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Ladies and gentlemen, it is a huge honour and enormous pleasure to be invited to give the Sir William Gillies Lecture for 2006.

Those who have come here tonight expecting me to reveal details of the programme for next year’s Edinburgh International Festival will be disappointed. Before I was allowed to accept the kind invitation of the Royal Scottish Academy to deliver this lecture, I was made to promise by the Marketing & Public Affairs department of the Festival that I would not divulge any details of the 2007 programme tonight. Not trusting that my natural enthusiasm might get the better of me, my entire PR department are in the audience tonight threatening to heckle my every indiscretion. So if it is advance details of the offerings for the Edinburgh International Festival in 2007 you want, you will need to wait until March when the full programme will be launched. 

Instead what I propose to talk about is the ideas that lie behind festivals, some speculations as to why they continue to be such a popular phenomenon into the early 21st century, what drives us to be so fascinated, almost addicted to this curious, intoxicating, social and artistic ritual. It is also an opportunity to explore some very personal feelings about my role as Director of the Edinburgh International Festival; in the job for barely a month, in the country for just over a fortnight.

Festivals are ubiquitous. There is no place, no continent, no country, no community, no culture, no civilisation in which they are not present. While they are regularly dismissed as trivial, their omnipresence would suggest that they exist to fulfil a profound need in humanity. 

Festivals are celebrations. Whatever their particular focuses, they should aspire to being powerful and memorable events. More than this, a festival can provide a context for ideas and an overriding sense of perspective. 

The festival space should not be cluttered nor wedged uneasily between balance sheets and bedtime. It should weave a spell that stands in sharp contrast to the sameness of everyday life.

A festival is much more than the sum of its parts. It relies on a special form of synergy in which the nature of the programme reinforces or reflects the uniqueness of its setting. It is simultaneously defined by an elusive mixture of artistic rarity and urban specificity. And, if the true nature of a festival is synergistic, it is also to be found in the diversity of its component parts. There is always something incongruous, sometimes even subversive, about the combination of events that together constitute a festival.

Whenever I start work on a festival programme, I am always inspired by a wonderful quotation from the French philosopher, Maurice Merleu-Ponty, who said, "just as places are sensed, senses are placed". He seems to describe perfectly the reciprocal relationship between the setting and the substance that exists at the core of a true festival experience; the buzz that emanates from having so many things happening at once; what a distinguished Australian colleague described as that "delicious indecision" of knowing one is surrounded by many, many exciting events and realising that there is no possibility of experiencing them all. The festival is a sensual, visceral assault. 

It must also be a way of re-engaging with familiar places in forgotten ways. In an age of cars and jets, this is particularly important. The festival space is a perambulatory environment. And however heady or frenetic the calendar of the event may become, it is always taken at a human pace. By insisting on the humble act of walking between venues, we are forced to reconnect with familiar locations, roads, pavements, buildings, gardens, squares, churches, halls, all manner of public and private spaces; familiar surroundings which we whiz past and too often take for granted, or experience fleetingly through a glance from a car, bus, train or plane window become transformed into moments of great intimacy.

In other times, less materially fortunate or obsessed than our own, festivals were crucial moments of social cohesion. Traditional tribal communities would often hoard a whole year's food, only to devour it all in a single orgy of feasting, dance, music, poetry and drama. Given the precariousness of existence of these communities, this really was an extreme form of festivity. In such societies festivals were expressions of the basic rituals of a community; whether they be seasonal or personal; the cycle of life or of a life; the rites of spring or the rites of passage. 

For other societies, the festival was a form of social pressure release. Celebrations such as Mardi Gras or Boxing Day being the one time of the year when strict social mores were relaxed or even reversed, with, in the case of Mardi Gras men dressing as women and vice versa or as with Boxing Day, the rich and powerful waiting on, attending to and serving their own servants.

Some festivals have developed for specific religious purposes. Great pilgrimages such as those to Mecca, the source of the Ganges or Santiago di Compostela in Spain, have festivals associated with their particular journeys which can be experienced through the music and poetry connected with each stage of the voyage. The festival thus becomes enshrined within the narrative of the ritual as each part of the pilgrimage unfolds.

Festivals were also an intrinsic part of the great sporting contests in classical Greece and Rome. The ancient Olympic Games were as much competitions among epic poets and singers as they were amongst athletes. Taking their cue from antiquity, the modern Olympic Games from 1912 in Stockholm until but not including the 1948 London Games, awarded medals for architecture, music, literature and painting.

