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Synopsis: 

In 2003, the ambitious renovation of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam began.  One of the world’s 
preeminent art institutions and home to a glorious collection including masterpieces by Rembrandt and 
Vermeer, the museum was scheduled to re-open its doors in 2008.  But, from the start the project was 
opposed by unyielding bureaucratic forces and public resistance and the landmark was slowly 
transformed into a seemingly perpetual building site.  The museum's director Ronald de Leeuw, and his 
successor, Wim Pijbes, battled with politicians, designers, curators and the Dutch Cyclists Union as they 
endeavored to re-open the museum and put its massive collection back on display.  Five years late and 
costs exceeding $500 million, the museum reopened in 2013. 
 

 

Director’s Biography: 

Oeke Hoogendijk is an internationally acclaimed documentary filmmaker.  Her first film, A Happy Time, 
is about the Barneveld group, 700 Dutch Jews pardoned by the Nazis and sent to live in an isolated, yet 
peaceful, community in Schaffelaar Castle in Barneveld.  The film was awarded the Dutch Academy 
Award 'Golden View' in 1998 and 'Euro-Comenius Award in Vienna in 1999. In 2002, her second 
documentary, The Holocaust Experience, premiered at IDFA in Amsterdam.  In 2003, Hoogendijk began 
work on her most ambitious project to date: The New Rijksmuseum. She filmed the renovation for nine 
years, until the museum reopened in 2013.  

Originally presented as four television episodes over four hours, the extended version had its world 
premiere to great acclaim at New York City's Film Forum in December 2013. The filmmakers have now 
created a 132 minute theatrical version which won the Beeld ed Geluid Award at IDFA for Best Dutch 
Documentary in November 2014. 

 

 

 

Praise of The New Rijksmuseum: 

"Epic...Art lovers will find it edifying."- John Defore, The Hollywood Reporter 

"Eye-opening."- A.O Scott, The New York Times 

“Four Stars! Proves that films can describe nuances of character and situation as finely as the finest novel 
or creative non-fiction.” –Steven Boone, RogerEbert.com 

“A unique, thrilling, and detailed document that is equally engrossing and informative... If you never 
thought you could scoot to the edge of your seat watching a film about an art museum, THE NEW 
RIJKSMUSEUM will challenge that assumption.” –Landon Palmer, Film School Rejects 
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Oeke Hoogendijk, The New Rijksmuseum 

by Brandon Harris on Dec 19, 2013 

The New Rijksmuseum details the taxing decade-long process of renovating the iconic Amsterdam art 
museum, home to many of the key works of the Dutch masters, that became an operatic civic brouhaha. 
First, the reconstruction of a central entranceway draws the ire of the city’s politically powerful bicyclists 
lobby, which is opposed to a partial obstruction of the central pathway that runs through the center of 
the museum’s ground floor that is an extremely popular thoroughfare for the bike riding hordes. The 
safety of the 13,000 bikes that pass through each day is called into question and the original design for 
the reconstruction, lovingly crafted by Spanish superstar architects Antonio Cruz and Antonio Ortiz, is 
greatly threatened. As costs soar and a planned annex is is stridently opposed by influential city leaders, 
the entire project seems to run so far amok that Ronald De Leeuw, the museum’s director, steps down 
at the end of part 1. 

The surprises don’t stop there and it’s a great credit to Ms. Hoogendijk that, using a method which 
recalls the dry, clinical, accumulative vérité that Frederick Wisemen has more or less trademarked, her 
epic tale of civic compromise and art administrative turmoil doesn’t grow terminally boring. The movie 
wisely allows us to marvel at the occasional Vermeer or Rembrandt in the process of restoration as the 
museum’s curators plan the new space with aplomb despite the political white noise. These include 
some long not on display in the museum’s previous incarnation for lack of space, paintings that have 
since found a home because of the enhanced possibilities for exhibition the new Rijksmuseum now 
provides, one which the film ultimately suggests was probably worth all the trouble. 

The New Rijksmuseum has a world premiere theatrical engagement at Film Forum through month’s end. 

Filmmaker: Were you commissioned to do this piece or did you conceive of it yourself? 

