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Foreword
N ational  C ircus  School

Based in Montreal, the National Circus School is an institution for secondary and higher education 
whose primary mission is to train circus artists. It is the only institution in North America to offer 
a complete training cycle in circus arts, starting with the preparatory program, followed by the 
Circus and High School Studies program, and culminating in the higher education program (leading 
to the Diploma of Collegial Studies in Circus Arts). Since 1981, more than 400 artists have been 
trained at the School. A pioneer in the revival of circus arts in Canada and North America, the 
School has contributed to the emergence of Quebec’s great circuses, which were to become 
Cirque du Soleil , Cirque Éloize and The 7 Fingers, and has lent a helping hand to numerous foreign 
circus companies. 

Today, the National Circus School enjoys a unique position in the world of circus arts instruction. 
With a team of more than 60 teachers providing a wealth of educational and artistic experience in 
circus arts, acrosports, performing arts and education, the School is regularly invited to share its 
expertise at educational exchanges, meetings and symposia in Canada and abroad, especially those 
organized by the International Network for Social Circus Training (INSCT), the European Federation 
of Professional Circus Schools (FEDEC), the European Youth Circus Organisation (EYCO) and the 
American Youth Circus Organization (AYCO).

With the enthusiasm for social circus, the spread of circus arts as a recreational activity and the 
overwhelming demand for qualified personnel, the School believed it was essential to support the 
development of services providing high-quality, safe introductory courses and training programs in 
the circus arts. Since 2004, its Instructor and Trainer programs – leading to an Attestation of Collegial 
Studies and recognized by Quebec’s Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport (MELS) – have 
trained some 100 teaching professionals. These teachers are actively involved in all areas of circus 
instruction, the education of young people, leisure activities, social circus and even the specialized 
training of professional artists.

In addition to the skills needed to introduce circus techniques, the role of a circus arts instructor – 
whether for recreational activities or social outreach purposes – requires particular knowledge of 
safety issues and of an individual’s stages of motor, psychological and social development as well as 
the ability to organize and manage a class. This manual is intended as a useful and relevant 
educational tool, but it certainly does not replace actual training for teaching the circus arts. 
Although these techniques are essential for performing circus arts, these disciplines also need 
creativity and poetry in order to be truly artistic and meaningful, and this is true at both the 
professional and amateur levels.

On behalf of the teachers and professionals who were so enthusiastic and thorough in putting 
together the content of this manual, I would like to thank Cirque du Soleil for its generous contribution 
to the development of an educational work of this magnitude. By taking part in circus arts and with 
the help of qualified personnel, it will certainly help a great number of young people to achieve their 
potential more easily. 

Daniela Arendasova
Director of Studies
National Circus School
Montreal
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INTRODUCTION

The practice of circus arts implies knowledge of and proficiency in one or several techniques, which 
usually requires progressive and ongoing learning. Use of these techniques opens up a wide range 
of possibilities intended to develop physical abilities, as well as creative potential and social skills.

Today, there is growing interest in using circus arts for purposes other than performance and shows. 
Professionals involved in the fields of leisure and recreation, humanitarian development, mental 
health and physical rehabilitation are watching the development of current initiatives with great 
interest.

As the learning of these techniques is set to develop in various areas, and with rising interest in circus 
arts as a recreational pursuit, it seems appropriate at this time to develop a document that fulfils the 
need for technical knowledge, while also ensuring that learning is done in safety and progressively, 
according to the basic techniques in the circus arts.

We also believe that this document will be useful to all those organizations involved in the teaching 
of circus techniques. Circus schools, recreational circus programs, acrobatic gymnastics federations 
and the educational sector in general can use the knowledge and information contained here to 
improve their own teaching.

Collaboration between National Circus School and Cirque du Soleil

This multimedia educational kit brings together 17 circus disciplines and 177 technical elements. 
Written with the help of teachers at the National Circus School, it recommends and outlines the 
principles of teaching basic circus arts techniques. Illustrated by NCS students, this work recommends 
gradual development of skills and the mastering of various basic circus techniques.

