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The Timeless Tools of Time:
Circus Performances Revisited

working paper*

«Physical, biological, and social levels are co-patterned in ‘the
text’ which consist of the trajectory between stable levels
(states of play). Individuals are organising centres for that
state of play, which itself consists of those individuals as
nodes of a supra-individual organisation. “The text' to date
is always the trajectory by which it got to where it is. The
‘time trick’ enables planning, construction of the physical
world as a mask and support for the social model, and the
subsequent immersion of our species in their constructed
worlds .. .

From the single cell studies viewpoint, we see the dominant
maode of orientation of objects in the cat’s brain written in as
anatomical structure. It is certain that it is the brain that
teaches the eve to see, and that what it sees is then written
into the brain, It is as if the brain ‘sucks up’ the world at a
certain age, and then is for ever more, an organising centre
of that world. The changes that ocour at puberty are probably
for the brain the point at which the high cultural concepts
become neurologically fixed so that thereafter, they ARE the
individual’s motivation structure. But the chief of the neuro-
logical capabililies of the human brain, probably represented
in the frontal and temporal lobes, is this take-over of time,
such that it is the plans themselves, being manifested in other
people and the environment, which segment times.

Michael Mair, The Melody of the Text V.

* This paper was read al a conference on «Culiural Frames and Refleclions:
Ritual, Drama and Spectacles, organized b the Wenner - Gren Foundalion for
Anthropological Research (Burg-Wartenstein, August 27- September 3, 1977).



In earlier papers on the circus™ 1 have attempted fo construct a
semiotic model capable of accounting for both the strings of all obser-
vable components of the acts and the structure holding those clements
together. Central to Lhis attempl is the concept of a multi-media message
construed as a «texts, Le., a finite set of elements having the status of
sisns and being logically interconnected so as to form an intelligible
whole, relevant to some aspeats of their contextual culture. The level
of observation on which this analysis is elaborated remains close to
the experience of an attentive spectator immersed in the performance
situation. The only dilference between such an involvement in the
spontancous understanding of circus spectacles and the kind of semiotic
approach T have developed, is that in the latter some time is allotied
to reconsidering what has taken place in the ring in order to sort oul
and classify whatever identifiable sobjectss were used, and to become
aware of which aspects of the «objectss were actualized by combining
wilth each other as well as which transformations they underwent in
the process, The formulation ol a descriplive theory of the circus was
made possible by ad hoc borrowings from various linguistic, cybernetic,
and anthropological models, inasmuch as the description of a cultural
phenomenon in a terminology that is more general than the one uvsed
by the participants in this phenomenon, enables one to grasp it as
4 subsel of a more comprehensive whole of patterned social behaviours
and to articulate its specificity,

However productive this model may be in providing a melhodology for
observalion and explanation of such events as circus performances, two
important aspects have so far been overlooked, or at least taken for
granted; First, the lact that the simplest circus acl must ke ultimately
deseribed as a brain performing for another brain, ie., i involves basic
cognitive operations; sccond, that this performance involves time in a
particular capacity or function. In dealing with those two closely
connected aspects this paper will attempl (o achieve [urther progress
in the description and elucidation of circus acts and in the understanding
of what constitiles their specific cross-cultural significance, 1 will
rely on the concepts of eplanss, «lools» and «actions, and focus on
developmental cognition rather than structural caleulus. This does not
mean that the validity of my former approach is denied. With such a
complex «texts as a circus performance, several levels of interprelation
are possible, The way in which these various levels are interconnected
is not as yet obvious, but it should be pointed out that to set forth
an integrated system which would account for the totality ol the possible
interpratations of this particular object would amount to producing
a theory of cullure, a goal which is still only a challenging task in the
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present state of the art. In addition, it might be an illusion (o assume
the possibility of producing an unified, allencompassing, and consistent
theory of cirous performances, because it is nol impossible that the
various responses of the local brain systems (limbic system, frontal lobes,
right and lelt temporal regions, etc)) to a spectacle as engrossing as the
circus are somewhat anarchical. What at least is certain is that, given
the intensity of the responses ol the spectators, a very high number of
diversified cerebral stimulations and operations must be at work during
a circus performance. This paper will concern itself with onlv a lew of
these operations, in a programmatic manner, and will attempt to deli-
neate the circus phenomenon with respect to the two poles of cultural
specificity and pan-human relevance.

