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To my family











For me the circus is at its best before it has been put together. It is at its best at certain moments when it comes to a point, as through a burning glass, in the activity and destiny of a single performer out of so many. One ring is always bigger than three. One rider, one aerialist is always greater than six. In short, a man has to catch the circus unawares to experience its full impact and share its gaudy dream.

—E. B. WHITE, “The Ring of Time”
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[image: ]GROWING UP, I had no connection to the circus. My ancestors weren’t acrobats or wire-walkers; I’m aware of no Gypsy blood.

I was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. My mother and father both came from the Midwest, from Ohio and Iowa, respectively. After meeting in Chicago, as a pair of corporate accountants working three floors apart, they retreated to the suburbs, first of Milwaukee, then of Saint Louis, where I received the blessing of an upper-middle-class childhood. I attended a good public high school, where I captained the soccer team and edited the yearbook. When I didn’t have practice or a meeting, I liked to lie on the couch and watch Saved by the Bell with my sister. On the weekends, I met up with my friend Sean, and we cruised around in his Nissan. If we scored some beer or met up with some girls—well, that was a pretty big night.

And the circus? It was around, of course, but I don’t remember thinking about it, or even really noticing it. I saw one show in the sports arena downtown. What sticks with me most about the experience is the atmosphere. Built in the late sixties, the arena was battered and unattractive, and I can remember walking across the enormous asphalt parking lot with my father, hand in hand, past the rows of cars and the soot-stained trucks. Inside, we climbed the concrete stairs to our seats, which peered down on the three rings from a great distance. I remember watching the show with a mixture of confusion and boredom. The overweight acrobats wore out-of-style sequins. The tigers looked sluggish and distracted. Their trainer, a stocky man dressed like Indiana Jones, snapped his whip indiscriminately.

My father clearly had a soft spot for the circus—he had insisted that we come. I didn’t really understand why. I had video games with motion-capture graphics. I had blockbuster movies that filled screens as tall as my house. I had been to Space Camp and Disneyland. That was entertainment. The circus felt like some previous generation’s idea of fun, a tradition almost, like the Pledge of Allegiance, or the sweater my parents forced me to wear to church on Sundays—something you did not because you wanted to but because that’s what people had always done. The world had moved on, I felt, and left the circus behind.

And in these judgments I wasn’t entirely wrong. As I later learned, I first encountered the circus at a historical low point. Founded by a British cavalier in 1768, the art, a combination of popular physical forms, had spread around the world like a virus. In less than fifty years, it infected every continent but Antarctica. During the nineteenth century, the circus was arguably the world’s most popular entertainment, as popular as cinema today. Circus performers were revered as celebrities. The biggest shows were famous brands, as familiar as Disney and MTV are now.

This golden period lasted through World War II, after which, plagued by economic hardships, such as the oil crisis of 1973, and the rise in mass media, the circus fell into precipitous decline. Troupes plunged into bankruptcy. Those that survived did so by slashing costs, importing acts from abroad, and trading their tents for arenas. By the late sixties, the art was a shell of its former self. “The great days of the European circus are over,” Jack C. Bottheim, a prominent member of Holland’s Friends of the Circus, wrote in 1967. Even die-hard fans wondered how long it would survive. They expected the circus to limp along, scrounging by on nostalgia and manufactured pride, until the day when—like vaudeville, like pantomime, like the wandering minstrels of the Middle Ages—it would either pass quietly from the world or exist thereafter as a sort of museum entertainment, a reminder of how strange and simple the world had been.

But then, just when nobody expected it, the freefall came to a halt. During the seventies, the old circuses regained their footing. In France, a circus run by Alexis Gruss, Jr., an equestrian from one of the oldest families, was named the country’s national circus. In America, Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus saw attendance rise by upward of 12 percent a year.

At the same time, a new type of circus emerged. I first encountered this new form while studying in Paris during college. I was enrolled in a special program for American students, and as part of our curriculum the program directors escorted us on a series of “cultural excursions,” chaperoned visits to local highlights we might have missed in our rush to the newest Irish-style pub. These were tasteful visits, designed to expand our understanding of France and its culture. We saw Molière at the Comédie-Française. We went to the Louvre and the Musée d’Orsay. You can imagine, then, our surprise when the program’s directrice, Madame Sasha, came bustling into the school’s lobby one afternoon with a handful of flyers for the circus.

“The circus?” a girl from Ohio sneered. “Is that, like, some kind of a joke?”

Madame Sasha flashed an educator’s smile. “Non, ce n’est pas une blague.” She arranged the flyers into a neat stack on a wooden table. “But it’s not a regular circus. C’est un cirque moderne.”

I can still hear the words: C’est un cirque moderne. “It’s a modern circus.” The term intrigued me. The circus as I knew it seemed almost willfully unmodern, its resistance to change even part of its charm: the world changes, people change, but the circus stays the same. I took a flyer from the stack and examined it. The picture on the front was blurry and artfully composed. It was of a man in a white tank top and black pants, performing what looked like a break-dancing maneuver, his palms pressed against the floor, one leg shot out in front of him. A dozen white cubes littered the ground around him. It looked more like an advertisement for a band or a contemporary dance show than for a circus.

Curious, the following Friday I followed the directions on the flyer to Parc de la Villette, a concrete compound of museums and playgrounds at the city’s northern edge. It was dusk when I arrived. An orange haze had spread across the horizon, casting an eerie glow on the autumn evening.

After picking up the flyer, I remembered an experience from several years before. I was studying in my dorm room one night, when I received a call from a friend, an actor, urging me to turn on the Bravo channel. I did, and there discovered a pair of acrobats, a buff man and an even buffer woman, both painted head to toe in silver and bathed in a shimmering aqueous light. The man held the woman above him, and he was manipulating her through a series of impossible positions—holding her above him in a handstand on his hands, balancing her inverted on his shoulders. “It’s Cirque du Soleil,” my friend whispered breathlessly. “It means ‘Circus of the’ something-or-other.”

The show had been amazing, unlike anything I had ever seen, but I’d somehow forgotten about it. Remembering it now, I wondered: Was that the sort of show I was in for? Was that a nouveau cirque?

After ten minutes of walking, I arrived at the site. A pair of tents pushed up from the horizon. Neither looked anything like the stereotypical circus tents in my imagination. One was tall and white, and surprisingly sleek, like an enormous witch’s hat designed by IKEA, with vinyl sidewalls that sloped cleanly skyward. The second was smaller but equally stylish. Nestled against the first, its flap was tied back, spilling a wash of buttery light and tango music onto the cobblestone sidewalk.

