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The Theories of Humour in the Study of the Clown Figure

Abstract. This article continues the research of the author in the field of
studying the phenomenon of a clown. The author discusses the problem
of polar interpretations of the figure of a clown in scientific discourse,
where there is a noticeable absence of convincing art history and cultural
theories and concepts that can explain the connection between the figure
of a clown and the phenomenon of laughter and humour. It is noted that,
despite the fact that most studies focus on clown laughter, they do not
analyse its specifics. In connection with the problem posed, the author
suggests shifting away from the established paradigm of considering
a clown as an artistic image and a comic character and puts forward
a hypothesis, according to which evolutionary theories of laughter and
humour hold considerable verification potential for studying the clown
figure. The author concludes that based on A.G. Kozintsev’s interdisciplinary
evolutionary theory of laughter and the theory of humour, it is possible
to prove the relationship between the clown phenomenon and the nature
of laughter. The article discusses the assumption that man is the only
species capable of semiosis and humorous meta-reflection, due to which
he can be considered the most superficial hominid or “a flat animal” (the
concept of G. Deleuze) that has humour, which is equivalent to a clown.
The results of this research can be applied when studying the peculiarities
of a clown as an artistic image (representation) in a work of art.

AHHOTaumA. PaccmaTpuBaeTcs npobsieMa MOMSIPHOCTY TOTKOBaHMI
(urypsl KIOyHa B HAYYHOM IUCKypCe, 06HapyKuBawoueMm neduiuT uc-
KyCCTBOBEUECKUX U KylTbTYPOIOIMUECKIX TeOPHit, CIIOCOOHBIX 00BSICHUTD
CBSI3b (OUTYPBI KJIOYHA CO CMEXOBO¥ CTUXMeli. HecMOTpst Ha TO YTO B 60JTb-
LIMHCTBE UCCIeS0BaHNI aKIleHTUPYEeTCsI BHMMAaHMe Ha CMexe KIIOyHa, B HUX
OTCYTCTBYeT aHan3 ero crennuduknu. CTaBUTCS 3a1aua OTOMTH OT YCTO-
SIBIIIETOCST PACCMOTPEHMSI KJIOYHA B KAUeCTBe XyIOKeCTBEHHOro obpasa
¥ KOMMYECKOTO IepcoHaxa. BeigBuraercs runoresa, COriaCHO KOTOPOi
9BOJTIOLIVIOHHbIE TEOPUM FOMOPA 00/1aIal0T BICOKMM BePUGBUKALVIOHHBIM
TOTEeHIIMAIoM U3ydeHus GUTYphI KJIoyHa. [lenaeTcst BBIBO, YTO MTPU T0-
MOIIM MEXIVCIMUILIMHAPHON SBOTIOLMOHHO TeOpuY cMexa 1 pazpabo-
TaHHOJ Ha ee OCHOBe Teopuy IoMmopa A.I'. Ko3yuH1ieBa BO3MOXKHO [10Ka3aTh
B3aMMOCBsI3b peHOMeHa KJIOyHa 1 NMPpUPOIbl cMexa. PaccmaTpuBaeTcs
IIpeIIoJIOKeHYe, COIVIACHO KOTOPOMY YeJIOBeK SIBJISIeTCS] €I HCTBEHHBIM
BUJIOM, CIIOCOOHBIM K CEMMO3MUCY U IOMOPUCTUYECKOI MeTapediekcun,
67arozapsi UemMmy ero MOKHO OTHECT! K CaMOMY [TOBEPXHOCTHOMY TOMM-
HUJTY, T.€. <TNIOCKOMY KMBOTHOMY» (ToHsITHeE JK. [lené3a), obmamaroniemMy
IOMOPOM, UTO 9KBMBAJIEHTHO KJIOYHY. Pe3y/bTaThl MCCIeL0BaHMS MOTYT
OBITH MCIIOTH30BAHBI JIST NATbHENIIero N3y4yeHns OTINYNS KJIIOyHa KaK
XyILOKeCTBEHHOTO 00pa3a (perpe3eHTaly) B TPOM3BeleHMM CKYCCTBA.
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Only animals are deep, and they are not the noblest for that; the noblest are the flat animals. . .
G. Deleuze. The Logic of Sense disorder, a troublemaker, a protohuman, a personified stage of death;