The work comprises two main parts: written documents and video documents.

Written documents: The written part of Basic Techniques in Circus Arts comprises 17 chapters, each 
corresponding to a colour-coded discipline. Every chapter is divided into two sections. The first 
section introduces the terminology specific to the discipline, the equipment required and, specific 
information, as well as advice about safety and the prevention of injury. The second section illustrates 
in detail the different technical elements that constitute the discipline. This section comprises a 
description of the technical elements, detailed explanations of the movement, educationals enabling 
step-by-step learning of each component, tips for manual aids, corrections and corrective exercises 
addressing the most common mistake and variants of the movement.

Video documents: The video part of Basic Techniques in Circus Arts is intended to promote a better 
understanding of the written material and to provide a visual aid to learning. To make it easier to find 
information, the colours used for the disciplines in the written documents correspond to those on 
the video documents. Similarly, the photos shown alongside the explanations of the movement, the 
educationals and the variants are taken from the video documents. When necessary, close-ups and 
slow motion are used to make it easier to understand more complex technical positions and quick 
sequences. When movements are displayed, extra information or warnings about safety or injury 
prevention will pop up onscreen.
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For practical reasons, the section on “Common Mistakes” is not included on the DVDs so that the 
focus is on showing the correct way of performing the movements. The educationals required for 
learning the various technical elements however, are presented in the video documents. In any case, 
the written document must be consulted to see the complete list of educationals.

All the exercises contained in the written documents and videos are presented in such a way so as 
to ensure they are performed as safely as possible (ideally under the supervision of an instructor or 
coach), with proper preparation and using the right equipment.

 The written and video documents included in Basic Techniques in Circus Arts are complementary: 
they were designed to be used together. The written documents contain information that is not 
available on the video documents. Likewise, the video documents allow a fuller understanding 
of the movements that is not possible from consulting the written documents alone.
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Instructions – Written documents

Introduction
The first page of each chapter describes 
in general terms the specifics and 
characteristics of each discipline.

Each discipline is colour-coded.  
The different colours, corresponding  
to those used on the video documents, 
make it easier to find what the user is  
looking for.
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Terminology
The technical terms essential to 
understanding the elements specific to  
each discipline.

In-depth terminology research was carried 
out in conjunction with teachers at the 
National Circus School in Montreal to 
determine the most commonly used 
expressions and terms in circus and 
acrobatic communities.

Safety
Essential information to consider when 
training with the aim of minimizing the risk 
of injury.

These points are specific to each discipline 
and are of the utmost importance. They 
concern both the instructor’s role and the 
work environment.

Specific Information
Specific information needed to practise 
the discipline and essential for performing 
the technical elements properly, bringing 
together such topics as identifying the 
dominant side when performing twists and 
body positions in aerial phases.

Equipment 
The equipment needed to practise  
the different disciplines covered.



IXBasic Techniques in Circus Arts - INSTRUCTIONS - © 2011 Cirque du Soleil

Technical Element Description 
A concise description explaining the nature 
or the key movements of the technical 
element in question.

Prerequisites 
Figures, body patterns and technical  
skills to master before starting to learn  
the element.

Safety Notice 
In addition to the information provided in 
the first section, the safety notices set out 
essential aspects to consider when 
performing the movement in order to  
avoid injury.

Explanation of the Movement
A detailed description of the different 
sequences of movements making up 
the element.

Identified by the icon M

These explanations are illustrated by one or 
more photos. The use of numbers added to 
the letter M allows the user to follow the 
sequences represented visually: M 1, M 2, etc.
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Educationals 
Step-by-step exercises and sequences of 
movements recommended to successfully 
perform the technical element. They make 
the principle of progressive learning easier, 
focusing on coordination and physical 
preparation as well as concentrating on the 
movements.

Identified by the icon ED

These educationals are often illustrated by 
one or more photos. The use of numbers 
added to the letters ED allows the user to 
follow the sequences represented visually: 
ED 1, ED 2, etc.

