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Willesden Jewish Cemetery is the pre-eminent Ashkenazi cemetery in Britain, a relic of 

Victorian values with 150 years of Jewish life stories mapped in the ground. Compared to 

other European cemeteries its survival and continued use is remarkable.  

The last resting place of more than 700 notable people, the cemetery has had a low profile 

beyond the Jewish community. Set behind high walls in a run-down neighbourhood, it sees 

relatively few visitors. Until now.  

 

For Willesden to have a sustainable future, its owner, the United Synagogue, has embarked 

on an ambitious plan for public engagement with this precious site. With the support of a 

£1.7 mln grant from National Lottery players through the Heritage Lottery Fund, Europe’s 

largest synagogue body is launching a three-year project to conserve buildings and 

landscape, build learning and volunteering programmes and showcase British Jewish 

histories through new interpretation. 

 

In this paper for the Urban Jewish Heritage Conference Project Leader Hester Abrams will 

share plans for interpreting Willesden Cemetery “House of Life”. How will it reach new 

audiences, especially from the ethnically and religiously diverse populations on its doorstep, 

many of whom don’t have English as a first language? Significant individuals and debates are 

memorialised at Willesden, from the British Empire to service in war. How should the project 

remember “contested histories” that might otherwise have been thought dead and buried?  

 

Willesden Cemetery traces Jews’ acceptance and assimilation into British society since the 

19th century. Yet when thinking about Jewish history, British Jews often focus more on Israel 

or the Holocaust than their own development at home. How will they respond to Willesden’s 

anachronisms such as flowers on graves, forbidden by today’s orthodox authorities? 

 

How will the project overcome five possible deterrent factors against more people visiting 

cemeteries – Distance, Disconnect, Difference, Decline and DEATH?  
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