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This article traces some of the conversations between a European circus clown
named Pipo and myself in order to draw out the characteristics of
intertextuality that I argue are key features of the ethnographic endeavour.
Central to our conversations was a concern with our mutual productions of
identity as clown artist and ethnographer. I explore how ambiguous, parodic,
and subversive such productions can be. Along the way Pipo taught me a few
good jokes and something of how to tell them and I try them out on modernist
anthropology in an effort to make this “body” of knowledge/power parodic.
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A Mutual Parody of Meaning in Circus Clown and

Ethnographie Discourse

Kenneth Little

York University

Do you héave a dirty word problem?

Lenny Bruce

What metaphor adds to the ordinary is an achievement that uses no semantic resources
beyond the resources on which the ordinary dépends. There are no instructionsfor devising
metaphors; there is no manualfor determining what a metaphor "means" or "'says"; there
is no testfor metaphor that does not callfor taste. A metaphor implies a kind and degree of
artistic success; there are no unsuccessful metaphors, just as there are no unfunny jokes.

Donald Davidson, WhatMetaphors Mean.

This article traces some of the conversations between a
European circus clown named Pipo and myself in order to
draw out the characteristics of intertextuality that | argue
are key features of the ethnographie endeavour. Central to
our conversations was a concern with our mutual produc-
tions of identity as clown artist and ethnographer. | explore
how ambiguous, parodie, and subversive such productions
canbe. Alongthe way Pipo taught me a few good jokes and
something of how to tell them and | try them out on
modernist anthropology in an effort to make this "body" of
knowledge/ power parodie.

Cet article présente quelques unes des conversations entre un
clown de cirque européen nommé Pipo et I'auteur dans le but de
dégager les caractéristiques intertextuelles que I'auteur soutient
comme étant la clef de volte de la démarche ethnographique.
Le point central de cette discussion se rapporte aux productions
mutuelles identitaires de I'artiste clown et de I'ethnographe.
L'auteur explore comment de telles productions peuvent étre
ambigués, parodiques et subversives. Tout au long de leurs ren-
contres, Pipo lui enseignera quelques bonnes blagues, la maniére
de raconter et que l'auteur expérimentera en anthropologie
moderniste dans un effort de constituer ce «corps» de connaissance/
pouvoir parodique.

CULTURE XI (1-2), 1991

In this paper, | describe a double movement that
demonstrates the intertextuality of conversations be-
tween myself and a young whiteface clown artist,
Pipo Sosman, Jr.,, that took place during the 1983
season at Circus Knie in Switzerland.l On the one
hand, | shall attempt to draw out aspects of Pipo's
circus and comic self-fashioning as a whiteface clown
— an overpowering, authoritative, and élégant task
master — as they emerged in our conversations. On
the other hand, ! shall explore what clown self-fash-
ioning can say about ethnographie self-fashioning
(after Clifford 1988:93-94). Tied to my conversation
with Pipo is my conversation with the body of anthro-
pological discourse by which | often find myself
caught as if by my own whiteface clown; it is a
discourse laudable for its brilliance and sophistica-
tion, laughable for its officiousness and | am mindful
of its potential to administer stiff penalties upon those
who dare not take its authority seriously.

The point | want to make is that if there is a
meaning to be made of my conversations with Pipo it
is in what we, the conversation partners, make of our
talk, on our own or together, during the time our
conversations took place or later upon further reflec-
tion. The issue is not just that of recognizing the
power and significance of dialogue, but of under-
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standing precisely how dialogue works and how
meaning is produced in the interactions of speakers.

In examiningPipo's circus and clown self-fash-
ioning | shall show how he attempts to create his
clown work and identity as a unified voice by sub-
scribing to a particular réification of his tradition
through which he produces his notions of perfor-
mance work and self. I, however, am not happy with
simply telling his story the way he wants it told —
i.e., "from the native point of view." | attempt to stay
clear of presenting, and do not wish to describe, a
controlling point of view from within the circus,
making the native point of view the author's (my)
point of view. Instead, | hdve decided to evoke
something of the dynamics of our conversation and
of the various voices or narrative contexts of which
our conversations were constituted. Thus, my goal
is to explore the polyvocal nature of our conversations.

While | décliné simply to describe a native point
of view, and in fact am critical of it, | equally décliné
to tell a story from a positioned, univocal, authorial
stance where the ethnographer has final influence
over the text and thereby gains authenticity. My
argument suggests that there is no authorial point of
view in the subjects of conversation between Pipo
and me. Nevertheless, there is a subject matter,
however polyphonous it mightbe, that we share and
it has to do with parody and comedy. | shall describe
some of the comedy involved in my attempt to write
an ethnographie account that remained true to the
anthropological struggle to find a cohérent semantic
world of native understandings and practices in
Pipo's work and life as a clown.

The problem, as | shall describe it, was that my
subject matter, Pipo, always threatened to corne
apart. Any unified semantic content of his life and
work, like a joke, is fragmentary, diffused and only
partially shared over our differing points of view
and social contexts. These fragments maybe related
in the context of our conversation, but there is no
overarching sense that links them as a cohérent
whole in the way that interpretive anthropologists
like to think possible. The point of ail this is to show
how the dialogue between Pipo and me was open-
ended, plurivocal, and intertextual.

Dialogue and Authority

My ethnographie narrative is dialogical in a
way that is somewhat different from most critics' use
ofthe term. For example, one ofthe most compelling
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critiques of dialogical ethnography has been put
forward by Richard Handler (1985) who, after Clif-
ford (1988), accuses those who attempt to write such
ethnography of duplicity. Handler (1985:172) defines
dialogue as the "[nonmanipulative] inclusion of other
voices alongside that of the author.” In a comment
on Todorov's attempt at writing a dialogical text, The
Conquest ofAmerica (1984), Handler makes the claim
that représentations of dialogues like those that take
place between Todorov and Christopher Columbus
may look as if they are displacements of ethnograph-
ie authority but, in fact, only confirm the underlying
control of the author. Or as Handler puts it:

[1]t is one thing to let others (in this case, the
sixteenth-century Europeans) speak in words they
once uttered but no longer control, through texts
that we choose, edit, and contextualize. It is quite
another to invite them to sharein thefinal préparation
of a text that will be presented to the public
(1985:172).

Dialogical ethnography is doomed because for
ail of its criticality, the ethnographer still assumes the
dominant voice as the editor of what others say and
do. Hence the duplicity.

Handler wants to replace dialogical anthropol-
ogy with what Edward Sapir called "destructive
analysis of the familiar and the exotic." He applies
Sapir's idea to the analysis of idéologies of cultural
distinctiveness among nationalistand ethnie groups.
The cultural logic and social idiom that support
daims of distinctiveness and théories of cultural
différence among nationalists, Handler argues, are
usually shared by the social scientists who study
them. This "suggests a massive commonality un-
derlying and facilitating the construction or inter-
prétation of cultural différence” (Handler 1985:178).
Given this common agreement between nationalists
and those writing the ethnography of nationalist
groups, a

destructive analysis of shared premises is more
unportant than a dialogue with those who share
them. Indeed, in this case dialogue will amount to
little more than mutually confirming, rather than
critically examining, each other's beliefs (Handler
1985:178).

