
POORT VOOR JOODSE BEGRAAFPLAATS OISTERWIJK, BRABANT 

GATE FOR JEWISH CEMETERY OISTERWIJK THE NETHERLANDS 

It	is	when	people	began	to	mark	the	passage	and	place	of	death	that	they	discovered	their	humanity.	The	burial	of	our	
dead	humanizes	the	lands	where	we	build	our	present	and	imagine	our	future.	The	places	where	we	bury	our	dead	are	
places	where	future	genera<ons	can	retrieve	their	past	and	where	past	genera<ons	can	preserve	their	legacy	for	the	
unborn.		

As	is	the	case	for	many	other	places,	most	of	Oisterwijk’s	Jewish	community	was	deported	and	did	not	survive	the	war.	
For	this	reason,	for	many	Jewish	communi<es	their	cemeteries	are	not	only	a	catalogue	of	past	lives,	but	also,	a	
reminder	of	future	genera<ons	that	never	were	to	be.		

Chaim	Potok	once	observed:	“virtually	none	of	the	ancient	Jewish	cemeteries	exist	in	viable	contemporary	Jewish	
communi7es	today	....	of	what	value	to	us	are	graven	images	in	places	from	which	qou7dian	rhythms	and	vitality	of	
Jewish	life	have	been	erased?”	

Yet,	these	places	are	of	immeasurable	value,	because	there	always	is	the	possibility	that	these	landscapes	and	icons	
can	s<ll	act	on	the	human	imagina<on	in	profound	and	redemp<ve	ways.		

The	restora<on	of	the	Jewish	cemetery	confirms	the	con<nued	importance	of	the	place	the	Jewish	community	once	
had	in	Oisterwijk.	The	new	gates,	which	are	part	of	the	restora<on,	are	an	expression	of	the	desire	of	the	community	
to	provide	a	greater	degree	of	protec<on	to	this	serene	place	which	holds	the	memories	of	a	Jewish	community	which	
itself	is	no	longer	able	to	provide	this.		

Recognising	a	responsibility	to	past	genera<ons,	the	new	gate	aims	to	invite	a	con<nued	dialogue,	through	use	of	
symbols	which	are	common	to	both	Judaism	and	Chris<anity,	and	are	universally	recognised.	We	sought	to	use	
symbols	that	express	values	that	are	common	and	unite,	rather	than	symbols	that	are	unique	and	set	apart.		

Importantly,	the	symbols	are	subtle	and	chosen	carefully,	to	allow	freedom	for	each	individual	to	decide	for	
themselves	which	symbol	they	wish	to	read	or	respond	to,	if	at	all.		

The	symbolism	has	seven	dimensions:	<me,	nature,	the	fleur-de-lis,	the	tree	of	life,	the	pointed	arch,	the	menorah,	
and	finally,	divinity	itself.	!
(1)	Time		
The	gate	aims	to	invite	dialogue	between	past	and	present.	To	respect	the	historic	nature	of	the	cemetery	and	its	
status	as	a	Rijksmonument,	an	an<que	gate	was	chosen.		Much	like	the	Jewish	community	itself,	before	it	seSled	in	
Oisterwijk,	the	gate	has	travelled	and	resided	in	several	countries.	Originally	from	France,	it	is	now	in	England,	and	will	
travel	to	the	Netherlands,	where	it	will	be	amended	by	the	hands	of	a	local	blacksmith	of	Jewish	descent,	to	its	final	
design.	This	interven<on	will	give	it	the	<mestamp	of	the	present.		

(2)	Nature	
The	gate	will	be	set	back	from	the	road,	to	allow	two	ancient	trees	to	form	a	natural	gateway	forming	the	passage	to	
the	gate	itself.	The	arch	formed	by	the	trees	marks	the	start	of	a	liminal	zone,	the	end	of	which	is	marked	by	the	inner	
gates	between	the	walls	through	which	the	domain	of	the	cemetery	itself	is	entered.		

(3) Fleur-de-Lis	
Another	symbol	derived	from	nature	is	the	fleur-de-lis	(a	stylised	version	of	the	species	Iris	pseudacorus).	Decora<ve	
ornaments	that	resemble	the	fleur-de-lis	have	appeared	in	artwork	from	the	earliest	human	civilisa<ons,	and	lilies	
were	commonly	used	as	architectural	mo<fs	in	ancient	Israel.	In	the	First	Temple:	"The	capitals	at	the	tops	of	the	pillars	
in	the	ves7bule	were	shaped	like	lilies"	(1	Kings	7:19).	In	Chris<an	symbolism,	the	fleur-de-lis	is	used	as	a	symbol	of	the	
Holy	Trinity.		

(4)	Tree	of	life		

The	Tree	of	Life	represents		a	series	of	divine	emana<ons	of	God's	crea<on	ex	nihilo,	the	nature	of	revealed	divinity,	
the	human	soul,	and	the	spiritual	path	of	ascent	by	man.		

(5)	The	pointed	arch	

The	original	gate	has	four	pointed	arches	-	a	symbol	universally	recognised	by	many	cultures	and	religions.	The	pointed	
arch	“never	sleeps”	and	as	such	watches	over	those	it	protects.	The	Bet	Chajiem	(jewish	cemetery)	is	a	house	for	the	
living,	and	life	must	be	protected.		
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(6)	The	Menorah	

To	achieve	the	required	width,	two	sec<ons	will	be	added	to	the	original	gate	which	makes	six	sec<ons	in	total.	One	
arch	will	be	added	to	form	the	crown	of	the	gate.	This	will	result	in	seven	candles,	which	could	be	interpreted	by	those	
who	recognise	it,	to	represent	the	menorah.		

The	menorah	is	the	seven-branched	lamp	bearer	used	in	the	ancient	Tabernacle	in	the	desert	and	Temple	in	
Jerusalem,	and	has	been	the	most	enduring	symbol	of	Judaism	since	ancient	<mes.	Graphically,	the	menorah	
expresses	commitment	to	uphold	the	Divine	Light,	and	the	Wisdom	of	Torah,	to	the	na<ons.		

(7))	Divinity	

The	seven	lamps	of	the	Menorah	allude	to	knowledge,	with	six	of	the	branches	represen<ng	human	wisdom,	guided	
by	the	centre	branch	of	Divine	light.	The	Menorah’s	design	and	the	ideas	it	communicates	endure	as	an	inspira<on	for	
universal	enlightenment.	!
The	fleur-	de-lis	and	the	tree-of-life	are	architectural	ornaments	commonly	found	in	Oisterwijk	today,	while	use	of	the	
pointed	arch	is	evident	in	its	churches.		

It	is	hoped	that	the	progression	through	mul<ple	layers	of	symbolism	will	invite	reflec<on	in	a	non-prescrip<ve	way.	It	
also	-	much	more	subtly,	for	those	who	recognise	it,	seeks	to	achieve	and	perpetuate	a	silent	and	reflec<ve	dialogue	
between	different	communi<es	and	different	religions	that	once	lived	together.	!

!!!!!
Fray	Juan	Ricci	(1600-1681),	sketch	of	the	menorah																																														Tapestry	showing	menorah	and	tree	of	live	
	described	in	Exodus,	undated.		 	 	 	 																		(repository	unknown)	
Biblioteca	Statale	del	Monumento	Nazionale	di	Monte	Cassino,		
cod.	469,	fol.	199v	!!!!
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fray_Juan_Ricci
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monte_Cassino
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Appendix	!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Proposed	gates	
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