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This portrait series offers a present-day reflection on the connec-
tions between cultural professionals on both sides of the North Sea. 
It illustrates how culture and creativity are autonomous connecting 
powers between the United Kingdom and the Netherlands. 

Cultural professionals play a pivotal role in bridging the narrow 
sea that divides us; their observations, reflected in their creations, 
offer a fresh perspective of the world around us and the ties between 
us. As the Dutch Ambassador in the UK, I have seen first-hand how 
the arts can make us realise how much we have to offer each other.

For the Netherlands, the UK will never be a distant neighbour, 
but always a close and important partner: culturally, socially, and 
economically. We share strong values of freedom, tolerance and de-
mocracy. Both our cultures reflect these values, and this in itself is 
a reason to cherish the cultural cooperation and exchange between 
our two nations. 

The interviews in this magazine - beautifully documented by au-
thor Arnoud Breitbarth and captured by photographer Michiel 
Meeuwis - provide us with stories full of passion for that which 
enriches our lives. 

With this portrait series, we are taken through our shared history 
as North Sea Neighbours, assured of continued inspiration and cre-
ativity in the future despite the uncertainties of Brexit. Each portrait 
highlights the dedication to identify opportunities for continued 
cultural exchange. Furthermore, the stories do not shy away from 
depicting some specific obstacles that might develop with the UK 
leaving the EU. 

I would like to thank everyone involved in the production of this 
magazine, for their shared insights, ideas and concerns. I hope this 
portrait series will contribute to a lively conversation in the cultural 
sectors and beyond, leading to a deeper understanding of the enor-
mous importance of our cultural ties, now and in future.

Simon J.H. Smits,
Ambassador of the Kingdom of the Netherlands
to the United Kingdom

Preface by Simon Smits
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BRAINWAVE

marks on his parents’ lives. The older brother of Boot’s 
father was captured as a resistance fighter and died in 
Buchenwald; Boot’s mother was tortured at a Japanese 
internment camp in Indonesia. “As I remember, they 
weren’t really traumatised by the war, but it was always 
there. It formed our parents, our grandparents and our-
selves. We grew up realising what the effect of war and 
intolerance is. That first-hand knowledge of the war is 
disappearing. I want to tell my children, and the next 
generations, what happened to our forebears.”

History books are full of details, says Boot, but thea-
tre and film can make that history come alive. “If you 
want to make an impact, you’ll need to shift the focus 
from macro to micro-level. By showing smaller family 
histories, the individual choices everyone had to make, 
you understand more about that time. And hopefully 
that will lead to discussions: What did our grandpar-
ents do and go through? What would I do?“

The idea for the musical Soldier of Orange started in 
1993. Boot worked in the PR team for Dutch theatre 
producer Joop van den Ende and flew to New York for 
the opening night of Dutch musical Cyrano. “It was 
incredibly brave of Joop to bring a foreign musical to 
Broadway. Despite the reviews not being quite what 
we hoped for, we had a great party. The next morning 
I rushed, rather hungover from the booze and disap-
pointed over how the show had been received, to an 
emergency marketing meeting. The team, passionately 
led by Van den Ende, was going to try to lift quotes 
that we could use from the reviews. As I passed an 
enormous billboard of Cyrano on Times Square, I won-
dered: what would work for these patriotic Americans? 
Suddenly I had a brainwave: a musical version of the 
famous Dutch book by Erik Hazelhoff Roelfzema and 
Paul Verhoeven’s later movie Soldaat van Oranje.” 

Boot worked on the idea and proposed it, along with 
other ideas, a few months later to his boss, who didn’t 
see the potential. In 1998 he mentioned the idea again 
to the board of Stage Entertainment in a longlist of pos-
sible stories to tell in a musical, but also to no avail. 
“Now I’m so thankful no one picked it up. In 1999 
I started my own business, an agency for actors, and 
always kept dreaming of producing theatre.” Coinci-
dentally, Boot met Roelfzema and obtained the rights 
to adapt his book. Not long after, he met Alex Mulder, 
the founder and former CEO of USG People, who was 

willing to invest in Boot’s idea through his investment 
company Amerborgh International. “Finally I had the 
chance to make this show. With the people of our choice 
and how we wanted it.” 

Soldaat van Oranje – De Musical became the biggest 
success in Dutch theatre history; for the last nine years, 
every performance has sold out. The show reached a 
milestone on the 24th of November 2019 when it wel-
comed its 3 millionth visitor. But Boot and his team 
have even bigger ambitions. “There are two theatre 

Meccas in the world: Broadway in New York City and 
London’s West End. And because half of the story plays 
out in England, it seems a logical step to bring this show 
to London first. We started looking at locations in 2011 
and had negotiations with Wembley, the Olympic Park 
and the Bicester Heritage airport. But none of those 
worked out.” Through a partnership with ES Global, 
a British company that builds temporary structures for 
events and music festivals, the London site in Dock-
lands was found in 2018.

“What we do in the Netherlands is fantastic and we 
have had quite a bit of interest from foreign produc-
ers. But if you really want to be noticed, you have to 
be in London or New York – that’s where the whole 
theatre world gathers”, says Boot. He learned from 
Joop van den Ende’s adventure with Cyrano. “Joop had 
an all-Dutch creative team and was seen as a bit of an 
intruder. We work with an international team: our di-
rector Theu Boermans and scriptwriter Edwin de Vries 

Soldier of Orange – The Musical is based on the autobiography of Erik Hazelhoff Roelfzema, a re-
nowned Dutch resistance fighter and British RAF war pilot, who chronicled his remarkable World War 
II experiences. After escaping to England at the start of the war, he smuggled radio transmitters into 
the Netherlands and piloted RAF planes on bombing runs over Germany. He became aide-de-camp to 
Queen Wilhelmina and was awarded the highest Dutch military honour for his work in the resistance.

The wind dominates a deserted plot of land at Lon-
don’s Docklands. Across the water, at London City Air-
port’s sole runway, a plane takes off. It’s hard to im-
agine that this will soon be one of the theatre hotspots 
of the English capital. A Dutch production company is 
trying to make it happen. Soldier of Orange – The Mu-
sical will open its doors in the autumn of 2020. 

In March 2020 this will be a hectic building site and 
by the autumn the semi-permanent theatre with 1,100 
seats should be in full swing, bringing a daily stream of 
theatre goers to the Borough of Newham, as well as cre-

ating jobs for the local community. “Where you tell a 
story is almost as important as the story you tell”, says 
producer Fred Boot. “Docklands suffered heavy losses 
during the Second World War so a war story resonates 
even more powerfully at this location. We fell in love 
with this area as the vibe here is similar to where we 
play in the Netherlands.” 

The original production of Soldaat van Oranje has its 
home at former military airfield Valkenburg, just north 
of The Hague. It was one of the first targets for Hitler’s 
troops when they attacked the Netherlands in 1940. “It 
adds extra depth to the story, as it makes history tan-
gible”, Boot explains. Just like in the Netherlands, the 
London theatre will house an exhibition on the Second 
World War that focusses on the difficult choices people 
had to make and what the impact of those choices was 
on their surroundings. It will shine a light on the people 
who crossed the North Sea, escaping their Nazi-occu-
pied homeland to find freedom in the United Kingdom, 
but also on the effects of the war in London. “We’ll 
show iconic photos of Winston Churchill inspecting the 
ruins in Docklands – you can sense the British determi-
nation to carry on and beat the enemy.”

 Boot always had a fascination for history, and in 
particular for the Second World War, which left deep 

Fred 
Boot

Fred Boot is an Amsterdam-based theatre producer and CEO of 
NEW Productions. His brainchild, Soldaat van Oranje – De Musi-
cal, is, at nine consecutive years, the longest-running theatre pro-
duction in the Netherlands. The musical plays in a purpose-built 
1,100-seat theatre on a former army airfield in the Netherlands; 
every performance since opening night has sold out. An Eng-
lish-language production, Soldier of Orange – The Musical, will 
open in the autumn of 2020 in London.
A semi-permanent theatre will be constructed in the Royal Docks, 
opposite London City Airport. Similar to the Dutch production, 
British audiences will sit in a 360-degree rotating auditorium that 
turns from set to set, surrounded by projections. 
Prior to working full-time on Soldaat van Oranje, Boot ran his own 
talent agency and was public relations manager for global TV and 
theatre production companies Endemol and Stage Entertainment.