Handler is right to argue that dialogue ren-
dered as text — the conséquence of ail dialogue
made into ethnography — is really monological
since the informants' words are mediated through
the ethnographer's dominant, éditorial voice. He is
right, however, because he defines dialogue literally



as the direct speech of informants and ethnographer
in communication. If such dialogue were left unedited
it would be almost unintelligible, a confusing and
chaotic rendering of questions and answers, thoughts
and half-thoughts, false beginnings and promising
endings to narratives that shift erratically from topic
to topic, full of intrusions, strange voices, interrup-
tions, long silences, and interesting leads.

My understanding of dialogue is different than
this. It is doser to what Stephen Tyler has in mind
when he suggests that ethnography, if it is to be
dialogical, should be a kind of intertextuality, the
project of which is not to uncover "the other in
univocal descriptions which allegorically identify
the other's différences as our interest." Rather such
an ethnography must be "a fantasy of identifies, a
plurivocal évocation of différences making a unity
that seems to inform it, and reveals between every
line the différence it conceals in every word, that it
might not speak for the other 'for us', but let the
other's voice be heard, too, and not just ‘for us', but
‘forbothofus™ (Tyler 1987:102). Following the Tyler
line on intertextuality, albeit idiosyncratically, | want
to put forth a concept of dialogue that suggests some
of the shortcomings in Handler's notion of destruc-
tive analysis and then, in a provisional way, provide
a description of some conversations | had with Pipo.

In his attempt not to be manipulated by others'
self-assignations and in his willingness to share with
his informants his suspicions of the reliability of his
and their cultural categories, Handler leaves unex-
plored a crucial cultural objectification, that of his
own constitution as "author”. As a provocative
"author", Handler is looking for a "true dialogue™,
one at least critical of the common Western vocabulary
of self-description. But as the self-appointed "de-
stroyer™ of the shared and natural giveness of the
cultural categories that the author and informants
assume, Handler still remains the transcendental
manipulator of texts.

The conception of the "author” here is of a
uniquely positioned self, writing critical accounts of
those who assume that their own lives are natural
and objectively real. Foucault (1984:113) points out
that the cultural category of the "author", as a unique
self, is determined by various forces that define him/
her at a constant level of cultural value and accord
him/her a particular theoretical cohérence and sty-
listic unity through which ail events are observed,
recorded and deciphered. While critical ethnogra-
phers like Handler recognize that the author is a

historically and culturally constituted entity, they
fail to recognize the deeper implication of such a
claim: namely, that the "author" is not a "real"
individual writing "real” texts, but is several selves
that occupy different and intercontextualized posi-
tions in a text so that, as Foucault (1984:112) suggests,
there is no overarching "I" to the text but rather a set
of socially constituted "I's" . Thinking of the "au-
thor" of an ethnography in this way means recogniz-
ing that there is no panoptic "I (eye) on a search and
destroy mission equipped with a method of démys-
tification and attempting to reach a position outside
the conventional uses of language. Itis to demonstrate
how the writing of an ethnography is caught up in
language, in a prolifération of voices and vocabularies
as "reported speech”. It is to demonstrate that ail
language and linguistic signs are unconventional —
language as contingency rather than System or co-
hérence.

Put this way, any account of the dialogue be-
tween Pipo and me is also a récognition of the his-
torical and social sédimentations of language use
and of the partiality of the accounts of such uses.
Such a speech situation is what VVoloshinov/Bakhtin
called "reported speech™ rather than "direct speech."?
Reported speech does not restrict the practice of a
dialogue to simple and direct communication, to the
talk that goes on between a speaker (Pipo or me) and
an addressee (Pipo or me) in the présent (the eth-
nographie présent) and in a determined social con-
text (whatever was going on at the time of our
conversation and at the time ofmy writing). Dialogue
is more than just the primary voices of the informants
and dialogue partner. It is also "speech within
speech, utterance within utterance, and at the same
time also speech about speech, utterance about ut-
terance” (VVoloshinov/Bakhtin 1973:115).

Voloshinov /Bakhtin observed that ail speech is
reported speech. For example, the speech acts of an
ethnographer and dialogue partner carry with them
and actively receive other speakers’ speech in vari-
ous historical and social contexts. This réception of
other voices in one's speech acts makes speech dia-
logical. Our words, conversation, and writing are
never just our own. Rather, they are part of an arena
ofjuxtaposed texts suggesting that in every linguistic
sign we use there is disagreement, heterogeneity,
and conflicting viewpoints. The point is not merely
that there are several linguistic styles, cultural con-
texts, and alternative voices in the sign, a presence
measured by purely linguistic criteria, but that these
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styles, contexts, and voices are juxtaposed, counter-
posed, and productive of every speech act we and
others make. By showing that the ethnographer and
dialogue partner continually call into question one
another's beliefs and opinions and that the conver-
sations we share are fraught with différence, we can
resist the conventional cultural practice of portray-
ing the ethnographeras the "author™ and our dialogue
partner as a unified, bounded entity.

Tyler (1987:58), after Bakhtin (1988:252-253),
argues that ail writing goes back to the human voice
of the living subject, to dialogue. There is no speech
act that is completely unique, that is not "always
already" spoken, no voice that is plain and simple.
Déterminations of uniqueness and simplicity ne-
glect the rhetorical force of "other-voicedness" in
every voice that is reported in an ethnography.
Language is always "other voicedness" because it is
"not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily
into the private property of the speaker’s [author's or
dialogue partner's] intentions; it is populated —
overpopulated — with the intentions of others"
(Bakhtin 1988:294). No speech act is ever a simple act
governed by the intentions of a single speaker, eth-
nographer or dialogue partner, or contained in a
single context, but it is itself intercontextual. This
distinction between speaker and hearer notes the
intersubstitutability of the réles of the speaker and
hearer such that neither the ethnographer nor the
dialogue partner are just speakers or hearers but are
speaker/hearers. Or as Tyler (1987:15) puts it: "A
signifier is a trafficker in signs as well as the vehicle
of représentation. It is not the passive thinglike
character understood as the mark of the signified."
Bakhtin (1988:293) explains it this way: "As the
living socio-ideological concrete thing, as heteroglot
opinion, language is always half someone else's."

Put otherwise, the struggle for understanding
in the intertextual production of meaning intersects
in the sign. Reported speech constitutes an opening
in the otherwise closed world of the sign. It is the
introduction of an other's voice, or other voices, in
the speaker's words, of other contexts in the "présent"
context. For Voloshinov/Bakhtin (1973:116) such
activity is an intégral part of any speech act; it is the
possibility of the speech act itself.

In this writing, for instance, | demonstrate the
anxious mixture of influences (signifiers)—the voices
of social theorists (some more than others), the his-
tory of social theory, circus artists, the entertainment
industry, other popular entertainments — helpful
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and antagonistic, that play a partin how | want to say
things and what it is | do and do not say. In his
conversation with me, Pipo is just as aware of the
various contextually spécifie voices of his father,
family, partners, circus history, entertainment me-
dia and industry that interact to form how he says
things to me and to others and what he wants said
and left unsaid. Recognizing these voices and their
effects on Pipo's self-fashioning and my own is the
goal of the rest of this paper.

Ironie Self-Fashioning

Pipo's self-fashioning emerges when we read it
as a particular narrative text (a discourse, by which
I mean not just linguistic acts, but also a corpus of
interlinked signs, verbal and nonverbal, bound by
rules and characterize d by regularities that construct
and are patterned by social and personal reality)
caught within a shifting, multi-voiced field of other
such texts. He attempts to forge an authoritative
narrative of clown work and circus life against this
complex field of conflicting texts that h&ve appro-
priated and refashioned the signs "clown" and
"circus" for their own purposes. Rather than comply
with Pipo in his search for authenticity and self-
realization, | think it better to attend to the range of
narratives against the circulation of which Pipo at-
tempts to fashion a self that he calls ‘circus’. Pipo's
search for self-realization and authentic identity is
problematic considering the variety of narratives out
of which "circus" and "clown™ are now produced.

