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FOREWORD


When I was a teenager, I discovered the thrill of watching professional dancers who seemed to move and fly effortlessly over the stage while spinning amazing tales by their actions. I remember always leaving a dance performance with a light heart as if some of that grace and beauty had been bestowed upon me. In London in the 1960s, tickets to watch the Royal Ballet at Covent Garden were inexpensive and I was encouraged to attend by a friend who had worked with Dame Ninette de Valois, the founder of the Royal Ballet. There was such richness in that dancing!

Later, as a professional viola player, I worked in many pit orchestras and was able to see the extreme hard work that dancers put into their rehearsals. Situated in the pit, deep under the stage, was aware from the thumps and bangs of the massive amounts of energy the dancers expended in order to make their performances seem light and vivid.

I wandered from the artistic into the academic world of teaching and researching into cognitive psychology. We saw the discovery of what came to be known as “mirror neurons” in the brain around 2010. These are parts of the human brain that are said to activate both when an individual executes a specific motor act– and when the individual observes the same or similar act performed by someone else. I realized that this went a long way to explaining my reaction (and the reactions of many!) to watching dance: simply by watching, the mirror neurons in our brains are exercised in lightness, grace, and beauty. As Mariam writes about the Mongolian Dara-ekhe performance, the expertly controlled languid movements of the dancers convey a spiritual message that echoes in the hearts and minds of the audience.

We are very lucky to have writers like Mariam. She has been able to combine her observations from a discipline of deep participant-observation in Mongolian, Chinese, and the Japanese Lion Dance preparation and training–she after all is an accomplished dancer in her own right– with a wide-ranging scholarly outlook. Her scholarship not only encompasses the historical aspects of contortion dancing, but also investigates the religious and cultural associations within a philosophical perspective.

One theme in her book that is worth noting and following is the balance between technique and cultural value. For me, as a musician, this is a very important theme.

The adoption of contortionist dancing by circuses–and the use of it as a vehicle to display a political message in China as taught rigorously by the Beijing International Art School– emphasizes the technical end of the spectrum. The spectacle value of contortionist dancing has been enriched, as she illustrates, by influences from other disciplines in the entertainment industry. In China, in keeping with the implications of mirror neuron theory, dancers must exhibit extreme perfectionism in their performances to convey the messages of the strength of Socialist culture, of a Chinese national identity, and of the need for control and discipline in the everyday lives of audiences. The image of the circle that is ultimately depicted in the bending of the body symbolizes perfection and is rooted deeply in Chinese philosophy. A Chinese audience will return from such performances imbued with the ideal of the citizen subject in their minds and hearts.

…But there is a “cultural value” end of the spectrum as well, as she illustrates with her description of the Lion Dance in Japan. In Japan, the children are not encouraged to practice eight or more hours a day, as in China, to perfect their techniques. Modern Japanese instructors view with disquiet the supposed practices of trainers of child contortionist dancers in the numerous Kakubei Jishi troupes of the Edo period, with their rigid training regimes and disregard for the well-being of the children. Although some children do attain physically remarkable performances, the approach in Japan is child-centered, and dancers do only what they feel able to do. As a result of demographic changes in Japan, the existence of the Lion Dance tradition is in jeopardy, and Mariam writes of her deep concern with this trend.

Mongolian contortionist dancing perhaps illustrates a midpoint between these two extremes. The Mongolians are a nomadic people, and nomadic people inherently retain as few objects as possible to maintain their lifestyle; and they live in dwellings called Ger in which there is little enough space to throw bodies around. So, contortionists move in spatially restricted dance spaces, allowing audiences to share extraordinary movements in their minds with the dancers. But as Mariam points out, Mongolian contortionist dancers also convey messages in their postures as well as their dress, artifacts, and choices of color: messages that come from deep within Mongolian culture and religion. To the Mongolian mind, these elements speak a language in which non verbal discourses are framed. Symbols and messages do not exist only on pages, they can be read from the displays of the dancers– if the viewer knows the language of these symbols.

I have always been captivated by the image of the great warrior Chinggis Khan who enjoyed watching and sharing Mongolian contortionist dancing with his guests. A man who reached for extremes, who demanded extremes from his skilled horsemen, he would have felt his mind and heart gladdened and encouraged by the displays of dancers who exhibited messages in their dancing of extreme bodily movements and cherished cultural symbols.

Mariam perspicaciously observes that training in Mongolian contortionist dance in the West has concentrated on technique; the rich language of Mongolian culture which speaks immediately to the Mongolian soul is not passed on with any great emphasis. In the West, such adornments are in danger of becoming mere symbols of “orientalism.”

The nomadic life of the Mongolian people means a lack of written and geographic records, so we have no material evidence going back thousands of years–as Mariam shows from the Ancient Egyptian and Greek depictions. Yet, as she points out, for a discipline to flourish, as modern Mongolian contortionist dance has done, there must be deep cultural roots. It was a great pity that Mongolian contortionist dance failed to get into the UNESCO list of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2011. Perhaps Mariam’s monograph, and scholarly research inspired by it will revive an interest in elevating this tradition to the list.

Mariam’s ability to observe and analyze the practice of training and preparation, and to embed this into a scholarly context is outstanding– she certainly straddles metaphorically in an over-split between these two worlds! Her sympathy with the people of Mongolia shows clearly in these pages, and her fond personal depictions of the contortionist dancers and teachers she has encountered in her journeys show vividly that her heart and mind follow her dancer’s body. Contortionism (or “contortionist dance” as I have preferred to refer to it) as she points out is not simply about bodily flexibility, it is a discipline that should be lived. I draw from her account that it should nourish cultural understanding of where we as a species have come from, and to enable us all to see what we are capable of. Our minds and hearts must always join with the graceful but extreme movements of the dancers who have dedicated their lives to convey these messages to us.

