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a documentary about contemporary clowns

on the nOse is a work in progress. Upon completion, the documentary
will feature interviews with notable professionals in clowning, as well
as performance footage and archival material.VWe’ve produced this
booklet to give you a glimpse into the project and touch on some of
the topics we'll explore in on the nOse. Enjoy.
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Introduction

Take everything you know about clowns.
Blow it into a balloon and tie it off. Twist it into the shape of a
dog, or a giraffe, or a funny hat. Got it? Now pop the balloon.

on the nOse goes beyond baggy pants and
big shoes, beyond birthday parties—even
beyond the big top—to present a group of
performers who will shred your stereo-
types into a bucket of confetti. These
artists aren’t constrained to slapstick
vignettes. Their work ranges from the
hilarious to the hysterical; from sardonic
to scary; from the poetic, to the political,
to the poignant.

Meet the contemporary
clown.

And they are just as diverse offstage. Male
and female, veteran and newcomer, hailing
from countries around the world, each
brings a unique perspective to their work.
These fascinating performers reveal how
they discover, nurture, and develop their
unique comedic persona, their
clown.They discuss the art
of clown alchemy: how
the clown transmutes
idiosyncrasies into
talents, vulnerabilities
into strengths,

naiveté into wisdom.

They demonstrate how you can expose
yourself while fully clothed, and to be
funny without really trying.

on the nOse refutes the common, limited
perception of clowning. It unveils a vibrant
community of artists, and discloses their
creative process. In doing so, on the nOse
affirms the clown’s vital role not only in
the performing arts, but in society itself.

“... the famous red nose,
the smallest mask in the
world... would help people
to expose their naiveté and
their fragility.”

- Jacques Lecoq




Counterfeit Clowngs

Of all performers, everywhere,
in all time, the most misunderstood
and misrepresented is the clown.Yes,
even more misunderstood and mis-
represented than mimes.

Chances are, your most firmly held
ideas about clowns have little to do
with the real thing. At best, the word,
“clown,” evokes Krusty the Clown,
from the animated television series,
The Simpsons. But more likely, it
brings to mind a certain purveyor of

Parodies of clowns—such as Krusty
the Clown from the television show,
The Simpsons—have outnumbered

and supplanted images of real clowns.

happiness in the form of a toy and a
meal: Ronald McDonald.

Or if you're very unlucky, the quintes-
sential clown is a lot scarier than fast
food. It could be Jack—the mascot of
Universal Studio’s Halloween Horror
nights—Batman’s pathological arch-
nemesis, The Joker, the Killer Klowns
From Outer Space, the Insane Clown
Posse, Pennywise the clown from Ste-
phen King’s IT, or... you get the idea.

It’s entirely possible to go through life
without seeing any clowns besides
scary clowns. It's no wonder that so
many people claim to be afraid of
them.There’s a word for it: coulro-
phobia. That’s clown-o-phobia to you
and me.

And you don’t have to be a real
person to be afraid of fictional clowns.
Some of our favorite
characters—from the
Animaniacs to
Cosmo Kramer—
seem to have de-
veloped an irratio-
nal fear of clowns.
(Which is strange:
characters like Kramer just may
be clowns themselves—but more
about that later.) In reality, it’s a
good bet that most of us don’t
find clowns particularly scary or
funny.We just know it’s funny to
be scared of them.

Even if we've never seen a

i : B real one.

Circus Clown Archetypes

The counterfeit clowns are
always parodies or grotesque distor-
tions of the classic circus clown.
Circuses and clowns have been
around a long time. But the kind

of circus we're inclined to think of
established its idioms in the 800’s,

and is epitomized by the spectacular
Ringling Brothers and Barnum and
Bailey Circus.You know, “The Great-
est Show on Earth.” It was in this sort
of circus that the most familiar clown
types emerged, each with a distinctive
style: the whiteface, the auguste, and
the character clown.

A familiar circus clown, pictured in a
Ringling Brothers, Barnum & Bailey
advertisement, circa 1942.



The Whiteface Archetype

The whiteface clown descends
from certain stock characters of the
Italian comedic theatre tradition,
Commedia dell’Arte. And although
Arlecchino and Pedrolino (better
known by their French-derived names,
Harlequin and Pierrot) have endured,
they also evolved into the kind of
clown that would eventually enter the
circus tent, the whiteface clown. Most
sources credit the transformation to
the early 19th century English per-
former, Joseph Grimaldi. In fact,
many in the business A still
refer to a whiteface { clown

as a,“Joey.” O o
R

Joesph Grimaldi (1778-1837) is
credited for adapting the clown into its
modern form.

Although the whiteface gets his name

from the color of the base makeup

he wears, the thing that really sets

him apart isn’t his appearance,
but his attitude. The whiteface
can range from classy to a little
crazy. But generally, he’s the
ringleader of the other clowns.
He’s officious, yet inept. So,

his attempts to boss everyone

around are, well, laughable.

.
A whiteface clown from a
\ Ringling Brothers, Barnum &
‘\Bailley advertisement, 1936.

