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Who is the main driver of the process of cultural integration? The nation state, the European
Union or private initiatives? What is the purpose of festivals? Branding, urban regeneration
and democratisation, or rather transmitting the ideas of openness, dialogue, curiosity, cultural
diversity, internationalism and critical inquiry? Do we need more European initiatives in the
area of festivals, and, if yes, how should this be supported?
This publication addresses these and other questions that will be of interest to policymakers at
the EU, national, regional and local level, those engaged in the culture sector and European citizens.

European Arts Festivals: Strengthening cultural diversity

The Euro-Festival project – funded under the Social Sciences and Humanities theme of the
European Union’s Seventh Research Framework Programme – presents some of its main
research findings in this publication.
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A celebration of the word and a stage for political debate:
Literature festivals in Europe today

12

At first sight, literature and festivals do not go well together. Literature is thought by most people
a solitary experience, whether of the writer or of the reader whilst festivals are about entertainment and performance. And indeed, among the arts, literature is the one genre which has resisted
to festivalisation the longest. The first still-surviving literature festival in Europe is the Cheltenham
festival which was launched in 1949. But for several decades it remained also the only one besides
book fairs with a long tradition such as in Frankfurt and Leipzig. However, book fairs are not the
same as literature festivals: book fairs are trade events tailored to the needs of publishers while festivals are about the celebration of the written word in readings, discussions or debates.
Literature festivals took off in the nineteen-eighties in the United Kingdom. In 1983 the Edinburgh International Book Festival was launched, five years later Hay-on-Wye. Both festivals are
today iconic in the field and their radius of influence has grown beyond their national borders.
Other European festivals include Mantova in Italy, Cologne, Berlin and Hamburg in Germany and
Borderlands in Eastern Europe. Several smaller literature festivals running for a couple of days
during Spring, Summer or Fall are in the meantime also to be found in several smaller, secondtier cities in most European countries.
Cultural pessimists may think that the festivalisation also, at last, of literature confirms the
decline of aesthetic culture brought through commercialisation. Yet the study of literature festivals reveals a much more complex picture, questioning the high-brow vs. low-brow distinctions
and that these can be easily mapped against ‘fields’ (Bourdieu 1996) within either politics or the
arts and by default cultural policy. This chapter aims to throw light on the social phenomenon
of literature festivals and what this tells us about literature and the arts but also about modern
society and politics. The discussion draws specifically from research on the Hay-on-Wye, Berlin
and Borderlands literature festivals.
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By way of introduction: the three festivals at a glance
Hay-on-Wye Literature Festival
The Hay-on-Wye Festival has grown into an iconic literature event in less than a quarter of a century after being launched in 1988 as a small-scale poetry festival with not more than a few
hundred visitors. In 2009, it attracted over 90 000 participants, selling more than 185 000 tickets for close to 500 events featuring over 700 men and women of letters. Today, it is rightly
thought of as the most successful of all literary events, not least for managing to maintain the
flair of a community festival and the credence of conversation despite its corporate growth; and
for representing a successful private initiative, as it relies only slightly on public subsidies.
There are three constants about the Hay-on-Wye Festival: its location – the 1 900-inhabitant
book-town in the vicinity of Brecon Beacon National Park on the border between England and
Wales; the timing – every year around the last long weekend in May; and its mission – to promote the exchange of ideas through conversation and the love of books. The festival has otherwise changed dramatically since its inception in 1988, and this change has been one of
growth. Here are some facts:
In duration, the festival now lasts for a total of ten days including two weekends as compared with a long weekend at its outset.
The number of events runs into the hundreds; at the beginning it was less than twenty.
The festival originally took place at the youth and community centre of its host town; this
is now only used occasionally as the site for the winter edition of the festival in late November. In the meantime, the festival has acquired its own area for putting up tents for five
stages to accommodate between 120 and 1 000 people. These are also used for other events
and activities throughout the Summer.
The festival operative budget runs well into the million – at the beginning it was into the
few tens of thousands and was covered by regional subsidies (South-East Wales Arts and
Mid-Wales Development) and local support (from the Hay Council and the district chamber of commerce). Today, ticket sales make up the lion’s share of the festival budget in combination with high-brow media and corporate sponsorship (The Guardian, Sky Arts, Barclays
Bank). Additional funding comes from the Association of ‘Friends of the Festival’ and the
festival patrons.
The core festival team has also grown, even if it remains comparatively small with less than
fifteen people. But during the festival time, the festival organisation mobilises several hundred volunteers and short-term workers for stage and sound management, ticketing, cleaning, information, bus and parking service and child-minding services. In addition, for
a period of ten days, the festival site houses over 30 booths providing food, fruit, drink, local
handicrafts, books and information (ranging from tourism in Spain to Welsh literature, the
Sony e-book, ecological buildings or environmental foundations).
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The growth of the festival has been accompanied by changes in its organisational format and
its contents. Books – presented through readings or conversations with authors – are still the
central element of the festival, but unlike the early years, which were dominated by poetry and
fiction, today centre stage is taken by non-fiction books with relevance to social and political
issues, past or present. The Barclays and Guardian Stages, which evince a capacity of 800 and
1 000 respectively, are also often used for stand-up comedy or music shows. The addition of
these shows, like also children’s activities, has contributed to the festival’s publicity while helping to keep ticket prices low (mostly 1-5 GBP back in 1988, 5-10 today.) As a result, the festival
has been able to maintain and even expand its reputation for openness.
The festival growth has also meant that it has been transformed into a ‘brand’, which can, in
turn, be used to attract more sponsorship as well as promote similar events at Hay and in other
countries. The spin-offs from the Hay Festival range from the smaller fringe philosophy and
music festival ‘How the light gets in’ which takes place at the former Methodist Chapel parallel to the main event, to the Hay festivals in Alhambra and Seville (Spain), Beirut, Cartagena
and Nairobi. The festival is also a significant source of income for the local tourism industry,
comprising small hotels and guest houses for accommodation within a radius of up to twenty
miles as well as pubs and restaurants. At the same time it is used for fund-raising purposes:
hence, for instance, the money earned through the extra parking lots set up for the festival
(and costing on average more than the council car park) goes to charity, whereas the ticket
sales from specific events are allotted to other festivals, such as Nairobi, which do not attract
as much corporate sponsorships.
The Hay-on-Wye Festival, its growth and character, is closely linked with that of its director
Peter Florence. ‘He is a canny entrepreneur’ (1); the type of man who ‘does not worry about taking the devil’s money and turning it into gold’ (2); an extraordinary person with ‘an aptitude for
prophetic statements’ (3). Florence, who studied modern and medieval literatures at Cambridge
and the Sorbonne, then to take up an acting career, and who today belongs to the exclusive
association of members of the Order of the British Empire (4), sees himself as someone who
‘couldn’t hack academic culture or acting and tried to find something that would play to the
bits of both that I most enjoyed (…) Most of my mates from Cambridge went into Law or the
City. Being at home seemed more fun’ (5). That combined with a love of reading and the wish
‘to hang around with [his] dad who was a professional Arts Magician’ led him to the idea of
launching the Hay Literature Festival – and then the Hay Festival Cartagena, Seville, Alhambra,
Storymoja (Nairobi) and the Orange Word London. Peter Florence is an inquisitive nature,
a social networker and a highly committed person, and these character traits have impacted
on the festival since its inception. But perhaps the one characteristic that has been central to
his success and that of the Hay Festival is his ability to gather around him other people sharing his visions and with a commitment to hard work. This extends from his colleagues at the
festival office to his trustees and the board members of the company and charitable trust set
up to manage and supervise the festival.
Indeed, Hay Festival’s long list of vice-presidents reads very much like the ‘Who’s who’ of British high society and the public intellectual scene and includes people such as Nick Butler (Cambridge Centre for Energy Studies and adviser to Gordon Brown), Geordie Greig (editor of The
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Evening Standard), Sabrina Guinness (heiress of Guinness and head of charity Youth Cable Television), Rhian-Anwen Hamill (former director of Wales Millenium Centre), Brenda Maddox
(biographer), Philippe Sands (Professor of International Law), William Sieghart (journalist), Jon
Snow (journalist and presenter) and Caroline Spencer (Earl Spencer’s wife). Among the festival trustees we find two women with a track record in journalism: Revel Guest, who in public
events is often referred to as the Grande Dame of the festival, has a legendary aura as the
youngest woman ever to run for parliamentary office in the UK back in 1955; and Rossie Boycott, who was the co-founder of the radical feminist journal Spare Rib as well as Virago Press,
editor of Esquire, the first female editor of The Independent and also of The Daily Express and
a media advisor for the Council of Europe. The head of the festival’s supervisory board is Lord
Bingham of Cornhill, who was Lord Chief Justice of England and Wales, High Steward of the
University of Oxford from 2001 to 2008 and a member of the House of Lords.

