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Harlequin (Har"le*quin) n. [F. arlequin, formerly written also
harlequin prob. fr. OF. hierlekin, hellequin, goblin, elf, which is
prob. of German or Dutch origin; cf. D. hel hell. Cf. Hell, Kin.] A
buffoon, dressed in particolored clothes, who plays tricks, often
without speaking, to divert the bystanders or an audience; a merry-

andrew; originally, a droll rogue of Italian comedy.

LL ROADS LEAD TO ROME, AND THIS ONE MAY START THERE, a couple of
thousand years ago, with the popular farces known as the Atellanae Fabulae, or it
may start with the Greeks, five hundred years before that, or earlier, with actors

and performances lost to history. The roles of the sixteenth century Italian Commedia dell’arte,
which became the French vaudeville, and, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the English
Harlequinade, go back and go back. And Harlequin goes back further than most.

What would you like to know?
Who is Harlequin?

Harlequin was a stock character in the Commedia dell’arte; originally one of many stock charac-
ters (even if his roots went back further, deeper, and darker), he soon became one of the
principal characters.

Harlequin arrived in England along with his contemporary, Mister Punch, after the Restoration,
in the second half of the seventeenth century. By the early eighteenth century, Harlequin’s name
in the title of a play was already a box office draw — in 1723 the Harlequin Dr. Faustus was
produced at Drury Lane, and Harlequin was a star, and the traditions of English Pantomime,
and of the Harlequinade, had begun.

(E. Cobham Brewer, writing in his Guide to Phrase and Fable, over a hundred years ago, wrote:
“Harlequin, in the British Pantomime, is a sprite supposed to be invisible to all eyes but those
of his faithful Columbine. His office is to dance through the world and frustrate all the knavish
tricks of the Clown, who is supposed to be in love with Columbine.”)

Hang on a second here. Is there any difference between an English Pantomime and American
Pantomime?

Sure. In America Pantomime is another word for mime, or what the English called “dumb-show”
— acting without using words. In the British tradition, Pantomime is currently a form of theatrical
entertainment popular at Christmas, in which traditional children’s stories are acted out as broad
comedies with a fixed cast of stock characters (which include the Dame — a grotesque woman
played by a man — and the Principal Boy, always played by a leggy young woman). Songs are
sung, slapstick is slapped and stuck, and there is often a transformation scene (as when Cinderella
transforms from a kitchen girl to a princess).

In Victorian times, Pantomimes were Harlequinades, and all the dialogue was delivered in
rhyming couplets.

By the 1930s the British Harlequin-based Pantomime tradition was in a severe decline; and |
doubt a real Harlequinade has been produced as a Pantomime for fifty years, except as a curiosity.

These days “Pantos” have their own traditions, including that of casting minor television stars
in leading roles.




Harlequin and Pierrot and Columbine went from the stage to the seaside, where Pierrot Shows
(Pierrot, the white-faced clown, now topping the bill) were still performed at least until the onset
of the Second World War.

And the Commedia dell’arte?

It translates, more or less, as the Comedy of Artisans or Craftsmen. It was a form of theatre
without a script as such, but which relied on propelling a set of stock characters through an
improvised series of variations on stock situations. Many of the characters had their own “bits”
or lazzi, funny routines they worked into whatever they were performing.

Commedia dell'arte was performed masked, at least by the male actors, in the beginning, full-
faced masks which shrank to half-masks as dialogue became more important, and shrank again
as the Commedia became the Harlequinade, until the only characters who remained masked
were the Harlequin, in his domino mask, and the Pierrot, who, while unmasked, was heavily
powdered and worked in whiteface.

So who was Harlequin? And who were Pierrot, and Columbine, and the rest?

They were the stars. Actors playing them attained a certain amount of fame, or no fame at all,
but the characters were all. Sometimes actors created versions of the characters who outlasted
them. The characters of the Commedia dell'arte included:

Harlequin — originally, perhaps, just another one of the “zanies” — a lusty, funny, tricksy fellow.
A creature of desire and lust.