I bought a ticket and went inside, where the surprise continued. Across an open floor, black café tables alternated with red velvet couches illuminated by white Christmas lights tastefully festooned where the sidewalls met the roof. What appeared to be a photography exhibit decorated the walls, black-and-white photographs of thighs and horse haunches. I made my way to the back, where a bar was selling various artisan tartes, espresso, and imported beer.

I bought a Heineken and roamed around. I couldn’t figure out what to make of the scene. The space reminded me of the lobby of a hip urban hotel. Where were the clamoring hordes of children? Where were the carnival barkers, the cotton candy? The crowd here was almost prototypically Parisian. There were lots of thin black ties and meticulously weathered jeans. Nobody looked younger than twenty or older than fifty. It felt like the crowd you might see at an art gallery opening. And yet we all stood chatting in a tent, on a dirt floor, waiting to see a circus.

The lights flickered. I felt a breath of air tickle the back of my neck.

“Excusez,” a voice said behind me. A woman in a black top hat and crimson tie stood at the tent’s rear entrance. She had folded back the flap and was smiling and waving us into the night, toward the other tent.

THOUGH YOU MIGHT NOT know it, there is a genre of literature known as the circus memoir. It dates back hundreds of years, covers a range of forms, and usually adheres to a number of conventions. In a good circus memoir it is customary for the author to begin with a flashback to his first childhood exposure to the art and his ensuing obsession. In Learning to Fly, for instance, Sam Keen waxes on about that “mythic day” when “the flying man soared into the center of my imagination.” In Ringmaster!, Kristopher Antekeier’s account of his year as a ringmaster with Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus, he writes, “I remember staring at the empty field that had been the site of the Clyde Beatty–Cole Brothers circus, unable to contain my sadness that it was now gone.”

Since I experienced no childhood circus magic, I’ll present no such vision. Still, I understand and appreciate the sentiment the authors describe—the blood rush of big feeling, the swelling sense of fantastical possibility, the awareness of your mental aperture ticking open a notch. It’s almost exactly what I experienced in Paris.

How to describe the show? All of the usual acts were there: the juggler, the strongman, the acrobats. But the tone was totally different. The juggler had a Mohawk. The acrobats were unshaven and dressed in ratty black suits with the cuffs rolled up. They flipped and danced and spun and fought, like actors in a kind of physical drama. At one point a microphone emerged and one of them began singing Simon and Garfunkel’s “The Sound of Silence” in a halting, screeching voice. Shortly thereafter, a juggler strutted onto the stage, juggling five oranges and reciting what sounded like poetry but turned out to be Proust. “ ‘Many years had elapsed during which nothing of Combray,’ ” he declaimed as he smashed the oranges into a pulp against his forehead.

I watched, stupefied. I was young, but I thought of myself as an educated theatergoer. I was studying theater in college. I had seen dozens of shows, including avant-garde work in New York and Chicago. But I had never seen a show like this. It was easily the most theatrical thing I had ever seen—physical, tough, intelligent. I left feeling as if I had discovered a new type of theater—a new type of art, even. Yes, it was vaguely related to Cirque du Soleil, but only distantly. There was nothing sexy about the show. The movements were part of a poetic, cohesive whole. It was visceral, real, and admirably raw.

Afterward, lingering in the lobby, watching the flushed and exhausted performers mingle with the crowd, I found myself wondering about them. Who were they? How had they created such a compelling, curious show?

When I got home that night, I researched the company on the Internet. It turned out that they weren’t unique, but part of a movement, what French critics called “nouveau cirque,” or “new circus.”* Born in the seventies, the genre had reinvented the circus by stripping the art of the codes of old. The new circuses got rid of the animals and emphasized human talents. They “theatricalized” the form by incorporating character and plot. Instead of vast arenas, they played in intimate settings—in theaters and single-ring tents.

Cirque du Soleil was the big example of the genre in America, but there were hundreds, possibly thousands, of others around the world. Paris, I learned, was a mecca for the form. In a given weekend you could see three and sometimes upward of five different shows.

Pariscope, the local entertainment guide, dedicated a separate section to circus listings: “Le Cirque,” sandwiched between “Le Théâtre” and “La Danse.” The Parisian dailies—Le Monde, Le Figaro, Libération—published circus reviews.

And so I started attending other “new circuses.” Some were artsy and smart like my first show. Others were more “classical,” with horses and ringmasters in red riding jackets. I didn’t like every show, but on the whole my fascination with the form continued to build. By March I was attending multiple shows a week. Often I waited around after the shows to chat with the performers. I came to understand that there was a world of intelligent, artistically minded young people who were passionate about the circus, who took it seriously. It was inspiring.

As circus historian Antony Hippisley Coxe once wrote, “The circus is a disease which it is very difficult to eradicate.” The most famous cases are of course the performers. As circus folk are fond of saying, every family starts somewhere, with somebody who decides to “run away,” a doctor who absconds with acrobats, a duchess who falls in love with an equestrian. But the performers aren’t the only circus victims. The circus annals are full of stories of fans who had their lives seized by the art. Stuart Thayer, an insurance agent in America, retired early from his job to conduct a sort of personal circus pilgrimage, driving up and down the Eastern Seaboard, scouring local libraries for arcane circus records. Howard Tibbals, another American, built a fifty-thousand-piece scale replica of a 1920s circus in his basement, a model that included eight miniature tents, seven thousand folding chairs, and five hundred hand-carved animals.†

In America such circus addicts are known as “gawks”; in the days of the old traveling circuses they would flood to the lot at dawn to “gawk” at the circus as it unloaded from the train. The French call them “circophiles.” What engenders such rabid dedication remains a subject of debate. Most writers allude to the art’s appeal in vague, even mystical, language. William Lyon Phelps, a longtime circus lover, once referred to the “centripetal force” of the ring. In Circus: A World History, Rupert Croft-Cooke and Peter Cotes devote a chapter to the “cult of the circus,” which they describe as “the intangible something that gets into your bloodstream forever and exercises an authority upon its victim that you are unwilling to part with.” Of the specific theories, most attribute the art’s gravity to how it functioned. In the old days, the argument goes, the traveling circuses were naturally and irresistibly exotic, living fairy tales of freaks and heroes that swooped into town one night and vanished the next. This exoticism was exaggerated by the circus families, who, subject to suspicion and often scorn, kept the world at a distance. “They are more explicitly detached than almost any other class of people,” Morris Markey wrote of the families for The New Yorker in 1927. But the distance imbued their lives with an air of excitement. As Markey notes, the romance of their itinerant existence—“no false and shoddy thing”—made us “ache with the imprisonment of our unadventurous lives.”

