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Introduction


Meeting the professional circus amateur




“Self-criticism is a drug to be taken in very small doses. Better realize that you don’t have the faintest idea what is happening, and let out the small talents that you may possibly have, and if you don’t have any, then it matters even less whether you are critical or not.” (Billgren, 2010, question No. 13, my translation)


“First, exploring first-person accounts is not the same as claiming that first-person accounts have some kind of privileged access to experience. No presumption of anything incorrigible, final, easy or apodictic about subjective phenomena has to be made here, and to assume otherwise is to confuse the immediate character of the givenness of subjective phenomena with their mode of constitution and evaluation.” (Varela and Shear, 1999, p.2)





Outline of a homemade academic circus


Recipe for a homemade academic circus:


List of ingredients:


An academic research education


An accumulation of hours spent in the company of chairs, desks, books and computers


An interest in physical activity and physically based art forms Preparation:




• Start by sitting still for many years, reading and studying, preferably the body and movement.


• Acquire an academic research education, preferably centered on the body and movement, in for instance dance. This will lead to even more sitting still. The accumulation of stillness will ultimately push you into something else.


• Start practicing a physical art form. You will soon discover how this creates links to your earliest movement experiences. You will also notice that this not only reduces the dangerously high stress levels of academic research, but also pushes your way of thinking into other directions.


• In a moment of adrenaline kick or general madness: conceive the idea of bringing the two together, bringing the physicality back into your research, and your research into physicality.





If you follow the above recipe the result is far from given. It depends both on the individual who engages in it and on the contextual circumstances. The recipe for a homemade academic circus is therefore not meant as a repeatable experiment that will always bring about the same result. The methodology implied in this recipe is an individual experiment with some of the cultural entities of our society: theory and practice, academia and circus performance, and the outcome is highly idiosyncratic. But along the way the experiment may nevertheless reveal something about the cultural relations between these entities at a given time and in a given place.


This book is an analysis of the processes triggered when I entered into the above experiment, and some of the material and immaterial outcomes that gradually crystalized. One of the (im)material outcomes of this process is what I have come to call my “homemade academic circus”. By “homemade academic circus” I mean performative presentations of academic questions and analyses that take place via a physical circus performance, that is, a form of lecture-performance in and on circus disciplines. This book is centered on my work with three lecture-performances which in different ways articulate the relation between theory and practice, concepts and physicality.


However, before discussing and analyzing the lecture performances, the material and immaterial processes they contain and how these articulate the meeting between theory and practice, academia and circus performance, I believe it is necessary to look at the circumstances of their production. As the project deals with the insights, conflicts and discoveries in the meeting between theory and practice as it has been embodied in the work within these lecture-performances, it is necessary to look at the history of this embodiment. In this introductory chapter I will therefore give an account of not precisely the story of my engaging with these processes, but the stories of my alter egos – the academic and fictional constructions that have been some of my tools in this process and which reveal the tensions that have been part of this.


A portrait and history of a professional circus amateur


“Professional circus amateur” or “academic freak”


This is the story of a “professional amateur in circus performance” (an alter ego of mine), or even an “academic freak” (yet another one). Or of a theoretical researcher who increasingly started engaging in practice-based and artistic research in circus disciplines – a process in which these alter egos became necessary. It is the story of the struggles, pleasures and insights that this brought along. And some of the thoughts that crossed my – or my alter ego’s – mind(s) on the way.


When I first coined the term “professional circus amateur” to myself, I was still not aware of the discussion that Marjorie Garber (2001) had led about the roles of professional amateurs and amateur professionals in different intellectual histories and contexts, and especially the role they have played in positioning the humanities in relation to other fields of knowledge. But the journey that I was about to embark on did indeed trigger some of the cultural histories, tensions and ambiguities that these words contain. However, these tensions were played out in a very specific landscape, namely a Scandinavian context where contemporary circus was increasingly taking its place as an art form, and where artistic research was in the middle of constructing itself as a field of its own.


