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FALLING BEHIND

A SHORT OUTLINE OF SLOVENIA'S FESTIVALS BEFORE AND AFTER 1991

In terms of festivals, Slovenia is an interestihgm@omenon. In former Yugoslavia it unquestionably
held the first place in the field of performingsadver all of the then federal Republics. Desite t
fact, however, it failed to create a reputablermational festival of performing arts, similar toose
inn the rest of the country. While the BITEF featiwas founded in Belgrade (Serbia), MESS in
Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina), MOT in Skopjadedonia), the Eurokaz in Zagreb (Croatia),
etc. in Slovenia only smaller and mostly local ifeds were created. Of the bigger ones only two
survived to this day: Borstnik's Meeting - an arirfaatival of the best Slovene productions which
is going to take place for the 44th time this yeenr the Week of Slovenian Drama - a festival of
the productions staging the best Slovene playsciwliias been around for 39 years. (I am

deliberately omitting puppet and children theaétifals in this paper).

After the break-up of Yugoslavia (1991), the chanfjghe political system presented an abundance
of opportunities. Utilising non-governmental or pokprivate partnership possibilities new
festivals such as the Exodos, ExPonto, Mladi IBMesto zensk, Gibanica, NagiB, Goli oder, Ana
Desetnica, and many others were createdwww.exodos.si, www.exponto.net,
www.bunker.si/slo/mladi-levi, www.cityofwomen.org, www.exodos.si/gibanica, www.nagib.si,
www.goli-oder.org,www.anadesetnica.oygn Slovenia. These are small-scale, conceptud/ocan
thematic festivals which address and appeal to antynall and specific segments of the general

public.

The reasons

There are multiple reasons for the "festival boaftér 1991. The most important is the need to
reflect, not only on one’s own theatrical productitout also on certain problems in the society,
such as migration, the social status of women,at@eptance and recognition of young artists
abroad, the promotion of individuals and the paBgibof introducing local performing

achievements into the international festival nekwdrhis was a completely natural and logical



reaction to the break-up of the shared Yugoslafop®ing arts space, which provided local artists

with regular participation on the many Yugoslauifess.

The second reason for the increase in the numbdestivals is much more pragmatic. With
legalization of private initiative a large numbédridividuals have founded numerous formal non-
governmental cultural organizations. By applying faublic financial subsidy in the field of
performing arts they have also secured some a nwalngng. Most of the founders or people
closely involved in the foundation of those NGOsdaemained their own executive producers to
the present day. This phenomenon was very welcartieei years immediately after 1991 for giving
young people an opportunity to become professignailolved in the arts. In recent years it has
gradually become a burden, curbing any kind ofjpss, change or important breakthrough in this
field, especially in international festivals. Whyfdie same executive staff which runs programs and
organizes most of the above mentioned festivalaytdve been doing this from their foundations,
i. e. for about ten to fifteen years. Throughow ylears they have missed the chance to develop the
festivals artistically and also professionally. Tem of their NGOs is the so-called private
institution of public interest. Because they arsiteally private their executives cannot be changed
and even more paradoxically, no matter how sucakasfl ambitious the festivals are - or not, they
keep being publicly subsidized. This check-mat gmsiwill have to be resolved on the level of

cultural policy.

The delineation of some of the festivals

National dramatic festivals

As already mentioned, tigorstnik's Meeting festival is an annual show-case of Slovene theatre
and theWeek of Slovenian Dramafestival is the show-case of Slovene playwritiBgth these
festivals are closely tied to large public insibas. The former functions within the Slovene
National Theatre in Maribor, the latter is run bg tPreSeren Theatre in Kranj. Both have an outside
selector and are very similar in the aspects ofdagction and organization. The way they have
been run, organized, strategically focused and ptedihas not changed since their beginnings
(some minor changes are negligible), thus completgioring geopolitical, socio-economic and
structural changes that occurred after 1991. Becatisheir obsolete character they have become
rather marginal, local events. It is only theiditeon and accumulated respectability that safedgiar
the favour of the local audiences. However, bfastivals have so far shown no substantial interest
in expanding to the international level, nor areytistriving to address any foreign audiences and
professionals. They need to be thoroughly restradtand new experts introduced into the decision

