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Upcom ing Saturdays for Educators

How to Use This Guide
A circus is a spectacle of sight and sound. At every turn, colorful costumes dazzle the eye, outrageously
attired clowns keep the audience laughing, and whimsical music enlivens awe-inspiring stunts.
Underneath all of this seemingly effortless frivolity, however, lies a great deal of artistic know-how.
Performers and other circus workers are keenly aware of how to manipulate visual and auditory
elements for maximum impact. The resulting spectacle draws on everything from makeup to lighting to
voice projection to enchant the circus audience.
For students, exploring the world of the circus provides a unique opportunity to study the ways in which
various artforms intersect to produce magical performances. The activities in this resource guide, which
is designed to complement a visit to The Ringling Circus Museum, will guide your students through a
thoughtful examination of circus artistry of many kinds.
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Sights of the Circus
Like watching television or seeing a play, attending the circus is first and foremost a visual experience.
Audiences flock to shows that promise amazing sights, and performers calibrate their costumes,
makeup, and movements for readability and visual appeal. The following activities will look at two visual
elements within the circus – clown makeup and costume design – and will challenge students to use
skills in visual and performing arts.
WORDS TO KNOW: Grease paint, Whiteface, Auguste, Tramp, Leotard

Activity #1

(Grades 2-5)

GOAL

ACTIVITY

Students will analyze and
think critically about
different types of clowns
and their respective makeup
styles.

Ask students to describe a time when they saw someone wearing makeup
as part of a costume. Did it make the costume more believable or less?
What did the makeup tell you about the character that the person was
pretending to be?

DURATION
20-30 minutes
MATERIALS
Clown Makeup Worksheet
(see appendix)

STANDARDS
LACC.3.RF.4.4 / LACC.35.RI.1.1 / TH.2.C.2.2 /
TH.3.O.1.2

Explain that clowns are characters, too. Clowns use makeup to help the
audience understand the character they’re playing. There are several
types of clown, and each type has a recognizable makeup style.
Distribute copies of the Clown Makeup Worksheet, and have students
complete it in pairs or individually.

FOLLOW-UP
Discuss how the different makeup styles reflect the traits of each type of
clown. Why do you suppose Tramp Clowns paint on scruffy beards? Why
might an Auguste clown have an unnatural face color? Why do clowns
paint big smiles around their mouths? Students should refer to the
worksheet text to support their opinions.
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(Grades 1-7)

GOAL
Students will create their
own clown makeup design.
DURATION
60 minutes
MATERIALS
Digital camera, printer, oil
pastels

STANDARDS
VA.2.C.2.1 / VA.1-5.F.1.1 /
VA.3-68.S.2.1 / TH.4.O.2.2
TH.68.S.2.1
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ACTIVITY
Familiarize students with different styles of clown makeup. (You can use
the Clown Makeup Worksheet or a web search for this.) Discuss the kinds
of lines, shapes, and colors that they see in the different styles. Ask:
What type of clown would you want to be?
Take a photo of each child’s face, and print out a full-size version for each
student. While you’re printing the photos, students can sketch ideas for
their own clown makeup designs.
Distribute oil pastels and instruct students to draw original clown makeup
designs directly onto their printed photos.

FOLLOW UP
Turn the makeup designs into masks by cutting them out, adding eye
holes, and tying on strings. Have each
student develop a short clown act and
perform it while wearing their mask.
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(Grades 7-12)

GOAL
Students will explain how
makeup design helps define
a character.
DURATION
45 minutes

ACTIVITY
Introduce Emmett Kelly and Lou Jacobs as two of America’s most
famous clowns. Show students the photos of the two men in character.
If students have previously learned about the different types of clowns,
have them identify the types the two men represent.
Have students write comparative essays comparing the two clowns.
Students should analyze:
-

MATERIALS
Photos of Emmett Kelly and
Lou Jacobs (see appendix)

STANDARDS
TH.68.O.1.3 /
TH.912.C.1.8 / LA.7-8.4.2.3
LACC.6-8.W.1.2

-

The visual aspects of each makeup design (line, shape, color,
contrast, scale, etc.)
The emotion or mood created by each design, and its implication for
the character being portrayed.

FOLLOW-UP
Have students view the exhibits on Lou Jacobs and Emmett Kelly at The
Ringling Circus Museum, and then extend their essays by describing
similarities and differences between the two clowns’ acts.
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Activity #4

(Grades 5-8)

GOAL

ACTIVITY

Students will describe and
analyze a circus costume.