DUTCH 
SUCCESS

 TRANSFERS 
TO LONDON

”
“Where you tell 

a story is as 
important as the 
story you tell
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MITIGATING RISKS

are Dutch, our composer Tom Harriman and lyricist 
Pamela Philips Oland are American, our scenic designer 
Bernhard Hammer is Austrian and Jeremy Brock, who 
adapts the script to English, is as British as can be. I 
hope that will make a difference.” Additionally, Boot 
formed partnerships with various British companies 
that take care of ticket sales, marketing, education out-
reach and general management.

Brexit never stopped Boot from pursuing his plans. 
“The uncertainty is unhelpful, so we’re mitigating risks: 
we make all our props in the UK, all our supplies are 
bought here and we mostly employ local staff. That way 
we can avoid potential problems with customs or work 
visas. To be honest, the delay to the opening of the Eliz-
abeth Line makes me more nervous.” The new trans-
port link that runs from West to East London would 
allow for direct travel from the West End to the theatre 
in about twenty minutes. “We really hoped the trains 
would be running in the autumn of 2020, but we just 
found out we have to wait for that perfect transpor-
tation link until the spring of 2021. Luckily Beckton 
Park station, on the Docklands Light Railway, is only a 
three-minute walk from our theatre.”

In the meantime, preparations for the London open-
ing are in full swing. Building permits have been grant-
ed and constructive meetings with the local council, the 
London Fire Brigade and the Greater London Author-
ity have taken place. “My colleague Mark de Kruijk is 
dealing with local authorities and he assures me things 
are not that different from the Netherlands. Health and 

safety requirements are pretty much the same, so that 
has been relatively smooth so far.”

In November 2019, over a hundred actors were 
seen for the first round of auditions. “The talent pool 
is enormous here; we were blown away by the vocal 
qualities of so many actors. All of them are strong indi-
viduals who bring their personality to the room. In the 
Netherlands it can sometimes seem that certain drama 
schools train their students to be identical in auditions, 
which is not what we want to see. But Dutch actors are 
good at playing naturalistic parts, while my impression 
of British actors after the first auditions is that they tend 
to make everything bigger. We are looking for a more 
nuanced approach, so our director will have a challenge 
on that front.” 

Soldier of Orange is not going to be a carbon copy of 
the Dutch version. “We are considering a few changes 
that make the show extra appealing to British visitors: 
we might give Winston Churchill a role, for example.” 

Furthermore, Boot is shortening the show by half 
an hour to allow the audience to get home by public 
transport. Another big difference is that roles in the UK 
are being cast colour blind, without taking an actor’s 
ethnicity or skin colour into consideration. “As Soldaat 
van Oranje is such a well-known story in the Nether-
lands and we are telling the story realistically, we never 
did colour blind castings. That might change in the near 
future.”

Boot has no doubts his show translates well to the 
UK. “It is a universal story about friendship and the 
choices young people make in difficult times. And it’s a 
story about a shared history of the Netherlands and the 
UK – and even of the rest of the world. It’s proof that 
we are stronger together than we are apart.” 

”

“If you really want 
to be noticed, 
you have to be in 
London or New 
York – that’s where 
the whole theatre 
world gathers

SCOTLAND VOTED

 ‘REMAIN’,
 MANY SCOTS STILL WANT TO BE PART OF EUROPE

During lunch break at the Royal Academy of Art in 
The Hague, one of the oldest art academies in the world, 
the canteen is filled with students from all around the 
globe. They look at sketches, discuss a new exhibition 
and gossip about classroom politics. Apart from their 
dedication to art, there is one other thing they have in 
common: they all communicate in English. 

“This is an English language school, our programme is 
very international”, says Janice McNab, who leads the 
MA Artistic Research. “We want our students to engage 
with people from different backgrounds and cultures. 
Other ideas and perspectives are fundamentally impor-
tant for understanding the world, and what our own 
presumptions and beliefs are, what our own cultures 
are.” McNab gives an example from a recent class de-

bate on co-
lonialism. “A Japanese student pointed out that the dis-
cussion was completely Eurocentric. In Japan colonial 
discussions don’t necessarily reference Africa, Indone-
sia or India. They are about Japan in relation to Korea, 
Taiwan and China. The idea that there is more than one 
colonialism hadn’t come up until that point.” 

Internationalism, the principle that advocates for 
greater cooperation between nations and people, is one 
of the pillars of the academy. “That important post-
war idea is under pressure, both in the United Kingdom 
and also – to a lesser extent – in the Netherlands. Cul-
ture is a diffracting mirror of society and so, as a whole, 
it is an important place for conversations about societal 
beliefs.” 

McNab points to the developing conversation around 
the Dutch tradition of Zwarte Piet as an example of this. 
The debate was in large part initiated by people who 
did not grow up hearing the story of the black-faced 
helper of Saint Nicholas. “As a foreigner trying to build 
a life in the Netherlands, Zwarte Piet was a shocking 

Culture as a mirror 
of the population

”
“
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CONVERSATIONS

TRADITION

Janice 
McNab

Janice McNab is a Scottish painter who lives in The Hague. She 
is Head of Department of the Masters of Artistic Research at the 
Royal Academy of Art (Koninklijke Academie van Beeldende 
Kunsten). McNab studied at Edinburgh College of Art, Glasgow 
School of Art and Hunter College for the Arts in New York before 
she came to live in the Netherlands in 2000 through a one-year 
arts residency that was funded by Arts Council Scotland. 
 
McNab’s work has been exhibited in galleries throughout Europe, 
North America, Asia and Australia. She recently completed The 
Ghost Artist, her PhD submission to the Amsterdam School for 
Cultural Analysis at the University of Amsterdam. This proposes an 
alternative history of women’s art practice through the close study 
of three women’s artworks, made across the course of the last 
three centuries. McNab: “These artists found ways to share their 
inner experiences without resorting to images of their bodies.”

confrontation with how a different culture held onto 
its past. I did not understand how dressing children in 
eighteenth-century slave costumes, painting their faces 
black, and asking them to run around a white man, high 
above them on a horse, could be understood as fun. It 
seemed to re-enact the power relations of the plantation 
a bit too closely: endlessly interchangeable black help-
ers – all infantilised and given the same name – gleefully 
bouncing around as they re-enact a ritual that is fun-
damentally tied to the exchange of goods. That adults 
would choose to make their children black for a day in 
order to experience these power relations, and then go 
home and wash this blackness off, and receive gifts, left 
me dumbfounded. It’s dehumanising, open racism that 
seemed to be instilled into very young children as the 
way things are if you want to prosper and enjoy life.”

The intense discussion in the Netherlands is having 
an impact on the tradition of Zwarte Piet, McNab is 
happy to notice. “It proves the importance of cultural 
activity in people’s understanding of themselves.” 

It could be argued that compared to the Netherlands 
the United Kingdom has dealt more fully with its colo-
nial past, and the necessary rewriting of histories from 
many perspectives, McNab says. “The longing for the 
old days of empire, and the recent rise in xenophobia 
and racism in Britain, indicate however that something 
was sadly missed in that re-writing.”  

It’s important that everyone who lives in a country 
sees themselves at least partly mirrored by the cultural 
production of that country. “If only the lives of middle- 
and upper-class white people seem to be present there, 
then everyone else is left to perceive themselves as not 
being a valued part of that culture.” 

McNab thinks that the streaming of Dutch children 
at secondary school level isn’t helpful. “People from 
working classes or ethnic minority backgrounds often 
have less access to home tutoring or protected time and 
space for homework. They therefore have less chance 
to get the education they need to go onto higher edu-
cation, they are passively weeded out before they can 
ever apply to higher education like art school. For cul-
ture to thrive, it needs to be open to many voices, so its 
presumptions can be constantly challenged. That way 
things like Zwarte Piet don’t happen.” 

The Royal Academy currently has 34 students from 
the UK. “British culture is influential throughout the 
world, and we would like to continue to involve Brit-
ish perspectives in our educational conversation. Brexit 
would make British students non-EU students however, 
with fewer available spaces and higher annual fees.” In 
the current academic year, non-EU students pay €7,500 
a year instead of €2,000 for EU-students. However, that 
is still less than the £9,250 students pay in England. 