More recently, festivals have become gatherings of like-minded enthusiasts – birds of a feather, flocking together. They usually concentrate on a particular artistic genre such as film, literature, opera, dance, music or even jazz (although they can be as broad as encompassing all the performing arts). These types of festivals have grown out of the leisure activities and hedonistic habits of the bourgeois, since the middle of the 18th century. Their antecedents are as diverse as the promenade concerts held in the Vauxhall Gardens in London and the celebrations associated with the great exhibitions of the Victorian era. These kinds of festivals can be experienced in Bayreuth or Wexford, Avignon or Salzburg, Montpellier, Montreux or Melbourne, Cannes or Venice, Hay-on-Wye or Toronto, Spoleto or Charleston as well as, or perhaps one should say, most especially, in Edinburgh.

The Edinburgh International Festival is very much an event in this mould. In fact it helped define the mould itself. The Edinburgh International Festival was founded in 1947. Its first Director was Sir Rudolph Bing, who it is said was attracted to our castellated city because of its similarity to Salzburg (without the politically and morally unacceptable connotations of Nazi totalitarianism). The Edinburgh International Festival owes its origins to the urgent imperative to rebuild a sense of community in a continent that had been torn apart by the tragedy of World War II; to restore faith, to heal the heartache of shattered lives through music, opera, drama, dance, literature, painting; to pick up the fragments of a civilisation shaken to its core by the atrocities of Leningrad or Auschwitz. In the words of John Falconer, Lord Provost at the time, it was to be a festival whose ambition was to

"embrace the world". Such sentiments were particularly poignant in 1947. Here was to be found a genuine reaction to the insanity of the exterminations of the Holocaust.

It should never be forgotten that the founding ideals of the Edinburgh International Festival coincided with an urgency to reach out (especially through the arts) in an attempt to recover what had been destroyed by the ravages of war. The words of George Steiner, delivering the Edinburgh International Festival oration in 1997 as part of the 50th Anniversary of the Festival are particularly apt. He said; " the bearing of the Edinburgh Festival is simply this. Its proud and joyous image of an Edinburgh in Europe, of the Festival as an enactment of European communion... looked to an eclipse of tribalism, of sectarian violence, of brute power-relations. This foresight of hope had, after Europe's near self-slaughter, every rational legitimacy".

Steiner goes to the heart of what makes this particular festival so special, indeed far beyond merely special, what makes it vital, almost an imperative. Intertwined as a potent symbol within the origins of what continues to be the grand and ever-evolving experiment of European statehood, founded in circumstances that were both so utterly desperate and at the same time so optimistic and life affirming, surely the Edinburgh International Festival, by any measure, deserves a special place in the annals of European cultural history.

Despite such lofty ambitions. It nearly didn’t happen. And to this day it remains a fragile entity. 

Legend has it that, were it not for the generosity of the Earl of Rosebery and the fact that one of his thoroughbred horses won the Derby that year, the Edinburgh International Festival might never have been started. 

Thank goodness it was. This gracious city is an ideal setting for a summer arts festival. What began as an international festival, that is, an occasion for the greatest virtuosi from many different cultures to come together to collaborate on concerts, plays, exhibitions and spectacles, has grown into the largest celebration of the arts in the world.

It is precisely because the ideas that inspired the Festival from the outset were so significant, that the legacy of the Edinburgh International Festival is so extraordinary. Early collaborations with Bruno Walter, Thomas Beecham and John Barbirolli; chamber music from Artur Schnabel, Joseph Szigeti, Pierre Fournier and William Primrose; the legendary staging of The Thrie Estaites by Tyrone Guthrie; as well as artistic triumphs tinged with tragedy from Kathleen Ferrier, and final concerts by Fritz Wunderlich and Denis Brain; have all contributed to what continues to be a shared ambition of every Director since Rudy Bing - a complete commitment to honour the miraculous circumstances of the founding of this event. There is something almost sacred about this festival. 

This cannot be overstated. In devising a programme, one should be mindful of the sacrifices of generations past. It is as though the Edinburgh International Festival stands as a kind of benign mid-wife who rescued some of the progeny from a deranged mythological deity intent on devouring its human offspring. More directly one can only imagine the huge sense of individual and collective relief that would have existed amongst the artists performing in 1947; by what miracle and by what right did they survive a period of such extreme self-devouring madness? Performing as though one’s life depended on it has been a feature of the commitment all our artists have always brought to this festival. 

