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CIRQUE DU SOLEIL
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Cirqu_e du Soleil has been breathing
new life into one of the oldest forms
of entertainment since it was set up
in 1984. But it’s the business acumen
of the circus company’s founder Guy
Laliberteé that keeps the genre fresh.
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CIRQUE DU SOLEIL is a real-life

Laliberté I1s no clown and Cirque Is no ordinary circu:
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Guy Laliberte left home armed with Cirque s high-tech performances place a heavy emphas

an accordion and a bat KPackK., Hi on world-class conlortion, acrobatics and ugeling, sut I

| VISION Of crealing a surreal originality that separates them from their competite

tech circus without animals, and | love surreallsm, Laliberté : Ol thi

._|I'I

| yeals later he sel LI ( :.I!I]I.Jr- clu drive benind his 'J|lH'.'."'J, wnhnIich have dPPRropriat

Solell—a company which now has Six orand names, dramatic lighting, striking stag

touring shows, permanent theaters In characters. In Varekal, Cirque’'s tour playving

Guy Laliberte L as Vegas and Orlando and revenues tast Rutherlord during June, one of the ¢

approaching $1 billion 1S the [imping angel, who contorts on ci

[l fﬁ.;'.!r . Laliberte |'-'l-ri'iu_--.fw:_i Corteo, his latesl l_‘.rI!il“_f.:}'-lrlx’.l '.|lll‘.II|Hl'||l' adance. Corteos protagol
area between heaven and earth

but he says it will be the last touring show Cirque will launch

"_ Urbing one of the company s Key revenue streaims may scerr f.lrl._]lll 'S Shows., and rarit

a strange move but Laliberteé Is far from clowning around Laliberte has created his ow!

"We made a business and artistic decision not to muitiply guest artuists with their own

our shows, explains | aliberté. "We find that it solidifies the show content to remain con

opinion people have ol the brand. because there s ararity rather than peing at the mf

created by the fact that we don t multiply like that, performers eflortiessly

| aliberté doesn't talk in the measured tones of classi impression that the

CEOs. He prefers a turbo-charged stream ol consciousness I he originality of Its a
—hands gesticulating and face lit up with enthusiasim since ILs performances can t bi

And Cirque's control over It
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more like a street entertalner than a boardroom DIgWIg there. For example, 80% ol th

He doesn't even call himsell chief executive, bul rather the colorful costumes IS bougnt w

‘guide” who orients and artistically directs the company. He company s workshops so that exa

likens his situation to that ol a taxi driver he came across In are avatllapble throughout the show

are made ol each performesl

ELJJIhHWEIVJHf}flijgﬂlf.IlmifdlﬂtﬁillllﬂﬂtJJf|tl1f|HH cab."Is he

a taxi driver or entertainer?” asks Laliberle, "I think he s boll Masks can be made
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The IOE2ISUCS Ol & Cirque tour are dau ne e shows stay In a cib

anad eat wO-ana-a-half hour spectacle

-

lor an average of a month

:. e

[akes place In a £,000-seat big-top that ¢

-

proguction to opening NIgn [ requires the transportation of u sh{e 80

performers. 20 technicians. 800 tons « /0 containers and
||

four generators Each tour requires over 1,000 costumes, tended to by
five traveling staff, and Cirque even has its own pastry chef on the road
All In all, it takes eight days to set up Cirque s self-sufficient village anc
three davys to dismantle it. It's no surprise that taking the whole thing
up and down costs $5 million alone

Cirque began with a troupe of /3 performers touring Canada and
[J'Eﬂ,llp toZ2/0 000 people a year Since then. it has transiormead
INto a company with over 3,000 employees Inciu ding over 600

performers who will play

v to seven million people In 2005. And with an
average historical sell out of 90% across Its Shows, Cirque generates
around $100 million annually from each. As Cirque s owner, this
makes Laliberté a comfortable billionaire

One of the secrets to its continued success I1s location. Tours are
diways staged in centrally located sites, and the permanent shows are
dssociated with tourist destinations. The strength of Cirque's brand also
Means It can establish pood product recognition while spending Iittle on
Narketing, and Laliberté has identified growth markets for (aking tours

10 Moscow, S Petersburg and Prague as well as others in Asia, Korea and

'apan. Europe, which Cirque only began touring in 1995, Is still largely

s b . seen .
Jntapped, t ough Laliberté has a strategy to best conquer the marke!

bOmetimes we stay too long In a city and gel a htlle weaker In Lhe

a5l week or two, so we read|ust the times and number of shows nexl

lime ¢n | .
Ne So that the door closes on the nose of som '|Jl;ni_i*)f at the end, he
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There are five or six big cities in
the world where we wish to have
a permanent show in 10 years.

line; " The audience decides if you live or die.” Cirque 1St
this and Laliberte spends elght months a year scouting for new
Touring takes Its toll on the performers, who represent o\

nationalities, Shows are often staged twice daily and at lea:
times a year. Lallberte says that the turnover of travelin

IS quite nign, since they return home or have children

the permanent-venue shows balance this out since lens
Service IS 1I0Nger, d IOW NEg up to 4/0 PDEI lormance:
Laliberte VS, Hh_'*,-' permit T."II'i_L{'--. we cannotl do with tour shows
s>eelng the rotating 100-foot-high stage in the martial art
themed KA, Cirque s newest Las Vegas show, IS worth the
average ticket price alone. Audiences gasp as It sets the scent

for a two-deck royal barge to revolve on a calm sea while another

boal rocks wildly and sinks, seemingly sending a wo

nan i'|'~|'~h‘.' \
underwaler, only (o be saved al the last moment. And that

the stage transforms Into a sheer clift and then an ICy mountain

KA cost $150 million to create—more than all current Broadw
productions combined. But because the hotel s owner, MGM Mir