The possibility of studying in the Netherlands is rela-
tively unknown in Britain. To counter that, McNab sug-
gests a government-led advertising campaign. “It’s an 
interesting way to maintain longstanding cultural ties in 
a post-Brexit world.”

McNab wonders if the northern part of the United 
Kingdom might be specifically open to the exercise of 
Dutch soft power. “Scotland voted to remain and many 
Scots want to be part of the EU. The country is even 
considering separating from England for this reason, if 
Brexit goes badly. So strengthening cultural ties with 
Scotland and keeping them in the loop could be fruit-
ful.”

Until the EU referendum, McNab had considered re-
turning to the UK at some point. “Brexit was a clari-
fying moment, the public discourse in Britain changed. 
Certain media outlets have allowed quite fascistic view-
points to come into the open, and discussions that were 
inconceivable ten years ago have become everyday. Rac-
ist xenophobia now often goes unchecked – even in my 
hometown Aberfeldy in Remain-voting Scotland.”

McNab is happy with her recent move to The Hague 
from Amsterdam, where she lived previously. “There is 
a supportive artistic community, and the city places val-
ue in affordable studio spaces.” She says she is now ful-
ly committed to staying in the Netherlands, where she 
maintains an artistic practice, an academic career, and a 
social circle. Applying for dual nationality would have 
been the next step, but the required change in Dutch law 
was recently removed from government business for the 
coming year. “This has been a great disappointment to 
many Brits living here, and as an artist, travel is part of 
my life. Dual nationality would really help.”

Despite the current uncertainty, McNab is planning 
to take her students to Scotland next year to work on 
a programme around the 700th anniversary of the                
Declaration of Arbroath in which Scotland claimed its 
independence. They will meet Scottish artists, researchers 
and international students. “It’s a link that continues to 
build between the Scottish cultural community and stu-
dents from The Hague. Encouraging these conversations 
creates generational bonds that may be more important 
than only seeing examples of each other’s work in inter-
national museum shows. Perhaps we can fight creeping 
xenophobia, at least a little, with such conversations, and 
the exchanges within them. In that respect, enabling art-
ists to spend time in each other’s countries is more impor-
tant for culture than frictionless movement of goods.”

”
“For culture to thrive, 
it needs to be open 
to many voices
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URBAN TO DISCO

Queues form outside the Royal Albert Hall as Prom 45 
is about to start in the summer of 2019. An eager crowd 
awaits the Metropole Orkest’s tribute to jazz singer, 
composer and human rights activist Nina Simone. It’s 
the sixth consecutive year the Hilversum-based or-
chestra was asked to perform at one of Europe’s most 
impressive concert halls, at what is probably the most 
renowned music festival in the world. “It’s an honour 
we never take for granted”, says Jules Buckley, the or-
chestra’s chief conductor. 

As the Royal Albert Hall fills up, the orchestra tunes 
their instruments. Buckley walks on stage, takes a deep 
breath and lets the orchestra do what they do best: 
re-imagine music, adding new layers to compositions 
and pushing boundaries. “We’re showing that an or-
chestra can be different”, Buckley explains. “We’re 
challenging the stereotype of what orchestral music 
should be. We play jazz, electronic music, pop music. 
You never know what you can expect from us; I want 
us to keep surprising the audience. That’s why I try to 
do something that is almost the polar opposite of what 
we did the year before.” 

The Metropole Orkest played the Proms for the first 
time in 2014, with singer-songwriter Laura Mvula as 
soloist. The year after, Buckley worked with a selection 
of the best urban artists, then played with disco-legend 
Quincy Jones in 2016. A year later the orchestra played 
a tribute to jazz bassist and composer Charles Mingus, 
only to return to modern music with composer and ar-
ranger Jacob Collier in 2018. “You’re never guaranteed 
you’ll be asked back to the Proms, so we try to be inno-
vative and keep everyone curious as to what we’re do-
ing”, says Buckley. And with this success, the orchestra 
has created a name for itself with Prom-goers. 

Outside, Suzy McKensy, an office manager from St. 
Albans, says this is the third concert she has attended 
by the Metropole Orkest. “Until I saw them three years 
ago, I didn’t really know anything about them. They’re 
Dutch and their sound is so fresh and yet so rich. I’m a 
fan!” 

Music lovers are not the only reason why the Dutch 
orchestra is delighted to play at the Proms. “Cultural-

ly, London is at the cutting edge of what is going on”, 
says Buckley. “All the publishers, agents and record la-
bels are in this city. That’s why we need to play here.” 
The fact that the Metropole Orkest’s Proms concerts 
have been televised over the years has been invaluable, 
argues Buckley. “The BBC footage is seen all over the 
world, playing here is a seal of approval that helps us 
form connections with other top musicians.” Not that 
it’s an easy task to take the orchestra abroad. “Taking 
an orchestra on tour requires money. We have our core 
funding, but we need additional sponsors to make it 
possible to play in London. Even then it’s economically 
challenging, but in order to maintain our status as the 
world’s leading ensemble for jazz and pop music, we 
need to do it.”

When the Metropole Orkest travels outside of the 
EU, there are lots of additional costs and paperwork. 
“Visa requirements make a tour challenging and expen-
sive”, says Jan Geert Vierkant, managing director of the 
orchestra. “For example, if we have to perform in the 
United States, we pay visa costs of approximately €175 
per person and every member of the orchestra needs 
to visit the American embassy in person. That is time 
consuming. It would be so much easier if we could get 
a collective visa for the ensemble. Customs checks for 
instruments and equipment take time at airports and we 
have to go to the chamber of commerce for a carnet.” If 
those extra requirements can be avoided or at least sim-
plified post-Brexit, that would help the Metropole Ork-
est – and any other Dutch or European ensemble – to 
perform in the UK and collaborate with British artists. 

”“The Dutch don’t realise how 
excellent they are.A DIFFERENT

The Metropole Orkest was founded in 1945 by 
conductor Dolf van der Linden under the direc-
tion of the Dutch government, which felt the 
need for an ensemble that would lift the popula-
tion’s spirit in the post-War era. Van der Linden’s 
ideas for a contemporary orchestra soon found 
success, and the orchestra, funded by Dutch 
public broadcasters, played all over the world. 

CHALLENGING
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The Dutch don’t always realise how well the Metropole 
Orkest is regarded throughout the world, argues Buckley 
back in the headquarters in Hilversum. “There’s only one 
ensemble that has been setting the standards in jazz and 
popular music, and it has been doing so since 1945. For 
any budding arranger, composer and musician, this is the 
orchestra to be a part of to further musical innovation.” 

Though the vast majority of musicians that make up 
the Metropole Orkest are Dutch, the orchestra has al-
ways had an international flavour. It currently has mu-
sicians of eight different nationalities. “Every top or-
chestra has players from all over the world, that’s what 
gives them their cutting edge”, says Buckley, and his is 
no exception. Musicians from across the globe want to 
be part of the Metropole Orkest. However, “it’s not easy 
to get a work permit if we’d like to hire someone from 
outside the EU”, Vierkant adds. The orchestra needs 
to explain to the UWV (the Dutch Employee Insurance 
Agency) why there are no suitable European candidates 
before a non-EU citizen is allowed to play. “Orchestras 
want to choose the best musicians and don’t want to be 
influenced by non-musical factors. That’s why first audi-
tions are taken behind a curtain – the audition committee 
is blind.” 

Negotiations between the EU and the United Kingdom 
will make clear what the visa requirements will be for 
British musicians, but the orchestra would like to keep 
considering them. Buckley fears that Brexit will hinder 
young musicians wanting to cross the North Sea. “There 
have been brilliant exchange programmes like Erasmus. 
If Britain loses access to them, that will severely impact 
the quality of musicians coming into and out of the UK.”

There is a misconception in the Netherlands that the 
Metropole Orkest is stuck in the past. “Historically, we 
weren’t always able to pick our own projects because 
we were a service orchestra for the public broadcasters 

The multiple Grammy 
Award-winning orchestra 
became fully independent 
from public broadcasters in 
2013 and now derives its in-
come from recordings and 
concerts around the world, 
alongside sponsorship deals 
and subsidies. 

for a few decades. A lot of the music we were playing 
wasn’t close to our hearts. When you have a group of 
musicians that is both fluent in the world of Duke Elling-
ton as well as contemporary left-field music, it’s not the 
most inspiring thing to have to play nostalgic schlagers 
or retirement circle repertoire”, says Buckley. Since the 
Metropole Orkest became fully independent in 2013, the 
orchestra chooses its own path. “We’re strengthening 
our DNA, we’re back at what we love – and we’re quite 
picky about what we play.” 

