The Circus Diaries: Nomadic Narratives / Nomadic Culture.

My name’s Doyle Lachlan Gill. I was born with mum’s show in about 1920. Gill’s Circus. I was born at the Lachlan River. The Gills weren’t real good for names, so they just named us where we were born. Mum’s name was Violet Coonamble Denner. She was born at Coonamble. Not from there. Just travellin’ there.

Interview with Doyle Lachlan Gill, ex-Gill’s Circus. 21/1/2006

In this paper I examine the use of multi-layered narratives in building a contemporary cultural history of traditional circus in Australia. I argue that any ‘single’ cultural narrative is essentially constructed from a multiplicity of narratives both uncovered and created by the research process, and that any cultural narrative must be derived from multiple viewpoints. In my study of traditional circus culture in Australia the multiple narrative strands include individual narratives obtained from oral histories, story-telling and gossip; a subjective narrative developed from the researcher’s personal experiences, including excerpts from her research diary; fictional, mythic and media narratives of circus life; and a meta-narrative woven from the analysis of these individual stories. 

These multi-layered stories could be analysed in numerous ways, including the use of anthropological, feminist or historiographic frameworks, however narrative theory is of particular relevance to this study because of its focus on oral history, gossip, and the foregrounding of the researcher’s own storytelling of her experience in the field. I argue that when creating a cultural history of traditional circus in Australia no singular narrative can be privileged over another, and the movement between the multiple narratives best expresses the nomadic circus culture itself. 

In order to explore this further I bring into focus Rosi Braidotti’s theory of the Nomadic Subject in which she casts the nomadic subject as a “myth.. that allows (her) to think through and move across established categories and levels of experience, blurring boundaries” (Braidotti, 1994). In this paper I use Braidotti’s methodology, developing multiple narrative strands and blurring the boundaries between them. However Braidotti’s myth-making does not acknowledge the very real issues facing a contemporary nomadic culture such as the traditional circus community which is too often mythologised, and rarely respected or examined as a living, breathing culture.

Background 
There is a general paucity of written material regarding traditional circus in Australia. Whilst contemporary popular entertainment has become the site of much cultural analysis, traditional circus still remains on the fringes of serious academic and literary endeavour. When interest is piqued, it is primarily to examine the lives and politics of marginalised people - particularly women (Tait, 1998, Tait, 1996b, Tait, 1996a, Fensham, 1998) and Aboriginal people (Holland, 1999, Poignant, 1993) - by situating them within this marginalised professional arena. But there is little examination of the marginal role of the circus world itself, existing as it does in these studies as a metaphoric framework within which to place the subjects.

Since circuses began in Australia in the 1830s, they have been most often perceived as communities of misfits and petty criminals by mainstream society. As an entertainment for the ‘masses’ it continues to be viewed as lesser than the ‘higher’ arts such as opera, ballet and conventional theatre, targeting a ‘less discerning’, lower socio-economic audience (Stoddart, 2000). A number of authors have written about the early history of traditional circus in Australia (St. Leon, 1983, Greaves, 1980, Brackertz, 1999, Ramsland and St. Leon, 1993, Sissons, 1999, Waterhouse, 1999), but in their accounts the history of circus is not generally examined in any detail post the WWII period. Other authors have written detailed accounts of singular circus companies such as Burtons Circus, Wirth's Circus, and Ashton’s Circus (Brackertz, 1997, Fogarty, 2000, Cannon and St. Leon, 1997). These studies generally rely heavily on secondary sources and circus memorabilia such as programmes, newspapers and advertising materials for their information. A small number of character-driven histories have been written as ‘fictional narrative’(Lord, 1965), pictorial history (Webber, 1996), biography (St. Leon, 1993) or autobiography (Lennon, 2004, Perry, (not yet published), St. Leon and King, 1990, Wirth, 1925, Wirth, 1935). But the current academic focus in Australia is primarily in two areas: the development of ‘new’ circus and the companies which have come into being since the early 1970s (Broadway, 1999, Everett, 1999, Parr, 2001, Tait, 2004); and feminist, post-modernist analysis of circus performance (Tait, 2002, Tait, 1999, Tait, 1998, Fensham, 1998), in which the focus is primarily the female body in the historic and contemporary circus space, without analysis of the broader, non-performance circus culture that may be affecting these bodies.

