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Justification 
 
 
The Netherlands has a vast supply of ensembles, podia, concert organisations and 
composers. At the request of Music Center the Netherlands music publicist Saskia Törnqvist 
wrote this brochure. It briefly sketches a clear overview of this enormous diversity. There has 
been no intention for completeness. Due to the enormity of initiatives in the Netherlands that 
would also be an impossible undertaking. 
 
Music Center the Netherlands welcomes your response. Comments, additions and new 
information which professionals in the Netherlands and abroad can use to their advantage are 
all greatly appreciated. 
 
Amsterdam, September 2009 
 
 
Translation: John Lydon/Muse Translations 
 
 
 
 
 
Music Center the Netherlands 
Rokin 111 
1012 KN  AMSTERDAM 
T + 31 (0)20 344 6000 
F + 31 (0)20 673 35 88 
info@mcn.nl 
www.mcn.nl  
 
Music Center the Netherlands (MCN) is the resource and promotion center for the professional music world. Its 
mission is to propagate and enhance the position of Dutch musical life, both nationally and internationally. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DISCLAIMER: While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information on 
this publication, Music Center the Netherlands gives no explicit or implied guarantee of its 
completeness and accuracy. Music Center the Netherlands is therefore not liable for any 
direct or indirect loss due to errors in this publication. 
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De Liefdesbrief (The Love Letter) 
Johannes Vermeer 

 

General introduction  
With 16.5 million inhabitants, the Netherlands is one of the most densely populated countries 
in the world. Its economic, social and cultural center lies in the Randstad, the urban region of 
Western Holland, with Amsterdam at its epicenter as capital, the seat of government in The 
Hague, the harbor city Rotterdam, and the more centrally situated Utrecht. About 40 percent 
of the Netherlands, including the Randstad, consists of polders and lies beneath sea level; the 
coastal and river regions are protected from flooding by dikes and other structures.  
 
The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy in which the monarch’s power is extremely 
limited; it is the prime minister and Cabinet members bearing the responsibilities of 
government. The country is divided into 12 provinces, each subdivided into smaller 
municipalities. The provinces have an important coordinating role in various areas of public 
policy, for example water management.  
 
Dutch is the official national language of the Netherlands; Frisian is also officially recognized 
in the province of Friesland. The majority of the Dutch have a fair to capable command of 
English as well as some ability in German and/or French. The ethnic makeup of the Dutch 
population has changed considerably in recent decades. Initially, immigrants to the 
Netherlands came primarily from the former Dutch colonies (present-day Indonesia, Suriname 
and the Netherlands Antilles); later, immigrants from other nations – especially Turkey and 
Morocco – became increasingly prevalent. Today, the Randstad in particular harbors an 
astonishing number of nationalities.  
 
Multicultural society remains fairly new to the older ethnic Dutch, who experienced the period 
of “sectionalism”. Up to the early 1970s, there was a clear division between the two traditional 
religious groups: the Protestants (mostly north of the large rivers) and Catholics (mostly south 
of the large rivers). This sectionalism also manifested itself in politics, the media and 
education, so that Protestants and Catholics could live in separate spheres. The rise of free-
thinking in the wake of international developments 
in the 1960s and ’70s largely put an end to the 
sectionalism. Most Dutch today are not so 
religiously oriented, pursuing instead an individual 
lifestyle more suited to their person. Tolerance and 
freedom of expression have fervent supporters. 
 
Many Dutch tout the traditional mercantile and 
enterprising spirit, national traits whose roots lie in 
the Golden Age (ca. 1600-1672), when Dutch 
merchant ships sailed the world’s oceans. One 
lasting consequence of this legacy is the enormous 
curiosity the Dutch have for things outside the 
Netherlands. It comes as no surprise, then, that 
Dutch cultural life is a blend of disparate elements 
and has plenty of room for the experimental and 
strange alongside tried and tested forms of artistic 
expression. For artists, it is both a joy and a 
challenge to be a part of it.  
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Concertgebouw, Amsterdam, 1902 
Photo: Jacob Olie 

Concert Life in the Netherlands 

Financial resources for cultural and musical policy  

In the Netherlands, the national, provincial and municipal governments all fund cultural policy. 
About 60 percent of the funding comes from municipalities, 30 percent from the national 
government and 10 percent from the provinces. The national funding reaches the cultural 
sector through various channels: The minister of education, culture and science, advised by 
the Council for Culture, maps out the details in his Cultural Memorandum. The money is 
channeled through structural and incidental subsidies and public cultural grants.  
 
