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Introduction 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This dissertation aims to explore principles that connect two seemingly differing practices; clowning and Zen Buddhism. I believe that the two practices seek to cultivate a similar state of mind and experience. There is an exploration of presence, a lived connection and awareness of ourselves in the present moment, as a principle within clowning in relation to psychophysical actor training. By drawing on the phenomenological, embodied experiences of the author in a recent experience of clown training, the essay considers presence as a ‘state’ and how individuals undergoing training might best cultivate a state of presence. There is a consideration of relevant theories from practitioners such as Patsy Rodenburg, Jacques Lecoq and Eugenio Barba and how their perception of presence and may relate to the author’s own experiences. Referencing Jon Davison’s ‘Phenomenology of Clown’, the essay offers a phenomenological interrogation into the clowning process in an attempt to unpack the emotional and physical complexity surrounding clowning. The essay highlights the importance of playfulness in clowning and relates playfulness to a notion introduced by Moshe Cohen of ‘lightfulness’ and how injecting our inner negative emotions with lightness can allow us to be emotionally and physically available. The essay places clowning in a socio-political context, and considers why the comic spirit is refreshing in Western culture. There is an interrogation into Philippe Gaulier’s symbolic characterisation of ‘the flop’ and how cracks created by failure can reveal presence. Finally, throughout the essay, I will explore all ideas in relation to Zen Buddhism and create appropriate links with philosophies and principles that I believe unite the two practices. 

Practitioners and Presence 
 In order to interrogate the notion of presence, it is important to acknowledge and understand a variety of ideas presented by relevant practitioners whose theories may relate to my own experiences within clown training. 
 Some consider presence as energy. Voice teacher Patsy Rodenburg deems presence as a quality that we all possess but somehow lose. She believes that presence can be reinstated in our lives if we acknowledge and nurture it. Rodenburg, as cited by McAllister-Viel, states that the students ‘who didn’t seem to have “it”, would suddenly get “it.” And if I acknowledged this transformation some would keep it’ (McAllister-Viel, 2018:158). 
 Some consider presence as a quality unique to each performer. Clown master Jacques Lecoq, as cited by Franc Chamberlain and Ralph Yarrow, states that what is interesting is ‘the truthful purity of the performer which lies beneath’ (Chamberlain, Yarrow, 2013:26). 
 Some consider presence as a physical process and that, achieving a state of presence, is determined by particular physical variables. Theatre anthropologist Eugenio Barba, as cited by Cormac Power, writes:
These principles, when applied to certain physiological factors – weight, balance, the use of the spinal column and the eyes – produce physical, pre-expressive tensions…thereby enabling the performer’s ‘presence’. (Power, 2008:75) 
I believe that the tensions Barba describes here have a quality that immediately attracts attention from the audience before any action has occurred. This is a quality that is alive, ready and therefore believable. 
 In each case, the practitioners each understand presence as a quality unique to each performer. The three theatre practitioners believe that performers have the power to find this quality within themselves by developing and fine-tuning their own instrument. However, I believe that presence is fleeting and momentary which is why it is deemed so special in the realm of theatre and recognisable as a trait throughout life. We recognise presence because it is magical when it occurs. These magical moments that are what Rodenburg calls ‘it’, Lecoq describes as ‘the truthful purity’, Barba titles ‘pre-expressive tensions’. However, I believe it has become increasingly difficult to be present. In urban settings there is a growing disconnect from the world around us and I consider theatre, and particularly clowning, as a way to reteach us the value of, and how to achieve, presence. 

The Zen Clown
 The ‘Zen Clown’ is a term that describes the shared principles within Zen Buddhism and clowning. Both are broad spectrums and are seemingly opposite phenomena in their characteristics; clowning encompasses an anarchic, chaotic quality whilst Zen Buddhism is wise and virtuous. However, after reflecting on my own embodied experience as an actor in clown training and researching further into specific lines of enquiry surrounding both practices, I believe that there is a peculiar correspondence. Zen Master Shunmyo Masuno writes that spiritual awakening ‘cannot be experienced through words and letters’ (Masuno, 2019:13). The author implies here that attaining Zen Buddhism is an experience beyond a methodical and rational way of thinking. Similarly, clown teacher Jon Davison writes that ‘defining what a clown is is not a straightforward matter’ (Davison, 2013: 1). Davison struggles to define clowning perhaps due to its instinctive and impulsive style. It could also be argued that both phenomena are inner phenomena that occur in ones mind which is why they refuse to be defined or absolute and why, even masters of both practices, struggle to define their craft. 

