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Proliferation

Since the end of the Cold War there has been a tremendous proliferation of festivals in Europe. No one can say how many festivals exist in Europe today. 2000? 3000? Probably more. With this quantity, the unique profile of many festivals has become blurred and the conceptual orientation less transparent. What a festival program must contain in order to earn artistic approval,  what prestige it must acquire or sustain, how many visitors it must get, how much of the budget  has to come from sponsorship, how many jobs, reviews, newspaper write ups and radio and television minutes of coverage it must generate... becomes a matter of unrealistic expectations, controversy and quantity-obsessed debate. In a festival world and around cynics abound; festivals are easy to criticize and easier to gossip about. So festivals get overshadowed by their own mythology or pitted against the successes of another festival. Compared disparagingly with the proliferating theme parks. Classified in statistics with the congresses’ industry or trade shows. Unfairly measured up by the yardstick of visual arts biennials and film festivals, whose commercial interests behind all the glamour the performing arts festivals simply cannot contain. 

Something special

International performing arts festivals are often confronted with criticism that they all present the same fashionable work, that they mirror and mimic each other while in fact they often collaborate in co-producing the same work and sharing the cost and risks. A collateral criticism is that festival directors travel to far lands in order to import exotic fare and parade with it as a solo scoop. Rather than to hopscotch to lesser known artistic realms in a search of novelty, quite a few of the serious professionals running international  festivals aim to provide some continuity with their selection from one edition to another. They also feel the need to surprise their audience, sponsors, founders and the press with something new, unknown, unseen, unheard. In larger cities, where foreign performing arts works are featured regularly, festivals have to prove that they bring added value and provide events that go well beyond the business as usual. The raison d’etre of the festivals is increasingly seen in their ability to create works that in the course of the normal season could not appear at all. Hence the visible shift from shear presentation to (co)production. While so many festivals stick to one specific discipline (baroque music, site specific theater, theater for children, hip hop …), a special appeal nowadays enjoy those festivals that achieve thematic or conceptual clarity while relying on a range of interdisciplinary works, crossing the genre and the discipline boundaries.

A profile of a magician

Some festival succeed in developing steady relations with a few chosen foremost artists and groups and feature them repeatedly on their program. Increasingly, a challenge for an international festival is to forge at the same time strong ties with the local artists and prove that the festival boosts the local scene and local creative forces with additional opportunities, means and exposure. The best among the festival directors are those who succeed in gaining the confidence of the most difficult and demanding artists, prove that they are driven by a vision and a clear sense of their role, radiate integrity, generosity, artistic discrimination and readiness to take considerable risks. With all these expectations sometimes explicitly formulated by the board in a desired profile or in a newspaper ad, the festival director appears as a cultural superman or superwomen, a cultural hero, a magician.  Or devil’s disciple? 

Elite audiences

Early modern festivals, from Beyreuth to Salzburg, addressed the elite cultural audience and profited from the social prestige that they brought along. In the modern festival logic, since the founding of Avignon and Edinburgh festivals in 1947, a new democratic spirit became dominant. For Jean Vilar, Avignon festival was a summer extension of his emancipatory project, carried out throughout the season in Theatre National Populaire in Paris. In the not-yet egalitarian Netherlands of the 1950s, Holland Festival was clad in prestige and international fame but enjoyed because of that a mass audience of passionate and devoted clients (see photos of Kors van Bennekom). In a relatively provincial country, with still limited artistic production of significance, Holland Festival was opening windows and doors for innovative work from abroad, new ideas and big names.  Early editions of World Theater Season in London or of the Automne du Paris were similar: prestige and the taste of cultural elites were dominant but accommodated large participation of theater goers in order to acquire democratic legitimization and some subsidies.

A watershed

In the mid 1960s several international student festivals emerged (Nancy, Erlangen, Wroclaw, Zagreb…) and by cutting across the Iron Curtain they were precursors of spontaneous, direct internationalization of the performing arts that has reached a new quality in the later to emerge networks.  Many participants of these student festivals became later innovative professionals and leaders of foremost theater organizations. In 1968, an explosion of irreverent, contesting expressions of the youth culture swept across the borders of professional and non-professional theater and shook beside Odeon in Paris also the Avignon and Venice festivals. During the student demonstrations in Paris and in many other cities across Europe, festival features reshaped the everyday life and made festivalization pervasive, ubiquitous… for a while. Afterwards, much of innovation in the performing arts, including the start up of the new companies, festivals, studios, summer schools could be seen as the consequence of repressive tolerance, leveling the energy that peaked in 1968. Nevertheless, elitist pretensions could not remain unchallenged in the festival culture after 1968. A range of new festivals, conceived as alternatives to the established ones, appeared with clearly contesting agenda.