The International Literature Festival Berlin
The comma is the logo of the International Literature Festival Berlin or the ilb - the acronym written in lower case to avoid a mix-up with the acronym of the Bank of the State of Brandenburg.
The Berlin Literature Festival came to life in 2001 when Ulrich Schreiber, its founder and director,
managed to obtain a grant from the German Lottery Foundation with the support of the capital city’s public administration in charge of cultural affairs. Today, the festival forms part of the
Berliner Festspiele, which extend throughout the year comprising several arts events, and are
symbolic of Berlin’s growth into a cultural metropolis of international standing.
Unlike the Hay-on-Wye Festival, the ilb is mainly funded through subsidies. Around 73 percent of
the festival budget derives from public money administered federally or locally. Private sponsorships by banks, political foundations, embassies or cultural associations account for another 15 percent. The remaining 12 percent correspond to revenues from ticket sales, attendance running at
a yearly average of 30 000. The patronage of the festival by the German UNESCO Committee has
been instrumental in legitimising the festival vis-à-vis its various public and private sponsors.
A few changes are expected over the next couple of years as the ilb becomes fully integrated
into the Berliner Festspiele. But insofar as the Berliner Festspiele are also an offspring of German cultural policy and dependent on federal funds (administered through and for the city of
Berlin), not much will change in terms of the substantive form of financing for the ilb. The
changes to come are likely to be more organisational in nature: up to now, the festival has
relied on low-cost occasional employments and voluntary work; in the future it will be able to
count on professional inputs, something that is considered especially important for logistics,
publicity and public relations.
The integration of the ilb into the Berliner Festspiele was not intended from the outset but
occurred naturally. Indeed, the success of the ilb has a lot to do with the fact that it takes place
in Berlin – a decision originally made by chance as that was the city in which Schreiber was
living. There is very much that speaks in favour of Berlin as the site of an international literature festival. First, it is perhaps the ideal place to launch a cultural activity based on public
funding. Germany like other Central European countries and unlike the United States and the
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United Kingdom displays generous funding for cultural activities and this is especially true of
Berlin as the new capital of a unified Germany following the fall of the Berlin Wall. Indeed,
much of the funds that are administered by cultural funds or foundations in Berlin come from
a special budget line of the federal budget dedicated to promoting the physical and cultural
re-invention of Berlin as a cultural capital of Europe. Second, as far as literature is concerned,
Berlin displays a host of literary associations and organisations, yet did not have a literature
festival till 2001. The many literary associations are also attractive poles for local and international writers, who, additionally, can obtain financial support for their stay from the many
exchange programmes operating nationally or locally. Finally, as a capital and an international
city with a long history of cultural exchange, Berlin is home to a significant foreign population
which delineates a niche audience for international literature. This is also true of the ‘Children
and Youth Literature’ programme of the festival which is especially successful because it works
both with German- and foreign-language schools and with English classes.
Ulrich Schreiber was trained as an architect and also practised this profession for a while. But he
had always had a foible for festivals and in the 1970s he embarked on organising cultural events
such as on the Austrian writer and social critic Thomas Bernhard or the film-maker and journalist Pier Paolo Pasolini. In 2001, he moved to Berlin and founded the Peter Weiss Foundation as
a platform for mobilising opposition to oppressive regimes at an international level and also as
an institutional framework for organising the International Literature Festival Berlin. Peter Weiss
was chosen as the eponym of the foundation by reason of his biography (as a Jewish émigré to
London and then to Sweden in the 1930s) and his vocation (as a writer and dramatist).
Schreiber’s vision of the International Literature Festival Berlin is that of a stage for the literatures
of the world. This is broader than ‘world literature’ as used by Goethe to refer to canon literature
and includes the ‘diverse styles, colours and forms’ of worldwide literary production (6). Thus even
though literary quality constitutes the most important criterion for the selection of artists it is not
the sole one. A second principle is that of looking beyond one’s boundaries and a third that of giving a voice to literary figures who are not only writers in the strict sense of the term but also political activists or, more broadly, persons with political or social commitment. This is also how the ilb
has earned its reputation of the most political of all contemporary literary festivals.

