
Cycling in the Netherlands 

Imagine this: a windy day in March, in a picturesque and small provincial town in the center of 

the Netherlands. The cobbles are a little slippery, cars are passing left and right, trees are rustling 

in the wind. And in the middle of the street there are seven people holding their bicycles. One of 

them is the leader and he’s trying hard to get the group to mount their bikes without falling apart 

laughing. Getting on the bikes and setting off together is a daredevil feat and one that causes 

great amusement. Luckily there are no accidents – but only just. Where are we? In Den Bosch, 

1994. The youth theater festival of the Netherlands and Flanders. And who are those acrobats 

sprawled across the handlebars laughing? A group of top-level professionals in US youth theatre. 

Real hotshots, although you wouldn’t think so at that particular moment. And one of the cyclists 

was Mary Rose Lloyd. And the tour guide, the guy trying to teach these Americans how to ride a 

bike? That was me.   

The Americans’ visit to the Netherlands took place as part of the US-Netherlands/Flanders 

Touring & Exchange Project, which was a project that organized some extensive exchange 

programs between the US and the Low Countries for a number of years. Youth theater played an 

important part in these programs. The Dutch Theater Institute was one of the parties organizing 

these events and I was working there at the time as a youth theatre specialist. And that’s how it 

fell to me to perform the noble task of introducing the Americans to some Dutch customs, such as 

riding a bicycle, and of introducing them to Dutch youth theatre. 

 

Youth Theater In The 1970s And 1980s 

I remember well why I was so keen to tell them about Dutch youth theater. It had developed 

during the 1970s as part of a bigger movement in the Netherlands which scrapped the ‘old 

theater’, presented in the traditional theaters and catering to the wealthy middle classes, and 

intended to reinvent the theater in complete freedom. Preferably far removed from the red plush, 

and preferably made for a wide audience that had never been in contact with the theater before. 

And nobody could be boss, every decision was made by the collective. Everyone was an artist, 

everyone was ‘man the player’, which meant that it was precisely the unskilled artist who had a 

better chance of developing new forms and new contents for the theater. A new audience 

consisting of children and adolescents was an important new group to bring into contact with 

theater, and preferably in their own everyday environment: the schools. It was the birth of the 

Dutch youth theater as we know it today. The starting point was that children and adults were 

equals, and that they would create a ‘joint’ outlook on the world. Children were at an advantage: 

they were unprejudiced and unspoiled and could act as frontrunners of the new era. The 

professionals who started working intensively with this new young audience were drama teachers 

and theater researchers. A number of these pioneers is still working in Dutch youth theater today, 

including Hans van den Boom, Liesbeth Coltof and Ad de Bont.  

The Dutch government’s art policy fell in line with the new developments. It generously 

supported the liberation of the arts. Mainly because it served a greater political goal, we were in 

the middle of the Cold War: the freedom we had in the West, as opposed to the East, was a great 

blessing and this message had to be spread in every possible way. The freedom of the artist, 

artistic development and innovation were the perfect advertisement for the free West. Audiences 

wholeheartedly joined in the cult of freedom too, as did schools and parents in the case of youth 

theater.  

In the 1980s the unskilled artists in youth theatre felt a great need to educate themselves 

artistically: as directors, playwrights, actors, etc. And, more so than ever before, they started 

(re)discovering the use of all the theatrical means offered by the new theaters, ‘studio theaters’. 



But freedom and innovation continued to be of great importance. This meant that in the late 

1980s Dutch youth theater began taking up a pioneering position, both in terms of content and in 

terms of form. For no other country in the world was making such bold theatre performances for 

young audiences at the time. It became apparent, not just within youth theatre circles, but in 

regular theatre as well, that something quite special was developing. And the government’s arts 

policy continued to follow and support the developments. 

 

What The Americans Found 

When the first Americans were introduced to Dutch youth theatre they found a very lively and 

unique theatre movement. Performances mainly took place in smaller theater venues with 

performance spaces measuring  26 ft by 26, often with 3 to 5 actors and 150 to 250 visitors per 

show. The basic principles were keeping it small-scale, sticking with the human measure. And in 

spite of the fact that by now, theatre directors and playwrights were determining what the 

audience was going to see and experience, the idea of working as a collective (for instance, the 

substantial influence of the actors) remained important. Perhaps the level of professionalism  of 

the performances was not always as high as might be expected, but the content and the theatrical 

forms were exciting and innovative and they were in touch with everything that went on outside 

the theatre. There were no taboos in terms of theatrical forms or subjects. And there was an 

ongoing lively debate between artists, visitors, and policy makers, about art for children and art in 

general.      