making process, which will apparently happen sobest two festivals are, however, valid and



appealing to the local professional circles becanfséheir competitive nature. Both award the
winning artists with prestigious nationally acknedtied prizes, which bring not only fame, but
also a higher pay grade to the artists ins steagylayment and entitle the free lancers to higher
fees. Today, this is an anachronism and can berstodel as a leftover privilege from the socialist

times but no cultural policy so far has dared tectothis issue, let alone abolish this institute.

In terms of the audiences, however, the two felstid#fer: Maribor (130.000 inhabitants) is the
second largest city in Slovenia and has a longtioad(more than 100 years) of theatrical actigtie
The Slovene National Theatre in Maribor is the bgjgoublic institution in the country (comprised
of the theatre, opera, ballet, symphonic orcheatrd the BorsStnik’s festival). They have their
traditionally faithful local audiences that alseduent the festival events. Kranj, on the othedhan
is a much smaller town (50.000) with less urbanutaipon and not as strong theatrical tradition. In
order to encourage the audience to participatéhatfestival events the present director of the
festival, when appointed to the post some eightsy@go, decided that all spectators get their

tickets for free. The box-office deficit is covdrBy sponsorship and donations.

International performing arts festivals

The biggest, most ambitious and most promising &l@n international performing arts festival
created after 1991 isExodos, produced by the non-profit, independent theatrd dance
production centre of the same name. Aimed towdrdsNest and the North of Europe its concept
revolves around the performing arts and dance ipesctvhich also require theoretical reflection to
function and exist. In the first few years, whémvas run by competent professionals, the festival
had a good standing in international circles. Later it passed into the hands of some unskilled
individuals that turned out to be completely unatderun the festival not only in terms of art
direction but also in terms of organisation anddpiction. The decline and slow decay of the
Exodos festival has been going on for a few years. The most drastic changes have started to
show after 2006, when the Ministry of Culture deeti further financial aid due to unpaid debts.
Oscillation in program quality shifts in programmirstrategies (from theatre festival at the
beginning toward more contemporary performing arstallation arts in the last editions) and the
change of festival’'s established time (from spriagvinter) also caused a substantial decrease of
the festival’'s audience. The number of people diten the festival's performances has been
reduced to just a small group of fans. And nothedeing done to increase these numbers. The
formal structure of the festival makes it extrembbrd to change policy and staff. Unless the
government and the municipality find a way to s&levenia's only internationally recognized
festival brand, Exodos is, unfortunately, goinglisappear.



Ex Ponto international festivalvas alsocreated in the 1990's. It is still being run byfiisinder
Damir Domitrovt Kos. It is oriented towards southern and eastemofie and focuses mostly on
dramatic theatre. Even though it is a much morblstgestival, with a strong local standing and a
slightly weaker international reputation, it islisthissing some vital elements. It has no festival
centre, no international audience, it does nofaetttinternational media, it does not have any
audience-performers meetings, round table discasslectures, debates etc. In short, it lacks what
is needed to create an effective festival netwatkjosphere and audience loyalty. It is basically
just a series of performances that all touch theespredefined subject matter (this is also a bit
limiting) and one or two local or international poaductions that are premiered during the festival.
These are risks that often end in a fiasco, whduin affect the festival's quality and stabilityhe
audience is mostly local - consisting of theatrefggsionals. Ljubljana has a relatively large
general theatre going public, however, no effottégng made to attract it to the Ex Ponto festival.
The Exodos and Ex Ponto alike are festivals thaeweeated with much larger ambitions in mind,
but unfortunately, due to financial, human resous@ace and organizational difficulties these
ambitions were not and are still not being fulfill&'he indifference to audience build up that marks
both festivals is part of a larger and more compgdenomenon, characteristic not only for the
international festivals but also for some othetwall events. Very few public institutions in cuku
depend on the box-office income in a substantiace@age. The programmers, rather than
investing in audience development, rely on the wmdéptof local theatre goers and fans, who
somehow get their tickets and fill the venues. Teegain scale. But | can't remember a festival

event that was sold out in advance.

