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In contemporary North America, complacency overwhelms our death-care industry, where spaces lack 
meaning, innovation and sensorial signifi cance. This practicum project aims to address the phenomenological 
role of the interior in enlivening and bringing rich meaning to spaces for death in the 21st century context. Many 
factors contribute to the changing values placed on death and its surrounding processes and corresponding 

environments many resulting from a prominence in individualism as a contemporary social construct. In 
studying past practices related to death and death spaces, the elicitation of memory through design, and 
of the role of phenomenological design in substantiating identity at a time of loss, the aim of this practicum 
project is to design a non-sectarian death space. A space that breaks open the barriers currently placed on 
grief, echoing and supporting the dichotomy and gravity of loss in the contemporary context.

re-defi ning the contemporary deathspace

as death is an unavoidable aspect of the human condition, the importance 
in creating alternatives to existing typologies is pertinent. in the form 
of an urban cemetery complex, this project challenges the traditional 
cemetery typology where it is re-imagined and enhanced through the 
interiors perspective. the cemetery is re-envisioned as it once was, as 
an integral part of the urban fabric; where a strong sense of place is 
activated through human interaction with the interior.
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something essential has changed in the conversation about death 
and grief and funerals. 

thomas lynch 1

1 Lynch, The Undertaking: Life Studies from the Dismal Trade, 12.
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Ritual

The particular way in which ritual is defined for the purposes of this practicum 

project must be mentioned in order to clarify its detachment from conformity 

and sectarianism.  Although the traditional view of the sacred is most definitely 

politicized in the 

contemporary context, it is noted that, in the wake of a globalized society, this 

political power is waning. As individualism, and a sense of one’s own power take 

over, collective ritual practices based in traditional religious dogma loose their 

meaning.7 The way in which ritual is viewed for the purposes of this project is 

from a spiritual sense, in that it is elevated from the experience of the everyday, 

yet not based in religious dogma, but rather in the contemporary citizen’s need 

for individualism, contemporary collective ritual and in dealing with death and 

bereavement. Barbara McClure, in making a distinction between the canonical 

ritual, steeped in liturgical order, and the indexical ritual, more focused on the 

present, real-time action of individuals which allows them the opportunity to more 

fully understand information, is that the indexical ritual reveals an individual’s, 

“own current physical, psychic, or sometimes social states to themselves and to 

other participants.”8 This is fitting for the practice of death rituals, as each context 

is unique. Modern Ritual provides flexibility to cater to the unique experiences 

surrounding death and grief and make the corresponding ritual more meaningful. 

Memento Mori

Memento Mori can be defined as, “[t]he insertion of an element into a work of art 

[or architecture], the purpose of which is to remind the spectator of his or her own 

morality.” 9

7 Perry et. al,  Western Civilization: Ideas, Politics, and Society, 337.
8 McClure, “Diving the Sacred in the Modern World: Ritual  
and the Relational Embodiment of Spirit,”  735.
9 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 13. 

Columbarium

Columbarium (plural columbaria, columbariums) refers to a structure designed to hold 

the cremated remains of multiple individuals. The term derives from the Latin Columba, 

meaning “dove” or “pigeon,” because the remains are placed within individual recesses that 

resemble those of dovecots. Columbaria were first built in Italy during the late 1st century 

B.C.E. and usually housed the cremated remains of non-elite members of Roman society…

Roman columbaria were a purely urban phenomenon and, although examples have been 

excavated throughout Italy, nowhere have they been found on the same scale or in the 

same numbers as the environs of Rome. When cremation was superseded by inhumation 

during the 2nd century C.E., columbaria fell out of use in Europe, reemerging as a feature of 

the cemetery environment only the in the late 19th century as Europe and the United States 

once again embraced cremation.2

In the past, a small plaque stating the name and personal details of the individual 

interred in a particular niche identified the niches of the columbarium. 3 In the 

proposal of this practicum project, identification of the individuals occupying each 

niche will be explored, as will the more modern affect of displaying memorabilia 

associated with the deceased.4

As cremation gains in prominence as a contemporary mode of interment, 

columbaria are erected in response to this observation as well as increased 

urbanization, and the economy, where individuals are interested in more, 

“affordable and accessible burial space.”5 Yet, columbaria today mainly exist 

as a counterpart to churches or chapels of crematoria.6 It is significant that this 

practicum study proposes the urban integration of the columbarium, as historically 

it was intertwined with the urban context, each receiving meaning from the other.

2 Graham, “Columbarium,”  210.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid, 211.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.

1.0 key terms defined
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introduction

Something essential has changed in the conversation about death and grief and funerals.3

What is the meaning of death? What was death in the past? What is death in the 

contemporary context? Death, as a subject of human fascination since primitive 

times, has the power to fascinate, destroy, inspire, corrupt, litter and beautify. It 

is a topic wrought with dichotomy and rich meaning that deserves to be studied, 

and in turn, to be enhanced and supported through the design of interior space. 

The topic of death in contemporary popular culture adds certainty to the claim 

that death in North America, “[…] exists in many ways for a culturally diverse 

viewing audience.” 4 Death is expressed in discussions on sustainability such as 

green burial, through the medium of film exhibited in Dan Browne’s film Memento 

Mori, in art, for example, in the works of Stephen Holl, and in architecture as 

shown by increasing conversation on the design for death spaces for example, 

the DesignBoom Design For Death Competition.

Tony Walter begins to explain the contradiction of this phenomenon in expressing 

the existence of death within culture as “radical chic,”5 and yet the question 

remains, why do, “[…] some dying people still feel isolated, many bereaved 

persons find themselves an embarrassment to their friends, and many funerals 

remain cold and impersonal”? 6 In the current North American context, despite the 

resurgence in the acceptance, celebration and regeneration of the idea of beauty 

in the celebration of death, it is evident that our current societal milieu is one of 

the leading factors in the monotony and resistance to change that is experienced 

in the death care industry. 

As Westerners, we live in a society that values youth and in consequence we 

feel emotions of fear, shame and disgust in the face of death. As individuals 

struggle to find meaning in the face of death, they are presented with death care 

3 Lynch, The Undertaking: Life Studies from the Dismal Trade, 12.
4 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the Funeral 
Typology in Twenty-First Century Canada, 109.
5 Walter, The Revival of Death, 1-2.
6 Ibid.

Ineffable space

Ineffable space is essentially the concretization of “aesthetic emotion” which is 

the direct result of informed control over the design of space.1 Britton describes 

the term as follows:

When a work reaches a maximum of intensity, when it has the best proportions and has been 

made with the best quality of execution, when it has reached perfection, a phenomenon 

takes place that we may call “ineffable space.” When this happens these places start to 

radiate. …[i]t belongs to the domain of the ineffable, of that which cannot be said.2

Ineffable space, in effect is the spatial response to the notion of the sublime. 

Death spaces

Spaces for death, also referred to in this document as death spaces, for the 

purposes of this discussion, encompass conventionally recognized spaces 

associated with death including funeral homes, funeral chapels, cemeteries, 

columbarium, mausoleums, tombs and the like.

1 Britton, “Prologue: The Case for Sacred Architecture”, 13.
2 Le Corbusier, “L’Espace indicible,” 7.

1.1 introduction
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For many individuals the experience of death may cause a sense of displacement. 

They are left in search of understanding, of the situation at hand, and of themselves 

as individuals. It is a situation in which hope, the primary driving force of identity in 

the mortal realm, may be lost, as well as the individual’s sense of purpose in the 

world.9 Ritual practices surrounding the topic of death have been present in nearly 

every culture throughout history and range from the most banal of practices, 

to the most elaborate celebrations. In looking at the history of ritual practices 

surrounding death, cues can be taken as to what comforts both the collective 

and the individual on an archetypal level, rather than from a specifically religious 

or cultural stance. This acts as a catalyst for the redefinition of collective ritual 

practice in the contemporary context, and is explored through the reintegration of 

death spaces into the everyday through urban placement, and the creation of a 

sense of place through design features that connect the individual to said place 

on an existential level. Qualities of space such as natural light, spatial enclosure 

or expanse and material selections that exhibit the passage of time, among 

others, begin to inform space creating deeper connection to physical place and 

to the meaningfulness of death. 

From a statistical point of view, Canada is known to be one of the most 

multicultural countries in the world.10 The 2006 census states that of Winnipeg’s 

population of 686,040, there are 102,940 people categorized as new Canadian’s 

or recent immigrants.11 These statistics bring to light the vast array of cultural, 

spiritual and personal beliefs that contribute to an individual’s identity as a North 

American citizen and the unique ways in which death and bereavement might be 

addressed. In Winnipeg, a new model for the design of funerary/burial spaces will 

be proposed, one that addresses both the changing spiritual beliefs of individuals 

and the relevant multiculturalism that comprises Winnipeg’s urban culture. 

Using archetypal and universal precedents in the design of spaces for death 

9 Davies,  A Brief History of Death, 12.
10 Canadian Broadcasting Company. “Census Shows Canada Truly Multicultural.” 
11 Statistics Canada, “Visible minority groups, 2006 counts, for Canada 
and census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations.”

options and environments that stem from the culture and traditions that pervade 

them; one where monotony, depersonalization, and resistance to innovation 

predominate. However, with stasis inevitably comes change and the topic of 

death, dying and bereavement is witnessing this change, albeit slowly, both 

socially and demographically, after many years of resistance and stagnancy. It 

is this movement towards change, which I plan to discuss and exploit in order to 

propose an interior alternative to the current cemetery typology. 

The individual, in their quest to find meaning in the world, is in a constant 

state of questioning of the physical and metaphysical environment. The topic 

of permanence and impermanence of the individuals, being-in-the-world, 

becomes a topic of discourse in the engagement of person and environment. 

The inevitability of death, the unique emotions that surround each individual’s 

experience of death, and the association of death as a rite of passage are cross-

culturally evident.7 Associated with identity, the experience of bereavement and 

death awakens within individuals a sense of their own mortality, memories of 

persons lost, and a period of mourning contemplation, as well as a loss of the 

assumptive world.8 For this reason, the topic of dichotomy and contradiction will be 

a driving force in connecting theory, design and context; as this notion addresses 

the uniqueness of the individual’s experience of death and bereavement and the 

possibility for acceptance or on the other side of the spectrum confusion and 

disorder.  A space that conveys a unitary meaning, or that caters to a unitary 

sensory aspect cannot alone address the uniqueness of emotions that exist in 

terms of each individual’s experience of death and death spaces. To address this 

flexibility, contradiction and ambiguity will be of primary importance in the way 

spaces are organized, spatialized and detailed. Through my practicum project, 

I am interested in exploring how the design of an urban memorial for the dead, 

in the form of a cemetery complex, can serve as a space for reflection ritual, 

substantiation of unique identities, and the elicitation of memory. 

7  Horn, Provoking Remembrance and Contemplation: A Non-Sectarian Cemetery Design, 1-3.
8 Smith Landsman, “Crises of Meaning in Trauma and Loss,” 13.
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introduction

where many overlaps in its theoretical understanding as a place of meaning are 

recognized. The sentiment of the cemetery as center is one of the driving forces 

in the conception of this practicum study. In this context, the cemetery as center 

refers to the urban placement of the cemetery, placing it into the realm of the 

everyday. As Elizabethada A. Wright elucidates, “[…] unlike many other sacred 

spaces that battle for their establishment, the cemetery is a very unusual sacred 

space. One can expect to fi nd a cemetery close to most any town….[t]he cemetery 

is the center of the living and the dead.”12  The concept of place in relationship to 

centre is a key facet of theory related to both the study of memory and of individual 

phenomenology,13 concepts that will be further explained in detail in the literature 

review. Christian Norberg-Shulz states that, “[t]he centre represents to man what 

is known in contrast to the unknown and somewhat frightening world around.”14  

Through a sense of place, built-form begins to shape and foster the potential for a 

space in which these needs in the context of death are met, allowing individuals to 

grieve and remember in whatever way is best suited to them. Other benefi ts of the 

cemetery as center include, bringing societal awareness back to the inevitability 

of death, recognizing the importance of physical monuments in commemorating 

those lost, and realizing the signifi cance of the urban columbarium in adding 

richness, variety and an opportunity for placemaking in the modern urban context. 

In our North American society, large plots of land are utilized for traditional 

cemeteries, arguably, land that may not be useable for other purposes in the 

future because of the pollution that occurs through our current death practices for 

example, in using, non-biodegradable coffi ns and toxic chemicals for embalming. 

With keeping the theoretical signifi cance of the cemetery in tact, I am interested 

in proposing an alternative to the existing North American cemetery typology 

through the fi eld of interior design. The cemetery typology will be explored as 

an interior environment, demonstrating the benefi ts and opportunities the interior 

12 Wright, “Rhetorical Spaces in Memorial Places: The Cemetery 
as a Rhetorical Memory Place/Space,” 54.
13 Wang & Wanger, A Map of Phenomenology for the Design Disciplines, para 13.
14 Norberg-Shulz, Existence, Space and Architecture, 19.

accommodates a wide range of individuals, appropriate for the rapidly fl uctuating 

demographic of Winnipeg, Manitoba. 

An urban-based centre for the dead serves as a place for individuals dealing with 

loss, but it must too serve as a space for the public in some capacity. Therefore, I 

will argue that a memorial in the setting described should exist in such a way that 

it becomes a seamless part of the urban fabric, equally honoring both the living 

and the dead. In many cities, urban cemeteries act as monuments that serve their 

intended purpose as a place of remembrance but also add to the 

meaning, culture, and intrigue of the urban context. It is my interest to exemplify 

how, through the thoughtful design of interior space, a memorial place such as 

this can serve the dual purpose of a space for remembrance and a community 

landmark. Memorial spaces such as these can serve as places for the dead to 

rest, and for the living to activate meditation and contemplation. 

To further this, as presented in this practicum discussion, the philosophical and 

physical role of the cemetery and its corresponding architecture speak to many 

of the qualities desired in the proposal of a contemporary urban interior death 

space. The cemetery typology in its relationship to sacred space, while existing in 

its own realm as a heterotopia, remains a space that is cross culturally imperative 

an urban-based centre for 
the dead serves as a place 
for individuals dealing 
with loss, but it must too 
serve as a space for the 
public in some capacity.
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interior design of a columbarium/memorial centre will be proposed. Through my 

practicum project I hope to further the body of interior design as I investigate an 

alternative to the existing typology of cemetery by deeply considering the complex 

emotional, physical and social needs of the individual at a time of loss and the 

programmatic needs associated with the notion of the cemetery as a multiuse, 

interior, urban memorial space.

presents in creating intimate spaces for contemplation, meditation and ritual 

practice, while at the same time acting as a repository for human remains. For 

my practicum I am proposing the design for an urban memorial for the dead 

in the form of a memorial complex, which will encompass a ceremony space 

to honor the deceased, niches for the storage of cremated remains (drawing 

upon inspiration from crypts and columbaria), and fi nally, a number of integrated 

memorial refl ection spaces. The use of a historical urban building acts as both a 

heterotopic site enriching the sense of memory, while satisfying the ecological role 

of adaptive reuse. In conducting a literature review and case study analysis that 

focuses on both the historical and contemporary context of death, ritual, memory 

and phenomenology in their direct relationship to death spaces, the informed 

Cremation is one of the elementary forms of human behavior, uniting, as it does, fi re and death, two of the most fundamental features of existence. In cremation, fi re combines with death not simply as 
some mechanical technique of corpse combustion, even though at certain times and in certain cultures that industrial image may predominate, but also as a value-laden and socially grounded means 
of coping with death and refl ecting upon the meaning of life. This social frame elevates the process beyond mere combustion to a higher domain of action—one rooted in beliefs drawn from myths and 
religious doctrines and ritually expressed in symbolic ways that give meaning to life and signifi cance to human destiny.1

It is fi tting within the context of this practicum project to mention the signifi cance of this symbolic interpretation of cremation as I search for ways in which to bring meaning back to death, its processes, 
and its spaces and places. As the experiences surrounding death seemingly move towards commercialization and a lack of signifi cance within the world of the living, individuals are left with spaces that 
refl ect this notion. Resultantly, placelessness ensues. Yet, cremation at its core is deeply symbolic; it has roots in communal action, and has in the past been closely intertwined with a sense of place 
through various meaningful death spaces. 

Cremation is quickly gaining popularity as the most common method of interment in North America.2 Although there are various religions that for the most part deny cremation as a mode of interment, 
such as Judaism, Islam and Zoroastrianism,3 the trend is on the rise with both the secular and other religious groups. In Manitoba there is a projected cremation rate of 68.9% by 2016, bringing awareness 
to the pertinence of responsive contemporary death spaces.4 There is great opportunity therefore in creating death spaces that support and encourage both the historically proven meaningfulness of 
cremation and the contemporary popularity of this method of interment. 

Cremation has become ubiquitous with individualism and choice. Civic authorities run many of the crematoria centers in North America, allowing those who follow non-religious and secular practices 
to form their own unique services and contemporary collective ritual. It is clear that the individualism fostered in this way benefi ts modern ritual practices. For example, the traditional use of music and 
eulogy at a religiously based funeral service can, in a secular condition, through the fl exibility cremation offers, be hybridized to include music and words from a non-religious origin, which may be tied to 
the individual and close members of that person’s group, rather than a particular religious group.5 This could lead to very personal, emotive ritual practices, in which interior space can play a large role 
via acoustic considerations, opportunity for customization and spatial organization focused on communal congregation.

The factors that are stated to affect the current and projected cremation rates, by the Cremation Association of North America (CANA) include, in order of signifi cance: cost, range of options, environmental 
impact, geography and religious acceptance. 6 Within the contemporary North American context each of these factors substantiates the move towards individualism and choice, where cremation can 
free individuals from the traditional options for death care, ritual services and internment spaces. Each of the factors contributing to the rise in cremation will be explored throughout this practicum study 
in their relationship to the design of deathspaces in the present North American context.

1 Davies, The Encyclopedia of Cremation, xvii.

2 Whitten, “A brave new World: The Business of Idiosyncratic body disposal in the twenty-first century,” 135.

3 Cremation Info, “Cremation Questions.”

4 CANA, “BL Cremation Systems,” 9.

5 Davies, The Encyclopedia of Cremation, xxii.

6 CANA, “BL Cremation Systems,” 8.1.1
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introductionGrief and Spirituality in the 21st Century

…[t]his makes the challenge of death to modern people’s sense of reality unprecedentedly 

radical, and helps explain the intense confusion, anxiety, and even terror, which are 

frequently experienced by individuals before signs of their own mortality. 16

The shifting face of spirituality, notably in the past hundred years, has greatly 

affected the individual and collective responses to death, dying and bereavement, 

as well as the spaces and places that exist to celebrate, mourn and memorialize 

the dead. It is evident that the defi nitions of the sacred and of spirituality are 

under constant re-evaluation and change. A working defi nition of spirituality in the 

context of this practicum project will be, as Sandra Schneiders states, “[…]not 

self-enclosed but orients the subject beyond purely private satisfaction toward the 

ultimate good, the highest value, that the person recognizes, which may be God 

but might also be something other than God, for example, the full personhood of 

all humans, world peace, enlightenment, or the good of the cosmos.”17 The current 

individualism that results from this contemporary defi nition of spirituality has 

benefi cial elements that aid the individual in a number of ways as they navigate 

their way through the current North American context. I will argue however, that, 

as the search for meaning beyond oneself becomes unitarily individualized, 

individuals are experiencing a crisis in the face of death. Internalization and a 

loss of collective engagement and discussion create fear in the context of death, 

dying and bereavement. 

Edwin Heathcote comments that, in North America, “[a]ttitudes towards the 

dead have changed little…[but] the ability to address death has diminished. 

Death has no place in a society which is obsessed with youth and vigour; it 

16 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 414.
17 Scheneiders, “Approaches to the study of Christian Spirituality,” 16.

cost

volume/space

68.4

40.6

25.6

72.4

32.9

76.1

48.5
99.5

65.8

70.4

$ 1,700 $ 7,300

0.004 m� 0.9 m�0.9 m�³

legend:

traditional burial
cremation

fi gure 1: this image shows the percentage of cremation as a mode of 
internment in different countries as well as a visual representation of space 
utilized and cost of cremation versus traditional burial.15

15 Adapted Image from: Maden Group, “Design for Death Architecture.” 
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infl uence “neo-modern” sensibilities.22  He speaks of the melding of public and 

private, traditional and contemporary and of different cultures as double coding.23 

It is this double coding that defi nes the neo-modern death and this practicum 

project aims to directly respond to this notion. He comments on this saying, 

“[w]hile asserting that all primitive cultures knew how to do death better than 

us, postmodern revivalists actually choose just the bits of primitive death that 

they personally would like to embrace. And in like manner they remain free to 

use whatever modern medical and pharmacological techniques they feel happy 

with. The individual can choose his or her own mix.”24 Traditional models have 

shifted and adapted to the current cultural conception of death and bereavement. 

Traditional models of bereavement maintained collective ritual, a deep sense 

of meaning in death and resultantly, comforted those individuals making their 

way through the grief and death process. Individualism and choice are clearly 

necessary in the neo-modern conception of death and it is worthy to note here 

that part of this choice includes the opportunity for inclusion of traditional concepts 

of ritual, death and grief.

Many contemporary theorists, strongly believe that death is integral to the human 

condition. The awareness of death, in fact, allows individuals a way to create 

meaning in their lives. Although this is the overarching direction of this practicum 

project, it must be noted that there are issues with the acceptance of this 

perspective in the current social paradigm. For example, Dumont and Foss, “[…] 

argue that social systems must both accept and deny death. They must accept 

it if their members are to retain a grasp on reality while they construct their daily 

lives, yet must deny it in order to allow their members to go about their business 

with any sense of commitment.”25 This may be true in the contemporary context, 

but does not offer any solution or commentary on how systems and spaces might 

22 Ibid., 46.
23 Ibid., 42.
24 Ibid.
25 Dumont & Foss, as cited in Mellor & Shilling “Modernity, Self 
Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 411.

has become taboo, and the art of expressing death has suffered deeply.”18 Our 

current death spaces clearly suffer from this common conception of death and 

mortality. Could it be said that the art of the death space is itself dying and in 

need of resuscitation? Today’s death spaces surely qualify as sacred space both 

traditionally and contemporarily; however, it can be observed quite readily that 

few of these contemporary death spaces respond to the shift in the sacred in ways 

that the contemporary individual might fi nd helpful or meaningful. Bell Hooks in 

her book, All about Love, comments on contemporary grief stating, “[s]ustained 

grief is particularly disturbing in a culture that offers a quick fi x for pain…[w]e 

are taught to feel shame about grief that lingers…[t]o cling to grief, to desire its 

expression, is to be out of sync with modern life, where the hip do not get bogged 

down in mourning.”19 Current death spaces and cemeteries cater to this “quick 

fi x,” where the individual has little reason to make repeated visits to what could 

be memorably rich sites. These spaces are void of collective engagement where 

the grieving might otherwise support each other in interaction or basic physical 

presence. The veil must be lifted that sequesters death and its corresponding 

spaces and places. Grief exposed, not shamefully hidden. Urban integration of 

sensorially rich interior death spaces aims to remedy this observation. 

Practices, rituals, and collective actions related to mortality, are too becoming 

increasingly individualized. As Tony Walter comments, “[w]hile ‘do it your own way’ 

is a radically new instruction to dying and bereaved people and to the arrangers 

of funerals, it is at the same time the logical conclusion of Western individualism, 

which for several centuries has been moving death rituals inexorably in this 

direction.”20 Walter, in his chapter, “The Two Strands of Revival,” talks about the 

melding of public and private in the contemporary views/processes of death.21 The 

postmodern and late-modern paradigms are grouped together in his discourse 

as “neo-modern,” or “neo-traditional,” as traditional aspects of death seems to 

18 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 6.
19 Hooks, All about Love, 200.
20 Walter, The Revival of Death (London: Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2002), 2.
21 Tony Walter, The Revival of Death, 39.
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As death seeps its way into the everyday context and into everyday places, great 

opportunities for collective engagement, and social interaction occur. The healing 

process of collective ritual at a time of death is archetypically relevant and should 

not be cast aside. There is no denial in the importance of the individuals search 

for meaning in matters of both life and death and this should be supported through 

opportunities for contemporary ritual practices, both individual and collective in 

meaningful death spaces.

Dichotomy and Grief

Death is not a unitary process. Personal grief may be wrought with both trauma 

and acceptance depending on the individual, the situational factors surrounding 

death and the spaces in which these experiences are framed. It is of primary 

importance that the existence of this contradiction is both explored and embraced 

in the conception of a new methodology for spaces of death. The observed shift 

towards superfi ciality and commodity in North American culture forms the basis of 

our spaces for death in the present day, populating our environments with spaces 

that have resisted logical change throughout the past few decades. What we 

currently endure in the North American context is the experience of death as both 

fearful and highly individualistic and furthermore, related to death’s surrounding 

environments, as lacking in multi sensorial characteristics.28 These practices 

seem to blockade any movements towards the substantiation of personal identity, 

spirituality, and in addition, ecological reform. In looking to the architecture, 

interiors and philosophical practices of past cultures, connections can be made 

that link the characteristics of death spaces that were once so intimately tied 

to human nature to re-conceptualize them in the current cultural and spiritual 

context, acknowledging the existence and importance of paradox throughout. 

 

28 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death.” 

change in order to reduce the negative effects of the denial of death. 

Although the current trend of personalization and privatization of death is rumored 

to be due in large to the, shrinkage in the scope of the sacred,26 I will argue that it 

is not a shrinkage, but rather a shift in focus that may be currently confused with 

a loss or decline in spirituality. This confusion is clearly seen in the ways in which 

the death care industry exists. Funeral directors maintain a monopoly over the 

entire death process; there is a lack of innovation in both the planning of funerals 

and of the spaces in which these rituals are conducted. Furthermore, there is 

seen the trend towards complete individualization of the bereavement process 

where there is no mention of collective ritual or memorialization for those lost. 

These contemporary practices result in spaces that are uninspiring or ill fi tting 

for the needs of the individual beyond the surface level of consumerism, and the 

rumored shrink of the sacred.

In fi nding ways in which to effectively cope with grief in the current In a 2014 

Wall Street Journal article entitled, “Why College Students Are Dying to Get Into 

‘Death Classes’,” by Erika Hayasaki, poignantly comments on the rising trend in 

raising the discussion of death as a collective healing practice. This trend shows 

a great interest by individuals in talking about death in a public manner, which 

indicates that a practice such as this must have a benefi cial function. Hayasaki 

comments that:

[t]oday, growing numbers of Americans are confronting death as something more than 

an abstract possibility. So-called death dinners, in which people gather to talk about the 

inevitable, are increasingly popular; so are death salons, featuring discussions of death 

over craft beer. Death cafes, events whose dark talk is perked up by tea and cake, have 

sprouted up in more than 100 cities…The trend has spread quickly online, with participants 

publicizing death gatherings on Twitter and posing questions on a popular YouTube series, 

“Ask a Mortician.” 27

26 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 412.
27 Hayasaki, “Why College Students Are Dying to Get Into ‘Death Classes’, 5.
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1.2.1 contradiction and dichotomy in death 

traumatic
life 

event

More search for meaning
Attributions (blame of others, 
characterological self-blame) 
do not restore assumptions

Crisis of Ordinary Meanings: 
Shattered Assumptive World

Less search for meaning
Attributes restore assumptions 
of invulnerability, justice, and 
control

More search for meaning
Less focus on attributions, 
or attributions insuffi cient 
to restore assumptions of 
invulnerability, justice, and 
control

RECOVERY

Crisis of Extraordinary Meaning:

Vulnerability; see world as 
unjust, uncontrollable
Loss of self-esteem
Hopelessness
Purposelessness
Little illusion or denial

Vulnerability; perveive limits of 
justice and control
Intact self-esteem
Hope
Adequate positive illusion, 
without existential denial

DESPAIR TRANSCENDENCE

Return to Baseline

The cycle of life is studded with contrast as individuals forge their way through the complex, 
sensory world. It becomes clear to the avid observer that it is through contrast that we 
are able to fully appreciate opposing qualities of space, time, spirituality, and built form. 
Mentioned repeatedly throughout the literature review and manifest through the design, is 
the recurring notion of juxtaposition, and its necessity in accommodating the individual in 
their environmental interchange, as to acknowledge their unique course and management 
of grief. The concept of juxtaposition as a indispensable design consideration fi nds it 
roots in eastern theory, through the, “aesthetic of symbiotic coexistence between…
two diametric[ally] [opposed] codes.”1 In the context of death spaces, this aesthetic 
consideration becomes even more imperative in providing the grieving individual spaces 
that parallel the dichotomous sensations, both emotional and physical, that accompany 
death.

In matters of loss, one’s assumptions of the everyday world are shattered leaving the 
individual in search of meaning.2 Irene Smith Landsman explains this phenomenon in her 
paper, “Crises of Meaning in Trauma and Loss.” This view is considered universal among 
humans as Smith Landsman explains, “[…] schemas of meaning [in human experience] 
are the essence of personality, without which we do not fully exist.”3 The term shattered 
suggests an irreparable rift in one’s assumptive world and it is true that the loss of a loved 
one is fi nal in the loss of the physicality of the body, yet Smith Landsman comments on 
the use of coping mechanisms in order to rebuild one’s assumptions. 4 Meaning in one’s 
life inevitably reestablishes itself; the route to this restored meaning is dichotomous by 
nature. In recognizing either despair or transcendence as extreme outcomes of shattered 
assumptions, Smith Landsman comments that both extremes, as well as the other points 
on the spectrum are experienced through existential confrontation.5 (Table 1)

It is evident that the centrality of meaning in one’s experience of the world exists on both 
a physical and psychological basis where existential experience plays a primary role in 
this search for meaning. The interior environment provides a source of both immediate 
existential experience and symbolic signifi cance. After all,  “[…] interior design’s most 
serious purposes are not visual, technological, object oriented, or materialistic, but rather 
those of interiority—internal values regarding social and personal awareness.”6 Experience 
of loss brings with it a search for internal values and an awareness of self that can be 
situated and enhanced through the design of death spaces that speak to the gravity and 
juxtaposed nature of death and the grieving process. Through conceptual studies that 
bring physicality to the emotions associated with both despair and transcendence the 
interior of death spaces can address the existential confl ict of grief and its dichotomous 
aspects through volume, material, lighting, and multi-sensory considerations. At a time of 
loss, the individual embarks on an existential search for both meaning in the world and a 
sense of personal identity. Grasping for aspects of the environment that provide a sense 
of permanence and solidity is equally as important as the space too representing the more 
chaotic and unstable aspects of despair. Herein lies the crucial aspect of juxtaposition 
within the conception of a contemporary death space that focuses on the existential 
experience of the environment.

1 Kurokawa, Rediscovering Japanese Space, 63.

2 Smith Landsman, “Crises of Meaning in Trauma and Loss,” 13.

3 Ibid.,18.

4 Ibid.,19.

5 Ibid., 28.

6 Ganoe, “Design as Narrative: A Theory of Inhabiting Interior Space,” 1.

            

table 1: dichotomous nature of loss/grief  29

29 Adapted Image from: Smith Landsman, “Crises of Meaning in Trauma and Loss,” 28.
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quality insofar as there is no expectation of initiating a dialogue with the dead, no 

great fear of the dead, little effort to placate the dead, and not even a strong sense 

of responsibility in meeting the expectations of the dead.”34 Relating design to the 

contemporary death process, the lack of current sensory spaces in order to enact 

meaningful modern ritual is clearly lacking. The design for the urban columbarium 

will address these contradictory notions of consumerism and individualization 

versus meaningful collective ritual.

Consumerism and its link to individualism cannot be ignored, however the 

focus can be shifted away from static and sensorial deprived commemoration, 

in creating meaningful spaces that awaken the senses and the emotions that 

accompany death and allow for flexibility in space that encourages collective 

engagement. Customization or deathstyles should be enhanced through today’s 

death spaces in a way that ritual, both traditional and contemporary, is given 

space and context to flourish.  

Urban Integration

History and archetypal ritual substantiate the importance and success of the urban 

integration of death spaces. In researching examples from a primarily Western 

European tradition, while recognizing cross-cultural references, it is evident that 

the urban integration of death spaces is a practice that has existed from the 

beginning of civilization until relatively recent history. 

For this practicum discussion, the site specificity of the Exchange District, in 

Winnipeg Manitoba, creates an interesting placement of a death space that is 

closely integrated with the current and projected urban climate. The chosen 

location for the placement of the columbarium is currently rapidly developing 

residentially, commercially and culturally. Although it is ripe with new development, 

the area is stepped in history that deserves to be honored through the respect 

for the existing building on the chosen site in the integration of the new design.

34 Jones, The Hermenutics of Sacred Architecture, 157.

Consumerism

Increased levels of income available to significant numbers of people in developed 

societies have paralleled the enormous growth not only in the variety of basic 

goods needed in life, but also in the supply of non-essential goods and in an entire 

culture of advertising that seeks to turn all goods into perceived necessities. So 

far as death is concerned, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, cremation 

is the key area through which lifestyles may be reflected in what are in effect, 

deathstyles.30

Consumerism has truly changed the face of the death care industry, and in turn, the 

design and function of death spaces. The current state of consumerism in North 

America, paralleling shifts in the sacred, focuses on the topic of individualism, 

fittingly integrated with the aforementioned concept, Davies’ coined deathstyles.31 

Consumerism affords a means of expression of these individual deathstyles and 

should be reflected in both contemporary ritual and its corresponding space. 32 33 

How then do we, as designers, accommodate for this consumer driven 

individualism that is clearly sought after at a time of death, while still honoring 

the opportunity for meaningful collective ritual practice? The topics of flexibility, 

pivoting, customization and dichotomy will be visited in theory in order to 

accommodate the vast individual needs of those grieving, celebrating and 

memorializing the deceased.

Arguably, due to the increase of individualization in matters of death, ritual practice 

requiring collective action in a meaningful, multisensory space has diminished. 

