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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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Festivals in cities, cities in festivals
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Arts festivals celebrate the arts – often a single form, genre or artist, more frequently more than
one discipline or art (PAYE 2008; Allen and Shaw 2000; Rolfe 1992). Multi-disciplinarity is evident
in the many terms used to refer to these predominant festivals: combined arts, general arts,
multidisciplinary, multi art and mixed arts are among the most common expressions. All point
to the specificity of these festivals in combining several artistic forms and types of events. This is
also reflected in an equally multifaceted mix of venues, audiences and aims. The mixing of artistic and social activities put this type of contemporary artistic festival on a continuum with earlier, community-based festivals. So, whereas most festivals often actually stage events of more
than one discipline (e.g. literature festivals often have a cinema section, music festivals include
visual arts exhibitions, etc.), in mixed arts festivals no single genre dominates and defines the
festival as a whole. As a result, many of these mixed-arts festivals define themselves by referring
to the place that hosts them, most often a town or city. The urban dimension is therefore a defining feature of most mixed arts festivals. Urban festivals are not simply festivals happening in cities but festivals of the cities; they are multi-dimensional, complex events held together by their
drawing on urban identity, urban lifestyles and values.
This synergistic relationship between the festival and the city works, we might say, like a chemical reaction. This is difficult to unpack or ‘artificially’ reproduce as if in a laboratory, as many not
so successful attempts at launching a festival in recent decades show. The trigger of the reaction
lies in how the festival’s ‘sense of place’ combines with an intense encounter with outside artists,
cultures and even publics. These may not seem quantitatively dominant, but they are like the
active ingredient in the formula, whose even tiny drop marks and flavours the final mix and
makes it ‘work’. However, behind the halo of quasi-alchemic mystery lie mechanisms that are at
the basis of contemporary, urban culture more generally and which can be sociologically investigated. Festivals provide a concentrated version of that cultural encounter which enlarges a city’s
own identity, often explicitly connected to an official discourse of cosmopolitan trans-cultural
exchange. With various degrees of self-consciousness and explicit narratives, city festivals thematise the art of living together that the city has always represented – from Georg Simmel’s
depictions of the role of the foreigner in the turn of 20th century metropolis to contemporary
theorists of the global city. They thus claim a special tie with cosmopolitanism (Sennett 1990;
Westwood and Williams 1996; Parker 2004).
This is the lead we have taken in our research on urban mixed arts festivals, also in consideration of the limited available literature on the subject. Previous research has recognised the specificity of urban festivals, but as exemplified by Gold and Gold’s (2004) overview of the role of
the Western city as the scene of staged cultural events, it has mainly adopted a historical or geographical approach. Sociological research on mixed arts urban festivals is even more scarce. On
the one hand, this is because of the ‘residual’ nature of mixed arts festivals, which means that
they are not linked to any specific sectorial body of literature (e.g. music studies, film studies, art
history, etc.) or genre development. On the other hand, given that some of the major festivals in
Europe are genre-specific, empirical research has often concentrated on this type, either focusing on single festivals or comparing a few of them. There is also a growing amount of reports,
publicly available but often of quite limited circulation, commissioned by national or international festival associations, by national bodies in charge of cultural policies or by single festivals;
it is among these that mixed arts urban festivals are a focal point (1).
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The majority of these works open by stating that in the past 15 years there has been a remarkable rise in the numbers of arts festivals in cities throughout Europe, and elsewhere. The current
success of urban festivals, and in particular their great increase since the late 1970s and 1980s, is
linked to the industrial to post-industrial shift of many big European cities, and their search for
ways to ‘regenerate’ themselves. Indeed the culture-led urban regeneration approach is today
the dominant one in festival research (2). Still, the actual capacity of festivals to meet regeneration objectives remains an open issue, with quite a few researchers arguing that using festivals
for city marketing and place distinctiveness may be counter-productive (Richards and Wilson
2004; Evans 2001). Others think this only happens when festivals fail to understand local particularities (Rowe and Stevenson 1994). Available evidence concentrates on the economic impact,
downplaying other types of impact and, in particular, cultural impact (Quinn 2005) (3). This has
led to a rather dichotomised, or simplified debate, revolving around whether or not festivals have
regeneration effects, whether or not they are sites of more open cultural politics, and whether
or not their association with tourism, commodification and globalisation necessarily implies
a loss of authenticity, specificity, and identity. In this black and white picture – enhanced by the
almost exclusive methodological reliance on mainly quantitative, economic indicators – there is
usually little space for nuanced analysis.
If the ‘state of the art’ is still fragmented and lacking clear theoretical basis, it has however accumulated an increasing set of data that are helping question previous assumptions. It is on this
basis that we can say that the pursuit of a piecemeal measurement of discrete types of ‘impact’,
however important, overlooks the cultural significance of festivals and their implications in terms
of more long term and strategic policy development. To directly address the cultural significance
of urban festivals research needs analytical concepts that can account for the complex, relational
and processual nature of festivals, both as organisations and as experiences.
As for the urban dimension, what seems to hold the key for the interpretation of the specificity
of city festivals is an attention to the ways in which festivals are linked to the social and spatial
organisation – and therefore the related cultural politics – of the place that hosts them. In short,
we could say with Willems-Braun (1994), that this means to focus on the festival’s ‘topography’
as a key to enquire into how cultural practice, social identities and place relate. Moreover, the
proliferation, and transformation, of festivals’ fringes (4) also provides a key perspective to study
the cultural politics of festivals as arenas where claims for allegedly countercultural, alternative
access to cultural consumption and production are displayed.
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Venice, Brighton, Vienna
The case studies chosen to represent urban mixed arts festivals within the Euro-Festival project
are the Brighton Festival, the Venice Biennale and the Wiener Festwochen. Three very different festivals and contexts that help envisage the wide range of events that go under the label
of urban festivals.
The oldest of the three, the Venice Biennale, is also one of the oldest contemporary festivals
in general. La Biennale di Venezia, Venice Biennale: this is a name that everyone in the art world
knows, and many more outside it. The first of its kind in the visual arts, it created a genre and
exported the ‘Biennale’ brand. As its 53rd edition of the Art Exhibition was due to open in 2009,
the Sunday Times listed the Biennale among the unmissable cultural events, describing it as
the ‘Olympics of art and its World Cup (…). Anyone with the tiniest interest in modern art has
to see it’ (Sunday Times 4/1/2009, p. 13). Ironically, the Biennale actually pre-dates all the megaevents cited as models, including Cannes, the arch-rival of the older Venetian Mostra. Many of
the characteristics of mixed arts urban festivals are found in the Biennale in an explicit and
sometimes particularly critical form: the balance of the different genres and creation of a coherent identity; the link with the city that hosts it; the progressive institutionalisation; the multilayered structure of claims and agendas; and the role among a particularly European festival
field. Today the Biennale is a major festival institution. Activities include the Art and Architecture Biennales, as well as the Dance, Music, Theatre and Cinema festivals (most of which are
yearly events) and the Historical Archives.
Brighton Festival too has its own primacy, being the biggest in England and second only to
Edinburgh in the UK. It has an articulate structure made up of several ‘festivals’, with a focus
on performing arts but important sections also in literature and visual arts. It is officially ‘international’ and aspires to showcase exceptional work. It has, in short, many characteristics of
exceptionality and singularity. It is a good example to study ideal-typical contemporary urban
mixed arts festivals: a medium sized seaside town or city wanting to regenerate itself, an active
city council and a socio-demographic situation varied and wide enough to stimulate ‘fringe’
mobilisation and to provide a responsive local audience. The festival rush that many observers have detected in recent decades sees many cities with similar ingredients and circumstances, although not always with equally successful results. Established in 1967 and therefore
approaching its 45th anniversary, Brighton’s is among the well-established European festivals,
although its reputation remains mainly local and national. As festivals go, nearly half a century is a respectable longevity, one that allows for traditions to be established as well as observable changes and shifts at various levels as also shown by the Wiener Festwochen.
Officially, the Vienna Festival was launched in 1951. Following the end of the Second World War,
it represented an endeavour to help Austria re-enter the international stage, both politically
and culturally. At the time Austria was still under the jurisdiction of the Allied Forces, Vienna
being divided into four zones: British / American / French and Soviet. For the first director of
the Festwochen, Hans Mandl, city councillor for the Social Democratic Party, the festival was
an opportunity to put Vienna back on the map of European culture and the arts. This date is
however contested, as the festival builds on the ideas propagated and partly realised in the
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mid-1920s during the legendary days of ‘Red Vienna’. In its early years, the Vienna festival was
an instrument for re-establishing Vienna as a music and opera capital, but as Vienna recovered its reputation in this respect (especially through the re-invention of powerful cultural
institutions such as the Concert Hall and the Vienna Opera House), the Wiener Festwochen
gradually turned its attention to other genres and dared become more experimental also with
respect to music and opera. Even though performances of classical music and opera continue
to accompany the Wiener Festwochen, they no longer comprise the focus of the festival. The
shift of the festival’s attention to experimental forms of art (in music and theatre) is especially
evident since the late 1990s, and progressively saw the Wiener Festwochen develop into one
of the world-acclaimed urban festivals for experimental art across genres.
As is evident, the three festivals differ quite extensively: not only do they take place in different countries, they also display different thematic specialisations and genre orientations. Yet
with respect to organisational set-up and evolution they display many similarities that are at
the core of what makes an urban festival, notably in terms of its place within the cultural life
of a city, in a contemporary, global, context.