The disjunctive tone of Pipo's self-fashioning
highlights the ambivalence of any attempt to figure
a self in this highly complex field of intertextual
narrative voices. As Baudrillard (1983) and other
postmodern writers argue, in the contemporary late-
capitalist world of Europe, any attempt at creating a
practical and cohérent narrative of wholism and
reason (be it a narrative of self, nation, class, or
organized capitalism) is provisional. There no longer
exists a macro-narrative against which ail other
narratives can be read and understood. Late-capi-
talism is not a narrative of certainty, rather, it has
fragmented into narratives of uncertainty, disorder,
play and pluralism, ail of which are conditioned by
the decodification of cultural and économie forms
(c.f. Lash and Urry 1987). For Baudrillard, capitalism
has become simulation; it is no more than a complex
field of narrative texts that speak as contextually
spécifie cultural, political, and économie forces which
impinge upon each other and subvert each other's



dominance so that no particular voice gains com-
plété hegemony. In simulation, a narrative text —
like Pipo's discourse on being truly 'circus’' — strives
for presence (authentic and privileged grounding)
only to discover that those narrative texts upon
which he relies for the foundation of a‘circus’ self are
themselves facsimiles, "already-made" texts that are
themselves the transformations of other texts in what
maybe described as a mad prolifération of intertextual
relations. Nowhere is there a narrative text simply
présent to us or him.

Thus, we must take care in our own theoretical
discourse not to position Pipo's discourse of ‘circus’
self-fashioning as a privileged text nor to privilége
this text as a grounding of ail other texts. The signs
"Pipo,” "clown," and "circus" are part of a fabric of
intertextual relations. At this particular historical
juncture, these terms are located in multiple narra-
tive texts (discourses) on entertainment and the
commodification of leisure, corporate advertising,
therapy, postmodern theory and comedy, religion,
éducation, and politics, to name a few. They each
produce "clowns" and "circus" as textured, multi-
dimensional objects touched by the forces of partic-
ular discursive historiés.

For Pipo, his partners, and other circus clown
artists performing entrée (comic sketch) comedy in
the 1980s and 1990s means working at a time when
circus performances and productions are caught in
an économie and culture industry crossfire. Most
older circus artists realize that the économie priori-
ties and social responsibilities of the modem circus
as a popular entertainment spectacle have changed
since they were young performers, especially since
the 1950s. The dynamism and popularity of the
circus and its acts, including the clown entrée, have
been eclipsed by more popular and exotic spectacles
that appropriate and organize circus artists, routines,
costumes, performance techniques, and imagination
according to their own purposes. Artists from out-
side the circus, who are trained in ways much different
than circus artists and who refer to other authorities
outside the circus, now use the term "circus" to
describe their performance work and the images and
entertainments they create. Such popular work and
images have little to do with circus artists' intentions
or conceptions of entertainment.

Nowhere is this appropriation and fragmenta-
tion of circus form and style of performance more
apparent than with circus clowns. The material sign
""circus clown™ hasbecome central to several domains

in the late-twentieth century culture of spectacle
consumption. The visual media of print, cinéma,
and télévision use the circus for their own purposes,
producing clown images that are neither produced
nor proscribed by circus artists. Clown comedy and
images proliferate through everything from Rocky
and Bullwinkle, to Pee Wee Herman, to "Killer
Klowns from Outer Space" (a popular grade B movie),
to comic book characters like Zippy the Pinhead, the
anxious, postmodern clown. Poster and postcard
companies hdve made a specialty market of generic
clown images, while reproductions of modem artists'
représentations of circus scenes and clowns are sold
in art galleries internationally.

Then there is the ubiquitous "clown as ham-
burger" school of Ronald McDonald clowns where
young men are trained en masse to represent the Mc-
Donalds Corporation. Mass produced and redun-
dant, thousands of young people have become
"Ronald" clowns, or rather, performing "McCom-
ics". Closely allied to this mass production of clown
artists is the Ringling Brothers Barnum and Bailey
circus school where again young enthusiasts are
attracted to the "exotic and wonderful world of the
circus ring" during the show. Each printed pro-
gramme includes an application to the "wacky world"
of clown school. Here the attraction is a romantic
quest for enthusiasts to find the clown within
themselves in their hidden talents.

This form of cultural production and circulation
happens, Baudrillard argues, when sign-value takes
precedence over use-value. The point is that the
value of this clown work shifts from the artist's
labour as a clown to the sign-value invested in the
product orbrand name. Itis not the use-value of the
product (the artist) but the circulation and con-
sumption of its sign-values, the exchange-value of
the sign (Ronald or Bozo) that is central.3

Circus clown artists and images are appropri-
ated and consumed in other ways. For example,
there is no shortage of clown schools in North America
and Europe, sometimes associated with "new" cir-
euses (like Cirque du Soleil in Canada or the Centre
National des Arts du Cirque, Ecole Supérieure in
Chalons-sur-Marne, France), where in a few years
young performers can leam the art of clown comedy,
everything from mime to slapstick. These schools
have multiplied quickly, producing large numbers
of artists that have taken to théatres, arts and comedy
festivals, cireuses, and the streets to perform as comic
artists.
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The better talented and more popular of these
artists get work in the established traditional Euro-
pean cireuses, as circus directors and entertainment
agents cash in on their popularity. Their teachers
and fellow performers argue that the popularity of
these new forms of comedy and clownworkemerged
because the traditional entrée clowns of the circus
had become deadly boring and their comedy out of
date. "New" clowns, along with "new" circus have
developed an array of performance forms that more
or less confront the conservativism of the traditional
circus clown performance. Take, for instance, David
Gale's instructions to the British theatre group Lu-
miere and Son's production of his "Circus Lumiere,"
performed during the 1988 London Festival of New
Circus. In his text of instructions entitled "You Have
To Laugh," Gale explains what he sees as the crux of
the Lumiére circus project, namely, redefining the
réle of the clown.

This redéfinition involves in part a recovery of
qualifies that seem to havefadedfrom the expressive
répertoire ofthe contemporary clavn. ...[linsist] on
defining the clown as the Laughter Démon of Sex
and Violence. [This] [i]s clearly at odds with what
is popularly expected ofthe Funny Circus Fellow. If
one questions the manin thestreet closelyacurious
discovery can be made — many people have never
found clorons remotelyamusingand commonlyfeel
rather puzzled at their presence. Most people have
quite rightlygiven up hopeand look to the moviesfor
laughs....

Modem clorons are so traditional.... Wewant clorons
who eut each other s head's offand emasculate their
foes with blow-torches in an &ge where Savak ties
naked leftists to iron bedsteads which are wired to
the mains. Our clorons must belabour each other
with electric cattle prods so that our audiences are
not lulled into nostalgia for the Golden Age of the
Victorian Circus. (n.d.:I-3)

Here is violence with a différence. This is not a
plea for traditional slapstick routine and character
development, although Lumiére and Son appropri-
ate many of these éléments. Nor is this a plan to
replace traditional circus entrée comedy which, by
Gale's estimation, is dead anyway. Rather, this is just
one of a number of appropriations of the terms
"circus" and "clown", giving them unique significa-
tion by producing them out of different contexts.