The reason for the author to address the declared subject is the problem of
misusing the term “clown”, which leads to either unjustified extension of
its meaning, or narrowing it to minor, secondary details. As a result, today
we vividly sense a lack of awareness of the root cause of this phenomenon
and its cultural meaning.

Let us consider the ambivalent nature of the clown figure in science,
art, and society. In everyday use, the word “clown” is employed in a variety
of meanings: we say, “stop clowning”, “you are such a clown”, etc. In the
acting context, however, the word “clown” can mean a compliment on
one’s acting skill and talent [34, p. 6].

The image of a clown is shocking in its unpredictability, controversy,
and infernality in the following literary works: The Clown by H. Boll, It by
S. King, Jac The Clown by H. Bergman, The True Story of Federico Rafinelli by
A.V. Soya, City of Clowns by D. Alarcon, The Pilo Family Circus by W. Elliott;
and films: Joker directed by T. Phillips, Terrifier by D. Leone, Killer Klowns
from Outer Space by S. Chiodo, Payasos by M. Vega, ClownTown by T. Nagel,
It by A. Muschietti, Clown by ]J. Watts, Gacy by C. Saunders, and In the
Presence of a Clown by 1. Bergman [14, p. 249]. Conversely, in the films The
Clowns and La Strada directed by F. Fellini, and in The Circus and Limelight
directed by Ch. Chaplin, the clowns appeal to the viewer, excite sympathy
and encapsulate the most human and humane (pain, dreams, solitude,
love, aging, and death).

In autobiographical works, memoirs, and fiction, authors often impart
lyrical and nostalgic overtone of their subjective experiences to the image
of a clown (e.g. My Autobiography by Ch. Chaplin, Alchemy of Snow by
V.I. Polunin and N.E. Tabachnikova, Total Clownery by 1. Terentyeva, The
Invisible Clown — How to Not Be Afraid of Being Yourself by M. Usov, The
Path of a Clown. The History of the Clown Therapy by V. Olshansky, Heart
of Sawdust by V.A. Kulakov, etc.).

In cultural and philosophical studies, a clown has many faces: he
is considered the embodied anthropological constant of Homo ludens,
a successor to the carnival jester and heir to the trickster, the spirit of

a sign of an aristocratic acting vocation; an outsider peacemaker; an artist
entertaining the audience with jokes, etc.

Before we proceed with a more detailed discussion of various
interpretations of the clown phenomenon, we consider it important to
address the origin of the very word “clown”.

The Russian circus historian S.M. Makarov highlights that “the first
time a character called “a clown” appeared on stage of the English theatre
in the 16th century. ... Clowns portrayed the common people, mostly
servants or peasants, and always had the same masque” [11].

The Dictionary of the Royal Spanish Academy indicates the relation of the
word “clown” to the Italian word “pagliaccio”, which bears two meanings:
a frivolous person who laughs at their own statements or actions; and
a circus performer who makes the audience laugh. It is believed that the
first circus clowns impersonated village people.

The Encyclopaedia Britannica defines a clown as an actor who specializes
in portraying comic characters.

As of Russian dictionaries, V.I. Dal’s Explanatory Dictionary does not
define the word “kioyn” (clown), but there is the word “mryt” (jester) in
one of the definitions of which, along with “moremrnux” (buffoon) and
petrushka, “knoyn” (clown) is mentioned.

Summarizing the definitions above, we can single out four main
characteristic features of a clown. The first one is related to the definition of
a clown as a person who, due to rudeness and rough manners, involuntarily
becomes an object of ridicule. The second one refers to the actor’s skills
and talent for playing comic characters on stage. The third one implies
a clown’s tendency to laugh and ridicule others. And the fourth one,
significant, yet not strongly pronounced, — a clown is a Homo sapiens,
inclined to laugh at himself.