As Lindsay Jones comments, “[a]s a morphological possibility, ritual-architectural 

commemorations that arise in relation to heavily rationalized notions of death and 

the dead usually have a decidedly museum-like or pedagogical, non-“magical” 

30 Davies, The Encyclopedia of Cremation, xxiii.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
33 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the Funeral 
Typology in Twenty-First Century Canada, 111.
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to the desired mixed-use intent of the area. The existing Stephen Juba Park 

along the waterfront would see more pedestrian traffi c as individuals make the 

journey from the Forks to visit the memorial centre. Jane Jacobs comments that 

in an urban area, “[...] frequent streets and short blocks are valuable because 

of the fabric of intricate cross-use that they permit among the users of a city 

neighborhood.”40 It is the intent of the memorial centre to be porous, with multiple 

entries, public pathways and intersections throughout, to create a vibrant sense 

of place and interconnectedness with the daily life of both residents of the area 

and of visitors.

In addition to an increase in tourism and visitors to downtown Winnipeg, is 

the large increase in residential population. This is of signifi cance to the urban 

placement of the proposed memorial complex and its intentionality in being 

40 Jacobs, Death and Life of Great American Cities, 199.

In Winnipeg in the 1970’s, there was a huge infl ux of population to the suburban 

developments that had begun to surround the inner city and its post war 

developments. It is estimated that the inner city population dropped as much 

as 50% at this time.35 It has been evident since that time that the inner city has 

greatly suffered in its success as a thriving place of opportunity, development 

and culture.36 This phenomenon is not a rarity as suburban development so often 

creates this observed cause and effect, however in the past 5-10 years there 

has been a change in the conception and value placed on downtown Winnipeg. 

In 1919 a law was passed segregating the type of development to particular 

streets in the urban center, for example, those set exclusively for commercial 

development or residential development. This prevented the possibility for 

mixed- use, so crucial in the successfulness of healthy, activated downtown 

environments.37 Offi cially, it was not until 2004 that this law saw change with the 

enactment of zoning by law 100-2004 accommodating mixed-use development 

in the downtown area including the exchange district.38 Since that time, the area 

has seen much development and densifi cation and resultant rejuvenation and 

liveliness. Between the years 2005-2013 the developments that have occurred 

in urban Winnipeg are becoming the most signifi cant development Winnipeg has 

ever seen.39

The area of the east Exchange District and the adjacent Forks historic site is an 

area that has seen much development, notably in the past 8 years. The specifi c 

location for the memorial centre creates an extension of the public attractions that 

exist within the area including the new Human Rights Museum, the Forks Historic 

Park, the waterfront area, the Mere Boutique Hotel, various restaurants and bars 

and residential developments. The memorial centre would add a Northernmost 

point as a sort of bookend to the public attractions and would greatly contribute 

35 Argell, “Winnipeg rethinks suburban sprawl with downtown reinvention,” para 33.
36 Ibid.
37 Jacobs, Death and Life of Great American Cities,152.
38 Argell, “Winnipeg rethinks suburban sprawl with downtown reinvention,” para 20.
39 Distasio & McCullough, Downtown Winnipeg: Developments and Investments, 3.

it is the intent of the 
memorial centre to be porous, 
with multiple entries, public 
pathways and intersections 
throughout, to create a 
vibrant sense of place and 
interconnectedness with the 
daily life of both residents 
of the area and of visitors.
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pulsating world of the living creating curiosity, respect and reflection, rather than 

fear and distance.

figure 2: alfred dallaire memoria in montreal showing cafe which is visible 
from street. 44

figure 3: alfred dallaire memoria lounge-like setting. 45

44 Alfred Dallarie Memoria, “untitled” (1), photograph.
45 Alfred Dallarie Memoria, “untitled” (2), photograph.

a hybrid public/semi-private facility. At a projected 2% per annum increase in 

downtown population, residential development and inhabitation is on the rise. 

Downtown Population is currently at 16,000, with the largest area of growth along 

The Waterfront area, of which the memorial centre site is situated. 41 Residents 

of thriving urban locales need certain services in order to maintain satisfaction 

with their surrounding environment. The memorial centre will aim to provide a 

number of these services as a place foremost of contemplation, but too of social 

gathering and local culture, in the form of an art gallery, a bookstore and café. 

The assembly space for ritual practices could be utilized as a public event space. 

The mixed-use nature of the memorial centre makes economic sense as well as 

it, “[…] may have a higher chance of success due to multiple income streams.” 42 

In this way public and government funding could contribute to the project and its 

maintenance. 

Quebec’s, Alfred Dallaire Memoria Establishment provides contemporary 

examples of the urban integration of spaces for death. This collection of funeral 

homes, equipped with bookstores, art galleries and cafés show how elements 

common to everyday life can be integrated seamlessly into the death space 

typology. (Figure 2 & 3). Katherine Issac comments on one of these institutions 

stating, 

By introducing death into the everyday lives of those who live and work in the district, it melds 

with the environment that constitutes a ground against which lives are lived. In occupying 

the space, interacting with it even by peering curiously through windows, inhabitants are 

responding to a new boundary edge, against which ideas of death are redefined. Death and 

grief are not hidden or denied, they are an integrated part of the environment and insinuate 

themselves into each individuals’ phenomenological situation.43 

This precedent acts as an impetus for the model that will be proposed through 

this practicum project. In this way the context of death is fully present in the 

41 Distasio & McCullough, Downtown Winnipeg: Developments and Investments, 3.
42 Ibid., 5.
43 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the Funeral 
Typology in Twenty-First Century Canada, 87.
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that cremation affords should be noted. The proposed memorial centre fulfi lls the 

purpose of providing opportunities for placemaking, elicitation of memory and 

for meaningful existential experience. This is not to say that a single space must 

unitarily fulfi ll this purpose throughout one’s life. The notion the memorial centre as 

a “boutique memorial,” one that has satellite locations in different neighborhoods 

or in different cities is considered. Cremated remains that reside in a niche are 

not permanently affi xed in place. If an individual or family moves, and feels the 

need to take the remains with them to deposit them in a satellite location, the 

fl exibility to do so is available. In this way, having a nearby location in which 

to collectively engage with others, and memorialize those lost, the memorial 

centers/urban columbaria become specifi c to certain locations making them even 

more meaningful and more ecologically effective, as individuals do not have to 

travel far to engage with the facilities.

Lack of Multisensory Death Spaces

The material world, including that of death spaces, is activated through physical 

actions that occur within them. Actions such as the scattering of ashes, the 

verbalization of memories in commemorative speeches, or the wandering of a 

cemetery,50 show how the “…movement of the bodies of the living and the dead, 

in space, allows access to the sensual, imaginative and emotive aspects of death 

and memory in the twentieth century.”51 These aspects are critical in creating 

meaning in memorial spaces as well as a sense of place, yet so many of our 

contemporary examples fail to provide this phenomenological approach to the 

design of death spaces. In the North American context, so many lifeless, barren 

cemeteries remain inactivated by human presence, our many memorials stand 

unvisited, and our funeral homes fail to provide the hope and solace needed at 

a time of loss. Edwin Heathcote describes this North American phenomenon in 

remarking that, 

50 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 80.
51 Ibid.

Ecological Impact of Current Death Practices 

Standard funerals and traditional burial today:

-Costs on average $10,000 USD 46

-Use 30 million board feet of lumber a year

-Use one million and a half tons of concrete for burial vaults

-The bodies leach some of the 800,000 gallons of formaldehyde that they are 

injected with per year

-Two square miles a year used for new grave space (32 sq. ft. per coffi n) 47

Although, there are a number of negative effects associated with the process 

of cremation such as releasing carbon monoxide and trace metals,48 there are 

greater ecological benefi ts when compared to traditional burial practices, and 

whether negative or not, it is rapidly gaining popularity and is projected to soon 

be the main method of body interment in Canada.49 In honoring this trend, the 

decision to integrate the columbarium within the existing urban fabric has a 

number of benefi ts to both the social and environmental climate of Winnipeg. 

The adaptive reuse of a historic building, the use of verticality in stacking the 

niches, the easy accessibility of the site through both pedestrian traffi c and public 

transport and the various psychological and social benefi ts of its urban placement 

creates a condition that is rarely considered for a contemporary death space. A 

condition I believe to be both ecologically responsible and pertinent in the current 

Canadian cultural context.

Also, with the current trend in individualized deathstyles, as previously mentioned, 

the topic of transience, in its relationship to individualism and the possibilities 

46 Harris, Grave Matters, 56
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 61.
49 CANA, “BL cremation Systems”, 9.

1.3 purpose & rationalle
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How might the understanding of both archetypal ritual and contemporary 

spirituality aid in recognizing the needs of individuals in spaces designed for 

death, in order that they experience a state of contemplation, emotive experience 

and collective engagement? 

How does the current design issue between the overpowering existence of 

seemingly lifeless space and the apparent need for experienced based design 

make an argument for the application of phenomenological theory in creating 

spaces that foster the formation and maintenance of personal identity?

How can the sense of memory be both perpetuated and enhanced, through 

the adaptive reuse of a historical building, spatial planning, and careful material 

selection?

[m]emorialization has become a branch of catalogue shopping: funeral homes increasingly 

resemble shopping malls in their ambience and muzak-rich atmosphere. The disposal of 

the dead is treated similarly to garbage disposal corpses are buried far away from the city 

in hygienic conditions with little thought for alternative options…however, a place for the 

contemplation of death is a fundamental adjunct to every town. The churchyards used to 

be at the heart of the settlement, but the cemetery is now usually on a ring-road or by-pass, 

accessible only by car. Death has been torn out of the heart of the city and a signifi cant part 

of the city has died as a result.52

Simply stated, the currently observed model lacks the necessary elements of 

sensorial design that are needed in order to create death spaces of frequent 

human activation and lasting worth. This practicum discussion proposes an 

alternative where meaningful archetypes, memory and the multifarious senses 

are fully engaged.

52 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 6.

1.4 key research questions
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This  chapter covers three main theoretical areas 

that relate closely to death and deathspaces 

framed within the phenomenological context, 

as well as the relationship between theory and 

the corresponding design ramifi cations. The 

topics covered include death, ritual and rite; 

phenomenology; memory and placemaking;  

and intercorporeality and ineffable space. 

precedentscontextdesignconclusion
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2.1 death ritual & rite

archetypes  -  houses of the dead  -  necropolis  -  memento mori  -  urban integration  -  contemporary sequestration of death  -  ritual & rite

edwin heathcote -  douglas davies  -  philippe aries  -  philip mellor & chris shilling  -  arnold van gennep  -  mircea eliade

through a study of the death spaces of both 
prehistoric cultures and ancient civilizations, 
themes revolving around the architecture of 
death, including, houses of the dead, cities of 
the dead (necropolis), and memento mori,  act to 
provide insight in defining archetypal responses 
to emotive qualities of interior death spaces. 
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the design of death spaces. The archetypes addressed in this section include, the 

houses of the dead, the necropolis, memento mori, ritual and rites of passage. 

Throughout history, for most civilized cultures, the architecture of death was of 

primary importance in the conception of a city and its built forms. Death played a 

consequential role in its integration with the world of the living. Through a study 

of the death spaces of both prehistoric cultures and ancient civilizations, themes 

revolving around the architecture of death, including, houses of the dead, cities 

of the dead (necropolis), and memento mori,57 act to provide insight in defining 

archetypal responses to emotive qualities of interior death spaces. These themes 

seem to be greatly relevant, albeit mostly absent, in contemporary discourse 

and design. This is greatly influenced by subsequent romanticist, modernist 

and postmodernist beliefs and expressions that have shifted and changed the 

experience of death into a commodity, rather than recognizing archetypes and 

ritual. This section focuses on the history of death, ritual and associated sacred 

space, focusing on archetypes that have proven successful in creating meaningful 

interior death spaces. This practicum review is primarily centered on the Western 

European tradition, while acknowledging parallels between this view, and other 

cultural interpretations.

Houses of the Dead

In a recent proposition, D.J. Huppatz suggests that the caves of Paleolithic times 

be recorded as the first interiors 58 and, that there is a relationship to the origin of 

collective rituals within contained interior space. The wall paintings and markings 

that were found in these caves provided a function beyond the aesthetic; they 

signified an inhabited space with a mythological presence of magic and ritual 

in primitive culture.59 It is noted here that, “[…] the cave as a three-dimensional 

space [was] not simply inhabited by early humans but transformed into a sacred 

57 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death.
58 Huppatz, “The First Interior? Reconsidering the Cave,” 1.
59 Ibid., 2.

…if we take seriously Peter Berger’s (1967) point that death is an essential feature of the 

human condition that requires people to develop means of coping with it, then to neglect 

death is to ignore one of the few universal parameters in which social and individual life 

are constructed. 53

Insight for progression in the conception and execution of contemporary death 

spaces can be found in looking back through history, when death and its surrounding 

rituals and architecture were highly meaningful. Archetypal references and 

cross-cultural themes can be extracted from historical examples of such death 

spaces, and their relevance to the contemporary context applied. An archetype 

is an experience, “[…] which embodies the original and profound set of human 

circumstances.”54 The archetype, from a psychological perspective is essentially a 

human motive that is recurring through time and across cultures.55 The archetype 

is related to the unconscious, yet directly informs a conscious image, therefore, 

the role of the designer is crucial, as they can provide perceptible, physical form 

to the subconscious response to death. From an interior design perspective, 

Jan Jennings describes interior archetypes as a representation of the “[…] ideal 

example of a historical and culturally determined practice of design from which 

similar models are derived, emulated, or reiterated. An archetype, like culture, 

is constantly present but is also susceptible to change. It is both conservative 

and dynamic. Therefore, archetypes also bring into sharper focus the critical 

distinctions that reflect the time and place of their making.”56 It is important to 

note here the symbiotic relationship of past, present and future in the study of 

archetypes. There are core values that define an archetype, yet the parameters 

surrounding each archetype seem to be in flux as time progresses. In this way the 

interior designer can respond to the current cultural climate while taking cue from 

the successes and failures of past models as they determine the boundaries for 

53 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 411.
54 Malnar & Vodvarka, Sensory Design, 12.
55 Ibid., 12-13.
56 Jennings, “A Case for a Typology of Design: The Interior Archetype Project,”  49.

2.1.1 introduction & archetypes
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The conceptual significance of sanctuary, as in that which enclosed space 

provides, is covered in Lindsay Jones’ book, Hermeneutics of Sacred Architecture, 

and is directly related to sacred space. The design of interior death spaces create 

human order imposed upon natural order, and it is the intentional creation of 

interiority that allows death spaces to be considered both sacred space and 

sanctuary.66 In enclosing space, in creating order, awe, and attention to detail, 

a sanctuary develops that elevates the individual beyond the experience of the 

everyday.  Jones’ describes the particularities of the sanctuary in stating, “[…] the 

deployment of the sanctuary mode is invariably characterized by a measure of 

exclusion and restricted access…[s]anctuary spaces fence in and fence out, thus 

blocking access, insulating and protecting the sanctity, or maybe insidious secrecy, 

or the ceremonial proceedings.”67 For the proposed design in this practicum 

project, I will suggest that the columbarium niches serve the purpose of sanctuary 

within the greater memorial centre context in both their direct symbolic nature and 

in the spatial configuration. Jones offers two modes in which sanctuaries serve 

as spaces in which interaction occurs between humans and the divine, both of 

which suggest a multitude of interior design considerations. First is the ability 

for sanctuary to, “enhance human mental concentration,”68 and second is, “to 

enhance or entice the presence of the sacred.”69 These effects seem to go hand 

in hand as mental concentration sets the stage for sacred presence. Spaces that 

offer moments of pause and focal points that captivate users, such as skylights, 

the use of gilding, interesting patterning, framed views, drastic volume changes 

etc., create opportunities for both mental concentration and the presence of the 

sacred.

Michel Ragon uses the term tomb-house in his book, The Space of Death, to 

describe the prevalence of death spaces to reflect both the physical aesthetic 

and symbolic importance of the house. Throughout history, the conception of 

66 Jones, The Hermenutics of Sacred Architecture, 267.
67 Ibid., 268.
68 Ibid., 279.
69 Ibid.

space by their interventions.”60 Here lies a direct relationship of the primitive cave 

to the formation of both sacred and multisensory interiors as well as one of the 

first spaces for human collective action and ritual. Furthermore, Huppatz looks 

at the phenomenological characteristics that were involved in the inhabitation of 

caves. Sight, sound and the tactile sense were highly activated in these spaces 

through contrast in darkness and light, the textured surfaces of the cave itself, 

and the varying, naturally formed acoustic properties.61 In correlation to Jung’s 

archetypes that were previously discussed, the cave “…might be understood as 

a deeply embedded collective experience.”62 The cave and its sensory properties 

and collective cultural significance, start a discussion on a specific type of space, 

innate in the human psyche. Furthermore, in direct relationship to spaces for 

death, it has been noted that early humans utilized natural caves to bury their 

dead, displaying an expression of permanence in their exclusively nomadic 

culture; that of death, death spaces and collective ritual.63 

In realizing the significance of interior space in primitive culture, Michel Ragon 

comments, “[a]re not our modern family vaults, places in which the members 

of a family, separated in life, are reunited in death, a replica of the primitive 

cave?” 64 From the beginning of civilization, is has been houses of the dead 65 that 

have symbolized stability, permanence and sacrality in architecture and design. 

The representational characteristics of houses of the dead are understood in 

realizing the intended permanence of such structures as well as their aura of 

sacredness. In creating an architectural monument that is seemingly immovable 

and irreplaceable, the innate human search for constancy at a time of loss is 

supported. Furthermore, the encompassing form of interior space conjures in the 

individual a feeling of stability, comfort and meaning through a sense of place. 

60 Huppatz, “The First Interior? Reconsidering the Cave,” 3.
61 Ibid., 6-7.
62 Ibid., 7.
63 Ragon, The Space of Death, 26.
64 Ibid.
65 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 8.
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archetypal geometric principles, symmetry and order. As Curl comments, “[b]

arrows, tumuli, tombs of the tholos type, pyramids, and other geometrical 

structures, have certain similarities of architectural form…these forms had their 

origins in the houses of the living.”72 This sense of order creates a certain silence 

and resolve in the design of a space through a readily apparent understanding of 

the form and its corresponding interior. At a time of death, individuals may face 

a sense of chaos where order within space might serve to ground the grieving 

individual. Yet, I will argue it is essential to have a combination of both order and 

disorder within space creating options in how an individual may choose to exist 

within space. These diametrical concepts act to create a heightened sense of self. If 

we are to take from this archetype valuable principles yet honor the contemporary 

condition, the principles of interiority, sanctuary, order and geometry might be 

coupled with the current trend of urban densification. The implementation of a 

columbarium speaks to domestic densification that is occurring in urban locals. 

The Necropolis (Cities of the Dead)

How can man withdraw himself from the fields? Where will he go since the earth is one 

huge, unbounded field? Quite simple; he will mark off a portion of this field by means of 

walls, which set up an enclosed, finite space over against amorphous, unlimited space. 

Here you have the public square.73

In speaking of sanctuary, the city itself can be considered a source of sanctuary 

from the hostile forces of nature, including the chaotic and uncontrolled nature of 

death. It is of no coincidence then that western cemeteries developed under the 

guise of a miniature city, ripe with a sense of enclosure and sacredness. Many 

historical cemeteries resemble the metropolis in which they reside, with streets, 

parks, and passageways; along which are placed the various houses of the dead. 

Herein lies the conception of the cemetery as a necropolis, or city of the dead. 

72 Ibid., 4.
73 Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses, 152.

the tomb followed closely to the changes found in domestic architecture. This 

pattern is seen in Egyptian, Estrucean, Roman, Neolithic and Viking examples. 

The supposed pattern, determined through the resemblance of tombs to the 

realm of the domicile, highlighted the perceived need for domestic comforts in the 

afterlife. This was also displayed beyond the architecture itself and found in the 

various memento mori and artifacts found within the tombs themselves. These 

were displayed in the form of urns and various material effects buried with the 

individual, or found within the tomb, as well as writings, paintings and carvings 

on the walls or materials in or around the sites of burial. For example, the clay 

urns of early Etruscan cultures were fashioned after either rectangular houses or 

circular huts, depending on the time period and what was common in domestic 

architecture.70 

The major focus on interiority in the expression of the tomb structure is of particular 

notation in the conception of an interior design project. In fact, as Curl mentions,  

“…the rock-cut tombs, catacombs, and others, all depend for their effects on their 

interiors….”71 It is the physical enclosure, constructed from hard stone, rock and 

other impervious materials, that most notably created a sense of protection and 

permanence for both the deceased as well as for those individuals visiting the 

deceased. Light and shadow were given space to play upon the surfaces, corners 

and objects that comprised the interior of the tomb, creating a further connection 

to natural processes and the cosmos through the harnessing of sunlight. These 

are apparent observations of past examples; however, the large, unenclosed 

North American cemeteries established in the past 50 years, negate the idea of 

enclosure and safety. They represent a culture that valued, and still values, urban 

sprawl. Perhaps this is why they remain perpetually void of human activation and 

have difficulty establishing a strong sense of place for visitors and family.

With relational significance, it is noted that one of the most common defining 

70 Curl, Death and Architecture, 3-5.
71 Ibid., 4.
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structured around linear blocks interspersed with courtyards, its scale and density 

replicating the urban texture of the ancient town. The familiar forms and materials 

of the living city are sensitively reworked to create a new kind of landscape. 

Drawing on the language of streets and squares, Dragoni abstracts this into a 

tranquil city of the dead.”76 This modern abstraction creates a linear democratic 

design language, representing the streets and squares of the existing ancient city 

through the stark use of stone as a primary material, gives the visitor a sense of 

the cohesiveness of the contemporary necropolis (Figure 5). It should be noted 

that in using stone placed in equally sized linear blocks as the spaces for burial, 

Dragoni has avoided the sense of hierarchy among burial plots that is obvious in 

past examples of the necropolis. Within the space exist a series of courtyards, 

much like miniature versions of city squares, that, in the same tune as Turrell’s 

“Skyspaces,” act to frame the sky in specific areas creating areas for congregation 

and social interaction or inversely moments of intimate pause and reflection 

(Figure 6). 77 Furthermore, these small courtyards act to remind the visitor of, as 

Andrea Dragoni Architecto describes, “Leon Battista Alberti’s window, a window 

that is like a threshold, imagined by the great Renaissance architect as the only 

architectural artifice able to “instill the peacefulness” evoked by the celestial void 

that, descending from above, takes us back to the imperturbable state of the soul 

without which overcoming the adversities of life is impossible.”78 

The connection to nature and to the cosmos is clearly substantiated through this 

interior/exterior enclosure. Through Dragoni’s simple architectural interventions 

that align with contemporary aesthetics of simplicity, use of raw materials, and 

the framing of light and space, this modern necropolis begins to set precedent 

for the future of death spaces in which the history of a city as well as present day 

considerations are equally honored in a symbiotic relationship. In combining the 

concepts of houses of the dead and cities of the dead, Aldo Rossi and Gianni

76 The Architectural Review, Gubbio Cemetery, Umbria, Italy, para. 2.
77 Andea Dragoni Architetto, Extension of Gubbio Cemetery by 
Andrea Dragoni Architetto in Umbria Italy, para 3.
78 Ibid., para 5.

The notion of the cemetery as a miniaturized and condensed version of the 

city also ties in to theory of the journey. As one weaves their way through the 

metropolis that is the cemetery, they are embarking on an existential journey, 

reminiscent to the journey of life with its inherent twists and turns, starting at 

one point and connecting the multitude of landmarks along the way. The idea 

of the journey within interior space in particular harkens back to masonic ritual 

where studies of the ancient Egyptian pyramids showed how they were, “[…] 

designed as a succession of spaces and halls leading ultimately to the most holy 

and sacred space.” The masons took note from this example where, “[…] this 

progression through space became a symbol of the journey through life and the 

rites of passage celebrated in all religions and cultures.”74 There is an intimate 

connection between the journey, interior space and rites of passage all of which 

are evidenced in examples of the necropolis, both past and present.

Examples such as the ancient Giza Necropolis in Egypt, the Etruscan Necropolis’ 

of Rome, the more recent Pere Lachaise cemetery in Paris, among many others, 

exemplify the classical understanding of the Necropolis in their modeling on the 

urban civilizations that existed at the time. Modeling these cities of the dead after 

cities and houses of the living, made, “[…] death seem to be less a dark journey 

into lonely nothingness, and more a continuation of life in its domestic-and more 

sociable-forms.” 75 In doing so, these cemeteries remained activated by human 

activity and inclusive social gathering, and curiously, contrary to contemporary 

cemeteries, still fulfill such a purpose today. 

The Gubbio Cemetery by Andrea Dragoni, in Umbria, Italy serves as a successful 

contemporary example of the theoretical concept of the journey through the 

necropolis and its importance as an institution for both the living and the dead. 

Like the necropolis of old, the Gubbio Cemetery exists on the edge of the city of 

Gubbio. In its description it is stated that, “[…] the new tract of the cemetery is 

74 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death,15.
75 Worpole, Last Landscapes, 82.
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figure 5: vistas and framed views of the sky were deeply considered in the 
design of gubbio cemetery. 81

As a miniature representation of urbanity, the cemetery as necropolis proves the 

historical and contemporary importance of death as a part of life, and the role that 

a sense of place plays in designing meaningful space. In creating cemeteries 

that were integrated into the world of the living and reflected the tangible 

world, the reverence associated with death was made accessible not only to 

individuals purposefully seeking such places, but also to the urban public as a 

daily reminder that death is full of relevance and meaning. Through integrating a 

sense of journey in these death spaces, as the previously mentioned examples 

exemplify, opportunities for flow and pause present themselves, aiding in the 

81 Chemollo, Concrete-necropolis-by-Andrea-Dragoni-contains-
public-plazas-and-site-specific-artworks_dezeen_5. 

figure 4: andrea dragoni architecto’s “gubbio cemetery,” is a modern 
necropolis complete with streets, corridors and courtyards that resemble 
the urban context.79

Braghhieri’s San Cataldo cemetery, constructed in 1984 bridges the gap between 

the journey, evident in the necropolis, and the formation of interior space. The 

series of buildings exist in a stark rationalist style closely resembling apartment 

blocks. The interiors are equipped with various corridors and rooms, and niches 

that the dead occupy.  Rossi described these buildings as, “[...] reproduc[ing] 

the places of the city,”  where, “[...] every corridor is a street, every court a city 

square…”80 In such a way, the model of the building as city becomes of interest for 

an interior design based project where one may be able to have the multisensory 

experience of the city within the walls of enclosed space.

79 Chemollo, Concrete-necropolis-by-Andrea-Dragoni-contains-
public-plazas-and-site-specific-artworks_dezeen_1sq.
80 Aldo Rossi, as cited in Worpole, Last Landscapes, 94.



24

current cultural context that has, in part, lead to denial of death, and of the deep 

understanding and acceptance of its inevitability. In fact, Heathcote laments that, 

“[…] the idea of the memento mori has gone completely out of fashion in an age 

where death is unmentionable.”84 This can be contested however, as memento 

mori does exist in the present day, for example in after death Facebook pages, 

through the trend of jewelry made of hair or ashes of the deceased,85 and through 

visual arts and videography. However, these elements are not regularly integrated 

into the design of interior death spaces, or into the rituals performed in such 

spaces. Therefore, this observation is directed towards the loss of memento mori 

in contemporary death spaces. It is one of the intents of this practicum study to 

identify how memento mori might be integrated into these spaces, while reflecting 

the contemporary understanding of death, in order to create awareness of the 

topic of death in hope that meaning in death can begin to be restored. 

In a culture with a stronger belief in the cosmos and natural processes that ever 

before, how might the feeling of one’s imminence of death be symbolized and 

interpreted in the context of interior space? Symbolic interpretations of various 

societal themes have become increasingly abstracted throughout the years 

and the question is posited: how does this affect the display of memento mori 

today? Furthermore, how do we create awareness of our mortality today and how 

might we choose to represent it in an interior condition? Artists, such as Eduardo 

Chillida, James Turell and Diller and Scofidio, use physical interior space to 

explore a related concept, that of the sublime in the modern day context, where, 

through abstraction, their intent is to allow the individual to realize their smallness 

in the vastness of the cosmos. In doing so the goal is to realize the interplay of 

permanence and impermanence in one’s everyday life. 

Perhaps by aligning current beliefs found within society a proposition for a hybrid 

memento mori where notions of the sublime can act to remind the individual that, 

84 Ibid, 12.
85 Life Gem, http://www.lifegem.com. 

individual’s existential experience of place. As evidenced in the contemporary 

example of the Gubbio cemetery, this concept is valid today as we construct 

and plan our cemeteries, memorials and spaces for death. A small number of 

contemporary examples like this draw upon archetypal principles, yet most are 

still in need of assistance in integrating these valid and effective methods of the 

past.

Memento Mori

The visible world was made to correspond to the world invisible and there is nothing in this 

world but is a symbol of something in the other world.82

Alongside tombs, mausoleum, columbarium, and cemeteries, lay the signs, 

symbols and material culture that make death accessible, understandable and 

ever present in the world of the living. Memento Mori can be defined as, “[t]

he insertion of an element into a work of art [or architecture], the purpose of 

which is to remind the spectator of his or her own morality.” 83 The memento mori 

associated with uncovered ancient civilizations as well as more recent tombs, 

cemeteries and burial spaces can be analyzed in two contexts. First, as a form of 

memento mori alive in the present day, in which the physicality of death is shown 

to persist throughout time, and secondly, in terms of the strong importance that 

past cultures placed on memento mori, which was cultivated intentionally during 

the time in which various death spaces were established. In the past, memento 

mori included imagery that often instilled fear and horror in order to remind one of 

the preciousness of life and the inevitability of a gloomy final end. These images 

were found in graveyards, on tombstones and as the muse for many an artist’s 

works. The way in which memento mori will be conceptualized and represented 

in the context of this practicum study is much more abstract and has more to do 

with the representation of the cosmos and cultivation of memory rather than fear.

It can be argued that it is the apparent decline of memento mori within our 

82 Abu Hamid al Ghazali, as cited in, Ardalan, My Name is Iran: A Memoir, 101.
83 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death,13.
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death is but a natural process that is part of a larger whole. Wim Cuyvers creates 

present day iterations of memento mori in a number of small constructed objects, 

including, and most notably, a series of coffi ns and gravestones that speak directly 

to the notions of memento mori from a modern, abstracted perspective. In his 

“Grave for George Cuyvers,” Cuyvers has integrated a piece of glass that entices 

the visitor to peek through, although nothing can be seen, it creates an immense 

curiosity, and an awareness of the dead and their physical remains.86 Another 

piece, which is a coffi n for artist Donald Judd, a small peephole was integrated 

into a very simple wooden box. In this iteration of memento mori the experience 

is multisensory, as the artist considers the gaze, the smell of the decaying body, 

and the tactile quality of a simple, hard box. The understanding of the inevitability 

of death is unavoidable by the person engaging with the coffi n.87  These examples 

begin to weave in the physical ways in which memento mori can be integrated 

into death spaces such as the cemetery. Ways in which this might be explored 

in interior death spaces include the integration of specifi c materials, volumetric 

considerations and routes through space that speak to the contemporary cultural 

observations surrounding the topic of death. This may be achieved by the use 

of glazing (between spaces for the living and spaces for the dead), refl ective 

surfaces that create awareness of ones own being in the world, integration of 

sunlight to indicate the passing of time, fragmentation, and contrasting textures, 

all speaking to the dichotomous and curious nature of death and grief. Spatial 

directionality that might represent both the darkness and lightness incorporated 

in the grief process such as a descent into the ground, or a path leading upwards, 

might be executed through the integration of a ramps and stairways. Furthermore, 

the niches of the columbarium or the urns might serve the purpose of memento 

mori in their design, shape and physical reference to the body, perhaps again 

through a combination of transparency and solidity that allow for the visibility of 

86 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 94-95.
87 Ibid., 95.

The notions of houses of the dead and the necropolis are of particular interest in the 
formation of ideas surrounding spaces for death in the contemporary, North American, 
urban context. In the past, these spaces of the dead were a refl ection of the pervading 
culture; the contemporary designer must then ask the following question: How might 
North American citizens, choose to represent themselves through the design of spaces 
for death in the current social context? In knowing that both in present time and the 
future, such spaces will exist as a refl ection of the social order existent during its 
conception.

North American attitudes, particularly those of Canadians, refl ect a multicultural 
inclusiveness that adds to the richness of daily life and of culture as a whole. This 
creates a multitude of beliefs and practices surrounding contemporary spirituality and 
sacredness. The multiculturalism of the current social order should be celebrated and 
refl ected in the surrounding environment whenever possible. Aligning with the varied 
needs of different cultural groups is the contemporary need for individualization, 
which too creates an infi nite number of environmental considerations depending 
on the specifi c individuals involved. The array of needs might be met in integrating 
possibilities for personalization within death spaces and the fl exibility to adapt to 
differing personal, cultural, and collective celebration of ritual. These observations 
might take shape in the design in the form of fl exibility through movable walls/partitions 
and furniture, differing volumetric heights, alternating containment and expanse within 
the space, opportunities for formal and informal social spaces and the careful design, 
integration and planning of the columbarium niches. All of these considerations will be 
made keeping contemporary democracy in mind, through inclusiveness, accessibility 
and equality. For example integrated ramps rather than stairs, equal sizing of the 
columbarium niches and fl exibility in space to provide for different cultures, beliefs 
and group sizes. Furthermore, the integration of a street level art gallery featuring the 
multicultural works of local artists will tie together the realms of the living and the dead 
and encourage the curiosity of local residents, happenstance pedestrians and tourists 
alike, activating the center on a regular basis. 