Inside the urban festival
All three festivals began as public initiatives and some are still physically residing within the
premises of local institutions. Over time they have been transformed into private, not-for-profit
institutions and receive substantial amounts of public funding from local and national funds. In
other words, they are all well-established in their local and national contexts and also internationally. But they all began as personal initiatives of charismatic figures. The origins are covered
by an almost mythical aura: sometimes as the result of a contested starting point (as in the case
of Vienna, where the official 1951 start date is contested by those who see it in continuity with
pre-war festivals dating from the 1920s); other times by creating semi-legendary figures of the
first directors and funders (as in the case of Mr Festival in Brighton). Rapid institutionalisation
in the context of a constant process of reform is another common trait with the Biennale being
the extreme case with its many overhauls and continuous small amendments. As non-profit
organisations, they share a similar structure, made of a permanent management staff and a governing body. The latter are variously composed of members of relevant ‘local’ organisations and
stakeholders. People in charge of the actual programming form a third category and include
artistic directors. These are usually appointed on a fixed term or work as freelancers. Presently,
directors tend to be professional managers rather than cultural entrepreneurs – this distinction
was blurred in earlier times and especially so for the founders.
Despite their institutional embeddedness, all three festivals remain small organisations in
management terms and, as such, they are highly connotated by individual figures and their
personal preferences and inclinations. Even in the Biennale the senior figures see themselves
as a ‘little group of old friends’. The resulting institutional instability is not the only effect: personal networks are, for good or worse, at the core of the functioning of these organisations.
Personal networks are, in fact, more important than institutional ones. In the digital age, these
often take the semi-formal shape of more or less frequently updated ‘portals’, with newsletters and occasional meetings in the ‘real’ world. Formal networks, like the International
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Federation of Cinema Festivals, are far outnumbered by informal networks and especially by
the chains of personal relationships that link directors, curators, artists and promoters. It is not
rare to find the same person covering two different roles, in different organisations, so these
chains are rather dense and close, rather than open and fluid as the external impression might
suggest. These ‘networks’ do indeed have global reach, but that does not make them ‘open’:
possibly because they are personal, but also in connection to the structure of the different artworlds, they essentially function as gatekeeping devices, as witnessed by the fact – observed
by many – that the same artists are found again and again at different festivals.