The Borderlands Festival
The market is today the main vehicle for economic prestige also in the field of culture and the
arts. But there remain several other means for supporting artistic initiatives. Traditionally, public subsidies have been used to support those genres, types or styles that were thought less
likely to attract public interest on their own as well as for promoting younger artists or artists
from less recognised countries, continents or languages. But as public subsidies have been
reduced year after year, private sponsors or endowment funds have emerged to take their
place. This has been evident for some time in the field of the visual arts, but the trend is also
now beginning to spill over to the less performance-oriented or exhibition-contingent art
forms, such as literature. The European Borderlands Festival, the third literature festival studied by the Euro-Festival project, is one such example.
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Borderlands was launched in 2006 by the Allianz Cultural Foundation and the Literary Colloquium Berlin (LCB) with the aim of supporting young poets and writers working in Eastern
Europe (both new EU members and non-members) and promoting networking among themselves and with their colleagues from Western Europe. The Allianz Cultural Foundation is the
non-profit arm of one of the biggest insurance companies in Europe, namely Allianz SE. It was
founded in 2000 with the aspiration of ‘building bridges for the youth of Europe’. The Literary
Colloquium Berlin is one of the oldest literature organisations in Berlin, established after the
end of the Second World War in 1959 with funds from the American Ford Foundation and the
objective to sustain cultural and literary exchanges within Cold War Europe. The Borderlands
Festival continues this tradition in the new adapted circumstances of the enlarged European
Union following the fall of the Iron Curtain.
As instituted by the European Union, the European integration project simultaneously implies
a process of delineating new borders – also within a space which has historically belonged to
Europe. It is these old European spaces that have been transformed into the European borderlands targeted by the European Borderlands Festival. The first festival edition in 2006 took place
in L’viv in contemporary Ukraine, a Ruthenian town founded in the thirteenth century, which
formed part of Galicia during the time of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire and was Polish in the
inter-war period. This is a city with 18 names, wrote the Süddeutsche Zeitung: ‘Lemberg (…) L’viv
(…) one of [the names] was Löwenburg; in Sanskrit it is called Singapur’(7). In 2008 the festival
began in Bucharest in Romania to move to the border city of Iaşi and then to the capital of Moldavia in Chişinău. In 2009 the journey took the festival from Vilnius in Lithuania, the Rome of the
North and the Jerusalem of the East, to Minsk in Belarus, the ‘dream city of the sun’(8).
Borderlands is thus a festival of and for the periphery – an attempt to re-discover and re-claim
yesterday’s cultural centres which are today’s peripheral regions. At the same time it represents an attempt to keep alive the literary and cultural contacts within the former countries
of the Communist Eastern bloc which were set aside upon the onset of the transition process
as everyone oriented themselves towards the West. According to Michael Thoss, one of the
two festival founders, Eastern enlargement has dispirited the East-East links between writers
and translators and it is these links that the Borderlands Festival wishes to recuperate. According to Thoss, culture is the missing link of the European political integration project by reason
of the fact that cultural policy remains subsumed under national sovereignty. It is thus left to
private initiatives to advance the process of cultural integration (9).
Germany has a special position in this conundrum for two inter-related reasons. First, within
the former political power geography, East Germany, or the GDR, represented a cultural pole
through the Leipzig book fair. This link has been sustained by the Borderlands Festival, which,
at regular intervals, makes an intermediate stop-over in Leipzig to present its authors and make
publicity for the festival. These stops are also important as entry points for young authors originating from the East and seeking access to the European publishing industry. This is also the
second reason for Germany’s special role within the space being reclaimed by the European
Borderlands Festival: the opening to the Eastern European borderlands represents simultaneously an opportunity for the German publishing market (and the German language) to assert
itself on the European literary scene. The selection of the LCB to run the Borderlands Festival
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was not incidental from this perspective. The LCB has long-standing connections with countries in Eastern Europe and has many guest scholarship programmes targeting authors from
the East. In addition, it is the headquarters of the HALMA network of European literary centres and translators.