Manual Aid 
Assistance that the instructor or the spotter 
should provide when teaching the movements. 
The images allow the user to see the movements 
to make and the actions to take to ensure 
learning is carried out safely.

Identified by the icon MA
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Common Mistakes 
The most common mistakes to avoid.

Variants 
Images illustrating the technical elements 
give the user the opportunity to progress 
and to vary his learning.

Identified by the icon V

Corrections and Corrective 
Exercises 
Modifications to make either by correcting 
movements or by corrective exercises. 

The corrective exercises are identified  
by the icon EX
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Instructions – Video documents 

Elements Menu
Once a discipline has been selected, a 
second window allows the user to go from 
one technical element to another. The “play 
all” button, at the bottom of the window, 
provides the option to watch the elements 
one after the other.

Main Menu
After the opening sequence, a first window 
presents the disciplines covered on the DVD.
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Warnings
Extra information or warnings about safety 
or prevention of injury pop up onscreen at 
key moments while the movements are 
being viewed.

Technical Notes
The different parts of the element may be viewed out of sequence using the “Skip” function  
to select the icons at the bottom of the screen. The slow-motion function, available on most  
DVD players, also allows the user to watch each movement more closely.

Close-ups
In some cases, special attention is given  
to an image, part of the body or manual  
aid as a movement is being demonstrated 
by showing a close-up or by showing  
the movement from a different angle.

Icons
When highlighted, the icon corresponding  
to the one in the written document indicates 
the technical element component being 
played.





UNICYCLE
INTRODUCTION TO THE  UNICYCLE

Unicycle practice consists in executing various acrobatics, balances, turns and jumps on a vehicle 

made up of one wheel with pedals and a saddle. Invented around 1880, this discipline is 

widespread today and is frequently combined with juggling. It requires balance, coordination  

and precision.

Unlike the bicycle, the unicycle does not ordinarily have a chain, and the cranks are attached directly 

to the wheel axle, without gearing.
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TERMINOLOGY

Abdominal muscle group
All of the abdominal muscles.

Anterior-posterior axis
Imaginary line through the body from the navel to the middle of the back.

Arc
Movement that follows the trajectory of a circle.

Centre of mass (COM)
Point in an individual’s body where the body mass is considered to be concentrated and where the 
three axes of rotation meet.

Longitudinal axis
Imaginary line through the body from the head to the feet.

Pike position
Body position with hip flexion and the legs straight. 

Spotter
Individual who manually assists the execution of a movement or a position. 

Transversal axis
Imaginary line through the body from the right hip to the left hip.

E QUIPME NT

Dance bar
Horizontal bar fixed at about 1 metre from the ground used for performing gymnastic movements.

Unicycle
	 –	� The diameter of the wheel is 50 to 60 centimetres.
	 –	� The saddle is narrower in the front and it should be set about 5 centimetres lower than the 

length of the leg from crotch to heel.
	 –	� The air pressure in the wheel should be kept at the maximum pressure rating to make moving 

easier.

Wall bar
Wide ladder attached to a wall used for performing gymnastic movements.

SPE CIF IC  INFORM ATION

The practice of this discipline specifically requires upper body muscle tone, that is, the arms, 
shoulders and abdominals, as well as leg strength.

2
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Table of contents
UNICYCLE

Technical  Elements

Basic mount	 5

Riding

Riding straight ahead	 7

Riding in circles	 9

Riding in a figure of 8	 1 1

Rocking in place	 13

Bunny hops on the spot	 1 5

Cycling backwards in a straight line	 1 7

Side mount	 19

Rocking in place with one leg	 2 1

Forward slalom	 23

3
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� Take a stable position seated on the saddle, the unicycle leaning back with the wheel forward, 

the pedals in horizontal position, with one foot on the ground and one foot on the pedal. Extend 
the arms out to the side. M 1

•	� Move the weight forward while pushing with the leg on the ground. Position the COM over the 
wheel and one foot on each pedal. M 2

UNICYCLE
BASIC MOUNT

Technical Element Description

Mounting the unicycle from the standing position.