Jurek Kirakowski

Senior Lecturer, University College Cork

Cork, Ireland, May 2023
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INTRODUCTION


This paper proposes to examine body contortion in Mongolia, looking specifically at its history, genesis, theory and functions and presents points of discussion regarding its cultural values in Mongolia by considering social and historical aspects. It aims to analyze traditional training and performance methods, as well as the development of contortion styles through an anthropological lens. This ethnographic research considers traditions, symbolism, rituals and shared meanings within the Mongolian society and makes use of primary research methods such as the participant observation triangulated with interviews and informal conversations with local contortion practitioners in Mongolia. This research is further contextualized with Mongolian literature; encyclopedias of Mongolian circus history and folk arts; images, photographs, press releases; as well as public documentation provided by UNESCO regarding the safeguarding and inclusion of Traditional Mongolian Contortion into the UNESCO List of Intangible Cultural Heritage.

The rationale for this paper is the increasing popularity of contortionism, with a growing number of contortion practitioners worldwide. When compared to other performing arts– including other disciplines within the circus– very little has been written about the Art of Contortion. Despite the lack of a contortionism bibliography within the academic field, the author is uniquely qualified to discuss the subject. The author undertook substantial field research in Mongolia between 2013 and 2016, training as a full-time student of contortion, as well as working with contortion coach Nomin Tseveendorj as a participant-observer in a variety of settings. This treatise also builds upon the author’s research in China, Mongolia and Europe and her prior works The Art of Contortionism. An Introduction to and Analysis of Chinese Contortionism in a Historical, Political and Social Context1 and Mapping Contortion in Japan-Part One, Two and Three2.


During her time in China, the author arranged a series of formal and informal interviews with the students of the Beijing International Art School and professional acrobats of the associated China National Acrobatic Troupe. These interviews served as the foundation for aforementioned papers and continue to offer insights when examined through different lenses.

In summation, this paper aims to answer the following questions: What is Mongolian contortion? What is its history, genesis, development and function in Mongolia? Which aspects make Traditional Mongolian Contortion unique and how are they tied to Mongolian culture, society and traditions? Although many cultures around the world show evidence of hyper-flexibility being cultivated in rites or performances, few show the same intricate development as can be found in Mongolia. To comprehend the development of Mongolian contortion, three main figures whose contributions to this art-form were of utmost importance need to be introduced: Madame Tsend-Ayush Togoonchuluun, contortionist and coach, Honored Artist of Mongolia (1958), State Prize Winner (1971) and People’s Artist of Mongolia (1978), first contortionist of the Mongolian State Circus and founder of the first contortion school in Mongolia. Majigsuren Dashpuntsag, contortion coach and second contortionist of the Mongolian State Circus, State Prize Winner (1971) and Honored Artist of Mongolia (1981); and finally, Norovsambuu Budbazar, contortionist and coach, honored with the State Prize (1971), the People’s Artist Award (1980), and awarded Honored Artist of Mongolia (1966). How their contributions shaped the development of Mongolian contortion will be explored throughout this paper.

Contortion or contortionism, broadly defined, is a movement pattern and performance art form in which the performer is bending and twisting his or her body into seemingly impossible positions, with the effect of letting the body appear “boneless”. An extreme level of physical flexibility is necessary and gained over years of daily practice. Nowadays contortionism is usually part of a circus program and is performed to music in front of a live audience. A contortion performance appears superhuman since the extreme body flexibility of the performer exceeds that of the general public.3


Between 2013 and 2015 the author spent eight months over the course of two years in Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia, to conduct short-term field research and to study Mongolian contortion while at the same time being a full-time student at the Beijing International Art School in China. After completion of her studies in China in 2015, she became a full-time student of Nomin Tseveendorj, director of the contortion department at the Mongolian National Circus and Ulaanbaatar Ensemble at the Ulaanbaatar Chuulga Theatre from 2015 to 2016. While in Mongolia, she gained insights into the Mongolian society, the nomadic lifestyle of the Mongolian people and their culture, traditions and customs which seemingly pervade every facet of contortionism. She had the opportunity to visit numerous events that showcased the diversity of Mongolian contortion in different contexts and facets, and was able to visit and train at contortion schools to observe the training curricula and the synergy between teacher and students.

Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia, is characterized by the nomadic lifestyle of the Mongolian people as well as the political impact of the Soviet Union on large parts of the city’s apartment complexes, built in the unmistakable Soviet “Plattenbau” style. The city reflects the numerous transformations this country went through and displays the division between economic growth and nomadic lifestyle, with a modern skyline that surrounds the Sukhbaatar Square in the center of Ulaanbaatar and the city of tents with herds of cattle that extends around the outskirts of the capital. These transformations are not only visible in the city’s appearance. They leaked into the microcosms of the Mongolian society and its customs, traditions and even performing arts such as Mongolian contortion and influenced training development, aesthetics and contortion styles. In the context of globalization, Ulaanbaatar and its economy—including the entertainment industry—are expanding rapidly on the world market. While innovation is necessary to meet the demands of the international entertainment market, with companies such as Cirque du Soleil broadening the market for contemporary contortion acts, it ultimately threatens traditional aspects of the performing arts that are repressed in this fast-growing industry. In an effort to safeguard Mongolian contortion, members of the state circus who advocate for the preservation of the traditional form of Mongolian contortion appealed to the United Nations in 2011 to have Traditional Mongolian Contortion included into the UNESCO List of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Unfortunately, the plea was unsuccessful and has been withdrawn before it could be evaluated by the UNESCO committee4. As a result, this research project is partly motivated by the unfortunate development of the plea and aims to elucidate the cultural values of Traditional Mongolian Contortion by presenting ethnographic data and positioning this art form in scholarly literature. It therefore, presents the following research data collected following best ethnological practice, ethical standards and highest respect to the Mongolian culture and its people.