So to read the literature available about circus in Australia one could be forgiven for thinking that it ceased after WWII, and only returned in the 1970s with the birth of ‘new’ circus. My study aims to reverse this trend, building a contemporary history of nomadic circus culture from the post war period to the present day.

Traditional circus is often perceived to be a static art form. In entering the big top of a traditional Australian circus today, one certainly witnesses a spectacle that has not changed dramatically from that of 100 years ago - a string of acts performed in a small arena, linked by a ringmaster or ring-mistress. Most acts highlight physical or animal skill and have changed minimally over the years - a new piece of music may have been added, or an extra trick developed. Many traditional circus clowns perform the same ‘entrees’ or routines as their fathers and grandfathers. Most circuses still travel from town to town following traditional circus routes laid down by great grandfathers. They still erect ‘big tops’ as the venue for their shows and depend on ‘bums on seats’ to ‘make a buck’. The order of the acts may ‘shuffle about a bit’, and the faces may change over the years, but traditional circus is still the same beast it has always been, performing its moves with strict ritual, discipline and routine. 

This perceived artistic stasis is possibly why there has been so little examination of traditional circus in Australia. But I argue that those who perceive only this stasis do not understand the true nature of traditional circus as a nomadic culture embodying deep traditions handed down through many generations. This is witnessed by the fact that most traditional circuses in Australia are still run by the younger generations of the very same families who began the circus tradition in this country over 100 years ago.

Methodology

Anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson suggests we all lead storied lives on storied landscapes, and that each affects the other, creating a shifting environment which challenges differences and assumptions, allowing the “narrative anthropologist” to learn (cited in Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). As there are few secondary sources to rely on to create a cultural history of traditional circus, I constructed a ‘shifting environment’ for my research methodology, combining narrative inquiry with ethnographic and oral history methodologies. As such, the research process reflects the multiple narratives I examine and develop, blurring the boundaries of research methodologies and moving across Braidotti’s “established categories and levels of experience” (Braidotti, 1994).

I undertook oral histories with elders of the circus community to garner personal, family and community histories. I undertook ethnographic participant observation - travelling with a number of currently operating circuses, gaining insight into traditional circus culture, and reflecting on the stories collected through the oral histories. I approached the interviews themselves through a narrative framework, allowing the participants to guide the direction of much of the interviews, encouraging them to tell stories about their lives and their circuses rather than answering a set of predetermined questions. In this way I acknowledged their role as ‘experts’ and my own role as the novice circus researcher. My essential research tools were a mobile phone, a map, a campervan and a journal: 
Research Journal - Friday, August 12th 2005 – Mitchell, central Queensland. 

I have no idea how long it is going to take to get to Mitchell. And I have no idea whether Stardust Circus is still there. I can’t raise them on the phone. It is bloody freezing and I have 600 km ahead of me. The soil is getting redder, the roads straighter, and the land is as flat as buggery. It takes eight hours, but finally I glimpse a gaggle of caravans through the trees. Stardust Circus is at the Mitchell showgrounds – a large swathe of bindies on the southern edge of town. I park under some trees a short distance from the bigtop, collect myself, and introduce myself to Jan Lennon - a short, middle-aged woman with a halo of yellowing blonde perm. ‘Come in’ she urges, ushering me into her home – a 1970s palace on wheels. She is cooking cauliflower and choko soup, and insists on feeding me, while a stream of people put their heads around the screen door – this is Stardust central. Yelena the eldest daughter arrives to discuss costumes, and Wonona the younger daughter arrives with ‘her baby’ Millie - a small Rhesus monkey. How exciting is this!!! Ronnie hooks my van into the power - and over there, only a short shuffle through the bindies, is the single showground toilet and shower with egg-smelling water. Past that are more beige vans, and then the Bigtop - blue and red, with Stardust Circus picked out in light bulbs along the top.

