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Prologue

Meaning and emotion

This book is about meaning, not the abstract notion discussed in logic, semantic, or philosophy, but in the sense we intuitively understand when we talk of a meaningful experience. This kind of meaning is an emotion rather than a concept. Perhaps, after all, meaning is ultimately grounded in feelings rather than cognition. The pleasure of meeting a challenge, realizing a dream, or solving a problem is what gives meaning to our life. Understanding a word, a sentence, and others’ intentions; discovering patterns and connections; fulfilling immediate goals and long-term plans, all these moments cause us to feel that life makes sense. The circus is a crucible in which such meanings are forged, experienced, and shared with intense acuity by both the artists and their audience.

Therefore, the main focus of this book will be the people who make the circus what it is: an extraordinary human achievement of extreme skill and courage. They are artists in the full sense of the term, both as creators and interpreters. Their art is ephemeral and precarious as it depends on the unique synergy of a multitude of physical and mental capacities. Time is the wild animal they ride, always on the brink of collapse. It is also a ferocious beast ever ready to snap and claw. Circus artists are supported by a trade rife with hazards. The meaning of the circus refers also to the sense it makes for the outsiders, the spectators who are drawn to experiencing again and again the thrill, beauty, and awe of its performances. Many are irresistibly attracted to its magic like a magnet. This book is also about falling in love, for better or worse, with the circus as an intoxicating art, a constantly renewed source of meaning.

Circus acts are indeed works of art produced by a creative process and aimed at causing a range of pleasures from mere fun to extreme relief. Conception, innovation, training, staging, and performing are distinct stages in their development, often simultaneous rather than successive. But there is more: the process never stops because every performance, day after day, requires the constant mobilizing of all the human resources on which the re-creation of the act depends. More than anyone else, circus artists relentlessly struggle in the grip of an open-ended game.

This book endeavors to explore circus acts from the point of view of the artists themselves. It will probe the vital interface they maintain with their human and animal partners, and with the tools of their trade: ropes, cables, bars, ladders, balls, clubs, hoops, chairs, pedestals, whips, and the like. Much attention will also be paid to the ways in which they experience their audience. The public is their other half, their lifeline, and their mirror.

My ultimate goal is to give a voice to circus artists and to deepen the understanding and appreciation of their work by their spectators. Therefore, this book is addressed primarily to the public at large, both those who love the circus and those who criticize this form of popular entertainment. Circus breeds a double-edged fascination, at times verging on fanaticism, like a religion.

In my previous books, Circus and Culture (1976), Semiotics at the Circus (2010), Circus as Multimodal Discourse (2013), and The Semiotics of Clowns and Clowning (2015), I have described circus performances as they appear to the audience, displays of special actions that captivate our attention and trigger our emotions. These acts unfold in a few minutes packed with information that engages all our senses and the resources of our minds. They offer as much to perceive and understand as to feel and be moved. A circus act is like any work of art we may think of. It is dramatically organized, self-contained like a musical piece, choreographed like a ballet, colorful like a painting, and plastic like a sculpture. It is also fundamentally played out as a game of chance whose outcome is uncertain until we can relieve our anxiety and succumb to our enthusiasm in a loud, collective applause, often with involuntary tears in our eyes. The temporal depth of this art over the past two centuries has been perceptively and empathetically documented, notably by Peta Tait (Tait 2005, 2011, 2016).

Like a master’s portrait, a poem, or a piece of music, a circus act can be revisited again and again. Instant recording now makes this possible. What is missing in these replays, though, is the vibrant presence of the circus. The open-endedness of life itself is absent from a video. We know that the act has already ended well. “Revisiting” here literally means attending again the live show. It will never be exactly the same act in every detail but the esthetic integrity of its technical and emotional dynamic will be re-experienced anew. It cannot be revisited forever, though: time is of the essence in this ephemeral art. By chance or by necessity, circus acts enjoy limited life spans.

Circus art is unique because of its immediacy: its substance is the human body as both the subject and the object of its creations. There is no physical or temporal distance between the artist and her or his work. It is a totally embodied art. All the instruments that may be used to play the act are attuned to the corporal proportions of the artists. They are empowering extensions of their bodies. The aerial acrobat and her swinging trapeze form an organic whole embedded in the world of universal gravity, the formidable force she confronts and challenges.

Muenster, April 16, 2015. The first international conference on “Zirkuswissenschaft” (science of the circus) is taking place in this German university town. It has been organized by Franziska Trapp from the Department of Communication Studies. The day before, the opening ceremony was held in the city’s imposing historical castle, where the university is now located, but today we are under the big top of a small contemporary circus, Le Cirque Bouffon, a French company that is touring Germany and has pitched its tent between a fairground and the university.

