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Manegenkünste. Zirkus als ästhetisches Modell

From 17 to 19 November 2016 the University of Mar-
burg hosted an interdisciplinary conference discussing
the circus as an aesthetic model. The three organizers
ANNA-SOPHIE JÃRGENS (Munich / Canberra), JÃRG
SCHUSTER (Frankfurt am Main / Marburg) and MAR-
GARETE FUCHS (Marburg) opened the first panel set-
ting the main topics and questions for the following days.
JÃ¼rgens’ paper introduced the panel on circus aesthet-
ics presenting the themed circus in novels as hyperbole
and a two-sided phenomenon, which is characterised by
manipulation, extremes, and exaggerations on the one
hand; and examples of creation and invention on the
other. Schuster gave a stimulus for describing the cir-
cus as an aesthetic model; he asked whether the circusâ
bright and shining appearance and its hyperbole versus
its principle of vitality and corporeality constitute such a
model. Drawing on the circus and the multitasking artist
Tea Alba, Fuchs explored how circus ring arts can be de-
scribed and written. She presented a distinctive set of
concepts in order to enable existing theories for the study
of the circus; transgression methods; theories of pres-
ence and emergence; risk; and equilibrium among others.
During the introduction the discussion arose whether the
circus is a phenomenon already existing during the Mid-
dle Ages or only being developed during the 18th cen-
tury. The question what the circus is and how transitory
its concept may be was evident throughout the entire
conference and significant for each research discipline.
PHILIPPE GOUDARD’s (Montpellier) talk focused on the

risk of circus performances. He built upon Paul Bouis-
sacâs much quoted analysis of the circus asking how the
audienceâs emotions are influenced by the arts of the
ring. According to Goudard, the artist is able to move
the audienceâs emotions through taking risks and creat-
ing an imbalance between himself and the audience.

SYLKEKIRSCHNICK’s (Berlin) talk on traditional cir-
cus pantomimes opened the panel on arts of the circus
ring and clowns (“ManegenkÃ¼nste und Clowns”). She
presented the history and characteristics of the circus
pantomimes fromAstley to Busch, consisting of domestic
animal training, acrobatic, and farce (“Posse”) in a clas-
sic way. She underlined that the incorporation of exotic
and wild animals, as well as national and chauvinist âsu-
jetsâ, were part of a later and non-classic interpretation
of circus shows. PHILIPP SCHULTE (Giessen) discussed
how avant-gardist theatre used the shocking potential of
clowns and how, in general, the usage of the clown fig-
ure included a subversive act. Drawing on Sergei Eisen-
steinâs utilization of the clown as a shocking attraction,
he was able to demonstrate the clownâs scary and unex-
pected effect, not necessarily referring to the current con-
nection with horror. The following discussion endorsed
Schulteâs argument by stating that the clown has always
been a serving figure and therefore in a sense incorpo-
rating aggressive behaviour; the clown always symbol-
ized the deviant figure. VERENA THINNES (Marburg)
discussed the appearances of circus-related arts, plays,
and juggleries in Heinrich Mannâs prose which presents
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painters, play writers, theatre and vaudeville actors and
actresses among others. She outlined how on behalf of
performances, Mannâs texts present different aesthetic
techniques and their (inter)relations to ârealityâ.

As part of the panel on circus and literature
FRANZISKATRAPP’s (MÃ¼nster) paper reversed the re-
search question of the conference by focusing on the in-
fluence of literature on the circus performance “Le fil
sous la neige”. She asked in which ways the medium lit-
erature affects the circus art and more specifically how
the tightrope walk imitates the literary medium. JU-
LIA KERSCHER’s (TÃ¼bingen) talk was dedicated to
artistic aesthetics as literary primitivism in Carl Ein-
steinâs “Bebuquin oder die Dilettanten des Wunders”.
CORNELIA ORTLIEB (Erlangen) presented an example
of combating genres and the confrontation of bear and
man in the struggle of species through StÃ©phane Mal-
larmÃ©âs poem “Eine abgebrochene Schaustellung” (a
terminated ostentation). JÃRGEN JOACHIMSTHALER
(Marburg) dedicated his talk to the function of circus mo-
tifs in hybrid texts of the 20th and 21st century focusing
on GÃ¼nter Grass and Johannes Bobrowski. MARION
SCHMAUS (Marburg) examined Nietzscheâs circensic
anthropology (Zarathustra), in which he set up sociol-
ogy, physiology, psychology and genealogy of the artist.
Therefore she explored Nietzscheâs emphasis on the in-
terrelation of amusement and aesthetics.