The Edinburgh International Festival has been both generous and fecund. It has given birth to many children. There are now eight festivals held in Edinburgh in August. They are the Edinburgh International Festival, the Edinburgh Military Tattoo, the Edinburgh Fringe, the Book, the Film, the Jazz and Television festivals; the most recent addition to the family being a festival of politics. This year between them Edinburgh’s summer festivals will have issued over 2.5 million tickets and generated an economic impact of well over £135 million for Scotland. The economic impact of Edinburgh’s festivals including Hogmanay is said to be in the order of £200 million. It is now big business. All have evolved from the international celebration started by Rudy Bing, H Harvey Wood, Earl Rosebery and others in 1947. It is no small irony that the largest collection of festivals in the world – something so quintessentially extravagant is held in the city of John Knox. It must not be taken for granted. Artists the world over, owe a great debt to Earl Rosebery and his horse.

To their detractors, such festivals run the risk of becoming too big, too impersonal, of becoming anaemic conveyor belts of international consumerism. The danger is genuine. Festivals and those charged with their success must not stray too far from their origins. We must remain clear about our role(s). We must pursue great art and support great artists with clarity and integrity. Above all we must have the courage to devise programmes that are not a facile response to the latest fashion. 

The artistic as well as political context of creating a festival in 2007 is fundamentally different from the prevailing attitudes in 1947. This last decade, let alone half-century, has seen a total technological transformation of the collection and dissemination of all manner of information and communication, of data of any kind - sounds, texts and images. Opportunities seem to have expanded exponentially in every direction; from old to very new, from intimate machines to mass markets. The memory storage capacity of an average personal computer today far exceeds that of a super-computer from 1947. It is now possible to retain on a CD-ROM the contents of vast libraries, galleries, museums, opera-houses and concert halls.

As a composer, I am particularly aware of the changes within my own field; the way music is recorded and distributed, the manner in which scores are produced and published; most especially the electronic, analogue and digital sonic processes now available to the point of domestic ubiquity.In contrast to our own times, the sound world of composers such as Monteverdi or Mozart was unamplified and entirely acoustic. Even the raucous chaos of the marketplace was straightforward by comparison to the schizophonia of electronic technology. What you heard is what you heard or got. It also described quite directly, where you were. It was not possible to simulate being elsewhere; random samplings of other musics and confused contexts, post-modern or otherwise, were to be things of the future.

There is another important dimension to the context of arts festivals. It lies in the way in which we understand the role of the artist. While all of us here tonight might share some similar opinions, even prejudices about our image of artists, I would like to suggest that the role of the artist in European culture has itself undergone tremendous transformation over the centuries. 

Generally today I think that we are still obsessed by an image of the artist as a romantic hero. Perhaps unduly influenced by the solitary genius and unique physiological circumstances of Beethoven, after all he was deaf, our ideal artist emerges in the early 19th century as an extraordinary, romantic figure, variously depicted by Casper David Friederich or Franz Schubert as the wanderer (above the mist) or the wanderer of “Die Schone Mullerin”. He is a defiant, dishevelled individual, even individualist, searching for artistic truth against all adversity, natural or otherwise.

Contrast this idea of the artist with that held in earlier times and one discovers an altogether more utilitarian attitude. Johann Sebastian Bach, for example, would have thought of himself as a servant of his community. As Kapellmeister in Leipzig, he was responsible for the musical life of the town. It was his job to compose music for various religious and social occasions throughout the year. The fact that his music always transcended the specific purpose for which it was written in no way detracts from its absolute suitability for that special occasion. There was no thought that he as an individual was wrestling with the great metaphors and mysteries of existence. Rather he was a cipher through which such universal truths should seek expression.

To some extent it has become a question of authorship, originality and personal ego. In his book Two Cheers for Democracy, E M Forster compares the diffidence and lack of concern for "authorship" of the artist Hans Holbein who rarely signed his portraits and felt no need to do so with contemporary journalists insisting on authorship of articles which were interpretations of facts. His is a provocative challenge for a world which has become increasingly obsessed on fractional issues of originality instead of accepting a broader understanding of how all art builds on its past and should be an attempt to shed insight into the fragility of the human condition. 

I am not stating a preference for one approach above another. As a festival director I need to remind myself constantly of the shifts and changes to the very idea of art and artists. They exert huge influence over the way in which a festival decides to present itself. 