There are still other narrative contexts out of
which popular clown images are invented. For
example, within the U.S. Episcopal Church, there is
a "Clown Ministry" that uses the healing power of
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laughter through clown comedy to understand points
of faith. There are now clowns working in hospitals
and clinics as therapists. In Montréal, a woman in
clown costume persuades battered children to express
their feelings with the use of a few tricks. Or, there
are the ubiquitous clowns we see in annual parades
and festivals when once a year men and women of
the business community don the motley to entertain
children with bad tricks and stupid routines. Parents
point out these performers to their children, call
them clowns, and they watch them with the same
enthusiasm as if they were watching clown artists in
the circus ring.

What | have tried to describe through the vehi-
cle of the signs "clown" and "circus", are some
linéaments of the age of the spectacle, which | take to
mean the age of prolifération within a sign discourse
(or of the discourse itself) that can be appropriated
(recreated) or made to stand in for any other discourse.
Thus the discourses of the visual media, of film,
print, theatre, and photography, the entertainment
industry, the fast-food industry, popular postmod-
ern theatre, or the therapeutic cultures of religion
and psycho-therapy each invents its own spécifie or
generic clown and circus signs that are the appro-
priations of other discourses. Each discourse can-
nibalizes and in turn is cannibalized by other dis-
courses. No sign-value, no code, gains total authority.
In the &ge of the spectacle, clown artists no longer
produce commodities, commodities produce clowns:
clowns for Christ, clowns for hamburgers, clowns
for the various media. The logic of the commodity
(the logic of the spectacle) multiplies indefinitely
and yet it never makes up a calculus of signs. In other
words, there is no real clown, but clowns as sign-
value, reality-effects, or simulations. Or, as Bau-
drillard (1983:back cover) puts it: "The very défini-
tion of the real has become that ofwhich it is possible to
give an équivalent reproduction. The real is not only
what can be reproduced, but that which is always al-
ready reproduced. The hyperreal... which is entirely in
simulation.”

Given this state of affairs, it seems highly am-
biguous to think that Pipo could begin a career as an
entrée clown and construct an authentic circus self
and circus clown performance, especially consider-
ing that this comic form, and the circus tradition
through which it gained legitimacy, seemed to be
fragmented, peripheralized, and appropriated by
others. But this is precisely what Pipo thought he



could do. This makes Pipo's decision to become a
traditional whiteface clown worthy of discussion.

Pipo's narrative of circus self-fashioning focus-
eson his desire as an artist to frame a cultural présent
in relation to an other world outside the circus in
order to produce something that he calls properly
‘circus." This is a desire to purify and reify, that is, to
reshape circus clowning into controllable proportion
and so legitimate circus identity. He calls this pro-
cess ‘going inside' by which he means two things:

1) Itisaphysical désignation which has to do with
hisbiology. Circus artists say they are uniquely
adapted biologically to deal with every physi-
cal hardship. They say their biological essence
prédisposés them to do extraordinary things
that others can not do. | will not discuss this
définition here.

2) 'Goinginside' also means searching deep with-
in one's self and tradition to uncover essential
characteristics, the ones Pipo considers fonda-
mental to his work and life. Most specifically,
this process begins with one's family history
which becomes part of a circus social history
and knowledge.

Pipo believes that one important reason why
circus clown workand clown artists are so unpopular
today, and why they find it difficult to find work, is
because they have abandoned their héritage by re-
stricting their work to a limited répertoire of stock
routines and sketches. Pipo has little confidence in
the conservativism that informs most artists' per-
formance practices even though he understands their
motives. In the face of increasing threats from other
non-circus 'private’ comic entertainers clown artists
have resorted to what they know has worked in the
past, to what they think defines them and their
performance work as uniquely ‘circus.'

Pipo believes that in their cultural involution
these artists have forgotten the most important
characteristic of their 'circus’ tradition, namely, the
ability to change and adapt, or, in the face of con-
tingency to do whatever is necessary to improve
themselves and theirt chances to work. He goes on
to say that the earliest modem clown artists lived by
this simple principle of change and chance-taking.
'‘Going inside’ means refiguring clown work the
same way that their turn-of-the-century circus rela-
tives did by diversifying their comedy, its venues,
médiums, and messages in order to combat the
pressures of the leisure and entertainment industries

and the popular, alternative artists, and therapeutic
cultures. The irony is that in order to remain faithful
to the intentions of the earliest clown artists' notion
of circus life and performance and in order to survive
as artists whose essence was ‘circus' and to remain
loyal to their tradition, Pipo and his partners in-
creasingly had to look outside the circus, especially
to the worlds of film and télévision, for work and
inspiration.

Pipo began performing as a whiteface with two
young Swiss circus clown artists, Gaston Hani and
Rolf Knie, Jr. who asked him to join their duo in 1979.
Pipo says that he always thought he would become
a whiteface because it was family tradition. Pipo's
father had been a popular whiteface clown and even
when faced with his father's stem warning about
getting out of the circus, that entrée clowning as an
art was a thing of the past, he could not free himself
of the circus's pull. As Pipo put it, he had been
‘caught’ by the circus and he was powerless to do
anything else but accept the offer of work and this
began his career as a professional circus clown artist.

Pipo's entrée work was popular and the trio
was very successful. They soon found it possible to
diversify their comedy work, doing a number of
films in 1980, some Swiss and German télévision
comedy throughout their career together, and finally
in 1984, leaving the circus and taking their comedy
into the Swiss theatre. They were given the oppor-
tunity to expand the range and répertoire of their
comedy — sketches, costuming, medium, and ven-
ue. In their performance work they were doing what
they thought they had to do to stay 'circus' because
the ‘circus was shit!," as | was told repeatedly.

This attempt to fashion a contemporary circus
identity through the vehicle of clown tradition is
ironie in another way also. For even at the historical
juncture offin-de-siécle Europe the signs "clown' and
"circus" were already appropriated signs, located
within such discourse frames as the entertainment
industry, the art world, the fashion System, and the
world of therapy. In other words, the very whiteface
clowns to which Pipo refers in search for Iégitimation
and authenticity were themselves "already made."”
Pipo understands these clown signs to be the fon-
damental éléments of his "circusness." So any
whiteface that Pipo fashions is already caught up in
the play and appropriation of signification making
the possibility of a final, privileged identity impos-
sible.
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In this sense, Pipo's attempt to privilége ‘circus’
identity makes the signs of his self-fashioning the
material available for other uses and appropriations.
Pipo, in other words, plays a part in his own ap-
propriation. This makes his self-fashioning parodie.
He becomes the butt of a larger joke of postmodern
simulation within which his comic work and clown
character are recouped and used in ways he cannot
control. The circus becomes the site of contestation,
a play of multiple significations for him and for
others. This malléable, multiple positioning of his
‘circus' life and performance work, where Pipo risks
récupération and appropriation at every turn, is an
existential reality of dissémination and contingency.
This is how Pipo's discourse of self-fashioning is
ironie, heterogenous, and never finalized. On the
one hand, he produces himself through the contexts
of his ‘circus' imagination that he understands to be
his inheritance as a ‘circus' clown artist. On the other
hand, others, including myself, constructing other
contexts, characterize circus clown artists and their
work according to other social, économie, and ethi-
cal agendas. Clown artists like Pipo live within the
conflictual language of these plurivocal narratives of
themselves. The more Pipo seeks to fashion a dis-
course of closure and grounding, the more open-
ended and contingent this discourse becomes.

