This month's edition of the Forum comes to you from folklorist Chris Williams, who writes about his experience planning a portion of the 2008 Richmond Folk Festival.  Despite his many years' experience planning festivals and folklife events, he still comes to the curatorial process with questions.    What's the folklorist's role?  What is the benefit of such presentations to the tradition bearers themselves?  Even more simply, what looks good on stage?  His essay gives us a taste of the complexities involved in planning a folklife festival, when one attempts to balance cultural authenticity and excellence, audience expectations, and presenter comfort--never an easy task.  
 

Spanning the Globe: Fieldwork in Northern Virginia’s Suburban Communities

If you’re a sports fan like me, the first three words of the Wide World of Sports TV program intro – “spanning the globe” –are probably enough to get you started on an nostalgia kick that takes you back days of Jim McKay and Howard Cosell.  The opening voice-over ran something like this: 


“Spanning the globe to bring you the constant variety of sport… the thrill of victory… and the 
agony of defeat… the human drama of athletic competition…”

The package closed with footage of a spectacular ski-jump crash.
Strangely enough, as I drove out on a Saturday morning last spring to visit a Pakistani sweet shop and Afghani bakery I had ski-jumping on my mind.  The catch phrase popped into my head and I couldn’t shake it.

I was about three weeks into my fieldwork for the first Richmond Folk Festival’s material culture components. I had contracted to curate the presentation, developed a broad theme – New Neighbors: Common Ground in the Commonwealth - and planned to explore “immigrant” traditions around the state. I’d written the grant request and received positive feedback from the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities. I was ready to jump in.  
My job for Arlington County’s Cultural Affairs Division had kept me somewhat active as a fieldworker, but I was six years removed from any big curatorial project. I felt relatively familiar with current artistic and community developments in my small corner of the state but I had promised the producing team a professional, compelling festival presentation.  Since this was to be my first major fieldwork project in a long while, I was worried that I might not be up to the task. I could picture myself tumbling head over tail as the “agony of defeat” voice over announced my demise. 
I’ve been working on major festival productions for over fifteen years and I’ve learned that the task of identifying participants for festival presentations is different from the rigors of scholarly fieldwork.  I’ve come to understand that unfortunately the “show” sometimes takes precedent over the deeply meaningful. In these days of tightened resources and Cirque du Soleil-esque audience and funder expectations, developing programming for festivals has taken on added complexity. For those of us who walk the tightrope between “festival producer” and folklorist, the desire to respectfully document and present keepers of tradition is genuine. But, In my case, not only would I need to identify and document new Virginia residents/artists/tradition keepers, I would need to evaluate their ability to present themselves and their artistic/cultural expressions in a public setting, in a language most likely not their first, and in a city 100 or more miles from home.  I needed to do service to the producers, the audience and the participants.
The visits to the sweet shop and bakery were good, not great. The sweet shop’s owner forgot about my appointment.  His shop manager was pleasant but a little confused about my intentions.  “No, we don’t do fairs.”  “Yes, I think these traditions are interesting.” And finally, “To tell you the truth, I’m not Pakistani. I can’t tell you much.”  The bakery manager was much more supportive but neither he nor I could envision presenting a tradition-based industrial baking technique at a weekend festival. “We would love to participate, but I can’t close the bakery for a weekend,” he summed up.  “Besides, how do find portable ovens large enough for Afghani flatbreads and get them set up on site?” I thought. 
I wrapped up my Saturday morning pretty downhearted.  I knew that these weren’t the “right” participants for the program, despite their compelling stories, their culinary excellence and their adherence to deeply traditional ways in their newly chosen “home towns.”
I began to second guess my grand design as I drove home and by the time I arrived I had nearly convinced myself that presenting tradition bearers at extra-community events was unnatural, impossible, or worse. I was feeling the way that skier must have felt just before his ill-timed leap.