MANFRED NIEKISCH (Frankfurt am Main) opened
the panel on nature, animals and exotic species by focus-
ing on the difference between zoos and circuses. More-
over, he differentiated between the common zoo and
professional ones, the latter ones being dedicated to
research, nature conservation, and species protection.
Whilst his descriptions of the differentiation of the con-
temporary circus and zoo were widely convincing, his
historic explanations lacked a reference to similarities
and interdependencies in regard to ethnogaphic exhibi-
tions (“VÃ¶lkerschau”), exoticisms and interdependent
business relations. Criticism of his talk camemainly from
circus owners defending their way of treating animals.
VOLKER SOMMER (London) presented main ideas of the
Great Ape Project whilst questioning the boundaries hu-
mans construct between themselves and other animals.
By asking if other animals are property or who belongs
to the community of equals he offered an interesting link
to the study of the circus which was unfortunately not
further discussed during the panel. FREDERIKE MID-
DELHOFF (WÃ¼rzburg) presented her analysis of the
More-than-Human Circus in Yoko Tawadaâs “EtÃ¼den
im Schnee” as part of her project on literary âautozoo-

graphicsâ. The novel offers a rather non-intellectual de-
scription of the memoirs of a polar bear written by an au-
thor unconventionally feeling as the bear. Sommerâs and
Middelhoffâs talks opened room for the question how to
speak for and feel like animals in literature and science.

The topic of body enactments was discussed in two
panels. BERNARD ANDRIEU (Paris) has been studying
the control of the body of trapeze artists using cameras at
themoving and exercising bodies. His talk focused on the
analysis of a certain awareness of the living and perform-
ing body. CAMILLA DAMKJAER (Stockholm) focused
on experiences of the self in circus performances. Her
approach stood out in many ways. In order to analyse
how the artistâs experience from individual concentra-
tion to publicly shared attention changes, she practised
hand-balancing for several minutes in front of the audi-
ence as part of her talk. STEVEGOSSARD (Bloomington)
analysed body performances in historical records and re-
vealed their exaggerated description through artists and
contemporaries. By comparing the single records about
outstanding trapeze acts he was able to show their falli-
bility. TILLMANN DAMRAU (Dortmund) presented his
thesis that the moved body is used as a distinct posi-
tioning in circus performances. The performing body
is representing the staged fusion of nature and technol-
ogy and furthermore demonstrating it iteratively. URTE
HELDUSER (Hannover) discussed forms of artistic oth-
erness and discourses of Darwinâs evolutionary biology
in different media ranging from literature to performing
arts and film at the beginning of the 20th century. Es-
pecially focusing on the Vienna fairground Prater, the
movies ’Battleship Potemkinâ (1925) and âFreaksâ (1932),
she asked whether the body of the freak can be described
as self-referential. The following discussion drew paral-
lels to the 21st century theatre.

GISELA and DIETMAR WINKLER (Berlin) presented
their archival collections and publications on circus his-
tory during the panel on circus and its sources andmedia.
Their collection has a special focus on the circus in the
GDR, postcards and posters. As one of their most help-
ful tools they introduced their catalogue on circus litera-
ture which can be searched by keywords. KATHARINA
GÃRGEN (KÃ¶ln) focused on the superlative as a pattern
in circus advertisement and performance. In explaining
how the circus itself created the desire to always outdo
itself, it created the need of constant improvement and
innovation. Drawing on parallels with Olympic compe-
titions, she discussed the evolving problem of body limi-
tations and the circusâ chance to break with the narrative
of the superlative through a artistic rearrangement of the
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body. FLORIAN FUCHS (Marburg / Frankfurt am Main)
analysed the circus in Franz Kafkaâs and Charlie Chap-
linâs work. Studying Chaplinâs “The Circus” (1926) and
“The Lionâs Cage” (1928), he discussed the influence of
the emerging sound film as a crisis for the media âsilent
filmâ and âcircusâ.

