














BAD CLOWNS




[image: image]


BAD CLOWNS


BENJAMIN RADFORD


[image: image]




© 2016 by Benjamin Radford
All rights reserved. Published 2016
Printed in the United States of America
21   20   19   18   17   16             1   2   3   4   5   6


The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:


Radford, Benjamin, 1970–


Bad clowns / Benjamin Radford. — First edition.


     pages cm


Includes bibliographical references and index.


ISBN 978-0-8263-5666-6 (Paper : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-8263-5667-3 (Electronic)


1. Clowns—History. I. Title.


GV1828.R3 2016


791.3’3—dc23


2015029026


Cover illustrations: Balloons by Joshua Hoffine © 2015. Phantom clowns illustration by James Black.


Designed by Lila Sanchez




For those who believed in me, and for Stéphane Charbonnier, Farkhunda Malikzada, Narendra Dabholkar, Lt. Gen. Romeo Dallaire, David Finkelhor, and Elizabeth Loftus.




Universal is the casting of the antagonist, the representative of evil, in the role of the clown. Devils—both the lusty thickheads and the sharp, clever deceivers—are always clowns.


—JOSEPH CAMPBELL, The Hero with a Thousand Faces





Acknowledgments



I am grateful for the support and assistance of many people, including John Boyd, Lori Cuthbert, Paul Heltzel, Jonathan, Marce, Julia Lavarnway, Eliza Sutton, Shana Pedroncelli, Celestia Ward, the staff at Satellite Coffee in Corrales who provided a place for caffeine-fueled hard-copy edits, and especially the Inner Sanctum Irregulars. Special thanks to Nat Glick and Coriander Pyle for inspiration.





Introduction


Why a book about bad clowns?


Perhaps a better question is “Why not a book about bad clowns?” They are all around us: on television, in movies, video games, books, and elsewhere. Bad clowns have—much to the irritation of good clowns—over the years become the most recognizable type of clown. Yet there is relatively little (even semiserious) scholarship about these villainous vagabonds.


This book goes far beyond trotting out the familiar bad clown tropes of John Wayne Gacy and Pennywise. They are included here, of course, but you’ll also find bizarre, lesser-known stories of weird clown antics including S&M clowns; Ronald McDonald protests; Bozo obscenity; clowns in vans abducting children; evil-clown scares in Europe and North America; backstage scenes at Marvel Comics with Obnoxio the Clown; Crotchy, the clown who forced the Nebraska Supreme Court to watch him masturbate; dip clowns; troll clowns; and much more.


I myself harbor no particular love nor fear or hatred of clowns, whether bad or good; this book is not an attempt to exorcise demons or resolve some latent childhood phobia. It is instead a mostly serious blend of academic scholarship, pop culture critique, folklore and urban legend research, psychology, and sociological analysis. I wanted to look at variations of the bad clown theme to understand a phenomenon, just as I did in my 2011 book Tracking the Chupacabra: The Vampire Beast in Fact, Fiction, and Folklore. Bad clowns and chupacabras have more in common than may appear at first glance: they are both mysterious and scary.


I struggled with what to title this book. Titles are often tricky, but this one was devilishly difficult. Evil Clowns was too limiting; while many clowns in this parade of greasepainted malcontents are indeed evil, I wanted to peek behind the tent of the dark circus to explore shades of clown corruption. Bad, then, includes not merely malicious intent but exhibiting boorish, mean-spirited, unpleasant, disagreeable, and insulting behavior. It’s the clown you fear will appear at your birthday party—or over your bed as you sleep. There are countless bad clowns that could be included here; my goal is not to provide a comprehensive listing of all of them (an exhausting effort for me, resulting in an unenlightening read for you), but instead to sample the variety of the discomfort that clowns have wreaked on the earth.


