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PERFECTING THE IMPERFECT: PARALLELS BETWEEN THE
CONTEMPORARY CIRCUS ARTIST’S EMBODIMENT AND THE
WESTERNIZED WABI SABI CONCEPT

Summary. Wabi Sabi is a Japanese concept that, despite lacking a universal definition, comprises three
principles: nothing is perfect, nothing is finished and nothing lasts forever.! While in 2018, an adapted version
of Wabi Sabi started to become trendier in the Western world?, this Westernized concept accidentally starts to
have parallels with the way in which contemporary circus artists experience their embodiment. The research
showed that contemporary circus artists are constantly trying to focus more on what a body can do and how it
can do instead of body appearance, they are accepting that bodies are not perfect and share an understanding
of the importance of embracing this imperfection. Moreover, contemporary circus artists are having in
mind constant bodily changes and reflecting it correspondingly by developing positive relationships with
their bodies. This article will be a sociological outlook of interconnections among the already existing

beliefs in the contemporary circus field and the new trend of Westernized Wabi Sabi ideas.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most significant dates in the history of
the circus is 1768, when the modern circus was cre-
ated by the Astley family and from when the cir-
cus started to be recognized as an art form. After
almost 200 years of various vicissitudes of being
marginalized and living through the golden age of
an art form, in the 1970s a significant change hap-
pened again. Although there were constant updates
during the last long period of the circus’ existence,
the 1970s are considered significant for the emer-

gence of the contemporary circus.

First of all, many circus researchers consider the
1970s as a mark until when the circus is considered
traditional or evolving postanimal’ and later mod-
ern*, or until 2000° nouveau cirque (new circus) and
after 2000 contemporary.® The circus of the 20th
century’s first quarter is divided into traditional
and contemporary. A misconception appears when
the word “contemporary” not only underlines the
period but also is a name for the subgenre. As a
result, it is a difficult term because all the circus
created currently can be called likewise. Corre-

spondingly, the traditional circus nowadays is

undeservedly associated with the old historical cir-
cus, although it has changed significantly. Because
of this, as opposed to the traditional circus, the
contemporary circus is often mistakenly evaluated
as a more perfected version. It is often wrongly
assumed that the contemporary circus consistently
abandons all kinds of misogyny, xenophobia, and
exploitation of people and animals in various ways,
while the traditional one keeps all this within itself.
This unfavourable comparison exists, but the dif-
ferences are far more complex, and it is not right to
distinguish genres of the circus by simply deciding

which one is more perfect.

While the circus is an extremely physical art form,
not considering all the exceptions, it is not possi-
ble to talk about it without mentioning the bodies
of the artists. However, constant relearning to use
one’s body is an endless work in the contemporary
circus, where mastering one apparatus or discipline
is no longer enough.” While circus practitioners
can be considered athletes, their constant improve-
ment is not in following goals, as in sports, but
more in relation to expanding creative tools and
their physical capabilities. Most aspects of work in

a contemporary circus artist’s life are soaked in the
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idea of perfection. It is still important to improve
bodily skills nearly to the perfect level of their per-
formances, or just simply find the circus discipline
perfectly fitting their body potential. Nevertheless,
contemporary circus artists are aware of this per-
fection ephemerality, and express this acknowl-
edgement of non-fixed skills and constantly chang-
ing body in very close parallel to ideas of the Wabi

Sabi concept.

The Wabi Sabi concept as an aesthetic-ethical cat-
egory that descends from medieval times of tra-
ditional Japanese culture is strongly connected to
Zen Buddhism and the tea ceremony.® The con-
cept embraces not only the idea of admitting your
imperfection, but also welcoming continuous
learning and never-ending change without a need
to reach the perfect end. According to Laziuk,’ an
adapted version of Wabi Sabi started to trend in the
Western world in 2018, and the most significant
difference in the Westernized concept is focusing
on accepting imperfection in ourselves, rather than
in the surrounding world. Following this, it is pos-
sible to see that this is a topic widely discussed in

sociology and in multidisciplinary circus research.

This Westernized concept accidentally starts to
have parallels with the way how contemporary
circus artists are experiencing their embodiment.
The research showed that contemporary circus art-
ists are constantly trying to focus more on what a
body can do and how it can do it, instead of on body
appearance. Most of the work in a contemporary
circus artist’s life is based on aspiring to perfec-
tion. These artists accept that bodies are not per-
fect and share an understanding of the importance
to embrace this imperfection. This article will be a
sociological outlook of interconnections among the
already existing beliefs in the contemporary circus
field and the new trend of Westernized Wabi Sabi
ideas. It is important to state that there will not be
an analysis of any quality or aesthetical aspects of
contemporary circus performances. The empirical
data, the newest research insights on this topic, and
sociological theories, will help to uncover parallels
between the contemporary circus artist’s embodi-

ment and the Westernized Wabi Sabi concept.

SOCIOLOGICAL THOUGHT ABOUT
EXPERIENCING BODY

Sociology analysing the body not only rejects
Cartesian dualism between body and mind, but,
according to Nettleton,"” the phenomenological
approach allows us to reject dualism on various
levels between culture and nature, rationality and
emotionality, knowledge and imagination."! As a
result, it can be said that all human cognition is
understood or perceived through the body, because
our senses do not exist apart from our bodies,
which are rather overlapping than glued together

with the senses.!?

