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Marta Keil

The Institutional Practices of a Festival

During the Bucharest-based performative game ‘How to Make a
Biennial Festival with 100 Euros and 1,000,000 Euros’,! some partici-
pants and members of the audience reacted with dismay to my sugges-
tion that we think of a festival as a public arts institution. How can a
festival — an ephemeral, by definition temporary structure, focused on an
event, usually put together and organized in the project mode, be com-
pared with an institution characterized by a lasting, stable (not to say
ossified) hierarchical order and intent on producing and consolidating
artistic practices? To what end would one place two ways of producing
and experiencing art alongside one another — one of which is temporary,
cumulative and characterized by a certain event-like quality, while the
other is based predominantly on systematic, organic work over a long
time span? And what exactly would be the point of such a comparison?

If we look at contemporary mechanisms of producing theatre and
dance, and look at how artists work, we will see that the above descrip-
tions of festival and art institution alike are dated. On the one hand,
the terms of funding institutional theatres (who are compelled to apply
for grants and additional subsidies) reinforce the project work mode
and an event-based logic; while theatres beyond the repertory-based
system, lacking a permanent ensemble of their own, often hinge their
programme on micro-festivals (Berlin’s Hebbel am Ufer, convened by
Annemie Vanackere, is a fitting example). Irrespective of their status and
work structure, theatres in their institutional aspect have to cope with
the demand for incessant productivity, inextricably bound up with the
production mechanisms of late capitalism.

The ongoing need to generate new schemes and new productions, to
select new names and trends, to prepare the context — but also the need
to speak out and to make their stance known, leads many institutions
into the ‘hyperproductivity trap’: pointed out by scholars including
Bojana Kunst?, the trap causes many institutions to lose their critical
potential, leaving artists scarcely any room for experiment. This chang-
ing working dynamics of theatre as an institution often results in the pre-
carization of working conditions, inextricably bound up with the project

1 IvanaVaseva and Biljana Tanurovska-Kjulavkovski, ‘How to Make a Biennial
Festival with 100 Euros and 1,000,000 Euros’, performative game organized as part of
the RE//Dance — the Regional Choreography Biennale, in Bucharest (1-6 November
2016).

2 Bojana Kunst, Arust at Work: Proximity of Art and Capitalism (Alresford: Zero Books,
2015).
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mode. Symptoms of precarization include work on a temporary basis,
lack of stability and a long-term perspective, the need for employees to
be constantly on the move between projects while ‘grabbing’ new ones,
inability to focus on one task, the ongoing pressure of new ideas and
forever expanding one’s network of contacts. This is true of artists and
other art workers: producers, curators, those responsible for promotion,
administrative and finance staff and many others.

On the other hand, in the last few decades festival has gained signif-
icance as one of the most influential features of the performative-arts
world. The tasks of the festival are not limited to the presentation of
extant events: instead, it has become a major producer and co-producer
of new work; it attracts artists; takes on the role of production promoter
(both locally and abroad); provides opportunities for new projects to
come into being, contributes to the emergence of the discourse concom-
itant with artistic practices (catalogue publications, publishing series,
translations); mediates between the artist and her audience, presents
the work of certain artists and recommends it to curators; finally, as it
includes some artists and excludes others, the festival creates the in-
ternational theatre and dance circuit. At the same time, it provides the
context for artistic practice: in other words, it influences the perception
of art, and delimits the ways of thinking about theatre and dance — not
least the directions in which they develop.

Festivals play a particularly significant and prominent role in Europe,
where the publicly subsidized system of producing art is prevalent. The
situation is somewhat different in those countries where artistic produc-
tion relies primarily on the support of private sponsors: in the US, Japan
and South Korea, fairs and private agents’ contact networks have an
edge over the festival. Having said that, these countries, too, have seen a
growing number of festival events in recent years.>

In light of the growing impact of festivals on the sphere of contem-
porary performative arts, I would like to propose that the festival be
regarded as an arts institution. I would, moreover, like to consider the
implications of this perspective. Crucially, what interests us here is a
public institution: European festivals are overwhelmingly funded with
public money, contributions from private sponsors being but a (usually
small) supplement to the budget basis. The scope of my study will ex-
tend beyond the social, political and economic context of changes to the
festival, to include an attempt to find answers to the following questions:
what task and what responsibility (to artists as well as audiences) does
the festival have as a public arts institution; what role does it play in
forming the circuit of thought, the exchange of experiences and in shap-
ing new artistic proposals? In my view, putting festivals into perspective
alongside remaining arts institutions will enable us to recognize the
role the festival has to play in shaping the contemporary system of arts
production, and reveal the festival’s social and political determinants.

