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Chapter 1: Clown Theatre Theory and Practice

“[The Fool] is a man who falls below the average human standard, but whose

defects have been transformed into a source of delight, a mainspring of

comedy, which has always been one of the greatest recreations of mankind

and particularly civilized mankind.”

Enid Welsford, The Fool: His Social and Literary History (Xi)

This dissertation describes and analyzes contemporary clown training
approaches and clown theatre as sites of resistance to mainstream culture. The term
“clown theatre” has been in use since the early 1980s to refer to a unique
experimental performance genre uniting skills and attitudes traditionally associated
with clowning and structural elements borrowed from theatre. It is informed by a
multitude of historical and contemporaneous sources from commedia dell’arte to
silent film and vaudeville to the American avant garde. References to clown theatre
first appear in a series of essays in the New York Times about the New York Festival
of Clown Theatre in 1983. Clown historian and performer John Towsen and fellow
performer Fred Yockers curated and produced the festival in order to counter
stereotypical associations with clowns and clowning and to create a venue for
theatrically-grounded “work that is serious and subtle enough for adults” (Quoted in
Holden, 1985). Although it is impossible to point to a single progenitor of the term,
Canadian clown pedagogue Sue Morrison suggests that Toronto artists who
associated themselves with the nascent clown theatre were also using the term in the
early 1980s (Morrison 2014).

More recently, the term “contemporary clown” has emerged among clown

practitioners in the United Kingdom. While there appears to be little distinction



between “clown theatre” and “contemporary clown,” the latter term seems to signal a
continued effort to set clown practice apart from other kinds of clowning, such as
circus clowning. Clown scholar, teacher, and performer Jon Davison differentiates
“contemporary clown” from what he terms “traditional clown.” For Davison,
clowning traditions associated with the circus represent the traditional, while
clowning approach associated with the pedagogy of Jacques Lecoq represents the
contemporary version (2013, 5). In her 2014 book is titled, The Clown in You: A
Guide to Contemporary Clowning British clown teacher and performer Caroline
Dream describes the concepts and techniques of contemporary clown. Dream
acknowledges the difficulty of defining the wide-ranging practice of contemporary
clown. Like Davison, she differentiates between “traditional or classic clowns”
typically associated with the circus and contemporary clowning that is the result of
“individual and collective experimentation, of clowns embracing other techniques,
cultures, and artistic disciplines” (Dream 2014, 21).

In my experience as a participant-observer in several clown courses, teachers

29 ¢

and their students used the term “clown theatre,” “theatrical clown,” or simply
“clown” synonymously to refer to the same practice. Theatrical clown combines the
adjective “theatrical” (literally of, or relating to, theatre), with the noun “clown,” to

emphasize the theatrical aspect of the phrase. In my research, the two terms were

used interchangeably. While I recognize the distinctions made between these terms, I



use the terms contemporary clown and clown theatre in this dissertation simply for
the sake of consistency.'

In the following chapters, I differentiate between praxis and training in order
to demonstrate what clown performers do and how they learn to do it. These twin
discussions are preceded by an historical overview of experimental theatre in the
United States since the mid-1960s insofar as it had influenced the birth of clown
theatre as a discrete performance genre. In particular, I am interested in the ways in
which experimental theatre artists rejected the text and the role of the director as
defining characteristics of performance, and sought to elevate the primacy of the
performer’s body as a communicative tool. Then, I consider how contemporary
clown concepts are learned and how these concepts are utilized and negotiated in
comic performances of clown theatre. While it may seem obvious that the performer
and spectator are inseparably bound, the connection between the two is particularly
significant in clown theatre. The clown performer acknowledges the spectator and
includes their actions in the performance event; they strive to be intensely aware of
what the audience is doing from moment to moment during a performance and to
respond to any cues they perceive coming from the spectators. Finally, I will
describe, through ethnographic participant-observer and auto-ethnographic narratives,

how students learn contemporary clown and the conceptual and philosophical goals

' The purpose of linking the nouns “clown” and “theatre” seems to represent an effort
and desire to differentiate the practice from other forms of clowning such as circus
clowning or birthday party clowning. The term contemporary clown takes the
distinctive function of clown theatre one step further by suggesting that the kinds of
activities associated with the term are not limited to a theatre, nor are they associated
with conventional clowning activities such as that found in the circus, for instance.



of their teachers. These strands add another dimension to our understanding of
theatre practice in the U.S. at the turn of the twenty-first century, and the social and
cultural function of humor.

My aim with this study is twofold: I will document and elaborate a unique
training and performance genre; I will analyze and interrogate the ways in which
notions of the performer’s body and identity are reflective of and in tension with
mainstream cultural values. There is a growing body of literature on contemporary
clown represented by a broad range of critical scholarly studies, and educational
manuals. [ hope to meld these two fields by critically analyzing and describing my
personal experience with contemporary clown training and the core concepts on
which it is based. Through this research I ask, what social and cultural concerns and
interests have influenced the development and shape of contemporary clown training
and practice? I hope to demonstrate how contemporary clown is influenced by and
responds to the growth of communication-mediating technology at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, coupled with the circulation of body image concerns.

Temporally this study focuses on my experiences with contemporary clown
and clown theatre between 2009 and 2012. During that time, I participated in five
different theatrical clown courses with four contemporary clown teachers—
workshops and classes that varied in length from two days to three weeks. All of my
teachers had either studied directly with famed French movement teacher Jacques
Lecoq (discussed in greater detail below), or with one of his former pupils. I also
attended fifteen clown theatre performances, many of which were produced by the

New York Clown Theatre Festival, in Brooklyn, New York. The festival spans three



weeks every other year, with a one-week program offered on odd years. It began in
2007 as the brainchild of clown theatre performers Audrey Crabtree and Eric Davis,
who teamed with the Brick Theater, a producing organization in the Williamsburg
neighborhood of Brooklyn.

Geographically, this study is limited to New York City, Washington, DC, and
Boulder, Colorado. The conclusions I draw about clown theatre are based primarily
on performances I observed at the New York Clown Theatre Festival, and the classes
I attended in New York, Boulder, and Washington, DC. Though these experiences
are limited both temporally and geographically, a number of patterns emerged that

suggest some universal trends in the world of contemporary clown and clown theatre.

What Clown Theatre Is Not

Throughout my ethnographic research, my informants defined clown theatre
in the negative, making it clear to me what their brand of clown was not. This
predilection for anti-definition was due in part to a pervasive anxiety over the
associations many people have with circus and birthday clowns as unfunny, pathetic
and maudlin. Thomas Monckton, a clown theatre practitioner and performer
originally from New Zealand and a graduate of the Lecoq School says he finds the
term clown “annoying” because cliché notions linked with the term do not apply to
his work. Monckton finds this to be particularly true in the United States, and less so
in his native New Zealand or in France, where he trained in contemporary clown:

In the U.S., I would be less inclined to describe myself as a ‘clown’ because

of the strong association with Barnum and Bailey style clowns which is

misleading as a description of what I feel my work is, although I have nothing

at all against Circus Clowns. It also depends on who I’'m talking to.
Sometimes it’s just easier to say ‘clown,’ but it often brings up too many



negative connotations, so if I feel that might happen I describe my work as
‘physical comedy’ or ‘contemporary clowning’ with an emphasis on
contemporary. (Monckton 2014; Italics in original.)
British blogger and clown practitioner Kate Kavanaugh echoes the antipathy
Monckton expresses. It is worth quoting her 2014 blog post at length to appreciate
the apprehension clown theatre performers feel when attempting to distinguish their
work from other kinds of clowning:
To me, a clown is not an image, but an open soul. Not someone who tries to
force humour regardless of the situation, but someone who allows their human
frailties and natural ridiculousness to be seen. Not a ‘look’, but a way of being
[....] A good clown is totally present in the moment, vulnerable, and in
genuine connection to the people and world around them. Just as you can
clown without make-up, you can certainly wear the make-up without being a
true clown in the active sense. (Kavanaugh 2014)
Kavanaugh’s characterization of good and bad clowning is obviously problematic, as
there is a broad spectrum of clown performers throughout the U.K. and the U.S. who
evince qualities from both categories. However, the categorization she deploys—*“bad
clowns” who rely on stereotypical iconography and unfunny gags forced on their
spectators s opposed to a “good clown” who is emotional and psychological
vulnerable and sharing their vulnerability intimately with their spectators in order to
evoke genuine humor—is emblematic of the anxiety clown theatre practitioners
expressed to me about their profession. To further illustrate her point, Kavanaugh
quotes British clown performer Pauline Morel, who says, “Even if what I do on stage
is definitely clowning — and not acting — I tend not to use this word because many
people don’t know what contemporary clowning means” (Quoted in Kavanaugh

2014). Clown performers I interviewed in the U.S. echoed this anxiety. Summer

Shapiro, an actor and contemporary clown practitioner who has created several solo



and duo clown shows says, “If I am on the spot talking about my show, I won’t use
the word clown. Even though my work is [contemporary] clown” (Shapiro 2011).