11|.__

picked up the $135 million cost of preparing the 1,951-seat
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Cirque only had to foot the remaining production costs. Expel

and profits on the performances are split 50-50 betweer

MGM. In total, analysts estimate that Cirque’s profit marg

20%. and much of it is Diougned right back into the company as :

massive 40% of profits are spent on research and development
Although there will be no new tours, expect to see more permanent

venues [:‘H:]DLHI'"IE_ up SO0ON A _:_‘ ]-—J-U miithon Las "'u-"t}li'?ft S pProauc non based

on The Beatles is set to open in 2006, and two years later, Cirque s firs!

permanent theater outside North America will open at the Tokyo Disney

Resort in Japan. Like the US ventures, $115 million of the construction

costs for Tokyo's 2,000-seat theater will be coming from the loc al Orental

Land Company, with Cirque providing the remaining 25 million
Cirgue’s chief operating officer Daniel Lamarre says thal London

and Paris are also earmarked for permanent venues and adds, " here

are certainly five or six big cities in the world where we wish to have
a permanent show in 10 years.” These projects, alone, should keep
sales revenue growing at its current rate of around 15-20%

The strength of Cirque’s success rests on Laliberté’s shoulders,
and that's the way he wants It 1O stay. “If everything Is a fallure, the
last thing | want i1s for people to be left with the impression that It was
not my fault. If | am to live or die with that responsibility, | want Lo
assume it 100% and | don't want to put Cirque in a position where Il
Could be affected by other people's creative decisions, he says

Consequently, Laliberté turned down the Dpportum"ty to float |
Cirque, “|f you go public, everything changes,” he says. "All my life | U(;i*
Deen able to say yes or no. hat means I've never had t? compromise
My artistic standards, and that's very important to me

KA Corteo
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Cus IS in Laliberté's blood. He's C}Hly 46 but s so concerned

rque s legacy that he is already searching for his successor
the heir is fround, the IDr'I}__{ Brooming process will bugrn.
raon twant to wait until I'm 60 years old in order to prepare
people who will replace me,” he says. But the level of Laliberté's
ommitment and enthusiasm makes him a tough act to follow. Only
tme will tell whether one of his three young children will share thulr:
lather s unique characteristics
| think the reason for (Cirque's) success is the fact that Guy is
uncompromising in his standards of excellence says Alan Ft_‘I[l-I’lL]H
senior vice president of public affairs at MGM Mirage. He adds |
“He s been able to create a company of people whﬁ share that
commitment, who are completely willing to take DIg risks artistically
(and) linancially. How many companies are willing to do that?" |
Laliberte' s commitment has been his guiding ight and he won't
let anything dilute it. "There are three ways of being committed to a
project, he says. "The first one is for me to have 110% involverment
which Is having the courage and determination to B8O over and above
whalt Is considered a good project. Then you could play it safe, go
al the 100% level, so it's still a good project, but more _r'un:aer kh"'l.;r\.-'r-‘

Then there's ".-"uilfldl | call the chicken way, which is g0INg only by the
liInancial rules.,

For now, it's Impossible to imagine Laliberté gIvVing up, and he's
setting himself a sultably impressive goal. “Hopefully we'll see the
day when all of the world’s six billion citizens will wear a red clown'e
nose at the same time and be united in laughter” he says. Until thr.:‘n_
Cirque seems sel to continue growing.
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the road. All in all, it takes eight days to
set up its self-sufficient village and
three days to dismantle it. Re-staging
costs alone are £2.4 million, but all of
its six tours and six permanent shows

wi
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in Las Vegas and Florida turn a profit. - Syﬂchrﬂmﬂed

This global empire was set up 23
years ago by Canadian Guy Laliberté.
He gained an appreciation for street
theatre after travelling around Europe as
a performer when he was 18, and even today, doesn't
like to describe himself as the boss: “We're treasure
hunters and I'm the guide.” And Laliberté certainly
knows how to put on a show - seeing the rotating
stage in the martial arts-themed KA, Cirque’s flagship
permanent show in Las Vegas, is worth the £56 ticket
price alone. At one stomach-churning moment it
becomes vertical, changing from a beach to a cliff
and sending sand cascading into the abyss, Acrobats
ascend the cliff untethered, scaling to the top with
the aid of pegs hidden in the deck. It rotates 360
degrees, the pegs are retracted, the acrobats fall 70
feet into the safety net out of sight below and
everyone tries not to scream.
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Vegas Spectacular |

In line with the left-

. Seeing | field performancebsl, thzcl
L shows have suitably o
the Sta'ge names like Dralion, La
n KA: th e Nouba, Quidam, Varekai
|Las Vegas and O, but surrealism
show. is isn't simply a highbrow
\

There is a high degree of

e T hook to lure in punters.
worth the g 3
ESB t.lcket interpretation since none

of By X
_ a]one hE the shows use spoken_. e
language. This means - © A
there are no-cultural fiffﬁiﬁ

barriers to cross, something that has enableé Ci rqqies»JI “ln"
to perform in over 100 cities since it began lﬂ; 1984 '“L.-;l ’
Each show is distinctly different, designed. F{Qm o
scratch and woven around an offbeat theme. Alegﬂ'a, f
currently touring Spain and France, was msplred by
the passing down of traditions, whereas Mystére
Cirque's first Vegas show, looks at the origins of the
universe, Its climax sees a giant snail inflated to. '
symbolise the pace of life in the grand scheme of
things. Characters have outrageous outfits such as a
man dressed as a baby, a silent ringmaster with no
head sporting an umbrella and an acrobat with a tail
dressed in blue pyjamas.

But true to its roots, the most extraordmary thing
Is the acrobatics, Every stunt looks likes it is about *

voyager 43
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