Branding the festival, branding the city
These three case studies can be said to have quite different overall rationales: the Biennale
still claims an ‘encyclopaedic’ function, of establishing the ‘state of the art’ and thus possibly
indicate new avenues; in Vienna democratisation of art as well as cultural diplomacy sit, more
or less comfortably, together; in Brighton, which is in a transitional phase with a new director,
raising the profile of the festival and finding its specific voice is central. However, what all urban
festivals share is the fact that the ‘overall rationale’ is actually just a perceptual and temporary
surface balance of what, underneath, are a number of different agendas struggling to emerge.
More than other cultural industries or institutions, urban festivals elicit a strong, local feeling
of ownership that festival organisers recognise – although the radius of ‘local’ can vary greatly.
The several, precariously balanced agendas are thus linked with the strong but often also conflicting relationship of urban festivals with ‘their’ place. What is a typical configuration is the
creation of whole new sections within the festival devoted to either more maverick, or more
outreach events. Sometimes the resulting incremental structure, where previous approaches
and parts are not abandoned but juxtaposed with the new ones, is described through ecological metaphors, as an equilibrium of parts that requires the contribution of all and a circular
relationship rather than a linear one, between city and festival.
A recurrent theme is that of the brand. Branding the city and branding the festival go hand in
hand: the festival is seen as fundamental for the city profile, and vice versa, festivals and their
host cities are linked by a symbolic (rather than causal) relationship. For instance, landmark
buildings as festival main venues or head quarters are important as they contribute to the
profile of the organisation. The importance of this branding component for a cultural sociology of festivals is difficult to grasp with a superficial notion of city-branding that emphasises
the exploitation of a city’s (and festival’s) identity in terms of consolidated traditions or heritage. While still a phenomenon of commercialisation, looked at from another angle, a festival
is also not just a commodity being produced, sold and consumed (Lury 2004; Lash and Lury
2007). Instead, like a brand the festival is not for sale – although it is really what people are
buying (into). And this is linked to its multi-form, ‘poietic’, narrative, and singular nature. An
interesting way these festivals are increasingly like brands is in their use of themes. These are
increasingly used as framing devices, as verbal logos that work both as an organisational and
as an artistic device, allowing however a substantial degree of variation and interpretation.
‘The brand is like an organism, self-modifying, with a memory’ (Lash and Lury 2007: 6). However, by spilling over outside the corporate domain, and being associated with a ‘place’
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(as a cultural object) the brand itself may not go un-changed. A city (or a festival) as a brand,
cannot be subsumed by a single corporate ‘identity’ or strategy. Fringes, an almost ubiquitous
counterpart of urban festivals, exemplify the forms of resistance and attempts of re-appropriation of the festival brand as expression of hegemonic culture and inequalities. To what extent
this effectively happens or succeeds, how the balance is struck, is an empirical question to be
answered every time anew.

The cultural public sphere of urban festivals
Our three case studies all started as mono-genre (classical music, de facto if not officially the
core programme in both Brighton and Vienna, visual art in Venice) and then developed into
the fully fledged multi-genre festivals they are now. Still the balance of genres remains a difficult issue for these festivals, as the predominance of one genre can be detrimental, in the
long run, to the festival’s overall cohesiveness. Directors and managers, in particular, seem to
struggle with this, and have found different solutions. In Brighton genres are currently kept in
control by organising the programme in diary form, based on date, rather than divided by genres, in an attempt to bring the guest artistic director’s unifying vision to the fore. But it is probably in the segmentation of the audience that the composite nature of these festivals emerges.
Still, the perception of the audience that guides the organisers is one of a possibly segmented
but certainly committed audience, and a ‘trained’ one in many senses: although there are different audiences for the different genres, these are also specific ‘festival’ (and biennale) audiences, that value (also critically) the programmer’s choice and therefore follow their programmes
as a whole, people that go ‘to the festival/biennale’, rather than to single events (5). As a result,
festival goers may not be ‘omnivorous’ in the strict sense of being able to appreciate and integrate in their habitus a vast range of genres, but during the festival they are (made into) risktakers willing to have ‘encounters’ with experiences that challenge their preferences and
habitus. These quite high-brow festivals are certainly not as much a rite of passage into adulthood as some of the pop music festivals seem to be, but enduring some intellectual as well as
physical discomfort, being prepared for ‘marathons’ of events is part of what makes the role
of the audience an active one in festivals, and what makes a festival, not only in the performing arts, a ‘live’, transformative experience.
When this contemporary wave of post-traditional festivals started, post-World War II, an essential component of this ‘encounter’ with the new was their international qualification. The
Biennale, with its inception at the turn of the 20th century is among those we could call the
precursors of the contemporary, post-traditional festivals (the oldest probably being the Bayreuth Festival that started in 1876). They became a phenomenon in the second half of the
20th century, which is when most of the now major festivals were established (Edinburgh,
Avignon, Vienna) as well as the European Festivals Association (1954). To this day, ‘international’ remains by default associated with artistic quality, whereas the ‘local’ components
tend to be justified more in terms of community, out-reach, and social objectives. Today however, ‘international’ is by no means a sufficient mark of distinction or ‘alternative’, as the
national level has lost part of its hegemonic grip on cultural life. ‘Encounter’ with the new
remains central, but is now complemented by something else, some other inter-, especially
inter-disciplinary and inter-cultural.
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At the same time, the very idea of ‘new’ has been somewhat undermined by instant global
communication. As we have seen, many of the key festival actors are well aware of – or even
more, they are part of – a global public sphere, although global by no means stands for equally
covering the four corners of the world and all the stratified layers of the different locales.
Instead, global means fragmented and polycentric, whilst at the same time characterised by
circulation and repetition of the same contents. Because of this, and seen from the outside,
framing festivals within the increasing commercialisation of the public sphere appears sufficient. But, if we want to avoid these dismissive mainstream accounts that see contemporary
festivals in terms of what they lack compared to their forebears, we need to apply more
nuanced and focused conceptual tools.
In particular to overcome the narrative of lost grace from a culture debating to a culture consuming public sphere, of which festivals would be a prime example, the notion of cultural public sphere (Delanty, Giorgi and Sassatelli 2011) can be helpful, as it points to other dimensions
of experience than rational debate, that is to say to affective and aesthetic dimensions. This
allows for a more complex conceptualisation of cultural change and its political and social significance. In terms of the cultural public sphere festivals are not described by those dichotomies and shifts. Rather, they are places and times where their opposite poles find an unstable
but also dynamic equilibrium. Discursive neutralisation and practical juxtaposition are at the
basis of the festival experience as encounter. Practically festivals juxtapose the contradictory
elements and this creates an aesthetic solution. This is also justified through an aesthetics
where openness, innovation, hybridity, and change are constitutive and not derivative of cultural identity or specificity.
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Endnotes
1