Hence, Merleau-Ponty" was critical of the legacy of
Descartes’ cogito ergo sum that became the foun-
dation of the dualism between mind and body.
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the lived body was pre-
sented and developed by applying Edmund Hus-
serl’s phenomenology to intentional consciousness,
but from the perspective of corporeal existence."
Merleau-Ponty,”” by rejecting behavioural and
mechanistic approaches, argued that the body is
both subject and object, and that we not only have a
body but that we are the body. Researching embod-
iment means precisely looking at how “object body
is actively experienced produced, sustained and/
or transformed as a subject body”** According to
Byczkowska,"” when we study the body, we should
have in mind that embodiment is a “subjectively
experienced phenomenon”. Therefore, bodily expe-
riences cannot be taken for granted, they are never

objective and not unchangeable.

Post-essentialists inspired by Nietzsche developed
a new approach rejecting the idea of the ideal truth
of the body, so the body, not fully rejecting nature
and social laws, is seen as always open to history and
culture, always negotiable, actively experienced and
changing.'® These ideas are expressed in theories
of cultural studies, feminism, postmodernism, and

poststructuralism."

According to Johnston,* following Sheets-John-
stone’s The Primacy of Movement,*® when we give

meaning to something, the movement of the body



is very important: [wle literally discover ourselves
in movement. We grow kinetically into our bodies.
<...> In our spontaneity of movement, we discover
arms that extend, spines that bend, knees that flex,
mouths that shut, and so on. We make sense of our-

selves in the course of moving.

According to Zukauskaité,”? Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s concept of the Body without Organs (BwO)
developed from Artaud’s idea, has been extremely
useful in exploring how bodies “un-do” themselves
or “un-do” the idea of how bodies must be lived in
and how they should be presented.”® Abrahamsson
and Simpson** argue that limits are imposed on our
bodies, so through socialization, a person learns
what one can do, although the limits of the body

can be redrawn and delimited.

CONTEMPORARY CIRCUS BODY

Working in a circus is creatively working with the
knowledge of one’s boundaries and limitations
of the body and constantly overcoming those by
re-creating the impossible.” While people unques-
tioning the most of social and cultural limiting
ideas of what a body can do, contemporary cir-
cus artists are constantly disagreeing with those
limits. Circus challenges beliefs of normality and
normalization about gender norms, and different
abilities by demonstrating the remarkable capa-
bilities of any body.” These artists are inspired to
break bodily boundaries, play with them and make
the impossible happen by creating and recreating
rules.?”” The circus bodies are confronting not only
body limits but also expected limitations towards
certain types of bodies. The circus researcher and
practitioner Seymour?®® shares her own experience:
In my own experience as an aerialist, reviewers
and the public initially expressed politely surprised
appreciation of the fact that “such a short woman”

can exhibit strength and skill.

Understanding body experience is crucial for the
analysis of the circus body.”” Hence, the embod-
iment of working in the contemporary circus is

framed by practically never reaching the final

physical or creative goal, there is always something
to be perfected, to be reached further. The unavoid-
able part of creating and being a circus body is also
related to the exceptional focus, discipline of move-
ment and dealing with pain as well as questioning

risk.*

Often, circus artists’ work is seen as very risky, but
many of the risky states that the artists’ bodies fall
into have been rehearsed many times. Moreover,
serious accidents during a performance happen
more often because of the apparatus or other staff
mistakes, but very rarely because of the artist’s
physicality.® The performance is a result of bodily
movements that are already known, of all the tricks
that are already doable and possible. Even though
some tricks are incredibly fascinating they can be
repeated again and again during further perfor-
mances.” Therefore, circus performances are noth-
ing like sports championships when somebody is
reaching their own or the ultimate record, but they

are still not sure how it will go.

Although in contemporary circus, a large part of
the work consists of physical preparation, the crea-
tive part is no less important. Contemporary circus
performers do not even always have to be highly
physically fit, as they can be masters but not neces-
sarily show their virtuosity in performance. In the
contemporary circus, there are more opportunities
for different bodies to adapt, discover their disci-
pline, and choose to work more physically or crea-
tively. However, if we compare nowadays with the
1970s when contemporary circus started as a new
circus form, the standard of the skill level was not
as high as it is now.* Due to this, artists nowadays
are confronting pressure, not specifically to show
their virtuosity during the shows, but still to be able
to master a lot of skills. However, not only personal
stressors but also competitive and organizational
stressors are making an impact, while there is no

research to explain their effect.’

Nevertheless, to become a contemporary circus
artist there are several paths; staying in the circus
at a professional level means being able “to integrate

high levels of muscle strength, extreme ranges of
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Fig. 1. Contemporary circus performance Breast in peace by M.P.A.C Mighty Performing Arts Collective (SE) in

contemporary circus festival HELIUM, Vilnius, 2022. Photo by Dainius Putinas

movement and artistic expression while performing
in high stress environment”.*> Hence, circus artists’
efficacy in processing negative emotional states is
aided by their higher-than-average levels of psy-
chological resilience.*® Despite that, circus artists’
emotional state of depression is similar to findings
among a sample of elite athletes, but stress level
comprehensively is even greater. Moreover, anxiety
levels are lower compared with other performing
artists but physical and mental demands inten-
sively associated with circus may affect the mental
health of artists the same as athletes,” so contem-
porary circus artists’ mental health is lower than in
the general population, despite the higher reported
resilience. The research done by van Rens and Her-
itage® shows that professional circus artists are
also more resilient, because less resilient artists are

inclined to leave the circus field.

Kralj* argues that all circus artists are still strug-
gling with their physique. In general, working
in the circus remains physically demanding, it
requires physical strength, endurance, etc. These
features are not classified as a traditional quality of

femininity, so in the dual understanding of gender,

female circus artists outright become outside the
norm.”’ Furthermore, Funk* argues that in France,
circus coaches refer differently to male and female
bodies. Following Funk,*> Garcia® argues that it
is often that male bodies are described as “work-
able, teachable”, while the female body is defined
as “permanent”, therefore, female circus artists
are more encouraged into a discipline that meets a
preconceived idea of where her body fits, not often
following the student’s aspirations as it is for male

circus artists.

