Paola Del Zoppo:

Proposal for a communicative activity, related with literature studies and cultural studies.

Age: 17/18 years (last two years of high school)

In the Italian schools, most of the last years is related to the study of literature, and the communicative activity is limited to literature comments and exposisions. Plays could give the opportunity to connect the study of literature to the use of colloquial language, if elaborated in the following way:

Phase 1: 

The class will choose an author between two or three authors proposed by the teacher (for example between Arthur Miller, Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, john Osborne). The authors must be modern or contemporary ones, in order to give the most possible realistic view of cultural reality. (1 hour)

Phase 2: 

the author's life and features should be analysed with care, as regards biography, style, themes ad features of his writing, conception of world etc. Then, the cultural situation will be analysed, the detailed history of the period in which the author lives or lived in, and the detailed history of the period about which he is writing. (2 hours)

Phase 3: 

The most famous work of the author should be viewed. If it is possible, it would be advisable to view the play in a theatrical representation, if not, then would be useful to choose a play of which the filmic transposition is available. (2 hours)

Phase 4: 

The characters of the play will be analysed. This analysis should not be simply an explanation lesson. the boys and girls should have an active role in analysing the characters. Some crucial scenes of the play should be revisited, reviewed (best choice) or re- read. the teacher will have to ask the class about the play: 

Questions such as:

has the representation followed the idea of the author, according to their mind?

if not, which are the discordances?

How should the scenes have been represented, according to what the class had analysed about the author, his plays and the history?

Why, in the mind of the class, have this changes taken place? (if there are any)

(2 hours)

Phase 5:

The class will be divided into two little "troupes". Each troupe will have its own director, its cast, its cameraman and so on.

The boys and girls should have the possibility to choose their roles. They should be asked to identify themselves in a character of the play, in order to perform some scenes. The ones who choose not to perform should be asked to take the role of the director or of the cameramen. If there is some boy or girl very critical about this activity, or if there are simply enough persons, they should be asked to take the role of the movie - critic.

In this phase it is fundamental that the boys and girl choose a role they really feel in accordance to their character, or at least, which they are really sure to have understand. they should feel they have something to say of that character, which has remained untold or which the other people haven't understood. If a discussion between the students arouses, about the roles to choose or about the ideas on a certain character, it would be advisable not to stop it for some little time. Due to this delicate phase, it would be advisable to choose a play in which feelings and characterization are very evident, in order to facilitate the understanding.

Phase 6: 

three very important scenes of the play should be chosen by the students. they'll have to perform them according to their analysis of the characters. The director will direct the cameraman and the position of the people on the scene (as a real director does). The cameraman will film the scenes. The teacher and the eventual critics should remain silent about the realization of this work.

Phase 7:

The students, together with the teacher and the critics, have a view of the work. The same questions will be asked, as in phase 4. This time, the teacher and the critics are exponents of an important jury. They will have to make a critical response about the movie, to write an article and to make a TV spot on the movie.

Phase 8:

The summary of another play of the same author should be chosen and analysed. the summary of the first scenes should be analysed too, as well as the characters. 

Phase 9: 

this is a new real phase of no-nameness. Each student has to choose a character of the play. Two troupes will be newly composed, but this time all components will have a sort of pass on their dresses, which signalises their role. They will act, from that time on, as if they really WERE another person (characters, director, critics, cameraman). 

Phase 10:

The screenplay of the first analysed scenes will be written. it should not be very precise. the actors should then perform the scenes and film them. The dialogues, only sketched, can be changed and enriched by the performs according to their own idea of the character they are performing in the sense of a kind of "commedia dell'arte" in English. If there are too many differences, or a character takes too much place, the director should play his role. It is perhaps important to remember that in this part of the activity all people should speak English, because they ARE English mother tongue people. 

Phase 11:

The movies of these last scenes should be seen and analysed. 

Of course, the activity has no real ending. If the students express the wish to perform the whole play as a "commedia dell'arte", they should be encouraged to do so. (It could be a very god activity for the end part of the year, because the student should have achieved a sufficient knowledge of language, because they usually like to perform something to celebrate the year's activity and, above all, because it could be more interesting and amusing than reading literature till the last days of the school year.

Summary and comment: The activity is based upon the "proposal for a language-oriented University curriculum in cross cultural communication" by Patrick Boylan (in: www.boylan.it), and connected with the study of literature in Italian Liceo Scientifico and Liceo Linguistico. The analysed texts of literature are 

"the mirror of the times" (English and American sections), Morano Editore, 

and 

De luca, Grillo, Pace , Ranzoli, "Views of literature", Loescher, 1998, actually adopted by the Liceo scientificoand Scientifico/Linguistico in Bracciano.

The suggested plays are:

Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman.The clear, strong feelings which are expressed, make it simpler to understand the characters. It involves only four characters, and it is therefore suggested for a little class (10/12 students). It is a good example of modern tragedy, so it could be used to do parallelisms between what the students have learned about classical tragic heroes. In addiction, the play offers a rather realistic portrait of modern American society exposing its false value and the tragedy of whom accepts this values and makes them the sense of his life. The life of Arthur Miller could be in itself interesting for the students. 

The language is very straightforward and rich in idiomatic expressions. This is useful to interiorize some tipycal way of speaking.

A film of this play is also available: Death of a Salesman, 1985, directed by Volker Schlondorff, starring Dustn Hoffman, John Malkovich, kate reid and Stephen Lang.

Harold Pinter, The Room
It is a one act play, the first work of Harold Pinter. It has very realistic settings and it is a good example of "naturalistic language" (short sentences, many repetitions). 

Harold Pinter, The Celebration, written in 1999, is of course a very modern portrait of a part of English speaking culture, althoughl perhaps, a little too straightforward in its contents and language.

John Osborne, Look Back in Anger, although not very recent, is very actual in its contents and somehow in its language, too, offering to the students some models in which they could easily identify themselves. 

Of course, the more contemporary the play is, the better, because of the cultural relevance of the contents. 