In Europe, this literature seems to have been mostly developed and made available in the UK and within networks
and European associations. Key examples are: Rolfe (1992), Allen and Shaw (2000, contains a 2002 update), Maughan
and Bianchini (2003), Klaic et al. (n.d.), Silvantu (2007), Ilkzuk (2007). See also the European Festival Research Project
(efa-aef.org/efahome/efrp.cfm).

2

As an example, also thematising the city imaginary, see Weiss-Sussex and Bianchini 2006 as well as Quinn 2005, see
also Waterman 1998.

3

Within culture-led regeneration, some authors have distinguished two approaches, one defined ‘festival marketplace’ and the other ‘cultural planning’ (Rowe and Stevenson 1994). Given their primary context of origin, these two
have also been defined Americanization and Europeanization: ‘Americanization … pivots on the construction of spectacular spaces, frequently located on the waterfront … Europeanization … focuses on local cultural industry development and is frequently undertaken under the banner of cultural planning (Stevenson 2003: 100), further elaborating
that ‘cultural planning based on the European model of city life is conceptualized as the means by which “the walls’
which separate urban dwellers can be removed’ (Ibid.:110), asking for a reconsideration of the public sphere.

4

Unlike ‘official’ festivals that are curated – with artists invited by the festival organisation – so-called fringe festivals
are open-access events that often emerge in combination and reaction to a festival. Everyone can perform or exhibit,
usually on the basis of payment of a fee to be included in the fringe festival’s programme. Normally just a small festival team to manage these is in place, and generally events are self managed by the companies and artists putting
them on. Whilst the term ‘fringe’ itself developed in particular in the English speaking world of alternative theatre,
similar phenomena often accompany contemporary arts festivals in general, especially in urban settings with an
active local artistic scene.