Relearning to use one’s body is also a constant
task in the contemporary circus, where mastering
one apparatus or discipline is no longer enough.*
Circus practitioners who become experts of some
skill no longer need to do new modifications, they
are training more for maintaining physical form,
except again when they are learning a new skill.
Contemporary circus artists are distinguished
by their flexibility in changing their skills.* Con-
stant improvement in contemporary circus exists
because of the strong connection between virtu-
osity and risk, which is why contemporary circus

practices are not limited to already-mastered tricks,



Fig. 2. Arno Ferrera and Gilles Polet performing contemporary circus performance CUIR in contemporary circus festival
“Cirkuliacija”, Kaunas, 2022. Photo by Donatas Alisauskas

but are characterized by innovation and creativity,
where virtuosity and skill of performing tricks is

not the main element.

COMPARISON OF TRADITIONAL AND
WESTERNIZED WABI SABI CONCEPTS

Wabi Sabi doesn’t have a direct translation because
of its ambiguity, and has no universal definition in
the Japanese language.*® Wabi Sabi is still a more
oral term, that does not commonly exist in written
language. Also, while these two words eventually
came together in an expression, for a long time they

were separate terms.

When modern Japanese culture was being formed,
the word Wabi, from the negative meaning of lone-
liness and poverty, started to be associated with
Zen monks’ ascetic tradition of solitary living
accompanied by nature.”” Hence, the word Wabi
was used to describe a type of specific solitude, but
through the years its meaning transformed into

describing something beautifully imperfect, simple

and peaceful. It is about accepting reality without

despair, as in a colloquial saying: “it is what it is”.*8
The second word of this concept Sabi emerged also
from Zen Buddhism, and from meaning negative
things like something is often damaged or with-
ered, over time its meaning changed to “a positive
connotation, and today Sabi means the beauty and
calm brought to us by a certain age or experience.”™
It is more about understanding and accepting the

way things change by growing and decaying.®

Laziuk® says that, even though Wabi Sabi in the
Western world was episodically appearing ear-
lier, 2018 could be called “the year of wabi-sabi”.
Sometimes this concept is usually compared to
Swedish lagom, Chinese feng shui or Danish hygge,
and also can be understood as a philosophy as well
as a trend in design.” According to Americanist
Laziuk®, as a design trend, Wabi Sabi is likely to
end as fast as the others. Nevertheless, the philo-
sophical part of this concept can be oppositional
and healthy for Western culture of neoliberal free-

dom of perfected consumerism.*
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According to Laziuk,” while talking about Wabi
Sabi it is possible to see similarities and differences
between traditional and Westernized concepts.
First of all, the difference is that Westernized Wabi
Sabi is understandable and applicable to everyone,
while the original perspective is possible only for
people with specific skills and knowledge. In the
Westernized understanding of Wabi Sabi, it is
possible to see similarities with mindfulness, and
it is even applied as a different type of minimalist
movement with similar ideas to DIY or DIT cul-
tures for appreciating already used, not massively
produced things. The other crucial difference is
that in Japanese culture Wabi Sabi, existing for
several centuries and occuring in many artistic
fields like kintsugi, and tea ceremonies, while the
Westernised term is not related to any kind of art
form.>® There is also a different perception of nature
in these concepts: while in Japanese culture, nature
historically was part of the national identity, in the
West, “nature was more perceived as an obstacle to
development”>” The understanding of imperfection
is also different: the Japanese concept is more about
accepting imperfection in the surrounding world,
not necessarily in ourselves, while the Western
interpretation is the opposite — firstly focusing on

accepting personal imperfection.

Laziuk®® also exclude similarities between West-
ernized and Japanese concepts. In both cultures,
the term does not have a universal definition.
Another common thing is aesthetical ideals.
Both concepts follow the ideas of accepting time’s
influence on everyone and everything, as well
as the beauty of imperfect irregularity and posi-
tive thoughts towards the impossibility of being
fully complete.” The following of perfection in
any direction in a person’s life could be a lack of
flexibility, because there is always room for more.
As Suzuki® says, accepting the imperfection of
life frees a person from an unhealthy relationship
based on self-demand, when everything eventually

becomes outdated or obsolete.

Kempton® finishes the book about Wabi Sabi by
giving a present of an imaginary amulet on which

it is written “You are perfectly imperfect, just as you

are.” The written words on this imaginary gift to
a reader are very alike what kind of thought con-
temporary circus artists are using to describe their

relationships with their own bodies.

METHODOLOGY AND EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

The qualitative research about contemporary cir-
cus artists’ embodiment happened in two periods.
Twenty-seven contemporary circus artists partici-
pated. The main semi-structured interviews were
collected from 2021 October until 2022 January,
and additional interviews happened in 2022, from
March until August. Moreover, 19 women and 8
men professional artists participated intensively
working in the contemporary circus field from 8
different countries. Participants ranged in age from
21 to 47 years. Most of the interviews were done via

Zoom, Skype and Messenger video call.

The first stage of interviewing focused on ques-
tions about the field, as well as at the same time
participating in the local field by watching shows,
following news and communicating with the field
operators. The second part of the interviewing was
mostly for collecting more interviews and satu-
rating the data as well as practically trying circus
lessons. However, in this article, there will be no
review of the analysis made from the researcher’s
reflective diary made during participant observa-
tion, and the focus will be only on the empirical

data of the semi-structured interviews.