Explain to students that a costume is an essential part of a circus
performer’s act. Costumes must fit the performer’s persona, facilitate all
of his/her movements, and add visual interest to the act.

DURATION
45 minutes (in gallery)
MATERIALS

Allow students to explore the circus costumes on display in The Ringling
Circus Museum. Have each student choose one costume and use it to
complete the Circus Costume Worksheet.

Circus Costume Worksheet
(see appendix), clipboards

FOLLOW-UP

STANDARDS

Ask students to imagine what it would be like to wear the costumes
they’ve chosen. Have them write first-person narratives describing the
experience of getting into the costume, performing, and removing it at the
end of the show.

VA.68.C.3.2 / VA.68.C.3.3 /
TH.5.O.1.3 / LACC.68.W.1.3
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(Grades 3-7)

GOAL

ACTIVITY

Students will create
an original circus
costume design.

Lead students through the Howard Bros.
Circus Model in The Ringling Circus
Museum. As they view the many different
acts and performers visible in the display,
instruct each student to choose one figure
from the model. Students should make a
quick sketch of the figure and take note of:

DURATION
90 minutes (30
minutes in gallery;
60 minutes in
classroom)
MATERIALS
Paper, pencils,
clipboards, drawing
materials, fabric
scraps, other
assorted recycled
materials

STANDARDS
TH.3.C.1.1 / VA.45.F.1.2 /
VA.68.F.1.1
VA.68.H.3.3

-

-

The performer’s gender
What the performer’s act
appears to be (if it’s impossible
to tell from the model, students
can make up their own idea)
Any props or special skills that
are involved in the performer’s
act

Back in the classroom, students should
draw an original costume design for their
chosen performer, labeling the important
features of the design and how they fit with
the costume’s purpose.

FOLLOW-UP
Have students use fabric scraps and
assorted craft supplies or recycled
materials to create mock-up versions of
their costume designs.
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Sounds of the Circus
Even with all of its sumptuous sights and visual flash, no circus would be complete without the
unmistakable sounds of cheering crowds, jaunty music, and raucous sideshow “talkers.” The sounds of
the circus serve many purposes. Cheerful calliopes lure crowds to the show, while the circus band gives
performers musical cues and the ringmaster amps up the audience. Try out the following activities with
your students to recreate the magic of the circus through sound.

WORDS TO KNOW: Calliope, Screamer, Bandwagon, Talker, Ballyhoo, Sideshow

Activity #1

(Grades K-3)
ACTIVITY

GOAL

Explain to students that you will be walking through a huge model circus,
Students will identify sounds complete with lights and sounds that make it seem like a real scene from
a real circus. Divide students into small groups. Assign one of the
and relate them to a visual
following sounds to each group:
narrative.

DURATION
20-30 minutes (in gallery)

MATERIALS
Writing materials

STANDARDS
MU.K.C.1.2 / MU.1.C.1.2 /
LACC.K-3.SL.1.1 / LACC.K3.SL.2.4 / LACC.K-3.W.1.3
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Music
Train whistle
Animal noises
Cheering
Hammers
As you lead your class through the Howard Bros. Circus Model, groups
should listen for their assigned sound. When they hear it, have that group
describe what they see in the model in front of them. If this were a real
circus, what might be responsible for the noise that they hear? What other
sounds might they hear in that part of the circus lot? What might they
smell, taste, or touch in that spot?
FOLLOW-UP
When you return to class, have students write stories about “My Day at
the Circus,” using what they saw in the model circus as inspiration.
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(Grades 4-6)
ACTIVITY

GOAL
Students will make a
whistle and experiment
with calliope melodies.

DURATION
60-90 minutes
MATERIALS
Calliope Fact Sheet &
Instructions (see
appendix); 1-in. PVC
pipes, PVC pipe caps,
1-in. wooden dowels,
sandpaper, small
hacksaw

Distribute copies of the Calliope Fact Sheet & Instructions to students. Read
through the information on calliopes as a class or individually. If time permits,
listen to sample calliope music in the Tibbals Learning Center of The Ringling
Circus Museum. (Calliope music can also be heard here:
http://calliopeking.com/images/Calliope.MPG)
Depending on students’ age and maturity level, have them work
independently, in small groups, or together as a class to construct calliope
whistles according to the worksheet instructions.

FOLLOW-UP
If whistles of various lengths and pitches have been made, have students
work in small groups to compose a short melody using each whistle in their
group.