One important public cultural fund for classical music in the Netherlands is the Netherlands 
Fund for Perfoming Arts+ (Nederlands Fonds voor Podiumkunsten, NFPK+). Many private funds and 
initiatives also contribute financial means. Among the well-known private funds are the 
VSBfonds, the Prins Bernhard Cultuurfonds and the VandenEnde Foundation. Increasingly, 
artists, performers and venues seek funding from sponsors or other sources to decrease their 
dependence on subsidies. This ‘cultural entrepreneurship’ has been increasingly encouraged 
by the government as a way of bringing supply and demand more in line with each other and 
of lessening the pressure on government funding. Parallel with this development, a growing 
number of artists have been promoting themselves, particularly via the internet.   

Overview of Dutch Musical Life 

Dutch musical life is especially rich and varied. The entire cultural season, music-lovers 
throughout the country have access to relatively nearby performances of music fitting their 
taste. The possibilities range from orchestral music to experimental crossovers and early 
music to opera.     
 
The major cities of the Randstad, the social and 
economic center, are where musical life is at its most 
concentrated, particularly Amsterdam, Rotterdam and 
Utrecht. There music-lovers find an ample supply of 
sustained concert series in a range of genres. Various 
orchestras are based in Amsterdam (among them the 
Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra and the Netherlands 
Philharmonic Orchestra), which has several major 
concert halls (the Concertgebouw, Muziekgebouw aan ’t 
IJ) and is moreover the home of De Nederlandse Opera. 
Amsterdam is the pre-eminent festival city: in addition to 
the prestigious Holland Festival, it offers a wealth of 
thematic music festivals held in the large, medium and 
small concert hall circuits. Rotterdam is the home of the 
Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra, de Doelen concert 
hall and the Gergiev Festival. Utrecht is internationally 
known as a music city because of the Festival Oude 
Muziek Utrecht (Early Music Festival). Construction is 
under way in Utrecht on Het Muziekpaleis, a venue with 
various halls dedicated to different genres.  
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The Prinsengrachtconcert during the Grachtenfestival 

In the main cities elsewhere in the Netherlands (Groningen, Enschede, Arnhem, Maastricht 
and Eindhoven), regional orchestras and concert halls provide a steady supply of music. 
Networks of halls and special venues (churches, castles, galleries, etc.), stretching even to 
rural areas, present chamber music in concert series and festivals. In addition, new music has 
its own circuit of venues. Podium listings are available from Music Center The Netherlands 
(MCN). MCN organizes the annual Chamber Music Day, a national gathering for all those 
actively involved in chamber music.  
 
Radio 4, the Dutch classical music radio station, participates in this varied concert life, making 
for example live recordings. The radio concert series broadcast live are the Saturday Matinee 
series from the Amsterdam Concertgebouw, the Sunday Morning Concert (idem), the 
Vredenburg Friday (Utrecht) and the Thursday Evening Series (from Muziekgebouw aan ’t IJ). 
These series offer a sampling of the leading Dutch and international soloists and ensembles. 
The radio orchestras contribute greatly to these concerts. 

Festivals  

Other than in France, for instance, where most concerts are presented in connection with 
festivals, efforts are made in the Netherlands to achieve the highest degree of consistency in 
concert series and the best possible geographic distribution of concerts. Still, one also finds a 
certain amount of ‘festivalization’ here, namely in the Randstad. 

 
Prominent in Amsterdam is the 
Holland Festival , held each June 
since 1947 at a variety of venues. 
The festival focuses on trend-
setting performance arts and 
artists, both Dutch and foreign. 
Each year, it places certain musical 
styles and/or composers in the 
spotlight, emphasizing in particular 
20th- and 21st- century music. In 
addition, a number of smaller, more 
or less specialized festivals may be 
found throughout the year at 
Muziekgebouw aan ’t IJ in 

Amsterdam. These include the International Gaudeamus Music Week  (which also has a 
competition for young composers), the International Gaudeamus Interpreters Competition , 
the Dutch Music Days  and the Cello Biennial . The Grachtenfestival , with indoor and 
outdoor performances, has been very successful, drawing each year large and diversified 
audiences. Every August, crowds turn out for the Uitmarkt , where orchestras and ensembles 
preview what is on the program that season in Amsterdam and other Dutch locations. The 
success of the Uitmarkt has prompted similar initiative in a number of other cities.  
 