But now | would like to reverse the direction of
my analysis. There is the dimension of irony that we
read as the intertextual construction and dissémi-
nation of the signs "clown" and "circus.” Pipo reads
into and inside the narrative of his tradition as we
read across narrative voices (discourses) that includes
Pipo's reading. There is, however, another dimen-
sion of his self-fashioning that speaks to ethnographie
description, making it ironie as well and therefore
equally subject to parody. By exploring the prag-
matics of Pipo's production of self | hope to demon-
strate the influence of the narrative of his self-fash-
ioning on my ethnographie inventions of clowns,
comedy, and circus culture. In doing so, | will
describe some of the irony of my ethnographie en-
deavour and how understanding its rhetoric allowed
me to begin thinking of a parodie ethnography.

Clown and Ethnographer

I now find Pipo's attempt at self-fashioning
ironie, but it was not always like that. The symbolic
theory upon which | organized my fieldwork was
centred on cultural semantics and Pipo and his
partners were constantly amusedby my attempts to
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find a unified semantic content to their lives and
performance work. Pipo clearly understood what it
was | was trying to get at, however, he thought that
it was an odd, misplaced endeavour. This did not
mean that he never thought seriously about every
dimension of his comic work. Rather, it meant that
he found my ethnographie seriousness funny. While
Pipo always directed our conversations about a
‘circus' self towards the pragmatics of its fashioning,
| stubbornly tried to figure out what the underlying
meanings were to his circus life and work. Pipo's
discourse was about his material body techniques,
the body of circus knowledge, and how to use both.
His discourse conflicted with mine, centred as mine
was on my training as a symbolic anthropologist
trying to uncover the deep meaning of the circus
from the "native point of view." | shall go on to talk
about the pragmatics of Pipo's self-fashioning as a
way of evoking the comedy of my reliance upon a
monological and rationalist paradigm for reading
Pipo's work and life.

| began to recognize the implications of Pipo's
self-fashioning for my own work when considering
one of my conversations with him. During the early
stages of my fieldwork our conversations focused on
the structure and meaning of the clown entrée in the
circus programme. What was the comedy supposed
to mean to the audience and what could clown artists
like Pipo tell me about clown humour and its
meaningfulness? It came as a shock when Pipo,
looking blank, replied that the entrée comedy could
mean anything anyone wanted it to mean. Frankly,
he was not at ail sure that it meant anything, nor did
he care about that particular dimension of his work.
Pipo put the matter this way: "Entrée comedy is 'just
funny', you don't have to think about it. | can't
explain it and | don't want to."

I should have been ready for Pipo's response for
| had often been warned by my teachers and other
ethnographers to expect this kind of reaction, espe-
cially as I began my fieldwork. Perplexed, however,
| insisted that Pipo had to have some idea of what he
thought the whiteface represented in European
culture. Asinitially designed, my research depended
on my revealing the underlying symbolic structures
of entrée comedy and the textured and systematic
world of cultural meaning to which these symbols
referred. Surely clown comedy and personalities
were powerful symbols of something. If not, how
could they be so popular, so effective, so funny?



To a degree, what | describe is pretty much the
commonplace circumstance of fieldwork. It is not
unusual for our dialogue partners to react in such
ways when we speak to them in an abstract language
about concréte things or appear to take the serious
and important for the commonplace, or vice versa.
Hopefully, through the dialogue process we learn to
"merge horizons," share a vocabulary, in short, get
to understand something of the lives of our partners
in order, finally, to describe in our ethnographies
how their world works and how they structure it as
meaningful.

These points are so obvious it would seem they
hardly bear repeating. When most of my anthro-
pology colleagues read this paper their first reaction
was to say that the processes | write about is nothing
new to them. Butif thatis true, why do ethnographies
remain, for the most part, monological? Why are the
voices of our dialogue partners reduced to normative
statements in order to "name and nail” some System?
What happens, of course, is that this dialogical process
neverbecomes part ofthe ethnography. Itis forgotten,
replaced by systematic représentations of the "cul-
ture” organized by the monological authority of the
ethnographer. Inthe end, ail that was dialogical and
open-ended is reproduced as norm, authoritatively
described.

However, it was no laughing matter when Pipo
téld me that he had few if any ideas of what the
whiteface clown and entrée comedy stood for. Nor
was he simply reiteratingsome official ‘circus' notion
of "art for art's sake." For Pipo, the entrée and the
characters of which it is made are normal objects of
interprétation only with respect to questions about
the dynamics of past and future performances —
how to do the comedy properly, whether it produces
its intended effects, the appropriate response, why it
works here and not there. 1, on the other hand,
wanted to make a metaphysical object out of him, his
clown character, and comedy. | was completing
Pipo's "otherness™ by making his life and work the
"object” of my research and description of him.

For Pipo and his partners, the significance of
entrée comedy is in its usages and outcomes and not
in its supposed underlying symbols. It is how the
material characteristics of the comedy (comic signi-
fiers) work, the pragmatics of commonsense circus
interests, that challenge him. 1 think that the ques-
tions that intrigue Pipo have less to do with 'what'
entrée comedy means and more to do with 'how' it
means, less to do with what funny things mean than

with making up the funny edge of things. If Pipo's
discussion about entrée comedy goes beyond the
rhetorical circumstances of entrée performance and
circus life, itdoes not do so by explicatingthe meaning
of the comedy he perforons, but by creating the
means to solve mundane problems of gesture, lan-
guage, costume, make-up, comic execution, venue,
medium—problems that constitute what 1 am calling
the funny edge of things.

Here is an example ofwhat | mean. When | look
at Pipo and watch him work in the ring many
guestions about his character corne to mind, not least
of ail the issue of Pipa's féminine characteristics.
Pipo's elaborate costume and accessories (his
stockings and slippers) and most aspects of his make-
up seem to be conventional tropes of femininity. For
example, Pipo's most recent and favourite costume
is a red velvet dress he had made for him in 1987by
the French fashion house of Vicaire. He says he likes
it because it hangs loosely and flows with his move-
ment giving him a look of greater elegance and gréce.
The dress is expensive, in the best taste of the os-
tentations whiteface. The shoulders of the costume
billow out and down his arms adding refinement to
the overall look. The arms are beautifully decorated
in large floral designs of white and gold sequins and
rhinestones as is the dress proper. His vest is made
completely of rhinestones and sequins in a paisley
design, and it gives Pipo's torso a supple "hour-
glass™ curve. Topping off the costume is a fluffy
white cravat made of soft rippled crinoline to which
he attaches a large red jewelled brooch. Other parts
of the costume include sheer nylon stockings, sleek
yellow leather pumps, and a white conical felt cap.

Pipo's make-up adds to the ambiguity of his
gender. The standard features of whiteface mag-
uillage include painting the neck and face white and
the tips of the ears and nose and the lips with red
lipstick. Black eyeliner and mascara are added to the
eyes and eyelashes. But the sign of the whiteface's
uniqueness are his eyebrow markings. Pipo paints a
thick black line over his white face that runs down
the centre of his forehead and continues on to the
bridge of his nose and then swoops over his right eye
in a strong unbroken arch.

