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First love, be it romantic projection, physical infatuation, or sacred communion is one of the 

most meaningful and defining experiences in life and a central plot element in innumerable 

poems, novels, plays, operas, films and television shows. From Pyramus and Thisbe to The 

Bachelorette, romantic encounters have been chronicled in primitive cave drawings, Harlequin 

novels and supermarket magazines. At this moment, stories of young lovers play out in real time 

on city streets; in parks, restaurants, cafes and bars; and in virtual time on social media, email 

and Skype. Whether we are watching a movie, soap opera, or Broadway play, we can find young 

lovers embroiled in melodramas, romantic comedies, farces, tragedies, chick flicks or animated 

adventures. Interestingly, young lovers in plays from 200 BC share many of the same traits as 

young lovers in modern day sitcoms. As Kenneth and Laura Richards point out, they also 

perform a similar function: “Lovers…served to bridge the imagined world of the play and the 

actual world of the spectators” (Richards and Richards 1990: 121). The connective thread 

between the lovers and their audience is, of course, the experience of falling in love, a topic that 

continues to fascinate and entertain audiences.  

 

Philosophers and psychologists have been trying to comprehend the nature of love for eons and 

the only thing they all agree on is that love is a mysterious and irrational phenomenon. If we are 

too forceful in the pursuit of love, we won’t inspire love; and if we are too passive, intimate 

exchange is impossible. Love exists in a precarious and indescribable realm between control and 

surrender, a place of intense communion that seems to have a will of its own. Needless to say, 

most of us were unprepared for intimacy when we first fell in love, but whatever our experience, 

the desire to vicariously re-experience the experience of falling in love is universal. The young 

lovers of Commedia dell’Arte give us an ideal point of entry into this phenomenon.  

 

Commedia dell’Arte young lovers were typically highly educated, but all the education in the 

world could not help them process hormonal reactions and physical sensations made all the more 

intense by the sensual deprivation that characterized their cloistered childhoods. These young 

lovers discover love in an unprecedented head-over-heels encounter that bypasses thoughtful 



reflection, plunges them into emotional chaos, and leads them to surrender all restraint to the 

object of their affection. But an analysis of falling in love doesn’t do justice to the palpable 

experience of a love-at-first sight encounter. For that, we need to hear from a young lover: 

 

First there came out a lady. What did I say? A Goddess, rather, who, 

invited by general applause, released her foot to dance to the sound of a 

violin, and bound all hearts in shackles. Her greetings were arrows, her 

curtsies assaults, her movements shocks to the soul, her turns circles of 

enchantment. She showed herself to be a heaven, in beauty as in 

trepidation. While I, ecstatic, look at her; astonished, watch her; 

impassioned, contemplate her; and enamored, adore her, I see that she, by 

I know not what stroke of fortune, is inviting me to dance….I trembled, I 

froze, I perspired, I became at one and the same time all fire and all ice, 

and when I felt her soft hand touch mine, I felt my heart forcibly stolen 

from my breast. (Perrucci 1699: 116) 

 

You can’t help but marvel at the histrionics of the young lover, but at the same time you can’t 

deny the authenticity of the love-at-first-sight experience. Despite, or perhaps because of, the 

sensorial hyperbole, we are catapulted back to the re-experience of sensations and emotions from 

our own time-stands-still experiences of love.  

 

Unlike the earthier more primitive stock characters, Commedia dell’Arte Young Lovers are 

ethereal, impressionable and more vulnerable to the ways of the world. Originating in the 

cultured province of Tuscany, commedia lovers were learned children of bourgeois parents. 

Though they had memorized the poetry of Cavalcanti and Petrarch and studied the philosophy of 

Ficino and Landino, their education was based more on moral and philosophical principles than 

real-world experience. Consequently, they believed – incorrectly – that life could be mastered 

through imitation, memorization, and adherence to prescribed codes. Naturally, it could not, and 

when life experience didn’t conform to expectation, the resultant contradiction threw them into 

crisis. Endearing, comical and exasperating, Commedia dell’Arte pokes fun at the naivety and 

pretentiousness of The Young Lover.  