These interviews with contemporary circus artists
unfolded how they experience their embodiment.
The research showed that contemporary circus art-
ists focus not on the body’s looks but on what it can
do; this goes to the next level, where it is far more
important how a body can do specific things. Also,
the theme of constantly changing bodies is signif-
icant. The artists share their thoughts on how they
are dealing with imperfections and not fixed skills,
as well as how they manage to stay in positive rela-

tionship with their bodies.



FROM HOW IT LOOKS TO HOW IT DOES: THE
WAY OF ACCEPTING IMPERFECTION

The contemporary circus as a performing art field
most of the time presents artists’ bodies on stage
doing art, leading to evaluation of a person in rela-
tion to body appearance. In the circus, there is the
constant presence of the body in the relationship
with the audience and with others that forces the
artists to enter a position where their bodies are
constantly observed and they are evaluated accord-

ing to their bodies’ appearance.

There’s always this estimation from outside, from
the public or from the colleagues... they look at
you and they look at your body and kind of like,
you know, somehow value it or not, or if it’s right,
or if it’s strong...

(Riita, 47 years, Finland)

However, the artists notice this situation in which
the body is under constant attention, and they try
to discuss the issue. Although artists felt pressure
to look a certain way, they said that they learnt or
are still trying to learn to evaluate a body more for

what it can do.

I think what circus really did for me more than
anything else was make me realize that my body
isn’t something to be looked at and my body isn’t
something that has to look a certain way, but it’s
what it can do for me.

(Amelia, 26 years, Ireland)

Even though it is said that contemporary cir-
cus welcomes all kinds of bodies, circus artists are
struggling with their physique. There are stereo-
types according to circus discipline, so some of the
artists are struggling with that by breaking those
stereotypes or by embracing the bodies’” imperfec-

tion.

I had a friend, <...> he’s a really good juggler,
professional juggler and uh... he did this, uh,
Swedish circus school of DOCH back in the days.
And, um... there, he was with his friends [name]

and [name] who are... they all professional

jugglers nowadays. And they were there in the
first year, and, uh, they got a lot of comments
of these things that, you know, like... like this...
this is what jugglers usually have when they go
to circus school. And they are like, the “people
who are not that flexible”, “people who are not
that strong”, you know, “they don’t go to the gym
that much”. And they... they were like... like,
“let’s... let’s fucking show those people.” [laughs]
And they started body building like crazy. They
came out of the school... they were all like much
bigger than the... the bases. And, and they were
really flexible. They just wanted to show the other
people.

(Frederik, 35 years, Finland)

Nevertheless, it is difficult to embrace the body’s
imperfection, but it is once it is done, failure in the

circus rarely awaits.

[I]t’s kind of very funny because in few of my
shows, my belly, that has been always the prob-
lem of my... problem of, of my body... because I
wasn’t like thin enough. So, I was always trying
to lose that belly and eventually I realized that,
“well, actually it’s better that I just... it’s there”.
That’s kind of like, like the clown way of thinking.
Well, it’s here, so let’s use it somehow. And now
my belly is, um, yeah, very famous... legendary
[giggle] belly performing all around in Europe
and elsewhere. And it’s kind of like <...> if you
feel that you have a weakness in your body, like
it’s to the best... like don’t hide it, just use it.
(Riita, 47 years, Finland)

Likewise, contemporary circus artists embrace
finding what works for your body, not for the sake
of appearance, but for the way you enjoy moving
your body. There is no meaning to disciplining
your body in a specific shape if it’s just because of

some kind of trend.

I think there was a moment <...> when yoga
became very trendy, we got a bit, uh, swiped
up into this trend with [friend’s name] feeling
like,“oh... this is so good... we’re gonna make

like... the body’s gonna be symmetric and
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everything”. And, and at some moment I was
just realizing that actually it’s not so good. I'm
becoming very weak maybe <...> it’s okay to be
asymmetric [laughs] and just try to like, manage
the things.

(Fiona, 35 years, Finland)

It is common for women in the circus by working
physically to acquire a body that does not meet the
standards of femininity. Therefore, when engaged
in the circus, the concern is expressed that some of
the artists feel being too muscular and not meeting
the standards of feminine beauty. Although this
difficulty exists, the beauty of the relationship with
the body removes the pain of wanting a different

body, but not being able to achieve it:

I wish that my legs were five inches longer or, you
know. And there is that kind of pain behind not
having what you want. But then finding other
ways to like, get rid of that pain by showing that
you have all these other skill sets. And you have
things that are really beautiful about the way you
move or the tricks you do, or how you train or
how you look at your body or these things.
(Amelia, 26 years, Ireland)

Based on artists’ experiences it can be seen that in
the circus it is not only necessary for the body to
be able to do something, even if it is mastery, but
much more important to be able to use it in creativ-
ity. Therefore, it can be said that in contemporary
circus professionalism it is important to focus not
only on skilfulness but also on creative and playful
presentation. Consequently, a positive perspective
is that the artists are trying to perceive the body as
it is, but the tension appears from the field that it is
not enough to accept, there is a demand to use your
body as perfect imperfection and it is valued how
youre working with that and how do you present

that creatively.

STAYING IN BODY POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS
BY ACCEPTING CONSTANT CHANGE

Circus artists admit that they are facing con-
stant body changes, and after an injury or a sim-
ple break they need from time to time to admit [¢/
hat everything is not always fixed. Your skills are
not fixed. Your abilities are not fixed. Your physi-
cal appearance is not fixed. (Aliisa, 36 years, Fin-
land) Just as the constant change of the body is
accepted, the understanding that the body needs
to be worked on continuously also emerges. With
the same understanding that the body and its capa-
bilities are not always fixed, comes the recognition
that although the body is very strong, it needs to be
taken care of constantly, it changes, it ages, so con-
stant attention to one’s body is necessary in order to
be able to work with it longer and achieve more. The
artists shared that they feel the body is constantly
evolving, even you are doing something uncon-
sciously, because body’s just so capable of adapting
to whatever. So, then you have to be like, very mind-
ful about what you wanted to adapt into and, and
then it’s gonna be great.