Participation

In casting myself within the narrative I remain acutely aware that “how people respond to the presence of the researcher may be as informative as how they react to other situations” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). As the researcher, I perform the role of the ‘outsider’ within the circus community, and also within the written text. I ground “the depiction of the nomadic state in my own life experiences, embodying it and situating it in the most concrete possible manner”, creating a “set of narrations of my own embodied genealogy” (Braidotti, 1994).
Research Journal – Saturday, August 13th – Charleville, Queensland.

I am awake at dawn. Someone is banging on the vans yelling ‘time’. Today we travel to Charleville, 200 km west down the highway. The circus doesn’t travel in convoy, but in small groups of twos and threes, each long van pulled by a truck stacked full of gear. Off I go, in my convoy of one, west down the highway. It is about 8.30 in the morning and flat as hell. We are following the railway line towards central Australia. I am overwhelmed with happiness, barrelling down this red highway, accompanied by a circus and a big horizon.  

We make Charleville by 11.30. I park under something resembling a tree.. and quickly realise I am in the middle of the pony yard being marked out with electric wire. So I move the van to the next piece of vegetation. And realise I am in the middle of the elephant yard being marked out with electric wire. Obviously animals take precedence here. Ronnie comes to the rescue, parking me between the two yards, and this is my home for the next few days, wedged between the ponies and the elephants, looking out on the lions and Charleville’s two phone boxes, which run hot day and night.

Putting up the big top is a smooth operation. But the women don’t seem to have a lot of involvement. It is blokes, blokes, blokes.  I have no role to play here except to get in the way, look busy, be pleasant, take photos, ask questions, and get out of the way.

“Ethnographers are sometimes conspicuous for an apparent lack of activity… (which) can militate against their being treated seriously by their hosts.” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983)
Not surprisingly, researching and writing are not generally perceived as work at the circus. One morning as I beavered away at my laptop in the back of the van, Ronnie walked past and called out loudly “What’s that lazy bitch up to?” It was time to get involved. But finding a niche wasn’t easy. A circus is a well-oiled machine, especially when doing one and two night runs. All the tasks are sewn up, and there are only a select few considered to be ‘women’s work’. I offered my services in the canteen, but it was too crowded. So I grabbed a garbage bag and became a keen rubbish collector. And my relationship with people started changing...

Research Journal – Monday, August 15th - Bourke, central New South Wales.

Affection here is an interesting thing. It’s certainly not warm and woolly. Towards the kids, from the blokes in particular, it consists of roughing them up a bit, putting them down a bit, and exhorting the girls not to get fat. Actually dickhead is the regular term of endearment here. It’s ‘get here dickhead!’ Or ‘don’t do that dickhead.’’ On the other hand these kids live the kind of life most kids can only dream about. 

There is no pull down tonight after the show, so I join everyone on the strip of gravel between the caravans and the bigtop, where a hastily arranged fire is burning. This is the lounge area where mostly the single men hang out. The fellas keep telling each other to ‘watch your language there’s a lady here’, and I think well here I am, finally a lady. I am regaled with circus gossip and stories about family, family and more family, rolling out into the chill night air, warmed by cold beer and the hot fire.

Oral culture 

Circus people are fiercely proud of their heritage, but this history shares many similarities with women’s history and Aboriginal history in the absence of written or official records, and in the challenges of documenting and tracing an itinerant community who live beneath the social radar. The Circus community is a classic example of a group of people who have been mostly “hidden from history (and) only rarely preserved in personal papers or scraps of autobiographical writing” (Perks and Thomson, 1998). Circus is a non-literate culture. The people often have minimal formal schooling, and many circus people still carry a code of ‘honour’ about their level of education:

I tell you how much school I done. I never went to third class. But you can be an educated moron going to a college and end up with a stop and go sign, can’t you. Or you can get your education the right way, so that you can exist in what you know best. And school doesn’t play a big part in that.
Interview with Happy Gill – ex-Gill Bros Circus and Rodeo, 1995.

As a consequence circus people have left little in the way of diaries or other written materials. They live and work out of caravans and the backs of trucks, and photos, programs and other records have been lost in floods, caravan fires and road accidents. 

