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As organised and flat as the Netherlands is, so diverse, rich 
and complete is its offering of media festivals. With more than 
twenty-five media and cross-discipline events, each with its own 
profile and target group, and distributed across the land. They 
provide a platform for artists, genres, and movements which 
enquire into and research new technologies, opening up and 
challenging their original applications. Unlike other festivals, 
these are the true junctions between technology, art, politics, 
maker, and audience. They focus on stimulating development, 
sharing knowledge, provoking thought and posing important 
questions. Yet media art continues to find it hard to 
communicate both its beauty and importance to government 
and public. Time, then, to pay more attention to this amazing 

The Indescribable Experience, Impossible to Imitate: 
A Conversation with the Directors of Four Media Festivals

source of inspiration. A conversation with four representatives 
of the field — Lucas van der Velden (Sonic Acts), Marije van 
de Vall (Media Art Friesland), Frens Frijns (STRP) and Joost 
Heijthuijsen (Incubate) — about the importance of media 
festivals, the current situation, and how they aim to confront 
an uncertain future in an innovative way.

Everyone’s lives are, for instance, fundamentally affected 
by the existence of GPS, the security and structure of 
digital data, and the ubiquitous presence of images and 
sound. The focus of media art consequently goes beyond 
the purely aesthetic or symbolic: there is a direct relation 
between ‘contemporary life’ and the question of how 
technology inf luences our lives.

GOGBOT. Photo credit: Arnon Coenen
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Technologies are both the tools and the subject of media 
artists which they turn towards an audience — an audience 
that is far more numerous than those who want to dismiss 
media art as marginal or niche would believe. Media 
Art Friesland attracts more than 5000 visitors annually, 
Sonic Acts grew with its last edition to 7000 visitors, more 
than 18000 people went to TodaysArt in The Hague, the 
last STRP attracted more than 30000 people. Moreover, 
these are extraordinarily diverse audiences. Lucas van der 
Velden (Sonic Acts) notes: “An American visitor once 
said, this is not just a cross-disciplinary festival, it’s also cross-
generational: people aged 20 to 70 who are interested in long-
term developments. Our public is absolutely not elitist. The 
people who know the least are often the most surprised — 
because they’ve never experienced anything like it.” This 
is also the greatest challenge facing media art: reaching 
people and drawing them in. Van der Velden says: “The 
experience of media art is strongly defined in terms  
of  time and space, in the same way that you have to  
walk across a whole city to get a sense of what is there:  
you can’t simply show a picture of it.”

In 2010 we held an evening ent it led Acoust ic Spaces. 
Ten experimental audio performances f lowed seamlessly 
into each other over the course of four hours. The 
audience sat in a dark Paradiso in Amsterdam. The room 
was filled to the brim; no one wanted to leave. Yet nothing 
sounded anything like a song or pop music. There was 
a field recording of an airport, a journey through a city, 
sounds of nature, and all this culminated in a recording 
of a thunderstorm with cracks of lightning so loud they 
really shocked people — you saw the room literally jump. 
And yet people didn’t respond by saying, “That was too 
loud”. The intensity of the sound caused them to be seized 
by an intangible sense of euphoria. This could never have 
been achieved if they had just been listening to a recording 

on a computer. But in the right setting something happens 
to an audience. That indescribable experience, impossible 
to imitate, that you have to experience first hand — that is 

what fascinates us. About a pop concert you can say they 
played this song or that, and that’s why it was great. But 
this doesn’t explain what the song did to you — you do not 
tell people that story. When you are unable to grasp what 
you hear, but you try to articulate that in words, that is 
when you start to tell your own story and that’s when the 
emotions rise to the surface.”

Media art can be as exciting or accessible as pop music and 
many people don’t even realise that it addresses or uses 
technologies and subjects that are extraordinarily close to the 
everyday lives of ordinary people. But try to explain that in 
three catchy one-liners in a primetime chat-show interview. 
With the festival STRP, Frens Frijns tries, at least in part, to 
close the gulf between popular culture and media art. An 
accessible, but relevant music programme draws the visitors 
in who then visit the accompanying exhibition. “Besides 
this we have also learned to emphasise certain things and to 
actively seek out our target groups through a multi-pronged 
communications policy: we aim the music programme at 
the mainstream media, educational elements are promoted 
through schools and colleges and so on... But it remains hard.”