5

This refers here to the representation of the audience that informs the key producers’ (organisers, directors, artists)
choices and rationales, as it is formed by their own means of observation, that sometimes do include a festival’s own
survey on publics, but is also often based on a quite direct relationship with at least the most vocal part of the public (such as the Festival Friends Association).
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Music festivals and local identities
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Sound makes places, and as organised sound music contributes to the sonic organisation of place.
Some sounds, some music genres, make places more than others. Think of folk or ethnic music.
As they emanate from shops, cars, or radios, the sounds of folk and traditional music genres typically demarcate neighbourhoods, cities, even whole countries, by signalling that these places
‘belong’ to a specific cultural space (Stokes 1995). Also life-style subcultures often work in this
way, that is, by demarcating places in different urban settings. Venues for youth are often characterised by the loud music associated with their subcultures, which in this way reclaim certain
urban places as their ’natural’ habitat (Bennet 2000; Connell and Gibson 2002). In sum, we can
say that music works as a cultural tool in the construction of locality, in the domestication of
space, transforming it into a place that could be associated with, and claimed to belong to, particular groups – be they age groups, ethnic groups, or social classes. Anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, geographers and sociologists have documented how music can help define the cultural
ownership of space by ethnic, regional, generational, national and even economically based
groups (e.g. Mitchell 1996; Leyshon, Matless, Revill 1998; Connell and Gibson 2002; Krims 2007).
We suggest that with respect to place, music works like architecture or public art: while buildings, posters or graffiti create particular semiotic spaces, loading them with special meanings,
music can function as a marker of specific meaningful places inside geographical spaces.
Festivals are among the most effective venues where and through which this place-making role
of music occurs in our social environment. As localised occasions of sociability and cultural participation, festivals contribute to the production of local places and their public representation
– a function which is very often witnessed by the same name of festivals as ‘festivals of’ some
regional or urban spaces. While localities contribute to the identification of festivals, the latter
contribute to the local identification of the places which host them. Festivals work in this sense
as local, sometimes translocal, scenes (Bennett and Peterson 2004).
Historically, the relationships between arts festivals and the diverse geographical and socio-cultural environments in which they take place have repeatedly been claimed to be crucial. Festivals are also often founded and organised in order to increase the touristic value and consequently
promote the commercial attractiveness as well as the public image of specific, sometimes only
relatively known or appreciated, local contexts (e.g. Gibson and Connell 2007). The relationships
between the organisation of such a cultural manifestation – which in some cases can be expected
to become, over the years, highly significant in terms of funds, artists and audience – can thus
be structured on the basis of at least three interweaving dynamics: a macro cultural-institutional
policy aimed at promoting the name of a specific region or city, often by contributing to the
funding of the events, especially during the inception period; a variety of artistic-managerial
choices aimed at developing an organisational structure which could prove fertile both in terms
of success of aesthetic performances and valorisation of specific local venues; and finally a peculiar focus on the potential attractiveness (and thus the cultural marketing) of the festival in the
eyes of an increasing (and increasingly international and varied) audience.
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Notwithstanding these general and common trends, nowadays these kinds of relationships
between the arts festivals and the localities in which they take place appear quite diversified and
mutable at the same time. In particular, on the one hand many festivals remain intrinsically
embedded in a specific local context, through which their identity is strategically constructed,
promoted and defined, while on the other hand, especially over the last two decades, an increasing number of such cultural manifestations have adopted a consciously planned cosmopolitan
as well as ‘glocal’ perspective, by developing their ramifications at the international level and in
front of an increasing international audience. This diversified and mutable scenario is quite explicitly represented by three music festivals which have been studied within the Euro-Festival research
project: Umbria Jazz, Sonar and WOMAD.
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Umbria Jazz
Since its foundation in 1973, the Umbria Jazz festival has shown a very peculiar characteristic
which has then proved to be crucial over the years. As the name itself reveals, the festival has
always had an inextricable relationship with its territorial context, the Italian central and hilly
region of Umbria. Even if over the last decade, following a global trend in the field of arts festivals, Umbria Jazz has increased its international activities and side-projects, especially in the
US, the relationship with the local cultural-political institutions remain indispensable both in
terms of funding and, above all, institutional guarantees for the preservation of the event in
the future. It is however possible to distinguish at least three main domains through which
the Umbria jazz festival is locally embedded.
First of all, the history of Umbria Jazz clearly shows the relevance of the local political-territorial
networks. The festival could not have even been funded and developed in the 1970s without
being strongly embedded within the urban and regional webs of political power. The festival’s
local insertion proved particularly crucial during the inception period, but equally it still remains
extremely relevant today. Also, given the success gained over the years, and despite the constant
tensions concerning the economic sustainability and the formal-political recognition of the
territorial value of the manifestation, it is clear that the relationships between the festival and
the local institutions cannot be set aside.
Secondly, such a major yet scarcely autonomous festival as Umbria Jazz very much depends
on developing and maintaining the economic relationships necessary to its realisation and
continuity over the years. For an organisation relying so heavily on private sponsorship, these
networks turn out to be indispensably precious in order to secure financial resources. For both
the realisation of the festival and the international activities of the Umbria Jazz Foundation
local entrepreneurs and firms have always constituted crucial interlocutors. Since the early
1980s the festival organisers were able to attract both local (e.g. Perugina, Buitoni), national
(Alitalia, Barilla, Telecom, Peroni, Conad, Fiat) and international (Heineken, Marlboro, DaimlerChrysler, Nestlé) firms and corporations. This local embedding can prove to be a determining
factor, as it was in the case of Alitalia in the 1970s, Perugina in the 1980s, and more recently
Aria, a relatively new Umbria-based broadband internet provider (whose CEO is a huge jazz
fan as well as a close friend of artistic director Carlo Pagnotta).
Thirdly, the artistic director and the managerial staff of the festival have always carefully organised
the manifestation by exploiting and valuing the symbiotic relationship with its highly peculiar
socio-cultural context. In the words of the well-known Italian jazz historian Adriano Mazzoletti:
The city of Perugia is ‘suitable’ for this sort of manifestation, because the whole festival takes
place in a street that is less than one mile long. And the international jazz scene is all there.
The city keeps on living, nothing is compromised by the event. And while you keep on going
to work, to your office, as usual, you can meet Cecil Taylor, Stan Getz, Count Basie or Art Blakey,
and all the greatest jazz players, at a bar on Corso Vannucci in the city centre, drinking a glass
of wine or eating an ice-cream! Where else can you find anything like that? Nowhere else!
Adriano Mazzoletti, interview
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In fact, the primary and most peculiar historical characteristic of Umbria Jazz is represented
by its contextual formula: the festival takes place in the mediaeval and relatively small city of