Literature festivals and field representations
What literature?
There are several trends that impact on literature today: The first is that of diversification. In
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, poetry was the high-prestige end of the literature
field, with the novel and drama occupying the middle and lower levels, albeit with higher
chances of economic returns. Today, and as predicted by Bourdieu, the field has grown as it
has diversified. This is especially illustrated by the development of fiction. The novel is no
longer a single category – besides literary fiction, which is located at the high end of the prestige scale, we find several genre types of literature which target different audiences and taste
preferences and are more successful economically. But fiction is also slowly losing its lead as
non-fiction grows in importance and attracts wider audiences. This is well illustrated by the
development of the Hay Festival which today features an equal share of fiction and non-fiction besides music and comedy performances and children’s events. Diversification has been
instrumental for the publishing industry in the main European languages. Technological
developments such as the e-book, which were first thought of as representing threats, have
meanwhile been embraced as opportunities for attracting new audience segments thus
encouraging further diversification.
Another trend which is growing in importance is that of hybridisation in terms of genres within
fiction, but also between fiction and non-fiction and between literature and other art forms.
This trend is corroborated by demographic changes occurring in relation to the sociological profile of the author or artist more generally. The most obvious of these trends is trans-nationalism.
More and more authors display a multi-cultural background, albeit less as a result of exile as in
previous generations, but rather as a result of their own choice and the rise of global mobility.
Both the Berlin and Borderlands festivals capitalise on this author segment which primarily originates in the main European and North Atlantic metropolises and the main migration countries
in the decades following the end of the Second World War.
A parallel and inter-related trend affecting authors – and one that can be observed in all three
festivals – is that of inter-disciplinarity, which fits in well with the trend of hybridisation in the
publishing industry. A large share of authors featured in all three literature festivals display
inter-disciplinary careers with only very few being solely writers by profession or in any particular genre. This has in part to do with the growth of the literature field also in terms of writers and not only books published. But besides reflecting an existential reality, it draws attention
to the demise of the solitary figure of the author/artist fully devoted to and absorbed by his
or her artistic vocation based on inspiration. In turn this facilitates the hybridisation of styles
in addition to strengthening the trend towards literature as performance on which festivals
have come to depend.
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The role of politics
All three literature festivals studied are political: both in following a political agenda of their
own and in representing a stage for the discussion of politics and social issues.
All three festival directors have faith in the power of literature (and humanities and knowledge
more generally) to expand and radicalise thought, empower action and overcome nationalist
boundaries. The ‘exchange of ideas’ is the explicit objective of the Hay Festival; Berlin wants to
overcome national boundaries; whilst Borderlands wishes to question the significance of European political boundaries in the East towards greater cultural understanding and exchange.
At the same time all three festivals create public spaces for discussing contemporary political
and societal developments. Year in year out, thousands of people flock to Hay-on-Wye or one
of its satellites around the world to discuss East/West relations, the role of religion, science
and technology assessment, national, European or global politics and foreign relations – either
in the framework of roundtable debates or in connection with a recently published book on
the topic. The Hay Festival is the leader in this, its strong political agenda earning it the characterisation ‘Westminster-on-Wye’. But the Berlin and Borderlands Festivals are following suit
and also a more explicitly European agenda in this respect.

What festival audience?
The literature festival audience is high-brow, educated, middle class, with women being overrepresented in fiction events and men in non-fiction. Otherwise, all festivals attract a mixed audience in terms of age and taste preferences, but more of the generalist than specialised type.
A survey among 480 participants of the Berlin Festival organised in the framework of this study
provided interesting insights into the literature festival audience and their perception of festivals which are generalisable, to all three literature festivals and arts festivals more generally.
Analytically: (1) Successful literature festivals are those which build up a niche audience over
time, i.e. an audience which returns regularly to the festival: every second Berlin festival
attendee in 2009 knew the festival from earlier editions; the share is likely to be higher in Hay.
(2) A large proportion of festival participants is interested in other art fields: 63 percent in film,
50 percent in music, 48 percent in theatre, 40 percent in the visual arts. However only one in
five is interested in all types of art forms, literature and theatre being a common orientation
among the relative majority of the literature festival public. (3) The majority of literature festival participants report loving literature but the main motivation for attending literature festivals is hearing specific authors speak or read from their work. But once there, most participants
attend more than one event. (4) Openness, internationalisation and cosmopolitanism are
important associations with literature festivals. Interestingly enough, cosmopolitanism (and
festivalisation) is distinctively associated with either multi-culturalism or with liberalism, i.e.
it is either understood to mean multi-culturalism or liberalism, but not always both.
It is these distinctions within literature festival audiences that suggest that the latter are not
as homogeneous as they appear at first sight in terms of key demographic variables like
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status or education. This diversity is also what makes it possible for literature festivals to grow
in a non-classificatory manner and still maintain their holistic identity in relation to literature.

What literature festivals tell us about culture, arts and society?
What does the study and sociological analysis of literature festivals in Europe tell us about
contemporary culture, arts and society and their interfaces? I will attempt an answer to this
question by comparing the three festivals from three inter-connected perspectives: the question of aesthetics, canon and quality in the arts, specifically the dimension of high- vs. lowbrow culture; the question of value commitment and the links between politics and the arts;
and the question of cultural policy (and public vs. private support of the arts).