Cross purposes

In the last thirty years festivals are increasingly expected to serve several different purposes: to enrich the artistic programming, develop, enlarge and diversify audiences, boost tourism, improve local employment opportunities, stimulate private/public partnership, promote the image of a city … the originally cultural agenda is increasingly colored in economic, political and social shades.  In the best cases, the exploratory function has been reinforced over the representative and mere celebratory functions, when a festival initiates and facilitates original artistic collaborations that are otherwise difficult to emerge in the rigid divisions of an institutionalized culture. Or a cultural-political purpose of connecting cultures and distinct traditions comes in the foreground, not just as a celebration of diversity and multiculturalism but as an opportunity for daring intercultural engagement.  In areas shaken by political strife and protracted conflict, festivals acquire a consolidating, healing function; elsewhere they reinforce the self-confidence of an under-privileged community and celebrate its resourcefulness and newly found sense of purpose. In the root of the word festival stand the notions of festivity, feast and celebration. Who celebrates and what is being celebrated remain the key questions. With the quick succession of festivals, following each other in the same place, the celebratory dimension vanishes and a festival becomes a marketing trick, a formulaic offer of conspicuous consumption to the increasingly spoiled consumers of entertainment and leisure experiences. Even worse, the form and the content of a festival are high-jacked by the tourist industry that begins to arbitrate between the tradition and innovation, conventional and daring choices, the use of particular locations and of the public space and sees a festival as a vehicle to upgrade the tourist public. Instead of celebrations, festivals risk to become battlefields of cross-purpose ambitions and needs, of divergent if not contrasting interests, generated from politics, economy, media, and distinct cultural realms.

An altered geography

At the same time, one could argue that the festivals have successfully altered the broadly accepted cultural map of Europe. So many places have popped up on that map thanks to the festivals that they have developed and made them well- known: Avignon and Dubrovnik, Salzburg and Spolletto would figure prominently on each cultural (and tourist) map even without a festival. But not Poznan, Sibiu, Arhus, Tempere and so many other places. In big European cities, a festival is perhaps not more than an embellishment, an extension of the cultural season, an added layer of cultural opportunities and offers. In smaller places, however, a festival is a much needed extraordinary impulse, a galvanizing moment, the big opening of mind and concentrated sensations, the short intensive enrichment of cultural and social experiences  that inevitable slackens off throughout the year… In the Cold War period, some festivals successfully tested the rigidity of the Iron Curtain, ideological orthodoxy’s and the limits of tolerance. Since 1989 festivals have become important instruments in overcoming the piled up ignorance between East and West and enhance mutual appreciation and collaboration.  The new Shengen frontiers with their intricate regulations and conditions have frustrated many festival staffs attempting to fix visas for artists and guests from East Europe or outside Europe. Every festival director has own horror stories about people, sets and equipment stuck at some congested border crossing, delayed planes and chaotic airports, strikes and other turmoil. These stories feed the lore of the business. 

Superseded oppositions

Some years ago most festival directors would probably profess without much hesitation that they stand firmly in the service of the artists and give primacy to artistic purposes above all other possible benefits their festival might generate to other constituencies, including the audiences. Today, many would put the audiences first as the function, purpose and addressee of the festival, and not only in policy plans and subsidy application but also within the core of their professional beliefs, shared intimately with colleagues. The duality is hopefully to be superseded by its own dialectics. Those festival programmers who see their role in creating opportunities for unusual artistic collaboration, in facilitating access and artistic development of a new generation, in pioneering experimental work outside cannons also know that they need to provide an appropriate core audience for these adventures, that fragile new works and upcoming talented artists need the support system that comes from the audience. In artistic presentation of works from far away, the original artistic and social context usually do not travel along, so they need to be invoked, explained, paraphrased and fused with the local context of the place of presentation. Artistic initiatives and audience development reinforce each other. Ambitions concerning outreach, volume and diversity of audience vary and are in principle derived from the concept of the festival, its tradition, support level and the prevailing affluence in its milieu. A few enterprising festival programmers in Central and Eastern Europe have proved that in relatively short time new artists, new audiences and committed sponsors could be found and developed, against the indifference of impoverished public authorities. Elsewhere, relative affluence took away the urgency of renewing the audience and the programming. The interdependence of artistic aspirations, community value and economic advantages could be seen as another Bermuda triangle in which a festival director easily can perish or, in a better case, as a triadic resource that offers maximum yield only with maximum synergy.

