
research data journal for the humanities  
and social sciences (2018) 1-13

<UN>

© philomeen lelieveldt & evert bisschop boele, 2018 | doi:10.1163/24523666-01000012
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the prevailing cc-by license at the time 
of publication.

brill.com/rdj

City Musicscapes: Live Music in the Cities of 
Groningen and Utrecht, 2010–2016
Arts & Media

Philomeen Lelieveldt
Utrecht University, Netherlands
p.lelieveldt@uu.nl

Evert H. Bisschop Boele
Erasmus University Rotterdam & Hanze University of Applied Sciences 
Groningen, Netherlands
e.h.bisschop.boele@pl.hanze.nl

Abstract

What kinds of live music are available to the citizens of the cities of Groningen and 
Utrecht? That is the main question in two research projects, of which the databases 
have been made accessible in the Dataverse City Musicscapes (Lelieveldt & Bisschop 
Boele, 2018). At first sight databases of statistical research offices provide research-
ers with clear data about the number of venues and concerts and the participation 
of audiences (Gemeente Utrecht 2017, Van den Broek 2014). When looking closer we 
find that in these statistics only the regular (and mainly publicly funded) music ven-
ues are included. The authors’ projects show that a substantial part (53–60%) of live 
music concerts take place on non-regular locations, such as cafés, restaurants, clubs, 
churches, shopping malls and in open air. They developed a research tool to be able 
to draw a map of the musical landscape of a city (Musicscape). In this article we will 
reflect on the goals, research methods, datasets and some results from analysing our 
datasets. We hope this contributes to the discussion with scholars, music produc-
ers and policy makers about the added value of the concept of Musicscapes for the 
understanding of cultural participation, music performing practices and cultural  
policies.
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– Related data set “City Musicscapes” with url www.dataverse.nl/data-
verse/musicscapes in repository “DataverseNL”.

– See the showcase of the data in the Exhibit of Datasets: http://dansdata-
journal.nl/rdp/dsdoc.html?id=lelieveldt2018

1. Introduction: What Is a Musicscape?

The term Musicscape is a contraction of the terms “music” and “landscape.” It 
is inspired by the term “soundscape,” by which the Canadian composer Ray-
mond Murray Schafer (1993, p. 274) meant the sonic environment. It can be 
described as “the total sound image of a specific place: all sound, coming from 
nature as well as from man. The wind, the birds, traffic, people talking, and 
also, as part of sounds made by human beings, music.” (Bisschop Boele 2010, 
p. 11). A Musicscape is part of a soundscape and means “all music that can be 
perceived at a certain place and a certain time by a human being. As such, 
every place  – or even every human being – has its own Musicscape, which 
changes continually. It is very individual and very time and place specific.” 
(Bisschop Boele, ibid). For example, in any Dutch city one can walk through 
a shopping street and hear fragments of Muzak or pop music coming from 
stores or run into a street organ or a group of buskers. Every hour a carillon 
will play its tunes, and regularly a carillon concert will be performed by the 
town’s carillonist. Most towns and cities have a dense infrastructure of the-
atres and concert halls for organised theatre, dance and music. Also, in many 
cafés, restaurants and clubs singer-songwriters or bands perform or a dj mo-
bilises the visitors to dance. In churches music is performed during concerts or 
religious services. Every person follows an individual path through the musi-
cal city, many of them also with personal sound devices, thus creating private  
musicscapes.

2. Datasets

– City Musicscapes deposited at DataverseNL – url:www.dataverse.nl/
dataverse/musicscapes
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– Musicscape Groningen Live 2010 – hdl:10411/ssqmbp
– Musicscape Utrecht 2011 – hdl:10411/ogasxo
– Musicscape Utrecht 2013 – hdl:10411/ixhhf3
– Musicscape Utrecht 2016 – hdl:10411/mxayqo

– Replication Data for: Podiumkunstenmonitor Utrecht 2016 – hdl:10411/ 
01hrju

– Temporal coverage: 2010–2016

The Musicscapes of the cities of Groningen and Utrecht consist of extensive 
collections of data about “organised live musical events.” We restricted our 
data to live music (as opposed to mass-mediated music), performed by musi-
cians or dj s. Following the conclusions of a research project in Groningen 
(Van der Blij, 1995) we distinguished between regular stages (subsidised and 
private concert venues) which are specifically designed for music or theatre 
performances, as well as non-regular venues, such as cafés, restaurants, school 
auditoria, museums, parks, monuments, stores etcetera. To provide for a con-
sistent and repeatable research method, we included only those live events (to 
be named ‘concerts’ in the remainder of this article) that were announced in 
journals, newspapers, flyers, posters, websites and Facebook pages. This means 
that street musicians and street organs, but also pop-up concerts (flash mobs) 
and private concerts are not included. It is hard to track such activities. Fi-
nally, music festivals are not included in the Groningen 2010 and Utrecht 2011 
datasets because these would cause biases. In the 2013 and 2016 datasets of 
Utrecht the festivals and Christmas events have pragmatically been counted 
as one concert per day, in order to be able to register the (increasing) presence 
of these events.