Buckley aims to give the orchestra a modern feel by 
forming unexpected collaborations. “We’re playing at 
the Amsterdam Dance Event, but we also made an album 
with Jacob Collier, an exciting new British artist.” This 
is all to attract a new demographic. “It’s easy to play for 
middle-aged audiences with well-known repertoire, but 
we want to draw a younger crowd to orchestral music. 
We have a duty and responsibility to bring new work 
to the fore and show all generations, but specifically the 
younger ones, that an orchestra can do cool things and 
make albums that receive international recognition.”

Jules 
Buckley 

Jules Buckley was born in Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire. He stud-
ied trumpet at the Guildhall School of Music in London, but soon 
realised that composing and conducting was what he liked doing 
best. He co-founded the Heritage Orchestra in 2004, an orchestra 
that plays in music clubs rather than concert halls. 

Buckley became principal guest conductor of the Metropole 
Orkest in 2008 and became its chief conductor in 2013. In August 
2019 he was appointed Creative Artist in Association for the BBC 
Symphony Orchestra. Buckley lives in Berlin and recently became 
a father.

COLLABORATIONS

INTERNATIONAL
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ADDITIONAL DUTIES

NICA 
BURNS

Nica Burns is a West End theatre owner and pro-
ducer. She started out as an actress but realised 
producing was her calling when she invested all her 
savings in a play she had co-written for herself at the 
Edinburgh Fringe. It was not only an artistic success; 
it made a profit, a rarity for Fringe shows, of £48. 
Burns continued to take risks and has been pro-
ducing stand-up comedy, plays and musicals since 
the mid-eighties. She is now chief executive and 
co-owner of Nimax Theatres which consist of six 
West End playhouses: The Palace, Lyric, Apollo, Gar-
rick, Duchess and Vaudeville. A seventh theatre is 
currently being built on Charing Cross Road, the first 
major theatre to open in the West End since 1973. 
Burns was president-elect of the Society of Lon-
don Theatres from 2008 to 2011 and vice-president 
for the consecutive three years. In 2013 Burns was 
appointed Officer of the Order of the British Empire 
(OBE) for her services to theatre, the same year she 
was crowned Private Business Woman of the Year. 
Her production of Everybody’s Talking About Jamie 
will be playing at Amsterdam’s Koninklijk Theater 
Carré in August 2020.

Early in Nica Burns’ career, Fascinating Aida, a the-
atrical cabaret act she was directing, was invited to the 
Sydney Festival. When the production arrived in Aus-
tralia, the suitcases containing the costumes were held 
in customs; one of the dresses, a ancient, elaborate Tou-
louse-Lautrec style gown, wasn’t allowed in. “It was a 
beautiful costume, with feathers at the bottom. Even 
though the feathers were very old and had been treat-
ed and dry cleaned many times, they were considered 
an animal product and couldn’t go into the country”, 
Burns recalls. The feathers had to be sent to a lab for 
testing. 

As the costume was only worn in one number, the 
production could work around it. “Big touring produc-
tions, however, whether it’s an opera, musical or inter-
national tour of a pop singer, are on very tight timelines 
and the consequences of not meeting them are enor-
mous”, says Burns. “Can you imagine Dutch National 
Ballet’s costumes being held up at the port in Harwich?  
Bringing a production to Europe or the UK is straight-
forward now: you load everything on a truck and you’re 
off. What is going to happen post-Brexit?  Transporting 
sets and costumes is a huge concern for the industry.” 
The worst-case scenario, Burns says, is that actors and 
technicians are left without sets or equipment leading to 
lost or substandard performances. 

The UK-based touring industry fears that additional 
administrative duties such as applying for visas and ac-
quiring carnets will hinder companies from taking their 
work to Europe, as they won’t have the knowledge or 
financial resources to do so.1  “There’s a cost to carnets 
and it takes time to fill out forms. That’s a huge bur-
den for any company”, Burns argues. “Right now, the 
uncertainty is the biggest problem”, Burns admits. She 
is taking her touring production of the new British mu-
sical Everybody’s Talking About Jamie to Amsterdam 
after an extensive tour in the UK. “We are on a very 
tight timeline between the final UK tour date and Am-
sterdam. Let’s hope our trucks don’t get held up. The 
choreography is reliant on our specially built school 
desks. The performers move them around, sit on them, 
dance on them and jump off them. It’s almost a year 
away; we hope there will be a clear, effective system in 
place by then.”

Whilst the theatre market in the Netherlands is not 
the largest in Europe, it is highly developed and there is 
a real interest in new material. “Many Dutch are mul-
ti-lingual with excellent English so there is no reason 
why there shouldn’t be more collaboration with the 
Netherlands for plays and musicals, as there is with 
dance or opera.  It is important to keep an open dia-
logue, so that producers understand what audiences on 
both sides of the North Sea are looking for.” 

LET ARTISTS 
CHOOSE 
WHO THEY 
WANT TO 
WORK WITH
Exemptions and exceptions are needed

1 See: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/oct/03/no-deal-brexit-may-make-
touring-europe-simply-unviable-for-uk-artists as a response to the UK government’s 
guidelines for touring in Europe in case of a no-deal: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/
touring-europe-if-theres-no-brexit-deal

In order for that to happen, it’s important that artistic 
organisations can choose who they want to work with. 
“Please don’t put any regulations in place that restrict 
movement of people”, pleads Burns. “If a theatre compa-
ny discovers a director, designer, choreographer or per-
former they want to work with, please don’t stop them. 
The theatre company will have thought about it very 
carefully. You cannot manufacture chemistry between 
artists. Specific choices are not made lightly.”

Artistic freedom will give the best outcome, says Burns. 
“If restrictions are going to be put in place, the arts sec-
tor will be asking for exceptions and exemptions. Please 
give them to us. EU citizens working in British theatre 
have made a significant contribution, for example Dutch 
sound designer Paul Groothuis and German set design-
er Anna Fleischle. They’ve really developed their careers 
here and are very much sought after. I’m worried that 
future generations will not have the same opportunities 
and British theatre will miss out on many talents from 
overseas and vice versa.”

“There is a great deal that British and European thea-
tre can offer each other. British theatre reveres the word 
and is therefore based on text.  We have a really good 
system for nurturing playwrights and many contempo-
rary British plays are performed around the world. The 
Europeans developed a strand of theatre where the use 
of movement, abstract and complex design, music and 
sound, lighting and video is integral to storytelling. The 
Brits choose the words as the primary driver to express 
emotion; Europeans are brilliant at expressing emotion 

”
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in an abstract and impressionistic way. We learn so much 
from each other, which is why increasing collaboration 
makes us both better. Think about theatre makers like Ivo 
van Hove who is Belgian but has been Artistic Director 
of Internationaal Theater Amsterdam since 2001 and has 
shaken up, inspired and been embraced by UK theatre. 
It’s exciting to think of the possibilities that fusing British 
storytelling and textual rigour with European stylistic sen-
sibilities can create.”

As a theatre owner, Burns says that a “substantial num-
ber” of West End theatre goers are from the EU.  “We 
don’t have hard data, as anyone can buy a ticket at the 
box office. But I always ask the ushers to report back and 
they advise that EU citizens form one of the biggest audi-
ence groups. We wouldn’t want to lose them.”

“What I do know for certain is that 13% of my staff are 
from the EU. We hired a specialist lawyer to give them 
free legal advice to get their paperwork in order, because 
we want them to stay here. People are not always great 
with filling out forms – especially when the information 
the British government is providing to them is so unclear. 
So we help them. It’s what any responsible employer who 
appreciates their staff should do. Some of the staff felt like 
they were being hit by a tsunami; we’re providing them 
with life boats.”

Theatre is a hard mistress, Burns concludes. “It’s not a 
job, it’s a vocation. We, producers and artists alike, take 
tremendous risks all the time. Any added regulations or 
costs can be the straw that breaks the camel’s back. When 
you create a piece of performance work, all you care about 
is the talent of the performer and not where they come 
from or which stage they are allowed to play on. The arts 
need to be free and transcend the political maelstrom.”

