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C Robyn Archer
Ten years ago George Steiner wrote a Festival Overture for Edinburgh, and 

he opened that lecture with the kind of erudite and impeccably well referenced 

overview that I could never hope to match. His linguistic and classical detail 

shines with the kind of academic prowess and clarity that most of us can only 

wonder at as he quotes Shakespeare, Spenser, the Iliad and Robespierre and 

reminds us that the Latin word Fasti  was used ‘both for days on which 

business or affairs of civic concern can be conducted and for holidays, for 

days set aside in celebration of the gods’.  He also reminds us that the first 

Olympic Games not only pitted athletes against each other but saw poets  

contesting titles and prizes with dueling stanzas

Four years ago, the Holland Festival’s Future of Festivals document opened 

by dating the first festival to 534 BC when the god Dionysos, patron of wine, 

feast and dance, was honoured in Athens. They see the origins in ‘age-old 

ritual celebrations’. And last week in London Jonathan Mills began his 

Melbourne University Alumni address in similar eloquent vein.

C Robyn Archer
So there’s nothing particularly original in beginning with beginnings, and all of 

us are aware that thousands upon thousands of places have long traditions 

which celebrate the nature of that place and the people who inhabit it. From 

seasonal rituals to harvest celebrations to honouring the gods who must be 

appeased for the success of such things, the roots and reasons, the form and 

fodder for these celebrations are as diverse as humanity itself.   

My instinct tells me that the one thing  the majority of these celebrations had, 

and in some cases, still have, is the need for people to ‘get out of themselves’ 

from time to time, in order to go on living with themselves.  Neither Professor 

Steiner, nor Jonathan, nor the contributors to the Holland document mention 

this quality, though Steiner edges near it when he talks early about

‘the secret sadness, the tristitia, which gives to a true festival its joyous gravity’

and returns to the theme of ‘fundamental energies and joy’ towards the end.

It feels to me that we may have a chance to think about re-injecting some 

fundamental energy and joy into our arts festivals if we consider for a moment  

the way those things operate in other kinds of celebrations.  

C Robyn Archer
Most   transforming of all festivals for me have not been arts festivals. In 1977 

I was encouraged by a pair of London dwelling Australian reprobates to go to 

Basel at the time of Fasnacht. This is a religious-based Lenten festival which 

affects the entire city of Basel for an intense three days.    It is said that these 

three days are what allow the Swiss of that town to be Swiss for the rest of the 

year. Time doesn’t  allow me to describe this event in the fullness it deserves, 

but in brief, the whole of the city gathers along the city streets at 4am; it is 

pitch black and it was snowing the year I was there. The lights suddenly go 

out all over town and you begin to hear the distant sounds of fife and drum all 

around you. These are the sounds of the many claques ( groups of people 

from 2 to 200) who have been working all year on their costumes and their 

tune composed for fife and drum in a kind of dead march rhythm. It’s much 

the same process as for samba in Brazil. When you first see the first group 

that comes down the street you are on, you see they are dressed in 

immaculately detailed costumes and masks ,and each person wears a huge 

head-dress which is illuminated from inside – these are the only lights 

anywhere. 

C Robyn Archer
In the next couple of  hours all the claques drum their merry way into the 

centre and at 7.00am there is a chaotic crush of tens of thousands of people – 

it feels as if the whole city is there. As this is a Lenten festival the only thing 

you can have for breakfast is lentil soup and beer. And thus begins three days 

of mayhem in which bankers go missing from their families (who know that 

their man of status is wandering the streets in a pierrot costume, belting the 

hell out of a kettle drum). Babies in pushers wear false moustaches and have 

tiny drums hanging around their necks. On Children’s Day, kids can come up 

to total strangers, tug at  the necks of their sweaters and fill them up with 

confetti – the adults must not object, but smile and thank them. On the 

political day trucks thunder down the street and the people in their trays throw  

scurrilous broadsheets on brightly coloured paper into the crowds and the 

snow – the mess is unbelievable, and in the main square the Guggemusik 

bands play Mozart et al on vacuum cleaner and bicycle instruments 

constructed with loving care but sounding intentionally terrible and funny.  

C Robyn Archer
Significantly, not one of the city’s many cultural institutions is open during any 

part of this festival – it’s total shutdown. Fasnacht is Basel’s culture at that 

time. And at midnight of the third day, out come the street cleaners to clear 

away the dirty paper and confetti-laden sludge ,as costumed revelers of all 

ages still in crazy gangs take their final drinks in pubs and railway stations all 

over town. It is extraordinary. And next day you are back in Switzerland.

The other  life-changer for me is the Day of the Dead in Mexico . While not as 

comprehensive in the mega-metropolis of Mexico City, it certainly takes over 

their villages and smaller places like Oaxaca . For weeks prior to the All 

Saints/All Souls days you can buy the accoutrements of La Dia de Los 

Muertos – decorated sugar skulls with your name or the name of a friend on, 

little cardboard coffins that say RIP with your name and when you tug at them 

a skeleton pops up, tiny miniature scenes in little boxes or on small stands ( 

matchbox size) in which a daily scene is depicted – a man in a dentist’s chair 

with the dentist at work, a glamourous woman admiring herself in a mirror, a 

man on his motorbike or in his car – but all the figures are skeletons. 

C Robyn Archer
The message is that death will come to all of us, so let’s take one day a year  

to respect the dead. Huge cavalleros ( skeleton figures) have instruments in 

their hands, group folk dances have their performers as skeletons in folk 

costumes, wooden statues of skeletons with sombreros and bottles in their 

hands remind you that drinking kills, and yet the tequila flows on these days. It 

is a perfect statement of the great contraries of the Mexico I love.

