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MICHAEL COOPER 
THE MASKED MARVEL 

 
ABOUT MICHAEL COOPER 

Since receiving his B.A. in Peace Studies from Goddard College and completing six years of theater 
training with Tony Montanaro in Maine and Etienne Decroux in Paris, Michael has spent the past twenty 
years crisscrossing the country and performing over 8,000 times for audiences of every age and 
description.  His credits include performances at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the Eugene O’Neill 
Theatre, the Richmond Children’s Festival, the Mayfair Festival in Pennsylvania, the Love Affair Festival 
in Georgia, Boston First Night and special family theater events across the United States.  Michael’s 
movements range from lyrical to madcap.  His original masks and stilt characters are truly mythic in their 
dimensions.  
 

THE PROGRAM 
Michael Cooper’s one-man show is indeed a celebration of life!  Taking up to three hundred hours to 
produce a single paper , cloth or wooden mask, Michael has elevated this most ancient of theater crafts to 
the level of a fine art.  Exquisite masks, skilled illusion and captivating stories told in prose, poetry and 
silent mime are certain to please everyone.  The program is designed to encourage creativity, compassion 
and a greater sense of self-worth.  Laughter, audience participation and a humorous and energetic style 
captivate young and old alike. 
 

PRE-SHOW ACTIVITIES 
Masks are FUN!  Everyone loves to play “dress up.”  Halloween is one of our favorite holidays.  Why?  
Becoming another person or animal gives both children and adults a freedom seldom found in the regular 
world.  Along with the body and the voice, masks are one of the oldest and most important tools in 
theater.  Masks allow a performer, like Michael, to play many different characters.  They also add color 
and beauty to a performance.  Masks make the stories come alive.  Michael also uses movement in his 
performance.  How does movement add to help make the stories become more real?  Tell (or have your 
students tell) a story to the class using no movement or gestures.  Then tell the same story with 
movements.  How is the story better? 
 

POST SHOW ACTIVITIES 
·  Look at pictures of masks from other cultures: Africa, Native America, Northwest Coast Indians, 

Bali, Japan, Ancient Greece, etc. 
·  Using the study guide and bibliography, help children to make paper masks.  Discuss what other 

materials can be used to make masks: wood, leather, papier mache, paper, rubber, plastic and cloth. 
·  Practice some new movements that Michael showed in his performance: finger ripples, head isolation, 

sitting, leaning, etc. 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 

This guide has been prepared for educators who, along with their students, will be attending performances 
of MICHAEL COOPER.  MICHAEL COOPER is one of the United State’s foremost mask makers and 
performers.  This guide is an introduction to his work.  Teachers will find an interesting history along 
with simple masks to make.  There is also a comprehensive bibliography.  
 
This guide is written to the teacher.  It is hoped that each teacher will be inspired to reinterpret the 
enclosed information for their appropriate grade level.  Whether teaching primary grades or upper level 
students, teachers will have the opportunity to investigate (along with their students) new, educational and 
exciting projects and activities that will be lots of fun! 
 
Teachers are permitted to copy any or all pages of this guide for their classroom use. 



06/06 

 
3

 
A SHORT HISTORY & DESCRIPTION OF MASKS  

 
People have been making masks for at least 10,000 years.  The first ones were probably animal masks 
made from the skin, bones and teeth of real animals.  They were most likely used to re-enact the stories of 
great hunts, to scare away sickness and disease and as objects of worship.  And, like most masks 
throughout history, they would have been highly regarded and kept in secret and sacred places. 
 
Today, when masks have little importance to most people beyond Halloween or an occasional costume 
party, it is hard to understand that at one time they were among the most important objects a family or 
community could possess.  Worn during ceremonial dances and story telling, these elaborate “false faces” 
helped to celebrate the blessings a community had received, to pass on its history and beliefs, to coax and 
sometimes scare young people into proper behavior and to mark important events such as births, 
marriages and the changing of the seasons.  
 
Many cultures have used masks.  To name a few, masks have played a central role in the art and religion 
of Africa, Japan and Bali.   Perhaps no where have masks held a higher position or have been more 
skillfully and powerfully made than in North America by the Eskimos, the Kwakiutl and other native 
people of the Northwest Coast.  Boldly carved in cedar wood, richly colored and topped off with 
headpieces of grass and feathers, many of these works of art were made with movable eyelids, beaks and 
jaws.  Their lips and eyebrows were often covered with copper and their eyes were sometimes inlaid with 
shell.  The most magnificent of these creations were the transformation masks, where an outer face would 
suddenly swing open to reveal another face, which in turn might split apart to uncover still a third.  
Expertly manipulated by skilled dancers, one can imagine the power of these masks as they swayed and 
flickered in the fire light and magically transforming before the onlookers’ eyes. 
 
To the ancient Greeks, theater, oratory and sculpture were the most important arts; and their clay canvas 
and stone masks were the ties that bound these disciplines together.  As a story device they empowered a 
single actor to play many parts simply by changing masks.  The expressions of the masks were not totally 
fixed, but seemed to change and reveal more with each new tilt and turn. 
 
Masks were widely used in the bawdy Roman plays and the refined and beautiful Noh Theatre of Japan.  
In Britain, during the Middle Ages, wildly disguised “mummers,” in a precursor to today’s Christmas 
caroling or Halloween trick or treating, went from door to door demanding to be let in for fun and games.  
In Medieval France there existed the infamous “Feast of Fool’s” an annual holiday when priests and 
church members would take a holiday from their beliefs and cavort in devilish papier mache masks called 
“larvae,” so named for their metamorphic qualities.  Commedia dell ‘arte, the great improvisational 
theater of Renaissance Italy, made use of the leather half masks, which gave a player’s upper face a 
distinct character while allowing him to joke and grimace with this exposed mouth and jaw. 
 
Today, the mask is not widely used outside of a few festivals and theaters.  The most important of these is 
the Bread and Puppet Theater, whose founder Peter Schumann is the great mask artist of this century.  
Besides touring the world with his stories of protest and hope, he produces extravaganza where audiences 
can sit and watch masked performers and then turn to see a twenty foot mask/puppet float out of the 
woods to dance and tell its story.  As Schumann’s work demonstrates, the mask still retains much of its 
original power and potential.  After all, to entertain by covering and uncovering the face is instinctual.  
Just watch any baby.  The mystery of the hidden face and of the mask that hides it, with its strange power 
to reveal what it conceals, continues to hold us in its sway. 
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