When | first started talking to Pipo about his
clown, | directed my attention to his obvious female
characteristics. | once explained to Pipo some
thoughts | had about the seductive appeal of his
clown that had to do with the audience's simultaneous
remembering and forgetting of his gender, thereby
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making ambiguous and distorting ail vestiges of
gender identity in his character. For example, Pipo's
clown exhibits qualifies of cultural refinement and
elegance that border on narrow-mindedness and
intolérance, promoting an amicable seriousness that
harbours a fickleness and nastiness which is often
the sign of his undoing and the subject of laughter in
the clown entrée. The purposeful ambiguity of these
qualifies allows him to absorb and simultaneously
display opposite gender characteristics. Part of what
| thought was so funny about entrée comedy, at least
in the way Pipo and his partners performed it, was
that it created an ambiguous gender hierarchy which
drew attention to the power of patriarchy in Western
culture and the unconscious désignation of the
spectator as male (cf. Mulvey 1975; Kaplan 1987).

Pipolaughed. He thought | wasjoking. Hesaid
that | should be the clown. Itwas not hard to tell that
Pipo cared little for such interprétations. He had
very little that was not funny to say about them.
Dwelling on them as | did only seemed humorous to
him and other circus artists. In fact, | was the butt of
clown artist's jokes on more than one occasion pre-
cisely for taking such things so seriously. As circus
artists put it, a person not of the circus (in this case,
an insistent and overly-serious ethnographer/fan/
reporter/voyeur) usually gets things wrong or takes
things said and done the wrong way.

It was obvious that Pipo considered my inter-
prétation of the entrée to be beside the point. He did
not make judgements about the gender of the
whiteface because that was not his purpose. Pipo
wanted to describe for me the proper application of
his make-up, the use of his costumes, the production
of his kinesthetic and verbal skills. Démonstration
and skill were most important. What | found both-
ersome about this was Pipo's response to my moving
our discussion away from the comic action — its
démonstration and description — to a more abstract
interprétation of clown comedy images, actions, and
their meanings. Pipo found this move laughable.

Pipo was not interested in producing a body of
facts which could be made to support propositions
about the nature of gender or any other ideology in
European culture. The reason he thought it impor-
tant to speak to me at ail was because he guessed |
was interested in the pragmatics of his kind of
clowning at a time when the contingencies of the
culture and entertainment industry and the work of
other artists, who have produced a prolifération of
comedy forms, héve delegitimized circus comedy

86 / Kenneth Little

and clowning. He thought | could help transmit to
others outside the circus what it was that entrée
clown artists did, how they did it, and why they did
it the way they did. His body of thought focused on
how the body was comic at a time when such a comic
corpus seemed to be losing much of its power of
public persuasion. His descriptions of his life and
work were meant to demonstrate the sophistication
of his comic art, just as much as his performances
were. Pipo was trying to explain how his comic
corpus had not yet become a corpse, thus clearing up
the real problem of communication between circus
artists and the public and making the relationship
funny and exciting again.

For Pipo | was an instrument in this process.
Unlike me, however, Pipo did not see that there was
anything more to reestablishing the popularity of
clown comedy than to demonstrate his ability to be
funny. | was hoping to universalize this local state of
affairs by using Pipo's rhetoric to analyze the nature
and meaning of comic characters as an index of a
larger issue — the cultural meaning of clown com-
edy in European society. The joke seemed to be on
me. For a while, during my fieldwork, | became the
caricature of a meaning-monger professor.

As Pipo putit, the biography of a clown character
and a clown performance should be the story of the
discovery and development of new subtleties of
humour and nuances of character. Pipo's humour
and character evolved out of his "circus" self and
imagination over time, with expérience, as he learned
to fashion a unique variation of the traditional
whiteface clown. He says that his work continues to
change and grow more dynamic and subtle as he
explores various dimensions of comic action, drawing
inspiration from wherever, and applies what he
learns to his comedy. Pipo's discussion about the
production of clown comedy, however, always fo-
cuses on his personal history, the physical charac-
teristics of his whiteface personality as it became
defined through costume and maquillage, and his
techniques of continuous entrée révision (c.f. Little
1986). These are Pipo's ways of speaking about
clowning, they are the vehicles of his ‘circus' and
clown self-fashioning.

Bodies of Laughter

If Pipo's exposition about entrée comedy goes
beyond the rhetorical circumstances of entrée
performance and 'circus' life it does not do so by



explicating the meaning of the entrée comedy he
perforons, but by creating the means to solve mundane
problems of gesture, language, costume, make-up,
and comic execution. This is the vocabulary of Pipo's
narrative. His comedy and discourse on the
foundations of his life and work (fashioned out of the
bricolage of comic, artistic, and entertainment voices)
is expressed as the pragmatics of comic perfor-
mance and 'circus' identity. | became aware of the
practicalities of Pipo's purposes and the pragmatics
of his life's work as a clown artist as they emerged
out of the anxious influence of his "circus™ narrative,
multiple voices — voices from within his family and
the circus and from the worlds of others outside the
circus with whom he has had relationships of various
degrees of intensity and length. This is the
intercontextuality that opens his discourse to pluri-
vocality and contingency.

Notice that Pipo does not distinguish between
démonstration and reason, description and expla-
nation in the rhetoric of his comic self-fashioning.
What funny things mean is not pursued in itself for
the sake of some underlying structure of theoretical
knowledge it might reveal. Rather, the significance
of his comedy and identity as an artist is revealed in
Pipo's rhetorical démonstrations that culminate in
comic performances that are meant to persuade au-
diences and academies of the funniness of clowns
and the validity and support of the language through
which their comedy is produced. Meaning is not
separate from performance and persuasion. Both
logic and rhetoric are a single category, the intent of
which is communicated in the clown artist making
up the funny edge of things. When Pipo talks about
his clown work, clearly itis how he fashions a practical
corpus of routines, costumes, and images — taken
from various spheres of influence — that makes him
funny.

The various comic influences that combine to
make Pipo's discourse of comic self-fashioning are
his means of knowing how to do funny things with
his body rather than simply knowing what such
things mean. Through his body and the body of
circus knowledge, Pipo directs our attention to the
funny edge of things (i.e., to how funny things are)
rather than to the fact that things may or may not be
funny. The différence is crucial. It is the différence
that brings us doser to the ludic and contingent
quality of everyday discourse rather than falling into
the common categorical séparation between a dis-
course that is funny and irreverent and one that is
serious and authoritative.

This séparation between serious and ludic is an
accepted binary opposition in modem culture. It
marks the dominance of official, serious, and high
culture over an unofficial, illicit, or low culture. This
dichotomy is encoded onto the body in the sépara-
tion of its upper régions — the mind, heart, the seat
of spirit and learning, language, knowledge, and
logic —from what Bakhtin (1986:368) calls the "ma-
terial bodily lower stratum" — the anus, genitals,
their physical émissions, and their spiritual and be-
havioral products like sin, immorality, and impuri-
ty. Thisbinary System ofbehaviourand ideas encodes
the rules that govern modem civility and the hege-
mony of social decency and propriety over the illicit
as vulgar, homogeneity and reason over heteroge-
neity and commonsense. Modem individuals invent
themselves out of their social labours to preserve,
promote, and manage the validity and dominance of
these séparations. In other words, among other
things, the constitution of modernity and individual
identity has to do with the asserted négation and
repression of the "material bodily lower stratum™ in
ail of its operational contexts. Of course one of the
most powerful expressions of this négation is to be
found in the authority of an upper body objectifying
logic and an epistemological séparation and control
of character and identity according to modem and
liberal notions of reason and rationality.