The ritual itself occurs on All Souls, and sees whole families going to the 

graveyard where their loved ones are buried. Here they make a candle-light 

vigil throughout the night and then return to the family house to feast on what 

had been the favourite meal of the dear departed. And after all this, life goes 

on. In my case I was incredibly excited by such an overt celebration of the 

dead as my culture does little more than make the odd sad reverential visit  to 

a cemetery . 

C Robyn Archer
I decided that the Mexican way was much healthier and so wherever I am in 

the world on All Souls/All Saints ( it’ll be Paris this year) I try to make sure 

there’s a good tequila handy, and a measure of feasting and friends with 

whom one can acknowledge those who’ve died in the past year, and those 

who’ve been dead many years but are still fresh in the memory. We tell 

stories about them and laugh and there are smiles and tears,  and indeed we 

welcome our loved ones back into the world for a shared moment. The next 

day, albeit slightly seedy, life goes on.

When I accidentally fell into festival direction ( this is typical of someone who 

has no life-plan of any kind and simply responds to what seem like good 

ideas) these experiences clearly shaped my approach . In Canberra I 

discovered a feral gang of actor/singer designers called Splinter; they were 

mainly from Art School, and they opened my first ever festival with a huge 

costumed fire parade which encouraged the citizens of normally silent and 

often colourless Canberra  to follow this rabble around the main shopping 

precinct and into a large space where we ended with a concert. 

C Robyn Archer
It wasn’t  Basel, but as Canberra had never seen anything like it before, it had 

the desired effect.  In preparing for my first Adelaide Festival I saw all around 

the world artists in all genres dealing with the subject of  ‘articles of faith’ . 

Something millennial and apocalyptic had seized many creative minds. Thus 

my theme for the 1998  festival centred on ‘what we believe in’ . 

We opened in the large park next to the Adelaide Festival Centre with a live 

outside performance ( in Latin) of Nicholas Lens’ Flamma Flamma  by the 

Symphony Orchestra and State Opera company. There were around 

30,000spectators. The many communities of Adelaide had been helped to 

create huge illuminated paper constructions of the icon with which they 

decided to represent their faith. We had a huge Buddha, a huge Angkor Wat, 

a massive rainbow, symbols of nature, and many young children had little 

lanterns in the shape of their family pet . 

C Robyn Archer
They paraded en masse along the river ( the reflections were fantastic) 

through the park and  then everyone sequentially placed their icons on to the 

vast reclining boddisatva pyre which was carried to the river, launched and set 

on fire at the climax of the musical work. It was a good opening. We left the 

park knowing something was on!

In that same park, on each night of the festival we had a different wedding 

ceremony . This had proceeded from my question to myself – what are the 

remaining common rituals in our society ? What does everyone still do ? And 

It seemed to be either funerals or weddings and I thought the latter would be 

more festive. Originally intended just to be a demonstration of the cultural 

variety in ritual practice , of the 17 weddings about half were real – people 

really got married each night in the sweet little band rotunda in the centre of 

the park.  

C Robyn Archer
We paid each group three hundred dollars to offset their expenses. There was 

a flamenco wedding which arrived by horse and carriage and during which the 

groom sang to his bride and flamenco was danced; there was a Scottish 

wedding replete with kilts and bagpipes; there was a hippie wedding which 

arrived in a purple VW Kombi van; there was a celebration in which four gay 

couples made vows of commitment presided over by a celebrant, and on the 

final night one of our staff and her theatre director fiance were married – nine 

months later to the day , their first child was born. We were all very proud and 

laughed a lot !

Similarly in Melbourne  for the 2003 festival I used the opportunity of the 

newly opened Federation Square to present nightly mass dancing. That year 

the festival was the BODY edition of my trilogy TEXT BODY VOICE. Along 

with presenting some great in-theatre dance and physical work from 

companies and artists like Cloudgate, Cesc Gelabert, Jan Fabre , Raimund 

Hoghe, Australian Dance Theatre, Chunky Move, Salia ne Seydou etc, I also 

wanted people outside the theatres to make a connection with dance. 

C Robyn Archer
I  wanted them to feel it in their bodies and feel what it meant to learn a style 

or routine and then perhaps also to think, along with their own pure 

enjoyment, just how amazing those professional dance artists were. 

On the opening night, because it almost always rains on the opening night of 

the Melbourne Festival, we had David Atkins’ dance captain teach 4,000 

people Gene Kelly’s routine from Singin’ in the Rain. Well of course it was 

slightly modified, but they did get through the whole thing in an hour. It only 

rained a tiny shower which produced a wonderful rainbow over Fed Square 

and in the end when those 4,000 Melburnians looked up into the night sky, 

their arms akimbo, smiles on their faces and sang  together, so beautifully 

“I’m singin’ and dancin’ in the rain” my heart  took flight , tears popped out , 

and my festival was off to a fabulous start. 

C Robyn Archer
Nothing like this had happened in  Melbourne before : we had 2,000 to 4,000 

people coming along to learn a different dance  each night and memories of 

Basel and Mexico returned when I saw a couple learning the salsa , their tiny 

baby suspended in a halter between them. One woman stopped me on the 

last night and said “I just had to tell you, I met a guy on the second night and 

we’ve been boppin’ ever since’ .  It was called Dancing in the Streets and 

went on to win the national arts award for  Best Event in that year.   

I could go on about the huge singing event we did in Tasmania as part of Ten 

Days on the Island in the historic site of Port Arthur – in which choirs from all 

over the archipelago gathered together for the first time and movingly blessed 

that damned site – but even more importantly had the experience of 

professional musicians tutoring them for a year in the leadup – a programme 

which is still having an effect five years on : or the Long Lunch in Stanley – a 

tiny weeny village on the remote north west coast of Tasmania .