In terms of art policy, too, things were very well organized. Each province and every major city 

in the Netherlands had its own youth theater company. With reasonable financial arrangements, 

each company was able to create theatre performances in continuity, because subsidies were 

determined for four-year periods. 60% of the companies’ productions were organized as school 

performances, the rest of the performances were public. The companies did not own their own 

venues. They travelled the country with their performances, which allowed the Dutch public as a 

whole to enjoy all the great shows the companies were producing.  

Dutch theatre practitioners were aware of the position of the Netherlands as a pioneering country 

for youth theatre. They happily welcomed guests from abroad. Institutions such as the Dutch 

Theater Institute and the American-Dutch/Flanders Exchange Project were glad to be of help. 

They gladly toured all over the world with their performances and they were highly successful. 

However, one of the less pleasant circumstances of their self-awareness was that they were not as 

interested in what was going on outside the Netherlands. The Dutch often tend to think that, 

however small their country is, they take up a central place in world history. All roads lead to 

Amsterdam, or so they have often thought – and some perhaps still do. Dutch theatre practitioners 

took a great interest in exporting their own ideas and performances, but they were not as open to 

the things other countries had to offer. In their defense we should note that there were, and still 

are, few opportunities for bringing foreign youth theater productions to the Dutch stages. 

But after that first visit from the cycling Americans to the Netherlands, lots more followed, 

although it has been a while since I was their tour guide. To this very day, every year several 

American delegations travel to the youth theater festival to keep track of the developments in 

Dutch youth theater. And the Americans have been able to follow them very closely. And what’s 

more, the relationships between the Dutch and the Americans have been highly influential in 

some of these developments.  

 

The 1990s: Three Major Goals To Reach 



Even though in the 1990s, Dutch youth theater could be satisfied with everything it had 

accomplished, developments did not come to a standstill in the following years. There were other 

mountains to climb besides creating the most extraordinary new performance every time. Some 

of the main steps that still needed to be taken were: supporting a new generation of youth theatre 

practitioners, conquering the mainstream theaters, and the professionalization of the theater 

business. 

 

The 1
st
 Goal: A New Generation of Youth Theater Practitioners: 

How to make sure that the pioneers would not be the only ones interested in creating theater for 

young audiences, but that a new and young generation would be equally keen? Since the 

seventies the Netherlands has had a system of so-called production houses. These are 

organizations which receive structural government subsidies (i.e. the subsidies are fixed for a 

four-year period) and which support young and independent artists in creating and setting up 

theater productions. They form a bridge between the art schools and the professional theaters. In 

the nineties there were about ten of these organizations around the country. But none of these 

were aimed at young audiences. This is why, in 1999, a production house was set up that would 

specifically target younger audiences. I was asked to lead this organization and to give it body. 

We started modestly, small, creating mostly workshop-type projects with talented young artists. 

However, it soon became apparent that we should be doing more than just setting up small-scale 

projects, and that we should be able to offer young theater makers development plans that would 

start with a research project and then, in certain cases, lead to full-scale productions. So that’s 

what we did. Over the years we developed an increasingly international outlook, our 

performances have often been presented at mainly European festivals. We are currently seen as 

one of the main European houses where innovation in youth theatre takes place. In 2009 we took 

a final step by extending our scope beyond the discipline of drama, including dance. Ever since 

then we have been setting up smaller as well as full-scale drama and dance productions using 

talented directors and choreographers, and we have increased our ever expanding international 

operations. A number of our performances tour the theaters in the Netherlands and are presented 

at festivals abroad. We are committed, based on our philosophy of youth theater, to talented 

young professional artists. Our dialogue is with them, discussing their ambitions and exploring 

the possibilities open to them for realizing these ambitions in front of a young audience. If a plan 

develops from this dialogue, we try to create the best possible set of circumstances to make their 

dreams come true. Because we are convinced that if we offer a young artist a positive experience 

with a young audience at the start of his career, he will carry that experience with him throughout 

the rest of his career. We offer the artists critical guidance and monitoring in the realization of 

their plans. The result of this method is that our artistic ‘colors’ change with every new artist. But 

the continuity lies in the way we forge a connection between an artist’s mature artistic dream and 

his young audience, and in our aim to be as professional as we can in the realization of this 

dream.  