Thinking of Pipo's circus clown self-fashioning
in this sense adds another dimension to an overall
understanding of the carnivalesque (by which I mean
a hybrid of the high and low, of sense and nonsense).
This clown's self-fashioning is also carnivalesque
(i.e. ironie and heterogeneous) because it ambiguates
this binary economy of the official high and the illicit
low as it is inscribed on the body and body of
knowledge of a clown artist. His self-fashioning, as
the pragmatics and technologies of his body doings,
is funny because it does not respect or attend to the
séparation of body matters and use from some ra-
tionalized codification of the bourgeois body. Pipo
does not separate knowledge and reason from bodily
practice and performance. This is how artists and
cireuses ambiguate and transgress the dyadic, upper/
lower body, economy of modem European self and
society. It is no simple reversai of the low and illicit
for the high and the official, the lower body for the
upper body. Rather, it is an inversion of this dyad
that dissolves an "original" binary identity. As such,
the inherited order of social explanation in binary
form of the upper/lower body as modem Europeans
rely upon itis disorganized. In his life as an artist and

A Mutual Parody of Meaning in Circus Clown and Ethnographie Discourse / 87



in his performance work, Pipo parodies this binary
structure of official European culture thereby dem-
onstrating the contingency of such notions. The
irony is that, in his réification of tradition, he adopts
that same structure. Hence the great ambiguity of
Pipo's production of identity.

| think this is why clown performances, circus
artists, and environments are considered simulta-
neously fun, exotic, and dangerous in European
imagination. The circus transgresses official modes
of explanation and cultural practice while living off
of them. By the example of their lives and perfor-
mance work, clown artists carnivalize European
culture.

For example, within the popular European
imagination, there is something peculiar and funny
about circus artists that makes them powerful cultural
symbols of cultural inversion. On the one hand,
circus artists are considered to be legitimate artists
with a noble héritage and tradition. Certain artists
have become household names, like opéra and
football stars. Such artists as the clown Grock, the
juggler Rastelli, and the dresseurs Gilbert Houcke
and Fredy Knie, Sr. are thought of as international
symbols of artistic culture; they are refined enter-
tainment culture héros. On the other hand, these
artists are still ‘circus' artists, which means that they
are associated with such marginals as gypsies, car-
nival people, and with the "shifty,” "underside" of
society. This makes circus artists hybrid, by which |
mean there is an acknowledged ambivalence that
undermines the séparation of the culturally refined
(high) and the culturally shifty (low), the official and
the illicit, that inverts and parodies the modem
binary code ofthe high and the low. The high and the
low are mutually deformed in the circus environment
and by circus artists. While enjoyed and accepted,
artists are still held at arm's length. But just like
clown laughter, circus artists are signs of instability
rather than synthesis and System. In European cul-
ture, circus artists are ambivalent "others." Their
performance practices and daily lives (the informality
of laughter and the exotic) talk back to and back-talk
conventional cultural codes that artists nevertheless
share with other Europeans.

| want to suggest that there is something funny
in circus clown discourse that makes an anthropo-
logical body of knowledge and practices —as another
encoding of the upper body in the rationalizing
practice of ethnographers who are always trying to
make sense — funny and contingent too, and which,
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if we attend to it, may produce a parodie ethno-
graphie discourse. With few exceptions (Bauman
1986; Schieffelin 1985) ethnographers of performance
insist that descriptions of performances and perfor-
mance traditions exist as cultural objects that can be
authoritatively described and interpreted. Moreover,
these ethnographers usually construct the subjects
they work with as generic artifacts, bundles of
symbolic relations that are the social facts of an
already constituted world. This is part ofthe ideology
of realism. The informant appears as a représenta-
tive of his or her culture, a type, through which
general social processes are revealed. | argue that
this technique of realist description and the "finding"
of a cultural System of meaning is a species of the
larger discourse of the upper body. It is a writing
within which ethnography is embedded and which
enables the ethnographer to mask the polyphonous
constitution of talk and performance with the ex-
planatory presence of the code, norm or System.
Enabled by the hegemony of the objectifying logic of
Western rationalist culture, ethnography valorized
authority, system and reason. This accounts for the
primacy of the text in ethnography. Such textual-
ization reduces the voices of dialogue, direct and
reported speech, to the System of signs of some stable
linguistic nucléus of officially recognized language,
to what Bakhtin calls monological authority. The
text becomes the privileged object, the re-presenta-
tion of actions and things rather than a performance
of them.

The disjunction between the world and its rep-
résentation has promoted an increased reliance upon
mimesis whereby the text copies the world in what is
taken to be a relation of correspondence or cohérence.
Truth is validated by the adequacy of this corre-
spondence or cohérence between words and actions.
Human thought becomes the inner picture of outer
objects the "truth" of which privileges clear, unob-
scure writingbecause it is best able to report the facts
about the world. Judgements about the descriptions,
whether they are true or false, dépend on the clarity
and fidelity of the correspondence or cohérence be-
tween these two orders of existence. Tyler (1987)
calls this writing form "plain style”. It is what Rorty
(1979) calls a Cartesian hangover, the search for the
mirror of the mind that reflects some real undistorted
nature.

This concern for clarity, fidelity, and truth in
textualization implicitly opposes itself to obscurity,
distortion, and fiction. We might even say that this



ideology of textualization is fashioned on metaphors
of the upper rather than the lower body. The hege-
mony of this upper body ideology makes activity,
event, and interaction the function of objectified
agents which are visualized as distinct things in the
world. Such an ideology encourages ethnographers
to discover order in structures like culture, language,
individual, or economy. These structures become
the foundation of reality both in commonsense and
science. Moreover, in this upper body ideology,
heteronomy becomes autonomy and dialogue is re-
duced to monologue, as deeds are reduced to the
words of one author, a self-sufficient and closed
body, who becomes the voice for ail. This is ac-
complished for the purposes of rescuing the text
from the lower body, open-ended, ambiguating
pressures of heteroglossia, or the noise and diversity
of speakers and speech types in dialogue as a mode
of social action. What such a rescue job does is
valorize language as code, as an enclosed product,
over language as communicative practice.

Another way of saying ail of this is that | have
appropriated a good circus joke and something of
how to tell it. Pipo taught me about the funny edge
of things and the body of circus clown knowledge as
his narrative of self-fashioning. It took me too long
to figure out what he was laughing at when | told him
my ideas about the meaning of his clown humour.
Pipo's words and actions failed to correspond to the
nature of discourse as | first conceived of it. | assumed
that Pipo's actions, linguistic and otherwise, corre-
sponded to some reality, that they were the medium
or key to the nature and meaning of entrée clown
comedy. My original intention in talking to and
writing about Pipo's character and entrée work was
to reveal its meaning by making its contents an index
of some larger whole like "circus tradition™ or "the
meaning of clown humour in the structure of mod-
em European culture”. | wanted to use his self-
fashioning for explanatory purposes and saw how
well Pipo's work and life could be used to discover
the reality behind the appearance of the comedy.

I now find it funny that | insisted on finding
System and meaning in the way that | did. | also find
it funny that anthropology, in its attempts to make
the "other" into an object of scrutiny in order to
"find" clear, underlying truths, makes itself an offi-
cial discourse and, as such, an artifact of the upper
body. To a clown artist like Pipo, whose life is lived
within the carnivalized environment of the circus, ail
this seems like grist for the comic mill. Pipo and
other circus artists made fun of me, and other chron-

iclers and creators of official circus culture, for trying
to get at the meaning and truth of circus life and
work. To them it was a joke.

