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Spain – Merida’s International Classical Theatre Festival  
 
Introduction 
 
Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival is the oldest Greco-Roman festival in Spain and it 
has taken place in the summertime annually since 1933. In the festival’s 59th edition in 2013, it will 
start on 7th July and end on 25th August. In earlier editions, the festival used to run from June until 
September. 
 
In the Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival, plays are normally held on a weekly basis 
from Wednesday to Sunday, with its present edition hosting a total of 35 days of performances 
using seven different plays. The festival also hosts seminars, discussion fora, award ceremonies, 
adult and children’s workshops, exhibitions and public lectures. Every effort is made for each play 
to have its own associated specialist public lecture. 
 

 
Figure 1. Calendar of plays for the 2012 edition of Mérida’s 

InternationalClassical Theatre Festival. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 
 

 
Figure 2. Festival venue – Mérida’s Roman theatre and amphitheatre. 

 
 
Mérida's Classical Theatre Festival is the most important festival of its type in Spain due to its 
unique combination of culture, events and, above all, its venue in the world’s oldest working 
theatre located in some of Europe’s best kept ancient Roman heritage. Since the festival’s first 
edition in 1933, other elements have been added to it’s programme including opera, ballet and 
classical music within the framework of its overall Greco-Roman theme. The venue for this festival 
is Mérida's historic and archeological town centre, which was granted UNESCO World Heritage Site 
status in 1993 and dates back the year 25 BC, when the town was founded by Emperor Augustus of 
Rome and given the name of Emerita Augusta. Mérida was a city built for leisure and 
entertainment from its outset, primarily as a retirement destination for former Roman legionnaires 
who had served in wars with Celtic, Iberian and Lusitanian tribes in today’s Spain and Portugal. Not 
surprisingly, etymologically the word Mérida has its origins in emerito, which means “retirement” in 
Latin. 
 
Over its 59 years of existence, Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival has attracted local, 
national and international directors and actors who have brought alive the grandeur of classical 
plays, where humour often mixed with satire and social criticism. 
 
 



  

 
 

 
Figure 3. Festival’s play staged at Mérida’s Roman theatre. 

 
 
In 2012, Spanish and international festival directors were invited to discuss issues linked to the 
future of their festivals, opportunities and artistic proposals. The meeting was attended by sixteen 
representatives of festivals in twelve countries, including Argentina, Colombia, Sweden, Romania 
and UK, among others. It was agreed that there is a need for policies that support cooperation 
between festivals through mechanisms such as co-productions and the production of shared 
programming schedules. Networking was also found to be essential for the survival of the festivals. 
The importance of joint management and funding models (e.g. public- private) was also discussed 
as a potential feasibility solution for future editions of festivals in Spain and internationally. 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Different play scenes at Mérida’s Roman theatre during the festival. 

 
 



  

 
 

 
Figure 5. Classical music performance during Mérida’s festival. 

 
 
The festival includes also street performances and plays in other parts of Mérida’s historic town 
centre. 
 
 

 
Figure 6. Street performances during Mérida’s festival. 

 
 
The festival’s main performances take place mainly in the Roman theatre, though other historic 
town centre venues are also used, including the Amphitheatre, the Temple of the goddess Diana, 
the Circus or The Alcazaba. 
 
 



  

 
 

The Roman Theatre 
 
This is the main venue for Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival and where most plays 
are staged. It was built by Marcus Agrippa, son-in-law of The Emperor Octavius Augustus between 
16 and 15 BC. Originally the theatre had capacity for 6,000 spectators. Today, it is one of Mérida’s 
most iconic Roman heritage spaces and is also a venue for the annual Junior Greco-Roman Theatre 
Festival in April-May, which involves school theatre companies all over Spain and Portugal.  
 

 

 
Figure 7. Locations of main historic buildings in 

Mérida where the festival is held. 
 

 
 
Temple of the goddess Diana 
 
This is the only Roman religious building well preserved of all those built in Emerita Augusta - as 
Mérida was known in the times of the Roman Empire -. This venue is used during the festival as a 
stage for amateur theatre companies. 

 
 



  

 
 

  
Figure 8. Temple of the goddess Diana and the same venue during a performance. 

 
 

 
The Roman Amphitheatre 
 
Located a few meters from the Roman theatre, this space was used mainly for Roman gladiator 
fights and shows with wild animals. It was inaugurated in the 8th century BC and had capacity for 
14,000 spectators. Today, this space is still used for some of Mérida’s festival performances.  
 
