








SQUIRM BURPEE CIRCUS

A VAUDEVILLIAN MELODRAMA

A BRIEF HISTORY OF MELODRAMA

Melodrama is a form of popular theater that emerged in England and France in the late 18th century, reaching the height
of its popularity in the late 19th century. The term melodrama is derived from the Greek word melos (music) and the French
word drame (drama). In the 18th and 19th centuries, strict government regulations in England allowed larger, state-sponsored
theaters to produce “serious” 5-act dramas, while smaller venues were only allowed to present “lesser forms” of entertainment
(i.e. shorter plays with music). Melodramas, typically written in three acts and accompanied by a musical score, were considered
a lesser art form and gave smaller theater venues a loophole to remain in business. Melodrama was later imported to the
United States where it gained popularity in the late 19th century. With its exaggerated “over-the-top” acting, tragic plot lines,
stock characters, and musical scores that aided in heightening the emotional quality of the script, melodrama was a major
influence on silent films in the early 20th century.

OF MELODRAMA
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® Melodramas utilize stock characters including the Hero, Heroine/Damsel in Distress,
Villain, and Comedic Character/Sidekick. The characters do not evolve psychologically

or morally over the course of the play.

® Melodramas focus on tragic occurrences that happen to the protagonist(s) and are

traditionally presented in an exaggerated, over-the-top manner.

¢ In melodramas, the story advances through the manipulation of plot which is presented
in a three-part episodic form: the cold-blooded Villain or evil forces pose a threat to
the Hero, Heroine/Damsel in Distress, or long suffering community; though completely
improbable, the protagonist(s) somehow escape or overcome their circumstances;
and the protagonist(s) experience a complete reversal of fortune with a happy ending
(which usually includes the downfall of the Villain). The plot usually includes smaller
sub-plots focusing on problems among lovers, family, friends, or the community. The

story typically encompasses both familial and romantic themes.

® Melodramas include a musical accompaniment. Music is used to heighten the already

dramatic elements of the tragic plot in melodrama.
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DEVELOPING THEATER LITERACY
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Suggested Activity...........cce......... A, LA

NYS LEARNING STANDARDS

SQUIRM BURPEE CIRCUS

A VAUDEVILLIAN MELODRAMA

CREATING THE MELODRAMATIC STOCK CHARACTERS

In Squirm Burpee Circus: A Vaudevillian Melodrama, the Lovely Little Lolo, Dashing Dave, Mike the Handsome and Baron
Vegan von Hamburger are stock characters in the traditional melodramatic form. In this activity, your students will explore
these kinds of stock characters and develop their own simple melodrama with them.

1. Introduce the idea of stock characters (see keywords below). 7. Also, ask the class what conflict might exist between the
2. Introduce the character of “Hero.” Help the students to Villain and the Hero and Heroine. Explain that the conflict
brainstorm qualities the Hero might have and record them should be simple but extremely heightened/tragic (i.e.
on chart paper or board. the Villain has framed the Hero for some dastardly deed).

3. After brainstorming the qualities, ask the class how the Hero Next, choose a new volunteer to come to the front of the
might stand and what gesture he might make. Select a classroom and make a frozen image of the Villain near the
volunteer to come to the front of the classroom and make a characters of the Hero and Heroine. All three should now be
frozen image of the Hero incorporating the qualities, stance part of the frozen image. This frozen image should represent the
and gesture just explored with the whole class. basic conflict that the class came up with. All actors should

4. Introduce the character of “Heroine/Damsel in Distress” be incorporating the qualities, stances and gestures decided
and brainstorm with the class again. by the class.

5. After brainstorming the qualities and gestures the Heroine/ 8. Finally, introduce the character of the “Comedic Character/
Damsel in Distress might incorporate, select a new volunteer Sidekick” and brainstorm character qualities and gestures
to make the frozen image of this character next to the Hero with the students.
character. Both actors should be incorporating the qualities, 9. Ask the class what role the Comedic Character/Sidekick
stances and gestures the class has come up with for each might play in this frozen scene. How might this character
character. Also, the two characters must be standing in aid our Hero and Heroine in defeating the Villain? Next,
relation to one another (i.e. the Damsel in Distress is posed choose a new volunteer to come to the front of the classroom
looking to the Hero for help). and make a frozen image of the Comedic Character/Sidekick

6. Introduce the character of the “Villain” and brainstorm in relation to the Hero, Heroine, and Villain. Again, this
character qualities and gestures with the students. frozen image should depict the basic conflict that the class

came up with. All actors should be incorporating the qualities,
Teacher Tip: This exercise might be an opportunity to stances and gestures decided by the class.
discuss stereotypical gender roles and how they might 10. Pause and invite the class to reflect on the story and characters
be reversed in updating the melodramatic form. As we that have been created.
see every day, women can be heroes and men can be ) ) S
injured and in need of rescue. How m:'ght' our ngo, Heroine, and Sidekick overcome
the Villain in this story?
Melodramatic stock characters can be seen in modern day 11. Divide the class into groups of four.
movies and television shows. For example, Dr. Evil in the 12. Each group should repeat the previous exercise and expand
Austin Powers movies is a dastardly villain complete with upon it. They should come up with their own starting frozen
maniacal laugh and classical mannerisms. Can you and your image that includes each of the stock characters and represents
students think of any other modern day melodramatic stock a simple, but high-stakes conflict. This is Scene 1.
characters? 13. Allow students a few minutes to rehearse their frozen image
and take time to allow each group to show these images to

the class.