A wide range of clowning practices in the United States seem to defy the
simple binary categorization even clown theatre practitioners like Kavanaugh
frequently employ. Cirque du Soleil has developed a unique genre of clowning that
suits the artistic goals of their brand of “cirque nouveau,” while Ringling Brothers,
Barnum and Bailey Circus (RBBBC) clowns are gradually integrating more quotidian
elements into their costumes while abandoning the grotesque makeup of a generation
of clowns past. Fewer RBBBC clowns appear to wear colorful wigs, and instead use
their own hair as part of their clown persona. These clowns are also incorporating
everyday clothing into their costumes such as shoes, hats, shirts, pants, and skirts, and
combining these with other outlandish costume pieces. These shifts in costuming in
particular may be due in part to the influence of contemporary clown on circus
clowning, but it is difficult to say without further research. Nonetheless, I believe the
propensity of my informants like Monckton, to define clown theatre by what it was
not for them, indicates how difficult it is to actually define the genre, since its borders
are purposefully porous and its influences many.

This dissertation focuses on a narrow genre of performance practice that is
based on and inspired by the clown pedagogy developed by French actor movement
guru, Jacques Lecoq and a host of his former pupils. My research was largely based
on ethnographic, participant-observer experiences in contemporary clown classes, and
on the analysis of live clown performances I witnessed. Contemporary clown

provides a suitable example to investigate two related “problems.” The first is the



way in which notions of the Self are conceived and deployed in contemporary theatre
training and practice (and by extension, reflect concerns with self and identity
significant to twenty-first century American society), and the communicative circuit
necessary to humor in performance, which addresses the broader question of the
function of humor in human society. In this research I ask several related, but distinct
questions: what is the relationship of contemporary clown to the American avant
garde? What is the effect of the Lecoq School on contemporary clown training and
practice today? How does the performer use his or her body to convey significant
emotional and psychological messages to spectators? How is humor negotiated
(conveyed and understood) in clown performances? I will elaborate each of these
questions in greater detail below, but first I will offer a detailed definition of
contemporary clown.

As a theatre practitioner and scholar, I am interested in the processes of
training and praxis in contemporary clown. By drawing on ethnographic methods as
a participant-observer in my research, I have generated a “thick description,” to
borrow Clifford Geertz’s term, of these processes (1973, 6). The ethnographer’s role,
according to Geertz, is to elucidate “a multitude of complex conceptual structures,
many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, which are at once
strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive somehow first to grasp
and then to render” (1973, 10). It was through my experience in the clown classes
described above as a participant-observer that I was able to grasp the vagaries of
contemporary clown; this was a protracted process of not only experiencing the

training, but reflecting on it. Rendering its deeper cultural and social meaning on the



other hand, has presented some thorny issues. At first glance, the meaning behind the
structures that Geertz refers can seem inscrutable to the outsider, but can be equally
ambiguous for the insider participating in them. Part of the challenge of rendering
ethnographic research then, lies in explicating the social and cultural implications of
unconscious or habitual behavior.

I was struck by this potentiality while I was conducting participant-observer
research in Bali, Indonesia on sacred masked clowning. A convention of the sacred
dance that precedes the clowns in a typical topeng pajegan performance requires the
dancer to hold his shoulders as high as possible, pressed near the ears, with arms
outstretched and his fingers “shimmering” or undulating slightly (refer to figure 17 on
page 100). My Balinese informant, I Ketut Kodi, told me that the movement of the
fingers should suggest the flickering of flames. I asked what the significance of the
finger movements was, and Pak Kodi’ replied, that movement is “considered
beautiful.” Seeking a deeper metaphorical meaning, perhaps one that connected the
dancer’s body with fire in some significant way, I asked Pak Kodi why this
shimmering undulation of the fingers was considered beautiful. He laughed
dismissively, as if the question were preposterous, and replied that it is simply the
way the dance is performed. Pak Kodi’s response was not a facile avoidance of my
question, but an acknowledgement that some aspects of culture are done for their own
sake. Still, the shimmering finger movements are a remarkable adaptation to the

Balinese world-view, and as such say something about the culture in which they are

* The Indonesian word “Pak” is a contraction of the word “Bapak,” which literally
means father in English. “Pak” is a term of address, akin to the English word “Sir” or
“mister.”



embedded. For Pak Kodi, the practice is so deeply embedded in the dance, that its
cultural significance is invisible or self-evident.

Similarly, the contemporary clown teachers, students, and practitioners I
encountered in the United States unable to articulate the significance of certain
aspects of training and praxis I was interested in scrutinizing. For example, when
asked why the Self is so important to clown, many respondents replied that it was
simply the best way to communicate with the spectator. In contrast, Balinese comic
dancers are capable of communicating effectively with their audiences, despite the
fact that notions of the Self are subsumed within the archetypal disposition of the
character in fopeng pajegan. Clearly, the Self is not the only or best method for
reaching an audience.

I am not suggesting that my American or Balinese informants had not
reflected on their respective practices, or that every aspect of clown in the United
States and Bali held a deeper cultural significance. Instead, I am suggesting that my
role as ethnographer, informed by my background as a theatre practitioner, was to
elaborate those aspects of contemporary clown that do have deeper social and cultural
implications that my informants might overlook or simply take for granted.

My position as a researcher was complicated by the fact that at times I was
also a student participant. This situation precipitated a couple of potential pitfalls for
my research. First, I feared that my position as a researcher might alienate the other
students or teacher in the class because they may feel as if [ was constantly assessing
and judging their actions and words, as if [ viewed them as merely guinea pigs in my

personal experiment. Second, I feared that the other students would not take my
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efforts in class seriously, as if I had no stake in achieving the pedagogical goals to the
best of my ability. Despite these misgivings, I always informed students and teachers
that [ was participating in the class as a researcher. In every case, I discovered that
my informants accepted my dual role as student and researcher without compunction.
I was able to compartmentalize my dual roles in order to reinforce the trust of my
peers. While I was in class, I was careful not to allow the researcher side of me to
intervene. I made notes in a small notebook if a phrase or idea seemed particularly
salient to my research and would follow up later. Most students in classes I attended

also took notes so my own note-taking did not seem out of place.

I am aware that my biases can potentially sway the data I collect and the way I
interpret this data. Of course, any qualitative study such as this is liable to
subjectivity, because it requires the researcher to organize the data collected into
some kind of structure and interpret this structure for important patterns. I employed
several strategies to mitigate the impact these biases might have. First, I have made
an effort to include a wide range of responses drawn from a wide range of informants.
Second, I have described my subjective experience, where applicable. Third, I have
used a number of theoretical approaches to distance myself from my subjects. While
these strategies are not infallible, they have allowed me to make certain claims,

however tentatively about clown training and practice.

What is Contemporary Clown?

The contemporary clown training I experienced was fundamentally built upon

four core concepts: the notion of an AUTHENTIC SELF at the center of the clown
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character; the FAILURE of the clown character to follow the conventions of mimetic
drama and the codes of society; and INTIMACY and COMPLICITY between
spectator and performer. Through these four concepts—the authentic Self, failure,
intimacy, and complicity—clown theatre represents an important site of resistance to
mainstream theatre practices, and resistance to dominant social practices and
perspectives. However, as I will demonstrate in chapters three and four, the way
these concepts are interpreted in performance contexts and taught in contemporary
clown classes can be quite different.

It is important to note that while I observed and experienced each of these
concepts—the authentic Self, failure, intimacy, and complicity—these terms were
generally never used by my teachers or by performers I interviewed. For instance,
none of my teachers used the term “authentic Self” in any classroom context. Instead,
they used terms like, “honest,” “truthful,” and “appropriate,” to describe a sense of
the desired qualities students should strive for in their performances. In this research,
I adopt these four terms, aware that they each carry complicated meanings, in order to
identify some distinguishing features of contemporary clown.

As the name suggests, clown theatre combines skills and techniques of
clowning with conventions and techniques of drama. However, clown theatre differs
from the kinds of clowning typically associated with the American circus, or
children’s birthday party entertainment, while breaking or outright rejecting the
dramatic structure and conventions of spectating associated with mainstream mimetic
drama. Sometimes there is a pre-existing script, like in 500 Clown Macbeth.