 

 

  
Figure 9. Roman Amphitheatre and the same venue during a performance. 

 
 

The Alcazaba 
 
This Arab fortress was built next to Mérida’s Roman bridge over the Guadiana River during the 
reign of the Emir of Córdoba Abd-al Rahman II. It is an impressive military compound with 
Roman, Visigothic and Arabic elements. This venue is used as a stage for fringe events of 
Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 



  

 
 

  
Figure 10. The Alcazaba and the same venue during a performance. 

 
 
The venues that host the Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival have not changed during 
the festival’s 59-year history, regardless of minor changes in terms of programme offer or 
organisation, and the town’s Roman heritage is closely associated to the brand of the festival. 
 
 
 
 

Management and financing 
 
Just over half of the funding (54%) for the festival’s annual budget is provided by public funds and 
particularly the Autonomous Regional Government of Extremadura, whilst most of the in-kind 
resources (e.g. security, infrastructure logistics, street cleaning) are provided by the Municipality of 
Mérida. In addition to these two major funders, other (minor) public funders include In addition to 
the Regional Government of Extremadura and the Municipality of MOther public sponsors include 
the Spanish Government’s Ministry for Education, Culture and Sport, the Province of Cáceres, the 
Province of Badajoz and two regional public banks, namely the Regional Bank of Extremadura and 
the Regional Bank of Badajoz. 
 
The festival’s strategic objectives today have remained unaltered over the festival’s 59-year history 
and continue to be aligned with those of the festival’s main founder and organiser – the Ministry 
for Education and Culture at the Autonomous Regional Government of Extremadura . These 
objectives can be summarised as: 
 

 Promoting and disseminating culture in the Autonomous Region of Extremadura. 

 Driving tourism to Extremadura. 

 Showcasing Extremadura nationally and internationally through culture. 

 Working efficiently (implementing cost savings, increasing audiences for play performamces 
and encouraging new funders)  

 
However, a significant proportion of the festival’s funding comes from other sources, namely: 
 

 40% of funding from ticket sales 

 6% of funding from private sponsors 
 
Among the festival’s (minor) private sector sponsors, there are several local hotels, radio stations, 
newspapers, companies that sale festival tickets privately and insurance companies. 
 



  

 
 

Increasing the amount of funding raised from the private sector (e.g. banks and 
telecommunications companies) remains one of the festival’s key challenges. In view of this, the 
Regional Government of Extremadura has hired a private sector market leader to manage the 
festival and increase the amount of funding raised from large private investors. At a much wider 
national level, there is also a need in Spain for a more attractive national policy framework for the 
funding of culture and the arts, but this is a competency of the Spanish government.  
 
Other bodies linked to the festival include the Consortium of the Historic (Monumental) City of 
Mérida, which is responsible for the conservation of the town’s monuments and historical sites), 
and a private sector company (contracted by the the Regional Government of Extremadura), which 
manages the artistic implementation of the festival. The full list of public and private sector 
contributors to the festival is shown below. 
 
 

 
Figure 11. Main contributor organisations (funding and resources) to Mérida’s 

InternationalClassical Theatre Festival. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



  

 
 

 

Table 1. Strategic SWOT analysis of Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival 
 

 

STRENGTHS 

 

WEAKNESSES 

 A leading festival internationally in 
the Greco-Roman festival arena 

 Unique identity 

 Full commitment to the festival of 
local and regional authorities. 

 Festival firmly linked to the image 
and brand of its host region and its 
culture. 

 

 Festival’s reliance on public funding 
with still a relatively small proportion 
of the budget from private sector 
funds. 
 

 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

 Using other cultural heritage sites 
for the festival (not only in Mérida 
but also in nearby villages)  may 
help to grow cooperation with 
current sponsors and widen 
participation. 

 Potential involvement of other 
organisations (e.g. universities, 
museums, Extremadura’s Regional 
Orchestra) in the development of 
new festival activities. 

 Attracting new private sector 
sponsors. 

 

 In the current fiscal regime, budget 
cuts affecting culture may soon have 
an impact on this festival too. Wider 
public sector funding cuts affecting 
culture may exacerbate this situation 
further. 

 Increasing complexity with regards to 
the coordination of all the 
organisations involved in the festival, 
especially in times of economic 
recession.  

 

 
 
Given that the festival is spread over a relatively long period (one month), it does not pose a major 
problem in terms of a peak use of resources over a very short time. Therefore, the festival’s 
demands on the town’s resources and its environment are hardly noticeable. 
  