Although, with the trend in individualization predicting that, “[p]ersonalized funerals are 
likely to characterize the worldwide boomer generation in death much like that vaunted 
cohort’s choices distinguished it in life.” 1 I will argue that equity and democracy must 
be considered as an integrated counterpoint to the want and need for personalization, 
which will be considered in the columbarium placement and execution. This specifi cally 
has to do with the design of the columbarium niches having a standard size/design. 
Democracy will also be explored in the design by allowing public access to the site 
that is inclusive and inviting in the form of an extension of the street as well as multiple 
access points. 

Finally, the urban integration of the columbarium/memorial center aligns directly with 
the environmental movement and interest in sustainable practices that currently exists 
in North America. In an effort to be environmentally conscious, the intentional ‘building-
up’ of the columbarium niches is a sustainable option that prevents the sprawl of bodies, 
as in the traditional cemetery, on top of prime agricultural land, among other, previously 
mentioned benefi ts. Further environmental considerations will focus heavily upon the 
longevity of materials within the space, integration of day lighting, and a minimalist 
approach in an attempt to create timeless appeal.

1 Whitten, “A Brave New World of Burials: The Business of 
Idiosyncratic Body Disposal in the Twenty-First Century,” 136.

2.1.2 local cultural environment
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the cremated remains that they contain.

In the contemporary context of death and grieving, effective principles of design 

utilized in these early examples of memento mori, houses of the dead, the 

necropolis and memento mori should be revisited. Edwin Heathcote attempts to 

package the contemporary status of death spaces in commenting that:

Death seems to have no place in the modern city. The architecture associated with death 

is generally that of the neutral sympathy of the undertaker. Unobtrusive and bland like the 

piped music which plays on a loop in funeral homes, it is an architecture which does not 

attempt to address the gravity of its theme or the existential questioning and crises which 

death can prompt, but which attempts to disguise its purpose with the gentle forms of a neo-

vernacular, or a simple but pleasing institutional modernism of the type used in hospitals 

and geriatric homes. 88

Death, as a highly individual and emotional rite, in which existential questioning 

is brought to the forefront, has not changed, yet our current methods of 

memorialization and the accompanying spaces for remembrance so often fail 

to support the gravity of this subject. In the current North American context, the 

differing beliefs, ways of coping with grief, and the highly individualized process 

of remembrance call for spaces that reflect the parameters once customary, as 

seen through the archetypal references of houses of the dead, the necropolis and 

memento mori, where acceptance, communal ritual, and place making created a 

much better insight on death. 

88 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death,12.

2.1.3 contemporary observations of death & grief

…death is so alarming in contemporary societies because modernity has deprived 

increasing numbers of people with the means of containing it in an overarching, existentially 

meaningful, ritual structures…[it] has tended to leave modern individuals exposed and 

unprotected in the face of their inevitable demise.89

Shifts, which occur in matters of death and spirituality, are not new phenomenon, 

but have existed throughout history. Philippe Aries covers this topic in detail in 

his book, The Hour of Our Death, as he discusses variations on themes of death 

that have followed cultural and spiritual shifts throughout history. His discourse 

centers on the importance of the ritualization of death, however, it does not deny 

the current state of death as a largely individualized process. Of particular interest 

are his analysis of the death of the other, and the invisible death, which are 

both pertinent areas of study in today’s context. The death of the other was the 

generalized model, in the 18th century, where a shift from the wider community to 

the more tightly knit nuclear family became the norm in matters of death, in effect 

re-evaluating the importance and meaning of the collective.90 The concept of the 

other is of particular note in this theoretical position, where, in seeing the individual 

dying as separate from oneself, grieving is made possible. Douglas J. Davies 

contextualized this notion in contemporary discourse, pointing to the importance 

of the reminder of death in the everyday. He states that by, “…pondering” the 

death of others, we may understand our, “…own absence from society.”91 In order 

to ponder the death of the other in an attempt to understand our own mortality, I 

will argue that reminders of death should be present in our urban context as part 

of the everyday, in this case in the form of an urban columbarium.

Aries second theme of relevance that of the invisible death is the current model, 

which has become ubiquitous with the North American way of death. Aries 

89 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 427.
90 Aries, The Hour of Our Death, 610.
91 Davies, Death, Ritual and Belief, 5.
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potentially bring about change in order to support contemporary society as they 

deal with death based on these current assumptions. The relationships of these 

topics with main themes found in the literature review are as follows:

Self       Identity: 

The challenge of maintaining a sense of self, in the current cultural context can 

be linked to concepts prevalent in modernity.96 There is now a realization of 

the many negative effects of following a model that is focused on a complete, 

desacralisation of social life.97 An occurrence that has, 

[…] failed to replace religious certainties with scientific certainties…while science may have 

given people the possibility of increasing control over their lives, it fails to provide values to 

guide lives. Instead, there has been privatization of meaning in high modernity which has 

served both to massively reduce the scope of the sacred and to leave increasing numbers 

of individuals alone with the task of establishing and maintaining values to guide them and 

make sense out of their daily lives.98 

Combine this sentiment with a life crisis such as death and a number of 

issues associated with this method of coping become obvious. The existential 

understanding of self is directly related to the body-environment interchange 

where an individual maintains and builds upon their identity through internalizing 

experience in the exterior world. Solutions may take form based on a model where 

individualism and science are valued equally with ones spiritual identity and 

the collective. Today, spirituality centers upon the individual and their personal 

understanding of the world, of nature and the cosmos among other unique values 

that allow one to find meaning in life, yet historical evidence shows that collective 

action too fosters a sense of belonging and can greatly enhance personal identity, 

especially in the context of death. In this sense modern ritual is born with all the 

complexity of the contemporary way of being. Modern ritual space should reflect 

these observations to enhance ones identity in interior death spaces. 

96 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 413.
97 Ibid.
98 Ibid.

describes the “abdication of the community,”92 from the process of death, dying 

and grieving, commenting, “[a] heavy silence has fallen over the subject of 

death…neither the individual nor the community is strong enough to recognize 

the existence of death…[a]nd yet this attitude has not annihilated death or the 

fear of death.”93 The recognition of the immanence of death is unavoidable, yet as 

Westerners, we are at a loss of how to effectively cope with the gravity of death and 

its related processes. A space that thoroughly acknowledges the dichotomous, 

and immanent nature of death, where both individualism and collective action are 

deeply considered, will aid the modern individual in coping with death.  

The uncertain nature of the contemporary way of coping is quite evidently in 

a crisis of identity and definability. Philip A. Mellor and Chris Shilling’s paper, 

Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death, is a commentary on the 

influence and resemblance of the contemporary way of death to key facets of 

modernity. Remnants of Victorian romanticism plague the contemporary individual 

where death is considered mournful, or is entirely denied.94 In Mellor and Shilling’s 

discourse, they refer to this dilemma as the, “[…] ultimate failure of rationality: the 

human inability to reconcile the ‘transcending power of time-binding mind and the 

transience of its time-bound fleshy casing.’”95 The current model fails to console 

individuals, preventing them from accepting the inevitability of death nor does it 

support the essentiality of collective ritual. It is evident that a change must occur; 

one that is neither morbid nor frightening, but exists as a daily reminder of death’s 

presence within the world of the living. 

Mellor and Shilling’s work focuses in on three main topics, the self, the body and 

religion, and the linkages that bind these three subject areas. These topics are 

directly related to design themes discussed in the literature review. This practicum 

study is in an attempt to propose alternative interior design solutions that could 

92 Aries, The Hour of Our Death, 612.
93 Aries, The Hour of Our Death, 614.
94 Ibid., 412.
95 Ibid. 
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implementation of multisensory design, which is greatly needed within the 

context of death spaces. The aim is to offer the body, so obviously integral to the 

contemporary vision of self, a means of expression other than the purely visual 

and shallow representation that pervades daily existence through tactile, auditory 

and visual stimuli.

Religion          Contemporary Sacred Space:

As Mellor and Shilling have made clear, “[i]t was the rituals, traditions, [and] 

the overarching interpretive structures which banded people together in past 

societies. In high modernity, which prioritizes self-realization, self-development 

and self-actualization, any ‘banding together’ must be a much more tenuous, 

fragile phenomenon.” It is true that self-realization and individualism benefi t 

contemporary society in a number of ways. Through a self-focused directive, 

diversity in thought and new investigations into one’s relationship with the 

environment are made possible. Yet, I will argue that it is through a combination 

of individualism with contemporary collective practices where individuals fi nd 

meaningfulness in matters of death. Previously mentioned historical examples 

highlight the benefi t of collective practices; regardless of varying cultural, religious 

or secular beliefs. In honoring the current trend of individualism, contradiction 

and variety in the interior of the proposed memorial centre will cater towards the 

unique psychological needs of bereaved individuals. Flexibility should be present 

in spaces designed for congregation socialization and contemporary ritual 

practice, ranging from a large group of individuals to one-on-one interchange.

How might the interior of death spaces support the identity, physicality and 

spiritual needs of the 21st century individual? In realizing oneself as a component 

of a greater entirety, sacred interior space can provide a platform for existential 

understanding. The seemingly dichotomous nature of contemporary spirituality 

must be addressed along with the issues of science, individualism and collectivism. 

In honoring the trends that defi ne by the contemporary individual, the interior 

must to cater towards the unique psychological needs of bereaved individuals; in 

that, contradiction, contemplation and congregation must be equally addressed 

Body       Phenomenology:

Another effect of our hyper-modernized society is the fi xation on one’s exterior 

body and the appearance and maintenance of that body, where there is little desire 

for the hyper-modern individual 99 to take note from rich archetypal references 

when considering matters of life and death. As was recognized in the past, the 

body contrarily works in symbiosis with the external environment engaging in 

a multisensory experience. This interaction was an unavoidable aspect of daily 

life. This had much to do with the creation of environments, through design, 

that supported this essential mode of being. The current neglect of the rich and 

meaningful body/environment interchange in our day-to-day environments and 

death spaces lead to a society of anxiety, tension, fear and uncertainty.100 

In this light, the loss of self-identity in contemporary culture comes into focus; 

as the singular emphasis on the physical body and personal pleasures replaces 

the more holistic defi nition of the self.101 Mellor and Shilling remark on this 

phenomenon stating, “[…] the presence of death appears especially disturbing 

in this context of refl exively constructed self-narratives which have at their 

centre a concern with the body.”102 This current trend towards beautifi cation and 

preservation of the body cannot be ignored, and most defi nitely spurs the current 

North American conception of death. The body as the center-of-being has been 

as such throughout history, yet currently, the body exists in a largely superfi cial 

union with the surrounding environment. Through the integration of multisensory 

design into our daily environments, perhaps the focus from the vanity associated 

with the physical body might shift towards deeper, existential bodily experience. 

There is great opportunity for bodily awareness to be recognized through the 

99 The term hyper-modern is defined as the contemporary progression from modernism that 
focuses on individualism, personal pleasure, and individual desire. This is clear in looking at the 
structure of the word where, “[t]he prefix “hyper” captures this feeling that we live in societies marked 
by a climate of immoderation, exacerbation, and forward-fleeing.” From: Charles, “For a Humanism 
Amid Hypermodernity: From a Society of Knowledge to a Critical Knowledge of Society,” para 9-13.
100 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,”  414.
101 Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 413.
102 Ibid.
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In practically applying design principles to death spaces that honor the hyper-

modernized individual, yet aim to both enhance and ease the process of death 

and grief the following chart was devised:

table 2: design ramifi cations devised from considering death spaces for the 
hyper-modern individual in the contemporary context of spirituality, death 
and grief.

modern ritual
modern ritual space

science
Digital Fabrication

 spirituality 
identity

collective

individualism

Screens/ Projectors
Lighting (LED’s)

Patterning 
laser cut wall panels/window covers

custom furniture

Technology

Spaces for seclusion

Flexibility

corners, low ceiling heights,
quiet spaces (acoustics)

Choice

movable furniture, pivoting walls
opportunities for niche personalization,
neutral color palette

Open Spaces (Expanse)
Open vistas,high ceilings,no 
obstruction of view, skylights,
daylight

Incorporation of thoughtful daylighting
skylights, patterned window screens
colored glass

Awe/Ineffable Space

Contemplative spaces
garden, views to outdoors, sculptural 
features, narrative journey through 
space, subterranean spaces

Space for social interaction

Urban Integration

Assembly Space
Informal spaces for meeting (smaller rooms)

Benches (curved) condusive to social interaction

Collective Spaces

Phenomenology

Multisensory Space

Awareness of body in space
highly tactile surfaces (horizontal & vertical)
materials that wear with touch (Wood, Stone, 
Alabaster, Metals)
layering of textures (dimensionality)
refl ective surfaces

Acoustics
layering of urban sounds with silence of the 
columbarium
celebratory spaces (theatre acoustics)
Spaces for silence/retreat

Multiple access points from urban street
Cafe
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some very positive function in human life.”106 Death and its corresponding rituals, 

in evolutionary terms, would not exists in such a positive relationship had it not 

been for a constructive cause and effect.107

The meaning of the sacred may be shifting and changing, however ritual still 

plays a critical part in allowing individuals to align themselves with the deeper 

meaning of existence. Katherine Issac comments on the current decline in both 

ritual theatricality and the sacred in the everyday, in citing the views of Theorist 

Herbert Blau. 108  Blau, “[…] believes a deficit of ritual in everyday activity results 

in a lack of a repository for the sacred.”109 Although ritual, in its relationship to 

the sacred may be described as imaginative, it still exists in the realm of the 

real. It is still a very real, grounded practice that in fact is used to, “[…] elevate 

reality, and in doing so, consciously engages against the ground of the everyday 

to which it responds.”110 This real experience is made even more concrete through 

the physical interior spaces that house these ritual, collective experiences. I 

will argue that one way to favorably enhance the contemporary sacred in death 

spaces is through the physical manifestations of rites of passage, or as I will 

refer to it here as the necessity for the return of the rite, notably, from a non-

authoritarian perspective. In using Van Gennep’s observations as a guide, as well 

as exploring contemporary discourse surrounding ritual, a new model for ritual 

practices and their accompanying interior spaces can be imagined. One that suits 

the contemporary North American individual, particularly those who fall under the 

hyper-modernist self as previously described by Mellor and Shilling.

Mircea Eliade, defines the sacred as, “[t]he opposite of the profane,”111 which, 

arguably, is the most classical understanding of the sacred, however, is no longer 

106 Davies, Death, Ritual and Belief, 6.
107 Ibid.
108 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the 
Funeral Typology in Twenty-first Century Canada, 96
109 Ibid.
110 Ibid., 129.
111 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 10.

…funerary architecture represents the quest for immortality and is a concretization of the 

notion of death as a rite of passage, where the tomb is both a transitory resting place in 

which the body undergoes the beginnings of the journey to the next, more real sacred 

world, and a monument to that world’s existence. 103

In keeping with the theme of archetypal processes associated with death, Arnold 

Van Gennep, in his seminal text, The Rites of Passage, gives a comprehensive 

history of the sacred and it’s importance both in the past, and in its most recent 

iteration in the current construct of social fabric. He makes a link between 

theories surrounding religion, magic and science in order to suggest the patterns 

and importance of rites and ritual in times of transition in ones life. Times of 

transition, or as Van Gennep coins them, rites of passage, include birth, marriage, 

funerals and the like; along with which come various ritual practices. Like Mellor 

and Shilling, Van Gennep acknowledges the decline of the sacred and of ritual 

in the modernized world, yet he intuitively recognizes the importance of these 

concepts for contemporary society. He comments that, “[t]here is no evidence 

that a secularized world has lessened the need for ritualized expression of an 

individual’s transition from one status to another.”104 Recent literature on the 

negative effects of our current state of hyper-modernism in matters of coping with 

death, highlight the need for a return of the rite. There is opportunity for society to 

band together in the face of death, yet from a new, contemporary perspective that 

acknowledges the changing definition of spirituality and identity. What could be 

more important than to recognize the importance of the rite and its corresponding 

ceremonies when, ceremonies and rites ensure, at a time of change, “[…] society 

as a whole will suffer no discomfort or injury.”105 In realizing the beneficial function 

of the collective, Douglas Davies remarks that, “[t]he fact that practically all 

human societies possess some formalized death rites, alongside the otherwise 

practical task of disposing of a body, suggests that funerary ritual possesses 

103 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 8.
104 Gennep, The Rites of Passage, xxii.
105 Ibid., 3.

2.1.4 return of the rite
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As well, this passage from Van Gennep mentions two critical theoretical and 

design features, that of the pivot and the shift. These terms are poignant in the 

context of the contemporary sacred, and have direct physical connotations in the 

design of the memorial centre. The pivot and shift will be integrated specifically 

into the design of the large assembly space to accommodate flexibility for the 

varying needs of contemporary individuals. The pivot and shift will be present in 

pivoting walls, doors, dividers and screens, and shifting floor and ceiling planes 

to give a range of volumetric options for collective modern ritual.

In Van Gennep’s chapter, “The Territorial Passage,” he established a connection 

between the physical and metaphysical world, where rites of passage relate to 

physical transitions and spatial qualities within an environment. In considering 

the territorial passage from a macro level, one might think of borders, which in 

the past (and still in many areas of the world today), physically separated various 

religious groups, creating connection between physical and metaphysical states 

of being. These borders may have been invisible or marked simply by a tree 

or river or significant rock. There was nearly always a neutral area, an area of 

transition between different territories, perhaps in the form of a marsh, forest or 

desert, where one physically “waver[ed] between two worlds.”115 116 This is critical 

in understanding Van Gennep’s position on rites of passage as he relates these 

symbolic and spatial areas of transition to the ceremonies that accompany rites 

of passage from one social/spiritual position to another, and in the case of this 

discourse, the rites of passage that accompany the transition from life to death.117 

In matters of death the intimate bond between rituals, the sacred and of the 

spatial qualities of death spaces is clearly evident. In considering the design 

ramifications of the territorial passage Van Gennep expresses, “[t]he procedures 

115 Ibid.,18.
116 Ibid.,15-18.
117 Ibid.,18.

a valid definition in today’s social and environmental context.  There is a clearly 

defined distinction in what Eliade describes as either sacred or profane, within 

which there is little to no overlap. Van Gennep too, acknowledges the distinction 

of the sacred or profane in commenting that, “[s]o great is the incompatibility 

between the profane and the sacred worlds that a man cannot pass from one to 

the other without going through an intermediate stage.”112 These stages signify 

the many transitional periods in one’s life that constitute the rites of passage. 

With this expressed however, Van Gennep also acknowledges the shifting and 

changing face of the sacred in the case of certain situational and environmental 

factors. In describing the sacred, Van Gennep states:

…sacredness as an attribute is not absolute; it is brought into play by the nature of 

particular situations…the “magic circles” pivot, shifting as a person moves from one place 

in society to another. The categories and concepts which embody them operate in such 

a way that whoever passes through the various positions of a lifetime one day sees the 

sacred where before he has seen the profane or vice versa. Such changes of condition do 

not occur without disturbing the life of society and the individual, and it is the function of 

rites of passage to reduce their harmful effects. That such changes are regarded as real 

and important is demonstrated by the recurrence of rites, in important ceremonies among 

widely differing people, enacting death in one condition and resurrection in another.113

The contemporary understanding of sacredness and its associated rituals, fits, as 

Van Gennep suggests, the natural ebb and flow of the sacred as experienced in 

everyday contemporary life. Death exists as a rite of passage under Van Gennep’s 

theory; one of separation, transition, dichotomy and contradiction.114 I will argue, 

that in order for death to be more fully accepted in an increasingly individualist 

society, modern ritual must be embraced and celebrated at an accessible urban 

level. These universal positions of change within one’s life are both disturbing and 

chaotic as Van Gennep suggests, an element which must be represented in the 

design of the memorial centre, as well as it’s necessary counterpoint, that of a 

112 Gennep, The Rites of Passage,1.
113 Ibid.,12-13.
114 Ibid., 146.
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contemporary context there is a focus on the separation aspects of death, partly 

due to the aforementioned sequestration of death from the consciousness of the 

hyper-modern individual and physically from the urban landscape. I would like 

to focus this discussion conversely, on the incorporation and transition aspects 

of death and funerals; only then might contemporary spaces be organized to 

support meaningful ritual. As Van Gennep describes, “[…] the burial is the real 

rite of incorporation in the world of the dead.” 123 It is the instance in which the 

body becomes incorporated with a place, be it the earth in a cemetery, the niche 

in a columbarium, or scattered in a forest. Placemaking is enhanced through 

the added meaning that the once living body creates in this incorporation. 

Incorporation, in the context of a columbarium might include the act of placing the 

remains that are in an urn into a columbarium niche. The act of placing an urn into 

the columbaria would certainly warrant a procession of sorts where a narrative 

focus in the interior space becomes integral and the organization of circulation 

throughout the space, critical. 

Celebration or public commemoration, which falls under the category of transitional 

rites, might be a precursor or a follow up to the rite of placing the remains in 

the columbarium. Rites of transition in the context of death revolve around the 

continuing bond between the living and the dead.124 These rites may begin as a 

collective celebration of the dead in a communal celebration space, in the form 

of a party or with the sharing of a meal, but over time, as rites of separation 

replace rites of transition, may also include the meeting of smaller groups, or an 

individual’s solo visits to the dead. In regard to interior space, this signifies the 

need for a large, flexible assembly space, one that can be customized to meet the 

needs of differing groups of people, and their corresponding rituals. In addition, 

spaces for small group gatherings and for individual reflection are needed to fulfill 

the requirements of the full range of transitional rites. (table 3).

122 Gennep, The Rites of Passage,146.
123 Ibid., 163.
124  Ibid.,163.

discussed apply not only in reference to a country or territory but also in relation 

to a village, a town, a section of a town, a temple, or a house. The neutral zone 

shrinks progressively till it ceases to exist except as a simple stone, a beam, or 

a threshold.”118 Eliade echo’s Van Gennep’s position in his discussion of the axis 

mundis. The axis mundis represents a centering point, or “points of ontological 

transition.”119 In terms of tombs, crypts and other structures that housed the 

dead, these spaces represented transitional resting places. The death space is 

therefore a threshold between the world of the living and the world of the dead, a 

centering point around which pivoting occurs. It is only in this place where, “[…] 

thresholds or opening through which access from the earthly plane to heavenly 

and netherworld, impossible in ordinarily peripheral places, comes possible, 

perhaps even unavoidable—and perhaps for live persons as well as dead 

ones.”120 The memorial centre as a whole exists as a threshold. By reducing the 

scale of the threshold once more, entrances, in the form of archways, vestibules 

or doors become sites of great importance, and consequently should be 

carefully designed to reflect the gravity of their meaning. Malnar and Vodvarka, 

in commenting on thresholds, comment on the wall in addition to doors as a 

threshold and its many connotations. The wall can divide or incorporate, conceal, 

reveal, or reflect they are “[…]at once social, physical, perceptual, metaphorical, 

and symbolic.”121 The columbarium complex features a layering of the public realm 

with the semi-private realm, and in that, a layering of life and death. Thresholds 

in the form of entrances, doors, walls and multiple layered levels, in combination 

with transparency, translucency and reflective surfaces, will act to instill a sense 

of transition, and provide a conversation between the territories of life and death.

In a description of funerals and their various rites of passage, Van Gennep 

states that the funeral is a rite of incorporation, transition and separation.122 In the 

118 Gennep, The Rites of Passage, 19.
119 Mircea Eliade, as cited in Jones, The Hermenutics of Sacred Architecture, 169.
120 Jones, The Hermenutics of Sacred Architecture, 169.
121 Malnar & Vodvarka, Sensory Design, 164-165.
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or visit to the dead and a reconsolidation into the world of the living.125 This does 

not mean that visits to the dead cease to exist, but that the individual or group 

has entered a state where there is a clear delineation between the living and the 

dead. With the rites of separation, visits may become more infrequent, which is 

why so many of our cemeteries remain void of human activation. The nature of 

the proposed columbarium however, with its urban integration, and dual use as 

a public space, will remain consistently activated by people and provide well-

designed space for rites of incorporation, transition and separation. 

Current observations of ritual and collective practice both negate and encourage 

ritual. For example, Tony Walter frames much of his discourse on death and the 

process of grief in the realm of therapy and “talk” as highly individual healing 

processes that might replace ritual in their effectiveness for the postmodern 

citizen, yet he still suggests how ritual might serve an integral purpose in the 

process of death and bereavement in the contemporary context. He comments 

that,

…[i]f people are still going to go to funerals, if funerals are not the same as therapy, yet if 

we now understand the potential therapeutic effects of funeral ritual and cannot go back 

on that knowledge, then how can neo-modern funerals be devised that translate discourse 

into ritual? Not back into traditional ritual, for that was ritual without knowledge of therapy, 

but into neo-modern ritual? Can the life-centered funeral involve more than talking about 

the life of the deceased? 126

Walter expresses the shift in modern coping with grief in turning to therapy, but 

clearly, expresses the benefit of ritual as has been proven throughout history, as 

Van Gennep suggests. Walter furthers this discussion stating that, “[i]n healthy 

ritual, the accumulation of emotion necessarily repressed in everyday life can be 

released, accompanied by a sense of control, relaxation and even exhilaration.”127 

125  Gennep, The Rites of Passage, 163-164.
126 Walter, The Revival of Death, 180.

incorporation

transition

separation

Routes that add to sense of journey 
(dramatic entrances, transitions, liminal 
spaces, inclining and declining paths)

Narrative Space (Spaces might signify 
dichotomy through order vs. chaos, organic 
vs geometric, darkness vs. light to signify 
contemporary emotions associated with the 
process of death and grief)

Incorporating dead into the world of the 
living (Urban integration of death space, 
community based services)

Placemaking

Place ties in with once living body

Assembly Space

Flexibility (movable walls, furniture, 
dimmable lights, curtains to block sunlight)

Acoustic Considerations for Assembly/
Memorial services (Music, Eulogies)

Food Preparation Spaces

Spaces for Smaller Groups (Coves, 
Small rooms for gathering, Benches, 
Conversational Seating)

Spaces for Solitude for individual Visits

Public Aspects to ensure longevity of use 
and placmaking beyond initial period of 
grief (cafe, bookstore, art gallery, assembly 
space)

funeral 
rites

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS

table 3: design considerations based on funeral rites of incorporation, 
transition and seperation.
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cyclical and repetitive, the ways in which the interior space might provide for this 

will be discussed further in the next section, Memory and Place. In combining 

these opportunities for contemporary ritual in the context of death spaces, layers 

of meaning are established and resultantly, death may become more conscious 

and less fearful.

Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage comments on the archetypal significance of ritual 

in coping with spiritual life transitions, including the experiences surrounding 

death. Ritual, a widely contested practice in the contemporary context, proves 

to be an essential consideration in designing meaningful and beneficial death 

spaces. Death, as a territorial passage from this world to the unknown proves 

to be a process of incorporation, transition and separation. These processes 

are experienced in ritual practice, intensified through interior death spaces and 

supported by placemaking.

The conception and design of a memorial centre that is intimately intertwined 

with the urban context draws from countless examples in history, yet addresses 

the contemporary trend towards cremation and individualization in matters of 

death. Davies states that, “[i]t may well be that new forms of ritual behavior, as 

in cremation ritual, may prove to be a major resource in what might be called the 

contemporary generation of historical awareness in opposition to the ‘death of 

history’ prophesied by some as the inevitable outcome of suburban secular post-

modernity.”132 In matters of death, historical awareness is essential in creating 

spaces that acknowledge death and its associated perceptions, and design 

implications. In the contemporary context, a manifestation of a unifying, all 

healing and all encompassing ritual is not possible, nor is that the suggestion or 

focus of this study. Yet, as designers there is the possibility to provide opportunity 

for our society, primarily focused on individualism, to experience meaningful 

collective rites, while still acknowledging the need for individualism, in a new 

hybrid of ritual celebration surrounding death. Through the implementation of the 

132 Davies, “The sacred Crematorium,” 93.

The multi-sensory interior environment provides an opportunity to cater to the 

life-centered funeral 128 and to allow a release of emotion within a safe, supportive 

environment and context. Davies comments on modern ritual in suggesting 

celebrational aspects of ritual it stating, “[…]non-religious and secular forms of 

rite also…employ music and reflections on the deceased person but with wider 

options in terms of content. Playing the dead person’s favorite music instead of 

singing hymns or using an appropriate reading from a favorite author or poet rather 

than sacred scriptures changes and personalizes, the content while maintaining 

the continuity of cultural form.”129 Movement, dance, music, performance and the 

traditional eulogy will be accommodated for in a space that can be personalized, 

through the thoughtful consideration of acoustics, differing volumes and lighting 

in order to satisfy the requirements of modern ritual. 

Ritual in the context of the everyday must also be considered in the context of 

death spaces. Walter comments that today, “[…]we are free to construct our own 

rituals and can do ourselves a favour by so doing…we can also create shared 

rituals—socially located no longer in community but in ties of friendship and 

kinship.”130 These types of ritual are increasingly important today as they are 

crucial in keeping spaces, such as the proposed columbarium/memorial center 

activated and relevant as part of everyday consciousness. Furthermore, Issac 

touches on the contemporary ritual when speaking of death spaces in the urban 

context. These spaces can be spaces to grab a coffee, contemplate, meet and 

visit with friends, browse a bookstore and take in an art show,131 all of which add to 

the ritual aspects that surround and enhance the experience of death spaces. The 

death space may even become, in this context, a passage through which a daily 

commute takes place. Many of these modern ritual practices become habitual, 

127 Walter, The Revival of Death, 179.
128 The life centered funeral is set apart from the traditional funeral in that it focuses more on 
the, “[g]rief of the survivors rather than the journey of the soul.” Zhang, “Mourning,” 273.
129 Davies, The Encyclopedia of Cremation, xxii.
130 Walter, The Revival of Death, 180.
131 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the 
Funeral Typology in Twenty-first Century Canada, 97.
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in an urban location, the design will serve as a space of individual and collective 

remembrance and an everyday reminder of life and its most intimate counterpart, 

death.

It seems as though humans have always had the innate need for interior 

space that accommodates the dead. Archetypal and cross cultural examples 

from the past clearly indicate that physical spaces associated with death were 

intimately infl uenced by the architecture, interior spaces, and material culture that 

defi ned each culture and period in history. These death spaces were potent in 

placemaking, meaning, and an understanding of death through rich, multisensory 

experience. An integral element to the rich, healing process of death was the 

aspect of community togetherness, ritual, and the recognition of rites of passage. 

Today, death spaces for the most part lack archetypical reference and cater to the 

increasing sequestration of death by the hypermodern individual. As individuals 

navigate their way through the contemporary environment, the existential confl ict 

between science, individualism, spiritual identity and the collective in the context 

of death is evident. The current state of increasing obsession over the physical 

body and the prominence in individualism creates a contemporary crisis and 

resultantly, great fear in the face of death. It is my belief that through interior 

design and the contemporary urban integration of death spaces, death may 

once again become bearable, if not celebrated by society and individuals alike. 

As Philippe Aries so eloquently concludes his book, The Hour of Our Death, he 

states, “[d]eath must simply become the discreet but dignifi ed exit of a peaceful 

person from a helpful society that is not torn, not even overly upset by the idea 

of a biological transition without signifi cance, without pain or suffering, and 

ultimately without fear.”133 The realities of the present day must be acknowledged, 

yet we must take precedent from the successfulness in the acceptance of death 

that historical examples provide us, where the interior environment is meant to 

resolve, enhance, and acknowledge the gravity and complexity of death.  

133 Aries, The Hour of Our Death, 614

such changes of condition do 
not occur without disturbing the 
life of society and the individual, 
and it is the function of rites of 
passage to reduce their harmful 
effects. that such changes are 
regarded as real and important is 
demonstrated by the recurrence 
of rites, in important ceremonies 
among widely differing people, 
enacting death in one condition 
and resurrection in another. 134

134 Gennep, Rites of Passage, 12-13.
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design ramificationsideologiestheorists/designers/artists

D.J. Huppatz

James Stevens Curl

Andrea Dragoni

Aldo Rossi, Gianni Braghhieri

Eduardo Chillida, James Turell, Diller & Scofidio

Wilm Culvers

Douglas Davies & Philippe Aries

Philippe Aries

Cave as origin of interior space

How history dictates what modern death spaces should be 
(Necropolis, houses of the dead, memento mori, modern 
interpretations)

HIstory of death and architecture (early cilivizations)

Contemporary necropolis  (Gubbio Cemetery)

Edwin Heathcote

Contemporary necropolis  (San Cataldo Cemetery)

Artistic and design interpretations of memento mori, intention 
of allowing individual to realize their smallness in the vastness 
of the cosmos

Artist who constructs objects of multisensory memento mori 

Death of the Other

Contrast in darkness and light, texture, varying acoustics

Stability, immovability, permanence, sense of journey, 
landmarks in space, socialbly suited space

Hard impervious materials, sense of protection, enclosure 
and safety, light and shadow, geometry, symmetry, order

Scale and density replicating urban texture, abstract representa-
tion of streets and squares, avoidance of heirarchy, areas for con-
gregation/social interaction, moments of pause/reflection, window 
or skylight as a threshold (peacefulness of a celestial void) 

Interior as a reflection of the places of the city: corridor as street, 
court as city square etc.

Spaces that invoke a feeling of granduer (high ceilings, cavernous 
spaces), interplay of permanence and impermanence, integration 
of daylighting to denote passage of time, directionality (descent into 
ground, path leading upwards)

Glazing to peek through between spaces for living (public) and 
space for dead (columbarium) increaing curiosity, reflective 
surfaces (mirror, polished metals) that create awareness of ones 
own being in the world, fragmentation and contrasting textures, 
transparency and juxtaposed solidity

Deathspaces in the urban context

Invisible Death Dictomous space honoring both individual and community, grief 
and hope

Philip Mellor & Chris Shilling Modernity, Self-identity and the Sequestration of Death Deathspaces as part of the everyday, See chart p.54

Arnold Van Gennep Rites of Passage Pivoting features (pivoting walls, doors, dividers, screens), shifting 
features (layered wall planes, directionality, movable furniture, 
shifting floor and ceiling planes)

Joy Malnar and Frank Vodvarka

Douglas Davies

Katherine Issac

Wall as threshold

Transition, Incorporation, Separation

Contemporary ritual practice

Contemporary ritual practices in the everyday

Arnold Van Gennep

Walls that divide, incorporate, conceal, reveal or reflect through 
solidity, transparency, translucency and reflective surfaces

See Chart, p.

