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ART,  
A PROGRAMME,  
AN AUDIENCE
by Hugo De Greef

Programming a festival, defining the playlist of a theatre or 
a concert hall: I’ve always experienced it as a great favour.
It is an inconceivable pleasure to be in a position to invite 
artists and ensembles to present their work, to play. To 
sit in a chair where you can decide to show beauty to an 
audience is a real delight. One evening your audience takes 
the road to enjoy the artists you were allowed to choose to 
perform. However agreeable and gratifying it often may be, 
it is also a mission with a great and delicate responsibility. 
However divine this favour may be, I’ve always experienced 
it as something extremely sensitive and often very difficult. 
Fragile and breakable!

Programming in a rash or superficial way has great 
consequences. Not only in ruining the night at the theatre 
of your audience, but also in possibly damaging the social 
position of art and the artists. How to shape this responsibility 
as appropriately as possible? This is of course very different for 
a theatre or a concert hall, for a festival or a cultural centre, 
whether you are a producing artist, or you run your own 
ensemble of actors/musicians/dancers under contract, or 
you are a venue merely staging performances on invitation 
— such western, foremost European models are in fact very 
recognizable.  But in essence, the responsibility is the same in 
the entire world. The context in which you have to work co-
determines the responsibility. 
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A house for the arts is a house for culture.

A house for the arts has nothing in common with 
casualness. It wants to create in a splendid way and present 
art to excel in a sustainable manner over the long run. By 
its abundant series of exquisite art, the house obtains an 
authoritative maturity.

Defining the programme of a house for culture is not 
the same as setting the agenda. Why one concert follows 
after another, or why one dance performance is offered 
precisely before or after that particular theatre play does 
not depend on the chance offer of artistic appreciation. It 
is possibly put on the agenda in exactly that way so that one 
can communicate about it smoothly. This has to be part of 
the game once one comes to the finishing stage in defining a 
season, a series, a festival. Artistic quality, maximum public 
outreach, and a fair agenda are the palpable results: it is a 
balanced completion of the story that the house for the arts 
and culture desires to tell. The clearer the story, the clearer the 
meaning of the house will be. And finally, this is the essence 
of making and presenting art: the generation of meaning.

In my experience, defining a programme has always 
been the result of a process based on a huge curiosity, 
acquired expertise, as well as one’s own preferences 
and experiences. Because of all this, programming is a 
very personal business. Not withstanding that the many 
contacts and consultations will help, of course. Indeed, 
ref lection is needed!

Also required are a large set of points of departure and 
a thorough knowledge of the artists and their work. An 

artist’s work created today is never an isolated 
thing. It builds on previous works and clarifies the 
works to come. The artist’s oeuvre expands step by 
step, work by work. It is vital to follow the artist’s 
development and assess what will be presented 
to the audience. Making an audience acquainted 
with an artist, an ensemble or an orchestra is 
part of your public function and development. It 
is very gratifying to present an artist on a regular 

basis, every time with a new work, sometimes with a 
presentation of a former successful work, and to see the 
public reception grow season after season, festival after 
festival. I have often witnessed how the public becomes 
familiar with the oeuvre of an artist, year after year. 
That it is successful and that it is talked about: the word-
of-mouth effect is incredibly important, and in fact,  
the best sustainable way of communication.

Your city, your country, your history, the audience 
you’ve attracted, the political and social environment: 
all these factors turn your house into a unique place. The 
festival where your programming takes place is different 
from any other festival. Therefore, a good knowledge 
of the diversity of that context is essential to optimise 
the offer. When I founded the Brussels Kaaitheater and 
was able to turn it over twenty years from a biennial 
festival into an authoritative venue for the performing 
arts, the quality of the place was absolutely determined 
by its direct environment. The Kaaitheater I have 
developed in Brussels would have been entirely different 
in Paris, Berlin or London. The success of an offer 
clearly depends on the capacity to establish a maximum 
connection with the identity of the context that you are 
programming. Naturally, the ideal situation is that the 
work you are doing co-determines the context — and 
that defines the difference between a good programme 
and an authoritative one. It is not always possible or 
realistic but it has to be the fundamental ambition to 
have the artistic work inf luence society. This certainly 
presupposes knowledge of the context!