It’s difficult to assign a specific cultural meaning to the bad clown because it is such a malleable archetype. Like any other symbol, the evil clown—unlike the default, ordinary, “good” clown whose meaning is fairly fixed over time as playful, whimsical, and friendly—can be adopted or adapted to mean whatever one wants it to mean, and varies by context. As a trickster symbol the bad clown may represent trickery, deceit, death, malevolence, mischief, chaos, evil, betrayal, humor, power, rebellion, defiance of authority, wisdom, and so on. Though the bad clown archetype is a popular one in America and around the world, it is rarely celebrated in its generic form; instead, specific, distinctive bad clowns capture the public’s imagination and percolate through pop culture. Dozens are discussed in this book, from Bozo to Pennywise. The most famous bad clown in the world is the DC Comics supervillain the Joker, and thus he appears often.


The clown has played an important role in all societies and cultures, and the bad clown is an inherent part of that. You can no more separate a good clown from a bad clown than a clown from his shadow. This is not to say that all clowns are evil, of course—though I was told that was the case in earnest several times while researching this book—but instead that because clowns are human (or at least have human attributes) they have good and bad sides. It is another side of the same coin; if you keep a quarter faceup on your desk or shelf, it will always remain faceup every time you glance at it. But another, hidden side is there if you choose to look.
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FIGURE I.1. Bizarro © 2006 Dan Piraro, distributed by King Features. Reprinted by permission.


Offering an overarching monolithic cultural meaning to the bad clown is a fool’s errand. The folkloric and cultural literature on the trickster archetype is vast and varied, and it is thus far beyond the scope of this book. There are as many nuanced meanings to bad clowns as there are fans of bad clowns. Many are attracted by the ironic, contradictory juxtaposition of the bad clown; for others it’s the appeal of the suave bad boy.


Not everyone who dresses like a clown actually is a clown, and thus the definition of clown throughout this book is necessarily broad. For example reputed Chicago Outfit mafia boss and racketeer Joey Lombardo is nicknamed “Joey the Clown,” though he got the appellation not because of any actual clown antics or costume but because of his playful and defiant nature (such as grinning for police mug shots). Many of the most evil and best-known clowns are not professional clowns at all, such as the Joker and John Wayne Gacy. Real clowns—those who make a career out of delighting children and adults in circuses, at parties, and elsewhere—are barely represented here. Only a dozen or so professional clowns have been accused of serious crimes or evil acts, a vanishingly small number in proportion to the number of clowns around the world. Statistically you’d be more likely to win the lottery than to encounter an evil person who also happens to be a clown. Caveats aside, I don’t expect this book to be appreciated by professional clowns, who understandably resent the bad clown stereotype and wish it would just go away.1


But ignoring bad clowns won’t make them disappear, and like it or not the bad one is the clown we love to hate. From Foo Foo to Frenchy, Punch to Pennywise, Shakes to Sweet Tooth, a seemingly inexhaustible supply of bad clowns keeps coming, bursting out of a tiny car into the media, each more vile than the last. Bad clowns exist mostly in our imaginations as vigilante antiheroes of the id. These clowns are gleefully beyond redemption: cruel and comical, vituperative and violent, uncouth and (sometimes) unclothed.


They are bad clowns, and this is their story.





CHAPTER 1


A Short History of the Earliest Clowns


Clowns have been around in one form or another for millennia; they constitute an ancient archetype encompassing countless variations. In her classic study The Fool: His Social and Literary History, Enid Welsford traces the clown (more specifically, the European clown) to


ancient Greece, where we discover him [in various forms]; now as a squat slave with padded stomach, pelting the spectators with nuts or parodying the wanton orgies of Dionysus, now as a bald-headed, ass-eared, hook-nosed fellow bearing a striking resemblance to the half-witted jesters of a later period. This bald-headed clown or sannio was a long-lived gentleman, for we find him still flourishing in the early years of the Roman Empire as “secondary mime” or “stupidus” whose business it was to repeat the words and make unsuccessful attempts to imitate the actions of others, and to be deceived by everybody. He wore a long pointed hat, a multicoloured patchwork dress, and according to St. Chrysostom it was part of his duty to “be slapped at the public expense.” (Welsford 1966, 278)


This theme of slapping clowns for amusement and pleasure would carry over into later plays and films such as He Who Gets Slapped.
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Clown historian Beryl Hugill notes that “the actual word ‘clown’ did not enter the language until the sixteenth century. It is of Low German origin and means a countryman or peasant. Its original meaning is allied in sense to the word for a Dutch or German farmer, ‘boor,’ from which we get the adjective ‘boorish’. So ‘clown’ meant someone who was doltish or ill-bred” (Hugill 1980, 14). The everyman nature of the clown was established early, and the figure came and went over the centuries but flourished during the Renaissance in the commedia dell’arte, a theater genre popular in Italy in the sixteenth century.