Phenomenology of Clown 
Clown training offers the actor the ability to learn from real feelings she experiences in real time by undergoing teachings and methods of clowning. I believe it is a craft that can only be understood and learned through ‘doing’ as each moment is unique and therefore subjective. Jon Davison describes the feeling of clown as ‘the phenomenology of clown’ (Davison, 2008:1). A phenomenological viewpoint is appropriate when undergoing clown training, as the actor must bring awareness to the emotional and mental impact of physical exercises in order to develop her skills as a clown. Theatre academics Simon Murray and John Keefe state that phenomenology ‘seems to offer a way of understanding the deep feelings of physical theatre’ (Murray, Keefe, 2007:26). Davison, Murray, and Keefe consider that phenomenology invites the actor in training to give thought to how the body feels rather than what the body is doing. Clowning invited me to interrogate my experiences in order to understand the relationship between my body and mind: What does it feel like to do nothing? How does it feel to be watched? What does it feel like to clown? By rigorously unpacking such queries, I started to understand that I had to attune my emotional responses (mind) and physical experiences (body). It felt as though I had turned my inner critique to mute and responded to how I felt then and there. In this state, my clown began to have an attentive quality and sensory awareness in which my perception and experience thrived. This state of being, where the body and mind attune then respond, is described by Jon Davison as ‘being clown’ (Davison, 2008:1) and, I describe as, being present. Although it is crucial to reflect by unpacking questions surrounding my experiences in clown training, the contradictory element of clowning is that one must not think at all when performing. Clown teacher Moshe Cohen, as cited by Jon Davison, explains that ‘the main similarity between clown and Zen is that if you are thinking, then you are not where you want to be’ (Davison, 2013:308). What unites the two practices is the notion that they are led by spirit rather than intellect. In both clowning and Zen Buddhism, research and theory can be used to inform the way the actor plays or the outlook one must have. However, our intuitive mind drives our consciousness as we are moved into action by emotion. This is perhaps why the figures of the clown and Zen masters are so commonly perceived as both stupidity and wisdom. 

Playfulness and Lightfulness
 Religion historian Conrad Hyres identifies the light-hearted and playful spirit necessary to Zen as he highlights the correspondence between Zen and clowning:  
In no other tradition could the entire syndrome of laughter, humour, comedy and “clowning” be said to be more visible and pronounced than in Zen. (Hyres, 2004:14)  
 Hyres unites the practices here by identifying an apparent attitude necessary to Zen. Similarly, there is a need for an on-going playfulness within clowning. In my own experience of clown training, playfulness aided the creation of material. Being free to play games which then developed into comic material, allowed me to regain the refreshing spirit of my own child-like quality, which was indulgent as an actor in training. Playing games and exercises alike allowed me to emerge in the present moment as, like a child, I was able to invest my energy and focus into playing which meant I disregarded exterior factors like who might be bearing judgement. This freeing from external factors allowed me to access a more innocent and unapologetic aspect of myself. Clown Ton Kurstjens and author Isa McKechnie state that this quality ‘is merely spontaneity and joy of living’ (Kurstjens, McKechnie 2011:10). Perhaps this playful quality that is common to both Zen Buddhism and clowning is so important and prominent due to the apparent conflict between the rational, convergent and logical thinking that is common to Western culture and the intuitive, embodied and divergent thinking that is common to these practices. I believe the pleasure I found in play throughout the clowning process was because I was able to ‘unlearn’ certain habits of thinking, performing and being that I had accumulated as a woman existing in Western culture. My preconceptions before the clowning process were that my intuitive and liberal nature were less acceptable, and somewhat inappropriate. I believe that my initial inner resistance to both the clowning process and the concept of play was generated by the patriarchal, hierarchal system that exists in modern culture. However, once I understood my position as a young woman attempting clowning, I was able to play with what is culturally recognised as ‘the norm’ within such societal systems. The playful attitude Conrad Hyres identifies that is common to Zen Buddhism, when applied to my own experiences within clown training, allowed me to mock conventions and routine restrictions, which was liberating and rejuvenating.  
 