I mention these old reports as an indication of how much the circus has changed. In Paris, I experienced little of the exotic wonder and even less of the distance. Yes, there was a scene of sorts. There was a style (bohemian chic), an age range (twenty to fifty), and even what you might call an ethos (group over self). There were names you were expected to know (Archaos, Zingaro) and ideas that prevailed (the importance of creative play). But there was nothing detached about any of it. The performers were open, even welcoming. Most of them had grown up in “regular” families, and, as adults, they lived “regular” lives. They rented apartments in Paris and drove their kids to school. For fun, they attended movies and art gallery openings. In fact, their normality was probably what attracted me most: the modern circus life was a life I recognized. What intrigued me was the combination of qualities it endowed.

By May, with my return to America approaching, my circophilia had reached a plateau. I was still going to shows, but with less regularity, and I anticipated that the fascination would end with my study abroad, that the “new circus” would be, forever after, a quirky French treat, something to look forward to if I ever came back, like the booksellers on the Seine or pain au chocolat. Then, one muggy afternoon, a discovery changed my plans.

PERUSING THE PARISCOPE, I stumbled onto a listing for a trapeze workshop. I had never swung on a trapeze, had never even considered trying, but the workshop was free and directed specifically at amateurs.

And so, the following Saturday, I caught the RER, Paris’s regional train, to one of Paris’s eastern suburbs. The workshop was held in an old factory, and I arrived feeling anxious. People deal with nervousness in all sorts of ways: I tend to babble, and that day I was babbling a lot. First, I babbled to the other amateurs as we wiggled into our harnesses under the shadow of a giant net. Next, I babbled to the ox of a man holding the bottom of a precariously thin wire ladder. The big man showed me how to climb the ladder and then dispatched me up to the perch, a table-sized platform bolted to the ceiling, where I babbled even more uncontrollably to the pair of startled stocky acrobats assigned to help me fly.

The acrobats were from Sweden and Portugal. I told them about my recent interest in the circus, and all the kind circus people I’d met in Paris, and how heartbroken I was to be leaving. They were nice, and nodded amicably as they prepped the bar for me, but something must have gotten lost in translation, because the acrobats missed a critical point: they somehow mistakenly understood I had flown on a trapeze before. And so, instead of strapping my harness into the safety ropes—the way they had done for every other amateur—they let me fly “open,” without ropes. Obviously I should have noticed it myself, but I was too busy babbling, and it was only after I had gripped the bar, hopped off the platform, and rushed into the open air that my perilous circumstances dawned on me.

An unfortunate scene ensued. Once I realized the potential danger of my situation, my body seized into a fist, every muscle clamping simultaneously in fear. Voices sprang to life around me, voices shouting instructions. From below: “Bouge pas! Bouge pas!” Don’t move! Don’t move! From behind: “Speak English! Speak English!” In the end, the coach below and the acrobats behind managed to talk me down, but only after my swing had drifted to a stop, so that I hung, limply, ridiculously, like a dead fish on a string.

Back on the ground, my brain buzzing with unfamiliar chemicals, I paced in delirious circles. It was the single most traumatic experience of my adult life. But I had survived! And it was invigorating.

After a few minutes, I fled outside for some air. More pacing ensued, until I noticed a young woman, small and svelte, with short, spiky hair. I recognized her immediately. Before the workshop, while I had been wrestling with my harness, she had scurried up the ladder with the ease of a jungle monkey climbing a vine and breezed out over the net with pointed-toe perfection. She was obviously a professional, and she watched me now, leaning against the bike rack, with an amused curiosity, as if I were a squirrel trying to bury a nut in the sidewalk.

Propelled perhaps by the chemical cloud in my brain, I decided to talk to her. I asked where she’d learned to swing so gracefully.

“The National School,” she replied.

It was the first I’d heard of the place. I asked her if it was indeed a state-subsidized circus school. She nodded, puffing on her cigarette in that cool, casual way they must teach in French kindergartens.

“En fait, we’re all students there,” she said, waving a hand in the direction of the hall.

The words seeped into my brain. The ox, the Swede, the Portuguese acrobat—they were all students at a professional circus school, on their way to becoming circus performers. I grunted in admiration, and then, for reasons I still don’t entirely understand, I asked, “What about me?”

The girl looked at me skeptically. I could feel my heart thumping in my chest.

“You want to be in the circus?”

I feigned nonchalance. “Is that an option?”

She shrugged and took another long forties-film-star pull on her cigarette. “I don’t see why not,” she said finally. “The National School has an entrance exam. You might not get in, but there are plenty of other schools. I’m sure somebody would take you. It’s not like the circus is some secret club anymore.”

The rest was logistics. Back in America, I started scheming ways to return to Paris and its circus scene. That summer, with my senior year approaching, I received an e-mail from my college about the Fulbright fellowship, a government program for projects abroad. I applied with a proposal to study the contemporary circus in France, and, six months later, received word: I would be attending circus school in Paris the following fall.

Later, during my circus sojourn and afterward, people would occasionally ask me if I had run away with the circus. It never felt that way. Nothing could have felt more natural. I was young and unencumbered. I found something that inspired me and profited from an opportunity to explore it.

Which is maybe the biggest indication of just how much the circus has changed. Not only can you be born outside the circus, you don’t even need to work that hard to get in. You can decide, in a capricious, curious way that it might have something to offer, and because the circus is open, because anybody can take pleasure from it, you can go explore it. As people in the business today like to say, the circus has a place for everyone.

“You know that’s hilarious, right?” a friend said. My bag lay half packed on the bed. I had called to tell him about my upcoming adventure.

“Why’s that?” I said.

“To be honest, I didn’t even know you liked the circus.”

I laughed. “Yeah, neither did I.”




* Scholars have a plethora of names for the movement: the new circus, the new-style circus, the contemporary circus, the circus of creation, the other circus. I’ll use “modern circus” as the blanket term for anything after 1968.

