











Fig. 21. Author with a petrified dinosaur egg nest, Middletown, Ohio, July 11, 2021.
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Biocafé Tellus in Hagersten, a suburb of Stockholm, the performance
took place.

I began with the image of the Egyptian wall painting, which
was shown to the audience, explaining that it is the oldest known
trace of juggling. I then opened the suitcase and suggested that,
although juggling can be traced back 4,000 years, this marks only the
limit of what has been preserved. Juggling exists only in the moment
it is performed; when the juggler stops, the juggling ends, leaving no
trace unless it has been documented. The absence of earlier evidence
does not mean that juggling did not take place before this point, only
that no record of it remains. It is therefore possible to imagine that
juggling may have existed long before this moment, extending in
imagination back to the time of the dinosaurs. From there, I explained
the specific challenge of juggling dinosaur eggs: as the sequence
approaches its end, the most pressing challenge is how to catch the
final incoming egg when each hand is already occupied. The solution
is to throw this last egg slightly higher, prolonging the time before it
comes down. While it is in the air, one of the two eggs already held
is carefully handed over so that one hand holds both, leaving the
other hand free to receive the final catch and avoid an impact. |
concluded by saying that a collision would be a 200 million year old
mistake, as cracking the eggs might allow something long dormant to

come out.



CHAPTER IV.
EXISTENTIAL CONFIGURATIONS

February 12, 1917, St Petersburg, then Petrograd, days before
the revolution. Enrico Rastelli is performing at Circus Ciniselli, the
permanent circus on the Fontanka River, a place of velvet, gold, and
chandeliers. The papers call him a world sensation. They report his
new trick: he is juggling upside down while balanced on his head.*
It is declared as fact, as news, as something worth printing. And it is.

Pressure on Tsar Nicholas II tightens, and ten days later the
imperial family leaves the city. The streets begin to shift. Bread
lines stretch, crowds gather, something unsettled moves through
Petrograd. Still, the advertisements for Rastelli hold their place in
the newspapers, steady as anything, at least until February 25.° Then
the papers stop printing. Order begins to collapse across the city. A
week later the Tsar abdicates, and the revolution breaks into the open.

Power changes hands, or dissolves, depending on where you stand.

All dates follow the Julian calendar.

“Tearpansusiit Kypsep” [“Theatre Courier”], Peterburgskii Listok [ITetepGyprexuit
JIuctok] (St Petersburg), February 12, 1917, 9.

“Unpx Yuumsemmn™ [“Circus Ciniselli”], Peterburgskaia Gazeta [IlerepGyprekas
TI'asera] (St Petersburg), February 25, 1917, 2.
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Fig. 22. Halley’s Comet approaching St Petersburg, on the cover of Mucha (Warsaw), February 11,
1910. Set against the approaching revolution, and Rastelli’s rise as a figure of growing prominence

in circus and performance.



For a few days, there is a break, not only in government, but in the
printed record.

Then, on March 11,¢ the advertisements return. Gaetano Ciniselli,
the director of the circus, resumes his notices. The ads now include
a line stating that proceeds will go to the families of those who fell in
the revolution. The next day, the theatre pages declare, in bold type,
“Long Live Liberated Russia and Free Art!”” Two days later, Rastelli’s
name is back in print,® set again to draw a crowd.

Somewhere in Petrograd, March 14, someone is holding a
newspaper. The situation is bad. Not abstractly bad, but materially,
physically bad. Bread is uncertain, the streets are unsettled, authority
unclear. Still, the pages turn. And there it is: Rastelli, at Ciniselli.
Because the fact remains: the advertisements are printed. The name
returns. The performances resume. And someone, somewhere in
that city, must have read it and thought, not that things were fine, but
that the circus was on again, and that might be reason enough to go.’

“Hupk Yunnsemn” [“Circus Ciniselli”], Den” [[lens] (St Petersburg), March 11,
1917, 2.

“Ia s3apaBctByeTs ocBOOOXKAeHHas Poccis um cBoGogHoe mckyccrBo!” [“Long
live liberated Russia and free art!”], Obozrenie Teatrov [O6o3penue Tearpor] (St
Petersburg), March 12, 1917, 1.

“Hupk Ynnmsemmn” [“Circus Ciniselli”], Peterburgskii Listok [ITetepGyprekuii
Jlucrok] (St Petersburg), March 14, 1917, 1.

Anecdote reconstructed and adapted from contemporary newspaper sources (St

Petersburg, February—-March 1917); see cited materials.
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One approach to knowledge in the field of juggling is to
divide it into three dimensions: past, present, and future. Each of
these dimensions offers a distinct orientation through which juggling
can be studied and understood.

In the dimension of the past, juggling is approached through
its history, through the figures and practices that have shaped it over
time, and as a way of making sense of the world through what has
already occurred. This reveals shifts in technique, presentation, and
cultural positioning, and shows the conditions under which juggling
has evolved and taken different forms.

The dimension of the present is centred around the questions:
What is juggling now? Which actions, objects, and contexts are
included, which are excluded, and how has this come to be the case?
What are the criteria for making such distinctions, and who
determines them? How does the present relate to the past? Juggling
appears as a set of activities, practices, and techniques involving
specific objects, recognised within certain contexts and communities
and can be perceived as skill, entertainment, or art. It can also
function metaphorically, for example as a way of describing
multitasking, but this use extends beyond the practice itself. As soon
as something is fixed as an object of analysis, it already belongs to the
past, even if that past is only a moment ago. The present can only be
approached indirectly, through what is continuously slipping into
history. The definition of juggling is therefore not stable but
constantly shifting. It depends on what is done, how it is seen, where
it is situated, and how it is spoken about.