The festival’strategic aims and objectives are firmly linked to those of its host city, and particularly 
in terms of image and promotion. The image of the festival is aligned with the intended strategic 
promotion that Mérida and its wider region want to project outwardly to visitorts as well as 
inwardly to residents. As the festival has priority status for its public funding bodies, it is unlikely it 
will disappear even in the current difficult fiscal regime. The festival makes a clear contribution to 
the town and region’s attractiveness with visitor (incl. overseas tourists) numbers increasing 
considerably during the festival. In 2012, 67,749 visitors attended the festival. This resulted in an 
effective increase of 26.5% with respect to the festival’s previous edition in 2011. Of this overall 
attendance figure, the vast majority of visitors (53,906) in 2012 attended one or more of the 
theatre plays performed. 1,843 people enjoyed at least two plays performed by local theatre 
companies in the Temple to the goddess Diana. This is an important outcome as the festival prides 
itself on its stewardship and promotion of local theatre companies. 



  

 
 

 
Another element of innovation offered by the festival, which helps to increase audiences in plays is 
an evening nursery-cresh service (22:00 hrs until late) offered free of charge to ticket-holding 
parents (5 euros per child for non-ticket holders) with children under 7 years of age a few metres 
form the Roman Theatre, though there do not appear to be statistics showing the impact on 
audience numbers and satisfaction of this added value service. 
 
Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival is promoted in a number of ways. Their outcomes 
are summarised below using data for its 2012 edition. 
 
  

 

Table 2. Festival promotion outcomes in 2012. 
 

 

 60 journalists accredited  (local, national and international media) 

 1,100 press and media appearances, of which: 

 Press: 505 articles (with readership of 90,613) 

 TV: 44 appearances (12,486 viewers) 

 Radio: 407 radio spots (25,301 listeners) 

 Internet: 182 news  
 

 In addition to this, social media (mainly Facebook and Twitter) was used to 
promote the festival 

 

 
 

In terms of environmental stewardship, the Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival prides 
itself for its good practice in terms of effective use of budget and resources. Reducing energy 
consumption, waste, noise and overall use of resources are priorities for the the festival’s 
management team, though the key strategic festival impact reduction priorities are (in order of 
importance): 
 

1. Conservation of historical festival venues (Roman Theatre, Amphitheatre, etc).  
2. Cost savings. 
3. Interventions benefitting the environment and the general public. 

 
 
Guidelines and procedures for the implementation of these strategic impact reduction priorities are 
currently under development, primarily for the first two. The conservation of the festival’s historical 
venues can be a contested aim during the festival as theatre companies often tend to prioritise 
creative freedom over the physical conservation of the monument hosting the event. 
 
 
 



  

 
 

The Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival has introduced two initiatives, which could be 
deemed best practice in Spain in terms of festival-led social sustainability. These are outlined briefly 
below.  
 
 
Accessible theatre 
 
Disabled people are often deprived of the experiences offered by festivals. Facilitating this can 
contribute to social inclusion. 
 
Sensory accessibility has already been tackled in Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival. 
Physical accessibility is also provided through the elimination of architectural barriers. The next step 
to be addressed is providing universal access to the festival for disabled people including the hard 
of hearing and visually impaired. 
 
In 2012, eight theatre play performances were sensory accessible. Special equipment for the hard 
of hearing and visually impaired was also available deaf thanks to the Vodafone Spain Foundation 
and other NGOs. Incluidng aptent Be Accessible!, Life and the Association of  Psychiatrists. Each 
play performance was accompanied by an audio facility for the visually impaired. In addition to this, 
a magnetic induction loop system was available for the hard of hearing. Specialised staff help was 
also made available for people with other disabilities, including the provision of information in 
Braille for the visually impaired. These facilities enabled universal access to performances in the 
Roman Theatre in 2012 regardless of dissability. 
 
 
 
Cooperation agreement with Extremadura’s Iberdown Association 
 
Two young people with Down syndrome became members of the festival’s organising team as a 
result of an agreement signed between Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival and 
Extremadura’s Association for Standardisation and Social Inclusion of People with Down Syndrome 
(Extremadura Iberdown), which helps people with Down syndrome and other mental disabilities to 
become productive members of society and the labour market. These two members of the team 
distributed leaflets during festival performances under the monotoring and supervision of  
specialist staff. 
 
 
 
 
 

Festival impact evaluation and performance monitoring 
 
 

Although noise, heat and vibration levels associated with the festival are routinelly monitored, 
Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival does not monitor its impact on the environment, 
but choses to focus instead on impact issues related to the conservation of the historic and 
archeological sites that play host to it. 