3 New York City is a good example: apart from Under the Radar and COIL, the

two renowned festivals that every January are concomitant with the APAP/ NYC
conference and fair (Global Performing Arts Conference and Marketplace, organized
by the US-based Association of Performing Arts Presenters network), at least three
new major festivals of performative arts have come into being in recent years. American
Realness, Prototype and a showcase of New York’s dance artists organized by New York
Live Arts, are also held in January. Nonetheless, the APAP conference and fair still set
the dates and the framework for the remaining events.



POLISH THEATRE JOURNAL 01/2015 03

Marta Keil / The Institutional Practices of a Festival

Perhaps thinking about the festival as a public arts institution might even
help us come up with a new definition of the institution?

The perspective of looking at the festival proposed in the present text
is grounded in the context of my practice as a researcher and curator;
it is, moreover, derived from my belief that art is political (in Jacques
Ranciére’s understanding of the term). I take as my starting point the
assumption that art is a social practice, and the ways in which it is made
and perceived are always determined by the political, social and eco-
nomic context. In thinking of the status and role of the festival within
performative arts, I am inspired by the concept of art as a common good,
proposed by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt,* by the outlook on arts
institutions outlined by Gerald Raunig and by his proposals of the pos-
sible forms of disobedience and institutional critique.” Ana Vujanovic’s
concept of the performativeness of the ‘artworld’® remains a crucial point
of reference.

‘Why are the same artists invited everywhere one day, and
utterly forgotten the next?’

Institution is a form of social order, setting behavioural and social
relations norms. Examining the etymology of the concept, Raunig
observes that its core, szatuo, is Latin for ‘establish’, ‘erect’, ‘set (up)’,
‘decide’”:

On the one hand this means a process of setting up objects, the erection of
buildings and the placing of objects or people in a certain arrangement,
but on the other also such performative speech and positioning acts to estab-
lish an arrangement of rule — or even to found empires.?

Institutional practices can thus be performative, and the process by
which they are introduced can take place on different planes; both within
existing structures and beyond them. But they are always part of a given
political and economic context, always the result of a specific point of
view, serving definite ends.

The institution of the festival puts in place a certain way of perceiving
performative arts; it defines individual trends and sets the course for
the development of theatre and dance; it arranges artworks in a certain
order; establishes artist hierarchy and determines the requirements and
criteria for producing new shows. Being featured in a festival programme
is a definite boost to an artist’s standing: her work is exposed to a wider,
often international, circle of curators, which may lead to subsequent
invitations and offers of producing new shows. Showing a production
in a certain context, to an audience attached to a specific location,
in conjunction with a selection of other productions and (frequently,

4 Antonio Negri, Michael Hardt, Commonwealth (Cambridge: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 2009).

5  Art and Contemporary Critical Practice: Reinventing Institutional Critique, eds. Gerald
Raunig, Gene Ray (London: MayFlyBooks, 2009).

6 AnaVujanovi¢, ‘“The Magic of Artworlds (Three Scenes from Belgrade)’,
Performance Research, 20.4 (August 2015), pp. 30-38.

7 Gerald Raunig, ‘Instituent Practices, No. 2: Institutional Critique, Constituent
Power, and the Persistence of Instituting’, trans. Aileen Derieg, in Art and Contemporary
Critical Practice, p. 176.

8 Raunig, ‘Instituent Practices, No. 2°, p. 176.
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though not always) set against a theme or motto specified by curators,
has a strong impact on how a given production will be interpreted and
received, and thus may determine the artist’s career path. It is difficult

to overestimate the role of festivals on the performative-arts circuit:
especially in dance, where adequate infrastructural support has yet to be
found. Given the insufficient numbers of dance houses and choreography
centres, for many choreographers the festival is the main opportunity to
present their work and meet their audiences.