But… in order for you, the reader, to follow this journey I ought to provide you with some background information. Yes, I know that this is not part of established academic practice, but I nevertheless believe that it is necessary. Firstly, you might get a glimpse of the reasons why an adult researcher suddenly decides to learn how to climb a rope. And secondly, this book in many ways deals with practice-based knowledge which is embodied and situated within a specific experience. Without this particular experience, the material that I analyze, discuss, and re-interpret would also have been different. Or perhaps it is as simple as this: that the urgency and visceral necessity that triggered this work also makes it necessary to see it in the light of the embodied experience it is tied to, if only because it reflects some of the cultural practices around academia and physicality that this book intends to discuss.


Some fast-forwarded detours into the creation of the professional circus amateur


A turning point was when I finished my Ph.D. thesis on Merce Cunningham and Gilles Deleuze (Damkjaer, 2010). This was the result of many years of trying to understand Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of the body and movement, and the way it is choreographed in his texts, but also the way it enabled me by means of chance and coincidence to access Merce Cunningham’s thoughts as they are expressed in his choreographies. Despite the focus on bodies and movement, and despite the visceral and acute physical or soma-somatic experiences that this research brought with it (for instance serious knee-pain due to immobility) this was quite a cerebral enterprise.


However, something had already shifted towards the end of this process. Throughout the official part of the Ph.D. defense I was dressed in serious academic robe, defending my work as if it were a matter of life and death! But afterwards, I suddenly appeared with a friend, in training clothes, engaging my supervisors in a Cage-Cunningham-inspired happening including pair-acrobatics. An academic practical joke or a sign of what was to come?


It took further detours to find the artform that permitted me to combine my interest in acrobatic physicality with artistic reflection. However, there were still some physical difficulties to solve before I was able to throw myself into the project I am about to describe. First of all, I needed an individual circus discipline that I could practice in my own way, combine with my way of thinking, and experiment with on my own. I decided to climb up a rope.


Training in a circus discipline was one thing. But trying to combine this with my professional activity was another. The first attempts were very modest, and belonged to the genre of curiosities: talking about my work while doing handstand and “contortion” exercises (I am not at all flexible, but I looked quite circusy in my orange trousers); or taking pictures of myself doing acrobatics in the old library at the university (finally I got to climb those bookshelves!).


But the real beginning of this project was perhaps a rope sequence I did around about the same time. In a short semi-professional performance, four of us dealt with an addiction to acrobatics which became confessed verbally in the context of an imaginary AA – Anonymous Acrobats meeting. My character’s confession was one of an academic, who in the middle of a lecture on Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome starts thinking about and climbing a vertical rope – wondering about the connection between the rope and the rhizome and whether the rope can be rhizomatic – and draws chaotic lines on a blackboard while hanging upside down on the rope.


How I got the courage to start taking these attempts seriously and expanding them is a mystery that can only be explained by either blindness to my own lack of skill or the desire to go beyond my own limits. It was in one of those moments when one does not really know why or how, but an irresistible urge makes itself felt. But there was also something else to it as well, something that is perfectly possible to explain: it opened another way of entering into the complexities of physicality that I still wanted to continue to explore.


My main tool in this process was to transfer the knowledge I had about physicality and the performing arts at an academic and theoretical level into physical practice. However, even if this transfer was a first step, this does not mean that I already knew how to do it. For it is one thing to be able to recognize qualities, difficulties or problems in movement material, but it is something else to be able to interfere with it through action to improve and enhance it. Not to mention the capacity of executing the movement yourself – and relating to it critically at the same time. I do not by any means pretend to have exhausted this process, but these texts bear witness to the difficulties that I encountered when trying to embody circus performance, when critically engaging with it, and when trying to understand the way it challenged my way of thinking about physicality in circus and performing arts.


So who then is the professional circus amateur (sometimes known as the academic freak)?


Becoming a professional circus amateur is one way of coming to terms with the difficulty of performing circus disciplines in an academic world that does not encourage physicality (at least not for the academics themselves). It is a way to survive in a no-man’s land between amateurs and professionals and the values and prejudices that reign between these. The professional circus amateur is someone who dedicates herself fully to circus disciplines, and includes her circus practice in her work, even if her practice does not have an evident institutionalized setting and she has no diploma to confirm her skill. But the professional circus amateur is not only about me and how I see my activity as a circus practitioner, it is also about the artist. It is out of respect for circus artists and their skills, knowledge, education and dedication that I continued to call myself a professional circus amateur.


