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A Clowning Achievement 

Before the show officially starts, a bedraggled, hobo-style clown stands in front of the stage and drinks a bottle of imaginary booze from a brown bag, eventually turning it all the way upside down over his head. A haunted look on his face, a noose around his neck, he wanders the cavernous Flying Anvil, gesturing for someone to give him a cigarette. Soon, someone obliges and he smokes as he moves ghostlike through the crowd. Meanwhile, a tall man in sparkly, cobalt spandex and large rabbit ears competes in Hula Hoop matches with anyone who dares. 

“Not fair, not fair!” he chirps each time he loses. 

Thunderous, dissonant merry-go-round-like music rises up from the side of the stage, where Skip Shirey plays a variety of keyboards and makeshift instruments into a microphone. The spandex man, otherwise known as the Big Blue Bunny, comes forward to announce the “rules” of the show. Among other things he explains that the removing of clothing will be both allowed and encouraged. Up on the stage Kinko, the clown, extinguishes the cigarette on his tongue, and the show begins. 

Accompanied by Shirey’s percussion Kinko unrolls a cardboard sign that reads, “Will clown for Food.” He further unrolls it to reveal, “Cash,” then “Sex,” “Health ins,” “Peace,” “Scotch,” “Joint,” and finally, “Applause,” which he gets. He begins a balloon sculpture session, giving his finished pieces, mostly flowers and head-ware, to people in the audience. The Big Blue Bunny, who had been juggling impatiently at the back of the stage, comes forward to release his stage jealousy; he grabs a balloon from Kinko, inflates it, and, with lots of noise, molds it into a penis which he gives to a male in the audience. That frustrated gesture calls an end to the battle and the Bunny and Kinko announce the other performers. The perky, stripe-wearing Dizzy Lizzy gallops onto the stage, as well as tightrope walker David Didd and finally, with much fanfare, the foxy and forward Ringmistress Philomena struts into view and takes charge. She shouts welcomes to the audience, and, in classically exuberant ringmaster (or -mistress) style, promises the greatest and most dangerous show on earth. 

The two founders of this Neo-Vaudeville company, Stephanie Monseu, or Ringmistress Philomena, and Keith Nelson, who is both the Sword Swallowing Mr. Pennygaff and Kinko the Drunken Clown, met waiting tables in the East Village in 1992. Nelson had been an Anarchist Studies major at Hampshire College, which he said left him with few job options--but in college he had learned to juggle and eat fire. Monseu was a jewelry artist who wanted to do something more exciting. Behind the restaurant, in the falling snow, Nelson taught Monseu how to eat fire, and the two joined in a mission to expose the world to salacious and death defying variety shows, the first of which was an act called "Fireplay." Three years later, in 1995, the Cirkus was born. 

When they weren't touring the country, the troupe performed in small and late-night venues all around Manhattan, and for several years they gave a weekly performance at the Brooklyn Brewery in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. By 2002 the Bindlestiffs had established the first regular vaudeville show in Times Square in 70 years, at the Palace of Variety on West 42nd St, which has since been demolished. The show goes on though, almost anywhere it is allowed – from Lincoln Center, to the annual Burning Man Festival to fancy opera houses to small punk rock venues to children's birthday parties. They perform with as few as 5 and as many as 20 performers. Before their bookmobile was destroyed by Katrina, the Cirkus traveled with Autonomedia Books, which sold of a variety of subversive and anarchist literature, comic books, and zines. Now they travel under the wing of the Magic Hat Brewing Company. 

All Bindlestiff performers have been classically trained in circus arts and some of them also perform with Cirque du Soleil and Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey. A Bindlestiff contortionist has appeared on Guinness World Records Primetime and Ripley's Believe It Or Not. The Bindlestiff show has included a miniature Circus of Performing Fleas, a Yo-Yo Master, an Airborne Striptease, a Whip Act, a Ukulele Duo, glass-walking, fire-eating and juggling, knife throwing and of course the World’s One and Only Brother and Sister Bed of Nails Act. 