“That indescribable experience, 
impossible to imitate, that you 

have to experience first hand
  — that is what fascinates us”
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Making the Otherwise Invisible Visible
With the exception of the NIMk (Netherlands Media 
Art Institute), there is no permanent infrastructure in 
the Netherlands, in the form of buildings, museums or 
institutions, that focuses entirely on media art. Organisations 
for other art disciplines (visual arts, stage arts) only offer 
occasional exhibition opportunities. Production-oriented 
media organisations/institutions such as V2_, Waag Society 
or Mediamatic — the so-called media labs — primarily 
focus on production and the constant search for the purpose 
of new technologies, the possibilities, the dangers, and the 
impact. Consequently, the festivals are the presentation 
moments par excellence, the moments when the sector 
interacts with itself and others, gives shape to its development 
and accelerates it: festival as both catalyst and accelerator. 

“New media art has a long-held inclination to separate itself 
from art in general and to say: we are the new media and 
all the other arts are old,” explains Lucas van der Velden. 
“However, the distinction has now become more diffused 
and ‘traditional’ artists are using new media more and 
more. Look at prominent artists like Ai WeiWei and Olafur 
Elliason.” Media art is now shown more and more often 
at other festivals—Tweetakt theatre festival, the Holland 
Festival, and Lowlands, all programme media art. Marije 
van de Vall, organiser of Media Art Friesland: “In the real 
world too the domain of media art is no longer so clearly 
defined. It’s happening all around you, everywhere you 
go — in fashion, shop design, theatre, music — everyone 
is making films on their phones, remixes, mash-ups.”

Much of this kind of self-expression has long since become 
completely normal for ordinary people. It’s easy to forget that 
the PC has only been around for thirty years and the smart 
phone for just five. This threatens to make media art banal, even 
though “pure” media festivals really do perform an important 
service. They are able to examine issues in far greater depth, 
they dare to experiment and seek out new festival formats.

Joost Heijthuisen responds to this evolution with his Incubate 
festival in Tilburg, which concentrates on multi-disciplinary 
independent culture: music, dance, visual art. What links 
Incubate to media art festivals is the use of technology as a tool 
to create art. He consequently focuses on crowd sourcing —
the festival is renowned for involving its audiences in all areas 
of organisation and programming. “We call it open DNA,” 
Heijthuijsen explains. “Our audience helps us to write the 
policy plan, our website is compiled from contributions from 
visitors who often know more about a niche-genre or artist 
than we do. This generates a very special social dynamic.”

But Frens Frijns, director of SRTP Festival in Eindhoven, takes 
yet another angle. With 30,000 people at a single location, 
STRP is probably the largest media festival in the Netherlands. 
With an electronic music programme, DJs and famous dance 
acts like Underworld, SRTP attracts a broad public, which 
then has access to an extensive media art exhibition. In this 
way the visitor is taken by the hand and surprised. And 
with success. “Ninety per cent of our visitors also go to the 
exhibition,” says Frijns. “We focus on the beauty of media art. 
There are many wonderful things that remained in a niche 
but which are suitable for a wider audience. Our programme 

should not short-
change the experienced 
viewer, but it has to be 
interesting in reality, 
not  just conceptually or 
on paper: the layperson 
should be allowed to 
experience something on 
the spot, to enjoy, and to 
understand it as well.”

“In the real world too, the domain of media art 
  is no longer so clearly defined. It’s happening 
all around you, everywhere you go—in fashion, 
shop design, theatre, music—everyone is mak-
ing films on their phones, remixes, mash-ups...”
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The Field Task of the Media
There are two themes that keep 
recurring when you talk to organisers 
about media art: making the unique 
experience accessible and striving towards 
greater public awareness of the role of 
technology in our society. Says Lucas van 
der Velden: “You can roughly divide media 
art into experience-oriented, politically-
engaged, and purely technology — and 
gadget-focused: there is a new iPhone 
— we have to do something with it. We 
concentrate primarily on the first kind.”

The festival Incubate, on the other 
hand, places technology clearly within 
its social dynamic, thereby opening 
itself up to experimentation and 
seeking the future content or format for 
a festival. It forces people to think about 
their own role and how they might use 
the technology. “This is why we work 
with a different overarching theme 
each year,” explains Joost Heijthuijsen. 
“Audience input is impossible if there 
is no identity or direction that stems 
from the content.” Heijthuisen is also 
often asked to advise governments on 
crowd sourcing. If you do not have a 
clear goal, crowd sourcing soon leads 
to a Babel-like confusion. This role — 
the raising of awareness in relation to 
digitalisation and technology — seems 
to be a direction that more and more 
festivals want to go in. The Media 
Art Festival in Leeuwarden — whose 
future existence is uncertain due to 
evaporating financial resources — 
focused exclusively until now on the 

