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SEEING 1S BELIEVING!
THE CIRCUS IN MEX
ICO

For a8l of us. a1 one ume or
another, the circus openad up 8
route to the far reaches of our
imagination. A tent of magic
realism, @ chak ring in which what
is, just can’t be, and what You see,

you can't belleve. Incredible and -

un heard ol things pley wilth our
desire for fantasy, A real show, we
leave satisfied 1that we enjoyed
great ent@tainment, more exciting
than tefevision, more eloqQuent
than the movies,

But the drcus is mu¢eh more: there.
reslity is rebom on the stage:
there, ®ughter thal great sub-
verter of order and sglemnity, is
enthroned; there, the egility nd
grace of the human body are car
ried to their vimost.This, and much
more. iswhat lies insid e the circus,

On the outside, the circus is a mir-
ror and prism ol the realiity which
surrounds it. It captures the fan-
tasy prohibited by rapressive in-
stitutons. 1t embraces the wander-
ing Gypsy life denied by concuete
cities It collects, sifts and
recr¢ates the people’s culiires of
every neighborhood, every town
whiclh 1t visits Il is an historic
countsiweight to.the loss of collec-
tiva emotion. of joyous rites, of
people’s identity:

This is why the National Museum
of Popuiar Cultures has opened the
exhbition, "SEEING 1S BEUEWV
ING, THE CIRCUS IN MEXICO,” as
part of the Minjsiry of Publlic
Education’s programs for
promoling and stimulating culture
in Mexica On this occasion the ex-
hibition focuses on 8 poputar tiadi=
tion which is litttecknown by thas
pubtic at large: Mexican clreuses.
Why has the Natronal Museum of
Popular Cuitures spent nearly three
years carrying out research for an
exhibition on the clrcus? Because
the circus is not only entertajn-
ment. a happy momen! . shared
with friends and neighbors, Iis
freshness and appeal go bayond
the painted faces: behind the
make-up there is a long history, 8
purpose and 8 metaphoe

l1s history, 8 s with eveiything Mex-
Ican, dales fiom before the Con-
quest. By thattime, acrobatics and
other demonstrations of physical
agility had alseady gained a placa
in public evenis and ceiebralions,
In fact. tha word machincuepa
which means somersauly comes
from nahuat. the language of the
Aztecs, where il means “to know
how:lo spin..how 10 turn ever.”
This proclivily of human beings to
carry physicat skill to ils furihesi
limits Is common to the vast ma-
jotity of 1the werkd's peoples, e x
pecially those of Asia and the Mid-
dle Easl. The example set by
Chinese acrobats, Indian
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troubadors and Arab magicians,
provided many of the ideas and
routines which have been incor
porated into today’s C¥cus.

Part of the National Museum of
Popular Cultwes exhibil recreates
@ cofonial street bearing the adicts
and prohibitions of the Inquisition
againsl circus shows. The Inguisi-
tion outlawed laughter and
punished fantasy. its objective was
to dominate and conguesr coOn
sciences. Poor sinners were even
burned because they-dared to slep
inte this woild of imagination. In
this way, by crushing the Imagina-
tion, the powerful muzzled
peoples’ minds and condemned
the colonized to reject their own
creativily, 1o renounce the strength
that comes from the m agination
and from'th er own cuiture,

All impenral powers have applied
this kind of pressure i an attempt
to culturally steritze the peobles
they colonijze. In this context the
circus, by creating and dis-
seminating the right to free the
imagination and to cultivate
human physical. emotional and
spiritual. capacities, becomes an
exercise in liperation,

Mexicen circuses have & long
history of travefing the countiy's
byways. going from town to town,
developing trapeze artists, jugglers
and clowns famous for their atistic
excellence. And 1heir fame has not
been limited to Mexico.. Many
Mexican jugglers and trapeze a«
tisils such as th rFlying Gaonas.
have been acclaimed in circuses
around the world, including the
famous Ringling Brotheis, Barnum
and Bailey Circus of the United
States.

Todey many, many circuse s con-
tinue playing to audiences

throughout the counniy, from the
tents of smal| peasant circuses 10
the large modern business es which
cross the borders 10 present their
shows in othercountries, Why has
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the crcus tradition continued n
Mexico? Perhaps due to the
eagerness shown by a peop e that
does not seek 8o ation n in-
dividualism and that defends wilh
life and limb their collective den-
tity. An eagernoess to share 3 live
emot on for the neeessity fet by
Mex cans to see the faces and, at
the same time to pay wth the
masks those same faces become

The exh b tion is 8 S0 a way to pay
homage to give public and col e c
{ve recognion to thdt entre
lesgue of artsts who for so many
yesars have brought happiness to
the kves of the peop e, offering

& s multaneously rec¢reation and
creaton ol new percept ons and
new sensetions Al who go to see
it will be d fferent when thay |leave.
They won | become spider women
or elephant men but they will
come out with 8 completely dF
ferent vis on of the circus and the
aresas it touches the human lace
the animal cage, the tent, the
house and the street.

With this effort, the (¥at onal
Museum of PopularCultures lulfi Is
the purpose for which & was
created: to reclaim and stimulate
popular cultures through its ex-
hibitians Smi arly, the General
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them a magca& and unexpected
dimens on {0 their daily lives. But
through the exhb tion, the publ c
can also go beh nd the cunain and
enter the wor d of the performers
It eveng ves usa chence 10 satisfy
thal ge at curioYty meny have felt
to peek in on the home of crcus
artists. In the center of the
museum stands an anc ent truck
loaded wth memories, broken
cupsand makeup
The entire exh biton attempts to
recreate all of those circus
gesturas and rout nes wh ch make
us fee such excitement Thus, the
museum g ves us somethng wh ch

D recton of Popular Guitum Fulfil s
its ob igaton to promote the
esuntrv s populer cultures

The circus is In effect an entre
word Mex can figures from a nar
row colonia street appear, 8 Pan
dora’s box is openad. a3 Mayan In-
d an on stilts comes alve. It is an
eminenily creatve work, whch
tekes that whch crcus peop e
have entrusted to the museum,
recreates a and returns it to them
and to all the public thatv sits the
exhibiton ¥
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