† Today the model is housed at the Ringling Estate’s Tibbals Learning Center in Florida.
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[image: ] FOR GOING ON FORTY YEARS NOW, the government of France has funded a National School for the Circus Arts. Most people don’t know this fact about France, and lots of puns spring to mind when they hear it. Americans especially enjoy it, since the circus occupies roughly the same artistic echelon in America as synchronized swimming or pot-holder-making. “How do you pick the class clown?” they frequently ask. “Boy, it must be hard to juggle all those classes!”

Not surprisingly, the attitude toward circus education is different in France. The government allocates €9 million a year to the circus, an amount equivalent to their support of the Palestinian Authority. The money is earmarked for a variety of functions—troupes, festivals, and other special events—but the largest chunk, roughly 40 percent, goes to support the National School, the crown jewel of their circus educational system and one of the most prestigious circus training grounds in the world.

As in most American universities, the curriculum at the National School takes four years to complete. The first two years occur at the École Nationale des Arts du Cirque de Rosny-sous-Bois, where I would be studying. The rest are hosted at a bigger facility, the Centre National des Arts du Cirque, located in Châlons-en-Champagne, a village ninety miles east of the capital. Technically, the schools exist as separate institutions with distinct budgets, directors, and facilities, but practically, they function as a single track, and admission is highly competitive. Each year more than three hundred circus hopefuls apply. Fifteen students are picked to attend—an acceptance rate lower than most Ivy League schools. The students come from all over the world—from Brazil, Holland, Finland, Sweden, England, Switzerland, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Argentina, Japan, Chile, Germany, the United States, China, and a dozen other countries. What attracts them varies. Many praise the unique curriculum, the renowned staff. The free tuition is a plus, as are the fringe benefits. It’s not uncommon for a student to find a lifelong performance partner or even a spouse while training at the school. France also has munificent cultural policies, making it a good place to start a company after you graduate. If you want to organize a show, for instance, the government will seed you the money and the school will often provide a space to train. Being an elite institution, the National School has networking tentacles that reach across the continent and around the world. There is, so to speak, no better springboard.

Not that any of this mattered to me when I enrolled. My interest in the circus was personal—I wanted a taste of the circus life—but it was mostly intellectual. I wanted to understand how and why the art had changed, and why it had become so popular in France specifically. Although the movement was international, with companies and schools from the Arctic to Australia, the French had played an exceptional role in its development. Many of the early “new circus” companies were French, including what many consider the first, Le Cirque Bonjour, founded in 1971. In 1974, Annie Fratellini and Alexis Gruss, Jr., a pair of descendants from famous French circus families, had created the first western circus schools in Paris. Beginning in 1981, the French state even began subsidizing circus companies, the way it subsidized theater and dance companies. It initiated infrastructural support for the industry in the form of professional networks and a series of “circus poles” around the country, venues specializing in circus shows.

This attention isn’t completely surprising. As I would come to find out, the French have always had an impassioned relationship with the circus. Italian filmmaker Federico Fellini once commented that Paris was “the city that made the circus an art,” and, during the Belle Époque, Paris was to the circus as Vienna was to opera, or as New York was later to jazz, with elegant, aristocratic shows featuring ballerinas on horseback and acrobats in bow ties.

Still, the current enthusiasm seems unprecedented. In 2003, the year of my investigation, the country, which is slightly smaller than Texas, had more than four hundred circus companies, 85 percent of which were founded in the last twenty years. The French Federation of Circus Schools included more than 150 institutions, extending from the Alps to the English Channel. In 2002, the government even went so far as to declare a “Year of the Circus,” during which the circus portion of the federal budget rose to €10.5 million, with additional aid for circus companies, schools, publications, and theaters, as well as a bevy of special events (e.g., “The Cinema Goes to the Circus,” three days of circus-film projections). A headline for Libération, the Parisian daily, said it all: “Vive le cirque!”

How had the French helped spark this theatrical revolution? What place did this new form have in Europe’s contemporary artistic landscape? How did the French performers perceive their work?

Such were my questions when I embarked. I thought they amounted to an artistic study—an examination of the renaissance of a theatrical form. Later I realized that my study would be as much cultural as artistic, that the circus spoke volumes about what it meant to be French. I didn’t realize this when I landed, but there were intimations of it early on—even on my very first day.

After a night of fitful circus dreams, I reported for a morning meeting with Anny Goyer, the director of the École Nationale des Arts du Cirque de Rosny-sous-Bois. At first or even second glance, Anny hardly seemed like the sort of woman to be directing a circus school. Small and birdlike, she wore a schoolmarmish dress suit and a serious expression.

We met in her office, a cluttered room in a metallic trailer in Rosny-sous-Bois. The trailers, Anny explained as we installed ourselves, were temporary. A few years before, the school’s tent, a marvel of Italian engineering and the pride of the neighborhood, had been ravaged by what some called the “storm of the century,” which had blown through Paris on Christmas Eve of 1999. Since then, the school had been working to find a replacement, but the work was slow, the bureaucracy thorny. In the meantime, Anny said, classes were being held in a cultural compound across town, in a suburb called Noisiel. “If you have any trouble finding it, just ask around,” she said, printing out a map.

She also printed out a copy of my classes. I was enrolled in what Anny referred to as the school’s “preparatory program.” It was a bit of an experiment. The goal was to prepare the students for the school’s competitive entrance exam, which would take place the following spring. As such, my classes would focus on the three disciplines covered on the test: acrobatics, dance, and acting.

Anny and I had exchanged a few e-mails before my arrival. I knew the broad outline of the classes and had been excited. I imagined the experience joyfully, like some sort of summer camp for adults. But that was dreaming about the curriculum from afar. Now that I had the schedule in front of me, with the details printed in ink, I felt a surge of nervousness whip through me as the reality of my situation hit me for the first time. According to the schedule, I would be studying tumbling for three hours per day. I didn’t really even know what tumbling was. Handstands? Back flips? I had never even tried tumbling. Down below, there was a course labeled “Trampoline.” Of course, I had friends who had trampolines in high school. But I had never been on one, and even studiously avoided them for a period, after meeting a once aspiring doctor who had shattered his spine when he bounced off a trampoline at his high school graduation party.

And that wasn’t the worst of it. At the bottom of the page, below the regular curriculum, there was a list of other classes, including the Trapèze volant, the “flying trapeze.” At the sight of the words, I felt my heart kick.

“This here …” I gestured to the words. “I’ll be doing the trapeze?”