Perugia with music performances which last uninterrupted from late in the morning until late
at night in many different locations. The biggest music events usually take place at night on
the main stage, but there are also daily and nightly shows within the city’s historical theatres;
night events in the clubs; concerts within the National Gallery Museum of Umbria; and two
major stages in the public squares of the city with free concerts from midday to midnight. In
the afternoon there is also an itinerant marching band. As a whole, this context produces a very
unusual mix of events, in which the background of the whole historical centre of the city
becomes the stage for the different performances, and the whole population (both residents
and tourists) turns out to be in the centre of this mix itself.
During the ten days of the manifestation, the ‘population’ of the festival includes local residents
and national and international tourists, besides artists and their working staffs. Official data
collected by the Italian National Statistical Institute (ISTAT) and by the Umbria Region show that
the amount of tourists going to Perugia for Umbria Jazz represents about one third of the total
amount of tourists annually visiting the region of Umbria. According to the festival organisers,
over the last five years the amount of audience was annually on average significantly more than
300 000, in a few cases around 400 000. In more qualitative terms, the most recently available
data on the audience of Umbria Jazz suggests a profile of the visitors of the festival as follows:
the Umbria Jazz audience is on average 39 years old (50 % of the audience between 30 and 47);
coming mainly from Italy (more than 80 %); and from well-educated upper-to-middle classes
(50 % with a B.A. (laurea) degree).
By the audience as well as the organisers, nowadays the Umbria Jazz festival is widely perceived
as a potential incubator room for cosmopolitan social interactions developed both among the
artists, and between the members of the audience and the local residents. Even if it has never
been explicitly and strategically employed in the marketing of the manifestation, this role has
been intrinsically searched for since the inception, as, in particular, co-founder of the Umbria Jazz
Association, Paolo Occhiuto, has underlined, recalling how the organisers were somehow
conscious of the social potential of the manifestation even during the very first years: ‘From
a certain point of view, and maybe unconsciously, this was the mainspring of the birth of Umbria
Jazz. To open up a public square, to open it up for everybody, and to say:‘go and listen to the music,
no matter who you are and where you come from … Still today the audience is widely
heterogeneous’ (Paolo Occhiuto, interview).
In this sense, it is arguable that the Umbria Jazz festival has greatly benefited both during its
inception period and, then, over the years, from the socio-cultural configuration of the local
context of the city of Perugia, which has always shown and valued a peculiar cosmopolitan
orientation (it is sufficient to recall here that Perugia hosts a historically prestigious University
for Foreigners). On the other hand, in turn, over the years the festival and its social practices
have greatly contributed to concretise, crystallise and renew the local identity project.
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Sonar
The relationship between Sonar and the local identity of the city of Barcelona represents
a relevant aspect of the festival’s life and development. Indeed, on the one hand during the
research for Euro-Festival it clearly emerged that Sonar has gained part of its appeal from
the local identity and the cultural context of the city. On the other hand, the festival itself
has played a role, over almost twenty years, in contributing to the strengthening of the identity of Barcelona as a touristic, innovative and youthful city. In this sense, the festival and
local identity are bound together in a double-side interaction: we can see the relationship
between the Sonar Festival and local identity as a useful example from which to develop
a better understanding of the complex articulation between festivals, local identity and the
global circulation of culture.
The contribution of the festival in the development of the city’s cultural imaginary has been
widely recognised by local and by public institutions. Indeed, local institutions consider Sonar
as a very important festival in its wider regional festival system, a specific cultural policy on
festival that since 2007 consisted of 41 different music festivals throughout the whole territory of Catalonia. In this system, Sonar is considered as one of the key musical and international events of Barcelona in relation to its capacity to develop an international projection both
in terms of foreign audience attendance, and international press coverage and representation.
This point was clearly addressed during an interview by the representative for the department
of culture of the City Council of Barcelona:
I want to really insist on the issue that for us the Sónar Project is very important because it is
an international project that is 100 % Barcelonan and Catalan [It is a project that] is very connected with local culture and which is based on a model looking at the international context
[…] it has not imitated foreign models, it has not tried to do things developed in other places
and has developed a specific style and moreover it has been able to develop forms of cooperation and to open themselves toward the international audience.
Representative of City Council of Barcelona, interview
The relevance of the festival for the city is recognised by public institutions and can be seen
in the support they give to the festival. The actual Catalan Regional Government introduced
Sonar as a key festival in the strategic development of its regional cultural policy with the goal
of internationally promoting Catalan music and Catalan artists. This is only one of the tangible
examples of the ways in which the festival is actively used by local authorities and public
institutions to develop the local cultural identity outside.
This attention paid by institutions to the relevance of the festival is also connected with the
fact that the Sonar Festival organises other musical events held in different cities over the
world yearly. These events are called A Taste of Sonar and have regularly characterised the
festival’s activities over the last eight years. In 2009, these events were held in New York,
Washington (USA) and London (UK). These events clearly represent a useful tool to project
not only the festival, but more in general the local identity of the city of Barcelona all over
the world.
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A different level of connections between the festival and local identity are the ways in which
Sonar is also important for strengthening the local identity of a network of professionals working
on the urban and regional levels in the field of electronic music. Indeed, there is an entire
electronic music industry in Barcelona, covering the creation, the promotion and the consumption
sectors. For all the local music-related activities, Sonar represents the ‘peak’ period and is
commonly referred to as Sonar Week in flyers and programmes of clubs and bars. In this respect,
it should be noticed, for example, that the Barcelona edition of Time Out magazine makes
a special feature for Sonar Week, which is distributed free in three languages wherever all the
electronic music aficionados are to be found (from record stores to boutiques and restaurants).
However, it is also to be considered that Sonar’s identity is not only a projection of the local
identity but rather represents a mix of different identities that goes from the very local identity
of the district in which the main events of the festival are organised to the global identities of
electronic international music production. In this respect, the festival strategies are directly
related to both the local context and the global cultural flow of the electronic music scene,
bringing them together. The different geographical level on which the Sonar identity articulates
have been clearly addressed by Georgia Taglietti, in charge of the festival’s press office: ‘Sonar is
a Catalan festival with a Spanish and European dimension and is clearly an example of its genre
at the global level, especially of what has developed in electronic music and electronic culture’
(Georgia Taglietti, interview).
This last perspective given by one of the festival’s organisers reminds us that the relationship
between the Sonar festival and local identity, being a crucial element in the development and
successfulness of the festival, nevertheless represents a negotiated space, one in which multiple
belongings and identities are constantly at play and which cannot be fully ruled from above.