The Groningen database was made in Microsoft Excel 2007 because it can 
handle large numbers of entries of text as well as numbers and easily produces 
figures and graphs of these data (Bisschop Boele, 2018). As part of the Gron-
ingen project three visual arts students (Jolijn Olijve, Marlies Hulzebos, Tanja 
Miletic) gave photographic impressions of the live music scene of Groningen. 
Composer Robert Ramaker was asked to write a new composition, ‘Noorden-
wind’ (‘Northern wind’), that was performed at the presentation of the pub-
lication “Musicscape Groningen – Live!” in Groningen on October 19th, 2010 
(Bisschop Boele, 2010).

The Utrecht databases were made in Microsoft Excel 2010. The function of 
Pivot tables (Draaitabellen in Dutch) was used for the analysis of the Utrecht 
data. As part of the Utrecht project, a total of eighty students participating in the 
2011, 2013 and 2016 projects, visited concerts of the database and wrote reviews 
about the music performed, the number and composition of the  audiences, 
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1 The language used in the databases is Dutch. The first page contains guidelines in Dutch and 
English, and English translations can be found in “comment boxes” in the column titles.

2 The Musicscape Groningen project was embedded in a PhD-project about the uses and func-
tions of music. The data collection was driven by a general question about what musical 

the prices, publicity and the general atmosphere (Lelieveldt (ed.), 2011, 2013, 
2016, see Figure 1). They collected posters and flyers and added weblinks in the 
databases to the ensembles or actual performances available on the  internet. 
In 2013 students also interviewed 25 concert organisers in Utrecht about their 
programming philosophies and about Utrecht as a breeding ground for music 
(unpublished).

3. The Goals and Research Questions

In 2010 Evert Bisschop Boele developed a spreadsheet to describe the kinds of 
music available to the inhabitants of Groningen, the capital of the eponymous 
northern province in the Netherlands. The Groningen data consist of an inven-
tory of 297 concerts that took place from Monday April 12th until Sunday April 
25th 2010, “an average period in the concert season,” without peaks of Christ-
mas or Easter concerts or local festivals. The goal was to provide a broad de-
scription of the organised musical events. The main questions were “how many 
concerts took place, what kinds of music were performed (a genre-analysis),  
for how many people, on what type of stages (publicly or commercially fi-
nanced stages), on which days and at what times, and for what entrance fees.”2

Figure 1 Detail of the database Musicscape Utrecht 2013.1

Downloaded from Brill.com07/01/2019 10:16:58AM
via free access



 5City Musicscapes | 10.1163/24523666-01000012

research data journal for the humanities and social sciences (2018) 1-13

<UN>

 offerings a listener can choose from, when he or she is actively looking for a live music experi-
ence (Bisschop Boele, 2013).

3 For a brief sketch of the province and city of Groningen, see Bisschop Boele (2013, 89–99). For 
the city of Utrecht (Gemeente Utrecht, 2018).

4 Initially a two-year interval was planned, but due to a change in the Utrecht University course 
planning, the 2015 project was postponed.

The Utrecht project started in 2011, on the initiative of Philomeen Lelieveldt, 
who adopted the Groningen mapping method to create a “baseline” to  measure 
the impact of future policy decisions regarding music. The summer of 2011 was 
a political turning point in art policy, when the national government decided 
on a budget cut of forty percent on national performing arts organisations, 
such as orchestras and music ensembles, art production laboratories, dance 
and opera companies. The music world was worried about the effects on the 
number of jobs, musicians’ remuneration and the future number and diversity 
of the programmes of musical venues. The first Utrecht Musicscape created 
“a picture of the status quo” before the budget cuts would take effect (as from 
January 2013), and was repeated in 2013 and 2016. The second goal was to test 
the Groningen method of mapping the musical landscape. Utrecht (ca. 334.000 
inhabitants in 2015) and Groningen (ca. 200.000 inhabitants in 2015) share cer-
tain geographical characteristics, such as a historical city centre dating back 
to the Middle Ages (with Roman roots in the case of Utrecht), surrounded by 
a ring of canals. These city centres are surrounded by 19th and 20th century 
suburbs. Both cities have shown a growth in population during the past five 
years and have a large share of ten and nineteen percent respectively in their 
population of students from institutions of higher education, including a mu-
sic conservatoire.3

