
www.primrose-park.com.au                                                No. 277, March  2012                                                                          page 3  

Exhibition: Deadly Beautiful 
Words by Kirsten Spry

This month’s Primrose Park Photography Gallery 
hosts Reiner Spliedt’s Deadly Beautiful series – 
photographs of Paris’ Cemeteries. 

These images, taken during his travels in 2007, 2008 
and 2010, showcase the cemeteries that opened in 
the early 19th century: le Cimetière du nord 
(Montmartre), le Cimetière du sud (Montparnasse) 
and the Cimetière de l'est, known as the "Père 
Lachaise" cemetery.
Reiner has focused his camera on the final resting 
place of many luminaries of French culture from the 
past 200 years, including celebrities from literature, 
science, politics, and the arts, including photography.

“It all started when I was on a tour of Europe that I 
dubbed ‘The Surreralists tour’,” he explains. “I was 
investigating the Surrealist Movement—Lee Miller 
and her circle of friends which included the 
photographer Man Ray. I was staying in 
Montparnasse and found out Man Ray’s grave was in 
the Montparnasse cemetery. Then I saw Susan 
Sontag was also buried there, as was the 
photographer Brassaï. Photographing their graves 
was a way to pay homage to and connect with these 
legends.”

Reiner says that two things intrigued him about these 
cemeteries. Firstly, he says they reminded him of little 
towns, housing the “who’s who” of two centuries of 
French culture—encircled by the modern metropolis 
of Paris. They have mausoleum “houses”, streets and 
districts, and park-like settings. And they are by no 
means desolate, lonely places, despite the large 
number of deceased housed there. Living people 
also populate the place, (working, holidaying, visiting, 
loitering, even living there on occasion). The little 
maps available at the entrance detailing who owned 
various plots and who is buried where, further 
concreted this impression. Reiner saw this as 
testaments to the respect people afford these sites 
and their dead.

These cemeteries are considered to be among the 
world’s most visited cemeteries, attracting hundreds 
of thousands of visitors annually to the graves. 
According to Wikipedia, to date, one million people 
have been buried in the Père Lachaise cemetery. 

However, if you include the stored remains in the Aux 
Morts ossuary on the site, the number of human 
remains exceeds two to three million in Père 
Lachaise cemetery alone. 

But it is the famous people’s graves that people really 
come to see. These include: Frederic Chopin, Oscar 
Wilde, Sarah Bernhardt, Claude Debussy, Jean-Paul 
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, Honore Balzac, 
Jacques Offenbach, Stendhal, Heinrich Heine, Hector 
Berlioz, Edgar Degas, Gertrude Stein, Alice Toklas, 
Marcel Proust, Moliere, La Fontaine, Amadeo 
Modigliani, Colette, Georges Bizet, Camille Pissaro, 
Francis Poulenc, Heloise and Abelard, Jim Morrison, 
Auguste Comte, Eugene Delacroix, Georges Seurat, 
Isadora Duncan, Richard Wright, Edith Piaf, Francois 
Truffaut, Charles Baudelaire, Samuel Beckett, Nadar, 
Brassai and thousands more.
 
Oscar Wilde’s and Jim Morrison’s graves are some of 
the most popular—Wilde’s is covered in lipstick 
kisses and Morrison’s has its own security to stop 
fans conducting psychedelic rituals or lighting fires 
there. However, not all the graves are as well loved or 
cared for. And this was the second thing that 
intrigued Reiner. Despite building artful monuments 
of iron, steel and granite (hard-wearing and long 
lasting materials) to the deceased, to perpetuate their 
memory, decay was inevitably triumphing. 
“Photographing these gravestones was a personal 
meditation on death and what constitutes 
immortality,” Reiner says.

Photographs are widely tolerated in Père-Lachaise, 
Montmartre and Montparnasse, however, since 
graves are considered private property, it is actually 
forbidden to take pictures of them. So, watch out 
Reiner, the guards may have let you get away with it 
but some of the more vengeful characters whose 
graves you snapped might start to haunt you!

For anyone who likes the idea of being buried with so 
many marvelous people for company, Marie B., one 
of the founders of the Friends of Père Lachaise says, 
"Unfortunately, the rules to be buried in a Paris 
cemetery are rather strict: people may be buried in 
one of these cemeteries if (and only if) they die in the 
French capital city or if they lived there. Being buried 
in Père Lachaise is even more difficult nowadays as 
there is a waiting list: very few plots are available. 
However, I suppose ashes could be scattered in Père 
Lachaise's Garden of Remembrance. You should 
write to the following address:

PERE LACHAISE
8, Boulevard de Ménilmontant
75020 Paris, FRANCE.”
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