The square in front
of the Museum of
Contemporary Art in
the centre of Barcelona
during Sonar 2009.
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WOMAD
If the relationships between arts festivals and their localities is a crucial one, what are we to
make of a festival that has moved many times within its original host country, and puts on
multiple events all over the world? WOMAD, World of Music and Dance, represents just such
an enigma, an itinerant festival whose ethos and themes chime with the identity politics of
our age, and yet relates to its diverse local sites whilst also maintaining its own distinct identity.
In some ways then, this festival exists beyond place; however, the festival has various local
identities amongst the varied audiences which attend it, from Abu Dhabi to Sicily, from
Australia to Spain. We will consider just a few aspects of these below.
Considered chronologically, WOMAD grew alongside the development and consolidation of
the ‘world music’ genre. From its first event at the Royal Bath and West Showground in the UK
in 1982, it moved around the UK before exploring multiple international sites, a trend that
started back in 1988 with events initially also staged in Denmark and Canada. Since that first
UK festival in 1982, the organisers have held more than 160 festival events (around six a year,
sometimes as many as ten) in 27 different countries. The range of countries is heavily weighted
towards the affluent world, but still represents remarkable global coverage for a festival tied
to a musical genre whose largest following lay for the most part – as it still does – in Europe.
WOMAD operates pragmatically in slightly different ways around the world. In the UK, the
festival is organised by WOMAD Ltd. (the festival company), whilst educational activities remain
the domain of the WOMAD Foundation, a registered charity. For its two ongoing Spanish
festivals (in Las Palmas and Cáceres), WOMAD Spain is run by an independent production
company and has its own director, though educational activities are still centrally organised
by the Foundation. Unlike the WOMAD at Charlton Park in the UK, the Spanish WOMADs enjoy
substantial financial support from their host city councils, as well as local media and other
sponsorship. Like Spain, the WOMADs in Australia and New Zealand are so well established
that they, too, have their own directors, their own sponsorship and institutional support, and
very much their own identity. In fact, WOMADelaide is the largest WOMAD worldwide,
attracting attendances of 75 000 against Charlton Park’s 30 000 in the UK. These are, of course,
licensing issues, but they also directly reflect institutional subsidy and regional political and
media profiles. WOMADelaide – rather like WOMAD Taranaki in New Zealand – has enjoyed
political support from the highest level, as well as direct funding from the national arts body.
By contrast, the UK’s Arts Council only directly funds some of the educational activities of the
WOMAD Foundation, and when WOMAD in the UK left its old site at Rivermeade in Reading,
it lost the financial support that the city council had offered it since 1990, something it has
not yet managed to re-establish in rural Wiltshire. WOMADelaide is also established enough
that it now runs its own educational programme, successfully including a number of aboriginal
groups. Even in Abu Dhabi, WOMAD’s newest locality, the UK-based Foundation operates an
extensive educational programme, as it did in WOMADs that no longer run, such as Singapore
and South Korea. Artistic content, too, has a local flavour with the directors of both WOMAD
Spain and WOMAD Abu Dhabi detailing in interviews how they have considerable control over
artistic content. For Spain particularly, this means a quota of local acts have to be included,
and anecdotal evidence has it that the situation is similar for Australasian WOMADs.
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What this suggests is that the WOMAD ‘formula’ is sensitively pursued in its different locales: it
takes account of and uses local artists, local politics and policies, local production crews, and so
on. In doing so, by allowing itself to be shaped by these local cultural, economic and political
forces, it starts to become part of the local cultural landscape: discussed by artists and audiences,
funded by local institutions or sponsors, attended by locals, nationals and internationals. And for
those places (e.g. Cáceres, Las Palmas, Adelaide, Abu Dhabi) that find in the festival a manifestation
of the identity they believe they have, or wish to have (Abu Dhabi), that feature of the landscape
becomes part of their local identity. That this identity might be explicitly ‘glocal’ in some of its
aspects should not detract from the degree to which it is felt and experienced locally. Also, it has
not always been an easy process, with a schoolteacher from Cáceres who translates for the
festival describing how the sceptical attitude of locals in the festival’s early years in the town has
gradually transformed into overwhelming support and local cultural institutionalisation.
Looked at slightly differently, WOMAD itself is a cultural product of transnational hybridity and
identification, of identities that celebrate rootedness and yet are thought of as beyond
boundaries. What is interesting is the number of places which have identified with this cultural
product and its ideals, and have turned this into successful and popular events. There is clearly
an economic element – festivals are big business – yet it seems the pervasive WOMAD ethos
which appears to help ground this mutable and adaptive festival in its various local contexts.