KEYWORD: Stock Characters

Archetypal characters who represent traits
such as good or evil.

Which was your favorite stock character to make a frozen image of and why?

Is this different from your favorite stock character to see in frozen images
created by your classmates?

© The New 42nd Street, Inc.



NEW VICTORY SCHOOL TOOL resource guide 2010/ 11 Season

SQUIRM BURPEE CIRCUS

A VAUDEVILLIAN MELODRAMA Suggested Activity...........coceeernnee A LA
NYS LEARNING STANDARDS

1ST EXTENSION ACTIVITY: TELLING THE MELODRAMATIC STORY

Now that students have explored stock characters, in this extension activity
they will create a basic sequence of scenes that tell a melodramatic story.

1. In the previous activity, students devised a frozen image for Scene 1. Now,
direct students to create another frozen image that depicts the Hero/Heroine/
Comedic Sidekick doing something, or their circumstances changing in some
way so that they are able to overcome the Villain's evil plot. This is Scene 2.

2. Again, give students a few minutes to rehearse and take time for each group
to show these images to the class.

3. Students will then devise another frozen image that depicts what a happy
ending might look like in the scenario they have come up with. This is Scene 3.

4. Without showing this third image, have the students practice transitioning
between the three images in chronological order (Scene 1; Scene 2; Scene 3).

5. Allow students time to rehearse. Share the frozen image sequences with the class.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

Which was your favorite stock character to portray in the scenes you created and why?
Which was your favorite stock character to see in the scenes created by your classmates?
Where do you see melodramatic plot lines in modern day movies, television, cartoons, etc.?

Why might an author/playwright use melodramatic characters and plotlines to tell a story?

Why not just use a straight comedic or dramatic framework?

© The New 42nd Street, Inc.
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SQUIRM BURPEE CIRCUS

A VAUDEVILLIAN MELODRAMA Suggested Activity...........coceeernnee A LA
NYS LEARNING STANDARDS

2ND EXTENSION ACTIVITY: MELODRAMA IN SILENT FILMS

Melodramas played an important role in the early days of silent films. In this extension activity, students will look

at examples of silent films drawing parallels between them and melodramas. Students will then expand upon
the characters and scenes they created in the previous activities and add music and Title Cards to create their
own miniature versions of silent film scenes.

1. Show students some video clips of silent films and discuss the characteristics they
see that relate to melodramas.
How are the characters in these scenes similar to the exaggerated
characters we created as a class? How are they different? T h -
What other similarities and differences do you see between the I S
scenes (and heightened plotlines) we created and those in these P | G C e

For some examples of melodrama in silent films, see the following: M G 1-1- e r S
LYo Ao

silent film sequences?

Aérman Silent
From Charlie Chaplin's Modern Times: Vi Film Studies

Factory Scene: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CReDRHDYhk8
Smile Scene: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pséck1ejoAw
From No Man’s Law: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGceebeBTMM

2. Instruct the students to write “Title Cards” for each scene they created in
the previous activity (similar to the transitions that happen in silent films).
Students may also bring these scenes to life with movement (but without
words). Students may also add additional images/scenes to enhance their story
and include 2-3 title cards for each scene highlighting the key dramatic points
in their melodrama.

3. Finally, have students add accompanying music to their scenes to enhance
and heighten the exaggerated, over-the-top emotions in the storylines. For
free downloads of royalty-free silent film music categorized by “feeling” go
here: http://incompetech.com/m/c/royalty-free/silentfilm.html EAT — intolerable

heat |

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

How did adding Title Cards and music enhance the storytelling within the
melodramatic scenes?

As an observer, how did adding music make you feel as you watched the scenes?

SOURCES CONSULTED:
What emotions came up for you? What about as an actor within the scenes - History of the Theatre by Oscar G. Brockett
how did you feel adding music? http://www.loc.gov/rr/mopic/miggen.html#Melodrama

. X . . . http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/spd130et/melodrama.htm
What are some examples of music being used in television and film to enhance

http://www.wayneturney.20m.com/melodrama.htm
the emotions within the scenes?

For more activities that relate to Squirm Burpee Circus, check out CIRCUS ARTS
© The New 42nd Street, Inc.



