
The 21st century has brought a vast metamorphosis of the circus arts. Traditional circus 

art, associated with performances in circus tents involving animals, faced a drastic decline in 

popularity. Such a decline resulted from progressing socio-economic changes, which led to the 

termination or significant transformation of previous activities. In the second half of the 20th 

century, however, a new circus trend emerged, focusing on storytelling rather than showing 

separate tricks, performing in spaces other than the circus tent, and abandoning the involvement 

of animals in shows. The phenomenon of contemporary circus, therefore, combines these two 

main currents – the remnants of traditional circus and the activities associated with the new 

circus. At the same time, the contemporary circus phenomenon should include everything that 

escapes the dichotomous division and refers to circus arts – if not in the area of creativity, then 

in the sphere of organisation, practice or reflection. Such activities concern education, 

production, performance, acquiring contracts, promotion, competitions and contests, 

documentation of achievements, museum exhibitions, academic reflection and common 

knowledge, and creating a broadly understood community. 

This project presents contemporary circus arts activities for the first time as a subject of 

academic reflection in management and organisational studies. The research problem of this 

project concerns the institutionalisation of the contemporary circus in Central and Eastern 

Europe. The project aims to capture contemporary initiatives related to circus arts, revealing 

patterns that create social structure. Circus art will be presented from the perspective of the 

circus community, showing its artistic and organisational diversity. The concept of the 

contemporary circus and the professional role of the contemporary circus performer will thus 

be shown in the context of organisational studies. The phenomenon of the contemporary circus 

is new and current and, therefore, requires academic reflection. The originality of the 

phenomenon lies in the fact that its diversity and growing popularity are accompanied by a still 

low level of academic knowledge and common knowledge. Moreover, the phenomenon’s 

significance is derogated since the term ‘circus’ has strong negative connotations that may 

affect low social prestige for this type of art. 

The project is international due to the research area and the anticipated range of research 

results. The project involves research in the field of organisational ethnography. The research 

area consists of initiatives and organisations, both formal and informal, concerning various 

types of activities related to circus arts. Although circus activities are to be researched primarily 

in the Polish context, it is planned to compare them with the reality of other close European 

countries such as Germany, the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Finland or Hungary. The main 

research methods of the project consist of participant observation, anthropological interview, 

desk research, visual analysis and autoethnography. The anticipated cognitive value of the 

research is exceptionally high due to the original approach to circus arts and the characteristics 

of contemporary conditions of its development in Poland in the context of other countries of 

Central and Eastern Europe. Implementation of the project can also popularise knowledge of 

circuses in Poland and knowledge of Polish circuses abroad. Research implications may be 

crucial for developing academic reflection on the circus and developing research on informal, 

grassroots initiatives in culture and arts, primarily in the humanities and social sciences. The 

envisaged results of the project can be valuable for different stakeholder groups in an 

international context, particularly circus artists, cultural managers, educators, and cultural 

policymakers. 
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