Anny registered my hesitation. It wasn’t a part of the regular curriculum, she explained. It was an adult amateur class that the school offered at night. I was of course invited, even encouraged to attend. “I know the trapeze can be scary in the beginning, but after you get the hang of it, there’s really nothing better.” It was, Anny added, how she’d been sucked into the circus herself.

I told her I would think about it.

Earlier I said that I sensed that the circus was accessible, and this is true. Nevertheless, looking back on this first meeting with Anny, reflecting on the sheer anxiety that the circus managed to incite in me, it occurs to me how wrapped up my feelings were in my perceptions at the time. On a purely physiological level, learning to fly on the trapeze is no great feat, at least no more complex than any number of physical activities, such as learning to swim, for example. And yet the trapeze sounds so much more difficult because of our mental context for the activity, because of everything the trapeze connotes—wagons bumping over country roads, clowns dozing on piles of straw, big-shouldered women waving from the backs of elephants. And, in spite of my explorations, I was still affected by those connotations. Even after my arrival in France, the art remained a magical question mark. Would I really learn to turn a back flip? Would I really fly on the trapeze? It all still seemed so impossible, not physically, but as an idea, because I romanticized that idea. It made up, as the writer Edward Hoagland once noted, part of the “furniture of [my] mind.”

When we had finished chatting, Anny took me on a tour of the grounds, which, for the time being, consisted of a few metal trailers and an empty concrete slab. In the “library,” a trailer cluttered with books, she assembled for me a sizable stack of contemporary circus information—brochures, newspaper articles, the school’s student guide.

Back at the main trailer, Frédéric Leguay, the school’s programming director, was waiting. Like Anny, he had a professional, almost professorial air, with dark hair, stylish horn-rimmed glasses, and a black V-neck sweater.

Reading the look on my face, perhaps, he asked me how I was feeling.

My French had declined with my nerves, and so I decided not to go into details, but instead gestured to the packet of information that Anny had given me and commented on the impressive amount of circus scholarship in France.

“Ah bon?” Frédéric replied. “It’s different in America?”

I nodded. “Yeah, we’re a little behind. All anyone talks about in America is Cirque du Soleil.”

Immediately I saw Frédéric wince. He shot a look to Anny, who had raised herself on her toes, like a cat bristling under attack.

“Attention!” she said, waving a pedagogical finger. “Cirque du Soleil is fine, but that’s not at all what we do here.”

“It’s not?” I said.

She shook her head adamantly. “What we do, it’s not just divertissement”—not just entertainment. “It’s …” She hesitated.

“Art?” Frédéric suggested.

Anny smiled. “Exactement!”

I promised to keep that in mind.
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[image: ] AT SOME POINT during my first week I noticed that Paris is shaped like a circus ring. Inside is le centre ville, the Paris of postcards, with its monuments and warrens of cobbled streets. Outside is la banlieue, the suburbs, gazing into the city with curiosity and sometimes envy. From my apartment in the center I made the transition almost daily to the school in the suburbs—inside the ring and out.

My days started at seven, with a hot shower, followed by a breakfast and a stretch on my shag rug in the sun. I tried to be out the door by nine. Paris at nine feels like New York at seven—dim, sluggish, and serene. It was autumn, and though the air had turned cold, the locals still huddled on the café terraces, smoking and sipping espressos from porcelain cups. I took my own espresso at a little café called L’Annex, a quaint, one-room place run by a jovial Moroccan named Omar.

Omar was fascinated by the circus. He had seen his first show as a boy, when a group of bear-toting Russians had pitched a tent in his mountain town. They had stayed a single night, almost forty years ago, but the troupe had so marked Omar, so defined the circus in his head, that he talked about the experience like it was yesterday, with a jovial look, as if he was describing his first kiss. Needless to say, Omar loved that I was in circus school. “So how are my lions today?” he would say, leaning his elbow on the corner of his bar. “Are they being fed?”

I would come to find out that this kind of thing wasn’t uncommon. In fact, one of the first noteworthy aspects of my time in France was witnessing the effect the circus had on other people. Everybody had a reaction. They almost always smiled and asked me to repeat myself (“The circus?”). Often they would launch into stories of their own experiences, even if those experiences were only tangentially related. In a bar on Rue Oberkampf, I met a Spanish woman who had trained as an equestrian as a girl and felt the need to educate me on the finer points of horsemanship. My neighbor, a jolly father who worked at some sort of insurance company, told me about a friend of his from college who kept a cheetah on a leash. (“He used to bring the cheetah into restaurants. The cat would curl up under the table.”)

Still, Omar was a particular case. For months, I tried explaining that the circus had changed, that my courses didn’t include animal husbandry, but he couldn’t resist making the same joke every morning. “So how are my lions today? Are they being fed?” It was as if the magical myth in his head was more real, more powerful, than whatever reality I had to offer.

From Omar’s, I caught the RER, Paris’s regional train, east to Noisiel, a suburb forty minutes outside of the city. As Anny had said, the classes were being held in a cultural compound called the Ferme du Buisson. In a former life, the site, which consisted of several large buildings surrounded by a high brick wall, had served as a chocolate factory, and it retained an industrial feel. You entered the compound through an enormous iron gate. The buildings themselves were imposing and windowless. Most had been converted into cultural venues, including a theater and a cinema, but the school occupied what had once been the factory’s main floor, a cavernous hall affectionately known as the Grande Halle, or the Great Hall.

Regal name notwithstanding, there was nothing special about the space. The walls were exposed brick. The floor was concrete, covered by a thin industrial carpet. Gymnastic equipment littered the ground, including mats of various shapes and sizes and a pair of Olympic-caliber trampolines. I even remember feeling a wash of disappointment when I saw the facility for the first time. As part of my pre-arrival fantasies, I had imagined the school as an eccentric, jubilant place, Willy Wonka’s factory crossed with an Olympic training center. Instead it looked like a boxing hall or a prison yard. The steel bars were rusted on the weight bench, the pads worn smooth. The spring-loaded floor was a narrow runway, a set of pads bolted onto squeaky springs.

And yet, as I discovered that first week, my fantasies weren’t entirely out of line, either. There was a worn intimacy to the hall that felt natural, authentic to the work being done there. On busy days, the place crackled with an energy that I had never experienced. Heaving open the hall’s rusted steel door one morning that first week, I found myself facing a scene of almost clichéd circus action. In front of me, a pair of women stood next to each other on their hands, gossiping. Nearby, a pair of jugglers were whipping around a rainbow of clubs, while two more acrobats—shirtless and muscular—thundered down the runway. Loud, accordion-rich music blared from a weathered boom box near the door.

