet rash; slanderous, yet quarrelsome; and his violent outbursts 

will often give way to kindly old words. He also has a voracious appetite for the erotic and has a 

propensity for falling in love easily. Pantalone usually has a daughter, Isabella, who is part of the 

unmasked lover duo. He tries in vain to marry her off to the highest bidder, but will usually break 

the engagement in favor of her lover, Lelio, by the end of the play. His voice is harsh and 

gravelly accompanied by hunched, slow paced gestures. (Fig. 8) 

 Il Dottore, “the second old man,” is comic commentary on the learned men of Bologna 

and the erudition of Renaissance Humanism. He is portrayed as a lawyer or doctor in his sixties 

and is either friend or rival to Pantalone. He is eager for the joys of love, but usually ends up at 

the butt of zanni jokes and cuckolded by the young lover, Lelio. He is a member of all the 

important academies, a busy-body, and all too eager to impart his advice at inappropriate 

moments. He loves to go off on presumptuous tirades that are full of ill-used Greek and Latin 

phrases; he is certainly the most loquacious of the Commedia characters. His movement is slow 

and arduous, as he is always portrayed as obese. Dottore is grave and clumsily dignified in a 

highly stylized manner characterized by tiny steps and “intelligent” gesticulation. (Fig. 9) 

 Pulcinella, a zanni from Campania, is the most popular character to date. He is a 

clucking, hunched fool who never fails to elicit laughter. He had a beak-like nose and a rather 

comical habit of clucking like a chicken at random intervals. He first emerged in the Middle 

Ages as a buffoon and eventually evolved into the highly individualized zanni of modern 

Commedia. He is also a hybrid of characteristics from the days of the Atellan Farce, identifying 
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most with the other popular fool, Maccus. He unites “several characteristics of the Neapolitan 

comic tradition and therefore also of the Atellan comedies and adding to these the inspiration 

afforded him by contemporary society”
15

. Pulcinella, also affectionately referred to as “Punch,” 

is hunchbacked, warty, and half-masked with a long-beaked nose. Because his mask is truncated, 

he has the ability to assume different character traits, a luxury among masked performers. He has 

the freedom to be anything from a cunning physician, dumb servant, or dimwitted peasant 

depending on the nature of the scenario and the whim of the actor. Although similar to 

Harlequino, he has a much bigger heart and is therefore tricked often by the other characters. In 

fact, his hunched back is the result of constant beatings and misuse. An impatient chatterbox, 

Punch gesticulates wildly and is unable to keep silent even for a moment. (Fig. 10) 

 Il Capitano, the boastful mercenary, is a descendant of Plautus’ and Terence’s “Miles 

Glorious,” literally translating to “braggart soldier.” He is usually portrayed as a Spanish 

mercenary in reaction to the troops of Charles V who occupied Italy during this time; Italians 

vented their frustrations with the Spanish by applauding the stupidity and flaws of this particular 

mask. The actor portraying Capitano, however, had to be careful not to get too carried away with 

his mockery, lest he receive retribution from the Spanish onlookers. Capitano is always 

accompanied by a zanni who assists in the recounting of all his “famous” military exploits. He 

raves about the people he’s fought and the women he has seduced, when in reality he is nothing 

more than an ugly coward. His accent is bombastic, loud and full of hyperbolic language and 

high-sounding metaphors. He waves his sword around as if he knows how to use it, yet when he 

picks a fight he hardly ever follows through out of fear. (Fig. 11) 

 Commedia saw its decline towards the end of the sixteenth century, after almost 200 

years of success and longevity. Its death came at the hands of Italian literary melodrama which, 
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likes the mimes and the Atellan Farces centuries earlier, replaced it in popularity. This shift also 

occurred, in part, due to the limited nature of scenario material. After 200 years, the amount of 

situations that the same stock characters could be put through dwindled rapidly, until its 

inevitable repetition became outworn to audiences.  

A Structuralist View 

 After looking in depth at the style and functions of the Atellanae Fabulae and Commedia 

dell’Arte, it is not difficult to pinpoint their stark similarities. These overlaps lie not only in their 

physical similarities, but also in their effect on the people whom they entertained. Although 

many scholars believe the one did not arise from the other historically, there is evidence that 

goes much deeper than simply measuring influence based on chronology.  