Sometimes performers create their own script through improvisational rehearsals, as
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in Logic Limited’s 7iVo La Resistance. Sometimes there is spoken text like Deanna
Fleysher’s performance in Butt Kapinski, School for Private Detectives. Sometimes
performers are silent as in Thom Monckton’s solo performance Moving Stationery.
Some performers wear a red nose to denote their clown status, while others do not.’
However, all of these performers and performances emphasize, to varying degrees,
the authentic Self, failure, intimacy, and complicity, which I will describe in greater
detail below.* I will sketch the contours of each term in the following chapters.
However, some preliminary definitions will be helpful in forwarding the current

discussion.

The Authentic Self

In my experience, the notion of an authentic Self is at the core of clown. In all
the clown training I undertook, I was urged to discover and marshal a sense of my
authentic Self in the service of my personal clown. This was achieved by admitting
my personal ways of moving and embracing my idiosyncratic emotional and
psychological responses to given stimuli. My teachers suggested that humans are

conditioned from a very young age to suppress or censor innate impulses and

? Members of 500 Clown paint their ears red to distinguish themselves as clowns in
all of their performances, including 500 Clown Macbeth.

* Obviously, there are other forms of theatre that rely on notions of self and
intimacy between performer and spectator. Numerous twentieth-century
experimental theatre artists including Antonin Artaud, Bertolt Brecht, Richard
Foreman, and Joseph Chaikin have questioned, challenged, reformulated,
reconceptualized, and discarded the conventional means of theatre making and
spectating. What differentiates clown theatre from the majority of conventional
theatre today is the fundamental notion of self-as-character and the unmediated,
intimate connection with the spectator in performance.
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responses and that in order to enter the “clown state” I needed to recapture and share
my spontaneous ways of being. The imperative to achieve a state of emotional and
psychological authenticity is not unique to clown theatre, and has vexed theatre
scholars and practitioners alike.

Emotional and psychological sincerity and its corollary authenticity have been
a central concern of generations of theatre practitioners and scholars from
Stanislavski to Joseph Chaikin. Furthermore, observers from Diderot to Auslander
have pointed out that the very notion of “authenticity” is fraught with complex and
contradictory meanings and repercussions. How can the performer embody authentic
states of being while enacting a theatrical fiction? Finally, how can audiences discern
real states of authenticity as opposed to artificial ones?

In his well-known 1830 treatise, The Paradox of Acting, Denis Diderot
suggested that the actor must remain aloof from “himself,” lest he be carried away
with emotion. According to Diderot, the audience will be better able to experience
emotions empathetically if the actor observes and imitates “nature” rather than
inhabiting the emotions he or she objectively discovers in the execution of a fictitious
character. If the actor “is himself while he is playing,” Diderot rhetorically asks,
“how is he to stop being himself? If he wants to stop being himself, how is he to catch
just the point where he is to stay his hand?” (Diderot 1883. loc. 219). In other words,
Diderot cautions that the actor who is caught up in an authentic emotional state will
be unable to distinguish between self and character, or reality and fiction. Beyond
this occupational hazard, Diderot strongly prefers an actor who indicates his or her

character’s emotional state, rather than one who experiences genuine emotion in the
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service of a fictional character because his focus is on the audience having an
empathetic experience.

By contrast, since the turn of the twentieth century, Western theatre theorists
and practitioners have tended to emphasize identification with the emotional and
psychological states of a character. Between the late 1890s until his death in 1938,
Konstantin Stanislavski—perhaps the best known theorist and teacher of acting in the
West— developed a codified system of acting based on his own experiences as an
actor and director. The System, as it is known, is based on a number of concepts that
have influenced naturalistic acting to the present, including identification with the
fictional role through careful text analysis, and a commitment to authentic emotional
and psychological states suggested by the given circumstances of the play (Benedetti
1998, loc. 2340). According to Stanislavski,

properly envisaged ‘given circumstances’ will help you to feel and to create a

scenic truth in which you can believe while you are on the stage.

Consequently, in ordinary life, truth is what really exists, what a person really

knows. Whereas on the stage it consists of something that is not actually in

existence but which could happen. (140; italics in original)
Despite his emphasis on credible emotional and psychological states, Stanislavski
recognizes the real/not real aspect of theatre making, suggesting,

there are two kinds of truth and sense of belief in what you are doing [on

stage]. First, there is the one that is created automatically and on the plane of

actual fact... and second, there is the scenic type, which is equally truthful but
which originates on the plane of imaginative and artistic fiction. (140; italics
in original)

Stanislavski’s insistence on truth is akin to the emphasis on an authentic Self at the

core of contemporary clowning. Whereas Stanislavski advocates for credible

emotional and psychological states that are appropriate to a fictional character, these
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states precede character in contemporary clown technique. That is, the actor
identifies his or her authentic emotional and psychological responses to given stimuli
and bases their clown character on these modes of being.

The Stanislavski System has had a profound and lasting impact on Western
acting technique since a core of Russian actors who had trained under Stanislavski
introduced his ideas to the United States in the 1920s. In turn, their American pupils
took these second hand lessons and adapted them to their own interests and goals.
Among the first Americans to study Stanislavski’s System were Lee Strasberg, Stella
Adler, and Sanford Meisner. Together these three practitioners developed an
American-born “Method” of acting by combining, “Stanislavsky’s [sic] techniques
and the work of his pupil Eugene Vakhtangov for the purpose of understanding and
effectively performing a role” (Krasner 2010, 144). Identification with the fictional
character and emotion recall are two concepts that have been attributed to
Stanislavski, but which were in fact developed by this small but influential group of
American actors and directors who were instrumental in disseminating their newly
minted acting “Method,” wherein the actor strives to experience real emotions and
psychological states (Ibid., 146). As the famed American director Elia Kazan put it,
“the actor must be going through the what the character he is playing is going
through; the emotions must be real, not pretended; it must be happening, not
indicated” (Ibid., 143). Kazan’s emphasis on real emotions in response to the
imagined circumstances of a fictional character is an enduring hallmark of the

American Method. Like Stanislavski’s famous system, contemporary clown
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emphasizes absolute emotional and psychological sincerity in training and
performance contexts.

More recently, scholars Phillip Zarrilli and Philip Auslander have weighed in
on the notion of an authentic self as a naturalized belief in western acting training.
Taking a deconstructionist view, Auslander adopts Derrida’s notion of logocentrism
and differance to consider how spectators come to understand the efforts of the
performer to combine an authentic self with a fictitious character in performance. He
summarizes the assumptions inherent in western acting theory and training from,
“Stanislavsky, Brecht and Grotowski” who “assume that the actor’s self precedes and
grounds her performance and that it is the presence of this self in performance that
provides the audience with access to human truth” (Auslander 2002, 54). Auslander
critiques this conception of self as a basis of truth generally, while Zarrilli is
interested in identifying how notions of self became associated particularly with the
mind, rather than located in the body. Zarrilli adopts the terms, “believability,” and
“honesty” as markers of truth. According to Zarrilli, believability underlies
“commonplace assumptions” that are,

Implicit in realistic acting that a character when enacted must conform to

ordinary social reality as constructed from the spectator's point of view. The

audience needs to be convinced that the character is behaving as some would

in "ordinary life" within the "given circumstances" of the scene. (Zarrilli 2002,

9)

Auslander takes a Derridean view, suggesting that our conception of meaning in
acting is the result of the “interaction of linguistic units” that are arbitrarily

designated, thus rendering any stable conception of “truth” untenable (Auslander

2002, 53). For Zarrilli acting consists of a series of culturally constructed “signs” that
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the spectator “reads” for meaning and that these signs have been associated with
mental processes of introspection and reasoning rather than through an articulation of
physical experience. Utilizing different theoretical models, Auslander and Zarrilli
question the assumptions that lie behind the conception of self and authenticity at the
center of the acting “problem.”

Yet despite the equivocal nature of stage authenticity, the spectator appears to
be capable of discerning the appropriateness of emotional and psychological states to
the fictional circumstances proposed by the performance in order to experience
genuine emotional and psychological responses. By privileging the body of the
performer as a mode of communication and the spontaneous interplay between
spectators and performers, clown theatre creates the conditions in which authenticity

and the Self can be actualized (discussed at length in chapters three and four).

