
14the Word MagaziNe

The Circus Lady
Writer saRah schUg / Photography PaUliNe MiKo

“ i WeNt aLL the Way With 
my dreams aNd No oNe 

caN take that aWay from me ”

While the rest of us were floating safely along in a sea of predictability, 
Belgian-born Irina, who we’ve affectionately nicknamed ‘the Circus Lady’, 
decided to become the ringmaster of her own life. She pursued her 
wildest dreams, before abandoning it all to come back home and carry 
on as normal. Ho-hum. 
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you know that saying about running away 
to join the circus? While the rest of us were 
sticking firmly to the devil we know, irina went 
through with it. We met her in her modest 
Brussels flat, right across the street from the 
welfare office where she now works, and she 
told us about the ten years she spent as a bear 
trainer in the magical world of the big tops she 
had dreamt about since she was a little girl. 

irina’s love affair with the circus started early. 
she was drawn to the world of acrobats, tightrope 
walkers and exotic animals. “i would skip school 
to hang out at the circus whenever there was one 

in town,” she says. “it wasn’t so much the show; 
i especially liked watching the performers in 
training, and talking to everyone.” irina left school 
and studied languages, and after an unsuccessful 
stint at job hunting, she was presented with an 
offer she couldn’t refuse. “When one of my artist 
friends, a bear trainer, suggested that we take 
over a circus together, i just had to say yes. and 
i just dropped everything in a heartbeat.”

irina became co-director of and performer 
in a Portuguese circus, diving fearlessly 
into the sawdust ring, and soon took on the 
most dangerous circus act: bear dressage. 
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“you cannot be scared. at least you cannot 
show it. When the bears feel it and realise 
you’re weaker than them, it’s over,” she explains. 
“When you take care of an animal you get to 
know its character. you have to test how they 
react to things, for example how aggressive 
they are when you take their food away. and 
it’s important to talk to them so they get used 
to your voice.” But no matter how careful and 
experienced the trainer is: a bear remains a bear. 
“once a bear pinned me to the wall with its 
paws on my shoulders,” irina remembers “i only 
survived because it got tired before i did. it’s 
difficult for them to stand on their hind paws.” 

still, she loved her job: “i adore working 
with animals, i feel like we have a special 
connection. and the atmosphere in the arena 
is just magical,” she says. But being part of a 
circus also means living a life without a safety 
net: no status, no insurance, no pension plan. 
“i was lucky not to have had any serious 
injuries. But at one point you have to start 
thinking about the future.” a woman’s circus 
career begins to wind down much earlier than 
a man’s. While male acrobats can continue 
as clowns to a late age, women have to finish 
up once their looks begin to fade. so irina left 
everything behind to come back to Belgium and 
reinvent herself once again. “it was painful, but 
i had to do it. i wanted safety and security,” 
she explains. Now her lifestyle couldn’t be 
more different. Waking up in the same place 
every morning, doing the same thing day 
after day. still, she doesn’t regret her decision. 
“i completely turned my life around twice. 
i would not be afraid to do it again. i did the 
right thing, coming back home. even though 
i get this tickling feeling in my feet sometimes,” 
she says with a hint of nostalgia. “But i went all 
the way with my dreams and no one can take 
that away from me.”

“ you caNNot
Be scared.

at Least
you caNNot

shoW it ”
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irina’s snapshots of a past life