Traditional circus is primarily an oral culture, and storytelling is central to their sense of identity. Circus people use story to reinforce their familial ties and circus genealogies. They use story to pass on their family and circus histories. They also use story as a way of creating a strong group identity, creating themselves as ‘other’ from ‘locals’. It is these stories that I use to map this unique culture. These stories are told in first, second and frequently third person. They often take the form of gossip about other people and other circuses. They are often told as ‘truth’ and ‘fact’, and I am frequently beseeched to ensure I ‘get the story right’.

My particular interest, however, is not in creating an ‘accurate’ history of traditional circus, but in creating a cultural narrative - of the people, how they live, what they value, and the major events and social changes that have affected them. I am also interested in how they perceive and narrate their own lives, and the lives of those around them: 

My family had a small circus, but when I was born it was more or less all over. They’d come back from Western Australia. They were the last circus that travelled the Nullarbor by horse and wagons. (My dad) Bob West was good with the horse acts. Back in the 20’s he’d ride one of them and have four or six other horses on a strap in front of him. Bert Lindsay and Slogger Robinson said he was the hardest, fastest and most furious man they ever met! He must have been a pretty hard bloke. But you had to be pretty tough in those days in circus. Especially when a lot of locals come around and they want to pick fights. He was a circus man all his life. Me, I come and went. I was sort of a casual bloke. Itchy feet, that’s what my friends in Sydney used to call me.

Tommy West, ex-West Bros Circus. Interviewed Nundah, Queensland. 21/1/2006.  

In this brief excerpt Tommy reveals much about his father, the circus and himself. About his father: that he was an excellent horseman, he was a tough bloke, he ‘did it hard’ crossing the Nullarbor in horse and wagon, and he was a well-known personality as a number of people had a well-worn point of view about him. About circus life: that they travelled by horse and wagon up until the 1940s (when Tommy was born), they had spectacular horse acts in the 1920s, it was common for ‘locals’ to come and pick fights with the circus men, and a man had to be willing to fight to survive in the circus. He also reveals a little about himself: that even after leaving the circus he was unable to settle down, having ‘itchy feet’, he retains a relatively nomadic lifestyle and describes it as ‘being a pretty casual bloke’. He also reveals a particular set of values: that being a ‘circus man’ all your life is more respected than coming and going from the circus as Tommy did. In fact one has to be with the circus all your life to earn the moniker of being a ‘circus man’.

Circus interconnectivity

Everyone in the circus world knows everyone, or is married to them, or related by birth. And your business is their business. Circus families have married, re-married and inter-married over many generations, and call their children by many of the same traditional names. Family genealogies are deeply important to circus people, and are generally passed on through storytelling. They are known intimately by members of each circus, and often by the people who live and travel with the circuses over any length of time, and who become ‘part of the family.’ The following excerpt of an interview with 86 year-old ex-acrobat, Mai Belogamba is an example of the way in which this knowledge is often handed on, and also of the challenges involved in the ‘outsider’ untying the knots of circus genealogy: 

Mai
I went away with Perry’s Circus. Joined them in Adelaide. This was 1936. This was Nellie Perry. Oh she’s been dead a long time. Nellie and Jim Perry’s show. 

Andrea
That the Perry’s now are descendants of?

Mai
Yes. The Perry’s Circus that is now, that was Nellie Perry’s son, young Jimmy Perry, and his wife Nellie.

Andrea
He married a Nellie?

Mai
Yes he married a Nellie. They were a very good acrobatic act and flying act. 

Andrea
 So there was Nellie and Jim, and then Jim and Nellie. 

Mai
Yes. 

Andrea
And so Jean Perry is their.. 

Mai
No Jean Perry was Soles. 

Andrea
And Robert and Alby? 

Mai
That was Alby and Robert. 

Andrea
They’re the sons of young Jimmy and Nellie. 

Mai
No, not of Jimmy and Nellie. They had their own show. The show that’s Perry’s now, that was Alby and Vera’s. 

Andrea
So Robert and Alby were young Jimmy’s kids..

Mai
No. They’re Alby’s kids.

Andrea
So young Jimmy had Alby?