Each year since 1982, the Festival Oude Muziek Utrecht  has surveyed Dutch and 
international developments in the performance of early music. The term “early music” has 
become noticeably more flexible over the years. Stravinsky’s Le Sacre played on authentic 
instruments? In 2008, neither the public nor press thought it odd.  
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Storioni Trio 
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Isabelle van Keulen  
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Lars Wouters van de 
Oudenweijer 
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The Gergiev Festival  in Rotterdam has generated enormous interest in the Netherlands and 
abroad. Valery Gergiev, on being appointed chief conductor of the Rotterdam Philharmonic 
Orchestra in 1995, began the grandly conceived music festival that – not surprisingly – often 
features Russian masters. Adding to the festival’s interest are the many fringe presentations 
of chamber music, films, educational concerts and other events. 
 

 
In chamber music in the Netherlands, like other European countries, many initiatives were 
begun by relatively young musicians. In 1997, the violinist Isabelle van Keulen started the 
Delft Chamber Music Festival , for which she secured the participation of a choice group of 
Dutch and foreign musicians. In 2007, she passed the baton to Liza Ferschtman. A similar 
initiative is the International Chamber Music Festival Utrecht , founded in 2003, with the 
violinist Janine Jansen as artistic director. That same year, the violinist Eva Stegeman began 
International Chamber Music Festival  The Hague , in which she plays a central role. The 
Toonfestival  in ’s-Hertogenbosch was put together by the clarinetist Lars Wouter van de 
Oudenweijer. Its programming focuses on chamber music for wind instruments. The Storioni 
Festival  in Eindhoven is an ambitious undertaking in which members of the Storioni Trio host 
soloists of international stature. An old favorite is the Orlando Festival , which for a good 25 
years has been held for two weeks every summer at Rolduc Abbey in Kerkrade, Limburg. 
There, professional musicians give performances and master classes for (amateur) 
musicians. Finally, the Holland Music Sessions  in the Bergen and Alkmaar, North-Holland, 
are well worth mentioning. In these, an international group of talented young musicians 
perform and participate in master classes for a month during the summer. Some are then 
selected to perform in the Recital Hall of the Amsterdam Concertgebouw. 
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Orchestras, ensembles, soloists, etc.     

To give an idea of the scope of professional music in the Netherlands, we offer a list of 
leading orchestras, ensembles, choirs, chamber music groups, opera companies, soloists and 
conductors. The survey, however, is just a random indication of what is actually available, 
which far exceeds what is listed here. This caveat applies especially to chamber music 
groups, soloists and conductors. A survey of what is available in chamber music can be found 
on the website www.kamermuziekserver.nl. At this site, musicians, ensembles and venues 
can also make a profile page. MCN is currently developing a digital music encyclopedia. It will 
present the most comprehensive survey possible of music in the Netherlands.       
 
 
·  Symphony orchestras and chamber orchestras (enrolled with the Nederlandse 

Associatie voor de Podiumkunsten) 
Arnhem Philharmonic Orchestra (Arnhem) (Het Gelders Orkest) 
The Brabant Orchestra (Eindhoven)  
The Hague Philharmonic (The Hague) (Residentie Orkest)  
Holland Symfonia (Haarlem) 
Limburg Symphony Orchestra (Maastricht)  
Netherlands Philharmonic Orchestra / Netherlands Chamber Orchestra (Amsterdam) 
The Netherlands Symphony Orchestra (Enschede) (Orkest van het Oosten) 
Netherlands Radio Philharmonic Orchestra / Netherlands Radio Chamber Philharmonic 
Metropole Orchestra (Hilversum, Netherlands Broadcasting Music Center) 
North Netherlands Symphony Orchestra (Groningen)  
The Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra (Rotterdam)  
Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra (Amsterdam)   

 
·  Opera 

De Nederlandse Opera (Amsterdam)  
Opera Zuid (Maastricht) 
Nationale Reisopera (Enschede) 