Our decision to place young artists at the center may seem obvious, but it is not. We could have 

also decided to make an analysis of the existing practices in youth theatre and take this as our 

leading principle. This might mean focusing on certain experienced directors, on the profile of 

the current leader of one of the companies, or it may mean noticing a gap, for instance in 

performances for four and five year-olds. We would then find our young artists based on their 

potential to fill this gap, and more or less commission them to work for us. Our decision to center 

on young artists is a decision to support youth theater in practice, as it will be shaped by these 

artists in ten years’ time.  



However, our decision does not mean that young artists can come and work with us without 

having the faintest notion of theater in practice. We will only choose those artists who fully 

intend to share their work with an audience. This is something an artist must be highly aware of, 

especially when working with young audiences. Only those artists who are closely involved with 

the society we live in and who intend to relate to it in meaningful ways are allowed in. And they 

will be working with their young audience from a very early stage, even during the creative 

process. But each artist will do so in their own, often independent way.  

W several other European houses we have recently reinforced our international operations by 

setting up a European network, Fresh Tracks Europe, to support the development of youth dance 

in Europe. The network ensures a broad platform for young choreographers from all over Europe 

where they can meet, collaborate, and develop plans to create some unique (co)productions.  

 

The 2
nd

 Goal: Conquering the Mainstream Theaters: 

Dutch youth theater developed in studio theaters and as site-specific productions in schools. But 

during the 1990s both the artists and the mainstream theaters began to foster ambitions to create 

and present the same high-quality youth theater on the much bigger mainstream stages. A logical 

development, because the artistic opportunities offered by these larger venues would add another 

dimension to youth theater, and because it meant that many more children could be reached. Over 

the past 15 years all of the leading youth theater companies have conquered the mainstream 

stages. By trial and error. Because working in the mainstream theaters not only means having 

more artistic options available; it also means dealing with a stricter, more hierarchical production 

method, a completely different way of drawing audiences, and a much greater financial risk. In 

these developments especially, the exchange between the US and the Netherlands has been of 

great importance to the Netherlands. Thanks to their intensive contacts with their US 

counterparts, Dutch artists such as Monique Corvers, Moniek Merkx, Saskia Janse and Onny 

Huisink have been able to take a look behind the scenes over here to familiarize themselves with 

the scale increase for youth theater productions. Their Dutch performances have unmistakably 

been influenced by their experiences overseas, and they in turn have influenced other theater 

makers. It is a result of the US-Netherlands/Flanders Touring & Exchange Project that cannot be 

measured by the number of US performances presented in the Netherlands, but it is one of the 

highest-impact results for the Netherlands. 

 

The 3
rd

 Goal: Considering Theater a Business: 

After the fall of the Berlin wall and the end of the Cold War, the legitimization of art subsidies 

came under pressure in the Netherlands. Political movements no longer felt the need to use art 

and artists to endorse the great freedom offered by the West. The government became 

increasingly businesslike, for instance by stipulating that companies must make a proven 

increasing percentage of their income from audience revenues or other institutions besides the 

government. However, youth theater was spared to some degree, because the government still 

valued its educational objectives. But the developments within youth theater itself also prompted 

a need for better management. Youth theater was reaching managerial maturity. Companies paid 

more attention to a healthy income and improved conditions for people working in the sector, 

including artistic staff. Accordingly, youth theater became better and better at marketing and 

communication. And here, too, the influence of the US has been noticeable. As with the transition 

to mainstream theaters, a number of Dutch companies has had the opportunity to take their cues 

from the way things are set up in the US.  

 



2009: Youth Theater’s Coming of Age 

2009 saw the start of another four-year period of art subsidies. For youth theater, the allocations 

during this period formed the crowning achievement of the developments over the past 30 years. 

Youth theater companies were seen as independent institutions belonging in the basic 

infrastructure of the Dutch theater. Financial scope was created to allow a number of companies 

to create productions for the mainstream theaters on a structural basis. The production house for 

youth theater became one of the biggest production houses in the country. Youth theater 

companies continued their work with great zest.  

But shortly after the 2009 peak it turned out that many things were changing within Dutch 

theater. Public support for subsidized art had, almost stealthily, fallen sharply. The public at large 

no longer needed, or needs, the theater to feel free, to be stimulated, like it did during the 

seventies, eighties and nineties. The main reason for people to come to the theater, or not, is to be 

entertained; theater-going as a leisure activity. And these days there are limitless possibilities for 

being entertained, competition is stiff. A shift is also occurring within the market formed by 

schools. Here, the demand for theater is increasingly linked to the educational purpose a 

performance should serve. The artist’s independence and artistic freedom is under ever greater 

pressure. The fall of the Berlin wall has not only caused a decline in government support for 

subsidized art, but, and this is much more fundamental, a decline in public support as well.   

