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ABSTRACT: 

The aim of this study was to present an overview of the circus game classification, as a 

possibility of pedagogical practice at school and in recreational settings, to broaden its 

ownership by professionals working in these contexts. The approach used for the 

taxonomy suggestion was the hypothetical-deductive, and the historical and 

comparative methods forged theories that supported the proposal. The research universe 

was composed by students from classes of circus activities of the troupe "Educação & 

Picadeiro", from February 2010 to December 2011, in a private school in the South 

Zone of the city of São Paulo. The observation was used as a technique for data 

collection in order to confront the earlier theories regarding the educational 

classification from circus modalities in order to adapt such classification for today. As 

results, there was obtained the classification categories, which involved Acrobatic Solo 

Games; Acrobatic Air Games; Malabar Games; Theater and Clown Games; Balance 

Games; Miscellaneous games. The organization in classification categories can 

facilitate the choice of activities, meeting the objectives outlined by professionals, since 

they potentiate the creative action of the apprentice, by approaching him with the circus 

technique in the classroom. 
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 Approaching circus activities of educational and recreational environments 

reflects the possibility of exploitation of a secular art, which can be appropriated by 

practitioners in different development stages, being children, youth and/or adults. When 

inserted in the pedagogical context, these experiences can take place through playful 

activities, including circus games. 

 Though circus activities has come gradually gaining ground in some areas of 

practice, they need to be properly systematized, in order to be adequately appropriate in 

their full potential. For this adjustment is conducted in order to fulfill the pedagogical 

expectations, as much for the application in the context of recreation as at school, it is 

necessary that the different modalities concerning these practices undergo a process of 

organizing a taxonomy capable to classify them according to criteria that assist 

professionals to define their choices as the desired goals. 

 Therefore, this study aimed to present an overview of the circus game 

classification, as a possibility of pedagogical practice at school and in recreational 

settings, to broaden its ownership by professionals working in these contexts. 

 Through circus games, it is possible to awaken the motivation to new motor 

skills, developing autonomy, confidence, enjoyment and socialization, in addition to 

enabling the recognition of the circus as an artistic corporal, recreational and inclusive 

practice, of great value to practitioners. 

 

THE CIRCUS HAS ARRIVED... AND THERE CAME THE HISTORY! 

 

The circus is one of the oldest art forms in the world. Its emergence and 

development follow the historical and philosophical of medieval, modern and 

contemporary societies (Silva, Gonçalves, Silva, Silva & Pines Junior, 2011). 
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This art represents a secular body activity with hard precision origin. Torres 

(1998, p. 13) highlights the hypothesis that "the remote ancestor of the circus artist must 

have been the troglodyte that, in a surprisingly bountiful hunting day, entered the cave 

jumping up and down and awakening, with their faces, the laughter of his difficulties 

fellows". 

One of the great events that inspired the circus art was the manifestation of the 

human being to train animals in various parts of the world. There are also records in 

Egypt, with paintings of jugglers; in India, with contortionists; and Greece, with the 

handstand and acrobatic practices. 

However, it was in Europe that the circus has developed. To Castro (1997), the 

performances took off in the Roman Empire, through the Circus Maximus of Rome, 

characterized as Hippodrome Circus, with eccentric performances, as exotic animals, 

fire-eaters and gladiators. 

In the fourth and fifth centuries, the model of Roman circus comes into a 

extinction process, due to the strong Christian influence, that classified such 

manifestations as sinful practices and, therefore, artists began to be persecuted by 

religious authorities, forcing them to adopt nomadism, running and showing up in the 

streets and public squares (Andrade, 2006). 

After the Renaissance Era, which revalued the arts, science and artistic 

movements of the nomads, emerged the characterization of the Modern Circus, in mid-

1770. Silva, Araujo and Gonçalves (2008), as Silva (2008), indicate that, in the late 

eighteenth century, the circus showed values and characteristics which, even today, are 

preserved, assuming a contemplative posture entertainment, performed in a creative and 

organized way, with its circular arena and varied attractions. 
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The Modern Circus is a result of the conjunction of two hitherto separate worlds: 

on the one hand, the British equestrian art, which was developed in barracks; and on the 

other, the feats of the mountebanks (Bolognesi, 2002). O circo moderno apresenta 

Philip Astley como o seu grande “criador”. The Modern Circus presents Philip Astley 

as his great "creator." He created Astley's Amphitheatre for equestrian presentations. 

Over the years, mountebanks, acrobats, clowns and riders were incorporated in the same 

presentation, enabling multiple circus modalities (Silva, Araujo & Gonçalves, 2008). 

Bolognesi (2009) adds that the scenic building, in its heyday, was composed of a 

circular track (arena) and a stage. Initially, the place was fairly simple, but every 

reconstruction received refinements of decoration and equipment. 