The characters of the commedia dell’arte were caricatures of familiar types representing young and old, urban and rural, sophisticated and rustic, rich and poor, and native and foreigner. These types were divided into high and low characters. The former included lovers who were young and attractive and whose speech was the cultivated, courtly dialect of Tuscany. Low characters included clowns (zanni) and their female counterparts, the maids. . . . Harlequin, Brighella, Pierrot (Pedrolino), and Pulcinella are all low, masked clowns. . . . Harlequin and Brighella . . . were both from Bergamo, a town considered by Venetians to be both rustic and crude. Harlequin was the more crude of the two—always hungry, always nosy, always getting into trouble, and always vexing his master. His costume was made up of multicolored patches and a wooden sword or bat hung at his side (the original slapstick). He wore a black half-mask with bushy eyebrows and mustache, carbuncles, and a snub nose, above which he wore a felt hat with a rabbit’s tail. (Royce 1998, 135–36)


The crude, chaotic Harlequin character (typically wearing a mask and a colorful, diamond-patterned costume) is clearly a clown, but his roots run sinister, as there is a link between him and the diabolical world: “Harlequin appears first in history or legend as an aerial spectre or demon, leading the ghostly nocturnal cortege known as the Wild Hunt. [Eventually] the Hunt lost some of its terrors and the wailing procession of lost souls turned into a troupe of comic demons who flew merrily through the air to the sound of song and tinkling bells” (Welsford 1966, 292). Indeed, the Harlequin character often appeared in plays and stories as involved with magical creatures including fairies (which, despite the sanitized and Disneyfied depictions most modern children are familiar with, can be evil, cruel creatures; for an excellent discussion of fairy sadism and “intrafairy violence and warfare,” see Silver 1999).
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FIGURE 1.1. Harlequin (1888–1890), by Paul Cezanne. National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. Photograph by Alexander R. Pruss, used by permission of a Creative Commons license, Wikimedia Commons.


In the next century the Roman du Fauvel shows a further comic and dramatic development of the “maisinie Harlequin,” which now appears not as a band of aerial sprites, but as a noisy troupe of mummers, rioting outside the bridal chamber of a newly married couple whom they desire to mock. The diabolical aspect of Harlequin was not, however, wholly forgotten. . . . It was mainly through the religious drama that Harlequin developed from an aerial demon into a comic devil, and so was prepared for his final migration to the Italian comic stage. For Harlequin has a mixed ancestry, and is himself an odd hybrid creature, in part a devil created by popular fancy, in part a wandering mountebank from Italy. (Welsford 1966, 292–93)


Though the echoes of this diabolical, itinerant trickster can be seen in modern clowns, written accounts of his exploits are at least four centuries old:


Harlequin the Clown makes his first appearance in literature in two curious poems published in Paris in 1585 . . . where he is represented as a kind of diabolical acrobat. . . . One poem . . . relates how one night Harlequin had a vision of Mother Cardine, a villainous old woman who in her lifetime kept a brothel in Paris, and had now risen from the underworld in order to beg “her son” to deliver her from the torments of Hell. As soon as he awoke from the dream Harlequin journeyed to the river of death, leapt onto Charon’s shoulders as lightly as a monkey, and proceeded to divert that grim ferryman by putting out his tongue, rolling his eyes and performing a thousand antics. Having made a further conquest of [three-headed dog] Cerberus, he went on to divert even the King of the Underworld by his acrobatic feats.


Harlequin’s comic persuasion worked, and in return he was promised anything he desired—whereupon he promptly requested that Mother Cardine be restored to life, and his mission was accomplished (Welsford 1966, 294). The clown-defeats-Death theme would reappear a century later in the Punch and Judy show (see next chapter).