Mai
No. Alby wasn’t connected with Jimmy at all. That’s another circus. Perry’s. They were brothers. Jimmy Perry started his circus..

Andrea
Young Jimmy?

Mai
Young Jimmy started his circus with Nellie.

Andrea
And that was called?

Mai
They called it Perry’s I think. And they were mostly up in Queensland. 

Andrea
So Nellie and Old Jim Perry’s circus, what was it called?

Mai
Perry’s. (she laughs)

Andrea
But wasn’t one of them Perry Brothers?

Mai
Yes but by the time that Jimmy and Nellie started, the old people were just about finished with their show and closing it down.

Andrea
So they started a new version of Perry’s. Ok.

Mai
Then Vera and Alby, who was a son.. sorry, a brother to the Jimmy there. A brother..

Andrea
Alby.. is the.. brother.. of Jimmy..

Mai
And Vera, his wife.. and they had two sons. Robert and Alby. And they started their own show. And that was a very good show.

Andrea
And who was young Jimmy and Nellie’s kids then?

Mai
Lorraine. 

Andrea
Lorraine!

Mai
They only had one girl, Lorraine. And she married Fred.. Maynard. And they’re now running Perry’s.

Andrea
So they’re the current Perry’s.

Mai
Yeah.

Andrea
And Robert and Alby .. they were R & A Perry’s.

Mai
Lennon’s bought their show I think.

Andrea
Ok. So you joined Nellie and old Jim Perry’s…

Mai
The big Perry’s show. And we never travelled by road.

Interview with Mai Belogamba, ex-acrobat. Tweed Heads 28/7/05

What becomes apparent is that although there is now only one Perry’s Circus in Australia, over the past 170 years there have been numerous circuses run by members of the extended Perry family, including Perry Brothers Circus, R&A Perry Brothers Circus, Jubilee Perry’s Circus, Sole’s Circus, Alberto’s Circus, and Eroni’s Circus.

This narrative reveals not only the multiple layering of nomadic genealogies, but also the researcher’s state of confusion, which reinforces her role as the outsider in the narrative, and reinforces Mai’s position as a ‘circus woman’ who is at home with the complexities of circus narratives. It also reveals another layer of narrative within circus culture - that of the circus company as a singular identity that speaks across time and space regardless of the individuals who call it home. It also reveals the notion of relationship between individual circus companies, casting them as influential characters within the meta-narrative.

Mythic Narrative

The circus story is most often presented in the popular media as a mythic narrative, painting a picture of people larger than life, and a culture of colourful freaks and misfits. But much of my narrative is about people who are at the latter end of their lives, people whose memories are larger than life, but whose reality is much smaller. I bear witness to this time in their lives when they have so much less control than they did when they were young, beautiful and strong; when circus was a respected art form, and these people its ‘stars’. Many have found their way into old age with grace. But others seem lost in a strange body that has overtaken them, sapping their strength and vitality, as they find themselves no longer able to lift or carry or swing. 

The mythic circus narrative portrays a nomadic culture populated by uneducated, hard-drinking, violent men; by glamorous women who spend their days cloaked in sequins and feathers; by midgets and freaks, and children who smile while picking your pocket; by people who beat animals and children and force them to perform demeaning acts for entertainment; and by criminals running from the law. Even today people in country towns can be heard to say “bring in your washing, the circus is in town.” 

They bunged me off to boarding school.. because I come from a circus some of the kids would pick on me, ‘Oh you’re from the circus are you a gypsy? You’re not educated.’ Putting you down like you’re a low life. Well I exploded one day and brained this girl with a cricket bat. Down she went! And after that I never had any trouble.

Interview with Lorraine Maynard, proprietor Perry Bros Circus. 14/3/2006

The reality of traditional circus in the early 21st century is a far cry from this continuously perpetrated mythology. They are struggling small businesses, most often made up of tight knit family groups, concerned with offering good entertainment for cheap prices. They care for their animals as extended family members. The women are often the business minds behind the show, and all on the lot work hard to keep the circus juggernaut running.