C Robyn Archer
 Here a local furniture designer and gallery owner ( yes, in a tiny village 

there’s a splendid gallery)  organised the Stanley Art Prize , hung it in the 

quaint town hall  around long table settings for 120 people and we brought in 

a  celebrity chef and a team of trainees to do a five hour lunch  during which 

we announced the art prize winner. For 3 years this was the highest priced 

ticket of any festival event in Australia, it was in the most remote location you 

can imagine, and it consistently sold out in the first 15 minutes  the bookings 

opened.  Excess doesn’t always have to be on a grand  scale.

  [ relate the story of the locals’ Round Table Lunch if there’s time]

Most importantly none of these ideas were simply imposed on the place, but 

each related very much to a sense of the place and in each case the event 

was conceived and designed according to the actual geography of that place. 

In Liverpool, for instance, I was delighted to find a place where I might have 

the opportunity to pay homage to the Day of the Dead in a more direct way . 

C Robyn Archer
Not only had poet, painter and friend, the late Adrian Henri painted a series 

around the  Day of the Dead in Hope Street (  one of which was an enormous 

canvas I lived with this year for months in his Mount Street home ), but 

Malcolm Lowry was born on Merseyside. The 50th anniversary of his death 

comes up next year, and  Under the Volcano was both in its original form and 

as inspiration to film director John Huston a splendid evocation of the 

celebration of the Day of the Dead. To top it all off, the theatre designer Jo 

Pocock lives in Liverpool ( you’ll know her fantastic designs for Shockheaded 

Peter which I had the pleasure of presenting in Adelaide) and Jo now runs 

The Liverpool Lantern Company which does a large-scale lantern parade 

around All Saints/All Souls , that is, the days of Halloween and Day of the 

Dead.  But a reincarnation of the Day of the Dead is nothing I would arbitrarily 

impose on a place where there were no extant connections.  

C Robyn Archer
Because a world of ritual still exists, let’s look at a couple of wider examples in 

which people enter the more familiar avenues of ‘getting out of it’. On a large 

scale an entire remote Australian Aboriginal community will drop everything 

for weeks on end to carry out ‘sorry business’, the ritual of grieving one of 

their community who passes away. On a smaller scale individually ( but an 

alarmingly large national scale), the young British binge drinker regularly dons 

a particular outfit ( in the female case the smaller and sparklier the better) and 

gets on with the business of getting out of it - and en masse, those individuals 

present quite a spectacle. These behaviours have a great deal in common 

with that of the citizens in Basel a century ago when they took Fasnacht even 

more seriously than now. There is traditionally a masquerade ball, but the 

earlier balls were much riskier and more risque than now : the rule was that if 

you came to the ball dressed as a woman, you had to behave as a woman the 

whole night long and equally if you came dressed as a man you had to 

behave in manly fashion all night.  It seems  this led to some splendid 

scandals about who ended up with whom in whose bed the next morning. 

Doesn’t sound so Swiss does it ?  But that the point.

C Robyn Archer
These celebrations all involve artists, not as individual icons of aesthetic 

genius, but as craftspersons. Aboriginal ceremony requires those who know 

how to pass on the knowledge of body painting, preparation of feathers, 

preparation of the ground with rocks, feathers and local flora; there are songs 

and singers and clap stick players.  A young woman out on the town in 

Newcastle on a Friday night requires dress designers, the art of makeup and 

hair arrangement, jewellers and possibly body piercers and probably at 

various places along the crawl the work of live or recorded musicians. The ball 

at Fasnacht required elaborate mask-makers, costume designers, room 

decorators, feast-makers and musicians as well as those to keep the 

traditions of dance alive.   All that collective effort, for one person or one 

community to emerge in some way changed, a little further along the path of 

life, and yet somehow better prepared to step straight back into life as it has 

always been.

C Robyn Archer
Viewed this way, ritual celebration sounds positively dangerous – a bread and 

circuses methodology by which governing bodies can be assured that nothing 

will change – in the end such events have a conservatising influence. It’s not 

unlike the story my late mentor John Willett told me about former East Berlin 

in which  there was an entirely legal  pub in the suburbs where old Nazis were 

permitted to gather. He’d been taken there by a colleague and witnessed 

lederhosen-clad old gents prancing about to the bad old songs. Those who 

knew about it considered it a wise move by the authorities to let this activity 

have its way – it took the heat out of it and they always knew where they 

were.     

A speech by Filipina  curator Marian Pastor Roces reported life as usual in a 

different way. Essentially an expert on Asian fabric design, particularly of the 

indigenous kind, Marian was permitted to attend a festival in a remote village. 

She spent the entire night inside a hut, along with the women of the village, as 

they heard the men making their way through the village with song and dance.

C Robyn Archer
They  knocked against the huts, engaging in other activities Marian could only 

guess at from inside and she  found it one of the most thrilling nights of 

her life. Yet emerging in the morning there was absolutely no evidence  that 

anything had happened at all.  What would our funding agencies make of this 

entirely ephemeral legacy – the kind of  inchoate experience which leaves a 

very deep impression perhaps noticed by no-one outside the community, and 

certainly not ticking the usual boxes.

Most significant for all of you attending this conference is that each of the 

examples I have mentioned so far are intimately connected with the place 

they happen in;  they are one hundred percent site-specific. And if I think of 

those celebrations which perhaps still come closest to the ancient art of 

‘getting out of it’ , they too seem intimately and inextricably bound to the site 

of  their origin – Glastonbury  or Carnival in Rio or the Gay Mardi Gras in 

Sydney or even certain sporting events such as the Australian Rules Grand 

Final in Melbourne.  None of those things would be the same anywhere else.