(Fiona, 35 years, Finland)

The pattern of seeing the body as negotiable and
open to changes is very common among contempo-
rary circus artists. It is worth mentioning that the
artists are accepting it as the way of working with

the body, but not as a thing to be worked against.

[W]hat I[’'m] learning a lot is that you have, um,
clay, you know, clay, um... that you will put on
the circle and form, um. And this clay, you will
first see it and just add water and have the tex-
ture. And then you will make it, uh, form that,
maybe to take the time of the rotation and to not
rush, uh, and in it to realize how it is like. If it
is thin or thick or which form you will get, and
maybe you don’t know the form. So it’s really
adding the details and taking the time of the cre-
ation that you will need. Uh, and that maybe...
it’s not the right... um, um, it’s not the right one.
So, you will wait and maybe, uh, get it in two
minutes...

(Gabriella, 21 years, France)



Fig. 3. Contemporary circus performance “Bal Trap” by La Contrebande (France) in contemporary performing arts festival
ConTempo, Kaunas, 2022. Photo by M. Plepys

The injury experience as being part of contempo-
rary circus art also plays a very important role. In
circus the acceptance is not only related to accept-
ing that injury is almost inevitable with constant
physical work but it can also can happen not dur-
ing doing circus. Moreover, accepting the injury
is related to understanding that the body will be
different later. Some of the artists are even evaluat-
ing the rehabilitation, waiting through the healing
process as some kind of beneficial time. This pause
because of the injury turned out to be beneficial
for their career, and understanding of their body,
as well as for their relationship with a discipline or
an apparatus. Of course, all the participants of this
research with serious injuries were able to come
back to the circus, even though the medical special-

ists were not considering this possibility.

I had like uh, the shoulder injury just sort of hap-
pened in a very stupid thing. Like really, really
silly, easy thing <...> that was really so annoying
because like, it was completely my own fault. It was
just stupid. So that was just super annoying. Um,

to have... to have a surgery, have the break. And

afterwards I realized it’s actually very good because
I'm right-handed and it was the right shoulder and
had to do so much more work with the left. And it
was like really, really good because I'm really one
sided, like one side is strong and the other side is
like flexible. So it was really good in the end.

(Inga, 42 years, Finland)

The hardest thing to accept is when your body used
to be able to do something, and now it can’t or can’t
easily do it anymore. However, the artists share
their belief that the body still changes, with the
injury or without. Nonetheless, working with the
body is constantly working with the changes and its
needs. And this also brings back to understanding
that experiencing one body by accepting yours is

important in not comparing yourself with others.

Youre a different person. You have different
experiences. You have a different body; you have
a different way of training. You have different
coaches, like every single thing in your life has
been completely different. So, you’re not gonna be
like that [other] person.

(Amelia, 26 years, Ireland)
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Although circus artists shared struggling with
accepting their bodily imperfections, they also
opened up about the confidence felt in their bod-
ies. To some extent, the artists admit there exists
false thinking about the body as taking it simply
for granted. They say that to get in a good relation-
ship with your body a person needs to work hard to
understand it, and in that constant work, a person

must also constantly take care of it.

In the contemporary circus, it can also be seen
that it is very difficult to do something completely
perfect or perfect some skill once and for all.
That’s why it is hard to compare who achieved
more. [T]his ACHIEVEMENT [imitating video
game character’s voice] kind of WHO MASTER
IS like, you know, it’s like... it’s not like a video
game when you’re like BOOM, I HAVE DEVEL-
OPED A NEW ACHIEVEMENT, JUGGLING
SEVEN BALLS, UURRRL CHUCHU”.

(Harold, ~30 years, Estonia).

By working in the contemporary circus, the artists
immediately notice that the body is very adapt-
able and the boundaries of what your body can do
is always expanding. Working in a circus is con-

stantly working without an obvious endpoint.

[A]s you kind of learn something, or as you start
to get better at something, things just start to like
progress really fast and you start to think like,
“oh, if I can do that, I can do this thing And
then I can do this thing”. And I think no matter
how good any of us ever get on a technical level,
um, we can always improve. So we can always
be stronger. We can always be faster. We can
always be more flexible. We can always be kind
of striving for higher standards at any point. And
I really love that. I really love. They’re not being
an end point, you know, where like it’s just never
gonna stop.

(Amelia, 26 years, Ireland)

Regardless, continuing to work in a contemporary
circus means accommodating resilience to most of
the challenges in this field, as well as discovering

what you enjoy doing and understanding what your

body can do and how you can use it to express your
ideas by creating art. The research showed that con-
temporary circus artists try accept themselves just as

they are by constantly thinking about how to do it.

Suzuki® ends the book with the quote, that very
much represents not only Westernized Wabi Sabi
ideas but also the way contemporary circus artists
experience their bodies: Accepting our imperfec-
tions is not an excuse for sliding into conformism
and standing still. We must take a step forward each

day to be the best imperfect person we can be.

CONCLUSIONS

Contemporary circus artists are adopting a more
phenomenological approach towards their bodies.
Accepting the body as “it is what it is”, for contem-
porary circus artists is accepting one’s body’s expe-
rience and uniqueness of capabilities. Nevertheless,
the artists are dealing with stereotypes in the circus
industry, as well as the “normal” body expectations

from society.