Harlequin, for much of his existence, was silent. Like most clowns he performed in pantomime. This silence is one aspect that makes a clown mysterious and unnerving, for his thoughts and motivations—whether benevolent or malicious—may be on his mind but are not on his tongue. (The quiet-killer theme is also exploited in modern horror and slasher films, with silent masked murderers such as Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees relentlessly stalking their helpless prey.) Some later incarnations of the Harlequin employed speech, but today most clowns (such as those in circuses) don’t speak—not as a scare tactic but simply as a practical matter. A traveling circus may visit dozens of countries, and a clown can perform anywhere since their silent slapstick and pratfalls are universal and need no translation. Some clowns, such as North American ones who perform at birthday parties, of course, often speak and tell jokes.


It’s interesting to note that historically the clown figure is generally devoid of allegiance; he has no masters and is a man in full and at his own command. Enid Welsford discusses a character in the play Life Is a Dream, in which a clown, Clarin, is caught in a war between powerful foes. He says,


To me it matters not a pin,


Which doth lose or which doth win,


If I can keep out of the way!—


So aside here I will go,


Acting like a prudent hero,


Even as the Emperor Nero


Took things coolly long ago.


Or if care I cannot shun,


Let it ’bout mine ownself be;


Yes, here hidden I can see


All the fighting and the fun


(Quoted in Welsford 1966, 280).


Clarin is a capricious clown looking after his own self-interest and perfectly happy to toady up to whoever wins the battle.


Certainly some clowns were employed by circuses or were jesters kept at the pleasure of a royal court, and to that extent they had some allegiance to those who fed and housed them. But even then they would often mock those they served; a jester might gently (and safely) rib a king about his weight or wealth, for example, while a circus clown might make a joke about how expensive the cotton candy sold at the concession stand is. “The court jester was a fool licensed to speak his mind only in the disguise of nonsense,” notes Hugill. “This tolerance stemmed from the belief that idiots were divine and that their presence formed a magic protection from evil. Consequently, royal households generally included an imbecile, for entertainment as well as protection” (Hugill 1980, 14). This theme of the clown role serving as a protected pretext for expressing truth or unpopular opinion would become an important part of later clowns.
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The commedia dell’arte was popular for centuries and can still be found today; its spawn Harlequin, however, is more of a relic. As times changed the clown shed old clothes for a newer form. In his examination “Clowns on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown,” Andrew McConnell Stott notes that “at the end of the nineteenth century, a new figure emerged from the ashes of the harlequinade—a clown intent not on laughter but on awful, bloody revenge. He made his first appearance in Ruggerio Leoncavallo’s opera I Pagliacci (1892). . . . Having discovered that his wife Nedda is conducting an affair, Canio, dressed for his role as a clown, confronts her and her lover and murders them both” (Stott 2012, 3).


Stott gives several examples in the decades after I Pagliacci, including “the anti-hero of Leonid Andreyev’s absurdist play He Who Gets Slapped (1914), a cuckolded and plagiarized writer who becomes a circus clown to indulge his feelings of humiliation, before falling in love with, and ultimately murdering, a beautiful bareback rider; the clown who commits suicide in front of a laughing audience in Fritz Lang’s Spies (1928); and the clown in the Lon Chaney movie Laugh, Clown, Laugh (1928), who, while undergoing treatment for a depression brought on by unrequited love, kills himself in the throes of an hallucination by zipping down a high wire on his head” (Stott 2012, 4). These and other films are discussed in a later chapter, and there are other threads we could follow, other early versions and variations of clowns. We briefly reviewed elements of the darker side of clown history, though there is another important historical bad clown, one so notorious and influential that he merits his own chapter. His name is Mr. Punch.





CHAPTER 2


The Despicable Rogue Mr. Punch


No discussion of bad clowns would be complete without a certain red-capped, hook-nosed, gleeful, wife-abusing serial killer named Mr. Punch. Punch is a thoroughly despicable and remorseless thug, and indeed therein lies much of his appeal to generations of children and adults. As horror novelist Clive Barker noted, “Fools obsess me, and always have, clowns too. Punch has always fascinated me because he’s so cruel and so funny at the same time” (Barker 1997, 88). He is the star in the classic Punch and Judy shows, the English version of which dates back to a performance in London’s Covent Garden on May 9, 1662, marking over three and a half centuries of this peculiar play.