”

“Producers and 
artists take risks all 
the time. Any added 
regulations or costs 
can be the straw 
that breaks the 
camel’s back

ENGLAND’S ART IDENTITY 
ONLY STARTED WITH 
REMBRANDT-FAN REYNOLDS

Jan Six XI is an Amsterdam-based art dealer who 
specialises in paintings by Old Masters. His focus lies 
on Dutch and Flemish painting between 1400 and 
1800. After studying Art History in Amsterdam, Six 
moved to London to work for Sotheby’s as a junior 
specialist in Old Masters. He briefly led their Am-
sterdam office before setting up as an independent 
art dealer in 2009. Since 2018, Six has been shining 
a light on unknown paintings by Rembrandt van Rijn 
for the Dutch public broadcaster Avrotros in the TV 
series Six over Rembrandt. 

Six reached international acclaim after discovering 
two new paintings by the artist: Portrait of a Young 
Gentleman and Let the Children Come to Me. The 
first he spotted in a catalogue for an upcoming auc-
tion at Christie’s of London, on account of its lace 
collar. The painting had wrongly been attributed to 
an artist from the circle of Rembrandt. “The type of 
lace collar on the painting was popular in the early 
1630s, but Rembrandt wasn’t famous at that time 
and certainly didn’t have a circle then.” 

Six found Let the Children Come to Me in a Ger-
man catalogue that listed the painting under an 
anonymous artist. By chance Six noticed that one of 
the minor figures on the panel looked very much like 
a self-portrait of a young Rembrandt, something the 
painter used to do regularly in his earlier work. Until 
Six’s discoveries, a new work by Rembrandt hadn’t 
been found for over four decades.

Partly restored 18th century copy of a self- portrait 
of Reynolds, recently acquired by Jan Six.

JAN 
SIX

Extra costs are annoying, but will be accepted over time”“

EUROPEAN AUDIENCES
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will help draw in new crowds, Six thinks, which will 
be essential in forming social cohesion. “To understand 
where we are heading, you have to understand the past. 
Museums tell the story of our shared heritage.”

The United Kingdom has a long tradition of collecting 
overseas art, says Six. “Until Reynolds came along, the 
Brits had no great painters themselves. They were in 
awe of painters from Italy, Flanders and the Nether-
lands.” At the end of the 17th century, the Netherlands 
lost its position as world leader to England, ironically 
partly due to the reforms the Dutch king William III im-
plemented that made England function more efficiently. 
“The wealth moved from Amsterdam to London, and 
so did the art as Dutch merchants had to settle their 
debts. When England started to tax estates, the British 
elite couldn’t afford their tax bill. An art exodus to the 
USA followed. That’s how many Dutch masters eventu-
ally ended up in the US.”

However, to this day London remains the world’s 
capital of art and culture. “That is why I wanted to 
be in London after my studies. Only when I got here it 
dawned on me how much I didn’t actually know and 
that studying art history had been a waste of time.” 
Six worked at the London branch of Sotheby’s for four 
years, then moved back to Amsterdam to marry his girl-
friend, although the marriage eventually didn’t last.  

“I never managed to penetrate the establishment in 
London. Only when I became an art dealer, was I em-
braced fully. I was no longer a threat, no longer some-
one who could dethrone a conservator or specialist, but 
an opportunity. When people buy Dutch art, they like 
to do that from someone who is Dutch.” 

Six visits London as often as twice a month. Brex-
it isn’t going to change that. “Everyone in my sector 
comes to London. It’s going to be a nuisance to add 
VAT or import and export duties – but everyone will 
accept the new realities soon. Added costs are annoy-
ing, but it happens when you bring art work to the US 
or Switzerland too.” Some art collectors are scared to 
bring pieces of their collection to the UK due to polit-
ical and regulatory uncertainty. Six isn’t one of them. 
“The UK is a civilised society with a fully functioning 
legal apparatus, I would have no problems with lending 
artworks from the Six Collection to British museums – 
as long as they pay for all the costs their government is 
introducing by exiting the EU.” 

Six dreamt of having a painting of Reynolds is his 
Amsterdam library for a long time, so when he spot-
ted one at an auction in London he did not hesitate. 
He has something in common with Reynolds: both are 
obsessed with Rembrandt. Reynolds owned sixty draw-
ings by the Dutch artist and copied a number of his 
works. Six grew up surrounded by the work of the Old 
Master, including a portrait of one of his forebears, Jan 
Six I, painted in 1654. The first Jan Six was a mag-
istrate, merchant, mayor, poet and patron of the arts, 
but most of all a good friend of Rembrandt. He started 
collecting art, and his descendants continued to do so, 
creating the Six Collection, one of the most influential 
Dutch Golden Age art collections. One day Jan Six XI 
will curate the historical treasure, but until then his fa-
ther (Jan Six X) is its custodian.

“I can’t escape my family name and the ridiculously 
privileged position I’m in, even though I tried that as a 
rebellious teenager”, Six explains. He was indifferent 
to the art surrounding him, but when he noticed how 
many strangers were entranced by the paintings in his 
family’s possession, a spark ignited in him. He decided 
to study art history and soon specialised in Rembrandt. 
“Many artists paint an idea of reality with their own 
signature style imposed on it, they want people to rec-
ognise their style. That’s how Frans Hals, Rubens and 
Van Dijk painted. But Rembrandt wasn’t interested in a 

polished or distorted version of reality, he painted hu-
man nature. He managed to capture the essence of a 
person in his work. Go to any museum and look at the 
portraits and you’ll see: only Rembrandts paintings are 
so lifelike, with so much soul, that it seems a real person 
is looking back at you. He was centuries ahead of other 
painters.” 

Six is passionate about making art accessible to 
non-experts. “I explain what I see in a way that every-
one can experience it. The way Rembrandt played with 
light and shadows, the intricate details of the lacework 
he painted, that is what draws you into an art work – 
and only then you can start talking about the symbol-
ism and iconography of a painting.” 

Many museums, Six finds, don’t explain what visitors 
are looking at. “If you’re lucky, you’ll find the artist’s 
name, date and the title of the work. Or the opposite, 
you get a lot of information that only makes sense if you 
are an art historian yourself. Art is in many ways too 
elitist, controlled by academics who think, write and 
sound the same. It’s an old boys club that alienates peo-
ple who think differently. Which unspoken rule dictates 
that one should be silent in a museum? There are few 
things I enjoy more than talking to complete strangers 
in a museum and discussing the artwork we’re both 
looking at. You don’t have to turn a museum into a 
night club, but most of them can be much livelier.” That 

A tall, dark-haired man walks out of the train that brought him from Lon-
don straight to Amsterdam Central Station. He carries a plastic bag from a big 
supermarket chain. It doesn’t contain groceries, but a carefully wrapped 18th 
century copy of a self-portrait by Joshua Reynolds, the great English painter and 
initiator of the Royal Academy of Arts. “Reynolds was not only a formidable 
artist, he was one of the founders of modern art history”, says Jan Six in admi-
ration. “His influence on how we see art is hard to overestimate.”

On a broader note, it would be beneficial if all gov-
ernments lowered the level of taxation and regulation 
on cross-border movement of art. “The costs of trans-
porting art works over the border is ridiculously high 
because of all the paperwork that is needed. It’s a mis-
conception that all art is expensive. The vast bulk of 
items are not worth more than a few hundred pounds 
each. When transport costs are more than double the 
price of the work, the cultural exchange is stifled.” 

Six also hopes governments will make an effort to re-
lax fiscal rules on inheritance tax and gifting to muse-
ums. “If you made gifts to arts institutions 300% in-
come tax deductible, gifting becomes relevant to lower 
incomes. It allows museums to stand up to foreign buy-
ers at auctions, preventing the gradual disappearance of 
our art to other continents and securing the attractive-
ness of our art institutions in the future. It’s a long-term 
strategy”, he explains. “It is incredible what art collec-
tor Thomas Kaplan has done in New York. In fifteen 
years he collected three hundred Old Masters, including 
twelve paintings by Rembrandt, fifteen by Gerard Dou 
and ten by Jan Steen. Dutch museums must have been 
interested in those paintings; as a country we have let 
all those works slip away. From my perspective it looks 
like negligence from politicians, government advisors 
and civil servants. We must do better.”