The physical as well as the cultural landscape of Europe in 1947 was rather solitary if not downright bleak. If one needs to be reminded of the material deprivations of the time, my father recalls driving from Rome to Paris that year and passing perhaps no more than a couple of hundred cars along the way. In 1947 Edinburgh had the festival scene to itself. There was almost no competition. Salzburg was still tainted with a connection to fascism and the only other serious events, Avignon and Aix, were in similar nascent stages of their development. And as I have emphasised previously, because the Edinburgh Festival was founded for the very best of reasons, the greatest artists and performers flocked here. It became their pilgrimage.

While the reputation of the festival and the decades of goodwill it has built up are enormous assets, we live in a world which is extremely fickle. Perhaps the most sincere compliment that the Edinburgh International Festival has received over the years is the fact that it has been copied almost everywhere else in the world. Festivals as far away as Sydney and Singapore owe their existence to the model developed in this city. Occupying this job for just under a month, I can attest to the veracity of this statement. I too feel very familiar with the structures and processes of the Edinburgh International Festival. There is a sense in which I have done this job before - except that it was in Melbourne. My role as Artistic Director of the Melbourne International Festival of the Arts was perhaps the ultimate out-of-town, try-out!

Might I suggest that we coin a new phrase to reflect Edinburgh's pre-eminence in these endeavours. I think that a festival equivalent of the term off-Broadway should be brought into the language. What would we say? Off-Mound? Off-Hub? Or simply Edinburgh-derivative? As a newcomer to this city I want to assure you of how lucky the rest of the world thinks you are to have your summer festivals. If imitation is the most sincere form of flattery, it is also the most hard headed analysis of an enviable civic asset. 

The American development economist Richard Florida has written with considerable insight into some of the emerging economic shifts and trends in a globalised world. In his book The Rise of the Creative Class he describes the fundamental importance of creative individuals to the economies of all communities large or small, cities or countries, corporations or co-operatives. He further describes the intense competition that is starting to occur, especially amongst cities in developed nations to attract these individual designers, architects, bio-technicians, software engineers, artists or entrepreneurs to either locate, or relocate themselves in a given place. He is quite blunt in describing the huge range of options and opportunities which the so called "creative class" enjoy today. They have extraordinary mobility. At a time when governments are dithering and indecisive on the questions of refugees, political and business leaders are literally falling all over themselves to attract creative individuals into their communities, their cities, their countries.

Richard Florida’s argument is not linear or literal. He insists that a broadly based, long-term commitment to creativity in all its forms, expressed by enlightened and transparent government policies and investment incentives will reap enormous benefits for local economies. One need look no further than Bilbao to see these ideas in action. Since the completion of Frank Gehry's intriguingly irregular titanium edifice for the Guggenheim museum, followed closely by all kinds of other design and urban regeneration schemes such as an underground transportation system designed by Norman Foster, Bilbao has become a model of economic prosperity. That all this has been achieved in a place of quite recent economic hardship as well as political instability can only reinforce the potency of economic development led by creativity. University graduates who would once have fled Bilbao at the earliest opportunity are now returning home. The city has become an important international destination for architects and visual artists. What was until quite recently a basket-case has become a formidable, sustainable success.

Edinburgh and indeed Scotland is superbly placed to take advantage of these economic conditions. and there can be no more tangible expression of the kind of fundamental investment in creativity than through the Edinburgh International Festival. It is vital that the support of the Festival be seen as part of a basic investment in the creative capacity of Scotland. It is an investment that does need some urgent attention. It is a discussion I relish having and can assure you all will reap significant dividends.

There is nothing worse than artists whinging in public. I hope you will accept that that is not my intention tonight. Any relationship can only continue to flourish if there is a sense of shared responsibility. In staking a claim for a renewed investment in the Festival, the Festival must look at itself; we should always be prepared to submit ourselves to scrutiny and analysis; we should be open-minded about doing things differently; about discovering new places to perform; new artistic genres; as long as we retain an unshakable commitment to excellence and have the guts to declare, articulate and support, what it is that we think is excellent.

Because music is such an abstract art-form, my professional training as a composer tended to focus upon the many and various technical, structural and aesthetic dimensions of the medium. I don't remember my lecturers at university ever discussing anything as practical as the presentation of a concert or how to put a program together. We were all far too sincere and far too idealistically pure to worry about such practicalities. What we were engaged with was so self-evidently fascinating, that, as long as we became technically proficient, our careers would take care of themselves. We were like every other group of arts students anywhere in the world - a bunch of nerdy dreamers hopelessly hooked on an impractical delusion about our future.