“And what a play it is!” exclaimed pioneering American puppeteer Tony Sarg in his 1929 foreword to Punch and Judy: A Short History with the Original Dialogue.


What an unexampled category of crime! Mr. Punch himself, that braggart, blusterer, wife-beater, strutting Don Juan, with a half-dozen murders to his credit, what a very prince of villains he is! Truly, children were fed upon strong meat in the days that were. In these anemic times, the career of this arch-scoundrel of the puppet-stage strikes a full and robust note. Those were the days when rogues were rogues; and when children, untroubled by educational theories or parental scruples, were permitted to rejoice naturally in the cracking of heads, the din of battle, the triumph of Unworthiness over Virtue and the Law. (quoted in Collier 1929, 1)
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FIGURE 2.1. Portrait of Mr. Punch, based on George Cruikshank’s illustration in Punch and Judy: A Short History with the Original Dialogue (1828).


Marina Warner, in her book Monsters of Our Own Making: The Peculiar Pleasures of Fear, touches on a key ingredient of Mr. Punch’s appeal in the play:


One of the most profound and puzzling features of the bogeyman is his seductive power: he can charm at the same time as he repels. . . . In the course of the play, Punch gleefully lays about him in a series of violent assaults. His victims include his own baby—whose torments raise the shrillest squealing from the audience. Mr. Punch is left to baby-sit by [his wife] Judy (also the butt of his big stick), and when he fails to put the baby to sleep, he batters it. Punch and Judy is considered good family fun. . . . His abuse is the play’s only running gag, now and then punctuated by the puppeteer’s up-to-date jokes inspired by the week’s news and television. Children find it very funny.


After the death of his “babby,” the ugly, obstinate, brutal gnome overcomes all obstacles—the policeman, a crocodile, a thief—which culminate in Mr. Death himself, whom Punch tempts to place his head in his own noose. (Warner 2007, 167)
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FIGURE 2.2. Mr. Punch throws his crying “baby” out the window and into the audience. Illustration by George Cruikshank in Punch and Judy: A Short History with the Original Dialogue (1828).


The running commentary and jokes provided by the professor—the traditional name for a Punch and Judy puppeteer—are an important framing device that encourages the children to ridicule the characters. Without this context the Punch and Judy show would be an unfunny, brutal affair indeed.


Unlike the oft-silent Harlequin, Mr. Punch speaks, though with a distinctive harsh rasp created by the professor using a small mouth-held device called a swazzle. One of Punch’s favorite phrases is a triumphant and demonstrative shriek—“That’s the way to do it!”—as he deals the fatal blow with a slapstick or bat to a helpless character’s body. To be fair, in the Punch and Judy show several of the characters are not passive, innocent bystanders, but give as good as they get in the abuse department—at least until Punch finally gets the upper hand.


Though there is a basic template for the Punch and Judy show, countless variations have been performed over the centuries, depending on many factors, including the social and political climate of the performance and the quality of the professor. Some shows are done against a simple black backdrop, while others employ a series of painted backgrounds that are dropped down in sequence as the scene changes from Punch’s home, to the court where he’s sentenced, to the gallows, and so on.


Neil Gaiman told a story about Mr. Punch in his 1994 graphic novel The Comical Tragedy or Tragical Comedy of Mr. Punch, from DC Comics. In the story a professor explains the roles of some of the secondary characters to the narrator, a young boy. The doctor, for example, “finds Mister Punch laying on the ground. ‘Are ye dead?’ says he. ‘Stone cold dead,’ says Mister Punch, but he’s lying a-course. ‘I’ll give you physic,’ says the doctor—that’s medicine the way we used to call it in the dawn days. And he comes back with his stick.” “Physic, physic, physic,” he says as he beats Punch. The Devil, the professor explains, “comes on at the end, to drag Mister Punch away to hell. I remember some busybodies, in the last queen’s day, telling me that he ought to succeed. But he never does. There’s always a Devil in the story of Mister Punch, although sometimes he’s hard to find.” In the story the professor offers one theory about the origin of the skeleton character in the play: “Some people says it’s Judy’s ghost, but I don’t know. I don’t know whose ghost it is haunts Mr. Punch” (Gaiman and McKean 1994, np).