As festivals collaborate on a production, they work alongside the artist
on choosing its idiom and subject matter, they invite the artist to take
up residency in the festival city and communicate with audiences and
other festivals (collaboration on production descriptions, work on festival
events other than the shows themselves, acting as mediators in liaising
with audiences and the media). The festival thus takes responsibility for
the practices of individual artists, for the way their work is perceived,
and for the form taken by a given art field. What is more, the festival
is invariably a political institution, by virtue of its very presence in the
public sphere whose structure it either reflects or shapes, by creating or
changing perceptions, and, finally, by virtue of its impact on establish-
ing artistic and social relations and practices. After all, the very act of
selection, and deciding how productions are shown, is in itself a political
gesture — as is the shaping of context or formulating the festival message
in conjunction with the audience.

The issue of choice remains the most important (and yet the most
elusive) aspect of a festival. The key task of curators, programmers and
festival directors is to make their choice of artists and, as a result, to
set trends in a given art field. (Not infrequently, these choices also set
the direction a given art field is likely to take). The process takes places
on a number of levels, its rules neither fixed nor transparent. Why is
that? Vujanovic¢ proposes that this lack of clarity is due to the ontology
of the artworld. From her perspective, art institutions such as theatre,
choreography centres or a festival are a form of activity taking place in
the artworld, a mechanism enabling them to operate and setting them
on a certain course; a string of regulations. These regulations, however,
are not strictly codified and have no force of law: they are but based on
the currently accepted convention and this convention, like the entire
artworld, is produced by performative means. This elusiveness, fluidity
of rules and mechanisms may convey a weakness: the artworld is un-
stable and unpredictable and keeps eluding any binding definitions; we
can never be certain whether a given work will or will not be recognized
as a work of art in a particular instance. The artworld lacks a precise,
transparent set of rules, determining once and for all what is and what is
not art. On the other hand, the openness and instability of the artworld
may carry with it a considerable subversive and emancipatory potential;
opportunities to create new institutions, debate the canon and constantly
redefine the existing order remain open.’

This does not change the fact that the lack of transparency of the rules
in force on the festival circuit makes co-operation extremely difficult
and leads to misunderstandings. The rules which curators follow as they
make their choices remain unintelligible to artists and audiences alike.
Rabih Mroué considered this issue, enumerating questions to which he

9 See Vujanovic¢, “The Magic of Artworlds’.
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did not know the answer, even though they are relevant to his own cir-
cumstances as an artist and his standing in the art world:

how do curators go about securing funds? And what is required from them in
return? On what basis do the sponsors agree? On what basis do the curators
agree? And once the money is spent and we take our fee, what do they have
to prove to their sponsors? Flow do agendas function? What is the reason for
focusing on one region of the world rather than another, on one topic rather
than another? Why do we get invited one day, and forgotten about the next?
Flow do these things work? What plays the bigger part: politics, ideologies,
culture, propaganda, market strategies, or all of these at once? And who has
the biggest influence? Curators or sponsors?'°