Perfecting imperfection in the contemporary cir-
cus does not mean converting something imperfect
into perfect, it is more about using your imperfec-
tion creatively, by sustaining positive relationships
with the body. Contemporary circus artists’ bodies
are most of the time presented in front of the audi-
ence, which means the body is always watched and
judged. Hence, the artists admit to struggling with
accepting their bodily imperfections, but at the
same time, they learned or are constantly trying
to learn to evaluate a body more for what it can do
instead of evaluating its appearance. It’s very close to
the post-essentialist approach that there is no ideal

never changing truth about the body.

Contemporary circus artists are perfecting their
physical skills while at the same time being aware of
this perfection ephemerality as well as the constant
possibility of change. All of this is closely related
to the ideas of the Wabi Sabi concept. Moreover,
with this recognition of the body’s negotiability
comes the understanding that although the body



is very strong, it cannot be taken for granted, and
needs to be taken care of constantly. The injuries, or
overcoming fear, for those who were able to come
back to the circus, turned out to be beneficial for
their career and for developing closer relationships
with their bodies, as well as arguing with the limits

imposed on their bodies through socialization.

References

Abrahamsson, Sebastian and Paul Simpson. “The Lim-
its of the Body: Boundaries, Capacities, Thresh-
olds,” Social & Cultural Geography, 2011, 331-338.
DOIL https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2011.579696.

Bessone, Ilaria. Italian “Contemporary” Circus in a Neo-
liberal Scenario: Artistic Labour, Embodied Knowl-
edge, And Responsible Selfhood. PhD diss., Univer-
sity of Turin, University of Milan, 2017.

Bouissac, Paul. Circus as Multimodal Discourse. Perfor-
mance, Meaning, and Ritual. London and New York:
Bloomsbury, 2014.

DeMello, Margo. Body Studies. An Introduction. Rout-
ledge, 2014.

Dugan, Dana. Art of (dis)obedience: A Study of Critical
Embodiment Through a Circus Body. Master thesis.
Concordia University, 2019.

Funk, Alisan M. Circus Education in Québec: Balan-
cing Academic and Kinaesthetic Learning Objectives
Through an Artistic Lens. Master thesis, Concordia
University Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 2017, 25.

Garcia, M. C. Artistes de cirque contemporain [Contem-
porary circus artists]. Paris: La Dispute, 2011, 99.

Johnson, Mark. The Meaning of the Body. Aesthetics of
Human Understanding. University of Chicago Press,
2008.

Kempton, Beth. Wabi Sabi. Japanese wisdom for a per-
fectly imperfect life. HarperCollins, 2019.

Kralj, Ivan. Zene & Cirkus = Women & Circus. Zagreb:
Mala performeska scena, 2011.

Lavers, Katie, Louis P. Leroux and Jon Burtt. Contempo-
rary circus. New York/United Kingdom: Routledge,
2020.

Laziuk, Katarzyna. “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or The Latest Design
Trend? The Western Understanding of Japanese
Wabi and Sabi Aesthetics.” Globalization and Cul-
tural Heritage: East-West Perspective 4, No. 2(8)
(2020).

Lievens, Bauke. Dramaturgy: from Aristotle to Con-
temporary Circus. 2009. Accessed October 6, 2022.
http://www.disturbis.esteticauab.org/Disturbis567/
Bauke.

Longhurst, Robyn. Bodies. Exploring Fluid Boundaries.
Routledge, 2001.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Phenomenology of Perception.
Routledge, 1945 [2013].

Nettleton, Sarah. “The Sociology of the Body.” In The
Blackwell Companion to Medical Sociology. Ed. Wil-
liam C. Cockerham. Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2001,
43-64.

Pitts-Taylor, Victoria. In the Flesh: The Cultural Politics
of Body Modification. New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2003.

Seymour, Kristy D. Bodies, Temporality and Spatiality in
Australian Contemporary Circus. PhD diss., School
of Hum, Lang & Soc Sc, 2018.

Skidmore, Jamie. “Dark and Ancient Roots — The Circus
of the Sun.” Open Semiotics Resource Center, May,
2007. www.semioticon.com.

Suzuki, Nobuo. Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imperfection.
Tuttle Publishing, 2021.

Tait, Peta. Circus Bodies: Cultural Identity in Aerial Per-
formance. New York/United Kingdom: Routledge,
2005.

Vannini, Phillip “Introduction: The Body in Symbolic
Interaction.” In Body/Embodiment: Symbolic Inter-
action and the Sociology of the Body. Ed. D. Waskul.
London: Routledge, 2006, 1-19. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781315569635.

Van Rens, Fleur E. C. A. and Brody Heritage. “Mental
health of circus artists: Psychological resilience, cir-
cus factors, and demographics predict depression,
anxiety, stress, and flourishing.” Psychology of Sport
and Exercise 53(4) (2021). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2020.101850.

Waskul, Dennis and Phillip Wall, Duncan. The Ordinary
Acrobat. New York: Vintage Books, 2013.

Zukauskaité, Audroné. Gilles'io Deleuze'o ir Félixo
Guattari filosofija: Daugialypumo logika. Vilnius:
Baltos lankos, 2011.

Notes

' Nobuo Suzuki, Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imperfec-
tion (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 16.

?  Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or The Latest Design Trend ?
the Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East-
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 100-102.

3 Paul Bouissac, Circus as Multimodal Discourse. Per-
formance, Meaning, and Ritual (London and New York:
Bloomsbury, 2014), 188-198.

*  Duncan Wall, The Ordinary Acrobat (New York:
Vintage Books, 2013), 19.

> Bauke Lievens, “Dramaturgy: from Aristotle to Con-
temporary Circus” (2009), accessed October 6, 2022,
http://www.disturbis.esteticauab.org/Disturbis567/
Bauke; Skidmore, Jamie, “Dark and Ancient Roots — The
Circus of the Sun,” Open Semiotics Resource Center,
May, 2007, www.semioticon.com.