According to Torres (1998), afterwards, some European countries, such as 

Sweden, Spain, Germany, Russia and France itself, began to develop his circus art. In 

just fifty years the Modern Circus had spread throughout the world. 

 

TRADITIONAL CIRCUS IN BRASIL: FAMILY ORGANIZATION AND ART 

 

 Before Philip Astley’s circus, there were records of the presence of Gypsies in 

Brazil, who presented present in Modern Circus, skills such as illusionism, bears' domes 

and horses’ exhibitions. The circus arrived in Brazil and moved to the outskirts of large 

cities, with shows geared for popular classes. Its modernization was not in terms of 

space and equipment, but on the human element, as the clown, which is the central 

figure of Brazilian circus. 

 The manifestation of this art in the country was known as Traditional Circus, as 

privileged exclusive involvement of family members in all affairs, from preparation of 

the shows, even in the teaching-learning process, as shown by Baroni (2006). 



5 

 

 Note that so far, the form of circus' knowledge transmission was exclusive to 

traditional families, and over time, it was strengthened in other apprenticeship places of 

this art, as the circus schools. These entities meet the training needs of new circus 

performers and also serve as an option of physical activity. 

 The modernization of administrative procedures, the new layout of 

presentations, developed and managed by professionals and the incorporation of other 

arts in its shows have raised the “New Circus” or “Contemporary Circus”, responsible 

for bringing the "canvas spectacles" to other locations, such as public squares, streets 

and theaters,  

 The changes in the Modern Circus' administration also helped to create a new 

category. Known as "New Circus", these companies have no canvas, no ring, no stands 

and present themselves mostly in concert halls or theaters, although they may use any 

space, for Silva and Gonçalves (2010). 

  Seeking to avoid the idea that there is a "old" circus, New Circus became 

known as Contemporary Circus, and this concept has emerged to revitalize and lend an 

air of modernity to the circus arts. There is no precise date of its appearance, but it can 

be said that the movement began in the late '70s in several countries simultaneously. 

Firmed based on the release and denial of practices hitherto fairly widespread, but now 

appear somewhat misleading, as, for example, the use of animals in Circus, according to 

Araújo and França (2006). 

 

THE CIRCUS-EDUCATION 

 

 The circus is no longer only a professional activity, in the form of spectacle. 

Currently, there is a expansion of studies related to the art, beyond the practice of circus 



6 

 

activities on the context of leisure and recreation, and even with educational and social 

goals (Bortoleto & Machado, 2003). It is considered the school as a major means of 

production of culture and different ways of teaching/learning. Thus, circus activities 

take relevant role in this process. 

 Bortoleto, Pinheiro and Prodócimo (2011) defend the inclusion of circus 

activities in educational environments for two main reasons: as part of Brazilian history 

and culture, and also as a recreational potential, aesthetic, motor and educational that 

these activities have, contributing to the training of apprentices. 

 According to the National Curricular Parameters (Brasil, 2002), Physical 

Education should include multiple knowledge generated and enjoyed by society, about 

body and movement. Among them, movement activities are considered fundamental, 

with the purpose of entertainment and recreation, expression of feelings, affections and 

emotions, and with opportunities for promotion, restoration and maintenance of health. 

Thus, circus activities can be incorporated as a contextual knowledge to be practiced in 

educational places. 

 

THE CIRCUS-ACTION 

 

 For its historical evolution, Xavier, Araújo, Menezes and Lorenzini (2005) show 

that the circus art surpasses the canvas and reaches schools, gyms, leisure centers, sports 

practices and social projects. In the context of leisure, recreational programming has 

been using circus activities as a body practice and entertainment option for children, 

youth and adults. 

Its practice is a real condition of release of the imaginary world that occurs 

through specific forms such as juggling, solo and air acrobatics, clowns and mimes, 
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among others. Thus, it can be seen on the individual who participates in circus' 

recreational activities an energy release and a possibility of corporal creating-recreation 

culture (Silva & Gonçalves, 2010). 

 According to Xavier, Araújo, Menezes and Lorenzini (2005), the achievements 

of circus practices awaken and value cultural action and aspects such as playfulness and 

subjectivity, for not having specific future results, as well as creativity and the ability to 

provide rich motor experiences. Circus activities in the Circus-Action are characterized 

in the form of games, aims to offer many different opportunities and motor experiences, 

social interaction and intellectual development. By presenting strong relationship with 

playful proposal, circus games, within this perspective, arouse pleasure in the 

practitioner. 

 In circus games, acrobatics, juggling, trapeze, clown, contortionism, magic, and 

various bodily expressions are experienced through bodies that play and express 

feelings such as fear, shame, happiness, satisfaction and courage with the production of 

pleasure in a playful environment. The act of playing circus brings an opportunity to 

leisure experience, focused on the production of pleasure. 