 

Early iterations of young lovers were based, in large part, on the amateur actors in the Commedia 

Erudita - a popular recitation presentation for sophisticated and wealthy audiences. The poetry of 

Francesca Petrarca, or Petrarch, was often featured in the CE, and later incorporated into 

Commedia dell’Arte young lover scenarios where it was equally at home. The following excerpt 

from Petrarch’s “Canzoniere” beautifully captures the prototype’s mercurial sensibility: 



Love leads me on, from thought to thought… 

now smiles, or weeps, or fears, or feels secure: 

and my face that follows the soul where she leads 

is turbid and then clear, 

and remains only a short time in one mode: 

so that a man expert in such a life would say 

at the sight of me: ‘He is on fire, and uncertain of his state. 

~ Petrarch, Poem 129 Trans. A. S. Kline 

 

Though written in the 14
th

 century, the experience is one we can all understand. 

 

Young Lover Prototypes 

The look and style of The Young Lover differs significantly from one generation to the next. 

One need only compare two Flower Children at a Love-In in the 1960s to a couple hooking up at 

a disco in the 1980s, to be struck by the difference. Even in the early Roman farces of Plautus 

and Terence we see very different types of young lovers. Though both playwrights were 

influenced by the quieter domestic comedies of Greek playwright Menander, Plautus wrote 

broad farces with childish lovers and Terence wrote gentler comedies with sentimental lovers. A 

range of young lover types were evident in commedia troupes, as well. The renowned actress, 

Isabella Andreini, was sophisticated, highly educated and a “symbol of moral virtue” (Perrucci 

1699: 92), while the actress, Teodora Ricci, mistress to Carlo Gozzi, was a “capricious platonic 

flame” (Lee 1978: 283).  Shakespeare took many of his young lovers from Commedia dell’Arte 

scenarios and he has given us a more diverse array of lover prototypes than any other writer. 

Some, like Phoebe and Silvius, are simple country folk; while others, like Beatrice and Benedick, 

are educated aristocrats. When playing The Young Lover, actors should first try and discern the 

essential nature of their young lover prototype. The following list of prototypes will serve as a 

starting point from which to analyze, categorize, devise, and embody a range of young lovers. 

 

Young Lover Prototypes 

DELICATE PASSIONATE HOPEFUL PROUD NARCISSISTIC ELEGANT DESPAIRING DASHING 

Fragile Affectionate Expectant Dignified Peevish Attractive Doubtful Spirited 

Insecure Eager Bright Noble Petulant Beautiful  Anxious Jaunty 

Tentative Enamored  Promising Virtuous Self-Seeking Alluring  Distressed Impetuous 

Sensitive Adoring Enthusiastic Courageous Selfish Radiant Depressed Bold 

Dainty Smitten Excited Boastful Egotistical Captivating  Forlorn Daring 

Flowerlike Infatuated Overeager Arrogant Preening Brilliant Hopeless Peacockish 

Graceful Ardent Joyous Pompous Cavalier Ravishing Despondent Flamboyant 



 

 

Emotions: The Beating Heart of Young Love 

 

“Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. Just keep going. No 

feeling is final.” Rainer Maria Rilke 

 

The play of emotion plays a central role in the young lover scenarios. Though Dario Fo describes 

Commedia dell’Arte as “Theatre of the Pelvis” (Fo 1991: 36), scenes between young lovers 

might best be described as “Theatre of the Palpitating Heart,” for it is an understanding of 

heartfelt emotion that actors bring to their portrayal of a character Carl Jung considered “the 

archetype of feeling” (Moore 1993: 136).  

 

When playing young lovers, actors may be tempted to caricature the expression of emotion. 

Instead, actors should allow the full impact of each emotional event to penetrate to the core of 

their being and affect both subtle shifts and extravagant displays of emotion. Actors cast in the 

role of young lovers have to be emotional virtuosos. The following table outlines the range and 

shades of emotion that actors playing young lovers must be able to express.  