Artistic space

Most performing arts events still take place in structures that have as a type of edifice originally emerged in the 17-18 century: the playhouse, the concert hall. For the last hundred years festivals have been a driving force in re-conceptualization, expansion and inauguration of additional the artistic spaces. While Wagner still believed he needs to fix the Bayreuth playhouse to fit his own esthetic notions, Reinhardt launched a more ambitious program to re-claim the central public space for an artistic event, inspired by illustrious medieval and baroque predecessors. Hence Jedermann in front of the Salzburg cathedral since 1920. Afterwards, festivals rediscovered and re-appropriated hundreds of churches, castles, fortresses and other places of cultural heritage to infuse them with traditional and contemporary arts, to reveal them as places of collective memory (lieux du memoire). The next generation of festival leaders challenged the prevailing notions of cultural center and cultural periphery, shifting both the audiences and the public attentions from a centrally located cultural infrastructure to the peripheric, found places, to the urban margins, to the forgotten, dilapidated combat zones of poverty and post-industrial debris, initiating in this way a major cultural recycling before inevitable gentrification sets in. So many of this accidental and temporary festival locations have found a prolonged life, an extended cultural and social function and yet… architects, urban planners and real estate developers still have to acknowledge the festival professionals as their brave and adventurous colleagues, as their advancing commando units.       

Double audience

In a “network society”, festival professionals are dependent not only on professional networks of peers and colleagues but increasingly on media networks. A formal press conference before the festival or an informal chat with a few friendly journalists in the festival cafe or some backstage corridor could have been enough of the director’s effort a few generations ago. Today, these rudimentary forms of publicity have been superseded by complex communication strategies, orchestrated media exposure, sophisticated marketing campaigns. Festivals have acquired double lives: one concrete and real for the directly involved participants, including artist and audiences, and another, virtual one, in the printed press, on radio, television, internet and other media outlets, that prolong and expand the impact of a festival and overcome the pitfalls of its concentrated, intensive but inevitably short-lived duration in the never-ending typhoon of cultural production and distribution. Festivals’ dependence on media is also their strength, a way of amplifying their outreach and impact, recruit, seduce, cajole a potential public and steer the public opinion towards a constellation of support every festival needs to build and maintain. 

The past, the future

Despite this external orientation and focus at public impact, an ambitious festival wont neglect its reflective and developmental function. This function is geared primarily to  the professionals and upcoming artists, offering them within the festival various seminars, symposia, workshops, creating places for trainees and interns in its organization. Increasingly, international festivals are becoming aware of their dependence on the local artistic communities and see interaction with them as an investment in own future and in vitality of own cultural context. The logistic complexity and the enervating rush of a festival machine churning full speed brings along the risk of failed concentration and attention. And yet, the success of festivals lays in the balance of local and international resources deployed and in their synergy. This Research & Development facet of a festival is naturally oriented towards the future but therefore dependent on the understanding of the past, of own institutional history and the careers of its participating artists. A mortar shell fell in September 1991 at the building of Dubrovnik Summer Festival and caused a fire in which the material traces of half a century festival history were destroyed at once - photos, clippings, films, audio recordings, archives. But so many festivals, fortunately located in zones unaffected by war, strife, fire and flood, squandered themselves their own institutional memory by shear negligence or a maddening rush to plan new adventures before taking time to set the record straight about the past ones. The value of festival documentation is not only in possible reconstruction of the individual careers of artists and groups but in understanding the dynamics of international and intercultural influence, shifts in cultural constellations and  artistic modes, in cultural policies and urban developmental strategies.

The art of partnership

In enhancing artistic mobility, making artists and their work travel and  reach new audiences, festivals test themselves in the kind of hospitality they offer, in the sprit of generosity, in the micro-climate they shape for all their participants, artists, colleagues, journalists and audiences. In this sense, festivals could be seen as experimental zones in sociability rather than additional outlets for consumerism.  Artistic achievements and excitements re-enforce the civic qualities of a place, test its inclusiveness, openness, dynamism, its capacity for value formation and collective self-awareness, spirit of inquiry and critique. It would be too vain to believe that festival could pursue this line of engagement alone. They can be successful and even thriving only within an intricate network of local and international alliances and partnerships. Short in duration – just a single weekend or a few weeks usually – they need this web of relationships and trans-sectorial interactions not only to achieve a well calculated peak of intensity but to sustain themselves throughout the year and throughout the years, to evolve, enrich and reveal their artistic narrative and local and international significance. In a multicultural Europe, with educational systems that cannot any longer strive to reinforce a canon of knowledge and set hierarchy of values, festivals would do well to conceptualize themselves as learning facilities in partnership with schools, so as the museum world has began to do in the last two decades. In a graying Europe, festivals could do well to pay special attention to the senior citizens, a growing resource of potential audience. In the complex urbanity of fractured communities, real estate speculations, urban renewal and urban neglect, festivals have ample chances to re-assert themselves as focal points of quality urban life, in partnership with the structures of a civil society. In favorite tourist destinations and in places that strive to become one, festivals could offer solace and reinforcement in the times when halts and bumps occur and the business level drops but could in return expect support in the good times of this raising industry. Rather than to see festivals as toys of political ambitions and bulwarks of economic interests, as machinations of artistic coteries and elitist amusement, serious conceptualization of the future of the festivals could define a starting point in the strategies of trust and collaboration, intercultural competence and its conscious enhancement, in the orientations that will reach uniqueness and surprising quality through a range of original and synergetic partnerships, within the artistic realms and well beyond.
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