STANDARDS
MU.4-6.S.1.2
MU.4.H.2.1
MU.68.H.2.2
LACC.4-5.RI.1.3
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(Grades 6-10)
ACTIVITY

GOAL
Students will analyze
examples of circus
music.

DURATION
20-30 minutes
MATERIALS
Writing materials,
access to song
samples (see link)

STANDARDS
MU.68.C.1.3 /
MU.912.C.1.1 /
LA.8.4.2.2
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Play a sampling of circus music for students from Under the Big Top: 100 Years
of Circus Music by the Great American Main Street Band. Find samples at:
www.allmusic.com/album/under-the-big-top-100-years-of-circus-musicmw0001944103
Suggested songs:
- Wedding of the Winds (played during flying acts)
- Entry of the Gladiators (often signaled entrance of the clowns)
- A Night in June (used during a balancing act)
- Folies Bergere (played during “thrill acts” like teeth suspension)
- Circus Echoes (accompanied riding acts)
- Crimson Petal (accompanied female aerialists)
For each piece of music, have students listen and take notes. What
instruments can they hear? How would they describe the mood of the piece?
How does it make them feel? Are there many instruments playing, or only a
few? How would they describe the rhythm? What might be happening during
the circus when this piece was played?

FOLLOW-UP
Have students conduct research on the pieces they heard and share their
findings with the class.
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(Grades 8-12)

ACTIVITY

GOAL
Students will analyze the speech of a circus
sideshow talker.

DURATION
45-60 minutes

MATERIALS
Video: “Scott Baker: Outside Talker at Coney
Island USA,” http://vimeo.com/46473059; Audio:
“Sideshow Spieler,”
http://www.circusinamerica.org/public/sound/spi
elers; Audio: “Lost and Found Sound: The Art of
the Carnival Talker,”
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?st
oryId=1048076

STANDARDS

Introduce students to the concept of a circus or
carnival sideshow, where attendees paid admission
to view people who were considered “freaks” –
individuals with genetic deformities, extreme body
modifications, or other unusual traits. A “talker” was
responsible for luring crowds into the sideshow.
Talkers had a distinctive way of speaking, that was
meant to persuade and excite an audience.
Play the audio recording of the sideshow spieler for
your students. Discuss: What techniques does the
talker use to draw in the crowd?
Show your students the video of Scott Baker, a
modern-day sideshow talker. Discuss: How are his
techniques similar or different? Which presenter do
you think is more convincing?
Play the NPR audio segment for your students,
which breaks down the art of the sideshow ballyhoo.
How many of the techniques mentioned in this
segment did the two previous presenters
demonstrate?

FOLLOW-UP
Have students write or improvise their own
sideshow spiel.

LA.8-1112.1.6.2 / LA.8-1112.4.3.2 / LA.8.5.2.4
LA.910.5.2.3 / TH.68.F.1.2 / TH.912.F.1.3
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Let’s Learn About

Clown Makeup
Clowns are an important part of the circus. They make us laugh with their silly stunts, amazing tricks,
and funny behaviors. No two clowns are exactly the same, but many of them share similarities. There
are three types of clowns that you can expect to see at the circus. You can recognize these three types
by the makeup and costumes that they wear.

Whiteface clowns are usually the most serious clowns in the group. They may have a special skill, such
as juggling or playing a musical instrument. They tend to take a leadership role within the performance.
Whiteface clowns get their name from the makeup they wear. This type of clown covers his or her entire
face with white grease paint, and then neatly highlights certain parts of the face with red, black, or blue
paint. White, red, and black paints are used because they make the clown’s face easy to see from a long
way away.
Auguste clowns are the zanier, goofier characters that tend to cause trouble for the whiteface clowns.
Usually, the funny things that happen during a clown act are a result of the auguste clown’s silliness.
Auguste clowns do not cover their faces with white grease paint. Instead, they use another light color
(such as pink, yellow, or light brown) to cover their skin, and they paint large white outlines around their
mouth and eyes to make them more visible to the audience. Auguste clowns also use red or black paint
to draw attention to certain parts of the face. They often wear a red clown nose.
Tramp clowns may look sad, but they can still be a fun part of a clown act. They look and act like poor,
unlucky characters. During an act, they may try to perform a trick, but things never turn out the way they
planned. Tramp clowns paint scruffy beards on their faces with black grease paint and use white around
their mouth and eyes. When they paint on their facial features, they usually give themselves a sad
expression. Their makeup is meant to make them look dirty and a little messy.

