The tradition and presence of “Commedia dell’arte” in Hungary

Just like in many other countries the sources of “commedia dell’arte” are connected to a variety of holidays, festivals, fairs, markets where artists, jugglers, actors, comedians, musicians and snake-charmers provided entertainment for the public.
Notices have been found of the battles against the Turkish which were followed by celebrations in case of winning, and an important part of the celebrations was playing the whole battle with actors and making the coffin of the Turkish leader explode.

In the 18th and 19th centuries travelling actors, comedians and musicians were going all around the country to show their performances. They were travelling by carriages, horse-carts in caravans where the cart itself was used as the stage.
Another important root of theatre performances was the religious acting, which most of the time showed the birth of Jesus Christ and other scenes from the Bible. The so called “Nativity play” was performed at people’s houses and in Hungary in little villages it’s still a living tradition at Christmas and Easter times.

The festival of the “Winged Dragon”

Our festival, takes place in Nyirbator, which is a little town of 14 thousand inhabitants in the East part of Hungary. The Winged Dragon street theatre festival was born in 1993. The name “dragon” comes from the symbol animal of the famous historical family the Bathori, because according to a legend one member of this family once killed a dragon only with one sword-stroke.

There are many other legends surrounding this family and each year we set a show to perform one of them. This care about the Bathori family legends brought us a very interesting co-operation with a Slovakian theatre group in 2003.
Some numbers of the festival : each year there are more or less 35-45 groups from all over the world. The spectators can be between 8 and 15 thousand people in 3 days. Regarding the expenses we usually spend between 50 and 80 thousand euros on everything all together.50% of the money comes from the local government of Nyirbator., 30-40% we usually win in funds and 10-20% comes from the entry tickets. They cost 2 euros. 
The place of the festival is around a beautiful little lake, where we create 5-6 appropriate places for performances every year. These “stages” can be found in a church, in a museum garden, in the square, but the most beautiful performing scene is the so called Korona, the Crown, which is a little wooden theatre that we had got made a few years ago. It’s similar to Shakespeare’s Globe theatre, as it’s round, mobile with 250 seating capacity inside. As this is the only closed place there, the performances which require a more intimate atmosphere are set there.

Our festival always starts with a spectacular procession where all the participant actors, comedians, jugglers and musicians walk around the town centre accompanied by loud music to attract everybody’s attention. They stop once, in front of the town hall to get the symbolic key of the town from the mayor, with the responsabilty of taking care of the town for 3 days.

Most of the artists stay there with us throughout all these 3 days as their accommodation is right next to the festival place, so that they live together with the public, eating and drinking together.
To attract more people to the theatre performances we also organise a a huge fair for hand-craft artists, and horse-riding and archery to enrich the programmes.

The closing ceremony of the festival is again linked to the Bathori family, the dragon is burnt over the lake and this final triumph is celebrated with firewoks.   