To provide a clear overview of Mongolian contortion and its development, this paper has been divided into five segments: The genesis of Mongolian contortion, the development of contortion techniques and styles, training methods in Mongolia, the development of aesthetics and, finally, a proposal for the safeguarding of Traditional Mongolian Contortion.


THE GENESIS AND DEVELOPMENT OF CONTORTIONISM IN MONGOLIA


Very little has been recorded about the history and the development of contortion practices in Mongolia, and the following overview is based on what literature and qualitative studies are available. Given the nature of these sources, the information contained therein needs to be interpreted with caution. Both ancient texts and modern surveys require an understanding of possible response biases.

An understanding of the artistic development of Mongolian contortion will be explored in different contexts such as international artistic exchange during the Silk Road era and examines the influence of the Soviet Union that ultimately led to the establishment of the Mongolian circus.

This paper further examines the history of Mongolian contortion in relation to three possible theories regarding its genesis and development and analyzes the function of Mongolian Contortion within the context of each theory. Throughout this paper when referring to Chinggis Khan (Чингис Хаан, born likely 1162), the spelling that is most commonly used in Mongolia was utilized. Notwithstanding, one ought to recognize that there are other spellings, such as Genghis Khan, Genghis, Chingis, Jinghis or Jenghiz. The word for “Mongolian Contortion” is uran nugaralt (уран нугаралт). Nugaralt is the literal translation of bending/folding. When the modifier uran is added in front of a word related to a profession, it means that this person is a professional/or the best at this particular profession. In Mongolia, uran nugaralt is translated to “Professional/Beautiful/Ultimate Bender”.5


During the research process and in interviews with members of the Mongolian circus community numerous narratives on how the Art of Contortion has developed in Mongolia were discovered. Throughout this segment, these narratives are acknowledged and in addition further findings of this research will be examined to refine a feasible theory. This section therefore concludes with three theories about the genesis of Mongolian contortion; the first is a traditionally given one which refers to ancient Mongolian history, the second arises from a consideration of Mongolian contortion as a folk art expression of the Mongolian people perhaps connected to religious performance, and the third arises from evidence about the influence of the Mongolian State Circus on Mongolian contortion with an entertainment centered function. The difference between these three theories is, in the end, one of preferred perspective and orientation; although they may seem to conflict, each theory offers a unique look at the same performing art.

Theory One– Court Performances in the 13th Century

The first theory about the genesis of Mongolian contortion is one that was often introduced during interviews with local contortion practitioners in Ulaanbaatar and it pointed towards the compendium of chronicles Jami’ al-Tawarikh, a history book that was written at the beginning of the 14th century in the Mongol Ilkhanate (a political entity ruled by a khan, a political entity in the southwestern sector of the Mongol empire, ruled by a military leader or ruler, or khan). It was written by Rashid-al-Din Hamadani, born in 1247 in Iran: a statesman, historian and physician who served as court historian and vizier to the Ilkhan court and who expanded the university at Rab’-e Rashidi, which later published the majority of his works. The Jami’ al-Tawarikh, also known as World History, datable to 1314, was produced in the city of Tabriz, the modern-day Iran. It encompasses major events in world history and explores different cultures and countries such as the Mongol and Turkish tribes, the history of the Mongols, starting with Chinggis Khan, but also that of the Indians, Chinese and Franks.6. Some parts of the Jami’ al-Tawarikh have been published in Mongolian history books, stating that Chinggis Khan had a proclivity for watching Mongolian contortion during court performances.


This narrative is popular among Mongolian locals and frequently comes up in conversations about Mongolian contortion and is as well used on cultural websites that introduce Mongolian culture. Mongolian author and blogger Sodnom Ulzee, for example, shares the story of contortionists, performing in court for Chinggis Khan: “The art of contortionism in Mongolia goes back at least to the 13th century. It was a favorite form of entertainment for the mighty Genghis Khan.”7 This theory is so omnipresent that it can be found as well in general media with news agency Reuters stating that Mongolian contortion was developed in the palace of 13th century warlord and national hero Genghis Khan.8 Similar versions of this narrative speak of Mongolian folk dances with emphasis on body flexibility as being one of the emperor’s favorite forms of entertainment. This theory, which finds itself repeated by both practitioners and the public media, is tempting. However, numerous governments have a reputation for manipulating their own history books for the benefit of their agenda, which why this theory should be treated with some caution.


With this first theory, one could argue that Mongolian contortion has a far-reaching history that goes back to the 13th century with its function, as depicted in the narratives presented here, being mainly for entertainment purposes as court performances. It is, therefore, either rooted in folk dance that incorporates elements of body flexibility, or it has already developed into an independent art form by that time, with performances mainly presenting body flexibility. However, other perspectives exist.