C Robyn Archer
A few weeks ago in the Menzies Lecture I delivered in London I defended 

the arts as that arena which allows us to be something other than tribal. In 

confessing my lust for the tribalism of AFL football ( I am an Ambassador for 

my Adelaide team in the national competition) I defended it as my antidote, 

my measurable moment, in a life of art which is always impossible to measure 

as it depends so much on not just skill but nuance , taste and opinion. Art is 

that avenue which allows us to see the world as infinitely shaded, not a place 

of clear black and white, right or wrong, win or lose, bullies and victims:  so 

why is there this lust to make of arts festivals something more akin to the tribal 

event ?  Is it because, in trying to make festivals out of pure art rather than 

celebrating , through art, something which is at the core of a particular society, 

many places have realised that their celebration is a bit empty, a bit 

heartless and that celebrating ars gratia artis has served to underscore the 

separation of art away from life. It is this very separation  which makes the 

claim for the importance of the arts and therefore their funding, harder and 

harder to make.  

C Robyn Archer
Thus in arts festivals everywhere there is a more recent  attempt to 

demonstrate that the arts do connect with the host population.  

Unfortunately this often leads to spurious and careless attempts to connect – 

simply bread and circuses for the masses  whilst  still reserving challenge, 

innovation and beauty for those who can afford it. Frank Furedi has 

pointed this out in his terrific book  Where Have All the Intellectuals 

Gone:confronting 21st century Philistinism.  I have only just discovered this 

book  and have found a number of   points of connection  with the kinds of 

things  I have been looking at for some time : 


‘..culture is valued in so far as it advances the populist agenda


of inclusion, participation and access. Increasingly, every aspect


of culture is regarded from the standpoint of this agenda. The question


is not whether a particular institution or cultural artefact is good, bad,


beautiful or ugly, inspiring or uninspiring, but whether it is relevant,


accessible or inclusive’  ( Furedi,Continuum, London  p92 hardback)

C Robyn Archer
We have to remember, as both George Steiner and Jonathan Mills pointed 

out, that the Edinburgh Festival was created out of a genuine human desire 

for the reclamation of beauty in a battle-weary world:


“Its proud and joyous image of an Edinburgh in Europe, of the Festival

         
as the enactment of a European communion ( a more demanding word


than ‘community’ ) 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” ( p10/11)

It is very close to the similarly altruistic beginnings of the Capital of Culture 

program which emanated from the then Arts Minister in Greece, the 

actress Melina Mercouri.  She  believed that if there were to be a strong 

European Union then the diverse, often quarreling nation states who 

were to form this union might better understand each other through culture.

Each of us involved in festivals large or small should look to ourselves and be 

prepared to ask the hard question – do our celebrations have the same 

heartfelt intent ? And if the answer is no, then we shouldn’t be surprised if it 

becomes harder to attract audiences, more necessary to steal a bit from the 

program budget and whack it into the marketing budget. 

C Robyn Archer
You all know that you don’t have that kind of problem with an event that 

directly involves the community. Even within the sometimes mis-remembered 

success of Glasgow’s 1990 celebrations, it’s clear from Bob Palmer’s analysis 

that   audiences were inclined to stay away from, even be positively 

aggressive  about, many arts events, and yet flocked to those things which 

had a  community hook.   Stay with me here, because what I am not 

advocating, on the basis of such observations, is the abandonment of art – 

quite the   opposite.  I am much more in tune with Furedi’s view of a world 

in which intellectual activity is not respected  and the consequences of that.

In my 2005 pamphlet The Myth of the Mainstream( Currency House, Sydney) 

I talked about the death of dialectic and how the absence of a space for real 

debate made it hard for the arts because they occupied a similar space.

I have the same concerns for festivals which arise or exist only because of 

what Furedi describes as the political quick-fix:


Unfortunately, the predominant response of politicians is not to seek


ways of reconnecting with the public but to avoid the problem through


looking for quick-fix solutions  (Furedi, p 78)

C Robyn Archer
If you run or invent a generically specific festival, you do have passion at the 

heart of it: whether the festival be of film, food, fashion, jazz or opera, you are 

appealing directly to the passions of a particular group of fans who come from 

within your own community but also those who might be enticed in as cultural 

tourists, through  your appeal to their equivalent passion. In this  context you 

can be as specific, as daring and as ‘elite’ as you wish. Ah yes, the e-word, 

which has taken on as many different meanings as a spoken Chinese vowel : 

this is the era when to be an elite sportsperson is to sup with the  gods, but to 

be an elite artist is supposed , in the view of the tabloids of the world at least 

to be a matter of shame.  The greater problem arises in those festivals  which 

attempt to be all things to all people and have the impossible  task of justifying 

their existence to backers by proving that they are exactly  that.

C Robyn Archer
Anthony Steel ( 5 Adelaide festivals, 3 Sydney, 2 Brisbane, 2 Canberra and all 

that after his career in music here)  gave a paper in Sydney in 2003 entitled 

Inside Festivals: was it ever about Art ?  In it he mentioned various strands of 

‘other-than-art’  justifications for festivals , and while he was talking mainly 

about Australian major international arts festivals at the time, I think you would 

recognise a lot of it. He quoted Donald Horne’s comments on what he had 

called the ‘economisation’ of culture ( and apologised for the borrowing of that 

inelegant americanised  word) :


“This is a funadamentalist creed – the fundamentalism of the bottom


line…It’s the kind of language that turns society into ‘the economy’,


citizens and producers into ‘the consumers’ and public funds into


‘taxpayers’ money’. It’s also the kind of language that reduces poems,


plays, dance or books to ‘product’ ( quoted by Steel, p3)

Steel  also  talks about government policy which rewards ‘good governance’ , 

‘access’ and ‘participation’ over artistic excellence. I’m sure we’d all agree that 

things like ‘good governance’, ‘access’ and ‘participation’ – as well as 

‘diversity’, ‘inclusion’ and ‘regeneration’ - are all admirable, desirable and in 

some instances ( where those things don’t come naturally) necessary 

guidelines for the dispersal of public funds. 