I stood at the threshold for a moment and watched the scene. I was reminded of “The Ring of Time,” an essay by E. B. White, the great New Yorker writer. In the essay, White recounts his experience visiting a circus, where he observed a young female equestrian in training. “For me,” White writes, inspired by the girl, “the circus is at its best before it has been put together.… Under the bright lights of the finished show, a performer need only reflect the electric candle power that is directed upon him; but in the dark and dirty old training rings and in the makeshift cages, whatever light is generated, whatever excitement, whatever beauty, must come from original sources—from internal fires of professional hunger and delight, from the exuberance and gravity of youth. It is the difference between planetary light and the combustion of stars.”

I had only vaguely understood what White had meant. Now, absorbing the scene, I felt that I knew better, and I felt lucky to have discovered it.

I ARRIVED IN PARIS with vague hopes of being thought of as a student rather than a scholar, a circus hopeful like the others in my program. If asked, I would of course tell the truth, but I honestly thought it wouldn’t come up. Although I wasn’t an acrobat, I was reasonably athletic—I had excelled at sports as a kid and done some rock-climbing in college. And it was, after all, a “preparatory” program. It would take me less than a class to figure out how hopelessly naïve I was.

Arriving to class early, I spent a few minutes milling around with the other students, making small talk. There were only three of them: Maud, Fanny, and Boris. All were French, all about twenty or so. None were particularly impressive physically. Fanny might have stepped out of a Woodstock poster. Her hair was knotted into dreadlocks, and she wore a ragged wool sweater and a pair of cutoff sweatpants, both of which looked voluminous on her tiny frame. Only slightly taller and thinner, Maud flaunted a tongue ring and a panoply of ear piercings. Boris had broad shoulders and a chiseled jaw, but even he didn’t seem particularly athletic, more like a soldier than an acrobat. In my white Adidas T-shirt and black track pants, I was feeling confident.

After a few minutes, Luc, our paunchy acrobatics professor, arrived. He introduced himself and announced our goal for the day: we would begin with a “reference test,” a simulation of the school’s entrance exam, to gauge our progress over the year. But first, he said, we should take a few minutes to stretch before we got started.

Whereupon I hit my first snag. As I lay there on the ground, arms and legs pitched to the side, the hall lights sparking in my eyes, it occurred to me that I had no idea how an acrobat might stretch. My primary sport while growing up had been soccer, and soccer players don’t worry much about their arms or their necks.

As a temporary solution, I imagined a relief pitcher stretching in a bullpen. I waggled my arm like a dead fish. I pulled my biceps across my chest and gave my arm a good tug. When I had extinguished this line of possibility, I stole a glance over at my cohorts for inspiration. All three of them were gyrating vigorously on the ground, as if engaged in a group Pilates class.

Maud was bouncing her nose toward her knees. Boris had rolled over backward, as if trying to catch a whiff of his crotch, and was alternately popping his legs skyward, then lowering them and squeezing his thighs against his chest. Nearest to me, Fanny lay sprawled on her back, sweeping her legs confidently from side to side—right over left, left over right. The cuff of her pants made a percussive swishing against the carpet. Swish, swish. Swish, swish.

I decided to give it a shot. Unfolding, as if to make a snow angel, I opened my arms and legs as wide as I could, gave a sigh to expel the air from my lungs, and twisted swiftly at the waist, so that my right leg swept across my left.

Immediately, a series of deeply unhealthy cracking sounds cascaded up my spine—pop, pop, pop, pop, pop! I had never heard my body make such sounds before. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Fanny lift her head off the carpet. She eyed me, concerned. “Was that your body?”

I looked at her blankly and shrugged as if I didn’t know what she was talking about. She scrutinized me and then went back to sweeping her legs. I rolled over for some more arm stretches.

It was my first sense that I was out of my league. It would only get worse.

“All right, who wants to go first?”

Stretching complete, Luc had summoned us to the spring-loaded runway, where he lounged on a black cube, a clipboard on his knee. Our “reference test,” he had explained, would consist of a series of acrobatic movements, from basic to difficult. We would have three shots at each. Luc would score each movement: 0 was for not attempting, 5 for perfect. We would start with a basic somersault. “C’mon,” he coaxed again, “somebody has to start.” Maud emerged from our pack.

I had chatted a bit with her before class. She was dainty, with blond hair styled in a pixie cut, a button nose, and green eyes that sparked energetically. She seemed kind and a bit shy. Recounting her experience working as a mascot at Disneyland Paris, she had rolled her eyes, covered her mouth, and laughed an endearing, airy laugh.

But as Maud assumed her position at the head of the runway, there was a demonstrable shift in her demeanor. While Luc repeated the instructions—three somersaults per pass—she bounced on her toes and jiggled her arms like a sprinter prepping to settle into the blocks. Gone was tender Maud, the Disneyland Daisy. In her stead was someone darker and fiercer. Toeing the line, she gave a soldierly nod and exhaled sharply, almost snorting. Then she sprang.

It was a spring to behold. With her chin tucked, her toes pointed, and her whole frame taut, Maud arched through the air. Curling just before she hit the ground, she rolled and emerged on her feet, finishing with a little hop, her hands in the air. She paused only momentarily before pouncing again through a second somersault, then a third, each as flawless as the first, like a porpoise cutting waves.

I felt myself shudder. This wasn’t rumpus room; it was Romanian. In the course of her young life, Maud had probably performed hundreds if not thousands of somersaults. To calm myself, I looked to the other students. They seemed unimpressed. Boris had bent over for some toe touches. Fanny was unraveling a loose seam on her sweatpants.

“Next!” called Luc sluggishly.

Over the last forty years, circus education has exploded in France. Today there are more than 150 circus institutions sprinkled around the country, from the Alps to the Mediterranean. Unofficially, the schools have structured themselves into an informal pyramid, like the system for athletics in America. At the bottom are the recreational schools, open to kids and amateur adults interested in practicing the circus for fitness or fun. Next are the circus high schools, where the students study academics in the morning and circus in the afternoon. One level up from these are also preparatory programs, which serve as feeder institutions for the professional curriculum at the National School, the aspiration of every young acrobat.