Personalized and customizable space (differing acoustic 
opportunities, differing volumes, controlable lighting 
through dimmers and textiles for windows)
Space to grab a coffee, contemplate, meet and visit with friends, 
browse a book store, take in an art show in locales that allow 
these practices to become habitua, cyclical and repetitive

Mircea Eliade Axis Mundis Centering points of transition (archways, vestibules, doors that 
create feeling of transition through drastic volume changes, material 
weight, detail and lack of detail)

2.1.5 design ramifications

key: 
Architectural ExamplesTheoretical Examples Contemporary Art Examples

table 4: design ramifications for section death, ritual & rite
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2.2 memory & placemaking

looking to the movements 
within rituals and applying 
these concepts directly 
to interior spatiality 
creates a guide in which 
to apply principles of 
design in an attempt to 
enrich the aforementioned 
process of sedimentation. 
these movements within 
memorial ritual include, 
“exchange, journey, axis, 
concentricism, and up and 
down directions,”1  all of 
which can be spatialized 
concepts within the 
proposed columbarium and 
assembly space in particular.

1 Hallam and Hockey, Memory and Material Culture, 188.

memory and space  -  memory as critical theory  -  memory and place  -  the heterotopia  -  collective memory  -  memeory and the senses

elizabeth hallam & jenny hockey -   frances a. yates  -  joy malnar & frank vodvarka  -  maria lewicka -  foucault  -  paul connerton   
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In creating death spaces as a refl ection of both archetypical and contemporary 

ritual practice, they become entrenched in meaning and a sense of sacredness; 

these death spaces set the platform for rich mnemonic interior conditions. The 

discussion of continuing bonds is often considered from a psychological angle, 

yet it is imperative that this perspective of grief studies be recognized in and 

related to the realm of interior design. Our current death spaces rarely cater to 

the notion of continuing bonds, as the elicitation of memory derived from such 

places, does not have reason to be fostered. Take for example funeral homes 

that exist today. They satisfy the role of ritual gathering space, space to store the 

deceased body, and for storage of the vast array of products that are required 

for the traditional contemporary funeral service, internment and memorialization. 

These interior spaces exist to distract the grieving individual using dark, carpeted, 

domicile-like spaces that attempt to provide a superfi cial comfort and escape 

from the gravity of the topic of death.136 The distraction created by the superfl uous 

amount of products, memorial paraphernalia and decorations that are perceived 

as essential in order to properly mourn the deceased individual add to the veil 

intended to distract visitors from the necessary emotions of death. These spaces 

should attempt, rather, to create an environment that parallels the gravity of death 

and provide spaces in which contradiction, memento mori, and collective ritual 

can be represented and accommodated and where memory can be created and 

elicited. In creating spaces that provide deeper meaning to individuals, beyond 

the purely material realm, a continuing bond might be established through a 

sense of place. In this way, individuals are encouraged to return to the space, 

activating it with human presence and creating bonds between the bereaved and 

the deceased through the aid of spatialized and emotive, mnemonic experience. 

136 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the Funeral 
Typology in Twenty-First Century Canada, 21-22.

one of the most fundamental recent 
changes in grief theory has been 
the growing recognition of the 
importance of continuing bonds 
with the deceased, in place of the 
immensely infl uential psychodynamic 
concept of withdrawing “emotional 
energy” from the lost loved one in 
order to “invest” it elsewhere. 135

135 Niemeyer et. al., “The Meaning of Your Absense: 
Traumatic Loss and Narrative Reconstruction,” 37.

2.2.1 introduction & history
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complex history of mnemonic thought must be briefly explored. Frances A. Yates, 

in his book, The Art of Memory, gives a thorough analysis of the history of memory 

as a theoretical subject, as far back as Ancient Greece to 17th century Europe. He 

draws upon the earliest reference of memory as a topic of study, concerning the 

poet Simonides of Ceos. During a banquet celebration, Simonides was summoned 

outside the building the banquet was being held in to have a conversation, while 

outside, the roof of the banquet hall collapsed, crushing the visitors sitting around 

the table. Simonides, who was saved from the tragedy, was able to name the 

all of the individuals who were present at the dinner, although crushed beyond 

recognition, as he remembered their position at the table. This was the beginning 

of memory as a theoretical topic of study, and as a tool with which to exercise the 

mind. Yates comments that, “[t]his experience suggested to the poet the principles 

of the [classical] art of memory of which he is said to have been the inventor…

he realized that orderly arrangement is essential for good memory.”139 This simple 

statement on orderly arrangement is directly relatable to architecture, design, and 

interior space. The notions of pleasing order and proportion in both Greek and 

Roman architecture are apparent even to the untrained eye. Throughout history, 

sacred architecture and specifically the architecture of death have used these 

elements of order in providing opportunities for placemaking for its occupants. 

It is no coincidence that this order is directly related to the elicitation of memory 

within space. 

Furthermore, in realizing the importance of this very simple, and seemingly trivial 

example, one recognizes the inseparable attachment of memory and place. As 

the history and study of mnemonics progressed it became clear that memory 

was formed through a series of loci or places that would be imprinted in the 

mind of an individual. 140 The ability of space to imprint upon the mind and soul 

of its occupants, a lasting meaningful image, is the ultimate goal of a space of 

139 Yates, The Art of Memory,1-2.
140 Hallam and Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 3.

From both an individual and collective perspective, the experience of death 

and its corresponding deathspaces creates a platform upon which memory is 

fostered, elicited and intimately formed as to leave a lasting impression. Memory 

is a complex theoretical area, which spans a great deal of subject areas, of which 

it is essential to draw out significant characteristics that relate directly to death, 

grief, and the phenomenological interchange between the individual and interior 

space. In critically observing memory from a physical standpoint, it becomes 

evident that memory can be related to and enhanced by the interior environment. 

Cemeteries have long been recognized as places that harbor and perpetuate 

great amounts of memory; a notion understood by most anyone that visits such a 

place. What effect might a sense of memory, instigated and maintained through 

the experience of interior death spaces, have on the individual, the elicitation of 

memory, and the substantiation of place? 

With this question posited, it must be mentioned that memory is in fact a temporal 

practice.137 In the spatialization of memory, “[…] subjects access memories which 

are always mediated by fantasies.”138 The fact that spatial memory is essentially 

a fabrication is not of negative impact in this practicum study, as the focus is 

not on an individual’s direct mnemonic recall, but rather on creating memories 

tied to death spaces, intensifying a sense of place through the experience of 

such spaces. Through the sympathetic design of interior space, in material and 

volumetric considerations, the tactile, auditory, visual and olfactory senses might 

be satisfied enhancing memory, and alluding to the passage of time. By creating 

death spaces that elicit memory, a sense of place is established, one rich in 

potential for recall. Memory as a theoretical subject is important in considering 

memorial spaces; after all, it is memory that most intimately links the bereaved to 

those they have lost.

137 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 49.
138 Lambek & Antze, as cited in, Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture,  49. 

2.2.2 memory & space 2.2.3 memory & critical theory
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The best designers seek to recreate transcendent experiences, to imagine other people 

and places, to breathe new life into something ancient and deepen our awareness of place 

making.144

In valuing archetypal reference and through the adaptive reuse of a historical 

building, the experience of place, in the proposed memorial centre, becomes 

enriched and layered with meaning. To understand the essentiality of placemaking 

in relationship to memory and death spaces, a reference should be made to 

the classifi cation of place and space and how they are conceived in critical 

theory. First must be understood the concept of place, as well as the difference 

between a sense of place and place attachment, both of which are integral in the 

understanding and meaning associated with death spaces. Place, according to 

Yi-Fu Tuan, is space that has been given meaning through human experience,145 

another defi nition from Lucy Lippard states that, “[…] place is latitudinal and 

longitudinal within the map of a person’s life. It is temporal and spatial, personal 

and political. A layered location replete with human histories and memories, 

place has width as well as depth. It is about connections, what surrounds it, what 

formed it, what happened there, what will happen there.”146 Place is not static, it 

is active, and is activated by the individual in their quest to fi nd meaning in the 

sensory world; it is ripe for mnemonic experience.

Robert Hay describes the difference between a sense of place and place 

attachment in simply stating that a sense of place considers not only the physical 

place itself, from a strictly behavioral approach, but the social and geographical 

context and the sense of a place which is based upon aesthetics, sensory 

attributes and associated emotional reactions.147 He furthers this by explaining 

how a sense of place is enhanced greatly through one’s residential belonging in 

a particular city or town, as there is a deeper bond with the place, the community 

144 Downing, Remembrance and the Design of Place, 3.
145 Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience, 387
146 Lippard, The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a Multicentered Society, 7.
147 Hay, “Sense of Place in Deveopmental Context,” 5.

remembrance. Triggering memory through a recall of said space should also act 

as a reminder of death of both loved ones lost, or death as ever present, for the 

urban community and visitors who utilize the space for its public services. The 

public services are in the form of an art gallery and interior park like setting, and 

as a space for social gathering with its café, remembrance garden, bookstore and 

multi-use assembly space.

Memory can be interpreted through is connection to both the physical world 

and the intellectual mind. Joy Malnar and Frank Vodvarka suggest that, “[…] 

humans commonly experience three kinds of sensory response: fi rst, an 

immediate physical response to stimulus; second, a response conditioned by 

prior knowledge of its source; and third, a response to stimulus as it has become 

identifi ed in one’s memory with a particular time and place.”141 In stating this, the 

intimate connection between memory, the sensory environment and the mind is 

understood. A way in which to understand memory when directly related to death, 

the material world and the intellectual mind is through the notion of memory as 

metaphor, as Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey describe. Memory, in effect, 

is a way in which to fi ll a void of something that is missing.142 Herein lies memory 

as metaphor, memory as a vessel, memory as picture, memory as storehouse, 

and as I will argue, memory as place.143 I will explore how, in creating space that 

affords linkages between the physical world and death, placemaking within the 

interior of the columbarium might begin to fi ll the void that establishes itself in the 

face of death. Through activating the senses through the use of unique textures, 

materials, sounds, light and volume, a lasting impression might be established, 

one that persist in the mind when physical place is not accessible. Placemaking 

might occur with this combination of factors; a process which largely has to do 

with the interconnection of place, body and mind. 

141 Malnar & Vodvarka, Sensory Design, 21.
142 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 25.
143 Ibid., 27-29.

2.2.4 memory & place
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literature reviewelements all add to the historical reference and multisensory effect of place. This 

is important to note especially for a death space in an urban location, as the goal 

of the programming is to cater, not only to those celebrating the death, or visiting 

the grave of a loved one, but too for the public as a rich emotive and culturally 

relevant space for refl ection, solace, and social gathering. The historical features 

of the proposed space, along with the multifaceted programming create layers of 

interest to create a personalized connection to place.

De Certeau, in his treatise The Practice of Everyday Life, comments on place 

(lieu) and space (espace). Lieu, due to its physicality cannot exist in more than 

one location at the same time, which is in opposition to espace which is classifi ed 

as a multidirectional collection of paths and intersections that occur within places. 

Essentially, “[…] space is a practiced place.”150 Merleau-Ponty echoes this fi nding, 

extending it into the world of spatial experience by stating that, “[…] there are 

as many spaces as there are distinct spatial experiences.”151 An individual 

will experience spatial aspects of an environment uniquely adding to the total 

number of spaces, therefore, this number is infi nite. De Certeau responds to 

this notion in stating, “[t]he perspective [of such experience] is determined by a 

“phenomenology” of existing in the world.”152 The phenomenological experience 

of spatiality is directly tied to the making, maintaining, and retaining of memories. 

Memories, like spaces, are multidimensional and multifaceted, they contain 

layers of meaning to both the individual and the group. Death spaces exist within 

established places where they help to develop layered meaning and memory. 

The Heterotopia

In direct association with the discussion of space and place is Foucault’s 

description of the heterotopia. It is evident that space, place and time are 

150 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 117.
151 Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 291.
152 de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life , 118.

and social context. This explains how the surrounding community will benefi t 

from the conception of the columbarium in an urban locale so that the center 

creates a strong sense of place for both the bereaved and the larger community. 

It is clear, once again, that it is the physical, material and sensory aspects of a 

place that allow for its meaning to be fostered, which is why it is so thoroughly 

covered in the design disciplines. Douglas Davies comments on the importance 

of place in relationship to ritual spaces stating that,  “[…] places are at least as 

important as abstract ideas in the religious life of a nation…a ‘ritual architectural 

event’ needs to be as carefully studied as any formal system of doctrine.”148 The 

physical manifestation of death in the form of an interior space, which provides 

space for contemporary ritual, grieving and most importantly, a sense of place, 

should be considered as important as any other aspect of the death process. In 

this way, the metaphor of memory as place, as previously suggested, is manifest. 

In hierarchically classifying the factors that contribute to place attachment, it 

is noted that compared to modern and contemporary architecture and design, 

individuals are more interested in historical places.149 Within a historical place are 

layers of time, memory and physical indications of the passage of time, all of which 

add to a rich understanding and appreciation of a place. The careful selection 

of a turn of the century building for the placement of the columbarium for this 

practicum project is intentional for this specifi c reason, as it adds to the meaning 

of place and creates complexity in the mnemonic experience. Lewicka explains 

the two-fold signifi cance in the integration of the new with the old in stating, 

““[u]rban reminders”, the leftovers from previous inhabitants of a place, may 

infl uence memory of places either directly, by conveying historical information, or 

indirectly by arousing curiosity and increasing motivation to discover the place’s 

forgotten past.” The material elements of history speak to the passage of time. 

Worn surfaces, rusting metals, historical fi xtures, hardware and classical design 

148 Davies, “The sacred Crematorium.” , 93.
149 Lewicka, “Place arrachment, place identity, and place 
memory: Restoring the forgotten city past,” 211.
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space come together in the instance of a heterotopia to create a meaningful 

memorial experience that is both beyond that of the purely physical, and the 

purely emotional, but a symbiotic combination of that which is unreal and that 

which is real. 

A memorial space such as this proposed practicum, especially in an urban 

condition, creates an interesting social and cultural condition, where it might be 

described as a, ‘counter-site’ of society.157 Death brings with it an infi nite number 

of individual reactions, emotions and feelings, which often play themselves out 

within the confi nes of death spaces. The cemetery, or columbarium is a unique 

branch of the sacred where rules and rationality considered in such spaces are 

fragmented, blurred and juxtaposed with elements of chaos, resistance and 

irrationality. Foucault comments on this stating that “[t]he heterotopia is capable 

of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites which are 

themselves incompatible.” 158 Furthermore, the heterotopic death space is both 

temporal and static in that the multitude of meanings, and the continuous physical 

addition of human remains creates permanence of place yet there still exists a 

constant motion.159 The urban columbarium and memorial space that asserts itself 

intentionally into the everyday compounds Hallam and Hockey’s thinking that, “[i]

n both mundane and abject space…death has the power to create a heterotopia, 

that is, the layering of meanings at a single material site.”160

The concept of time fi ts into this discussion, where the heterotopia seems to exist 

as a place that represents past, present and future. Spaces of the living, excluding 

heterotopic sites, typically bring with them a sense of real time where there is a 

steady forward movement. Death spaces resist a sense of traditional time; they 

are places of death, yet also represent eternal life. The heterotopia is said to be,  

“[…] at full capacity when [humans] arrive at a sort of absolute break with their 

157 Ibdi., 10
158 Foucault,  “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” 6.
159 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 83.
160 Ibid.

intimately connected to the sacred and are integral in creating a sense of the 

contemporary sacred. In historical times, place was clearly defi ned by a system 

of hierarchies that were unwavering in their typological distinction. There were 

sacred places and profane places, protected places and open places, urban 

places and rural places etc.. The rigidly defi ned separation of the aforementioned 

places is increasingly blurred in the case of the heterotopia. This reigns true for 

many places in contemporary society, especially those with a strong relationship 

to the concept of time such as gardens, prisons, libraries and the cemetery.153 

It is important to note however, as Foucault explains, that the de-sanctifi cation 

of space has resisted this trend and has proved more diffi cult to divorce from 

classical notions of the sacred. This is not to say that there is no overlap in 

meanings of spaces, as layered meanings still exist, especially in the case of 

heterotopias; but more that the concept of place, in contrast to time and space, is 

still, “[…] nurtured by the hidden presence of the sacred.”154 Heterotopias call into 

question the meaning of place in the context of a space such as the cemetery. 

Heterotopias are places in which boundaries and meanings are juxtaposed so 

that space is neither here nor there, it is both physical and non-physical, it is both 

old and it is new and it can be defi ned by a network of points and connections. 155 

Fundamentally, it, “…is a space of difference, a space that is absolutely central to 

a culture but in which the relations between elements of a culture are suspended, 

neutralized, or reversed…heterotopias are real places.”156 Heterotopias create a 

number of different meanings for the individuals experiencing such spaces, which 

add to their elusive quality. 

The heterotopia is, in effect, the place that gives meaning to space, space 

having a multiplicity of meanings within the heterotopia. Much like the concept 

of memory, which is a fabrication, space exists on many levels simultaneously, 

where as place, or the heterotopia is grounded. Time, place and philosophical 

153 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” 2-7.
154 Ibid., 2.
155 Ibid., 1-9.
156 Lord, “Foucault’s museum: difference, representation, and genealogy,” 1.
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The heterotopic classifi cation of the cemetery is exaggerated in the case of 

the columbarium proposal for this practicum study, as the memorial complex is 

unyieldingly integrated with the urban context. Through this, fragmentation, an 

element of the heterotopia, comes into focus. Death is fragmented by nature. 

As Tony Walter comments, death is “[…] a single instance being experienced 

through diverse frames.”169 In the context of the urban columbarium perspectives 

on death range from the closest of loved ones, to an individual passing through 

on their way to work. The fragmented and layered nature of heterotopic places, 

in the context of death is intensifi ed and must be honored in the design of the 

memorial complex. In its programming the space provides for a wide range of 

people, and in its layout, both physically and conceptually, speaks to fragmentation 

and layering. The levels are layered one on top of the other from the private 

underground space with sunken courtyard sculpture garden, to public atrium, 

to the second level columbarium that hovers above the urban landscape/ public 

passageway. Furthermore, through refl ective materials, transparencies, and 

viewpoints, fragmentation is further honored through the design of the interior. 

169 Walter, “Modern Death: Taboo or not Taboo?,” 294.

traditional time.” 161 A reference point to the passage of time remains a positive 

aspect of the proposed columbarium/memorial space, and can be integrated 

into the design in a number of ways. Ways in which this can be achieved in the 

interior might be through skylights, windows and screens that utilize sunlight to 

visually note the passage of time and in the choice of materials that wear with 

use. The passage of time is in fact a series of ‘moments’ that culminate to form 

the concept of time as a full entity, 162 or as Edward Hall Explains, we live in a “sea 

of time…characterized by many diverse currents and countercurrents.”163 In terms 

of the proposed typology these moments may be experienced as a single event, 

but the ultimate goal is to design a space that will both intrigue and satisfy the 

emotional needs of its visitors in order to create rich mnemonic experience.164 As 

Elizabethada Wright explains, the cemetery is a place where the lines between 

the physical and symbolic are blurred; it is a place where memories survive 

that might be lost in another location. 165  With the prevalence in cremation, and 

private practices regarding the remains of those lost, a sequestration of death is 

evident, and places like the cemetery, in which death remains physically relevant, 

increasingly become void of human presence.166 167 Yet Davies explains that, 

“[w]hile the everyday life-world provides few explicit categories for giving social 

expression to these experiences, the crematorium, its chapels and grounds, 

bring them to a focus, especially when people make return visits to these centres 

of remembrance.”168 It is the intent to offer a space of remembrance that ultimately 

encourages return visits and moves away from the current sequestration of death 

161 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,”  6.
162  Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the 
Funeral Typology in Twenty-First Century Canada, 119.
163 Hall, “Experiencing Time,” in The Dance of Life: The Other Dimension in Time, 127.
164 Issac, Theories of Death, Ritual and Space: Evolving the 
Funeral Typology in Twenty-First Century Canada, 119.
165 Wright, “Rhetorical Spaces in Memorial Places: The cemtery 
as a Rhetorical Memory Place/Space,” 51.
166 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 94.
167 Wright, “Rhetorical Spaces in Memorial Places: The cemtery 
as a Rhetorical Memory Place/Space,” 51.
168 Davies, “The Sacred Crematorium,” 90.
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which demonstrates the importance of a ritual/monumental site that embodies 

within it, enough allure to keep visitors coming back. The memorial centre 

exists as a place to reminisce on persons lost, catch up with family members, or 

mutual friends still living, and to enhance and substantiate individual memories 

surrounding those lost, as well as the memories being created in the present 

day. The design of such places must deeply consider the past, the present and 

the future of interaction within the space, from both a material and psychological 

perspective. Paul Connerton comments on the existence of social memory 

stating, “[i]f there is such a thing as social memory, I shall argue, we are likely to 

find it in commemorative ceremonies; but commemorative ceremonies prove to 

be commemorative only in so far as they are performative; performativity cannot 

be thought without a concept of habit; and habit cannot be though without a 

notion of bodily automatisms.”173 The memorial centre, especially the collective 

assembly space, may exist as a performative space in the ability to configure and 

reconfigure the space to provide for ceremonial practices. Bodily automatisms 

might provided for in static features that provide meaning in both initial and 

repeat visits to the assembly space. These might include wall protrusions that are 

especially tactile that encourage habitual touching, narrow curved hallways that 

require the body to lean a certain way, skylights that encourage looking upwards, 

uneven tactile floor surfaces that create a slowing of pace etc. In creating these 

opportunities for habit, social memory can flourish as individuals experience 

the same bodily automatisms due to the cues, restraints and intentional tactile 

encounters of the interior deathspace.

Hervieu-Leger comments on the, “[…] piecemeal destructions of communities, 

societies and even ideologies based on memory.”174 His choice of words denotes 

the negative impacts of the denial of the importance in collective memory 

processes. This seems to effect society in two opposing ways. Firstly, the 

saturation of mass media images leads to a homogenization of memory for many 

173 Connerton, How Societies Remember, 4-5.
174 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 196.

Only in appearance did I walk alone…because I had put myself in thought into this or that 

group…170

Although, in the contemporary context the notion of self is becoming increasingly 

more individualized, it must be noted that we still live in a social world. Modes of 

social interaction may be changing as technology advances at lightning speed, 

yet the experiences that contribute to our ever-increasing memory stores are still 

grounded in the unavoidable concept of the collective. When we carry out daily 

tasks, when we take a walk through a new city, when we visit a particular place; 

it is through social interaction, conversations we’ve had with friends, through 

publications, signage, and commemorative plaques that we have read, that we 

are experiencing the world, and making memories on a collective, not purely 

individualistic level. Individual memory is somewhat of a misnomer in this respect, 

as memory, even when classified as individual, is truly collective in a social world. 

In effect, “[h]uman memories are basically social memories. What we remember 

is often less a product of direct personal experiences and more of our embedding 

in social structures (family, nation, ethnic groups, etc.)”171 Although individual 

memory exists in the sense that each individual processes their environment in 

a unique manner, it can still be argued that the collective in some way always 

influences and intensifies these individual memories.

The existence of the collective has been discussed previously, in its relationship 

to societal rites and ritual. Maurice Halbwachs, in his book, The Collective 

Memory, discusses the concept of memory from a collective perspective. In 

realizing the power of the collective in the experience of memory, the relationship 

to the importance of collective ritual practice is once again evident. The value 

in acknowledging the collective, when related to the process of death, is in the 

way in which it brings support to the individual in times of transition, separation 

and loss. Halbwachs speaks of the, “[n]ecessity of an affective community,”172 

170 Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, 23.
171 Lewicka, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 212.
172 Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, 30.

2.2.5 collective memory



45
literature reviewaccumulation of grave goods in the columbarium niches.

Through the material, spatial and sensory culture of design, awareness of the 

dead and the maintenance of a relationship with the dead can be generated and 

collective memory created and elicited. In what ways can the interior be designed 

to allow these memory-laden rituals to thrive? Looking to the movements within 

rituals and applying these concepts directly to interior spatiality creates a guide 

in which to apply principles of design in an attempt to enrich the aforementioned 

process of sedimentation. These movements within ritual include, “exchange, 

journey, axis, concentricism, and up and down directions,”180 all of which 

can be spatialized concepts within the proposed columbarium and assembly 

space in particular. Material considerations that speak to ritual practice include 

tactile materials that encourage ritualistic touching, materials such as raw wood, 

concrete, smooth stone, etc., differences in floor material, perhaps ones that 

are uneven that create a bodily sensation when walked upon. Materials such as 

aromatic woods, stones, and concrete also activate the olfactory sense, which 

will be considered, as many rituals cater to this sense in the use of scented oils, 

incense, or using candles.

These principles were considered in both two-dimensional and three-dimensional 

form which is displayed diagrammatically in Figure 7.

180 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 188.

individuals and secondly, in a fragmentation of memory that occurs for those who 

wish to retain and construct meaningful memory experiences.175 Those searching 

for more diverse customs of memory retention are reacting to the loss of meaning 

in memory experience. Hallam and Hockey comment that in this case, “[…] the 

experiences of death would seem to further heighten the search for continuity.”176 

The power of the collective in creating this continuity in the process of death 

and mourning is crucial, and so to is the meaning of place when activated not 

by one, but by many. Lewicka comments on how events of a particular place 

that happened before the group settled into said place are less significant and 

less recalled than those that the group partook in as a collective.177 Could the 

same not be said for a group coming together to memorialize a loved one? Is 

not the meaning and strength of the moment and the place more significant 

as a group? After all, “…our most personal feelings and thoughts originate in 

definite social milieus and circumstances.”178 By gathering together in a specific 

place, a group of individuals adds to their repertoire of collective memory, which 

further substantiates a sense of place, giving meaning to the physical world 

that surrounds them. These experiences of embodied collective memory are 

considered intentional, as a way to live within memory.179 Paul Connerton uses 

the term sedimentation in describing the process of how bodily automatisms gain 

meaning in specific spatial contexts. In performing ritual acts directly related to 

the cultivation of memory with the goal of sedimentation, the space in which to do 

so becomes increasingly important as its spatial and material features can either 

enhance or diminish the successfulness of these practices. Traces left behind in 

interior deathspace that speak to sedimentation include the wearing of materials 

that react to human touch, the movement of furniture, textiles, screens etc., in 

the assembly space that speak to the history of its use, and the placement and 

175 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 196.
176 Ibid., 197.
177 Lewicka, “Place arrachment, place identity, and place 
memory: Restoring the forgotten city past,” 213.
178 Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, 33.
179 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 197.
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exchange

journey

axis

Moments of exchange will be focused 

on entrances where volumetrically 

enclosed spaces might create an 

intimate exchange between bodies 

moving in or out of the space. Also, 

the various levels that create the 

columbarium space, allow for the 

exchange of glances between the 

everyday and sacred spaces through 

transparencies.

Although fl exibility and choice are 

honored and accopodated for in the 

design, journey within the space 

exists in the suggested narrative path 

that occurs from the urban street 

level transitioning dramatically to the 

celebration space, then columbarium 

and in the columbarium itself, which 

exists on an inclined path. This journey 

occurs as a series of fl ow and pause, 

where the pauses indicate focal design 

features both programatically and 

sensorially.

The columbarium serves as a central 

axis off of which points or departures 

lead to the niches and small refl ection 

spaces. This central axis acts as the 

backbone of the entire building. It can 

be seen from every other space on the 

main fl oor.

pause

fl ow

columbarium as central axis/views

journey through spaces (fl ow & pause)

thresholds

table 5: contemporary mnemonic ritual movements, theory to design
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concentricism

up and down directions

Concentricism will be addressed in 

the assembly space on the horizontal 

fl oor plane, as well as in patterning in 

vertical wall features, building openings 

and screens. 

Finally, the up and down directions 

will be realized in the layered levels 

that relate to each other through 

transparency in key locations, including 

the lower most level, adjacent to the 

sunken courtyard, to the uppermost 

columbarium level and everything 

in between. The use of skylights 

throughout will also speak to the up 

and down directions as well as the 

columbarium existing on an inclining 

plane. 

assembly space layout/possible seating layout

indoor garden layout

repeated organic forms

massing model of spaces
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what the Jewish people during WWII felt, such that even in the darkest moments 

where you feel like you will never escape, a small trace of light restores hope.”183 

(Figure 8. These simple yet extremely powerful gestures in tactility, light, echoing 

acoustics and psychological awareness are those not often experienced and 

leave a lasting impression on the visitor. 

Devoid of the modern technologies that we utilize today on a daily basis to aid 

in the recording of memory and of place, it is clear that societies of the past 

exclusively used the tool of vision to make sense of their environments, and to 

exercise their mnemonic logic. The value of the multisensory approach to the 

interior, in the elicitation of memory within space, is a more recent revelation. 

Yet, As Hallam and Hockey remark, even in the contemporary context, “[…] the 

metaphors used to define memory have been predominantly visual and so sight 

has been understood as the primary sensual means by which memories are 

generated and maintained.”184 Although the sense of sight in modern theory of 

memory is important, critical thought on the subject area has proven that it is the 

combination of sight with that of the other senses that creates the most powerful, 

lasting mnemonic image. In being able to focus on the other senses as equally 

important factors in the design of memorial spaces, the relationship of memory to 

the topic of multisensory design becomes clear. 

The majority of contemporary death spaces fail in providing a lasting sense of place 

for their users, falling back on antiquated concepts of design, focusing purely on 

the visual sense. They often include thick patterned carpeting, dark wood paneling, 

dim lighting and overstuffed seating that contradicts any sense of hope that one 

might request at a time of death and grieving. Nadia Seremetakis argues in favor 

of multisensory design when explaining memory from a theoretical standpoint 

stating, “[m]emory is the horizon of sensory experience, storing and restoring 

the experience of each sensory dimension in another, as well as dispersing and 

183 Kroll, AD Classics: Igualada Cemetery/ Enric Miralles & Carme Pinos2, para 6.
184 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 130.

Malnar & Vodvarka, in mentioning Yi Fu Tuan, point out that space is a more 

abstract concept than place: “What begins as undifferentiated space becomes 

place as we get to know it better and endow it with value.” The way in which we 

“get to know it,” he makes clear, is through our senses, whose procedures may 

be difficult to express.181

The concept of memory and cognition, when related to design is one that can be 

correlated to the experience of the bodily senses. We remember what we hear, 

what we touch, what we smell, taste, and see. These aspects combine to leave 

a lasting impression on the individual that may be recalled at a later moment in 

time. In recognizing the intimate relationship between the senses, memory and 

the experience of death, the importance of the material and physical world in 

providing a source for existential meaning is evident. 

The ability of architecture to create a lasting impression on an actor in space 

depends on the use of multisensory cues. In terms of ritual and remembrance, a 

memorial space that has the potential to create a lasting memory, becomes that 

much more symbolic as a sacred place, as well as a place of pilgrimage. It was 

recognized long ago, through the Rhetorica Ad Herrenium, that memory loci, or 

the physical cues of an environment, should differ from each other if one is to 

retain a mnemonic reference.182 A space that might be imprinted in memory should 

have distinctive qualities that differentiate it from other spaces one may have 

visited. A prime example of such memorable space is the Jewish Museum Berlin. 

In addition to providing a great example of a contemporary heterotopic space, 

this museum, designed by Daniel Liebskind is a highly sensorial and emotive 

space elevated from everyday experience and distinct in its classification. Using 

reinforced concrete as a primary material, its starkness provides a feeling of 

isolation, weariness and pause. Other areas are blanketed in darkness with only 

a sliver of light, “[…] a symbolic gesture by Libeskind for visitors to experience 

181 Malnar & Vodvarka, Sensory Design, 129.
182 Yates, The Art of Memory, 7.

2.2.6 memory & the senses
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of memory through material selection, heterotopic contrast and a unique sense of 

journey through space. It is clear that these concepts are crucial for the beneficial 

progression of memorable contemporary death spaces. 

 

finding sensory records outside the body in a surround of entangling objects and 

places.”185 Memory is clearly tied to the senses in their entirety, to the physical 

world and its built form and material objects, and to the sense of place perpetuated 

through the combination of these essential components of the human experience. 

Juhani Pallasmaa, in his seminal text, The Eyes of the Skin, speaks to the power 

of the senses in creating an emotive, multisensory experience for the occupants 

of a particular space. Pallasmaa argues that sight is but one small component of 

the overall phenomenological experience of space. In speaking about memory in 

particular, Pallasmaa comments that, “[i]n memorable experiences of architecture, 

space, matter and time fuse into one single dimension, into the basic substance of 

being, that penetrates the consciousness. We identify ourselves with this space, 

this place, this moment and these dimensions as they become ingredients of our 

very existence.”186 The heterotopic experience of space is complex and layered, 

yet coalesces into a single bodily experience at any one moment. The memorial 

aspects of death and its corresponding spaces should be highly experiential and 

intimately tied to the physical and material world, in all its multisensory facets, 

providing opportunities for moments such as these.