What the professional circus amateur is not: the professional circus amateur is not an excuse. It is not an excuse for doing circus disciplines, or an excuse for having less skill than others. It is a description of my way into this work, the conditions under which I have been working most of the time: learning either in amateur contexts or by myself through observing other people working in my professional line of work, or through transferring my skills and knowledge as an academic into the field of circus performance and the arena of such space.


The professional circus amateur is also a symptom: it is a symptom of the cultural division between practicing an artistic activity and being an artist. Being an artist, however, is not only about identity; to be an artist also demands a context and instances which can legitimize that identity. In a certain way the fact that such instances exist in circus performance today is a positive symptom; it shows that circus performance as an art form has developed and has constructed a more and more solid institutional background, which more than anything else means more education. Whereas artists wanting to engage in new circus practices twenty years ago had to access the artform in whatever way possible, artists nowadays have to enter into the competition of getting into the established circus schools.


Why is then the “professional circus amateur” not an autodidact? The term “autodidact” seems more noble and glorious, but is there really such a thing? If I were to call myself an autodidact it would not be true: I have received plenty of help and advice from circus artists and teachers in my gradual acquisition of some skills, and I am most grateful for that. I have done courses, taken classes, trained with fellow-acrobats, and not least been helped by the generosity of circus artists sharing their knowledge with me in the non-formalized setting of a training hall. Even if I have worked a lot on my own – which is why I continue to call this academic circus “homemade” – we always build on skills in a context, however diffuse.


But the professional circus amateur also has a political touch. Though the professional circus amateur is a completely personal construction in my work, it has political implications. It sprang from all the reasons above, but in fact even professionals are often professional amateurs. Since the conditions of artists are difficult and precarious (carrying the heritage of the saltimbanques) the definition of professional is in any case fragile. If a professional is someone paid for his or her work, then there are very few professionals in art (at least if we count all the parts of the artistic work that are actually paid). And in some ways this is also a condition that both artists and some academics share. Though universities are clinging to their status, we are fighting in structures that are often held alive through unpaid work completely “con amore”; it may not make us professional amateurs, but does make us unpaid professionals (another variation of the same problem). So perhaps there are good reasons to claim the identity of a professional circus amateur.


All this sounds very easy and ironic right now, but the professional circus amateur has also been a sort of personal shielding device for me, not in the least protection against that which crossing disciplinary boundaries also brings along. One day I was a professional academic, accepted as such, allowed into the holy arenas of art; the next an amateur not disciplinarily positioned to apply for workshops for professional artists. In one instance I was wondering if I can really express my viewpoints on the artform as seen from the inside; at another I was experiencing the prejudice that is projected on to you as a circus artist (for instance the assumed lack of theoretical knowledge). These battles may be more internal than external, but they reflect the (often counterproductive, but nevertheless present) tensions between the fields of art (especially circus performance) and academia. And in those all-too-common moments of doubt a personal shielding device can come in handy.


It is in those moments of doubt that the professional circus amateur invents yet another alter ego: the academic freak. The freak, as a historical figure, became associated with circus during the nineteenth century. People with curious capacities, deformities or other oddities (for instance bearded women) were displayed as a feature at the circus. Traces of this are found both in cinema and in literature (Adams, 2001). As my freakishness is a very luxurious one compared to the social stigmas of the historical freaks, this alter ego only seldom appears. It may appear when I send a proposal for a conference and ask about the height of the ceiling and the possibilities of accessing the load-bearing construction of the building. Or when I simply have to do a handstand in the kitchen at the university waiting for the water to boil for tea. Or when I do pull-ups on the beam in the copying room. However, the academic freak also sometimes turns up in circus performance contexts – here it is the academicness that is suddenly out of place, and this clash brings about an unnecessary physical inhibition or impression of ineptitude.