Failure

Failure, or “The Flop” is an important aspect of contemporary clown
pedagogy. The flop is a term derived from the French phrase “faire le bide,” which
literally means to “take the belly.” The phrase “to flop” implies failure, but in
contemporary clown training, it also has a generative meaning, allowing the
performer to access the authentic Self. The notion of the flop was a powerful
reference point for all the teachers I observed, although they did not all use the term.
The flop refers to the moment when the clown performer tries and fails to perform in
some way. The flop can result from a simple action, such as failing to perform a
forward somersault, or from a complex and dangerous action such as juggling five

pins atop a twelve-foot ladder. What is significant to the flop is the fact that the
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spectator can clearly see the performer’s authentic, uncensored emotional and
psychological state in the immediate aftermath of their failure, rather than focusing on
the failure itself.

Failure in contemporary clown is a performance strategy, and not indicative of
lack or absence of skill. There is a curious paradox inherent in the flop because the
clown performer should not be seen to actually fail, rather failure is part of the
performance narrative. For example, in 7iVo La Resistance (discussed in greater
detail in chapter four), the three performers attempt and fail to hand a large flag from
the ceiling of the theatre. One female performer climbs on the shoulders of another
male performer but still she is not high enough to hang the flag; she climbs a twelve-
foot ladder while standing on the male performer’s shoulders but still cannot reach or
does not have the requisite technical skills to hang the flag, leading to a flop. This
sequence represents acrobatic skills rather than the absence of flag-hanging skill. It
also provides the clown performers with comic material around which to base their
narrative and the opportunity to express a wide range of emotional and psychological
states, from excitement to frustration, and disappointment. Through the flop, the
spectator is given access to otherwise private emotional and psychological states.
Thus the flop creates an opportunity for the authentic Self to be expressed and is an

important pedagogical tool in contemporary clown training.

Intimacy and Complicity

Intimacy and complicity are two closely related terms that relate to
contemporary clown in performance. As a performance genre, contemporary clown

requires an intimate connection between performer and spectator, who are complicit
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in the creation of the performance itself. Three interrelated ideas undergird the notion
of intimacy: a) clown theatre performances take place in the same location that they
are presented; b) the performance takes place in real time; ¢) the performers make an
effort to incorporate the idiosyncratic reactions of the specific audience, regardless of
plot. The presence of the performer and the explicit acknowledgement of the
spectator defines the term “complicity.” Derived from the French word “complicité,”
it implies a sense of collusion between performers and spectators and among
performers. Clown theatre performances are (typically) set in this theatre, at this
time, with this audience.

In some performances I observed, a fictional plot structure was used.
However, in these performances, the presence of the spectators was always implicit in
the way performers acknowledged the presence of the audience. For instance, in Butt
Kapinski, School for Private Eyes, the audience was cast as a group of private
detective students, and the audience was complicit in the action, whether they wished
to be or not. However, the presence of the performer as a character and not a private
detective simultaneously undermines absolute belief in the theatrical conceit,
permitting audiences to play within and with the fictional narrative. It is important to
point out that the audience had willingly assembled for the performance in order to

participate in this intimate experience with the performer.

Uniting The Self and Complicity

Closely related to the notion of complicity and underlying all of these key
principles is the concept of “play.” In contemporary clown praxis, the term play

carries with it a number of overlapping meanings. The term “play” derived from the
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French /e Jeu and owes much to theatre movement pedagogue, Jacques Lecoq,
discussed in greater detail below. Lecoq describes play as the “point when, aware of
the theatrical dimension, the actor can shape an improvisation for spectators using
rhythm. Tempo, space, form” (2001, loc. 460). For Lecoq, play represents a state of
readiness, an ability to improvise within a performance structure for the pleasure of
the spectator. In my experience, the term play can mean to take part in leisure
activity, like a game, for the pure enjoyment of it; it can refer to the interplay between
actor and role, between actors on stage, and between actors and the audience; play
can be used as a noun, verb, or adjective depending on the context.

The notion of play, therefore, undergirds the four other concepts of clown
described above, fostering complicity with the audience, and relying on the authentic
Self for its expression. Significantly, contemporary clown training and performances
are structured in a way that the principles I have outlined above are porous and
negotiable. Certainly more principles could be added to this succinct list, depending
on the teacher or performer predilections. However, by stating some unifying
principles that performers work within or against, I can begin to describe the

foundations of clown theatre as it is practiced today.

Identifying Difference as a Source of Humor

Stand up comedy is another genre of humorous performance in which the

notions of the Self, and intimacy with the audience provide the basis for
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performance.” Many performers such as Aziz Ansari, Lisa Lampinelli, Gilbert
Gottfried, Chris Rock, Amy Schumer, and Larry David, use their personal biography
as source material for their act, which often turns on their notion of being a social or
cultural outsider. Scholar Joanne Gilbert suggests that it is “not surprising that many
of those who tell jokes for a living tend to be society’s “misfits,” the people most
adversely affected by established relations” (2004, 15). Gilbert explains that stand up
comics who feel marginalized due to “some immutable physical reality such as sex,
race/ethnicity, age, size, or disfiguration/disability” often exploit their perceived
difference as a source of humorous intervention, satirizing the socially constructed
power relations that marginalize the comic (Ibid., 6). Gilbert’s categories of
difference are applicable to contemporary clown practitioners as well, who often
satirize the same sorts of power relations. However, there is a fundamental difference
in the way clown and stand-up conceptualize and actualize the Self in performance.
In stand up comedy, the Self is often channeled through a fictionalized
character portrayed by the comic. Gilbert identifies five comic archetypes women
comics typically fall into. These are: the kid; bawd; the bitch; the whiner; and the
reporter. Gilbert’s categories provide a useful rubric for thinking through some of the
similarities and differences between how the Self is conceptualized in stand-up
comedy and clown. Gilbert defines the Bawd as a sexually licentious and voluptuous
woman whose physical largess permits “greater license” for comic bawdiness (Ibid.,

100). A current example of the bawd archetype might be Lisa Lampinelli who tells

> Notions of failure and complicity figure in to the act of certain stand-up comedians
as well. However, I have narrowed the present discussion to the most common
features of both stand-up and contemporary clown.
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jokes about her physical size, unattractiveness, and sexual appetite, interpolated with
racially charged jokes. In contrast, Indian-American actor and comic Aziz Ansari
draws on his ethnic difference as source material for his stand-up act, while
Caucasian performer Larry David creates a stage and screen persona based on his
neurotic personal outlook. Despite the extent to which comics use their biography as
source material in their stand-up acts, the audience is asked to identify these
performers with their comic material. In this way, biography and fiction, reality and
imaginary intersect in the personal and the performance persona of the stand-up
comic.

The degree to which stand-up comics use biography in their performances
varies from individual, however, the performance persona is “more closely associated
with the personality and life of the comic” for audiences (Colleary 2015, 41). The
performance persona stand-up comics utilize in their performances can “act as a
vehicle through which aspects of the self are projected onto the stand-up stage,”
rather than authentic aspects of the performer’s Self (Ibid., 55). Conceptually and
practically, this is slightly different from what is going on in a clown performance.
While there is a doubling of the Self and a fictional character in contemporary clown,
the Self is enacted through the physical presence of the performer rather than through
a narrative of past events or through descriptions of attitudes and outlooks. The
clown enacts their attitudes in the presence of the audience, while tacitly implying or
explicitly communicating the notion that there is little or no gap between the on stage
persona and the performer’s Self. Stand-up comedy interprets and deploys the

concept of the Self differently from contemporary clown yet there are tantalizing
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similarities in the way the relationship between the performer and spectator is
understood. By contrasting stand-up comedy and contemporary clown, interesting

points of intersection emerge that require further research to elaborate.

The Origins of Clown Theatre

The current trend in clown theatre owes much of its conceptual and aesthetic
existence to Jacques Lecoq and his disciples. Since the 1960s, dozens of Americans
who have studied with Lecoq have brought the lessons they learned back with them,
seeking to articulate a mode of theatrical expression based on the performer’s use of
his/her body as a means of creating performance.® This is markedly different from
the current paradigm of theatrical creation that dominates the American professional
theatre (the so-called ‘mainstream’ which I will elaborate below). Through his
pedagogy, Lecoq has emphasized “preparation” rather than “training.” Though a
seemingly semantic difference, Lecoq reasoned that the former is “a process of
getting ready, of open-endedness and an unwillingness to close down on possible
options or choices,” while the latter involved “equipping his students with technical

acting skills for the existing theatre” (Murray, 64). This is significant to Lecoq’s

® Scores of performers, directors, and teachers from the United States who studied
with Lecoq have incorporated his lessons into their theatre-making. For instance,
Touchstone (Bethlehem, PA), Pig Iron Theatre (Philadelphia, PA) were founded by
Lecoq School graduates. For a description of American theatre companies that count
Lecog-trained artists among their ranks, see Susan Thompson (2007). Among his
most famous graduates are Simon McBurney of the British theatre company
Complicité, and Ariane Mnouchkine, French-born director of Théatre du Soleil. Both
companies create original work or adapt scripted plays using improvisation and the
dynamics of the actor’s body as a starting point for story and character (Murray and
Keefe 2007, 97; Hodge 2010, 259; Perret 2006, 131). Although it would be reductive
to connect any of these U.S. or British companies to a single ‘technique’ or pedagogy,
the influences of Lecoq’s emphasis on improvisatory play and the poetics of the body
are evident in their working models.
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conception of clown, which he never taught as an end in itself. Instead, clown is one
part of a larger training schema intended to prepare students to be alive to the
interplay between the self and others (spectators and other actors), and the interplay
between self and the performance text. Clown is a tool for awakening the actor to the
performance potential of their idiosyncratic way of being, rather than a means of
preparing students for a career in the circus (Lecoq 2006, 116).