Mnemonic experiences that the living associate with death are always spatialized 

in some manner, in effect, there is always a connection to a physical space and 

place, where “[…] one out of a range of possible meanings is produced.”187 Due 

to the multiplicity of meanings within such spaces, the diversity in individual and 

collective mnemonic experience is vast.188 Concepts that proved to be successful 

in the past in bringing meaning to death included the power of collective ritual, 

individual existential experience, and a sense of place, all of which were embodied 

in death spaces and compounded through memory. The ability of historical death 

spaces to produce powerful emotive responses on both collective and individual 

185 Seremetakis, The Senses Still: Perception and memory as material culture in modernity, 9.

186 Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 49.
187 Hallam & Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 83.
188 Ibid.
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Elizabeth Hallam & Jenny Hockey

Joy Malnar & Frank Vodvarka

Maria Lewicka

Foucault

Elizabethada Wright

Paul Connerton

Hallam and Hockey

Daniel Liebskind

Death and material culture

History of memory as critical theory-Classical art of memory

Sensory response to simulus includes mneumonic recall 
& memory as metaphor

Place attachment, identity and memory in the city

Frances A. Yates

Heterotopias

Rhetorical space and memorial sites

Collective memory-Ritual- Bodily Automatisms

Material surroundings and ritual practice

Tactile, auditory, olfactory considerations

Orderly arrangment is essential for good memory, series 
of loci or moments that might be imprinted on the mind 
of visitors

Spaces that create obvious linkages between physical 
world and death reinforce placmaking as do unique 
textures, materials, sounds, lights and volumes

Layers of time should be evident in the combination and physical 
layering of existing building features with the intervention; exposed 
brick, steel beams, worn surgaces, rusting metals, hisotrical 
fixtures/hardware; using original geomerty of building/window/
column spacing to dictate intervention and pay homage to history; 
places for socializtion/congregation (smaller rooms, coves with 
bench seating, supports at standing height to lean comfortably)

Fragmentation, blurring of boundaries and layering of meanings at 
a single material site (public/private, life/death) levels of the space 
create physical layering of volumes; juxtaposition, rules, rationality 
and effeciency (symmetry, straight lines of sight) juxtaposed with 
chaotic elements (angled walls, shifting floor planes, hidden views, 
reflective surfaces, organic forms)

Lines between physical and symbolic are blurred (skylights, upward 
and downward directions emphasized, transparencies that expose 
the context of death) 

Sedimentation of particular habitual practices through wall 
protrusions that are especially tactile that encourage habitual 
touching, narrow curved hallways that require the body to lean a 
certain way, skylights that encourage looking upwards, uneven 
tactile floor surfaces that create a slowing of pace etc. 

See chart p.

Architect of phenomenological Jewish Museum Berlin Use of smooth concrete, areas blanketed in darkness, areas with 
focal point skylights, echoing acoustics through long volumes 
with hard materials, differing volumes (tall vertical spaces, squat 
tunnels)

design ramificationsideologiestheorists/designers/artists

table 6: design ramifications for section memory & placemaking.

2.2.7 design ramifications

key: 
Architectural ExamplesTheoretical Examples Contemporary Art Examples
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2.3 phenomeonology, 
intercorporeality 
&ineffable space

how might the phenomenological 
multisensory interior environment 
act to bridge the void that exists 
both physically and theoretically 
when the body, touch and physical 
connection of those lost is no 
longer existent?

pheonomenology & death spaces  -  lost bodies/found interior  -  notion of sublime and ineffable space   

christian norberg-shulz  -  frances downing  -  laura tanner  -  lindsay jones  -  le corbusier  -  juhani pallasmaa
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in order to create a sense of journey and emotional response through space. 

These spaces provide for the occupant, a way to understand the world beyond 

their physical being; there truly is more than the self and the body in ones daily 

experiences, there too exists a sensorially rich environment. For, as Heidegger 

so simply put it, “You cannot divorce man [woman] and space.”192 

As phenomenology covers a wide range of subject areas, it is necessary to 

define its significance in relationship to design, and specifically the design for 

contemporary death spaces. Downing, comments that, “[a] strict Kantian view of 

the mind shifts from a conception of the mind as a receptacle for external stimuli to 

a conception of the mind as an active mediator between sensation and sense.”193 

This remains a good starting point for the particular stream of phenomenology 

specific to this topic. The intimate connection between environment and the 

existential personal understanding of space is imperative in bringing meaning to 

place, bringing solace to grieving individuals and to the propagation of memory.

In formulating an operational definition, David Wang & Sarah Wagner present 

‘a map of phenomenology for the design disciplines,’ 194 where categorical 

classification is utilized in connecting specific project types with the various 

theoretical underpinnings in the area of phenomenology. 

In looking at the relationship of phenomenology to the columbarium/memorial 

centre typology, the definition seems to find its basis somewhere between 

individual phenomenology and phenomenology and metaphysics, due to both 

the deeply intimate and individualized, and equally, the collective ritual aspects, 

of grieving, death and death spaces.

The notion of individual phenomenology, “involves the immediate subjective 

engagement of a person with his or her surrounds.”195 Drawing inspiration 

192 Martin Heidegger, as cited in Pallasmaa, “Silence as Place,” 46.
193 Downing, Remembrance and the Design of Place, 59.
194 Wang & Wagner, A Map of Phenomenology for the Design Disciplines.

Our existential questions are rooted in the biographical history of bodies—their being in and 

departure from the world.189

Today, the complex sensory world provides an abundance of opportunities 

and constraints for the individual in their quest for identity and intimacy in the 

everyday. It has been the trend in western philosophy for the last couple of 

hundred years for critical thought to take precedent over both the bodily and 

sensorial experience of space, yet it has been referenced, time and again, 

that the true importance in environmental understanding lies in the ability of 

the environment-person exchange to be of multisensory origin.190 Although the 

philosophy of phenomenology is relatively recent, as a 20th century conception, it 

is clear that the concepts of memory, ritual, and death have been intimately tied to 

the ideas governing phenomenological discourse since the beginning of recorded 

history. These connections have been touched upon in the previous sections 

of the literature review as the vast topic of death, and its relationship to human 

response and the designed environment has been explored. 

Phenomenology, in its essence, “regards subjects and objects in their unity.” 191 

This is of obvious importance in the field of interior design, where the creation 

of a meaningful environment is at the forefront. As human beings consciously 

construct their environments, the relationship of an individual to the exterior world 

becomes a more layered and conscious experience than it once was in primitive 

times, where utility surpassed intentional sensory and aesthetic appeal. Early 

sacred architecture gives evidence to a shift towards experiential design, in the 

ability of such spaces to affect the individual on a heightened level of sensorial 

consciousness. Sacred historical spaces such as the Pantheon and St. Peter’s 

Basilica in Rome, among many others, harness the power of natural light, utilize 

geometry, provide transitional thresholds, and thoughtfully organize space, all 

189 W.K. Turner, as cited in Mellor & Shilling, “Modernity, Self-
Identity and the Sequestration of Death,” 428. 
190 Malnar & Vodvarka, Sensory Design, 25.
191 Bognar, “A phenomenological approach to architecture 
and its teaching in the design studio,” 183.

2.3.1 phenomenology defined
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Volumetric considerations of responsive interior death spaces are directly reliant 

upon the metaphysical considerations of phenomenology. Christian Norberg-

Shulz comments on the importance of both vertical and horizontal planes, which 

are existent in existential space. He bases this observation on the axis mundi 

(see figure #). The axis mundi brings to attention volumes within interior space, 

specifically the focus on verticality. It was Norberg-Shulz’s belief that, “[t]he 

vertical….has always been considered the sacred dimension of space.”200 This 

focus is still prominent in sacred architecture today, which proves that it must 

fulfill some archetypal role within such spaces. The horizontal elements of place, 

specifically that of the path, contrastingly, relate to the concrete physical world, as 

opposed to the surreal qualities of the vertical. The experience of place through 

path indicates how the individual “…‘strides forward’ or ‘draws back.’ Sometimes 

the path leads to a known goal, but often it only indicates an intended direction, 

gradually dissolving into the unknown distance. The path, therefore, represents a 

basic property of human existence, and it is one of the great original symbols.”201 

Within interior sacred space, this path is at the discretion of the individual in 

their intimate engagement with space, the key information for the designer is 

in allowing for opportunity to make one’s own path within space by providing 

options through, as previously discussed, volumetric considerations, quality of 

light, material choices, and spatial organization.

200 Norberg-Shulz, Existence, Space & Architecture, 21.
201 Ibid., 21-22.

from Martin Heidegger’s, Being-in-the World, Christian Norberg-Shulz 

popularized phenomenological theory in the world of architecture and design. 

His phenomenological theory is a somewhat alternately defined view when 

compared to Heidegger. Heidegger viewed the existential person-world 

interchange to be of equal significance regardless of location of place, whereas, 

Norberg-Shulz focuses directly on the notion of ‘genius loci,’ or focused locations 

where the individual’s sensual experience is heightened due to the particular 

surroundings.196 This notion is intimately tied to the experience of sacred death 

spaces, especially contemporary spaces that intentionally create meaningful 

multisensory experience.

In its relationship to the experience of sacred space and death spaces, Wang and 

Wanger describe metaphysical phenomenology as physical spaces and places 

existing as a centering and grounding force amidst the inherent chaos of the 

metaphysical;197 one of these spaces being the columbarium. Heidegger interprets 

this, “[physical space] [having] the quality of separating from—or making a clearing 

in—a previously amorphous space…”198 In this way, death spaces create stability 

in the nebulous state of death and grief. The phenomenological understanding 

of the metaphysical, in direct relationship to sacred space, acts as the bridge 

between the individual and the collective. Both individually and collectively, the 

sacred affects society at a time of loss and grief and it is through design that 

opportunities for collective engagement are truly made possible. Wang and 

Wagner comment on this in stating that, “[i]t is in the nature of phenomenological 

fluidity that that which is special in individual subjective experience can also 

become a kind of festival-as-presence when instantiated into architectural form.”199 

An interior space defined by enclosure becomes a space for festival, or in this 

case, collective ritual practice, a theme that has been ever present throughout the 

195 Wang & Wagner, A Map of Phenomenology for the Design Disciplines. para 13.
196 Ibid., para 13-15.
197 Ibid., para 33-35.
198 Ibid., para 35.
199 Ibid., para 39.
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from the inside I am immersed in it. After all, the world is all around me, not in front 

of me…”205 The realm of the interior sets the stage for such an occurrence, where 

one experiences enclosure, in order to truly sense space on an intimate level. In 

intimate interior spaces, light, tactile materials, and interior acoustic qualities, are 

experienced in a powerful, focused and deeply personal way. Downing references 

memory as a tool for understanding the phenomenological significance of the 

interior stating that the, “[…] specific memory of built enclosure and protection is 

transcending.”206 Multisensory interior space imprints itself on one’s memory and 

provides a tool in escaping the mundane world, in this case, through the memory 

of ineffable experience. 

Bachelard too, argues that the urge to enclose and protect is a ‘primary’ human 

intention. It is an essential aspect of the human condition.207 The principles of 

enclosure will be considered essential in the proposed practicum design; as it 

coincides with the conception of a columbarium/ memorial centre that focuses on 

archetypal and universal reactionary processes. A sense of enclosure verifying 

both a sense of safety and transcendence will be heightened in the space through 

the integration of soft, enveloping curvatures on vertical planes, lowered ceiling 

heights, heavy textiles on vertical and horizontal surfaces and, in contrast, areas 

with high ceilings that engage the individual in feelings of upward movement as 

well as skylights, gradually inclining floor planes, and artificial light features. The 

juxtaposition of volumes will create a sense of journey and anticipation that will 

allow for an ineffable experience of space; one sure to imprint on the memory 

of the visitor, made possible through the enclosure that the interior environment 

provides.

205  Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” 178.
206 Downing, Remembrance and the Design of Place, 61.
207  Ibid.

Why Phenomenology and Death Spaces? 

The question is posited: Why study phenomenology in the context of interior 

death spaces in contemporary North American culture? As previously mentioned, 

our hyper-modernized society has developed a strong focus on the physical 

body in its relationship to the environment rather than the more metaphysical 

and inwardly experienced aspects of death, and too, of everyday life. This is 

arguably, in part, a result of the lack of rich environmental and physical stimulus. 

As published in popular media, Vincent Scully comments on this phenomenon 

saying, “[t]he stuff all of us are consuming seems less and less nourishing. It is 

not surprising that our architecture reflects that condition.”202 Our designed spaces 

lack the essential characteristics that make it relevant and meaningful including 

imageability, memorability and inhabitability.203 At a larger scale, in the context of 

the urban environment, the same issues arise. As North Americans move along 

at a busy pace, and as suburban development draws meaning away from the 

urban context, a loss of intimacy occurs between the physical urban environment 

and the individual, and between members of society.204 There is a crucial need to 

bring meaning back to both death as well as the urban context in the placement 

of death spaces amidst the pace of the everyday. These death spaces provide a 

location for meaningful interaction between individuals and the environment as 

well as collective engagement.  

The indivisible relationship of person and space in the phenomenological context 

furthermore exemplifies the role of the interior in the intimate experience of space. 

The interior realm creates spaces of refuge, where, paring down stimuli to a 

distinct selection, the individual is able to process their surrounds more efficiently 

than in the exterior realm. Maurice Merleau-Ponty speaks about the experience 

of space saying, “I do not see [space] according to its exterior envelope; I live in it 

202 Scully, “Buildings without Souls,” 116.
203 Bognar, “A phenomenological approach to architecture 
and its teaching in the design studio,”   184.
204 Ibid.
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Various theories point towards ways in which to deal with embodied loss, yet few 

offer resolutions in a tactile, multi-sensory form. For example, Suzanne Cataldi 

offers a commentary on embodied loss, yet focuses on coping from a purely 

emotional, psychoanalytical perspective. In using the metaphor of language, 

broadening the “circle of tactility” to include being emotionally “touched” by an 

event such as death, she argues, one is able to shift tactility away from physical 

touch which is no longer possible with those we have lost.212 Cataldi’s theory, along 

with various theories that suggest the image (both memorial and physical, as in 

photographs) as a method of coping and memorializing touch on both emotional 

and visual parameters of being, but ignore the human aspect of touch and its 

essentiality in our understanding of the world. These theorists try to reconcile 

the void between the embodiment of grief, and  the physical loss of the body, but 

seemingly fail to do so in a way that tangibly acknowledges the loss of the body-

to-body interchange.213 

The concept of memory in its relationship to the experience of death is complicated 

by embodied grief when considered in this manner. Tanner comments on this 

saying that, “[i]f [North] American culture touts the consolation of memory and 

image as an answer to loss, understanding grief as an embodied experience 

demands acknowledgment not just of the failure of such images to render to body 

present but of their sustaining contribution to the taunting rhythms of grief.”214 

Here, memory is rendered derisory as it only compounds the impossibility of the 

intercorporeal exchange between oneself and those lost.215 As I have previously 

discussed however, memory and loss are unyieldingly intertwined and to negate 

the importance of memory in the midst of grief is careless at the very least. One 

of the primary issues at hand is coping with loss through visual memory alone. 

212 Tanner, Lost Bodies: Inhabiting the Borders of Life and Death, 90-91.
213 Ibid., 90-92.
214 Ibid., 89.
215 Ibid., 97.

 “… a body that haunts every image... consistently eludes... grasp.”208

Laura Tanner, in her book Lost Bodies, comments on the essentiality of the body, 

in the human interchange with the physical world, and the significance of the loss 

of bodies in the process of grief and bereavement. In speaking of memory and its 

presence at a time of loss, she comments that our contemporary culture frames 

the loss of an individual from a strictly psychological perspective, ignoring the 

imperativeness of honoring the embodied dimension of grief.209 This is parallel 

to Mellor and Shillings argument that the hypermodern individual exists in the 

environment in a superficial manner, considering the physical body strictly as an 

object, rather than viewing it as an actor, sensing its way through the complex, 

physical and multisensory world. Tanner remarks that, “[b]y failing to fully 

acknowledge the extent to which we experience loss as a bodily phenomenon, 

I will contend, we not only dismiss the significance of intercorporeality but often 

doom ourselves to a “failed” mourning that returns us again and again to the 

unspoken absence of the body.”210 Intercorporeality is, in its essence, the social 

interchange of physical bodies (both human and non-human) within space. 

Intercorporeality as both tangible and tactile is evidenced through this definition, 

and resultantly, as is the apparent loss of intercorporeal exchange with a 

specific individual through the course of death.211 This introduces a plea for the 

acknowledgement of unraveling intercorporeality in the experience of grief. The 

intent of this practicum study is not to suggest an all-healing solution to embodied 

loss, but to offer opportunities that might satisfy one’s intercorporeal self on an 

alternate, yet equally meaningful level.

The question is then posited: How might the phenomenological multisensory 

interior environment act to bridge the void that exists both physically and 

theoretically when the body, touch and physical connection of those lost is no 

208 Tanner, Lost Bodies: Inhabiting the Borders of Life and Death, 97.
209 Ibid., 84.
210 Ibid., 87.
211 Sakr, “What is Embodiment?,” para 1.

2.3.2 lost bodies/found interior
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towards the uni-sensory experience of death that favors the visual image negates 

the importance of existential being in removing the self/environment interchange. 

Through the experience of death spaces, feelings associated with grief, loss and 

the memories of the dead are often contemplated on, the interior environment 

sets the stage for rich tactile experience.  Tactility can be introduced and utilized 

in countless ways within the confines of interior space. For example, floor planes 

provide the opportunity for tactility that cannot be avoided within the interior. 

Slightly uneven floor surfaces and shifting floor textures immediately make the 

user aware of their presence within space and begin a conversation between 

the individual and their environment. Wall features such as organic protrusions 

and cavities, inscriptions of names, wall reveals and material changes, which are 

placed at an easily touchable height (1.5-4 ft), introduce an opportunity for tactile 

connection to interior space. Soft curvatures in these protrusions, in combination 

with materials like concrete, stone and natural wood increase touch-ability. 

Tactile features such as these, serve the dual purpose of seamlessly integrating 

multisensory features with a meaningful connection to place for the visually 

impaired. Debra Marshall comments on this saying, “[t]ouch also provides a 

medium through which those who are partially and non-sighted can connect [with 

memorial sites]. It is well recorded that visitors often use their fingertips to trace 

the names engraved on memorials as if they were making a Braille reading…

those engaging with memorials in this way appear to draw comfort from theses 

tactile encounters.”219  Decreasing in scale, both furniture and small objects within 

space also add greatly to the tactile experience. Sensuous curved surfaces on 

the edges of benches and other seating whisper of the human form while their 

materiality too satisfy the sense of tactility. Objects such as the funerary urns too 

might take on similar tactile qualities, a conceptual study covered in more detail in 

a further section. Smooth concrete and stone, and natural textiles such as wool, 

velvet, cotton and leather too speak to these human, tactile qualities. 

218 Tanner, Lost Bodies: Inhabiting the Borders of Life and Death,98.
219 Marshall, “Making Sense of Remembrance,” 42.

Memory is multifaceted and multisensory; it is not based on the visual sense 

alone. Auditory, olfactory and tactile dimensions of memory and loss, I will argue, 

are equally important in all aspects of mnemonic recall. 

The essentiality of tactility is verified as Tanner discusses Merleau-Ponty’s theory 

of chiasm. The chiasm is directly tied to intercorporeality, where, “[…]the subject 

can see and touch only insofar as it is seen and touched by the surrounding 

world… [t]his [is a] notion of reversibility.”216  This interchange between bodies 

is noticeably an essential component of the human experience. Merleau-Ponty 

coined chiasm, which describes this reversibility alone which is recognized in 

a number of relationships. Chiasmatic being, “[…] retain[s] an applicability that 

extends well beyond the relationship that obtains between touching and being 

touched. He contends that mind and body, the perceptual faith and its articulation, 

subject and object, self and world, as well as many other related dualisms, are 

all associated chiasmically, and he terms this interdependence of these various 

different notions, ‘the flesh’.”217 Therefore, the embodied self might access the 

flesh in a meaningful dualistic interchange with objects and environmental stimuli 

that move beyond the basic human-to-human contact. In making a connection 

between loss, grief, memory and the tactile interior environment, the urban 

columbarium might serve as the flesh with which the bereaved may experience 

an intimate connection tied to the series of emotion surrounding loss. This is not 

to replace the human aspect of embodied loss experienced through death, but to 

satisfy the chiasmatic reversibility between the self and the physical world in an 

attempt to create more meaningful death spaces.

In recognizing not only the body, but the environment as a source of embodied 

experience, Tanner comments that, “[a]s the process of mourning thrusts a subject 

further and further into the isolated area of consciousness, disengagement from 

the tactile world exaggerates the mourner’s experience of bodily loss.”218 The trend 

216 Tanner, Lost Bodies: Inhabiting the Borders of Life and Death, 88.
217 Reynolds, “Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961),”  para 62.
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connection to place for the visually 
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In creating opportunities for tactile experience of place, embodied loss is 

considered. In conceptually exploring the concepts of intercorporeality and 

chiasm in the context of death, the funerary urn, as an object rich in meaning, 

is considered. The writer Carl Phillips explores the tactile dimensions of grief 

through poetry in his work, As From a Quiver of Arrows.220 

His poignant final line “What will I do now, with my hands,” 221 introduces the 

quiet desperation to fill the void of grief through tactile encounters. Merleu-

Ponty’s chiasm, as described, recognizes the flesh, not only as that which is 

living, but also as that, which exists in ones’ phenomenological interchange with 

their surrounding

It is not my intention to suggest the substitute of an object for the living body, but, 

in creating sensory and tactile objects that have direct reference to the once living 

body, meaningful attachments might be fostered. The funerary urn has existed 

throughout the history of civilization as an object with a direct and unwavering 

relationship to the human body that once was. The classical shape of the urn acts 

as memento mori, one that has changed little over time, although new, modern 

iterations are more commonly being explored in the present day. 

Taking the tradition funerary urn shape, tipping it on its side, and molding it slowly 

to create a form that requests a tactile encounter, the once hard, unapproachable 

urn becomes a soft, gently curving object of interaction. With its folded curves 

made to fit the palm and fingers, the scaled reference to the human hand is 

220 Philips, “As from a Quiver of Arrows,” 68-69.
221 Ibid.,69.

figure 7-9: tactile urn conceptual study.

2.3.3 “flesh” conceptual study
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the intention is that the piece withstands the test of time, and keeping with the 

notion that one might move within their lifetime, the piece can accompany them 

to be placed in a satellite columbarium location or remain with the individual in 

their home. 

The curving shapes of the urn begin to dictate larger forms and volumes to be 

explored within the memorial centre. Horizontal wall planes might begin to gently 

curve to create a volumetric embrace as well as opportunity for a tactile encounter 

with form in the larger context of space. These forms, extracting reference from 

the human body create an experience of the human, approachable and comforting 

side of grief, which will be contrasted by spaces and features that represent the 

more chaotic and harsh effects.

As from a Quiver of Arrows

BY CARL PHILLIPS

What do we do with the body, do we
burn it, do we set it in dirt or in
stone, do we wrap it in balm, honey,
oil, and then gauze and tip it onto
and trust it to a raft and to water?

What will happen to the memory of his
body, if one of us doesn't hurry now
and write it down fast? Will it be
salt or late light that it melts like?
Floss, rubber gloves, and a chewed cap

to a pen elsewhere —how are we to
regard his effects, do we throw them
or use them away, do we say they are
relics and so treat them like relics?
Does his soiled linen count? If so,

would we be wrong then, to wash it?
There are no instructions whether it
should go to where are those with no
linen, or whether by night we should
memorially wear it ourselves, by day

refl ect upon it folded, shelved, empty.
Here, on the fl oor behind his bed is
a bent photo—why? Were the two of
them lovers? Does it mean, where we
found it, that he forgot it or lost it

or intended a safekeeping? Should we
attempt to make contact? What if this
other man too is dead? Or alive, but
doesn't want to remember, is human?
Is it okay to be human, and fall away

from oblation and memory, if we forget,
and can't sometimes help it and sometimes
it is all that we want? How long, in
dawns or new cocks, does that take?
What if it is rest and nothing else that

we want? Is it a fi ndable thing, small?
In what hole is it hidden? Is it, maybe,
a country? Will a guide be required who
will say to us how? Do we fl y? Do we
swim? What will I do now, with my hands?

what will i do now, 
with my hands?

                                                                                                  222

222 Philips, “As from a Quiver of Arrows,”  68-69.

conceptual study

fi gure 10-17: tactile urn conceptual study.
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both the art and design discourses. Artists such as Eduardo Chillida and James 

Turrell, provide examples in the use of technology in combination with natural 

light in their unique contemporary physical understanding of the sublime  “through 

the evocation of spatial immensity…[and] the fully immersive effects of space and 

light.226  

 

figure 18: eduardo chillida’s tindaya cave. 227

“My only ambition is to create a useful space for the whole humankind so that when a 

human being enters into this empty cube of 50x50x50 meters he could feel in its fullness 

the human smallness.”228 

It is of interest that the notion of the sublime is directly relatable to the 

overpowering sense of chaos and wonder that death might cause to the one’s 

identity at a time of loss, and in turn the contemplation of said chaos within 

various death spaces. In the foundational relationship of the sublime to the 

226 Morley, “Introduction,” 12.
227 Casado, Tindaya Eduardo Chillida. 
228 Eduardo Chillida as cited in, Casado, “Edwardo Chillida Tandaya,” 0:02.

The visible world was made to correspond to the world invisible and there is nothing in this 

world but is a symbol of something in the other world.223

The abstractionists felt a beautiful thing in perceiving how the medium can, of its own 

accord, carry one into the unknown.224

Those who study the environments as it appears phenomenologically train themselves to a 

high level of environmental sensitivity—an ability to “reduce consciousness” or to focus—in 

order to record their own specific responses. This method of reflective inquiry is rigorous. It 

utilizes a system of directed intuition that moves attention through culturally scripted ideas 

about the environment toward more subtle or pure levels of environmental awareness.225

Phenomenology has broadened the way that environmental stimuli and 

aesthetics, in their effect on the individual within space, are analyzed. This has 

been observed in its relationship with death spaces in the experience of enclosed 

volumes and through the effect of tactility within space. In centering ourselves 

physically and emotionally within space, with the aid of a variety of sensory cues, 

ones existence may be understood and ones shifting identity as a bereaved 

individual might be substantiated. 

The concept of the sublime finds its theoretical roots in the visual arts, yet is 

directly relatable to the realm of interior design through the gateway of aesthetics, 

and in particular in the spatial manifestation of ineffable space. Simon Morley 

states that, “[t]he concept of the sublime became important in the eighteenth 

century when it was applied in relation to the arts to describe aspects of nature 

that instill awe and wonder, such as mountains, avalanches, waterfalls, stormy 

seas or the infinite vault of the starry sky. Today, however, rather than nature, 

the incredible power of technology is more likely to supply the raw material for 

what can be termed a characteristically contemporary sublime.”  The fascination 

in utilizing modern tools, design and technology to frame the vastness of natural 

phenomenon to create an interpretation and discussion around the topic exists in 

223 Abu Hamid al Ghazali as cited in Jones, The Hermenutics of Sacred Architecture, 213.
224 Motherwell, “Beyond the Aesthetic,” 38-39.
225 Ganoe, “Design as Narrative: A Theory of Inhabiting Interior Space,” 4.

2.3.4 the notion of sublime and ineffable space
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such as the previously mentioned artists, Chillida and Turrell, begin to explore 

the spatial aspects of the sublime from an aesthetic, and intimately interior 

perspective, falling directly in line with the work of designers such as Stephen 

Holl, Tadao Ando and Louis I Kahn, whose deep understanding of sensory 

expression add to the phenomenological and contemplative experience of 

designed interior spaces. Ineffable space is essentially the concretization of 

“aesthetic emotion” which is the direct result of informed control over the design 

of space.234 He describes the term as follows:

When a work reaches a maximum of intensity, when it has the best proportions and has been 

made with the best quality of execution, when it has reached perfection, a phenomenon 

takes place that we may call “ineffable space.” When this happens these places start to 

radiate. …[i]t belongs to the domain of the ineffable, of that which cannot be said. 235

Ineffable space, in effect is the spatial response to the notion of the sublime. 

The description of ineffable space expresses the strong relationship to the 

qualities of the sublime, of sacred space and of the essence of space, where 

something indescribable occurs for the individual experiencing it. This occurs 

when the qualities of space accommodate, to the particular user and their 

unique needs intensive emotive opportunities. In the case of the columbarium/

memorial centre, the notion of the ineffable will be made possible when focused, 

contemplative, and meticulously designed interior features of space fulfill the 

unique needs of individuals at a time of grief, including moments of pause, 

contemplation, and the juxtaposition of chaos and order, darkness and light.

The topic of ritual is once again considered here in its relationship to personal 

identity. In experiencing the ineffable as a focused state of contemplation, unlike 

other ritual-architectural experiences, “[…] the link between building elements 

and ritual participants is direct, immediate, and unmitigated.”236 Lindsay Jones 

234 Britton, “Prologue: The Case for Sacred Architecture,” 13.
235 Le Corbusier, “L’Espace indicible,” 7. 

uncontrollable aspects of nature, Kant explains that, “[…] sometimes we 

cannot present to ourselves an account of an experience that is in any way 

coherent. We cannot encompass it by thinking, and so it remains indiscernible 

or unnamable, undecidable, indeterminate and unpresentable.”229 This may 

be seen as a detrimental and undesirable aspect of one’s environment, 

yet Kant further explains the positive functions of such contemplation. He 

describes how feelings of insufficiency at the grandness of such experiences 

actually, “[…] serve to establish our reasoning powers more firmly within their 

rightful, although diminished, domain.”230 One may be faced with an existential 

experience in which a sense of chaos governs; yet in this, one simultaneously 

understands the opposite, that there are aspects of identity that conversely, 

can be controlled.231 In visualizing the sublime in the form of a painting or an 

experiential art installation one is able to contemplate the world before them. 

The contemplation of aesthetics is intimately tied to interior space. This is 

evident as a multisensory construct where, aesthetics become more significant 

when one engages with their environment.232 The recognition of the importance 

of contemplation within interior space is poignant, as Jaques Maquet explains, 

in the western world, “[i]ntellectuality and affectivity, coalition and action are 

easily distinguishable concepts…[c]ontemplation is not. Yet contemplation is 

what confers on aesthetic objects their unique function, and fascination, in 

our lives.”233 I will argue that the lack of contemplative spaces in our urban 

environments add to this observed lack of contemplation as part of the human 

condition. This realization is crucial in creating death spaces in which the 

individual dealing with grief can find a sense of concreteness through the 

contemplative experience of the sublime.

Herein lies the relationship to the concept of Ineffable space, a term coined 

229 Morley, “Introduction,”16.
230 Ibid.
231 Ibid.
232 Ganoe, “Design as Narrative: A Theory of Inhabiting Interior Space,” 7-8.
233 Maquet, The Aesthetic Experience: An Anthropologists Looks at the Visual Arts,166.
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external reality. He asserted that the only way to construct oneself as an 

individual was to identify with objects that exhibited a clear geometrical center.”239 

Take for example the centering force of the skylight within the Pantheon in 

Rome. This designed feature creates an intense, focused instance of ineffable 

space, which is a meticulously planned detail of this sacred interior space. The 

centering effect, of this prime example of ineffable space, creates a profound 

experience, where individual, interior space and sunlight exist exclusively for 

a moment in time. Norberg-Shulz defines the ‘geometrical center,’ one that 

distinguishes one space from another, as the Genius Loci.240 241 The Genius 

Loci creates a link between designed space and human identity, where, as 

the example of the Pantheon displays, through the combination of built form 

and natural phenomenon, such as sunlight, elements that might otherwise be 

disseminated, come together in a clear unitary vision.242 This vision is manifest 

in many design examples where focused natural light, feature walls, highly 

textural materials and dramatic volumes are used as a centering force. There 

is clearly a strong parallel in the experience of existential and ineffable space, 

where individual identity and human experience coexist and thrive as a result 

of thoughtful design. 

The visual sense is a prominent tool in the ineffable experience of death spaces 

and when combined with controlled natural light creates a lasting and powerful 

memory. Downing describes the notion of the image in phenomenology, and 

how its, “[…] existence allows the initiate to ‘be’ part of the actual world and 

to contemplate its existence more completely.”243 The use of the term image 

conjures notions of the purely visual, and it is true that much of what remains 

part of remembrance is in fact visual recall. However, controlled natural light 

239  Otero-Pailos, Architecture’s Historical Turn: Phenomenology 
and the Rise of the Postmodern,165.
240  Ibid.
241 Abel, Architecture and Identity,143.
242 Ibid.,179.
243 Downing, Remembrance and the Design of Place, 62.

uses the example of the Santa Maria Tonantzintla Church in Puebla Mexico. 

The church is heavily decorated in the Churrigueresque style with thousands 

of cherubs, and a heavy use of gold leafing. The sight of the decoration 

upon entry literally takes one’s breath away; an experience of the ineffable, 

and of immediate ritual significance is created.237 Although there are more 

recent examples of ineffable space, early examples such as this, highlight the 

archetypal significance of ineffable space and the importance that was placed 

on this aspect of sacred space in the past. Unfortunately, I will argue, that 

today’s examples of such fail to address death spaces, where the presence of 

the ineffable is so desperately needed. Ineffable features of space create ritual 

significance in space that can be individual or collective, but most importantly 

are instantaneous in their effect. When integrated near an entrance, curiosity 

and awe act to draw the individual further into space and allows for immediate 

ineffable experience, and a strong meaningfulness of space.

The concept of ineffability provides opportunities for the existential experience of 

interior space, which is intensified through the design of emotive, multisensory 

space. Christian Norberg-Shulz, in his phenomenological approach to space, 

celebrates the power of design to create these personal emotive experiences. 

His belief is that the relationship of person and space is a result of a, “[…] much 

deeper process of identification,” where one, “[…] means ‘to become “friends” 

with a particular environment’.”238 The unyielding connection between individual 

and environment is evident in this, and existential experience enhanced through 

the concept of ineffable space, which has at its root the intent to create emotive, 

contemplative spaces. 

Norberg-Shulz furthers these notions by suggesting that the identity of an 

individual is developed through the, “[…] intuitive recognition of a “structural 

similarity” between their own interior topology (existential space) and their 

236 Jones, The Hermenutics of Sacred Architecture, 214
237 Ibid., 213
238 Able, Architecture and Identity, 143.
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sense of silence connected with an architectural experience is perhaps due to 

the fact that we are listening so intently to ourselves.”246 The conscious decision 

making in the design of space throughout history clearly illustrates the tradition 

of light and form, the effects of which intentionally influence human perception 

and contemplation and substantiation of identity.

