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abstract
Keywords: Life vs Death, Public vs Private, Sacred vs Profane, Deathscape, 

Grief, Liminal Space, Mortality, Ritual, Threshold, Tradition, Zeitgeist, 

An integral fact of life is death, it 
connects an individual to all times, peoples 
and places, but it is not a stagnant constant, 
it is a process firmly entrenched in each and 
every individual as well as the overall zeitgeist. 
Unfortunately, the majority of North Americans 
have an image of death often discordant to 
its reality, it is habitually viewed at best as an 
uncomfortable topic and at worst as a taboo. 
People are often not even aware of their 
own negative relationship to death and are 
therefore accepting of the uncomfortable 
association to it. This disconnect has left 
society with insufficient, lackluster and 
unsupportive death infrastructure. Yet death 
is intricately woven into the fabric of life, 
it is a constant companion that should be 
acknowledged, addressed and designed for 
and as an architect there is a moral obligation 
to consider not only the needs of the living 
inhabitants but those who will occupy the 
landscape indefinitely in death. Due to this link 
the definition of one encompasses the other, 
therefore life and death are not a line from 
one to the other but instead a circle with no 
perceptible break. Society has lost sight of the 
multi-generational aspect of death, causing 
this gap and calling for a solution to bridge 
the divide between life and death, closing the 
cycle between individuals. The thesis works 
to frame one of these moments in the cycle, 
allowing for both life and death to co-exist 
comfortably within one programmed space. 
The proposal, at its heart is a greenspace 
cum deathscape, integrated into the existing 
planned and natural landscape and then 

drawing people in with programs supportive 
of the acts encircling interment, celebrations, 
memorializations and rituals. It has been split 
into two main programs; one a symbol of 
welcoming for both casual visitors and those 
with a ritual purpose and the other a centre 
for those in all stages in life to come and leave 
a less tangible piece of themselves for others. 
Both are intended for use in everyday life in 
a way deemed respectful to its inhabitants 
while having an intrinsic connection to death. 
The path connecting these acts then as the 
threshold both guiding an individual through 
a journey of self discovery and tempering the 
transition from one stage to another. 

The proposed thesis looks at death 
history in Sudbury and its contemporary 
practices, the historic to modern tradition of 
Dia de los Muertos in Mexico, Memento Mori 
as both a concept and an art movement, 
as well as incorporating information learned 
from case studies before moving onto the 
site and the actual proposed design. The 
ideas surrounding it are laid out through both 
factual explorations as well as more abstract 
interpretations and personal art creations. In 
summary, places of death were not always 
shunned by the living but in an increasingly 
secular world people have lost sight of the 
rituals that give both life and death meaning. 
Dying a good death means many things to 
many people and it is up to architecture, and 
therefore architects, to support the process 
that is the most meaningful for the person and 
their bearers going through it. 

What has led to this ostensible taboo of 
death in North America and how has this 
influenced the infrastructure that supports 

these processes?

How can architecture help bridge the 
gap to allow people what they, as an 

individual, perceive to be a good death?

VI VII



acknowledgments
I wish to express my deepest gratitude to everyone who has helped me along 

this journey, whether you knew it or not. I am indebted to all of those who 
pushed me, talked me through tough times, and lent a helping hand with 

instruction, advice and support.

Thank you to my committee for coming along on this crazy ride. I know you 
might not have had a choice, but thank you for being a part of the story, your 

contributions were felt and appreciated. 

I would then like to thank my parents for providing me with opportunities through 
their support, especially that of the wallet. 

And to my Baba, who’s love and influence is still felt all these years later.

I would also like to thank all those who spent long days and late nights working 
alongside me in the pursuit of this goal over the years, you know who you all are. 

A special thank you to the internet and those who create content for it and on it 
for without this marvelous invention I would be lost and extremely bored, for my 

consumption of online media and facts knows no bounds. 

And finally, a special thank you to all the furry friends who have shared 
their unconditional love and affection with me, your constant source of 

entertainment and comforting warmth helped keep me sane. 

1. The Beatles, “Here Comes the Sun.” Recorded July-August 1969, Track #7 on Abbey Road, Apple, 1969, Vinyl. 

1

Architecture Towards a Good Death |
The Landscape of the Dead in the World of the Living

by 

Lisa Hoshowsky

Thesis Advisor:
Dr. Terrance Galvin, Laurentian University

Second Reader:
Dr. Tammy Gaber, Laurentian University

VIII IX



Cover: Painting by Author
Index Background: Cross-Stitches designed and 

created by Author, Photo by Author
Index Icons from top:  
Image of urn created for ARCH 5326, Photo by Author
Image of individual in traditional Dia de los Muertos 

costume, Photo by Author
Image of Cross-Stitch designed and created by 

author, Photo by Author 
Image of Site Section, Drawn by Author
Image of Crematorium Bricks, Photo by Author
Figure 0.1: Image of Marigolds seen extensively in Dia 

de los Muertos celebrations, Photo by Author
Dictionary Contents Background Image: Cross-Stitches 

designed and created by Author, Photo by Author
Figure 0.2: A photograph of the mausoleum wall in the 

Panteón General, Oaxaca, Mexico during Day of 
the Dead festivities. Photo by Author

Figure 0.3: A photograph of the books and feline that 
were a constant resource throughout the thesis. 
Photo by Author

Chapter One Background Image: Cross-Stitches 
designed and created by Author, Photo by Author

Figure 1.1: Painting by Author 
Figure 1.2: Painting by Author
Figure 1.3: Timeline of Death in Sudbury, compiled and 

designed by Author 
Figure 1.4: Sudbury’s Deathscape showing industries 

and places related to death in a central location 
within Sudbury, Map by Author

Figure 1.5: Close up of map when displayed in person 
using real mapping pins to mark locations. Photo 
by Author

Chapter Two Background Image: Cross-Stitches 
designed and created by Author, Photo by Author

Figure 2.1: Painting by Author of scene in a plaza in 
Oaxaca, Mexico during Dia de los Muertos 

Figure 2.2: Painting by Author
Figure 2.3: Dios de la Muerte Sentado en su Trono. 

c. 200-700 C.E. Photographed at Museo de Arte 
Prehispánico, in Oaxaca, Mexico by Author

Figure 2.4: Mitla Archaeological zone used for pre-
Hispanic death rituals, visited by author. Photo by 
Author

Figure 2.5: Image of typical bloodied Christ statue 
form a basilica in central Oaxaca, Mexico. Photo 
by Author

Figure 2.6: Image of a typical Ofrenda taken in 
Oaxaca, Mexico by Author

Figure 2.7: Frida Kahlo depicted in traditional sand art 
style, photographed in Oaxaca by Author

Figure 2.8: Timeline of Death Practices in Mexico, 
compiled and designed by Author

Figure 2.9: Image of Author with Dia de los Muertos 
decorations, taken in Oaxaca, Mexico by Author

Figure 2.10: Painting by Author
Figure 2.11: Photo of a tree in a courtyard in Oaxaca, 

Mexico during Dia de los Muertos surrounded by 
Marigold flowers. Photo by Author

Chapter Three Background Image: Cross-Stitch 
accoutrements, Photo by Author

Figure 3.1: Painting of Deer Jawbone with foliage by 
Author

Figure 3.2: Timeline of Memento Mori, compiled and 
designed by Author

Figure 3.3: Cross-Stitches designed and created by 
Author, displayed as a whole, Photo by Author

Symbolism Page: All images are Cross-Stitches 
designed and created by Author. Photos by 
Author

Figure 3.2: Collage of patterns created explicitly for 
Memento Mori Cross-Stitch project by author

Figure 3.4: Centre Piece of Memento Mori Cross-Stitch 
project depicting a human skull, gladiolas, a 
sunflower, marigolds, a cockscomb, and forsythia 
branch. Designed, Created and Photographed by 
Author

Chapter Four Background Image: Cross-Stitches 
designed and created by Author, Photo by Author

Figure 4.1: Painting by Author
Figure 4.2: Site Plan drawn by Author based on data 

provided by the City of Greater Sudbury
Figure 4.3: Icon of Lasalle Cemetery Entrance Sign, 

drawn by Author.
Figure 4.4: West-East detail site section with 

context map. Both drawn by Author based on 
topographical data provided by the City of 
Greater Sudbury

Figure 4.5: An image of the trail marker and map at 
the entrance to the New Sudbury Historic Trail. 
Photo by Author

Figure 4.6: Map showing the outline and different 
sections of Lasalle Cemetery. “Sudbury 
Cemeteries,” <www.sudbury.maps.arcgic.com>

Figure 4.7: North End of Site Plan drawn by Author 
based on data provided by the City of Greater 
Sudbury

Figure 4.8: South End of Site Plan drawn by author 
based on data provided by the City of Greater 
Sudbury

Figure 4.9: Lasalle Cemetery Map Diagram showing 
the route entering the site. Drawn by Author

Figure 4.10: Entrance to Lasalle Cemetery, Photo by 
Author

Figure 4.11: One of the entrance roads leading 
through the tombstone to the Sanctum, Photo by 
Author

Figure 4.12: The sites’ parking lot, Render by Author
Figure 4.13: The main entrance to the trails from the 

cemetery, Photo by Author
Figure 4.14: Columbarium walls visible from the parking 

lot, Render by Author
Figure 4.15: Looking at the Columbarium wall from the 

cemetery, Render by Author
Figure 4.16: People Walking in the Columbarium walls, 

Render by Author
Figure 4.17: View of the Columbarium walls showing it 

on both sides of the road, Render by Author
Figure 4.18: Sanctum ground floor diagram of visitor’s 

movement, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.19: Exterior of the Sanctum, Render by Author
Figure 4.20: Entrance to the visitors’ reception, Render 

by Author
Figure 4.21: Service Hallway, Render by Author
Figure 4.22: Loft Space, Render by Author
Figure 4.23: The Abditum, Render by Author
Figure 4.24: Sanctum second floor visitors’ movement 

diagram, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.25: Sanctum ground floor mourners’ 

movement diagram, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.26: The courtyard filling with people, Render 

by Author
Figure 4.27: Chapel Reception, Render by Author
Figure 4.28: The chapel filling up, Render by Author
Figure 4.29: Closer view of people filling the cemetery, 

Render by Author
Figure 4.30: Private Mourning Room, Render by Author
Figure 4.31: Sanctum ground floor body movement 

diagram, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.32: Hearse Arriving, Render by Author

Figure 4.33: A body arriving into the Sanctum building, 
Render by Author

Figure 4.34: The Body Room, Render by Author
Figure 4.35: Family preparing their loved one, Render 

by Author
Figure 4.36: People filing into Chapel, Render by 

Author
Figure 4.37: Memorial in the Chapel, Render by Author
Figure 4.38: People in the cemetery for a funeral, 

Background Photo and Render by Author
Figure 4.39: Diagram of visitors’ movement throughout 

the entire site, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.40: The Butterfly Garden, Render by Author
Figure 4.41: The Herb Garden, Render by Author
Figure 4.42: Memento Mori Cross-Stitches, Designed 

and Created by Author, Photo by Author
Figure 4.43: Memorial Bench, Render by Author
Figure 4.44: Pet Cemetery, Render by Author
Figure 4.45: Photo from site of the path connecting to 

the dam, Photo by Author
Figure 4.46: Photo from the site showing the path 

across the dams’ top, Photo by Author
Figure 4.47: View from top of dam towards the 

Memoria Library, Photo and building Render by 
Author

Figure 4.48: Memoria Library ground floor movement 
of visitor’s diagram, Diagram by Author

Figure 4.49: The Memoria Library from the Path, Render 
by Author

Figure 4.50: Reception of the Memoria Library, Render 
by Author

Figure 4.51: Private office, Render by Author
Figure 4.52: View of the Library, Render by Author
Figure 4.53: The Deck, Render by Author
Figure 4.54: Looking at the library shelves, Render by 