1, A brain to brain affair

An acrobat's or an animal (rainer's achievements are not primarily feals
of physical strength and moral endurance, but cerchral performances
involving acute perceptions, selective memory, adaptative routines,
efficient processing of information, accurate assessments of situations,
and felicitous decision making, to list only a few of the many operations
which have to be Inferred if one wants o account for those individuals'
eventual survival of the tests with which they are confronted. The
features listed above apply to the day-lo-day completion of the circus
acts in which these artists specialize, bul we must not overlook the
fact that they perform according lo a preconceived «scores (in the
musical sense) in view of which they have trained themselves and others
(humans or animals}). The successful negotiation of a circus act depends
on both the blueprint ol his act stored in the artist's memory and
the adaptivity of his/her skill duving the application of the blueprint to
real, ever-changing, conditions, ie., variables invelving climate and
temperature, malerial and social atmosphere, physical and cmotional
stress, human and eguipment lailures, and so on. Circus acts as concept-
ions and implementations of sprogrammess display events of high order
complexity thal only brains of potentially similar capacity can follow
and understand. The nature of this sunderstandings deserves close
scrutiny, because it is far from obvious that what even an articulate
spectator is able to report verbally about his/her experience is what is
the most cognitively relevant in processing all the information comprising
this experience, A feeling of saturalion is quite common when one has
just left a circus, and it takes some time until some form of selective
reporting can be made. It is also a common experience to discover
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upon a second viewing of a show Lhat many details had been overlooked
during the firsl one. A reason for this is undoubtedly the fact that, in
terms of communication theory, the channels conveying the information
are practically saturated and noiseless; with respect to the usual con-
ditions in which we are accustomed (o selecting only relevant information
From among a noisy flow, in the circus we are confronted with a much
higher percentage of relevant information. In addition to this, the
sophistication of the text structure and the cultural pertinence of the
operations performed (in briel the purely symbolic nature of the expe-
rience) trigger so many decoding operations at such a fasi rhvthm that
some are bound to misfire, All this implies that intellectual and cognitive
maturation as well as sufficient acculturation are prerequisites for the
understanding of circus performances. The supposedly essential link
hotween children and circuses, although motivated, is nevertheless a
common place among circus artists to complain about alternoon
audiences that are primarily made up of children, because children
react mostly indiscriminately, den't understand and therefore don't
appreciate the technical complexity and aesthetic value of their acts.
In fact, children can hardly be blamed for their lack of connoisseurship.

As Piaget has demonstrated, all fundamental cognitive functions develop
serially in time; crucial concepts and operations invelved in the child’s
progressive construction of reality are necessary for the complete
understanding of circus acts. This understanding reqguires indeed not
only that the spatial and temporal fields as well as the elaboration of
aroups of displacement be acquired, bul also the concepl of causa-
lity be Fully developed and a universe be constructed. A textual and
cultural competence is also required if the structure of the act and the
cross-references it usually comprises are 1o be followed ™. It is sympto-
matic that for many children the circus is associated with some of its
clements which are not essential to the acts performed, such as remar-
kable animals, the gross behaviour of the clowns or even the smell
and taste of popeorn and the possession of a balloon! There is no doubt
that an assessment such as S. Tarachow’s «Circuses and clowns»
{(which, incidentally, T have criticized elsewhere as a misrepresentation
of the art of clowing) ® is indeed what the children see and remember:
«(The clown) ... engages in endless bickering or problems with another
clown... One might endlessly break dishes, another eal enormous
amounts of pie...».

Regular adolescent and adult circus goers experience a strong partici-
patory feeling, a phenomenon that cannot be accounted for by mystical
explanations even though they themselves refer to such wvague terms
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as the spirit of the circus or the charisma of the artists, Obviously there
is, in this case, a form of interaction whose factors can be analyzed.
By programmatically shifting the focus of this paper from the =objective
components of the aois», or the «factors involved in a commumication
process», o the cognitive operations that take place in the cerebral
systems of both performer (human or animal) and spectator, T am
atlempting to correct an approach which could lead 1o an illusory
atomistic conception. Once every observable element of a circus act
has been isolated and categorised, will the same circus acl be recreated
by putting the elements back together? This is eminently doubtful, be-
cause the cognitive structures, without which the arl of the circus is
meaningless, would be absent, Two aspects will now be tentatively
discussed in order to make our point more explicit.

First it seems that all circus acts are primarily made up of successive
situations, ie., a combination of factors relevant 1o an action or to a
reaction, A situation is not formed by the sum total of the accessorics
but by their respective positions in relation to an observational and
decision making centre. The assessments and representations of these
successive situations and their segmentation rom both the point of view
of the artist(s) and the spectator(s) are cognilive processes that at the
very least overlap significantly. Situations are still more complex when
they involve trained animals who are also, during the act, negotiating
successive  situnations whose representations and  assessments  must
overlap with their trainer’s, an aspect which has been particularly well
studied by H. Hediger . Animals do not respond to individual stimuli,
but process situations more or less flexibly in the light ol past experience.
To follow trained animal acts attentively implies that the spectator is
able to represent fo himself the situations as they are represented both
from the point of wview of the trainer and the animal (s); for a naive
spectator the interpretations ol situations are generally biased by the
verbal comments (c.g., «Man-cating tigerss), or gestural explanation
(e.z., acting out assumed moods) provided by the performers. Given
that to live means to constantly represent and assess siluations with
respect to plans and survival, these remarks should make the biological
relevance of circus performances obvious.