¢ Paul Bouissac, Circus as Multimodal Discourse.
Performance, Meaning, and Ritual (London and New
York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 1-28; Ilaria Bessone, Italian
“Contemporary” Circus in A Neoliberal Scenario: Artistic
Labour, Embodied Knowledge, And Responsible Selfhood

49

IdvM dd9ZINYIdILSdM d9HL ANV LNIWIAOIWHT S, LSILYV

14VS

LddONOD
SNOYID AYVIOdWNHIHLNOD HHL NIIMLIT STATTVHEVI

dHL SNILODAId¥49d

CLOdddddINIT


https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2011.579696
http://www.disturbis.esteticauab.org/Disturbis567/Bauke
http://www.disturbis.esteticauab.org/Disturbis567/Bauke
http://www.semioticon.com
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315569635
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315569635
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101850
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101850

50

RENIDA BALTRUSAITYTE

(PhD diss., University of Turin, University of Milan,
2017), 1-60; Katie Lavers, Louis P. Leroux and Jon Burtt,
Contemporary circus (New York/United Kingdom:
Routledge, 2020), 155-209; Kristy D. Seymour, Bodies,
Temporality and Spatiality in Australian Contemporary
Circus (PhD diss., School of Hum, Lang & Soc Sc, 2018),
1-5.

7 Katie Lavers, Louis P. Leroux and Jon Burtt, Contem-
porary circus (New York/United Kingdom: Routledge,
2020), 7-55; Ilaria Bessone, Italian “Contemporary”
Circus in A Neoliberal Scenario: Artistic Labour, Embod-
ied Knowledge, And Responsible Selfhood (PhD diss.,
University of Turin, University of Milan, 2017), 224,
238-241,

8 Nobuo Suzuki, Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imper-
fection (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 32, 53, 86; Katarzyna
Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of Modern West-
ern Culture or The Latest Design Trend? The Western
Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi Aesthetics,”
Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East-West Perspec-
tive 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 97-106, 98-103.

®  Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or The Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East-
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 97-106.

10 Sarah Nettleton, “The Sociology of the Body,” in The
Blackwell Companion to Medical Sociology, ed. William
C. Cockerham (Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2001), 43-64.
" Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body. Aesthetics
of Human Understanding (University of Chicago Press,
2008), 139-141, 172-182.

2 Robyn Longhurst, Bodies. Exploring Fluid Bound-
aries (Routledge, 2001), 141, following H. J. Nast, and
S. Pile, (eds.), Places Through the Body (London: Rout-
ledge, 1998), 1.

Y Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Percep-
tion (Routledge, 1945 [2013]), 48-52.

" Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body. Aesthetics
of Human Understanding (University of Chicago Press,
2008), 10-18.

> Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Percep-
tion (Routledge, 1945 [2013]), 66, 102, 231, 254, 500-503.
* Dennis Waskul and Phillip Vannini, “Introduction:
The Body in Symbolic Interaction,” in Body/Embod-
iment: Symbolic Interaction and the Sociology of the
Body, ed. D. Waskul (London: Routledge, 2006), 3, 1-19,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315569635.

7" Dominika Byczkowska, “What do we study studying
body? Researcher’s attempts to embodiment research,”
Qualitative Sociology Review 5(3) (2009), 100-112.

8 Victoria Pitts-Taylor, In the Flesh: The Cultural Poli-
tics of Body Modification (New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2003), 28.

¥ Ibid., 28; Margo DeMello, Body Studies. An Intro-
duction (Routledge, 2014), 5-9.

2 Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body. Aesthetics
of Human Understanding (University of Chicago Press,
2008), 41.

2 Ibid., following Maxine Sheets-Johnstone. The Pri-
macy of Movement (John Benjamins Publishing Com-
pany, 2011), 136.

2 Audroné Zukauskaité, Gilles'io Deleuze'o ir Félixo
Guattari filosofija: Daugialypumo logika (Vilnius: Baltos
lankos, 2011), 112-117.

23

Also, Kristy D. Seymour, Bodies, Temporality and
Spatiality in Australian Contemporary Circus (PhD diss.,
School of Hum, Lang & Soc Sc, 2018), 16, 177-180.

*  Sebastian Abrahamsson and Paul Simpson, “The
limits of the body: boundaries, capacities, thresholds,”
Social & Cultural Geography (2011), 331-338, DOL:
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2011.579696.

*  Dana Dugan, Art of (dis)obedience: A Study of Crit-
ical Embodiment Through a Circus Body (Master thesis,
Concordia University, 2019), 50, 71; Katie Lavers, Louis
P. Leroux and Jon Burtt, Contemporary circus (New
York / United Kingdom: Routledge, 2020), 103-155.

% Ivan Kralj, Zene ¢ Cirkus = Women ¢ Circus
(Zagreb: Mala performeska scena, 2011), 298.

¥ Kristy D. Seymour, Bodies, Temporality and Spa-
tiality in Australian Contemporary Circus (PhD diss.,
School of Hum, Lang & Soc Sc, 2018), 241.

% Ibid., 19.

# Ivan Kralj, Zene & Cirkus = Women ¢ Circus
(Zagreb: Mala performeska scena, 2011), 298, 296.

3 Tbid. 124.

31 Katie Lavers, Louis P. Leroux and Jon Burtt, Contem-
porary circus (New York/United Kingdom: Routledge,
2020), 103-155.

32 Kristy D. Seymour, Bodies, Temporality and Spa-
tiality in Australian Contemporary Circus (PhD diss.,
School of Hum, Lang & Soc Sc, 2018), 80.