  

Hope Empathy Excitement Love Heroic Attraction Jealousy 

Optimistic Understanding Eager Fond Confident Desire Desirous 

Anticiptory Resonating Enthusiastic Tender Courageous Enamored Covetous 

Expectant Consentaneous Delighted Attracted Daring Turned On Envious 

Confident Of One Mind Gay Desiring Prideful Yearning Greedy 

Cheerful Sympathizing Invigorated Adoring Vindicated Obsessed Spiteful 

On Edge Of One Heart Exhilarated Reverential Victorious Infatuated Invidious 

Hope against Hope Consensual Elated Addicted Grandiose Yearning Vindictive 

On Tenterhooks Synchronizing Jubilant Ecstatic Triumphant Palpitating Vengeful 

Hope Beyond Hope Harmonizing Frenzied Enthralled Monomaniacal Convulsing  Malignant 

 

Anxiety Desperation Sadness Disgust Anger Hate 

Concerned Dismayed Somber Displeased Irritated Apathetic 

Worried Needy Disappointed Distasteful Disdainful Disdainful 

Distressed Helpless Lovelorn Loathsome Dismissive Disliking 

Agitated Powerless Mournful Abhorrent Upset Antipathetic 

Alarmed Yearning Despairing Repugnant Rageful Hurtful 

Anguished Pleading Despondent Repulsive Wrathful Condemning 

Panicked Distraught  Forlorn Nauseated Enraged Despising 

Full of Dread Apoplectic Wretched Repugnant Livid Maleficent 

Tormented Groveling Woeful Intolerable Furious Demonizing 

 

 

The Psychology of Young Lovers  

 

Gentle Overzealous Jubilant Triumphant Ostentatious Bewitching  Distraught Inflated 

Tender Inflamed Exultant Vindictive Grandiose Dazzling Suicidal Majestic 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7906.Rainer_Maria_Rilke


Though they would undoubtedly take issue with some of my comments, the narcissistic young 

lovers would be thrilled to know that an essay has been written about them; and yet their journey, 

if it is successful, will take them from narcissistic self-absorption to intimate partnership. Young 

Lovers start out as Educated Innocents who can only philosophize about love. All their schooling 

hasn’t begun to prepare them for their first all-consuming crush. These young male and female 

suitors - not yet sweethearts and a long way from being lovers - must take their first shaky steps 

into the uncharted realm of intimate encounter alone. The terror of losing a Self they have not yet 

had time to discover is intensified by gushing sensations and hormonal changes that make it 

impossible for them to control their own bodies, let alone remember and adhere to prescribed 

codes of decorum. Their inability to control their own feelings, and the realization that they have 

little control over their romantic partner’s feelings, or any of the miscellaneous outside forces 

that dictate their destiny, are what characterize their inner crisis. Their needs and fears – 

conscious and unconscious – are what drive the scenarios. To justify their behavior and motivate 

their actions, actors would do well to pinpoint when – in a scene or monologue – specific needs 

and fears arise. The following list is a good starting point. 

 

Needs 

To be the center of attention  

To control other’s perceptions and opinions 

To receive special consideration 

To be a paragon of virtue 

To receive praise 

To be loved unconditionally 

To be glorified or worshipped   

 

Conscious Fears 

Fear of indifference 

Fear of being seen as unattractive 

Fear of embarrassment 

Fear of losing love 

Fear of being demeaned or mocked 

Fear of criticism and blame 

Fear of losing control of bodily functions 

 

Unconscious Fears 

 

Fear of being unlovable 

Fear of intimate emotional or physical contact 

Fear of overstimulation 

Fear of inherent worthlessness 

Fear of winning love 

Fear that love will die 

Fear that love is an illusion 



Fear that love does not exist 

 

Contradictory Forces 

 

“But no matter what his suffering, the Lover knows the fierce and terrible 

joy at the heart of all things” (Moore 1993: 136) 

 

The beating heart of The Young Lover is gripped by conflicting impulses and paralyzing 

contradictions. While attempting to control their emotions and retain some semblance of 

autonomy, they yearn to shed all restraint and merge with their lover. Unable to tolerate the 

tension of these opposing forces, the lovers’ carefully crafted personas begin to fall apart. 

Embodying this experience requires the actor to physicalize the whole gamut of young lover 

impulses and desires. Whether they are swept up in romantic ecstasy, consumed with jealousy, or 

crushed by perceived betrayal; their emotional swings – experienced alternately or in rapid 

succession – propel the action and make them both heartrending and farcical.  

 

With an understanding of prototype, emotion, and psyche, the actor is ready to apply specific 

rules of comedy to the unfolding action within a Young Lover scene:  

 

The Seven Rules of Comedy 

Action Evokes Immediate Reaction 

Lovers Careen from one Emotion to Another 

Scenes are Driven by Life and Death Appeals  

Accusations and Attacks Cut to the Quick! 

Words Strike Straight to the Heart!  