The third dimension concerns the future. This is not a matter
of prediction but of hypothesis. It asks what juggling could become,
what forms it might take, and how its boundaries might shift. This

dimension opens a speculative space in which new configurations of



practice can be imagined, extending or transforming what is currently
recognised as juggling.'®

Placing the three dimensions together raises a shared question.
What is their overlap, and what is the interplay between them? From
this, an existential perspective emerges, posing the questions: Why
should one engage in juggling? Is juggling meaningful? These
questions are not introduced arbitrarily but emerge through dividing
the field into components and examining what emerges when their
respective analyses are placed in relation to one another. The
direction of my research follows this methodology, and the questions
it produces will be approached through it. The existential
investigation is further grounded in the archive on Cinquevalli. Two
clippings of journalistic reflections on Cinquevalli’s performances
are placed in relation to one another. When considered together,
they can be understood as opposing existential evaluations of
juggling. This is the first clipping:

I would sit through an hour of rubbish (as one may talk and smoke,
as one may not in any theatre) for five minutes of such a genius as Paul
Cinquevalli; and him the Londoner may see any night when he is in
town for sixpence or a shilling and have the honour of applauding
the very Shakespeare of equilibrists. It is impossible to believe that
greater skill and precision than Cinquevalli’s will ever be attained.

For my part I cannot think that we shall ever see accomplishment so

One possible direction explored in this project, as discussed in Chapter 1I, is the
integration of juggling and object making into a single practice, where the creation of
objects and their manipulation are no longer treated as separate activities, but as part

of the same process.
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great; but even if we do, feel certain that it will lack the alliance of

such charm and distinction."

Here, juggling is described with admiration, as a form of
exceptional skill and artistic achievement. In contrast, the other
account questions its very premise, as an activity whose value and

justification are uncertain:

All the time that he was on stage I was arguing with myself over
the morality of this juggling of his. He did it to amuse me and my
like, idle people who sat in plushy seats, smoking idly. But to do
these things he must have lived a life ascetic beyond all dreams of an
African hermit, training eye and hand to those terrible wonders. We
did not deserve it, we idlers, that all a man’s earnest life should have
been given up to the high resolve of balancing before us two billiard
balls on a cue. It is better that we should play cup and ball*> ourselves
and play it badly; I do not know for what purpose we are here on

Edward Verrall Lucas, A Little of Everything (London: Methuen & Co., 1912), 27.

“Cup and ball” here can be identified as a bilboquet, a toy consisting of a ball
attached by a string to a handle with a cup on one side and a spike on the other. The
identification follows from an earlier passage that distinguishes between catching the
ball in the cup and on the spike, the latter being more difficult. The Londoner, Day
in and Day Out (London, New York, Toronto, and Melbourne: Cassell & Co. Ltd.,
1924),92.



earth; surely it cannot be that we should catch an egg on a plate.”” But

there will never be another Cinquevalli.**

Each clipping occupies opposing ends of a spectrum, ranging
from completely useless to existentially meaningful. These two
positions are not resolved but set in relation. Through this, they form
the basis for a diagram, in which the range of possible positions
toward juggling can be shown between these extremes. The spectrum
becomes clear: should juggling be applauded as the equivalent of
Shakespeare, or dismissed as useless? The answer is not the primary
concern. What matters is how such a question can be approached,
and what kind of thinking emerges in the attempt to answer it. The
focus shifts from finding the answer to exploring what kind of
conclusions and associations the question can generate when it meets
the material of the Cinquevalli archive and the reduct-construct
method.

Within the field, juggling is often regarded as pointless.” This
observation is not treated as something to confirm or refute, but as a
condition of my research. The aim is not to argue for juggling’s value,
but to explore what kind of answers become possible when the

question of its meaning is taken as a generative function. What is at

Cinquevalli’s egg feat consisted of repeatedly throwing a raw egg to the height of six

metres and catching it on a plate without breaking it; “Ditt och datt,” Hudiksvallsposten

(Hudiksvall, Sweden), April 18, 1905, 3.

The Londoner, Day in and Day Out, 93.

See, for example, Lloyd Grove, “Juggling: It's Fun Because It’s Useless,” The
Washington Post, January 1, 1982; Bill Giduz, “Friends Win Intermediate and Junior

Championships,” Juggler’s World, Fall 1993, 28.
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stake here is less the answer produced than the process that produces
it: a generative unfolding,'* as in Denis Paumier’s demonstration of
under-the-arm variations in Chapter I.

A distinction can be made between something that has
meaning and something that is meaningful, as these terms sometimes
overlap in their use. Meaning refers to representation, the capacity
of an action or object to signify or convey something beyond itself;
for example, a red traffic light means stop. Meaningful, by contrast,
concerns significance, or what Rebecca Newberger Goldstein
describes as “worthy of attention.”” My existential perspective on
juggling is concerned with meaningfulness rather than meaning.
Examining the existential motivations of juggling through an attempt
to work with reduct-construct on archival material serves two
purposes: to see what existential motivations this strategy generates,
and to test how the method works and translates. Most of the material
has been found by entering the word “Cinquevalli” in search
engines, databases, and digitised archives. The figures and events
that appear do so through documentation that surrounds his life;
primarily articles, advertisements, and interviews. In this way, he is
not only the subject of the archive but also the filter that determines
who and what is brought into relation. Some are colleagues, some

are competitors, some are precursors, some are simply in proximity,

Cf. Darla Crispin, “Artistic Research as a Process of Unfolding,” Research Catalogue,
2019, where expansion of knowledge is described as “an ongoing exposition—and

one whose articulation is as significant as its end-result”.

Rebecca Newberger Goldstein, interview by Sean Carroll, “Rebecca Newberger
Goldstein on What Matters and Why It Matters,” Sean Carroll’s Mindscape, episode
340, January 12, 2026.



appearing alongside him in newspapers or performing in the same
city or at the same theatre. Based on this, three further figures are
introduced through particular activities, which form the basis for
their selection:

Captain Vetrio, a performer of poison resistance.'®
John Holtum, a catcher of cannonballs fired from a real cannon.

