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Moving the audience: Dutch landscape experienced through the
SummerJazzCycleTour
Marline Lisette Wilders and Loes Rusch

Department of Musicology, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Geographical location plays an important role in the form and experience of
music festivals. This article explores how the landscape shapes the uses,
experiences and meaning of a music festival, by a close study of the
SummerJazzCycleTour (ZomerJazzFietsTour). This is a summer festival that
has been organised for over 30 years in the Reitdiep valley, the oldest cultural
landscape of Northwest Europe, situated in the most Northern region of the
Netherlands. Festivalgoers’ experiences tell us how the characteristic loca-
tions and the act of cycling from one venue to the other affect both themusic
and the festival experience, and provide insight in the perception and the role
of the landscape therein. The results are drawn from focus group interviews
held with festival attendees, completed with participant observations during
the 30th jubilee edition of the festival in 2016 and the 31st edition in 2017.
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Introduction

The SummerJazzCycleTour (ZomerJazzFietsTour), is a one-day community-based jazz festival
that takes place annually on the last Saturday of August in the Reitdiep valley, a rural area in the
province of Groningen, the most Northern region of the Netherlands. Festivalgoers cycle from
one concert venue to the other, traversing the oldest cultural landscape of Northwest Europe. The
scenery of ancient mounds, watercourses, land patterns, roads and dikes have remained virtually
unchanged since the Middle Ages, and the area has been under protection since 1936. For over
eighty years the local landscape and preservation organisation Stichting Het Groninger Landschap
has been dedicated to the acquisition, preservation and promotion of the area’s ‘nature, landscape,
and cultural heritage’ (see the organisation’s website).The organisation aims to increase the
accessibility of the area, among others by offering the unique landscape as a ‘stage or scenery’
for a wide range of outdoor activities, including hikes, bicycle tours, mushroom picking and bird-
watching excursions. The SummerJazzCycleTour collaborates with the organisation by using its
visitor-centre as a concert venue1 and contributes to the organisation’s goals by attracting
approximately 1500 festivalgoers to the area each year. The festival also works in close partnership
with Stichting Oude Groninger Kerken, a church conservation trust run by 600 volunteers that
cares for a collection of eighty-eight historic churches and fifty-five graveyards across the province
(SOGK 2016, 7). Almost half of the festival’s venues are churches (9 out of 21 locations in 2016),
making these historic locations a significant part of the festival.

The festival is a fascinating example of an event that makes use of different types of cultural
heritage, from the intangible cultural heritage of jazz and Dutch cycling culture, to Dutch heritage
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landscapes and historic buildings. Furthermore, integrating cycling – one of the hallmarks of
Dutch culture – into the event, makes the festival a unique2 and excellent site for the further
understanding of the role of festivals in the construction of identity and place. The central
question of this article, therefore, is: In which ways do the landscape and cultural heritage sites
taken as a festival setting together with the act of cycling, shape the use, experience, and meaning
of a music festival?

In the discussion of our case study, we take the musical festival as a space of critical importance
in relation to musical experience by focussing on the interaction between the music festival and
both tangible and intangible cultural heritage. It includes Dutch cycling culture and other
contemporary notions of cultural heritage, such as music as part of tourism and place promotion
strategies. While the interaction between (popular) music and urban and virtual spaces in relation
to issues of place, identity and cultural memory have been explored extensively (Lashua,
Spracklen, and Wagg 2014; Cohen 2007; Bennett and Peterson 2004), the impact of rural land-
scapes and heritage settings on the experience of music has remained relatively unexplored.3 By
taking a combined ethnographic and sociological approach to the understanding of (in)tangible
cultural heritage, this article aims to add to recent discussions on the notions of place, cultural
heritage, and (popular) music (Bennett 2015; Brandellero and Janssen 2014).

The research in this article forms part of the Cultural Heritage and Improvised Music in
European Festivals (CHIME) project that explored ‘the uses and re-uses of different types of
heritage through the study of jazz and improvised music festivals’ and examined ‘how changing
relationships between music, festivals and cultural heritage sites renegotiate established under-
standings and uses of heritage’. In this issue, Tony Whyton puts forward a provisional typology of
European jazz festivals and cultural heritage sites that attempts to ‘illustrate how cultural heritage
themes play out in different European settings’. The case study under scrutiny here, the
SummerJazzCycleTour, fit into the categories of ‘landscapes, social responsibility and the natural
environment’, ‘heritage and cultural tourism’, as well as ‘historic towns and buildings’- although
in our case it would be more appropriate to speak of historic villages.