Practically, this pyramid means that a student who enrolls in a preparatory program comes equipped with a tool kit of circus experience. Most have been studying the circus for years, sometimes every day. The students in my program were no exception. As Luc ticked down his chart of moves—cartwheels, handstands, back handsprings—I watched in awe and horror as they performed each with technical proficiency. I didn’t even attempt most of the moves, afraid of hurting myself. The moves I did attempt often ended in embarrassment. Trying to kick into a handstand, I ended up bucking like a mule. For the tests of flexibility, Luc told us to do the splits and then measured the distance between our hips and the ground. For the others, it was inches. For me it was a foot.

It was the first in a long series of lessons about skill and physical capability. Before coming to the school, I had assumed that my athletic ability would be transferable, that people who excel at one sport—soccer, in my case—excel at others. But acrobatics is in a different league. There’s no analogue in everyday life. It’s a whole-body activity that requires coordination, flexibility, strength, agility, and endurance. It engages different muscle groups and different mental capacities.

It’s also maddeningly precise. Before starting my training, for example, I assumed that I knew how to do a handstand. From a standing position, I thought, you pitch onto your hands, arch your back, and let your feet dangle over your head, so that your body looks like a question mark. This was how I had seen people handstand my whole life, on playgrounds and beaches and in photographs (e.g., Robert Doisneau’s Les Frères). And from a practical perspective, the technique made sense: arching your back widens your center of gravity, which makes your handstand easier to hold.

Unfortunately, such practicalities mattered little in the circus:

“What is that?”

I had kicked up into my image of a handstand—back arched, legs dangling above my head—when Luc’s voice came booming across the hall. I levered down and found him glaring at me across a pile of mats, scolding me with a look of disappointment and disgust, like I was a dog who had messed his carpet.

He shook his Muppet hair. “C’est pas bon, ça.” That’s no good. “That’s not how it works here.”

A circus handstand, I learned, isn’t flimsy; it’s solid—an exclamation point, not a question mark. It looks like a tower of muscle, or as another instructor of mine said, “a human bar.” Aesthetically, a straight handstand looks better. The lines are clean. The performer projects control, a holy circus quality. It’s also better for your body, because the position puts less pressure on the spine. And once you get the hang of it, it’s easier to hold. By bolting your body over a single point, you eliminate all the “searching” for balance, all the tips and sways.

Unfortunately, you have to get the hang of it first. And in my case, I would have to learn every move from scratch, even the basics, which took time because the patterns were so ingrained. I learned this working on my somersault.

Properly executed—as by Maud—a somersault is smooth and basically silent. Diving into the move, you curl your back in such a way that your entire spine, from your shoulders to your tailbone, makes constant, rolling contact with the ground. But of course this is easier said than done. Even on a mat, I found it intimidating to dive headfirst. Instead of curling my body, I would instinctually bow at the waist, converting my body into a giant L. Frozen in this position, I would hit the ground at the wrong angle, an error that registered in a noise, a clunk—or more precisely, a clunk, clunk, one for the back, one for the butt.

All week long, the coaches and the other students tried to rid me of the habit. Maud suggested I focus on tucking my chin to my chest. My Polish tumbling coach, Ryszard (pronounced “Richard,” or “Ree-shard” in French), told me to imagine getting absorbed by the mat. “When you roll,” he said, “you think neck into mat. All the way through. Neck and back.” (Ryszard’s French was a work in progress.)

Boris gave the most logical advice.

“A lot of times the problem is something you wouldn’t normally think of,” he said. We stood facing the spring-loaded floor. Classes had ended for the day, and the Great Hall was atypically quiet. Only a lone juggler worked near the weight bench, popping three clubs into the air rhythmically.

Boris came and stood next to me. “Here, let’s try something.” He had a naturally professorial air. He had studied trapeze and judo for years, and, in addition to his circus classes, was working on a degree in philosophy. “When you dive, instead of thinking about your body, focus on your arms.” He brushed up the sleeves of his sweater and extended his muscular arms in front of him. “In the air, imagine yourself reaching for the mat. Think of your arms as shock absorbers. Like this.” He took a preparatory breath and pounced, elongating himself in the air, curling quietly through his roll. “You see what I mean?” he said, back on his feet. “Really think about reaching for the ground.”

I nodded vaguely. I could see how it might work. Reaching would automatically lengthen the body, which might keep me from buckling at the waist. It also ensured that the move “traveled,” another indication of good form.

I gave it a shot. Envisioning Boris’s own roll—the dive, the tuck—I pounced, stretching for the ground.

Clunk, clunk.

At the other end of the runway Boris looked confused. “Did you do what I told you?”

I walked back toward him. “I tried to. I mean, I really reached.”

He shuffled his feet. “Okay, try again.”

I took my place at the head of the runway. I prepped. I rolled.

Clunk, clunk.

Boris winced. He rubbed a hand against his stubbled jaw. “You know, I might not be qualified to help here.”

Naturally, this was all pretty humbling, even dispiriting. Waking, dressing, commuting, all with the certain knowledge that I would spend the next three hours falling on my ass. The experience was physically punishing in a way I had never experienced. I was sore in muscles I didn’t know I had. By the end of the week, a permanent scab had formed on my tailbone.

But there was also something redeeming about the effort. It was, after all, why I had come: to get a glimpse of the incalculable amount of effort, embarrassment, and pain behind the seemingly effortless skills. And, in an odd way, I even enjoyed it. The first week felt like an initiation. I felt as though I was learning the circus rudiments, analogous to the knife skills—the paring, the dicing, the chopping—that chefs master in their first week of cooking school. I had the sense I was engaging my body—my joints, my muscles, my core—in a new and complete way. At night I slept like a dead man.

By the end of the week, my sense of the circus’s peculiarity—that exotic feeling I had felt in Anny’s office—had already started to fade. I came to recognize the school’s familiar combination of smells: the sharp brine of sweat, the pungent smoke of hand-rolled cigarettes, the damp musk of the carpet. I came to know its sounds: the rusty squeak of the trampoline springs, the repetitive drone of jugglers hammering silicone balls against the concrete. Everything seemed already like routine, as if I had been part of the world for years.

And then, every so often, the feeling would come roaring back, that old sense of wonder, of the circus as something grand. I remember feeling this strongly once in the middle of the year. Arriving at the Great Hall, I discovered the trapeze rigging had been strung across the space. High above, the students took turns springing off the platform, throwing tricks in the void.