M 1 M 2

Educationals
1.	� Mount while resting one hand on a wall bar.

2.	�Mount while resting on the arm of a spotter positioned on the side.



6 Basic Techniques in Circus Arts - UNICYCLE - © 2011 Cirque du Soleil

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the unicycle’s saddle with one hand and the participant’s arm with the 

other hand. MA 1

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant is in the pike position  
when seated.

2.	�The participant relaxes the hips and  
pivots laterally.

3.	�The pedals do not stay horizontal during 
the COM transfer.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Moving the pelvis forward, keeping the  
torso vertical.

2.	�Performing core strengthening exercises 
so as to keep the arms in a perpendicular 
axis. EX

3.	�Increasing the weight on the saddle. 
Changing the pedal–weight versus 
saddle‑weight ratio.

Variant
1.	� Reversing the legs: Execute the element while reversing the leg on the floor and the leg on the 

pedal.

MA 1

6
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� Seated on the unicycle, the arms extended to the side and the torso vertical, move the COM by 

moving the pelvis slightly forward and start to pedal. M 1

•	� Keep the COM slightly forward and pedal in a straight line. M 2

•	� Try to go at a constant speed. M 3

UNICYCLE
RIDING STRAIGHT AHEAD

Technical Element Description

Moving forward seated on the unicycle.

Prerequisite

•	�Basic mount.

M 1 M 2 M 3

Educationals
1.	Riding forward resting one hand on a wall bar.

2.	Riding forward with manual aid from a spotter positioned on the side.
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MA 1

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant is in pike position while 
moving, and loses balance.

2.	�The participant’s pelvis sways.

3.	�The participant moves with an irregular 
rhythm.

4.	�The participant is unbalanced.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Vertically aligning the pelvis and the 
shoulders.

2.	�Performing body strengthening and toning 
exercises. EX

3.	�Putting more weight on the saddle than on 
the pedals. Making the pedal movement 
regular.

4.	�Increasing movement speed.

	� Performing leg strengthening and toning 
exercises. EX

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the unicycle’s saddle with one hand and the participant’s arm with the 

other hand. MA 1

Variants
1.	� Speed variation: Ride forward slowly, ride forward quickly.

2.	�Arms crossed.

3.	�Hands on the head or behind the back.

4.	�Riding along a line on the floor.

8
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� From the riding straight ahead element, move the COM, which is at the pelvis level, laterally to 

create an imbalance in the chosen direction of the circle, to the right or left. M 1

•	� While unbalanced, pivot the torso on the longitudinal axis to turn in the same direction as  
the imbalance. M 2

•	� Keeping the arms extended to the sides, turn the arms in the direction that the torso moves on 
the longitudinal axis. Slightly pull the arms back, finding the inside of the circle in order to turn 
in the direction of the imbalance. M 3

UNICYCLE
RIDING IN CIRCLES

Technical Element Description

Riding forward in a circle, seated on the unicycle.

Prerequisite

•	�Riding straight ahead.

M 1 M 3M 2

Educational
1.	 �Ride with manual aid: The spotter stands next to the participant and holds the hand that is  

on the inside of the circle.
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MA 1

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant makes a circle that is  
too large.

2.	�The participant makes an irregular circle.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Increasing the lateral movement of the 
COM.

2.	�Stabilizing the rhythm of the pedal 
movements.

	� Performing core strengthening and toning 
exercises. EX

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the participant’s hand while walking inside the circle. MA 1

Variants
1.	� In a small circle.

2.	�In a large circle.

3.	�Circle to the right.

4.	�Circle to the left.

10
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� From riding forward in a circle, transfer the COM laterally in the opposite direction. M 1

•	� With the arms extended to the sides, move the pivot axis of the arm in the direction of the circle 
while making sure the arms are still perpendicular to the direction of the circle. Keep the same 
riding speed as that used in the straight line. M 2

UNICYCLE
RIDING IN A FIGURE of 8

Technical Element Description

Riding forward while making a figure 8.