Let us bring the intermediate result in our studies. In various cultures,
the figure of a clown is considered a relative and a successor to a trickster
[27, p. 228], a jester, and a fool, each of them having their own area of
influence (art, reality, ritual, etc.) and location (stage, myth, folklore, etc.).
As aresult, a clown finds himself in an intermediate position between
a real person, an archetype, and mythical, folklore, or artistic images.

The evolutionary theories of humour provide a number of concepts and
hypotheses that give valuable insights for the analysis of the humorous
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nature of a clown. Thus, M. Hurley, D. Dennett, and R. Adams have put
forward a hypothesis according to which humour encourages the process
that keeps data integrity in our knowledge representation, which ensures
a reduced likelihood of making faulty inferences and fatal mistakes [30,
p. 28]. This hypothesis has significant shortcomings that include the
distorted views of evolutionary dynamics. However, for the purpose of
studying the semantics of a clown’s red nose, there is a relevant comparison
of humour with redness, which is a product of natural selection, evolved
to interpret a certain type of information [30, p. 34]. In this case, redness
becomes an indicator of a person’s formed humour ability.

The key idea of C. Gruner’s superiority theory is that modern humour
has aggressive roots. “After defeating an opponent in violent combat, our
ancestors were compelled to bare their teeth and pump their shoulders
(as adominance display) and separate their breath into small laughter-ish
grunts” [30, p. 29]. Despite the fact that this theory has been criticized
for failing to adequately explain the behavioural mechanisms of humour
[30, p. 30], it explains the reasons for the popularity of the monster clown
image in cinema and literature.

Nevertheless, what all the humour theories mentioned above leave
open is the question of who a clown’s humour is aimed at and what makes
it universal and specific.

Of all evolutionary theories of humour, the one that appears most
convincing in explaining a clown’s laughter nature is A.G. Kozintsev’s
interdisciplinary theory of laughter and humour.

From the perspective of ethological research, A.G. Kozintsev analyses
laughter as evolutionary heritage of Homo sapiens and believes that “one
of the key features of the carnival, folk theatre, clownery, farce, and anti-
behaviour in general is mock-aggression” [5, p. 125].

Decarnivalization, in turn, according to A.G. Kozintsev, is the reason
for using laughter for purposes other than intended (demonstration of
superiority, satire, ridicule, etc.).

A.G. Kozintsev is the first to refer to laughter and humour as the
quintessence of laughter self-denial and a reflection of a human’s descent
to earlier stages of evolutionary development. He believes that “pulling
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the tongue out (which, according to some sources, symbolizes spitting),
grimaces, masques and disguising in general appear to be traced back
to archaic forms of imitating animals or spirits of the dead but not to
pre-cultural behaviour” [5]. In this case, a clown presents a nonserious
metarelation of the subject to their attitude towards something or someone,
in which the clown acts as a sign and signal of nonseriousness.

A.G. Kozintsev’s thesis that humorous reflection is based not on the
confrontation between the real and artistic worlds but on the temporary
transfer of a Homo sapiens to “the third world of reference” and total
voluntary playful detachment of the subject from his self [31, p. 191]
in which “the object of a humorous metarelation is not reality but the
feelings, thoughts and words of the subject about this reality” [8, p. 40]
offers grounds to question whether a clown can be limited to the artistic
image (representation) of a work of art.

Considering humour as the third world of reference, that is, the
impossible world, the one that is opposed to the real world [6, p. 60] and is
more about the artistic world [6, p. 61], the researcher develops Roman
Jakobson’s concept of the six functions of the language and defines the
seventh one — the anti-referential, anti-linguistic function [6, p. 59—60].

Humour, according to Kozintsev, is an oppositely directed double-voiced
discourse (the concept of M.M. Bakhtin) which is based on “unconscious
imitation” [7, p. 156].