By the time of the English Harlequinade, Harlequin had gained magical powers — invisibility,
for one. His slap-stick, a noise-making stick, had become a magical staff.

In the earliest plays, his mask was black as soot.

Pantaloon — an elderly miser. If married, his wife is young and pretty, and cheats on him;
otherwise, he has daughters who need to be married off, but who will ignore his wishes as to
the suitability of their suitors; or Pantaloon is in love with a village beauty, and will be disappointed.
He is fated forever to be fooled.

The Doctor — a man of vast learning, who knows everything and understands nothing. There
is no record of his ever curing anyone of any disease; Doctor, in the Italian, merely indicates a
man of learning.

Pulcinella — the hunchbacked, hook-nosed, eccentric old curmudgeon, cruel and violent.

When he reached England, achieving fame a little after Harlequin, it was as a puppet, and a star
in his own right: in his story, he kills his wife, first called Joan, then Judy, murders their
baby, then sets off on his adventures, killing all who trouble him, until he kills the executioner
sent to hang him and murders the devil himself. (Details of his life and crimes can be found
in Mister Punch, a graphic novel by Messrs. Gaiman and McKean.)

The Captain — a braggart, a coward, a creature of lust and bravado, a brave appearance
and a craven nature. He went by many names — Scaramouche was only one of them.

Pierrot — who began in the Commedia dell’arte as Pedrolino. When Harlequin plays
tricks, Pierrot is the only one caught and punished. He dresses all in white, and his face
is white as well. Sometimes he is mute. He loves, and longs, and wants. As the English




Harlequinade progressed, Pierrot became more and more the Clown, but his love for Colum-
bine remained unrequited.

Columbine — she went by many names, the Inamorata (or beloved): Isabella, Flaminia, Columbina,
Silvia. Columbina, as she gained a distinct personality in the Commedia, became a serving girl,
often working for Isabella, a witty, self-possessed young lady able to survive even the most
involved intrigues.

As Columbine, in the Harlequinade, she became a simpler creature: a ballerina, or a beauty,
loved by Pierrot, hopelessly, and by Harlequin, successfully.

The Lover — dapper, engaging, the lover has no character trait other than of being in love. He
was Zeppo, in every Marx Brothers comedy. Or worse, he was all the guys who replaced Zeppo
in the later Marx Brothers films.

How did the English Harlequinade differ from the Commedia dell arte?

In the early Pantomime Harlequinade, the story would begin with a folk tale or fairy tale or
popular story of the day, which led up to the transformation
scene, in which, following a shadowy

chase, the characters became the

Harlequinade versions of

themselves, and the hero

would be revealed to the

audience as Harlequin. But

always there was a sense of

archetypal characters performing

a drama over and over, and

of discovery, of who, in the

Harlequinade, they truly were.

And who was

Harlequin? «

That depends whom
you believe.

There are those who trace

Harlequin back to the

phallophores in the Roman

comedies, clutching giant

phalluses, their faces

blackened with soot. There

are others who point to his

name for clues as to his true origin:

the French Herlequin was a kind of spirit,
a sprite, a will o’ the wisp; arlecchino the
name of a devil; and most lexicographers,
as you will see from the definition which
prefaces this afterword, derive Harlequin
straight from Hell ...

Neil Gaiman ’
August 15, 2001




DRAWN [N DARKNESS

LATE IN THE AFTERNOON, JOHN MIRABILIS BOLTON PICKS UP HIS RED
LEATHER GAS MASK AND WALKS DOWN THE PATH FROM HIS CROUCH END
HOUSE TO THE CONVERTED BOMB SHELTER THAT SERVES HIM AS A STUDIO.

The gas mask, which has been blessed by the
Pope, and the Dalai Lama, and the Supreme San-
guifex of the Clinical Brethren, is, Bolton claims,
“essential to the process.” If he is not wearing it,
he cannot paint.

When asked whether it cuts down on his field of
vision, Bolton smiles, slyly. “Only in reality,” he
explains. “I may lose vision, but I can see so much
more with it on. It’s shamanic, | suppose.”