The Auguste Archetype

The auguste clown is the foil

to the whiteface. He’s never classy
and instead of white base makeup, he
wears a more natural color. Some call
him the red clown. But again, it’s the
attitude that matters most. Compared
to the whiteface, an auguste has a
lower status level and, let’s face it, a
lower intelligence level.

According to many, the auguste clown
first found his full expression with Al-
bert Fratellini. Albert Fratellini is even
credited for introducing the add-on
red nose.

The relationship between the white-
face and auguste—or if you prefer, the
white and the red clown—is a staple
of all comedy, whether or not you call
it clowning.

Laurel and Hardy, Abbot and Costello,
Bugs and Daffy, Martin and Louis,
Ricky and Lucy, Penn and Teller: they
all have a little white and red blood
running through them.

Albert Fratellini (left), is the prototypical auguste clown. Although they lack the
traditional circus clown makeup, Laurel & Hardy (right) embody the classic
auguste / whiteface relationship.



Pecking Order

The Character Archetype

As you might guess, there’s
enough room between the white

and red clowns for an intermediate
step in the pecking order. In fact, the
auguste clown Albert Fratellini was
part of the trio, the Fratellini Broth-
ers. It included his brother Francgois as
the whiteface and his brother Paul as
the in-between, a subtype sometimes
called, the contra-auguste.

A trio of clowns, possessing progres-
sively lower status and intelligence,
forms another time-tested framework
of comedy. Even if you don’t know the
Fratellini Brothers, you probably know
the Marx Brothers. Or maybe you're a
Three Stooges type of person.

The Fratellini Brothers (above)
Albert, Francois, and Paul. The Marx
Brothers (below), Groucho, Zeppo,
and Harpo.

The Character Clown is the 3rd
type of clown reared in the circus.
The most recognizable incarnations
are the “hobo”, or “tramp.” Emmett
Kelley’s famous clown was based on
the hobos of Depression-era America
and went by the name Weary Willie.
Instead of a colorful costume, he wore
drab tatters.And instead of a painted
smile, he wore a doleful expression
and unshaven face.

Weary Willy (left);
The Tramp (right).

Outside of the circus, Charlie Chap-
lin’s familiar character so epitomizes
the tragicomic clown type, he’s called
simply, The Tramp.

They say it took Emmett Kelley

years to convince the management

to let him play Willie. Perhaps they
couldn’t see that a clown could be a
tragic figure, that a clown could both
tickle your funny bone and tug at your
heartstrings.




Eeyond the Big Top

What ic Clown?

The big top incubated three
ajor types of clowns: whiteface,
uguste, and character.And all three
still appear in circuses today. Even
so, many of us think of circuses
and clowns as holdovers from a
bygone era. Let’s admit it: we of-
ten regard them as either quaint
anachronisms or just plain out
of date.

On the contrary: clowning is
thriving. And while the estab-
lished types and traditions
endure, the art form continues
to evolve. Clowns won't always
show up where you might
guess, or look quite the way
you'd expect.You might not even
recognize them at first. Just
remember what you learned
about traditional clowns: the
outward style isn’t as impor-
tant as the inner soul.You'll
know a clown not by his
face paint, but by his
personality; and not by
his costume, but by
his character.

“But if this is the
case,” you may
ask yourself,
“what makes
a clown a
clown?”

Contemporary clowns, like Shannan Calcutt’s Izzy, retain the \ )
most essential clown qualities even as they defy the stereotypes.:

If there’s more to a clown
than costume and makeup, what is it?
Juggling? Tricks? Balloon twisting? Sure,
a lot of clowns have traditional circus
skills. But not all clowns do. Maybe
they share a certain set of comic
routines? True, there are a number

of classic bits. But clowns also pride
themselves on inventiveness.

It must be the red nose. Sorry, not
every clown wears the nose.

Truth is, clowning encompasses a wide
range of performers, probably wider
than you'd think.Yet there are things
that they have in common, and that
differentiate clowns from other types
of performers.

Dado, an unconventional clown.



The Core of Clown: |

“It is not possible to be
a clown for an audience;
you play with your
audience.”

-Jacques Lecoq

I: Clowns Get Entangled

If you take away a clown’s costume
and makeup, how can you tell him
apart from other performers? From
say, a stand-up comic?

You could put it this way: a stand up
comedian tells a joke; a clown is the
joke. Instead of commenting on a
humorous situation, a clown becomes
entangled in it. In fact, clowns aren’t
just part of the joke, they’re usually
the butt of the joke.

It only follows, then, that nothing
ever comes easy for a clown.They
rush headlong into disaster.And the
simplest task becomes a comic
tribulation.

The difference between a
stand-up like Jerry Seinfeld
(top), and a clown, like Geoff
Hoyle (bottom) is clear.

The Core of Clown: 2

1I: Clowns Make Contact

Like stand-up comics, clowns address
their audience directly. But whereas
stand-ups almost always keep the au-
dience at arm’s length, clowns almost
always draw them in close.

Even clowns who work in convention-
al theaters, and whose performances
are much more like traditional stage
plays, violate the convention of the
theatrical “fourth wall.” You know,

the idea that the characters onstage
are unaware of the audience, as
though the proscenium forms a fourth
wall through which only the audience
can see. Clowns like to share what
they'’re feeling with the audience.
They’ll look right through the fourth
wall, even if only for a moment.