 
·  Choirs 

Cappella Amsterdam 
Netherlands Chamber Choir 
Netherlands Radio Choir (Groot Omroepkoor) 

 
·  Large and small ensembles for new music (selection)  

a.o. Asko|Schönberg, DoelenEnsemble, Electra, Ensemble MAE, Insomnio, Ives 
Ensemble, Lunapark, Nieuw Ensemble, orkest de ereprijs, Rosa Ensemble, The Hague 
Percussion (Slagwerk Den Haag) 

 
·  Large ensembles with a mixed profile (selection) 

a.o. Amsterdam Sinfonietta, Nederlands Blazers Ensemble 
 
·  Early Music (selection) 

a.o. Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra, Camerata Trajectina, Combattimento Consort 
Amsterdam, De Nederlandse Bachvereniging, Ensemble Cordevento, Ensemble 
Schönbrunn, Holland Baroque Society, La Sfera Armoniosa, Musica ad Rhenum, Música 
Temprana, Orchestra of the Eighteenth Century 

 
·  Chamber music ensembles (selection) 

a.o. Amstel Quartet, Amsterdam Loeki Stardust Quartet, Aurelia Saxophone Quartet, 
Brisk Recorder Quartet Amsterdam, Calefax reed quintet, Doelen Quartet, Duo Bilitis, 
Duo Toeac, EnsembleCaméléon, Frommermann, Matangi Quartet, Navarra String 
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Quartet, Osiris Trio, Parkanyi Quartet, Pianoduo Scholtes-Janssens, Romeo Quartet, 
Rubens Quartet, Sax & Stix, Storioni Trio, Trio Suleika, Utrecht String Quartet, Zapp 
String Quartet  

 
·  Soloists (selection)   

a.o. Esther Apituley (vla), Arno Bornkamp (sax), Erik Bosgraaf (rec) Ronald Brautigam 
(pno) Anner Bijlsma (vcl), Felecia van den End (fl), Liza Ferschtman (vln), Martyn van 
den Hoek (pno), Mariana Izman (pno), Fred Jacobs (lute), Janine Jansen (vln), Ivo 
Janssen (pno), Isabelle van Keulen (vln), Ton Koopman (org, hpsd), Reinbert de Leeuw 
(pno), Gustav Leonhardt (org, hpsd), Arnold Marinissen (perc), Lavinia Meijer (hrp), 
Tomoko Mukaiyama (pno), Bart van Oort (fpno), Eleonore Pameijer (fl), Ralph van Raat 
(pno), Jörgen van Rijen (trb), Bart Schneemann (ob), Marieke Schneemann (fl), Emmy 
Verhey (vln), Quirine Viersen (vcl), Rian de Waal (pno), Gwyneth Wentink (hrp), Lars 
Wouters van den Oudenweijer (cl), Pieter Wispelwey (vcl), Jacques Zoon (fl)  

 
·  Vocalists (selection) 

a.o. Marcel Beekman, Cora Burggraaf, Barbara Hannigan, Robert Holl, Maarten 
Koningsberger, Miranda van Kralingen, Tania Kross, Charlotte Margiono, Claron 
McFadden, Henk Neven, Helena Rasker, Charlotte Riedijk, Christianne Stotijn, Eva-
Maria Westbroek, Johannette Zomer 

 
·  Conductors  (selection) 

a.o. Frans Brüggen, Bernard Haitink, Micha Hamel, Jurjen Hempel, Ton Koopman, 
Reinbert de Leeuw, Lawrence Renes, Ed Spanjaard, Otto Tausk, Jos van Veldhoven, 
Lucas Vis, Edo de Waart, Jaap van Zweden 
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Willem Mengelberg 

A characteristic supply of music 

Music suppliers in the Netherlands try to meet as far as possible the demands of their equally 
curious and critical public. Many Dutch ensembles, chamber music ensembles and soloists 
are accustomed to innovative and experimental programming, through which they often place 
the standard repertoire in surprising new contexts. Increasingly, interaction is sought with 
other art forms, such as dance, theater, poetry and the graphic and audio-visual arts.  
 
