TALKING about Commedia dell'Arte(CdA) is quite complex . 

Cda’s roots can be traced to ancient times and they are related to Latin and Greek theatre. 

CdA started to develop at a time during the Italian Renaissance when only classical, cultured, written theatre texts were performed in the Courts.
At the end of 1400’s an extraordinary event took place in Europe .

A new way of printing on paper was invented by Gutenberg using wooden presses and a machine similar to that used to press grapes for wine (the Chinese had already been using wooden objects to print on fabrics). Not even the invention of internet was as important (in terms of communication) as that of Gutenberg’s. 

It only took a few years, at the beginning of the 1500’s, for this new printing method to spread from Gutenberg’s city of Magonza to hundreds of printing laboratories throughout Europe.
This invention made information much more accessible and what was at one time considered to be "a knowledge of the few" basically became public domain.
It allowed many people to discover and read the works of ancient classical playwrights like , Eschilo, Sophocles, Aristofane , Terenzio, Plauto and others. 

The entire academic world was influenced by new cultural and innovative trends . 

In Italy this process was slightly different due to the fact that even though Italy had had a united and homogeneous culture, thanks to the Roman empire, in the 1400’s and 1500’s Italy was divided into many little states.  At times they were allies and at other times they were enemies (the Aragonesi were in Naples and part of southern Italy, the Vatican state was in the center , the Este family was in Ferrara, the Gonzaga were in Mantova, the Venetian Republic was in Venice etc.. etc..) nonetheless,  the new printing process fostered and re-established a common culture that had been lost for a long time.
At the same time that this " neoclassical " kind of theatre, based on mythological themes and mainly written in Latin and in verse, another kind of theatre was emerging from the lower classes . It was a " poor theatre” performed by simple people and was intended to be understood by  everybody, people from the streets ,  the markets , the harbours and even illiterate people . These new "street artists" were creating a comic theatre using coarse Italian and foul language. 
It often was based on the classical comedy plots but the novelty was that they would interpolate ironic criticism regarding their contemporary society, create stereotyped characters and introduce the use of masks.  For example, the character Pantalone,  symbolized the rich, greedy and lustful merchant, Zanni (a nickname for Giovanni ) represented a dumb servant, The Doctor was the stereotype of academic scholars, speaking in a very pompous way that couldn’t be understood by anybody anymore , The Captain (heir of Miles Gloriosus, a Latin character created by Plauto ) was like a Spanish Captain with the pride of a peacock etc… etc…
Only one of the characters has transformed since the beginning of CdA .

It was Zanni , the dumb servant that, over the years,  became smart , funny , always hungry, often beaten and the lover’s close advisor. Despite it all he was a winner and the main character of the comedies. 

He is now called by the very well known name of Arlecchino.

These new theatre groups evolved and quickly became professional theatre companies. By the middle of the 1500’s  they were very well received and highly rated by the audience.
The noble class became curious and soon after the  “poor theatre” made its way into the courts.
About the end of the 1500’s,  CdA companies started to tour all over Europe and to influence the theatrical culture of those countries.
 At the same time, Academic theatre, slowly transformed into Melodrama.  CdA was still very popular at the start of the 1700’s but during the century it started to lose its luster as it became overwhelmed with cliches , economic difficulties and ambitions and conflicts among the companies themselves.  
As the writings and plays of Carlo Goldoni came about, CdA vanished and modern theatre started. 
After searching through the historical archives, we believe that “The Fraternal Company” was the first professional theatrical company to sign a contract in front of a lawyer. It was signed on the 25th of February, 1545 in a city of the Venetian Republic called Padua. So, in honor of that event and moment it has been decided that the International Cda Day would be celebrated every year on February 25th. 

These 4 days are intended to demonstrate some of the basic principles of CdA .

Of course it won’t be more than an introduction because it requires much more time to deeply understand CdA. I hope that observing and experimenting the rhythm and the games of this theatrical form will increase the participants interest and curiosity.
We will conduct the workshop in Italian, Dutch and English and we will give you printed copies of the translated “scenarios” that we will be working on .

It is absolutely necessary to work with the same people for the entire 4 day workshop. Parts of the five hour daily class will be used to learn the Cda technique,  a simple Italian folk dance and to rehearse for the final performance. 