Theory Two– Tradition, Nature, Dance and Ritual

The second theory discusses the development of Mongolian contortion in a more recent time frame. In her book “Монголын уран нугаралт– Mongolian Contortion“, Norovsambuu Budbazar, honored with the State Prize (1971), the People’s Artist Award (1980), awarded Honored Artist of Mongolia (1966) and one of Mongolia’s most influential contortion trainers, gives insight into the history and development of Mongolian contortion and enumerates the most prominent contortionists and contortion coaches of her country. Three of the most influential and innovative figures in the history and development of Mongolian contortion since the establishment of the Mongolian State Circus (Монголын Үндэсний Цирк), are Madame Tsend-Ayush Togoonchuluun, Majigsuren Dashpuntsag and Norovsambuu Budbazar (particularly in that order), whose contributions to the art form will be introduced and examined appropriately throughout this paper. Already in the introduction, she emphasizes the importance of dance, music and the preservation of tradition and cultural heritage to the Mongolian people: “Freedom loving, happy people of the land of the blue sky have [a] very ancient and rich historical and cultural heritage. Anyone who watches the traditional dances preserving special features of different national minorities, festivals, melodic songs’s [sic] festival he [sic] thinks that Mongolia is the country of song and music.”9


Perhaps most tellingly, the book cover depicts three female contortionists, a Buddhist Tara (Mongolian: Dara-ekhe), the skylight of a Mongolian yurt (Mongolian: Ger), Mongolian traditional ornaments and a starry sky. The reference to tradition, preservation and music together with the imagery and symbolism, hints how contortion performances in Mongolia are created, how their distinguishing features from region to region are preserved through the present day, and how they are valued and perceived both by the Mongolian society as well as its performing artists, which will be analyzed in passing throughout this article.

In her chapter Mongolian Contortion, Norovsambuu creates a timeline where she divides the development of Mongolian contortion into three periods: Period One describes the history and genesis of Mongolian contortion prior to 1940, listing numerous male and female artists who displayed their body flexibility by dividing them into front and back benders. The 1940s represent Period Two where the concept of circus, including training structures, was first introduced to Mongolia by the Soviet Union, followed by the establishment of the Mongolian State Circus in 1941. Period Three encompasses the development between 1960 to 1980 and catalogs influential and innovative female contortion coaches and their contributions. Comprising the genesis of contortion in Mongolia prior to 1940, she describes the elements of body flexibility in folk arts when contortion in Mongolia has not yet developed into its current form. She asserts that Mongolian contortion is rooted in various traditional Mongolian dances that are performed in different regions of Mongolia with elements of body flexibility and deep back-bends, where dancers kneel and bend back and forth.10 In addition, Norovsambuu lists numerous front and back benders who practiced and performed body flexibility prior to the 1940s and implies that the ability to perform body flexibility has been a widespread skill among the Mongolian population.


If we turn to the failed 2011 appeal, we see details about how the art-form has been preserved and continued. In 2011 the Arts Council Mongolia, together with Norovsambuu as head of a steering committee, appealed to the United Nations to have Mongolian contortion included in the UNESCO List of Intangible Cultural Heritage. The Arts Council Mongolia established the cultural heritage program that focuses on promoting cultural heritage to the general public, improving the preservation of heritage sites, building the capacity of cultural heritage organizations, and transmitting intangible cultural heritage (ICH) to younger generations, assisting Mongolian museums & schools with heritage education curriculum development.11 Together they submitted an introductory video along with photographs of Mongolian contortionists to support the bid. In addition to archival footage of Mongolian contortionists, Norovsambuu introduces in detail the history of contortion in Mongolia:


Contortion admires and recognizes Mongolian women’s beauty and gracefulness. The art form known as Mongolian contortion has developed over a long history of Mongolia. It is considered as one of the traditional performing arts. The early development of Mongolian contortion started back in the 16th and 17th century when the first Mongolian theatre Saran Khukhuu was founded by the great nobleman Dazanravjaa. At this theatre the contortion act was influenced by the rituals and religious rituals as well.… The traditional Mongolian contortion is influenced by traditional Mongolian dance, ornaments, animals, including frog and frown [sic], and rituals such as the fire rituals and so on.12


The footage used in the video displays different groups and solo artists performing contortion poses with a resemblance to animals, Mongolian ornaments and Buddhist images executing for example folded hands and bowing heads. The costume colors, displaying religious themes, are gold and red and the headpieces are similar to those as seen on statues of Buddhist deities.13 Another scene displays the young Norovsambuu as a student of Madame Tsend-Ayush Togoonchuluun, contortionist and coach, Honored Artist of Mongolia (1958), State Prize Winner (1971) and People’s Artist of Mongolia (1978). In the training scene, it appears that Madame Tsend-Ayush is studying traditional Mongolian ornaments and later shares her knowledge with the 9-year old Norovsambuu by using these elements of the ornaments as templates or pattern for the contortion poses. Additionally, footage of folk dancers is shown, who kneel on the floor, performing deep back-bends with their heads touching the floor and who execute complicated arm movements with overextended joints that make their arms, wrists and fingers appear boneless (Figure 1).


[image: Image No. 1]
Figure 1: Performance of the Mongolian National Song and Dance Academic Ensemble showcasing deep backbends during a dance performance at the Mongolian National Theatre (2015/2016). Mongolia. Photograph courtesy of Yargai Galtat


In 2013, filmmaker Pearly Jacobs interviewed Norovsambuu and Nomintuya Baasankhuu, former contortionist and historian for the non-government organization Arts Council Mongolia, regarding the appeal to UNESCO. Here Norovsambuu again specifies the connection of Mongolian contortion to dance and links it to a folk dance called Biyelgee which requires the previously mentioned kneeling on the floor while performing deep back-bends.14


The theory that Mongolian contortion is rooted in religious performances has been supported as well by Madame Tsend-Ayush Togoonchuluun, contortionist and coach, Honored Artist of Mongolia (1958), State Prize Winner (1971) and People’s Artist of Mongolia (1978). Andréane Leclerc, contortionist and graduate from the National Circus School of Montreal, cites Madame Tsend-Ayush with the following:” Contortion came from Mongolia and was used in tsam dances, practiced by Buddhist monks and [performed] in shamanistic practices. It is said that it would be the will to surpass oneself in acrobatic dance which would have given rise to the contortion of today.”15 (Translated from French to English by the author.) Even today, Mongolian contortion performances often incorporate elements of folk dance, spiritual themes and Mongolian folklore. So much so, that an entire section is designated to folk dance in the Encyclopedia of Mongol Circus-70 years of Mongolian Circus. Musicians playing traditional instruments such as the Morin Khuur (horsehead fiddle) usually accompany a traditional contortion performance. In these settings, the contortionist usually wears a traditional costume in colors such as white, sky blue, red or gold together with a headpiece made of the precious materials, arranged in a style unique to the costuming of Mongolian contortionists (Figure 2).