C Robyn Archer
But let’s not forget art and artists and their considerable audiences in that mix, 

as well as, most significantly in my opinion, the ability of artists ,who already 

work uncompromisingly and with extreme focus on their own challenging 

ground-breaking projects, to be able to work at ease in community and 

produce all those so desired effects as a result of their work , even as an 

‘elite’ artist. In other words –it is possible to reach the people without  dumbing 

down.

Anthony also raised the spectre of ‘popularity as the measure of all things’ a

and even in the three years  since he gave this talk, one has seen not only the 

rise and rise of that principle  through the proliferation of popularity contests 

on tv – Big Brother, Idol , X factor etc, but in the way politicians everywhere 

have cottoned onto the fact that votes don’t come easy through the arts per se 

but they can come via association with popular culture.  Furedi is equally hot 

on this point:


‘Despite its populist rhetoric, the social exclusion agenda is deeply


hostile to genuine popular culture. Genuine popular culture is self-


generated rather than the product of policies that aim to engage the

public.’ ( p99) …‘Behind the populist agenda of inclusion lurks an elitist contempt for people…The corollary of the idea that participating needs to be made less demanding is the notion that people are not really up to much’ (Furedi p89)                                                        C Robyn Archer
And again a caution – I was raised in popular culture , my father a stand-

comic and singer, my childhood and early adolescence teeming with contests, 

some on tv, some of  which I won – so I know that world and I don’t speak of it 

pejoratively. I came to the arts late and have never played Harry to my 

Falstaffs. I hold the memory of my East End great-grandmother  doing her 

music hall turns very dear. And I believe very much in bridges between 

popular culture and excellent art  ( as I happen to be one, by blood)– I just 

believe that the bridge will be stronger if the metal of either is not weakened.

But the problem of trying to be popular at the level of lowest common 

denominator, and trying to be all things to everyone is that there is never 

enough money to do that properly: by doling a festival budget out equally you 

will rarely have enough to provide what I consider to be the essence of a great 

festival –  and that is excess. ‘Enough is enough, and too much is plenty’ as 

my mother says, and this goes for too much food, too much wine, too much 

Wagner, too much dance’n’trance, too many writers, too many rock acts, too 

many films, to much Steve Reich and so on. Excess is surely the definition of 

a great festival experience .




C Robyn Archer
The more one indulges excessively  in any festival, the more one gets close to 

‘getting out of it’ : the more you get into it the more you get out of it.  But  the 

2002 figures from Holland Festival indicated an average attendance by each 

person of  just 1.5 shows , and in their Festival Futures document they quoted 

the figures for LIFT being similar – so there was  no excess of attendance . 

Some devotees do definitely indulge. I know of Adelaide families who have a 

tradition of saving up spare cash in a jar for their biennial festival fund, and 

they take leave from work at festival time in order to spend their $750 . 

Certainly professionals like us have the best time – because usually someone 

else is paying for the tickets and we can saturate ourselves and submit 

ourselves to the possibilities of  change, all during the course of our work. 

C Robyn Archer  

I think the principle also applies to the kind of epic work which we generically 

define as a ‘festival’ piece – too challenging in terms of artistic risk and budget 

to form part of anyone’s regular season but can work in a festival because of 

the expectation of excess – so Brook’s Mahabbarata,  Tavener’s All night 

Vigil,  Lepage’s Seven Streams of the River Ota and musically my favourites 

Gurreleider and Turangalila ,both of which I hope will still be heard live in 

Liverpool in 2008 – the kind of  massive works which Steiner quotes. I feel 

heartened when I see the influence that festivals have had in giving year-

round venues or institutions the courage to present this kind of work which 

defies what is taken for the common wisdom that ‘a short show is a good 

show’  – Robert Lepage’s  5-hour Dragon’s Trilogy recently at the Lowry,  

and even more recently  Barrie Kosky’s 8 hour adaptation of Ovid at the 

Sydney Theatre Company.

C Robyn Archer
But as the Holland and LIFT figures demonstrate, excess proves not to be the 

norm for the audiences of multi-genre arts festivals.  Is it just about the cost ? 

Are the citizens of our great cities just too busy to take time out to ‘get out 

of it’ ? Do we have to be like Basel and shut down everything  else in order to 

ensure the festival’s success ?  Excess is certainly the modus operandi for the 

artistic director, the crews, the team etc – the festival workers all experience 

that heady  challenging and sleep-depriving experience and at the end they 

feel a sense of  loss and depression that are part of the real thing – but their 

audiences often  miss out on this. It’s strange, because at exactly the same 

time, commercial  promoters exploit that core factor – come here and get out 

of it, lose yourself in this or that kind of music or dance : they have no problem 

in luring  audiences in with the promise of excess and euphooria.  And unless 

we are  willing to face this question honestly, unless we are willing to admit to 

 false reasons for the collective presentation of  art then our institutions 

will surely come unstuck sooner or later. If the only way you can get 

audiences, or keep them, is by increasing the marketing budget or the 

government grant, then surely something has to give at some point. 

