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INTERNATIONAL THEATRE FESTIVALS AND

ST-CENTURY INTERCULTURALISM

Ric Knowles’ study is a politically urgent, erudite intervention into
the ecology of theatre and performance festivals in an international
context. Since the s there has been an exponential increase in the
number and type of festivals taking place around the world. Events
that used merely to be events are now ‘festivalized’: structured,
marketed, and promoted in ways that stress urban centres as tourist
destinations and ‘creative cities’ as targets of corporate enterprise. Ric
Knowles examines the structure, content, and impact of international
festivals that draw upon and represent multiple cultures and the roles
they play in one of the most urgent processes of our times: inter-
cultural negotiation and exchange. Covering a vast geographical
sweep and exploring festival models both new and ancient, the work
sets compelling new standards of practice for post-pandemic festivals.
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Preface

This book began as an examination of the role of contemporary theatre
and performance festivals in the continuing project of intercultural
encounter, negotiation, and exchange in the twenty-first century. The
plan was to consider current contexts, conditions, and practices, asking
how, and how well, they contributed, or failed to contribute, to inter-
cultural negotiation and exchange in theatre, performance, and theatre and
performance studies in the contemporary world. I planned to pick up
where I left off in my work on international theatre festivals for my 
book, Reading the Material Theatre, integrate it with my subsequent work
on theatrical interculturalism, and update both with an eye to current, and
I presumed ongoing, conditions. But research doesn’t always work out
as planned.
My research was drawing to a close in March  when, quietly at first,

all hell broke loose. The globalized world became host to a new, globalized
virus, people around the world were getting sick and dying or were forced
into self-isolation, and theatre and performance festivals all over the world
suspended operations. At the same time, the pandemic made visible and
exacerbated existing inequalities and structural racisms that are deeply
inscribed within an increasingly voracious global capitalist system, giving
birth to waves of protests by Black and Indigenous people and people of
colour and their supporters around the globe. It began to appear as though
festivals and other public gatherings might never be the same again, and
perhaps should not be. What began as an intervention into contemporary
conditions was almost instantly transformed into a history book and its
conclusion into a provisional guide on how to reinvent festivals under
whatever new conditions might obtain in the remainder of the first century
of this uncertain new millennium.
Whatever those conditions are, I hope and trust that live theatre and

performance festivals return renewed, with a strengthened sense of their
crucial role as intercultural mediators, sites at which the live negotiation of

ix
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cultural values can take place in generative, genuinely transformative ways.
And I hope that this book, in looking for new models of festivalization and
festival epistemology, can contribute something to their reinvention and
the creation of a more equitable world in which the traffic in cultures flows
freely and respectfully in all directions.

x Preface
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Illustrations

 Say No More (a) exceeded the national promotion mandate
represented by the photography exhibit, Stripes and Strokes, by
Mooreyameen Mohamad (b), in which Malaysians of various
genders, races, ethnicities, and ages were variously draped in ‘the
flag that unites them’. Photograph of Say No More by Sam Oster,
courtesy of Tutti Arts; photograph of images from Mooreyameen
Mohamad’s Stripes and Strokes exhibition by Ric Knowles. page 

 Nonagenarian actor Gloria Miguel mugs shamelessly
in Material Witness, by Spiderwoman Theater and Aanmitaagzi
at the Living Ritual Festival in Toronto in . Photograph
by Théo Coté. 

 The performers in Buŋgul at the Adelaide Festival in 

risked self-exoticization, but also staked their claim to be
taken with equal seriousness as art to western orchestral
music, and greater seriousness in terms of their art’s
connection to the land. Photograph by Toni Wilkinson. 

 Yirra Yaakin Theatre Company’s Hecate, an adaptation
of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, performed at the Perth Festival
in , served as an effective assertion of the strength,
complexity, and value of Noongar culture and language.
Photograph by Dana Weeks. 

 Bennelong, created by Stephen Page for Bangarra Dance
Theatre and performed at the Perth Festival and elsewhere
in , enacted the power and beauty of Indigenous
artistry and the promise of resurgence. Photograph
by Daniel Boud. 

 Between Tiny Cities offered an
inspiring model and image of intercultural negotiation through
the mediation of international b*boy culture. Photograph
by Pippa Simaya. 
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 In The Doctor, presented at the Adelaide Festival in ,
the audience encountered the play’s Catholic priest as played
by white actor Jamie Parker, only later learning that the
character was Black. Photograph by Tony Lewis. 

 Yang Liping’s Rite of Spring is at once an Asian adaptation
of a western classic, a show created specifically for the destination
festival circuit, and a powerful, wordless dance/spectacle.
Photograph by Mikhail Logvinov. 

 In  Andares brought to Under the Radar festival audiences
acute awareness of the global impact of American corporate
and political imperatives and interferences. Photograph
by Fabian Hammerl. 

 Resident arts company Hong Kong Exile’s Foxconn
Frequency (No. ): For Three Visibly Chinese Performers
brought a complex, political, sensory overload performance
to Vancouver’s PuSh Festival in . Photograph by
Samson Cheung Choi Sang 張才生. 

 Creator and performer Jaha Koo, his three co-stars, and
effective subtitles in Cuckoo, a powerful show exposing the
human cost of rampant global capitalism. Photograph
by Radovan Dranga. 

 In Sundry Languages at the Toronto Fringe Festival in :
is it possible to develop a dramaturgy that doesn’t always
yearn for translation? Photograph by Mathew Sarookanian. 

 Hundreds of buskers expertly negotiate the regulations
and control their allotted space at the Edinburgh Festival
Fringe. Photograph by Ric Knowles. 

 Jo Bannon performs in her mad feminist dance show, We Are
Fucked, at the NO LIMITS disability arts festival in .
Photograph by Paul Samuel White. 

 In The Monument, by Manaf Halbouni, three burned-out
buses stood before the Brandenburg Gate at the Berliner
Herbstsalon in  to commemorate the building of a
makeshift shield against sniper fire in Aleppo during the
Syrian civil war. Photograph by Ric Knowles. 

 Fear(s), by Jalila Baccar, Fadhel Jaibi, and the Théâtre
National Tunisien, epitomized the sense of despair at the
Arab Theatre Festival in Tunis in the wake of the hijacking
of the Arab Spring. Photograph by Aymen Bachrouch. 
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 A Chief of the Central Region is carried aloft in a palanquin
at a special durbar on the grounds of Cape Coast Castle
at the Pan African Cultural Festival. Photograph by MyLoupe/
Universal Images Group via Getty Images. 

 Speaking of Sneaking was alone at CARIFESTA  in
dividing an otherwise mutually celebratory audience: some
cheered, but some left the building when the show first
acknowledged the existence, and persecution or de facto
expulsion, of a queer Caribbean community. Photograph
by Tsholo Khalema. 

 The  opening show at the RUTAS festival, Antigonas:
Tribunal de Mujeres, staged an imaginary tribunal at which
seven women who had lost loved ones to extrajudicial
executions and ‘disappearances’ testified and demanded
justice. Photograph by The Edisons Media Masters. 

 Festival artistic director Tekaronhiáhkhwa Santee Smith in
her solo show NeoIndigenA, produced by Kaha:wi Dance
Theatre at the Living Ritual Festival in Toronto in .
Photograph by Erik Zennström. 
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