The second aspect, which also has to do with the audience’s feeling
of participation, is the timing or rhythm of action. The performers set
indeed a certain visual rhythm, underlined by the accompanying music,
that forcefully overcomes the spectators’ own time, tuning them in on
the same sensorimotor wave length so to speak. The performance
develops, alternating slow and fast rhythms, but maintaining a characte-
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ristic tempo. This phenomenon, which is easily chservable if one turns
ane'’s attention toward the audience of a ecircus spectacle, is conditioned
by the same neuroplasticity which explains in part the charismatic
power of leaders and the interactional dominance of those who, in
every day experience, hold the floor, make the conversation, or steal
the show. The circus writer who has most insightfully dealt with those
factors is I. K. Pond, who analyzed in Big Top Rhythms the whole gamut
of the circus act from the perspective of muscle control, timing and
rhythm . This is a erucial factor in distinguishing «gonds from «bad»
circus acts: the spectator’s appreciation should indeed not be neglected
as a «subjectives aspect, if only because the totality of the circus art
depends on the readiness of an audience to pay for «a seal al the circus»;
a poor show means eventually no audience whatsoever. Most criticisms
of circus acts T heard from circus artists — who more often than not are
also spectalors — were based on the poor quality of the timing. One of
my most lueid informants, the clown Charlie Cairoli, mentioned once
a troupe of brilliant acrobats who, after years of success, were puzzled
by the progressively milder reactions of audiences to their act; he
showed them, by a video recording, that although they were performing
the same feats as before, they had lost, through mindless routine, their
initially excellent liming*". This is not only true of acrobatics; Charlie
Cairoli, in his own clown acl, has to provide one of his partners with
clues as to exactly when to start doing the various parts for which he
is responsible because this man lacks the sense of proper timing. This
aspect of the performance is all the more relevant to a scientific study of
the circus as il involves a factor that recent research in social interaction
— such as M. Mair's promising hypotheses in this domain — tends to
consider essential @, A cirous act does not consist only of what is done
. it but also — and in a prominent way — of how it is done with respect
1o time. However, as it will be suggested in the next section, this is not
the only way in which ftime is involved in a circus act.

2. Another kind of time

It is a well-attested phenomenon that the ways in which humans conceive
and cxperience time ave conditioned not only by a lengthy psychological
maturation, but also by cultural inculcation . Developmental psycho-
logists have pointed out that there is no such thing as an intuitive,
immediate, pure perception of the flow of time but that, as for spatial
orsanization, sequential steps are necessary towards the construction
of personal and socio-cultural time. As put by G. Miller and P.N.
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Johnson-Laird: «The growth of a child's grasp ol temporal relations
and concept requires a number ol vears as Piaget has shown, and the
final articulated system is likely to depend on the technology of the
culture in which the child is raiseds " or in M. Mair’s words: «The
perception of temporality itsell is built into the structure (cultural)
through which the individual awareness makes its path. We have so
thoroughly taken over time that we can have no other concept of it
than that of the cultural universe within which we are immerseds.

Developmental psychologists have also convincingly demonstrated that
such concepts of lime are dependent on the perception of movement,
hence ol spatial organization "™, The child’s «construction of reality»
which slowly emerges from his progressive conceptualization of space,
movement, speed, atc., comprises a time dimension that is sufficiently
polvmorphous for justifying cross-cultural investigations in a chronemic
perspective (i.e., the differential wse of time according to cullures and
sub-cultures) ™ as well as from the point of view of cognition (ie., the
varioits ways in which time is represented and conceived) Y, In our
own culture, we alternatively rely on two opposite representations: a
linear, irreversible time and, as most cultures do, a circular, cyclic time.
The former is explicit in mathematical thinking and mostly implicit in
the serial represemtations that undexly the tense system of the verbs ™;
the latter becomes obvious if we consider our seementation in wecks,
seasons, religious and national celebrations or if we study cosmologies
based on cyclical changes "%, But between or beside those two concepls
of time, another kind of the representation plays a prominent function
in our srealilys»: fhe time of aciions. As we move closer lo intimate
experience, fundamental aspects of our cognitive structures tend to
become less apparent; we are indeed confronted with the passive
resistance of tacit knowledge. Neverthdless there are good reasons to
assume that the particular concepl of time thal is necessary to account
[or the concept of action is no less «constructeds than the other twao.