The pedagogy of L’Ecole Internationale de Théatre Jacques Lecoq (hereafter
referred to as the Lecoq School) is based on the “study of improvisation and its rules
and on the other movement technique and its analysis,” through the use of masks
(Lecoq School 2011). Students progress through a series of different approaches to
physical training utilizing different types of masks, beginning with the neutral mask,
and then moving to the full or expressive mask, the half mask (akin to the archetypal
masks of commedia dell’arte), and, finally, what Lecoq calls “the smallest mask in
the world,” the clown’s red nose. (Lecoq 2006, 103)

In Lecoq’s training schema, the neutral mask is the primary pedagogical tool
for the analysis of movement. The neutral mask reveals idiosyncratic movement
habits, which can be systematically stripped away through observation and
experimentation, revealing a sense of physical neutrality. For Lecoq, neutrality is a
state of readiness, rather than stasis. Starting from neutral, the student can build a
physically expressive character, unencumbered by his/her own idiosyncratic ways of
moving. (Chamberlain and Yarrow 2002, 27). Rather than proscribe physical

movements and gestures that might evoke or symbolize psychological states, Lecoq
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emphasizes the body’s innate ability to generate emotional meaning (Frost and
Yarrow 1990, 86).

Clown is at the opposite end of the pedagogical spectrum from the neutral
mask. If neutral mask is totally without history or psychology, in a state of physical
balance and proportion, the clown is governed by idiosyncratic emotional and
psychological states that are clearly reflected in the imbalanced, imperfect and
disproportionate body of the performer (Lecoq 2006, 116). Although clown emerged
as an important component of Lecoq’s pedagogy in the mid-sixties, it was never the
central focus of the school. Before his death in 1999, Lecoq wrote, “to start with, this
part of the work lasted only two or three days; now it spreads over several weeks, as
the students’ fascination with the area has led me to delve into it more thoroughly”
(2001, 149). Lecoq suggests that the popularity of his clown pedagogy can be
attributed to a student interest in shedding social ‘masks’ and coming into contact
with a more emotionally vulnerable and psychically authentic self (Lecoq 2001, 163).
Student “fascination” with clown has led several former students and instructors of
Lecogq’s to focus more narrowly on clown training and performance possibilities.’

All of the teachers with whom I studied clown had either trained directly with

Lecoq, or with one of a handful of Lecog-trained pedagogues. My first introduction

7 Lecoq represents an important link in the lineage of clown theatre, however he is not
the only person to explore the poetics of clown. Two notable examples with tenuous
ties to Lecoq are the Dell’ Arte School, founded by Carlo Mazzone-Clementi, an
Italian pedagogue who worked at Strehler’s Teatro Piccolo in the 1950s along with
Dario Fo, Franca Rame, and Lecoq; Sue Morrison, a Canadian movement instructor
who is a proponent of the “Pochinko technique” that draws on “European clowning
traditions” and native American tricksters (Coburn and Morrison 2013, loc. 213).
Italian commedia dell ’arte master Antonio Fava could be added to this list, as
contemporary clown owes much to the classic Italian mask performance style.
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to clown was with Dody DiSanto in Washington, DC. DiSanto trained at the Lecoq
School in 1976 and later completed pedagogical training with Lecoq. Giovanni
Fusetti studied with Lecoq in the 1990s and also taught improvisation there after
completing his pedagogical training. In addition to leading workshops in the United
States and courses at his own school in Florence, Italy, Fusetti regularly teaches at
theatre schools in Europe, including the London International School of Performing
Arts. Both Aitor Basauri and Christopher Bayes studied clown with Philippe Gaulier,
a well-known former pupil of Lecoq’s who also taught at the Lecoq School. Basauri
is a native of Northern Spain and a member of the theatre group, SpyMonkey, based
in the United Kingdom. Bayes is an American teacher and director who began his
career as an actor with the Minneapolis-based theatre company, Theatre de la Jeune
Lune (now defunct). Jeune Lune was likewise founded by a group of Lecoq School
alumni, and Bayes was exposed to the Lecog-based pedagogy through them.
Although the teachers described above were all influenced by the clown pedagogy
first codified by Lecoq, they each treat clown as an independent performance

technique, rather than as part of a larger pedagogical sequence.

Current Research on Clown Theatre

Clowns and clowning have been a significant topic of enquiry among theatre
and social studies scholars. Among the notable historical studies are William
Willeford’s The Fool and His Scepter; John Towsen’s Clowns; and Enid Welsford’s
The Fool: His Social and Literary History. Together these texts give a
comprehensive history of clowns and clowning from the fifth century BCE, to the

present. Interest in contemporary clown training and clown theatre as a subject of
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critical interest has grown since the publication of two doctoral dissertations in 2007.
The growing body of literature on clowns and clowning include doctoral
dissertations, published manuals, critical and descriptive books including historical
descriptions of clowns and clowning from around the globe (See William Mitchell
1992; Ron Jenkins 1994; Robert Brightman 1999; Susan Seizer 2005; Megan Evans
2009; and Barnaby King 2013). They inform this study regarding how questions of
humor and intimacy are understood and negotiated in a particular locale. In the
following, I outline the body of literature relevant to the present study. There are two
general areas of discussion: unpublished doctoral dissertations; and published

scholarly work, how-to manuals, and historical overviews.

Recent Doctoral Research

A growing number of doctoral dissertations relevant to theatrical clown have
emerged since 2007 that fall into three broad categories: case studies of American
theatre groups that draw on Lecog-based pedagogy in their performance work;
participant-observer ethnographies of clown training; and critical analyses of
movement-based actor training. In the first category are case studies by Leslie
Danzig-Buxbaum and Susan Thompson, both written in 2007. Danzig-Buxbaum’s
dissertation is an auto-ethnographic analysis of the clown theatre performance
strategies utilized by the Chicago-based group 500 Clown. As a director and co-
creator with 500 Clown, Danzig-Buxbaum is uniquely positioned to discuss how the
company uses “narrative structure, action, play, improvisation, spectatorship, risk,
liveness and presence” to create full-length performances (Danzig-Buxbaum 2007, 3).

Susan Thompson’s dissertation considers the influence of Lecog-based pedagogy on
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North American theatre training and practice. Thompson’s aim is to describe,
“Lecoq’s contributions to a pedagogy of creation and to the body of work created and
developed by his students” in the U.S. (Thompson 2007, 3). Thompson focuses her
analysis and description on three case studies of contemporary American theatre
companies. Thompson and Danzig-Buxbaum offer invaluable insights into the
philosophical principles of Lecoq’s pedagogy and the ways in which they are
interpreted by contemporary American theatre companies and individuals.

In the United States, Laura Purcell Gates (2011) and Troy Lescher (2014)
have completed ethnographic-based dissertations on clown training. Gates’
dissertation is based on participant-observer experiences as a student in a series of
courses with French pedagogue Philippe Gaulier, a former student and teacher at the
Lecoq School who has operated his own school of theatre movement since 1980.
Lescher takes a comparative look at three different American clown pedagogues. He
participated in and observed classes with Dick Monday (former RBBBC clown
performer and teacher), Christopher Bayes, (discussed in chapter two) and Avner
Eisenberg (one of the first Americans to study physical theater with Lecoq and a
prominent member of the “New Vaudeville” theatre movement to emerge in the
1970s). In the United Kingdom, Lucy Amsden (2015) has also written on Gaulier’s
training methods. These studies provide a comparative framework and my own
research expands this growing body of analytical data on contemporary clown
training.