In the specificity of death spaces, light and darkness present a multitude of 

meanings depending on the spiritual background and emotional state of the 

individuals experiencing such spaces. Once again, in looking at archetypal 

human reactions to sensory stimuli, cues in making appropriate design 

considerations become more evident. It is essential to consider the following 

observation by Pallasmaa when taking into account the quality of light to be 

used in the columbarium/memorial centre typology in particular:

During overpowering emotional states we tend to close off the distancing sense of vision; 

we close our eyes when caressing our loved ones. Deep shadows and darkness are 

essential because they dim the sharpness of vision and invite unconscious peripheral 

vision and tactile fantasy. Homogenous light paralyzes the imagination in the same way 

that homogenization eliminates the experience of place.247

Here Pallasmaa comments on the necessity of contrast in lightness and 

darkness in speaking to the highly varied and contrasting experience of an 

emotional experience such as death. In creating juxtaposed spaces of light and 

dark the negative effects of homogenization are eliminated and placemaking 

can occur. 

The inherent importance of multisensory design that acknowledges 

individual and metaphysical experience of space and place is recognized 

through the perspective of phenomenology. Interiors are spaces that may 

be experienced in a deeply intimate way creating a mnemonic connection. 

246 Pallasmaa, “Silence as Place,” 51.
247 Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 46.

as a source of rich ineffable experience, introduces an opportunity to explore 

light as a visual source and a crucial spatial and multi-sensory element in the 

recognition of identity. Natural light embodies more than the purely visual, 

it is a sense of warmth, it begins to wear surfaces that consequently add to 

the diverse tactility of space, and it philosophically makes us aware of the 

passage of time. Natural light is an element thats cyclical nature reminds us 

daily of our own existence on earth. This is exemplified through the words 

of Peter Zumthor, in his personal description of the influence of light as he 

states, “When the sun comes up in the morning… the way it comes back every 

morning-and casts its light on things, it doesn’t feel as if it quite belongs in 

this world. I don’t understand light. It gives me the feeling there’s something 

beyond me, something beyond all understanding.”244 The otherworldliness of 

light is proposed here in a universally relatable manner. Throughout time, the 

phenomenon of natural light, its cyclical rhythm, its immense presence and 

power, has created a link between human perception and existence in space, 

the harnessing of which creates memorable ineffable experience. 

As history dictates, it was from a strong spiritual background, that the concept 

of light as an element that directly influences experience was formed. It was 

described in early Christian times as such: “In the ideal world, God, truth, and 

light are the same.”245 Metaphorical concepts such as divine illumination and the 

creationist symbolism of light were common at this time, and were the beginning 

of discourse on the topic of light as a powerful emotive environmental element. 

Similarly, the fluting on Greek columns, or the stained glass windows utilized in 

Gothic Cathedrals, harnessed the power of natural light to create focal points 

within space, utilizing both light and shadow in creating dramatic effects. Juhani 

Pallasmaa, in his essay, “Silence as Place,” makes connections between silence 

and light in commenting specifically on Greek columns and how the experience 

of light while wandering among the columns promotes silence. He makes clear 

244 Zumthor, Atmospheres: Architectural Environments Surrounding Objects, 61.
245 Park, The Fire Within the Eye: A Historical Essay on the Nature and Meaning of Light, 92. 
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So many contemporary death spaces lack the insight of phenomenological 

discourse and remain inactivated and less meaningful than those that harbor 

placemaking. The intercorporeal loss that occurs surrounding death creates 

another plea for multisensory space that fosters physical connection between 

person and place and between persons coming together in ritual practice. 

Much like the sublime, where uncontrolled aspects of nature are experienced 

and a sense of awe occurs, the experience of the ineffable translates this 

notion into the context of interior space. The ineffable allows one to transcend 

the everyday, where moments of pure emotive experience reveal themselves. 

The unwavering connection of individual and space proves the importance of 

the phenomenological perspective in designing powerful and meaningful death 

spaces intended to stand the test of time.
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Christian Norberg-Shulz

Laura Tanner

Lindsay Jones

Phenomenology and existential space

Remembrance and design of Place

Embodied Loss

Ineffable Experience of space

Frances Downing

Juxtaposition in focus on vertical volumes (sacred dimensions), 
versus horizontal elements such as a path (concrete physical 
world)

Importance of enclosure through integration of soft, 
enveloping curvatures on vertical planes, lowered ceiling 
heights creating reduced volumes of space, heavy tex-
tiles on vertical and horizontal surfaces, and, in contrast, 
to satisfy the sense of transcendence, focused areas 
with high ceilings that engage the individual in feelings of 
upward movement as well as skylights, gradually inclining 
floor planes, and artificial light features

Slightly uneven floor surfaces and shifting floor textures 
immediately make the user aware of their presence within 
space; Wall features such as organic protrusions and 
cavities, inscriptions of names, wall reveals and material 
changes, which are placed at an easily touchable height; 
Soft curvatures in these protrusions, in combination with 
materials like concrete, stone and natural wood increase 
touch-ability; Sensuous curved surfaces on the edges of 
benches and other seating whisper of the human form 
while their materiality too satisfy the sense of tactility. Ob-
jects such as the funerary urns too might take on similar 
tactile qualities; Smooth concrete and stone, and natural 
textiles such as wool, velvet, cotton and leather too speak 
to these human, tactile qualities

Ineffable design elements near entrance create immediate ritual 
significance (bright color/metal, feature skylight, patterning)

Christian Norberg-Shulz Genius-Loci Focused natural light, feature walls, highly textural materials and 
dramatic volumes are involved as a centering force

Le Corbusier Ineffable Space Moments of pause and contemplation (focal points through 
skylights, artificial lighting, wall openings, screens, functional 
sculptural features etc.), and the juxtaposition of chaos and order, 
darkness and light

Juhani Pallasmaa Multisensory Design Silence in design through contemplative space (monolithic planes 
and materials, like concrete; contrasts of light and darkness

design ramificationsideologiestheorists/designers/artists

2.3.5 design ramifications

table 7: design ramifications for section phenomenology, intercorporeality & ineffable space.
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preceden t  review
This  chapter looks at three precedent studies that 

were utilized in gaining insight on modernist and 

post-modernist designs for death spaces. The review 

was conducted as a phenomenological exploration 

of key elements of design that begin to form themes 

and highly informed design considerations.

chapter three

precedentscontextdesignconclusion



67
precedent reviewpreceden t  review

death ritual & rite memory& placemaking

phenomenology, 
intercorporeality 
& ineffable space

introduction
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Location: San Vito di Altivole, Northeastern Italy

Square Footage: 23, 656 square ft.248

Main Materials Used: Concrete, Wood, Brass, Steel

The museum is a window on another world, a place where we can immerse 

ourselves in a different time; as in a religious service the visitor to a museum is able 

to relive moments of a semi-mythical past by communion with the artefacts from 

that age…similarly, walking through the cemetery, the fragment, the gravestone 

or memorial becomes the relic, the last link with the lost, and with the past.249

Carlo Scarpa, one of the most iconic Italian architects of the modernist period, 

designed Tomba Brion between the years 1969-1978 (also the year of the 

architect’s death), for an Italian family, under the instruction of Giuseppe Brion. 

250 In combination with both the phenomenological aspects of the design and its 

relationship to memory, Scarpa intentionally chose the site, in the town of San 

Vito as a genius loci,251 centering his choice with the philosophical musings of 

Christian Norberg Shulz, and other phenomenologists, while also paying attention 

to the ability of the layered history of place to evoke memory and significance. 

It is of no small consequence that Scarpa himself is buried at the Tomba Brion, 

as the emotionally and spiritually charged design remains a symbol of both 

mortality and of life in the present, the two intertwined in a symbiotic relationship 

of sorts. Scarpa is known for his intense study of detail and meticulous material 

considerations, the use of the narrative route, and of interpretative symbolism 

within his designs, all of which are evident in the Tomba Brion. 252

From the moment one approaches the Tomba Brion, they ultimately begin an 

248 Time Out Guides, Venice: Verona, Trevisi and the Veneto, 288.
249 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 205-206.
250 Frongia, ““Everything Becomes True in the Light of the Sun”: 
Carlo Scarpa and Guido Guidi at San Vito Di Altivole,” 23.
251 Ibid., 23.
252 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 205-207.

An investigation of precedents was conducted in order to gain programmatic, 

conceptual, material, volumetric and spatial considerations in the context of 

interior death spaces. Each of the precedents reveal a number of elements that 

impact both their designs and users. The three precedents that were studied cover 

a wide range of time from the earliest (Carlo Scarpas’ Tomba Brion) in 1969 to the 

most recent, in 2012 (HGA Architects, Lakewood Cemetery). In considering the 

different eras and styles observed in the three precedents, layers of considerations 

brought to light linkages between each of these phenomenologically rich death 

spaces. These precedents were chosen in their adherence to re-interpretation of 

archetypal themes surrounding death, in their richly multi-sensory intents, and in 

their unique expressions of the complexity and gravity of death. Main themes and 

concepts were discovered through the exploration of the elements of design and 

programming within each of the precedent examples.

3.0 introduction 3.1 carlo scarpa: tomba brion
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precedent reviewtheatrically engineered view and the whole garden is seen in context.”257 These 

framed views are open to the viewer’s choice and interpretation. It is as if Scarpa 

carefully sets up distinct opportunities for purely individual experiences of space. 

Heathcote explains the importance of such personalization in the perception of 

space and to the concept of memory by commenting that, “[Tomba Brion] invites 

interpretation and speculation in a way that few modern buildings are able and 

has a depth and enduring enigmatic quality which comes usually only from the 

layers of a city that has developed organically over centuries.”258 The Tomba Brion 

negates the ideas of the traditionally ordered and crowded necropolis and instead 

honors contemplative spaces, vitas, gardens and courtyards.259 Scarpa’s use of 

both symmetrical pattern and seemingly random, yet somehow resolved details 

adds to the fragmented nature and to the richness of the palimpsestic experience 

of the cemetery. 

Beyond the tomb to the West lies Scarpa’s own grave (to the left), the family 

tombs (to the right), proceeding to a building housing the chapel, which 

incorporates terraces and stepping stones that derive their form from a complex 

from a previous era, once again integrating complex layers of history that can 

be experienced through tactility.260  (Figure 21). The view from beyond the tomb 

towards the chapel again is open to interpretation and ambivalence, integral in 

Scarpa’s concept of personal identity and meaning found through architectural 

space.261 

Thresholds are profoundly considered in the design of Tomba Brion in order to 

create a physical and psychological transition from the mundane to the sacred; 

they exist in the previously mentioned entrance to the cemetery, in the threshold 

to the chapel, and in the transition from chapel to the priest’s graveyard. The 

257 Ibid., 213.

258 Ibid.
259 Ibid., 207.
260 Ibid., 213
261 Ibid.

existential journey through space. The plan of the built form is an L shape, which 

positions itself adjacent to the existing Brion Vega cemetery. The main entrance to 

the Tomba Brion is though the old pre-cemetery existing on the site. Immediately, 

a sense of memory is activated and the complex layers of history begin to reveal 

themselves and continue to do so throughout the cemetery through fragments 

in the form of tombstones, epitaphs and visual symbolism that is utilized in the 

design. Moving further into the Tomba Brion, one is confronted with a large 

concrete wall, or “propylaeum,” which “[…] encapsulat[es] the visitor and direct[s] 

his movements as well as his gaze.”253 This entrance gate takes the form of two 

intertwined circles. This circular pattern is repeated throughout the entire design 

from both a plan perspective and as integral vertical elements. The purpose of 

the entrance being to symbolize various themes and elements such as, “[…] the 

cycle of life, the sacred symbol of the mandala, to the intertwined wedding-rings 

of the dead couple and to perfection and immortality…”.254 (Figure 22) To the right 

of the propylaeum is a large reflection pool, and to the left a path that leads to the 

concrete structure reminiscent of a bridge which lies at a 45 degree angle to the 

cemetery wall, underneath which is housed the tomb of Giuseppe Brion and his 

wife.255 This once again exemplifies Scarpa’s use of the narrative path, where, at 

the propylaeum, the visitor is required to choose a path; the pool to the right or 

the tomb to the left. 256 

Access to the pool and timber structure which lies atop of the pool requires the 

lifting of a large glass barrier which is raised and lowered by a series of pulleys and 

weights which are integrated into the wall plane. Once one is standing beneath 

the timber structure, the notion of Scarpa’s framed views are quickly apparent as 

one looks upon, “…the landscape, the tomb is seen beyond the water, the tower 

of the local church and the dramatic hills form the impressive backdrop to this 

253 Frongia, “Everything Becomes True in the Light of the Sun,”  23.
254 Heathcote, Monument Builders, 211.
255 Ibid., 207.
256 Ibid., 211.
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and personalization of the experience of death and of sacred space.265  

265 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 207.

chapel entrance is once again a large circular opening, an unusual shape for a 

threshold, which creates contemplative interest and a distinct division between 

this space and its preceding space.  (Figure 20). The materials within the space 

including brass, stepped concrete details and as well as the openings in the 

façade, aid in harnessing natural light within the space. The sunlight plays upon 

the horizontal and vertical surfaces in the chapel, highlighting hidden features 

of the space. Through his fastidious attention to detail in the way that natural 

light fuses with interior space, Scarpa’s use of a focused sensory element in 

the creation of ineffable space becomes apparent. (Figure 19). The properties of 

natural sunlight creating a multisensory experience that not only works to activate 

the visual sense, but that of the tactile as one feels the warmth of the sun in 

certain positions, or the scent of the materials as they are warmed by the sunlight 

as well. The chapel exists as a space where the fragmentation experienced 

throughout the rest of the cemetery is resolved and there is “peaceful repose.”262 

This is a fi tting threshold through which the fi nal destination of the journey, the 

priest’s cemetery is accessed. Heathcote, mentions that one need take the entire 

“torturous route,” to get to this point which helps to prove its sanctity.263

This precedent is selected as one of signifi cance in its phenomenological 

response to both site and design, its strong evocation of memory through layering 

and fragmentation and its focus on the journey through the space punctuated 

by specifi c views, materials, and design features. Furthermore, the designs’ 

intimate relationship between interior form, light and contemplative experience 

make it pertinent as an exploration of ideals relevant to this work. It was Scarpa’s 

belief that the cemetery is a place for meditation on death and memory, but also 

meditation on mortality and being of the world.264 In his attention to individualism 

in the emotional understanding of space the visitor in ensured a unique 

experience, which falls in line with contemporary insights on the individualism 

262 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death, 213.
263 Ibid.
264 Frongia, “Everything Becomes True in the Light of the Sun,” , 24.

• The use of highly tactile materials on both horizontal and vertical 

surfaces to add to multisensory characteristics of space

• Designing to accommodate for sunlight, telling a story of time and 

place (in both openings and use of refl ective materials) 

• Importance placed equally on meditation of death and memory 

but also on being-in-the-world (heterotopia)

• Use of a narrative route

• Use of angled walkways and layered thresholds to denote 

sacredness as opposed to mundane space

• Use of both order and disorder

• Framing views in space for dramatic effect and a sense of layering

• Use of shapes and forms to suggest themes and motifs of death 

and life

Findings
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figure 19: carlo scarpa’s tomba brion, alter in chapel. 266

266 Panovscott, untitled  (1)..



72 figure 20: carlo acarpa’s tomba brion, entrance to chapel. 267

267 Panovscott, untitled (2).

figure 21: carlo scarpa’s tomba brion, textured sensorial flooring. 268

figure 22: carlo scarpa’s tomba brion, narrative walkway.269

268 Panovscott, untitled (3).
269 Panovscott, untitled (4).
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precedent reviewspecific material considerations, Miralles and Piños allude to the passage of time. 

In its interaction with the forces of nature, the steel bars scattered amongst the 

site rust, the concrete breaks down, and the greenery on the site slowly begins 

to invade the architecture. The carefully considered angle of the walls of the 

burial niches “[…] slope towards the path at an oppressive angle, as if impinging 

on the life of the living.”273 (Figure 24). Through these features, the entire site 

exists as a form of memento mori, constantly reminding the visitor of their own 

mortality through these symbols of time, fragmentation and decay.274 Although the 

presence of degradation is evident so is that of resolve and symbiosis as the site 

slowly becomes one with the dead who inhabit its walls and the ultimate decline 

of the mourners who visit the dead.275

In its dramatic and symbolic nature, the entire built structure along with its 

corresponding interior spaces seem to constantly remind the visitor of the 

meaning of both life and death. In its metaphor as the “river of life,”276 both its 

disjointed and resolved nature reminds one of the trials and triumphs of life and 

its perpetual motion. The downward progression into the earth with the niches 

and mausoleum loculi on either side suggest a necropolis where the living are 

permitted to interact with the city of the dead. (Figure 23) . Although death brings 

with it a finality of the living body, the symbolism of the site suggests that the soul 

lives on; death is but a part of the cycle of life, and in this space the living and 

the dead co-exist. The interior spaces of the chapel, which exist to fulfill the ritual 

practices of the living, as they celebrate the dead, are situated as a somewhat 

informal assembly space that seems intimately intertwined with the landscape 

of the dead. The raw and somewhat unfinished sense within the space allows 

for personalization in ritual, yet the skylights and openings that harness natural 

sunlight create archetypal 

273 Ibid.,169.
274 Ibid., 167.
275 Ibid., 167-168.
276 archINFORM. Igualada Cemetery Complex, para 3.

Location: Barcelona

Main Materials Used: Concrete, Wood, Stone, Cor-ten Steel

Year: 1984-1994

Much like Scarpa’s Tomba Brion, the Igualada Cemetery by Enric Miralles and 

Carme Piños exists as a palimpsest where architecture, landscape, earth and 

interior space add to the layered meaning of the cemetery.270 The cemetery 

embodies the conceptual features of the journey, of memory and of juxtaposition 

and it exists as a contemporary example of both the necropolis and of memento 

mori, alive and at work in the city of Barcelona.

Juxtaposition is practiced throughout the design where nature and concrete, 

flowing forms and harsh angularity, darkness and light, fragmentation and order 

co-exists as both tension and resolve. (Figure 25). The cemetery/mausoleum 

and columbarium seem to blend into the landscape, integrating into the hill on 

which it exists, yet the concrete structure intentionally differentiates itself from 

the landscape in its angularity and harsh jagged forms that act as a  “deliberate, 

tortuous route carved into the landscape.”271 This route is intentionally unavoidable 

by the visitor and instills a sense of chaos and gravity from the fragmentation and 

permanence of concrete as a heavy, unyielding material. (Figure 25). This seems 

appropriate for a space meant to both symbolically and physically house death. 

The plan of the cemetery is based on the conceptual notion of ‘cut-outs,’ which 

essentially represent fragments of an image or photograph that have been 

rearranged to form an overall plan.272 The plan represented in the Igualada 

cemetery is not coherent, complete or fully understood as a whole, yet this 

intentional act satisfies the bereaved user’s need to contemplate, explore and 

understand the fragmented and chaotic nature of death. Furthermore, in their 

270 Heathcote, Monument Builders: Modern Architecture and Death,167.
271 Ibid.
272 Ibid.

3.2 enric miralles, carme piños: igualada cemetery
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figure 23: igualada cemetery, descent into underground chapel. 277

277 Panovscott, untitled (5).
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• Juxtaposition of order and disorder to reference dichotomy of death

• Representation of chaos in design through fragmented elements/

patterns

• Forces of nature are able to affect the materials on the site and in the 

interior spaces in order to relay the passage of time

• Angled walls and columbarium niches are meant to be intentionally 

uncomfortable (memento mori)

• Use of simple raw materials allows focus to be directed to the volumes, 

shapes, skylights and forms of the design (ineffable experience)

• The dramatic, heavy, fragmented yet oddly resolved 

• Harsh angled forms that are rounded at the ends as to encourage 

tactility

Findings
signifi cance that speaks to the passage of time, understandable by all who enter. 

(Figure 26).

This precedent exemplifi es how the thoughtful integration of built form into an 

existing landscape can create a densely layered and meaningful death space. The 

use of simple raw materials allows for individual interpretation and contemplation 

of the cemetery, columbarium and chapel spaces, and creates a feeling that the 

structure has been long integrated with the landscape; it at once is accepted by 

and is distinct from the nature that surrounds it. In its dramatic sloping angles and 

fragmented nature, the visitor is at once aware of their own mortality and of the 

gravity of death. These elements are contrasted with suppleness in form, order 

in the columbarium niches, and the warmth of the sun through awe-inspiring 

skylights. In the Igualada Cemetery drama, resolve, and life and death in the past 

present and future somehow seamlessly co-exist.

    

       fi gure 24: igualada cemetery columbarium niches 278

278 Panovscott, untitled (6).
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figure 25 igualada cemetery, fragmented pathway along 
columbarium.279

279 Panovscott, untitled (7).

     figure 26: igualada underground chapel. 280

280 Panovscott, untitled (8).
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precedent reviewthrough mosaic tile and evident in the bronze gates that cover the large entrance 

doors. 284 This looping motif seems both ancient and contemporary and seems 

to speak quite simply to the cycle of life and death in its imagery. (Figure 29). 

At the entrance point, visitors readily become aware of the use of contrast and 

juxtaposition within the design using “[…] ---light and dark, rough and smooth, 

rustic and refined[ed] – call[ing] upon both visual and tactile senses.” 285

A distinct continuation of contrast as a primary design feature is evident after 

entering the space as the fragmented and layered ceiling plane with its angular 

geometric protrusions and skylights contrasts the more placid, gently curving 

vertical wall planes. The space is easily understood with its viewpoints and way 

finding cues yet seems to contain something for everyone in the mix of materials 

both hard and soft, angular and curved. In the subterranean level, built into the 

side of the existing hill on the site, the clear separation of public, active areas and 

areas of more private, quiet contemplation are quite clearly defined in the use 

of the design language, volumetric considerations and material choices. (Figure 

27). A curved wall of venetian plaster gently welcomes visitors into the active 

memorial space, while to the left, a hallway with branching smaller memorial 

rooms with lower ceiling heights, each including a unique skylight, denote more 

private spaces for reflection. (Figures 27 & 29).

The use of materials and patterning throughout the mausoleum create, archetypal 

experience and provide variety for the many emotions and needs of individuals 

in matters of death. Rather than focusing on specific religious iconography or 

design cues, “[t]he Lakewood Garden Mausoleum, true to the Cemetery’s non-

sectarian mission, builds its meaning from the most common and indelible 

aspects of human experience – the immediacy of light and dark, the immutability 

of squares and circles, and the echo of stone surfaces.”286 Furthermore, the use 

284 Ibid., para., 5-8.
285 Ibid., para., 8.
286 Ibid., para., 14.

Location: Minneapolis, Minnesota

Main Materials Used: Bronze, Mahogany, Venetian Plaster, Granite, Onyx

Year: 2012

Lakewood Cemetery Garden Mausoleum designed by HGA architects is the most 

contemporary death space example out of the three precedent studies. The 250 

acre cemetery is a city landmark that is an impeccably manicured, awe inspiring 

landscape. Currently, only 25 acres remain for development. With an increased 

trend in above ground burial and cremation, the Garden Mausoleum responds 

to this need while also considering a number of contemporary design concerns; 

creating an emotive, tranquil contemporary death space and corresponding 

landscape for burial, assembly, reception and contemplation. 281 

In its existence as a contemporary ritual and sacred space, in its use of 

archetypical design materials and principles and in its use of specific design 

features such as layering, skylights and abstractions for contemplative and 

dramatic effect, Lakewood provides a notable example of 21st century funerary 

architecture. (Figure 28). The project serves not only the grieving and bereaved, 

but the larger community as a space for peace, calm, contemplation and healing 

creating strong parallels to ideas considered for this practicum study. 282

The Garden Mausoleum intentionally sits into the landscape in a most unobtrusive 

way as not to take away from the existing harmony of the cemetery.283 Upon 

entry to the mausoleum, one is greeted by a seemingly simple granite mass 

that protrudes from the ground, yet at closer inspection the carefully selected 

details start to reveal themselves. The rich use of a circular, looping motif reveals 

itself on the exterior walls of the entrance, engraved into white stone, patterned 

281 Arch Daily. Lakewood Garden Mausoleum / HGA, para 1-3.
282 Hill, Lakewood Garden Mausoleum, para. 10.
283 Arch Daily. Lakewood Garden Mausoleum / HGA, para 4.

3.3 hga architects: lakewood cemetery 
    garden mausoleum
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figure 27: lakewood cemetery mausoleum interior
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figure 27: lakewood cemetery mausoleum interior

figure 28: lakewood cemetery staircase to main reception area

figure 29: lakewood cemetery mausoleum interior

figure 30: lakewood cemetery mausoleum interior figure 31: chapel
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image 34: chapel

of varying colors of onyx, in the unique skylights that create focal points in each 

memorial niche and in the framed views of both sky and landscape, individuals 

have the opportunity to contemplate in a way that suits their needs. As a critical 

observation, the space might benefi t from having tactile surfaces at a lower level 

encouraging touch and exploration. The skylights and views provide beautiful, 

but momentary experiences that lack engagement on more than a visual level. 

The introduction of water features or sound installations too might activate the 

acoustic properties of the differing volumes creating an enhanced sensory 

experience. By creating a more multisensory experience, one might be more 

inclined to make repeat visits to the centre, activating it on a more regular basis, 

promoting collective engagement, creating meaning and enforcing place making.

In its programming stages, the designers were encouraged to provide public 

features for visitation and congregation/events.287 The adjacent landscape 

provides the site necessary for such purposes, as well as providing a public 

space for contemplation and solitude. The design language of the interior spaces 

is refl ected in the exterior garden, which exists as both an active and a silent 

landscape. The encouragement of the public to visit the gardens surrounding 

the space is effective and poignant, the interior however, could also benefi t from 

having more of an overlap of public and private engagement. In doing so, as 

previously mentioned, through human activation and collective presence, the 

meaning of space and its signifi cance would be enhanced, as would the public 

perception of death as non-fearful, and of collective ritual as healing.

 

287 ASLA, Award of Excellence: Lakewood Garden Mausoleum, 
Lakewood Cemetery Minneapolis, para., 7.

• Use of patterning at varying scales to introduce archetypal 

language and design cohesion

• Intended use of space by public for meditation/contemplation

• Use of skylights to create sense of time and awe inspiring spaces

• More tactile surfaces/materials could be used rather than all hard/

cold materials (Figure 30).

• Interior lacking in human activation and sense of place (decreases 

reasons to make repeat visits) 

• Interesting volume changes and ceiling angles/layering

• Use of juxtaposed forms, curves vs rectilinear, closed vs. open 

volumes

Findings
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individualism

fl exibility & choice

unique ritualindividual

intercorporeal experience

sedimentation

Through the literature review, conceptual studies and precedent research I was 

able to narrow down key concepts that began to set up the scaffolding for the 

aesthetics, functions and programming of the design. This table (Table 7) serves 

as a summary of these key concepts.

In North America there is a prominence of individualism. There is no exception 

to this when framing the context of death and grief. With individualism comes the 

need for fl exibility and choice. Flexibility and choice allow for unique expressions 

of ritual both individually and collectively.  Along with addressing fl exibility comes 

the implementation of juxtaposition within a death space to further accommodate 

the dichotomous nature of death and grief. 

Also, fl exibility within the programming of a death space  leaves opportunity for 

the incorporation of public aspects into the space. The incorporation of public 

space acts to keep the centre activated daily which is crucial in giving a place 

meaning and signifi cance. 

In the past, collective ritual and urban integration of death spaces created and 

awareness of death that is missing from the realm of the everyday in the North 

American context. Through the implementation of  highly informed interior design 

features and the intentional placement in an urban location, the design will serve 

as a space of individual and collective remembrance and an everyday reminder 

of life and its most intimate counterpart, death.

2.4 summary of key concepts

table 8: summary of fi ndings from 
contextual issues, literature review and 
precedent research.
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collective engagement

archetypes of death

gravity of death

urban integration

public space

juxtapositioncollective ritual

placemaking
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chapter four
The programming/context section of the 

practicum project is a supplement to the 

conceptual theoretical and precedent studies 

and aims to introduce the site, building and 

design programming of the Memento Mori 

Memorial Centre & Crematorium located at 109 

Pacifi c Avenue

precedentsprogrammingdesignconclusion
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death ritual & rite memory& placemaking

phenomenology, 
intercorporeality 
& ineffable space

introduction
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The programming/context section of the practicum project is a supplement to 

the conceptual theoretical and precedent studies and aims to introduce the 

site, building and design programming of the Memento Mori Memorial Centre 

& Crematorium located at 109 Pacifi c Avenue. The site and building were 

chosen intentionally in order to satisfy conceptual and functional needs as per 

what has been laid out in this document thus far. The programming information 

is specifi c to the re-envisioned urban death space, a space of both individual 

and collective engagement and of public and private overlap. The multi-use 

space has a multiplicity of uses and signifi cance to the varying users, whose 

activities, psychological and  physical needs are considered determining critical 

design decisions. This section dictates the spatial, programmatic and functions 

requirements of the memorial centre. 

4.0 introduction

Organizational Goals
• Space for columbarium niches

• Refl ection spaces

• Main assembly space allowing for variance in sensory elements (dark and light, soft and 
hard materials, silence and joyous celebratory music etc.)

• Flexibility in layout

• Meet needs of families of recently bereaved, those who have had family/friends interned 
in the location previously, and for public seeking solitude and refl ection

• Clearly defi ned separate entrances for assembly space and columbarium

Form & Image Goals
• Allow for openness and in contrast, confi nement/intimacy

• Raw materials that allow for the process of weathering to occur to record the passage of 
time

• Contemporary references to historical features/aspects of surrounding area and existing 
building

• Features that refl ect the theoretical research related to memory, retention of experience, 
and the creation of memory through experience of space

• Materials and forms that work directly with the natural light coming into the space in order 
to capture it, use is as a form of illumination, and as a tool in the weathering process - 
Flowing spaces that form a processional experience of the space

• Reference to the river in the organization of the processional, plan, spaces or circulation

Function Goals
• Ability for easy and accessible public access

• Provide fl exibility for multi-denominational services

• Universal accessibility for large percentage of elderly as main user group

Economic Goals
• Create a viable and thriving urban space that can be used by families and friends of the 

bereaved who will be interned in the space, as well as the general public as a space of 
refl ection, solitude and meditation

• Create a space that will stand the test of time both structurally and aesthetically through 
timelessness and authenticity

• By looking at recent trends towards death spaces, and the death industry the design will 
aim to provide a functional, contemporary death space for years to come that will function 
as a space rich in memory and experience for both today’s contemporary citizen as well 
as our future society
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Introduction to Site

The site chosen for this practicum project is the Canadian Pacific Express Garage 

located at 109 Pacific Avenue in Winnipeg Manitoba. The site is bordered by 

Pacific Avenue and Alexander Avenue on the South and North sides respectively, 

and by Waterfront Drive and Lily Street on the East and West. The site is two 

blocks from Main Street, an approximately 4 minute walk, where all major city 

bus routes are accessible. The building is located in what is known as Winnipeg’s 

Exchange District, an area rich with history, in fact, “one of the most historically 

intact turn-of-the-century commercial districts on the continent.”288 Between 

1904-1905, the Winnipeg Canadian Pacific Railway station was constructed on 

Higgins Avenue, a mere 7 minute walk from the 109 Pacific Avenue Location. 

“The [Canadian Pacific Railway] station’s great size, dramatic portico, richly 

ornamented facades and substantive materials clearly expressed its functional 

and symbolic importance and also reflected the Canadian Pacific Railway’s 

wealth and high expectations for future prosperity as the West’s population and 

economy grew.” 289 The Canadian Pacific Express Stables (108 Alexannder Ave) 

acted as a site connected with the railway station providing its users, as well 

as travellers using the river as a commercial route, or transportation system, 

stable facilities, and then later on in its history, as an automotive service garage. 

The rich heritage of both the site and the building remains an important factor in 

the selection of the site for this particular practicum project, as one of the main 

theoretical studies is that of memory, which is tied inexplicably to history. The 

site is rich with texture and with a multi-use character that provides services for 

a variety of users.

Site Function

The building is subdivided to accommodate various tenants, which accounts for 

the varying addresses listed for the building (109-111 Pacific Avenue), but will 

be referred to in this project as 109 Pacific Avenue. The site currently functions 

288 Heritage Winnipeg,  The Exchange District, News and Events. 
289 Parks Canada, “Canadian Pacific Railway Station.”

Project Definition

This practicum project is located at 109-111 Pacific Avenue, in the Canadian 

Pacific Express Garage (Dominion Express co.) building, built in the 1940’s, at 

109 Pacific Avenue, Winnipeg Manitoba. This 10,076 sq. ft building is the site 

for this practicum’s design of a memorial complex, that will serve as an active 

columbarium, assembly space for ritual practice and as a public space intended for 

reflection, meditation and solitude. The centre’s location in the heart of historical 

urban Winnipeg creates and interesting condition that provides opportunities for 

public interaction and a physical layering of old and new. 

Site and Building Description

Location: “Canadian Pacific Railway Garage” addition to The Dominion Express 

Co. Building at 109 Pacific Ave, Winnipeg Manitoba + Public Gallery Extension 

through 

Total Square Footage: 10, 076.19 sq. ft. 

Unique Architectural Features: 

• Exposed brick façade and interior

• Steel truss roof system

• Large open floor plan

• Large windows boasting southern exposure

Historical Use: Car Garage built in 1940’s

Current Use: Blue Moon Furniture retailer, Botanical Paperworks factory

4.1 site & building analysis 4.1.1 site analysis
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(festivals, Old Market Square, MTC, Pantages Playhouse, Centennial Concert 

Hall), boutique shopping (clothing, gifts, antiques, household, art), restaurants, 

cafes, banks, colleges, parking, green space (Old Market Square, Stephen Juba 

Park), Museum for Human Rights, The Forks Market, Esplanade Riel Bridge, and 

the Mere Boutique Hotel. Absent area services which can be considered in the 

context of this practicum project include,  indoor spaces for rest/contemplation, 

book store, café adjacent to indoor public space, event centres. These absent 

services create a list of potential inclusions for the memorial centre which will 

enhance its importance and overall frequency of use.