Liane de Pougy, a singer and courtesan at the Folies-Bergere.”

Captain Vetrio — The Periphery

Picture yourself in New York in 1896. You’re walking down 14th
Street. The air 1s thick with soot, horse manure, and the low hum
of a city inventing new ways to go mad. Maybe you’re looking for
a drink, maybe for trouble, but you also have a purpose. You’re on
your way to Huber’s Museum. It sounds educational but, according
to the stories, it is more like a dare that went one step too far.

Inside, every hour on the hour, from 11 a.m. to 11 p.m., a man
calling himself Captain Vetrio takes the stage. It’s obvious he’s got
something to prove—to whom is unclear, possibly to himself.

“Poison resistance” refers here to a performance discipline in which individuals

publicly ingested toxic substances to demonstrate an extraordinary tolerance.

A Parisian music hall founded in 1869, known for its variety performances, spectacle,

and association with late nineteenth-century popular entertainment.
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HUBER’S 14TH ST. MUSEUM.

Family Resort, Hourly Shows. 11 a.m. till 11 p.m.
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THE SENSATION OF THE AGH.
POISON-PROOF CAPT. VETRIO.
PHYSICIANS, the PUBLIC and to our PAT-
RONS in general, and to the PRESS of New
York, a general invitation is extended to you:
BRING YOUR POISONS. CAPT. VETRIO will
dine on them hourly in the immense curio halls
of my 14th St. Palace Museum. PRINCE, the
wrestling lion; PERKINS’'S performing SEALS,
including POLLY, the only talking seal, and 20

other freaks. s ! '

- ¢
-

I

Fig. 23. Huber’s 14th Street Museum advertisement, The Journal (New York), February 16, 1896.
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The price of admission is cheap. There is one rule, though: you
have to bring some form of poison with you.

Not a metaphor. Whatever poisonous thing you’ve got lying
around at home—arsenic, rat killer, or something that strips paint
from furniture. When the performance begins, you hand it over to
the Captain. He takes it without hesitation and swallows it in full
view, with a swig of kerosene.

A few people laugh, though it sounds more like a reflex than
amusement. Others watch in silence, as if waiting for some visible

consequence that never quite arrives. And there you are wondering,

not if he survives, but why you paid to find out.?

In circus and variety theatre at the turn of the nineteenth
century, there is an attempt to make connections to the unfamiliar, to
something that appears outside ordinary experience. The effect is
not only to impress but to unsettle the conditions under which the
act can be understood: how it is done, where it comes from, and
what it is that one is actually witnessing. This is framed by the implicit
claim: You have never seen this before, and you are not going to
believe it. It does not rely on narrative or representation but is
presented as something actual, taking place in the here and now.
This can be understood as the periphery: something drawn from the
edges of imagination, society, culture, invention, skill, and
performance. Captain Vetrio’s act serves as an example of the
periphery. The periphery functions as a reminder to attend to what
lies outside the centre, directing attention toward oddities, surprises,

and connections to them.

“Advertisement for Huber’s 14th Street Museum,” The Journal (New York), February

16, 1896, 5; “Huber’s Museum,” The Journal (New York), February 11, 1896, 5.
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John Holtum — The Limit

It’s Easter, 1868. A military parade pushes through the city, drums
rolling, soldiers in formation, cannons moving down the street as part
of the display. A young Holtum stands in the middle of a cheering
crowd, but he is elsewhere, already withdrawn into what the others
do not see. It’s not the uniforms, nor the spectacle. It is the cannon
itself. The shot. The moment it leaves the barrel and cuts through the
air. [t is an image that fixes itself in Holtum’s mind and does not leave.

That night it returns. And in the dream, everything shifts. He is
no longer in the crowd but standing directly in front of the cannon
as it fires, remaining where he is and catching the shot in his hands.
He wakes up, and he has no way of resisting it. From that point on,
there is no alternative. The idea has taken its place and will not be
dismissed.

Two years pass. Two years of saving money, of asking around, and
of trying to buy a cannon from men who quickly decide they want no
part in whatever madness he’s proposing. Doors close. Conversations
end early, often with advice.

“If you want to get rid of your life, use a pistol. It is cheaper, and
far more reliable.”

Eventually, someone agrees. In a shipyard in Portsmouth, he finds
one. Old and rusty, taken long ago from the Russians at Sebastopol.
One condition: Payment in advance. No questions, or perhaps too
many, but none asked out loud.

He cleans the cannon. Then the experiments begin.”

Not reckless, not entirely, but methodical in a way that makes it

“Kanonkongen” [“The Cannon King”], Fergus Falls Ugeblad (Fergus Falls, MN), June
3, 1896, 3.



Lexpérience de M. Holtum, dit « Phomme au boulet de canon, » en présence de la presse parisienne, au jardin Mabille. — (Dess'n de M. Vierge.)

Fig. 24. John Holtum catching a cannonball, Le Monde illustré (Paris), July 17, 1875.
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worse. Adjusting the load, testing distances, reinforcing the body with
gloves and breastplates.? The whole enterprise balanced somewhere
between calculation and suicide.

Eight months of this. Eight months of refining the terms under
which a human body might survive being struck by something
designed to tear through it.> Then the attempt.

The cannon fires. The world narrows to a line. Impact. The left
hand takes it. The force is catastrophic. A finger is torn off, sending
Holtum to the ground, screaming in agony.> It is the final argument
against the entire project. His body finally registering what the mind
had refused to acknowledge. That should have been the end. It isn’t.