This decline in public support has allowed political parties to start a radical reorganization of 

government support for the arts starting from 2013. The biggest influence at the moment is 

exerted by the largest party in Dutch politics, the liberal VVD. The VVD advocates a withdrawal 

from the government where art is concerned and it wants the direct relationship between art and 

its audience to become much closer, in a financial sense as well. Add to this idea the philosophy 

of the Dutch populist party, the PVV (a party whose policies are closely in line with those of the 

government) and what you end up with is the current art climate in the Netherlands. This party’s 

position is that art subsidies are not a matter for the government, and that the most noteworthy  

forms of art are those that are supported by large numbers of the public. The way this party has 

expressed its views on today’s art has been plainly negative: too elitist, too critical.  

Starting from 2013, the national government will withdraw as a subsidizing body from a large 

number of institutions. It will remain responsible for a smaller number of institutions, and these 

are to provide a clear output of performances servicing wide audiences. The government is 

betting on the country’s ‘top institutions’. Youth theater is included, although here too, the cuts 

will amount to around 30%. The thing that will no longer, or barely, be possible in youth theater, 

is creating productions for the mainstream venues on a structural basis. And what the government 

is completely ceasing to see as a government responsibility, is keeping alive the independent 

organizations that support a young generation in its development, i.e. the production houses. This 

task will have to be taken over by the drama schools and the existing larger institutions.  

Even though the developments underlying these decisions are widely supported, there are major 

doubts about the pace at which this government intends to bring about the changes. The current 

pace will cause the destruction of something that has only very recently come into full bloom. 

Furthermore, there are doubts about the political decision to continue government support for the 

things that already have the public’s attention and do well on the market, and to deny 

responsibility for the things that are vulnerable. 

But the biggest problem in the Netherlands today is the tone with which art is discussed in our 

society, which is extremely negative. Even our prime minister has adopted this tone when he 

talks about art. With regard to Dutch leaders and the way they relate to the arts, we must now rely 



on our royal family: especially the queen and the crown princess are great ambassadors of 

innovation in the arts and of art that reaches across boundaries and nationalities.   

 

The Future 

Funnily enough, thanks to these circumstances, this is one of the most exciting times for art the 

Netherlands has seen. It has been a while since everyone working in the arts, from directors and 

actors to technicians and marketing people, was forced to define the importance of what they are 

doing at such a fundamental level. And how to best develop it, because there are precious few 

secure values left in terms of financing and support organizations. And it has been a while since 

audiences, too, have joined in the debate about the value art represents to society. Unfortunately 

though, these exciting times go hand in hand with the destruction of the achievements of the past 

thirty years. For youth theater, the most important thing will be to continue to fight for an 

independent artistic field, and not to allow it to be reduced to a point where it is simply the 

‘educations department’ of Dutch theater.     

My plea therefore is to create enough free space for those artists who are most involved in our 

present society, even, and perhaps especially, in these times. And these will often be the young 

artists. They are our leaders, pointing the way towards the new era and to what audiences need, 

from youth theater as well.  

There are some important subjects and forms to which the theater can make a unique contribution 

in these times and which audiences can warm to once again: offering audiences and artists a 

direct, live experience (as opposed to film or the computer at home), trying to answer the 

questions that arise when a multitude of cultures live together in the same country, trying to 

fathom the contrasts between individualism and society, etc.    

The institution I am running, Het Lab Utrecht, will have considerably less scope to offer young 

artists structural support starting from 2013. But this does not mean that we will cease to exist. 

On the contrary, we have decided to continue to support talented young artists who want to work 

for young audiences, and to focus on innovation and internationalization. A small and flexible 

organization, led by our current business director, will be shaping Het Lab in the future.     

And perhaps the collaboration between the US and the Netherlands can be given a new impulse 

because we can support each other, especially in this new era, both in terms of creating space for 

(young) artists and in terms of reinforcing the relationship between art and the public. Perhaps we 

will have to organize another cycling trip in the Netherlands soon, or a forum and festival such as 

this one here in New York. In any case, we should continue to talk to each other and keep our 

exchange going on the importance of contemporary youth theater of the highest artistic standards.          

    

 

      

Dennis Meyer, December 2011  

            

   

 

  