Method

To gain insight in the experiences, uses and meanings of the festival’s sites, our method combined
participant observation by the authors with the results of four focus groups drawn from festival
visitors. The authors participated in the festival’s editions of 2016 and 2017 where they cycled to
the different locations, visited concerts, and observed audiences. During the 2016 edition, infor-
mation cards with a short questionnaire were handed out to visitors in order to investigate the
main motivations for attending the festival. In addition, visitors could leave a statement on what
impacted them the most during the festival. Those interested in taking part in the focus groups
were asked to leave their name and e-mail address on the card. Afterwards, these visitors were
invited to take part in the focus groups, which were organised according to their availability at
proposed dates and time-slots. We aimed at around eight respondents per group and
a heterogeneous composition for each group in terms of age and gender. Each focus group
consisted of six to nine participants, of which eighteen were male and thirteen were female,
ranging in age from twenty-one to seventy years old. Amongst the participants, there were several
couples that had taken part in the SummerJazzCycleTour together. The focus groups were held
two months after the festival’s 30th jubilee in August 2016 and lasted between one hour twenty
minutes and two hours.

As moderators, we facilitated the discussion using a semi-structured approach, organised
around generally formulated questions that were prepared in a conversation guide. During the
sessions the participants discussed the festival setting, the role of cycling and other aspects that the
participants themselves considered important in their festival experience. They shared experi-
ences, explained their motivations, and exchanged ideas and opinions, consequently allowing for
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a further exploration of the diversity of the festival experience.4 The focus groups were (with
permission of the participants) recorded and transcribed afterwards, anonymising participants in
the transcription. An index or conceptual framework was developed to identify a hierarchy of
main themes and subthemes, according to which the data were further analysed (after Ritchie,
Spencer, and O’Connor 2013). While the results provide insight in the wide range of experiences
by a diverse group of people, these are initially exploratory in nature and should therefore not be
understood as a comprehensive overview of the festival experience nor necessarily representative
for the entire festival audience. When referring to respondent statements, we indicate their age
and gender, reflecting our aim to include a diverse audience in those terms.

Case study: SummerJazzcycleTour

From the first edition in 1987, the SummerJazzCycleTour has been explicitly linked to the area’s
cultural heritage, drawing attention to the unique character of the monumental farms, the
historical churches and the typical Dutch landscapes. As the festival programme of the first
edition explained:

Anyone who thinks about Groningen usually thinks of a flat and wide country where people find peace and
space. However, Groningen has a lot more to offer. Those who take the time and go cycling for example, will
be surprised by the varied landscape. After a trip along vast farmlands and monumental farms, you end up
in lovely mound villages, which have their own unique character with their windmills and old churches
(ZJFT 2016b, 1, 2).

The festival was initiated by a member of the cultural commission of the church of the small village of
Garnwerd, who – a jazz enthusiast herself – aimed at a reuse of themedieval churches in the countryside
of Groningen as sites for the performance of improvised music. Moreover, she combined the creative
use of heritage locations with bicycle recreation, by having the audience cycle from one location to the
next (ZJFT/OGK 2008, 7). Initially this was partly motivated by practical reasons, since there was not
enough space to park cars near the small medieval churches.5 This turned out to be the perfect way to
attract more visitors to the churches adding to their visibility and consequently their preservation. Other
cultural commissions of the churches in the area joined in organising the event with six jazz concerts in
six medieval churches, drawing around 500 visitors at its first edition (ZJFT 2016b, 1; ZJFT 2016a, 6;
Smit Duyzentkunst 2017, 9). The unique setting of the festival space is an explicit part of the festival’s
artistic vision, which is based on three pillars: 1) progressive quirkiness and adventure, offering
a counterweight to the dominant jazz festival culture; 2) the match of landscape and location with
jazz and improvised music; and 3) musical innovation, by bringing together international and national
musicians in unique ensembles and by commissioning new music (ZJFT 2016b, 11).

The artistic concept of the festival has proved successful, attracting an increasing number of
visitors. Over the past thirty years, the event has increased from 500 to around 1600 to 1700
visitors annually, more than half of which come from outside the province of Groningen,
including visitors from Belgium, Germany and the United Kingdom (ZJFT 2016b, 14). Growth
in visitor numbers have allowed the festival to expand their programme to approximately thirty
concerts at almost as many locations, mostly small, intimate churches and large barns. The
organisation of the festival is currently in the hands of five volunteers, complemented by three
paid employees: a programmer, a managing director and an accountant. The latter’s home kitchen
and garden function as the festival’s headquarters, which is also the meeting place of all the
musicians and volunteers. The festival heavily depends on some 150 local volunteers, responsible
for the preparation and setting up of locations, catering services, logistics tasks, ticket sales and
control, public and musicians’ guidance.

