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Background 
De Nieuwe Ooster cemetery and crematorium was established in Amsterdam’s 
Watergraafsmeer district in 1894. The municipal cemetery’s design bears the mark of 
landscape architect L.A. Springer. The site is also an arboretum and features a number of 
exceptional monumental headstones. Over time, De Nieuwe Ooster has undergone various 
expansions and now, at 33 hectares (509 x 666 meters), is the largest cemetery in the 
Netherlands. The oldest section of the park, including buildings, is a national monument, and 
the first expansion dating to 1914, has received official national monument status as well. 
Walking through the cemetery is like walking through the city. The cemetery is a reflection of 
Amsterdam with its different neighbourhoods, religious beliefs, and populations from all 
segments of society. Chinese, Surinamese, and Romany communities are among those 
represented in De Nieuwe Ooster, and an area for those of the Islamic faith is also now under 
construction (to be finished in 2011). De Nieuwe Ooster’s policy is in line with the Zeitgeist 
and allows for outside ideas and initiatives. Cooperation with landscape architects produced 
an ornamental pond for urns and a zinc-plated columbarium. Since 2005, Herinnering Verlicht 
(Illuminated Remembrance), a secular version of All Souls’ Day, has been celebrated various 
years on a November night. Ingredients: art, poets and storytellers, concession tents, and 
many, many little lights. The first Herinnering Verlicht was the initiative of the Dutch artist Ida 
van der Lee. Six thousand people attended the most recent celebration in 2009. A final 
interesting aspect of De Nieuwe Ooster is the presence of the Dutch Funeral Museum Tot 
Zover. Since 2007, the museum has collected and displayed objects related to funerary 
culture. These objects are part of the large presentation related to death and the grieving 
process. In addition, the museum features changing exhibitions of contemporary art. It is clear 
that De Nieuwe Ooster is aware of cultural history. 
 
This year Museum Tot Zover is going all out with the group exhibition Afterlife, 2 November 
2011 through July 1 2012. Works from Dutch and international artists reflect on the hereafter. 
Is there ‘something’ or ‘nothing’? Does life end or continue? And if it does continue, how does 
that afterlife look? ‘Afterlife’ is a collaboration with the Tropenmuseum which will 
simultaneously feature a multicultural exhibition about death in its large ‘Light Hall.’ With the 
underlying concept of Springer’s cemetery design in mind, the Museum Tot Zover wished to 
involve the cemetery in its exhibition. The landscaped cemetery is designed as a garden for 
contemplation. Specific stylistic devices from romantic landscape architecture subconsciously 
influence the visitor’s feelings. He or she contemplates imperceptible things concerning life 
and death. In addition, the landscaped park evokes the Greek idea of heaven, which was a 
model for the Christian heaven. 
 
The museum has applied to SKOR with a request to have a number of temporary art works 
created at the cemetery on 2 November 2011. These works will be on display for the duration 
of the exhibition. The exhibition in the museum and the outdoor art works are meant to 
complement each other. (The Tropenmuseum, however, does not play a role in this plan.) The 
museum and SKOR have listed the following artists as references for the outdoors project: 
Rachel Whiteread, Olafur Eliasson, Ann Veronica Janssens, James Turrell, Job Koelewijn, 
Tamar Frank and Anish Kapoor. There has also been an expressed preference for ephemeral 
projects featuring light and smoke. SKOR has raised the terms ‘event’ and ‘pilot.’ De Nieuwe 
Ooster, which controls the cemetery, will be the third party. The interests of the deceased’s 
relatives are a primary concern of De Nieuwe Ooster. In terms of artistic expression, they 
strongly prefer depictions that go beyond a literal visualization of the dead. The three parties – 
the initiator of the project, Museum Tot Zover, SKOR and the De Nieuwe Ooster cemetery – 
have equal say in determining the locations of the art work, formulating and assessing 
commissioned designs, and working on public participation. Three interested public groups 
can be distinguished: relatives of the deceased, people who love nature and peaceful 
environments, and an art-loving public attracted by Museum Tot Zover’s program. 
 