Above all, the whole scene struck me as fascinating and improbable—this collection of government-sponsored acrobats in an unmarked hall in the suburbs of Paris. I don’t know how long I watched, until a voice pulled me out of my reverie.

“You know …” Gabby, my trampoline coach, said with a wry smile. “It’s possible to watch with your mouth closed.”
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[image: ] ON MY DESK IN PARIS was a black-and-white picture. In the foreground was a man with a black mustache and a bow tie. In his hand was his infant son, the boy standing on the man’s palm. In the background other performers, the man’s family, presumably, watch the scene, smiling and clapping. Behind them you can see a line of trailers and a tent.

If you know one thing about circus history, it’s likely this: the circus was a family affair. For centuries, families owned the biggest circuses (the Knie Circus, the Ringling Brothers Circus, Circus Krone). They comprised most of the acts. Each had a specialty, a circus skill they passed down through the generations like a gift. For the Ravels, it was wire-walking; for the Franconis, horsemanship. “They don’t force their children to join,” observed a reporter for The New York Times in 1903. “The urge comes almost by instinct. They see their mothers riding or their fathers tumbling and immediately want to do it themselves.”

Of course, the circus wasn’t the only business to function this way. For millennia, most professions worked according to the family model—carpenters raising carpenters, preachers raising preachers. What made the circus unique is how long the model persisted. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, well after the rise of public education, circus performers continued to educate their children themselves. Being itinerant, circus parents found that it wasn’t practical for them to enroll their children in stable schools. The system had technical advantages as well. Over time, each family developed an encyclopedia of practical arcana, what essayist Edward Hoagland once called “a special whirlwind momentum and glory, the craft of a lifetime piled on the craft of previous lifetimes.” Circus children, or enfants de la balle, as the French call them, received this knowledge from a young age, from birth, basically. “I knew more about timing when I was less than a year old than I did about walking,” trapezist Alfredo Codona once noted in The Saturday Evening Post. They didn’t just learn their skills, they lived them, an intuitive experience that translated into astonishing ability. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the majority of the great international circus stars hailed from circus families. Codona, son of a Mexican circus owner, was celebrated by Life magazine as the “Nijinsky of the circus.” His wife, Lillian Leitzel, the daughter of a Czech acrobat, starred for Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, the biggest circus in the world. Circus children so dominated the circus landscape that it was even presumed—to some extent correctly—that only those born into the business could compete.

The family system defined the circus for centuries. But while it provided the source for much of the circus’s strength and allure, it also had a fundamental flaw. Ruled by families, the circus was what physicists call a closed system. Although the troupes traveled widely, they remained almost totally isolated from the outside world. On tour, circus families stuck to a consistent rhythm: arrive, set up, perform the matinee, relax for a few hours, perform the evening show, move on. Fraternization with the outside world was permitted, but only to a certain point. “[They live] in a world that is half childlike and half unreal, full of amazing simplicities,” Morris Markey wrote for The New Yorker in 1927. Some families even practiced a kind of scorn for the outside world. They swindled locals with abandon, fought them in “clems,” referred to them by pejorative nicknames—gillys, towners, and rubes. “The families held the world at arm’s length for centuries,” Steve Gossard, a trapeze historian, told me. “They wanted people’s money, but would refer to them as ‘lot lice.’ ”

To be fair, much of this was defensive, a natural reaction to the mistreatment circuses were forced to suffer on the road. But the families also participated in their detachment, and over time it had a deleterious effect. Beholden to tradition, each generation mindlessly duplicated the work of the last. “It would never occur to them to make fun of the gaudy clothes they wear … or the prankish things they do for the world’s amusement,” Markey wrote. In the early twentieth century, a kind of artistic bubble enveloped the form. Technical ability continued to rise, but the art as a whole stagnated. A cheap uniformity ensued. Every show had the same elements: clowns, acrobats, jugglers, animal trainers. Even the details were identical, and to an astonishing degree. In every circus around the world, regardless of size or location, the rings were thirteen meters in diameter. An act lasted five to seven minutes. Ringmasters wore red coats and riding boots. Clowns had red noses. These weren’t mere choices; they composed what circus scholars call the “codes” of the form. “You didn’t go to a circus,” French circus writer Jean-Michel Guy once pointed out, “you went to the circus.”

Of course, some people like these details, and like to claim that the almost aristocratic dedication to tradition is vital to the circus’s whimsical charm. The circus, they say, provides the comfort of stability: in our fast-paced, ever-changing world, it’s reassuring to know that the circus you shared with your mother will be the circus you share with your son.

But it’s also totally bizarre. As a point of contrast, imagine if all music was classical. You could listen to Beethoven or Bach but no Beatles. Or what if the only dance that existed was ballet? This would feel silly and confined. And yet with the circus, almost nobody felt this way. People just took the stasis for granted.

THE STORY OF HOW the circus finally extracted itself from this creative hole is, in large part, the story of the development of circus education. It begins in Russia.

In 1919, Anatoly Vasilyevich Lunacharsky, the newly appointed People’s Minister of Education, summoned to Moscow the key players in Russia’s circus industry, including administrators, intellectuals, writers, directors, and performers of various acts. Two years before, the Revolution had swept through Russia. Now the task was to discuss how the new Communist state would handle the art.

It wasn’t a straightforward issue. Prior to the Revolution, Russia had known a prosperous circus tradition. As early as 1793, Charles Hughes, a British equestrian and one of the original circus mavens, had quit England to set up shop in the court of Catherine the Great, as her horse trainer. During the nineteenth century, numerous foreign circuses had toured the Russian countryside, and a few had even set up permanent shop in the bigger cities, including Alessandro Guerra, who in 1845 established in Saint Petersburg Russia’s first circus building, a heated wooden structure with a Grecian-style pediment and a portico at the entrance. With the arrival of the Communists, however, Russia’s circus industry had collapsed. Fearful of being subsumed by the state, most of the families, who were foreign, had fled abroad. If the Soviets wished to continue the tradition, they would have to create a new circus infrastructure from scratch.

Lunacharsky’s committee met for two weeks. The debate was surprisingly contentious. Some insisted that the circus was a distraction from public progress and so should be left to die. “It has no place in our society,” argued one offended party. “We are building a world free of such depraved exploitation.” Others, including Lunacharsky, who was backed by Lenin, strongly disagreed. Rather than abandoning the circus
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