This was clearly evidenced by Piaget's experiments who related the
concept of action to the conceptualisation of time:

«To the extent, thercfore, that action is made the subject of
reflection and not merely of intuition, ie. thalt reflective
analysis replaces pure introspection, the resulls of the action,
its rapidity, and the various events which constitute it, become
fused into a coherent [ramework, in which the order of
succession and the colligation of durations are interrelated in
precisely the same way as they are in the case of physical
time. More precisely, the child co-ordinates his own time by
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fitting his actions into physical fime, just as he co-ordinates
physical time by velying on his memory of, and active
contribution to, changes in the environment of which he forms
an prganic part,

In bricf, the development of psychological time is both the
internalized response to, and the explanation of, intuitive
physical time — the internalized response because i involves
the same intuitions and later the same operalions, and the
gxplanation because it remains intuitive only as long as the
subject rvemains incapable of dissociating his own aclions
from their external resultss ',

The concept of action is so central to our structuring of «rcality»
that it organizes most of the changes according o its principles, from
the conception of the universe as a «creations to the supposition of
secret intentions or plots as an explanation for minute digtorbances in
our everyday lives. The kind of time conslruct thal underlies the concept
of action is indeed indissociable from the concepts of eplans and,
consequently, of «tools.

The importance of those concepls for the relevant segmentation of body
movements and behaviour # was effectively pointed out by Mills, Galanter
and Pribram in Plans and the Structure of Behavior:

«The problem is to describe how actions are contralled by an
organism’s inlernal representation of its universe. If we
consider what these actions are in the normal, freely ranging
animal, we must be struck by the extent to which they are
organized into patterns. Most psychologists maintain that
these action patterns are punctuated by goals and subgoals,
but that does not concern us for the moment. We wish to
call attention to the fact that the organization does exist
— configuration is just as important a property ol behavior as
it is of perceplion. The configuration of behavior, however,
tends to be predominantly temporal — it is the sequence of
motions that flows onward so smoothly as the creature runs,
swims, flies, talks, or whatever. What we must provide,
therefore, is some way to map the cognitive represcntation
into the appropriate paftern of activity. But how are we Lo
analyze this Fflowing pattern of action into manageable
parts?s U9,

One satisfactory answer is to identily plans, i.¢, hierarchical processes

8



in the organism «that can control the order in which a sequence of
operalions is to be performeds ™. The relationship of «plans» to time
in the construction of human reality is oullined as follows by Mair;

«In both visual and auditory modes we have a process in lime,
scanning, which is segmented by plans which are timeless.
Whether that which is timeless is built into the structure of
scanned objects, or is the result of structuring of objects
{(action), in which case the plan must have in some sense
been in the brain in the first place, or is there in memory as
an accretion of the time form of an utterance, or as the plan
by which an ulterance was structured — whatever manifestation
requires plan and scanning. Human reality appears to consist
of the stable states of achieved or perceived plans, and the
paths by which they are achieved or perceiveds.

It is assumed in this paper that, if indeed the concept of action results
from the timely confluence of psychological maturation and social
acculturation (or cultural socialisation), it is necessary that at one
given point the child grasp a model of «actions in relation to time,
plan and tool — and that the instruments thal engineer such a
representation can only be «toolss. No doubt that «toyss play mn
important parl in this respect, But there is an experience that very
few children escape: Everybody remembers having been taken, willy-
nilly, to the circus. Is it not an interesting [act that visits to the circus
are organized by families and schools, and are therefore (o be considered
a part of cultural transmission? It is significant that the better circus
companies possess an Educational Department enjoyving general credib-
ility among other pedagogical institutions, In this respect it is at the
very least amusing to note that the cover of the Ballantine edition of
Piaget's The Construction of Reality in the Child® shows, as a
superimposition on a young boy's head, some toys among which is an
acrobatic clown engaged in a balancing act (specifically: riding a
monocycle on a wire). Nevertheless this aspect of educative transmission
must not lead us to overlook the fact that simultanecusly the circus
has a character of marginalily, an aura of mystery and danger (popular
films, literature, comics usually play on this aspect), a phenomenon
possibly consistent with its liminality.

I'would like to suggest that what remains in the child's memory (possibly
what has been named by the adult: «look! here is a clown, here is an
elephant» and so on) is not what has actually been the mast cognitively
decisive in his experience. As T will try to demonstrate in the next
section, the performances of acrobats and trainers are «pure actionss,
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«passing of testss, <achicvements of goalss, in brief «implementation ol
planss. Their instruments, i.e., the setting, the accessories, the arvicfacts
through which they accomplish their [eats of strength, balance, or
{iming are indeed the tools which produce nothing other than the
particular kind of time implied in the concept of action. Undoubtedly
a child of three or four lacks the maturation that is necessary for
understanding a eircus act, but for a child of six or more a circus act
can only have a formative value with respect to the conceptualization
of actions and its subsequent result in constructing the substructures
of later speech &,