Claire Canavan (2010) and Maiya Murphy (2014) have written participant-

observer ethnographies analyzing movement-based acting pedagogies that intersect in
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important ways with Lecog-based clown training. Canavan takes a comparative
approach in her dissertation, juxtaposing the collective creation pedagogy of

Dell’ Arte International School (explored in chapter two), with Anne Bogart’s
Viewpoints technique and the Meisner Technique. Canavan looks at “theories about
the actor, including ideas about the actor’s mind and body, the actor’s creativity, and
the actor’s agency and authority” through participant-observer data gathered in
several different movement-based acting courses (2010, vi). Murphy builds upon
theories from cognitive studies to consider the efficacy of movement-based actor
training at the London International School of Performing Arts (LISPA), where she
was a student. LISPA was founded by Leonard Prattki, former teacher at the Lecoq
School and its headmaster upon Lecoq’s death in 1999. These two studies provide a
critical precedent for considering the communicative potential of the performer’s
body within a Lecog-based pedagogical structure.

The term “Lecog-based,” borrowed from other clown theatre scholars
(Murphy and Sherman, 2013; Gates, 2011; Magnat, 2005; Davison, 2013), carries
with it a number of intentions and meanings in the present context. First, “Lecoq-
based” differentiates the pedagogy I experienced from other types of pedagogy that
developed independently of Lecoq. Second, it encompasses a wide spectrum of
teachers, some of whom studied directly with Lecoq at his Parisian school, and others
who studied with one of Lecoq’s students or pedagogical apprentices. Third, Lecoq’s
pedagogical descendants have interpreted and adapted the conception of clown to

their own philosophical and aesthetic interests, hence their training methods are
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strongly influenced by Lecoq, but are not a reproduction of the pedagogy one might
receive at his school.

Tangentially related to my study are Barnaby King’s dissertation on clowning
in Columbia (2013), and David Peterson’s dissertation on theatrical clown technique
in contemporary productions of Shakespeare’s plays (2014). King considers,
“multiple clowning practices in Colombia as transformative social performance, in
political and economic contexts as well as cultural” (King 2014). King trained with
Sue Morrison in the Pochinko-based “Clown Through Mask” technique, that
combines the “European techniques of clowning,” and the “Amerindian ways of
clowning” (Pochinko 1987, 2). The Latin American clowns King examines have
their own clowning traditions with little direct influence from the Europe or North
America. Peterson discusses the ways in which contemporary American actors draw
on contemporary clown technique to perform clown characters in Shakespeare’s
plays. Both of theses studies combine performance analyses with ethnographic
research methods to elaborate their subjects.

Taken together, these dissertations form a broad critical spectrum that my
study contributes to in a number of crucial ways. First, they offer corroborating first-
hand knowledge of the fundamental concepts for clown theatre that I discuss in the
following chapters, namely, notions of an authentic Self, failure as a performance
strategy, and the unmediated connection between spectators and performers.
Secondly, they provide a basis for analyzing the significance of the body as a means

of generating meaning in clown theatre.

31



Published Scholarship, Manuals, and Histories

In addition to these unpublished dissertations, there are three broad areas of
literature relevant to my dissertation research: first, a handful of recently published
books cover the history of clown, and clown theatre practice; second, is “how-to”
manuals; and finally, monographs, essays and edited collections that consider Lecog-
based actor movement training generally.

Louise Peacock’s Serious Play (2009) and Jon Davison’s Clown (2014) both
offer an historical overview and an analysis of the philosophical underpinnings that
inform late twentieth century and early twenty-first century clowning. Peacock
outlines a broad taxonomy of clowns and offers critical insights into the function of
clowning in contemporary Western society. Davison follows the same historical
trajectory, and analyzes key philosophical assumptions of contemporary clown praxis
and training. Caroline Dream’s The Clown in You (2014) parallels the Lecog-based
clown pedagogy of self, authenticity and failure. Clown Through Mask by Sue
Morrison and Veronica Coburn (2013) is the first book of its kind to articulate the
training methods and philosophy of the Canadian clown technique, based on the
pedagogy of Richard Pochinko (more on Pochinko and the Canadian clown in
Chapter One). American director and educator Eli Simon has also written a pair of
‘how-to’ books on clowning, based on his own approach to the subject. Each of these
self-guided training manuals offers insight into how contemporary clown is conceived
and conveyed by different teachers in the United States and Western Europe, and they

provide a context for my own experience in contemporary clown training.
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A growing body of literature has emerged in the last ten years that articulates
and analyzes the philosophical and conceptual underpinnings of Lecoq’s movement-
oriented pedagogy. Among them are Jacques Lecoq and the British Theatre, a
collection of essays edited by Franc Chamberlain and Ralph Yarrow (2002), and Why
is That So Funny: A Practical Exploration of Physical Comedy by John Wright
(2007). Simon Murray’s aptly titled, Jacques Lecoq (2003) provides an expansive
biography of Lecoq, followed by a critical analysis of Lecoq’s pedagogy. Murray
closes with a series of exercises adapted from Lecoq, and a useful glossary of
important figures in Europe who influenced Lecoq’s pedagogy. These critical texts
build upon the primary documents by Jacques Lecoq that have been translated into
English in recent years, including The Moving Body (2001), and Theatre of Movement
and Gesture (2006). These books provide an overview of Lecoq’s philosophy of
movement analysis and the potential of the actor’s body. Overall, increasing interest
in Lecog-based pedagogy points to a fascination with the communicative dimension
of the performers body in particular, and with devised, non-mimetic drama more

generally.

Analytical Framework

Together, these works of scholarship, histories, and manuals paint a nuanced
picture of the literature on contemporary clown theory and practice as well as Lecoq-
based pedagogy. They position contemporary clown practice on a continuum of
experimental theatre both historically and contemporaneously, while focusing on the
embodied nature of the practice. My own research contributes to the current body of

research by focusing on the way in which the body of the performer can be
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understood as a site of knowledge and how contemporary clown reinforces this idea
theoretically and practically. In the following, I use current theories from cognitive
studies to analyze and describe how students learn to discover notions of the authentic
Self, failure (as a performance strategy), intimacy, and complicity (with the
audience). I also use theories from humor studies to analyze how performers interpret
and deploy these concepts in performances. But first, I position clown theatre as a
unique branch of avant-garde performance in opposition with the mainstream
American theatre. Since the preoccupation with the body of the performer aligns
clown theatre with the American avant garde movement of the 1960s and into the
early 1980s, while at the same time evinces a desire to break the conventions of
mainstream theatre in the early twenty-first century, I ask how is clown theatre

differentiated from other experimental theatre.

The Mainstream and the Margin

Clown theatre as a performance practice represents a means to explore a range
of performance possibilities unfettered by the dictates of the so-called ‘mainstream’
theatre. Mainstream theatre is a difficult concept to address definitively. In a 2000
editorial published in TDR, Richard Schechner negatively refers to the mainstream
theatre as “a theatre dominated by white people, ideas, projects, histories, and
futures,” and mainstream culture generally as “the dominant, the hegemonic” (2000,
4-6). Schechner’s treatment of the mainstream theatre indicates that the idea is so
invidiously woven into the fabric of American culture that it is easily taken for
granted and difficult to define. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “mainstream”

as “the prevailing trend of opinion, fashion, society, et cetera,” including art and

34



culture. The mainstream is often positioned in opposition to subcultures and
countercultures and within these circles the term is used pejoratively to suggest
inferior social and cultural values or outlooks. American Theater Magazine editor
Jim O’Quinn contrasts Schechner’s definition by attributing “positive connotations
[such] as pertinence, widespread appeal, and commercial viability” to the
mainstream, and negative connotations such as “conventionality, bloodlessness, or
calculated orthodoxy” (O’Quinn 2010). Regardless of the positive or negative
meanings present in the term, the “mainstream” is seen as the accepted standard to
which countercultures and subcultures are opposed.