No matter what type of clown you’re looking at, makeup makes it easier to see their face from a
distance. That is important in the circus, because audiences may be many rows away from the ring. By
making their facial features bigger and brighter than normal, clowns help their audiences understand the
characters they are playing.

13

Ja n u a r y 18 , 2 01 4

Saturday for Educators

Write the correct clown type under each image. Use the descriptions on the other side of the page to
help you. The three types are: Auguste, Tramp, and Whiteface.

Hagenbeck-Wallace: Giant Clown Head, Erie Lithograph, n.d. Tibbals Digital Collection, ht2000803.

________________________________________________________________________________

Royale American: Clowns, Spotlight Graphics, n.d. Tibbals Digital Collection, ht2003419

_______________________________________________________________________

Clown Hall of Fame: First Inductees, Bill Blank, n.d. Tibbals Digital Collection, ht2003639.

_________________________________________________________________________
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Emmett Kelly and Lou Jacobs
Two of America’s most famous clowns

Images L to R: Emmett Kelly with Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus, 1953, from Wikimedia
Commons; Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey: Lou Jacobs, 1944. Ink on paper. Tibbals Digital
Collection, ht2001743.
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Taking a Look at

Circus Costumes
Find a costume in The Ringling Circus Museum, and answer the following questions about it.

What type of performer wore this costume? ____________________________________________________________
What is the costume made from?
(Hint: This information may be on the label next to the costume. If it’s not, make an educated guess.)
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Describe the colors used in the costume: _______________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Describe the textures you see in the costume: _________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What features of the costume would add visual interest to the act? ____________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What features of this costume would make it easy to move in during a performance? _________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Does this costume say anything about the character that the performer is playing? If so, what?
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Calliope Fact Sheet
and

Instructions
WHAT IS A CALLIOPE?
A calliope is a musical instrument that works by sending steam through metal whistles. As the steam
rushes through the whistle, it causes vibrations that create sound waves. Whistles of different lengths
produce different pitches, and a set of keys makes it possible to play the instrument as if it were a piano
or organ.
The steam calliope was invented in 1855. It quickly caught on with riverboat crews and circuses. Since
the whistles produce a very loud, constant sound, calliope music could be heard from miles away and
was useful for announcing the presence of a boat or a circus parade.
In a circus parade, the calliope would be mounted on a wagon. Usually, the calliope wagon was placed
at the very end of the parade. Eager audiences could follow the cheerful, piercing sound of the calliope
all the way to the circus lot where the show would take place.

Calliope from the Belle of Louisville steamboat, www.ket.org

A steamboat calliope

Circus Parades – A Photographic History: Ringling Calliope, n.d. Tibbals Digital Collection, ht3003843.

A circus calliope on a parade wagon
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You can make a whistle similar to the kind used in a calliope.
Try making whistles of different lengths; each one will produce a slightly different pitch.
Instructions adapted from Simple PVC Whistle at instructables.com

You will need:
A piece of 1-inch PVC pipe (10 inches is a good starting length)
A 1-inch PVC pipe end cap
A wooden dowel that is 1 inch in diameter
A small hacksaw
Sandpaper
Instructions:
1) Cut a notch into the PVC pipe. Start about 1 ½ inches from the
end of the pipe, and make a cut halfway through the pipe. Then,
go up another ½ inch and make a second cut, angling down
toward the first cut. (See image)
2) Cut your dowel rod down to size. You want a piece that is the same length as the
space between your notch and the end of the pipe (about 1 ½ inches). Sand the
rough ends.
3) Cut or sand the dowel rod so that it becomes flattened on one
side. (See image)

4) Insert the dowel rod into the pipe. It should fit very tightly. If you
can’t get the dowel rod into the pipe, sand it until it fits. (See
image)

5) Place the end cap on the other end of the pipe.
6) Blow through the end with the dowel insert. Ta-da!

In a steam calliope, the “blowing” end would be attached to a steam engine, and the
flow of steam would be controlled by an additional valve.
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Images

Glossary

COVER
William Woodward, The Greatest Show on
Earth, 1990. Oil on canvas. Gift of the Feld
Family and Feld Entertainment, Inc., 2012,
SN11328.

