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Vertical Road by the Akram Khan Company, 
performed during the George Town Festival 2011.
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THE LITTLE FESTIVAL
THAT COULD

When the inaugural George Town Festival was held 
as a one-day event in 2009 to celebrate the city’s 

inscription as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, few 
would have imagined its successful metamorphosis 

into an internationally-acclaimed month-long cultural 
extravaganza. Festival Director Joe Sidek discussed his 
ambition for the Festival and Think City’s involvement.  

A FESTIVAL FOR THE 
COMMUNITY
After the inaugural George 
Town Festival 2009 celebrations, 
George Town World Heritage 
Incorporated (GTWHI) planned a 
month-long programme. According 
to GTWHI’s previous General 
Manager, Maimunah Mohd Sharif, 
the rationale was simple, “There 
were just too many events to pack 
into a one-day celebration. It made 
much more sense to spread our 
celebrations out over the entire 
month of July and to include existing 
festivals and happenings as part of 
the programme. It may have seemed 
like an ambitious jump, but if we 
didn’t start then, when were we 
going to?” 

Maimunah was confident that the 
George Town Festival would help to 
add more vibrancy to the inner city, 
not just for the benefit of visitors but 
also for the inhabitants. “A one-
day heritage festival would attract 
tens of thousands of people, but 
what are the lasting effects of this? I 
wanted the planning for the Festival 
to actively engage the people living 
in the WHS and to be a catalyst for 
creating a sustainable and liveable 
city. I believe that the more we 
connect with the actual inhabitants 
the more they will want to become 
involved and actually own the 
programme.” 

Joe Sidek laughed when recalling his 
previous conversations with Hamdan 
(Think City’s Executive Director) “I 
remember joking with him, ‘You always 
say you’ll support the Festival but you 
don’t even buy tickets!’ But of  course 
Think City has always been in the 
background supporting the local artistic 
community and giving them grants to 
perform over the past three years.”

For the 2013 Festival, Think City gave the 
Festival its first grant which, according 
to Joe, will go some way to ensuring its 
continued growth trajectory. “Basically, 
the grant enabled us to put together a 
paper on how to set up a company and 
how to sustain the Festival. We were also 
able to add more qualified staff  to the 
team, helping us to build capacity for our 
own little workforce. This adds a different 
dimension to the Festival as in previous 
years we’ve relied on interns and fresh 
graduates.” 

Building a competent, professional team 
has been central to the Festival’s growth as 
Joe explained, “For the first three years I 
was just trying to brand the Festival, there 
was no real effort to properly curate or 
structure it. I was just too busy begging 
for money to get the Festival off  the 
ground within a tight time frame. 2013 
was the first year that we were really 
steering the Festival to become a platform 
for ASEAN’s endangered art forms. We 
want to bring in traditional art forms in 
a contemporary presentation presented 
to a contemporary audience. I think this 
is a natural progression, after all George 
Town was recognised as a World Heritage 
Site (WHS) because of  its outstanding 
universal values (OUVs), so we want to 
look at other OUVs in a broader ASEAN 
context.”

The Festival’s balanced mix of  local and 
international performers across a range of  
performing and visual arts has attracted 
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plenty of  local and regional interest. It has 
helped to put George Town and Penang 
on the region’s cultural map and Joe sees 
the Festival as a piece in a larger jigsaw 
when it comes to reviving Penang. 

“There’s currently a lot of  collective 
energy that is changing George Town 
(and Penang). Previously we didn’t have 
enough inspiration and we really needed 
government or semi-government agencies 
to show us the way. Think City is current 
and relevant when you look at the things 
it has done – encouraging restoration, 
supporting the arts – this has inspired a lot 
of  people and this helps George Town,” 
Joe stressed. 

“I think that Think City has been one 
of  the most important players, I told 
Hamdan, you have really engaged us 
and have been so helpful. While it’s sad 
that the GTGP has come to an end I also 
feel that this is just the beginning of  our 
relationship!” 

“Basically, the grant enabled 
us to put together a paper on 
how to set up a company and 
how to sustain the Festival. We 
were also able to add more 
qualified staff to the team, 
helping us to build capacity for 
our own little workforce. This 
adds a different dimension 
to the Festival as in previous 
years we’ve relied on interns 
and fresh graduates.”
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Joe Sidek, George Town Festival Director.

01 Theatre of Ships by Joko Dwi Avianto, a unique bamboo 
installation designed for the George Town Festival 2013.

02 River Meets Light – modern dance sponsored by Think City.
03 The Suffolk Story – a projection mapping showcase on the 

walls of Suffolk House, Penang. 