My career as a festival junkie started by accident, in the most convivial of circumstances and the most breathtaking of surroundings. What began as a long weekend, visiting friends in the Blue Mountains west of Sydney, continues to haunt me to this day. My host on that fateful weekend was a prominent barrister with a remarkable flair for self-promotion and outrageous behaviour. His challenge to me was to create an arts festival centred around an amphitheatre he was building on a block of land adjacent to his house, with spectacular views of the Jamison Valley and the mountains to the west. He certainly would not have been the first person of means, to have the idea of using the arts, to enhance the value of his own property. I was deeply flattered by his offer, mistaking his faith in me for an intimate understanding on his part, of the intricacies of devising a festival. Undaunted by any genuine knowledge or understanding, I set about my new task with unrestrained zeal.

That the amphitheatre overlooked a vast valley did not seem to him to be a problem at all. The fact that all the sound would be sucked off the stage and into the glorious vistas were a mere technical detail. Not knowing much more myself, and being naturally optimistic, I became increasingly excited by the challenges of programming a festival. The fact that the use of the amphitheatre had to be abandoned as a venue, half way through the process, was a temporary inconvenience. There were after all, a plethora of other good venues throughout the Mountains, all of them covered, some of them possessing adequate acoustics. 

I got carried away. So much so in fact, that the inaugural Blue Mountains Festival, held in October 1988, comprised some 76 separate events, spread across eight different venues, lasting ten days. All this was achieved with a staff of just four like-minded enthusiasts - in actual fact, close friends or they were until that moment - whom I had quite shamelessly conned into helping me in this great new adventure. It was all quite mad and should never have been attempted. In terms of sheer physical effort ,I will never do anything, nor need to do anything, quite as exhausting ever again.

So it was, that with such incompetent verve, my career as a festival junkie was born. For the first time, I became fascinated by the “art” of programming - that special knack of juxtaposing different plays, compositions, operas, choreography, in order to create a context; to attempt to reveal hidden connections within or between art-forms. Since then I have become a veteran of several larger scale, Edinburgh clones - the Melbourne Festival being my most recent appointment.

The process of devising programmes for festivals has made me realise how unusual and how important these events are. They are unusual for the density of activity and attention they can bring to bear. In a world which is increasingly subjected to audits of every kind, where everything must be endlessly measured, festivals are one of the few remaining entities in the artistic sector which can take substantial risks.

Those of us charged with the custody of these precious institutions have an enormous responsibility. As much as what we do reflects the imagination of the artist, it must also have faith in the imagination of the audience. In an era of disposable culture, a fundamental commitment to the imagination of the audience requires patience and determination. 

In considering their place in society, festivals must realise that they can have an important educational function at a time when the excesses of cultural relativism and post-modernity have taken their toll on basic knowledge of art and its history. Great art, whether it be a concert series, a collection of paintings and sculpture or a cycle of plays; each tells its own story. They are usually more fascinating and complex than the pseudo-intellectual drivel that inhabits most school curricula. At a time when music, art, and drama studies in the UK are optional parts of the syllabus, an imaginatively conceived and ambitious festival programme can offer not only an enthralling insight into how artists choose to depict, decipher, decode the world around them. It tells an unequivocal and direct story about the times in which we live or have lived.

The specific approaches of several of my predecessors to developing the programmes for the Edinburgh International Festival serve as an inspiration to the style and scope of what is possible. If as I have said, the Edinburgh International Festival is much imitated, then the example we set in this city has a truly global importance and impact.

Sir John Drummond’s programme in 1983, "Vienna - 1900", was a revelation. It remains perhaps the most tightly and consistently curated event ever presented by the Edinburgh International Festival. It was a comprehensive survey of the artistic, intellectual, social and political milieu of fin de siècle Vienna. It showed a new approach to programming the performing arts and it provided a template of how ideas can take shape and develop in different art-forms. Above all it asserted the importance of new ideas, new ways of thinking and showed how such ideas can change our perceptions of the world in which we live. 

As I embark upon my latest phase as a festival junkie, I draw great inspiration from great institutions such as the Edinburgh International Festival and indeed the Royal Scottish Academy – places where great art and scholarship are encouraged and supported. And at gatherings such as this, where one can make the case for such support and encouragement and have a chance to be properly understood, as a matter of principle and cultural priority.

Jonathan Mills, October 2006