Hoogendijk: I was approached by somebody from the museum who knew my work and thought maybe 
[I was] a person who could make this film. At the beginning they thought that it would be great if the 
renovation would be documented by a filmmaker, so they brought me in to do the job. 

Filmmaker: Did they have ideas for an aesthetic they had in mind or did you have free reign over the 
piece conceptually? 

Hoogendijk: No, they did not have a plan. They thought it was such a major operation that they wanted 
for everyone to see what they had done and why they had come to make the decision about what to do. 
It was an entire renovation, you know, it was everything in the museum. That’s why they thought it 
would be okay and very well if this were all documented. They didn’t have any thoughts about how I 
should make the film. I thought at the beginning that this would be a film about how they reinvented 
themselves; this was my idea of the film. I knew everything would have to be different in this 
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renovation, that’s how I started it, but soon all the trouble started with the cyclist union and everything 
else and I decided to throw away my scenario because it wasn’t of any use anymore. 

Filmmaker: With these time-based documentary projects, so much is left to chance because of the 
nature of events, whether it’s the cyclists being upset about the passage being blocked or the debate 
over whether to include 20th century art or not. I’m curious when, over the course of those years, 
something that felt like a full film began arising out of the various cuts and sequences I’m sure you were 
assembling and organizing during the shoot? 

Hoogendijk: What happened is we were filming and I knew the main characters and I knew the events I 
wanted to follow over the years but I knew that the editing process would be the place to see if my idea 
was working. That’s why during filming, even just after one year, I started to work with my editor to see 
what I had and whether I was going in the right direction or not. Sometimes the editing was done to see 
whether it was effective and what I wanted and if it was good enough. Normally the renovation would 
have taken four years. My plan was to make one documentary. The project was supposed to be finished 
in 2008 but because it took five more years, I had to make a decision to press on and be involved for five 
more years to finish the film. I couldn’t stop in the middle of the project. That’s why we decided to tell 
four parts in the end. We had discussions with the commissioning editor and we had to tell him we 
couldn’t make one film that we had to tell it in parts. 

Filmmaker: What most surprised you about the process of a mounting a massive museum restoration 
project like this? 

Hoogendijk: In terms of politics, I would say that the bid from the constructors was double of what the 
museum expected it to be and that’s how this whole project became so expensive and that was really 
surprising fro everyone. It was amazing. You get the feeling that there was corruption involved but you 
can’t prove it. That would be one, and the other thing is the director not wanting to go on. That was 
quite surprising too; it was unbelievable that he wanted to jump out in the middle of it. That was a sign 
that the trouble was fairly serious. 

Filmmaker: Did you follow many individuals who ultimately did not end up in the film? 

Hoogendijk: There were some people we tried to follow who didn’t work out like we wanted to but not 
many, only two or three. It was more that people disappear in the editing because of the nature of the 
film. The two Spanish architects, Antonio Cruz and Antonio Ortiz, are focused on earlier in the film but 
later on they are not. We only see them again when the process of putting the art back into the building 
begins. It was logical. Everybody has their own part which at a specific moment is important. That was 
the way to choose. We choose people who were good choices for the camera. At least I think we did. 

Filmmaker: What was the response like once you screened the movie for the museum? 

Hoogendijk: It was very good! It turns out that it’s very good for them that the film is there. They get 
many more visitors! They were very happy with it. There’s only one person who’s not happy: Ronald De 
Leeuw. He’s never seen the film. He’s heard about it, but he can’t dare to watch it, he told me. For him 
it’s not so flattering. It’s not good news for him. He’s off at his house in Vienna. It should have been the 
crowning achievement of the end of his career, the opening of the brand new renovated museum and 
yet ultimately someone else was stewarding it to completion. So it’s difficult for him, it’s not his thing 
anymore and someone else walks away with it. 



Filmmaker: Do you think the renovation and restoration of the museum has lived up to what it was 
billed as? Is it the museum everyone hoped and dreamed it would be? 

Hoogendijk: That’s a nice question. Nobody expected it at a certain point when all the troubles were 
there and nothing was moving as people wanted to, but now that’s it complete, everyone loves it, not 
just The New York Times. In my personal opinion, it’s marvelous, it’s so beautiful, it’s better than anyone 
expected it to be. It took a lot of time, there were a lot of setbacks, but it was worth it. 
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