A.G. Kozintsev’s theory of humour makes it possible to earnestly apply
the idea of the philosopher G. Deleuze that “only animals are deep, and they
are not the noblest for that; the noblest are the flat animals” [2, p. 21] to the
figure of a clown as to a flat animal. Even though in the study of humour
G. Deleuze does not rely on ethological data, his mode of reasoning closely
coincides with A.G. Kozintsev’s provisions on separation of serious play
of order and nonserious play of disorder [13, p. 314]. In The Logic of Sense,
G. Deleuze, in his own way, supports the anti-referential function of humour,
believing that, despite the fact that in humour “on these surfaces the entire
logic of sense is located” [2, p. 127], meaning there is just a superficial effect.

G. Deleuze approaches the idea of a person’s humorous self-denial,
discussing specific stupidity, which is “this relation in which individuation
brings the ground to the surface without being able to give it form (this
ground rises by means of the I, penetrating deeply into the possibility
of thought and constituting the unrecognised in every recognition)” [2,
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p. 190]. G. Deleuze’s idea that any meaning allows an individual to infinitely
regress, informing both about “the great impotence of the speaker and the
highest power of language” [2, p. 44] is in consonance with A.G. Kozintsev’s
meta-semantic approach to humour.

Given all of the above, it does not come as unexpected that
A.G. Kozintsev’s theory has received much response in the scientific
community not only in Russia but also abroad and has won both supporters
and opponents. Thus, C. Molineux agrees with A.G. Kozintsev that when
analysing tickling as a form of smiling and laughter, it is important to take
into account interpersonal factors such as mood [30, p. 53].

C. Molineux takes A.G. Kozintsev’s reasoning about subjectivity in
humour conditionally [30, p. 34], proposing to introduce the concept
of “humorous recall”, based on personal experience of repetition and
congruity; however, the idea that laughter is traced back to the pre-cultural
past occupying a place on the interface between biology and culture [30,
p. 40] is accepted by him without any reservation.

Analysing tickling, play,and humour as the categories of stimuli that elicit
smiling and laughter, C. Molineux, echoing A.G. Kozintsev, emphasizes that
the order the categories are listed indicates their hierarchical structure [30,
p. 50], ascending along the line — act, speak, think. It is worth reminding that
A.G. Kozintsevand M.L. Butovskaya earlier came to a conclusion that “in the
course of history, anti-behaviour in its socially sanctioned form has taken on
that miniature, safe and aestheticized shape, which we call humour” [9, p. 50].
This opinion is consonant with the position of P. McGhee regarding the idea
that “smiling, laughter, and play must be ruled out as indices of humour in
animals” [30, p. 40], since humour is an exclusively human privilege.

In the review of the extended English edition of The Man and Laughter
(2007) published in 2010 under the title The Mirror of Laughter (translated
by R. Martin), not only does J. Morreall, great humour theorist, acknowledge
the evident novelty of A.G. Kozintsev’s theory, but he also points out some
of its fundamental shortcomings.

]J. Morreall considers almost classical the theoretical grounds of
A.G. Kozintsev’s theory of laughter the basis of which is formed by
ethological data on the play behaviour of primates. However, he cannot
correlate A.G. Kozintsev’s theory of humour with any other theory
of humour of either past or present. The main revolutionary idea of
A.G. Kozintsev, according to the reviewer, is his assumption that humour
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is a variety of disorderly play [31, p. 191] in which the subject regresses to
the mental level of a young child, a drunk or a mentally retarded person.

A.G. Kozintsev’s idea which J. Morreall considers novel is that “humour
is the subject’s relation not to the object but to himself at another stage of
development” [31, p. 191, 193], that “the emergence of humorous introspection
and humorous metarelation does not mean a split of the personality into
two opposing authorities but the appearance, in addition to an integrated
and serious personality, of its virtual nonserious double.” [8, p. 68].