Author
Figure 4.55: Sanctum Reception, Render by Author
Figure 4.56: Diagram of staff movement through site, 

Diagram by Author
Figure 4.57: Sanctum ground floor movement of staff 

diagram, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.58: Memoria Library ground floor movement 

of staff diagram, Diagram by Author
Figure 4.59: Painting by Author
Figure 4.60: Concrete. Starline. “Blank Concrete White 

Wall Texture.” <www.freepik.com>
Figure 4.61: Cedar. ULKASTUDIO. “Cedar Siding 

Glenview House.” <www.shutterstock.com>

| list of figures |

X XI



Figure 4.62: Patinaed Copper. Joe.“Patinated Copper 
Veneer Samples.” <veneersupplies.com>

Figure 4.63: Glass. “Spectrum Ice Clear 96 COE.” www.
glasscrafters.com

Figure 4.64: Plants. “Leaves PNG Transparent Images 
#2387028.” <www.clipart-library.com>

Figure 4.65: White Concrete. SheatNoisette, “Seamless 
White Concrete Textures.” August 2019. <www.
opengameart.org>

Figure 4.66: Brown Leather. MaxDaten, “Brown Leather 
Png.” <www.pngio.com>

Figure 4.67: Larch Wood. Holzindustrie, Admonter. 
“Elements Larch,” <www.architonic>

Figure 4.68: Concrete. “Light Concrete Smooth 
Surface.” <www.freepik.com>

Figure 4.69: Aged Cedar. “Red Cedar Siding.” <www.
bearcreeklumber.com>

Figure 4.70: Exterior of the sanctum, Render by Author
Figure 4.71: The Courtyard, Render by Author
Figure 4.72: Service being held in Chapel, Render by 

Author
Figure 4.73: Plans of Sanctum building, Drawings by 

Author
Figure 4.74: North – South Section of Sanctum, Drawing 

by Author
Figure 4.75: East – West Section of Sanctum, Drawing 

by Author
Figure 4.76: Sanctum Structure Diagram, Drawing by 

Author
Figure 4.77: Exterior of Memoria Library, Render by 

Author
Figure 4.78: Inside the Library, Render by Author
Figure 4.79: Plans of Memoria Library, Drawings by 

Author
Figure 4.80: North-West to South-East Section of 

Memoria Library, Drawing by Author
Figure 4.81: East – West Section of Memoria Library, 

Drawing by Author
Figure 82: Memoria Structure Diagram, Drawing by 

Author
Figure 4.82: Large Detail Site Section with site context 

map, Drawings by Author
Figure 4.83: Painting by Author

Annex Cover Image: Cross-Stitch designed and 
created by Author, Photo by Author

Figure 5.1: Photo Spread of Panteon Viejo Xoxocotlan, 
Oaxaca, Mexico. Photos by Author

Figure 5.2: Photo Spread of Panteon Muncipal San 
Sebastian. Oaxaca, Mexico. Photos by Author

Figure 5.3: Photo Spread of Panteon de Atzompa, 
Oaxaca, Mexico. Photos by Author

Figure 5.4: Photo Spread of Panteon General, 
Oaxaca, Mexico. Photos by Author

Figure 5.5: Scanned images of original grid paper 
patterns designed by author to create Memento 
Mori Cross-Stitches

Case Studies Cover Image: Cross-Stitches designed 
and created by Author, Photo by Author

Figure 5.6: World map with pins and labels showing 
where the following case studies are located

Figure 5.7: Man ascending towards Sunset Chapel. 
Suárez, Esteban. Sunset Chapel/BNKR. ArchDaily. 
<www.archdaily.com>

Figure 5.8: Site Plan Drawing by Author after BNKR 
Arquitectura

Figure 5.9: Photo from inside the Sunset Chapel 
looking out. Photo from Architects Website. <www.
bunkerarquitectura.com>

Figure 5.10: Floorplan Drawings by Author after BNKR 
Arquitectura

Figure 5.11: Section Drawing by Author after BNKR 
Arquitectura

Figure 5.12: Process diagrams by BNKR Arquitectura. 
ArchDaily. <www.archdaily.com>

Figure 5.13: La Estancia Chapel. Photo from Architects 
website. <www.bunkerarquitectura.com>

Figure 5.14:  Ecumenical Chapel. Photo from 
Architects website. <www.bunkerarquitectura.
com>

Figure 5.15: Image of entrance into St. Lawrence 
Chapel in Vantaa, Finland. Photo by Author

Figure 5.16: Site Plan Drawing by Author after Avanto 
Architects.

Figure 5.17: Image inside of one of the Chapels at St. 
Lawrence in Vantaa, Finland. Photo by Author

Figure 5.18: Exterior of St. Lawrence Chapel in Vantaa, 
Finland. Photo from Architect’s website. <www.
avan.to>

Figure 5.19: Floor Plan by Author after Avanto 
Architects. 

Figure 5.20: Entrance to reception area of St. 
Lawrence Chapel in Vantaa, Finland. Photo by 
Author

Figure 5.22: Stairs to lower level of chapel. Photo by 
Author

Figure 5.22: View looking from urn room out onto 
private courtyard space. Photo by Author

Figure 5.23: Urn receiving room. Photo by Author
Figure 5.24: View of cemetery and historic building, 

pre-existing the chapel on the site. The building 
had to integrate and respect this existing setting. 
Photo by Author

Figure 5.25: Aerial view of New Crematorium building. 
Hugoson, Erik. 2014. Arch Daily. September 
22, 2014. Accessed October 16, 2018. <www.
archdaily.com.>

Figure 5.26: Site Plan Drawing by Author, completed 
M1, after Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor 2013

Figure 5.27: Drawing done by Juha Leviska for author 
during dinner in Finland in 2018. “Sketch of 
Woodland Cemetery Plan.“ Leiviska, Juha. 2018. 
Helsinki, Finland.

Figure 5.28: Floor plan Drawing by Author, completed 
M1, after Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor 2013

Figure 5.29: Image of tree lined sidewalk outside of 
entrance to Skogskyrkogården in Stockholm, 
Sweden. Photo by Author

Figure 5.30: View through the trees along a 
path leading to the New Crematorium in 
Skogskyrkogården, Stockholm Sweden. Photo by 
Author

Figure 5.31: Closer view of New Crematorium Building 
in Skogskyrkogården, Stockholm, Sweden. Photo 
by Author

Figure 5.32: View into courtyard area just outside main 
entrance, this can be used as a break out space 
by families with larger gatherings. The use of brick 
in many different ways here is also shown. Photo 
by Author.

Figure 5.33: View of “rear” side of building from 
surrounding forest. This angle displays the 
transparency the building achieves through it use 
of bricks, a not only beautiful detail but practical 
one as well for venting. Photo by Author

Figure 5.34: Entrance to Tomba Brion. Accessed 
December 19, 2019. <www.bschoney.wordpress.
com>

Figure 5.35: Drawing of the modern site plan of the 
cemetery by Author based on a tourist pamphlet 
drawing by Bianca Albertini Delineavit. Pamphlet 
shown to Author by Dr. Terrance Galvin

Figure 5.36: Pathway at Brion Cemetery. Accessed 
December 19, 2019. <architectours.it>

Figure 5.37: Brion Cemetery Meditation Pavilion 
Drawing by Carlo Scarpa.  Accessed December 
19, 2019. <www.ca.phaidon.com>

Figure 5.38: Brion Cemetery Meditation Pavilion. 
Accessed December 19, 2019. <www.ca.phaidon.
com>

Figure 5.39: Entrance to Igualada Cemtery. Accessed 
December 19, 2019. <www.archdaily.com>

Figure 5.40: Site plan Drawing by Author based on 
Enric Miralles + Estudio Carme Pinnos. <www.
archdaily.com>

Figure 5.41: View of Cemetery. Accessed December 
19, 2019. <www.some-landscapes.blogspot.com>

Figure 5.42: Niches Along the Path. Accessed 
December 19, 2019. <www.archdaily.com.

Figure 5.43: Site photos of Lasalle Cemetery and the 
New Sudbury Historic Trail, taken over several visits 
by Author

Figure 5.44: People attending to their loved on in the 
chapel. Render by Author

Figure 5.45: Construction drawings of the altar. Drawn 
by Author

Figure 5.46: Images and construction drawings of urn. 
Photos and Drawings by Author

Back Cover: Painting by Author¬

XII XIII



XIV 1



A Dictionary of 
Death

Definitions of Relevant Terms to 
the Thesis and Referenced Death 
Practices

Keywords 

Important Definitions



NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Life vs Death

Life is a quality that humans, amongst other things, possess prior 
to death. It encompasses things that are able to grow, change, 

reproduce and react to their environment.2 Living things exist but so 
do things that never lived or have died. Death is the end of all these 

living processes but not the end of change or existence, the two 
states are not mutually exclusive.3

Public vs Private

Public most commonly refers to places, events and activities that 
are visible or accessible to people as a whole, it is not hidden or 
exclusive.4 Private is when something belongs to or is for the use of an 
exclusive group or a particular person.5 Looking at them together is 
an effort to see where they come together and transition from one 
state to another and how they can exist within one program and 
landscape.6

Sacred vs Profane

Explores the threshold that exists between the actions and 
representations that are set apart from the everyday versus the 

mundane and where they are able to intersect.7

Deathscape

Both the physical and intangible landscape that encompasses death 
and its leavings and the practices that surround it.8

Keywords1
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NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Ritual

A set of fixed actions and frequently words performed regularly and 
usually in a set sequence, often as a part of ceremony,13 that usually 
connotes deeper meaning and can be tied to religious or mundane 

practices.14

Liminal Space

It is a space of transition, a stop between this moment and the next.10 
It is a place situated at a threshold and is intermediate in nature. The 

state between life and death is the most common example.11

Grief

Is the reaction to an event that causes the person experiencing it 
great sorrow. It is most commonly tied to the reaction people feel 
when losing something or someone they hold dear.9

Mortality

The state or condition of being subject to death.12

Threshold

The point at which something starts, when change happens or when 
an experience begins.15 It is the transition from one state to another 
whether that be physical or mental.16

4 5



NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Tradition

The transmission of customs, beliefs, information and stories, actions 
and rituals from one generation to the next.17 It is a representation of 
continuity often with built in meaning to those who take part in it.18

Zeitgeist

The spirit of an age, it is the trending thoughts and characteristics of a 
particular period of time.19

▲ Figure 0.2: A photograph of the mausoleum wall in the Panteón General, Oaxaca, Mexico 
during Day of the Dead festivities. These cemeteries are a representation of the thin line 
between life and death and how they can be integrated.