Meanwhile, when it comes to festivals, the category of choice is key. For
one thing, the choice of a given artist may determine her subsequent
career path: the fact that her work is shown at a festival is a form of
recognition and legitimization of her artistic practice. When, during sub-
sequent editions of the Theatre Confrontations festival in Lublin, I work
with Grzegorz Reske on the programme, we are consistent in showing
the work of a specific artist; we support her in her practice, and at the
same time boost her growth opportunities and strengthen her standing
in the world of theatre, both locally and globally. Meanwhile, others are
left behind. If, during the four past editions, we have sought out produc-
tions put together as part of a collective, outside the structures of rep-
ertory-based theatres; or productions that take these structures as their
theme, calling them into question — we have consciously worked towards
supporting a specific system of theatre production and a specific way of
thinking about theatre. Thus we establish — if only for the duration of the
festival — a certain order in the sphere of performative arts, we propose
a specific perception of contemporary theatre or dance; we endeavour to
offer instruments which, in our view, will make that perception easier to
name and grasp. In other words, we institutionalize selected phenomena.
Secondly, a curator’s choice is linked to predispositions that are
personal indeed and can at times be affective, as relations between
artists and curators often morph into personal relationships. Striking
a balance is key — at the same time, we know very well that the late
capitalist system of art production makes it impossible to distinguish
between personal and professional life: our subjectivity and personality,
our choices, emotions and decision are our basic capital. It is no acci-
dent that curators began to emerge as a profession in the late 1960s and
early 1970s (a decade later in performative arts), just as the work model
was evolving into post-Fordism. A curator’s work relies on generating
communication, production of knowledge, creating network-like struc-
tures for the exchange of information. A curator operates in a network
rather than a hierarchical system; what matters here is being constantly
available and in standby mode, being open to new ideas and contacts, as
new projects spring from these ideas and contacts. The ability to make
as many contacts as possible (whilst carefully choosing the most valuable
of these); the skill of fishing for information and an intuitive sense of
the direction a given course of action is likely to take; being constantly

10 See Rabih Mroué, ‘At Least One-third of the Subject’, Frakcyja Performing Arts
FJournal: Curating Performing Arts, 55 (2010), pp. 86—89 (p. 88).
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engaged (impeccable qualifications are not enough, unreserved personal
involvement and passion are fundamental); enthusiasm, mobility, but
also the ability to convey one’s autonomy and defend the choices one

has made; knowledge in a given field, which enables one to take the
position of an expert consultant — all that comprises a catalogue of a late
capitalist worker’s essential features. Cognitive capitalism relies largely
on non-material production, based above all on the production of knowl-
edge, on generating communication, creating network and relocating

— and the entire contemporary festival industry is a perfect embodiment
of this production system.

The choices made by those responsible for festival programmes are
not ‘innocent’ or neutral: quite on the contrary, they remain embroiled
in the social and political context. Curators’ choices often depend on
the local context (the work of a given artist will have a different meaning
when shown in Lublin, another in Kiev, still another in Bochum: in each
of these locations, audiences, artists’ circles, needs and interests are all
different). In each instance, whether a project comes to fruition and is
successful depends on careful insight into the local environment and its
needs. Grant-awarding bodies and their preferred (at times imposed)
thematic fields and areas of activity remain an equally strong determi-
nant (disabled people can be in the spotlight of stage patronage on one
occasion, only to be completely marginalized by set grant programmes
on another; Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, Belarus and other countries of
the so-called Eastern Partnership, a Polish-led EU initiative governing
the EU’s relationship with post-Soviet states, have for years been the
focus of government attention in Poland — only to cede their priority sta-
tus to other geopolitical areas in the twinkling of an eye). There is little
doubt festivals for whom their discursive task is a major consideration,
can play a significant role in identifying, naming and posing as problems,
new trends in theatre and dance — while providing them with legitimi-
zation and an institutional background. However, we need to bear in
mind that the choice of a given current is never universal and legitimate
of itself: after all, outlining the scope of a given sphere invariably entails
leaving some areas beyond the freshly outlined borders.

In my own practice as a curator, I have frequently been forced to cope
with unwanted compromise that would enable the festival to survive
(for instance, the decision to bring in an expensive production by a
well-known artist that would consume a vast share of the budget may
enable us to show works by several less well-known artists, and provide
a fine context for presenting their work). In cases like these, compro-
mise is dangerous in that it can lead, to a lesser or greater degree, to
self-censorship, whether conscious or not. From my point of view, the
work of a curator is always, to an extent, a kind of balancing between
elements: between artists and audiences, local and international context,
the perspective of local authorities, institutional interests and one’s own
intuition, and the struggle to remain consistent in one’s choices. Asked
how to keep one’s footing on this extremely wobbly line, tugged at from
all sides, I would be at a loss to answer. As I work on a programme and
take responsibility for a festival as a public institution, I nonetheless
endeavour in each instance to remain fully aware of why the work of a
given artist is shown in this particular place and time; I try to answer
the question what meaning this production has when set against this
artist’s other works, and what ends such a comparison is to serve. It is no
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accident that the major questions asked in Curator’s Piece — a production
that takes the curator’s practice as its theme — are as follows:

Artists or audiences — who do you serve? How many artists you present earn
the same or more than you do? How much does coming from your local con-
text influence your programme? How often do you program friends? Did you
ever have an affair with an artist you programmed? Have you ever destroyed
artists careers? How many times did you make an artist cry? Do you think you
have a lot of power?!!