In short, the second theory emphasizes contortionism’s deep connection with Mongolian tradition, nature, dance and ritual. It reflects on the country’s nomadic lifestyle, to cherish women’s bodies and strength, and to preserve the cultural heritage of the Mongolian people. In the following section on the aesthetics and creation process of contortion performances, these elements will be examined more comprehensively. Before this, the third theory remains to be presented.

[image: Image No. 2]
Figure 2: Mongolian Contortionist Urnaa Uranbilleg performing to traditional Mongolian Music. Mongolia. Photograph courtesy of Urnaa Uranbileg


Theory Three– The Establishment of the Mongolian State Circus

Theory one and two are largely based on oral history, qualitative interview data and the statements from our three main figures Majigsuren, Tsend-Ayush and Norovsambuu from their life during the pre-circus era (although Norovsambuu became Tsend-Ayush’s student at the age of nine and inherited her knowledge). Theory three is based on tangible evidence such as archival data, interviews, photographs and video material that provide insight into the development of contortionism starting with the establishment of the Mongolian State Circus. Theory three does not necessarily abrogate the second theory that has been previously discussed.

It should be mentioned that none of these theories have been explored in depth by modern scholars. With the establishment of the Mongolian State Circus however, we have more archival data at hand in form of news articles, photographs and video material that demonstrate the development of contortionism in Mongolia from 1941 onwards, which is a dividing line in material evidence between the first two theories and theory three. Numerous Mongolian contortion practitioners and trainers believe, that Mongolian contortion developed into its current form from the 1940s on, with the installment of the first state circus in Mongolia.

Nomintuya Baasankhuu, historian of the Arts Council Mongolia explains in an interview with Pearly Jacobs that contortion really emerged as a performance act with the establishment of the Mongolian State Circus in 1941, which introduced its first official contortionist, Tsend-ayush (who like most Mongolians at the time used only a single name): “She is the one who really started the first contortion school in Mongolia. Later there was Majigsuren, the second contortionist of Mongolia. With her contortion became enriched, not only with flexibility but also with being strong and being able to balance the body.” In 1958, Norovsambuu joined the circus as a nine-year-old after being spotted by Majigsuren as a potential talent. “All the different techniques we have, different positions and choreographs[sic], really come from these three people.”16


The installment of the state circus was a crucial moment in the history of Mongolian contortion. Enkhbold Chuluunbaatar, assistant professor in the Department of Business Administration and strategic consultant who focuses on management issues of state-own enterprises in Mongolia, including cultural and creative industries, examines in his article Mongolian Circus Industry in the Post-transitional Economy the establishment and the development of the Mongolian State circus:

The former Soviet Union set a turning-point in circus development with the renaissance movement in 1919, setting a standard of circus acts based on the techniques of ballet and gymnastics. Soon after the Soviet government established the world’s first State College of Circus and Variety Arts in 1927 (the school was also known as the Moscow Circus School), the Russian circus emerged as the benchmark of circuses worldwide (“Chronology of Circus,” 2008), resulting in the supremacy of Russian circus in the world’s stage… Not long after Russian circus rose to the world’s acclaim, the spillover effect was strongly felt by Mongolia—the neighboring socialist country—leading to the birth of Mongolian circus. Mongolia was a satellite state that was closely aligned with the Soviet Union since 1921 (Rossabi, 2005). Mongolia was soon introduced to circus in the 1930s. The principal of the Moscow Circus School, Aleksander Voloshin, made multiple visits from 1931 to 1939 to scout Mongolian young talents to be trained in Moscow. In the first batch, 50 talents were selected to receive one-year circus training in 1940. These pioneers returned to Mongolia and established a circus group under the name of Mongolian Circus, with its opening performance in July 9, 1941. Following the inaugural show, a circus training center was founded the next year.17


With this, the circus format and a consistent training concept were introduced by the Soviet Union which lead to the establishment of the Mongolian State Circus in the following years. It also led to a „standardization“ of contortion routines presented on these stages. The third theory therefore, presents clear evidence and a timeline of the development of Mongolian contortion with the installment of a training curriculum from 1940s on and having an entertainment centered function. The introduction of these training concepts heavily influenced how contortionists would train and ultimately perform in the future. With Madame Tsend-Ayush, the first official contortionist and founder of the first contortion school, future contortionists would be instructed through a unified curriculum and training concept.