development of talented academy 
students. But now it also wants to work 
specifically with businesses, science, 
education and ordinary, intrigued 
citizens. No more art for art’s sake, 
but art as a tool for producing applied 
products. Marije can de Vall says: “If 
you are able to make people aware of 
this process, you can take a step towards 
understanding more difficult artworks. 
Over the last few years we have often 
held guided tours for young people. 
These were completely disinterested 
school children, but if you can get them 
to react, they come to realise that they 
are able understand and that this ‘vague’ 
media art actually refers to numerous 
things that are familiar to them. For 
example, we were standing beside an 
artwork by Jan Lange (graduate from 
Artez Enschede). An installation with 
nine slide projectors which projected 
colours onto a screen. Their first 
reaction was: so easy, so what? Then you 
ask them what they can see in the work. 
Someone said “a draughtboard, stones 
that can be moved around.” The boy 
who said this thought he was saying 
something stupid, but that is what it was 
about: moving, repositioning, space. The 
link with pixels and thereby the internet, 
was soon made — and that they all did 
know about. Then you ask them: do 
you still have slide projectors in the 
classroom? No. They’d never seen one. 
So, what do you think the artist wants 
to say by using one? And so you take 

them a little further, step at a time and 
then you see their interest increasing.”

Participation is also a good way to 
stimulate their grasp and enthusiasm: 
the project Mash My Bits Up 
is a collaboration between five 
organisations from Leeuwarden, which 
challenges young people to manipulate 
images and sound and to send them 
to each other. Van de Vall: “You open 
a door for them. This is what we want 
to do at a different level, by drawing 
the link to applied products in order 
to fuel businesses’ appreciation for 
media art and vice versa: people 
are able to learn from each other.”

This link between media art and 
education, or economics, is being drawn 
more often, but is perhaps still too little 
explored by people who see media art as 
art with a capital A and nothing more. But 
how does it work? What happens when 
artists work with businesses — does it 
really matter if anything is really generated? 
STRP festival has taken on a pioneering 
role within media art in this respect. 

Its director, Frens Frijns: “STRP’s 
physical location — Eindhoven, the 
links with the technology sector 
in the region — presented us with 
unique opportunities. We worked with 
Eindhoven University of Technology, 
Philips and many others. As a result, 
artist Edwin van der Heide is making 
an artwork for the coming SRTP 
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festival using acoustic panels full of LEDs which have 
recently been developed by Philips Large Luminous Surfaces. 
The internationally renowned Danish artist Olafur Eliasson 
is also currently using them to build an artwork. Last year 
we presented a project by Philips Lighting at STRP — a test 
environment around ambient lighting in which the creative 
bureau Little Mountain was responsible for the artistic 
content.” This year STRP has hooked festival artist Daan 
Roosengaarde up with Philips Lighting to produce a project 
in Shanghai called Nighttime in the Sky, for which SRTP — if 
it is ready on time — will be allowed to present the European 
try-out. “This is what I call the field-lab task of the festival,” 
says Frijns. “If we present an experiment like this at the festival 
it gets seen by thousands of people, whereas the companies 
are only able to show a small number of people around their 
labs. And the audience — some of whom are students — get 
really excited. We are going to hold a recruitment event at 
the next festival. There’s a lot of enthusiasm for the idea.”

For Frijsn, the democratisation of media art and the 
raising of public awareness of the connection between the 
technology, industry and daily life is one of the main tasks of 
his festival. To do this he focuses largely on the young. “This 
year we will receive more than 4,000 school children. I am 

opening five extra days to accommodate them. That costs us 
money, despite the subsidies — which are now threatened.”

Lucas van der Velden (Sonic Acts) jumps in: “You could say 
there are lots of media festivals, too many compared with 
other countries, but in relation to our society it is both logical 
and important. The Netherlands is one of the most densely 
cabled countries in the world, it occupies a pioneering 
position in technology, and in many respects is a testing 
ground for the world. A country that technologically develops 
so rapidly should be asking itself more questions about that 
technology: in education, defence, healthcare, science... We 
have to continue to look critically at the benefits of this and 
not simply do things because they can be done. And this is 
where there is an important role for media art and e-culture in 
general. Unfortunately, e-culture is being severely hit by cuts 
in government spending precisely at the moment more money 
should be going in that direction. It is as if the fact that everyone 
is walking around with an iPod and buying products full of 
chips is being denied. Many social developments are about 
privacy and social interaction and a lot of media art addresses 
these subjects. Research into the impact of technology 
on our society needs its own space, now more than ever.”

