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During the last 300 years circus clowns have emerged as powerful cultural icons. This is the first semiotic analysis of 
the range of make-up and costumes through which the clowns' performing identities have been established and go on 
developing. It also examines what Bouissac terms 'micronarratives' - narrative meanings that clowns generate through 
their acts, dialogues and gestures. Putting a repertory of clown performances under the semiotic microscope leads to 
the conclusion that the performances are all interconnected and come from what might be termed a 'mythical matrix'. 
These micronarratives replicate in context-sensitive forms a master narrative whose general theme refers to the 
emergence of cultures and constraints that they place upon instinctual behaviour. From this vantage point, each 
performance can be considered as a ritual which re-enacts the primitive violence inherent in all cultures and the 
temporary resolutions which must be negotiated as the outcome. Why do these acts of transgression and re-integration 
then trigger laughter and wonder? What kind of mirror does this put up to society? In a masterful semiotic analysis, 
Bouissac delves into decades of research to answer these questions.

In this book, Paul Bouissac, pioneer and master of the scientific approach to circus arts, demonstrates in a complete 
and brilliant way, by semiotic, anthropological and cognitive approaches, how the clowning art is a multimodal and 
complex act of communication, which produces laughter and sense through cognitive and cultural constructions shared 
by artists and spectators. THE definitive reference to understand clowning!Bouissac brings his customary rigour and a 
true respect and love for the art of clowning to the task of discussing what clowns actually do and what it might mean. 
The full force of semiotic analysis bears generous fruit as Bouissac bases any theoretical analysis or deductions upon 
actual detailed descriptions of clowns in action. A hugely valuable contribution to the growing field of clown studies 
and an antidote to the lazy off-the-shelf popular mythologizing about clowning which passes for commentary in many 
quarters.About the AuthorPaul Bouissac is Professor Emeritus at the University of Toronto (Victoria College), 
Canada. He is a world renowned figure in semiotics and a pioneer of circus studies. He runs the SemiotiX Bulletin 
[www.semioticon.com/semiotix] which has a global readership. 