However, it is this provision that J. Morreall regards as one of the
shortcomings of A.G. Kozintsev’s theory, arguing that if it is agreed that
humour has no external stimuli, we will have to accept the fact that
humour is “completely self-intensional, that is, it has no objects either in
reality or in fantasy” [31, p. 194].]. Morreall is convinced that recognizing
humour as self-intensional, A.G. Kozintsev denies the phenomenon of
ridicule, because the so-called “object of ridicule” evokes in laugher not
a sense of superiority or schadenfreude but a blissful insensibility and
thoughtlessness caused by liberation from seriousness, that is, by an
imaginary psychological regression [31, p. 194].

Moreover, J. Morreall cannot not fully understand what new ideas
Kozintsev has contributed to understanding of the Aristotelian definition of
comedy, having started his book with the chapter The Comical, or Imitation
of Inferior People. We should remind that A.G. Kozintsev highlighted that
all aestheticians almost without reservation accepted Aristotle’s definition
of comedy as imitation of inferior people. The question the author asks is
“Who imitates ‘inferior people’ and why do they do that? Is it only the comic
artist — one whose face is covered up by a ridiculous mask or distorted by
a grimace?” [8, p. 10]. After a series of probing questions, the author concludes
that “Aristotle makes it clear that it is not comic actors who imitate ‘inferior
people’, depicting them in caricatured form with the aim of ridiculing them,
but the authors of comic texts and their listeners.” [8, p. 11].

J. Morreall suggests that when Aristotle wrote that comedy is imitation
of inferior people, he obviously meant actors imitating drunks, lechers,
and other inferior types. A.G. Kozintsev, in J. Morreall’s opinion, attempts
interpreting this quote in the light of the quote from Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics which he gives further in the text: “The buffoon is one who cannot
resist a joke; he will not keep his tongue off himself or anyone else, if he
can raise a laugh.” [31, p. 195].
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Meanwhile, the author of another review of The Mirror of Laughter,
A.V. Kozin, considers A.G. Kozintsev’s commentary on the quote by Aristotle
the key to understanding the very essence of A.G. Kozintsev’s concept of
laughter. According to A.V. Kozin, Aristotle’s quote given at the beginning
of the book serves as a background against which the author convincingly
proves his point [25, p. 121] regarding the impossibility of applying moral
categories to laughter [25, p. 122].

Taking into consideration the theoretical provisions of the evolutionary
theory of laughter and humour under study, we conducted a survey among
40 students of culture and arts universities and 20 street theatre actors.
The questions in the survey were organized in such a way as to determine
the respondents’ attitude to the figure of a clown based on their answers.

When asked about the difference between carnival play and theatrical
play, students of departments of stage management gave the following
answers: “Carnival play is more independent in contrast to theatrical play

”, <

when actors have to follow the script”; “What makes carnival different from

”,

theatre is openness and improvisation”; “Theatrical play implies separated
stage and floor, actors and the audience, but carnival play does not”; “Carnival
play is primarily a festival and only then a certain performance”, etc.

Interestingly, students of culture and arts universities do not feel the
difference between a clown as an actor’s masque and as a fictional image
generated by our humorous introspection.

In contrast to students, street theatre actors having professional
education in acting and practical experience of performing as clowns and
street artists associate clowning with a vocation, creative element, and
recognition of their performance [34, p. 6].

When sharing their understanding of the clown figure, street theatre
actors mentioned the following: a clown is a unique world, a universe;
clowning is a conversation with others (the audience) in the language of
mime, dance, symbols and images, about who we are and why, what we
are like; it is something otherworldly and intimate. The most common
idea expressed to the question about the meaning of a clown masque for
a street theatre actor was that a masque is the only guide to the carnival
world. Several actors responded that clowning is a kind of environment,
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a parallel universe (which exists separately from ours) with its own rules
and laws, including physical ones. Almost all the actors confirmed that,
in a close circle, they have a nickname or a name-masque [34, p. 6].