Description of the  plan/concept 
The proposals in this plan are designed to examine what meaning art can have in an 
operational cemetery. In line with the wishes of Museum Tot Zover, I propose a show 
featuring the same theme and running for the same duration as the exhibition ‘Afterlife’. Six or 
seven contemporary works of art reflecting on the hereafter will make up the show. I 
recommend artists whose works reflect particular sets of beliefs. As a visitor, you will get 



 
 
to experience these artists’ convictions through works that embody a sincerely felt idea or 
belief. No occasional philosophers or Sunday believers. I want to present artists who examine 
and feel strongly about questions regarding the hereafter in their work. Artists whose work 
makes you think about who you are as a human being. Will you end as dust? Can your brain 
still remember after you are dead? Each work should stimulate you, as a viewer, to think 
freshly and differently about mortality. These reflective works will build a contemplative current 
of energy in Springer’s contemplative park. The represented artists approach the project from 
eastern, alchemical, esoteric, or philosophical points of view. The works of art on display at 
‘Afterlife’ in Museum Tot Zover touch upon themes of dualism / heaven, animism / animation / 
transformation, spiritualism and magic, materialism / physicality and the (in)finite. The artists 
working on the outdoors counterpart to the exhibit will further explore these themes in an 
associative manner. Although the social aspects of the cemetery are fascinating, they will not 
consciously be examined in this project. Introducing such a second theme might obscure the 
theme of the ‘hereafter.’ 
 
The exploration is also focused on the forms that works of arts can have at a cemetery. 
Traditionally, funerary or commemorative monuments and gravestones – the word says it all – 
were made of stone and (precious) metal. Is it possible to formulate a different solution? Can 
transitory or vulnerable materials and sounds also be used? Considering the location (the 
cemetery is fenced in and locked in the evenings), the subject matter, duration, and budget of 
the project, it seems to me that ephemeral and auditory art would be appropriate. Song and 
music play an important role in the funerary rituals of almost every culture. For example, 
during a visit to De Nieuwe Ooster, a Surinamese funeral procession with a brass band 
passed by. Sound and music evoke different emotions from those generated by visual stimuli. 
Furthermore, I don’t want to think solely in visual additions. Auditory artworks often make 
people worried about the possibility of sound pollution. There are various ways to prevent this: 
adjusting the volume, having the sound be sensor-activated, having headphones (mobile), or 
selecting a secluded place. Light has also been proposed as a medium, but I have mostly 
ruled out this possibility since it is always light out when the cemetery is open, and this natural 
light may dim any art work using light. Due to a desire to find a contemporary form of 
‘graveyard art,’ traditional vanitas symbols such as bubbles, skulls, smoke, mirrors, and 
butterflies have been avoided as much as possible. 
 
Motivation SKOR 
Cemeteries are relatively uncharted terrain for contemporary art, even though art is highly 
appropriate for such locations. Art can play a role in providing meaning, offering consolation, 
saying goodbye, remembering, and allowing for reflection. Art can also present a different 
layout of the space, offer alternative funeral rituals, or stretch the rules regarding cemetery 
plots. SKOR has undertaken a number of projects at (historical) cemeteries. In 2004 Louwrien 
Wijers, Mike Tyler, and Ronald van Tienhoven worked on a garden for the Spijk cemetery. 
Starting with the concept of the enclosed openness of the Hortus Conclusus, they developed 
a garden that visitors can linger in, a Hortus Contemplationis. Joep van Lieshout’s design for 
Peter Giele’s grave in Zorgvlied, the Giele Skull, stretches the rules for funerary monuments. 
(2005). For the project ‘Op Hoogte Gedacht,’ nine artists were invited to leave their mark on a 
historic graveyard in the province of Groningen, connecting it to the present (2006). In 2006 
PASS Travels organized a tour of cemetery art projects. The tour stopped by De Nieuwe 
Ooster for an evaluation of artist Ida van der Lee’s Allerzielen Allicht project (2005), 
proceeded to the Giele Skull, and visited Huis te Vraag, an abandoned cemetery that has 
become the life’s work of visual artists Leon and Willemijn van der Heijden. As far as I know, 
contemporary art is not used in burial grounds in other parts of the world. The closest example 
I know of is Louise Bourgeois’ giant spider, Maman, which was placed above James Ensor’s 
grave during Beaufort 2006. There is, then, new territory to explore.  
 
 