When we made the decision that the programme of the twenty-first edi-
tion of Theatre Confrontations would focus on a new current in Polish
theatre, which Joanna Krakowska called ‘auto-theatre’, we were well
aware that our gesture of outlining the sphere of auto-theatre may be as
risk-ridden as it is worthwhile. This is because we were working from
the outside, imposing on artists the discursive framework for their own
artistic practice: one with which, after all, they need not agree. What is
more, naming a given phenomenon is, on the one hand, significant as
far as the development of discourse surrounding artistic practice is con-
cerned — but on the other, entails the risk of creating a new trend, not to
say a new brand: an enticingly packaged product one can place on a shelf
alongside other phenomena, relieved to have it named and put in order.
These other phenomena are recognized, put into words and catalogued,
the easier to circulate further.

The political ontology of the festival

As an institution, the festival has never been neutral or free from
political or economic determinants. In Europe, international theatre fes-
tivals came into being in the 1940s (Festival d’Avignon, Holland Festival
and the Edinburgh International Festival were established in 1947) as
political projects supported by local and central authorities; projects that
were meant to restore social and cultural life to cities ravaged by war and
bring back their prestige. The task of these festivals was to re-establish
contact with other regions of damaged Europe and to once again stim-
ulate the flow of people and businesses. Wiener Festwochen, Austria’s
oldest theatre festival, was established in 1951, as a demonstration of
Austria’s will to survive — its objective was to prove to the world that a
city ravaged by war, and devastated in the aftermath of war, is still capa-
ble of engaging in the arts. 12

Festivals were at once an instrument of rebuilding European societies,
and a means of projecting an image of these societies as welcoming,
open, curious of what goes on elsewhere. In his book Festivals in Focus,
Dragan Klai¢ has stressed that:

festivals became [...] a vehicle for many states’ representational needs and as-
pirations. Many festivals were launched with a compensatory purpose behind
their programmes, which were expected to enrich with an international dimen-
sion what the regular domestic, cultural production sector could not

11 TeaTupaji¢, Petra Zanki, The Curator’s Piece: A Trial Against Art, http://18.
konfrontacje.pl/en/the-curators-piece-2/ [accessed on 10 July 2017].

12 http://www.festwochen.at/en/about-us/festwochen-zentrum/ [accessed on 30
November 2016].
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offer throughout the year.!?

The case of Bitef [the Belgrade International Theatre Festival], estab-
lished in 1967 by Mira Trailovi¢ and Jovan Cirilov under the communist
rule of Josip Broz Tito, is a very interesting manifestation of the festival’s
entanglement in the political. According to Ana Vujanovi¢, for many
years:

Bitef held an exceptional position within both Yugoslavia and international
performing arts landscapes, by promoting artistic freedoms and experiments
of all kinds, by shocking local cultural milieu with nudity on stage and four-
hour performances, by bringing together shows from all over the world and by
becoming a unique meeting point for theatre makers coming from the West
and East during the Cold War.!4

Bitef set new trends and ways of thinking about theatre, opened the
space for experiment, and had a very strong impact on the work of local
and international artists. In addition, Vujanovic stresses, it did not have
to tackle censorship. On the contrary: ‘it turned out that the authorities
encouraged Bitef to be as experimental and provocative as possible —
with the exception of ridiculing president Tito.’!®

