The Clown Conservatory at S.F. Circus Center

"A clown doesn't know how to - or cannot - pretend, nor can he be artificial.  In the circus, laughter cannot be faked any more than a somersault."

- Jerome Medrano
Introducing the Clown Conservatory at Circus Center, San Francisco

The Clown Conservatory at Circus Center, S.F. is the only institution in North America offering comprehensive training in circus clowning. It began in 2000 with a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts. To date, 101 clowns have graduated from the program; 70% of these graduates are now working professionally in circuses, theaters and other performing companies. 

Auditions 

Auditions for the Class of 2010 are by DVD (details below).  Steps to apply:

1) Send a letter of interest plus a picture, résumé and 3 letters of reference. Be sure to have current contact information included (email, phone and address). These can be sent at any time to:

Peggy Ford

Clown Conservatory at Circus Center, S.F. 

755  Frederick Street

San Francisco, CA  94117

Or emailed to peggy@circuscenter.org
(Letters of reference are accepted by email)

2) Prepare a DVD audition (see below)

3) Send your DVD to the address above

4) We will contact you within a few weeks of your audition.

5) If you are accepted, you will need to send in a non-refundable $500 deposit within a month of receiving your acceptance.  This deposit will be credited towards your tuition.  If you are applying for the work-for-tuition program, you will need to send a letter of financial need at the same time you send your deposit.

For more information, please contact Peggy Ford and go to www.clownconservatory.org (sign up for our e-newsletter while you are visiting the site).

Our Approach to Circus Clowning

“Clowns always make the most vulnerable choice, naturally”


— Dominique Jando

Training at the Clown Conservatory has two major threads – skilled circus clowning and clowning in community.

1) Skilled circus clowning involves developing circus, dance, musical and theatrical skills to a level that they can be used as part of a ‘clown language’ while learning the structures that can contain that language.  Clown history has yielded many classic routines that can become cutting edge when inhabited by skilled clowns who have developed unique 'languages'. First year students begin with clown essentials – the building blocks of our art form.  They continue by exploring classic structures and bringing these routines to life with authentic, idiosyncratic characters. They then concentrate on deeper character work, storytelling and creating original material.  In the final term, the class creates an original 45 minute show that tours to local venues for 4 weeks.

2) Clowning in Community is an ongoing study of the history of clowning with a focus on how clowns can make deep contributions to their communities.  The weekly reading assignments include books from our library (John Towsen’s “Clowns”, Joel Schechter’s “Pickle Clowns”, etc.) plus excerpts contained in a Reader.  In the first term, each student researches a clown or clown tradition that has not been fully explored in the reading.  In the second term, each student does field work with performing organization that has a strong social circus program (Prescott Circus Theater, Clowns Without Borders, etc.)  
Classes

The 2009/2010 program includes 18 hours of classes every week (Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays from 9am – 4pm).  Students spend between 10 and 20 hours per week outside of class on the ‘5 R’s’ - Rehearsing, Reading, tRaining, Research and wRiting.

Weekly classes:

· Dance with Joanna Haigood: 9am – 10:10am Tuesdays

· Acrobatics with Xiao Hong Weng: 10:15 – noon Tuesdays and Fridays

· Core Clowning with Jeff Raz, Paoli Lacy, Joan Mankin, Dominique Jando and other master teachers: 1 – 4pm Tuesdays & Thursdays

· Circus Skills with Judy Finelli: 9am – 11am Thursdays

· Body Awareness with Adam Venker & Christina Vecciato: 11am - noon Thursdays

· Mime with Letitia Bartlett: 9am – 10:30am Fridays

· Modular with core staff and guest artists: 1pm – 4pm Fridays (guests include Patty Gallagher, William Hall, John Gilkey and others) 

All classes are held at Circus Center, located just across from Golden Gate Park in the historic Haight Ashbury neighborhood of San Francisco.

The 2009/2010 school year is divided into three terms :

· 1st Term: 
September 8 to December 20, 2009 (15 weeks)

· (Two-week break)

· 2nd Term: 
January 5 – March 26, 2010 (12 weeks)

· 3rd Term:  
April 1 to June 20, 2010  (12 + weeks)

The students offer in-house performances open to the public approximately every 5 weeks.  In May and June, the class becomes a touring clown troupe, performing in a number of community venues (schools, senior centers, medical facilities, etc.) as well as in a recital on the final weekend of the school year.  