Punchy History


As noted in the previous chapter, an early version of Punch, Pulcinella, appeared as a clown character in the commedia dell’arte. The plays—typically improvised sketches performed by independent actors instead of those formally employed by a theater—used a variety of stock characters, some of them wearing caricatured masks. The commedias dell’arte, along with Italian puppet shows, were seen throughout Europe for centuries, and Punch was one of their most popular characters.


Punch’s exact origin is uncertain, although


an old Neapolitan legend . . . says that in vintage time a company of strolling players came to Acerra, near Naples, Italy, when the country folk were celebrating the grape harvest, and were so taken with the comical appearance and rustic wit of one of the grape-gatherers, the village hump-back, a fellow with a huge nose, whose name was Puccio d’Aniello, that they persuaded him to join their company. This Puccio d’Aniello became a great favourite, for nobody could keep from laughing at his antics; and when he died, another actor put on a false nose and a hump on his back and took, also, the name Puccio d’Aniello—a name which, in time, became slurred by soft Italian voices into “Pulcinella.” (Collier 1929, xiii)


The fact that a hunchback is offered as an inspiration for Punch is significant; in fact some researchers have suggested that Punch may be a sort of symbolic cultural caricature of a man suffering from a disease called acromegaly, which can cause exaggerated facial features, such as an enlarged chin and nose.


Like many clowns, Punch’s reach was widespread. “During the Middle Ages Punch enjoyed great liberty of action, appearing in religious drama, political satire, and even opera; entertaining the company at noblemen’s palaces—in many of which were well-equipped puppet stages—as well as in his humbler function as actor in a travelling marionette troupe, playing on the streets, or as chief attraction at the fairs” (Collier 1929, xiv). In his early days Punch was one of several in the puppet cast of characters (Pantaloon and Harlequin among them), though Punch, egotistical tyrant that he is, cast the others away here and there until the Comical Tragedy—or the Tragical Comedy—soon had only Mr. Punch as the star.


The comic clown became iconic and was soon widely imitated, spawning dozens of actors—and eventually marionettes and finally hand puppets—with Punch’s signature twisted physiognomy and even more twisted temperament. Linda Rodriguez McRobbie, writing in Smithsonian magazine, notes that “Punch and Judy soon became a staple of country fair entertainment, where they would have made both adults and children laugh. As England moved to a more industrial economy, the Punch and Judy show became street fare, losing the marionette strings and picking up the recognizable red-and-white-striped booths set up in market squares or later on boardwalks and beaches at the seaside. The show could now be performed by one person using two hand puppets: Mr. Punch and whomever he was punching at the time” (McRobbie 2013a).


Though Punch is Italian, “Britain may be where Mr. Punch found fame, [and] he’s beaten his wife in every country the British ever colonized. . . . One of the first puppet shows performed in America was A Merry Dialogue Between Punch and Joan, his wife, in Philadelphia in 1742; George Washington, according to his accounting books, purchased tickets to see a Punch show; and Harry Houdini even did a Punch show during his early years as a magician with a traveling circus” (McRobbie 2013a).
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FIGURE 2.3. An early 1970s Punch and Judy show performed in London. Postcard from the author’s collection.


“That’s the Way to Do It!” Or, Punch Unbowed


As would any infanticidal serial-killing clown worth his salt, Mr. Punch has raised the ire of concerned parents for centuries. Indeed, a filmed, realistic version of a Punch and Judy show today would likely merit a NC-17 rating from the Motion Picture Association of America.1 Given the perpetual hand-wringing about the evil influences of entertainment media on children, it’s not surprising that Punch has had more than a few scrapes with guardians of the public morals. In fact, “in 1947, the Middlesex County Council in England banned Punch and Judy from schools, prompting wide outcry from Punch fans and his eventual reinstatement. More than 50 years later, in 1999 and 2000, other councils in Britain considered banning Punch and Judy shows on the claim that they were too violent for children; they didn’t, but it was close” (McRobbie 2013a).