C Robyn Archer
Womadelaide is successful because audiences for world music in Australia 

love to get into the park and have three days of exotica – they go because 

they want what Womad offers. Kids go to Glastonbury, mud or not, because 

they want that experience. A particular American audience goes regularly to 

Edinburgh because they have learned to trust Brian’s taste in concert 

programming and they like being in that city at that time and they want to do it 

again. Year after year, no matter how much the professionals squeal and the 

press might whinge about it, French people and other Europeans, take their 

holidays in Avignon because they like to be in that overcrowded overheated 

noisy messy city at festival time.

Of course Steiner was accurate when he pointed out that the original reason 

for the all-embracing  all-hopeful celebration of the arts has disappeared :


“we now know of the neutrality of the arts and of their performance in 


the presence of barbarism, of the enigmatic capacity of  human beings

to appreciate music, art, poetry, profoundly in the evening, indeed to perform such music or write verse, and then to proceed to bestiality


the next morning”

C Robyn Archer
But over time the festivals of  Edinburgh and Avignon and I would add 

Adelaide, have developed something to do with the place they are in, and 

people do come to experience art in those places, no matter what.  Robert 

Dawson Scott writing for the Independent  in July this year got a  couple of 

things wrong.  His focus was Edinburgh and he wrote  ‘ Other cities around 

the world, from Melbourne to Montreal, have actively tried to reproduce it, or 

at least parts of it. None has so far succeeded.’   He should know better – that 

neither Melbourne nor Montreal’s festivals are predicated on Edinburgh  - but 

that Adelaide’s certainly was , and has been extremely successful along that 

model . But what of all the Johnny come latelies in Australia? What of all 

those which followed and continue to follow ? 

C Robyn Archer
Anthony Steel tried to stem the tide in Australia. First Perth came along very 

much in the wake of Edinburgh and Steel justifies its continuation on the 

simple basis of isolation alone. Adelaide quickly followed, and within this 

contained and walkable cultural precinct it had a far better shot at making the 

Edinburgh model work: the Adelaide Fringe is now the biggest in the Southern 

Hemisphere and it has a very successful Writers Week at the same time, as 

well as a visual arts program. But after Melbourne had invited Menotti to 

replicate Spoleto and Sydney fashioned something to bring summer holiday 

makers into the CBD, both looking too much like smaller versions of Adelaide, 

Anthony Steel quite rightly tried to persuade Canberra then Brisbane to 

specialise. He started the Australian Theatre Festival in Canberra, then the 

Music Festival in Brisbane. Alas the festival in Canberra collapsed through a 

lack of political will and the lack of any passionate supporter of the arts in the 

political realm . 
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This collapse happened  some years after my time there , but  while there I 

fortunately had the power to help spawn the now very successful  Australian 

Performing Arts Market  which, with Canberra’s demise , followed  me to 

Adelaide and has remained there. Its first edition was very much a 

matter of place. The Australia Council had for years been inviting international 

delegates ( and  paying for them) to come to major Australian performing arts 

festivals, only to  discover that these guests were more likely to do business 

with the visiting  Ukrainians or Americans than with the Australian artists they 

were there to see. In Canberra, there was nothing other than Australian work, 

and what’s more  there’s nothing much else to do in Canberra- although I 

understand one international delegation did make it out to the sex shop

supermarkets  – but other than that, there was only perfectly focused 

concentration on what Australian artists were doing. When I went to Adelaide, 

the Council trusted my devotion to Australian work and that there would still 

be a goodly amount of it, of international standard, for delegates to see.
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Brisbane couldn’t resist the temptation eventually to have its own international 

multi-genre festival , but with a couple of switches of government, the music 

festival did return as the Queensland Music biennial. What Anthony had tried 

to persuade was the virtue of specialisation as opposed to the danger of over 

supply in simple replication. Because the fact is that generically specific 

festivals do much better, their audience comprised of devotees who need less 

persuading and are all up for the excess factor and the absolute saturation 

point . But   even  generically specific festivals are now in dangerous 

oversupply.  Every town  wants a jazz festival, everyone wants a comedy 

festival ( this being my own personal vision of hell as my dad was a stand up 

comic and he practiced his  gags relentlessly on me, the only child, and Mum 

-even the idea of paying someone to perform gags at me is enough to 

send me running . After all, what are friends and lovers for , if not to keep you 

in a steady supply of natural  laughter). 

Why would any place simply want to copy what someone else is  already 

doing ?  It’s a lazy quick-fix approach, and greater rewards will always accrue 

to those  with the energy to give form to new reasons for celebration. 
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Despite the relative success of Australian dance on the international stage 

(Australian Dance Theatre and Leigh Warren and Dancers – both in Adelaide,  

Chunky Move, Lucy Guerin, Ros Warby et al in Melbourne, Sydney Dance 

Company , Bangarra and the Australian Ballet in Sydney to mention only the 

major companies which are complemented by a plethora of independent 

choreographers) Australia still has no dance festival : this was one of  the

motivations behind dividing my three Melbourne festivals each into a degree 

of specialisation  which I designated TEXT , BODY  and VOICE. The BODY 

festival was really a chance to see how a mainly dance festival would work in 

Australia – and it worked very well, though no-one has so far had the courage 

to institute it on a regular basis – and that’s something that is sorely needed 

by the dance community and would be welcomed by the public.
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So, what are the possible altruistic justifications (as opposed to those on the 

obvious superficial, touristic, local economic box ticking,  funding qualification 

lists that plague you) for prolonging your existing festival, or energising it, or 

for starting up a new one in a swollen ecology of over-supply  ? One of them 

is about place – and this is the subject of your conference.  