Prerequisite

•	�Riding in circles to both sides.

M 1 M 2

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the participant’s hand inside the circle. Every time the participant completes a 

circle, the spotter takes his opposite hand, which is now inside the circle. MA 1
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Variants
1.	� Alternating the direction of the first circle, left or right.

2.	�Varying the size of the circles.

3.	�Arms crossed.

4.	�Hands on the head or behind the back.

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant has trouble executing the 
second circle successfully.

2.	�The participant experiences an involuntary 
sway.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Continuing in a straight line before going  
into the second circle.

2.	�Moving the COM in the direction of the 
imbalance.

	� Performing abdominal strengthening and 
toning exercises. EX

MA 1

12
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� From the seated position, with the torso vertical and the arms extended to the sides, put the 

pedals in the vertical position.

•	� Move the COM forward while pedalling until the pedals are horizontal. M 1

•	� Then, reverse the process backwards until the pedals are horizontal. Repeat this back-and-forth 
movement about once a second. Move the wheel laterally when there is a lateral imbalance. M 2

UNICYCLE
ROCKING IN PLACE

Technical Element Description

Balancing in place by a back-and-forth semicircle movement  
of the pedals.

Prerequisites

•	�Riding straight ahead.

•	�Cycling backwards in a straight line, with manual aid.

M 1 M 2

Educational
1.	� Rock in place with one hand on a wall bar.

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the participant’s hand on the side, keeping his arm at shoulder height.

13
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Variants
1.	� Changing the support leg.

2.	�Arms crossed.

3.	�To the rhythm of music.

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant is unbalanced and falls to 
the side.

2.	�The participant moves with an irregular 
rhythm.

3.	�The participant is constantly unbalanced.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Increasing the back-and-forth rhythm with 
the pedals to make lateral movements of 
the wheel easier.

2.	�Keeping the torso vertical.

	� Performing leg strengthening and toning 
exercises. EX

3.	�Making the back-and-forth movement of 
the pedals bigger.
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� Seated on the unicycle with both feet on the pedals in horizontal position, hold the saddle firmly 

with one hand and extend the other arm to the side. Extend the legs until the arm that holds the 
saddle is straight. M 1

•	� Push vertically with the legs and synchronize the bounce with the reaction of the tire. Move  
the wheel under the COM during the imbalance and maintain a rhythm of about two jumps  
per second. M 2

UNICYCLE
BUNNY HOPS ON THE SPOT

Technical Element Description

Jumping in place, balanced on the unicycle.

Prerequisites

•	�Riding straight ahead.

•	�Rocking in place.

M 1 M 2

Educational
1.	� Perform the bunny hops on the spot with one hand on a wall bar.

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the participant’s hand on the side, keeping his arm at shoulder height.

15
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Variants
1.	� Bunny hops on the spot and riding in a forward circle, to both sides.

2.	�Rocking in place with side jumps.

3.	�To the rhythm of music.

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant loses balance.

2.	�The participant does not jump high 
enough.

3.	�The participant does not jump vertically.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Quickly moving the wheel under the COM.

2.	�Performing leg strengthening and toning 
exercises. EX

3.	�Keeping the torso vertical and positioning 
the pedals horizontally.
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� From the seated position, with the torso vertical, put both feet on the pedals in horizontal 

position and extend the arms to the side.

•	� While moving the COM backwards and drawing the shoulders back slightly, begin to pedal 
backwards.

•	� Keep the COM slightly to the back and pedal backwards while trying to maintain a constant 
speed. M 1

UNICYCLE
CYCLING BACKWARDS IN  
A STRAIGHT LINE

Technical Element Description

Cycling backwards in a straight line, seated on the unicycle.

Prerequisite

•	�Riding straight ahead.

M 1

Educational
1.	� Mount the unicycle and go backwards with manual aid by supporting on the spotter’s arm.

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the unicycle’s saddle with one hand and the participant’s arm with the 

other hand.

17
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Variations
1.	� Speed variation.

2.	�Arms crossed.