Across circus and variety performance, it has long been

common to frame acts through claims such as “the only one in the
world to do X.” It is not only to describe a skill, but to point out a
boundary, a condition in which an action approaches what appears
to be its limit. In this sense, Holtum’s act can be understood as
occupying one end of a spectrum, at the point where risk and
difficulty approach their maximum, while the opposing end would
be marked by minimal action, where the act approaches the simplest

and least dangerous relation between body and object.

“Stopping a Cannon-Ball in Its Flight,” The Picture Magazine (London), July 1895,

176.

“Le Triomphe de 'Homme au Boulet” [“The Triumph of the Cannonball Man™], Le

Petit Monateur Universel (Paris), April 10, 1875, 1-2.

“Stopping a Cannon-Ball in Its Flight,” 176.



Once such boundaries are observed, they can be approached,
tested, or displaced. Placing the act on a spectrum also makes other
positions visible, as well as suggesting how the opposing endpoint
might be represented in the same context. This reflects an earlier
strategy of constructing spectra as diagrams, in which qualitative

differences are arranged between high and low points.

RiSk / DiFFicuLTy

Mi- MAX .
|
! b
(4 HoLTUM CATCMING

A CANNON - BAaLL

Fig. 25. Diagram of the imagined limits of a risk spectrum.
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Liane de Pougy — The Nexus

In December 1896, Cinquevalli was contracted to perform at
the Parisian music hall Folies-Bergere, where he shared the stage
with Liane de Pougy, a singer and courtesan associated with the
demi-monde” of Paris.** Among the many elements that defined her
public persona was an idea she was first to introduce: the demand
that an admirer would provide her with a bathtub filled with
champagne.” An article from the Berliner Tageblatt dated June 26,
1903, provides a glimpse into her world:

Liane de Pougy, the fashionable and celebrated French
chansonniére?® and demi-mondaine, was the first to demand a
champagne bath from an admirer, in order to appear “refreshed” to
the blasé Parisian dandies. It is remarkable how many qualities are
combined in this woman. She is a singer, a dancer, and a woman of
the demi-monde; she writes novels, sets fashions, composes music,
produces poetry, and creates ballets that delight all of Paris. She is a

The term demi-monde refers to a social sphere on the margins of respectable society,
often associated with courtesans and performers who could move between different

social classes without being fully accepted into any one of them.
“Advertisement for Folies Bergére,” La Presse (Paris), October 24, 1896, 3.

The idea of a champagne bath is variably attributed in popular and online sources
to figures such as Nellie Melba and Marilyn Monroe, though these accounts are not

supported by reliable documentation.

Chansonniére refers to a female performer of chansons, a form of French popular
song associated with cabaret and café-concert traditions, in which character, delivery,

and lyrical content are equally central to the performance.



Fig. 26. Liane de Pougy, postcard, n.d. Author’s collection.
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universal woman capable of deep emotion and has searched in vain
for a single true love until, one day, in a state of despair, she gave

in and threw herself into a life of pleasure and indulgence. Today,

champagne and diamonds play an important part in her life.”

Liane de Pougy appears here as a figure of agency: deliberate,
inventive, and in control of her own presentation. She is self-aware
and creative, actively shaping the conditions under which she
appears. This active shaping aligns with my approach: [ actively shape
figures and their actions as sources of knowledge, even if they were
not intended that way. The champagne bath can be taken as one such
example. As a source of knowledge, it can be approached by
identifying the qualities it brings together. It appears as sensual,
impractical, extravagant, provocative, comical, absurd, erotic,
surprising, and wasteful. It also occupies a particular threshold: an
idea that belongs in imagination, yet is here carried into execution.*
It is not about her as an object, but about the constructed situation
she shapes and controls.”’ None of these qualities, taken alone,
defines what the champagne bath is. Its character emerges from the
coexistence of these attributes, which do not resolve into a single

meaning but remain in tension, making it possible to move between

O.A. Alberts, “Artisten und ihre Reklame” [Author’s translation], Berliner Tageblatt,

26 June 1903, 6-7.

A standard bathtub would require approximately 200-300 bottles of champagne to

be filled.

The article describes “having her admirer buy her a champagne bath to appear

‘refreshed’.” While the image may invite certain associations, these are not developed

in the text. She allows such a connection, but does not offer it.
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different ways of understanding it. In this sense, the champagne bath
is a nexus of qualities. The result is not a fixed interpretation, but a
field of possible readings. Rather than looking for one explanation,
the task is to bring together different qualities. The question of
existential motivation is approached in this way. It is not treated as
something with a single answer but as something that can be built
from multiple elements. The champagne bath serves as a model, not
only as a structure in which meaningfulness emerges through the
combination of different qualities, but also as a situated configuration,
as something shaped by and understood from a specific point of
view. In Thomas Nagel’s article "What Is It Like to Be a Bat?,”* this
distinction appears in the formulation “what it is like for a bat to be a
bat.” The point is simply to mark a difference between describing
something from the outside and considering how it appears from
within. This can also be understood as a difference between what
juggling is like as something observed and what it is like for the
juggler to juggle. The point of view is not neutral or objective; it is
shaped by a specific position, and the champagne bath itself exists
and was conceived within the context of Liane de Pougy’s life and

situation.

Thomas Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?,” The Philosophical Review 83, no. 4

(October 1974): 435-50.
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On Existential Motivation in Juggling

Reduct-construct informs existential motivation by first asking
what the material is and what components can be identified. The
material is the Cinquevalli archive, and its components are the figures
that appear within it. A further reduction identifies the activities of
these figures as additional components, from which qualities are
abstracted. From the activities of poison resistance, catching a
cannonball, and the champagne bath, operative principles are
identified: the periphery, the limit, and the nexus. These principles
guide what is attended to and how relations are formed. In this way,
the thinking is primed, and the conditions for formulating existential

motivations are established.