As we have seen with clowns being given implicit and explicit license for bad behavior, the same is true of Punch: “When the English Puritans waged a bitter war against the degenerate drama of their time, they ignored the offenses of Mr. Punch, and when the German church placed a ban on the stage and all players were classed as vagabonds and law-breakers, the puppets were considered beneath the notice of the religious authorities. So the wooden Thespians seized the playhouses and took the place of the outcast actors” (Collier 1929, xv).


Part of Punch’s appeal lies in his hyperbolic everyman reaction to common abuses we can all relate to: crying babies, bumbling police and authority figures, and so on. Indeed, “the structure of the drama follows the traditional shape of ritual combat, and Punch’s sequential victories can be read as affirming the inextinguishable vigor of Everyman against all comers, including Death” (Warner 2007, 167). Punch ends up tossing his infernally screaming baby out the window in a move none can condone but surely all can understand. After the second hour of enduring a screaming child (summoning an apparently inexhaustible reservoir of energy) three feet away on an airplane flight, few of us could deny that tossing the little screamer out of the plane—possibly with a tiny parachute, no need to be cruel—in a Punchian move would be a reasonable remedy for all involved (including the hapless parents).


Punch’s interaction with the doctor, in particular, hits home with most people. Punch may be the villain, but he is driven to such measures by a doctor who nearly matches his own cruelty. Consider this exchange between Punch and the doctor found in Punch and Judy: A Short History with the Original Dialogue:


Doctor: “Physic, Mr. Punch. [Hits him.] Physic for your hurt.”


Punch: “Me no like physic: it give me one headache.”


Doctor: “That’s because you do not take enough of it. [Hits him again.] The more you take, the more good it will do you.” [Hits him.]


Punch: “So you doctors always say. Try how you like it yourself.”


Doctor: “We never take our own physic, if we can help it. [Hits him.] A little more, Mr. Punch, and you will soon be well.” [Hits him again.]


Punch: “Oh, Doctor! Doctor! No more, no more, enough physic for me! I am quite well now.”


Doctor: “Only another dose.” [Hits him.]


Punch: “No more! Turn and turn about all is fair, you know. [Punch wrests the stick from the doctor and sets about giving a fatal beating with a dose of his own medicine.] Now, Doctor, your turn to be physicked!”


The theme of a sadistic doctor with the bedside manner of Jack the Ripper, the compassion of a rabid Cerberus, and the saccharine, dubious sanity of Patch Adams is hardly new. Doctors poke us, prod us, encourage us to undergo unpleasant, painful, and sometimes even scary experiences based on their glib assurance that it’s for our own good. Surgeons cut open our bodies, promising to rearrange our innards and leave all the good bits intact and working better than before; doctors give us pills to treat disease, dutifully offering hollow apologies before the onset of the miserable side effects they’ve read about but don’t themselves endure. Each cut and injection and pill is a tiny metaphorical violation of our bodies and our autonomous dignity, and though we know it’s for our own good, on some level we resent both it and the doctors who treat us. Once again we see a clown (even one as evil as Punch) deriving much of his support and approval from the public by acting out in ways most of us would not dare.2


A fuller discussion of Punch—not to mention the Punch and Judy show itself—is beyond the scope here; suffice it to note that Punch has become an important part of English literature. Indeed, “Mr. Punch’s influence on British culture is unparalleled. In 2006, the Punch and Judy show was named one of twelve icons of Englishness by the British government’s Department for Culture, Media and Sport—right up there with a cup of tea and the double-decker bus. To celebrate his 350th birthday in 2012, Mr. Punch was treated to an entire year of parties and was the focus of a six-month-long exhibition about him at the venerable Victoria & Albert Museum of Childhood” (McRobbie 2013a). Punch also inspired one of England’s longest-lived and most influential humor magazines, Punch, which began in 1841 and published through 2002; its first issue featured an engraving of Punch hanging the Devil. Punch has appeared in many venues—for example, in the 1994 British horror-comedy Funny Man.