The decision to leave Bitef curators a wide margin of freedom was due
to the political context at the time: Yugoslavia’s ruling socialist party, the
League of Communists, distanced itself both from totalitarian regimes
in the Eastern bloc and capitalist democracy in the West, choosing a
‘third path’: its own version of communism, ‘more lenient and open’.
That choice, made by Tito, was buttressed by Yugoslavia’s participation
in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), comprising predominantly
postcolonial countries in Asia, Africa and South America. Socialist
Yugoslavia needed a narrative to reinforce its image of an open country
and to confirm all concerned in the belief that the political path taken
by Tito was the best solution possible. A large, impressive festival whose
guests came from all over the world was perfect for that purpose. As a
result, the programme included Eastern European dissidents, Western
artists critical of capitalism and artists from NAM member states — even
if their productions were not always in line with Bitef’s programmatic
slant. 'As Vujanovié has stressed:

Described this way, Bitef could be criticized for being instrumentalized, but
what this case tells us is that once we start observing an artwold in its social
context, it becomes difficult to distinguish between artistic and other, ex-
tra-artistic conditions that influence, say, curating Bitef. [...] Instead of being
instrumentalized, artworlds from the start do not exist in a social vacuum but
occupy complex ntra-social positions. That is precisely what I mean when I
say that art is a social institution: not an institution that takes place in society
as its surroundings, but a heterotopic institution, where many social realms
and their traces meet and intersect, and where the artistic realm — with all its

13 Dragan Klaié, Festivals in Focus (Budapest: The Budapest Cultural Observatory,
2014), p. 20.

14 Vujanovi¢, “The Magic of Artworlds”, p. 35.

15 Vujanovi¢, “The Magic of Artworlds’, p. 36.

16 Vujanovié, “The Magic of Artworlds’, p. 36.
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autonomy — is only one among many.!”

Thus the point here is not so much that the festival has been instrumen-
talized. Bitef was obviously serving specific political ends — but, as we
have seen, every festival does just that: at a local as well as international
level, with regard to artists, municipal authorities, audiences and res-
idents. A festival’s political nature stems from its very presence in the
space that is society, where various relationships, conflicts and group
interests intersect. However, this does not mean that festivals should be
reduced to the role of political instruments. What is evident from their
history and status is that festivals, being structural components of the
artworld, are conditioned by a variety of social, political and economic
contexts; and it would be extremely difficult to assess them without tak-
ing this inherent feature into account.

The political nature of the festival and self-censorship

Looking at the festival as a public art institution may prove useful for
yet another reason: it provides an opportunity to put debates concerning
the acts of censorship (economic censorship included) or self-censorship
we can observe in the festival context into a new perspective. Poland, for
its part, has had no shortage of censoring interventions in recent years.
Examples that spring to mind include the attempt to cut funding for the
EEPAP [East European Performing Art Program] project for showing
Low Preces by Xavier Le Roy during the 2013 Theatre Confrontations
festival; the cancellation of Rodrigo Garcia’s Golgota Picnic at the 2014
Malta Festival; cancelling the opening night of Karol Tyminski’s pro-
duction during the Body / Mind festival in autumn 2015; prosecution
proceedings in relation to Nase nasilje 1 vase nasilje [Our Violence and
Your Violence] by Oliver Frlji¢ — a production ostensibly offensive to
religious sentiments and to the Polish nation — being shown during the
2016 Festival of New Dramaturgies at the Polski Theatre in Bydgoszcz.
Each of these instances points us towards fundamental questions: who
owns public theatre? Who does art belong to? For whom is it made? Who
is included in the concept of society or nation: which social groups are
reinforced as part of that concept, and who is excluded? ‘“To spend our
money on such things!” — the indignant rallying cry keeps recurring like
a mantra. Indeed: who is entitled, by the public institution, to determine
what is and what is not art; and where does art have its limit? After
Our Violence and Your Violence had been shown at the Festival of New
Dramaturgies, a group of protesters gathered in front of the theatre
where the event was held. They carried a banner reading: “Who let you
in here, theatre instigators?’. In my view, this slogan hits the spot when it
comes to revealing the nature of the dispute about contemporary public
theatre and related institutions — festivals included. Who do the institu-
tions actually belong to? And who determines that?