PRIVILEGED POSITION

ACCESSIBLE ART

CAPITAL OF CULTURE
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 LIVING THE 
DREAM

Almost every performer in Europe wants to 
make it to a London stage. When the curtain 
goes up, these four do what many can only 

dream of: star in a West End show. 

Celinde Schoenmaker: “Acting is one of the oldest pro-
fessions in the United Kingdom, there is so much skill 
and knowledge here.”

Britt Lenting: “Rightly or wrongly, the worldwide the-
atre industry mainly looks at Broadway and the West 
End. That’s where new shows develop.”

Kok-Hwa Lie: “Many productions in Europe are car-
bon copies of what can be seen in London. Even orig-
inal European pieces follow templates that are clearly 
taken from West End shows.”

Momar Diagne: “Growing up in the Netherlands, I 
used to watch videos of London productions for in-
spiration. Productions that originated in Britain, from 
Les Misérables to Billy Elliot, form an important part 
of the Dutch theatre culture.”

What made you move to London?
Diagne: “As a teenager I dreamed of being on a West 
End stage. To improve my chances, I thought it’d be 
smart to study here and build a network early on, so I 
moved here when I was 19.”

Lenting: “I have always played small but decent parts in 
the Netherlands, but I had reached a ceiling. I figured 
I had more chances here.”

Lie: “In the past I had declined offers to come to 
London: I was very comfortable and content in the               
Netherlands with a permanent contract with a big the-
atre producer. But when the National Theatre asked 
me to audition for Here Lies Love, I couldn’t say no.”

Schoenmaker: “It’s brave to leave a career behind and 
start all over. I had nothing in the Netherlands, I had 

just graduated and the show I was supposed to do was 
cancelled. So I thought: why not try my luck in Lon-
don? I didn’t have an agent, but managed to get an 
audition for Les Misérables, which resulted in my first 
job.”

Is there a difference between how you’re being 
perceived in the Netherlands and the UK?
Lenting: “As an artist, I feel more valued here. You 
get judged for what you bring to the audition room, 
whereas people in the Netherlands tend to label you 
more on your appearance. I get seen for a wider vari-
ety of roles.”

Lie: “In the Netherlands I often only get to play East 
Asian stereotypes, the Chinese doctor or cook. The UK 
uses colour blind casting more often. Thinking of it, 
they tend to think outside the box on many fronts. For 
instance, I’m known as a musical theatre actor but I’ve 
always wanted to do a serious play. That opportunity 
was given to me in London, whereas in the Nether-
lands I never got the chance. In London, there is less of 
a separation between musical theatre, film and straight 
plays; as an actor you can work in all those art forms.”

From a young age, these artists knew they wanted to 
perform in London. They discuss why the British cap-
ital has always excited them so much: everything just 
seems a bit bigger and better on the West End, the size 
of the theatres, the variety of shows, the production val-
ue and the number of theatre goers.

Kok-Hwa Lie has an extensive career in musical 
theatre in the Netherlands as well as the UK. He 

first played a London stage when the National 
Theatre asked him to join the 2014 production of 
Here Lies Love. Lie then could be seen in various 

films and TV shows. In 2018 he was part of the 
London Palladium production of The King and 
I, a show he is currently touring the UK with as 
Kralahome and understudy of the King. In the 
summer of 2019 Lie stepped into the roles of 

Kuan and Wang Wei in Hampstead Theatre’s play 
The King of Hell’s Palace.
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Was it easy to settle in?
Schoenmaker: “It was incredibly easy to come here as 
an EU citizen. The only thing you need to realise is 
how incredibly expensive London is. It’s essential you 
have an income.” 

Lenting: “It took me three years to get where I am now. 
I auditioned as much as I could and made sure I was 
seen in many different places. I performed at open mic 
nights, hosted cabaret evenings, participated in the de-
velopment of new musicals – to get the experience but 
also to get my name out there. But I had to pay rent 
as well, so I was also folding towels at a gym. At one 
point I only earned just over £850 a month, that bare-
ly covered the rent of my room.”

Lie: “When I came here, there was hardly any paper-
work to fill out, no red tape. But for future generations 
that might change, which could prevent others from 
coming here.”

Immigration was mentioned as one of the main 
reasons for Brexit. Have you ever noticed hostility 
towards you based on your nationality? 
Schoenmaker: “A friend was complaining about the in-
flux of immigrants entering the country and the need 
to control the border. But I am an immigrant! I don’t 
think he realised I am that exact person he was talk-
ing about. In my opinion, it only brings more culture 
and diversity in the country. We are all, in one way or 
another, immigrants or descendants of immigrants.”

Lenting: “When I spoke Dutch with a friend on the 
street a few weeks after the EU referendum, someone 
shouted that we should go back home. It was unpleas-
ant at the time, but I can hardly remember it now – it 
was so minor.” 

Diagne: “In our field of work, I don’t think there’s any 
xenophobia. Theatre is an international business and 
many actors are from abroad.”

Lie: “You can’t see that I’m Dutch, but I have been 
asked: ‘Why don’t you find a job where you come 
from?’ Well, the answer is simple. I was asked to au-
dition here because they couldn’t find the talent they 
were looking for in the UK.” 

Are you planning to stay here?
Schoenmaker: “My boyfriend is English, so I’m plan-
ning to build a life in London. But if things get overly 
complicated, or if the economy collapses and there’s 
no work in theatre, we’ll go elsewhere. Acting has be-
come a global business, I’ll go wherever the jobs are.”

Diagne: “I’ve built a great professional network in Lon-
don and my social life is here. I’m not going anywhere. 
I’ve applied for ‘settled status’ so I have the right to re-
main. I used to follow politics, but the endless political 
bickering and the uncertainty have been paralysing; 
it’s not an energy I need. I’ll let the politicians sort out 
Brexit, and then I’ll deal with whatever else I need to 
do when the situation has cleared up.”

Lie: “I’m touring the country and we recently played 
in Sunderland where the ‘Leave’ vote won by a large 
margin. I was a bit apprehensive, naively fearing that 
all the people there might hate me because I’m a for-
eigner. That absolutely wasn’t the case, everyone was 
so lovely. However, I still worry about how divided 
this country is and which direction it might head in 
the future.” 

Schoenmaker: “The scary thing is that the situation 
right now for artists who work across borders is more 
or less perfect. Any changes will most likely lead to a 
lesser situation.”

Lenting: “Hopefully governments can find a way to 
keep it as easy as possible. For British performers that 
want to work in the Netherlands as well as for Dutch 
performers that want to come to the UK.”

Is there a Dutch influence you bring to the stage or 
the rehearsal room?
Schoenmaker: “The Dutch mentality is work hard and 
do more than is expected, like helping with moving set 
pieces around. It’s doing everything you can to make a 
success out of a production.”

Lie: “It’s the small things that can make a difference. 
My dressers are always surprised that I put my own 
clothes on their hangers after the performance, but 
that seems normal to me.”

Diagne: “You’d expect that only an older generation 
would demand that dressers take care of their cos-
tume. Surprisingly, a lot of new graduates think it’s 
beneath them.” 

Lenting: “I love the directness of the Dutch, though I 
adjusted how I speak in Britain so as not to appear 
rude.”

Lie: “In the Netherlands, a director would give feedback 
as: ‘You stood too far to the centre, take a step right 
next time.’ In the UK it sounds like: ‘I really loved what 
you did there. Beautiful. But is there a world in which 
you could, for instance, move away from the centre a 

little bit? Venture towards the right, possibly?’. You 
can save a lot of time by being direct.”

You have all reached the West End, what does the 
future hold?
Lenting: “I’ve only just started here, I hope to contin-
ue for a long time. To be honest, I feared that doing 
such a big production was going to be ‘paint by num-
bers’, that it would be predetermined where I’d need 
to stand and what I’d need to do. But I have been given 
so much freedom to create my version of Carlotta; it’s 
what I’ve always dreamed of.”

Diagne: “I’m really lucky that I have done a lot of large, 
commercial productions since graduation. I thought I 
would still feel ecstatic about it, but slowly I’ve started 
to realise I would like to play in a smaller show so I 
can have more of a creative input.”

Schoenmaker: “I want to be challenged and prevent 
myself from only playing one particular type of char-
acter. I don’t care about the size of a theatre; I’d love 
to be in a production that makes the audience think.”