 Clown teacher Moshe Cohen teaches at the intersection of clowning and Buddhism and has worked alongside Zen Masters Heinz-Jürgen Metzger and Roshi Berni Glassman in order to explore the relationship between the two practices. Cohen introduced the notion of ‘lightfulness’ (Cohen, 2017) whereby one practices injecting negative feelings with humour and lightness. Cohen believes that by working with negative energies and infusing them with lightness we can generate an awareness and acceptance of our emotions, which will impact the way one clowns. The notion of playfulness, explored previously, parallels Cohen’s notion of ‘lightfulness’ as both share a refreshing, child-like quality. Cohen discusses how ‘disconnecting from the conscious stream of thought allows your subconscious space to discover solutions’ (Cohen, 2019). Cohen states here that by disengaging with the ‘tangles of thought’ that impose on clowns in training, they are creating space for play and allowing the weight to fall with the more intuitive side of the brain. The ‘tangles of thought’ were feelings of fear, adrenaline, and anxiety that I embodied in my own experience. However, Cohen believes that one should allow these emotions to arise, inject a sense of lightness into said emotions, and then use that feeling to be expressed when clowning which will often lead to a positive outcome. I believe that the notion and approach of ‘lightfulness’ encourages the actor in training to generate resilience as both a human dealing with negative emotion and as a clown in performance. This is true within my own experience. The more I allowed myself to feel anxious and fearful, the more resilient I became. The more resilient I became, the more open to playfulness I felt. The more open to playfulness I felt, the more material I created. The more material I created, the more I learnt how to clown effectively. Dr Chris Seeley summarises this experience as he writes ‘the clown acts as a guardian for our relationship to the truth about our feelings’ (Seeley, 2010:3). Seeley states here that clowning allows us to access the parts of our emotional make up that perhaps we tune out of or try to overcome in everyday circumstances. By using clowning as a tool to access our vulnerabilities, we can develop emotional resilience. I believe that by exposing our vulnerabilities and emotions, we are undoubtedly exposing ourselves in the present moment. Like clowning, Zen Buddhists also believe in the importance of accessing our underlying emotions in order to refresh our spirit and mind. Shunmyo Masuno writes: 
There is another you within yourself. This version of you is freer that the self you think you know, and rich with potential. (Masuno, 2019:80) 
Uniting clowning and Zen Buddhism is the notion that both the clown and Zen are found within ourselves. This essay cannot begin to unpack the notion of hidden identities, however, I believe that both Zen Buddhists and clowns hold essential qualities that an actor in training can access in order to become present on stage and in life. 
 However, the relationship between the two differing practices should not be overstated. As well as their own internal processes, the clown must attune and respond to the responses of the audience; the process for Zen Buddhists is personal and individual. Clowning requires a response in action, which differs from a traditionally still state associated with Zen Buddhism. I am drawing parallels between playfulness and lightfulness as principles of practice based on Zen Buddhism and how these may be a way towards finding and developing ones own clown. 

Failure 
How one can be real in the fictional realm of theatre is paradoxical for an actor in training. Traditional theatre teachings, such as realism and naturalism, were more heavily weighted throughout my personal educational experience. This exposure to traditional theatre forms meant that I generated a range of techniques that I could implement in order to perform a naturalistic performance as realistically as possible. This is perhaps why the process of clowning seemed to contradict what I recognised as the theatrical ‘norm’ and felt so emotionally and physically complex. Scholar Ofer Ravid offers a similar understanding of the experience as he explains that a clown is ‘just standing there doing nothing, stripped of most conventions of stage acting’ (Ravid, 2014:281). In clowning, a believable outcome is achieved when a clown can accept her inability to convince the audience. Clown teacher Jon Davison explains that clowns do not need to worry about achieving presence nor convincing the audience that what they’re doing is real as he writes that ‘clown presence depends on failure’ (Davison, 2013:207). This interest in failure means that there is a lack of interest in the content that is being successfully performed which was difficult to negotiate as a trainee clown. Part of the dramaturgy of clown performance is the absence of success; unsuccessfully completing a task, unsuccessfully representing real life, misunderstanding. The absence of success is what makes clowning interesting. Because the clown will always inevitably fail, there is a shared energetic and alive acknowledgement of humanity between both the audience and the clown. Within my own training, I experienced countless failed attempts. These attempts, initially, left me feeling vulnerable and exposed. My instinctive responses, however, allowed me to discover my own stupidity. Perhaps the audience laugh in such instances, as they understand the clown as a reflection of themselves. Together, the audience and the clown admit the notion that, in real life, we just don’t know. It could be that the audience feel relief and recognition as they witness the clown surrendering to failure. If only we could admit the same in real life and not have to ‘pretend’. Dr Chris Seeley also understands how the clown can be used as a socio-political tool as he writes: 
The clown does not hold a sense of purpose, but, through her purposelessness, she reveals recognisable truths about the ridiculousness of our situation as a species. (Seeley, 2010:5)
 Each experience for both the clown and her audience is unique and individual because of the spontaneous nature of clowning. Hence, it is worth stating that not all clown performances will have a philosophical, emotionally driven response from the audience. The intent remains the same; clown failure is intended to be funny and failure is human. The refreshing quality of the comic spirit reminds us to remain present in each moment.