 

THE CIRCUS GAME AND ACTIVITIES 

 

Speaking of games, Huizinga (1971, p. 21) emphasizes that “children's games 

have a playful quality in its very essence, and in the purest form of this quality”. Of the 

phases that humans go through during their life, childhood is the most that must be lived 

intensely, since it is here that touches the imagination and movement. Based on the 

motor, cognitive and socio-affective dimensions, it is essential to emphasize motor 

skills, which are triggered in the form of games (Silva Junior, 2005). 
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 Playful activities provides enchantments in children, adolescents and adults. 

According to Château (1987), According to Château (1987), playing is part of human 

nature, with the advantage of facilitating the development of children and even adults. 

These are completely fulfilled, entirely surrendering to the game. 

 The word game (of Latin iocus) means joke, grace, fun, frivolity, speed, hobby. 

The playful aspect is a secondary activity on the game, which is cultivated solely for the 

pleasure (Murcia, 2008). 

 For Huizinga (1971), game is a voluntary activity or occupation, exercised 

within certain time and space limits, according to rules freely consented, but absolutely 

mandatory, with a goal in itself, accompanied by a feeling of tension and happiness, and 

an awareness of being different from "everyday life." 

 Murcia (2008) presents some game features, including: lack of purpose; non-

essential toys; intrinsic motivation and voluntariness; different degrees of complexity; 

representation; cathartic effect; seriousness and pleasure; physical and psychological 

non-exhaustion, and innateness. Silva and Gonçalves (2010) present as game features: 

voluntary action, as the player takes the initiative to play for pleasure; the existence of 

rules, which are predetermined at the beginning or built during practice, and must be 

fulfilled strictly; assumes unique identity, because each game will take unprecedented 

actions; and aims the development or acquisition of a motor skill, being almost 

indispensable for anyone who plays. 

 The experience of the game by the learner develops fundamental educational 

values, such as autonomy, creativity, socialization, democratization and cognitive 

potential. According to Martins (2009), IPA BRASIL (Brazilian Association for the 

Playing Rights) presents fundamental values which are transmitted to children and 

young people through play and games: trust, honesty, truth, hope, happiness, beauty, 
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tolerance, humility, generosity, care, leadership, creativity, organization, flexibility, 

respect, vocation for research and laborality. 

 These characteristics are essential to child development, to understand their 

ludic culture. The child, like the adult, cultivates the imagination, experience friendship 

and solidarity. 

 The game is present in several processes that constitute life: “the relationship 

between play and education, play and culture, play and society, play and child's 

development processes, play and life are woven together” (Freire, 2002, p. 1). 

In accordance with Bregolato (2007), the game is included as a whole in the 

human being's life as an integral part of existence. For Silva and Gonçalves (2010), is 

the practice of games and play that children expand their knowledge about themselves, 

about others and about the world around them. Yet to the authors, children, through 

games and play, develop multiple languages, explore and manipulate objects, organize 

their thoughts, discover and act with the rules, assume leadership role and socialize with 

other children. 

 Play, have fun and learn, are inherent verbs to the human being, indispensable in 

the life of any sociocultural group. The simple act of playing is absolutely universal, 

plural, heterogeneous, flexible and as ambivalent as needed. Caillois (1958) emphasizes 

the pleasure and fun that game provides and their feelings and experiences to be lived. 

 Murcia (2008) contributes to the subject, saying that the game is translated as 

spirit, emotional state of human beings and is shown through the motor act in motion, 

its energy, translating into matter. The game is part of the character human being's life 

in his formation, in his personality, in the configuration of intelligence in life. 

 Bregolato (2007) stresses that playfulness in the game is composed of behaviors 

that allow players to be freed for defining gestures, conditions and purpose of the game. 
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They decide their attitudes, they venture to risk, repeat the gesture as they want, change 

locations, create and modify rules, and finally, the game is renovated to be lived 

numerous times. It is through the game, that the human being is introduced into the 

culture and, as a vehicle of communication, has expanded its imagination capacity and 

symbolic representation of reality. 

 Learning circus skills and techniques can be provided in various ways, either 

through technical gestures, or through playful strategies. Game, for its character, suits 

any age range and is a rich educational resource (Bortoleto, 2010). 

 Game assumes an important educational role in teaching circus arts, with its 

contextualized actions, involved with expressiveness and creative movements. The first 

published work on "Circus Games" in Brazil were those of Bortoleto (2006), in which 

the author shows the game in action, with the central theme being circus activities. 

Bortoleto, Pinheiro and Prodócimo (2011) classify Circus Games in: Malabar, clown, 

balance, acrobatics and miscellaneous. 

