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Cultural leisure in the time of COVID-19: impressions from the
Netherlands
Lénia Marques and Guilherme Giolo

Erasmus School of History, Culture and Communication, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam, The
Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Amongst leisure practices, culture plays a fundamental role in the
leisure landscape. Leisure provides opportunities for escaping
daily routines of work and care, and contributes to expanding
knowledge, skills and sense of belonging and self-realization. But
what happens to leisure, and cultural leisure in the face of
extreme scenarios? This article takes a closer looks at the city of
Rotterdam in the Netherlands, asking in general 1) what we can
observe in cultural leisure in times of COVID-19, and, more
specifically, 2) how cultural leisure practices have changed
amongst students, in particular during times of pandemic.
Students feel they are spending much more time studying, which
has seemingly resulted in a subjective experience of increased
uneasiness and even meaninglessness that pervades their daily
lives. The shift in leisure practices and timings, as well as
perception of time and actual time management, are seemingly
disrupting normal student life. Students also benefited from
digital cultural initiatives by artists, museums, festivals, and other
cultural agents. The constraints of the lockdown also propelled
forms of creativity in their leisure practices.
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In the meantime, the passengers in their boredom held swimming contests, organized
hunting expeditions (…). (Gabriel García Márquez, Love in the Time of Cholera (1985))

Introduction

Be it a travel, a visit to the nearest pub, or simply watching a movie at home, most
definitions of leisure converge on the idea of a time which is spent in accordance to
the individual’s will, as opposed to that which s/he has to do (Parr & Lashua, 2004;
Wise, 2014). Leisure therefore usually has a positive connotation, as it is perceived as
relating to freedom and personal realization (Agyar, 2013; Wise, 2014). The existential
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character of leisure, already recognized by Plato and Aristotle, who conceived it as an
essential requirement in order for humans to realize their full potential (Samaras,
2017), is nowadays enshrined in the Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations,
1948, Art. 24), in several national constitutions and in the World Leisure Organization
Charter for Leisure (WLO, 1970/2020).

Among leisure practices, culture plays a fundamental role in the leisure landscape.
Culture, taken in its broad sense, is about understanding ourselves and the other in
context. Leisure has provided opportunities for escaping daily routines of work and
care, and contributes to expanding knowledge, skills, sense of belonging, and self-
realization.

But what happens to leisure, and cultural leisure in the face of extreme scenarios? How
might a pandemic crisis impact the scholarly narratives about leisure providers or leisure
practices of specific social groups (Roberts, 2018)? These are pressing questions when the
COVID-19 pandemic has been leading entire nations around the world to be locked
down in quarantine. Many questions could be asked about what leisure practices and
behaviours are present when we could no longer leave our homes, meet with relatives
and friends, or practice sport. When the world becomes the size of our apartments,
and being is an unstable concept, constantly updated according to new directives and
procedures restricting our freedoms, leisure can still find its way through the circum-
stances, in old and new forms.

It was in such context, requiring unprecedented creative solutions, that we looked
around us, in the city of Rotterdam in the Netherlands, asking in general (1) what we
could observe in cultural leisure in times of COVID-19, and, more specifically, (2)
how cultural leisure practices have changed among students, being a population prone
to depression and mental issues (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010), in particular, during times
of pandemic.

A peak in the digital world

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, cultural institutions worldwide launched
new remote services, such as virtual tours at Rijksmuseum (https://www.rijksmuseum.
nl/en/from-home) or Musée d’Orsay (https://artsandculture.google.com/partner/
musee-dorsay-paris), while other institutions potentialized pre-existing initiatives, such
as the British Museum with its vast digital collection (https://www.britishmuseum.org/
collection), to name only a few of the many museums worldwide that used the internet
to respond to the COVID-19 crisis (Kit-Powell, 2020; Misenzahl, 2020). Famously,
Global Citizen’s live stream music concert raised almost $130 million across the globe
to fight the pandemic (Sullivan, 2020). This type of development served the public as
off-site cultural leisure venues and cultural institutions as an opportunity to gather
some revenue during these difficult times. In the Netherlands, the radio station NPO
Radio 2 offered over 30 Dutch artists the opportunity to broadcast their music from
their living room (NPO Radio 2, n.d.), while the Club In The Cloud in Amsterdam
created the Isolation Rave, a series of techno digital events streamed on different plat-
forms featuring artists from all over the Netherlands that allowed viewers to make
small donations to help artists during the lockdown (Vice Redactie, 2020).
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In April 2020, the Dutch government launched financial stimuli aimed specifically at
supporting the cultural sector during the COVID-19 crisis. This set of policies aimed at
supporting larger subsidized institutions (e.g. state museums) in dealing with the
financial impact of the lockdown, as well as improving their cultural offer for the next
cultural season. These measures added to pre-existing generic measures aimed at protect-
ing the employment of artists and professionals of the cultural sector during this time of
profound crisis (Boekman Foundation, 2020). As the COVID-19 crisis in the Nether-
lands neared its (first?) apex during the early second quarter of 2020, the social distancing
measures implemented by the Dutch government meant the cancellation of all sorts of
public gatherings, the closing of all leisure-related commercial activities, such as bars,
cinemas, gyms and museums, and all sorts of events and gatherings were encouraged
to move online (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.). The entire population was
encouraged to work from home. Likewise, university and school classes were moved
to online platforms, confining students to their parents’ or their own homes/rooms.