Braidotti casts the nomadic subject as a myth or political fiction, stating her “belief in the potency and relevance of myth-making as a way to step out of the political and intellectual stasis of .. post-modern times” (Braidotti, 1994). However I argue that her use of the nomad as a mythic metaphor dispossesses nomadic cultures such as the traditional circus community of their cultural identity. It serves to disappear the living, breathing nomadic culture, silencing once again their voice and experience, in favour of a romanticised and appropriated political identity.

Research Journal - Tuesday August 23rd, Brewarrina, New South Wales.

‘You know Stan Gill was shot around a campfire, just like this one,’ says Glenn that night. I look over my shoulder into the dark, and wonder about the vulnerability of these people, travelling through other people’s lands and taking their chances. ‘He tossed some drunken bastard out of the show. And the fella came back with a gun and shot him. Their show pretty much folded up after that.’

Part of my charter with this project is to collect the oral histories for the Performing Arts Collection of the Victorian Arts Centre. Asking people to speak into a video or disc recorder for posterity, knowing that their words and lives are being preserved in a digital aspic, and will be archived forever in a national repository, creates a restrictive environment for the eliciting of intimate narratives. However as Hammersley and Atkinson state, “minimizing the influence of the researcher is not the only, or even a prime consideration. Assuming we understand how the presence of the researcher shaped the data, we can interpret the latter accordingly and it may provide important insights.” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983)
What emerges most often in these oral histories is a mythological circus meta-narrative in which the interviewees perform a cultural fantasy of their circus life. Mostly they are happy to talk, and are quite candid and open, but when analysed more carefully, their stories are often ‘performances’ of circus life. Certainly the older generation of circus people carry with them an intense aura of the campfire. Ask them a question, and they will spin a yarn to entertain you, each one bigger, better and more famous than the last. Partly this is due to the performative nature of circus life itself. Their professional work, after all, is to perform this ‘fantasy’ of circus. But their private lives are also performed - for the passing traffic. In fact their lives are public property. Circus people don’t go ‘home’ at night. The circus lot is their home, and it is most often on the side of a highway, or on public land, with public facilities. So the general public walk through their ‘backyard’, use their toilets, stop and chat, or stand and stare in their window. This presents an added complexity in endeavouring to understand their private lives, as even their intimacies are performed in public environments.

Gossip as narrative

Throughout my research I have found gossip to be the place where intimate narratives are revealed, and where the ‘non-performative’ versions of circus lives emerge. Gossip draws together the threads of individual lives and historic events through first and third person narratives. These might rarely agree, yet often reveal enough similarities to allow the researcher to draw certain conclusions. By asking a range of people to tell me about certain events or other people, I discover that person A stole from his mother to service his gambling debts. Or that person B tried to get her dying mother to sign over the circus before the other siblings found out. Person C tells me “My dad was a wonderful man, a big personality”, who emerges through other eyes as a drinking bully who beat his kids with a stock whip.

Although these narratives may be contentious, and deeply personal, they contribute another narrative layer, creating a more rounded picture of circus life than the rosy family portraits wheeled out for the benefit of museum archives. As Thompson states, “reality is complex and many-sided, and it is a primary merit of oral history that… it allows the original multiplicity of standpoints to be recreated” (Thompson, 1988). I argue that narrative inquiry allows not only this multiplicity of standpoints, but also a multiplicity of voices, attitudes, characters and ways of telling these stories. Gossip is predicated on the gossiper casting her or himself in the role of hero. Rarely will the gossiper offer him or herself up as the wrongdoer of a story. In gossip the world is reflected through the eyes of the beholder, and becomes a different world from one narrative to the next.

Using gossip as a narrative thread presents two challenges: firstly in its representation, as gossip by its nature is often derogatory or inflammatory, and might implicate the gossiper if their identity should be revealed; secondly, in finding a way to honour the ‘performed’ truth of people’s lives whilst acknowledging the conflicting, gossiped narratives. 