 Bortoleto, Pinheiro and Prodócimo (2011) add that games and circus activities 

should be experienced through the playful prism, not only ruled in technical standards, 

not even aiming only performers or artistic results. Therefore, it is necessary to enhance 

the creative and accomplished learner's participation in circus games and explore these 

new games and educational spaces in the leisure context. 

 

PROCEDURES FOR PEDAGOGICAL CLASSIFICATION OF CIRCUS GAMES 

 

 The present study had its methodological procedures divided into four stages: 

approach, methods procedures, research universe and research technique. The approach 

used was the hypothetical-deductive, because the study starts from a problem that has a 
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theory as an interim solution, where tests such solution, renewing it (Marconi & 

Lakatos, 2010, p. 77). 

 As for procedure methods, it was used the historical and comparative methods. 

For Marconi and Lakatos (2010, p. 89), while the historical method assumes that the 

study starts from the assumption that "the current forms of social life, institutions and 

the customs have their origins in the past, it is important to research their roots to 

understand its nature and function", the comparative method aims to "examine 

similarities and explain divergences," so that both methods add their contributions. 

 The research universe was composed by students from classes of circus 

activities of the troupe "Educação & Picadeiro", from February 2010 to December 2011, 

in a private school in the South Zone of the city of São Paulo. The classes were divided 

into three groups, according to age. The group one was composed by kindergarten (from 

four years) and elementary school I students; the group two was composed by 

elementary school II students; and group three was composed by high school students. 

As a research technique for the universe above, were used the intensive direct 

observation, using observation as a technique for data collection, in order to get certain 

reality aspects (Marconi & Lakatos, 2010 p. 173). The observation followed those 

characteristics: asystematic, because, as Marconi and Lakatos (2010, p. 175) expose, 

the researchers did not need special technical means, without prior planning or control; 

artificial participant, since researchers were incorporated to the group, in order to 

obtain the necessary information (Marconi & Lakatos, 2010, p. 177); in group, as there 

were at least two teachers in each class; and in real life, because “observations are 

made in real environment, registering the data as they occur spontaneously, without 

proper preparation” (Marconi & Lakatos, 2010, p. 178). 

 Remarks were intended to confront previous theories regarding the classification 
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of educational circus modalities in order to adapt such classification for today. 

 

RESULTS 

 

 Based on the procedures adopted in the study, during the research and analysis of 

classes taught by the troupe "Educação & Picadeiro", it was possible to create a new 

taxonomy, developing a classification of the circus games, through their methods, 

which can facilitate the ownership of these activities by the professionals in the school 

and leisure contexts. In this way, this new manner of systematizing the circus games 

was so represented: 

- Acrobatic Solo Games: these are games that feature the acrobatic body actions on the 

ground, combining spins, jumps and balance, which can be done in pairs, trios, small 

groups and large groups. The games present a combination of strength, flexibility and 

coordination. 

- Acrobatic Air Games: performed with the learner in suspension, in other words, 

without contact with the ground, in these circus equipments: trapeze, fabric, Indian rope 

and aerial hoop. The apprentice must submit good corporal control and mastery, while 

practicing these games. 

- Malabar Games: featuring juggling as the centerpiece, with the manipulation of 

objects in air, such as: poi spinning, clubs, diabolos, hoops, juggling balls, spinning 

plates, fire equipments, scarves, cups, box and other alternative objects (cards and hats). 

These games are characterized by the domain of the object in the game systematically 

proposed. 

- Theater and Clown Games: games that feature improvisation, comic scene, 

interpretation, pantomime and theatricalization as fundamental contents. 
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- Balance Games: games are based essentially on body balance, through equipments that 

value it, as: peg stilts, rola bola, monocycles, bicycles and wire. 

- Miscellaneous games: presenting games with other circus modalities not cited in other 

categories, such as the fakir and illusionism. 

 Circus games must be experienced without the technical qualifications required in 

some sports, prioritizing the expansion of the motor repertoire of the participant, as well 

as enhance the social interactions and intellectual activities, such as creativity.  

 According to the taxonomy above, there are no impediments to the practice of 

circus activities. These games, systematized in the recreation and educational areas, can 

add to the corporal movement culture new motivational factors in perspective proactive. 

  

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

 The new classification of circus games presented in this study fits the 

characteristics of Circus-Action, which may be adopted in various cultural contexts, 

encompassing schools, academies and spaces for leisure. The playful component should 

be the guiding plummet of the actions developed by the educator in order to promote the 

enjoyment and motivation to practitioners. 

 Adequately recognize the modalities and their respective characteristics is 

important to adapt circus games to the reality of the practice of professionals from 

education and leisure areas. Finally, it is suggested that such classification can be the 

basis for the construction and appropriation of educational and recreational circus 

activities in its various application environments. 
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