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3 THE FEDEC 

THE FEDEC

Created in 1998, the European Federation of Professional Circus Schools (FEDEC) is 

a network that is comprised of 38 professional circus schools located in 20 different 

countries (Albania, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Denmark, Finland, 

France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Swit-

zerland, Tunisia and United Kingdom).

FEDEC’s main vocation is to support the development 

and evolution of pedagogy and creation in the fi eld of 

circus arts education with the following objectives:

to improve the education in professional - 

circus schools,

to reinforce the links between the professional - 

circus schools,

to represent these schools at European - 

or international level, 

to promote the work of young artists who have - 

graduated from these schools.

To this end the Federation sets up different activities:

facilitating a network of schools, allowing the - 

organisation of numerous bilateral and multilateral 

exchanges of students, teachers and administrators 

each year,

assembling and distributing information of all - 

natures in the circus arts education sector.

designing and coordinating European projects that - 

aim to improve the teaching practices of its members 

(in particular through the production of teaching 

aids, seminars, professional exchanges, dissemina-

tion of best practice)

FEDEC is supported by the European Union (Education and Culture DG– Education and Lifelong learning programme), 

Cirque du Soleil, Dragone and Cirque Phénix.

intervening with the authorities on a European or - 

national level, according to the needs of the Federa-

tion or one or more of its members, 

organising and implementing events or demonstra-- 

tions that aim to increase the infl uence of creation 

and training in circus arts or to improve contacts 

with associations and organisations working in the 

fi elds of art, education, sport, economy, and the 

social sector. 

equipping the Federation with regulations and a code - 

of ethics for professional training in circus arts. 
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PREAMBLE

We have spent quite a lot of time consolidating our 

base, clarifying our membership criteria and, in gen-

eral, learning how to function as a federation. We have 

been dealing with all the issues that other federations 

like ours have to deal with (language, protocol, creat-

ing a sense of belonging and defi ning what our grand 

purposes really are). I personally feel that we have been 

doing an excellent job.

Now after ten years, the time has come for us to defi ne 

what we need to do in order to advance circus arts train-

ing for the next decade. We need to understand our sec-

tor better so that we can respond to the requirements of 

all those that participate in it. From the children involved 

in leisure circus activities, to young people with desires 

to turn their amateur practice into a profession, to cir-

cus arts teachers, professional practitioners and those 

that collaborate with them in the performance and pro-

duction end of the spectrum.

To accomplish this, we commissioned two works to be 

undertaken in 2008; the fi rst task was to fi nd as many 

circus arts training facilities that we could across the 

world and then to compile this information into a direc-

tory. This would allow us to gain a perspective on the 

state of circus arts training across the world and help us 

to support new ventures that arise in places where pro-

vision is scarce. It will also help us to develop strategies 

for the development of teacher training qualifi cations 

or arguments for those wishing to defend circus train-

ing projects to their local or national governments. The 

information gathered will be invaluable to us for numer-

ous reasons and will fuel our debates on what directions 

need to be taken. As an extra benefi t to those beyond 

our sector, the information obtained will also be avail-

able for public use, on demand. Please visit the FEDEC 

website for more information about this project.

The second task was to undertake a survey of employers 

across the European circus sector to discover what they 

consider to be the “Key Skills” required by young circus 

performers entering the profession. The results of this 

survey are what you are holding in your hands now.

It is always a bit daunting to commission a report 

because it is impossible to assume what the results 

will be. Daunting, but necessary, because if we really 

want to evolve in a fashion that is true to our funda-

mental beliefs, but which is also pertinent to the wider 

context in which we live, then we have to confront a 

certain reality. We have to be prepared to see, or hear, 

things that we may not necessarily agree with, or to 

fi nd ourselves face to face with opinions and points of 

view that differ from our own. We may discover expec-

tations of us that we were completely unaware of, 

and preconceived ideas that were formed outside our 

The European Federation of Professional Circus Schools (FEDEC) celebrated its 10th an-

niversary in 2008. From very small beginnings it has grown into an organisation with close 

to 40 members from 20 countries, some even from beyond the European continent.
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scope of infl uence. As a mature organisation we must 

take the results of our commission into consideration 

as we defi ne our position for the future. 

In addition to that, we can not simply listen to one voice, 

in this particular case, the voice of the “profession”. In 

doing so, we risk having a subjective view of our sector. 