Temporal narrative

Temporality plays a central role in both the telling and the analysis of circus narratives. “What people say and do is (also) produced in the context of a developing sequence of interaction. (And) if we ignore what has already occurred or what follows we are in danger of drawing the wrong conclusions” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). My research takes place at a particular moment in these circus people’s lives, which may be quite different from last year or the next. Much has been written about Ashton’s Circus in the popular press, and also in publications such as Judy Cannon’s ‘Take a Drum and Beat it’ (Cannon, 1997). As the largest circus operating in Australia from the 1970s to 2002, many interviews and oral histories have been done with family members over the past 30 years. In 2002 Ashton’s Circus closed down after 150 years of operation. Interviews prior to this date reveal proud members of a highly successful circus institution. My own interviews, taken in 2005/2006 reveal disappointed and sometimes alienated family members struggling to survive with their much smaller, individual circuses. Which story is archived for the future? Which narrative does one tell? As I have argued, when creating a cultural history of traditional circus in Australia no singular narrative can be privileged over another. It is important to acknowledge the constant flux of experience and the myriad of voices. It is equally important to open doors and questions for future changes to the circus narrative.

Research Journal - Wednesday August 24th, Lightning Ridge, New South Wales.

I lead the last stragglers into Lightning Ridge, trying to remember Lindsay’s map, drawn on the palm of his hand early this morning. Before Brewarrina he drew the map in the dirt. Before Bourke we actually had a map on paper.
Geographic narrative

Braidotti believes “it is the subversion of set conventions that defines the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling” (Braidotti, 1994). However I argue that the literal act of travelling is much of what defines nomadic circus culture, and it is this travelling, this statelessness, that sets it apart by subverting the set conventions of sedentary western culture. 

This is witnessed in their relationship to maps. Circus people love maps. Their culture is shaped by the challenges offered by the landscape through which they travel, the roads on which they drive, the towns through which they pass. Their narratives are about movement and changing environment. They read maps like others read novels. They are as familiar with the names of highways and towns as they are the names of their children and grandchildren. Their personal, familial and cultural narratives are embedded in these maps:

Oh Port Macquarie.. yes I got my engagement ring in Port Macquarie. And we were married in Coffs Harbour on the Sunday between shows.

Interview with Lorna Bilsborough, ex-equestrienne, Sydney. 20/3/06

In developing a cultural history of traditional circus in Australia, maps themselves must become one of the narrative strands; a visual template on which the circus narratives are drawn, as it is impossible to separate circus narratives from remembered and imagined maps. 

Conclusion

Circus people are not generally a reflective people. They are not given to making connections between their ‘act’ and the act of daily life, as they are embroiled in an ever-changing ‘now’. There is always so much ‘now’ to deal with – councils, animals, artists, trucks, travel, kids, publicity, budgets and more. Circus narratives as told by circus people are a series of disasters large and small, sad and hilarious. There are few moments on the Road to Damascus, because the tent blew down and they had to move on. Traditional circus is the physical embodiment of Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘nomadic becoming’ (cited in Tamboukou, 2006) - where they begin their journey, and where they end is perhaps not as important as the travelling, which defines them. 

As I have shown, a cultural history of traditional circus in Australia requires multiple narratives to adequately reflect the nomadic nature of the circus community. If, as Braidotti suggests, nomadism “refers to the kind of critical consciousness that resists settling into socially coded modes of thought and behaviour” (Braidotti, 1994), so too, a cultural narrative of this nomadic community must resist the temptation to settle into a well-worn and socially coded narrative structure. The ‘nomadic’ narrative must accommodate layered textual and visual stories; a range of voices, points of view and roles; it must juxtapose oral histories, story-telling and gossip about circus life with mythic and media circus narratives; and it must include the embodied genealogy of the narrator / researcher’s own voice. The nomadic narrative must also include genealogical maps describing circus relationships and histories, and geographic maps to trace memory, life story and journeys. By blurring the boundaries between these disparate voices and texts, the nomadic narrative embodies “a creative sort of becoming,” and acts as Braidotti’s “performative metaphor that allows for otherwise unlikely encounters and unsuspected sources of interaction of experience and knowledge” (Braidotti, 1994). The multi-layered, nomadic narrative does not follow any singular map, or point the way towards a predetermined destination, but reveals the many paths and roads one might travel to understand the traditional Australian circus community. 
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