LATITUDE: the big hitter of arts festivals

Nancy Groves

It is hard to remember life before Latitude. The multi-strand arts festival, famous for its dyed pink sheep and giant floating lotus flowers, is now a mainstay of the summer, held over three days each July in Southwold’s beautiful Henham Park. And this month, it is celebrating its fifth birthday.

 

To those protesting the relevance of the anniversary to the readership of Prompt – ‘What’s a muddy music festival got to do with us?’ – where have you been? Almost by stealth, Latitude has become a go-to destination for the savvy stage-lover, year-on-year fielding one of the best theatre line-ups of the summer. And yes, that includes Edinburgh. Among those appearing on the 2010 bill are the Royal Shakespeare Company, English Touring Theatre, Northern Stage and Company of Angels, The Bush, Lyric Hammersmith, Soho Theatre, nabokov, Les Enfants Terribles, Theatre 503, Factory and Forest Fringe. This would be an impressive summary of a year’s theatre going. That you can see all these companies (and more) over one long weekend in Suffolk is a measure of what a big hitter Latitude has become. 

 

‘It’s more than just a music festival ... ’ boasts the tagline, emblazoned on everything from its regulation organic cotton bags to the huge banners that hang either side of the main stage on site. And according to Latitude’s Arts Director Tania Harrison, this very principle has guided the event from the off.

 

‘What we’ve done for the first time is to put arts at the forefront, giving them an equal weight to the music,’ says Harrison, who personally hand-picks every last act appearing on Latitude’s non-musical stages. ‘That’s what has made us so different to any other outdoor festival. Certainly, no one had done theatre like this before. Nobody thought theatre in a field or to a festival audience could work.’

 

Harrison is speaking from her office at Festival Republic, the company that produces not only Latitude, but Reading, Leeds and The Big Chill festivals as well as running Glastonbury on behalf of Michael Eavis. The table in reception is piled high with copies of NME, Kerrang and Q, the lift wall-papered with fake grass and the loos laminated in photos of former music headliners. But we are actually on Bow Street, Covent Garden, in the heart of London Theatreland. Just opposite is the Royal Opera House, which will be appearing at Latitude for the first time this year with Pleasure’s Progress, a fusion of dance and music exploring the vision of William Hogarth.
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