High- vs. low-brow – or beyond
At a very superficial level, it is possible to say that the Hay Festival operates in the middle-brow area
by promoting more popular forms of fiction and non-fiction, whilst the Berlin and Borderlands Festivals are to be found closer to the high-brow end of the scale in that they target ‘foreign’ or international literature in translation, which is a niche market. The detailed analysis of the festival
programmes negates this conclusion. The programmes of all three festivals are in fact quite mixed.
Literary fiction (as opposed to genre fiction) is prominent in all three festivals and all three are keen
to promote literature prize winners: in Hay the holders or contestants of the Orange Prize of Literature and the Booker Prize; in Berlin and the Borderlands Festival the holders of the Leipzig prize
and the German book prize. Both Berlin and Hay have featured Nobel Prize winners among their
presenters; and a large number of the authors participating in all three festivals are recipients of
one or more of the many national or international literature prizes currently in circulation. On the
other hand, the more popular forms of genre fiction like ‘romance’ or ‘thrillers’ are absent in all three
festivals; and, as far as non-fiction is concerned, those presented at Hay are in their majority wellknown academics or journalists in their home countries and abroad.
The difference between the Hay Festival on the one hand, and Berlin and Borderlands, on the
other, has rather to do with self-representation. The Hay Festival organisers are much more
relaxed about discussing literary quality, canon and aesthetics tending to reject them as largely
irrelevant or misleading classifications, albeit doing so from a position of prominence within
the British intellectual scene. Peter Florence himself and his collaborators are graduates of the
best elite schools in the country and hold several academic and other distinctions. At the other
end of the scale, the founders and directors of Borderlands are keen to underline that literary
quality is the sole criterion guiding their decisions and that they are best suited to make these
choices because of their personal embeddedness in the literary and cultural studies scenes in
their respective countries. The Berlin Festival is somewhere in-between: according to its founder,
literary quality is still the most important criterion but it needs to be relativised by political
and societal relevance – national or international. It is worth adding that this, in brief, is also
the approach guiding the Nobel Committee when awarding the Nobel Prize for Literature.
With respect to the format of the festivals, Hay is again more relaxed about the concept of
entertainment, accepting it as a legitimate dimension even when reading or discussing books
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tapping on serious or complex issues. The two other festivals are more restrained in their ‘treatment’ of infotainment opting for formats that demand more from their audiences. Ultimately,
however, all three festivals are trying to strike a balance between more and less popular forms
of literature. The more popular forms are necessary for attracting crowds and publicity, thus
also for long-term financial viability. The less popular forms are important in terms of prestige.
This tends to support a segmented approach with different types of literature being promoted
for different clienteles – all under the same festival umbrella. However, the diversification and
hybridisation trends discussed earlier are beginning to blur these boundaries and this tendency is further supported by the festival event culture. This calls for a serious re-thinking of
the high- vs. low-brow dimension as a structuring force within the literature field.

Value commitments
The Hay, Berlin and Borderlands Festivals are all festivals with a political mission related to critical inquiry. None shams political and social debate and all are keen to promote openness in relation to internationalisation and multiculturalism. In terms of its programme, its invitees and
general orientation towards the arts, the Hay Festival is the more cosmopolitan of the three in
that it seeks out and emphasises exchange and hybridisation even if operating mainly within
national boundaries. The Berlin and Borderlands Festivals are more emphatic on inter- and transnationalism and multiculturalism but they adhere more firmly to the rules and procedures of
distinction as they operate within national literary fields. It is worth noting nevertheless that
the term ‘cosmopolitanism’ is not used spontaneously by any of the festivals in their own selfdescription and justification; ‘international’ is a more positively connotated term.
The ambivalence observed in relation to cosmopolitanism also applies to Europe. Only the Borderlands Festival has an explicit European agenda, both culturally and politically. The two other festivals are ambiguous about the relevance of the European agenda or rather that of the European
Union. With respect to culture and the arts – in this case literature – this has largely to do with the
prominent role of European literature in the international context; in other words, it is considered
that there is no specific necessity to promote European literature, as it is predominant in any case,
at least as far as the five main languages English, French, Spanish, German and Italian are concerned. EU politics are viewed with caution, as the European Union continues to suffer from the
reputation of being a bureaucratic monolith among many figures on the literary scene.

Cultural policy
The Berlin Festival is an offspring of German cultural policy as it could not exist without the
generous support of German public institutions. The Borderlands Festival does not receive any
direct public support and is instead financially dependent on the subsidies of a private sponsor, the Allianz Cultural Foundation, one of many foundations of big insurance companies,
banks or corporations that have emerged during the past decade to support culture and the
arts. This said, Borderlands can maintain comparatively low costs as it relies on the Literary
Colloquium Berlin for its organisation. In turn, the LCB is the recipient of generous federal and
local public subsidies. Finally, Hay is again different in displaying a mixed funding basis, with
the largest share of its revenues coming from ticket sales.
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Are the different contents of the three literature festivals the result of their different funding
bases? This, at least, is the view taken by the organisers of the Berlin and Borderlands Festivals
who think that the ‘niche’ programme they advocate could not have materialised without public forms of support. The broader and more popular, or commercial, programme of Hay, on the
other hand, can be upheld by the ‘market’.
There are however signs of convergence with respect to the cultural policies of the public sector as opposed to the private sector but also those dictated by the market. The convergence
of the goals of public and private sector cultural sponsoring is best illustrated by the likes of
the Allianz Foundation and the newspaper ‘The Guardian’ (the eponym of the Hay Festival).
Both are private sponsors and keen to promote a liberal cultural and political agenda – in spirit
similar to that adopted by the Cultural Fund of Berlin. That there is, however, also a convergence of these goals with those dictated by commercial success is shown by the growing
emphasis on diversification and more openness to experimentation within the publishing
industry. In a way this is one positive result of globalisation – because within a globalised world,
even a niche market can suddenly grow into an important revenue component, thus allowing
a more laissez-faire approach to cultural production which ends up advancing rather than
restricting cultural diversity. Needless to say, it still remains to be seen how this will play out
precisely in the future.
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Endnotes
1

From interviews with authors in Spring 2009.

2

From interviews with authors in Summer 2009.

3

Attributed to Peter Strauss, editor-in-chief of Pan Macmillan till 2002 and now an agent – in a report published in
the Guardian entitled ‘Hay 21: Essential Reading’ (May 27, 2008) and written by Aida Edemariam. The ‘prophecy’
referred to concerns books winning literature prizes.

4

The Order of the British Empire was established in 1917 by George V to make up for the lack of honours for people
not coming from either the military or the civil service. Its most senior members may use the title ‘Sir’ or ‘Dame’.
Membership (MBE) was awarded to Florence in 2005.

5

Interview by email, December 9, 2008.

6

Interview with U. Schreiber, November 11, 2008.

7

Süddeutsche Zeitung, 23 September 2006‚ ‘Brüchiges Papier, ungestüme Fans’ by Jörg Magenau.