Conclusion
This chapter has described how these three different music festivals incorporate and exhibit
the spectrum along which festivals are caught up in the processes of local identity formation.
The question we ask of each of them is how ‘local‘ they are, in terms of both support from local
institutions and identity politics. A fundamental point is that none of these three festivals
really promote and support a ’local’ music (even though, of course, some of the music performed
may be locally produced). Given this rather obvious point, it is unsurprising that the identities
of the festivals have been tied to broader internationalist, if not cosmopolitan, ideals. This is
the nature of their musical genres, but it is not the whole story.

The WOMAD lion, its emblem since
its beginning, is encapsulated by
two cigüeñas (storks), potent local
symbols of the city: banner made
by local schoolchildren as part of the
2009 workshops of WOMAD Caceres.
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Festivals are key events in themselves, but they are also constitutive of the music scenes that
they celebrate. In the past, for long-running festivals like Umbria Jazz, this meant a direct contribution of the urban culture to the local (i.e. Italian) history of jazz (Mazzoletti 2010). Meanwhile, for Sonar and WOMAD their success has been tied to the expansion and consolidation
of the genres they epitomise: electronic and world music. Moreover, as music scenes have
become increasingly virtual through Web 2.0 social media and file-sharing, their fan-bases
and followers have become increasingly transnational. The localities where these festivals take
place willingly associate themselves with this transnational fan-base – most evidently in the
case of WOMAD and Sonar – borrowing a default cosmopolitan identity from the music itself.
Be they associated with transnational, national or local audiences, festivals happen in spaces
and contribute to their identity. The relationship is indeed reciprocal, as a festival contributes
towards a place’s identity at the same time that a place (be it a region, a city, a neighbourhood)
contributes to a festival’s identity. Sometimes adding a name (Festival of…), sometimes providing the festival with the architectonic and geographical space which help define what the
festival is, and how appealing it is. Umbria Jazz is not only a festival for jazz lovers but also an
organisation of urban space which capitalises on the Medieval and Renaissance history of the
city of Perugia. Sonar is not only a festival for electronic music fans but also an opportunity to
visit and spend time in one of the most fascinating cities of the Mediterranean, Barcelona,
nowadays famed also for its cultural effervescence and social cosmopolitanism. Festivals are
essentially dynamic collaborative identity projects located in spaces: they follow – and contribute to – their transformations. If, as has been famously argued (see Meyrowitz 1986), there is
‘no sense of place’ in contemporary media worlds, we can argue that this is possibly one important reason why festivals persist and even spread as institutional forms and cultural organisations: because they foster that sense of place that humans need in their social life.
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Conclusions and policy recommendations
Festivals are enjoyable and entertaining events, opportunities for celebration and sites for
exchange, learning, debate and community-building. Each festival has its own story to tell and
perhaps the nicest part of studying festivals is reading this story, learning its characters, discovering its plots and conjuring its prospects and future trajectory. Furthermore, each festival tells
a story about a particular art genre (or genres), one about its locality and, not least, one about
the organisation that created it. It is the combination of these narratives that delineates what
is interesting about festivals from a social science perspective. It is the way(s) in which cultural
events enter specific physical spaces and occupy particular aesthetic fields to be transformed
into structuring agents for the arts and for society, thus transcending the original boundaries.
It is this which also defines the cultural significance of contemporary arts festivals.
That the modern art world but also the creative industries would seek to instrumentalise festivals in order to promote their specific agendas is as unsurprising as the instrumentalisation
of festivals by local authorities or national funding bodies (public or private). In other words,
like other cultural activities, festivals are symptomatic for a specific way of looking at the arts,
namely as means to achieve one or several ends of socio-economic or political significance –
branding, urban regeneration, and democratisation representing the most important functions of contemporary festivals. Unveiling the processes and mechanisms underlying these
phenomena is the easier part of social scientific analysis. The far more difficult job is getting
behind the ‘other’ ideational meaning of festivals and gauging the latter’s impact. Because
festivals are also about transmitting ideas, more specifically the ideas of openness, curiosity,
cultural diversity, internationalism and, last but not least, critical inquiry. Therefore, the attendance of an arts festival also signifies, even if not always embodying, a wish or determination
to learn about the other and to critically reflect about contemporary developments in politics
and the arts. The proliferation of arts festivals in Europe today has therefore also to be understood as a growing demand for content that matters, and also for the presentation of this content in specific settings, namely, in venues that facilitate physical (and not solely virtual)
interaction and community-building among strangers. The demand for such public spaces and
for this form of public culture says a lot about the integration dynamics inherent in our modern societies. At a time when we appear convinced that disintegrative, nationalist and insular
forces leave little space for cross-border or trans-national communities, it may be valuable to
pay attention to what is going on at arts festivals – less for recovering hope but more for gaining insight into what moves modern citizens and how it might be possible to transcend the
gasps of alienation.

What policy recommendations are to be drawn from our research?
European arts festivals are important expressions of cosmopolitan dispositions, bringing
together artists and audiences who are interested in diversity as knowledge, experience and
exchange. It is this openness and intrinsic international spirit pervading arts festivals that also
makes them attractive as carriers of cultural policy and for both public and private sponsors.
In addition, several arts festivals are used as platforms for conveying political messages or for
discussing contested issues. This is particularly but not solely the remit of literature festivals.

CO NC LUSI ONS AN D POLICY R ECOMMEN DATIO N S

More and more festivals will today use the display of art, the reading of a text, the screening
of a film or the performance of music as an opportunity for raising awareness about or discussing specific topics. The heightened interest in discussions in the framework of artistic
events is also symptomatic of the growing importance of social and political issues within the
contemporary arts world – a social fact that is in line with the changing profile and role of the
artist as a public intellectual.
Contemporary European arts festivals are European in being located in Europe; and by addressing issues relating to diversity, human rights, openness and democracy that are at the core of
European values. But Europe (as in the European Union), like the nation-state, is often a suspect category as representing specific vested interests. The internationalism of festivals is a far
more important category both ideationally and as an organisational format than Europe and
this is unlikely to change in the near future. The absence of the European Union as sponsor,
however – other than occasionally and on a low level – also means that the EU cannot even
benefit from arts festivals in terms of ‘branding’ in the way that regions or cities are doing by
providing support to festivals.
The cultural leverage of the EU as representing something distinct and beyond national cultural policy would benefit by being present in arts festivals through the sponsoring of specific
debates or events or by supporting specific activities such as mobility and exchange programmes of specific groups of artists. This would provide visibility to the EU’s educational and
cultural role and complement the educative function of several arts festivals. For example, the
European Union could provide support to festivals for featuring women, young artists or artists of specific ethnic or trans-national backgrounds, or for promoting activities which target
children. Or it could sponsor discussions about the role of the European Union with reference
to topical subjects as addressed by specific artistic productions.
But perhaps the most important policy-relevant finding of our research is that as fertile soils
for the creativity and the exchange of ideas among artists but also with the audiences, arts
festivals have emerged bottom-up, and it is this which makes them important as public sphere
arenas. Ultimately a public sphere as an arena for bringing together citizens for discussing
issues of common (public) interest only functions if it has emerged spontaneously rather than
top-down through direct state intervention. Arts festivals are in many respects driven by their
intermediaries, the many artists and cultural managers who are personally and professionally
committed to democratic values and the role of arts in society. But once established they
acquire a dynamic of their own. It is this that is valued by their audiences and the reason why
they can be genuinely said to represent public spheres. In this context, the role of policy should
primarily be to help sustain the external or institutional conditions that make the emergence
of such public spheres possible. This can be achieved by providing infrastructure and financial
support to cultural intermediary institutions and their workers; or by helping establish legal
and regulatory frameworks that facilitate the establishment and operation of such organisations. In democratic societies the state has a key role in supporting civil society, but the indirect means of doing so are often much more conducive to the democratic idea per se. The case
of arts festivals is a case in point.
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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.
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