“It is an absolute added-value to 
join one or more international 
cultural networks. Formal  
networks are indeed important.”

Artistic Programming and Beyond
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Of course, one has to communicate about it at a certain 
point of time, and you have to sell your ‘programme’. 
And it is important to present a well-organised and 
well-balanced programme that can be read very easily 
and that maximises its accessibility. But it is the result 
of a designed part of a finality that is situated in the  
long term. A long term not being final either — that is always 

shifting, that is developing in and 
over time. After longer periods —
three years, five years, ten years —
the lines have to be clear. Meanings 
will surface. I’ve already talked 
about ‘generating meaning’.

Therefore it is necessary to be 
thinking ahead. In developing a 
programme I have always been 
worried about the ‘how to go further’ 

and ‘what next’. Thus I am always very curious about what the 
artists are brooding on. What is living in the embryonic phase? 
Once you know, you can co-draw the evolutions within your 
programme. You have noticed that I shift my attention from 
public to artist, from environment to sustainable management, 
from knowledge to networks. All are aspects of the same  
movement! Because that’s exactly what it is: a movement! But 
what is most important to me will always be that one moment 
when the house is crowded and when the audience is moved 
by what is happening on stage. And it works when the public 
is involved and responsive, and when the artist on that stage 
knows that his message is understood and appreciated.

From all this, I distil the most important aspect of all: the artist 
and his work. Without it, there is no audience, no environment, 
no reason to travel, no reason to network. The idea that 
serving the artist is serving the audience is so important 
that it has become our guiding principle in EFA through the 

I have discovered the most inspiring aspects of my work 
by travelling a lot: meeting colleagues, seeing artists at 
work almost everywhere, breathing fresh air, being open to 
surprises and seeking confrontations. I often urge my younger 
colleagues to travel and this was strongly promoted during 
all the Ateliers for Young Festival Managers. It is a pillar of 
the work. It seamlessly links to networking. I have helped 
to create and develop various 
formal cultural networks, for 
example the Informal European 
Theatre Meeting (IETM) and the 
European Festivals Association 
(EFA). A few years ago, I was the  
co-founder of the European 
House for Culture (EHfC). This 
experience with networks and in 
networking has taught me a lot. 
Therefore I am very grateful to all 
these networks and all the members of these networks for 
what they have taught me. They have made my work really 
possible by adding quality to it. It is an absolute added-value 
to join one or more international cultural networks. Formal 
networks are indeed important.

Even more vital perhaps are the informal networks that you 
develop together with friendly colleagues mostly from other 
countries. Also in this instance I have positive experiences. 
Thanks to the informal networking with a few festival 
colleagues and theatre friends, we have been able to produce 
artistic works of superior quality. In this way, our audiences 
were able to see exceptional works of art. Networks of friends 
are clearly beneficial to the programme you are putting 
together. It is also stimulating: it defies you and forces you 
to think ahead. Thinking ahead is another essential point of 
departure. A programme is not developed one festival after 
the other, but over a number of festivals through many years.

 “A programme is not  
developed one festival  
after the other, but over  
a number of festivals  
through many years.”

Art, a Program, an Audience



21

initiative of the Atelier for Young Festival Managers. I 
quote Bernard Faivre d’Arcier (the former director of the 
Festival d’Avignon): “car le vrai rôle d’un festival est d’aider 
les artistes à oser, à entreprendre des projets” (“the real role 
of a festival is to help artists to dare, to work on projects”). 
The best thing is to cooperate as much as possible. It will 
optimise your work and certainly ours as well to obtain 
better results, day after day. Because we know that “in the 
end it’s all about the art and the audience”.

•	 What is the purpose of your festival and how is this related  
to the context (place and time) in which you work? 

•	 How do you think you contribute in “creating meaning”  
through your festival? 
 

•	 How is artistic programming a “personal business”?  
How do you relate the “personal business” to the  
public context of a festival? 

Reflections

Artistic Programming and Beyond