The joke was not entirely on me, however.
Through the narrative of self-fashioning, Pipo also
makes an artifact of his own tradition, and work, and
for that | can laugh at him. Pipo's discourse of self-
fashioning is conceived as a story of circus rédemp-
tion, a response to a culture in which the circus and
circus artists feel a loss of control over their artistic
and social self-production. From this world of loss
he produces a narrative which, by its power as a
constructed tradition of comedy, becomes a form to
be used by others without recourse to Pipo's ideol-
ogy of interiority or transcendence. This is how
contemporary modes of représentations are pro-
duced.

But this culture of late capitalism in which cir-
cus artists, like others, have to perform and live their
lives is not a determined form. It is grotesque, an
unfinished form, developing "out of control”, and
disruptingthe systematicboundaries of explanation
(cf. Baudrillard 1983). Economy, culture, and spec-
tacle merge as a particular représentation that dis-
places us, artist and ethnographer alike, destabiliz-
ing any place from which we may speak, while
luring us with a nostalgia for entertainment styles
and forms. Simultaneously, this mode of représen-
tation, both numbingly cohérent and thoroughly
incohérent, turns back on itself, subverting its own
forms of représentation and parodying its own trust
in forms.

Laughing Together

Focusing on the dialogue between Pipo and me
inwhich this text emerges, | involve Pipo's thoughts
and motives not to criticize or romanticize them but
to reveal some of the explicit and implied voices and
contexts which he and | brought to bear in this
intertextual production. Our interprétations were
based not only on differing presuppositions about
what motivated our dialogue and the resulting text,
but also on a differing history of influences and
responsibilities. Pipo's interpretive intentions and
descriptions of his life and work, and the common-
place purposes to which they were put, were different
than my own. It was Pipo's indifférence to my
original project that made me reflect on my own
purposes and ethnographie self-fashioning. Pipo
could not have cared less about abstractions of
meaning, symbol, and System that informed the
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social context of anthropological engagement. In-
stead, he was interested in questions concerning the
pragmatics of clowning, what he called 'going in-
side'. If there is a significance to the clown entrée for
Pipo it is not to be found as an object of discursive
knowledge set apart from the performative contexts
involving its proper accomplishment and the prag-
matics of comedy skills.

Understood this way, the dialogue between
Pipo and me is carnivalesque, for it subverts any
notion of proper communication. On the one hand,
Pipo's self-fashioning becomes a cheeky way to
subvert the hierarchical binary System upon which
modem society, self, and social science are ground-
ed. The funny thing is that Pipo's body of laughter
makes fun of the presuppositions of this binary
economy of those, like anthropologists, who seem to
support it by the way they do their work and live
their lives. He and other clowns, however, need this
binary structure to survive so they can parody it.
Their work and lives are parasitic upon this binary
economy and, as we have seen, are encompassed
within it, hence it is paradoxical, duplicitous, and
improper.

On the other hand, an anthropological discourse
that attempts to be as cheeky with its own tradition
of "proper" and clear-sighted ethnography may also
be considered carnivalesque. Writing a dialogue
sketch that calls into question the very notion of
proper ethnography written by proper authors and
that calls into question the idea of finding some
proper meaning to European clown work means that
meanings remain open, transitional, and unfixed
because they are always being used in communica-
tive action and embodied in dialogue and appro-
priated for use in and as other discourses. The point
is not to look at the différence between anthropo-
logical and circus discourse as the differencebetween
an official (upper body) and an illicit (lower body)
discourse, but to understand how ail discourse is
contingent, open-ended, and "infected" with other
voices that overlap in communicative use, in the
pragmatics of a dialogue.

This is the différence between an ethnography
of performance and a performance ethnographer.
As an autonomous author, the former attempts to
find the meaning of performance forms and practices,
but is not particularly conscious of the fact that the
notion of "deep meaning" is a cultural construction,
part of developing totalizing practices which not
only produce modem individuals as objects and as
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subjects of study but preserve both in our objectified,
meaning-obsessed world. But it is the latter that |
have attempted to do and be here.

This writing is meant to be a text of mutual
parody which finds power in its use. Through it we
may be able to recognize the power of parody and
parodie ethnography. As a comparative text, the
writing consists of fragments of a dialogue between
Pipo and me which means to evoke an emergent
commonsense communicative reality that recognizes
heterogeneity, the embodiment of linguistic play-
fulness and kinesthetic diversity that are the basis of
ail communication. | am trying to perform or enact
a carnivalization of discourse, to destabilize and
finally alter the notion of an "author " and a "'subject”
of analysis and the process of ethnographie pro-
duction. It is the willingness to live up to the con-
tingency of language and the heterogeneity of com-
munication and to recognize that while language
often and unwisely is considered to be an abstract,
neutral System of normative rules about sentences
that the dialogical use of language, that is, commu-
nication, is not. Speech communication is dialogical
because it enacts addressivity, the awareness of
otherness, of dialogue partners, and of languages.
Sentences need the play ofa "response-ability.” What
we must recognize is that ethnography is created in
dialogue, by the uses of languages in communication
with "response-ability " as their major concern, rather
than being more or less adequately described in orby
a particular language or genre of communication.

Notes

1. Acknowledgements: Earlier drafts of this paper were
presented at the May, 1989 Canadian Ethnology So-
ciety (now the Canadian Anthropology Society)
meetings, Ottawa, Ontario, in asession on the anthro-
pology of the body organized by Ellen Corin; at Rice
University, Houston Texas, February, 1990; and at
McMaster University, March, 1990. | would like to
thank ail of those who asked questions during those
sessions. | am especially grateful to Wlad Godzich,
Teresa Holmes, Richard Handler, Michael Lambek,
George Marcus, Julie Taylor and Roy Wagner for
their close reading and articulate suggestions on how
to improve this paper. Finally, | would like to thank
David Gale, writer for, and Hilary Westlake, artistic
director of, Lumiére and Son's for allowing me to
guote from David Gale's "You héave to Laugh."

2. While their understanding and use of Bakhtin's no-
tion of dialogue vary, ethnographers like Bruner
(1984), Clifford (1986), Dwyer (1982) — whose work



has been influential in the recent ethnographie turn to
dialogics — recognize dialogue as direct speech. lam
pointing out the limits of this understanding and use
of dialogue. Inthis way | am following Carroll (1983)
and Stewart (1983). For ethnographie support, see
Crapanzano (1980; 1986).

3. This reproduction of comic and circus clown images,
created and promoted by entertainment agents and
entrepreneurs, has produced circus artists and their
performance work as standardized and sellable
commodities completely outside of the control of the
artist. Under the appeal for the familiar and repro-
ducible, circus artists' labour and images h&ve been
effaced and fit into contexts completely foreign to
them. For example, an older, well respected Italian
circus clown artist is now contracted to work for a
European production of "Holiday on Ice." He and his
two boys got the job because they could skate. They
thought they would be doing their entrée on skates.
Instead, they were made to wear Disney character
costume, in effect becoming skating Micky Mouse,
Pluto, and Donald Duck. Their work consisted of
skating about the rink during the grand parades
giving out candies to children. For a man with forty
years of expérience in the ring as a clown artist this
was very difficult to accept. He and his boys did it
because they needed the work.
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