Leisure in quarantine: conversations with Master students in Rotterdam

Traditionally, Higher Education students have benefitted from culturally rich leisure
practices, as they tend to have time, as well as the intellectual and environmental
stimuli to engage in activities, such as museum visits, concerts, festivals, debates and
travel. These activities have been synonymous with student life worldwide and have
been especially important in order to maintain a healthy lifestyle while dealing with
often high pressure of studies (Lehto et al., 2014). The severe limitations to their
regular leisure activities, which had a strong social dimension, make students especially
sensitive to the negative impact of the pandemic.

Informal conversations with Master students based in Rotterdam, and from different
programmes and Higher Education institutions, have informed our insights on their life-
style and leisure behaviour during the pandemic. The first common impression is that
students seem to find themselves a lot more involved with their studies during these
times than before the crisis. The balance between studying, working and leisure
seemed to have shifted much more towards the “study” element of this work–life
balance system. Students felt they were spending much more time studying, which
had seemingly resulted in a subjective experience of increased uneasiness and even mean-
inglessness that pervaded their daily lives. In fact, there seemed to be a generalized feeling
among these students that, on the one hand, they did not have leisure options available to
enjoy their time, and, on the other hand, they did not seem to find the time to do so either
since the lockdown started. The shift in leisure practices and timings, as well as percep-
tion of time and actual time management, are clearly disrupting normal student life. For
some, at least, the awareness and understanding of what has been going on is blurred, as
in the case of one student who reported that, despite staying home all day, he could not
tell if he was painting and reading (his hobbies) more or less during the lockdown,
because of the additional studying. Students expressed that the dynamics of working
from home sometimes made them lose track of time, making it hard to realize where
their time was going. Although this showed strongly in our talks with students, it is
important to note that many other people around us and even in the media made
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reference to difficulties of adapting to working from home, changing family lives, and
shifting daily patterns and routines.

In the absence of external physical cultural leisure offers, some students decided to
consciously allocate their free time to personal cultural projects. For example, using
the time to develop an app for a friend, or creating a hanging-out website to share
with flatmates. Another student used his spare time to polish some old poems he had
written a long time ago but never managed to revisit for editing, submitting them for
publishing in an online magazine.

This crisis saw the appearance and celebration of countless digital cultural initiatives by
artists, museums, festivals, and other cultural agents across the globe. Students benefited
from these initiatives to different degrees. For one student, this meant the possibility of
visiting the Rijksmuseum and the Bilbao Museum from his living room, and to watch
live a stand-up comedy show taking place in another country, while another student men-
tioned she did not enjoy onlinemuseums, as they lack “the textures that makes them inter-
esting”. However, she did enjoy watching online concerts and live streams from DJ’s in
other countries. Another student said that he rarely enjoyed cultural initiatives online,
mainly due to lack of time, because he was wrapped up in his own personal projects.
Despite the general impression of lack of time among these Master students, it is interest-
ing to note that the constraints of the lockdown also propelled other forms of creativity in
their leisure practices, such as improvising a skateboard pit inside a student room using
mattresses and pillows, to be able to film themselves doing a trick to share with a
friend abroad, or trying to cook new dishes and experiment more with recipes.

The most consensual aspect, however, clearly related to social gatherings as, among
the students, there existed a unanimous expectation for once the COVID-19 crisis
would be over: partying.

Final remarks

For the master students in Rotterdam, and probably for many people all over the world,
the lockdown and social distancing measures have not necessarily meant increased
leisure time. Sometimes new leisure opportunities rely on their own creativity. Albeit
in different forms, cultural leisure has endured this crisis, thanks, on the one hand, to
the existential demand for leisure, and, on the other, to a greater cultural offer bestowed
by new forms of cultural consumption. For the cultural leisure sector, this disruption
marked not only the emergence of new organizational practices worldwide but also
the potentializing of pre-existing digital initiatives. As the future of leisure practices
remains obscured behind the coronavirus fog, with many wondering if we will ever
return to “normality” again, the digital initiatives within the cultural leisure sector
seem to indicate the way forward in a world of increasingly compartmentalized and
rushed lives. The question remains though – will physical social contact also increase
as human beings have a need for gregariousness? We will have to wait and follow
future developments to get the answer to this and many other questions.
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