3. The timeless tools of time

An acrobat’s apparatus is always custom-made according 1o the
instructions given by the person who has conceived the act. It can be
bought second hand in the case of traditional acls, but most of the
time it will have to be adjusted to the size and weight of the participant(s)
in the act. Its construction is governed by the rule of parsimony. All
ils parts are strictly functional and the decoration is reduced to a
minimum so that it does not conflict with the apparatus’s essential
purposes. As an instrument designed in view of a category of patterned
movement and whose proportions are determined by those of its user(s),
an acrobat's apparatus belongs to the class of objects that qualifies as
tools, ie., it cannot be understood independently from the plan whose
implementation it makes possible. Its only difference from ordinary tools
is that il is not aimed at transforming a portion of space but a portion
of time. Indeed, it puls together the conditions for the performance
of an action or a set of actions, by creating a topological configuration
with respect to which {(a set of) goals will be achieved. It constructs a
universe for the actions which it makes possible by determining their
forms, and conversely it comes to full existence as a universe through
the action(s) which — so to speak — bring(s) it to life. Defined as condi-
tions for the implementation of a plan, it necessarily plays a part in the
representation of the time ol action, ie., a subset of instants struotured
as a finite sequence of «nows, «then» and «nexts and forming a logical
cluster of temporal values (the performing of a task) embedded in linear
time, a phenomenon which amounts to a suspension of linear time (a
phenomenon effectively labelled the «time tricks by M. Mair) or rather,
as we have suggested carlier, the construction of a time different from
both linear and cyclic representations of time.
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Inasmuch as the acrobal's apparatus is instrumental in the performance
- representation of «pures action and conseguently of the kind of time
il implies, i can be said that such an apparatus is a tool aimed at a
transformation of the representation of time into the «timeless time of
action» (a view encapsulated in the title ol this paper for lack of a
better expression). The conceptual unity formed by a tool and its tasks
with the consequent involvement of memory and feedforward, is a
clearcut symbol of what cognitive psychologists refer to as «planss, a
concept introduced in the preceding section. In Leroi-Gourhan's words:
«La synergie opératoire de 'outil et du geste suppose l'existence d'une
memoire dans laquelle s'inscrit le programme du compontements ®,
The topological structures of an acrobat's apparatus with all its parts
designed for making possible and efficient such basic functions as
prehension, rotation, translation, and balance, are somewhat similar to
musical instruments inasmuch as they are conceived in view of a gamut
of actions within a certain domain of the sensorimotor universe. These
apparatuses, by themselves atemporal tridimensional constructs, are
sorts of stable «incomplete images of achievementss, Their importance
and meaning can be assessed only in view of perspectives such as the
one expressed by K. Pribram with respect to actions in general:

«The results of these experiments and observations showed
that the motor regions of the cortex were critically involved
in the control of neither individual muscles nor specific
movements. Rather, the motor cortex seemed to play some
higher order role in directing action — action defined not in
terms of muscles but of achievement of an external repre-
sentation of a psychological set or Plans ®. «The ready
question of how movement becomes trasformed inlo action
is that a sort of Imaginary process must occur in the motor
cortex and that the TImage i a momentary Imageof-
Achievement which contains all input and outcome information
necessary to the next step of that achievements 3

As they are performed in relation lo an environment exclusively made
for them, such actions are almost as clear as a logical formula because
each component is isolated then recombined in a sequence perfeotly
disentangled from the confusing network of the indefinite components
of «realitys. In addition, the actions displayed in the circus ring are
totally explicit; there is no ellipsis whatsoever, contrary to actions
represented in theatrical plays or in narratives in which time gaps and
retrospections are usual. Tmdeed, although the concept of action is
central to our worldview, any given situation implying an action contains
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some ambiguous features regarding the degree of intention, [reedom,
vision of the outcome, assessment of the value of the result, to the
extent that most «actions» are only a pesteriori interpretations of events
which were actually shaped to a certain extent by circumslances,
pressure, and chance. Given that any outcome of an action is not in
general an isolated, mbstracted «objects, but combines with other factors
in a way that is hardly foresceable, any decision implies a certain
amount of gambling, if only the assumption that the state of the world
will remain constant or that the rules of the game will remain valid.

The micro-universe constructed in the circus ring in view ol a sequence
of typical actions involving a subsel of human capacities (jumping,
jugeling, lilting, ete.) represents a finite sel of conditions which arc
given as constant by hypothesis. It could even be said metaphovically,
that a circus act has an axiomatic character and that the apparaluses
and accessories are the stable symbols of this human algebra. This
scems all the more likely since, as I have contended in previous works,
natural objects (humans, animals, artifacts) undergo a process ol
iconization in the circus system, ie., thal the features of those objects
which are relevant to the text in which they operate are redundantly
enhanced and whatever could interfere as noise with those qualilies Is
suppressed as much as possible. It appears that this is not only true of
the «objocts, ie., the items comprising the «texts of an act, but il
applies also to the actions performed, as it has been suggested above.