Burial

The act of placing a dead body into the ground, often involving 
ceremony. One of many choices available for what happens to 

remains after death.20 

Cemetery

A place set apart that contains the remains of deceased individuals, 
most commonly in graves, mausoleums and columbaria.23 

Cairn

A mound of stones, often used to demarcate a grave or built as a 
memorial or landmark.21

Important Definitions

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Casket

A funerary item used to house the body of a deceased individual, 
often for both viewing and burial. It is rectangular in shape and is most 
commonly made of wood with a split lid for viewing purposes and rails 

on the side for it to be carried.22  

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH
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Funeral

A ceremony, potentially religious, that honours the deceased usually 
followed by a burial or cremation.28, 29

Cremation

The process of changing human remains, through fire, into ashes, also 
known as cremated remains or cremains.27 

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Coffin

A funerary item used to house the body of a deceased individual, 
often for both viewing and burial. It is six sided, tapering towards the 

head and feet but widening at the body’s shoulders.25

Chapel

A small place of assembly often used for worship, reflection or 
ceremony.24 

Columbarium

A public structure in a cemetery with recesses used to house 
cremated remains.26 

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Herm

A rectangular pillar with Hermes image often carved into it used as 
a boundary marker.34 Hermes was a Greek god who symbolized the 
crossing of boundaries, also a psychopomp (spiritual guide).35

Interment

The ritual act of placing a dead body in the ground.36 

Gravestone

A marker demarcating where a person is buried usually inscribed with 
their name, years of life and a message.31 They are typically made of 
some sort of stone but other materials such as wood, metal and glass 
can be used alone or in combination. They also come in a variety of 

shapes. Also commonly referred to as tombstone or headstones.32 

Grave

The hole in the ground into which a body is placed, or the site of a 
buried body, often marked with a headstone.30 

Graveyard

A place, often connected to a church, where the remains of the 
deceased are interred.33 

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH
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Sanctum

A sacred or private place.40

Latin: Sanctuary or holy place.41

Tomb

An excavation where a body is placed, typically more formal than a 
grave and not necessarily underground.42

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

Mausoleum

A building in which multiple bodies and cremated remains can be 
placed, usually of the same family.37 

Memoria

Latin: Memory, the capacity of remembering, remembrance, record 
of the past, tradition, history.38 

Memorial

Something, either an object or an event that honours a person or 
event that involves death.39 

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

NAME

DATE

MESSAGE

LIFE DEATH

▲ Figure 0.3: The books and feline that were a constant resource
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► Figure 1.1: Painting by Author, of 
mood conveyed by quote.

 Does the thought of death make you 
uncomfortable? Do you feel wrong about 
having this discomfort? If you are readily 
okay with it you are not alone, the majority of 
people in North America are uncomfortable 
with the idea of death. There are many 
personal factors that go into this sentiment 
but arguably one of the largest is the lack 
of seeing it.1 Death is no longer an everyday 
reality being seen on the street, it takes 
place behind closed doors in highly sterilized 
environments and when it is seen it is often 
portrayed negatively. This disconnect has 
left society with insufficient, lackluster and 
unsupportive death infrastructure. 

 It seems though that the conversation 
around the topic appears to be changing, 
with a large part of this being due to its 
prevalence in the media. Although these 
are often negative portrayals though, 
with crime shows and horror movies being 
ever popular,2 they bring the topic to 

the forefront. It is no longer something 
completely removed from the everyday, and 
these reminders hopefully plant a seed for 
further thought and reflection.

 Death is intricately woven into the 
fabric of life, it connects an individual to 
all times, peoples and places but it is not 
a stagnant constant - it is a process firmly 
entrenched in each and every individual as 
well as the overall zeitgeist. 

 Having an open advocacy towards 
death can make a difference and change 
culture, but people need to be able to 
be a part of constructive conversations. 
Everyone desires different processes and rites 
surrounding their death, therefore this is not a 
proposal for an architecture that shuns what 
already happens but instead one that allows 
for the processes not readily being supported 
already. 
 

Let’s Talk about 
Death

 “When my father died he would go to a […]  “When my father died he would go to a […] 
beautiful crematory with huge windows that let in beautiful crematory with huge windows that let in 
gobs of natural light. But it would not be beautiful gobs of natural light. But it would not be beautiful 

because death was hidden or denied; it would be because death was hidden or denied; it would be 
beautiful because death would be embraced. It beautiful because death would be embraced. It 
would be a place of experience, with rooms for would be a place of experience, with rooms for 

families to come and wash their dead. Where they families to come and wash their dead. Where they 
could feel safe and comfortable being with a body could feel safe and comfortable being with a body 

until its final moment […]”until its final moment […]”11
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 Dying a Good Death probably has 
and will look different to every person who 
experiences it. Although the practices and 
rituals surrounding death are most commonly 
defined by the zeitgeist, whether that be a 
movement, religion, or overarching event 
during a person’s life and final moments, 
there is always room for personal preference, 
especially in the contemporary era. Dying 
a Good Death looks different to every 
person but there are several overarching 
themes that most people, if taking part 
in the conversation, would strive towards. 
These five themes are as follows; being 
prepared, having access, friend and family 
involvement, the observation of certain 
festivities, celebrations, rituals or traditions 
being observed, and no stigma.

 The first most could agree upon is 
wanting to be prepared. This does not only 
have to mean that you have reached a 
certain age and have come to terms with 
the end while surrounded by friends and 
family, not everybody will get that, but 
everyone can plan ahead. Being prepared 
means that not only you, but the people who 
surround you know your end of life wishes 
and have them pre-planned.1 This could take 
on a number of forms from simply knowing 
and letting those who will be taking care of 
you know whether you want to be cremated 

or buried, having your plot picked out, to 
having everything fully planned from your 
last moments of life until you have reached 
your final place. This ability to be prepared is 
something that can give you not only piece 
of mind but your loved ones as well since 
they know what is happening is exactly what 
you desired. 

 A Good Death should also be 
accessible, which has two parts. First, 
everyone should be able to access what 
they deem proper and respectful death 
services and accoutrements, and second 
they should be able to do so without hurting 
themselves or their family financially. 

 Third, the person who is going through 
the process of death should be able to have 
their family and friends take part and be 
involved in as much or as little as both parties 
are comfortable with. The modern North 
American death industry calls for death to be 
locked behind a closed door, taken care of 
by professionals only;2 it has therefore fallen 
to strangers to take care of loved ones in 
their final most intimate stage. Some may see 
these tasks as a burden and wish to spare 
their loved ones from this but other options 
should be easily available and supported for 
those who wish to pursue it. 

What does it mean to 
Die a ‘Good Death?’ 

 Then there comes the activities that 
surround death, the rituals and traditions, 
the celebrations and festivities. Some 
individuals are religious and others spiritual 
or completely atheist and these may all 
have their own prescribed set of actions that 
take place after an individual’s death. From 
how a body is prepared to the ceremonies 
performed and who participates, to how 
the body is processed and where the final 
remains end up. Whether a person subscribes 
to a group or movement with set standards, 
they have their own unique desires or some 
other combination they should be able to 
access services, tools, and other required 
items, within reason, that allow them to have 
their needs seen to. Some people desire a 
religious event and some want their loved 
ones to party, they are not mutually exclusive 
and both are valid. Death is individual and it 
appears the industry is changing to adapt to 
this growing feeling and desire for options.3

 Finally, the last big part that defines a 
Good Death, as it is used in this text, is stigma, 
or the lack of it. People should be able to 
die what they perceive as a Good Death 
without having any stigma attached to it. 
There are things that may be considered 
norms in contemporary society but that 
does not mean that other forms are invalid 
as modern practices themselves are quite 

new and it is not unusual for death practices 
to grow and change over time or due to 
circumstance.4 The growing prevalence of 
Green Burials is the perfect example of this, 
even a few years ago this would not have 
been a realistic option but they are now not 
only legal but often much cheaper than a 
standard burial.5

 In summary, dying a Good Death 
can mean any number of things, death is 
individual in that everyone can desire to die 
and have their last processes performed 
in different ways. Only the individual can 
decide what kind of death they prefer, but 
these are some things to consider. As Carl 
Jung says, “It won’t help to hear what I think 
about death,” and as leading Death Positive 
Movement proponent Caitlin Doughty 
reiterates, “your relation to mortality is your 
own.”6 None of the themes outlined above 
are meant to be prescribed, merely a 
guideline for what people can strive towards 
when looking to plan their own Good Death. 
Furthermore, it is not morbid to talk about 
your wishes and ensure they are met, it is 
simply engaging further in the processes of 
life. 
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► Figure 1.2: Painting by Author

 Sudbury’s modern death history, as seen 
in the following timeline, has predominately 
been tied to what is now known as Lougheed 
Funeral Homes.7 Established by John Henry in 
1897 as a furniture and undertaking business 
he quickly brought credibility to the modern 
death industry as a whole, becoming president 
of the Canadian Embalmers Association and 
influencing the Embalmer’s ACT of Ontario. His 
business was taken over several more times, 
each successively contributing to the overall 
industry in positive ways; from flying in the face 
of convention to provide the services people 
demanded, to engineering modern post-
funeral receptions and participating in the 
community at large,8 they have continued to 
flourish in a business that is always in demand. 

 Taking a momentary step back into the 
past, Sudbury has had a relatively long history 
of human habitation with Ojibwe occupation 
dating back to seven-thousand B.C.E.9 The 
customs practiced by members now usually 
involves a body being cleansed and dressed 
with deerskin moccasins and birchbark 
wrapping the body.10 A fire is kept burning 
over the course of several days as loved ones 
gather before the funeral. During the service, 
people sing and share memories and offerings 
of herbs are given and buried with the body. 
Following this there is a community feast with a 

plate burned for the departed soul. There are 
also other ceremonies that may be performed 
to cleanse or protect the family of the 
deceased.11 

 It is not until the 1600s that any new 
cultural practices are introduced to the area 
and they are due to the Sault Ste. Marie based 
fur trade12 with European occupation further 
expanding in the 1800s.13 In 1880 Sudbury was 
officially established with the arrival of  CPR 
which brought the manpower and need for 
the first church and cemetery, Ste-Anne-des-
Pins.14 Sudbury has continued to grow and 
change with the dominant religions consisting 
of sixty-five percent Roman Catholic, twenty-
two percent for both Protestant and those with 
no religious affiliation, with very nominal, but 
still present, amounts of Christian Orthodox, 
Muslim, Hindu, and  Jewish faiths.15 Each of 
these groups have their own prescribed set 
of rituals and processes that surround their 
modern death practices and these should be 
supported by the modern death industry. 
 Coming to the present, the average 
person in Sudbury has access to a multitude 
of options for what happens to their body 
after death and how their loved ones can 
participate, which will be further expanded 
upon shortly.

Contemporary Death 
and its Practices in 

Sudbury
| a brief history of death in sudbury |
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PACIFIC

1.8 Billion B.C.E
Meteorite hit

 1 838 C.E
Jean Gannal published 

Histoire des 
Embauments, which 

was translated to 
English in 1840

 1 861-65 C.E
The American Civil war 

and the desire for 
soldiers to be returned 

home popularized 
modern embalming. It 

is estimated some 
40,000 embalmings 

were done

 1 865 C.E
Abraham Lincoln dies 
April 15 and his body is 

embalmed before 
being transported 

across the country for 
three weeks, 

cementing the 
popularity of 

embalming in North 
America

 1 901 C.E
The first crematorium in 
Canada is opened in 
1901 at Mount Royal 

Cemetery in Quebec. 

 1 963 C.E
The Vatican allows 

Cremation, prior to this 
it was not permitted as 
it was believed a body 
would be needed for 

resurrection. As of 
today the ashes are still 

meant to be kept on 
sacred ground, 

undivided

 1 873 C.E
Professor Brunetti 

displays his perfected 
cremation machine, 
the first dependable 

chamber, at the 1873 
Vienna Exposition 
which lead to the 

modern cremation 
movement as a whole

Significant Influences on Modern Death Practices

1 897 C.E
John Henry began a 

furniture and 
undertaking business on 

Elgin Street. He was 
president of the 

Canadian Embalmers 
Association and 
influenced the 

Embalmers’ Act of 
Ontario

1 922 C.E
The business was sold to 

Arthur A. Jackson

1 927 C.E
The cemetery was 

opened

1 933 C.E
Jackson Moved the 

home to Larch Street

1 943 C.E
Jackson retired and it 

became the Jacksoon 
and Barnard Funeral 

Home with Ray Barnard 
at its helm

1 959 C.E
It was expanded to its 
location on the corner 

of Larch and Paris 
Street

1 984 C.E
Barnard sold to the 

Lougheed family. They 
are part of the reason 

after service gatherings 
have become the 

norm. They also 
established the Annual 

Christmas Service of 
Remembrance, which 

due to popularity is 
now televised to the 
Sudbury Community. 

