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FROM HISTORY TO THE PRESENT

INTRODUCTION
TO HISTORY'

We can gradually work our way up
to the knowledge of the history of circus
and performing arts thanks to artistic
performances and craftsmanship, which
form the basis of today’s form of circus.
These are a remnant of original forms
such as gladiatorial games, Dionysi-
an festivals in ancient Greece, clown
groups wandering around medieval Eu-
ropean cities, or carnivals.

Tomi Purovaara in his book “Con-
temporary Circus —  Introduction
to the Development of Circus Art” re-
calls: “Everything comes from the artist,
the starting point of circus is the physical
art of the individual.” Based on this idea,
it can be considered that the traditional
tent, forming a strong visual connec-
tion with the circus, is only a minor part
of the history of the circus. Despite the
fact that the tent does not form the full
essence of the circus, this building form
has become a stronger symbol than the
art forms themselves.

HISTORY OF MODERN
CIRCUS?

ORIGINS

Philip Astley (1742 — 1814) is of-
ten considered the founder, the father
of the modern circus. In 1768,
he founded Astley’s Riding School
in London, where he taught horseback
riding in the morning and performed his
own equestrian exhibitions in the after-
noon. The determination of the ideal
diameter of the circus manege is attrib-
uted to Astley, it is a diameter of 42 feet
(approximately 12 meters). This dimen-
sion allowed him to effectively use cen-
trifugal force to maintain stability while
standing on the horse’s back. He be-
gan to gradually supplement and enrich
his programs and performances with
numbers of jugglers, rope climbers, ac-
robats, clowns and strongmen.

His competitor Charles Dibdin (1745-
1814) was the first to use the word “cir-
cus”. Even by opening The Royal Cir-
cus, he imitated the concept of dramatic
equestrian performances.

In 1795, Astley founded the Royal
Amphitheatre after his previous building
burned down. The auditorium was de-
signed so that the spectators would sit
in the immediate vicinity of the manege.
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In 1803, however, the wooden building
was again destroyed by fire and the am-
phitheater was rebuilt. In 1804, the third
version of the building was created, with
each subsequent reconstruction bring-
ing a more lavish and decorative interior.

Circus artist Andrew Ducrow (1793
— 1842) took over the management
of the amphitheater in 1824. The per-
formances included spectacular scenes
with changes in decorations, exqui-
site costumes, and dramatic theatrical
effects, such as imitating the sound
of thunder. The amphitheater also
brought dramatized processing of cur-
rent events, such as the performance
of News from the Napoleonic Wars
(1803 — 1815).

VICTORIAN PERIOD

In the middle of the 19th century,
there were hundreds of circuses op-
erating in Britain. New kinds of perfor-
mances appeared, including the ,water
circus”, where the manege was flooded
with water. The popularity of the circus
reached such a level that many theat-
ers presented circus performances,
and when visiting a variety show (an en-
tertainment venue combining elements
of cabaret and circus), you could just as
likely see jugglers or aerial acrobatics
as in a circus.

The fact that they traveled direct-
ly to the audience also contributed
to the spread of the circus. From the
end of the 18th century, they visited
smaller towns, and in the 19th century,
the boom in railway transport allowed
them to reach an even wider area.

Richard Sands is credited with
introducing the type of circus tent
that we associate with the circus today,
and it was his tent that was subsequent-
ly imitated.

The first traveling circuses were of-
ten small family businesses. The short
performance was repeated several
times a day, from noon until evening.

In 1892, circus owner Charlie Keith
(1836 — 1895) constructed and patent-
ed the first portable circus building.
It consisted of wooden boards nailed
toeachotherandacanvasroofthatcould
be dismantled and transported. Tem-
porary circus buildings from the early

19th century were often hastily built
and dangerous.

THE ROAD TO THE CURRENT
CIRCUS ARCHITECTURE?

In the 1970s, a new artistic move-
ment was formed in France, which
began to connect the circus with oth-
er artistic disciplines such as theater
(non-verbal, puppet and drama), dance,
live and recorded music, and visual
arts. By combining these elements,
a new aesthetic was created, which
was based on the tradition of classical
circus, but at the same time conscious-
ly defined itself against it. The original
form was gradually referred to as a tra-
ditional circus, while the new form was
named a new or contemporary circus.

The basis of the artistic charac-
ter of the new circus became the cre-
ative individuality of the performer,
the artist, who is the bearer of meaning
and the main mediator of communica-
tion with the audience. His personality
and expression become an integral part
of the work. Strong theatrical tenden-
cies represented a key distinguishing
element between traditional and new
circus. The theatre became an inspi-
ration for circus dramaturgy, direction
and scenography. The scenic space
began to change dynamically, the circu-
lar manege was no longer a necessity
and the circle acquired a rather sym-
bolic meaning associated with tradi-
tion. The frontal stage scene has come
to the fore, which is less financially de-
manding and allows for a wider use of
decorations, more complex scenogra-
phy, better lighting and hiding props.
While the frontal arrangement offers
the audience a unified view of what
is happening, the circular manege lim-
its the possibilities of scenographic
solution and can weaken the resulting
artistic effect. As a symbol of the no-
madic way of life, the tent has accom-
panied mankind since time immemorial
and is distinguished by its versatility
and mobility.

The circus tent was born in the
American environment, where it was
inspired by nomadic communities us-
ing temporary tents or covered wagons.
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In the mobile architecture of a tent,
the decisive requirements are quick
assembly and disassembly, durability
of materials, safety, stability and a
suitable spatial solution of the interior.
The tent can also take the form
of a dome, such as was used by cir-
cuses such as Archaos or Arts Sauts.
This shape makes it possible to cre-
ate a large open space without inter-
nal columns, as the structure consists
of metal arches, which is especially ad-
vantageous when performing on a sus-
pension bar.

