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FESTIVAL PASS

Amsterdam Roots

The Dutch capital boasts a number of music festivals but none as long-
standing, socially inclusive and friendly as Amsterdam Roots that takes place
every summer. Jo Frost pays a visit and is impressed by its local-yet-global vibe

msterdam has long been a favourite
A tourist destination, famous for its
canals, bicycles and tulips. But the

city, with a population of around 830,000, has
become a victim of its own charms and is now
suffering from over-tourism, with 19 million
visitors descending on the capital last year.
Thankfully the Amsterdam Roots festival lies
off the well-trodden tourist trail but it's
certainly an excellent reason and time to visit.

Originally called the African Roots Festival,
its first edition was in 1983 when Frans
Goossens, a programmer at Melkweg, a
former milk factory and a cultural institution
in Amsterdam, had the idea to set up a festival
in the city. In 1987 the first Amsterdam Roots
Meeting was held, followed by the World
Roots Festival with various partners involved
such as the Holland Festival, Tropentheater
and the Concertgebouw. The aim was to bring
the big names in world music - such as
Fela Kuti, Los Van Van, Salif Keita, Nass
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El Ghiwane - to Europe. Eventually, in 1998,
it was rebranded and has since been known
as the Amsterdam Roots festival.

As with many city-based festivals, concerts
take place in a variety of venues, which over
the years have included the Tropentheater,
Concertgebouw, Melkweg and Paradiso. But
one constant over the last 20 or so years has
been the concerts on the Sunday that take
place in Oosterpark, located in the east of the
city. It's become the festival hub and location
of the final day’s festivities - a free event that
attracts up to 20,000 people. Qosterpark also
happens to be home to the National Slavery
Monument that commemorates the freedom
of the Surinamese from slavery in 1863.
There’s a sizeable population of Surinamese in
Amsterdam and every year on July 1 the Keti
Koti (Broken Chains) festival takes place, so
when Amsterdam Roots moves into the park
several days later, the wreaths and flowers are
still in evidence around the monument.

Current festival director and music
programmer is Danka van Dodewaard who
has been involved in several new initiatives
and overseen various changes to the festival's
format, “For me it's very important that we are
a festival with a message,” she says. “Young
audiences are looking for more than just
amusement. It's important to pay attention to
our cultural heritage, to our identity - local
but also the world. To know your history and
your roots is still very, very important.”

“We used to only have international bands,
otherwise the audiences felt it wasn't exotic or
interesting enough. But now our mission is
about cultural identity, we don’t have to look
so far to find very interesting artists.
Amsterdam is a very diverse city”

One of the new initiatives this year was a
special showcase for a small group of
international delegates to experience a Dutch-
focused programme that included Shakuar —a
new electro-folk-soul project featuring Shishani
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