The family has always, 
and continues to be, 

strongly involved in the 
community in countless 

ways

1 972 C.E
The first Crematorium in 
Sudbury is opened by 

what is now the 
Lougheed’s Limited, 

located at 379 Horobin 
Street, just outside the 

downtown core.

2 017 C.E
The second 

crematorium was 
opened in Sudbury by 

the Cooperative 
Funeral Home after 
provincial laws were 
changed in 2012 to 

allow funeral homes to 
own and operate them

 Protestant 22%
After the person passes a visitation or wake period begins where family and friends come and pay 

their respects. Within approximately three days of death the funeral service is held, some sects elect to 
have a closed funeral. Cremation, which has become the more common choice since WWI usually 

occurs. Eulogies are allowed during the funeral and a pastor or minister often preforms the service and 
afterward the remains or body is brought to the site of burial where the priest will say a few prayers and 

a committal

 No Religious Affiliation 22%
A person is usually declared dead and next arrangements are made. A visitation is usually held before 

a funeral service. The remains are then taken to their final resting place and a communal meal is 
usually eaten. This can vary greatly though with a person wishes and is ever evolving.

 Christian Orthodox 0.005%
Death is considered the separation of the soul from the body. The traditions usually consist of three 

services, the first, Trisagion, or vigil service, is usually preformed the night before the funeral and then 
again on death anniversaries. The funeral service happens on the day of burial in the church and the 
divine liturgy may be celebrated. Following the funeral service they may share a meal. The memorial 

service is repeated at the grave or church usually on the fortieth day and after one year

 Islamic 0.003%
The deceased’s eyes and mouth are closed and the limbs are aligned with the body. The death is 
immediately announced to all friends and family and the body is buried facing Mecca as soon as 

possible after being washed and wrapped in white cotton. An Imam presides over the service and a 
person sitting next to the body reads from the Koran. After burial all guests go to the home of the 
family of the deceased and a meal is prepared while everyone socializes to ease suffering. The 

mourning period typically only lasts three days

 Hindu 0.001%
Believe in Samsara. When the person dies a priest is contacted and mantras are recited almost 

constantly. The body is bathed by the eldest son and anointed with chandan, the big toes are then 
tied together and the hands placed in prayer position before being dressed in a sheet. The body 

should be buried before the next dusk or dawn but a witnessed cremation with rituals is usually the next 
step after a viewing. Everyone then goes home to bathe and change clothes before gathering for a 

meal

 Jewish 0.001%
The burial should take place as soon as possible after death, watchers remain with the body 

around-the-clock until the funeral. The body should be washed and then dressed in a plain burial 
shroud before being placed in a simple wooden coffin. A service is conducted by a rabbi who begins 
by cutting a black ribbon, a eulogy is written and prayers are recited. At the cemetery more prayers 

are read and dirt is placed on the coffin. Shiva, or mourning, lasts seven days, but may last as long as a 
year, after that they attend service and unveil the tombstone, candles are lit on the anniversary every 

year after that.

 Ojibwe 
The body is usually cleansed and dressed, birchbark is used to wrape the body and deerskin 

moccasins placed on its feet. A fire is usually lit and kept burning continuously over the course of 
several days as family and friends gather before the funeral. During the service proper, people sing, 

share memories and look upon the deceased. Offerings of traditional herbs are given and often buried 
with the body. Following burial there is a community feast, and a plate is burned for the departed soul. 

Children may be excluded as the souls may attach to them and try to take them on their journey, 
charcoal is often placed on their forehead to confuse the soul. The deceased’s spirit is also talked to to 

give direction to the spirit world. Family near to the deceased should not hunt of gather after the 
death until ceremonies for each item have been preformed.

 Roman Catholic 65%
On the deathbed a priest is summoned to preform the anointing of the sick. Once passed there is 
usually a vigil service followed by a funeral or memorial mass. The remains are then taken to the 

graveside where a final service is held before the interment. After the service a meal may be held for 
the participants. The deceased are not assured entrance to heaven so mourners pray for their loved 

ones entrance. This is a standard formula but traditions can vary greatly across congregation, location, 
family and individual wishes.

7 000 B.C.E
Human habitation 

seems to begin after 
retreat of last 

continental ice sheet. 
Comprised of 

individuals who would 
later be defined as 
Algonquin speaking 
Ojibwe. They were 

mainly nomadic fishers 
and hunters

1 650 C.E
Shift in demographics 
due to Sault Ste. Marie 

based fur trade

1 800 C.E
Increased arrival of 

Europeans searching 
for copper and other 

metals in the area

1 880 C.E
Sudbury is officially 

established with the 
arrival of CPR. By the 

winter of 1882-3, 3,350 
workers had arrived 

and began 
construction on the first 

buildings including 
Ste-Anne-des-Pins, its 
cemetery followed in 
1884 on the site of St. 

Joseph’s Hospital

 1 883 C.E
Establishment of the first 
Canadian Professional 

Funeral Service 
Association, it was 

succeeded by further 
groups before 

becoming the modern 
Ontario Funeral Service 

Association

 1 800 - 1 900 C.E
French Canadians are 

encouraged to occupy 
the land and work 
mainly in farming, 
logging and later 
mining. First rural 

missionary parishes are 
set up by priests

1 973 C.E
Beginning of the 

Sudbury regreening 
effort which has 

continued to plant over 
9.7 million deciduous 
and coniferous trees

1 886 C.E
Canadian Copper was 

founded as the first 
mining company and 

began smelting in 1888. 
In 1902 it meged with 

Orforn Refining 
Company to become 

INCO Ltd. In 1928 
Falconbridge Nickel 
Mines was founded, 
further strengthening 
the mining operations

2 006 C.E
Brazilian firm, Vale, buys 

Falconbridge Nickel 
Mines, bringing a new 

era to mining

1 960 C.E
1957, The university of 
Sudbury is founded by 

French-Canadian 
Jesuits It is later 
absorbed by 

Laurentian University 
which opens in 1960. 
Cambrian College 

follows in 1967. Collège 
Boréal, split off in 1995 

as an independent 
component

A

2 013 - C.E
Inaugural class of 
Laurentian’s new 

School of Architecture. 
The building officially 

opens January 19, 2017 
and is later renamed 

the McEwen School of 
Architecture . This is the 
first visible sign of a new 

chapter starting in 
Sudbury that is 

continuing with the 
city’s five and ten year 

plans, which include 
the Elgin Greenway

a timeline of death in sudbury
Figure 1.3



 What has led to this ostensible taboo 
of death in North America and how has this 
influenced the infrastructure that supports 
these processes? How can architecture 
help bridge the gap to allow people what 
they, as an individual perceive to be a 
good death? These questions frame the 
proposal; what is contemporary North 
America’s perception of death, what has 
led to this (assumed) taboo, how does this 
perception affect death infrastructure, what 
does it mean to die a good death in today’s 
zeitgeist, and how can architecture support 
this and create a connection between life 
and death? The first four questions frame 
the research while the final one lays out 
the problem to be examined through the 
proposed thesis design project. 

 What happens after death? Once 
dead in Sudbury a Statement of Death and 
Medical Certificate of Death must be issued 
by the city clerk.16 These documents are 
necessary to register the death as required 
by the Vital Statistics Act. This registration 
is also needed before a funeral can move 
forward as it allows for a burial permit to be 
issued. This registration is usually handled by a 
professional, such as a funeral director, and 
the city.17

 Looking at the modern death 
industry as a whole, it is highly regulated 
yet exceedingly opaque in its practices for 
the average consumer. It is a business just 
as much as anything else, every step costs 
money from the purchasing of a plot, to the 
preparation of the body, to the container 
it is held in, as well, people are often not 
presented with more affordable options. 
These are just the steps that most people 
are probably expecting, there can be many 
hidden facets though. 
 Death is regulated at both the federal 
and provincial levels, religious leaders, and 
local by-laws which all have an impact on 
death practices. Although legislature 
is passed at the federal level in Canada, 

it can differ at the provincial and local 
municipality level18 and this can be based 
on anything from feasibility to beliefs. For 
the most part Sudbury appears to follow 
the overall regulations for Ontario but 
Sudbury has been slow to adopt new death 
practices. 
 Sudbury only got is first crematorium 
in 1972,19 this is over one-hundred years from 
its modern resurgence20 and over seventy 
years after Canada as a whole established 
its first one.21 Sudbury only expanded to a 
second one in 2017,22 despite the fact that 
the first was unable to keep up with the ever 
growing demand.23This rise in cremation is 
due, not only to the Catholic church ruling 
it as acceptable in 1963,24 but also to its 
practicality, comparably cheaper nature 
than a traditional burial, accessibility to those 
who practice different faiths, and for those 
who desire their final resting place to be less 
monumental. 
 Yet the most common way to return a 
body to the earth in Canada is still burial with 
sixty-four percent of Canadians choosing 
this25 but Sudbury on the other hand, despite 
its late start, actually boasts an impressive 
seventy-five percent cremation rate.26 These 
are not the only black and white options 
though, there are several ways to bury a 
body; interment in the earth, above ground- 
which involves a crypt or mausoleum, and 
burial at sea. If you choose cremation 
the remains have a few more options for 
their final destinations; being kept by the 
family – where if they choose they can 
work with companies to further process 
them, scattering, a niche in a columbarium, 
buried in a cremation or normal plot, or 
entombment in a mausoleum.27All these 
options for both burial and cremation are 
offered through funeral homes in Sudbury.
 That being said, this is only a fractional 
representation of all the death practices 
offered the world over and is therefore not 
necessarily accommodating for a wide 
variety of religious practices. This is further 
narrowed by legislature that can slow down 

| death here and now | a death process, requiring the necessary 
permits and forms to be obtained before it 
can proceed. This can be an uncomfortable 
hurdle to overcome if someone is from a 
background where cremation or burial is 
expected to happen as soon as possible. 
Muslim adherents, for example, like to have 
the body prepared and buried simply within 
24 hours.28 This is not to say it is practical to 
offer every practice, to illustrate, sky burials in 
Tibet are very much a vernacular practice,29 
therefore unnecessary and not feasible in 
northern Canada. That being said, however, 
there is room to allow for a more diverse and 
understanding range of practices, as will be 
explored.