3.	�Riding along a line on the floor.

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant is in pike position while 
moving.

2.	�The participant’s pelvis sways.

3.	�The participant moves with an irregular 
rhythm.

4.	�The participant is unbalanced.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Moving the pelvis forward and bringing the 
shoulders back.

2.	�Performing abdominal strengthening and 
toning exercises. EX

3.	�Increasing the weight on the saddle.

4.	�Increasing movement speed slightly.
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� From standing behind the unicycle, arm extended to the side, hold the saddle with the left  

hand and put the right foot on the pedal, which is all the way to the bottom. M 1

•	� Tilt the unicycle to the outside, throw the left leg forward in an arc above the saddle and sit  
on it. M 2

•	� Release the left hand and rock in place. M 3

UNICYCLE
SIDE MOUNT

Technical Element Description

Side mounting the unicycle.

Prerequisite

•	�Rocking in place.

M 1 M 2 M 3

Educational
1.	� Mount the unicycle, while resting one hand on a wall bar or a dance bar. ED 1

ED 1
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Common Mistakes

1.	� The left leg does not make a complete arc 
over the saddle, which prevents the 
participant from sitting.

2.	�The participant is constantly unbalanced.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� While resting on the pedal, tilting the 
unicycle further to the side before throwing 
the leg forward in an arc.

2.	�Keeping the torso vertical.

	� Performing abdominal muscle group 
strengthening and toning exercises. EX

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the participant’s hand on the side, keeping his arm at shoulder height.

Variants
1.	� Side mount from the left and right sides.

2.	�Speed variation.
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� Rock in place and slightly increase the rhythm of the pedal movement.

•	� Support on the leg on the lower pedal and slightly reduce the weight of the foot on the  
higher pedal. M 1

•	� Slightly lift the foot of the free leg every time the upper pedal is forward. M 2

•	� Completely lift the foot of the free leg.

UNICYCLE
ROCKING IN PLACE WITH ONE LEG

Technical Element Description

Rocking in place with a single leg resting on the unicycle.

Prerequisite

•	�Rocking in place.

M 1 M 2

Educational
1.	� Rock in place with one leg while resting one hand on a wall bar.

Manual Aid
•	� The spotter holds the participant’s hand on the side, keeping his arm at shoulder height.
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Variants
1.	� Big or small rocking in place movement.

2.	�Free leg held forward or backwards. V 2

3.	�Free leg crossed. V 3

4.	�Arms crossed. V 4

5.	�Pivot 360° on the ground axis. V 5

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant is unbalanced and falls to 
the side.

2.	�The participant moves with an irregular 
rhythm.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Increasing the back-and-forth movement 
with the pedals to make lateral movements 
of the wheel easier.

2.	�Putting more weight on the saddle to 
prevent losing the pedalling rhythm.

	� Performing leg strengthening and toning 
exercises. EX

V 2 V 3 V 4

V 5
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Explanation of the Movement
•	� From the riding straight ahead element, arms to the sides, transfer the COM laterally so as to 

make a quick short turn. M 1

•	� Sequence with another turn in the opposite direction. M 2

•	� Line up a series of obstacles and slalom around the obstacles. Execute several turns in opposite 
directions, one turn every two seconds. M 3

UNICYCLE
FORWARD SLALOM

Technical Element Description

Riding through a slalom.

Prerequisite

•	�Riding in circles to both sides.

M 1

M 2
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Educational
1.	� Riding in circles to both sides, varying the size of the circle.

M 3

Common Mistakes

1.	� The participant has trouble pivoting.

2.	�The participant cannot sequence turns or 
pivot in the opposite direction.

3.	�The participant’s hips constantly wobble.

Corrections and Corrective Exercises

1.	� Keeping the torso vertical.

2.	�Putting the arms to the sides as leverage 
so as to turn quickly in the opposite 
direction.

3.	�Performing abdominal strengthening and 
toning exercises. EX

Variants
1.	� Variation of the slalom, small and large.

2.	�Arms crossed.
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