Having explored the three most prevalent theories regarding the genesis of Mongolian contortion it is crucial to include supplementary historical information to adequately address all possible developments. In past works, the author suggested that the genesis of Chinese contortionism dates back to around 771BCE, the spring and autumn period and the warring state period.18 Although there is some debate amongst today’s scholars, China’s acrobatic history is considered to have originated between 2,00019 and 3,000 years ago20. Furthermore, China established foreign trading through the initiation of ancient networks such as the famous Silk Road from 114 BCE to 1450 CE, which automatically led to cultural and remarkable artistic exchange.21 By 1279 the Mongolian empire had conquered large parts of China and Chinggis Khan had gained control over the Silk Road. Considering the closely intertwined history between China and Mongolia it is feasible that there has been an artistic exchange as well. It would not be the first time China had introduced acrobatic practices to another country. Recordings within one of China’s largest cultural encyclopedias, WapBaiKe, assert that China introduced Sanle, later translated to Sangaku, to Japan in the 8th century. This was a precursor to what we call “circus” today, an artistic endeavor which included displays of juggling, pantomime, dance and acrobatics.22


Theories in Comparison

When taking all these possibilities into account it would bring us back to theory one of the Jami’ al-Tawarikh. Considering all eventualities based on historical facts is crucial to create a complete image. However, scholarly literature on the development of contortion is sparse and in this lie the limitations of this paper.

Coming back to the second and third proposal it is obvious that there is distinct evidence to the third theory and less evidence to the second, but one should not go as far as to abandon the second theory. In his video Body in Motion: Exploring the Art of Contortion filmmaker Sarnai Tessitore argues: “If the art of contortionism once existed in Mongolia it should be evident in historical paintings, drawings or literature. No such proof seems to exist.”23 Nonetheless, written evidence is not the only means to preserve intangible cultural heritage. Tradition does not develop overnight and the fact that Mongolian contortion would have become one of the signature performance art-forms of its country and the international brand that it is today while incorporating cultural aspects of the Mongolian society, solely through the establishment of the state circus and a training curriculum, is questionable. It places too much weight on the influence of imposed Soviet culture: there must surely have at least been an existing predisposition or loose social practice. The development of Russian circus in the USSR and how it influenced the establishment of the circus industry in Mongolia is outlined by Enkhbold Chuluunbaatar and illustrates how it became an instrument in cultural policymaking:


The former Soviet Union set a turning-point in circus development with the renaissance movement in 1919, setting a standard of circus acts based on the techniques of ballet and gymnastics. Soon after the Soviet government established the world’s first State College of Circus and Variety Arts in 1927 (the school was also known as the Moscow Circus School), the Russian circus emerged as the benchmark of circuses worldwide (“Chronology of Circus,” 2008), resulting in the supremacy of Russian circus in the world’s stage. Circus became an even more prominent piece of culture and a point of pride; it played an important role in the development of cultural policy in the Soviet Union. Not long after Russian circus rose to the world’s acclaim, the spillover effect was strongly felt by Mongolia—the neighboring socialist country—leading to the birth of Mongolian circus.24


In contrast, American anthropologist Adrienne L. Kaeppler defines in her article Dance Ethnology and the Anthropology of Dance the development of movement in human societies and their preservation through systems of knowledge:

Structured movement systems occur in all known human societies. They are systems of knowledge– the products of action and interaction as well as processes through which action and interaction take place- and are usually part of a larger activity or activity system. These systems of knowledge are socially and culturally constructed by a group of people and primarily preserved in memory. Although transient, movement systems have structured content; they can be visual manifestations of social relations, the subjects of elaborate aesthetic systems, and may assist in understanding cultural values.25


The passing on of intangible culture through knowledge, folklore, traditions and oral history and social practice is a crucial process to keep cultures alive. In his video, Sarnai Tessitore interviews Majigsuren who clarifies the circumstances of missing evidence in paintings and literature:

Mongolian flexible dance movements were passed throughout many generations, long before the contortionists [as an] individual circus act were established. So, I believe there were contortionists in Mongolia many years ago, just that they were not called contortionists. For instance: A Western Mongolian ethnic dance requires the knees on the ground as the back bends [sic]. Such examples prove that flexible individuals existed in the past.”26


Intangible cultural heritage, as it is passed on from one generation to the next, does not always live on in paintings and literature, it lives on as well in practice and the customs of the people. Although there has not been any evidence in paintings or literature, one has to take into consideration that the Mongolian people lived and, in part, are still living a nomadic lifestyle up until today. Other modern „circus“ disciplines have left evidence all across the globe as they emerged from ancient times. Millennia-old evidence of jugglers exists in the tombs of Egypt as well as on disparate islands in the south Pacific, for example. These cultures had physical homes that they developed, allowing the preservation of images of jugglers– and sometimes their tools.27 Ancient Mongolia, however, left no such monuments to their people and daily practices. The traveling life entails a lot of limitations and enforces a reduction to a minimum of necessary items. I therefore, disagree with the statement that only literature and paintings give proof to a society’s development and argue that there is an embodied evidence that can be seen in the practices of the Mongolian people. A lack of material evidence is not a lack of history. Its function would therefore, serve both as a means to preserve culture and tradition, as well as for entertainment purposes. By exploring the lifestyle of ancient Mongolian nomads, environmental activist and communication strategist Khulan Batkhuyag shares her knowledge on how Mongolian nomads have preserved their intangible heritage while traveling with a minimum of essential items:


I was surprised by how little they owned. At first, I thought it was because they moved about four times a year. […] You only carry what you need. But then I learned there’s a deeper philosophy behind it. Historically, nomads believed that we are only passing through this life, that people come and leave naked, so they believe that there’s no point in building anything that destroys nature or in being greedy for materialistic things when your life expectancy is only less than 100 years. Instead, they invest in tradition, heritage, history and pass it from generation to generation.28


Thus, not only a practical understanding of the nomadic lifestyle is depicted but also a philosophical signification of how traditions and intangible cultural heritage were preserved.