 Structuralism in anthropology, as developed by Claude Lévi-Strauss emphasizes the 

human cultural experience as part of a much larger “system,” rather than simply the product of 

specific cultural relations among its own time and place. His studies began in the realm of 

Structural Linguistics, which applied this theory to the study of terms in different languages and 

how they are linked to each other, rather than their own separate entities. His research brought 

him to various regions of the world where he studied local folklore, legends, taboos, and rituals 

in efforts to prove that they are all connected through a larger culture structure.  Lévi-Strauss 

argued that cultural elements, such as folklore and ritual, cannot be analyzed in and of 

themselves as isolated phenomena unconnected to the large idea of culture itself, which 

“originates in the mind and operates in us unconsciously.” Although every society of people has 

different ways of expressing it, they reproduce the same creeds of culture repeatedly; they do so 

unconsciously, as the system of culture and the meaning thereof is engrained in their brain, some 

argue, neurologically. This idea of a grand scheme of structure is important because “structural 
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similarities underlie all cultures and an analysis of the relationships among cultural units could 

provide insight into innate and universal principles of human thought.”
16

  

 A similar idea emerges in the theories of Swiss psychologist Carl Jung. He emphasizes 

the idea of archetypes and how they inform the “collective unconscious” layer of all humans, and 

how these types, in turn, affect our perception of relationships. Also called, “primordial images,” 

these archetypes are formed from repeated observation of cultural myths and stories that create 

themes in the unconscious that inform our everyday life. These themes exist innately in the 

subconscious mind and form distinct ideas and images when fueled by conscious experience. For 

example, a mother-child relationship is governed, not only by the specific situational aspects of 

the physical relationship, but also by an innate idea created by a mother “archetype.” The same 

can be said for the characters of classic and modern comedy. Perception of comedic types, 

according to Jung’s theory, is universal among humans because they are created subconsciously 

through images already present deep within our psyches.  

 These “universal principles” are exactly what I believe govern the relationship between 

the Atellan Farces, Commedia dell’Arte and, arguably, the rest of theatrical history. Starkie sums 

up the appeal aptly in his article on Commedia: “What has attracted the public in the “Commedia 

Dell’Arte” has been not so much the network of intrigue as the time-worn characters with their 

masks. The world has always been the same, and even in the world of antiquity there used to be 

the same tendency to render fixed types on the stage.”
17

Stock characters, outlandish scenarios, 

and bawdy humor have been a part of the human entertainment experience for as long as theatre 

has been in existence. We love to laugh at the misfortune of others, and we love to laugh at 

ourselves (whether we are conscious of it or not). Even a superficial glimpse into comedic 
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history in any culture reveals similarities in style, time and time again. The ridiculous old man, 

for instance, is seen repeatedly in popular entertainment. Pappus in the Atellanae Fabulae gives 

way to Pantalone in Commedia, who we then see as Shylock in Merchant of Venice, and in our 

own time as Mr. Burns from The Simpsons. 

  These characters are in constant evolution, of course. Their motivations and 

contexts change with the times, and what drove their comedic actions back in antiquity are far 

different that what drive them in modern sitcoms. At the root of their existence, however, lies a 

myriad of certain fixed types that drive their survival forward. The servants of ancient comedy, 

for instance, serve the same plot-driving role as characters of similar nature today, although their 

given circumstances are entirely different. The clever conniving servant role is another 

transcending character that illustrates this well, especially through their constant use of disguise 

and manipulation. Maccus takes on a multitude of different disguises, as does the mischievous 

Harlequino in later Commedia, in efforts to fool their fellow characters and accomplish their 

devious ends. Possibly one of the most genius character actors in contemporary society, Jim 

Carrey, uses the same disguise devices in almost every one of his films from Ace Ventura to The 

Mask.  

 To recall the Structuralist view on systems, it can be said that the culture of comedy is its 

own system engrained inextricably in our “collective consciousness.” We cannot look at the 

different forms of popular comedies as entities in themselves, for they are responsible for 

comprising a larger meaning within an even larger cultural structure.  

Conclusion 

 Throughout the research I’ve completed, it is Trapido in his publication on the Atellan 

Farces who sums the argument most adequately. He said “the greatest interest of the Atellanae, 
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after all, lies in the tradition whose universality they demonstrate once again: farce-comedy is to 

be found in nearly all times and cultures. The probability is less that the Atellanae were an 

impulse to the Commedia than that the same deep-seated theatrical impulse produced both 

Atellan and Commedia.”
18

 The concept of universality in human thought is at the crux of this 

argument for the Atellan Farces; as seen through the research of Lévi-Strauss, the mental culture 

of mankind functions on a higher level than readily visible based on the specific, physical 

attributes of culture. What humans find entertaining, what humans find humorous, is not isolated 

to every distinct society. The Atellanae Fabulae influences Commedia directly because 

subconsciously, their style and characters share the same meanings in the human mind. The 

braggart soldier, the clever servant, and the star-crossed lovers will all have the same visceral 

reaction from audiences in any time period. Although the situations change, although the given 

circumstances differ, the impulses and personalities of these well-beloved stage personalities will 

continue to remain constant on our stages and on our screens.   
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Figure 1: Map of Campania Region               Figure 2: Vase Painting depicting a scene from the Atellanae 