For example, there is mention in this report of a cer-

tain disappointment at the disappearance of large cir-

cus discipline troupes (Flying Trapeze probably being 

the most obvious example). Regrettably that may be the 

case, but we as an organisation can not simply react to 

that as a given. Numerous factors need to be taken into 

account, questions need to be asked and actors from all 

parts of our sector need to be interrogated: Is the lack 

of such groups due to the fact that the fi nancial invest-

ment of procuring the material, fi nding and maintaining 

a permanent training facility and creating the support 

infrastructure is too great for a fl edgling bunch of recent 

graduates? Are there an adequate number of openings 

for groups like this? Are there young circus artists inter-

ested in actually undertaking that kind of training, for 

that length of time? And from another point of view, do 

any schools exist today that have the space and teaching 

staff available to support such a programme? Answer-

ing these questions will allow us to develop collabora-

tions and development strategies that do not exist cur-

rently; it is an exciting prospect.

After this initial survey, and over the course of 

2009/2010, we will have to undertake the same exercise 

with recent graduates, schools and current students 

in order to provide ourselves with enough information 

to make intelligent decisions, because our respon-

sibility does not lie with the needs of one part of the 

circus world, but rather with the wider circus sector 

as a whole. Our future as a federation will depend on 

our ability to evaluate the infi nite needs and unlimited 

desires of everybody involved with circus arts, from the 

training in them to the performing of them. Our future 

will depend not only on how we manage expectations, 

but also how we harness passions.

As a closing statement, I would like to say that the 

FEDEC has commissioned this report because it needs 

to know what is going on now so that it can be infl uential 

in the future. Mr. Pascal Jacob has undertaken a huge 

task and we thank him for that. We have taken on his 

fi ndings and we will integrate the views expressed by 

those he questioned with those that we will collect from 

other sources. We will consider his recommendations 

and eventually develop a strategy that, we hope, will do 

justice to the world of circus arts as a whole; because 

really, deep down, that is why we are all striving together 

in the fi rst place. 

TIM ROBERTS, PRESIDENT OF THE FEDEC

LONDON, 8TH DECEMBER 2008 
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OBJECTIVES AND 
FINDINGS OF SURVEY

A seminar was held in Paris on 23 and 24 May 2008 as 

part of a meeting organised under the aegis of the Euro-

pean Federation of Professional Circus Schools aiming 

to defi ne and specify the ambitions and common bor-

ders between teaching and professional integration. 

The aim of the gathering, which took place in two main 

stages, was to determine any main areas shared by a 

professional fi eld split into various different sectors and 

a body of institutions dedicated to training.

The training of circus artists, nowadays generally car-

ried out by the schools, must lead on to the integration 

of young artists into a segmented economic system with 

multiple aesthetical and economic divisions. The aim 

of regular and effective ‘artist placements’ organised 

by training establishments raises numerous questions 

today. ‘Performance without spirit or spirit without per-

formance’ re-emerges as a leitmotif when questioning 

their relative requirements versus supply. During these 

days of refl ection and analysis, the participants began 

to piece together an active strategy, taking into account 

the needs and wants of all those involved in this sector 

in all its different guises. 

More specifi cally, the aim was to evaluate the relevance 

of the acquisitions which must be made in order to inte-

grate a certain kind of circus artist into a certain type of 

circus with a list of all the key points and the most nota-

ble defi ciencies. Collective refl ection will lead to the 

compilation of a memorandum of the different desirable 

profi les and the evaluation of the steps which need to 

be implemented at all levels of the industry in order to 

render them viable and recurrent. 
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INTRODUCTION

THE LANDSCAPE

REQUIREMENTS AND RESOURCES

This study is based on a statement of fact.

If we consider the number of artists who have come 

from the top three French-speaking schools (Châlons-

en Champagne, Montréal and Brussels), as well as the 

fi nal year students from the NICA in Melbourne, the 

Circus Space in London and the Stockholm school, the 

number of students taken on approaches a few hundred 

each year - when it comes to the western world, at any 

rate. If we add to this fi gure the artists who have been 

through the professional training route, the fi gures 

would be around double. This is both low and high at the 

same time. It is low in the sense that, given the number 

of companies and the potential geographical coverage, 

this fi gure of a few hundred equates to only ten or so 

complete classic shows. Disparities on the market are 

also barely refl ected by the schools: most students hope 

to focus on contemporary circus. The very best go on to 

create a new show for one of the leading companies of 

the decade or to create their own company, something 

which many students consider to be of equal value.