While someone else’s representation of a clown often embarrasses
street theatre actors, their own interpretation of a clown masque, being
innermost, is hidden from others. They frequently mention such concepts
as character, masque, fool and clown. Apparently, the main peculiarity of
street theatre actors’ attitude to the figure of a clown is that they consider
a clown both an image of someone’s fantasy and a frivolous, playful,
creative hypostasis of their own selves.

On the one hand, in the context of A.G. Kozintsev’s theory of humour, one
can see the inconsistency of approaches to clowning as the art of ridicule
and satire. On the other hand, by means of the theory provisions, it is
possible to test theories of clowning based on different theoretical grounds.

Let us consider the following example: analysing the art of clowning
and comedy, G. Moder appeals to the philosophical provisions of
G. Hegel, B. Spinoza, G. Deleuze, L. Althusser, ]. Lacan, S. Zizek, R. Pfaller,
M.M. Bakhtin and others. Addressing the creative work of the Russian
clown V.I. Polunin, G. Moder identifies such techniques as a play of status,
a dialogue of doubles, an imaginary identity, and a shift of identities.

By the example of “The Clown and the Coat” performance from Slava’s
Snowshow by Vyacheslav Polunin, G. Moder studies the clown’s technique
of a voluntary alienation of one part of the clown’s self from another [29,
p. 237]. He proves that in clowning we observe split subjectivity [29, p. 240] in
which we are only authentic inasmuch as we can become what we pretend
tobe [29, p. 239]. This specific feature of V.I. Polunin’s clowning G. Moder
compares to ventriloquism in mime and the portrayal of jesters talking to
a mirror. The researcher comes to the conclusion that the greatest comic
effect is produced when it is not only other people who are confused about
the identity of the person they are talking to, but when that person begins
to question his or her own identity [29, p. 233].

Relying on the philosophical judgments of S. ZiZek, L. Althusser, and
R. Pfaller, G. Moder tries to defend the ontological status of frivolity of the
acts of the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army (CIRCA) [12, p. 100] in
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the analysis of which, in his opinion, it is essential to take into consideration
the effect it achieves in making the audience enjoy nonsense or non-
ideological interpellation [12, p. 93]. Analysing the Clown Army in this
vein, G. Moder draws attention to the fact that the actions of the actors of
this group, who “are just copying the police formation ... do not threaten
anyone, do not attempt any particular movement” [12, p. 100], give ground
to considering such actions as non-ideological interpellation, which is the
opposite of L. Althusser’s ideological interpellation.

We suppose that G. Moder is right when he claims that in the art of
clowning a personality is split, does not coincide with one’s own self and
that the essence of clowning consists in pretending. Nevertheless, in
his arguments there is absolutely no concept of a voluntary incongruity
of a person with his self, without which humorous introspection lacks
specificity.

For all the compelling arguments given by the researcher in defence
of the non-ideological interpellation of the Clown Army, they go against
scientific data on humour, which has no objects from without, unlike the
actions of rebel clowns in the style of clowning and humour.

However, V.I. Polunin’s clowning is mainly supported not by G. Moder’s
arguments but by the provisions of A.G. Kozintsev’s theory, according to
which “a clown is a clown, he represents no one, he does not and cannot
have any concrete prototype in the real world. His only prototype is “man
in general” — Homo sapiens” [8, p. 29].

Thus, A.G. Kozintsev’s interdisciplinary theory of laughter and humour
reveals the problem of impossibility to interpret the figure of a clown within
the context of traditional semantic and evolutionary theories of humour
and challenges cultural and art research that limit a clown to a work of
art or classical definitions of the comic.

The results of this research can be applied when studying the difference
between a clown as an artistic image (representation) in a work of art and
pure aesthetic enjoyment of the subject in humorous self-denial at the
behavioural (laughter) level and psychological (humorous) levels®™.

) The author expresses deep appreciation to E.V. Dukoy, A.G. Kozintsev, and G.R. Konson for
reading the manuscript and making insightful comments.
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