Place is very close to life is very close to place.  Unless we take up a 

Proustian existence ( which I ,an asthmatic from birth, confess have always 

found a most romantic option) we all develop an intimate relationship with our 

environment, urban , rural, built or wild . Living in Australia next to a 

miraculously surviving indigenous culture allows us, cut off from our 

originating blood cultures, the privilege of seeing  to what major extent the 

landscape has been and is part of a 40,000 year old culture.  If you take on 

the need for specialisation – to do something that’s not just a copy of 

someone else’s cultural plan, someone else’s bid for local tourism, someone 

else’s blueprint for regeneration through culture, then your greatest clue is 

right in front of you. You fashion your festival according to place.
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I was offered that unique privilege of starting up a new festival.  The late Jim 

Bacon , then Premier of Tasmania, wanted his island state to be seen not just 

as a wilderness destination but as a place which had a human culture, had 

history and artists.  Even this had one plank of tourism involved since their 

statistics had shown that Japanese tourism, so high in other parts of Australia, 

was ignoring Tasmania precisely because of its vast expanses of wilderness . 

This was fearful for the average Japanese tourist at the time – they needed 

something less wild than wilderness. At the time of Jim’s invitation I was 

directing the Adelaide Festival, though my last festival program was already 

locked in.  I was being asked to go from the largest international festival 

budget  in the southern hemisphere, to the smallest – because Jim wanted it 

to be international. The most foolish thing I could have done would have been 

to approach Tasmania in order to do a smaller and poorer Adelaide festival. It 

was ridiculous in any case since the Tasmanian  budget wouldn’t buy even 

one of  the major theatrical or dance companies, of which I might invite ten to 

Adelaide  or eventually to Melbourne. So there was only one alternative , to 

do some quality lateral thinking.  
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Jim  in an admirable example of Anthony  Steel’s dictum that Boards should 

simply appoint an AD and let them get on with it ,had said only one thing to 

me, that given the politics of Tasmania and the historic appointment of Hobart 

as capital, the festival would have to happen at least in Hobart and also in 

Launceston  two hours to the north. This is an island where the two major 

towns, just two hours drive apart have their own newspaper, their own tv 

station, their own beer etc and never the twain shall meet. Thus deprived of 

the brilliantly succinct nature of the Adelaide Festival precinct, I made the 

radical decision: if we couldn’t do it in one place, we would do it in as many 

places as we could – in my 2005 edition this was 40 places, including a 

number of the remote islands of Tasmania’s archipelago. What’s more we did 

make the twain meet by  plonking Circus Oz in the big top, right smack in the 

middle of the island equidistant from Hobart and Launceston . The show sold 

out and the small Midland Highway village of Campbelltown has never been 

quite the same since. 
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The second  decision was not to call this a festival because there were so 

many and as  Steel pointed out the word had become ‘degraded’.  

I called it Ten Days on   the Island and there was a predictable outbreak of 

‘that’ll never work’, but of  course it was exactly what drew attention to the 

event and eventually gave the inaugural edition free quantifiable media 

coverage worth over A$4 million  ,if  we had had to pay for it.  And finally, I 

decided that this festival would be very much about life in Tasmania. I decided 

that in addition to supporting and nurturing local art and artists in all genres, 

and collaborating with local institutions, we would invite as  our international 

guest artists only  those from other islands throughout the world. Again, there 

was the usual outbreak of ‘that’ll never work”, as well as my own fears for my 

bravado, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to extend invitations to artists I so 

admired from France or Canada  for instance.  But of course there were 

French speaking Noumea and Martinique and  Reunion Island, there were 

Sicily and Venice,  Shetland and the Orkneys and Singapore , Newfoundland  

Prince Edward  Island and Montreal itself ,and if anyone was still nervous,  
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I reminded them  that we would never in a hundred years exhaust the plentiful 

supply of artists  from the British Isles or Manhattan. 

And so it proceeded, and so it succeeded and its 4th and 5th editions are now 

being planned, and there is no comparison that can be made between this 

festival and Adelaide or any other festival in Australia or indeed in most of the 

world. Where there were similarities we made friends with them – Oerol in 

Terschelling off the Netherlands, the Pacific Islands Festival, the Torres Strait 

Island Festival.

Thus, by looking at exactly who you are and where you are gives you the best 

possible pallette on which to mix art and artists if you want to attract attention 

and be different and special. Places are like the  birds which inhabit them. 

Before I started casual birdwatching (a hobby which started during a beautiful 

British summer that I spent in Helen Montagu’s country farmhouse near Bury 

St  Edmonds) I would go to a city or a desert and never notice birds at first.  

Gradually I grew to trust that they would eventually appear, and so they do, in 

their own good time : there are birds everywhere. 
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So are the signs of the unique nature of any place – all you have to do is be  

focused not on what your ego wants to put there, but what is already there – 

not to transform what it is, but  to uncover what is already there, to nurture 

that which is of value, to commission artists to make works about that stuff 

you unearth, those stories, those histories, those futures more importantly, 

and then perhaps to fill the gaps with wonders from abroad – specifically the 

things that have no other chance to come there and which have a good 

chance of inspiring both artists and audiences who then grow to demand such 

originality and skill and quality from their own artists.

These are precisely the approaches that I brought to Liverpool, for instance, 

and having just been up there and spent some time with the terrific arts team 

we put together there, I trust that some of that difficult, largely invisible 

excavation I made in the first two years of very hard work there, will rise to the 

surface in the next couple of years.  Indeed I think the approach is evident 

from the one  document I managed to make happen while I was there .
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I wasn’t expected to make a program for 2006 but thought that a tester 

program would be a good idea – just  to see what works and what doesn’t 

what needed to be done on the journey to 2008. So Liverpool Performs is 

what we launched in January this year: it shows a new kind of valuing of the 

great cultural life that already exists in Liverpool, supporting existing artists 

and institutions– saying that it is already a great city to be in – and then filling 

some gaps. In this instance, along with the excellent programs of local arts 

organisations, supported by the Culture Company, and the Creative 

Communities program, there is a discreet stream called City in Transition . 