San Francisco Circus Center 

S.F. Circus Center, a not-for-profit circus organization, was created in July 2001, after the San Francisco School of Circus Arts acquired the New Pickle Circus, two names that embody a rich and much older history.  The San Francisco School of Circus Arts was founded by Wendy Parkman and Judy Finelli in 1984, as a project of the Pickle Family Circus. Sixteen students, all of them children, made up the first roster and trained at the Pickles’ cramped headquarters in an old church on Potrero Hill.  As for the Pickles Family Circus itself, it had been founded ten years earlier by two jugglers-with-a-vision, Larry Pisoni and Peggy Snider.

Today, Circus Center offers training for adults and children in recreational, pre-professional and professional circus arts (www.circuscenter.org).

Tuition and Fees 

Tuition for the Clown Conservatory Class of 2010 is a total of $8,500 ($8,300 plus a $100 insurance fee and a $100 materials fee).  We have an active work-for-tuition program that offers a maximum of $3000 per student in ‘sweat equity’.  Most students take advantage of this program.  Tuition for our Advanced Program is $4000.  Our workshops and classes are priced individually.

DVD Audition for the Clown Conservatory

1) Audition piece:  Tape a 2 - 3 minute performance piece that you have performed for a live audience at least once.  This piece should include at least some physical movement.

2) A skills review: Now tape a ‘skills review’ – 15 second each of any and all skills you think might be useful in clowning (music, dance, juggling, stilt-walking, puppetry, etc.)

3) Now let the tape run and answer the following questions: 

a. Why are you interested in the Clown Conservatory? 

b. What are your career goals?  Be as specific as you can.

c. What interests do you have outside of performing? any life experiences that may be valuable? 

d. Do you speak any languages other than English? 

e. What is your age? 

f. What is your medical history?  What accidents or illness, physical or mental, have you had?  Are you currently on any medication?

g. Describe a great experience you have had with a teacher or an educational institution 

h. Describe a horrible experience you have had with a teacher or an educational institution

4) Write down why you are interested in the Clown Conservatory (1 – 2 pages)

5) Transfer your material onto a DVD and send the whole packet to Peggy Ford (see address above).  Make sure to include a phone number where you can be reached – Jeff Raz may want do a follow up interview.

Clown Conservatory Alumni work with… 

Cirque du Soleil

Cirque Eloize, Montreal

Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey Circus

Stomp

Aga Boom

Circus Monti (Switzerland)

Lunatique Fantastique

Zoppé Circo Europa

Marin Shakespeare Festival

San Francisco Shakespeare Festival

Splash Circus

Circus Kaput, St. Louis

Prescott Clowns, Oakland 

Velocity Circus 

And many other circuses, theaters and puppet troupes

Alumni speak

“Making people laugh, cry, gasp, and laugh, night after night is a life’s study, no joke.  But it was the Clown Conservatory that gave me the direction, skills, sparked my imagination and demystified the possibility of actually finding work in the circus.”

- Jonas Woolverton (Class of 2002), 5 years with Cirque Eloize’s “Rain”; currently with Cirque du Soleil’s “Zumanity”

“Graduating from the Clown Conservatory allowed me to accomplish my goal of working with Ringling Bros. Barnum and Bailey Circus, which has proven to be the biggest growing experience of my life. I am now in all the clown gags and hold a prominent part as a clown in the show.”

- Nathan Holguin  (Class of 2003; Advanced Class of 2004) 

3 years with Ringling Bros. Barnum and Bailey Circus
Reviews of Clown Conservatory Alumni in The New Pickle Circus: 

"Mina Liccione (gives) the best one-person band performance since Dick Van Dyke wooed Julie Andrews in "Mary Poppins."  - Chad Jones, Oakland Tribune

"Joel Baker's lovelorn clown can break your heart as he unsuccessfully woos various ladies. Or he can make your heart race as he performs a balancing act on five stacked chairs."  -  Chad Jones, Oakland Tribune

"Jonas Woolverton spins through a "German Wheel" routine that is not only dazzling, but done with a sense of good humor that makes it look as if he's making it up as he goes along. All that and he plays the accordion too." 

- C.W. Nevius, San Francisco Chronicle
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