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It is easy for the outsiders to be mislead by the cliché image of the Finns frolicking in the nature, jumping from sauna into the snow in the winter and bathing in lakes in the summer.  The papers in this volume*  make it clear that much of Finnish social experience  has acquired a distinct urban character and has been articulated through a very broad panoply of festivals taking place in Helsinki. The crowded festival scene with a variety of programming formulae reflects the transition of the Finnish society after the end of the Cold War, the shift from the longstanding neutrality to an active EU membership and exposure to the economic and cultural consequences of globalization, with cultural programming becoming more international and more diverse. Festivals are all over Europe the cultural form that affirms diversity and weakens the assumptions derived from a homogenous notions of national culture. At the same time the festival orientations and programs  also reflect the socioeconomic and cultural stratification of the contemporary European societies, divergent leisure habits, taste preferences and the need to punctuate the flow of routine (cultural) consumption with some festive, intensive, exceptional highlights. Hence the overall explosion of festivals, accelerated multiplication of formats and thematic foci, unexpected interdisciplinary syntheses and specific artistic, cultural and social agendas advanced through festival concepts and programs.

Urban audiences, as Helsinki example shows,  seem to possess an insatiable appetite for festival offerings and an inclination to confront unknown and lesser knows forms (flamenco, new French artistic circus),   test own cultural prejudices in festival experiences (Russian rock) and  plunge in the exoticism of globalized citizenship (The World Village). If in 1950s and 1960s festivals had a chiefly manifestative, representational role and sought to compensate for the deficiencies and limitations of the local cultural production with exceptional artistic import, today festivals stimulate, innovate, mainstream and affirm new cultural practices, artistic orientations and topics. The compensatory role has been rephrased: a film festival reconstructs the film-going audience of interest and passion beyond the standard Hollywood productions, and surpasses the video club taste monopoly,  created  by the shutting down of numerous cinemas.  This Helsinki experience is being repeated in many European cities and film festivals of specific focus provoke  great audience enthusiasm within a narrow programming niche - ecological or human rights,  anthropology,  religion or music films all find their own audiences. 
Fragmented cultural consumers appear as members of specific communities of interest, articulated and galvanized through internet and capable of securing to festivals that are willing to experiment with digital technology a prospect of a significant secondary audience, to be built in time and space, in addition to the primary audience attending live events.  For festivals that seek their own audience only once a year,  internet has brought an opportunity to sustain audience loyalty and interest  between the two yearly editions, but only if they are capable of offering a continuous flow of information, news, and special experiences, real or virtual,  and  not just gossip, PR prose and fundraising appeals. Here again festivals could be expected to lead the engagement with the already existing digital technology in order to recycle their cultural offers and extend the shelf life of their products, something that hopefully all cultural organizations will follow, thus surpassing the gap between traditional cultural producers and the ‘new media’. 

Increasingly, festivals are not just artistic packages with appealing and valued content but instruments to re-examine the urban dynamics, focal points of sociability, mental maps of local topography and rearrange the direction and patterns of mobility within the city space. Whether they take place in the open space, reclaim emblematic prestigious edifices  (Finlandia) or seize neglected, abandoned and peripheric objects, festivals          

challenge the habitual pathways and perceptions and in some cases instigate economic development through cultural activity – but only if they succeed to protract and sustain the political economy of attention from one single event to a lasting programming. In the urban space, functionally dominated by housing and consumerism, festivals reaffirm the public sphere in its civic dimension, including polemic, debate, critique and collective passion for a certain art form or topic. As cities understand better the key success factors of urban renewal and grasp the limitation of a dreamt about tourist bonanza (that refuses to materialize in the multiplied drink holes and shopping malls), festivals appear as a precious force to mark the perimeters of the public sphere, upgrade it  by the concentration of creative gestures and their collective appreciation.
All over Europe there is an increasing number of one-shot festivals, made to happen only once, without any ambition for repetition or institutionalization. Those festivals are usually set up by organizations that are anyhow active in cultural programming and that prefer to package a number of distinct events into one cluster, squeeze it in a long weekend and attach a bombastic festival title to it. This method  certainly eases the fundraising and the marketing. Another festival form are prolonged programming packages such as a ‘year of …’, marking some anniversary,  or European Cultural Capitals series. Having been part of the program in 2000, together with several other (very different) cities, Helsinki had an opportunity to rethink the midterm effects of such a formula and the discrepancy between the initial expectations and the ultimate delivery that marks practically all cities that have taken the label after Athens did in 1985. If nothing else, the experience exposed Helsinki to the increasing competition among the European major cities as tourist destination and revealed the complexity of shifting gears of cultural policy to make  the existing cultural infrastructure more cooperative and the present cultural constellation more diverse, ambitious and internationally engaged. While festivals, it seems, do have the capacity to alter the prevailing mentality of cultural organizations in a city and make them see each other not only as competitors but also as potential allies, it is not yet clear how the festivals exemplify and implement the fuzzy, fashionable paradigm of a ‘creative city’. More than a direct economic benefit or some instantaneous delivery of social cohesion, festivals seem to be able to advance the artistic discourse and provide much exposed platforms for a debate on the course and accents of the cultural policy, especially in the crucial knot, tying together the local resources and needs and international developments and opportunities. 
Despite continuous growth of festivals and evident display of their complexity and diversity, there is surprisingly little research in the festival phenomena, especially longitudinal and comparative attempts are rare. This omission has prompted the emergence of European Festival Research Project, initially as an informal research platform and later as an international consortium of cooperating institutions, aiming to study the festivalization of the daily life in its Europe-wide manifestations and draw some conclusions, forecast trends and offer recommendations to festival operators, public funders and potential sponsors. At the same time EFRP instigates reflection among the festival professionals, stimulates the teaching of festival topics in the professional curricula, prompts young researchers to address the festival issues in a European framework, and discusses research results in occasional workshops and pools them together by making them available at the web site of the European Festival Association (http://www.efa-aef.org/efahome/efrp.cfm). It is an open, inclusive process, driven more by issues than specific national festival constellations, and  seeks to address the artistic, cultural, economic, social and educational impact of festivals, to study their programming, politics, governance, management and finances.

In addressing the Helsinki festival topography this volume is a rather unique attempt at self-understanding, comparison and conceptual clarification and strategic development of festival concepts inspired and sustained by the same urban framework. With the proliferation of festivals, public authorities, and especially municipalities are confronted with dilemma which festivals to support and with how much subsidy, to what extend to pool them together for the sake of some presumed efficiency, or rather leave them apart,  respecting their autonomy and conceptual specificity. Inevitably, festival proliferation forces public authorities to define their objectives and expectations and in fact profile a local festival policy that will include monitoring, assessment and evaluation of individual festivals that seek public support. Festival policy of public authorities is the topic of a colloquium that EFRP is organizing with CIRCLE (European network of cultural policy research) in Budapest in October. This book on Helsinki festival practice and the reflections they prompt is in itself a worthy contribution to the Budapest debates in the fall.

* Published as a concluding chapter of a book of studies on various Helsinki festivals, prepared by a group of Helsinki City researchers:  “Festivaalien turkimisen tärakeydestä” in Satu Silvanto, Ed. Festivalien Helsinasdki. Helsinki: Helsingin kaupungin tietokeskus/ Heslingin kaupungin kultturiasiainkeskus 2007, 202-205.
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