 There is a growing trend towards 
offering more diverse methods of dispatching 
remains. An increasingly popular option is 
green or eco-burials which allow the body 
to naturally decay and return to the earth 
without the use of chemicals. This is not only 
an option that appeals to people who are 
eco-conscious or are less about permanence 
in death but it is more accommodating for 
some religious practices, such as Muslims, as 
mentioned above, and Jewish practitioners,30 
as the process can happen quicker. 
Although legal in Canada the country is slow 
to adopt the practice, Canada’s first green 
burial site was only opened in Victoria, British 
Columbia, in 2008,31 and Ontario currently 
only has seven cemeteries that allow for 
green burial, including one in Waterloo 
Region which opened in 2017 but with only 
108 plots.32 A green burials in Canada must 
meet the following criteria: remains must be 
in a natural state without any preservation; 
the container must be bio-degradable and 
should hopefully be locally sourced; the 
remains are placed directly in the earth 
without a grave liner or vault; memorials 
should either not exist, be communal, or 
be very minimal; the cemetery itself should 
ideally be active in green advocacy and 
should strive towards green practices and 
resources as a whole.33  
 Despite green burials being legal in 
Canada, full green burials are not offered in 

Sudbury as outlined by the principals above. 
Most, if not all cemeteries should be able to 
make accommodations, such as allowing for 
no grave liners, or providing an area where 
no one is buried with chemicals and they 
are not used for maintenance, which would 
make it a hybridized cemetery. For example, 
Parkview Cemetery in Waterloo, is what most 
people would recognize as a traditional 
cemetery, but they have an area that at 
first glance looks like typical greenspace but 
is actually an area completely reserved for 
green burials. It uses no chemicals, either 
in the burial or in landscape maintenance, 
and offers a communal memorial instead of 
gravestones.34 This mix of traditional cemetery 
and eco-friendliness makes it a hybrid 
cemetery. There is no legislature in Sudbury 
that would overrule this type of hybridization 
to its current cemeteries, and there are 
current discussions around supporting it. Dr. 
W. Gifford-Jones is a local Sudbury advocate 
for changing death practices and suggests 
two methods; the first- green burial, as 
already mentioned, and the second- which 
is known as alkaline hydrolysis, or water 
cremation which reduces the remains to 
what it essentially fertilizer through high 
pressurized water and potassium.35 This idea is 
essentially no different than cremation which 
was also seen in modern times as an idea 
that would not catch on due to people’s 
perception of it. These are only a few options 
gaining traction in the West, but they are 
not being forced upon people who would 
still like to take part in what they deem as a 
good death practice, but is instead for those 
looking for something more in line with their 
beliefs. There is also a growing percentage 
who see cemeteries beyond just useful for 
interments. The current president of the 
Ontario Cemetery and Funeral Professional 
Association, Darren Denomme, sees great 
potential in using cemeteries as a public 
service for hosting event such as concerts 
and weddings.20  There is great potential in 
cemeteries and the spaces they occupy in 
living society, it only takes someone willing to 
recognize their potential and integrate them 
back into it.
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 With increased access to media it is 
easy to get a quick sense of what is trending 
or popular, as well as people’s emotions 
and thoughts. In a world that is increasingly 
becoming about individualism and making 
what they think is the right choice, why are 
people still so stuck in the burial traditions 
of their ancestors, especially since current 
practices are actually quite new, relatively 
speaking? Death traditions have always 
been adapted to suit circumstance, location, 
religion, and other factors. Ancient Egyptians 
had their own method of embalming called 
mummification after witnessing it naturally 
occurring and attached their own meaning 
to it.37 Tibet started sky burials after realizing 
that the ground was too rocky or frozen for 
interment in the ground and wood was too 
scarce for cremation,38 and other places 
such as Rome have run the gamut from burial 
to cremation depending on taste, location, 
political power and religion,39 to name just 
a few examples. Burial and cremation, the 
two overarching themes for what happens to 
remains in some form or another have always 
existed. As long as the practice does not 
hurt others or the landscape in an impactful 
way and makes the deceased and their 
loved ones happy there should be options 
to accomplish it. Whether that is in the 
form of more accommodating cemeteries 
and funeral homes, or legislature, or even 
architecture that accomplishes this, only time 
will tell. 

◄ Figure 1.4: A map displaying the death related 
locations in central Sudbury, NTS. There are actually 23 
cemeteries40 in all of Greater Sudbury (not all pictured 
here) as well as places that support end of life services, 
such as medical providers, funeral homes, and religious 
places. Taken as a whole they represent the death 
network available. 

▲ Figure 1.5: Close up of map when displayed in 
person using real map pins to mark locations

Legend
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Chapter Two: 
Dia de los Muertos A Brief Look at the Ancient Influence 

of Death in Contemporary Mexico 
+ Experiencing a Death Positive 
Culture in Person 

What does Dia de los Muertos Mean?

A Timeline of Death in Mexico

An Outsiders Perspective

Going Forward



I stand still as the world spins around me 
in vibrant undulating colour and sound. 
Everywhere I look there is a new sight to 

behold as sound assaults me from all angles, 
discordant refrains from a multitude of 

bands. The cobble stones beneath my feet 
seem to dance with vibrations from the 

people dancing and running all about. In 
every direction there is a sea of people, from 
young to old in plain and celebratory dress. 

This is what it feels like to be alive and yet this 
is a celebration centered on death.

> author’s experience



 South America and Mexico in 
particular have historically had an intricately 
intimate connection to death that dates 
back to a time even before the Aztecs,1 
witnessed by bodies being preserved after 
death and sent to the afterlife with grave 
goods.2 These were not simple burials but 
ones that required many resources, meaning 
death was a preoccupation to their people. 
This is evidenced by archaeological findings 
of bundled mummies with grave goods 
dating from 8,000 to 2,000 B.C.E., which were 
discovered due to being buried but they also 
practiced cremation.3 Those who had the 
most care offered to them were sacrifices 
and those of the upper echelon of society 
such as a ruler, shaman, or great warrior.4 
Although the dominant culture changed 
over time with the Olmecs giving way to the 
Maya and Zapotec before the Aztecs rise 
and then fall to the Spaniards, as expanded 
upon in the following timeline, 

these death traditions essentially stayed the 
same. The position of the body and gods 
may have changed but fundamentally 
these ideas of honouring the great in death 
with elaborate burials and goods remained 
unchanged.5

 By the early 1500s the Aztecs were 
flourishing but then the first Europeans begin 
to make consistent contact and clash 
with the local people. To condense a very 
complex and dark time in history, eventually 
the Spanish conquered them leading to 
the eventual rise of Christianity that is still 
dominant in Mexico to this day.6

 The version of Christianity that exists 
in contemporary Mexico is a unique blend 
of Mesoamerican ritual, European religion 
and Spanish culture. It is not a Christianity 
that practitioners in other parts of the world 
may be instantly comfortable with, due to its 
inclusion of what would be deemed pagan 
practices, yet it is what works for many of 
Mexico’s contemporary population. The most 
apparent deviation is their celebration of Dia 
de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead. Although 
it occurs on the same dates as the Christian 
feast days of All Saints’ and All Souls’ day, 
November first and second respectively, 
historians believe this is a change made by 
the Spanish with the Aztecs celebrating their 
two days of the dead in August.7 Regardless 
of this Christian connection, it is a distinctly 
Mexican tradition that goes beyond its 
religious adaptations and traditional ties to 
allow Mexico to establish themselves as an 
unique entity from the nations that came to 
occupy them and their imported traditions.8 
These rituals have survived not only time but 
destructive effects by occupiers to become 
an important component of a Mexican 
individual’s identity. This role, as a way to 
construct identity and establish themselves 
as a legitimate futuristic nation,9 is becoming 
only more important in an increasingly 
politically tense time between them and The 
United States of America to the north.10 The 

| What does Dia de los Muertos Mean? |

▲ Figure 2.3. Dios de la Muerte Sentado en su Trono. 
c. 200-700 C.E. Photographed at Museo de Arte 

Prehispánico
◄ Figure 2.2 painting by author
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survival of this tradition through the conquest 
of the Spanish and then the travesties 
following it, including the fall of the Aztec 
Empire and later the Mexican Revolution, has 
already proven that they are an adaptable 
nation, able to overcome complex 
challenges and solve new problems.11

 Death is arguably the greatest 

▲ Figure 2.4: Mitla Archaeological Zone, a 
religious site used exclusively for death rituals. 
Its name is derived from Mictlán, the name 
for the underworld, because it was built as 
a gateway between life and death. Nobles 
buried here were believed to become 
gods.12

► Figure 2.5: Image of typical bloodied Christ 
statue, displaying the more graphic nature 
of  Mexico’s Christianity, from  a basilica in 
central Oaxaca

emblem of this mixed culture as death itself, 
in the Mexican practice and celebration of it, 
combines the hybrid ideas of both the Aztec 
and the Spanish and it is the greatest reminder 
that we are all equal in the end.13

 Contemporary Dia de los Muertos is a 
modern festival awash with colour and vitality, 
a feast for all the senses, especially in a state 
as rich in cultural identity as Oaxaca. Death 
imagery abounds in the markets, is a constant 
reminder seen in statues of bleeding Christs in 
churches, and in contemporary times on the 
news and even kid’s movies. Death is not hidden 
away and denied as it is in many other present-
day societies. 

 
 

▲ Figure 2.6: Image of typical Ofrenda

◄ Figure 2.7: Frida Kahlo depicted in 
traditional sand art style
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600 B.C.E
Late 

Formative/Pre-Classic 
Period

Olemec’s give way to 
regional groups which 

share them as a 
common heritage. 

Maya, Zapotec, 
Totonac, and 
Teotihuacán 

civilizations are some 
that emerge

250 C.E
Classic Period of 

Mesoamerican culture.
Mayan’s, centered in 

the Yucatán peninsula, 
emerge as dominant 

group. Align with 
Teotihucán.

Famous for calendar 
making and excellent 
architecture which still 

stands today

600 C.E
Mayan and Teotihucán 
peak and domincance 
wanes  as the warlike 
religious Toltecs from 
the North establish 

themselves. By the 10th 
century their empire is 
rooted in the central 

valley of Mexico

900 C.E
Early Post-Classic Period 
begins with the Tolecs, 
centered in the capital 

Tula. They are 
eventually weakened 

over the next 300 years 
before being 

vanquished by the 
Chichimeca

1 325 C.E
Rise of the Aztecs

Nomadic Chichimeca 
tribe arrive to Mexico’s 

central valley and 
founded a settlement 
near Lake Texcoco. 
By early 15th century 

they form alliances with 
Texcoco and Tlatelóco 
city states and control 

the area together

1 428 C.E
Aztecs floursih, 

developing complex 
social, political, religious 

and commerical 
organization. They 

produce vast amounts 
of artwork, 

craftsmanship and 
architecture, much of 
which is dedicated to 

their many gods

1 517 C.E
First European arrives, 
Francisco Hernández 

de Córdoba. from 
Cuba. They 

immediately clash with 
the native population, 

and flee

1 519 C.E
Hernán Cortés sets sail 

landing in Yucatán and 
sezing control of 

Tabasco. He founds 
Veracruz before 

marching inward into 
Mexico, aligning with 
the Aztec’s enemies, 
the Tlascalans. They 
reach  Tenochtitlán 

where they are 
welcomed as gods, 
which they abuse to 

take the people 
hostage

1 521 C.E
Bloody conflicts with 
the Aztec’s end with 
the Spanish and their 

Native allies defeating 
them. This marks the fall 
of the Aztec’s which is 

cemeted by razing their 
capital and building 

Mexico City on its ruins.

1 800s C.E
Napoleon Bonaparte 

occupies Spain, his 
actions will lead to the 

Mexican war for 
independence. The 
Plan of Iguala was 

issued which would see 
Mexico become an 

independent country 
ruled as a limited 

monarchy, with the 
Roman Catholic 

Church as the official 
state church. Tensions 

rise by mid-century 
between Mexico and 
the United States as 

land disputes continue, 
eventually leading to 

war and American 
victory. This leads to a 
new era of reform in 

Mexico and a civil war 
that devestates the 

country. This leads to 
revolution that will  
eventually allow 

Mexico to undergo 
temendous 

commercial and 
economic 

development and 
modernization.

1 900s C.E
In 1910 the Mexican 

Revolution begins with 
Francisco Madero 
calling for free and 

democratic elections 
and the issueing of the 
Plan of San Luis Potosí. 

A series of bloody 
incidents lead up to 
and through the First 

World War as different 
factions work to seize 
power. By the Second 

World War their 
relationship has gotten 
friendly with the United 
States and they fight 
alongside them. Post 

WWII, Mexico 
undergoes great 

industrial and 
economic growth but 

the gap widens 
between the richest 

and poorest. The 
citizens continue to be 

unhappy with the 
governement as 

corruption abounds. a 
New party finally wins in 

2000 leading to new 
reforms and 

improvements.

8 000 B.C.E
First Plant Cultivation in 
North America which 

lead to Mesoamerican 
Villages

1 500 B.C.E
Olmecs

the first major 
Mesoamerican 

civilization arose in 
what is now Southern 

Mexico.
They had cultivated 

crops and pottery, as 
well as fine arts

8 000 - 2 000 B.C.E 
Pre-Hispanic Maya
Corpse bundling, which 

has been proven by 
both archaeological 

evidence and mummies 
that have been found 

was apparently a 
common step that 

came before both burial 
and cremation. Grave 

goods were quite 
common, and of varying 

degrees of 
elaborateness. 