Contradictory Impulses are Physicalized: 

Longing and Fear/Chastity and Lust/Eloquence and Tantrum/Fragile and Willful 

Resolution is Magical:  

Defenses Dissolve, Wounds Magically Disappear, Faith is Restored, Lovers are Conjoined     

 

Playing the Performance  

Commedia dell’Arte troupes were – for all intents and purposes – street performing, and as any 

street performer will attest, holding one’s audience in a crowded marketplace demanded story-

telling expertise, on-the-spot invention, and physical and vocal virtuosity. Audiences were, at 



least initially, Italian, and though Italian audiences differed from one province to another, 

Italians, as Luigi Barzini notes, share an appreciation for a particular type of performance:  

 

Inevitably Italians are tempted to applaud more those performances which 

stray dangerously farthest from reality… and still manage to be effective, 

convincing, stirring or entertaining.  (Barzini 1964: 90) 

 

In addition to bringing a daring theatricality to their performances, actors playing young lovers 

consciously give a dual performance. At the same time that the actor is entertaining the audience, 

the character is performing for his or her sweetheart; yet neither performance is anything less 

than genuine. Poetic serenades, emotional displays, and an orchestrated mating dance are 

consciously designed to be both visual spectacle and heartfelt appeal. Actors playing young 

lovers bring themselves to both events – the theatrical performance and the romantic encounter – 

as if they were wholly unprecedented, life-changing, and miraculous. 

 

Physical Virtuosity 

 

It’s important to remember that most Commedia dell’Arte scenarios were skeletal outlines, 

giving actors plenty of opportunity to improvise, embellish, and define or redefine a given 

prototype. All of this was accomplished using one body and one voice. The physical life of 

young lovers was balletic and bird-like, with actors rising, suspending, swooping, inflating, 

deflating, and impulsively interacting to create a dizzying display of emotions and reactions. The 

receiving and sending of breath and impulse was the catalyst for emotional engagement, with 

inhalations lifting them to the heavens and expirations spiralling them down to earth in a 

parabolic plight of paramours. In the animal kingdom, the mating ritual of the Bird of Paradise 

comes closest to the courtship dance of Commedia dell’Arte Young Lovers.  

 



 

To attract a mate, the Bird of Paradise preens and transfigures itself in a performance that is both 

riveting and ridiculous. Though each species has its own dance, all the mating dances are 

desperate, over-the-top performances artfully orchestrated to win a mate.  

 

The Vocal Life 

  

Let [lovers]…make an effort to master perfect Italian, with a Tuscan 

vocabulary.../One should also be acquainted with figures of speech and 

rhetorical tropes…figures to add beauty…figures used to add 

energy…/That is how he must be – perfectly trained. (Perrucci 1699: 104)  

 

Unlike other prototypes, actors playing young lovers needed to be well-versed in the poetry and 

philosophy of love. Research, study and practice were essential: 

 

Those who delight in acting the difficult role of the lover enrich their 

minds beforehand with a pleasant quantity of noble speeches pertinent to 

the variety of subjects the stage requires. (Richards and Richards 1990: 

126)  

 

Prompt books of romantic conceits and philosophy were invaluable to actors who played young 

lovers:   

 

The concetti with which [an actor] should be equipped…should be 

collected in a book…under the headings of requited love, contempt, 

pursuit, rejection, disdain, jealousy, peace, friendship, merit, departure, 

and so on. (Perrucci 1699: 105) 

 

In addition to having poems and passages at the ready for any occasion, actors playing young 

lovers needed to pinpoint and master the following rhetorical conceits: 

 

Rhetorical Conceits 

 

 Alliteration – the repetition of speech sounds in a sequence of connected words 

 Allusion – a reference to a well-known person, place or event. Allusions may be concrete 

or abstract, referring to particular persons or things, or to generalized experience 

 Antithesis – contrast or opposition in the meanings of contiguous phrases 

 Assonance – repetition of vowel sound, especially in stressed syllables 

 Exhortation – emotional appeal designed to encourage, motivate or incite 



 Hyperbole – bold overstatement used to express strong feeling or produce a strong 

impression 

 Interrogation – asking a question as a way of making a person reconsider his or her 

wrongdoing 

 Invocation – the act of invoking or calling upon God 

 Irony – the pointing out of an incongruity between reality and appearance  

 Metaphor – a word or phrase denoting an action or thing is transferred to a different 

action or thing 

 Petrarchan conceit – detailed, imaginative comparisons applied to the object of one’s 

affection 

 Prosopopea – representing an abstract quality or idea as a person or creature 

 

Once performers understand the inner life and master the playing of their Young Lover 

prototype, an understanding of operatic scoring and playing style enables the actor to bring 

authenticity to the larger-than-life playing style of the Commedia dell’Arte form. 