Both the organisers and the respondents embrace the no-nonsense, egalitarian nature of the
festival, during which everyone is asked and expected to help each other regardless their social
position. (In fact, at arrival one of the authors, without further questions, was handed a large pile of
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toilet paper rolls to bring to the disposable toilets.) The increasing popularity of the festival, however,
demands a further professionalisation, which challenges the characteristic grassroots organization of
the festival. In 2000, the organisers established a foundation to further manage and monitor the
organisation, promotion and logistics of the event (ZJFT 2017, 6). With a growing number of visitors,
routes were re-introduced in the year 2006 after being absent for several years, and a fourth and fifth
route were added, to gain control on logistics (ZJFT 2016b, 7). In addition, new types of locations were
added: barns, a big tent, a local museum and the visitor-centre of Stichting Het Groninger Landschap.
The tension between a further professionalisation and commercialisation of the festival and its
underlying egalitarian ideology becomes clear from discussions between the organizers. This is
illustrated for example, by the on-going debate on whether or not a local authority should be invited
to officially open the festival, which demonstrates the unease with becoming part of an established
cultural network supported by the ruling order.6

The interaction between location and musical performance

Musical programming

In linewith the initial set up, the festival focuses on jazz and improvisedmusic, offering a programme that
varies from experimental forms tomore conventional amplified blues bands. The programme consists of
an international line-up that includes both project bands from conservatory students to concerts by
established improvising musicians such as percussion player Han Bennink, reed player Michael Moore,
and double bass player Wilbert de Joode. When asked directly, it transpired that some respondents did
not consider jazz as amusical genre a vital part of the experience, suggesting that this type ofmusic could
easily be replaced by similarly intimate music as performed by, for example, classical guitarists or singer-
songwriters. Some of the respondents mentioned other arts festivals with a similar set up, such as Pedaal
Vocaal in the province of Drenthe, where choral performances are viewed as a successful way of
integrating music and landscape, and which is organised in a similar way around cycling. At
NovemberMusic, which takes place in the historic town of Den Bosch, most visitors will similarly either
walk or cycle from concert to concert – although the distances are considerably shorter than at the
SummerJazzCycleTour. The improvisational nature of most of the music performed at the
SummerJazzCycleTour invites and allows musicians to interact with their surroundings and to engage
with the site in multi-sensory, spontaneous and inclusive ways. There are numerous examples of
musicians who, for example, use the church organ to improvise on, or who experiment with the acoustics
of the performance space. Together with the landscape, the weather and the changing light, these
unexpected moments are formative in the experience of the festival. As one of the respondents asserts,

[it is about] how [the different shades of light] connect to the music and how they converge. Yes, then it’s
just right, then it sticks with you. When it’s not planned in advance, you just have to be lucky. Whether it’s
nice weather, rainy or dark clouds and yes that really impresses when you get the idea that the musicians are
also inspired by the shades (Male, 62).

The most memorable concerts are described by the terms ‘adventurous’ and ‘interaction’, the latter
referring to the interplay with the audience and musicians as well as the performance space. Thus,
while respondents did not seem to consider the musical genre of particular importance to the
experience, there is a striking similarity between the quintessential features of jazz (improvisation,
spontaneous, adventurous) and the reasons why the audiences are attracted to performances and the
festival in general: because there is a chance to experience something unexpected and unique.

Locations

The musical programming is adjusted to the size and acoustics of the different locations. The
festival makes use of three types of venues, which can be distinguished in terms of architectural
structure, (original) function, and atmosphere: churches, barns, and the central tent. Each of these
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venue types has its own characteristics and atmosphere that direct and inform the musical
programming, the musical performances, and the ways in which these musical performances
are experienced. While amplified bands are usually placed in the larger barns – some locations are
filled with haystacks for sound insulation – the small acoustic ensembles (solo, duo, trio) are
reserved for the smaller churches. The popularity of the band is another factor in programming:
well-known bands are either programmed in a large venue or they play multiple sets.

The respondents describe their experiences of the performances in churches in terms such as
‘small-scale’, ‘acoustic music’, ‘magic’, ‘peaceful’, ‘calm’, ‘delicate’, ‘nuanced’ and even ‘silence’.
These are all elements that characterize a sense of intimacy in connection to the building that
allows for intensified reactions to the music. One respondent became emotional when he told the
other focus group members about one particular experience of a performance by Ernst Reijseger
in the church of Aduard:

That was such beautiful emotional music in that church in that particular setting and the church was packed
and everybody is dead silent. Then you look around you and then you see your friends sitting and then
things happen naturally. (. . .) I looked around and saw half of the audience in tears, and I was too. And then
I think ‘How is it possible’. You know, a friend who had been seriously ill for a long time and he was there
and we look at each other, thinking ‘we’re both still here’. Ernst Reijseger can do that with his music and
then that is released (Male, 67).