Lie: “In the end it’s all about artistry and authenticity. 
We don’t do this because it’s a job. We do this because 
it’s our vocation.” 

Britt Lenting played various roles in the 
Netherlands and was cast as the Killer Queen 
in We Will Rock You, a role she played whilst 

travelling the world aboard the Anthem of 
the Sea, before she came to Britain in 2016. 

Lenting performed in Christmas pantomimes, 
sang in cabaret shows and participated in 

the development of new musicals whilst she 
auditioned for West End productions. In the 

spring of 2019, she reached the finals of the BBC 
TV singing contest All Together Now. Lenting 

has been playing Carlotta in The Phantom of the 
Opera on the West End since September 2019.

Straight after graduating from Fontys Academy 
of Arts in Tilburg in 2012, Celinde Schoenmaker 

moved to London. She made her West End 
debut in January 2013 in the role Fantine in Les 

Misérables. Schoenmaker moved back to the 
Netherlands to play the lead role in Love Story, 

after which she resumed the role of Fantine. She 
then performed the role of Christine in Phantom 

of the Opera, followed by the parts of Jenny 
Lind in Barnum and Franca Naccarelli in Light in 

the Piazza. Schoenmaker made her film debut 
in Rocketman about Elton John, where she 

portrayed his ex-wife Renate Blauel.

Momar Diagne moved to London in 2010 to 
study at Bird College, a conservatoire for dance 
and musical theatre. Since graduating he has 
played in the UK touring production of Saturday 
Night Fever and the West End shows Mem-
phis, Guys and Dolls and Kinky Boots, where he 
was first cover of Lola. Most recently he could 
be seen in Everybody’s Talking About Jamie. 
Diagne made his film debut in Mary Poppins 
Returns.
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Building
On
Existing
Connections
Designing a safe and pleasant environment for everyone

Alan 
Jones

Alan Jones is president of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects (RIBA) and Professor of Architec-
ture at Queen’s University Belfast, where he stud-
ied architecture himself. After graduating, Jones 
moved to London in 1998 to work for Michael 
Hopkins & Partners and David Morley Architects. 
He returned to Northern Ireland a decade later to 
set up his own practice in Antrim, which he runs 
alongside his other duties. 

The shadows of the Gherkin, the Cheese Grater and 
the Walkie Talkie loom over Holland House, a seem-
ingly modest office building in the heart of London’s 
financial district. Decades before the City was dom-
inated by skyscrapers with silly nicknames, Dutch 
architect H.P. Berlage offered a glimpse, in this now 
iconic location, of how future architecture would look. 
Holland House is the first steel framed building in 
Europe, a beacon of modernity when it was construct-
ed in 1914 for the Dutch shipping company Wm. H. 
Müller & Co. “Dutch architecture was inspiring the 
British long before the EU existed”, says Alan Jones, 
admiring the art deco details that are so characteristic 
of Berlage’s style. “Brexit is not going to change that.”

Holland House reminds Jones of his student days 
when he went on a research trip to Amsterdam. “The 
first thing we saw was the Beurs van Berlage – the Am-
sterdam stock exchange – a building that is a muse 
to many British architects.” It’s the radical element in 
Dutch architecture, from Berlage to Koolhaas and be-
yond, that Jones so admires: “What the Dutch do very 
well is thinking about how people interact with a build-
ing and the space around it. It’s not just about creating 
a functional building, it’s about designing a safe and 
pleasant environment for everyone; pedestrians, cy-
clists, drivers but most of all the people who live and 
work there.”

The UK and the Netherlands can learn a lot from each 
other, according to Jones. He was a jury member for the 
annual Stirling Prize for architecture that was recently 
won by Goldsmith Street, a social housing development 
in Norwich built to continental European standards. 
“For us in the UK, developments like this are extraordi-
nary because they are highly insulated and very energy 
efficient. They use natural light and solar gain very well 
and contain safe play areas. We don’t normally see all 
this in one project.”

Jones pleads for the UK to take more action and make 
its buildings more durable. “With 40 percent of CO2 
coming from buildings and the building industry, we 
have to change how we build. We should look to our 
European counterparts for inspiration.”

“As part of a solution to climate change, we should 
really demolish far less and make our existing buildings 
more energy efficient”, says Robin Webster, the presi-
dent of the Royal Institute of Architects in Scotland and 
Emeritus Professor of the Robert Gordon University in 
Aberdeen. But that comes with a whole set of different 
problems, as planning committees are ‘deeply conserv-
ative’ and tend to prohibit structural changes. “If we 
can’t touch our buildings, they don’t work very well.” 

It paralyses efforts to modernise, Jones adds. “Over 
80 percent of the buildings that will exist in this coun-
try in 2050 have already been built. If we are going 
to hit our target of zero carbon emissions, we have to 
have a better conversation about our existing buildings. 
Because at the moment every time we want to replace 
single glazing with double glazing, or add insulation, 
planning committees say: not on this project.”

What the Dutch can learn from the Brits is longevity, 
Jones suggests. “Most of the buildings in Britain are de-
signed to last a century, sometimes 150 years, whereas 
in the Netherlands the build life tends to be 50 years. 
That seems a bit short term.”

“British architects tend to be more business-minded 
and architectural and engineering services seem to have 
integrated better within companies”, adds Fred Schoorl, 
director of the BNA, the Royal Institute of Dutch Ar-
chitects. “But what we Dutch envy most of all is how 
well the British government supports British architec-
ture abroad through exhibitions and trade missions. It 
puts the country and the sector on the map.” 
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The uncertainty Brexit has created since the referen-
dum is one of the biggest worries in the industry. The 
effects, Jones notes, are tangible: “The UK has become 
a less desirable place to work, we see fewer Europe-
an architects coming into the country.” Depending on 
the outcome of the negotiations, construction projects 
might suffer from delays as building materials could 
get stuck at the border. “The EU is the largest export 
market for British architects after Asia”, says Jones, so 
ensuring that UK architects can continue to work and 
travel in Europe easily is vital. “The sooner govern-
ments can provide clarity on Brexit, the better.”

For Dutch firms it could become cumbersome and 
thus less favourable to work in the UK, adds BNA di-
rector Schoorl. “We’ll have to rely on WTO regulations 
and the Global Procurement Agreement, which are 
much less detailed than the current European treaties.”

If and when Brexit happens, the UK has unilaterally 
guaranteed it will recognise architects’ European qual-
ifications and, as Jones explains, “only Ireland has re-
ciprocated so far; all other EU countries have to – as 

of November 2019 – follow suit. Otherwise British ar-
chitects won’t be able to operate in the EU.” The RIBA 
president hopes the Dutch government will be among 
the first to accept British qualifications, a plea that is 
supported by the BNA if it is ‘part of further Brexit 
agreements’.

“Architecture doesn’t have borders so, despite Brexit, 
we should continue to collaborate”, says RIAS presi-
dent Webster. “We need to have a continuous exchange 
of ideas through governments, universities, institutions 
and individual practices.” Jones fears the political cli-
mate could result in the EU and Britain turning their 
backs on each other. “Of course, it makes sense for 
Britain to seek closer alignments with English speak-
ing countries like Canada, the US and Australia. But it 
would be foolish to turn away from the Netherlands or 
Scandinavia with very similar cultures to ours. So let 
our message be clear: we cherish our Dutch connections 
and would like to build upon them.”

Both Webster and Jones point to weather condi-
tions in their home countries that are similar to the                     
Netherlands. The coastal regions of Scotland and 
Northern Ireland can be very windy and wet – and in 
winter will have the occasional frost. “That means you 
can’t just use any type of brick or waterproofing mate-
rial, as that might result in damage”, Webster explains. 
“We should collaborate in finding the best materials 
and technology specifically for our shared climate.” 

“Unlike the Netherlands, we have plenty of space in 
Northern Ireland to test things out”, adds Jones. “We 
can be a petri dish for innovation and architectural 
concepts.”

There are roughly 40,000 registered 
architects in the United Kingdom. One fifth 
of the workforce is from the European Union, 
150 of them are from the Netherlands. 
The Netherlands has just under 14,000 
registered architects, 60 of them have the 
British nationality.