 Clown master Philippe Gaulier coined the term ‘the flop’ to describe both the experience and feeling of failure. The nature of the phrase seems to suggest something less final, less absolute than failure, which is appropriate, as a clown in training needs to maintain a flexible and buoyant attitude in order to allow the clowning to continue and develop. Lucy Amsden, student of Phillipe Gaulier, writes that the term ‘has comic potential…it suggests movement and flexibility, the opposite of rigidity.’ (Amsden, 2017). Amsden encourages the notion that ‘the flop’ should act as a springboard for a clown, rather than a restriction. She goes on to write about her experiences as a student and explains that when the performer was not making the audience laugh, Gaulier would exclaim, ‘Monsieur Flop has arrived’. Gaulier characterises the experience of failure by introducing the symbolic character of Monsieur Flop. This character has been described as a ‘friend of the clown’ by clown practitioners Louise Peacock (2009) and Jon Davison (2013) as it offers the trainee clown a chance to discover her own personal responses to the feeling of the flop and should be used as a tool to create material in response to Monsieur Flop. I believe that the actor must gain a repertoire of skills in order to turn her failure into a success. She must maintain skilful control of, and attune to, each moment and her audience. Building resilience is learnt through skills developed when clowning. I learnt the importance of accepting the feeling, and experience, of failure as an actor in training. Through the acceptance of failure, I acknowledged my own incapability of success. Once I became comfortable with my incapability, I emerged as emotionally and physically present as I was no longer pretending or trying to convince the audience. The more familiar failure became, the less I was scared of it. This meant I was in control of my feelings and the outcome of the failure itself. I had started to acquire a bank of skills that I could refer to in times when I encountered Monsieur Flop in order to continue the clown process. These were skills such as a simple wink to the audience that would acknowledge that I knew I had failed. This is when I felt I was truly clowning in the present moment. Ofer Ravid supports this notion as he writes ‘the way around failure is actually through’ (Ravid, 2014:282). Ravid suggests here that by working through failure, an actor can reveal their presence. The more she encounters Monsieur Flop and is faced with the feeling of failure, the more skills she can add to her bank and the less she is afraid of failing again. 
 What was crucial throughout my own process, that is also apparent in Zen Buddhism, is detaching from the feeling of failure in order to continue. Shunmyo Masuno describes the outlook Zen Buddhists maintain as he writes ‘a supple mind accepts change and is not attached to the past’ (Masuno, 2019:111). Masuno reminds us of the flexible attitude one must adopt towards the flop as he describes the mind as ‘supple’. The detachment to the past is relevant in clown training as I experienced how the feeling of failure in performance can cause an actor in training to believe that perhaps they are not ‘funny’ or ‘good’ at clowning. Paradoxically, achieving a state of presence requires access to failure. Although, my clown had failed in that one moment, by detaching from the failure once that moment had passed, I was able to access more moments of failure and subsequent humour as I continued to clown. 

 Zen practitioner Barbara Verkuilen leads me to outline an identifiable parallel between clown failure and, what she terms, a ‘person of no rank’ (Verkuilen, 2011:68). Verkuilen applies this title to Zen Masters as it describes individuals who are not confused by the roles they or others need to play. Like clowns accepting failure, a person of no rank is unafraid to truly be themselves. They are unafraid of their strong sense of personality, individuality and quirkiness and are their true selves in the present moment. It is interesting to consider how qualities of a person of no rank parallel that of clowns. Both seem to hone the ability to be who they are unapologetically and understand their individuality by allowing their quirks to surface. Based on the process of developing my own clown, I realised my ability to differentiate my inner self and my clown self when I experienced failure. My inner self was made up of, and defined by, the way I believed I was perceived. My clown self was my person of no rank, when I was unafraid to shout at the top of my lungs and make foolish mistakes. I now understand that clowning allowed me to break the barriers that differentiate the two and bring to light the absurdity of humankind.  
    
Conclusion
This dissertation has offered an exploration of presence as a principle common to both clowning and Zen Buddhism in relation to psychophysical actor training. The essay has braided a phenomenological viewpoint with relevant theory and research in order to create links between two seemingly opposite phenomena. The theatre practitioners researched have differing definitions of presence. However, they concur that presence is found within oneself and that actors have the ability to access their own unique presence. ‘The Zen Clown’ is unique to this dissertation. Both practices struggle to be defined as they both go beyond a methodical and rational way of thinking. This made the investigation into the phenomenology of clown relevant. Our intuitive mind drives our consciousness as we are moved into action by emotion. Moreover, by attuning our body and mind, we are able to have a heightened sensory awareness and therefore clown more effectively. Play allows the actor to access the joyful and spontaneous nature of her child-like self, which aids the creation of material. This relates to the notion of lightfulness and how, by injecting negative emotions with lightness, we can begin to build emotional resilience. Zen Buddhists believe that freeing ourselves allows us to refresh our spirit and mind. I have placed clowning in a socio-politcal context and explored how the comic spirit is refreshing in Western culture. Moreover, the essay has interrogated the notion of ‘the flop’ coined by Philippe Gaulier and how cracks created by failure can allow actors to emerge in the present moment. Meanwhile, I have drawn parallels between such theories and principles from Zen Buddhism in order to unite the two practices. I believe this dissertation has offered an exploration of presence as a principle common to both clowning and Zen Buddhism, which is unique due to its relation to psychophysical actor training and phenomenological viewpoint. 
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