And so we arrive at the topic of concert conventions: many musicians and composers seek 
alternatives to traditional concert practices. Musical events are often held at unexpected 
locations and times. Examples may be found in the large-scale projects organized by the 
composer Merlijn Twaalfhoven with his foundation “La Vie sur Terre”, in which the audience 
becomes a participant in the “choreography” of music, media, theater, or what have you. The 
minimalistic compositions of Simeon ten Holt, too, have inspired many experimental 
performances: at times, for example, his Canto Ostinato could be heard in the halls of train 
stations, parks and public squares and even in daylong performances. The performances of 
Veenfabriek, a flexible music theater company whose driving force is Paul Koek, may also be 
held at the most unlikely places, such as a factory hall, a warehouse, or even an airport. 

The emergence of the ensemble culture: a retrospect ive 

 The adventurous programming mentioned above came for 
a large part from the wave of emancipation that swept 
across the sectionalist nation around 1970. Previously, 
Dutch musical life was essentially conventional and rather 
narrow-minded. There was, of course, the Concertgebouw 
Orchestra, renowned for its close affiliation with 
internationally celebrated conductors and famous for its 
Mahler and Bruckner traditions, which came into being 
under Willem Mengelberg and Eduard van Beinum. Still, 
the Netherlands lacked a clear musical identity of its own. 
Many Dutch composers aligned themselves with a 
German-oriented or French-oriented school, but there was 
no distinctly Dutch sound – despite the intensive efforts of 
the composer Willem Pijper.  
 
The general opinion is that this state of affairs underwent a change at the end of the 1960s. 
Inspired by the explosive student demonstrations in Paris and Berlin around 1968, young 
Dutch artists formed action committees and sought confrontation with the musical 
establishment. Young composers joined forces and, calling themselves “de Notenkrakers” 
[The Nutcrackers], demonstrated in the Concertgebouw against its conservative 
programming. Decades later, some of these Notenkrakers had themselves become the 
musical establishment. Several – such as the composer Louis Andriessen, conductor 
Reinbert de Leeuw and improvisational pianist Misha Mengelberg – have been held in high 
regard internationally for decades.  
 
Concurrent with this cultural about-face of the 1960s and ’70s came the founding of medium-
large ensembles (excluding the Netherlands Wind Ensemble, which was established in 1959). 
These ensembles often propagated the newest music or explored the twilight zone between 
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composed and improvised music. “High” and “low” art 
became merged; other artistic disciplines were 
involved in the music; composers entered into non-
hierarchic collaborations with each other; new 
performance concepts were tested. Striking projects 
were undertaken by the Asko Ensemble, the Instant 
Composers Pool, the Willem Breuker Collective, 
Orkest de Volharding, the Maarten Altena Ensemble, 
the Nieuw Ensemble and the Schönberg Ensemble. 
Even today, some of these ensembles are still a 
source of inspiration and provide a frame of reference 
for younger ensembles. 
 

Traditional chamber music ensembles 

The developments described above leave unmentioned that there is a steady, ample supply 
of traditional chamber music, too. The Netherlands has a number of string quartets, piano 
trios, and a wide range of other instrumental combinations that perform at a very high level. 
This comes largely from the specialization made possible in much musical education: various 
conservatories offer master’s studies in chamber music, and there is no shortage of students. 
The Dutch String Quartet Academy (Nederlandse StrijkKwartet Academie, NSKA) is paying off. At a 
host of competitions, such as the chamber music competition in Almere, chamber music 
ensembles get the chance to compare themselves with others.  
And there are many performance opportunities for chamber music ensembles. Alongside the 
major concert halls exists a large circuit of smaller venues presenting some 3,300 concerts 
per year. 

Early music                       

Simultaneously with the emergence of the ensemble culture 
over the 1970s, another characteristic development presented 
itself: the pioneering work of early music experts such as 
Frans Brüggen and Gustav Leonhardt bore fruit. Baroque 
ensembles seemed to spring everywhere into existence, 
conservatories established specialized Baroque departments, 
and in 1982, Utrecht created its own Festival Oude Muziek 
(Early Music Festival). During this period, the Netherlands -- 
along with Flanders, Great Britain and Basel, Switzerland -- 
was a “breeding ground” for early music. And it still has a 
large supply of very high quality ensembles specialized in 
early music. A number of these ensembles (such as Ton 
Koopman’s Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra and Frans 
Brüggen’s Orchestra of the Eighteenth Century) are 
internationally acclaimed. In many aspects, the organizational 
structure of these “authentic” orchestras resembles that of the 
ensembles for new music, maintaining the flexibility to perform 
in various settings and having but a thin dividing line between 
the conductor and members of the orchestra.  
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Opera 