Bolton must be alone while he paints.

&)

He starts each working day, he states, with no ideas
whatsoever. “The subjects of the paintings need
to come to me,” he says, hesitantly. “You see, |
have no imagination.”

He is being precise here. The subjects of his
paintings seek him out. They know where to find
him. Bolton sits in his studio, grinding paints,
preparing his blank canvases, all alone; when
night falls he takes a taper and lights a few of
the huge dark candles, melted now, if imagination
amends them, into the shapes of fantastic beasts:



turtles and stonefish, dragons and demon-heads,
and he waits to see whom, or what, he will be
painting that night.

“The candles are my only superstition,” says Bolton,
who was made a Freeman and Servitor of Crouch
End in the 1996 Honours List; if you encounter John
Bolton within the bounds of Crouch End, you must
remove your hat, and may not, by tradition, speak
to him unless he speaks to you first. With the hon-
our comes the right to cull the wild ermine, the small
stoat-like beasts that plagued Crouch End long ago,
when it was still a tiny village to the northwest of
London, but have not been seen in the borough in
living memory; even so, Bolton wears a traditional
silver ermine knife at this belt. “When they return,”
he says, with a grin, “I'll be ready for them.”

The subjects of his paintings come to him mostly
at night. They slip through the shadows and walk
down the gravestone steps to his studio, moonlight
making their skin glow with a pale luminosity,
candlelight glinting in their eyes and on the
sharpness of their teeth.

Is he scared of them? The artist shakes his head.
“They come to me,” he explains. “The process —
the making real — is as important to them as it is
to me. They need me. Why would they hurt
me?” But has he never been scared? He looks
down. “You cannot let them see that you are
afraid. Who would they find to paint them, if |
were gone? Anyway,” he adds, patting the silver
ermine-skinner on his belt, “I have a knife.”

Does he talk to them while he paints them?
He does not answer. Instead he begins to light
the candles.

NEIL GAIMAN
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How do they find out about him? Is there a
grapevine among the naked and undead of Lon-
don, a word passed along from pale vampire girl
to restless satyr to faceless lamia? Bolton de-
clines to speculate. “If they did not come to me,
I would have nothing to paint,” he says. “I am
grateful, and leave it there.”

What if he wished to paint something else? Fruit
bowls or flowers? What then? He shivers, and
shakes his head, and says nothing.

A yellow newspaper clipping, cut from a May 1965
copy of the News of the World and taped to the
lichen-stained wall of his studio, tells of Bolton’s
tutelage in painting at the hands of an ancient
madman who claimed to have been Richard Dadd,
the Victorian painter and parricide, commonly
believed to have died in 1886, seventy-five years
to the day before Bolton was born. Bolton, howev-
er, refuses to discuss it. “It's water under the
bridge,” he says. “We must let the dead bury
the dead. And I am grateful to all my teachers.”

The sun is starting to set.

“You must leave now,” says John Mirabilis Bolton,
placing his red leather gas mask over his face,
pulling the straps and buckles tight. “You would
not want them to find you here.” His voice is
muffled, behind the leather and the glass. There
are thirteen stone steps up from his studio to the
mossy garden. In the trees at the bottom of the
garden, something pale moves.

It is wisest not to look too closely.

— Neil Gaiman
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A MODERN, MAGICAL LOVE STORY!

Those who have spent Valentine’s Day alone are
aware that the cold February holiday can be hard to
swallow. Award-winning creators Neil Gaiman (Sandman,
The Graveyard Book) and John Bolton (The Evil Dead) want
you to know that all it takes is a steak knife, a fork, and
a bottle of quality ketchup . . .

In this contemporary retelling of a classic Commedia
dell'arte legend of tomfoolery and hopeless, fawning love,
Gaiman and Bolton update the tale of Harlequin and
Columbine. A magical buffoon burdened with a brimming
heart, Harlequin chases his sensible, oblivious Columbine
around the city streets, having given his heart freely.
Consumed with love, the impulsive clown sees his heart
dragged about town, with a charming surprise to bend

the story in a modern direction.
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