8

As described in the 2009 festival programme, see http://www.allianz-kulturstiftung.de/en/projects/literature/
european_borderlands/2009_events/2009_trips_authors_minsk.html

9

Interview with Michael Thoss, Allianz Cultural Foundation, March 3, 2010.
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International film festivals in European cities:
Win-win situations?
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In a time of growing individualism, epitomised, among else, by the development of so-called
‘home cinemas’, the desire to collectively experience live events is partly satisfied by festivals. This
is one reason that explains why film festivals continue to develop at a frenetic pace. Taking part
in a festival means being a member of a community of people sharing similar interests, experiencing with others a festive event, having the opportunity to discuss the contents of the films
with friends or strangers, feeling directly addressed by the media reports on the films watched
the evening before, and also, later, sharing the memory of the event and associated experience.
The International Federation of Film Producers Associations, created in 1933, keeps a list of the
most important film festivals. There are 13 competitive feature film festivals in the so-called ‘A-list’,
and of these eight are located in Europe. The present chapter considers three representative festivals of this list, namely, the Berlin Film Festival (called the ‘Berlinale’), definitely the most important festival taking place in a capital city, the Venice Film Festival – also known as the ‘Mostra’
– which is the oldest, dating from 1932, and, lastly, the Cannes Film Festival, which has rapidly
become, after its two-times inceptions in 1939 and 1946, the most important festival for the global film industry.
These three film festivals all bear the name of a city in their title and largely contribute to the
latter’s image, although, as we consider in the first section below, each festival is representative
of a different way of profiling the city image. In a second part, we will question the role of these
festivals in the construction and transmission of an identity, which is more international and
cosmopolitan than it is European. Lastly, relying on several interviews with festival specialists
and lay-person attendants, media analysis as well as fieldwork, we will consider the way in which
these festivals are perceived by their audiences – local and global.
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A composite image with 24 images per second
A glamorous image at relatively low cost
There is a paradox about films: whereas the production of a film often amounts to millions,
its screening in a cinema or in the framework of an international festival is comparatively inexpensive. Indeed, having theatrical groups come over for a festival is much more expensive than
broadcasting a 35mm-film copy (and shipping costs can even be reduced to zero in the case
of digital techniques). But film festivals are not just about the screening of films; they are also
– or perhaps even more – about the staging of events with prominent people, press conferences and numerous social events. Therefore, even when film festivals are first launched on
small budgets or mainly with regional funds, their long-term financial sustainability quickly
turns into a state affair, with the Ministry for Culture or equivalent organisation taking over
as main public sponsor. Yet as they grow – in terms of contents, scope and publicity – film festivals also become more attractive for private sponsors. Today, the Cannes Film Festival, which
has a budget of 20 million Euros, derives half of its earnings through private sponsorship. The
share of private sponsorship is about a third in the case of the Berlinale, which evinces almost
the same budget as Cannes (18-19 million Euros), and around a quarter for Mostra, which has
an overall budget of 10 million Euros.
In Cannes, the city and region are also in charge of the festival’s main infrastructure site, the
Palais des Festivals. The small city of Cannes, with a regular population of 70 000 inhabitants,
largely benefits from the event by way of tourism: alone during the festival the city population
grows to 160 000; but clearly the publicity effect is larger and more long-lasting. According to
David Lisnard, deputy mayor and also in charge of the Palais des Festivals, in 2009 during the festival season, the city attracted 30 000 professionals and 120 000 tourists, accruing revenues ranging between 170 and 200 million Euros. This is a huge return for the 2.2 million subsidy granted
to the Festival by the city of Cannes (1). In other words, Cannes is dependent on the festival for
maintaining its glamorous reputation, over and above its location in the famous Côte d’Azur.

The identity of Cannes
is closely linked to that
of the festival – here
a telephone booth
made up in film reel.
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Touristic interests
For a capital city like Berlin or a historically legendary city, like Venice, the film festival is perhaps not
as important in terms of tourism as it is in Cannes, but it is certainly significant in terms of image
and branding. The awards associated with the festivals are, at the same time, the emblems of the
cities – the bear in the case of Berlin and the lion in the case of Venice. These insignias are omnipresent throughout the city as in Berlin, or at the main festival site, as in Lido, in the case of Venice.
In Venice, the Lido is commonly known as the venue of the Mostra, like the Croisette is where
it all happens in Cannes. Both have become ‘lieux de mémoire’ in the sense of Pierre Nora or
‘memory site’. People visit these sites also outside the festival season and because they have
acquired a special identity as festival sites (Beeton 2005: 180). In Cannes film stars even like to
leave their handprints in the pavement like they do in Hollywood. In her book on film festivals,
Marijke de Valck (2007:138) had this to say about the Mostra as a cultural memory of space:
‘Festival memories are lost time that go through a Proustian retrieval each year during the festival because the historical locations trigger the past. The vaporettis (sic) or water taxis between
the Lido and the mainland, instantly remind of earlier festivals, as do the lines of beach houses
along the south shore of the island.’

European, international and cosmopolitan
Film festivals do not only contribute to the image of their host cities; they are also reference symbols or signs against a wider backdrop. What are the geographical or territorial identities of film
festivals? The interviews carried out in the framework of our research show that the European
dimension is relatively absent – or, rather, that it is mostly present in instrumental terms, i.e. in relation to funding. In terms of identity, film festivals prefer to define themselves as ‘international’, also
reflecting a kind of cosmopolitanism which goes beyond state boundaries, even if the influence of
national politics remains an issue, especially in Italy. The three festivals under consideration are part
of an international film circuit, which has at least a 60-year old history. At the same time, they are
embedded in their immediate local or urban context in which they also take place.

