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After the Fireworks

  For Dragon Boat Festival, many convenience stores and supermarkets were offering brand-name zongzi delivered to your door, but media reports of food hygiene problems with the sticky rice treat caused me to lose my appetite for them. This year, I didn't have a single one. Instead, I took advantage of the weekend to head off to a Dragon Boat Festival jazz concert by Hsintien's Pitan Bridge. It was a great feeling.

   That reminds me of some sort of "international" Dragon Boat Festival event I went to two years ago with a coworker. There were ads for it a month in advance, but the turnout was pretty light. There were a few foreigners in attendance, though, and the international-level dragon boat races were exciting to watch. But it was too bad that the races and other events were spread all over the beach. Cars weren't permitted inside the grounds, and the shuttle bus only made one trip per hour, so you just had to wait there in the sun, steaming. The sailboarding competition area, where you could have cooled off in the breeze, was empty: No changing facilities were provided for contestants.

   Back in the city, an old street market known for traditional handicrafts was a lonely scene. No craftsmen were to be seen, and storefronts were mostly filled with crude-looking, mass produced goods. We followed a pretty map of traditional snack vendors but we could only find the usual grungy stalls, none specially decorated for the occasion. In some tucked-away corner, we managed to stumble upon some fine poetry recitals. I only wished those foreigners could find it and understand it--there were no English-language materials available--and really see the beauty of Taiwan.

   Watching all the balloons and fireworks in the sky, and seeing the pamphlets trampled underfoot, I couldn't help but think--wouldn't it have been better to use all that money to clean up the city a bit, get the merchants to sell higher-quality stuff, and train some more young artists? Wouldn't bringing the creative and artistic level up a notch make a better attraction and leave more lasting memories?

   On the other hand, if you drop such high expectations, you'll find the dazzling new local festivals of recent years have brought big changes to Taiwan. They've brought a post-modern riot of color to what was industrial-age stodginess. Ten years ago, the success of the Ilan International Children's Folklore and Folkgame Festival made people realize tourism was a moneymaker. Cultural consumption, leisure consumption--in this age of consumerism, you just need something to sell and some good marketing to get customers. With a little more work you can get some buzz, remake your image, and make headlines, and then you'll rake in even more.

   Don't think it's happening only in Taiwan, it's everywhere. Events are now a standard strategy for nations to stimulate their economies and shape their images. The Olympic Games started 2,800 years ago as a simple Greek ceremony to worship Zeus, but over recent generations have turned into a huge moneyspinner, and every nation would like to emulate their success by making a new festival of its own. Through an endless process of tweaking and revising, they believe they will create new "traditions.'

   To get a look at Taiwan's new festivals, Sinorama editor Tsai Wen-ting and photographic director Jimmy Lin traveled throughout Taiwan during the high season for festivals, late spring to early summer. They didn't get a chance to spend Dragon Boat Festival with their families, but that seems to be the way it is with the new festivals: Traditional holidays emphasize reuniting with family, but these new events call people away to celebrate with strangers and share in a public memory. The times have changed, as have the family and society. Of course festivals have changed with them.