1. The Pebble

Consider the simplest possible relation between a person and
an object. Walking along a beach, one picks up a pebble. The object
is held, turned, perhaps thrown and caught. Attention is directed to
how it sits in the hand, how it moves, how it can be received again.
This marks a minimal point of engagement. It is tactile, immediate,
and perhaps at first without purpose, but purpose builds from it.
Juggling can be understood as starting from this basic relation,
grounded in what it means to be physically human: to act through
the body, to perceive through the senses, and to explore the world
through direct experience.
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2. The Middle

If the pebble marks the lower end of the spectrum, and Holtum’s
cannonball catch can serve as a marker of an upper limit, the question
arises: what occupies the middle? The middle is not defined by
extremity, but by a form of experience that does not depend on
exceptional skill, novelty, or excess. It is sufficient in its average form.
This can be observed in other domains. One may encounter forms
that are highly refined or experimental, but also moments in which
one seeks something more direct: not the extreme, but the thing itself.
Not an exceptional instance, but an ordinary one. To encounter dance
as something humans do. To enter a room, smell coffee, register it
immediately, and share it with a friend in just its average form. Such
instances suggest that certain activities can be encountered as part of a
shared human condition. They do not require justification through
difficulty or innovation. Their value lies in their primal relevance to
human experience, in the way they connect to something basic,
immediate, and widely shared.

In a conversation with the juggler Sean Gandini, he recalled the
first time he saw a five-ball juggling, describing the experience as
something immediate and primal, like discovering fire for the first
time.” There is also a further aspect to this position. Experiences of the
kind attempted to be described here are not exhausted by those who
encounter them. They remain available to others, carrying across
individuals and generations. One person looks at a starry night and
experiences it as vast and profound. The next person who encounters

Sean Gandini, conversation with the author, August 11, 2024.

85



86

34

the same sky can also have a profound experience. The fact that
millions of others have already experienced it does not matter. Each
encounter taps into something fundamental about how humans

experience the world.

3. The Moment

You wake up tired. You are on your way to a job you dislike.
Walking to your car, you toss your keys into the air and catch them
before unlocking the door. What just happened there? You are
manipulating your emotional reality by changing the frame of
experience. The situation now contains something fun, challenging,
and successful, perhaps even beautiful. There is also another aspect
to this. Walking to the car and unlocking it are transitional activities:
they exist to get you somewhere else. Their purpose lies in what
follows, as a link in a chain of events, not in the activities themselves.
By throwing and catching the keys, this moment is no longer simply
passed through. It becomes an attempt to create meaningfulness.
Much of life consists of such moments. In cases where these
transitions involve objects, juggling becomes relevant, as an attempt
to treat these moments differently: not as something to get through,
but as something to engage with. In this way, even minor actions can

become sites of meaning.**

This idea was introduced to me by Ivar Hecksher, who said, “Life is hard, but we want

to make it easy”; Ivar Hecksher, conversation with the author.



CHAPTERV.
ONLY A NAME

A.H. Kober’s book Star Turns, a collection of performer
profiles blending anecdote and interview material, includes a
conversation with Enrico Rastelli’s wife, Henriette, on the life of an

artist:

“We could retire to our own property in Italy,” said his wife.
“The two children and their grandfather live there already, but
Enrico would not be able to stand it. He wants movement, practice,
practice! No cafés, no social life, no excursions for us! We spend the
whole day at the theatre; he practises, we look on. And mind you,”
she concludes, “we would not change it for any other life. We are

perfectly happy, all three of us.””

Kober placed this quote at the end of his chapter on Rastelli.
It has been reprinted both in circus literature* as well as in

promotional programs for Rastelli’s performances.” We do not know

% August Heinrich Kober, Star Turns (New York: Macmillan, 1929), 174.

% Raymond Toole-Stott, Circus and Allied Arts, vol. 2 (Derby: Harpur & Sons, 1958),
119.

% August Heinrich Kober, “Enrico Rastelli das Jongleur-Genie. Gastspiel im Liebich-

Theater Breslau,” March 1, 1926, theatre program, author’s collection.
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Fig. 27. Henriette and Enrico Rastelli, photograph, n.d. Author’s collection.
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exactly how this was said and the exact context. It appears dramatic,
verging on stoic, and the ways it has been reprinted indicate it was
impactful.

The fragments of circus and juggling found in newspaper
archives reflect their fragmented nature, not only due to their limited
information but also their lack of relational continuity. Each article
was created with a distinct, isolated purpose, often to promote a
performance or tour, without the next article in the chronology
continuing from where the previous one ended. They frequently
adopt a boastful or exaggerated tone. For instance, the circus director
George Sanger,”® despite his lack of noble lineage, styled himself
“Lord George Sanger.”* The fragmented nature of the Cinquevalli
archive naturally invites the reduct-construct method to uncover
potential new relations. When explored, one finds that writers of the
time frequently connected juggling to broader cultural and societal
themes, drawing parallels to Greek sculpture,* physical and mental

George Speaight, A History of the Circus (London: Tantivy Press; San Diego: A. S.

Barnes, 1980), 50.

This ethos of self-made identity is reminiscent of the phrase often attributed to
Napoleon Bonaparte, “I am the ancestor of my own nobility.” Though the exact
origin of the phrase is debated, a similar sentiment appears in an exchange between
Marshal Jean-de-Dieu Soult and the Duke of Montmorency. When Montmorency
remarked, “You are a duke, but you have no ancestors,” Soult replied, “It’s true. We
are the ancestors.” This reflects an attitude found in the circus, where performers are
selfmade through practice rather than defined by inheritance. See Alfred Fierro, La
vie des Parisiens sous Napoléon (Saint-Cloud: Napoléon ler, 2003), 90.

Arnold Bennett, The Author’s Craft (New York: George H. Doran Company, 1914),
40.