400 B.C.E - 250 AD 
Pre-Classic and 

Protoclassic
Deceased was 

extended with forearms 
folded at the chest and 

then wrapped in a 
shroud. Tombs were still 

appointed with 
offerings and goods. 

The wrapping material 
and often the body 
itself were soaked or 

painted with red 
pigment.

1 300 - 800 B.C.E 
Rituals become more 

complicated but there 
was great variance 

between quality and 
number of grave goods. 
All included amulets in 

the form of small 
feminine figures which 

speak to life 

Dia de los Angelitos
-Day of the innocents or Little

Angels-

The children arrive at noon or 
midnight, depending on 

custom, having been enticed 
by offerings of milk, candy, 
baked goods, and toys left 
on the altar. They arrive first 
because they are so full of 

energy they run ahead of the 
adult souls. After 24 hours they 
return to the land of the dead

Dia de los Difuntos
-Day of Faithful Departed-

The offrendas and graves are 
changed over to more adult 

offerings such as tobacco 
and alcohol as well as the 

person’s favourite food and 
drink. Large celebrations 

continue to happen both at 
the graveyard and in the city 

streets

Dia de los Muertos
-Day of the Dead-

The final day of celebrations. 
Families spend the time 

remembering, celebrating 
and tidying the graves. The 
dead depart from the world 
of the living for another year. 
By the next afternoon they 

gather in the home and 
consume the offerings left for 
their loved ones, completing 

the circle

1 325 - 1521 C.E
The Aztec culture was 
centered around the 

idea of war and a 
religion focused on 

Huītzilōpōchtli, the solar 
death deity. Only 
death assured the 
permanence of life

War
Death in war was 
glorified in Aztec 

culture and those that 
gave their life fighting 
were endowed with 

special honours

Sacrifice
Aztec’s had a distinct 

form of sacrifice, which 
consisted of removing 

the heart and was 
considered a great 

honour, those who died 
in this manor were 

deified and joined the 
ranks of those who died 

in war

Childbirth
Only one other death 

was given this privilege, 
those who died in 
childbirth. These 
women became 

Cihuateteo and they 
accompanied the sun 

on its daily journey

August1

Aztec’s celebrated two 
days of the dead in 
August. At that point 

the underwold, Mictlān, 
opened and the soulds 
could return. When the 

Spanish arrived the 
dates changed to align 
with Catholic holidays. 

OCT 31 NOV 1 NOV 2

https://www.history.com/topics/mexico/mexico-timeline  https://www.ancient-origins.net/human-origins-folklore/olmecs-ancient-american-civilization-african-characteristics-00198  https://www.presstv.com/Detail/2018/01/31/550792/burial-Mexico-City-archaeologists https://people.howstu�works.com/mayan-calendar.htm https://www.britannica.com/topic/Toltec https://www.�ickr.com/photos/fernandorosales/35161731585 https://www.britannica.com/topic/Mictlantecuhtli https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo/portrait-francisco-hernandez-de-cordoba.html https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hern%C3%A1n_Cort%C3%A9s https://www.thoughtco.com/hernan-cortes-conquest-of-aztecs-timeline-2136533
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 When I arrived in Mexico I was 
initially nervous, would I be an outsider 
in this celebration, would I feel like it was 
inappropriate to participate? I was almost 
immediately dissuaded from my course of 
thoughts as I was caught up in the everyday 
revelry of the holiday. I arrived on October 
twenty-seventh, 2019 and each day the 
buildings around me got progressively more 
festive as they geared up. I would pace up 
and down the historic cobblestone streets 
of Oaxaca for hours a day and watch the 
progress as larger than life skeletons were 
delicately pulled from cars to be strung 
up and raised to their pride of place on 
a building façade nestled among the 
hundreds of thousands of cheerfully yellow 
marigolds. Everywhere I turned was a new 
expression of life and death mixed together 
and presented as one. Ofrendas, or altars, 
full of offerings for the dead occupied every 
courtyard and major gathering space, giving 
off the sickly sweet smell of an abundance 
of fruit and the more smoky warm smell of 
copal incense. Several times a day a band 
would just pick up and start playing and 
people would gather round and you were 
libel to run into a procession or parade at 
any given moment, that ranged from an 
orderly line going down the street to a crush 
of people filling every square inch in sight. 
This is only what happened in the streets and 

buildings though, the cemeteries were truly 
the main event. 
 I was fortunate enough to visit four 
cemeteries placed around central Oaxaca, 
three on October thirty-first and one more 
on November first. As you will see from 
Figures 5.1-5.4, located in the appendices, 
each one had its own unique feel and 
celebratory presence. Although they all 
follow similar themes it is easy to see that this 
is a celebration that has room for uniqueness. 
Some of the elements that remained the 
same were the flowers and candles, food, 
and liquor being passed around and freely 
enjoyed, people of all ages interacting and 
music playing. Taken out of context it would 
almost seem like a family reunion, but at 
the same time it kind of is. It is the one time 
of year where your loved ones, including 
ancestors, are the most present and it asks 
people to come together not only for them 
but with their living relatives to revel and live 
while remembering the dead. Modern Day 
of the Dead from an outsider’s perspective 
is a wonderfully eclectic feast for the senses 
that has no room for timidness or fear. Even 
in the dark of the night it is bright and vibrant, 
calling out to anyone and everyone to revel 
in its celebrations. 

An Outsider’s Perspective

▲ Figure 2.9: Image of  Author with Dia de los Muertos 
decorations

► Figure 2.10: Painting by Author
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| going forward |

 

 Mexico was an amazing experience of a living death positive culture. It is not the only 
contemporary death positive culture but it was the most accessible to the author, and was 
a good reflection of not only Native beliefs blending with what could be categorized as 
organized religion, but is also present in North America where this proposed project is set. 

 Already familiar with different cultures, through reading and consumed media, it 
seemed prudent to experience something first hand as only then can you truly understand 
how all your senses interact with it. Day of the Dead is truly an experience that can only fully 
be understood by being there in person, only then does it overwhelm the senses in the most 
positive of ways. The smell of all the burning candles, incense, fresh baked bread and ripe 
fruit, the sound of bands and people from all directions, the taste of mezcal as it burns its way 
down, the sense of warmth from the sun in the day and candles at night against the relieving 
chill of evening rains and the sights to behold in every direction. It is a case for how to make 
people experience something beyond the everyday. 

 This is obviously an extreme in sensory exploration but it allows you to be more 
aware of how to cater to what people will experience when interacting with the designed 
architecture. When designing architecture that people will interact with in potentially 
emotionally trying times, it helps if the designer and therefore the building is aware of these 
emotions and caters to them. Whether that be done through decompression spaces or the 
creation of thresholds, architecture can assist in creating emotional responses.

 The experience of a living culture also shows how the thread of tradition and 
ceremony can be passed on, especially since this one was so adaptable to extreme 
changes. The project will aim to allow for traditions such as these to be supported and 
continue in different ways. Although Day of the Dead does not have a direct connection to 
the final proposed project, its influence will be seen in many of the choices made.

► Figure 2.11: Photo of tree surrounded by 
Marigold Flowers in Oaxaca, Mexico
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► Figure 3.1: Painting of Deer Jawbone 
with Foliage, Juxtaposing Life and Death

What is Memento Mori? 

 Memento Mori is the Latin phrase most often translated as ‘remember you must die.’ It is a 
sentiment most often first attributed to the Romans, when a Military General returned victorious from 
war they would be paraded through the street and venerated as a god by huge crowds. In order to 
remind them that although they deserved this praise they should remain humble, a servant would be 
tasked to follow behind them and constantly repeat, “Memento Mori,“ reminding them of their own 
mortality.1 This may be the time period where the phrase that is known today first begins being used 
but it is not the first time the theme has appeared nor is it the last, as seen in the following timeline.

 This theme has remained a constant presence throughout the ages, a backdrop to life, if you 
will, but it makes several more prominent appearances in a few distinct ages. Another example, 
predating the Romans, is the ancient Egyptians, a culture that saw death as a threshold to the next 
phase of existence and, most prevalently, had pharaohs who prepared during their entire rule for 
their eventual death.2 The Egyptians so well acquainted with death that they would work tirelessly to 
be remembered by those left living, because being forgotten was ‘a fate worse than death‘. One 
could argue that all art designed so a pharaoh may be remembered after death is Memento Mori 
in nature because in its creation they were acknowledging the inevitability of death and therefore 
its importance. After the Romans the next time Memento Mori comes to prominence is in the Middle 
Ages with many scholars speculating that it is due to the prevalence of plague, or the Black Death.3 
The most common style of representation during this era was as the danse macabre, where everyone 
from peasants to royalty where depicted dancing with figures of death, showing that everyone is 
equalized by its power. This theme is repeated time and time again in mediums ranging from murals 
and frescos to woodcuts, with the art often located in prominent locations such as graveyards and 
churches as well as in books.4  Death was an ever-present reality during this time and people often 
turned to religion for solace in this fact.

 The next noteworthy appearance began in the 1600s with the expansion of sailing, in the form 
of swallow tattoos. There is a lot of symbolism attached to them for the sailors who got them but 
one of the most prominent ideas was that swallows would carry the soul of a sailor who drowned to 
the afterlife if he had them tattooed on his body,5 as dying at sea was a reality. The swallow tattoo 
remains popular to this day, but is no longer reserved just for sailors. 

 The theme then continuously appears in the Western world with artwork ranging from paintings 
to etchings, including prominent artists such as Picasso and Van Gogh6 up until the present, but it 
achieves true prominence during the Victorian era. Queen Victoria’s husband, Albert, died in 1861, 
sending her into a long period of mourning that lasted until she died in 1901.7 As a greatly admired 
public figure her mourning set the tone for the period with death becoming all the rage, coinciding 
with a time were people were becoming deeply involved in mysticism and ideas of life beyond 
death. This was also a period where some of the most recognized horror writing was published, 
such as Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein, Bram Stoker’s Dracula and the entire portfolio of Edgar Allen 
Poe.8 It was a period where new innovations were giving the upper crust ever increasing amounts 
of downtime to pursue hobbies and the idea of death and activities that were connected to it 
seemed to hold a special place in people’s minds. Although the average person probably no longer 
keeps a curio cabinet full of skulls and specimens, or wears jewelry made of the hair of their loved 
one, this idea has not totally faded from the forefront. Many pieces of art, including those written 
and filmed, deal with the idea of death, as well there has been a resurgence of memorial jewelry 
with companies offering to turn your loved one’s ashes into jewelry.9 Furthermore, many people still 
choose to decorate their bodies with highly symbolic tattooed pieces, often in memorial of a loved 
one, only the symbolism may not be the same for everyone since people have different memories 
attached to a loved one. The overall idea is the same, Memento Mori has persisted to today 
although not as prominent as it once was, but perhaps it is time to change that. 
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Memento Mori is the reminder 
that you and everyone else will 
die. It is not meant as a shock 

statement but instead a gentle 
meditation to be incorporated 

into your everyday practice. For 
what is life without death? 

memento mori
[ muh-mentoh mawr-ahy, mohr-ahy, mawr-ee, mahr-ee 
also Latin me-men-toh moh-ree ]

noun, plural memento mori for 2.
  1 (italics) Latin. remember that you must die
  2 an object, as a skull, serving a a reminder of death or mortality.