All the components of our concepts of Action (intention, freedom,
plan, completion, achievement ..} are enacted in ideal comminication
conditions. In a way, the circus operates similarly to the logicians of
action by displaying sequences of well-defined symbols with very little
room, if any, left for ambiguousness. This is one of the reasons why
current ways of filming or taping circus performances for TV purposes
are so much at odds with the very system of the circus which requires
that a complete act be seen from only one speaial point of view - whatever
it is. Note that the physical layout of circuses insures that [rom any
seat a spectator can perceive the totality of the movements performed
and the setting within which they are performed. Indeed the symbols
and their matrix have lo he constant in their appearance and mutual
relationships if the «formulas is to be visually and intellectually arasped.
If the camera constantly changes its puint of wview, its distance and
its focus, the sense of the logical totality of the sequence of movements
is lost amd the brain of the speclator is distracted by having to process
multiple fragments to the extent that the advantage of the semiotic
economy obtained through the iconization is lost.
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If these remarks are correct, it becomes clear that the circus provides
ideal ‘means for the cultural transmission — and reinforcement — of
a nonmative concept that is crucial to the permanence of a worldview
and #ls subsequent way of life, One could even wonder where else than
in the circus such an iconized representation of pure «actions and
consequently the generation ol its correlative time, is performed so
effectively, Certainly nol in sporl as a spectacle or a practice, because not
only the concept of saction» must have been mastered in both cases as
a prerequisite, but also because the whole system of sport is made far
more complex by the introduction of the game and competition factors.
Cerltainly not by tales either because, as mentioned earlier, the concept-
nalization of action is a cognitive condition for the understanding of
varrativies, The adults’ enjoyment of a circus act may be rooted in the
urtigue  possibility of contemplating ddeal actions, similar to those
described in treatises on ethics, ie., comprising intention, Free will,
meaningful purposiveness, skill adjusted to well-defined and challenging
goals, and eventual success, in brief the cornerstone of our humanistic
idenlogy!

4. Clowns at work: the melodic structure of social drama

At least some clown performances can also be described as iconic
representation of gctions, but, most of the time in the particular form
of social inter-actions, A very popular speciality known as emusical clownsa»
seems Lo possess the characteristic of using musical instruments and
lunes in & metaphovical way for expressing conflictual situations and

deamatized interactions as well as other operations typical of the art

of clowning. The process consists in translating into the musical code
— or more generally the acoustic code — Lthe mosl relevant velationships
comprising a given system. The elaim  that such an encoding s
metaphonical relies on the assumption that the choice of the acoustic
medium is motivated and not arbitrary. This latter point should be
clarified before turning to some precise examples.

A currenl trend in linguistic research consists indeed in shifting the
focus of inguiry [rom abstract synlactic structures to intonalive struc-
tures, thus inlegrating in the «linguistic objects aspects of verbal commu-
nication which had been —— and still are — expelled into the liminal
field of paralinguistics. It seems more and more obvious that melodic
struotures should not be wviewed as dispensable accompaniments of
linguistic performances but must be assessed in terms of linguistic
competence. Concurring with this approach, recent research in the

13



structure of patterned social interactions tends to show that the
organization of interactive processes is governed by melodic patterns
encompassing the totality ol the media involved in such processes. In
his seminal paper entitled «The Melody of the Texts, already quoted
earlier, Mair suggests that a melodic preeminence integrates all other
dimensions: «It is perhaps the precision of the integration of speech
and movement within and betwsen interactants that might give the
game away , ., since they constitute a co-patterning rather than something
added to each other in any retrospective sense, then we merely
complicated our prospective cerebral organization by chopping up what
happens into functions, Eg., expression, communication, illustration,
management of the environment, ete. In describing the movement of
spontaneous, rapport-full conversation, the common attitude words are
curiously inadequate. This is a problem with faces too. One automatically
looks to poctry to be adequate to the experience. Something about the
way the words are arranged being more suitable ... But that is precisely
what is happening in the subjects we are studving — «the melody of the
texts. Given that the «texts is in integrating function, the one who
controls the melody, as Mair likes to put it, controls also the text, Note
that the concept of melody has been applied to movements by A, R.
Luria who uses such expressions as «kinetic melodies» and «kinaesthetic
melody» ¥ (p. 233).

Theretore, if social inferactions arve patterned by melodic structures and
if contlictual processes can be described adequately as interferences of
competitive melodies, then musical clowns deal with the wvery
fundamentals of the dynamic processes which make up everyday life
on the level of face to face interactions.

Two clown acts will now be analyzed in view of these remarks and
the general approach illustrated by this paper. The first example — the
FORMNASARI clown act * — folloves a pattern obten observed in musical
clown acts, according to which the performanoce of a melody is interrupted
again and again by a troublesome clown who eventually makes his point
and joins the group. The Fornasari's interpretation of this scenario is very
effective and emphasizes some aspects thalt are particularly significant
from the poiot of wiew of the hypothesis outlined above.