 

Operatic Scoring for the Young Lovers 

 

“If music be the food of love, play on; Give me excess of it…” (Shakespeare’s 

Twelfth Night, Act I, Scene i) 

“Music lives only in Italy.” Stendahl (Barzini 47) 

 

A clear link exists between the performance of the young lovers in the Commedia dell’Arte and 

early operatic performance. Interestingly, the origin of both the Young Lovers and opera can be 

traced back to the humanist poets and philosophers of Tuscany. Allardyce Nicoll (A Company of 

Masks, Opera News, vol.29, no. 10. 16. Jan 1965) expanding on the work of Nino Pirrotta, 

(Commedia dell’Arte and Opera, Musica Quarterly, vol.41: 305-324. 1955) suggests that “the 

Commedia dell’Arte  had created many of the conditions necessary for [opera’s] acceptance.” 

This is a logical conclusion when you consider the fact that central to young lover dialogues are 

aria-like soliloquies, excessive displays of emotion, and a larger-than-life operatic playing style. 

The following terminology used to score opera readily applies to young lover soliloquies and 

dialogues. 

 

 

TEMPO TONE DYNAMISM EXPRESSIVENESS 



Adagio – Slowly with 

Expression 

Forzando – Forced, 

Strongly Accented 

Animato – Animated, 

Spirited 

Affanato – Sad, Distressed 

 

Adagietto – Slightly Faster 

than Adagio 

Incalzando – With 

Warmth and Fervor 

Bravura – With Daring 

Virtuosity 

Affettuoso – Tender 

 

Moderato – Medium 

Speed 

Legato – Bound, Smoothly 

Connected 

Bravure – Exaggerated, 

Rhetorical 

Amabiale – Amiable, 

Gentle 

 

Allargando – Broadening, 

Retarding 

Marcando – Marked with 

Emphasis 

Plus Mosso – More 

Movement 

Amabiale – Amiable, 

Gentle 

 

Slargando – Gradually 

Slower 

Pieno – Full Crescendo – Gradually 

Louder 

Ardore – With Warmth, 

Ardor 

 

Morendo – Dying Away Portamento – Sliding tone 

to tone 

Poco a Poco – Little by 

Little 

Dolce – Sweet 

 

Staccato – Short Breaks 

entre Notes 

Pianissimo – Very Soft  Decrescendo – Gradually 

Softer  

Doleno – Sorrowful 

 

Allegro – Lively, 

Animated  

Sforzando – Strongly 

Accented, Forced 

Diminuendo - Diminishing Sentimento – Sentimental 

 

Vivace – Animated Faster  Sotto Voce – Quietly, in 

an Undertone 

Brilliante – Sparkling, 

Showy 

Sentito – Expressive 

 

Accelerando – Gradually 

Faster 

Spiccato – Separated, 

Detached 

Risoluto – Firm Spiritoso – Spirited 

 

Affretando – Hurrying Squarci – With Full 

Volume 

Ardito – Boldly Glocoso – Playful, 

Humorous 

 

Doppio – Twice as Fast Tenuto – Sustained, Held 

Full Volume 

Furiouso – Furious, Wild Nobilement – Grand, 

Lofty 

 

Veloce – Greatly 

Increasing Speed 

Troppo – Too Much Brio – Fiery Vago - Dreamy 

 

Velocissimo – With Great 

Velocity 

Forte – Loud Maestoso – Majestic Religioso – Devotional 

 

Spiritoso – Spirited 

 

Mezzo Forte – Moderately 

Loud 

Strepitoso – Boisterous Calma – Quiet 

 

 

With an understanding of character inner and outer life, comedy technique and operatic playing 

style, it’s time to look at the young lovers from an archetypal perspective and understand their 

dramatic journey. Understanding these two elements brings greater resonance to a performance 



and enables the actor to take the audience on a transformational journey of self-realization and 

communion.  