 I questioned my motivations, my process and my place in the festival machine. Was it possible to be both a folklorist and a “festival programmer?” Was I being honest with the event producers, the funders, the tradition keepers/hired participants, the audience, the traditions, myself? 
I know I’m not the first to wrestle with these questions. Since the creation of the folk festival format eighty years ago, many folklorists and festival organizers have landed somewhere between ambivalent and bewildered when posed this question.  Folk festivals have been pitched as “authentic,” as “living connections to our (pre-industrial, agrarian, or uncorrupt) past,” as “recreational,” and as “community-building exercises of civic pride.”  We’ve seen and heard time and again about the festival’s benefits to the host community (increased tourism, new-found cross-cultural understanding, fellowship, goodwill, fun) but one fundamental question remains unresolved: Are they good for the tradition keepers?

I don’t know.    
Since I’d made promises I wasn’t about to break, I was committed to the project and decided to rethink my approach. I began by brainstorming long list of communities and tradition-keepers with whom I’d already worked or with whom I could find relatively quick entrée. I developed a list of traditions (performing and visual arts, community activities, and foodways) that were “festive” in their primary context (topics like holiday foods, religious and secular processionals, coffee and tea ceremonies).  I started a contact database and began re-reading the literature.  I checked with fellow folklorists around the area and I searched the web with a newfound focus for prospective participants. 

It didn’t take long for me to re-learn that Northern Virginia is a large, crowded, complex place.  Appointments needed to be carefully scheduled, some promising leads needed to be ignored out of expediency, and everyone I met seemed to know someone who knew someone who might know something helpful.  Other parts of the state had equally complicated recent immigration patterns and few urban areas were devoid of newly arrived communities, traditional ways or tradition bearers.  Any fieldwork on the subject of new arrivals to Virginia was guaranteed to be a significant, maybe lifelong, undertaking. 
In the end, I pulled together two types of artists, nearly 70 participants in total.  The first were those whose creative energies were primarily “festive” in context.  The second were artists with the wherewithal to recognize the unnaturalness of the festival setting and a willingness to discuss, demonstrate and/or perform anyway.  The first included Mexican Day of the Dead Altar Builders, Czech and Slovak holiday cookie bakers, and Bolivian, Mongolian and Cambodian dance costume designers. The second included a German-American accordion trio, Danish bobbin lace makers, a Pan-Latin vocal ensemble, Indian rangoli (flower petal carpet) designers, Peruvian dancers, and a seventh generation German confectioner.

The “courtship” of each of the participant groups proved harder than I’d remembered.  Conversations included discussions of housing, fee, mileage, and terms of service.  Here’s where I made my breakthrough:  I chose not to approach the conversation as a “fee for service negotiation.”  I chose instead to ask them to collaborate with me in the planning, designing, and framing of their participation.  This allowed the artists themselves to own both their art form and the ways in which it was presented to the festival audience.  I let go of my curator’s desire to control each and every aspect of the presentation.    

Each conversation began with the question “how would you like to present your art (or tradition, or community)?”  They were in the driver’s seat.
In the end, the results were rewarding.  I worked with each artist/group to compose text and produce panels, to design floor plans and hands-on activities, and select examples of finished or in process work.  They led the way with regard to the transmission of artistic and cultural information and my technical team and I focused on logistics, site construction, ground transportation and the like.  In a sense, I gave up on my “vision,” allowing instead for the visions of each participant and participant group to lead.

I was pleased.  The festival drew a remarkable 175,000 visitors and my best guess is that 25,000 of those visited the Common Ground in the Commonwealth area.  From where I sat, some of the presentations lacked “sparkle.”  I might have opted for more detailed explanations, more in progress work and fewer finished pieces but the decisions (read:  ownership) belonged to the participants.  Given the budgetary, time and site constraints that we faced together, they presented themselves and their traditions as they saw fit. 

The wilds of the Richmond Folk Festival setting are certainly far removed from the sophistication of an Addis Ababa coffee house, the quiet of a Danish fishing village, or the elegance of a Cambodian court dance recital, but the program worked.  The participating artists led, I facilitated.  

Does this answer the question posed earlier? Are festivals good for the participants?  I’m still not sure, but I’m one step closer to saying “yes” – as long as they’re the drivers of the conversation and fully engaged participants in the design and realization of their presentation.  

Long gone are the days of “come visit our festival and see the fading remnants of folk culture.”  Today’s festivals, given the freedom to creatively and collaboratively program, can provide platforms through which meaningful encounters begin.  All it takes is a willingness to hit the ski jump at full throttle. 
Chris Williams
April 2009
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