1

Skull of a Skeleton 
with Burning Cigarette

Vincent Van Gogh

Black Jug and Skull
Pablo Picasso

The Man on the Rack
Giovanni Battista Piranesi

Memento Mori and 
Swallow Hand Tattoo
Tattooed on Chris Ramsay

Vanitas Still Life
Philippe de Champaigne Fower = Life

Skull = Death
Hourglass = Time

Traditional Style 
Swallow Tattoo

Sailor Jerry Style

These tattoos appear to 
have started in the 1600s 

and have continued to the 
present. Although there is a 
lot of symbolism attached 
to them for the sailors who 

got them, the most relevent 
is the idea that if a sailor 
drowned the sparrows 

would carry his soul to the 
afterlife

Dance with Death: 
The Abbess

Hans Holbien the Younger

Danse Macabre
Holy Trinity Church in 
Hrastovlje, Slovenia

Danse Macabre
Michael Wolgemut

Lübecker Totentanz 
Bernt Notke

(Destroyed 1942)

Danse Macabre
Charnel House at Holy 

Innocents’ Cemetery, Paris

Roman
Depiction of Victorius 

General
Mosaic
Pompeii

1837

1901

Victorian Era
Victoria’s husband died in 1861, 
sending her into a long period of 
mourning. She spent the next four 

decades in mourning attire as as an 
admired public figure this set the trend 
for everyone else. Motifs often included 

symbols of death but it was also 
common to find jewelry that preserved 

a piece of a lost loved one, such as 
their hair, intricately woven

The story goes that when victorious 
Roman generals returned from war 

and were paraded through the 
streets, a slave or priest would 
accompany them constantly 

wispering in their ear, “Memento Mori” 
so that they did not become too big 

headed with their success.  They were 
being presented as a god while being 

reminded that they are only mortal. 

Appearing in the Middle 
Ages, it pictures the universality of 

death by showing people of all 
classes dancing with death. It is a 

form of memento mori, a reminder of 
the fragility of life and how vain it is to 

glorify earthly life. It is often 
postulated that this motif rose from 
the aftermath of the Black Plague 

that devestated Europe from 1347-51

The popularity of the motif 
spreads across Europe. It 

appears everywhere from 
massive murals on church 

and cemetery walls to 
etchings in books. Death was 
an omnipresent reality, it was 
often sudden and painful so 
people turned to religion for 

penance.

100 C.E.

1424-25

1463

1490

1493

1523-5

1671

1886

1946

Present

1600-

1761



| an exploration |
 The image seen here is the author’s 
interpretation of the Memento Mori theme 
through art. The image is of fifteen cross-
stitches, a skill that is being lost, created over 
the course of a semester meant to represent 
different symbolism and ideas attached to 
death. 

 Every piece in white is counterbalanced 
by a piece in black, but they do not explicitly 
represent life and death opposites. For 
example, the butterfly to many signals summer 
and rebirth due to its appearance and its 
metamorphosis from one form to another, yet 
they are often thought to carry messages from 
deceased loved ones or even their soul. It is 
then counterbalanced by a moth, a creature 
of the night often associated with death, 
and yet they are a fragile being much like 
life itself. Together they counterbalance, like 
two sides of a coin, showing how the idea of 
life and death is not only balanced through 
two opposites but also within the one itself. 
The symbolism of all the pieces and their 
components is further explained in its own 
section following this. 

 Although each cross-stitch can be 
viewed separately, it is only when they are 
paired up and then ultimately seen as a whole, 
as shown here, that the entire story becomes 
apparent. It is a great balancing act; life needs 
death and death needs life but it does not 
do one well to dwell only on one and forget 
the other. It is in the reminder of the other’s 
existence that the process comes to have 
meaning and can truly become a part of 
something greater to a person.

 Life is counterbalanced by death - 
without one you do not have another and yet 
people try to forget the latter. Without death 
though, life has no meaning and pieces of art 
such as this one serve as a beautiful reminder 
of this connection so that the distance 
between the understanding and acceptance 
of these phases may be removed. 

► Figure 3.3: Memento Mori Cross-Stitches  



Juniper Bough11

Junipers are most commonly associated with protection, purification, medicine 
and their ability to ward off evil spirits and cleanse. There is also a lot of folklore 
surrounding it that connects it to death for those who work against its more 
positive attributes. 

Red Rose12

Roses are extremely common to see at Western funerals. Their attributed 
symbolism varies by colour with red representing respect, love and courage. A 
single rose expresses your undying love to the decedent. These are commonly 
see in coffin sprays and placed on the coffin by individuals before it is buried.

Yellow Rose13

The symbolism tied to rose colour dates back to the Victorian era with yellow 
roses symbolizing friendship in both life and death. Their yellow associates them 
to the sun and its life giving properties. In Mexico, the yellow rose is sign of death 
as well as in Asia.

Hands
These hands have no deeper meaning other than to show the balance 
between the death and life symbols. They are the bookends holding the piece 
together in harmony, one a black thread hand on light fabric the other a 
white thread hand on dark fabric. Without the contrast neither could be seen 
or appreciated. You need both sides to exist in order to appreciate the other, 
otherwise it is not the same, something is lost. 

Sun14

The sun has always been an important factor in life, for it is one of the reasons 
we all exist. Even ancient man seems to have understood this clearly, with the 
sun often being deified time and again by different cultures. The sun is also a 
constant, rising and setting regardless of what goes on below. It is eternal life.

Moon15

The moon is the suns’ polar opposite. Its’ cyclical nature is often associated 
with dying, fertility and giving birth as it goes through its waxing, waning and full 
moon phases, so it is at once a life taker and giver. It is also the symbol of the 
night, a time usually associated with the dead. 

Cypress Sprig10

Cypress is one of the most ancient symbols of mourning in both Eastern and 
Western cultures and is still dominant to this day. It is used both in ceremonies 
for the dead and as a signifier of death, yet it also represents hope due to its 
nature to grow straight up into the sky. 

Moth17

Moths in general are thought to represent death, many European cultures 
believe seeing a moth land on an animals means they will die. The Death’s-
Head Hawkmoth even has a skull pattern and is seen on the movie cover for 
Silence of the Lambs. Moths are a creature of the night but they are also fragile.

Skeletal Hand with Poppy20

This piece is created as an exact opposite of the former. The skeletal hand is 
unable to reach for the living flower because it has already passed beyond 
that phase, while the living hand clutches death, a close presence. The poppy 
it reaches for is an enduring symbol of remembrance.

Mori22

Mori is the Latin word for death and in combination with Memento becomes 
the phrase, Memento Mori, “Remember you must die.“ Mori seems to have 
influenced the word for death in other languages, with Mort in French and 
Morte appearing in several languages being just a few examples.

Monarch Butterfly16

Butterflies symbolize rebirth and transformation due to the cycles they go through 
from caterpillar to chrysalis to butterfly. Monarchs in particular are often considered 
the king of butterflies and are thought to carry messages from deceased loved 
ones, or even their very soul. They are fragile and extremely short lived.

Hand with Dried Flowers18, 19

Victorian era Britain was particularly obsessed with death as they followed their 
Queen into her period of mourning. The hand is done in a style of a woodcut 
from that era and it holds a bouquet of dried lavender,  associated with purity, 
and forget-me-nots which are a sign of remembering. 

Memento21

Memento has entered the English language as a word often substituted for 
souvenir, but it can also serve as a strong reminder of a person even if they are 
long gone. Its origin is Latin where it directly translates to; “to remember.“

Centre Piece23, 24, 25

Here is a skull, a blatant reminder of death, is surrounded by flowers, all fragile 
reminders of the fleetingness of life. While Marigolds and cockscomb are common 
Dia de los Muertos flowers, gladiolas are a sign of remembrance and are often 
given at Western funerals, while sunflowers and the forsythia branch represent life. 

Symbolism
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 Moving forward, the theme of Memento Mori will be 
a constant presence throughout the rest of this project. 
Although the cross-stitches are a stand-alone piece by 
themselves they represent the idea to be captured by this 
thesis. Memento Mori often mixes visuals, showing life and 
death imagery in one, because without death life becomes 
less meaningful. This is a theme that will influence the 
program and architecture to come by spurring the following 
questions. How does one bring two seemingly juxtaposing 
existences into one place? Can life and death exist together 
in a positive and respectful way that also allows people to 
confront their own mortality while living in the present?

◄ Figure 3.4: Memento Mori Cross-Stitch 
Centre Piece
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The cold crisp air leaves you a little breathless and your nose 
stinging as you set out along the path. The bare trees stand like 
sentinels along its length and yet to you they feel like old friends 

watching over you as you pick your way through the freshly 
fallen snow. You can tell you’re the first one here, normally the 
snow would be crisscrossed with a myriad of boot-prints and 

dog’ pawprints but it’s a blank canvas, so for this moment you 
are completely alone. Your hand clutches a bouquet of fresh 

flowers, the mist from the florist already transforming into a dust-
ing of frost on them, but even it cannot dull their bright contrast 
against the otherwise monotonous white and brown landscape 
you occupy. Your final destination is still out of sight as you pick 
up your pace; you usually like to stroll slowly, living in the mo-

ment, but it was much colder than you expected out here, the 
brilliant sun creating an illusion of warmth that was not actually 
present. The threadbare mitts you wear are not enough against 

the chill and you switch the flowers to your other hand so you 
can tuck it up inside your sleeve. Yet you admit to yourself that 

you would have worn the mittens even if you had seen the 
temperature because of the memories they held for you.

> scene by author

A Winter Scene

► Figure 4.1: Painting by Author
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Sudbury’s Death 
Landscape

 

 The site chosen as the location for this 
proposed project, as shown on the map 
on the preceding page, is located just off 
Lasalle Boulevard, midway through the 
drive between the downtown core and the 
shopping core of New Sudbury. This central 
but often overlooked area presented unique 
opportunities and is partially why the site 

was chosen. The site appeared intriguing for 
the fact that it is actually a cemetery with a 
set of trails, waterbodies and even a dam 
behind it. Although not actively searching 
for a place of death to site this project it 
became apparent that this would present 
a perfect threshold site, both due to its 
physical location and the juxtaposition of 
the program of cemetery and trail system. 
The first visit proved it the perfect spot, the 
transition from the ordered grid of Lasalle 
Cemetery to the more natural trails that often 
run along Junction Creek, which connects 
to large parts of the city. The site would allow 
for creative interventions that could bridge 
the divide between life and death. 

 As mentioned, it is located off of 
Lasalle Boulevard, a fairly main thoroughfare 
which one would expect to be disruptive to 
the experience of the site. Once someone 
enters past its gate and goes a little further 
in this is not the case; the traffic fades to 
a low white noise, giving a comfortable 
background soundtrack to a journey 
through the graves. After cresting a gentle 
incline and descending down the other 
side one would exit the cemetery proper 
and arrive at a hidden piece of Sudbury, 

WEST - EAST SITE SECTION A-A′ 1:200

West - East Detail Section
| Continued on next pages |
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◄ Figure 4.3: Authors depiction of 
the gate at Lasalle Cemetery

Figure 4.4: West- East Detail Site 
section at 1:200 scale, with site 
context map, NTS. Drawing by 
Author based on topographical 
data provided by the City of Greater 
Sudbury
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the New Sudbury Historic Trail (figure 4.5). 
It is a seemingly little known trail, outside of 
the residents of the neighbourhood that 
borders and connects to it, who use it as 
a place to walk their dogs, judging by the 
prints left in the snow. It offers great potential 
though being mostly accessible, with overall 
spectacular elevation changes, but ones 
that happen gradually allowing for a series 
of completely different views. Following a 
tree lined path that gently curves through 
the landscape, one is able to choose their 
own journey as the path diverges along 
its length. As it wends its way through the 
scenery it lines up with small streams of water 
along several paths before bringing them 
to its main focal point, a heavily graffitied 
dam. This sentinel in the landscape allows 
for a view rarely matched in Sudbury, due 
to its height and the surprisingly flat vistas 
around it, but there are still telltale patches of 
bedrock breaking up the greenery. The dam 
acts as the anchor to the site; from there a 
person can see everything in all directions, 
the trees, the rock, the water, the cemetery, 
the highway, yet from these places the dam 
is mostly hidden. This gives it intrigue and 
allows it to be discovered by visitors,  making 
it the perfect spot for one of the main focal 
points along the path and the architectural 
narrative of the project.