So a few hundred artists in this case is both accurate and 

recurrent – and a high number since there are not many 

companies able to create a new show each year (a new 

creation every 48 months for the Cirque Plume involves the 

recruitment of ten or so artists on average) and the rela-

tive increase in disciplines is cluttering rather than fuelling 

the market. This is a crucial point in terms of development 

and requirements. The schools favour individual offerings 

or duos (hand-in-hand, aerial cradle, Korean board) and in 

rare cases small groups (teeterboard, banquine).

The decision to support the development of a crea-

tive artist at one of the schools favours a focusing on 

a certain type of circus, undoubtedly to the detriment 

of the more classic forms. In this respect, the disci-

plines which are often taught and chosen in the schools 

infl uence this narrowing of offerings: balance, hand-in-

hand, aerial silk, swinging trapeze, climbing rope, slack 

and tight wire and variations on these genres are the 

key disciplines today – and are almost exclusive in their 

dominance. The list is not exhaustive and is not intended 

to be overly simplistic but apart from a few rare excep-

tions (local slant on the acrobatic ladder, simple wheel, 

German wheel and teeterboard), it presents a techni-

cal snapshot of the current offerings. The distribution 

is clearly geographical in nature and is infl uenced by 

the level of the teacher in question: the students con-

cerned select a school based on their ambitions in a 

specifi c discipline and because they know they will be 

able to acquire the best skill level there which they need 

in order to progress. So, the CNAC does not train jug-

glers, the German wheel is not taught in Brussels and 

the fl ying trapeze, aerial perch and Washington trapeze 

are rarely featured any more, even though a few schools 

offer the space to practise them.

The selection system does not favour the integration 

of group acts: of a group of 6 people, only 2 or 3 are 

likely to satisfy the demands of the establishment. This 

does not mean that the others are bad, but rather that 

they do not meet the relevant selection criteria. This 

forces groups to break up. If they continue to exist in 

their initial form, there are many diffi culties to be over-

come in everyday life. Upon leaving the school, 3 years 

later, it is necessary to fi nd an establishment able to 

take on 6 people for just one act. Taking on and train-

ing a group is therefore a challenge. In most cases, the 

more favourable situation is for a group of individuals 

to come together upon completing their training with a 

view to possibly working together. 



8 PERFORMANCE WITHOUT SPIRIT OR SPIRIT WITHOUT PERFORMANCE?

This progressive disappearance of collective disciplines 

is inevitably leading to the development of virtual bridges 

between the schools and contemporary circus, to the 

detriment of other areas of the professional market. 

Without falling into the trap of generalisation, it cannot be 

denied that the initial diversity of circus techniques, many 

of them taught between the 2nd half of the 19th century and 

the 20th century, is beginning to disappear. 

The aim is to offer simplifi ed parameters within the 

international context so as to better understand the 

requirements and expectations of the international 

scene as well as to hone the skills of its key players. 

Regular visits to performance venues all across the 

world, as well as being entertaining, means that the 

aesthetical and technical developments of this some-

what marginalised sector can be assessed. It also 

makes it possible to investigate the reasons and causes 

for developments which are frequently anarchic, often 

complex yet never linear. The origins of the artists in 

particular evokes curiosity. Where do they come from, 

these boys and girls, men and women, who are able to 

thrill 10, 100, 1000 or even 5,000 or 10,000 spectators 

in the ring or as part of a show?

SOURCES?

The equation seems easy to resolve once formulated: 

when it comes to the artists working for contemporary 

companies, most come from the schools! Next ques-

tion! The debate could stop there. But things are not 

that simple. Perhaps this is because the industry does 

not measure itself according to only one of its many 

facets and that, against all expectations, even this spe-

cifi c sector of the market does not draw systematically 

from the breeding ground of the schools. The remain-

der of the sector, more or less the vast majority of the 

so-called classic companies whether traditional or 

neo-classic, generally remain resistant to change, to 

such encounters and to the integration of young artists 

trained in the western schools. 

In the case of Cirque du Soleil, a giant in the world of 

circus entertainment, only 27 of the 581 acrobats work-

ing for the company come from a circus school. This is a 

very small percentage for a category where it is hard to 

imagine there being any alternative training option.

In order to better understand and clarify the aspects 

of this problem, the European Federation of Profes-

sional Circus Schools has committed itself to two 

research objectives: to define the skill set of the art-

ists as required by the markets and to sketch out a 

symbolic map or geopolitical diagram of the training 

offers available throughout the world, both in terms 

of quality and quantity.

the FEDEC has committed itself to two research objectives: 

to defi ne the skill set of the artists as required 

by the markets and to sketch out a symbolic map 

or geopolitical diagram of the training offers available 

throughout the world, both in terms of quality and quantity