The concert experience in the barns, on the other hand, are described in terms of ‘exuberance’,
‘amplification’, ‘loud’, and ‘noise’. Especially the experience of being in the barn seems to connect
to issues of ‘authenticity’, the ‘real’ and the ‘pure’. Audience members perceive that they are in
a place that is still operational. And in the proximity of the cattle, sitting on haystacks, the barn
activates their senses.

What you said just now that you think the churches are so beautiful. What matters to me, for example, is
that when you are in a barn of a working farm. Where they just drove the tractors out, where they chased the
cows outside and we just sit on haystacks. Where you just smell what’s going on there. That’s what makes
this festival great (Male, 52).

The performance by singer and performance artist Erika Stucky demonstrates the process of
mythologisation. During her show in a barn, a few years ago, some cows in the adjoining barn
started mooing, so she decided to interact with the cows and create a human-animal musical
dialogue. A sixty-four-year-old male respondent asserts how the informality of the space and
the ad hoc set up of the stage adds to a sense of authenticity, stating,

Everything is natural, the band is there, that’s the stage setting. They hardly change anything in the barn,
and just put everything in. When the band plays and you notice a cable hanging somewhere, nothing is
polished, I find that fascinating. It is really about the music in that particular setting. So it’s the totality that
makes the feel of the barn different (Male, 64).

In sharp contrast to the churches and the barns that form part of the existing architectural
landscape, the central tent in Garnwerd is a large mobile marquee made of white synthetic
material with a mobile bar and portable toilet units in front of it. The tent is mostly used for
amplified performances, and is traditionally the place where the last concert of the festival is
played. The final concert functions as an after party-space for the volunteers. In general, the
respondents are reluctant to go to concerts in the central tent. Most respondents miss out on the
final concert, because they are tired and still need to cycle back to the city and because the concert
and the concert space are considered ‘a disruption with the general atmosphere of the festival
during the day’. Important aspects that inform this sense of disruption include the musical style,
the acoustics and shape of the performance space and the type and general mood of the visitors.
The music is generally different, more celebratory and amplified and therefore unsuitable for
contemplation or chatting with friends. Also, the crowd is different, consisting mainly of local
volunteers, who have worked all day and are in quite a different mood than the festivalgoers.
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‘Totally different, indeed,’ asserts one of the correspondents, ‘it takes you right out of the mood’.
Altogether, the physical shape of the tent and the amplified music reinforce the experienced
rupture with the festival’s atmosphere and ideology, evoking feelings of anonymity and artificiality
rather than intimacy and authenticity. Serving a different purpose and audience altogether, the
organisers are keen nevertheless to maintain the dissonant central tent, considering it indispen-
sable to the festival.

The cycling experience

Besides the characteristic locations, the act of cycling plays a formative role in the experience of the
SummerJazzCycleTour. During the festival, concertgoers cycle from concert to concert, which, as
previously described, take place in a variety of locations. The mostly flat Dutch landscape has allowed
cycling to turn into an important means of everyday transportation among all layers of society. ‘For
native Dutch people it is hard to imagine what it is like not being able to ride a bicycle’ (van der Kloof
2015, 87). Children learn to ride at a young age and ‘for youngsters in the Netherlands cycling is a crucial
way to get around independently’ (van der Kloof 2015, 81). ‘Cycling is part of the Dutch national habitus’
as Kuipers formulates it. It is just ‘what one does when going from one place to another’ (Kuipers 2012,
18). This is illustrated by the following account: ‘I cycle from Noordlaren to Groningen every day and
back for work, so I bike for thirty kilometres every day and I just like that’ (Male, 63). Other than an
important means of transportation, cycling is a popular leisure activity, which has been successfully
integrated into the concept of the SummerJazzCycleTour. Cox describes ‘cycling as play’ as a leisure
activity in which the activity of cycling is ‘important in and of itself’ and which ‘may also be a means to
other goals, such as family bonding’ (Cox 2015, 22). Participants are very clear about the central role they
contribute to the cycling in the specific character of the festival and the festival experience it evokes. ‘It is
a Summer Jazz Cycle Tour. And if it weren’t a cycle Tour, then the fun is gone for me’ (Female, 48).

Participants attribute different dimensions to the cycling experience, which can roughly be divided
into three categories: 1) participants’ interaction with the landscape setting of the festival, 2) the
formation of a cycling community, and 3) the psychological processing of the performances. In
discussing these categories, it will become clear that they are closely intertwined. In addition to the
musical performances and the particular locations, cycling completes the experience, but also sets the
boundaries of the festival.