¥ Ivan Kralj, Zene & Cirkus = Women ¢ Circus
(Zagreb: Mala performeska scena, 2011), 175.

**  Fleur E. C. A. van Rens and Brody Heritage, “Men-
tal health of circus artists: Psychological resilience,
circus factors, and demographics predict depression,
anxiety, stress, and flourishing,” Psychology of Sport
and Exercise 53(4), (2021), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2020.101850.

% Ibid.
¢ Ibid.
7 Ibid.
3% Ibid.

¥ Ivan Kralj, Zene ¢ Cirkus = Women ¢ Circus
(Zagreb: Mala performeska scena, 2011), 131.

40 Peta Tait, Circus Bodies: Cultural Identity in Aerial
Performance (New York/United Kingdom: Routledge,
2005), 9-37.

41 Alisan M. Funk, Circus Education In Québec: Balan-
cing Academic And Kinaesthetic Learning Objectives
Through an Artistic Lens (Master thesis, Concordia Uni-
versity Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 2017) 25, 15.

4 Ibid., 15.

M. C. Garcia, Artistes de cirque contemporain [Con-
temporary circus artists] (Paris: La Dispute, 2011), 99.

44 Katie Lavers, Louis P. Leroux and Jon Burtt, Contem-
porary circus (New York/United Kingdom: Routledge,
2020), 7-55.

* Tlaria Bessone, Italian “Contemporary” Circus in A
Neoliberal Scenario: Artistic Labour, Embodied Knowl-
edge, And Responsible Selfhood (PhD diss., University of
Turin, University of Milan, 2017), 42-70.

‘¢ Beth Kempton, Wabi Sabi. Japanese wisdom for a
perfectly imperfect life (HarperCollins, 2019), 12-18;
Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or The Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East—
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 97-100.



¥ Nobuo Suzuki, Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imper-
fection (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 31-33; Katarzyna
Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of Modern West-
ern Culture or The Latest Design Trend? The Western
Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi Aesthetics,”
Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East-West Perspec-
tive 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 98.

* Beth Kempton, Wabi Sabi. Japanese Wisdom for a
Perfectly Imperfect Life (Harper Collins, 2019), 72.

* Nobuo Suzuki, Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imperfec-
tion (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 32.

% Beth Kempton, Wabi Sabi. Japanese Wisdom for a
Perfectly Imperfect Life (HarperCollins, 2019), 18-23.

1 Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or The Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East-
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 97.

2 Ibid., 102.
3 Ibid., 102.
* Ibid., 102.

% Ibid., 102-104.

% Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or the Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East-
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 103; Beth Kempton,
Wabi Sabi. Japanese Wisdom for a Perfectly Imperfect
Life (HarperCollins, 2019), 20-22, 185.

Renida BALTRUSAITYTE

Vytauto DidZiojo universitetas, Kaunas, Lietuva

7 Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of

Modern Western Culture or the Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East—
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 104;.

8 Tbid., 102-103.

¥ Beth Kempton, Wabi Sabi. Japanese Wisdom for a
Perfectly Imperfect Life (Harper Collins, 2019), 76, 89,
102; Katarzyna Laziuk, “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or the Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East—
West Perspective 4, No. 2(8) (2020), 103.

¢ Nobuo Suzuki, Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imperfec-
tion (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 16, 50, 77, 130, 145, 151,
156-157.

¢ Beth Kempton, Wabi Sabi. Japanese Wisdom for a
Perfectly Imperfect Life (Harper Collins, 2019), 150-151.
¢ Nobuo Suzuki, Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imperfec-
tion (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 156.

¢ Nobuo Suzuki. Wabi Sabi: The Wisdom in Imperfec-
tion (Tuttle Publishing, 2021), 16.

¢ Katarzyna Laziuk. “A Remedy for Perfectionism of
Modern Western Culture or the Latest Design Trend?
The Western Understanding of Japanese Wabi and Sabi
Aesthetics,” Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East—
West Perspective, Vol. 4 No. 2(8) (2020), 100-102.

NETOBULUMO TOBULINIMAS: PARALELES TARP SIUOLAIKINIO CIRKO
ARTISTO ISIKUNIJIMO IR VAKARIETISKOS WABI SABI KONCEPCIJOS

Santrauka

Wabi Sabi yra japoniskas konceptas, neturintis universalaus apibrézimo ir besivadovaujantis trimis principais: nie-

kas néra tobula, niekas néra baigta ir niekas nesitesia amzinai®. 2018 m. adaptuota Wabi Sabi versija pradéjo po-

puliaréti Vakary pasaulyje® ir §i vakarietiska interpretacija atsitiktinai siejasi su tuo, kaip $iuolaikinio cirko artistés

(-ai) iSgyvena savo kaniskumg. Tyrimas parodé, kad Siuolaikinio cirko artistés (-ai) nuolat stengiasi koncentruotis

ne j kano i$vaizda, o i tai, ka ir kaip gali padaryti jy kiinas. Jos (-ie) pripazjsta, kad kanai néra tobuli, ir dalijasi apie

pasinaudojimo tuo netobulumu svarbg. Be to, $iuolaikinio cirko artisty kasdienybéje taip pat labai daug démesio

skiriama nuolatos besikei¢ian¢iam kanui ir atitinkamai to permastymui plétojant teigiamus santykius su kinu. Sis

straipsnis yra sociologinis zvilgsnis j sgsajas tarp jau egzistuojanciy jsitikinimy Siuolaikinio cirko srityje ir vakarie-

tiskojo Wabi Sabi idéjy.

Reik$miniai Zodziai: $iuolaikinis cirkas, cirko kinas, kiiniSkumas, Wabi Sabi.
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