As all these definitions show the professional circus amateur and the academic freak are not simply me and about me. They occur when the enterprise of the homemade academic circus causes my body to be caught up in the historical and cultural constructions of professionals and amateurs, theory and practice, science and circus, art and academia.


Some historical layers of the amateur


If you practice circus arts, but you are not performing and earning your living through it, you are an?.… amateur. Amateur theatre, amateur painting, amateur circus performance, in short: amateurs. Though the word comes from the noble word “amour”, love, and the amateur is the one who loves a certain activity, the word has acquired a negative ring, and is often used as an insult. However, viewed historically, there are many reasons to respect the amateur. In fact, it is due to the amateur that we have many of the humanities and some of the sciences.


During the Renaissance the amateur came to play an important role. It was, among other things, due to the pleasure and aesthetic experience that the amateur (mostly of a certain social standing) gained through art that the arts acquired their status. The amateurs, the lovers of art, who praised and described art also helped formulate the system of the fine arts as it crystalized during the seventeenth century (Kristeller, 1962). The treatises that amateur art lovers wrote also paved the way for the humanities as they developed from the beginning of the nineteenth century and as they were institutionalized in Europe from the middle of the nineteenth century (Kjörup, 2009, p.44).


But if we have the amateur to thank for some of this, we also have to reproach the amateur with his separation of the practice of the arts and the contemplation of the arts. As practiced by amateurs, the reflection produced by art was produced in the contemplation of it. Abbé Dubos even proposed in 1719 that an educated audience were better judges of art than the artist (Kristeller, 1962, p.178). Somewhat later the kinds of experience produced by contemplating art were defined and explored within the discipline for which Baumgarten coined the term ‘aesthetics’. The concept of art as produced by philosophical aesthetics has thoroughly influenced even our current view of art, but what about the reflection produced by art as a part of the production of artworks?


By reclaiming the name of the amateur I do not intend to reproduce this split between producing and contemplating a work of art – even if I am inevitably determined by the discursive layers of the history of art and aesthetics. Instead, I would like to inhabit the position of an amateur in order to gain some insight into the process of producing the artwork. For in the sense that I practice it I am not taking the position of the amateur who only looks at art, but rather the position that was to be found for instance in classical ballet before it was professionalized: the position of doing it.


Thus the professional circus amateur is not only a defense mechanism and a figment of my imagination, but an embodiment of a conflict within far-ranging historical discursive formations, and of the split between the practices of doing and contemplating art. A split that has recently been problematized through the discussion of the difference between studying art within the humanities in academic research, and studying art in artistic research in and through the practice of art. This is something I will return to in the next chapter, which deals with the context and methodology of a homemade academic circus.


Why put the professional circus amateur on stage?


A question that I have sometimes encountered and that I have of course asked myself is: why put yourself on stage when others can do what you do with much less effort? There would be many advantages in “simply” trying to learn how to be a good director or a good dramaturge, and find people who can produce and perform movement material much faster and more smoothly than I can. But in the work that these texts are based on, I have relied on myself as performer, director, choreographer, dramaturge and all sorts of other things under the mantra of “do it yourself”.


To begin with, I did not want anybody else to suffer from my attempts and from my stumbling in blindness. Though it is hard to work on your own, it is reassuring to know that your mistakes, the attempts that turned out to be one way streets, are only a loss of time to yourself, and that no one else is concerned. But besides this more or less pragmatic decision, there was something much more important underlying my stubbornness: I wanted to be immersed in the process of research with every possible sense. Through being immersed physically, through struggling with the attempt to choreograph myself, through confronting myself with all the logistic difficulties and the questions of directing, I wanted to use as many senses as possible in my investigation.


I am interested in what physical knowledge produces, how it changes my understanding of the performing arts and especially circus performance. In am interested in what happens in the meeting between so-called theoretical and physical knowledge, or even more specifically: what happens when I confront my particular theoretical background with the physicality of circus performance? In order to try to address this, I need to be immersed in every part of the process. And by extension even the discomfort that arises from this attempt, and which sometimes even becomes visible in my movement on the stage, is part of that experiment.