A whiteface clown, clegantly dressed, introduces himsel and his
brother — and announces that they will play music for the audience. He
starts playing a tune (A) on his trumpet and his brother accompanies
him on the drums. His interpretation of tune A is personalized, ie., he
introduces variations of his own. As he plays, another clown — a messy
and grotesque character — enters the ring without being noticed by the
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lwo musicians; he carries a music-stand and a trumpet, puts his music-
stand beside the other clowns and starts playing the trumpet, joining
the tune that is being performed. When the whiteface clown realizes that
someone else is playing beside him, he stops playing, turns toward the
newcomer, and pokes his arm Lo signal to him he has to stop playing —
then he sends him away: «You cannot play music here, you have lo go
outside — Luigi (his brother), let us continue!ls — So they do as the
interrupler leaves the ring for a short while, after which he returns but,
this time, with two trumpets on which he plays simultaneously. The
whiteface clown confiscates the two trumpets and tells him that he
cannot have them back. «If you want to play music, you have to go
to play outsides. Then he confiscates his hat. There follows an argument
during which seven hats are successively confliscated becauvse, every
time, the clown produces a new one that was hidden in his pockel or in
his trousers. Eventually he leaves the ring shouting that he will go and
buy another one. The two musicians resume their performance (tune A),

The other clown refurns with a new trumpet and interrupts their playing
by performing a different tune (B); he concludes by performing variations
on the former tune (A) The whiteface clown pulls a gun and fires at
his [oot. One of his oversized shoes jumps in the air revealing an
enormous Toot on which a red bump starts to grow (in fact a balloon
that he inflates by a special device). He leaves the ring crying as gushes
of water come from his eyes. Near the exit, he mimes the movement of
swimming. The two musicians then play-a new tune (C) soon interrupted
by the old troublemaker who arrives with a trombone and interferes
aggressively with their performing, aiming at them the slide of his
instrument {tune D). The whiteface clown tells him again that he cannot
play here and hits his hands with a soft stick or a bladder several times
until the victim deceives him by withdmawing his hand in time to avoid
the stick, then he retires. The concert resumes (tune C). New interruption
with a saxophone (tune D) and, as he is stopped, he takes off his jacket,
and [lires several gun shots from a revolver which is fixed to his bottom.

The wo musicians are scared to death and temporarily leave the ring,
returning only when the clown has walked off the ring, imitating the
gait of a gunman of western films. The concert resumes (tune E). The
clown comes back with an oversized saxophone, whistles to signal his
presence and shows his big instrument, he is given permission Lo perform
and tries to play with little effect. He takes from inside it a very small
saxophone which he introduces as «a baby saxophones on which, alter
having been given permission, he plays the same tune as in the beginning
(A), but in a particularly brilliant manner. He stops playing because he
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feels a hite on his lep, then performs some anlics, pretending that
someone in the audience is watching his bare legs when he pulls up his
rousers to look for the cause of his discomfort. Eventually he finds a
mosquito, shoots it with a gun, and makes big steps towards the mosquito
to finish it. The drummer accompanies his steps, but at the third one
the drummer is tricked into playing the drums withoul there being any
steps — and the clown makes dbe last noise himsell by firing his gun.

Then he goes to Finish his tune (A) on the small saxophone but soon
alter, the sheet which was on the music stand explodes reducing the
musical score to pieces. At the same time he pulls a white flag from
his pocket. Then he is asked by the whilelace clown ewhat are you
going lo do now?s and, as an answer, he gives the signal lor a marech as
three other musicians carrying various kinds of drums enter the ring.
The old clown acts as a band director, bul a last musician arrives with
a very large tuba (bass horn) and starts interfering with the tune
performed (tune F). This causes an arguwment with the clown, but the
newcomer soon joins the group which makes its way to the exit while
playing a last march (tune G) under the direction of the old clown.
The texture of this act is very rich but at least two aspecis can be
distinguished: First, a main sequence involving a conflict between two
musical performers; second a series of conflictual events iimbedded in
the main sequence (the hats, the shooting of guns, the stick and the bite);
note that those events which do nol involve musical performance are
nevertheless consistent with the main sequence both syntactically and
semantically. T will not deal with them in detail in this paper. The
reason for their methodological neslect is that comparison with other
acts of the same lype shows that the main sequence follows a general
pattern whereas those imbedded events can be considered as free forms,
not only observable in other sequences but also being commaonly
substituted for other events. In addition, whenever clowns performing this
act in a programme are asked to make it shorter, they drop those episodes.
Conversely they can insert a few more il they are requested to make
their act last longer.

I we focus on the main sequence and eliminate its redundant episodes,
we can easily identify the following functional phases:

1. an authoritative character plays a melody (tune A).

2. an outsider interferes and attempts to join the performance of the
melody (lune A) on his own terms. He is brutally rejected.

3. the same scene repeals ilself several times with the outsider using
various instruments,
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4. the outsider interferes with a more agaressive instrument and playvs

4

another melody (tune B). He is again rejected.
5. the authoritative character plays another melody (tune C).

6. the outsider returns — showing more authority — and eventually plays
better than his colleague the first melody (tune A) and wins his
approval and admiration.