During the conference there were two strategies ap-
parent of how to examine the circus; the circus as a tran-
sitory model and the classic circus, whose origins were
changed throughout times. The conference attendees
agreed on a still existing undervalue of the research of
the circus throughout disciplines, institutions of research
and preservation of materials. Therefore the broad dis-
cussions on the theme of the circus brought researchers
together across disciplines and countries. Though, there
was no agreement gained on how important the ancient
circus was for the 18th century; it will be a future ques-
tion among others for researchers of literature, cultural
and historical studies.

Conference overview:

Zirkus-Ãsthetiken â systematische Aspekte

Anna-Sophie JÃ¼rgens (MÃ¼nchen/Canberra): Hy-
perbolic CircusAesthetics and theAffinities betweenCir-
cus and Fiction â Circus Novels and Circensic Novels

JÃ¶rg Schuster (Frankfurt a.M./Marburg): Zwischen
schÃ¶nem Schein und asemiotischer Kunst â Zirkus als
Ã¤sthetisches Modell

Margarete Fuchs (Marburg): ManegenkÃ¼nste (be-
)schreiben

Philippe Goudard (Montpellier): Arguments for Risk
at Circus as aesthetic Model

ManegenkÃ¼nste und Clowns

Sylke Kirschnick (Berlin): Zirkuspantomimen

Philipp Schulte (GieÃen): Send in the Clowns â
Zum subversiven Einsatz einer Zirkusfigur in zeit-
genÃ¶ssischen Theaterformen

Verena Thinnes (Marburg): Kunst, KomÃ¶die und
Gaukelspiel in Texten Heinrich Manns

Jana Korb (Berlin): Zwischen Kunst, Kleinkunst
und Sexarbeit. Frauen im zeitgenÃ¶ssischen und
gegenwÃ¤rtigen Zirkus

Sandy Sun (Montpellier): Two aesthetic Models for
one Trapeze Act

Zirkus und Literatur

Franziska Trapp (MÃ¼nster): Literary Circus: To-
wards the Adaption of Novels in the Work of “Les Colpo-
teurs”

Julia Kerscher (TÃ¼bingen): Artistische Ãsthetik
und/als literarischer Primitivismus in Carl Einsteins “Be-
buquin oder die Dilettanten des Wunders”

JÃ¼rgen Joachimsthaler (Marburg): Grenz-
Erfahrung Zirkus. Zur Funktion von Zirkusmotiven in
hybriden Texten

Cornelia Ortlieb (Erlangen): Ein Kampf der Gattun-
gen in der Manege. StÃ©phane MallarmÃ©s “un specta-
cle interrompu”

Marion Schmaus (Marburg): Von SeiltÃ¤nzern, Tier-
BÃ¤ndigern und Zauberern: Nietzsches zirzensische An-
thropologie

Natur, Tiere und Exoten

Manfred Niekisch (Frankfurt a. M.): Zirkusse und
Zoos â Was sie eint und trennt

Volker Sommer (London): Schluss mit dem Affen-
zirkus⁉ Perspektiven des Tierrechts

Frederike Middelhoff (WÃ¼rzburg): WÃ¼rfelzucker
und Peitsche. Humanimale Zirkusimaginationen in Yoko
Tawadas “EtÃ¼den im Schnee”

KÃ¶rperinszenierungen

Bernard Andrieu (Paris): The Awareness in Body Liv-
ing in CNAC (Centre national des Arts du Cirque): a Case
of Emersiologiy of Gesture

Camilla Damkjaer (Stockholm): Experiences of Self
in Circus FromIndividual Concentration to Publicly
Shared Attention

Steve Gossard (Bloomington, Il.): The Fallibility of the
Historical Record

Tillmann Damrau (Dortmund): Bewegte KÃ¶rper â
ostentative Physis

Urte Helduser (KÃ¶ln): Darwin imZirkus. Zur Artis-
tik anormaler KÃ¶rper zwischen Wien und Hollywood
(1900â1933)

Zirkus â Ãsthetik und Medien

Katharina GÃ¶rgen (KÃ¶ln): Immer noch ein biss-
chen grÃ¶Ãer â die Ãsthetik des Superlativs im Zirkus
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Florian Fuchs (Frankfurt a.M.): Spektakel, Selbstre-
flexion und Konkurrenz: der Zirkus bei Franz Kafka und

Charlie Chaplin

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:
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