 

The Lover Archetype 
 

“The Lover is the archetype of vivid, spontaneous and channeled Libido.” 

(Moore 1993: 135) 
 

Though Commedia dell’Arte young lovers were often portrayed as childish and immature, their 

journey represents a universal rite of passage that needs to be understood in a larger evolutionary 

context. Commedia dell’Arte lovers are more than cartoon characters. They are mythic 

archetypes working through fantasies and conflicts in the pursuit of sacred love. Central to the 

young lovers’ quest is their belief that each human being has a soul mate, someone destined to be 

their partner, someone with whom they can experience wedded bliss and eternal fulfillment. But, 

as Kierkegaard notes: “Perfect love means to love the one through whom one became unhappy” 

(Auden 1966: 201). As young lovers see one another’s insecurities, flaws, and inherent egotism, 

their childlike fantasies of love are shattered and they are made miserable by what they believe to 

be the death of love. Yet it is the destruction of their fantasy that gives them an opportunity to 

see the whole of one another and find an intimate connection they will need if they are to survive 

long enough to raise the next generation of young lovers. 

 

Dramatic Journey 

In any good story the hero grows and changes, making a journey from one 

way of being to the next: from despair to hope, weakness to strength, folly 

to wisdom, love to hate, and back again. It’s these emotional journeys that 

hook an audience and make a story worth watching. (Vogler 1992: 17) 

 

The catalyst for the young lovers’ dramatic journey is the life force and interpersonal dynamism 

generated by the shared fantasy of “true” love. This energy enables the lovers to respond to 

changing given circumstance, overcome obstacles, gain insight into themselves and the world 

around them, and learn life lessons they will need on their next journey. Though we laugh at 

their dilemmas and overreactions, Commedia dell’Arte young lovers are experiencing the same 

emotions and motivated by the same hopes and fantasies that have motivated all young lovers.  

 

The journey of young lovers incorporates elements of both myth and drama, including inciting 

incident, fantasy or vision, encounter, trial, reversals, rising action, sacrifice, climax and 

resolution. We can chart their journey by breaking down a scenario into beats and assigning each 



beat an evocative title that captures that beat’s essential action or theme. Reviewing the list of 

beat titles gives the actor a clear picture of the twists and turns and overall emotional arc of a 

scenario: 

 

Love Awakened 

Intoxicating Feelings  

A Match made in Heaven 

Flirtation or Betrayal 

Recrimination and Blame 

Lovers No More 

Bitterness and Loss 

Brooding Melancholy or Hopeless Despair  

An Overture of Reconciliation 

A Heartfelt Appeal 

Hope Revived  

Contrition and Forgiveness 

Romance and Rapture 

An Unexpected Trial 

Threatened by Outside Forces 

All is Lost 

Devising a Plan 

A Glimmer of Hope 

Divine Intervention 

Love Conquers All 

Lovers United 

A Communion of Souls 

 

 

The Mythic Journey of Young Lovers 
 

“…the soul cannot exist in peace until it finds its other…” (Campbell and Moyers 1988: 198) 

 

Young lovers embark on a mythic interpersonal journey that, if successful, corrects a basic 

opposition between female and male and unites the two lovers in a sacred marriage. Supernatural 

forces play a critical role in this shared rite of passage and, according to Jung, “…the feeling that 

some supra-personal force is actively interfering in a creative way…in accordance with a secret 

design” (Jung 1964: 162). Jung believed that “it frequently takes a special crisis in [the lovers’] 



lives to make them understand it” (Jung 1964: 134). Schopenhauer described the ritual as the 

merging of an objective event – the two individual journeys - and a shared subjective event – 

love. He believed “that both kinds of connection exist simultaneously, and the selfsame event, 

although a link in two totally different chains, nevertheless falls into place in both, so that the 

fate of one individual invariably fits the fate of the other…” (Jung 1970: 12).  We see the forces 

of fate made manifest in Perrucci’s Dialogue of Disdain and Reconciliation: 

She: What spell holds me back? 

He: What unknown power hinders me?  

(Perrucci 1699: 125) 

 

Unconscious forces also lead them to play a dual role in the scenes. In Perrucci’s Dialogue, the 

young lover knows unconsciously that s/he must play the role of The Young Lover, appealing 

and accusing, demanding and rejecting, and ultimately overcoming threats and obstacles after 

testing the mettle of a bond that s/he knows must be strong enough to weather the trials of 16
th

 

century life. Somewhere amidst their impassioned soliloquies; their yes-and-no, act-and-

overreact duet; young lovers realize that – in the space between his eyes and hers – lives a truth. 