Another important notion that should not be overlooked is the encounter of body flexibility among tribe members in remote regions of Mongolia, who discover their body flexibility independently, as stated in the introductory video for UNESCO:

The biggest contortion center in the North-West area [of Mongolia] is in the city of Erdenet. Many talented, young contortionists continued [sic] to be found in remote regional areas. Despite living nomadic lifestyles largely influenced by urban trends and with limited exposure to the performing and circus arts, these young contortionists have discovered their own natural flexibility and grace. This rare, innate ability is quite remarkable and not often seen anywhere else in the world.29


The accuracy of this statement cannot currently be validated as there are no scholarly papers that analyze Mongolian contortion and its relationship to genetic predisposition. Since the introductory video aims to convince the UNESCO committee to include Mongolian contortion in the UNESCO list of intangible cultural heritage, one could argue that it draws on an idealized image of the unique development of contortion in Mongolia and, therefore, further research would be needed to defend this statement on a scholarly level. The statement, however, if proven to be accurate, could reveal important details regarding the history of contortion, its genesis and development in ancient Mongolia. It also informs us about the far-reaching ability of body flexibility throughout the Mongolian population and further research could illuminate as to why Mongolia has been a melting-pot for body flexibility over the past decades.

All in all, the aforementioned data that has been examined in correlation to the proposed theories offers different outcomes regarding the genesis of Mongolian contortion: Each theory not only has the potential to stand alone, there is also the possibility that these theories are intertwined or partially build on one another. Understanding the limits of material evidence when studying nomadic cultures, one can argue that the final form of Mongolian contortion as we know it today was based on earlier forms and practices of body flexibility that were rooted in folk dance, religion and the depiction of nature. Having been a practitioner of Mongolian contortion herself since 2013 the author had the opportunity to experience the traditional contortion training as well as attending traditional contortion performances firsthand. The connection of the Mongolian people to nature, tradition and religion is undeniable and their day to day life is deeply rooted in traditions that continue to this day to be highly valued and cherished. It seems possible, therefore, that the second and third theory are actually linked and that Mongolia has a history of body flexibility prior to the establishment of the state circus and the introduction of structured training concepts. As there is no anthropological evidence to support the claim at present, the author leaves this question for future researchers to explore. It appears evident that Mongolian contortion is deeply rooted in nature, traditional art forms including music, dance, fine arts (ornaments), spiritual practices (Buddhism and Shamanism) as well as the practice to preserve the legacy of their ancestors in narratives.

It is feasible that traces of body flexibility existed in the past with flexible performers being located all over Mongolia, and that with the establishment of the circus concept a structure was introduced that unified the Mongolian contortionists. Thus, a training and performance concept was installed that gave the Mongolian artists an additional outlet to honor their roots and the stories of their ancestors and to cherish nature in the form of Mongolian contortion.

On the grounds of these observations and participant observations during my training sessions I contend that it is likely that Mongolian contortion developed from Mongolian folk dances and practices of body flexibility into the modern, autonomous circus discipline we see today.

In conclusion, this section aimed to illuminate the genesis and function of Mongolian contortion and proposed three different theories advanced by Mongolian contortionists and historical experts. These theories consider Mongolian contortion to have arisen from one of three places. The first gives credit to court performances for the great Chingghis Khan in the 13th century. The second theory asserts that Mongolian contortionism was rooted in folk dance with elements of body flexibility, religious practices and depictions of nature, and the third theory proposes that Mongolian contortion came into existence with the installment of the circus concept in Mongolia during the 1940s. With this, three of the most influential contortionists in Mongolian history Madame Tsend-Ayush, Majigsuren and Norovsambuu have been introduced in this section and their expertise regarding the genesis and development of Mongolian contortion has been taken into account. Additionally, the appeal of the Arts Council Mongolia together with Norovsambuu as head of a steering committee to have Mongolian contortion included in the UNESCO list of intangible cultural heritage has been examined. Finally, a fourth option was proposed, wherein theories two and three, were combined as a feasible origin of Mongolian contortion in one breath with acknowledging the limitations of this research study due to sparse scholarly literature regarding this art form.

Having explored the historical aspects of Mongolian contortion, the next section will examine the development of training concepts, contortion styles and techniques following the establishment of the circus concept in 1941. In order to fully grasp the evolution of Mongolian contortion, it is imperative to illuminate the contributions of the three main figures of Mongolian contortion in the following section: Tsend-Ayush, Majigsuren and Norovsambuu.


DEVELOPMENT OF CONTORTION TECHNIQUES AND STYLES


The Mongolian State Circus was established in 1941, setting the stage for developments within the Art of Contortion. Having already introduced the three main figures of the art form, Madame Tsend-Ayush, Majigsuren and Norovsambuu, their contributions will be examined by looking at the training concepts, contortion styles and techniques. Archival video material will be drawn upon, supplemented by the author’s training experience in Mongolia when pertinent.

With the import of the circus in the 1940s new training curricula and techniques were introduced to the Mongolian artists. Numerous contortion movements that had already been established and performed internationally by contortionists from for example China, Europe, the U.S. as well as other countries, were introduced to the Mongolian artists through a structured training curriculum designed in the Soviet Union. In her book Монголын уран нугаралт– Mongolian Contortion, Norovsambuu introduces a detailed timeline which will be analyzed throughout this section, that allows the reader to observe the gradual development of contortion techniques and styles and informs about important events in the evolution of Mongolian contortion. In the pages that follow, a variety of seemingly disparate factors will be explored. The country’s traditions, nomadic lifestyle, and geographic isolation each played an important role in the development of contortionism, as well as political influence through the Soviet Union with the establishment of the Mongolian state circus in 1941, and the first contortion school founded by Tsend-Ayush in 1959.

[image: Image No. 3]
Figure 3: Mongolian Contortionist Agiimaa Jargalsaikhan, one of Majigsuren’s last contortion students, practicing the Marinelli Bend, called zubnik (зубник) in Mongolia (2014). Mongolia. Photograph courtesy of Agiimaa Jargalsaikhan.