The surrounding location is clearly mixed-use, with the site being directly adjacent 

to commercial and industrial institutions, residential complexes and city parkland, 

which provides possibilities for a wide range of users including residents of the 

area, people working near by, tourists, and of course, those utilizing the complex 

for its function as a death space. 

With its proximity to residential tenants and the downtown business population, 

the site provides an opportunity to weave itself into the everyday routine and ritual 

of many individuals which creates a well used, enlivened public place rich with 

meaning.

Site Opportunities

• South and West facing windows allow sunlight onto the site

• Large condominium development south of the building and trees outside 
entrance shade the front of the building slightly to prevent glaring southern 
sun, yet still emit ample amounts of natural light

• Quiet street due to neighboring residential development and proximity to the 
Red river which leads to less through traffic than other streets in area

• Adjacent surface parking lot

• Sheltered from high wind levels in area (wind being a deterrence for wintertime 
business)

• Zoning D-Downtown Living Sector

successfully as a retail/warehouse space, home to Blue Moon Furniture (109 

Pacific Avenue), and Botanical Paper works (111 Pacific Avenue). The two-story 

building (one story with Mezzanine) boasts exposed ceiling and brick walls, with 

large south facing windows providing ample amounts of natural light. The site is 

classified under Zoning D or the Downtown Living Sector.290 The cemetery does 

not currently fit into this classification yet it is the purpose of this practicum project 

to push the boundaries on the acceptability of death spaces within the urban 

context. This downtown living sector designation tends to enhance the surrounding 

area by creating opportunities for mixed-use, including parks, recreation and the 

vibrancy of the pedestrian environment. 291 This practicum project, through its 

thoughtful design, intends to satisfy all of these intentions by creating, not only a 

space for death, but also a viable centre for community interaction, reflection and 

meditation.

Adjacent/Surrounding Buildings 

The immediate surrounding buildings of the Dominion Express Co. Building include 

an adjacent warehouse, a residential complex “Sky condominiums,” a boutique 

hotel, a Government of Manitoba office building (108 Alexander Avenue). Taking an 

inventory of the area and surrounding businesses, a list can be comprised based 

on specific criteria including: existing services (for the purpose of this project only 

those within an approximate 10 minute walking distance are recorded) and absent 

services. Exchange District Biz  lists the number of existing services under a few 

main categories including: shopping (49 businesses), wellness (32), arts (82), 

nightlife (10),  and dining/cafes (40). 292 In addition to these services are: creative 

commercial industries (architecture firms, graphic design studios), entertainment 

290 This sector is intended to enhance these primarily residential areas. Dwellings, parks, 
recreation opportunities, local commercial amenities, educational facilities and complementary 
services are encouraged. Although mixed-use development is encourages, predominant use 
of buildings in this sector is expected to be residential. The build form ranges from 2-storey 
century homes, to low-rise walk-up apartments, to high-rise condominiums. Urban design 
review in the Downtown Living Sector is intended to enhance the pedestrian environments. 
City of Winnipeg, Downtown Winnipeg Zoning By-Law no.100/2004., Part 5, 1.
291 City of Winnipeg, Downtown Winnipeg Zoning By-Law no.100/2004., Part 5, 1.
292 Exchange district biz. “Explore the Exchange.”



Introduction to Building

The Canadian Pacific Express Garage building was built in the 1940’s as an 

addition to what was, before its conversion to an Automobile garage, the 

Canadian Pacific Express Stables, located on Alexander Avenue. The original 

building, located on Alexander Avenue was built in 1904 293 and was used by 

the Canadian Pacific Railway as a space to store, feed, and overnight horses. 

Fully equipped with stables, and large areas for storage of feed, it was in the 

ideal location. Existing in, what was at that time, the main commercial district 

of Winnipeg, close to the main railway station and to ferry traffic on the river, it 

was easily accessible by visitors and trades people. It was later turned into an 

automobile garage with the addition of the Pacific avenue site being added in the 

1940’s. The building is not part of the Heritage Building list of Winnipeg, neither is 

its adjacent counterpart at 108 Alexander avenue.

Building description 

General:

• Exposed yellow brick façade and interior

• Symmetrical façade with even window spacing

• Steel sash windows

• 25 foot high open ceilings

• Large banks of glazing taking up most of the wall area

293 Winnipeg Building Index. “Canadian Pacific Express Garage.” 

• History of area adds to experience

• Close proximity to waterfront park, small green space West of buildings, and 
Old Market Square (Stephen Juba)

• Close proximity to main downtown business area 

• Close proximity to residences in the exchange, including new waterfront 
development

• Close to Museum of Human Rights, and the Arena (now major downtown 
attractions)

• Proximity to the river (to the east….directionality important in sacred design)

• Possibility for attached garden space if adjoining building to the west is 
demolished

Site Constraints

• Cost of construction can be high due to historic character 

• No large outdoor area at street level

• Winter climate/winds a deterrent

• One way streets

• Power station across from the building is not aesthetically pleasing

4.1.2 building analysis
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fi gure 33-36: 109 pacifi c avenue: existing interior and exterior
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Building Opportunities

• Large open floor plan due to structural exterior walls, 25 ft. high ceilings, and 
steel truss roof system

• Due to high ceilings there is opportunity to create multiple levels/mezzanines 
if needed or desired

• Appealing geometric shape is easy to work with/apply new design

• Many layout options available

• Symmetrical façade creates a feeling a history and in turn memory of the 
building/area in its original state

• Adjacent building are not directly attached (allows for additional circulation or 
potential expansion)

• Exposed brick interior is aesthetically pleasing

• Large windows on east, south and west sides of building allow ample sunlight 
into space 

• Mechanical/electrical equipment contained in building adjacent in the back 
of the building 

• Trees in front of building create shading for summer months

• Street level access creates universal accessibility

Building Constraints 

• Prevailing winds from southwest create strong wind at south entrances

• Almost full south glazing can create overheated spaces in summer months

• Reorganization of mezzanine spaces will be needed

• HVAC systems may need to be updated

• Building is historic in character so exterior interventions may have to be kept 
to a minimum

• Steel truss roofing somewhat restricts space that could be used as additional 

Structural: 

• Class “C” concrete foundation

• Class “B” concrete floor, reinforced with Steel wire #8 gauge in 4” x 4” 
squares

• 1ft thick brick load bearing walls

• Open steel joist frame for roof

Mechanical: 

• Forced air HVAC

Roof and exterior wall assemblies: 

• Steel truss roof system with bonded roof over 1 inch rigid insulation, with 16 
oz. cold rolled copper flashing

• 16” Structural Masonry Wall assembly
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Main User Groups

According to the City of Winnipeg Census Data (2011) 294 and other information 

on the religious beliefs and ethnic backgrounds and ages of the residents of 

Winnipeg, various inferences can be made on the main user groups of a proposed 

Memento Mori Memorial Centre & Columbarium at 109 Pacifi c Ave. The three 

main user groups could be broadly categorized under:

Primary Users

1. Family and friends of the bereaved

2. Columbarium “Librarian”

3. Downtown public

a. Residents of the exchange

b. Business professionals

Secondary Users

1. Staff (event planners, servers, ushers etc.)

2. Tourists

Tertiary Users

1. Delivery personnel

2. Maintenance staff

294 City of Winnipeg, “Exchange District.” 

mezzanine area

This columbarium/cemetery complex proposed for this practicum project will be 

located at 109 Pacifi c avenue in the historical Dominion Express Co. building. 

The 10,076.19 square ft. building will be home to a number of services that will 

be classifi ed under the mixed-use category with its primary intention as an urban 

memorial centre/columbarium. The multi-use programming is achieved through 

the centre providing its main use as a death space but by also providing a range 

of public services in the form of an art gallery, a public indoor garden and a café. 

Each of the spaces in the complex has the fl exibility of being utilized for private 

or public functions and is intended to create transparency between public and 

private space as well as between the living and the dead. The centre will include 

a main assembly space for ceremonies and receptions, an active columbarium, 

offi ces, a series of refl ection spaces and the public services previously mentioned. 

The complex will serve as a hybrid death space/ public space that fulfi lls both the 

needs of the family and friends of the bereaved and the public as a space for 

refl ection, solitude and meditation.

The following Design Programme covers human factors, functional requirements, 

spatial requirements and design guidelines for the columbarium/cemetery 

complex.

4.2 design programme 4.2.1 human factors



94

Psychological Needs: acknowledgment of the complex grave nature of death, 

moments of collective engagement, moments of solitude and reflection, repetition, 

memory and ineffable experience to encourage repeat visits, express personal 

tastes, preferences in context of death of a loved one.

2. Columbarium “Librarian”

The columbarium niches exist as rental spaces where a niche may be used for a 

short period of time or an extended period of time. The niches are maintained by 

a full time staff member with the title “Columbarium Librarian.” The columbarium 

Librarian will be responsible for the maintenance, cataloguing and one-on-one 

consultations with the bereaved. 

Activities: Meet with clients, organize grave goods, catalogue columbarium/

niches, clean niches, maintain history of niches, organize columbarium events.

Physical Needs: spaces to sit and meet with clients, ladder for maintaining niches,  

area for computer/physical files, storage for ladder.

Psychological Needs: feeling of calmness and quiet in space meeting with clients 

and in office, feeling of safety when maintaining niches.

3. Downtown Public

Many of the users of the space that would be qualified as “public” will be residents/

business professionals that live or work in the area. 

 a) Residents of the Exchange:

The residents of the exchange district have the highest proportion in the following 

three categories age 35-39, (12.5% of Exchange District population).299 In Addition 

it is noted that majority of the residents in the exchange are single, or 2 person 

families (92.8% of families).300

299  City of Winnipeg, “Exchange District,”  3.
300  Ibid., 14.

1. Family and Friends of the Bereaved

For this user group it is important to know the age ranges of primary users as well 

as the ethnic and religious majorities in the city of Winnipeg in order to understand 

the needs of such users from both a spiritual and spatial perspective. The largest 

ethnic groups, by percentage (based on place of birth and aboriginal identity) that 

reside in Winnipeg, Manitoba: Aboriginal (11.0%), Philippines (8.6%), South Asian 

(3.5%), Black (2.7%) and Chinese (2.3%). 295 This indicates a largely multicultural 

population that would have varying needs in the context of a deathspace. The 

highest percentage of age groups include 45-49 years old (7.6%), 50-54 (7.5%), 

20-24 (7.3%), and 25-29 (7.2%).296 With that said, there would still be a high 

proportion of elderly visitors to the centre as life expectancy in Canada continues 

to rise (78.8 years old for males and 83.3 years old for females in 2009, 6th highest 

in the world). 297 Family members and friends of individuals who reach that age 

might occupy an older age bracket than the main age groups found in Winnipeg. 

It is also important to note that although the topic is being considered more in 

the present day in terms of the negative results of not incorporating children in 

grieving and ritual practices, the number of children who attend funerals is still 

much lower than that of the other age groups.298

Activities: attend remembrance services, visit columbarium, perform death rituals 

(collective and individual), find spaces for reflection/solitude, meet friends in 

public areas or columbarium, wander public galleries

Physical Needs: spaces to sit, spaces for congregation (sitting and standing), 

areas for movement and ceremonies/ritual practices, quiet, calming areas to sit 

and reflect, space to store cremated remains of loved ones and corresponding 

grave goods, ability to grab refreshments/light food, technological features (audio, 

visual) for memorial services

295 City of Winnipeg, “Exchange District,” 5.
296 Ibid., 3.
297 Government of Canada. “Deaths 2009,” 17.
298 Stearns, “Grief, Death and Funerals,” para. 16.

4.2.1.2 primary users
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Psychological Needs: mental breaks from work, moments to kick back and relax 

with friends or collegues (social interaction), stay interested and engaged through 

art, sculpture garden, feel accomplishment in getting work done

Activities: eat breakfast/lunch on breaks from work, walk through spaces during 

commute or during daily routine, find spaces to unwind after work or on way 

home from work, go for evening walks, go for coffee in morning before work or 

periodically throughout day, enjoy leisure time at gallery or meeting friends in 

formal or informal setting

Physical Needs: comfortable space to have social interaction or sit back and 

relax, spaces to sit, congregate in groups (bookclub, fitness classes etc.), gallery 

space with changing artwork, café to grab refreshments and light fare, solitary 

areas to meditate, reflect, escape the busyness of the everyday, 

Psychological Needs: needs to stay interested with changing art pieces in 

gallery, options for different classes or community meetings/events, meditation 

or contemplation to have a break from the busyness of work/home life, pride in 

ownership of community/area

 b) Business Professionals:

The influx of office employment in the area creates a main user group for the 

cemetery complex during daytime hours. The Median Age of the workforce in 

Winnipeg is projected to be 43.0 years old by 2020. 301 

Activities: places to stop on pedestrian commute, go to cafes for coffee or 

lunch, have meetings in various locations around areas of work, meet friends or 

colleagues, hold meetings or conferences, have breaks to escape busyness of 

work/social interaction, read paper in morning or afternoon, answer emails/ do 

work on laptop

Physical Needs: large spaces to congregate, services where one can buy lunch 

or coffee, areas to sit, lay down, lounge on breaks from work, services that 

keep interest such as experiential interior design, art and sculpture, area to rest 

computer or papers, internet connection

301  Beach, Canada’s Aging Workforce: Participation, Productivity, and Living Standards, 199.
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2. Tourists

The Exchange District is listed as Tourism Winnipeg’s, 2015 “10 Winnipeg Must 

Sees”.302 Many of Winnipeg’s tourists consist of Family visitors from both North 

America and Abroad. This user group in particular introduces a wide range of 

ages. 

Considering statistics on tourists in Canada, it is estimated that: 14.8% of  total 

international travelers fall under the 24 and under category, 11.8% from 25-34 

and 17.7% age 35-44, 17.9% 45-54 and 38.2% 55 plus with a nearly even split 

between males and females (51.4%, 48.6% respectively). The largest percentage 

of which are travelling for leisure. 303

Activities: go to places of interest on vacation, like to see unique city attractions, 

have places to grab coffee or light food, areas to meet friends or family that they 

may be visiting, have a unique multi-sensory experience, go to galleries or parks

Physical Needs: areas to rest, sit and recuperate during long walks/sightseeing, 

place to grad drinks/light fare, art galleries to visit and view different art, multi-

sensory spaces that are unique and interesting, take photos of buildings

Psychological Needs: feel like they are having a new, interesting experience, 

feel like they are gaining knowledge of the culture of the city they are in, visit 

places that create interesting discussions, memorable experiences

 

302 Tourism Winnipeg, “Top 10 Must Sees.” 
303  Government of Canada,“Tourism Snapshot: 2012 Year-in-Review,”15.

1. Staff (event planners, servers, ushers etc.)

Staff, as secondary users of the space, includes memorial service planners, 

ushers, event staff and the café staff. Due to the flexible nature of the space, as 

well as non-denominational character less staff is needed for the formal aspects 

of the ceremonies. Staff would specialize in the technical setup for the services 

as well as the set up and take down of the seating. Offices are not required, as 

meetings with clients would take place in the assembly space or café.

Activities: meet clients, prepare spaces for ceremonies, meet with other staff, 

organize events, and maintain services/spaces

Physical Needs: areas to meet clients with seating and horizontal work surfaces, 

storage spaces for furniture for services, audio visual hook ups for meetings, 

easy access to utility rooms/storage

Psychological Needs: keep current with research on death studies, feel 

comfortable and confident meeting with clients, feel organized and prepared, feel 

like one is making a difference in the life of those grieving and celebrating death, 

pride in management of space

4.2.1.3 secondary users
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The space is classified, under the National Building Code of Canada, 2010 as 

Group A, Division 2, as an Assembly Occupancy, each space within the centre 

has varying assembly uses.

The functional requirements of the columbarium/cemetery complex include 

furniture, fixtures, and equipment (FF & E). Due to the varying nature of the space, 

the functional requirements are broken down space by space, as each functional 

area will have repetitions of various activities. ie) assembly function, catering 

services, meditation spaces etc.

It should be noted that only one ceremony would take place at a time within the 

space limiting the number of occupants in the assembly areas to no more than 300 

people at any one time. Occupancy Loads were determined by Table 3.1.17.1 in 

the National Building Code of Canada, 2010.

Main spaces in the memorial complex/columbarium are:

Level One : Lobby, Assembly Space, Reflection spaces, Public Gallery, Public 

Indoor Garden, Café, Kitchen, Storage, Exterior courtyard

Level Two: Columbarium, Reflection space, Columbarium entrance hall

Lower Level: Meditation Space, Sculpture Garden, Storage

Entrance Areas

Area: 870 sq. ft.

FF & E: Benches, garbage can

Emotive Needs: Inspiring transition space, sense of awe

Function: Provides transition area from exterior to interior where small congregations 
of individuals may occur before entering larger assembly spaces or columbarium

Aesthetics:  Welcoming bright and open space that speaks to hope, contemplation 
and the gravity of loss with a soft, neutral color palate, large feature skylights and 
dramatic volumes

Assembly Space 

1. Delivery Personnel, Suppliers, Maintenance Staff

Activities: move things in and out of space, maintain functions of the building, 

clean the various spaces

Physical Needs: storage rooms, water faucets for cleaning spaced throughout 

building, ramps for deliveries, wide doorways, loading doors for large artworks, 

easy access to storage spaces

Psychological Needs: feeling of safety and security, ease in access to various 

spaces, feeling competent and have sense of ownership in space

4.2.1.4 tertiary users 4.2.2 functional requirements
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Emotive Needs: Collective engagement, intimate meetings between individuals/

small groups, solemn reflection/meditation.

Function: Dispersed throughout the centre to allow for informal, small group 

exchanges, or for solemn reflection. 

Aesthetics: Small semi-enclosed spaces that allow for intimacy meditation and 

reflection. Soft, calming colors mixed with raw materials for seating, etc.

Sculpture Garden

Area: 2600 sq. ft.

FF & E: Bench seating, water faucets, in ground lighting, sculptures, automatic 

watering system, single flowering tree.

Emotive Needs: Reflection, celebration, contemplation, aesthetic contemplation.

Function: Dual purpose as space for quiet reflection and extended/alternate 

space for celebration.

Aesthetics: Memorial garden with multiple paths for wandering, wooden benches 

places along paths, bridges over water features, native Manitoban grasses/plants

Cafe

Area: 600 sq. ft.

Occupancy Load: 60

FF & E: Bistro tables/chairs, bar height horizontal surfaces, bar stools, kitchen for  

food preparation, coffee bar equipment.

Emotive Needs: Social engagement, daily ritual.

Function: Space for beverages and light refreshments for both individiual and 

social engagement, also as a space to take out drinks/food to bring to adjacent 

public spaces or to grab on the way to work etc.

Aesthetics: Bright, open, neutral color pallatte with connection to street through 
patio doors.

Indoor Garden

Area: 1700 sq ft. 

Area: 2200 sq. ft.

Occupancy Load: 275 (seated) 

FF & E:  Benches, adjacent commercial kitchen, horizontal bar height surfaces, 

horizontal side table height surfaces, folding chairs, audio/visual equipment.

Emotive Needs: Flexibility to accommodate for range of emotions, silence vs. l

oud celebration, solemnity vs. joyous ritual, feeling of communal engagement 

and comfot.

Function: Space for range of ritual practices, primarily those surrounding the 

process of death, but also for parties, public events etc. These might include 

funerals, weddings, music festival, gallery showing etc..

Aesthetics: Flexibly space in both furnishings and aesthetics. Possibility for dark 

and light spaces, raw materials, natural light, circular forms with use of neutral 

colors.

Columbarium

Area: 2350 sq. ft.

Occupancy Load: 293 

FF & E: Movable seating, niches for urns, bench, water faucets for cleaning and 

refilling vases, ladder for columbarium librarian.

Emotive Needs: Contemplation, reflection, elicitation of memory, grieving.

Function: Space to physically store the cremated remains of deceased individuals, 

where loved ones can visit the space. The spaces are rented and might be 

occupied for varrying lengths of time.

Aesthetics: Processional Space with multiple level niches. Concrete and other 

raw materials that enhance natural light, and fade/wear/are marke by time.

Reflection/Meditation Nooks

Area: 500 sq. ft.

Occupany Load: 50

FF & E: Bench seating
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Occupant Load: 212 

FF & E: Ampitheatre style seating, garbage receptacles, planters, water faucets 
for cleaning, water fountains.

Emotive Needs: Collective engagement, escape from business of the everyday, 
refl ection.

Function: Acts as a highly fl exible indoor park space for individual or collective 
enjoyment/engagement.

Aesthetics: Feeling of parklike openess with views to the exterior.

Public Gallery

Area: 3000 sq. ft. 

Occupant Load: 75

FF & E: Gallery space with movable benches, audio/visual equipment.

Emotive Needs: Refl ection, aesthetic contemplation.

Function: Art Gallery which can double as an assembly space and public 

corridor.

Aesthetics: Gallery space with neutral color pallatte to allow art/connection 

to columbarium be the focus.

Lower Level Refl ection Space

Area: 1700 sq. ft.

Occupant Load: 212

FF & E: Semi-enclosed bench seating niches, movable bench seating, 

audio/visual equipment.

Emotive Needs: Refl ection, contemplation, collective engagement.

Function: Dual purpose as space for quiet refl ection and extended/alternate 

space for celebration.

Aesthetics: Warmth through use of wood panelling, contrasting aesthetics to 

the rest of the centre to allow for differing experience.

The square footage requirements were based on the calculated total of  Furniture, 

Fixtures and Equipment (FF & E),  as well as occupancy  for each space; to 

which was added adequate space for circulation and expansion. 

Level one:

-Entrance Area: 300 sq. ft.

-Assembly Space: 2200 sq. ft.

-Cafe: 600 sq. ft.

-Indoor Garden: 1700 sq ft. 

-Public Gallery: 3000 sq. ft. 

-Storage: 1200 sq. ft.

-Circulation:  900 sq. ft.

Level two:

-Columbarium: 2350 sq. ft.

-Entrance Lobby: 570 sq. ft.

-Storage: 30 sq. ft.

-Circulation: 200 sq. ft.

Lower Level:

-Refl ection space: 1700 sq.ft.

-Circulation: 170 sq. ft.

Exterior:

-Sculpture Garden: 2600 sq. ft.

-Main Level Courtyard: 800 sq. ft. 

The remaining 2, 276 sq feet in 

the building will be utilized as 

horizontal and vertical (elevators, 

and stairs) circulation; entrance 

areas and washrooms

Total Area of services (Interior 

and Exterior): 

       = 18,320 sq. ft 

4.2.3 spatial requirements
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4.2.3.1 collage & plan form conceptual study

A series of 3 collages were made that explore layering of site, history, shapes and 

ideas both physically and metaphorically . Each collage references Winnipeg and 

its history in its historic material references or through topographical references 

to the site of the meeting of the Red and Assiniboine rivers also known as the 

forks. These topographical references helped to determine a crucial aspect of 

the design of the columbarium and began to introduce a fl uid and organic design 

language. In respecting the apparent need for contradiction and dichotomy that 

was determined through the literature review, the existing building at 109 Pacifi c 

ave. creates a more rectilinear language that contradicts that of the river. The use 

of gold leafi ng explores the use of metallic elements in both their ability to create 

warmth as well as a quality of refl ection. Other textures that are explored in these 

collages are that of the existing brick, steel, as well as that of the human body.

conceptual study

fi gure 37-39 : conceptual study collages



109 pacifi c avenue

fi gure 40: conceptual study - rivers overlay



sscc
uulll

pppttt
uurr

ee
ggaa

rrdd
eenn

rreefflleeccttiioonn ssppaaccee

ccaa
ffeeee

ppuubblliicc
aarrtt ggaalllleerryy

ccee
llee

bbrr
aattttataata

iiiiooooo
nn//

aass
sseemm

bbllyylyllyl
ssppaaccee

ppuubblliicciinnddoooooorrrgggaaarrddeenn

ccoouulluummbbaarriiuumm

4.2.3.2 zoning diagram
This zoning diagram indicates the adjacencies and overlapping nature of the 

main spaces in the design. The layering of public, semi-private and private space 

as well as physical spaces becomes evident.

public space
semi-private space
private space

PACIFIC AVENUE

ALEXANDER AVENUE

fi gure 41: zoning diagram



103
programming

Overall Aesthetic/Image

Objective: The design should provide a sense of history in order to propagate 

notions of memory

Concept: Consider the retention of heritage features

Concept: Create circulation that has reference to original features of the building

Concept: Make reference, in the form of written information of symbols that 

speaks to the history of the area

Columbarium 

Objective: A space that serves as both a storage space for cremated remains 

as well as a space for the public to use as a pause from the busyness of the 

everyday

Concept: Consider the use of contrasting design features (ex: dark and light, 

openness and enclosure, elevated and lowered features etc.)

Concept: integration of columbarium niches into the public realm providing 

multiuse, as an aesthetic feature that creates a feeling of solitude and reflection, 

and as a functional feature to hold cremated remains

Objective: The columbarium should give the overall sense of comfort, protection 

and restitude

Concept: Consider the use of flowing forms that encompass the user with soft 

angles 

Concept: Consider the addition of breakout spaces that serve as a space of 

solitude

Assembly Space Function

Objective: Multifunctional space that allows for sit down ceremonies, standing 

receptions, movement in a processional, etc.

Concept: Consider the use of movable benches/furniture to allow for flexibility in 

the space for unique services that suit the needs of the user

Concept: Consider the use of openness in the space to accommodate for a large 

number of users at one time

Circulation and Flow

Objective: Focus on the idea of a processional throughout the space creating a 

relationship to exterior feature such as the river and the proposed garden area

Concept: Consider having a distinct directionality within the space with viewpoints/

openings that relate to exterior elements surrounding the site

Objective: Allow for areas of openness that fulfill the multiuse needs of the 

programming

Concept: One main circulation path with niches off this main circulation create 

the opportunity for a large open space with opportunity for pauses along the main 

space

4.2.3.3 design guidelines issues & objectives
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d e s i g n  p r o p o s a l
chapter fi ve
The design proposal for this practicum project 

covers each aspect of the design and how it 

relates to theory, contextual issues, precedents 

and the conceptual studies conducted. The 

three fl oor levels, one, two and the lower level 

are covered in this design proposal as well as 

the site situation and exterior treatment.

precedentsprogrammingdesignconclusion
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death ritual & rite memory& placemaking

phenomenology, 
intercorporeality 
& ineffable space

introduction
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The design proposal for this practicum project is based on a culmination of all of 

the research conducted throughout the practicum study. The contextual issues, 

literature review, precedents and conceptual studies are taken into consideration 

equally to come up with a phenomenologically rich and highly informed design, one 

that offers a model for a re-imagined design typology, under the classification of a 

death space. The location in the historical Exchange District offers opportunities 

to layer the past and present contexts creating an opportunity for memory to 

thrive. Each layer of time adds to the texture of the place allowing the user to 

experience memory in a richly sensorial way.  

The original walls of the space are left in tact but the original roof is removed and 

replaced with a round of clerestory windows that allow for a 360 degree infiltration 

of natural light into the entire floor space. Sunlight speaks conceptually to memory 

and time where the shadows and patterns created add to the mneumonic and 

emotive experience of space.

The new concrete canopy is supported by new beams and columns that echo the 

original steel trusses in order to maintain a connection to the buildings history but 

allow for a new expression. The new columns are situated on the exterior of the 

building. They represent a juxtaposed order and disorder as one approaches the 

columbarium entrance the columns begin to twist and turn representing the wide 

range of emotions that are associated with death. The sites proximity to a widely 

multi-use area provides a large range of potential users from the tourist passing 

by, to a business professional out on their lunch break to an individual attending 

a memorial service of a loved one.  

Materiality was considered extensively in its tactile, visual, olfactory and auditory 

properties. The space is dominated by white concrete that exists both organically 

and rectilinearly. The smooth concrete is hard and solid, yet its organic application 

allows for curvatures, protrusions and surfaces that beg to be touched, sat on 

and interacted with, potentially creating a more rich experience of space and an 

opportunity for placemaking. 

5.0 design proposal
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site plan

figure 42: site plan

design proposal
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fi gure 43: exterior perspective form lily avenue

fi gure 44: exterior elevation west
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fi gure 45: exterior perspective from pacifi c avenue

fi gure 46: exterior elevation south
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figure 47 plan and section levels of privacy 

In exposing the interior of the building, the physical layering of spaces becomes 

evident. The idea of layering speaks to the multi-layered aspects of Michel 

Foucault’s heterotopia, of the programmatic layering of public, semi-private and 

private space and, of the physical and philosophical layering of life and death 

(Figure 47 & 48). The columbarium level hovers above the public areas of the 

centre and acts as a form of memento mori, a constant reminder of the inevitability 

of death from nearly every other space on the main level.  The layering of spaces 

allows too for a conversation between the public and private areas of the space 

where different points along the columbarium feature allow for viewing of the 

public spaces below. These are in the form of a large opening on the bridge 

over the public gallery and in the form of small openings (glazing), which allow a 

view to the public indoor garden and the cafe. Excluding the Cafe and storage, 

all of the main spaces on the main level are open to the 33’ ceiling which gives 

the spaces a feeling of grandeur and awe, while exposing and exaggerating the 

layered nature of the spaces.

5.1 spatial organization

public
semi-private
private
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columbarium

reflection space

assembly space cafe

public
semi-private
private

figure 48: axonometric view - levels of privacy

public gallery

public indoor garden
public gallery



112

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

columbarium

columbarium

public gallerypublic gallery

assembly spacecolumbarium

cafe

public gallery

reflection space

columbarium cafe

public gallery indoor garden



113
design proposal

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

GROUND LEVEL 100
0' - 0"

COLUMBARIUM LEVEL 200

5' - 0"

LEVEL 000
0' - 0"

ROOF

35' - 4 3/16"

figure 49: building section (s1) east through public gallery

figure 50: building section (s2) west through assembly space

 figure 51: building section (s3) north through columbarium/public spaces

     0’- 0”

-10’- 0”



114

aesthetically thoughtful manner. (Figure 53).

In the middle of the main level is the public gallery and to the east of this is 

the indoor garden. Each of these spaces act as catalysts for public interaction 

within the centre. As one enters the public gallery space from the south side of 

the building they are immediately made aware of the columbarium through the 

bridge hovering above which has an opening that creates a direct view of the 

columbarium allowing an opportunity for interaction between those visiting the 

columbarium and those the public visiting the art gallery. (Figure 59). The art 

gallery extends through the block to allow for an increased level of porosity and 

access for the public. The white concrete walls and white polished concrete fl oors 

allow the users of the site as well as the art to become the focus of the space, 

while still existing as a quiet, sculptural and tactile space. 

The indoor garden fulfi lls the dual purpose as an public space and as an alternate 

assembly space for memorial services. As a public space individuals might  visit 

the space to have their lunch, have informal gatherings, host lunchtime fi tness 

sessions, book club meetings etc. With the close proximity of the cafe this space 

offers a fl exible area for social interaction. It is intended to feel somewhat like an 

outdoor courtyard where the sun brightens the space and with plants growing on 

the wall (Figure 60-63). Due to Winnipeg’s harsh winter climate this space allows 

for the experience of an urban park year round.

The fi rst level of the centre is expansive in its size and programming features. It 

includes the main assembly space, a cafe, a public art gallery, and a large indoor 

garden. With 6 entrances from the street level the building becomes intentionally 

porous. This porosity allows for maximum public interaction which allows the 

space to be activated by human presence which is crucial in fulfi lling collective 

engagement and in intensifying a sense of place. (Figure 52).

The west side of the main level is in the private/semi private realm where the 

assembly space dominates nearly 1/3 of the 10,000 sq. ft. main level. The 

dramatic entrance acts as a threshold between the everyday, profane world and 

that of the sacred death space. This transitional space is theoretically relevant 

as it exists as a space for collective ritual practice as well as a space where the 

transition from life to death to fi nal resting place is the focus. 

The large assembly space is fl exible in terms of the users choice of openness or 

enclosure as well as the openness to confi gure the space with chairs or benches 

in which ever way is desired. There is no main alter or podium and there are 

no fi xed pieces of furniture.  The large concrete sculptural form that is inserted 

near the entrance creates opportunity to create a more intimate enclosed space 

that can be enveloped in darkness at the users preferences. This is achieved 

through the curtain system that is equipped with both sheer curtains to create 

semi-transparency/privacy and thick velvet curtains that block out the natural light 

almost entirely. (Figure 55 & 57). If it is a more expansive space and natural light 

that is desired then the curtains can be left un-drawn and the space beyond the 

concrete canopy utilized for ceremonies/gatherings. The large sculptural form with 

its organically shaped openings is intentionally tactile allow the users to interact 

with the form in a number of ways, from touching its enveloping curvatures, to 

reclining in the large, low opening. (Figure 53 & 56).