French director, theorist, and teacher Jacques Copeau famously rejected the
conventions of mainstream theatre in Paris at the turn of the twentieth century.
Copeau was disturbed by what he viewed as the “shameless” commercialization of
the French stage (Copeau 1967, 227). He championed a renewed theatre that would
do away with what he vehemently described as “productions more and more foolishly
vain; critics more and more acquiescent; a public taste more and more misguided”—
in short, a commercial theatre that pandered to the critics and audiences alike with
ham acting in the insubstantial melodramas that dominated the Parisian stage
(Copeau 1967, 448). This was the mainstream theatre of Copeau’s day, and his
indignation and call to revolt were as salient a generation later among the
experimental American artists who spearheaded the avant garde of the 1960s and 70s.
Theatre scholar Mike Sell writes,

The avant-garde is a minority formation that challenges power in subversive,

illegal, or alternative ways; usually by challenging the routines, assumptions,

hierarchies, and/or legitimacy of existing political and/or cultural institutions.
(2011, 5-6)
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Clown theatre shares the American avant gardist impulse to define itself in terms of
what it opposes or is not. Arnold Aronson points out that the “spirit of
experimentation” that characterized the so-called avant garde ‘movement’ was driven
by a post-war “rebellion against the mainstream commercial system and the utter
rejection of the status quo” in American theatre (Aronson 2014, loc. 215). There are
strong parallels between late 1960s American experimental theatre and the sentiment
expressed by Copeau during the Belle Epoque in France at the turn of the twentieth
century, with the added desire to express socially and politically important messages
through an artistic medium.

For the purpose of this dissertation, I define mainstream theatre as a public
performance by professional theatre companies in New York City and other large
urban centers, where a previously written script is selected and a director, actors, and
designers are hired to realize a faithful interpretation of the selected script (based on
conventional script analysis techniques informed by Stanislavski-based acting
method). This attempt at a neutral description of what I term the mainstream of
American theatre does not take into account the full scope of socio-cultural and
economic factors that influence conventions of style and structure that influence
acting, directing and playwriting efforts. Nonetheless, there are certain conventions
clearly operating in mainstream theatre that theatre artists tacitly recognize, either
working within or pressing against them.

The term, “avant garde” has been widely used to describe artists and artistic
practices that stand in opposition to the philosophical and practical concerns of

mainstream culture and society. In the United States, the term gained currency in the
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1960s as a shorthand for experimental performance tactics and techniques that
challenged or revised the foundations of contemporary mimetic drama. Theodore
Shank points out that groups that defined experimental theatre in the United States
shared a concern for the theatre’s ability to transform society, rather than to merely
entertain (Shank 2002, 3). To this end, groups of artists explored and challenged the
following conventional theatrical methodologies and principles:

* The role of the playwright as the sole source of a play’s meaning

* The predominance of cause-and-effect narrative structure

* The authoritarian position of the director as the shaper of theatrical
intention and meaning

* The separation between spectator and performer

* The imaginary distinction between character and performer

It is largely a convenience of critical observation to group experimental performance
groups under these categories, since each “collective” interpreted or shaped these
categories in unique ways. Furthermore, many of the experimental collectives that
came of age in the 1960s refocused their mission or disbanded in the wake of
dramatic social, cultural, and political shifts in the United States starting in the 1980s.
As groups like The Open Theatre, The Living Theatre, and The Performance Group
fractured, a new coterie of vanguard artists were experimenting with the parameters

of theatre in response to a new cultural and political paradigm. ®

® It is important to note that other radical collectives survived the cultural and political
shifts of the 1980s which had led to the “decline and fall” of American avant garde
theatre Richard Schechner referred to in a 1981 essay in Performing Arts Journal.
Richard Foreman’s Ontological Hysteric Theatre is still a perennial force in New
York experimental theatre, although it is a somewhat ossified version of itself, while
the San Francisco Mime Troupe continues to operate under different leadership, as
does The Wooster Group, founded by former members of the Schechner-led
Performance Group.
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By “rejecting the theater’s traditional deference to the authority of the literary
text and a rejection of the traditional boundaries separating performers and
spectators,” clown theatre represents a continuation and reconceptualization of the
aesthetic aims of, “radical collective theatres of the 1960s,” which were rooted in
political activism (Harding and Rosenthal 2006, 6-8). Clown theatre challenges the
distinction between character and performer (another element linking the practice to
its avant garde precedents), but clown theatre is not “radical” in the way that the
American avant garde theatre movement was. In terms of story, plot, and theme,
clown theatre performances I witnessed rarely confronted political issues or directly
attacked social or cultural institutions. Rather than taking a political stance, these
performances posed rhetorical questions about the social and cultural institutions that
guide our lives, often indirectly. A more overt and direct way these performances
confronted their audiences was through the restructuring of theatrical conventions.
Although, I should note that breaking theatrical conventions is somewhat
commonplace and many of the techniques invented and introduced by performance
vanguards like Richard Schechner’s Performance Group have been folded into the
canon of the theatrical mainstream. Still, clown theatre uses many of the same
techniques such as audience interaction and participation in very different ways and
towards a different end than their predecessors in the American avant garde.

In addition to transgressing the formal conventions of play making, theatrical
clown radically alters the traditional relationship between audience members and
performers by erasing the distinction between actor and character, discarding

suspension of disbelief. Bruce McConachie points out that “our contemporary
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custom of engaging with performers through studied attention, emotionally charged
silences, and occasional laughter, coupled with applause only at the curtain call,” is
the conventionally accepted paradigm in the U.S. even today (2008, 2). However,
clown theatre shatters this conventional performer-spectator paradigm by explicitly
involving the spectator in the creation of the live performance.

These different conceptual and practical elements link contemporary clown
directly and indirectly to the American avant garde, by transgressing theatrical
conventions in performance, and by privileging the body of the performer as a site of
meaning over dramatic text. Ultimately, the goal of contemporary clown is to engage
the spectator in a lively and compelling performance experience that is a catalyst for

an empathetic response.

Cognitive Science and Contemporary Clown

Cognitive science can be fruitfully brought to bear on my analysis of the
performer’s process because it sheds light on human empathy, an important cognitive
function critical to theatre spectating. One of the primary theories to define acting
technique for the last one hundred years was the Cartesian separation of mind and
body. In the early seventeenth century, French philosopher Rene Descartes
speculated that the mind was an immaterial “substance,” separate from the material
body. He writes, “as we regard mind and body to be, are really substances essentially
distinct from the other” (Descartes 1911 [1641], 4). In fact, cognitive scientists have
developed an “increasingly detailed map of the mechanisms by which the human
cognitive apparatus is shaped by the body and thus the way in which knowledge itself

reflects mind-embodiment” (Hart 2006, 33). In other words, cognitive scientists have
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strong empirical evidence that doing and thinking, being and the mind, are essentially
interconnected and that the body is not merely governed by the mind but that there
exists a kind of cognitive loop between them (Lakoff and Johnson 1999, 17-18).

In recent years, there have been a number of studies to marry cognitive
science with theatre studies in order to articulate the complexities of performance.
This nascent field of theatre scholarship has yielded a wide array of studies on a
broad range of topics. A trio of book length studies by Rhonda Blair, Bruce
McConachie, and Naomi Rokotnitz have had an impact on my own interest in
cognitive science theories. Each scholar uses a different set of theories from
cognitive science to analyze a particular set of questions. In The Actor, Image, and
Action: Acting and Cognitive Neuroscience, Rhonda Blair considers how notions of
self and consciousness are experienced and actualized by actors in service to a
fictional character. She draws on the notion of embodiment, which describes the way
in which our physical experience shapes abstract thinking. In Engaging Audiences: A
Cognitive Approach to Spectating in the Theatre (2008), McConachie draws on
notions of the “embodied mind” through a series of historical case studies to analyze
how audiences engage their emotional, cognitive and psychological mechanisms with
fictional theatrical performances. And in Trusting Performance: A Cognitive
Approach to Embodiment in Drama (2011) Naomi Rokotnitz uses a series of
historical case studies to argue that our bodies produce knowledge informed by
millennia of biology as well as experience, and that plays offer an opportunity to
elicit embodied knowledge. These three studies and others, such as Amy Cook’s

Shakespearean Neuroplay (2010), John Lutterbie’s Toward a General Theory of
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Acting (2011), draw on the work of neuroscientists, cognitive linguists, cognitive
anthropologists, and philosophers to explain cognition in performance contexts.

The work of McConachie, Blair, and others inspired me to look at the primary
research on which they were based. These include George Lakoff’s, Women, Fire
and Dangerous Things, which describes what categorization reveals about a culture;
More Than Cool Reason (Lakoff 1989), which analyzes the way in which aesthetic
sensibility functions in its intellectual, cultural and historical contexts, based on
readings of poetry; Philosophy in the Flesh (Lakoff and Mark Johnson 1999), which
confronts basic assumptions about how knowledge and the mind function; and Mark
Johnson’s The Body in the Mind (1987), which explores the notion that mind and
body are actually one organism, and argues that meaning, understanding and
rationality result from bodily knowing. These texts have a profound bearing on the
way in which cognition in the theatre can be analyzed and understood.