The amateur’s post-modern redemption?


One could say that the amateur (as an art practitioner) had a sort of come-back with postmodern dance, as initiated for instance by the Judson Church movement. But was it a real redemption of the non-professional dancer? And what traces have these attempts to get away from the hierarchies of creator/interpreter/spectator left in today’s landscape? And what does this have to do with the attempts of the professional circus amateur?


In her presentation of postmodern dance Sally Banes mentions a number of traits of postmodern dance that are still relevant today, and which speak to the professional circus amateur: the critique of hierarchies, including the one between choreographers and dancers, the breakdown of the distinction between art and life, the option of making dance for the pleasure of the dancer, the idea that dance can formulate or illustrate a theory of dance, the demystification of virtuoso technique, simplifying choreography or making use of natural, everyday or non-theatrical movement (Banes, 1987, p.1-19).


One aspect that the professional circus amateur is particularly curious about is of course postmodern choreographers’ interest in non-dancers and the untrained body. In the postmodern dance movement many people were actually working with dance as well as being choreographers, without being dancers or choreographers themselves in the strict sense of the word:




From the time of the first concert [at Judson church, 1963], the group included “choreographers” who were not trained dancers, but artists, composers and writers. Although many of the choreographers were also accomplished dancers who had performed with Cunningham, Waring, Passloff, and others, some of the dancers had never choreographed their own works. The informality and flexibility of the workshop permitted the use of non-dancers in dance pieces, as well as the presumption by non-dancers that they could not only dance but even choreograph. (Banes, 1987, 13)





In this passage we already sense that the interest in non-dancers as dancers and their possibility of conducting choreography has not challenged these categories profoundly. These “choreographers” are presented in quotation marks, the informality of the setting “permitted” it, and the idea that non-dancers could “even” choreograph was just a “presumption”. Though postmodern dance did challenge our ideas about what dance and choreography is, it did not change the relations between choreographers, dancers and non-dancers and non–choreographers in a lasting way. Today, some dance pieces do include non-dancers – but generally through the initiative and the guidance of a “real” choreographer, who is supposed to bring out their possibilities.


Working with the movement material of a homemade academic circus myself, trying to do it all at once, being the choreographer and performer, has confirmed the difficulty of both creating and performing choreography, and thus the need for highly specialized skills – and the immense and fascinating knowledge these skills include. Nevertheless, it is interesting to see how fragile and double-edged this postmodern attempt at opening the functions of dance was. The professional circus amateur encounters this when she ventures into movement-making and movement-performing without the protective shield of a “real” choreographer.


Mundane movement or virtuosity


Related to the interest in non-dancers as dancers within postmodern dance was of course the use of everyday, mundane movement. In order to break with the virtuosity of dancing, postmodern choreographers used quotidian movement, such as running, jumping etc., but also movements that had a similar mundane or ordinary quality but that would come out of playing games, manipulating objects and focusing on other activities, as was for instance the case in Simon Forti’s, Trisha Brown’s or Yvonne Rainer’s choreographies (Banes, 1987). Today everyday movement is still very much present as a possible option within contemporary choreography, but is mostly performed by trained dancers.


The professional circus amateur, however, is not looking for ordinary movement, but is trying to see if a relatively ordinary body can produce extraordinary movement. I am interested in what happens when a fairly ordinary body tries to learn a vocabulary of virtuoso movement – the kinds of reflections it entails, but also the kind of awkwardness that it produces in the body. Awkwardness is something that has been highly esteemed in postmodern choreography (Cunningham searched to produce an awkwardness in his and his dancers’ movement for instance), but can it be of any interest when produced in a fairly ordinary body?


The postmodern critique of virtuosity was clearly stated in Yvonne Rainer’s “No manifesto” and its “No to virtuosity” (Rainer, 1965)! Today virtuosity has in many ways made its way back to where it started from – as for instance Mette Ingvardsen’s “Yes manifesto” claims with its “Yes to redefining virtuosity” (Ingvartsen, year unknown). But virtuosity has also come back in other ways: through the use of ethnically specific dance practices that are then integrated into a contemporary context (Akram Khan, Pichet Klunchun and others), through new dance genres (street dance), through the re-vival of the vocabulary of ballet (Forsythe, Lalala Human Steps, Marie Chouinard and others), but also in the use of other body techniques such as circus performance.