AUGUSTE
A silly, uncoordinated clown with non-white makeup
and bright, often mismatched clothing

PAGE 4
Beatty-Cole: Clowns with a Pig, Globe Poster
Corp., n.d. Ink on paper. Tibbals Digital
Collection, ht2002106.
PAGE 5
Maurice Allair, Untitled, 1948. Black and white
photo print. Tibbals Digital Collection,
ht0004538.
Harry A. Atwell, Untitled, n.d. Black and white
photo print. Tibbals Digital Collection,
ht0004541.
PAGE 6
Don Foote, Ringmaster and Herald, 1970. Paint
on paper. Tibbals Digital Collection,
ht3003251.
PAGE 7
“Hello, Dolly” Wardrobe of Dolly Jacobs.
Feathers, Lycra/Nylon, rhinestones, sequins,
satin. On loan from Dolly Jacobs, 2011.
PAGE 9
Charles Luckey, Two Jesters Calliope Wagon,
1920-1921. Wood, iron, brass, copper, and
rubber. Gift of Ringling Bros. and Barnum &
Bailey Circus, SN1486
PAGE 10
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey: Liberty
Bandwagon, 1943. Ink on paper. Tibbals
Digital Collection, ht2001727.
PAGE 11
Untitled, n.d. Black and white photo print.
Tibbals Digital Collection, ht0001310.

BALLYHOO
A prepared speech delivered at the sideshow
entrance, designed to draw crowds inside
BANDWAGON
The wagon that carried the circus band in a parade
CALLIOPE
A musical instrument that works by sending steam
through large whistles
GREASE PAINT
Long-lasting theatrical makeup used by clowns and
other performers
LEOTARD
A tight, one-piece garment that covers the torso but
leaves the legs free; often worn by acrobats
SCREAMER
A fast-tempo march played to get the crowd excited
as acts entered the circus ring
SIDESHOW
A smaller, side tent attached to the circus that
exhibited people and animals considered “freakish”
TALKER
A circus worker who stood outside the sideshow
and delivered a spiel to lure customers inside
TRAMP
A down-on-his luck clown who frequently finds
himself in humorously unfortunate situations
WHITEFACE
The “classic” clown, with white makeup and a loosefitting jumper.
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About The
Ringling
Located on a 66- acre estate on
Sarasota Bay, The John and Mable
Ringling Museum of Art was
established in 1927 as the legacy of
John Ringling (1866 - 1936) and his
wife, Mable (1875 - 1929). Recognized
as the official State Art Museum of
Florida, The Ringling offers 21
galleries of European paintings, Asian
art, Am erican paintings, Astor
Mansion room s, and m odern and
contem porary art. The Ulla R. and
Arthur F. Searing W ing hosts a variety
of traveling exhibitions throughout the
year. The estate features the
spectacular 56- room Ca’ d’Zan
(“House of John”), a waterfront
m ansion reflecting life in t he Jazz
Age, and the Historic Asolo Theater, a
restored 18 t h - century theater from
Asolo, Italy. A m useum highlighting
the Am erican cir cus is a unique part
of the estate, housing circus
m em orabilia and the world’s largest
m iniature circus. Additionally, the
Bayfront Gardens include beautiful
landscapes overlooking Sarasota Bay.

Saturday for Educators programs
are funded in part through the
generous support of the Koski
Family Foundation.

For Further
Learning
Circus, by PBS. www.pbs.org/opb/circus
A great interactive website full of educational
videos about circus performers, the ins-andouts of circus acts, and life on the road.
The Circus in America: 1793-1940, by Lavahn G.
Hoh of the Institute for Advanced Technology in
the Humanities, University of Virginia, 2004.
www.circusinamerica.org
An informative site with articles on the music,
marketing, and acts of the great American
circuses.
Sideshow World. www.sideshowworld.com
A collection of articles, recordings, and
images related to carnival and circus
sideshows. First-hand accounts of some of
the great sideshow talkers from the circus’s
golden age. WARNING: Mature content.
Creative Clowning, by Bruce Fife, Tony Blanco,
Steve Kissell, Bruce Johnson, Ralph Dewey, Hal
Diamond, Jack Wiley, and Gene Lee. Piccadilly
Books, 2003. ISBN 978-0941599160
A good introduction to the art of clowning,
including tips on makeup, costumes, and
character development.

Upcoming Saturdays for Educators
MARCH 1, 2014
MAY 24, 2014

The Amazing Architecture of The Ringling Ca’d’Zan
Intent to Deceive: Fakes and Forgeries in the Art World

To register, please visit www.ringling.org or call (941) 359-5700 ext. 3705
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