They share a destiny. Though they may resist the bold acknowledgment of love, their 

stichomythic battles are leading them inexorably to a precipice, a climactic trapeze leap, an act of 

bravery in a dramatic high-wire encounter that, if reciprocated, will seal their bond, change their 

lives, and place them firmly on destiny’s path. In the audience, spectators mirror the invisible 

neural impulses that they sense in the lovers onstage, so if actors onstage believably capture the 

experience of love, then spectators in the audience will re-experience what they felt when they 

first “played” the role of lover. So, although we make fun of their courtship rite, young lovers 

remind us of a time when we were first transformed by love. But the crises of Commedia 

dell’Arte young lovers must seem real and their struggles genuine for their journey (and our 

experience of their journey) to be transformational.  

 

 Love is indeed a wondrous master, Sir, 

Whose teaching makes us what we never were, 

And under whose miraculous tuition 

One can suddenly change one’s disposition. (Act III, Sc. 4) 

(Moliere, Trans.Wilbur 1971: 77) 

 

If the young lovers knew that – as was the case in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 century – by the time they 

were thirty they would be aging Pantalones and Pantalonas watching their children fall prey to 

the same forces that felled them, they might not succumb as readily. As Luigi Barzini reminds 

us, “…behind the skillful performances, real life…can be sordid, tragic, and pitiless...a mortally 



dangerous game…always difficult” (Barzini 1964: 101). Love is dangerous. It exerts its 

mysterious sway upon us and defines the course of our lives, at times, against our will. Once the 

young lovers have been formally wedded, they will reckon with the harsh realities of life, but 

they mustn’t know that plague is rife, most children die in infancy, and what initially attracted 

them to one another will fade away in short order. They must not have time to think beyond a 

heart-throb or question their heartfelt conviction. Whether they are deluded by destiny or 

unconsciously co-conspiring with some divine force, it matters not. Lovers will continue to play 

the role of lovers, onstage and off, or life will not go on. Indeed, the actors must play their parts 

with heartfelt conviction in order to inspire and re-inspire our belief that love conquers all. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Looking back two millennia, the integration of young lovers alongside the masked stock 

characters of early Roman farces created a more integrated and humanistic form of comedy that 

evolved into the Commedia dell’Arte. As troupes were embraced by rich patrons and a more 

diverse audience, scenes and plays of young lovers became more meaningful and more complex, 

addressing issues of intimacy, autonomy, and identity. Scenarios performed by Commedia 

dell’Arte troupes were witnessed by Shakespeare, Lope De Vega, Moliere, Farquhar and 

Marivaux, all of whom went on to write plays where young lovers addressed moral and ethical 

issues that went far beyond anything seen in early Commedia dell’Arte scenarios. Many of these 

same plots and prototypes have been adapted and passed down from generation to generation in 

countless plays, films, operas, and ballets. We find variations on Commedia dell’Arte young 

lovers in an astonishing range of work, from Les Liaisons Dangereuses to Barefoot in the Park, 

Madame Butterfly to Cinderella, and Giselle to Disney’s Brave. As the world changes so does 

our view of young love and the way in which it is depicted. It may be difficult to see a 

connection between Pyramus and Thisbe, Frankie Avalon and Annette Funicello, and Robert 

Pattinson and Kristen Stewart, but they are all young lovers who faced trials in different cultures 

at different points in time. Though the canon of dramatic literature is filled with young lovers 

who meet tragic fates, tragedy has no place in the lives of young lovers in the Commedia 

dell’Arte. Though they may be blindsided by complications, thwarted by unforeseen threats, and 

derailed by tragic turns of event, confidants will come to their aid or protectors will arrive at the 

eleventh hour to magically resolve all disputes and renew our faith in love’s ability to overcome 

all obstacles. It is comedy after all. Young sweethearts must be united, physical and divine 

energies must be conjoined, and newlyweds must consummate relationships, bear children, rear 

the next generation of young sweethearts and perpetuate the species. That is their role in the 



human comedy and they must play it with such passion and grandeur that we all long to be 

young lovers again. 
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