Circus disciplines are one of those vocabularies that have by definition been considered a performance of virtuosity, and though new and contemporary circus performance has found other ways of presenting it, the virtuosity itself has not been questioned in the same way as it has within postmodern dance. This does not mean that circus performance is practiced only by professionals; there have been and are lots of circus projects involving amateurs, but in those cases only for social purposes, or simply for the sake of leisure, and not as a statement within the art form.


What I am after in my homemade academic circus is not a rejection of the virtuosity-based vocabulary of circus performance. It is not a postmodern rejection of the trained body. It is not an attempt to work with a completely unskilled body for the purpose of getting rid of the technique. Instead it is an attempt to practice some circus disiplines to the utmost of my ability, given the time I have beside my profession as an academic. It is an attempt to practice circus performance as an art form and as a form of reflection, a reflection that is just as much a part of my work as reading and writing. And this practice of a highly skill-based vocabulary is a way of questioning the academic body. Through embracing the awkwardness and the difficulty it entails I am trying to challenge the academic mind-body set-up and to examine not only if the academic’s mind is a muscle (as one of Yvonne Rainer’s titles suggest: The Mind is a Muscle), but also if her muscles are a mind.


I consider it “work”


Though I may be an amateur when it comes to doing circus disciplines physically, it is actually my profession to analyze and discuss the performing arts. But if the physical work has been done to a large extent in my “spare time”, and during my “vacations”, can I then call it research? To solve this question I have simply decided to think of my activities as my “work” in the widest sense of the word. Despite the term “professional circus amateur”, I look upon the activities and preoccupations that these texts discuss as “work”.


First of all, I consider it “work” because I consider it to be my work to engage in the performing arts as an embodied being with all my senses. Even when not training for circus arts, this embodied engagement or invested sensorium as one of my tools, in order to try to analyze and understand the phenomena of physical and performative practices. Doing circus arts are part of my practice and reflection in my profession, and supports and challenges other parts of this practice, such as reading, writing, discussing, teaching and so forth.


Secondly, I believe that the position of the professional circus amateur, despite her rather marginal and odd placing, points to the difficulty of the working conditions within both the field of art and the field of the humanities. In fact, though we do not want to admit it (and perhaps cannot admit it for political reasons in order to defend our professionalism) the working conditions within these fields often force us to be professional amateurs. I would like to defend the space of reflection that the humanities and the arts constitute and that so many people fight to keep open, but in a way which is not blind to the difficulties of practicing this reflection in today’s society.


The third reason has to do with the particular status of circus performance. Circus performance is often thought of as an art of entertainment, it is considered “fun” and though people recognize the difficulty of the feats, it is often not considered a “real profession”. This tension is an old one in the history of circus work and has for instance been discussed by Charles Dickens in his novel Hard Times (1995, first published in 1854). In this novel the world of the circus – and its presumed “fancy” (contested by the circus people themselves who insist on the hard physical work and the early apprenticeship necessary to learn the craft) – is contrasted with the world of the schoolmaster and his insistence on “facts”. But in the course of events in the novel the schoolmaster has to accept the help of the circus performers. Today, the relation between circus performance and academia is different, but the prejudice of circus arts being pure “fancy” has not completely evaporated. And even though it has been great fun to do these lecture-performances, it has also been hard work.


There is yet another reason: I consider my work “work”, in order to circumvent the problem of how to define it. As I am trained to do academic research within the humanities, but use elements of the methodology of artistic research (without officially being an artist), my work balances on the border between the two. This has been particularly difficult but also interesting, as artistic research is currently trying to define itself, while it still remains undecided how the presence of this form of research will affect the humanities. Through my homemade academic circus I have been bodily involved in what I consider to be a fascinating paradigm shift, but therefore also subjected to the tensions that this produces. This is something that will be present in all three projects presented in this book, and I will address this issue head-on in Chapter 2 when looking a bit further into the context and methodology of my homemade academic circus.