The cancellation of Rodrigo Garcia’s Golgota Picnic during the Malta
Festival in June 2014 (wWhen Garcia was curator of the festival idiom)
and the extensive grassroots social movement!® triggered by a refusal

17 Vujanovi¢, “The Magic of Artworlds’, p. 36.

18 See Agata Adamiecka-Sitek, Iwona Kurz, ‘Democracy: Do It Yourself, Polish
Theatre Fournal 2 (2016), http://www.polishtheatrejournal.com/index.php/
ptj/article/view/67/377 [accessed on 14 July 2017]; Antoni Michnik, ‘Golgota
Picnic and the Framework of Public Discourse: Performing Democracy
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to accept censorship, has revealed the role of a festival in the process of
art production and distribution in contemporary performative arts. In
my view, the decision taken by the organizers of the Malta Festival was
a manifestation of economic (self-)censorship, the result of Poland’s so-
cio-political circumstances and the neoliberal way of thinking about the
rules of public funding for the arts, where any critically-oriented, contro-
versial activity that goes beyond the predictable, loses funding opportu-
nities, and anyone who dares voice their criticism of the grant-awarding
body (whose job is to manage public money!) ends up being ‘blacklisted’.
In using the term ‘economic censorship’ in the present text, I follow the
definition proposed by Ewa Majewska in her book Sztuka jako pozor...?
[Art as Appearance...?], arrived at in the course of the author’s year-long
practical experience in the Indeks 73 initiative. I also derive my under-
standing of the term from Censoring Culture: Contemporary Threats to Free
Expression, a volume edited by Robert Atkins and Svetlana Mintcheva.!®
The public sphere, potential critical spaces and opportunities are
all shrinking before our eyes as places capable of playing that role are
subjected to commercialization, the requirements of the market and cap-
italist production, as well as management control — measures imported to
state institutions directly from the corporate world. This is precisely why
every action and every decision taken at a public institution is politically
significant. In my view, a festival organizer’s decision to cancel a show is
not only an act of economic (self-)censorship but, above all, an act aimed
against the very principle on which a public art institution operates.
Considered in the context of the present social and economic circum-
stances of producing art, the cancellation of Golgora Picnic demonstrates
yet again that being aware of the political nature of a public art institu-
tion is requisite for that institution to operate.

To seize the festival

If we look at how festivals have developed, we can identify two points
in time that have added to their significance in the last twenty years.
The first of these is the opening of borders in Eastern Europe post-1989,
which has greatly increased and facilitated artist, curator and producer
mobility within the continent; parallel to that, festival numbers increased
rapidly in the 1990s. In the other significant development, the role of
festivals shifted from presentation to production. I believe the rapid
growth of the festival scene in the period of interest here is closely linked
to the social and economic context determining the mechanisms of art
production; it is the result of social, political and economic changes
discernible in so-called Western Europe roughly from the 1980s, and in
post-communist countries from the 1990s. What I mean specifically is
the transformation of the industrial model of capitalism into a cognitive
one, based on knowledge, mobility and communication. In the Polish
system of theatre production, festivals have become one of the emblems
of the new economic system: the explosion of festivals in the 1990s and
in the earliest years of the twenty-first century has resulted in a situation
where there is at least one festival for each day of the year.

and Managing Social Indignation’, Polish Theatre Fournal, 2 (2016), http://www.
polishtheatrejournal.com/index.php/ptj/article/view/75/322 [accessed on 14 July 2017].
19 Censoring Culture: Contemporary Threats to Free Expression, eds. Robert Atkins,
Svetlana Mintcheva (New York: New Press, 2006).
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The implications of the development of the festival model have been
manifest and acute indeed: artists’ working conditions have become
precarious; artistic practice, stretched between one project and the next,
lacks continuity, focusing instead on the result and the end product.
Mobility and flexibility are vital in this model, as is the constant read-
iness to move from place to place and from job to job; the ability to es-
tablish contacts and weave one’s own network of interdependencies and
influence (searching for collaborators, residencies and funds, building a
network of relations with curators and those responsible for festival selec-
tion, etc.). On the festival art circuit, and in the festival art-production
model, the task of artists is to provide curators with ready-to-sell prod-
ucts, assessed according to their varying prestige.