89



achievement,’ 2 and even life’s ultimate purpose.’ Whenever
Cinquevalli introduced a novel trick, the press eagerly covered it. In
the society and culture of his era, a juggling feat carried surprising
significance, and articles often detailed his rigorous practice
regimen.*

It seems that feats like catching an egg on a plate or balancing
billiard balls once carried a meaning that has since faded. This
observation raises the question of whether the perceived value of
juggling is historically contingent, shaped by shifting cultural
frameworks rather than by the activity itself. Historical examples
suggest that artistic practices may move through periods of diminished
and renewed significance. The reception of Dante’s work has moved
through periods of decline and renewed attention. Around 1726,
Voltaire declared that “Nobody reads Dante anymore in Europe.”

“New Zealand and Australia,” The Wanganui Herald (Wanganui, New Zealand), May
22,1902, 2.

“Workers and Their Work,” Pearson’s Weekly (London), August 27, 1892, 87.

The Londoner, Day in and Day Out (London, New York, Toronto, and Melbourne:
Cassell & Co. Ltd., 1924), 93.

“A Talk with Paul Cinquevalli,” The Sketch (London), December 27, 1893, 488;
“Cinquevalli, a Famous Juggler, and His Tricks,” Leslie’s Weekly (New York),
December 5, 1901, 525; “A Great Juggler on Juggling: An Interview with M. Paul
Cinquevalli,” The Pall Mall Gazette (London), May 21, 1886, 1-2.

Guy Raffa, Dante’s Bones: How a Poet Invented Italy (Cambridge, MA; London: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2020), 20.



The later return of interest in Dante suggests that cultural value
changes depending on what a society values and pays attention to.

Against this background, the book Cleverer Than God is written
as an experiment in whether a different perspective on juggling can
be constructed through the arrangement of archival material. Rather
than presenting a linear narrative, the book consists of quotations by
and about Paul Cinquevalli, drawn from the archive. Each quotation
functions as a component that can be arranged in any order where a
sense of meaningfulness might emerge.

The selection and ordering of these quotations is subjective.
The choice of what to include was oriented toward statements that
frame juggling in relation to broader existential, cultural, or
intellectual concerns. The intention is not to establish a factual
account of Cinquevalli’s life but to explore whether the juxtaposition
of these fragments can produce a temporary shift in how juggling is
perceived. The book can also be understood as an invitation to read
between the quotations, where meaning may arise in the intervals
and relations between them rather than within any single statement.

A key example of this approach appears in the placement of
the phrase “that was nothing” toward the end of the book. I have
positioned it deliberately among quotations that address the end of
Cinquevalli’s career and his death. In its original context, the remark
refers to the technical difficulty of a juggling feat and is delivered
with confidence. Placed in this new constellation, it no longer
functions as a boast but becomes something else. Read alongside
statements such as “I shall not be missed, only a name,” the phrase
can register as an existential conclusion: A lifetime of effort, skill, and
recognition might ultimately fade into insignificance. The shift does
not change the quotation itself, but the new relation reveals another
resonance. This shift in interpretation is not fixed or guaranteed. It

depends on the reader’s engagement with the material and their
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willingness to connect the fragments into a broader perspective.
There is no prescribed way for the book to be read or understood.
The arrangement proposes a possible perspective but does not
enforce it. The outcome remains open, and the reader may arrive at
different conclusions or none at all. In this sense, the work operates
less as a statement about Cinquevalli than as an investigation into
how meaning can be produced through the framing and
recombination of archival material. The project also reflects on the
conditions of historiography. Rather than aiming to reconstruct a
coherent or historically accurate account, it works with the
fragmentary nature of the archive and the role of interpretation in
shaping historical understanding. The resulting image is unstable,
capable of generating both insight and misreadings, and allowing
alternative perspectives to emerge.® This is not treated as a licence
for distortion, but as a condition that requires careful framing, making
explicit how meaning is produced through the selection and
arrangement of material. Within this framework, Cleverer Than God is
an attempt to interpret and translate reduct-construct to archival
material, observing what emerges from the encounter between

archive, method, and reader.

On archival construction resulting in multiple narrative possibilities, see Vytas
Narusevicius, “Walid Raad’s Double Bind: The Atlas Group Project, 1989-2004,”
RACAR: Revue d’art canadienne / Canadian Art Review 39, no. 2 (2014): 43-53;
Narusevicius presents Raad’s project as a multifaceted body of work in which
historical narratives are assembled, authorized, and validated, with individual files

generating divergent accounts rather than a single coherent story.



CHAPTER VL
CONCLUSION

In 1866 Bell and Myers’s American Cirque was travelling through
Switzerland. Among its performers were the elephant trainer
Alphonse Moffat and Suzannah Ryan, an acrobat with the company,
recently married. One afternoon, while leading the elephants along
the road near the town of Morat, a large elephant named Lord Pam
decided that she had walked quite far enough. Moffat disagreed.

The disagreement escalated quickly. Lord Pam wrapped him in
her trunk and threw him into the air. He came down hard on the
road and several decisive stomps followed, trampling him to death.
The elephant was shot.!

Suzannah Ryan continued with circus life. Some years later she

married Alexandre Maissen,” known from the Cirque Napoléon’® in

“A Man Killed by an Elephant,” The West London Observer (London), July 7, 1866, 2.

Parish marriage register, St Luke’s Parish Church (Middlesex, London), entry no.
54, November 11, 1869, for Auguste Alexandre Clément Maissen and Susannah

Moffatt, 27; accessed via Ancestry.com.

Cirque Napoléon appears under different names depending on the period, including

Cirque de 'Impératrice, Cirque National, and later Cirque d’Hiver.
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Paris as the juggler Alexandrini.* Together they had two children,
Hortense and Charles.’ Suzannah died while the children were still
young, leaving Alexandrini to raise them alone. He carried on and
later became a celebrated cannonball catcher, touring the British
Isles with the act.