Mladi levi (Young Lions) is a festival which was founded by the Bunker picitbn centre. This is
the only performing arts NGO with its own premises) old electricity plant in Ljubljana. Bunker
too is being run by its founder Nevenka KoprivS¥kung Lions is a festival of young, not yet
established European artists, connected to thenatienal Junge Hunde network. It is over 10
years old and has a stable, mostly younger audiembih is constant, but not growing. The
phenomenon of fans and theatre buffs should naingoticed, however, there is no sign of a larger

international audience or any other similar theatrdiences for that matter.

There is also the well established festival of eomorary arts calledviesto Zensk (City of
Women) which has been organized by the AssociationHerRromotion of Women in Culture for
the past 15 years. It is not strictly limited tafpeming arts, but also hosts artists and theaeets

of other profiles and professions. One of the Y8 main features is its interdisciplinary nature
which connects artists that like to experiment dind or even step over the boundaries of

individual genres. Every edition of the festivaldedicated to a main theme, touching either the



topics of art and culture, or political, socialjtawal, and gender studies. The festival used te tza

relatively large audience, today, unfortunatelg tltumbers are considerably lower.

International dance festivals

In the area of contemporary dance things are ¢hgrag a faster pace and the results are slightly
better. As already mentioned, the show case Gihdmas been the pioneer in internationalizing of
the contemporary dance sceNegiB is a festival of experimental dance that was ectat 2005

in Maribor as an answer to the increasing need xjpared and promote contemporary and
experimental dance. This festival provides the &si expansion and future development of the
current Slovenian dance scene by providing the ipidigs of organizing educational events,
debates and by offering a high quality repertofreantemporary dance events and performances.
This, in turn, strengthens the cooperation of l@tikts with people from all around the world and
encourages not only the exchange of knowledge,tbalso improves, reinforces and expands it
through a series of theoretical and practical woks and seminars.

In 2006 Matjaz Fa#, a choreographer, started a new festival calemhta of Contemporary
Dancein the eastern part of the country, in the townvafrska Sobota. This is one of the rare
projects that was started very professionally aiiti yreat ambitions in mind. Besides local and
national funding it is also supported by the EusspeCommission and European Cultural
Foundation. It attracts partners from the neighimgucountries Hungary, Austria, Croatia and also
Slovakia. Together they create the festival's teper and plan various activities (lectures,
workshops, foreign guest visits, etc.) which takace throughout the whole year. During the
festival special attention is given to the audiemgech is brought to Murska Sobota ( (20.000
inhabitants) from all of the countries mentionedisTproject is truly praiseworthy for we have to
realize that the majority of the festivals takecglan Ljubljana, while smaller towns suffer frohet
lack of cultural events. This is especially true flee contemporary dance scene, which has little

audience other than professionals and a handenibiusiasts.

Untouchable leaders

To sum up with the words of Henri Schoenmakerigséival is an event composed from many
individual events It is a kind of meta-event. Stunally, it is similar to a television or circus

programme. A television network is responsible tfog selection of shows and the dramaturgy of
their succession. And this same dramaturgy whicla idecisive factor in the presentation of
individual events connects and unites the viewéme evening's programme. The dramaturgy of a

festival connects the audience in the same pladkeasame time in a very similar fashion. If a



festival is an event of events, then the role &dsdival recipient can easily be expanded to fastiv
participant, in short to a person who is able tigpithe performance as a piece of art created by a
certain artistic group and as an act of choice @mogramming by the festival's selector or artistic
director. The festival as a meta-event with a defiartistic strategy and through its dramaturgy ha
a stronger influence on its surroundings than atone performance event and therefore a stronger
and longer lasting impact on a local and intermatiolevel. With its social connections it
strengthens the infrastructure and links estaldisbeal venues and specific sites.