Between dangerous, enviable and sometimes nauseating feats the Bindlestiffs perform frequent and frighteningly strong changes in attitude that would be impossible to notice in a larger, less intimate circus. Kinko’s eerie depression is suddenly interrupted by the Blue Bunny’s sharp clamoring for attention. Lizzy Dizzy’s proud gleefulness gives way to mimed rage if she drops a juggling pin. Philomena aggressively rules the stage with her wicked sarcasm. All the performers interrupt one another and alter the course of events, apparently spontaneously. It is impossible not to be struck into intellectual submission by the Pirandelloesque changes. The show’s frantic schizophrenia is a spectacle in itself, and a theatrical device that feels as though could be the heart of the variety show experience. 

The company does not allow unauthorized taping of a show, and the ban exists just as much for the audience’s enjoyment as for the company’s protection. The performers aim to transport the audience, they say, to at time when there were no such things as video cameras and the live variety show was the best entertainment available for regular people. 

“This is really happening,” says the Bunny during his rendition of a song called, “Inky-Dink.” “What is happening?” he demands of the audience as he bounces up and down between verses. The Bunny’s glib questions reveal what separates the Bindlestiffs from other circuses and ties their already unique performance into high-intensity theatrical ritual--the immediate acknowledgement of the present moment and its danger. 

Despite that the Bindlestiff Family Circus is a fun show, filled with tantalizing feats such as sword swallowing and fire-eating, and a masterful trapeze act, the Bindlestiffs pursue their calling for reasons that are most serious. The Bindlestiffs have dedicated themselves to entertaining, but also, it seems, to a rare form of theatrical provocation. Their early website promises, “We have traveled the globe in order to bring you your DEEPEST FANTASIES, DARKEST DREAMS, & UNEXPECTED ODDITIES!!!” This promise gains significance in that it turns the attention onto the potential audience members – they will face their fantasies, darkest dreams and unexpected oddities, not merely gawk at those of another. The Bindlestiffs have given themselves license to express circus’ darker, sultry, sexy, violent and libidinous sides. As positively Freudian as they can get, the circus draws from traditions that came even before Freud, the risqué 19th century variety show, and, as Monseu has said in an ArtPass.com interview, “the original bloody battle that the Romans enjoyed in the circus.” 

The Bindlestiff’s presentation of circus arts also comes from an understanding of vaudeville and circus history, and a reverence for clowning that is admittedly Fellinian. When I spoke with Keith Nelson a day before the show he told me, “Clowns historically have been very tied in with a spiritual world and religion. If you look at the Hopi clowns in the American Indian tradition, they were considered right up there and treated the way we treat ministers and priests. They were able to walk the line between this world and whatever the other world is and you would find that tradition going back to ancient times; clowns would walk that thin line.” Nelson’s assertion calls to mind the bridge between ritual and performance, such as that of the Whirling Dervishes or the theatrical productions of the ancient Greeks. Nelson believes that clowns, particularly clowns of the Great Depression, notably Emmett Kelly and Otto Griebling, performed in such a way as to produce a serious cathartic experience for an audience dealing with destitution. “Clowns are there to help you realize what’s out there and they operate as a breath of fresh air…. Clowns take you on an emotional rollercoaster,” Nelson told me. “It’s not all just ‘laugh, laugh, laugh.”’ Monseu evidently shares Nelson’s take on the role of the clown; at one point during the show she tells an audience participant, “You are right to bow to the [clown] nose. It is your free pass to poetic license. It will elevate you to a mystical, magical responsibility.” For 11 years Nelson, Monseu and company have been, as Monseu has said, “dancing on the fine line between life and death, between skill and chance,” and, I will add, between spectacle and ritual; the Bindlestiffs, rare saviors of vaudeville and the variety show, obviously take their responsibility very seriously. 