On July 3, 1885, while performing with Powell & Clarke’s
Circus in Borrisoleigh, Ireland, Alexandrini prepared his cannon in
the usual manner but made a significant mistake. The box containing
the gunpowder was left in the one state it absolutely should not have
been: open. The audience assembled, the apparatus stood ready, and
Alexandrini gave the command for the artillerist to light the fuse.
His children, Hortense and Charles, were present that afternoon, as
they usually were when their father performed. Seconds later, a spark
broke loose and, after a short flight, landed in the worst possible
place: the open box beside the cannon.

What followed was an explosion so massive it left no chance of
survival. The man known as Alexandrini had just discovered that the

imagination of gunpowder exceeds all human limits.”

“The Original Inventeur L'Inimitable Alexandrini, with Madame Alexandrini,” The
Entr’acte (London), July 21, 1877, 16.

National Probate Calendar (Index of Wills and Administrations), 1887, entry for Auguste

Alexandre Clément Maissen, July 1, Principal Registry; accessed via Ancestry.com.

National Probate Calendar (Index of Wills and Administrations), 1884, entry for

Susannah Maissen, December 13, Principal Registry; accessed via Ancestry.com.

“The Late Accident to a Circus Performer,” The Waterford Standard (Waterford,
Ireland), July 11, 1885, 3.



Nearly forty years later, in February 1924, a man named Alfred
Clarke wrote to a newspaper in Swansea, Wales. The article carried
the title The Cannon Ball Catcher’s Missing Children. Clarke stated
that he had been present when Alexandrini lost his life and was now
searching for the juggler’s daughter Hortense. If she was still alive,
she would be around fifty-three years old. He wrote that after the
accident Hortense and her brother Charles had been adopted by
friends of their mother Suzannah Ryan in Swansea. Clarke asked
whether anyone might know what had become of them.?

Three days later another article appeared, titled Who is Hortense?
Swansea Police Engaged in the Search. Alfred Clarke was clearly
persistent. The question had now reached the attention of the
Swansea police. Who Clarke was remains uncertain. He may have
been the circus director of Powell & Clarke writing in old age. He
may have been the director’s son, perhaps once a childhood friend
of the children he was now trying to locate.” Forty years had passed.
Why write then? What had remained unfinished in Clarke’s mind
after all that time? Was it the explosion itself, or the children who had
stood nearby and then vanished from the story? The archive does not
say."

“The Cannon Ball Catcher’s Missing Children,” South Wales Daily Post (Swansea),
February 13, 1924, 6.

“Who Is Hortense?,” The Herald of Wales (Swansea), February 16, 1924, 10.

This account is constructed and adapted by the author from the cited sources.
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The linked histories of Alphonse Moffat, Suzannah Ryan, and
Alexandrini, the fate of their children, and a forty-year archival gap
together, form an example of a research branch. I allowed myself to
gravitate toward such stories, and over time this became a working
strategy: to collect archival anecdotes alongside my other artistic
practices. This arrangement parallels the structure described in
Chapter II, where studio practice and object making are placed side
by side. Here, the collection of archival anecdotes runs as a
continuous parallel to theory and practice, allowing for a similar
form of cross-pollination. The links formed through the anecdotes
reflect an openness to the branching structure of the research
process, in which connections extend outward in multiple directions.
One example of such a branch is the Moffat story. The underlying
branch begins with Cinquevalli. He did not catch cannonballs fired
from cannons; rather, the balls were dropped from a height and
caught on the neck." In looking for predecessors who performed
similar acts, | found that there were performers who caught
cannonballs fired from cannons, one of whom was Alexandrini,
whose death coincidentally occurred in the same year that
Cinquevalli achieved his breakthrough into stardom.”” Following
Alexandrini led to his wife Suzannah Ryan, and through her to the
earlier story of Alphonse Moffat, extending the research branch that

William G. Fitzgerald, “The Greatest Juggler in the World,” The Strand Magazine,
January 1897, 100.

For an example of Cinquevalli’s breakthrough success, see “The London Music
Halls. Paul Cinquevalli,” The Era (London), February 20, 1886, 10; for a report
of Alexandrini’s death, see The Waterford Standard, “The Late Accident to a Circus

Performer,” 3.



Fig. 28. Paul Cinquevalli catching a cannonball on his neck, Sunday Magazine of the Sunday Star
(Washington), January 10, 1909.
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began with Cinquevalli. Working in this way allows the research to
move beyond the project’s original focus on areas such as juggling or
sculpture. Following these stories becomes a way of entering the
human situations that surround the practices being studied. It reveals
what kinds of details attract my attention, the order in which I
approach material, and how further connections are generated from
it. In this sense, the research produces connections to the world by
following these branches outward.

In the first phase of head roll exploration, reduct-construct is
conscious, systematic, almost clerical, in dialogue with Sol LeWitt’s
proposition that the artist becomes the executor of a generative logic.
The method begins by identifying components, and how they can be
separated, ordered, and recombined. This brings me to what Sol
LeWitt described as “clerk work,” which parallels the method I refer
to as reduct-construct: “The serial artist does not attempt to produce
a beautiful or mysterious object but functions merely as a clerk
cataloging the results of his premise.”” At first glance, this suggests an
attempt to minimize artistic subjectivity. The artist, in assuming the
role of a clerk, appears to withdraw from decision-making, allowing
the procedure to determine the outcome. Yet within reduct-
construct, where combinations are systematically generated and
cataloged rather than selected, subjectivity does not disappear but
shifts into the structure of the system itself, in the delimitation of its
variables and the framing of its completeness. At what point in the
process of systematic combination does one’s own subjectivity enter?

