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PREFACE

Death is inevitable to each of us and to those we hold dear. It
is a matter of existential concern. People’s experiences with
death are highly diverse, and so are their funerary practices.
They are influenced by regional customs, legal frameworks
and personal preferences. Moreover, our responses to loss are
shaped by our age, ethnicity, class, gender and religion, as
well as by the type and time of a death, and our relationship
to the deceased.

People’s varied experiences with death challenge research-
ers who want to study funerary repertoires. How does one
describe a miscellaneous field of practices, beliefs and experi-
ences? How can one grasp its changes over time? Many
researchers, including us, solve this difficulty by bypassing it.
We situate our specific (Dutch) context in a larger, seemingly
homogeneous one: Europe or the West. Rather than unpick-
ing the notion of ‘Western’ death practices and its political
implications, we have created a myth of Western funerary
culture.

In the writing and structuring of this book, the notion of
Western death ways proved problematic. It has, for instance,
been impossible to translate some funerary practices and leg-
islations to a (partially) non-Dutch and English-speaking
audience, without compromising on the cultural aspects and
meanings. At many occasions we discussed whether we
should refer to the ‘Dutch Burial and Cremation Act’ or the

XVii



xviii Preface

‘Corpse Disposal Act’, and whether we should speak of aut-
opsies and sections while the Dutch word lijkschouwing
clearly indicates that the coroner primarily observes the
corpse, rather than dissecting it.

The Funerary International Series provides accessible
information on funerary practices in different (European)
countries, and thereby aims to modestly unpick the notion of
‘Western” funerary culture. This book does so for the
Netherlands. It provides a concise introduction to contempor-
ary funerary practices, and their historic, geographic, demo-
graphic, (multi)cultural and political context.

Although we have made a selection of funerary practices,
as well as some simplifications to provide a clear and man-
ageable overview, we want to emphasise the dynamics of
funerary practices and the diversity of society. The Dutch
funerary landscapes have been shaped by a Protestant major-
ity in the North and a Roman Catholic majority in the South,
by the segregation of society in pillars, by the arrival of
migrants from the former colonies of Surinam and Indonesia,
and from the Caribbean territories, as well as by the arrival
of guest workers and refugees from the peripheries of Europe
and elsewhere, by individualisation and secularisation, by
emancipation movements, and by technical innovation. Thus
although ‘the’ Dutch funerary culture does not exist, we look
forward to offering you some insight into it.

Brenda Mathijssen and Claudia Venhorst
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