Festivals in the history of the city
The Berlin Film Festival was founded by the US occupation forces in 1951. Its history and development is closely associated to that of the city. Three main events played a constitutive role in
the festival’s timeline: the construction of the Wall in 1961, which put an end to the special
screenings organised for East-Berlin residents; the fall of the Wall in 1989, immediately followed by the re-opening of the festival to the East-Berlin and, more generally, the EastGerman, audience; and the creation in 2000 of the Potsdamer Platz, where the Berlinale now
has its headquarters. The Berlinale managed to grow with the city and it has become an important event for all its residents, who also constitute the vast majority of the purchasers of the
300 000 tickets sold in February 2010.
In Venice, formally known as the ‘Most Serene Republic of Venice’, the festival always takes place
on the Lido but some events are still staged in the main city. In 2004, the last production of
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Dreamworks Studio, Shark Tale, was screened on the Piazza San Marco, the Lions were awarded
in the freshly renovated Gran Teatro la Fenice and a candle-lit dinner was given in the Doge’s Palace for a thousand exclusive guests after the ceremony. The same 18th-century theatre la Fenice
was also used two years later for the world premiere of Kenneth Branagh’s The Magic Flute, but
these have remained isolated initiatives, the festival clearly belonging to the Lido. The construction of the new Palazzo, on the Lido, is expected to reinforce this fact. Venice, on the other hand,
remains a giant museum bogged down in mass tourism. It is more in the backstage of the Mostra, and in its relation to the Biennale, the mother organisation, that the festival evolves.

Cities and countries
The Mostra is still a major national prestigious event. Since this festival is heavily dependent on
public support (more than Cannes or Berlin), it has also become the instrument of national cultural policy and is often contested at the political level. This is also why the Berlusconi government has since 2006 been heavily supporting the Rome Film Festival which it helped establish.
Directors of the Mostra have often suffered from this dilemma. The current Mostra director,
Marco Müller, who has held his position since 2004, declared shortly before the renewal of his
mandate, in 2006: ‘The pessimism of reason should lead us to declare that the time for festivals
is coming to an end. Whether we like it or not, we must accept the fact that we will see many
festivals continuing to brood over their own touristic and promotional original sin, that of being
a window display and launch pad for the most visible, often most showy part of film-making.’ (2)
This pessimistic view of the future of film festivals in view of the growing role of commercialisation, and calling for the latter’s renewal through greater autonomy, was also motivated by
the growing influence of politics – formal and informal, including of the civil society – on the
Venice festival. In 2004 for instance, ‘Global Project’, a federation of NGOs, organised a ‘global
beach’ as an alternative sidebar. Roughly equipped with a restaurant, a camping site, a few
showers and a screening room, this mini-alternative-fringe-festival was run on a co-operative
basis by anti-globalisation protesters and included a few demonstrations in front of the main
entrance of the Mostra as well as the public screening of two festival films, namely, The Take
by the Canadians Avi Lewis and Naomi Klein, and Embedded, by the American Tim Robbins.

Can a festival overshadow a city?
Berlin, Venice and Cannes are three cities of different sizes: Berlin has three million inhabitants, Venice 270 000 and Cannes 70 000. The Cannes Film Festival has become more important than the city itself and many festival-goers are critical of the city’s high proportion of
elderly extreme right-wing voters (3). Even though the city benefits from the income generated
by the festival, many residents do not appreciate the cosmopolitan spirit that comes with it
and prefer to leave the city during the festival season. A great diversity of people and ideas is
conspicuously displayed during the twelve days when the Croisette is occupied by festivalgoers. During this time, political issues are imported in the city and it is common to see gay
activists or environment militants using the high media exposure for their own aims. This is
not surprising considering that the publicity outreach attributed to Cannes is only second to
the Olympic Games.
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The city authorities must find a way to keep their voters satisfied and still please the festival team
– in recognition that the two communities are quite distinct in both political and socio-cultural
orientations. During the last festival, and as a symbolic gesture of affinity with the local population, the mayor and several city officials took part at a demonstration against one of the films
shown in competition, namely, Hors-la-loi (Outside the Law) by Rachid Bouchareb. The film dealt
with the Algeria war, which continues to remain a taboo subject for many French. It is about the
foundation and evolution of the Algerian ‘National Liberation Front’ as well as the Sétif and Guelma
massacre events of 8 May 1945, when the French army killed about ten thousand Algerian civilians
who used the opportunity of the official end of the Second World War to demonstrate for national
independence. Already prior to its world-premiere and without having seen it, a French right-wing
deputy, Lionel Luca, expressed harsh criticism of the film as ‘anti-French’. Subsequently, a national
controversy broke out – still the mayor of Cannes did not hesitate to participate at a demonstration on the Croisette against the film staged by the descendants of the ‘Pieds-Noirs’ – former Algerians of European origin – in collaboration with the notorious ultra-right wing party Front National.
Most national and international newspapers criticised the city officials for their stance and the
city’s image suffered from this negative publicity. One of the most influential weekly journals
within the film industry, Variety, quoted André Mayet, a city official in charge of the ‘Pieds-Noirs’
community, as saying that ‘the festival should pull out of the film screening’ (Hopewell and Keslassy 2010). In response and in condemning this defensive approach, many representatives of
the film industry expressed the fear that in the future lead production companies would think
twice before submitting films for screening at the Cannes Film Festival. Martin Moszkowicz, head
of film and TV at the independent German producer and distributor Constantin, was quoted in
the same article as saying ‘Save for a few exceptions, there’s a huge gulf between movies made
for audiences and movies made for festivals, and that gap is getting bigger and bigger’.
The negative critique some films receive during the festival – for instance, due to local or
national tensions – do not necessarily influence their box-office results following their release.
Da Vinci Code, for example, which was the opening film of the 2006 Cannes festival, was
harshly criticised and nevertheless became a blockbuster in most countries. Moreover, festival
organisers know how to use the scandals to boost the media interest in the festival. Thierry
Frémaux, who has been directing the Cannes Film Festival since 2004, said he thought it a good
thing when the film selection entailed a ‘negative integrator’, a management term he is fond
of, used here for a film which ‘unites opposition against itself’ (Ferenczi and Murat 2009).