In this research, | worked with reduct-construct to the point

where it became fluent, as a sort of encoding into the subconscious.

MoMA Highlights (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1999), 272.
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Because its operations no longer demanded active supervision,
attention was freed, creating mental space that could be directed
outward. This made it possible to hold more complex thoughts in
mind and to engage with a deeper level of complexity, while
continuing to enact the method itself. The process first had to be
articulated and enacted deliberately in order to be internalised.
Without this stage, there is nothing stable to encode, and further
complexity becomes less possible. Two distinct developments follow
from this condition. First, the method becomes translatable: only
once it has been encoded can it be interpreted and applied to other
materials and domains, in this case from juggling to sculpture.
Second, as the method no longer exhausts attention, it becomes
possible to maintain an outward scan for further creative opportunities
to combine with it.

In working with newspaper archives, I defined the quote as
the basic component. Each quote was treated as a modular unit that
could be isolated and rearranged. In the process of cataloguing and
recombining these units, I noticed that some quotes carried explicit
existential connotations. Others did not. In the spirit of Arthur Jafa’s
proposition of putting things next to each other,* and following the
step-by-step logic of reduct-construct, I began placing explicitly
existential quotes beside those that were not originally framed in
existential terms. Through adjacency and recombination, meaning
began to shift. Stripped from their original context and set in relation

to existential statements, they became hints, carriers, and transmitters

Arthur Jafa, Not All Good, Not All Bad (2018), video.
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of existential thought. The meaning was not changed by rewriting
but by placement.

Reduct-construct developed first in juggling practice, where
patterns were broken down into components and reorganized. It was
then translated into object-making through cube sculptures, and later
into archival work through the isolation and recombination of
quotes. Following this path closely attempts to make visible how a
structural logic can travel across domains, how it transforms in each
translation, and how accumulated experience shapes its use. The
specificity of juggling as the point of origin grounds the method in a
physical practice before it becomes sculptural or textual.

In the field of juggling, one continuation of the work appears
in the practice of Carlo Cerato. When he encountered Abercubes,
he identified two distinct possibilities: the exploration of geometric
form and the practice of making objects. This led him to develop his
own investigation of cubic forms, resulting in extremely light
structures that behave almost like balloons. These objects can be
manipulated not only with the hands but also with breath. His
practice represents a continuation within the same field, where my

research continues in the work of another practitioner.”

Carlo Cerato, conversation with the author, March 4, 2026.



Fig. 29. Carlo Cerato manipulating self-made objects, n.d. Photograph by Andrea Macchia.
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Beyond juggling, the work has also extended into other
domains. A second development appears through processes of
industrial reproduction. The Abercube plastic construction system'®
began as an artistic object, was later developed into a patented
product, and was subsequently reproduced by factories in China and
the Philippines without authorization. From the perspective of
intellectual property, such reproduction can be understood as
problematic. If that aspect is set aside, however, the situation becomes
philosophically curious, as the research involves generative methods,
including attempts to reduce or remove my role as a selecting agent
in the formation of structures. From this perspective, the appearance
of unauthorized industrial reproductions can be understood as a
continuation of these generative principles. The work begins to
propagate through contexts and environments beyond those
originally intended.

When reflecting on this phenomenon, I spoke with Theo
Jansen, whose kinetic PVC sculptures resembling skeletal animals,
which he calls Strandbeest, have also been widely copied. He told
me: “I decided not to get rich, although I can’t complain. When
people create imitations, they think they are copying my inventions,
but in reality they are being abused by the Strandbeest who is
reproducing.”” This perspective suggests another way to understand

Originally titled Ghostcube, the object was later renamed Abercube due to trademark

restrictions, and subsequently released as a product under the name TECTI.

Theo Jansen, conversation with the author, May 25, 2015.
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such reproductions. Rather than simply copies, they can be seen as
indications that an idea has acquired a degree of autonomy and

continues to reproduce itself through new agents and environments.

A third continuation appears in the laboratory of Bjorn
Hogberg at the Department of Medical Biochemistry and Biophysics,
Karolinska Institutet,'® where work develops from a cube structure
that emerged through the reduct-construct process in my research.
Hogberg noted that such structures could be explored not only from
an aesthetic point of view, but also as a basis for DNA origami capable
of changing shape in response to specific molecules, for example in
relation to receptors in cells.” Boxuan Shen, a postdoctoral
researcher in the group, reinterpreted one of my sculptures using
DNA origami at the nanoscale. Although structures of this kind may
be developed through other, unrelated methods, the specific lineage
of the Hogberg-Shen model can be traced to a sculpture developed

in my practice.

Karolinska Institutet, “Bjérn Hogberg Group.”

Bjorn Hogberg, email with the author, February 22, 2019.
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Fig. 30. Author’s Abercube PI-2. Photograph by the author.

Fig. 31. Hogberg-Shen DNA origami structure. Rendered molecular model by Boxuan Shen.



These three examples of work by others were chosen because
they extend beyond my intention and expectation. This aligns with
the attitude of reduct-construct, in which a premise is set and allowed
to unfold without predetermined outcomes. The naming and
articulation of reduct-construct, together with the description of
object-making as integrated in juggling, can serve as a point of
departure for the work of others, for discussion, and for other ways
in which tacit practices are articulated and named. In this context,
the present project may serve as a reference point, an example of
strategy, or a source of inspiration for similar approaches. This
project also points to the multiplicity of relations that can be formed
with historical material, people, and practices, not as fixed narratives,
but as configurations that can be entered, followed, and extended.
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Fig. 32. Author with Abercube TF-4, Tokyo, February 23, 2019. Photograph by Misaki Fukuda.



Fig. 33. Second view of Abercube TF-4, Tokyo, February 23, 2019. Photograph by Misaki Fukuda.
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