

























































































Photo © lzis, Pans

‘As American as apple pie’

by A.H. Saxon

in the United States began with ex-

I - IKE its European ancestor, the circus
hibitions of trick horsemanship, to

- which clowns, acrobats and tightrope per-

formers were quickly added. Its founder
was the British equestrian John Bill
Ricketts, who had previously performed in
English circuses and who, in the 1790s,
established permanent circus buildings of
his own in Philadelphia and New York City.
Ricketts and his small troupe also toured
cities in the USA and Canada, often erect-
ing temporary wooden arenas along their
route. 2 ‘

Meanwhile, in a parallel development,
other showmen had begun taking around
the country small collections of exotic anim-
als brought to these shores by enterprising
ships’ captains. There were no public zoos
in the United States at this time. Conse-
quently, it was through such exhibitions
that most Americans had their first view of
lions, camels, elephants and other non-
native animals. The menagerie owners,
whose “caravans” quickly grew to impress-
ive sizes, established permanent buildings
in such cities as New York, where they
exhibited their animals during the winter
months. When the weather was warm, they
continued to tour, and they soon hit upon
the idea of exhibiting under canvas tents,
thereby eliminating the need to erect
boarded enclosures or lease existing build-
ings wherever they went. Beginning in the
1820s, this innovation was adopted by
American circuses.

‘Big Tops’ that could seat 10,000

With these portable tents that could easi-
ly bé erected or taken down in a few hours,
they were free to roam wherever they liked,
even to the smallest towns in the hinter-
lands, where they often gave single perfor-
mances, then moved on in time to exhibit in
the next town on the following day. From
the introduction of the tent dates the true
beginning of the American touring circus,
which later in the nineteenth century ex-
panded into “tented cities” of astounding
dimensions—consisting of “big tops” cap-
able of seating 10,000 or more spectators;
separate tents for menageries, sideshows
and other attractions; dressing tents and

<4Roll up! Roll up! Before the show, a young

performer encourages the public to come
and see the ‘“crocodile-woman”. Lagny
(France), 1959,

The art of the circus spectacular

dining-room or “cook tents” for artistes and
employees; not to mention additional tents
for stabling the hundreds of draft horses
that pulled the circus wagons, for black-
smiths and veterinary surgeons, and for va-
rious other purposes.

By the mid-nineteenth century, too, a
number of circuses had linked up with
menageries, whose animals were no longer
simply exhibited in cages, but were now
featured in the increasingly elaborate street
parade that advertised the arrival of the
circus in a town, in processions and races
(between camels, elephants, and even
ostriches ridden by monkeys) inside the
circus tent itself, and in separate numbers of
their own. Among these last was the sensa-
tional act by the celebrated American lion
trainer Isaac Van Amburgh, who first en-
tered a cage with his “big cats” in the 1830s
and shortly thereafter, as the first American
circus performer to gain an international
reputation, appeared with them in various
European cities.

There is no such thing as “pure” circus,
and since the early days of Philip Astley in
London and Antonio Franconi in Paris, the
circus has traditionally been a mixture of
diverse entertainments: of tumbling and
rope walking which date from Antiquity, of
trick horsemanship performed in open
fields by eighteenth-century riding masters,
of clowns whose roots are traceable at least
to the Commedia dell’Arte, of pantomimes

and even theatrical spectacles, in which -

animals often took part, performed on huge
scenic stages in permanent circus buildings
and theatres.

‘The Greatest Show on Earth’

In the United States, another accretion
occurred in the late nineteenth century,
drawn from the hippodromes of Henri Nar-
cisse Franconi and Phineas T. Barnum in
New York City (built in 1853 and 1874,
respectively). These establishments were
huge arenas—sometimes open to the air,
sometimes roofed with canvas or glass—
that had been popular for some years in
Europe and were a conscious attempt to
recreate the ancient Roman “circus” and its
“games”. This was not the circus as we
know it today, but rather the great oval
course over which races, a la Ben Hur, were
run. In the United States, such arenas fea-
tured races between Roman chariots, be-
tween male and female jockeys on indi-
vidual horses, representations of stag hunts
with real stags and full packs of hounds in
pursuit, besides steeplechases, foot races
and related attractions. The oval hippo-
drome track and the kinds of entertainment
peculiar to it were also adopted by the

American circus—but not before another
important development had taken place.

.As in Europe, American circuses were
originally one-ring affairs, an arrangement
that remained the norm until the 1870s. At
the beginning of that decade the great
showman P.T. Barnum, then in his sixties,
entered the field and, within a few brief
years, created what he proudly termed
“The Greatest Show on Earth”. The size of
his main tent or Big Top was so large that
many spectators had difficulty seeing, stood
up in their seats and crowded to the ring-
side, and consequently interfered with the
view of others. At the beginning of his
second season in 1872, therefore, Barnum
and his partner William C. Coup decided to
add a second ring, in which acts were per-
formed simultaneously with those in the
first—in effect making their enterprise into
a “double circus”. At the same time they
added to their establishment an oval hip-
podrome track, encompassing the two rings
and running around the arena immediately
in front of the spectators’ seats; and races,
spectacular processions and triumphal
drives in a carriage by the famous showman
himself became standard features on this
vast expanse. The arrangement proved so
popular that nearly every circus in the coun-
try soon added a second ring.