  

 
 

 
Festival noise is an important issue not only for nearby residents but also for the archaeological 
sites that host the festival. A technical study is currently under way on the effects of festival noise 
levels on the monuments and archaeological sites that host the festival. Heat is also an important 
issue due to its effect on stone and resins, particularly given that certain parts of the Roman 
Theatre were restored in the past using resins as a bonding agent. Given that heat (e.g. fire pyres) is 
used for certain theatre play performances, this needs to be carefully monitored. In any case, the 
use of fire is only allowed in the festival provided it can be easily brought under control (e.g. gas-
fuelled fire). As part of planning procedures for this purpose, the calorific capacity of fires is 
assessed in each case with minimum distances established to any nearby monuments and 
archaeological sites. 
 
In general terms, the festival’s organisers see the fulfilment of their two top impact reduction 
priorities (1. Conservation of historical festival venues; 2. Implementing cost savings) as evidence of 
environmmental stewardship and commutment to the principles of sustainable development given 
that thoughtful use of resources would generally go hand in hand with these. 
 
Challenges still remain with regards to the festival’s impact. These include the provision of better 
facilities for accessibility and other uses (e.g. specifically designed access ramps, scaffolds for 
lighting and sound, fixed and well integrated toilets for public use, etc). Specialist access ramps and 
theatre scaffolds are currently being designed. The construction of integrated facilities for public 
use (e.g. toilets) is planned for future editions of the festival. These permanent features will avoid 
the annual assembly and decomissioning of structures associated with these services, therefore 
reducing the use of resources and waste. 
 
Broadly speaking, local residents share the organisers’ approach and strategic priorities to 
minimising the festival’s impact, though there do not appear to be survey-based statististics to 
support this assertion. Most resident complaints received every year tend to be related to noise 
levels, given that theatre performances take place late in the evenings to avoid the daytime heat of 
summer, which can reach 40 C in this part of Spain. Noise complaints associated with catering 
establishments nearby, such as a café-bar located within the festival’s area where teatre goers tend 
to often have a drink after performance, which normally finish at 00:30 hrs, have also been an issue 
in the past. As a result of this, the location of this café-bar was changed in order to reduce 
disturbance to nearby residents. 
 
One of the most innovative elements of practice of this festival is the integration of theatre with 
ancient history in historic and archeological sites. A recent survey of visitors showed that the 
majority of them approve of the continued use of these sites (incl. Roman Theatre) for public 
performances as part of the festival and enjoy the contrast between old and new when visiting 
ancient Roman buildings surrounded by modern (temporary) festival structures. 
 
The main obstacles faced by the festival’s organisers with regards to trying to minimise the impact 
of Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival include: 
 

 Coordination of all organisations and stakeholders involved in the festival  

 Differing stakeholder priorities with regards to the protection of the environment and the 
integrity of the monuments that host the festival 



  

 
 

 Financial constraints 

 Coordination and policing of festival impact reduction procedures and guidelines 

 Limited contribution from public funds (in-kind and financial) for the conservation of cultural 
heritage 

 Low levels of engagement from the Spanish government when the Consortium for the 
Monumental City of Mérida proposes new actions for the conservation and protection of 
local cultural heritage  

 Environment protection is not a key priority area. Other issues appear to be more 
important, including economic sustainability and the conservation of heritage, both of 
which could be broadly categorised as sustainable development categories anyway 

 No specific policy developed yet for the festival’s sustainability and environmental impact 
 
 
Further festival impact reduction areas remain to be tackled. These include: 
 

 Reduction of CO2 emissions. At present, traffic access to the area before and during the 
festival is carefully managed, though the main priority remains reducing load and vibration 
levels that could be harmful to nearby monuments and archaeological sites. 

 Energy usage. Energy efficient LED bulbs are used wherever possible but not much 
consideration appears to have been given yet to renewable or off-grid energy sources such 
as solar power. 

 Waste reduction. No segregation of waste is in place yet, which would allow for greater 
levels of recycling. 

 Air pollution. The festival does not see itself as a major contributor to air pollution, so no 
specific measures are being implemented on this front. 

 

 
 

Further information 
 
For further information about the Mérida’s International Classical Theatre Festival, please contact: 
 
 
Javier Montero Larizgoitia 
Industrial Engineer 
Municipality of Mérida 
 
Tel.:  00 34 924 38 01 00 (ext. 7255) 
Email:  javier.montero@merida.es  
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