We close here with one man’s fond reminiscence (Collier 1929, xvii) of seeing his first Punch and Judy show as a child in the late 1800s:


There he strutted, Punch the immortal, untarnished, unchanged. There he crowed his braggart songs, wielded his club, thwacked heads royally, murdered his wife and child and the policeman, and threw them out of the window; and there he hanged the hangman with the noose intended for his own neck, and beat the Devil to death with his cudgel. “Huzzah! Huzzah! The Devil is dead!” A deliciously unregenerate ending, a veritable triumph of roguery! . . . Punch was Punch—bad as they make ’em. And how they loved him throughout the centuries!






From the original Punch and Judy dialogue as reported by John Payne Collier in his classic book Punch and Judy: A Short History with the Original Dialogue, when Mr. Punch is given his crying baby:


What is the matter with it. Poor thing. It has got a stomach-ache, I dare say. [Child cries.] Hush-a-bye, hush-a-bye! [Sitting down, and rolling it on his knees.] Naughty child!—Judy! [Calling.] The child has a stomach ache! Phew! Nasty child! Judy, I say! [Child continues to cry.] Keep quiet, can’t you? [Boxes its ear.] Oh, you filthy child! What have you done? I won’t keep such a nasty child. Hold your tongue! [Strikes the child’s head several times against the side of the stage.] There! [Thwack!] There! [Thwack!] There! [Thwack!] How do you like that? I thought I stop your squalling. Get along with you, you nasty, naughty, crying child. [Throws it over the front of the stage among the spectators.] Hee, hee hee! [Laughing and singing: “Get away nasty baby; There it goes over; Thy momma’s a gaby; Thy daddy’s a rover.”]











CHAPTER 3


The Unnatural Nature of the Evil Clown


It’s misleading to ask when clowns turned bad, for they were never really good. As our cursory review of early clown history reveals, a dark side had always lurked just below their caricatured features and painted smiles. Clowns and jesters have always been strikingly ambiguous characters, neither clear heroes nor villains, but either or both at different times as suits their murky purposes. The evil clown character may have flourished and found new fame over the past few decades, but there is nothing new about it. Joseph Campbell, in his classic, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, notes that in mythology the clown and evil are inextricably linked: “Universal too is the casting of the antagonist, the representative of evil, in the role of the clown. Devils—both the lusty thickheads and the sharp, clever deceivers—are always clowns. . . . They are the mistakers of shadow for substance: they symbolize the inevitable imperfections of the realm of shadow, and so long as we remain this side of the veil cannot be done away” (Campbell 1972, 294).


The bad clown is a compelling character and has inspired many people (of varying degrees of ability and creativity) in many media. From comic books to cartoons, video games to films, bad clowns have made an indelible mark on popular culture. There seems to be no pathology too sick, no act too depraved, that a bad clown won’t gleefully take on to please his (or, less often, her) adoring fans.


Clowns may be scary to many people, but they are not inherently threatening the way a coiled rattlesnake or knife-wielding mugger is. The fear of clowns stems from a latent, potential harm, a suspicion that the seemingly silly and harmless pratfalling fool before us may in fact not be so silly, so foolish, or so harmless. Most of us (the adults anyway) understand that the clown is an act—a fake and fantastical persona adopted for a short time as part of a social event. It can be cute and funny at the time, though we may not want to be around when he decides to stop acting.


Carlo Rotella, writing in American Scholar, described a childhood friend obsessed with clowns:


Tom C. cultivated a morbid obsession with clowns. Instead of merely doodling in class, he created obsessive dossiers of clown types: the savage Jester, the crocodile-teared Sad Clown, the enigmatic Bowler Hat, the rare Plume Clown, the annihilating White-face. He practiced different stylized ways of saying the word clown—drawing it out, barking it sharply, stretching his rubbery features to make a demented face while he said it, adopting a strangled or booming voice—as if he could figure out what was hiding in the word by turning it inside out. . . . Tom trained himself to wake up in the night and tape-record descriptions of his clown-filled dreams while they were fresh in his mind, and he kept his dream tape in the ‘Freak Out Box,’ but one day he decided that listening to the tape might do him irreparable harm, so he destroyed it without ever playing it. (Rotella 2004, 52)
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