Local, international and professional audiences
As already noted earlier, cities will often benefit from international film festivals both with respect
to their image and in terms of the revenues accrued through visitors. At the same time, the festival audience is not always welcomed by local residents who either feel disturbed by the crowds
or object to the latter’s diversity on ideological grounds. One way to avoid this conundrum, thus
achieving a win-win situation, is to make the screenings public, i.e. accessible also to lay-persons,
hence also the local population. Following this idea, upon occasion of the 60th anniversary of
the Berlinale, Dieter Kosslick, its director since 2001, organised a program entitled ‘Berlinale goes
Kiez’, which expanded the presence of festival films throughout the city. A ‘flying red carpet’ was
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moved about the city, laid down for one evening in small art cinemas in districts of Berlin usually not involved in the Berlinale (in ‘Kino Toni’ in Weißensee, in ‘Neues Off’ in Neukölln and in
‘Union Filmtheater’ in Köpenick ). As a result of this, the Berlin Film Festival established a new
world record of 299 478 tickets sold during the eleven days of the 2010 festival.
The public character of the Berlinale is not always appreciated by the professionals attending
the festival under one or other form of accreditation: they are not able to book tickets more
than one day in advance and often have to queue. This is unlike the case in Cannes, which is
conceptualised and, accordingly, designed primarily for film professionals. Generally, publics
of the main international film festivals are composed of critics, film professional, and ‘notables’, invited by the film industry or state institutions. In Cannes, lay persons can only get to
see films running under the official selection in the big auditorium Louis Lumière (2 281 seats),
if they manage to obtain a ticket through a journalist. Many journalists register to watch more
movies than they can attend; yet if they fail to show up they lose accreditation points as a penalty. Therefore, if they cannot attend, it is in their interest to give the tickets away, usually for
free. Since the demand is much higher than the supply, those keen to get tickets must be creative and original.
The Cannes Film Festival attracts around 30 000 professionals. They are sorted out and accredited following a strict hierarchical system comprising more than 30 types of accreditations.
These levels of accreditation are coded with colours which were explained to us as follows by
one of the journalists: ‘The people ‘in white’ – the VIPs, often media moguls or TV presenters –
can access everywhere, even parties, at any time, without queuing in front of the cinema. Those
‘in pink with dots’ are treated almost as well, but have to let those ‘in white’ go in first. The
people in ‘pink’ must wait for those in ‘pink with dots’ to enter, those ‘in blue’ must give precedence to those ‘in pink’, and those ‘in yellow’ must allow those ‘in blue’ to go in first. All this
is done with the hope that the people of the previous category will not take up all the vacant
seats. For photographers and cameramen, the pass is orange.’
These accreditations are proudly worn during the festival and differentiate the professionals
from the local audience, as well as the professionals among themselves. Moreover, the nationality of the holder is represented by a small flag – a piece of information that conspicuously
displays the festival’s international outlook and composition. Many festival-goers add to their
accreditation other badges that they obtain for special booths or to access party areas.
In all three festivals, in order to obtain accreditation, professionals must submit an application
and also pay a fee which varies according to the type of accreditation received. In addition they
receive a shoulder bag or backpack with the festival’s logo or brand. These bags also go on sale
and constitute an important merchandising item which is then transformed into a publicity
item, thus contributing to the festival’s branding within the city.
Festivals are held over a relatively short period of time in a confined area that gathers an important cosmopolitan audience with tremendous press attendance. During this time, the festival
cities resemble the Tower of Babel with people from different countries and cultural backgrounds
meeting and communicating before, during or after the screenings. This internationalism has,
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at the same time, an important long-term impact on the identity of the host city – over and
above the more immediate tangible impacts relating to tourism. The host city thus turns into
the centre of the world – a favourite theme for festival posters.
Ultimately, however, the success of a film festival also in this respect depends on its ability to
balance the interests of two distinct communities: those of the festival visitors from abroad and
those of its local residents. The Cannes Film Festival has the most difficulties achieving this
because it basically targets the film industry and the professionals, but also because Cannes is
a comparatively small city. The organisers try to solve the problem by screening films for free on
the beach (often classics). The sidebars like the Critic’s Week or the Directors’ Fortnight are more
accessible to the general audience and the glitz and glamour are on offer for anyone and everyone strolling on the Croisette. In Venice, and even more in Berlin, the infrastructures of the festival enable the organisers to include the general audience to most of the screenings.

Conclusion
Each couple made of a city and a festival has found a way to benefit from the large interest
for film festivals. The choice of location is sometimes instrumental, like in Cannes, at other
times motivated by political calculations. But over time the love of and for film overrides all
other considerations and brings about a remapping of location and space through the lens of
film culture and its celebration by the festival.
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Endnotes
1

http://tinyurl.com/34f5znm

2

Parts of this speech were reproduced in a newspaper article and completely translated into English on a website
(http://www.carnivalofvenice.com/argomento.asp?cat=135&lang=en). See Armocida, P. (2006), Alla Mostra dei nuovi
mondi c‘è la riscoperta dell‘America, Il Giornale, July 28.

3

In an interview he gave to this project, the film historian and critic Antoine de Baecque referred to Cannes as an ‘ugly
city with only elderly people who vote 40 % for the National Front [ultra-rightist party]’.
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Who is the main driver of the process of cultural integration? The nation state, the European
Union or private initiatives? What is the purpose of festivals? Branding, urban regeneration
and democratisation, or rather transmitting the ideas of openness, dialogue, curiosity, cultural
diversity, internationalism and critical inquiry? Do we need more European initiatives in the
area of festivals, and, if yes, how should this be supported?
This publication addresses these and other questions that will be of interest to policymakers at
the EU, national, regional and local level, those engaged in the culture sector and European citizens.

European Arts Festivals: Strengthening cultural diversity

The Euro-Festival project – funded under the Social Sciences and Humanities theme of the
European Union’s Seventh Research Framework Programme – presents some of its main
research findings in this publication.
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