The questions posed by the professional circus amateur – and how to answer them


Research questions addressed in my homemade academic circus


The recipe presented at the beginning of this chapter covers, but in an ironic and more personal coating, the research questions that I engaged with in the project of my homemade academic circus. What triggered my curiosity were the following questions: What would happen to the theoretical understanding of the performing arts if the theoretician engages in the physical practice of circus? How does the knowledge produced in such a process differ from one proposed by the traditional perspective of the observing theoretician? And how can the knowledge produced in the practice of circus disciplines or the creation of works of (circus) art be articulated through theoretically informed explorations?


These questions are, I believe, impossible to answer in general, but what I propose here is one perspective on them, the perspective experienced by the professional circus amateur. The method that I proposed in order to engage with these questions was to learn a circus discipline and to construct a series of three lecture-performances. By engaging with the production of circus movement, I have being trying to see what kind of understanding and knowledge of circus performance it creates, and how it differs from the theoretical understanding of it that I carried with me into each process. When I chose the format of the lecture-performance it was because this format enabled me to include this experiment in my work, and was a means to find ways of transferring the theoretical knowledge of circus performance and the performing arts I had into an artistic process. However, as it turned out, even this format was challenged.


One difficulty of such a project is of course that it is impossible to compare; it is simply not possible to compare the “before” and “after” in such a process, as it leads to a series of transformations that cannot be reversed. As the work advanced it also became increasingly difficult to distinguish between the positions of “practitioner” and “theoretician” in my work. Instead these positions constantly meet, conflict, and obscure each other in the durational process of embodying new skills, tools, methodologies and perspectives. I therefore do not intend to compare these two perspectives, but to analyze the challenges and transformations that resulted from this experiment.


At least one element, however, followed me from my earlier work into this experiment, namely the philosophy and concepts of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Though the lecture- performances are thematically different, they have in common that they also reflect on or engage with one of their concepts. The lecture-performances thus pursue specific questions, but treated as a whole, the process of conducting the work, to construct and perform the lecture-performances, aims at answering the questions above. In this book I intend to address the lecture-performances one by one, but also carry on an over-all discussion of what they produced and in what way the practice of circus performance influenced my way of thinking of and in the performing arts.


The structure of this attempt at answering


In Chapter 2 on the “context, methodology and (some) theory about the homemade academic circus” I will examine the ways in which this whole enterprise engages with some current discussions within the study of the performing arts in more detail. Despite its idiosyncratic character, homemade academic circus is caught up in the reorganization of the study of the performing arts that is currently happening as artistic research is developing and defining a field of its own. Homemade academic circus is to be placed somewhere on a precarious borderline between academic and artistic research, and the physical and intellectual experience of conducting this project has been marked by the discursive and paradigmatic constructions of the fields of art and academia. The attempt to cross some of these cultural borders has thoroughly challenged the methodological grounds of my work, including the process of writing.


The three lecture-performances presented in this book explore and present questions that are at once practical as well as theoretical, and which concern the arts of circus performance as well as the performing arts in general. At the same time each lecture-performance is also a reflection on a particular concept or set of concepts created by the philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. These concepts provide tools for discussion and are yet another thread through the different experiments of my homemade academic circus. Homemade academic circus is an attempt to see the ways in which my understanding of these research questions and philosophical concepts changed as I engaged with the physical practice of circus performance.


In the third chapter, I will discuss a lecture-performance called “Ropresentation” in which I try to deal with the much-debated concept of representation, but through the practice of the circus discipline of vertical rope. As a guiding companion, and as way of challenging the verticality of the rope, I explore the concept of the rhizome. This lecture-performance also debates the relation between academic and artistic research and what is at stake in their meeting.


In “The Ropresentation of Gender”, which forms the center of Chapter 4, it was even more clearly my body as an academic that was at stake, and the risk of failing was constantly present. Here gender meets clown technique, and the concept of becoming may have changed in my perception while it challenged my way of moving on the rope.
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