A key element of the space is the south wall which features the columbarium 

niches on its opposite side. When a niche becomes occupied a small light goes 

on which is evident on the south wall in the assembly space. The wall eventually 

starts to resemble a starry sky as the niches start to fi ll up. This acts as a subtle, 

contemporary memento mori that represents the dead in an unavoidable yet 

5.2 level one
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small wall to house curtains for sculptural wall (see...)

sculptural wall/canopy (see...)

columbarium bridge above

amphitheater style bridge seating (see...)
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fi gure 52: level one rendered fl oor plan
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5.2.1 assembly space
semi-private: memorial services, weddings, parties

fi gure 53: assembly space 
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5.2.1 assembly space

fi gure 55: assembly space 

ritual & rite
memento mori
thresholds
necropolis
memory loci

ineffable space
cave as origin

collective

fi gure 54: e1 assembly space, interior elevation

        view to public walkway

sculptural canopy
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embodied experience   memory loci   ritual practices

fi gure 56: assembly space concrete canopy
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A  major design feature of the space is the sculptural canopy which fulfi lls a number 

of functional and conceptual purposes. Its gently curving form encourages touch 

and interaction and its opening doubles as a void in which natural light can create 

interesting shadows and patterns and which to view people coming from or going 

to the columbarium. It also provides a place to sit down or recline. The main 

purpose of the canopy however is to provide fl exibility within the space in terms 

of openness or enclosure. The canopy is equipped with a curtain system stored 

along the north wall when it is not in use. The curtains allow users to create a 

small, dark and intimate setting if desired or to leave it open to experience the 

space as a whole. Two types of curtains are usable. A sheer white curtain that 

creates privacy but allows light to fi lter in and a thick dark blue velvet curtain that 

creates an opposing acoustic and lighting condition.

fi gure 58: e2 assembly space, interior elevation

fi gure 57: assembly space concrete canopy, levels of privacy

feature wall

sculptural canopy opening
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fi gure 59: public art gallery / walkway
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The public art gallery occupies the centre of the building and stretches between 

pacifi c avenue and Alexander avenue to create a connection to the everyday 

urban context. Upon entering the gallery from the south side one is immediately 

made aware of the columbarium bridging across the space. Again, memento mori 

is at play making one aware of the dead, yet it is not so distracting that it takes 

away from the space’s function as an art gallery. The bridge of the columbarium 

allows for a layering of public and private space as well as public and private 

interaction. Local artists work will be featured in the gallery in order to create a 

draw for tourists and also to encourage a sense of place and memory.

5.2.2 public art gallery/walkway

public art gallery
public: art gallery displaying local art, public walkway

memento mori
thresholds
necropolis

ineffable space
memento mori
everyday ritual
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The indoor garden fulfi lls the dual purpose as an public space and as an alternate 

assembly space for memorial services. As a public space individuals might  visit 

the space to have their lunch, have informal gatherings, host lunchtime fi tness 

sessions, book club meetings etc. With the close proximity of the cafe this space 

offers a fl exible area for social interaction. It is intended to feel somewhat like an 

outdoor courtyard where the sun brightens the space and with plants growing 

on the wall. Due to Winnipeg’s harsh winter climate this space alllows for the 

experience of an urban park year round.

5.2.3 public garden (indoor & outdoor)

public indoor garden
public: indoor parklike space, area for social congregation, ampithetre

fi gure 60: outdoor public garden

fi gure 61: e4 indoor public garden interior elevation
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fi gure 62: e3 indoor public garden interior elevation fi gure 63: indoor public garden
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ensues. .

The columbarium wall is designed to allow for the insertion of grave goods. 

However, these are only directly viewable from the east end looking west down 

the columbarium space. From the west side looking east the subtle curvature and 

extension of the niches hides much of the grave goods to create a greater focus 

on the reflective qualities of this heterotopic space.

The second level of the memorial centre is the most private in all of the complex 

as it contains the columbarium. The entrance to the space is intentionally grand. 

The importance of such immediate thresholds is commented on by Lindsay 

Jones where she speaks  of the impact of ineffable experience at the entrance of 

a space. This allows the space to have immediate ritual significance for the user 

which is important in creating a sense of place. The large skylight encourages 

looking upward  which has both symbolic and ritual significance in the context of 

death spaces. (Figure 66). Continuing onwards into the space the floor begins 

the slope upward. This ramp continues to the end of the building and features 

clerestory windows that flood the space with natural light. The incline is intentional 

in speaking to the gravity of death and brings awareness to ones own body in 

space. Near the beginning of the ramp is a tactile wall feature where the wall 

begins to fold out into the hallway from the bottom, making a small opening. This 

creates intrigue of what lies on the other side of the wall, which is the columbarium 

niches (Figure 67). There are many contrasting features in the dual sided bridge 

that makes up this second level of the centre. The South side is bright, white and 

has a feeling of airiness, the North side which houses the columbarium wall is 

contrastingly dark, moody,  and more sombre. There is a feeling of both order and 

disorder within this space which aims to acknowledge the gravity and uncertainty 

that death can bring. Half-way through the bridge is an opening where the public 

art gallery can be viewed creating a connection between life and death. 

The area of the columbarium niches is not a continual ramp like the adjacent 

hallway, but rather a series of oversized steps that allow an individual to stand 

on flat ground when visiting the niche containing the cremated remains of their 

loved ones. Each standard sized niche (1’-0” x 1’-0”) can accommodate and 

urn containing the cremated remains of one individual. When a niche becomes 

occupied a light goes on in the niche for the duration of time that the niche 

is occupied. This part of the memorial centre is the most conceptually tied to 

the theory of the heterotopia where past, present and future seem to coexist 

simultaneously. This is achieved through the lights that represent the dead and a 

mirrored brass wall on the south side of the columbarium space. The wall reflects 

the image of persons in the space as well as the lights that symbolize the dead. 

(Figure 68). The notion of time is layered at this moment and contemplation 

5.3 level two
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fi gure 64: level two rendered fl oor plan
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5.3.1 entrance foyer
private: solemn space for contemplation

threshold 
ineffable space
memory loci
ritual & rite
dichotomy
hererotopia

skylight

fi gure 65: e5 entrance foyer interior elevation
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skylight

figure 66: entrance foyer figure 65: e5 entrance foyer interior elevation
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time, place and philosophical 
space come together in the 
instance of a heterotopia to 
create a meaningful memorial 
experience that is both beyond 
that of the purely physical, 
and the purely emotional, 
but a symbiotic combination 
of that which is unreal and 
that which is real. 
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5.3.2 columbarium walkway
private: solemn space for contemplation, transition space

fi gure 67: columbarium walkway
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The columbarium exists as the most intensely heterotopic space in the entire 

complex. Juxtaposition is experienced in the dramatic difference between the 

white, airy walkway on the south side of the columbarium with the darkness 

experienced on the north side where the niches are. This walkway is a rather 

stark space in order to prepare the user for entrance into the columbarium. A 

section of the north wall begins to fold open providing a sense of curiosity and 

hinting to the existence of the dead beyond the wall.

The columbarium area is meant to again elude to the gravity of death. The 

heterotopia is experienced here in the overlap of past, present and future. The 

mirrored brass wall refl ects the lights from the columbarium niches as well as the 

image of the user in the space making them at once aware of their own presence 

but also of the inevitability of death, this creates the opportunity for existential 

experience of self and of place. The urns and grave goods are intentionally hidden 

from this perspective to un-clutter the experience.  There are 940 columbarium 

niches in the complex. The niches are not purchased but rather rented spaces. If 

one wants to rent the space long term this is possible, but so to is the possibility 

that it is a temporary space for the urn until a certain period of grieving is over, or 

perhaps an individual moves and wants to take the ashes with them etc. 

5.3.3 columbarium

fi gure 68: columbarium
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columbarium
private: storage for cremated remains

 
heterotopia
memory loci
ritual & rite
dichotomy

fi gure 69: columbarium
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figure 70: e6 columbarium interior elevation
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The lower level is the last level in the complex and is meant to be different in 

materiality and function that the rest of the spaces. It serves as a contemplative 

space with its calming wood materiality and adjacent sculpture garden. 

This lower level is intended to be a semi-private space that can be utilized by 

public but also remains closely tied to the deathspace features of the complex. It 

too can serve as a space for a memorial service, depending on the wishes of the 

user. Upon arrival into the space the eyes are immediately directed to the sunken 

sculpture garden courtyard. This courtyard allows for a soft diffused natural light 

to infi ltrate the space adding to the feeling of calmness and contemplation that 

is attempting to be achieved. Two semi enclosed seating spaces are found on 

the west side of the space that can be used for contemplation, meditation and 

refl ection. (Figure 73-74). The garden has a number of plantable patches that 

again can be utilized for the burying of ashes.

The space lends itself to being used either during the day, or for an evening 

reception where the outdoor space can be utilized as an extension of or as an 

addition to the assembly space. (Figure 72).

5.4 lower level 

the recognition of the importance of 
contemplation within interior space is 
poignant, as jaques maquet explains, in 
the western world, “[i]ntellectuality and 
affectivity, coalition and action are easily 
distinguishable concepts…[c]ontemplation 
is not. yet contemplation is what confers 
on aesthetic objects their unique 
function, and fascination, in our lives.” 304

304 Maquet, The Aesthetic Experience: An Anthropologists Looks at 
the Visual Arts,166.
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fi gure 72: lower level refl ection space & sunken outdoor courtyard

5.4.1 sculpture garden
semi-private: contemplation, assembly space
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5.4.2 refl ection space
semi-private: solemn space for contemplation

fi gure 73-74: (top to bottom) lower level refl ection space
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The innate human desire to utilize interior space to facilitate, cope with and 

honour death is paramount in understanding how, as a western society, we might 

move forward in the design of contemporary hybrid death spaces. Currently, in 

North America there is a prominence of individualism. There is no exception to 

this when framing the context of death and grief. With individualism, comes the 

need for flexibility and choice. Flexibility and choice allow for unique expressions 

of ritual both individually and collectively.  Along with addressing flexibility comes 

the implementation of juxtaposition within a death space to further accommodate 

the dichotomous nature of death and grief. Also, flexibility within the programming 

of a death space  leaves opportunity for the incorporation of public aspects into 

the space, keeping the centre activated daily, which is crucial in giving a place 

meaning and significance. In the past, collective ritual and urban integration of 

death spaces created and awareness of death that is missing from the realm 

of the everyday in the North American context. Through the implementation of  

highly informed interior design features and the intentional placement in an urban 

location, the design will serve as a space of individual and collective remembrance 

and an everyday reminder of life and its most intimate counterpart, death. 

In the 20th century, the significance of death spaces shifted significantly to satisfy 

the political, social and sanitary ideas surrounding death. As cemeteries moved 

to the periphery of cities and as spaces designed to accommodate remembrance 

services became less and less reflective of the inherent weight of loss, individuals 

were left with fewer spaces in which to fully experience grief and death as a 

human construct. 

From a phenomenological perspective, as Vincent Scully remarks, it is recognized 

that many contemporary spaces lack imageability, memorability and inhabitability, 

which, I have argued, is also true for the individual’s interaction with the urban 

environment. This was one of the main impetuses for the urban location of the 

practicum design, where the concept of death is unavoidably integrated into the 

realm of the everyday. The two-fold  purpose of the integration of public into this 

traditionally private typology is to allow for the activation of space through human 

interaction as well as to bring daily awareness to death. This is essential in giving 

space meaning beyond the purely physical.

“[w]hile asserting that all primitive cultures knew how to do death better than us, post-

modern revivalists actually choose just the bits of primitive death that they personally would 

like to embrace. And in like manner they remain free to use whatever modern… techniques 

they feel happy with. The individual can choose his or her own mix.”305 

305 Walter, The Revival of Death, 42.

6.0 conclusion
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layers and transparencies act to hint towards the existence of death in a quiet 

way that speaks to neo-modern sensibilities. The new boutique memorial centre 

is un-apologetic in its minimalism, restraint and symbolic representation of death 

yet still aims to create memorable and richly emotive space that speaks to the 

multifarious aspects of death. 

In the process of unveiling both theory and interior space. in order to focus on 

key values that define death today, a few prominent concepts were established 

in addition to the aforementioned memento mori. Contradiction, tactility and 

ineffability proved to be interconnected throughout most aspects of the literature 

review and subsequently were manifest into spatial, material and formal aspects 

of interior space. With these three features in mind throughout the design process, 

the outcome was a minimalist space that focused on creating moments of awe, 

highly tactile experiences, and on accommodating the contradictory and varied 

feelings associated with grief through juxtaposed materials, volumes light and 

textures. 

As the practicum study and its physical design developed, the chosen site, 109 

Pacific Avenue, in Winnipeg’s historic Exchange District, seemed to reveal layer 

after layer of opportunity in its orientation, placement and original construction. 

Spatial configurations of the programmatic elements worked well within the 

confines of the site where physical and conceptual layering of private, semi-

private and public space was made possible. The volume of the original space 

was exaggerated in the removal of the existing roof and the replacement with a 

higher roof to allow for more sunlight and for volumes that are more remarkable 

and resultantly more dramatic volumetric contrasts. The historic qualities of the 

building provided a contrast to the newly inserted organic forms, which too added 

to the palimpsestic qualities of the space.

One of the conceptual studies that focused on the tactile dimension of grief 

generated great curiosity and dictated much of the design language that is 

displayed in the memorial centre. The soft, sculptural curves that formed an 

organically shaped concrete urn were explored in various scales from the scale 

of the small object and laser cut curtain patterns to a large domed volume in the 

assembly space. This sense of soft, sensuous tactility is scattered throughout the 

The notion of a discreet but dignified  death, popularized by Philippe Aries, 

suggests that focus be shifted from the pain and fear of grief to a deeper 

understanding of this transition, which, as I have expressed, might be found 

outside the initial boundaries of loss, in this case in the emotive qualities of 

interior death spaces. Interior space provides a platform in which the most 

primitive qualities of grief might be experienced, making the space archetypally 

relevant a cross culturally understood. The main intent of this practicum study 

was to lift the veil of post-modern superfluous aspects of loss in order to allow for 

the formation and concretization of continuing bonds.306 Continuing bonds are 

enhanced and substantiated by creating physical spaces in which to celebrate, 

contemplate and grieve the death of loved ones and, additionally, provide 

programmatic elements that allow for daily usage by the public. In giving physical 

significance and an everyday context to continuing bonds, placemaking occurs, 

lending death spaces greater meaning. In order to create a set of guidelines in 

which to explore these ideas, concepts of memory, archetypes of death, ritual 

and rite, and phenomenology were investigated. 

It is important to note however,  that traditional aspects of death, such as 

memento mori were re-considered in the present context. In the double coding 

of neo-modern death, both traditional and post-modern aspects coalesce in any 

number of combinations, at the discretion of the individual.307 For example, in 

the past, dark and morose images or decay, death, and physical bodies created 

an awareness of its inevitability. In the contemporary context this imagery is not 

overly welcome nor necessary in bringing the gravity of death into the everyday 

context.  With free choice, in the neo-modern context of death, comes the ability to 

cast away the undesirable characteristics of traditional death, while still honoring 

the beneficial aspects of traditional archetypes. In response to the neo-modern 

desire for choice and in its overlap of tradition and postmodernism, the interior 

spaces designed in this practicum project remain flexible and rather open-ended, 

yet gain inspiration from traditional archetypes such as the cave, ritual space 

and, as mentioned memento mori. The symbolic placement of lighting, levels, 

306 Niemeyer et. al., “The Meaning of Your Absense: Traumatic 
Loss and Narrative Reconstruction,” 37.
307 Walter, The Revival of Death, 42.
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practices both individual and collective for both public and private encounters.space in order to create an intercorporeal connection and add to the mnemonic 

connection to space. The intent of this is to allow the space to remain in the 

minds of individuals in their absence from the space to create placemaking and 

to encourage repeat visits to the space.

In light of the contemporary desire to successfully equip ourselves, as North 

Americans, to deal with death and its surrounding constructs, this design 

proposal for a memorial complex provides a space that fully acknowledges both 

the gravity of death, and the current societal need to make death less fearful. 

Through flexible spaces for collective ritual, awe inspiring volumes, contrast and 

a multi-sensory focus, the memorial complex provides a re-imagined death space 

typology. The in-depth study of death, ritual, memory and phenomenological 

discourse provided a framework through which to better understand the beneficial 

archetypal aspects of death as well as the contemporary issues that face the 

hyper-modern individual. In the past, collective engagement, ritual and a strong 

reverence for death resulted in spaces that exposed rather than veiled the gravity 

of the subject. This goes as far back as primitive times where the cave acted as 

a death space and was essential in creating safety, enclosure, and meaning to 

death. The wall of the cave was a canvas for sunlight and its volumes juxtaposed. 

It is clear that the interior and death are symbiotically intertwined. The new design 

for the memorial complex in this practicum project attempts to give contemporary 

expression both aesthetically and programmatically to the essential elements of 

death spaces that have proved throughout history to be beneficial and thought 

provoking. 

This study started out as a way to suggest a solution to creating more meaningful 

death spaces. However, in recognizing contemporary contextual issues and the 

request for a life-centered approach to death, it became evident that a re-imagined 

death space, one that separated itself from the current design and classification 

of such, was crucial. Archetypes heavily guided the study and design but 

ultimately, new, distinctive expressions prevailed. It is not the invisible death that 

I aim to perpetuate but a way to consider interior space that acknowledges death 

through a pure, experiential encounter with space.  The new memorial centre in 

its restrained, symbolic interior allows the focus to be directed to essential ritual 
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it is not the invisible death that i aim to 
perpetuate but a way to consider interior 
space that acknowledges death through 
a pure, experiential encounter with space.  
the new memorial centre in its restrained 
and highly symbolic interior allows the 
focus to be directed to essential ritual 
practices both individual and collective 
for both public and private encounters.
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a p p e n d i x
chapter seven
This section includes refl ected ceiling plans, 

material, lighting & furniture selections and code 

requirements and a theory to design diagram for 

this practicum project.

precedentsprogrammingdesignconclusion
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death ritual & rite memory& placemaking

phenomenology, 
intercorporeality 
& ineffable space

introduction
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fi gure 75: level one refl ected ceiling plan

“THE POUR” PENDANTS DESISN HAUS LIBERTY LED
FLUORESCENT TROFFER LIGHTING WITH T9 DAYLIGHT LAMP

TRACK LIGHTING WITH CRI DIMMABLE LED TRACK HEADS
FLUORESCENT TUBE LIGHTING T12 DAYLIGHT LAMP

4” RECESSED LIGHTING FIXTURE WITH 50 W. 120 V HALOGEN LAMP GU 10 BASE
EXTERIOR FLOOR WALL WASHER WITH 6 X 400W HID

4” EXTERIOR FLOOR RECESSED LIGHTING FIXTURE WITH 50 W. 120 V HALOGEN LAMP GU10 BASE

DUPLEX OUTLET 15 AMP DUPLEX

FLOOR MOUNTED DUPLEX OUTLET 15 AMP DUPLEX GFCI

LIGHTING SWITCH

REFLECTED CEILING PLAN LEGEND

VARIES
SEE ELEVATION FIG 11

33’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

33’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE
26’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE
8’-6” AFFL
CONCRETE

20’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

20’-0” AFFL
GYPSUM WALL BOARD

8’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

8’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

33’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE
33’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

26’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

 5

5’ 10’ 20’0’

7.1 refl ected ceiling plans
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fi gure 76: level two refl ected ceiling plan
“THE POUR” PENDANTS DESISN HAUS LIBERTY LED

FLUORESCENT TROFFER LIGHTING WITH T9 DAYLIGHT LAMP
TRACK LIGHTING WITH CRI DIMMABLE LED TRACK HEADS

FLUORESCENT TUBE LIGHTING T12 DAYLIGHT LAMP
4” RECESSED LIGHTING FIXTURE WITH 50 W. 120 V HALOGEN LAMP GU 10 BASE

EXTERIOR FLOOR WALL WASHER WITH 6 X 400W HID
4” EXTERIOR FLOOR RECESSED LIGHTING FIXTURE WITH 50 W. 120 V HALOGEN LAMP GU10 BASE

DUPLEX OUTLET 15 AMP DUPLEX

FLOOR MOUNTED DUPLEX OUTLET 15 AMP DUPLEX GFCI

LIGHTING SWITCH

REFLECTED CEILING PLAN LEGEND

8’-6” AFFL
CONCRETE

14’-0” - 12’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

14’-0” - 12’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

12’-0”  AFFL
GYPSUM WALL BOARD
12’-0”  AFFL
GYPSUM WALL BOARD

17’-0” -19’-0” AFFL
CONCRETE

5’ 10’ 20’0’
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fi gure 77: lower level refl ected ceiling plan
“THE POUR” PENDANTS DESISN HAUS LIBERTY LED

FLUORESCENT TROFFER LIGHTING WITH T9 DAYLIGHT LAMP
TRACK LIGHTING WITH CRI DIMMABLE LED TRACK HEADS

FLUORESCENT TUBE LIGHTING T12 DAYLIGHT LAMP
4” RECESSED LIGHTING FIXTURE WITH 50 W. 120 V HALOGEN LAMP GU 10 BASE

EXTERIOR FLOOR WALL WASHER WITH 6 X 400W HID
4” EXTERIOR FLOOR RECESSED LIGHTING FIXTURE WITH 50 W. 120 V HALOGEN LAMP GU10 BASE

DUPLEX OUTLET 15 AMP DUPLEX

FLOOR MOUNTED DUPLEX OUTLET 15 AMP DUPLEX GFCI

LIGHTING SWITCH

REFLECTED CEILING PLAN LEGEND

42’-0”  AFFL
WOOD SLATS/GLAZING
8’-6” AFFL
GYPSUM WALL BOARD
8’-6” AFFL
GYPSUM WALL BOARD

8’-6” AFFL
GYPSUM WALL BOARD

OPEN TO SKY ABOVE

5’ 10’ 20’0’
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7.2 materials, furniture & lighting

1

2 8

6 7

5

3 4

1

2

4

3

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

white gfrc concrete

board formed concrete fl ooring

benjamin moore oxford white

benjamin moore van deusen blue

reclaimed elm wood

kravet day trek (sheer gauze)

kravet dreamy velvet (baltic)

8 polished sheet brass

materials

1

2

3

4

wisteria

alessi- piana folding chair 

dh liberty teardrop pendant

teknion studios- dip & double dip benches

furniture & lighting

materials furniture & lighting

fi gure 78: materials, furniture & lighting images of furniture (clockwise) adapted from: design applause, ob-
jects!, “piana folding chair; david chipperfeild.” design haus liberty, 
“teardrop.”; teknion studio, “dip.”
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COLUMBARIUM WALL PLAN VIEW

COLUMBARIUM WALL FRONT ELEVATION

COLUMBARIUM LADDER BIRDS EYE VIEW

LADDER RAIL DETAIL

SECTION A

COLUMBARIUM NICHE LIGHT DETAIL

COLUMBARIUM NICHE PLAN VIEW COLUMBARIUM NICHE FRONT ELEVATION COLUMBARIUM NICHE RIGHT ELEVATION

A

D1

7.3 columbarium detail drawings

fi gure 79-80: columbarium wall detail drawings



149
appendix

COLUMBARIUM NICHE LIGHT DETAIL

COLUMBARIUM NICHE PLAN VIEW COLUMBARIUM NICHE FRONT ELEVATION COLUMBARIUM NICHE RIGHT ELEVATION

COLUMBARIUM NICHE LIGHT DETAIL

COLUMBARIUM NICHE PLAN VIEW COLUMBARIUM NICHE FRONT ELEVATION COLUMBARIUM NICHE RIGHT ELEVATION

COLUMBARIUM WALL PLAN VIEW

COLUMBARIUM WALL FRONT ELEVATION

COLUMBARIUM LADDER BIRDS EYE VIEW

LADDER RAIL DETAIL

SECTION A

COLUMBARIUM WALL PLAN VIEW

COLUMBARIUM WALL FRONT ELEVATION

COLUMBARIUM LADDER BIRDS EYE VIEW

LADDER RAIL DETAIL

SECTION A

COLUMBARIUM WALL PLAN VIEW

COLUMBARIUM WALL FRONT ELEVATION

COLUMBARIUM LADDER BIRDS EYE VIEW

LADDER RAIL DETAIL

SECTION A

D1

D2

D2

fi gure 81-86: columbarium wall detail drawings
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7.4 code requirements

3.4.2.6  PRINCIPAL ENTRANCES

At least one door at every principal entrance to a building providing access from 

the exterior at ground level shall be designed in accordance with the requirements 

for exits.

3.4.3.1 EXIT WIDTH BASED ON OCCUPANT LOAD

To determine the aggregate width of exits, the occupant load of every room or 

floor area shall be determined in conformance with subsection 3.1.17.

3.8.1.2 ENTRANCES

Not less than 50% of the pedestrian entrances of a building shall be barrier-free 

and shall lead from the outdoors at a sidewalk level, or a ramp.

3.8.3.3 DOORWAYS AND DOORS

Every doorway that is located in a barrier-free path of travel shall have a clear 

width not less than 800 mm (2.6 ft) when the door is in the open position

3.8.1.3 BARRIER-FREE PATH OF TRAVEL

Pertaining to doorways, the unobstructed width of a barrier-free path of travel 

shall be not less than 920 mm (3 ft). Interior and exterior walking surfaces that 

are within a barrier-free path of travel shall have any elongated openings oriented 

approximately perpendicular to the direction of travel, they shall be stable, firm 

and slip-resistant and bevelled at a maximum slope of 1 in 2 at changes in level 

not more than 13 mm (0.4 ft). They shall also provide sloped floors or ramps at 

changes in level more than 13mm (0.4 ft).

3.8.3.2 EXTERIOR WALKS

Exterior walks that form part of a barrier-free path of travel shall have a slip 

resistant, continuous and even surface, be not less than 1100mm wide, and have 

a level area adjacent to an entrance doorway

The following is a code review is excerpted from the (2010) National Building Code of 

Canada as it pertains to this practicum project.

3.2.2.15. STOREYS BELOW GROUND

Except as permitted by Sentence (3), the basements shall be sprinklered 

throughout. 

A floor assembly below the ground level shall be constructed as a fire separation 

with a fire-resistance rating not less than 2h.

3.2.2.23. GROUP A, DIVISION 2, ANY HEIGHT, ANY AREA, SPRINKLERED

The building shall be of concombustible construction and shall be sprinklered 

througout. 

Floor assemblies shall be fire separations with a fire-resistance rating not less 

that 2h.

Mezzanines shall have a fire-resistance rating not less than 1 h.

3.4.2.1. MINIMUM NUMBER OF EXITS

Except as permitted by sentences (2) to (4), every floor area intended for 

occupancy shall be served by at least 2 exits.

3.4.2.2. MEANS OF EGRESS FROM MEZZANINES

The space above a mezzanine shall be served by means of egree leading to exits 

accessible at the mezzanine level on the same basis as floor levels. 

3.4.2.3  DISTANCE BETWEEN EXITS

Except as provided in Sentence (2), the least distance between 2 exits from a 

floor area shall be one half the maximum diagonal dimension of the floor area, 

but not less than 9 m for all other floor areas.



3.8.3.4 RAMPS

A ramp located in a barrier-free path of travel shall have a clear width not less than 

870 mm, have a slope not more than 1 in 12, have a level area not less than  1500 

by 1500 mm at the top and bottom and at intermediate levels of a ramp leading 

to a door, so that on the latch side the level area extends not less than 600 mm 

beyond the edge of the door opening where the door opens towards the ramp, or 

300 mm beyond the edge of the door opening where the door opens away from 

the ramp.

It must also have a level area not less that 1200 mm long and at least the same 

width as the ramp at intervals not more than 9 m along its length, and be equipped 

with handrails and guards. 

3.7.2.2. WATER CLOSETS

Water closets shall be provided for each sex assuming that the occupant load is 

equally divided between males and females, unless the proportion of each sex 

expected in the building can be determined with reasonable accuracy.

If a single universal toilet room is provided in accordance with the requirements 

of Section 3.8., the total number of persons in the building used to determine the 

number of water closets to be provided, is permitted to be reduced by 10.

Urinals are permitted to be substituted for two thirds of the number of water closets 

required by this Article for males, except that if only 2 water closets are required 

for males, one urinal is permitted to be substituted for one of the water closets.

There will be at least 3 male and 5 female water closet stalls, as well as a single 

universal toilet room servicing both the public gallery/indoor garden space as well 

as the assembly space/columbarium.

3.8.3.8. WATER CLOSET STALLS

At least one water closet stall or enclosure in a washroom required to be barrier-

free shall be not less than 1500 mm (4.9 ft) wide by 1500 mm (4.9 ft).
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7.5 theory to design diagram

1

2

Thresholds/Points of Transition: In experiencing death, individuals and groups face a threshold 

between the known and unknown, life and death, sadness and acceptance. The deathspace is a 

threshold between the world of the living and of the dead. The centre as a whole exists as a threshold 

but so to do interior elements create a focus on thresholds.

IDEOLOGIES THEORIESTS/DEISGNERS/ARTISTS DESIGN RAMIFICATIONS

Arnold Van Gennep; Joyce 

Malnar & Frank Vodvarka; 

Mircea Eliade

Dramatic transitions at entrances, Use of transparency to 

denote changes from exterior to interior, public to private 

and between public spaces and deathspaces. Skylights 

throughout design also act to create a threshold.

Ritual in the Everyday: Through providing spaces for habitual Everyday practice, or for the public in 

some facet spaces are enlivened and given added meaning adding to elements of placemaking

Katherine Issac; Alfred 

Dallaire Memorial, Montreal

In creating public spaces such as a cafe, indoor/outdoor 

gardens and a public art gallery the deathspace typology is 

brought into the world of the living in a newly imagined way. 

3

4

Cave as Origin: The idea of the cave as the origin of interior space can be directly related to primitive 

deathspaces where caves were spaces to accommodate for the dead and to perform ritual practices 

surrounding this life transition.

D.J. Huppatz; Eduardo 

Chillida, Mount Tindaya

The sculptural feature in the assembly space pays refer-

ence to a primitive enclosure where natural light creates 

illumination and shadow, tactility pervades and acoustics are 

altered. This theory is also existent throughout the space in 

the choice of monolithic materials and forms, skylights, large 

wall openings and intimate spaces of enclosure.. 

Contemporary Necropolis: Scale and Density of the deathspace can replicate urban landscape, 

abstract representations of corridors, streets and squares, areas for congregations/social interaction, 

moment’s of pause/reflection. 

Andrea Dragoni, Gubbio 

Cemetery; Aldo Rossi, 

Gianni Braghieri

The assembly space acts as a central “square” in which 

social interaction and collective ritual abide. The porosity of 

the  centre in its multiple entrances, corridors and walkways 

are reminiscent of the cityscape, as well as the columbarium 

ramp that acts like a bridge where one can look down on 

passerbys.

5

6

Memento Mori: The reminder of death in visual or sensorial form to bring awareness of its inevitability Edwin Heathcote; Wilm 

Culvers; Eduardo Chillida, 

Mount Tindaya

Transparencies in the centre create site lines to the co-

lumbarium where the urns (bodily remains) are visible, in 

the assembly space lights are illuminated when a niche is 

occupied creating a wall with random points of illumination 

creating a subtle reminder of what they represent. Skylights 

create a feeling of smallness in the vastness of the universe.

Memory Loci, Place Attachment, Death and Material Culture: In contemporary deathspaces 

these ideologies blend into one another througf a focus on memorable moments in space experienced 

through high impact features, highly sensorial design, series of memory loci, and a reference to the 

historical aspects of the place. These act to create a highly memorable experience of space leading to 

place attachment.

France A. Yates; Maria 

Lewicka; Joy Malnar & Frank 

Vodvarka; Elizabeth Hallam 

& Jenny Hockey; Daniel 

Liebskind, Jewish Museum, 

Berlin

Skylights, grand entrances, dramatic volume changes and 

highly tactile sculptural features dominate much of the 

design. The reference to the original building site is achieved 

through exposing the original brick walls and spacing the 

exterior columns/interior beams based on the original street 

truss system that held up the roof. 

The following descriptions and diagrams illustrate the connection between the various 

theories, theorists, artists and ideas studied in the literature review and how they directly 

relate to design considerations in key locations throughout the memorial centre & 

columbarium.



153
appendix

7

8

Heterotopia: Places where boundaries and meanings are juxtaposed so that space is neither here 

nor there, it is both physical and non-physical, old and new. Time, place and philosophical place come 

together in the heterotopia. A place that is both physical and metaphysical. Past, present and future 

exists at one time, the notion of traditional time is skewed.

Michel Foucault; 

Elizabethada A. Wright

The whole centre as a deathspace exists as a heterotopia 

yet the columbarium area aims to intensify the notions 

surrounding the theory of the heterotpia through reflection, 

juxtaposition and a break in traditional time. Fragmentation 

is experienced through layering both physically and 

programatically (public vs. private).

Collective Memory & Ritual Practice: Collective memory and ritual is crucial in sedimenting memorial 

expereince. Bodily Automatisms play a role in this theory where certain habitual practices create 

memorable expereinces (such as looking up when entering the columbarium area)

Paul Connerton; Hallam & 

Hockey

The assembly space provdies an overall area for collective 

ritual practice but these practices are sedimented through 

points of interest that create habitiual movements and/

or habitual tactile experience. This is found in the large 

skylights and openings that cause the user to look in  a 

certain direction, in the layout of the space that allows for 

various spatial patterns for congregation and performative 

movement, and in the many sculptural, sensuous features 

that are at a touchable level within space. Furniture and 

lighting selections also speak to creating memorable 

expereinces.

9

10

Embodied Experience & Intercorporeality: Loss, among other things is a bodily phenomenon which 

is a dimensions that is often ignored in both the study of and experience of grief. The importance of 

recognizing the significance of intercorporeality in grief is beneficial. 

Laura Tanner; Suzanne 

Cataldi

Spaces that satisfy the sense of tactility create a conversta-

tion around embodied loss and intercorporeality. The sense 

of tactility is considered throughout the entire space in the 

material selections such as smooth concrete, velvet, slightly 

uneven floor surfaces and organic curvatures of key features 

of the space. 

Ineffable Space: Ineffable space is essentially the physical/designed manifestation of the sublime. 

Ineffable space denotes moments of intensive emotive expereince brought on by instances of designed 

space rather than exterior landscape features.  

Le Corbusier; Lindsay Jones; 

Eduardo Chillida, Mount 

Tindaya

Moments of pause, awe and contmeplation (focal points 

through skylights, artificial lighting, wall openings, screens, 

functional sculptural features etc.), juxtaposition of chaos 

and order, darkness and light, Ineffable elements near the 

entrancea such as brightness, skylight features, intrigue 

through partially concealed vistas etc. help to create 

immediature ritual significance to space.
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1

2

56

9

lower level

fi gure 87-89 (top left page to current page): theory to design diagram, main level, second level and lower level
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