Discovering and enjoying the landscape

The festival plays an important role in promoting the rural area as a tourist destination to be
discovered by bike. Several respondents living in other regions of the Netherlands indicated that
they came one day prior to the festival to cycle in the area and stayed overnight in the proximity of the
festival. One couple from the south of the Netherlands, decided to do so after being impressed by the
beauty of the region during their first time at the festival the year before: ‘It’s stunning; it’s so beautiful
here in the area everywhere. For me, it was a renewed encounter with a piece of the Netherlands where
we actually do not get to that much’ (Female). A young couple, both first-time visitors, decided to
participate in the jubilee edition of the festival in 2016, because they had good memories of a previous
visit to Garnwerd, the village where the central tent is set up. They appreciated the combination of the
‘free atmosphere’, the cycling and the villages. One of them said: ‘That’s the way I see it, as a sort of
short holiday, to just get away and experience everything’ (Female, 25).

In addition to festival attendees living in other parts of the Netherlands, participants from
the city of Groningen or its surroundings also indicated that they enjoyed getting to know
the landscape of the Reitdiep valley by participating in the SummerJazzCycleTour and
continued to discover new parts of it. Except for being introduced to the sparsely populated
rural area, the ‘Groningerland’, where some respondents typically would not venture, cycling
between concert locations, made them take unexpected turns. ‘The good thing is that it takes
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you literally to paths where you do not normally go. That also makes it fun. That you go
from A to B where you normally have nothing to look for’ (Male, 57). Even participants that
frequently cycle in the surroundings of the festival, found themselves making new
discoveries:

Thanks to the JazzCycleTour, I know the intersection of routes from one route to another, so I have
discovered new pieces. Therefore, I appreciated the organisation for showing me that. I further discovered
my own piece of landscape (Male).

While cycling is an integral part of everyday life in the Netherlands throughout the year, cycling at
the Summer Jazz Cycle Tour is ‘a different story’. During the Cycle Tour ‘you have to watch where
you ride’, whilst normally ‘one cycles alone in the deserted landscape. There’s almost nothing, no
distraction, at least not by other people’, a respondent said. ‘This silence, that’s of course what sets
Groningen apart’ (Female, 64). Also, the cycling is the preferred place to reconnect with friends and
family. Some of the older visitor’s have taken the festival site as a place to reunite with friends from
the university in the city of Groningen,7 or have started to take their children along to the festival.

Distance and time at cycle velocity and an ageing audience

The organisation of the festival proposes several routes, each covering about seven concerts on
different locations, but most participants plan their own route, selecting concerts based on their
preferences for certain musicians or ensembles. First- or second- time participants tend to make
the ‘beginners’ mistake’ of wanting to hear too many concerts, being ‘afraid to miss out on
something’ while overestimating their own capabilities in bridging seemingly small distances of
a few kilometres in a certain amount of time on their bikes. This is illustrated by a respondent
recalling how he once tried to visit seven to eight concerts, resulting in the feeling that he had not
really seen anything at all, arriving at concerts either too early or too late. He just remembered
cycling all day. From his remarks it also becomes clear that reading and estimating distances on
a map is not such an easy task for all cyclists:

The map is optimistic, you think ‘I can do that’ but then it turns out to be further then you imagined.
Because of course, the map is not on the actual scale, it actually does not really reflect those distances. So
now I just add the cycle minutes. I now know from my mind how much time it takes (Male, 64).

Another problem that occurs when cyclists plan their own routes, is finding the appropriate
itinerary. When deviating from the officially planned routes, some cyclists could not easily find
their way from one venue to the next. Some participants suggested they would have preferred
more indications between villages and locations in all directions, since most participants tend to
choose their own programme. Misestimating cycle distances, not immediately being able to find
the way to the right location or experiencing headwind causes frustration amongst cyclists, when
arriving late at the next concert. As another respondent put it: ‘you have to learn to deal with the
fact that you have to take the time to cycle’ (Female, 50).

The issue of ageing is increasingly shaping the ways in which the festival is experienced.8 While
audience numbers have grown over the years, the original audiences have proven to be very loyal
and continue to visit. The average age of festival attendees is visibly increasing, which over the
past few years has resulted in a growing number of cyclists using electric bikes, as has been
observed by festival organisers, visitors and even performers. At the opening concert in the big
tent in Garnwerd during the festival of 2016, the Dutch performing artist Greetje Bijma riffed on
the impact of ageing on the cycling culture, with an extended improvisation around a loud ‘I am
riding my eeeeeee-bike’. In this way, the factor of ageing and technological innovation can be seen
to impact the creative process as well.