Opera is a sector of music whose audience has greatly expanded. In Amsterdam, in 
particular, The Netherlands Opera has for some time been able to count on a massive and 
faithful audience. Pierre Audi unquestionably played a large role in this with his innovative 
productions that put Amsterdam on the map as an opera center. For those who find 
Amsterdam or Maastricht (home of Opera Zuid) too far, there is the Nationale Reisopera 
(Dutch Touring Opera Company), which stages about six productions annually at some 15 
theaters across the country.     
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Composition in the Netherlands 

The Netherlands is known as a country of great painters, not composers. And it would be 
difficult, indeed, to compete on the same level as giants like Rembrandt, Vermeer, Van Gogh 
and Mondriaan. Still, the Netherlands has produced a number of composers of high-quality 
music.  
 
In 17th-century Europe, “The Republic of the Seven United Netherlands” was something of an 
outsider with its republican form of government. This form of government took shape during 
the “Golden Age” (ca. 1600-1672), when the Dutch economy blossomed as a result of 
overseas trade. Many of the merchants involved became fabulously wealthy, and they 
invested much of their money in the arts and sciences. Thus, it was not the church or royal 
court, but well-to-do merchants became the most important patrons of the arts. 

 
The greatest Dutch composer of the Golden Age was without 
doubt Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck (1562-1621) , organist of 
the Oude Kerk in Amsterdam. Sweelinck left a large body of 
sacred and secular music for a cappella choir, organ and 
harpsichord. After his death, many of his German students 
continued his finely wrought contrapuntal style in their early 
Baroque music.  
 
 From the 18th century, three composers stand out: the 
“imported Dutchman” Pietro Antonio Locatelli (1695-1764) , 
the “exported Dutchman” Willem de Fesch (1687-ca.1760) , 
and Count Unico Wilhelm van Wassenaer  (1692-1766). The 

Italian Locatelli gave up an international career as a violinist to take up residence in 
Amsterdam, where he composed a large oeuvre that he published himself. His music brought 
the style of Vivaldi, Sammartini and Tartini to the Low Countries. De Fesch, also a virtuoso 
violinist, came from Alkmaar. He became the music director of the cathedral in Antwerp but 
left for London in 1731, where he worked in Handel’s shadow as an independent artist until 
his death. Count Unico Wilhelm van Wassenaer’s Concerti armonici are of the highest 
professional quality. Only in 1979 was it discovered that these masterpieces were not the 
work of Pergolesi or Ricciotti, as was presumed, but of the inspired amateur composer Van 
Wassenaer.  
 
The 19th century also produced a number of Dutch composers 
whose works are still performed today. Johannes Bernardus 
van Bree  (1801-1857), for example, wrote numerous orchestral 
pieces on commission from the Amsterdam “music temple” Felix 
Meritis and was in addition a successful opera composer. His 
Allegro for Four String Quartets remains to this day a favorite of 
many string orchestras. Johannes Verhulst  (1816-1891) and 
Julius Röntgen  (1855-1932) also composed impressive 
oeuvres. Both maintained contact with fellow composers abroad: 
Verhulst, who lived for an extended period in Germany, with 
Robert Schumann, among others, and Röntgen with Edvard 
Grieg. 
 



Page 14  © Muziek Center the Netherlands 2009  

 
Alphons Diepenbrock 
Photo: Nederlands Muziek Insituut 

 
Louis Andriessen 

 Around the turn of the century, Dutch musical life gained new 
momentum with the Concertgebouw and in 1888 the founding 
of the Concertgebouw Orchestra, which quickly was 
transformed into a world famous orchestra under the 
conductor Willem Mengelberg. On its music stands the 
“contemporary music” of Richard Strauss and Gustav Mahler, 
among others, could be found. The Austro-Germanic musical 
idiom strongly influenced the young Dutch composer 
Alphons Diepenbrock (1862-1921) , as can be heard for 
example in his well known orchestral song Im grossen 
Schweigen. Diepenbrock later shifted his focus to French 
Impressionism, a development illustrating the “French-
German dilemma” many Dutch composers of the time saw 
themselves facing.  
 