This took its clue directly from Liverpool itself  - a program of talks, walks  and 

interventions about the rapid state of change in Liverpool, but also a program 

of performing arts – UK or European premieres of a kind that Liverpool had 

not had before – and all relating to the idea of City in Transition. Where not 

related to that theme, they related in some other way. For instance, Tate 

Liverpool  was planning to have some Robert Rauschenberg on display – my 

immediate  instinct was to invite Trisha Brown and company. 
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The company had never  been to Liverpool before and  it was a great chance

to see how Liverpool  audiences would respond – and they did, with  a sell out 

and five standing ovations . In addition the dancers took professional classes 

with local dancers and Trisha herself came in advance and gave a talk at Tate 

Liverpool  about her collaboration with Rauschenberg.  It was a   heartening 

exercise which stemmed  directly from what Liverpool already had.  I also 

invited the Builders Association from New  York and we co-commissioned 

their new show  Super Vision  which garnered  four and five star reviews 

when it went on to play at Glasgow’s Tramway . Director Marianne Weems 

came in advance with members of her team and  gave a week’s intensive 

workshop, hosted by FACT ,about  theatre and  technology. Seventeen 

Merseyside participants, many of whom had never met each other and had no 

idea of each other’s work, brought their  projects and ideas for practical  

workshopping and came away reinvigorated  and truly changed. The subject 

matter –surveillance and new  technologies – couldn’t have been more 

appropriate for the study of a city in transition, and by putting it into the old 

Royal Court we could start testing the capabilities of Liverpool’s venues. 
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Rachel Swain, director of European favorites Stalker , together with  Serge  

Coulibaly ( from Burkina Faso and Ballet C de la B in Belgium) started 

working with street performers in Liverpoool and Marseille ( as part of our 

Cities on the Edge program) to develop new urban dance vocabularies in a 

work appropriately named Sugar.  Bang on a Can  will arrive in a few days to 

perform the UK premiere of Carbon Copy Building – the music theatre work 

based on Ben Katchor’s cartoon of  two buildings in Manhattan with the same 

footprint but different locale and inhabitants: Ben himself came to speak about 

his architectural cartooning during Architecture Week in Liverpool.  There’s 

more ,and you can see it in the brochure . I brought a few remaining for you to 

look at, not just for the City in Transition program, but for the way arts of all 

kind, sport , business  and community combine to give a different kind of 

picture of Liverpool. In this planning there was nothing extraneous to the very 

nature of Liverpool because of course that is the city’s great strength – the 

unique nature of that place , as well as its particular strengths in , for instance, 

popular music ( of the present as well as the past) and visual arts, to say 

nothing of football and  fabulous cheekiness.
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I’m happy to see that that other places in Australia have been taking their cue. 

Western Australia has ties with South Africa and India sometimes stronger 

than those with the eastern states of Australia. Certainly the citizens of Perth 

can have a holiday much cheaper in Singapore than in Sydney – why then 

wouldn’t the arts of those  Indian Ocean neighbours be a part of the cultural 

fabric of a festival there – in much the same way as Anthony Sargent has 

encouraged The Sage Gateshead  to develop stronger music connections 

with the Baltic states. When I ensured that Ten Days on the Island be 

admitted into the association of major festivals in Australia, I took care to see 

that the fledgling Darwin festival was also included. That Top End town is a 

five hour flight from Adelaide, but only half an hour from East Timor, and there 

were ancient first contact connections between Australian Aboriginals from 

Arnhem land and Torres Strait Islanders and indigenous Indonesia. 
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Why would that rich material not be part of a Darwin festival ?  This particular 

northern awareness serves to underscore the myopia that geographical 

partition causes when one thinks how comprehensively white Australia 

managed not to know or remember that their nearest neighbour has always 

been a country which is now comprised of 100 million Muslims.

One wouldn’t want to be absolutist about this matter of place, because of 

course the inspiration of that which we do not know is as important as the 

familiar which we wish to nurture and explore further. The very nature of arts 

festivals must be predicated on the unknown as a vital ingredient along with 

the known and beloved.  Awe is very much on my agenda – and my jaw still 

drops and I shed tears in the presence of what I experience as simply great 

art.  But that synergy can easily be created by putting a new artist, a visiting 

artist, even  a hero or icon, in touch with the hidden stories , the hidden places 

of your place – creating new and adventurous works from the richness 

beneath or the reclamation of lost stories or colours or tones or musics, or  

even just by putting the tried and true into the unusual spaces of your place. 
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 I don’t mean by this that everything you do needs to jump on the site-specific 

bandwagon – there are many things which just continue to do it better inside a 

great theatre space. It is robust and rigorous lateral thinking that will always 

produce the goods . It’s like Asian cooking – it’s all in the preparation, all in 

the timing, and you have to be sure that you have behind you an organisation 

which is prepared patiently to let you discover the finest ingredients from 

home and abroad, let you prepare elegantly and with enormous thought and 

heart. Once that’s done, the cooking is nothing: it happens very quickly, 

before your eyes and brings to the table something fresh , delicious and 

memorable.  Impatience with the curatorial process can land you  with a very 

half-baked meal, in the end not satisfying and quickly forgotten despite the 

expense.  And if you don’t have confidence in your own lateral powers, then 

go out and  employ some good thinkers – many of them are underused and 

underemployed and often not the usual suspects. As a friend once said to me, 

‘there’s no substitute for a good idea’ –and  I hope this conference yields you 

a wok full .

Robyn Archer , London October 2006
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