4. Methodology

Due to the criteria of the Groningen project (no festivals and Christmas 
 period) and the Utrecht University course timetable allowing for students to 
collect the data, the first Utrecht Musicscape could only take place from Mon-
day December 5th until Sunday December 18th 2011 (Lelieveldt, 2018a). It was 
repeated in the same period in December 2013 and in December 2016,4 and 
resulted in three datasets with 284, 308 and 411 concerts for the three time pe-
riods (Lelieveldt 2018b, 2018c). The Groningen spreadsheet and research ques-
tions (where, when, what kind of music, by whom, for what price and at what 
time?) were the departing point. Since our goal was to be able to track future 
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changes in “programming formats” in public and commercial venues, we add-
ed questions about musical subgenres, the status of the performers (whether 
they were professional, amateur or semi-professional)5 and in 2016 also about 
the origin of the acts.6 Also the Musicscape of 2016 was complemented with 
a “baseline” data collection of all theatre and dance performances in Utrecht, 
to be able to more closely compare (future) developments in these different 
disciplines (Lelieveldt, 2018d).

5. Some Results

In Groningen (2010) as well as in Utrecht (2011) about hundred locations for 
live music were tracked during our research periods, presenting 297 and 284 
concerts respectively in two weeks’ time.

Most of the concerts in both cities took place in the historical city centre 
(inner city), where the majority of the music venues are situated and where 
the inhabitants and visitors of Groningen and Utrecht most likely seek for live 
music (Figure 2 and 3).

Figure  4 shows how the main musical genres of pop, classical and world 
music were represented on the Utrecht and Groningen stages. The relative-
ly low number of jazz concerts in Utrecht was caused by the closure of the 
main Utrecht jazz venue sju Jazzpodium in 2010. The category “other” contains 
amongst other things performances of musical, cabaret, live background mu-
sic in restaurants and (incidental) Christmas concerts.

Figure 5 shows a thirty percent increase of concerts in Utrecht in 2016 com-
pared to the Musicscape of 2013. A few factors contribute to that. First the 
opening of the new TivoliVredenburg venue in the city centre (a merger of the 
main popular and classical music venues in 2014) caused an increase from 28 
concerts in 2013 (pop and classical music only) to 63 (all musical genres) in 
2016. Second, from 2013 to 2016 we see a substantial increase in activities in 
electronic dance music (see also figure 6). Third, in neighbourhood West the 

5 Semi-professionals are the group of music students at conservatoires. We found out it was 
impossible to find information about the professional status of dj s.

6 The students of 2011 and 2013 were participating in a course about artistic decision making 
in music organizations. The students of 2016 were doing a course on sociology of art, where 
the work of Pascal Gielen about cultural institutions and their (inter-)national networks was 
discussed (Gielen, 2007). This group decided to add a new question about the origin of the 
musical acts, in order to open up the possibility to draw conclusions about the role concert 
venues play in supporting local or (inter-)national acts. The results in this column labeled 
“nl/Int” are tentative.

Downloaded from Brill.com07/01/2019 10:16:58AM
via free access



 7City Musicscapes | 10.1163/24523666-01000012

research data journal for the humanities and social sciences (2018) 1-13

<UN>

Figure 2 Google Maps view of concert locations in Groningen city centre, April 2010.

Figure 3 The number of concerts in Utrecht neighbourhoods, 2011, 2013 and 2016.

Cereolfabriek opened, and pop music venue db’s and churches organised more 
activities (see also figure 3).

In Groningen as well as in Utrecht, popular music is the largest musi-
cal genre. A closer look at the subgenres in pop music shows a forty percent 
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Figure 4 Number of concerts per genre in Groningen (2010) and Utrecht (2011).

Figure 5 Number of concerts in main musical genres in Utrecht, 2011, 2013 and 2016.

 increase in electronic music activities in 2016 as compared to 2013. Also, more 
singer-songwriter concerts took place (category “Pop other”).

Figure 7 shows that the concerts took place in a wide variety of locations. In 
the regular concert venues (both subsidized and commercial) we find the ma-
jority of professional performances and (inter-)national acts. Music students 
and amateur musicians tend to perform in community centres and church-
es, while cafés and restaurants play an important role for singer-songwriters, 
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Figure 6 The number of concerts in subgenres of popular music in Utrecht, 2011, 2013 and 
2016.7

Figure 7 Number of concerts per type of location in Utrecht, 2011, 2013 and 2016.