7. the outsider acts authoritatively, takes over the leading part and
organizes the whole group which plays a march under his direction
(e G,

Two dmbedded events are narrowly connected to this sequence: First,
within (6) the piece of paper containing the score of the melody
(presumably tune A) explodes and is reduced to pieces.

Second, within (7) another outsider repeals tentatively the behaviour of
the first outsider once the latter has asserted his control of the group,
but this last interference is reduced to a minimum as the tuba plaver
soon joins the group for the final march,

In other words ithis act displays a conflict regarding the control of a
melody, amounting o aiming at controlling the melody, This clown
scenario enacts indeed a progressive (aking over of the function of
band leader, during which three phases can be observed: (1) several
unsuccessful astempts; (2) a breaking point event in which the outsider
takes over the melody and performs it more effectively. Note that this
event is symbolically emphasized by the violent and sonorous destruction
of the musical score. (3) The winner asserts his victory and becomes the
bandleader. At this point he is himsell challenged by another outsider
but integrates him successfully in the group.

If, as I believe, Mair insightfully pointed to a fundamental dimension of
social interaction by focussing on the melody and emphasizing the fact
that the most basic processes in human business are invisible to those
who are immersed in them — then a clown act as the one described above
should indead «speaks to our brains inasmuch as these brains must be
subtle processors and identificrs of such conflictual melodic patterns that
are 50 relevant to our (sociall survival. The way this phenomenon is
captured (abstracted, iconized, redundantly expressed) in circus clown
acts is similar to the treatment ol actions which we have observed in
other types of circus acts, Note also that the time Factor is involved
exactly in the same capacily butl applies to social actions (laking over
the control of a group) di.e., a special case of the more general category
of implementing a plan as # involves two mutually exclusive plans, and
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that the initially dominant one is overcome by the challenging one,

A short clown gag, which incidentally was observed in the same
programme as above, evidenced neatly the closeness of the two processes:
implementing a plan and laking over the melody.

Rudy Dockey is introduced as a great violinisi, and starts by irying
several positions with his vielin and bow. The plan is clearly stated:
he will perform the «carnival of Venices, evervbody keeps silent and
listens (this is the most striking evidence that the melody is being taken
over). As he has some difficulty in linding the right position For playing,
he ends up holding the violin on his back and plays the tune in a
contorsionist’s manner. The plan has been implemented in an original
manner. But the Master of Ceremonies who had introduced him shows
siens of disapproval and takes the instrument away from his hands, a
drastic way of taking over the melody from him. Then Rudy Dockey
[inds in his pockets a balloon that he blows to a fairly large size and
manages to perform the same tune — with a very similar sound quality —
by expelling the air from the balloon through a little pipe. Therefore he
has demonstrated his ability to implement his initial plans through an
alternative strategy and al the same time he has taken over the melody
again as the orchestra starts accompanying him, Finally he leaves the
ring as a hero.

5. Concluding remarks

Obvicusly the analytical approach outlined in this paper does not
exhaust all the symbeolic riches provided by circus spectacles. No mention
has been made, for instance, of the complex semiolic operations through
which some rules of the contextual culture are expressed, combined,
and transformed in the various acls comprising a circus programine.
In the two clown scenarios which were considered in the last section
the pature and connotations of the melodies that were used by the
performers, as well as the details of their costumes, postures, dialogues,
ete,, were not taken into consideration. 1 have dealt at length with those
problems in other articles ¥, However the aspects ol circus spectacles
which 1 have attempted to analyze in this paper are crucial with respect
to the cognitive foundations that make circus spectacles, as well as
other cultural phenomena, possible. More specifically, T have suggested
that no other form of spectacle or ritual seems to be more apt than the
circus to contribute decisive experiences to the cognitive development
of the child, although only a mature acculturated adull can fully enjoy
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its spectacles. A cincus act is a prototype of social behaviour providing
a clear demonstration of what is (or should he #) an action, thus generating
a speocilic concept of time in relation to the concept of tools, The
demonstration is all the more effective since, through the iconization of
clements and situation, the action itsell — and consaquently the concept
of time it implies — are iconized. Then the circus artist’s tools, those
impressive apparatuses made of tubes, poles, rings, ropes, wires, etc.,
or those sets of objects (stools, barrels, balls, hoops, ete) are indead
the signs ol atemporal structures, denotating normative models of action,
to which one could perhaps apply V. Turner's remark: «Temporal
structure until at rest and therefore atemporal, is always tentative:
there arve always alternative goals and alternative means of attaining
them. Since its foci are goals, pswchological factors, such as volition,
motivation, span of attention, level of aspiration, and so on, are
important in its analysis; constrastingly, in atemporal structures these
are unimportant, for such structures reveal themselves as already
exhausted, achieved, or alternatively as axioms, selfevident cognitive
or normative frames to which action is subsequent and subordinates

Paul Bouissac
Victoria College
University of Toronto
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