It seems to me that most Slovenian festival teae®epKorgetting many of the above issues since
our festivals face numerous problems. The olderwaelll established festivals are financially and
organizationally well covered because their corinastto larger institutions provide them with
venues, technical support and promotion posselitiTheir repertoires, however, suffer greatly -
not only from the lack of ambition and flexibilibut also from being completely detached from the
international scene. Younger festivals usually tddeeshape of NGOs which means they depend on
the project support and cooperation of public tngtns. Also their budgets are considerably
smaller. The disproportion between the public tntin's and the NGO's budgets is so enormous, it
is no wonder the situation of the latter groupedtivals is miserable. This is, of course, an isgue
cultural policy which will, finally, have to fre@self of the old socialist patterns and subsgitut

them with other more flexible forms and criteria fonding.

In some cases festivals are led by incompetaifft &iue to the rigid structures it will take a ot
effort to reorganize them and introduce change® fbinm of private NGOs applying for public
funds has become pressured the public authoritieseither fund the existing staff and their
programming strategies or refuse the funding arsit the liquidation of the festivals. The
authorities are it seems reluctant to be perceasetiquidators. The lack of human resources in
festival teams is also a result of the absencedata&ional programmes on the public university
level. In Slovenia it is not possible to study tinegproduction or organisation, not to mention
contemporary dance, choreography, set or cost@sigrd This is definitely a national disgrace and

anyone working as a producer is in some waysaisamateur.

Conclusion

Due to different reasons little or no attentiomirgen to the audience (with a few exceptions). €her
is an interesting phenomenon concerning the audiemxcfestival relies seriously on the box-office
income. Most of the festival audiences get theikdis for free. In some cases (as in the Week of
Slovenian Drama in Kranj) this is a result of stgat planning: sponsoring the tickets attracts
theatre goers. In longer term, it means a stabiieeane and full houses. As long as sponsors and



donors support the festival on the same scale piblisy can, of course, be justified. In most other
cases, free tickets mentality is a result of ddferfactors:

Firstly, in a small isolated community, where eway knows everyone, it has become a rule thatr¢heat
professionals, fans and buffs never or very rabely theatre tickets. This is true not only for the
international festival events but also for prensesad other local theatre productions. For instahee
opening night policy of the local theatre companiegional, local or NGOs, is to give the tickeds f
free to the so called critical mass. They afteraapread the voice which increases ticket salethéor
upcoming performances. In the dynamics of the jimegaartistic and programming ideology the same
mentality has been transposed to the one timesvantfestival productions.

And secondly, free tickets render the share oftittheet income negligible and purely of symbolic
nature, thus making the subsidy share nearly 100%6. is the result of the existing cultural policy
that regardless of the audience development oroffitce income enables the festivals to carry on
surviving no matter how problematic their strategaad programs are. It is a vicious circle. As the
festivals do not depend on the box-office, theivastteams do not strive or invent strategies to
attract new audiences. This is one of the reasdrysperforming arts festival audiences are in many

cases fans and regular theatre-goers.

And finally, in my opinion, Slovenia lacks a majmternational theatre or dance festival whereas
numerous production centres and small-scale, themtcused international festivals (I have
mentioned just a few in this paper) have, unfortelya not succeeded in artistic stability,
consolidation of the brand and development of aentiverse audiences. Because of the public
funds dispersed among so many incompetent putdiitutions and NGOs, any kind of a bold
move in art direction, promotion and audience bujdalike is rendered impossible. The result are

compromises which in turn cause artistic medio@ity even noticeable regression.
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