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Case Study:       
Overview: The contemporary circus, developed simultaneously during the 1970s in Australia, France, Canada, 
the United States and Britain is an evolution of the traditional circus format. But it wasn’t until the 1980s when 
Cirque du Soleil surfaced that nouveau cirque (as it was originally known in French-speaking countries) was 
truly brought to the world’s attention.

Circus audiences still want to be thrilled and amazed. That hasn’t changed. What has evolved is how that thrill 
and amazement is both measured and delivered. 

Compared with circuses of the past, the contemporary approach doesn’t just focus on its high acrobatic 
achievement, it is a synthesis of acrobatics and dance with theatre, music and visual art. The focus is on 
the overall aesthetic impact; provoking emotion and feeling rather than relying solely on technical skill. 
Contemporary circus is closer to contemporary dance or theatre than to traditional circus. 

The contemporary circus continues to evolve in response to the audience’s more sophisticated taste, and 
their desire for a more immersive experience. 

And, for both aesthetic and economic reasons, contemporary circus productions are typically staged in 
theatres rather than in large outdoor tents. Also, influenced by the audience’s heightened sensitivity to ethical 
treatment of animals (and an awareness of just how expensive proper animal care is), animal acts are typically 
not included in contemporary circuses.

Cirque du Soleil origins

In the early 1980s, a troupe of street performers including Gilles Ste-Croix and Guy Laliberté breathed fire, 
played music, juggled and danced throughout the charming villages along the shores of the St. Lawrence 
River near Quebec City, to the delight of locals and visitors.

They had a crazy dream: to create a Quebec circus and take the troupe travelling around the world as a way 
to meet their personal challenges for a creative outlet.

In 1984, with the assistance of the Quebec government, as part of the celebrations surrounding the 450th 
anniversary of Jacques Cartier’s arrival in the territory that would become Canada, Ste-Croix’s and Guy 
Laliberté’s first nouveau cirque production, Le Grand Tour, debuted in the small Quebec town of Gaspé under 
a blue-and-yellow 800-seat big top tent. Le Grand Tour then played in 10 other cities throughout the province. 

In 1987, Guy Laliberté reinvested every penny earned from Le Grand Tour, and pledged all their company’s 
assets to bring Cirque du Soleil to the U.S. for the first time. Their production of Le Cirque Réinventé (or “We 
Reinvent the Circus”), wows Los Angeles Festival audiences and the media alike with its unique combination 
of set design, theater-in-the-round, and audience involvement. It is the show that brings Cirque du Soleil into 
the limelight.

Cirque du Soleil didn’t invent the contemporary circus format. They are the most well known practitioners of 
it because they applied and continue to apply incremental improvements that capture the audience’s hearts 
and minds. Cirque du Soleil’s shows thrill and amaze their audiences in ways that exceed expectation.
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