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When Guy Laliberté thought workers at Cirque  du  Soleil's  Montreal headquarters were taking 
their jobs too seriously, he hired a professional comedian to liven things up. 
 
Madame Zazou spends 20 hours a week popping in and out of offices. She has carte blanche to 
interrupt meetings - briefly - with witty questions and comments, and is a regular heckler at 
Cirque's annual "creative summit", at which 100 senior employees exchange ideas on present 
and future shows. 
 
While her presence may brighten employees' mood, it also attests to some important 
challenges facing the fast-growing international circus and entertainment group. 
 
Mr Laliberté, Cirque's founder and controlling shareholder, remains the organisation's 
dominant force even though he relinquished the chief executive's job two years ago. He now 
spends only about half his time on Cirque business. Much of the rest is devoted to One Drop, 
the charity he set up last year to improve third world water supplies. 
 
The need to leaven the work atmosphere also underlines the difficulty of keeping the creative 
juices flowing in an ever-expanding troupe of acrobats, costume designers and musicians 
unaccustomed to a corporate regimen. 
 
From its origins 24 years ago as a small group of stilt-walkers, jugglers and musicians in Baie-
Saint-Paul, Quebec, Cirque has grown into a far-flung enterprise with almost 4,000 employees 
and annual revenues of about $800m. 
 
It will stage 18 different shows this year, including several permanent ones at resorts in Las 
Vegas, Disneyworld in Florida, and in Tokyo and Macau. It is seeking partners to build sites for 
permanent productions in London, Paris and Spain. 
 
Cirque also holds about 80 events annually for corporate and other customers. Fiat paid $2m 
last year for a spectacle to spice up the unveiling of its Bravo hatchback near Rome's Forum. A 
small Cirque troupe is performing daily this summer at a festival in Zaragoza, Spain. Daniel 
Lamarre, a former journalist and television executive who took the CEO reins from Mr 
Laliberté, expects Cirque's revenues to double in size over the next five years. 
 
From top to bottom, Cirque's management style is unusual. There is no board of directors. The 
top decision-making group on creative activities, known as le noyau créatif (the creative 
nucleus), comprises Mr Laliberté, Mr Lamarre, another Cirque founder, and the senior director 
of creation. A six-member executive committee oversees business operations. 
 
A group of four prominent Quebec executives, including the heads of Bombardier, the train and 
aircraft maker, and Power Corporation, one of Canada's most powerful family-controlled 
companies, meets four times a year to offer advice on running the business. 
 
Productions have a long lead time. A Cirque show typically takes three years to develop from 
conception to opening night. It is built on two main legs: creative and business. The creative 
side starts with an over-arching theme, often suggested and refined by Mr Laliberté. Cirque 
2009, a show now taking shape, centres on biodiversity and the world of insects. 
 
A three-person team, comprising stage director, creative director and production director, is 
then set up. Its first task is to devise what Pierre Phaneuf, vice-president for creation, 
describes as a "light skeleton", outlining the type of show, size and composition of cast, the 
mix of live and recorded music, and so on. 
 
The team reports to an executive producer in charge of the business side. The budget for a 
permanent show is typically $40m, or $20m-$25m for a touring show such as Varekai, Quidam 
and Corteo. 



 
"We demand that they come up with a product that is profitable," Mr Phaneuf says. Cirque 
employs about a dozen business analysts to crunch the numbers. Mr Lamarre declines to 
disclose profits but says that the company has not received a penny in government aid for 
more than 15 years. 
 
Many of Cirque's creative staff, including all stage directors, costume designers, composers 
and choreographers, are freelances. "We try to make them feel part of the company without 
making them feel part of the business," Mr Phaneuf says. Cirque pays for them to attend its 
own shows as well as others that might have a bearing on their own projects. 
 
Meanwhile, a 60-strong casting team, including 20 talent scouts, crisscrosses the globe for 
performers (see below left). To help mould its recruits and established artists into a functioning 
team, Cirque has a 100-person residence across the road from the head office. 
 
The casting website is in seven languages, but Cirque offers free English lessons to employees. 
Interpreters are routinely assigned to some performers - Chinese, eastern Europeans and 
Brazilians, among others - though even their services do not prevent the occasional 
misunderstanding. "When you work at Cirque, you're doomed to work in a team at any level," 
says Mr Phaneuf. 
 
Still, the unrelenting pressure for fresh shows and bigger thrills is pushing Cirque in some 
unaccustomed directions. 
 
It will put the spotlight on a single individual for the first time this September in a show 
starring Criss Angel, an American magician. Mr Angel's act is aimed at broadening Cirque's 
appeal to a younger audience. 
 
Meanwhile, Cirque faces the challenge of dimming the spotlight on its biggest star, Mr 
Laliberté. Aged 48, he cuts a larger than life figure. While he has relinquished the title of chief 
executive, the credits for every Cirque show still list him as "guide". 
 
Chosen by Ernst & Young as its World Entrepreneur last year, Mr Laliberté has a personal jet 
painted to look as if it is dripping with chocolate. 
 
His office parking spot is separated from the others by an avant-garde sculpture 
commemorating Rosa Parks, the US civil-rights campaigner. Mr Laliberté, declined, as he 
usually does, to be interviewed for this article. 
 
"We often ask, what do we do if he is hit by a bus?" says Mr Lamarre. A big increase in 
creative staff, from 50 to 250 over the past five years, is proof that Cirque can survive its 
founder, he adds. 
 
Still, Joanne fillion, senior brand director, says that "it's like a tribe. The culture is transmitted 
from generation to generation." Still, she acknowledges that "it takes a lot of people and a lot 
of processes to replace Guy's intuition". 
 
 
Leila mains 
 
Ringmasters who round up top athletes 
 
Many of Cirque de Soleil's 1,000 performers are former athletes. The company recruits by 
sending a team of 20 talent scouts to talk to coaches as well as visit university athletic 
meetings and national championships. Cirque has recently stepped up recruiting efforts in 
China and Japan with the help of local partners. 
 



Cirque scouts attended the Sydney and Athens Olympics. However, the company does not feel 
the need to be in Beijing next month because it has now built up a database of 7,000 
prospective performers and artists. 
 
"We're not looking for Olympians so much," says one manager. "We're looking for people who 
are open. They have to be willing to try something new. We bring them somewhere they didn't 
think they could go." 
 
Turning an athlete into an artist is not always easy. Performers rolling on iarge exercise bails 
up and down at gyms in Cirque's head office have to be told not to worry if they fall off the 
ball. 
 
Athletes, who are accustomed to a strict regimen and typically train for a single sport, can find 
Cirque's encouragement to take risks and work in teams a challenge. 
 
                    Fonte: Financial Times, London, Tuesday July 1 2008. Business Life, p.12.  