7 “Pop other” is the label for singer-songwriters, cover bands and schlager music.

 beginning rock bands, cabaret artists and live background musicians. Approxi-
mately 60% (2011, 2013) and 53% (2016) of the concerts take place in these so 
called “non-regular” venues.

We were not able to collect audience numbers of the concerts in our da-
tabase because concert organisers were either hesitant or unable to provide 
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these. Tracking the total number of seats available in the accommodations was 
chosen as an alternative indication of the capacity for concerts in the cities. 
Figure 8 shows that the pop music genre and the category of “other” have a 
larger capacity in the city of Utrecht than in Groningen. This is mainly caused 
by the Utrecht Jaarbeurs, which hosted large music events and a very big dance 
party (pop/rock) of up to 12.000 people, and the 1500 seats Beatrix Theatre with 
a daily program of musicals or shows (category “other”).

In Groningen and Utrecht sixty percent of the 297 and 284 concerts were 
freely accessible, especially those in cafés and restaurants. In general the ven-
ues in Utrecht charge higher ticket prices in all genres than those in Gronin-
gen. The differences in the category “other” can be explained by the expensive 
tickets for regular musical performances in the Beatrix Theatre. In 2011 the av-
erage “full” ticket price in Utrecht was €19,90, which decreased to €18,01 in 2016 
(see Figure 9). The average ticket price for classical music concerts increased 
by twenty percent.

6. Concluding Remarks

The results presented in this article are far from complete. They mainly 
show how our datasets function primarily as a tool to closely observe what 
is  happening in a music city. The similarities in the data of Groningen and 
Utrecht, as well as the developments in the three Utrecht datasets gave us the 

Figure 8 The seat capacity for concerts in musical genres in Utrecht (2011) and Groningen 
(2010).
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impression to think that entering data during a two-week period is enough 
to track general trends and changes in presence of musical genres in a city. 
However, the success of a comparison of cities as Groningen and Utrecht, and 
other cities in the future, strongly depends on the consistency of entering, 
labelling and analysing the data. The examples of the Utrecht Jaarbeurs and 
Beatrix Theatre showed that patterns in the data may easily be biased by “big 
events.” Also the labels for musical genres tend to generate a lot of discussion 
in the music world and musicology. Furthermore, the omnipresence of music 
in non-regular locations makes it necessary to further reflect on the concepts 
of “regular” and “non-regular” (Montesant, 2016, p. 49).

At this stage it is not possible to draw conclusions about the impact of the 
cuts in public subsidies or the economic crisis on the Utrecht music scene; 
there was no apparent decline in the number of music performances. A closer 
look at the data, and more qualitative data from interviews is needed to pin-
point where, when and why changes in artistic developments take place.

Our departing point not to include music festivals and Christmas concerts in 
the datasets should be reconsidered. The Utrecht data show that the  Christmas 
concert season moved from week 51 and 52 in 2011 to week 49 and 50 in 2016, 
starting immediately after Sinterklaas (Saint Nicholas) on December 5th.  
Finally, the exclusion of festivals should be reconsidered. In Utrecht it is al-
most impossible to find a “festival-free” period. In the year 2016, for example, 
in Utrecht approximately eighty music festivals took place with hundreds of 
separate concert performances, sometimes in musical genres that are under-
represented in the regular musical landscape (Staplab, 2016). A new trend is 
that concerts and festivals are organised in peoples’ private homes (Gluren bij 

Figure 9 Average “full” ticket prices for “payed” concerts in Utrecht (2011 and 2016) and in 
Groningen (2010).
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de Buren, Stukafest and ibbfest in Utrecht), which again, challenges the depart-
ing point of our data collections.

Counting alone will never fully explain what happens in the musical city and 
why. It is only through a combination of research methods, using quantitative 
data alongside qualitative components, such as interviews, concert reviews 
or focus groups, and listening to live music performances, that the usefulness 
of the concept of Musicscape for future research, music programming and/or 
public policy is shaped. For teaching purposes, building a Musicscape in the 
classroom was a very fruitful way to stimulate students to actively reflect on 
their cultural surroundings.8 We hope that other researchers, teachers, policy 
makers, and music organisers, worldwide, will be inspired to use the Dataverse 
City Musicscapes (Lelieveldt & Bisschop Boele, 2018) and will help to develop it 
by sharing their future Musicscapes with us, thus contributing to a continuous 
and connecting conversation about the importance of live music in our cities.
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