In her publication, Norovsambuu lists in a timeline different milestones in the development on Mongolian contortionism, where contortion techniques and styles have been performed by local contortionists for the first time in Mongolia, such as the Marinelli bend, called zubnik (зубник) in Mongolia (Figure 3)30, hand balancing, and the balancing of breakable props, such as cups or plates to name a few examples. It also informs us about a significant development in the presentation of this art-form, evolving from the display of figurative gestures of ethnic dances, rituals and folk art to an entertainment centered focus/commodity/premise/specialty.


Current knowledge, however, does not entirely encompass the developments of contortionism in the Soviet Union in the 1930s and 1940s, which makes it difficult to say with certainty which styles of body flexibility or gymnastics, and which techniques and poses have been imported to Mongolia by the Soviet Union, and which were discovered through practice independently during this particular era by Mongolian contortionists. Today, the terms used for contortion poses in Mongolia are a blend of Russian and Mongolian wordage, with some Russian terms supplanting the Mongolian words for even the most basic poses. Poses in Russian language include Chpagat (split), Stoik (handstand), Most (Bridge). Poses with Mongolian names include Gants Gar (one-arm handstand), Buurunhii (triple fold), Jim (push-up/press-up). Shapes that are created with the legs, as well as duo contortion tricks, don’t have specific names and are usually called after the basic contortion position that is performed in the trick.31


In her book, Norovsambuu introduces Tsend-Ayush, Majigsuren and herself as some of the three most influential contortionists in Mongolia, who have invented and established different techniques and styles that are categorized nowadays as classical and Traditional Mongolian Contortion. It is not clear however as to what extent contortion techniques and movements have been invented by these three contortionists, and which have been imported from the Soviet Union.

To name one example: Norovsambuu asserts that Majigsuren was the first contortionist to introduce handstand into the Art of Contortion around 1948…

… [Majigsuren] was the second contortionist to perform her contortion acts in [the] Mongolian circus arena and her second performance was on the 1st of May 1948. She’s the contortionist to perform the Marinelle [sic] bend contortion on the flower stand… and then introduced the posture of handstand into the art of contortion.32


…however, given the limited sources available, we can neither confirm nor deny the statement. At the very least, this passage confirms that a fully-inverted handstand was an exciting innovation within Mongolian contortionism in the late 1940s.

As an artist, innovation and creativity are a prerequisite. When experimenting with one’s own flexibility new poses and figures emerge. Norovsambuu continues to describe the creative process and how Tsend-Ayush reformed contortionism with the establishment of the first contortion school:

Together with her student Norovsambuu she developed the acts of classical contortion contributing to the reformation in the development of Mongolian contortion. Her first performance titled “Flower on Flower” in [the] central circus arena was on 31st of December, 1959. On the 40th anniversary of [the] People’s Revolution, both teacher and the student introduced the brand-new style of contortion and it was the result of their hard work. As the outcome of their artistic search and creativity, they created the equilibrium (balanced) contortion.33


From this, one could interpret that balancing techniques were invented by these artists. However, hand-balancing was a well-established circus discipline around the world at this point. It is likely that others around the world were performing inversions that required great flexibility, but it appears that in the late 1950s, Mongolian contortion masters were combining those two elements independently. What is known is, that Norovsambuu was famous for her contortion pose of balancing a vase with flowers on her head while being in a one-hand contortion handstand where she bends her back and places her feet next to her head.34 Yet, distinct clarity whether or not handstand developed independently in the training process or was introduced by the Soviet circus industry as part of the circus curriculum, is not evident. Furthermore, another important fact is revealed in Norovsambuu’s statement. It indicates that Tsend-Ayush together with her student Norovsambuu had developed a new category within Mongolian contortion, titled classic contortion, which presumably has been the first descendant of the Traditional Mongolian Contortion style. It further illustrates the velocity with which these artists shaped, produced and transformed Mongolian contortion styles during that era, by transforming a folk art into a complex hybrid of Russian-style hand-balancing techniques and body flexibility that stemmed from Mongolian folk art within less than a decade.


The independent development of contortion techniques and styles has as well been subject in an interview with aforementioned filmmaker Sarnai Tessitore, where Mongolian contortion coach and performer Erdenechimeg recalls the influence of the Soviet Union and the evolution of Mongolian contortion techniques and styles:

We were closed off from everything back then. We thought contortion existed only in Mongolia until we began exploring different parts of the world and discovered how this particular skill has a history of its own. [The] mouth balancing act actually is a famous trick, called the Marinelli technique, that came out in 1926. We were only allowed to travel to fourteen socialist and communist countries. Every move was watched and controlled.35


In addition, Mongolian contortion coach, student of Norovsambuu and author of Twisted Tales-My Life as Mongolian Contortionist Otgontsegtseg “Otgo” Waller concludes: “When I was little, I heard that America was such a horrible country, like…that’s our enemy and they’re so mean. You were basically almost brainwashed.”36 With this Erdenechimeg and Otgo give insight into the confined development of contortion in Mongolia during this particular era encompassing geographical seclusion and political propaganda that separated them from the rest of the world.37 It illustrates the circumstances the artists found themselves in and gives insight into the creative process that was notably an isolated pursuit– both in terms of the individual















Changes in Contortion across Time: A Taxonomy of Stages in Mongolian Contortionism


Prior to 1940, Folk Dance and Folk Acrobatics:




1940s, Traditional Mongolian Contortion:




1959, Classic Mongolian Contortion:




1960-1980, Modern Mongolian Contortion:






1990/2000 and onwards, Contemporary Contortion:
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