EXCEPT FROM:

THE MAN WITH A THOUSAND FACES
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Masks entertain us, protect us, sometimes scare the dickens out of us. An SIUC scenic designer enthralled by them went halfway around the world to learn the ancient art of "ukir topeng"--Balinese mask carving.
by Marilyn Davis, ed.

A jumble of wooden faces stare up blankly from the little makeshift couch in Ron Naversen's office. One has almond-shaped eye sockets and voluptuous cheeks; a second is a devil, complete with horns and ears; a third sports a hinged jaw. There are others, too, all different, along with a bird's beak and a detached, bulbous nose.

Naversen, an associate professor of theater at SIUC, specializes in scenic design. The masks, unpainted and in various stages of completion, are the fruits of a recent trip he made to the Indonesian island of Bali to learn mask carving from a master of the art.

Masks play a dominant role in Balinese theater, and they need to be comfortable. They are made, often, for a specific performer, who visits the mask-maker for "fittings" as the carving progresses. The mask is custom-designed to rest lightly on the front of the face. "In Western tradition our masks tend to go bigger and higher," Naversen notes.
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Life in Bali is replete with ceremonies marking events large and small, public and private. Towns, temples, and well-to-do individuals all sponsor ceremonies, and mask performance (topeng, in Balinese) has long been an integral part of them. These highly ritualistic dramas enact the religious stories of Bali's Hindu culture.

"In Bali, theater and religion never separated," Naversen says. "Their plays are about the checks and balances of good and evil fighting with each other."

Masked performers represent deities, kings, warriors, lovers. Performances typically feature music, dance, songs, and spoken interludes. "It's a little like our musical theater," Naversen says. "But they have a lot of mimed performances as well."

A performer's every gesture carries a specific meaning. Balinese audiences "all know these stories and know the masks for each character," says Naversen, but each carver gives his masks unique touches, and performers differ in interpreting the same role. Audience members are connoisseurs of nuance, spotting small but telling variations in mask or performance style.

In Western culture, mask tradition stems from ancient Greek drama. "That's where we get tragedy and comedy masks," Naversen says. "They used to do plays in huge amphitheaters--5,000 people could sit in the theater at Epidaurus." Large masks conveyed the characters' emotions to the back rows, and miniature built-in megaphones enabled everyone to hear.

In Renaissance drama, masks often designated the stock characters of Italian commedia dell'arte plays (where harlequin figures hail from). At Elizabethan masques--lavish musicals written for occasions at court--the noblemen and women in the audience, not just the performers, donned costumes and masks. Recently, Broadway has returned to the mask tradition with such blockbusters as "The Lion King," which features enormous, breathtaking puppets and masks by avant-garde artist Julie Taymor.

Naversen's interest in masks, which extends beyond theater to psychology and anthropology, began in early childhood. "My mom would put on this little Halloween tiger mask and chase us around," he recalls with a grin. "If she'd just put the mask on and growl, it would scare us to death. She'd take off the mask and it would be OK. Put the mask back on, we'd be scared again." These irrational flip-flops between reassurance and fear fascinated him.

"I've done this a lot with my nieces and nephews, and it's the same thing," he says. "When someone puts on a mask, suddenly you're not sure of that person any more. So I've always been interested in masks and their effect, and Halloween always was my favorite holiday. Maybe that's how I got into theater, I don't know."

Something about wearing a mask allows people to do things they wouldn't ordinarily do and say things they wouldn't ordinarily say. "There's a theory that when you put on a mask, the neocortex, which governs reasoning, becomes less active," Naversen says. That would allow emotion to come to the fore--much like the effects of imbibing alcohol, he notes.

No surprise, then, that many off-stage uses of masks remain theatrical in the broad sense. For instance, in Roman times, during the festival of Saturnalia, people would wear masks and demand treats--the origins of our Halloween. The Italian mask tradition subsequently became part of Carnival celebrations in Spain, South America, and New Orleans.

In certain African and East European traditions, masks symbolize transformation in puberty rites. Artisans have created death masks of important rulers since the time of the pharoahs. In movies, masks disguise serial killers and superheroes alike.

Other purposes for masks are more prosaic. Their use for hygiene goes back centuries: in the Middle Ages, doctors treating plague victims wore long-nosed masks stuffed with camphor-soaked wadding to fend off the stench of decay. The Inuit people devised leather masks with eye slits that functioned like sunglasses, to cut glare. In sports arenas, deep-sea dives, and military operations, variations on masks provide crucial protection. Masks can offer emotional or spiritual protection, too: they're sometimes used in counseling to help victims of abuse tell their stories. Shamans may use them to ward off evil spirits.

Naversen plans to pass along his new skill by teaching mask carving in independent study courses. He hopes enough students will learn so that wooden masks can be made for an upcoming production of "The Green Bird," an 18th-century commedia dell'arte play that was revived in 1996. He's organizing an interdisciplinary conference on masks and their uses, paired with a museum exhibit, both to be held at SIUC in 2005. And he intends to continue researching the cultural uses of masks.

"In Bali, any mask used in a ritual performance has to be ceremonially cleansed," Naversen says. "Then a spirit is invited to come into the mask, to inhabit it. The performer is felt to be possessed by that spirit during the performance."

It's a notion that, more broadly, may reflect our emotional responses to masks, he thinks. "Our psyche is very stimulated by masks," he says.

"Somehow there has to be a spirit in a mask."

Discussion questions: 

Look back on the part about the neocortex. How do you think a mask could effect the way the brain reasons? Connect this to Freud’s ideas of the id and the ego. 

What does it mean for there to be “spirit” in a mask. Do you agree with this proposition? Why (not)?
Is it a bad thing to (symbolically) wear a mask? What are the advantages and disadvantages? 

Which of Freud’s three components of the psyche do you think he would call our “mask”? 

Why does Jack wear a mask and what effect does it have on him and his choir boys? 