Urban Explorers. Photo credit: Tim Leguijt
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Thinking and Acting in the Greater Interest of the Sector
Despite the many and valuable sounds of support, the 
continuing existence of numerous media festivals is under 
pressure. The government appears to have chosen in favour of 
cultural heritage conservation, and is consequently putting at 
risk the task of the media festival as a free space for creativity. 
It would be wonderful if the role of these festivals in the 
chain of knowledge production were to be recognised and 
acknowledged. Nonetheless, shrinking financial resources 
also brings a (self-)critical look at the role and future of 
media festivals. The quest for the meaning and relevance of 
festivals within the media art production chain and research 
into potentially new presentation models and innovative 
organisational structures are needed. Sonic Acts, Incubate 
and STRP, as well as Media Art Friesland, are all in their own 
way examples of how festivals may think about this future 
and adjust their policies accordingly, especially now the seven 
established media labs and media-art organisations (V2_, 
Waag Society, NIMk, Mediamatic) are being removed from 
the basic infrastructure and threaten to disappear altogether. 
At the same time, the future of labs that have no structural 
funding is exceptionally uncertain. None of this will make 
the task of scouting for new talent and good work any easier.

Lucas van der Velden: “What we programme for the first 
time in the Netherlands is often 
presented a few years later at STRP 
where it reaches a new audience. This is 
why it is really good that STRP exists. 
Yet they receive very little recognition 
from the inner circle of media art for the 
role they play. The continued existence 
of an event like STRP is important 
because it has wide appeal and this 
enables it to make media art relevant 
to a broader public. We do not think 
quite enough about the wider significance for the sector.”

This is endorsed by Frens Frijns, director of STRP. “We all 
need to look at this: think about what position we occupy 
within the development of media art? It used to be the 

media labs, which are now threatened, that provided new 
makers with the opportunity to develop. In future, this role 
will have to be in part filled by the festivals. I want to talk 
even more with the high-tech industry and to link artistic 
projects to industry, so that businesses can see what they 
may do with this target group and tailor projects accordingly. 
More self-production and co-production. That’s where 
there is most room for manoeuvre. Everyone will have 
to adopt a piece of the field, otherwise the development 
of new makers and media art as a whole will become 
destabilised — and that would be disastrous for the sector.”

Marije van de Vall agrees: “We are now the only one in the 
North, but it would be good to look at the regional distribution 
and the location for these kinds of festivals in a broader 
context. Who is concerned with developing talent? Who 
brings the big names to the Netherlands? Who seeks contact 
with big business? It’s inefficient to try to do everything.”

Other opportunities lie in collaborations with other festivals, 
in other genres which could provide platforms for the 
promotion of media art or which could complement each 
other in terms of content. Media art components to such 
festivals as Picnic or Lowlands would open up new audiences.

Joost Heijthuijsen (Incubate): “We often work with festivals 
that do things very differently, in terms of genre, but who 
are, none the less, kindred spirits. Take the Brabant WMF 
Mundial — we developed a sustainability project with them. 
We also learn a lot about sponsoring, marketing or production 

“The quest for the meaning and relevance of 
festivals within the media art production 

chain and research into potentially new 
presentation models; and, innovative 

organisational structures are needed.”
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•	 Are	there	strategies	of	engagement	in	this	article	
 that a more conventional arts festival could use or 

adapt from?

•	How	can	multidisciplinary	approaches	
 help in attracting different audiences?

•	How	could	crowdsourcing	approaches	be	
 effectively integrated in your festival?

•	How	does	your	festival	make	a	unique	
 experience accessible and strive towards greater 
 public awareness of the role of technology in society?

•	 Is	there	a	place	for	new	media	festivals	in	 
your country? Why/why not?

Reflections

Making a Festival: The Context

from other festivals in our region, like SRTP and the 
dance event Extrema. That’s where opportunities lie.”

What is certain is that the relevance of media 
art in contemporary, technology-driven 
society is growing. Festivals l ike 
STRP,  Incubate or Media Art Friesland 
explicit ly seek out content-led 
collaborations with businesses 
and k now-how in their reg ions, 
whi le their own contribution to 
the national and international 
image of such cities as 
Groningen, Eindhoven or Tilburg 
— although difficult to calculate 
in numbers — is beyond dispute.  
And yet media art and its festivals 
are entering an uncertain era. “It 
would seem there is a shake-out going 
on in the cultural sector. Distinguishing 
yourself from others, questioning yourself 
is becoming important,” Joost Heijthuijsen 
decides. “In order to attract audiences, but 
also sponsors. Running acceptable financial 
risks is the most that can be achieved. Subsidies 
and sponsoring are not rights. It takes time to build 
them up and to demonstrate each time that you’re worth 
the investment. We are trying to build up a sustainable 
ecosystem with sustainable connections. This takes time.”

Perhaps this is precisely what media festivals are most in 
need of: time. Time to develop and crystallise as (part of) 
a sector. Time to nurture understanding, appreciation 
and awareness among government and audiences of the  
importance of artistic approaches to and engaged reflection 
upon technology in our lives. And to raise the awareness 
to such a level that no one can avoid it. Or would want to.