The three-ring circus

To go one better than these competitors
and further increase the size of their tent, in
1881 Barnum and his new partner James A.
Bailey added a third ring, thereby complet-
ing the evolution of what is perhaps the
most distinctive characteristic of the Amer-
ican circus: the “three-ring” format. In fact,
even this term gives but a faint idea of the
multiplicity of entertainment such a show
presents, since besides the three rings and
hippodrome track, Barnum added two
large platforms or “stages” between the
rings for acts requiring a firm surface, such
as trick cycling or roller-skating, while
above the arena high-wire artistes and as
many as three trapeze troupes might per-
form at the same time! When Barnum took
his huge show to London during the winter
of 1889-1890, British spectators, still accus-
tomed to the traditional one-ring circus,
hardly knew what to make of it. It was
bewildering, overwhelming, apt to give
spectators “fits of indigestion”, critics
wrote. Yet nearly all agreed it was a mag-
nificent spectacle.

Since the days of Barnum, at least, “spec-
tacle” has remained another distinctive fea-
ture of American circuses. On the great
hippodrome track itself, elaborate proces-
sions, featuring horses, elephants and all
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Antiquity. The spirit of the circus can also
be glimpsed in medieval miniatures, in the
fairy-like damsels with their hoods and wide
veils, who wander among round tents
adorned with coloured pennants, forerun-
ners of the Big Top. Perhaps the best-
known example of this spirit is to be found
in the famous unicorn tapestries in the
Cluny Museum, in Paris, one of which de-
picts a lady, surrounded by birds, rabbits,
monkeys, dogs and lions, coming out of a
multicoloured tent. She is wearing a feath-
ered turban which makes her look like a
sultan’s wife, or a snake-charmer worthy of
The Thousand and One Nights.

The Cluny tapestries, like flying carpets,
transport us to the imaginary circuses, float-
ing animals and fantastic Gypsy caravans of
Marc Chagall’s paintings. It would be in-
teresting to study the development of the
tent from the studded medieval pavilion of
the Battle of Roncevalles to the Big Top in
Ingmar Bergman’s film Sawdust and Tinsel.
I suspect that Gypsies played a substantial
part in it. Even today, in the streets of
Madrid, the Gypsies shake their tam-
bourines around a bear dancing on a barrel,
and fortune-tellers read the hands of
passers-by in the Paris Flea Market. Any
Gypsy has the circus in his blood because he
is an outsider and because both his clothing
and his way of life are exaggerated, out of
the ordinary.

Exaggeration is the key word. Arcimbol-
do, with his heads made up of plants, Rabe-
lais with his erotic humour, his eschatolo-
gical jubilation and his insatiable greed,
Brueghel and Bosch with their diabolical
fantasms—all these were faithful to the spir-
it of the circus in the best possible way,
unconsciously. And isn’t it appropriate that
a misshapen dwarf, Henri de Toulouse-
Lautrec, should have produced a series of
circus paintings? His self-portrait is a true
caricature of a clown, with its exaggerated
mouth, pathetic spectacles, squashed bow-
ler hat, and nose like an aubergine from an
Arcimboldo head. Everything in the work
of Toulouse-Lautrec, the aristocrat who
lived with outsiders, recalls the circus,
whose secret mysteries are revealed only to
artists and children.
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The circus has obvious links with the
cinema, and vice versa. As early as the
eighteenth century, the magic lantern was
an attraction at French fairs. In its early
days, the cinema drew inspiration mainly
from the scenic and dramatic wealth of the
circus, the cabaret and the music-hall. The
ambiguity of the circus may be its weakness
or its strength: neither an art nor a sport,
neither Athens nor Sparta, for ever vacillat-
ing in the no-man’s-land between aesthetic
fervour and muscular skill.

In the declining days of their empire, the
Romans asked their emperors for “bread
and circuses”. Today, civilized societies set-
tle for “bread and cinemas” or, worse still,
for “bread and television”. The fantasms of
the circus live on in video-clips and even in
advertisements. They startle us in the
streets with punk hair-styles and clothes, or
when rock concerts resound through a
space several times the size of the Coliseum,
amid coloured lights, clouds of smoke and
shrieks. Not only are the singers disguised
as clowns, marquises or Martians—some
call themselves “Prince” or “Queen”, a re-
minder that the clown Coquinet, the jester
of Burgundy, was once appointed minister
by his prince. Long before that, Caligula
had proclaimed his horse a consul. History
is full of tightrope walkers.

There are craters in the moon which,
from afar, look like open-air circus rings.
Perhaps, one day in the not too distant
future, anintergalactic troupe willappear in
one of them. Perhaps indescribable won-
ders will then be seen, as in the films of
Steven Spielberg, who is in many ways close
to the circus. Holography and laser beams,
computer science, optical fibres and quan-
tum mechanics will perhaps make it possi-
ble to change Pliny’s giraffe into Aeschy-
lus’s tortoise. Perhaps such a fantastic trick
will give free rein to the concentrated
liberty of the circus. |
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