One composer who transcended this issue was Matthijs Vermeulen (1888-1967 ). His seven 
symphonies are a record of the development of a passionate and autonomous spirit. Unlike 
Vermeulen, who stayed largely on the sidelines of Dutch musical life, his contemporary 
Willem Pijper (1894-1947) was often in the spotlight, also as the author of fierce musical 
polemics. Pijper worked toward the creation of a distinctive Dutch sound whose defining 
characteristics would include polytonality and “germ cell technique.”  
 
The influence of Pijper, Vermeulen, and particularly French Impressionism resonates in the 
exquisite oeuvre of Rudolf Escher (1912-1980) . His music joins complexity with a striking 
clarity that invariably respects the tonic-oriented ear. Very different is the music of his 
contemporary Kees van Baaren (1906-1970) , whose fascination with twelve-tone technique 
and serialism reverberated in his relatively small, but special oeuvre.  
 
Some of Van Baaren’s students greatly influenced Dutch music. Among this group are Louis 
Andriessen (1939) , Peter Schat (1935-2003) , Reinbert de Leeuw (1938)  and Jan van 
Vlijmen (1935-2004) . Though each would veer off in a personal direction, they initially shared 
the same activism: as “de Notenkrakers” they manned the barricades to fight for an open, 
innovative and democratic musical culture.  
 

Louis Andriessen was (and still is) perhaps the trendsetter. 
With his composition De Staat he shook the foundations of 
the musical establishment and gained an international 
reputation as the leader of new music in the Netherlands. As 
a co-founder of the ensemble culture, Andriessen made a 
plea for tearing down the barriers between pop music, 
classical music, jazz and avant-garde. His many, often 
monumental compositions testify to his sustained conviction 

to this artistic and social creed. Around Andriessen gathered a group of like-minded 
composers, known as “The Hague School,” among whom are Cornelis de Bondt (1953)  and 
Diderik Wagenaar (1946) . Their conceptual and finely chiseled compositions are still held as 
exemplary of the new Dutch music.  
 
With Peter Schat, the artistic process unfolded differently. Schat began as one of the “angry 
young men” who delivered his social commentary in hybrid and complicated music, but he 
later developed into a composer who sought expression by means of his self-designed “Tone 
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Clock,” an ingenious harmonic model in which various tonalities and modulation techniques 
can change the color of the music. Various composers around the world have adopted the 
Tone Clock.  
 
Characteristic of Dutch composition since about 1970 is its multiformity and great artistic 
freedom. Ton de Leeuw (1926-1996)  and Theo Loevendie (1930)  found inspiration in the 
music of Asia and Africa; Misha Mengelberg (1935) , Willem Breuker (1944)  and Guus 
Janssen (1951)  explore the boundaries between improvised and composed music; Tristan 
Keuris (1946-1996)  sought the essence of beauty in the orchestra; Otto Ketting (1935)  is a 
lone traveler through a multicolored musical landscape; Dick Raaijmakers (1930)  turns 
sound inside-out with electronic equipment, while the possibilities of the electronic studio 
inspired Jan Boerman (1923)  and Ton Bruynèl (1934-1998) to the creation of shimmering 
soundscapes.    
 

 
 
Around the arrival of the new millennium, a new sound entered into Dutch music. A number of 
composers – such as Joep Franssens (1955) , Jeff Hamburg (1956)  and Jacob ter 
Veldhuis (1951)  – turned to a new euphony, embracing the viewpoint that new music does 
not have to be jarring.  
 
The unlimited musical freedom of Dutch composers has tremendous powers of attraction, as 
witness the foreign composition students who flock to the Netherlands to study and often end 
up staying. But such freedom does not necessarily constitute heaven on earth. Composers 
like Michel van der Aa (1970) , Willem Jeths (1959) , Richard Rijnvos (1964) , Calliope 
Tsoupaki (1963)  and Rob Zuidam (1964)  see themselves as challenged by the freedom to 
create their own recognizable sound world and set their own boundaries. The youngest 
generation of composers, too, see themselves confronted more by their own artistic 
conscience than by the dogma of their predecessors. It leads to exciting compositions with a 
highly personal signature. 
 
 
 