The woman who is now standing on the podium in the center of the ring is Sandy Sun, a former trapeze artist who was still a star of circus and cabaret programs a decade ago. She now trains young people who want to learn the art and enter the trade. I never saw her perform but, over the years, Sandy Sun’s name had often come up in conversations with other circus artists. She had the reputation of being among the best of her generation in this demanding specialty: a solo, untethered trapeze act high above the ground. Her voice betrays the self-confidence of high achievers with a hint of nostalgia when she comments on the videos of her act that are projected on the screen. Her poise and composure reveal how comfortable she is with her body. She conveys the feeling that she owns the space around herself and she commands our attention with natural, unassuming authority. Acrobats spend their life managing their balance and their breathing within the constraints of gravity. The frame of the trapeze holds them above the ground but their art consists of pushing the limits at the threshold of the fall. They just do not hang up there. They negotiate aerial life through the power of their grip and the timing of their muscular contractions. When their trapeze swings back and forth, they convey to their public a sense of inebriating freedom.

[image: ]

FIGURE 1 Sandy Sun, hanging from the trapeze bar with her bare heels and straightened legs. Photo credit: Jean-Noël Ferragut.

Late at night, after the performance of Cirque Bouffon, the only place that is still open on a deserted street is an Italian restaurant. The kitchen is already closed, though, but the mustached, jovial owner welcomes our small group and we dine on almond cookies with enough bottles of Chianti to quench our thirst and open our hearts. Sandy likes the idea of this book, which is still a vague project of mine. Her enthusiasm is the push I need to start thinking seriously about what was so far a mere idea. There are many things she would like to convey to the public. Circus artists have no voice of their own. The media cast them in stereotypical images and dead metaphors. She plans to write her own memoirs, someday. We evoke the videos of her act she had shown earlier in the day. I tell her that I have been struck by her dignity when she was ascending the rope to reach her trapeze or standing on the bar in full swing before jumping and catching the trapeze with her feet. We will meet Sandy Sun again in the pages of this book. That evening, she disclosed the memory of an intense moment in her career, the day when suddenly, high above the ring, in Berlin, she lost all feeling in the hand that was grasping the bar as she was going to turn around under the trapeze and ascend to the safety of the ropes. Her life was truly hanging from that hand. “I started talking to my hand, telling it that it should keep gripping whether I felt it or not. It had no choice. I had to survive. It could not abandon me so soon. Of course, nobody in the public noticed what was happening up there. Eventually, I was able to complete the trick and regain my sitting position on the bar and go on to the next exercise.”
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FIGURE 2 Sandy Sun: body calligraphy in space. Photo credit: Kathleen Blumenfeld.

Circus is the realm of chance encounters. The artists who appear in this book have not been deliberately selected. Our paths just happened to cross in a variety of circumstances. At times, bonds were formed on the fly. Nomadic cultures are by essence fluid and haphazard. Most often, my attention was caught by the quality of their performance and I endeavored to later connect with them on a personal level. But, on other occasions, the first contact occurred independently of their act, meeting them through friends or just under the force of an impulse, a kind of magnetic attraction. Seizing that thread sometimes led me to discover the unexpected perfection of their performance in the circus arena or high above the ring. We laughed together when I mimicked the journalists who routinely ask them: “Is it really dangerous what you do?” Or: “how does it feel to travel all the time?” They resent being treated as freaks rather than artists.

Cirque Bouffon has invited the speakers from the Zirkuswissenschaft conference to their evening performance. We were all assigned a seat on the front row. Surrounded by colleagues, locked into an academic lot seated in plastic armchairs, I soon feel restless. At the first blackout I escape and climb to a sparsely occupied bleacher in the opposite direction. A juggler jumps into the ring and starts his virtuoso act: quickly throwing and catching what looks like white tennis balls, he displays all the figures of the art with a calculated increase in complexity. What is striking is the choreography. His juvenile body undulates, merging his juggling with the tempo of the music, on the verge of fluid, harmonious contortions. He does not know yet that he is sublime. I am moved to tears, submerged by esthetic and sensual emotions. I clap my hands until my palms hurt. In such moments we all tend to share our feelings. I turn toward my neighbor on the bleacher, a young man who has followed the act with noticeable intensity. “What a beautiful act! Is it not?”—“Yes indeed! His name is Jimmy Gonzales. He is my friend.” We soon start chatting. François Bouvier is a tight-wire walker from Québec who, this year, performs in Europe. He drove from Hamburg to Muenster to meet Jimmy and his wife before moving to the U.K. as he has been hired by a Welsh circus company. I will try
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