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Doctoral Artistic Project 

Marie-Andrée Robitaille 

Circus as Practices of Hope 

In my doctoral artistic project, I situate circus as a minority practice (Le Guillerm, Quentin 2009) for which the circle, 
literally and metaphorically, as motion and form, is an essential element. In this project, I understand circus as an 
event and as a site for alternative possibilities and perspectives to manifest. 

The context of my research is in response to the growing complexities emerging from the convergence of the fourth 
industrial revolution, the sixth mass extinction, and the eco-socio-political turmoil of our time. It asks: How may circus 
arts contribute to developing embodied practices for coping, identifying, and initiating the radical changes humans 
urgently need to perform in this contemporary planetary context? I am interested in the circus epistemic potential for 
developing situated, material, and relational practices that can help us navigate that significant paradigm shift. I am 
paying particular attention to the continuous flow between my circus practices and the broader perspective of my 
presence as a human on Earth. I am searching for alternatives to outdated modes of composition, such as ones based 
on linear logic and binary oppositions, which are obsolete in today's context. Through circus practice, I engage with 
process philosophy, critical and philosophical posthumanism, and neo-materialist movements of thought to explore 
the modes of composition and performance that emerge within an ontology of motion. 

The project is rooted in contemporary circus choreography, pedagogy and artistic research, spanning the live, visual, 
and electronic arts fields, working with different materials such as living and non-living bodies, sound, light, text, still 
and moving images. Through an ecology of emerging nomadic practices such as sensing and technopoetic practices, 
material-semiotic performative experiments, walking, and body re-orienting practices, I actualize and intersect the 
circus feats of escapology (presence), bear-taming (un-taming practice), and quick-change (slow-process). I explore 
the potential and ethical considerations that emerge from performing shifts of dynamics, materiality, textuality, 
spatiality, and temporalities involved in these circus feats while paying attention to the differences these differences 
create. By doing so, I revise what qualifies as risk, how mastery is embodied, and where virtuosity is located. 

Through this project, I came to explore the blurred regions, distinctions and relationships between virtuosity and 
vulnerability, human and non-human entities, decentering and presence, the local and the planetary, urgency and 
slowness, persistence and movement, senses and rationality, the physically real and the virtually possible. The 
notions that have been prominently active throughout the research, which serve as attractors, are the circle as an 
element of composition and performance in circus arts, fabulation as circus mode of narrativity, and hopepunk as an 
ethical posture in circus arts. 

At the moment and for the last curve of this project (defence is due January 2024), I am drawn to the thesis of the 
primacy of motion (Lucretius, Thomas Nail), the notion of feeling (Susanne Langer) and nonconsciousness (Katheryn 
Hayles). While iterations I-II-III of Multiverse involved an exploration of open-ended content and forms, and a 
decentering of the artist, the current iteration deals with fixtures of content and the literal centering of the artist in the 
circle. I am now exploring and reflecting on metastability and the tension that emerges from considering motion and 
change as primary while working with continuity (flow, folding, field, flux). I am puzzled by the complexity of 
grasping the multiple "scales" involved in embodied change processes (deep time, human will, interconnection and 
the swerve). Finally, by centering the artist into the circle and returning to the art of showing minority phenomena, I 
imagine the circus artist and the scenic apparatus as a fabulatory semaphoric device that helps me to pay attention to 
circus' non-verbal language, meaning-making agency, narrativity and the potential of circus arts to speaks to the 
challenge of our times. 

The doctoral artistic research project will be documented and disseminated as circus practices of hope to contribute to 
the need to recompose the notions of human subjectivity and embodiment in circus arts and the broader perspectives 
of futurity on Earth. 
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