At the same time, festivals proved to be a perfect instrument of
promoting the so-called creative class: international contacts and (geo-
graphically and financially) wide-ranging arts projects have become very
fashionable indeed. Considering the neoliberal requirement of perma-
nent growth (a festival needs to be longer, needs to attract larger audi-
ences, produce more shows, enjoy more extensive press coverage, etc.);
increased appeal (the task of festival organizers is to invite ‘stars’ rather
than seek out interesting developments) and more wider-ranging sources
of funding, festivals face the threat of swelling out of proportion — both
in relation to their financial and organizational capacities, and the needs
of audiences. As Klai¢ wryly observes:

If public authorities tend to support festivals because others are doing the
same, they also expect that a festival will address a variety of diverse issues:
enhancing the prestige of the place, bringing in tourists, creating jobs, attract-
ing the attention of the media, stimulating cultural life, reinforcing art in ed-
ucation, setting high artistic standards for local artists and furthering citizen
participation. Consequently, even the most successful festivals carry a burden
of contradictory and escalating expectations, feel the pressure to do more and
better each year and thus run the risk of overstretching themselves, which can
be fatal.?®

If we look at the festival from that point of view, we will see that not
only is it, to a large extent, the product of the neoliberal system, but it
also reinforces and consolidates the neoliberal order. An urgent question
presents itself here: how, given how strongly they are embroiled in neo-
liberal mechanisms, can festivals meet the basic criteria of a public art
institution? And another one: given these circumstances, is it possible
to think of a festival as a critical, emancipatory proposal? If so, how can
that potential be unlocked?

In my view, one of the ways of ‘taking the festival over’ would be to
refuse to uphold the framework within which it has operated so far, and
take the risk of setting up a new framework. Acting on the implications
of thinking about the festival as an art institution entails not only a fight
for the festival as a communal space, but also the need to tackle the
institutional entanglements and burdens I have mentioned. To take the
festival back would thus mean: to reveal and seize the working and art
production conditions in which a festival operates (and which a festival

20 Dragan Klaic, Resetting the Stage: Public Theatre Between the Market and
Democracy (Bristol, Chicago: Intellect, 2013), p. 138.
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itself produces); to name the context in which art comes into being, and
to be open to new, as yet unrecognized solutions.

I envisage such a festival as regained public space, a communal arena
that becomes a place of searching for forms in which multiplicity can
function. As a place that not only provides artists with opportunities to
work and develop their practice; stimulating the exchange of thoughts
and experiences as it gives artists a chance to engage in a free debate,
unburdened by hierarchy — but it also radically counters one of the basic
features of a festival, its event-like nature, and offers the opportunity to
work on new ideas without expecting in exchange a finished product: a
production that will exceed its predecessors when it comes to quality and
sales. A festival of this kind would provide artists with stable working
conditions, it would take risks, open itself to the process of experimen-
tation; enable work on different themes and formats, and propose new
ones. In other words, it would be opting for what Gerald Raunig has
identified as a progressive form of institutional critique: the point of
this proposal would be to seize the political potential of the festival and
transform its practices from institutional to instituting — ones that would
attempt to establish a new order and create a new working mode. The
point would be to administer an exodus?! of the institution in the form it
has had so far, and reinvent it.

Translated by Joanna Blachnio
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Abstract
Marta Keil

The Institutional Practices of a Festival

Taking as my starting point the assumption that art is a social practice, and
how it is made and perceived is always determined by the socio-political and
economic context, I would like to propose that a festival be regarded as an art
institution — and consider the implications of that perspective. The political
ontology of the festival; the political and economic entanglements of curatorial
practices; economic (self-)censorship and its recent manifestations at the-
atre festivals in Poland will be the main facets of my study. I will also enquire
about how the festival today can be ‘taken over’, regained a space for critical
activity. My consideration of the institutional practices of present-day festivals
will be based on my own experiences as a curator; they will also be situated in
the context of practicable institutional-critical activity as proposed by Gerald
Raunig, and take as their point of reference the concept of an institution as a
common good. The concept of the ‘performativeness of the art world’ formu-
lated by Ana Vujanovic will be of primary importance to my study.



