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Abstract:
Festivals are nowadays considered a useful tool for branding places. As they are both attached to places and at the same time connect them with the outside world, they are used as channels for informing the global arena about places. In terms of branding, a successful festival is one which is able to disseminate the imaginary of a place along transnational communication channels that link-up with the subculture of which the festival is a component.
The paper is based on ethnographic research in Tolmin, a town of about 3.5 thousand inhabitants in the extreme west of Slovenia. The town is the largest settlement in an area renowned as a tourist destination. Viewed in historical perspective, the tourism imaginary of the area has been composed of history, heritage and its natural features, with the Soča river as the core attraction. Outdoor sports such as hiking, skiing and fishing have historically also been part of tourism imaginary and have recently been joined by new additions such as rafting, kayaking, paragliding and mountain biking. However, since in the past the town itself played primarily an administrative, mass-employment and military role for the area, it basically lacked a tourism character and has only recently started to develop into a noteworthy tourist destination. Today, one of the main characteristics of the town’s tourism is a number of popular music festivals, which take place at a single attractive venue – Sotočje (meaning confluence of rivers).
When in 2000 the Municipality of Tolmin founded the local tourism organisation (LTO), its first task was to invent an imaginary for the new (“wannabe”) tourist destination. The LTO named itself ‘Sotočje’, after the confluence of the Soča and Tolminka rivers, and invented the ‘Land of Living Water’ slogan, highlighting the natural and clean surroundings.
In 2000 festivals also began to flourish in the town. First, the Soča Reggae Riversplash appeared, and soon after the avant-garde Sajeta and metal music Metal Camp festivals joined the bid. Taking place at the confluence of two alpine rivers, they are commonly associated with “naturalness”, which has become a distinctive branding feature of festivals in Tolmin.
While on the one hand one may notice a certain overlap between the “official” imaginary and the imaginary spread by festivals (both highlight nature, and especially water), on the other there exists a contradiction between the two. The “nature” promoted by the official discourse is almost a virgin one, basically devoid of people, which the tourist is invited to discover as a place alienated from culture. In contrast, the “nature” promoted by festivals is inhabited by culture, it is a “nature” within which people are encouraged to appreciate and enjoy artistic production, since the visitor is invited to join her “tribe”, never stepping outside culture.
The contradiction between the two imaginaries affects not only local institutions concerned with tourism, but local inhabitants as well. Locals are proud of “their place”, which they consider to be clean and natural. The town is situated among the foothills of the Alps, at the edge of Triglav National Park and between two alpine rivers, and this geographic position, along with its accompanying traditional social imaginary, indeed stirs up local enthusiasm for the area. In addition, according to various surveys locals perceive tourism as the most desirable form of development for the area. But there can be no tourism without tourists, and so far only the festivals have provided the spectacle of a crowded tourist place. In this context, locals are identifying the festivals, especially the Metal Camp festival (subtitled as ‘Hell over Paradise’), which attracts a crowd of 10 thousand people each festival day, as tourism industry par excellence and are welcoming the fact of having them at their doorsteps.
The imaginary of a clean, natural place is at odds with the imaginary of a crowded and even subculturally coloured place (in a positive manner, metal fans are locally referred to as “the black ones”), and this sometimes indeed provokes tension within the local community. Despite of this, the majority of the population seems to simultaneously maintain both imaginaries. Although the official or common imaginary and the one provided by festivals are contradictory, they suit different needs of locals, who want both a clean and a tourist place within “their” locality. Still, the imaginary created by festivals has provoked uneasiness among tourism officials, because although festivals create visitors, they disrupt the official imaginary of the area. Nonetheless, it seems the official discourse will have to tune into the subcultural imaginaries (re)produced by the festivals, since the festivals have evolved into the strongest local tourism brand.
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