Some respondents indicated that it annoys them when elderly participants pass them on faster
e-bikes. Others express their understanding towards those electric cyclists having reached a certain age at

564 M. L. WILDERS AND L. RUSCH



which their physical abilities would prevent them from otherwise participating. They consider it a better
option than travelling to concerts by car, which is generally considered ‘not done’. They stress that
cycling through the landscape provides an experience that is incomparable and incompatible with the
velocity of a car. For example, in comparison to a motorised vehicle, the slower pace of cycling ‘allows
more time for interaction and social communication’ (Bunte 2015, 153). Hence, the cars on the road
during the cycle tour ‘spoil the fun’ for those that come for the ‘genuine cycle tour experience’.

Landscape, nature, the elements and the formation of a cycling community

The cycling provides an intensified experience of being in nature, surrounded by the landscape
and confronted with the elements. Respondents reflected particularly on their rides back to the
city of Groningen or to their lodging elsewhere in the area, after a long festival day. The
festival and the cycling as a fully embodied experience becomes clear from recollections,
such as:

When you ride back passing Saaksum or Feerwerd, the sun comes down and turns orange, and the
landscape . . .[swallows]. Every year this seems to happen to me and I think ‘This is amazingly beautiful!’
The sky turns a different colour; you’re enjoying your bike ride. For three hours you’ve done something, had
something to eat and to drink, talked to people, all the while feeling great being on the bike! (Male, 67)

The jubilee edition of the festival in 2016 was characterised by extraordinary high temperatures,
which culminated in a thunderstorm at night, when the festival was running to its end after the
last concert in the big tent in Garnwerd. The young couple that had come to the festival to ‘get
away from it all’ for a day, reported a memorable ending of their day during the very long bike
ride they still had to make to get to their home, which was in a village situated to the south of the
city of Groningen:

Almost the only thing I have reflected upon regularly is the bike ride back so to speak. It was pitch dark and
we didn’t really have light on our bikes, but the sky was lit from the lightning and it didn’t rain anymore at
that time. Because we went at half past two or so and we still had 20 kilometres to go, and every two seconds
there was lightning in the sky. That was really amazing! It was quite magical. Yes. You cannot plan that of
course, but that was so impressive and especially after a long day. It really makes it complete (Male, 27).

Other respondents share the experience of this special closure of the day. After a day of concerts,
listening to music and being part of the festival crowd, the silence and darkness of the empty
landscape form a distinct contrast with the cycling experience during daylight and allows for
unexpected events:

We actually find the closing the best part. Cycling at night through the pastures, no light, between the sheep
and cows and occasionally someone drives into the ditch. It is also those things that you take along. Great!
(Male, 63).

Whereas with cycling during the day the visual experience of the landscape is more prominent,
cycling in the dark activates the other senses, intensifying the non-visual sensation. As Cook and
Edensor write: ‘an awareness of the immersive properties of cycling at night and its sensual impact
upon the body foregrounds how darkness can re-enchant a sensory encounter with landscape’
(Cook and Edensor 2017, 13). Cycling at night indeed renders a different experience of the
surroundings, as one of the authors experienced when she headed back alone from Garnwerd
to the city of Groningen that same night in 2016, around midnight. Without being lit, and having
only cycled the particular route once in the morning at broad daylight, all the fields and paths
seemed the same. Hoping the farmer of the farm with the ‘Beware of the bull’ sign had brought his
animal inside for the night, a sense of relief came over her, only once she could see the lights of
the city looming in the distance and finally being able to orientate herself.
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In addition to the particular experience of cycling through the landscape, perceiving it in all its
different manifestations, the shared physical effort that everybody has to make to get to the next
concert, contributes to a feeling of togetherness:

I feel that you are also much more aware of the day. You are indeed physically challenged and active (. . .).
Therefore, you feel much more engaged with everyone else I guess. Because you have to deliver the same
effort as it were, and you experience the entire landscape and the whole feeling of the festival (Female, 21).

Cycling culture is deeply ingrained in Dutch national culture, representing an ‘informal and
egalitarian ethos’ that transcends age and class (Kuipers 2012, 31). Cyclists in the Netherlands (as
in Denmark and Germany) ‘comprise virtually all segments of society’, according to Pucher and
Buehler (2008, 502). Participants of the festival assert these ideas of informality and egalitarianism,
stating that ‘rain and wind are part of it’. The elements, whether it be rain, wind or sunshine, add
to the charm of the festival, and create an almost Utopian sense of community in which everyone
is equal.

I like it when it rains. The fun part is when everyone arrives at a concert totally soaked. Not just you.
Everyone is equal, in that sense. Trouble shared [is trouble halved]. When you see those red, sweaty heads in
the church, who got in just in time. Yeah, I kinda like that (Male, 70).

