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SLIPPERY SQUARES AND 
CONCRETE BUILDINGS 
CASE STUDY
SCHOUWBURGPLEIN 
Rotterdam,
the Netherlands

INTERVIEW WITH
René Dutrieux 
project manager

 “It’s important to show the 
cultural richness and modern 
heritage to the citizens”
FACT 1
9 cultural institutions

FACT 2
2.3 million visitors per year

FACT 3
60 outdoor public events per year
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TIMELINE
1887 construction of the Groote 

Schouwburg (theatre)
1940 bombing of city centre of Rotterdam, 

Schouwburg partly destroyed
1947 opening of temporary Schouwburg
1953 opening of the Lijnbaan, the world’s 

first car-free pedestrian street with 
shops and housing

1962 opening of concert hall De Doelen at 
the Schouwburgplein

1966 construction of parking garage 
under the square

1987 demolishing of temporary 
Schouwburg

1988 construction of the new Schouwburg
1996  reconstruction of the square and 

opening of cinema
2010 founding of the Vereniging Verenigd 

Schouwburgplein (Association of 
United Schouwburgplein)

CONTEXT
The Schouwburgplein (Theatre Square) is 
situated in the city centre of Rotterdam, 
which was rebuilt and modernized after the 
WWII bombing. The city’s most important 
cultural institutions in performing arts 
are located around the Schouwburgplein, 
attracting millions of visitors per year. 
The square is also close to the modernist 
Lijnbaan shopping complex, an icon of the 
reconstruction of Rotterdam after the war 
and the first major pedestrian-only shopping 
street in the world. Despite the many visitors 
to the institutions and the nearby shopping 
streets, the square has been a void in the 
city instead of a place for (cultural) gathering.

CHALLENGE
One important challenge is to reveal the 
cultural richness and the modern heritage of 
the buildings to the citizens, and to bring life 
to the square. As the Schouwburgplein is just 
outside the main flow of pedestrian traffic, 
people don’t coincidently pass by. Also, 
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theatre-goers tend to arrive just before their 
show and depart quickly after, spending little 
time on or around the square. Three main 
goals were set in order to make the square 
more attractive: improve the physical quality 
of the square, bring visibility to the culture 
inside the buildings, and activate the square 
with programming and events.
 
SOLUTION
In 2008 the city council made a proposal 
to the cultural institutions: the municipality 
would invest in physical improvements of the 
public space, while the institutions would 
program events outside their buildings 
to activate the square. This was the 
starting point of the association Vereniging 
Verenigd Schouwburgplein, in which the 
nine cultural institutions, community 
organizations, and the business association 
are represented. The objective of the 
association is to strengthen the square as 
a hospitable metropolitan cultural plaza for 
all Rotterdammers and thereby economically 
strengthening the area.

Since its start, the association has worked 
on a multi-annual program to activate the 
square and turn it into a more pleasant 

place. In recent years many changes have 
occurred. Spatially, the mobile seatings 
“Enzo’s” and a small outdoor stage were 
placed on the square. The association has 
also built a multi-annual program to activate 
the square, working in close collaboration 
with the cultural institutions. Control is 
ensured on the basis of a location and activity 
profile in which the character of the square 
and the type of activities are determined. 
Furthermore coordination takes places with 
the other squares in the city to align activities 
and events.

Physically, the plinths of the theatre and 
the concert hall are now more open and 
accessible due to investments by the 
municipality. The theatre’s lobby is turned 
into a meeting place where you can go without 
visiting a show. Also concert hall De Doelen 
is being upgraded with a more hospitable and 
open entrance, including an inviting grand 
café to the street. 

SECRETS
Create a representative association. 
The association is the main contact for all 
activities and ensures quality control for all 
events. A program leader collaborates with 
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the cultural institutions and programs the 
cultural activities. Additionally, a “square 
master” functions as the liaison between the 
surrounding residents, entrepreneurs, and 
with the municipality. 
Connect the inside and outside of the 
buildings. The buildings of the cultural 
institutions around the square were internally 
focused and didn’t display what is happening 
inside. The theatre’s lobby is now open to 
the public, and the concert hall is undergoing 
renovations for a more hospitable and open 
entrance. 
Program, program, program. To turn the 
Schouwburgplein into a lively public place, 
more activities and events were needed. 
New activities and events on the square 
have activated the square and attracted 
new visitors. 

LESSONS
Determine the profile of the place. Regulate 
the kind of activities and events according 
to the quality profile of the square and its 
institutions. For Schouwburgplein, this 
is the starting point for all activities and 
events. The locations profile has an official 
status, determined by the city council, and 
has some strict rules on noise and type of 
events. The location profile is also useful 
in the communication with the surrounding 
residents, when discussing possible events.
Slow transformations and small steps: 
instead of some big events and activities, 
the association is working on a longtime 
transformation of the square. It takes time 
to build new cultural traditions 
and to change the physical appearance. 
These slow transformations apply 
to the nature of being a city. 

IMPACT
The primary output is an active and structural 
cultural program (from 2011 onwards) 
with events organized by the cultural 
institutions and ‘external’ parties. Part of 
the programming are larger more-day events 
that recur every year (such as the Circus City 

Festival, the 24 Hours of Culture Festival, 
and the Dance Week), but also small weekly 
events on Sunday like yoga sessions and 
performances. In 2009, only 11 events took 
place on the square; in 2014, that number 
increased to 60 events. These events on 
the square attracted 75,000 visitors. The 
eventual aim is to offer around 100 events 
on the square in 2016. More than before, 
Schouwburgplein has gained a reputation as 
a cultural square in Rotterdam. 

DO
– Cooperate between all parties with 

common purpose
– Activate with programs and events
– Open the plinths and ground floors 
to the public

IN CONCLUSION
The slow transformation of the 
Schouwburgplein into a vibrant cultural 
square consists of physical, functional and 
organizational aspects. The association 
works well for all parties to collaborate on the 
improvement of the square, both physically 
and functionally. While upgrading the quality 
of the public space and strengthening the 
relation with the plinths of the building, the 
programming of cultural events and activities 
will attract more visitors and bring public 
life to the square. Over the last years, the 
programming of activities at the square has 
increased by cultural productions of the 
institutions as well as external events. 