Most forms of entertainment require
a passive audience. Clowns engage,
implicate, and involve their audience.
Maybe this is one reason that some
of us find clowns a little scary; we're
used to watching, not participating.

Avner Eisenberg, aka
Avner the Eccentric.




The Core of Clown: Popping the Balloon

I11: The Clown Identity

In traditional acting, the performer
draws on his inner resources to
portray the role at hand. Over the
course of his career, he’ll play

many different roles, comedic

and otherwise. In clowning, each
performer strives to develop

one unique comedic persona—in
other words, their clown.A budding
clown taps into his most fundamen-
tal qualities—from playfulness

to willfulness; from naiveté to
crudeness; from mischievous-

ness to vulnerability. To this

end, classes in clowning not

only focus on developing

technical skills, but

also on discovering

this “inner idiot.”

Sometimes, different

facets of a performer’s per-

sonality find expression in more
than one character; but in most
cases, the quest uncovers a single,
distinctive clown.The clown may
find himself/in various situations,or
even take on different names, but the
clown’s.inner soul remains constant.

“The clown doesn’t exist
aside from the actor

performing him.”

Once you know the essential

Gardi Hutter in Joan of ArPpo. -Jacques Lecoq qualitiesyshared by all clowns, you‘can
finally see them in all their diversity.
Contemporary clowns remember their
roots, even as they branch outward and
upward.They preserve traditions, but =
also innovate and evolve. Slava Polunin in Snow Show.




Clowns £ the New Circus

Clowns for Grown Ups

Nowadays, circuses like the
Cole Brothers and Ringling circuses
keep old customs alive—including the
venerable institution known as, “clown
alley.” At the same time, the so-called
cirque nouveau, or new circus, is de-
veloping its own breed of clown.As in
the traditional circus, clowns are the
heart of the new circus.

In some ways, the clowns are the
onstage surrogates for the audience.
Like us, the clowns watch the other
performers in awe—unless of course
the clowns are parodying those same
performers. Either way, clowns bridge

Pierre-Phillipe Guay as, “The Dead

Clown,” in Cirque du Soliel’s Corteo.

the gap between the superhuman
feats on stage and us ordinary hu-
mans in the stands.

The acrobats make us gasp; aerialists
make us hold our breaths; the and
the clowns make us laugh. This way,
each performance contrasts with
the last, making the total effect more
powerful.

That doesn’t mean the clown’s role
is limited to comic relief. Along
with laughter, clowns can create
pathos; and in addition to the
shtick, they can supply the
spectacle.

When Krusty the Clown smokes,
gambles, or endorses dangerous toys,
it’s funny because it violates our most
strongly held belief about clowning:
clowns are for kids. Or are they?
Clowns existed long before the circus
of the 19th century, and in numerous
cultures. Their function hasn’t always
been to entertain children—and it still
isn’t.

Countless productions featuring
clowns are aimed at adult audiences.
These aren’t mock clowns (like Krusty,

Homie or Shakes) who merely lam-
poon the clown stereotype.These
are real clowns.They explore themes
from existential anxiety to sexual de-
sire. They can be angry, acerbic, darkly
humorous, and downright dirty.

The Swiss clown Gardi Hutter has
won her country’s highest awards in
the theater—not children’s theater,
not clowning—but theater. And
Zumanity, Cirque du Soleil’s adult-ori-
ented show, includes clown acts that
are as naughty as they are funny.

Courtney Cunningham a k.a. Poofy du Vey (left) and Eric Davis (right)
tailor their shows for adults.



A Riot of Clowngs

Why We Need Clowns

By now, you should know better
than to accept the tired stereotypes
of clowns, or to cling to a nar-

row definition of clowning.You've
learned that a more accurate and
expansive view of clowning encom-
passes a range of performers and
performances. From now on, you'll
recognize the whiteface, auguste, and
character clowns—not only in their
classic forms, but also in other, more
unconventional incarnations.You'll
find clowns not only at the circus
or at a party, but also on the street,
in the new vaudeville, in the theatre,
or wherever you can find entertain-
ment.And in addition to appreciat-
ing full-fledged clowns, you'll realize
that a lot of other performers are at
least part clown, or even clowns in
disguise.

So the next time you encounter a
clown, you’ll be more open, eager to
play, and ready to laugh.

Each clown is the expression
of a unique comedic soul, so the con-
nection he makes is uniquely personal.
It’s a direct connection that ignores
the usual barriers between artist and
audience.Yet, by embodying our most
basic qualities, the clown’s appeal is
also universal.

Through laughter, clowns restore our
spirit and rekindle our sense of play.
They understand that laughter is more
than the sound of joy. It’s the sign of
our humanity, and it signals our rec-
ognition of the humanity of others.To
inspire laughter is to inspire compas-
sion, empathy, even fraternity. Clowns
are important not because they can
change the world, but because they
believe you can. Laugh a little. Open
your heart.

The world needs you.

Bill Irwin (photo by Mark Seliger)
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