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How helpful has Bristol been as a base? Pros and cons of being here? To what extent do you think Bristol has nourished you, and to what extent have you nourished Bristol?

Bristol has been good as a base. When I returned from two years in Paris I looked at  the UK map and thought Bristol would be good for touring because of its access to motorways. It is possible to go to London and back in an evening for a show but it is not dominated by London in the way, say, that Brighton is. What is great about Bristol is the concentration of  diverse cultures within a relatively small area so there is more mixing between , say, the universities, the commercial clubs and the sub-culture so that there is a healthy and vibrant mash-up between music, street art, burlesque, circus, cabaret, politics, Live Art etc. Other cities don’t have the concentration and diversity and London suffers from cultural ghetto-isation where people tend to only go to ‘their’ familiar cultural events.  The other thing about Bristol is it’s proximity to the Glastonbury festival, a very potent mash-up and a great place to see work from far afield and to be seen to perform.
Which past Circomedia alumni do you look upon with most pride? Any household names out there?

Unlike in the acting or music professions, circus is not known by its star performers; the demands on the body make it a relatively short-lived profession. So, no, there are no household names – is any circus artist a household name? However, I am particularly proud of Ockham’s Razor, ex-students who are now the leading aerial theatre company in the UK and with whom I worked in my Bigheads piece. 
How does today’s physical theatre and circus landscape compare with that of 1986, in Bristol and/or as a whole? 

In 1986 ‘new circus’ was very much part of the counter-culture; events such as Greenham Common, the battle of the Beanfield, inner-city riots, animal-rights activism against trad circus were all part of that culture. Both Archaos and DV8 had a certain anger that disappeared in softer centrist politics of the decade around the millennium. It is interesting that, after years of the increasing professionalization and commercialisation of contemporary circus, the Invisible Circus represents a resistance to mainstream norms and with its numerous volunteers, something of a return to working for the sake of the event, rather than simply for the money.
Tell me a little bit about the founding of Fooltime in…1986? Where had you and the other founder(s) come from, what was Fooltime (was it a circus/theatre training school, like Circomedia?), and what made you want to found it … was there nothing similar in the UK?

In 1986 Fool Time [two words] was founded by Richard Ward, an enterprising property restorer and amateur juggler. He was aided and abetted by Franki Anderson who had been teaching acrobatics and ‘Fooling’ since the late seventies in London and with Reg Bolton in Edinburgh. There had been a number of short courses for circus training in the previous years and the need for longer-term training was becoming obvious. Apart from Cottle’s brief foray into training ‘outsiders’ the trad circus was closed to people interested in developing circus skills. So Fool Time was the first circus school in Britain. I had just returned from two years training in physical theatre with Jacques Lecoq in Paris and could also teach acrobatics. I had worked with Franki in the pioneering company Kaboodle in 1978-79 and was keen to develop circus theatre. We met at the Winchester Hat Fair in 1985 and both decided to move to Bristol to link up with Richard Ward. Although Fool Time technically opened on April 1st , the summer was quiet and it was only in September that the first  three month course got under way. We weren’t paid anything for the first few months because it was only being financed by Richard’s overdraft and a lot wishful thinking.. 
“Circomedia was founded in 1993 by Bim Mason and Helen Crocker, rising out of the ashes of Fooltime, Britain’s first circus school.” Can you tell me more about that time… how and why did Fooltime end, and was it an immediate and obvious decision to start something else? And to do it in Bristol?

Fool Time had recurring financial crises. The first big one was in 1989 and led to the Arts Council beginning to fund circus training. The final one was due to the expansion into the Kingswood site combined with misleading positivity from the Foundation for Sport and the Arts (precursor of Lottery funding). In retrospect it looks very likely that there were behind-the-scenes manoeuvring to locate the national circus school in London because almost immediately after Circomedia’s demise the Circus Space got the go-ahead for their expansion into their Hoxton site.
It was a tough time for those of us left – again working for months without payment in order to complete the course for the students. Nearly all the equipment was sold off but a few bits were squirreled away as Helen Crocker (the course director) and I contemplated what to do. There was so much indignation and support from so many people we felt it was such a waste to abandon what had been clearly a very successful course so we resolved to start anew. When the call from the Arts Council confirming a £5k grant for publicity costs I fell out of the apple tree I was in. We began with 12 students and an office in a cupboard. We employed a part-time administrator but essentially the two of us had to do most of the teaching and management until we could afford more teachers. 
How can people experience Circomedia for themselves? Aside from coming to see one of your shows – of which there are a few coming up, aren’t there – how else can people get involved? E.g. outreach work, courses, team building etc?

You can access Circomedia’s work through our degree and one year courses, our Education Outreach work, our renowned ‘City Circus’ training school, a wide selection of individual training sessions, master-classes and evening classes, our student end of year performances at Circomedia’s Church, BOV, Harbourside and Glastonbury festivals, and a variety of performances from ex-Circomedia students at St Pauls Church all year around. Check our website for all forthcoming events www.circomedia.com
What have you been your highlights and lowlights from the past 25 years?

Highlights: 
* Our production of Into The Deep for Bristol’s Cabot anniversary in 1997

* The first of our productions on the Bristol Old Vic mainstage 1999
* The Spectrum showcase of ex-students’ work in 2008

* Seeing the quality and diversity of work produced by our first students to complete the full two years of the Foundation Degree in 2010.

* The launch of Circomedia in St Paul’s church (2005) although the period after this was also a very low point with all the stress, exhaustion and problems that took years to resolve. 

What’s the essential DNA of a Circomedia show, what are the basic characteristics that you keep coming back to?

Creativity needs equal emphasis to technical development. 

Discovery, not reproduction. The ‘new circus’ project is trying to be an art form. Claims have been made. What the nature of that artform is and how to nurture it are up for grabs.

Working with others; negotiation and struggle brings about more original work than working solo. 

Themes from observation of ‘real’ life rather than escapism/fantasy.

Originality in form (technique) as well as in theme. 

Productions should have a unity of concept even if broken into short pieces in different styles.

The ‘total’ performer – intellectually and emotionally mature as well as physically developed. The autonymous performer – not reliant on directors, choreographers, managers etc to produce work.
How are you faring in the current climate? How do you feel about the next few years? Are you dependent upon outside funding, or do you generate all your income from teaching, performances and hiring the building? What do you think of the current government’s not particularly warm stance towards the arts?

Because of the maintenance costs, especially heating, and the massive rent we have to pay the church struggles to break even; the hires help with that. Regular funding from the Bristol and the Arts Councils cover only about a quarter of our costs. Most of our income is from student fees which, despite the recession and student finance problems, we expect to hold up in the next few years. The recession mainly hit the Circomedia agency but also church hires so that things were difficult last year and all staff had to tolerate a temporary10% pay cut. Fortunately the ACE has given us an uplift for the next few years so we have been able to feel a little more secure. It will also help us to develop the church as a performance venue and training space rather than having to fill it with corporate events and weddings. We are also looking forward to developing a third year of the degree and becoming more of a player in the national/international scene. So, despite everything, we are feeling quite excited about the future.
The government attitude to the Arts is extremely short-sighted. The amount of money they save by cutting funding of culture is miniscule compared with what will need to be paid by national institutions in the long term to cover the social consequences, especially in terms of the widening gap between rich and poor. Some arts institutions may be able to play the sponsorship game successfully but those institutions are bound to be skewed by the (mainstream, business) culture of the sponsor and this could widen the gap between art for the educated elite and (unofficial) art that could be woven into the everyday lives of all people..  