My own research on contemporary clown and cognition follows the model of
cognitive literature scholar Lisa Zunshine. In her book Getting Inside Your Head
(2012), Zunshine builds on the “Theory of Mind” to analyze and explain how humans
understand the hidden motivations and emotional and psychological states of fictional
characters. As I discuss in chapter four, Theory of Mind attempts to explain how and
why humans detect and interpret a disparate array of extra-linguistic cues for meaning
in social contexts and how this same skill is deployed with fictional characters (on
stage or in literature).

Theory of Mind is particularly suited to the analysis of contemporary clown

because of its emphasis on transmitting emotionally and psychologically transparent
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states of being through the body and face of the performer. One of the central
concerns of Lecoq’s methodology was, “to discover the forces and patterns of
movement which underpin [...] particular emotional states—the dynamics of fatigue
and nostalgia, for example” (Murray 2003, 85). This is not to say that Lecoq
advocated for a mechanical reproduction of physical attitudes to evoke certain
emotional states; rather that the body’s natural expressive range can evoke emotional
and psychological state in the performer.

This is markedly similar to what Paula M. Niedenthal, et al. describe as
“embodied emotions.” Niedenthal says that cognitive processing follows a physical
response to the world and activates our memory of similar experiences. According to
Niedenthal, “when a person’s body enters into a particular state, this constitutes a
retrieval of conceptual knowledge.... In turn, other cognitive processes, such as
categorization, evaluation, and memory are affected. As an embodied state triggers
an emotion concept and as the emotion becomes active, it biases other cognitive
operations towards a state consistent with that emotion” (2005, 40). Niedenthal and
her co-authors are referring to emotions derived from instinctive survival strategies,
“that constitute responses to specific physical and social problems posed by the
environment,” which I contend have their analogy in the act of creating a
performance and performing (2005, 22). In much of the clown training I experienced,
I was discouraged from making intellectual choices about my actions, and instead
was asked to allow my physical experience to provide instant feedback that
influenced how I felt and thought. In clown theatre, the performer moves and the

mind follows.
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In my experience with contemporary clown training, students learned through
experience, rather than discussion.” Lessons were structured around physical
exercises, which were designed to elicit certain skills. However, the instructor rarely
if ever demonstrated the desired skills; instead, students were expected to learn for
themselves through trial and error. Some instructors pointed out the relative success
of each student’s attempt to help narrow the range of possibilities following
completion of specific exercises, but it was rare for the instructor to describe
specifically the end goal.

In the Red Nose Workshop, led by Giovanni Fussetti, the performer
discovered his or her personal clown through intense self-examination focused on his
or her physical presence—how they moved, their rhythm, pace, and their sense of
space. These traits were then magnified and expanded to reveal the clown character.
This is a form of knowing that is completely personal and based in the body. The
clown performer enacts him or herself in performance—there is no gap between
character and self—but it is an exaggerated self that is not laden with psychological
or emotional baggage. The clown is in essence an archetypal version of the
performer, aided by the mask of the red nose. This last remnant from the circus helps
to remind the audience of the clown’s otherness while at the same time placing the
clown performer beyond any expectation of reality and logic. As Fusetti describes it,
the, “red nose is a mask, so that it is an archetype, it is not a personage. We don’t

care about the history or the psychology [of the character], or psychological

? The typical training paradigm illustrated above is based on my experience in
courses, workshops and intensive study with instructors Aitor Basauri, Christopher
Bayes, Dody Disanto, and Giovanni Fusetti.
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problems—it’s a mask—so you go onstage, and in one, two, three seconds you [the
spectator] know everything. Then we will just discover what we already know,
because physically everything is there” (Fusetti 2011). In this quote, Fusetti suggests
that fundamental psychological and emotional information is conveyed through the

body and face of the performer despite the mask that they wear.

Humor Studies and Contemporary Clown

Another pair of related theories that are important to my consideration of
contemporary clown comes from humor studies. I analyze how performers generate
and sustain humor in clown theatre performances, through an unmediated connection
with the spectator that allows the spectator to participate actively in the development
of the live performance.

While comedy has received less critical attention than tragedy, philosophers
since the fifth century B.C.E. have still have weighed in on the effect of humor on a
society. (Palmer 1994, 6) Plato wrote that laughter is a negative emotion that
undermines rational self-control, and is a malicious form of behavior. He further
suggested that the state should strictly curtail laughter-provoking drama and fiction
(Laws, 7: 816¢; 11: 935e). Not surprisingly, the seventeenth century philosopher
Thomas Hobbes also held laughter in low esteem. Well-known for his
pronouncement that life is, “brutish, nasty and short,” Hobbes says men laugh when
they feel superior to the object of their scorn. This can be another person, or an
earlier version of himself. He says the “sudden glory” of laughter is, “caused either

by some sudden act of their own, that pleases them; or by the apprehension of some
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deformed thing in another, by comparison whereof they suddenly applaud
themselves” (Hobbes 1982 [1651], 43).

Sigmund Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, published in
1905, was one of the first philosophical treatises to consider humor in the twentieth
century. According to Freud, laughter represented the release of repressed sexual or
aggressive “energy’’ (2003 [1905], 198). Henri Bergson’s study, On Laughter, first
published in 1900, is often considered a foundational text in the analysis of humor.
Bergson argues that laughter is the result of the “involuntary gesture, the involuntary
word” (Bergson 1974 [1900], 744). He offers the example of a “man, running along
the street [who] stumbles and falls” suggesting that it is the man’s inability to avoid
the object that made him stumble—his involuntary clumsiness—that provokes our
laughter (Bergson 1974 [1900], 738). For Bergson, empathy is the enemy of humor
and he says that if a spectator is made to feel sympathy, disdain, “laughter is
incompatible with emotion” (Bergson 1974 [1900], 744).

These theorists and theories have come under scrutiny in the latter half of the
twentieth century because there is no stable research model on which to replicate their
claims. Furthermore, recent studies in cognitive science, sociology, psychology and
anthropology have all added nuance to the complex question of humor and challenged
or modified many of the previously held assumptions described above. In the
following section, I will describe two recent theories of humor, which have emerged
from the fields of experimental psychology and cognitive neuroscience. The first
theory suggests humor is an evolutionary adaptation that developed in pre-literate

humans to cope with changes in the environment. The second proposes that humor
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arises when an utterance or action violates a deeply held belief yet simultaneously
does not threaten that belief. These two theories guide my discussion of humor in

chapter three.

Evolutionary Basis for Humor

Researchers Matthew Hurley, Reginald B. Adams, Jr., and Daniel Dennett
argue that humor originated as a vital cognitive ability to discern false beliefs about
the environment and thus aids with survival. Hurley et al., base their argument on a
straightforward premise: why do we laugh, if laughter serves no clear biological
function? From the perspective of evolution, humor, like any other cognitive
function, must serve the hominid (e.g. human) in some appreciable way, particularly
if there is a “cost” to engaging in a given behavior. The cost of laughter is that
“hominids at play—and laughing—expose themselves to attacks from outsiders and
predators by being louder and paying reduced attention to possible threats,” thus
threatening their survival. (Hurley, et al. 2011, loc. 552). With this in mind, humor
must serve some other extra-survival purpose that is less obvious yet still vital.

In a carefully constructed argument, Hurley, Dennett, and Adams suggest that
humor is akin to other vital survival adaptations such as the “cuteness” perception. In
a carefully outlined metaphor, Hurley’s group point out that the ability of early
humans to perceive cuteness ensured that they would care for their offspring.
Cuteness perception is rewarded with healthy offspring that will later contribute to the
well-being of their parents. Similarly, early humans were rewarded for their nascent

sense of humor.
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The human brain is especially attuned to anticipate the consequences of
certain actions and the outcomes of certain experiences in a time-limited
environment. Hurley, et al. argue that the primary function of human minds, “is to
extract information on the fly from the world around them and generate expectations
that will serve the organism well in its odyssey through an uncertain and often hostile
world” (Hurley, et al. 2011, loc. 1202). But the brain does not calculate every
possible outcome—to do so would be impossibly time-consuming and would not
serve the organism well in its survival efforts. Therefore, in order to produce “real-
time anticipations on all important topics” the human brain has been evolutionarily
engineered to take calculated risks in order to respond to the time-pressured demands
of living (Ibid., loc. 1202). When these risks play out successfully, the organism
develops a belief about the world (Ibid., loc. 1345). Hurley argues that humor
provided a pathway for early humans to recognize contradictions in their perception
of the external world, and reconcile them before committing a false belief to long-
term memory. Laughter persists in contemporary human minds, however, since we
no longer worry about basic survival, our sense of humor has adapted to other non-
life threatening scenarios in which we are forced to confront false beliefs about the

kno