Circuses operating in fixed build-
ings often met with the same audi-
ence, which required frequent reper-
toire changes. However, this brought
increased financial costs, which were
solved by returning to traveling perfor-
mances.

In the end, it was found that the
operation of the production in a tent is
about half as expensive as staging the
performance on a classic theater stage.
That is why projects that are spatially
flexible have begun to be created. Al-
though the manege is preserved in a
circular arrangement, a semi-arena, at
the same time it retains the advantag-
es of the frontal character of the stage.
Nowadays, large circus forms are grad-
ually disappearing, which can also lead
to the decline of multidisciplinarity.

DEVELOPMENT OF FIXED
CIRCUS BUILDINGS
WITHIN 4 CENTURIES*

18TH CENTURY

In the 18th century, circus per-
formances took place mainly in open
spaces, which were gradually closed
by stands and overlays in the form
of domes. The aim was to simplify tick-
et sales and at the same time protect
spectators and performers from bad
weather. The buildings were mostly
wooden, like other buildings of the time.

19TH CENTURY

In the 19th century, the architec-
ture of circus buildings began to take
shape more as a separate type of con-
struction. With the growing popularity
of the circus on the European continent,
the demands for representativeness
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also grew. The buildings were made of
stronger materials, they were larger,
more massive and richly decorated.

20TH CENTURY

The twentieth century brought fun-
damental changes caused by wars
and political regimes. At the beginning
of the century, monumental buildings
intended for circus purposes prevailed
in Western Europe. Later, especially
in socialist countries, glazed facades
and complicated geometric roof struc-
tures prevailed. There was a change in
materiality and stone and other more
durable materials began to be used.

21ST CENTURY

In the 21st century, new circus build-
ings are rarely built. The performanc-
es take place mainly in buildings built
in the 20th century. Emphasis is placed
on the reconstruction of existing build-
ings, their modernization, ensuring
safety standards and adaptation to cur-
rent needs.

MODERN CIRCUS IN THE
CZECH CONTEXT?®¢

HISTORY

The interconnection of theatri-
cal and circus procedures and motifs
has a tradition in Czech theatre since
before 1989.

The Liberated Theatre was the
place where Jifi Frejka‘s career began.
The first performance of this theater
in 1926, which was called Circus Dan-
din, already indicated circus inspiration
by its title. The production combined
clowning and farce and involved danc-
ers, clowns, jugglers and harlequins.

Ctibor Turba was one of the first
theatre creators who began to present
clown performances in the environ-
ment of a circus tent. In the 1990s, he
founded the Alfred ve dvore Theatre,
which still provides space for new cir-
cus projects. Boleslav Polivka was also
an important figure of clown artin Czech
theatre in the 1970s and 1980s.

CONTEMPORARY CIRCUS
Nowadays, the Czech art scene

includes more than 20 profession-

al contemporary circus ensembles

and almost 20 festivals that at least par-
tially focus on modern circus.

The Czech audience has gradually
become more diverse. The mainstream
audience prefers large productions, for-
eign performances with acrobatic ex-
cellence and experimental forms, which
are typically presented at major interna-
tional festivals.

Others seek out more intimate pro-
ductions by Czech and foreign artists
at multi-genre festivals focused on al-
ternative stage forms that connect cir-
cus art with physical theatre, contempo-
rary dance and multimedia art.

Contemporary Czech circus has
not developed primarily from tradi-
tional circus disciplines, but rather
from the theatrical environment,
from working with a story and a theme.
It is these elements that have become
a fundamental source of the aesthetics
of new circus productions. New circus
projects in the Czech Republic usually
have a multi-genre character and ex-
tend into the field of drama and non-ver-
bal theatre, dance and music. An im-
portant role is played by scenography,
costumes, lighting design and often
the use of puppetry principles.

LEGISLATION

In the Czech Republic, circus
is not yet fully established as an in-
dependent artistic discipline. Within
the framework of cultural policy, it is lo-
cated on the border of theatre, dance
and non-verbal theatre.

One of the biggest problems faced
by ensembles and organizations
operating in the field of new circus
is the lack of suitable premises
for training and rehearsals. At the same
time, there is a lack of systematic sup-
port for artist residencies, which are
a common part of professional infra-
structure abroad.

CIRCUS ART
AND URBANISM’

The city can be perceived as an ex-
tensive system of signs. An artist who
creates in public space must build his
work in a tangle of already existing
stories, meanings and layers of a giv-
en place. When preparing a project
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and choosing a specific location, he be-
comes not only a creator, but also a kind
of urban planner, geographer or observ-
er of space.

Creating an open-air performance
does not just mean transferring the pro-
duction from the interior to the street.
It is a process in which the artist re-
acts to the character of the district,
embodies its shape and atmosphere,
highlighting the architecture, streets
and the movement of people and cars.
The aim is to allow residents to look
at their surroundings from a new per-
spective.

Art projects are an effective way
to reflect the symbolic level of urban
transformations. Long-term  recon-
struction can bring ftraffic restrictions,
noise or economic complications,
but a cultural event can suppress these
negative aspects andinstead emphasize
the identity and social dynamics
of a particular neighborhood.

Working in the streets is not
about finding a way to put on a show
on the street, it's about creating a show
together with the street. Art can help
to better understand the place where
a person lives. When implement-
ing such projects, it is important
to remain permanently temporary,
to bring temporary artistic interventions
into the space. Temporary events
in abandoned buildings can highlight
their potential and contribute to the re-
vival and appreciation of the entire lo-
cality or city district.
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