In line with this ideology, some respondents made a remarkable comparison between the cycling
community during the JazzCycleTour and the people you meet when practising two other typical
Dutch outdoor leisure activities that are closely connected to the Dutch landscape and involve
‘being in nature’: sailing and ice-skating on natural ice. One respondent stated:

What strikes me every year is the atmosphere and then I refer to something that I only encountered in the
past when skating. It may be a strange comparison, but these are people who absolutely do not know each
other. They meet each other on the water, everybody is equally open and friendly and you are able to meet
people, talk to them in a way that you almost do not experience anywhere else (Male).

The respondents stressed that the festival attendees on their bikes, are just as friendly as when
people are sailing or skating. This again underlines the notion of cycling as a ritualistic
communal act of immersion, creating a temporary, Utopian sense of togetherness.
A significant number of these respondents connect this friendly atmosphere to the small-
scale of the festival. Many respondents make a comparison with the large-scale North Sea Jazz
Festival, which several of the jazz loving respondents used to attend in the past, but nowadays
avoid because it is considered ‘too crowded’, ‘too large-scale’, ‘overpriced’, ‘expensive’, ‘pre-
dictable’, and therefore uninteresting. In comparison, the SummerJazzCycleTour, is described
in terms of ‘charming’ and ‘relaxed’, as a space of reunion, and a possibility to meet old
friends. The above quoted respondent continued:

Everyone feels like-minded as it seems and maybe we also have a lot of the same preferences and tastes.
I think that is inspired by the event; you are all engaged in the same and that creates a bond. Well, I find that
very pleasant and actually quite unique and that is apart from the music, because that’s what I think is most
important, but which nevertheless makes it very special (Male).

For many respondents, sharing preferences in a congenial crowd not only allows for bonding
between acquaintances, but also makes the unknown more accessible. A respondent living in the
area of the festival, selling meatballs at one of the locations, appreciates seeing ‘a few more people
on the road’ during the festival and being able ‘to meet people’ (Male, 70).

Cycling and engagement with the music

Other than just a means of transport from one venue to the other, the cycling for the respondents
plays an integral role in the experience of the music performed. The physical act of cycling in
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between concerts is a space for clearing the head, contemplation, or reflection with others. As this
correspondent explains:

Cycling is very important, because the wind blows the music right out your head. It cleanses you completely
so you’re all refreshed for the next concert. Often the music is very different, especially between the churches
and the barns. So it is great to hear nothing for twenty minutes. You just let the wind blow, you think about
[the music], letting things go (Male, 70).

The cycling also divides social reality from the world of the musical performance. During
a concert, being immersed in the world of the musical performance, audience members tune in
and out of the bodily world. As in the theatre, the physical presence of both the performing
artist(s) and the audience members in a given space and time, create a play between the ‘real’ and
‘imagined’ world and between being ‘here’ and ‘there’ at the same time. The cycling adds
a dimension to this psychological state of audience members – which in theatre studies is also
referred to as ‘twofold theatre awareness’9 – by marking the physical space that the festivalgoer has
to cross, the ‘real world’, to go from one aesthetic experience to the next, as is asserted by this
respondent:

And if you listen to the music then you’re away from the world, but that world is still there and when you
get out again and when you’re going to sit on that bike you’ll be back in the world. I think it’s a good thing
to have that combination again and again. Because otherwise you are somewhere else all the time. Then you
are in your head all the time (Male, 62).

In this way, the act of cycling becomes an almost aesthetic experience that is inextricably bound
with the musical performance. The cycling facilitates letting go of the music, and allows visitors to
psychologically prepare for the next concert. The timeframe in between concerts is used for
exchanging experiences about the last concert or discussing expectations about the next concert in
another surprising performance setting.

The combination of letting go of the music for a moment, cycling, having a chat and then arriving at another
unique place, a chapel or a farm shed. [. . .] Yes to me the combination of music, locations and the cycling in
between, to be able to let go, to leave behind what you’ve just seen. I think that’s very unique, very beautiful
(Female).

These recollections demonstrate how the act of cycling is helpful in the process of digesting the
performances and mentally prepare psychologically for the next one. During the cycling, the
participants engage with the landscape, the elements and physical challenges. The cycling allows
the audience to get in touch with social reality, before tuning into another musical experience.

Conclusions

In this article we have explored through the SummerJazzCycleTour how the landscape and
cultural heritage sites taken as a festival setting, together with the act of cycling, impact the
ways in which music festivals are experienced. As demonstrated by the respondents’ recollections
of the festival, the act of cycling is absolutely integral to the festival experience. The cycling, as an
intensified and multi-sensory experience of being in nature and of the elements, offers enjoyment
and brings unexpected and new discoveries of the landscape. Moreover, the shared physical effort
creates a sense of togetherness. Cycling together creates a mobile meeting point to discuss the
events and catch up with friends, but it is also a moment of contemplation, of silence, and of
‘clearing the head’. This way, the cycling reinforces the contact with social reality and in doing so,
prepares the audience members for the next concert.

