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Figure 1 Alain Robba, 1962. Author’s archives

November 2019. The old battered shoebox at the back of the top shelf has gathered dust. It bears a date: 1962. This is the year I left France and the Bouglione circus to take up an academic position in Toronto. This is also the year the book I had written on behalf of the wild animal trainer Firmin Bouglione, Le Cirque est mon Royaume [Circus is my Kingdom] appeared in print. Shuffling through the contents of the box, mostly old letters and papers that once were meaningful to me, I come across a glossy photograph that has not faded. A name springs out with my breath: “Alain Robba!”. Almost sixty years have gone since Alain had given me this portrait of himself stepping out of his caravan a few days before I was due to leave. Now, suddenly a huge gap opens in my life, a story that started but was cut short. The clear memory of the beginning had been at once revived in my memory, but like a book whose pages would have been torn off after the first chapter, that story would, for ever, stay both unwritten and unread. I jump to the Internet and google his name only to find his obituary that had appeared in a local press a year earlier.

We had met at the circus when I was a part of the team manning the entrance of the traveling zoo. He was a cousin of the Bougliones and we had instruction to give free access to family members, a category that apparently applied to all Gypsies. Friendship had instantly clicked. After the end of the season, our paths crossed again by chance on the Boulevard de Montparnasse close to the room I was renting on Avenue de l’observatoire. I showed him the book that was fresh from the press and we decided to promote the sales through his own family circus that was running at the time as Zoo Circus. My publisher agreed to print their program free of charge with a full-page picture of the book. The circus of the Robba family was then a small outfit that was touring Paris’s southern suburbs. The itinerary was not firmly set in advance but Alain had given me a telephone number through which I could always find out where he was.

On my way to Canada, my briefcase was stolen and I lost what was then the most precious asset of a young man on the move: my address book. Life went on. Events kept crowding my days and nights. The year 1962 was drowned in the sea of oblivion. Deep, on the bottom, though, a name was longing to resurface.
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Figure 2 Firmin Bouglione (1905–80): A pose among his wild animals on the cover of his memoirs, Le Cirque est mon Royaume [The Circus is my Kingdom] published in 1962.
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Overture

Themes and Variations

Introduction

In spite of its ominous title, this book is a hopeful attempt to document and illustrate the immemorial art of the traveling entertainers, Gypsies, and others, who brought through the centuries, if not the millennia, a measure of dreams and rapture in the midst of the often dreary, uneventful lives of sedentary populations. We have, indeed, reached a point when we may ask: can the circus in its primal nomadic form that welds humans and animals in a common destiny survive the onslaught of worldwide social and cultural transformations, and the toxic political atmosphere created by its detractors?

This book is divided into four parts, each one focusing on a fundamental aspect of traditional circus culture. Although there are many cross-references in the volume, the parts can be read as self-contained installments, somewhat like listening to separate symphonic movements without losing sight of the whole structure. The first part is devoted to the nomadic minority that has fostered the circus arts for countless generations: the Gypsies and other travelers. The second part addresses in depth the controversial issues that are raised nowadays concerning the use of animals in entertainments. The third part examines the contemporary status of the clown and its evolution in a social context that questions biases and exclusionary behaviors in the population at large. It asks: Can clowns survive as an accepted cultural institution in the age of inclusiveness and political correctness? Finally, the fourth part discusses the semiotic treatment of the body in circus performances: How do ostentation, objectification, and seduction fare in the context of contemporary legal standards and the flood of virtual images. The underlying theme in all these parts will be the tension between the ineluctable evolution of meaning-making systems and the struggling resilience of an institution rooted in the deep past of the human kind. This reflection will focus on the serious existential threats that these social, cultural, and technological transformations represent for the traditional circus in its modern form as it has flourished during the previous two centuries.

Whence and Whither the “Traditional” Circus?

The origins of the circus in Europe can be traced back to nomadic minorities that spread westward over long periods of time from the Asian subcontinent. The “traditional” or “classic” circus, as it is sometimes called nowadays, refers to a form of ritualistic entertainment that combines animals, acrobats, and clowns. The display of trained domestic and wild animals was indeed one of the assets of the trade of these itinerant performers in addition to acrobatics, playing music for special occasions, and providing other services in which they had acknowledged expertise such as basketry, metal and wood work, horse husbandry and training; as well as begging, fortune telling, casting or removing spells, and selling lucky charms and herbal medicines. These latter activities were frowned upon as forms of deviance by civil and religious authorities which periodically repressed their perpetrators with extreme violence.

On the other hand, the commodities and the crafts provided by
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