 

 

                                            Figure 3: Mural from Pompeii featuring a scene from the Atellanae 
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Figure 4: Modern sketch of Maccus                                      Figure 5: Statue of Dossenus 

                                                 

Figure 6: Maurice Sand, “Brighella,” 1570                    Figure 7: Maurice Sand, “Arlechino,” 1671 
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Figure 8: Maurice Sand, “Pantalone,” 1550                    Figure 9: Maurice Sand, “Il Dottor Baloardo,” 1653              

 

                                                

Figure 10: Maurice Sand, “Pulcinella,” 1700                         Figure 11: Maurice Sand, “Captain Spavento,” 1577 

 

 

 



 24 

Bibliography 

"The Annals of Tacitus ." Bill Thayer's Website. University of Chicago, 22 Apr 2009. Web. 31 

 Mar 2012. 

 <http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Tacitus/Annals/4A*.html>. 

"Atellanae Fabulae." Encyclopaedia Britannica. Print. 

Beare, W. The Roman Stage. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951. Print. 

 "Collective Unconscious." Carl Jung Resources. Carl Jung Resources, 2012. Web. 30 Apr 2012. 

 <http://www.carl-jung.net/collective_unconscious.html>. 

Gentili, Bruno. Theatrical Performances in the Ancient World. 2. Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben, 1979. 

 Print. 

George, David, and Christopher Gossip. Studies in the Commedia Dell'Arte. Cardiff: University 

 of Wales Press, 1993. Print. 

Johnson, Christopher. Claude Levi-Strauss: The Formative Years. 1st ed. Cambridge: University 

 Press, 2003. Print. 

Levi-Strauss, Basil. Anthropology and Myth. Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1987. Print. 

Meagher, Jennifer. "Commedia dell'arte." Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History: The Met Museum 

 of Art. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001. Web. 29 Mar 2012. 

 <http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/comm/hd_comm.htm>. 

Oreglia, Giacomo. The Commedia dell'Arte. 1st ed. New York: Hill and Wang, 1968. Print. 

Radcliff-Umstead, Douglas. The Birth of Modern Comedy in Renaissance Italy. Chicago: The 

 University of Chicago Press, 1969. Print. 



 25 

Starkie, Walter. "The "Commedia Dell'Arte" and the Roman Comedy." Proceedings of the Royal 

 Irish Academy. Section C: Archaeology, Celtic Studies, History, Linguistics, Literature . 

 36. (1921-1924): 333-350. Print. 

Trapido, Joel. "The Atellan Plays." Educational Theatre Journal. 18.4 (1966): 381-390. Print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 26 

Images Cited 

Figure 1 
Map of Campania Region, [http://www.bugeurope.com/destinations/it-campania.html] 

 

Figure 2 
Vase Painting depicting a scene from the Atellanae, 

[http://www.usu.edu/markdamen/ClasDram/chapters/131romtheatre.htm] 

 

Figure 3 
Mural from Pompeii featuring a scene from the Atellanae, [http://www.lessing-

photo.com/dispimg.asp?i=11010132+&cr=29&cl=1] 

 

Figure 4 
Modern sketch of Maccus, [ http://www.iststudiatell.org/p_isa/epigrafi/epigrafi_9.htm]   

                                   

Figure 5 
Statue of Dossenus, [http://www.usu.edu/markdamen/ClasDram/chapters/131romtheatre.htm] 

 

Figure 6 
Maurice Sand, “Brighella,” 1570, [http://www.delpiano.com/carnival/html/brighella.html] 

                    

Figure 7 
Maurice Sand, “Arlechino,” 1671, [http://www.delpiano.com/carnival/html/harlequin.html] 

 

Figure 8 
Maurice Sand, “Pantalone,” 1550, [http://www.delpiano.com/carnival/html/pantalone.html]     

                 

Figure 9 
Maurice Sand, “Il Dottor Baloardo,” 1653, [http://www.delpiano.com/carnival/html/dottori.html]             

 

Figure 10 
Maurice Sand, “Pulcinella,” 1700, [ http://www.delpiano.com/carnival/html/pulcinella.html]                       

 

Figure 11 
Maurice Sand, “Captain Spavento,” 1577, [http://www.delpiano.com/carnival/html/captain.html] 

 

 

 

 


	Honor001[1].pdf
	HONORS THESIS[1].pdf