Alternated with intimate and authentic musical experiences, the festival offers an intense and
multi-sensory experience. The physical act and the relatively slow pace of cycling through the
landscape makes you experience the festival in a way that is incomparable and incompatible, for
example, to the relatively fast transport by a closed-off car. Moreover, the act of cycling adds to the
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sense of uniqueness and authenticity of the festival, which are features that correspond with the
improvisational and spontaneous character of much of the music performed at the festival.

The act of cycling shapes the experience, but also sets the boundaries of the festival, as, for
example, most visitors miss out on the final concert because they are too tired of the cycling. Also,
cycling is not possible for people with certain disabilities. Further, the factor of ageing impacts the
experience of the festival as older audiences increasingly turn to e-bikes to compensate for
physical challenges. Apart from ways of transport, the factor of ageing informs the construction
of meaning of the festival, which during the past thirty-one years has become a site of memory
and of reunion with old friends and family members.

The event unites the intangible cultural heritage of jazz and improvised music and Dutch
cycling culture, with the oldest cultural landscape of Europe and its historical villages and sites. In
collaboration with the local landscape preservation organisation and the church conservation
trust, The SummerJazzCycleTour contributes to these organisations’ goals by attracting visitors to
the Reitdiep valley and using specific heritage locations each year. The use of cycling, originated as
a practical way to visit the medieval churches, turns out to be a highly attractive and unique way
for audiences to experience these different forms of heritage.

This study also gives insight into the impact of the cultural heritage sites on the creative
process, as improvising musicians are shown to have used the specific conditions of the locations
(cows in the adjoining barn) or available instruments (church organ) to create rich and multi-
layered improvisations. These connections, however, deserve to be explored in greater detail.
Altogether, the music ánd the silence, the landscape, the weather, and the unconventional concert
venues, all contribute to the element of surprise and provide those unexpected moments that are
formative in the experience of the festival.

Notes

1. Museum Wierdenland focuses on the landscape and culture of mounds in the northern wadden coast area.
Special attention is paid to the National Landscape of Middag-Humsterland.

2. As a result of the success of the SummerJazzCycleTour, the Stichting Oude Groninger Kerken initiated in
2009 the festival Terug naar het begin (‘Back to the beginning’, which refers to ‘The earliest history of the
Netherlands’, according to their website). This festival takes place in a different area of the province of
Groningen but is based on the same concept with visitors cycling from venue to venue, predominantly
medieval churches. The festival combines performing arts with visual arts and poetry.

3. Ryan and Wollan (2013) examine the relationship between festivals, landscapes and aesthetics from
a phenomenological perspective, including case studies in rural settings. Otherwise, the studies on music
(festivals) in a rural setting tend to focus on the impact of tourism on local communities. See, for example,
Kozorog (2011).

4. Coming to a consensus or making decisions is emphatically not the aim of a focus group. For an overview of
designing and conducting focus groups, see De Boer and Evers (2012). For the use of focus groups in
cultural studies, see Meyer (2008).

5. Annemiek van der Meijden, board member of the SummerJazzCycleTour, in the Just Festivals Questionnaire
that was sent to several festivals, as part of the CHIME project.

6. Annemiek van der Meijden, board member of the SummerJazzCycleTour, interviewed by Loes Rusch,
21 July 2016.

7. Relatively isolated from the universities and work opportunities in the urban Randstad conurbation, the
University of Groningen has its own unique dynamic. Students from all over the country come to study in
the city of Groningen while after their studies, a considerable amount of them look for job opportunities in
the larger cities of the Randstad.

8. Through an elaborate ethnographic study among forty to fifty-year-old music fans across different countries,
Bennett (2013) has researched the intricate relationship between aging audiences and the popular music of
their youth, which moves beyond matters of nostalgia.

9. The original term in Dutch used by Eversmann (1996, 165) is ‘dubbel theaterbewustzijn’, here translated by
the authors of this article into ‘twofold theatre awareness’. Also McAuley describes this psychological state of
the audience in which a continuous alternation between the social reality and the imagined world takes place
(McAuley 1999, 86). The performing arts in particular enable audience members to develop new levels of
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conscience by subverting and undermining clear oppositions such as ‘real’ and ‘unreal’, ‘here’ and ‘not-here’
or ‘now’ and ‘not-now’, taking place somewhere between these oppositions (McAuley 1999, 255).
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