Merel 
Karhof

HARVESTING 
ENERGY 

SOMETIMES YOU NEED TO TAKE A STEP BACK
TO APPRECIATE YOUR OWN CULTURE

Merel Karhof is a London-based product design-
er who predominantly works in the United King-
dom and the Netherlands. By blending a scientific 
approach with storytelling she makes visible what 
usually remains hidden, creating poetic designs 
for the living environment. 

After graduating from the Design Academy in 
Eindhoven, Karhof worked for a Dutch design firm 
for two years. She moved to London in 2009 for a 
Masters in Product Design at the Royal College of 
Art. She has worked as an independent designer 
ever since. Karhof’s work has been exhibited in 
museums and galleries in the UK, Italy, China, the 
Netherlands and the US. 

Even on days when there is only a light breeze, some 
urban roads can feel like a wind tunnel. Roaming the 
streets of London, Merel Karhof was looking for a way 
to make use of the freely available energy that a densely 
built-up city provides. So she constructed a wind-pow-
ered knitting machine that produces scarves. “The ma-
chine knits faster when the wind gets stronger. It demon-
strates what you can produce with urban wind”, Karhof 
explains. 

The Urban Wind Knitting Factory is a concept she 
designed in London, but which mainly sells in the            
Netherlands. “Windmills are so typically Dutch that this 
product maybe taps into that historical connection a bit 
more”, she says in her studio in Shoreditch. Because they 
are so quintessentially Dutch, Karhof thinks she would 
not have looked twice at windmills if she had been cast-
ing around for inspiration back home. “Sometimes you 
need to take a step back to appreciate your own culture.”

Through her designs, Karhof hopes to make people 
think about climate change and using resources respon-
sibly. “The fashion industry can be very polluting. Using 
wind power and creating a product that has not been 
shipped halfway across the globe is already a good step 
forward. Now I’m developing scarves made of recycled 
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CONNECTIONS

though I must admit the Netherlands has changed and 
has become more international. European student ex-
change programmes have really had a positive impact. 
It’s a shame the UK doesn’t see it that way, but then, 
London always has had an international outlook.”

Originally, she hadn’t planned to stay in Britain after 
her studies at the Royal College of Art. “After gradu-
ating I got great opportunities here, I started exhibiting 
and collaborating with UK-based partners. Before you 
know it, a decade passes – and now I’m fully settled in 
the British capital.” 

However, recently she has been toying with the idea 
of moving back to the Netherlands. “I love London, 
but maintaining an artistic practice here can be hard. 
Studio space is expensive. If I look at my Dutch contem-
poraries, they all can afford to have their private studios 
that are enormous compared to the studio space I have 
to share with three others. That is also the case for the 
apartment I rent here; it is so much more expensive than 
in the Netherlands. More importantly, it’s an uncertain 
existence. The Netherlands has strict rent protection, 
which means you can’t be evicted easily or have a rent 
increase of 20%. That happened to me several times 
over the past decade, which makes living here a bit rest-
less. Your life can be uprooted any time.”

High rents are the main reason artists have to work 
very hard in London, Karhof suspects. “You have to 
think commercially for every project: how am I going 
to market this? I can’t afford not to sell, so living here 
made my work more marketable. That’s certainly not a 
bad thing. But it is a clear difference with the Nether-
lands; as you don’t have to earn as much money to pay 
your bills, you can be more creative and make more of 
the work that you want to make without thinking of 
commercial value from the outset.” 

The same side of the coin is that there is more mon-
ey in London. Due to the volume of luxury homes, 
offices and restaurants, customers are queuing up to 
buy ShadeVolume - asymmetric lampshades Karhof de-
signed in collaboration with colleague Marc Trotereau. 
“Londoners are more willing to spend larger amounts 
on design”, Karhof notices.

That’s why Dutch design is being promoted during 
the annual London Design Festival, with support from 
the Dutch government. “I applaud these initiatives, 
though it would be wise to carefully consider the loca-
tions where works are exhibited.”

Changes in the British-European relationship wor-
ry Karhof. “In recent years I have hired a van with a 
group of designers. We’d load our work into the back 
and drive to an expo in Milan to show our work there. 
That is relatively low cost, so it is manageable for those 
on small budgets, like starters or mid-career designers. 
If there is extra red tape and additional costs for im-
porting and exporting, it probably won’t be worth the 
effort anymore. UK-based designers will become less 
international.” 

Similarly, the loss of access to the single market could 
cut into Karhof’s profit. “I now rarely sell to the US 
because the paperwork and costs are too high. No 
one wants to lose easy access to the European market. 
Please, keep the border open. If that doesn’t happen, 
people like me could be forced out of the country.”

Looking to the future, Karhof thinks that the Nether-
lands and the United Kingdom can learn a lot from each 
other. “The Dutch know how to provide space for art-
ists, both physical and financial. The British realise that 
art is a business and they know how to market their 
work. Combine those qualities and we can conquer the 
world with Anglo-Dutch design.” 

wool to limit the ecological impact of this project even 
further.” 

Minimising waste is a strong theme in Karhof’s work. 
In his younger years, her grandfather was a fisherman. 
He used to make cotton fishing nets, ropes and sails 
more durable with an ancient Dutch form of tanning. 
Inspired by her grandfather’s stories, Karhof created 
the Tanning Lab for the Zuiderzeemuseum in which she 
showcases a series of products that explore new appli-
cations using this technique. She found a new way to 
turn fish skin into leather by submerging it in the tan-
ning solution. “Fish skin is usually discarded. With this 
process, fish skin can be used like any regular leather.”

We can live more efficiently, is her message. “There 
is so much energy around us. I used performance art 
to show this; I covered myself in tiny windmills whilst 

moving around in London. There is a lot of wind in 
the underground, or when you open a door, or even 
when you walk or cycle around town. And it’s all free 
to harvest.” The tiny windmills are now being sold as 
brooches, giving the wearer and people close to them 
an insight into just how much energy is constantly sur-
rounding them. 

Karhof gets most of her ideas from the British capital. 
“London is a vibrant metropolis and indispensable for 
inspiration. The museums, the art, the people – it’s all 
a bit more intense than elsewhere in Europe.” It’s not 
only the artistic inspiration that binds Karhof to Lon-
don. “The connections I have made here are invalua-
ble: galleries, curators, other designers - I wouldn’t have 
found them in the Netherlands when I left in 2009. Al-
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Arnoud Breitbarth is a lyricist, composer and 
playwright who mainly works in the United King-
dom and the Netherlands. Before moving to the 
creative sector, he worked as a financial journalist 
for over 15 years and was UK correspondent for 
the Dutch leading daily De Telegraaf from 2010 
to 2014. After a stint in geopolitical public rela-
tions, he realised he needed to change course. 
Breitbarth decided to follow his passion for musi-
cal theatre when he was offered a place on a Mas-
ter of Arts degree in Writing Musicals at London’s 
Mountview Academy of Theatre Arts. 

He graduated with distinction in 2016 and has 
been writing shows since. His work focuses on 
the pursuit of one’s genuine identity. Forgive Us, 
Oh Father! (co-written with Harry Style) explores 
ideas around morality and mortality. Catch Me 
(co-written with Christian Czornyj) deals with the 
aftermath of a suicide. During the last few years 
Breitbarth has been developing Brothers, a story 
about loss, love and sexuality, based on the 
award-winning novel Gebr. by Ted van Lieshout. 
Breitbarth’s work has been performed in the   
United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Denmark, 
Israel and the United States.

Michiel Meewis is a London-based photogra-
pher and Course Director of the BA Fashion 
Photography at the London College of Fashion, 
University of the Arts London. In his work Meewis 
mainly explores the changing perception of mas-
culinity within menswear fashion over time. 

His photographic series have been featured 
on covers and publications including Wallpa-
per*, Port, Süddeutsche Zeitung and l’Officiel 
and he is a regular contributor to Fucking Young!           
Magazine. Meewis also works on commercial as-
signments with companies such as Dior Homme, 
Lacoste, Viktor & Rolf, Heineken, KesselsKramer 
and TeNeues. 

As an alumnus of the London College of             
Fashion with an MA in Fashion Photography, Mee-
wis was awarded first place in the fashion catego-
ry of the International Photography Awards Com-
petition. He obtained a Bachelor’s degree in Film 
and Television at the Netherlands Film and Tele-
vision Academy with his exam film About Roses, 
which was nominated for a Student Oscar® by 
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 
in the category of Best Foreign Film.
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