 New Sudbury Historic Trail, although 
long desired, only opened in 2017, in 
part due to a Canada 150 Community 
Infrastructure Grant. It is officially three 
kilometres of easy trails,1 with other unofficial 
routes crisscrossing the landscape. The 
official trail head is located at 320 Lasalle 
Boulevard,2  just to the West of the cemetery, 
but, most people appear to use the 
entrance located behind the cemetery 
where there are places to park, or come 
from the neighbourhood entrances.

 The other major component to this 
site is Sudbury Roman Catholic Cemetery,3 

known colloquially, and even in city records 
and on its sign, as Lasalle Cemetery. Lasalle 
is a Roman Catholic Cemetery owned 
and maintained by the city of Greater 
Sudbury.4 The land the cemetery is on was 
most likely gifted by St. Patrick’s Church 
and opened in the winter of 1909-10. Some 
of its first occupants were remains that 
were first disinterred from the Eyre Street 
Cemetery when it became the site of the 
old St. Joseph’s Hospital which were then 
moved again to Notre Dame Avenue before 
finally coming to rest at Lasalle in 1912 when 
that site became Sacred Heart College.5 

Although Roman Catholic in name, it is open 
to all denominations, although they have

Figure 4.5: An image of the trail marker and map at 
the entrance to the trail system in the cemetery.  

several sections specifically dedicated to 
people from specific congregations, most 
prominently St. Patrick’s, as well as five 
separate baby sections,6 (figure 4.6). It is 
a mix of what the average person would 
probably consider traditional graves with 
markers and the decedent(s) information, 
columbaria for ashes and private 
mausoleums. There is a chapel on site but it 
has been decommissioned, probably as a 
result of high maintenance costs and is being 
used currently for storage.7 Sudbury has one 
of the only cemetery systems in the province 
that does not use tax dollars to operate.8 

As well, an increasing number of individuals 
are choosing cremation as it is greatly less 
expensive than a traditional burial and so is 
the plot for cremated remains, leaving the 
city with less money to work with.9  These 
may be contributing factors for why the 
cemetery, upon first glance, appears so 
desolate and upon further inspection is home 
to many toppled grave markers. Adding to 
this separation is the fact that the cemetery 
exists in a separate zone, bordered most 
prominently by Lasalle Boulevard, one of 
Sudbury’s busiest streets10 on its south side, 
a neighbourhood to its east and a mix of 
natural landscape, trails and highways on 
the final two sides. It makes it not only hard 
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◄ Figure 4.6: Map showing the outline, 
in white, of the Lasalle Cemetery 
property, and the different sections in 
the cemetery.

to access with all the vehicles going by but 
arguably places it in an undesirable setting. 
Yet it is a place with potential, shown not only 
by the city’s recent investment by creating 
the Rainbow Routes Trail, as mentioned 
before, but due to the fact so many have 
invested in it emotionally with their decision 
with it as their loved ones final resting place. 
The site has potential to honour both of these 
investments more deeply, aided by design 
and architecture as will shortly be shown.
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| an introduction to the path|

 The path is the threshold taking you progressively from the 
banal into a liminal space. In this space time can cease to 
exist, whether for a single second or a whole afternoon. These 
are the moments where one is free from the outside world 
and they are often the moments most remembered, and 
reflected upon, for better or worse. 
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 The path presented here can either be profane or 
sacred, depending on the journey the individual wants to 
undertake. If the latter is chosen, the path will take you on a 
journey asking you to step out of time, freeing yourself from 
the world around you to create these frozen moments. These 
moments will not look the same for everyone, as people 
have different associations and things they hold important 
for themselves. These moments form the core idea of the 
programmed spaces along the journey. The path and its 
ultimate destination, if you choose, will ask you to reflect upon 
these moments in time.

  The following section presents this idea of moments along 
the path as architectural and designed interventions, meant 
to facilitate emotion and memory while marking time. Each 
intervention has its own part to play in the journey, and they 
may each be navigated differently by different users, or even 
the same one on different visits. The journey sequence is not 
predefined, rather it is a facilitated process that can look 
different to everyone going through it. 
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Figure 4.7: North end of site plan 
at 1:750 by author based of data 
provided by the City of Greater 
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 Every person, whether walking, cycling, 
or driving, will enter the cemetery from 
Lasalle Boulevard, which is separated by a 
metal fence with five paved entranceways. 
The “main entrance” has a sign denoting 
it as “Cimetière Lasalle Cemetery,” but this 
road currently leads to the Calvary Memorial, 
so instead, with the new development, 
people’s attention will be drawn to the road 
that leads directly to the new Sanctum, 
and ultimately the trails and the rest of the 
Memento Mori journey. 

 Once inside the cemetery grounds, 
you can choose to branch off and walk 
amongst the graves, head directly by foot 
to the Sanctum, or park your vehicle in the 
parking lot, defined from the main road 
by a dense canopy of trees shading the 
drive, much like the sidewalk approach to 
Skogskyrkogården, in Stockholm, Sweden. 
This gives it a different sense from its 
surroundings and transitions you into the first 

true stage of the journey. Further, it is set 
amongst the trees and nestled into the rock 
Sudbury is both loved and infamous for, an 
experience you get nowhere else on the site. 
It is located on what is already a clearing so 
there is minimal destruction done to trees but 
it will require retaining walls. These will double 
as planters for colourful and fragrant flowers 
in the warm months while being dotted with 
evergreens that will add colour to the white 
winter months, reminding people there is life 
even in the coldest and darkest of days. 

 From the parking lot you can then 
head back towards the Sanctum or you 
can go in the opposite direction towards 
the New Sudbury Historic Trail head, and the 
journey associated with that. Alternatively, 
directly visible through the plantings and 
trees surrounding the parking lot are the 
new columbarium walls, integrated into the 
existing cemetery plots. 

| entering the site |

Figure 4.10: Entrance to Lasalle CemeteryFigure 4.9: Lasalle Cemetery Map with green 
demarcating the route when entering the site and 
pink denoting the columbarium walls, NTS.

Figure 4.11: One of the entrance roads leading 
through the tombstones to the Sanctum

Figure 4.12: The sites’ parking lot, located down a 
tree-lined road and surrounded by nature

Figure 4.13: The main entrance to the trails from the 
cemetery

Figure 4.14: Columbarium walls visible form the 
parking lot
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Figure 4.17: View of columbarium walls showing it on both sides of the road and with people experiencing and 
occupying it in different ways

| the new columbarium walls |
 If you choose to make the 
columbarium walls a part of your journey 
you can interact with them in any matter of 
ways as they span almost the entire width 
of the cemetery from East to West. They are 
a prominent mark on the landscape, but 
instead of dividing the land their undulating 
and broken up nature allows them to stitch 
together the new and old, the organized 

and the less so. They are an interactive 
landmark, allowing you to pass by them, 
walk through them, lean or sit on them, 
or read them and discover their deeper 
story. They are an ever-evolving marker of 
collective time passing as they are being 
added onto as an individual’s time comes to 
a close.

Figure 4.15: Looking at the Columbarium wall from 
the cemetery

Figure 4.16: People walking in the columbarium 
walls

| the sanctum [visitors] |
 Going back to the Sanctum that 
was passed earlier, there are two different 
main journeys you can take based on your 
purpose. The first, as a more casual visitor, 
has you approach the building either from 

where you parked or from an entrance off 
Lasalle. Leaving the road, a path of gravel 
crunching beneath your feet leads you to 
the double wide doors of the entrance to the 
visitor’s reception.

Figure 4.19: The experience of the Sanctum from 
the road

Figure 4.20: Entrance of the sunny visitors’ reception 
with an employee giving information

Figure 4.21: Service hallway area

Figure 4.18: Sanctum ground floor diagram showing 
visitors movement through the building
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Figure 4.22: Loft space overlooking the lobby Figure 4.23: The abditum, or secret room, a place 
away from it all

 Once inside the light flooded space you 
are greeted by a front desk where you can get 
information on services, the cemetery or the 
Memorial Library. As well, the reception space 
brings back the idea of the traditional lobby, 
where people can just come and hang out 
in a beautiful and interesting space without 
really having to have a purpose, it is simply a 
place to go to see and be seen, a sheltered 
place allowing an underutilized landscape to 
become more habitable for the living.  

 The “L” shaped reception leads into a 
service hallway containing the washrooms and 
terminating at the door dividing this program 
from the chapel’s. A set of stairs brings people 
above the main level to a loft space. This loft 
space is a furthering of the lobby idea as well 
as providing a different perspective through 
the windows as this is the high point in the 
cemetery. As well, the lobby allows for a louder 
“public“ nature while the loft, in removing 
people from the everyday, transitions them 
into a quieter nature, dropping the ceiling and 
providing a more intimate feel without cutting 
you off. This physical separation provides a 
clear mark between the louder and quieter 
zones. This is then furthered by a narrow 
hallway, cut off from the outside, that leads 
you to a secret room, the abditum, further 
removed from the every day. It is in spaces like 
this, well-appointed yet comfortable and cozy, 
where some people are finally fully able to feel 
at ease. They provide their own atmosphere 
but they are not completely removed from the 
outside world, allowing a person to impart their 
mood on the place as the architecture makes 
them comfortable to do so.

Figure 4.24: Sanctum second floor visitor movement 
diagram shown in yellow

 If you are visiting the building as 
a person in mourning you would have a 
different journey to the former, once you 
have arrived. You would approach the 
building from the North end via its own path 
of crunching gravel and enter a private 

courtyard were the first level of transition 
would begin. People usually arrive in small 
groups and the courtyard provides the first 
chance for private greeting and gathering, 
allowing people to say hello in a more 
neutral, yet comfortably closed zone.

| the sanctum [mourners] |

Figure 4.26: The courtyard filling with people as they 
initially greet each other

Figure 4.28: The chapel beginning to fill up for a 
ceremony

Figure 4.27: The intermediary reception leading into 
the chapel

Figure 4.25: Sanctum ground floor diagram of 
mourners moving through the building 
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 Once through the double doors, 
people are transitioned into the chapel’s 
private reception, where greetings can 
still happen but at a more subdued level. 
The space is organized for groups to form 
and then dissipate, with the lights defining 
areas of sitting and standing. The roof is high 
enough that it feels open and welcoming 
but still low enough that it portrays a sense 
of intimacy to the setting. This room also 
doubles as a gathering space after the 
ceremony, with a small kitchenette provided 
to allow for hot drinks and light refreshments, 
this programing is intentionally kept simple. 
People can gather in this space both before 
the ceremony, after, and even after the 
graveside service. It is a place connected 
to death but one that caters to the living 
through its design and atmosphere. 

 After this final transition the user is 
allowed into the chapel proper, a place 
of quiet and reflection, a place of song 
and celebration. The first two spaces work 
only to transition you from the everyday, 

not to impose a type of experience on you 
as people grieve and celebrate a life and 
death in different ways. As people slowly file 
in, they create the atmosphere of the space, 
defining it for their moment in time as they 
occupy it. Thus, the material palette is kept 
clean and simple, but with deeper symbolic 
meanings to those who choose to look.

 If these experiences get to be too 
much there is relief provided in the form 
of a private mourning room, a space 
where emotions are allowed to run their 
course authentically and aloud if needed. 
This is once again a space that allows its 
occupants to imprint their own atmosphere 
and mood on it, the space is a facilitator 
rather than an instigator. It is not a closed 
space though, with plenty of glazing 
breaking up the concrete construction, 
which brings in the warmth of natural light 
while maintaining privacy through strategic 
design in the placing of the windows, screens 
and plantings. 

Figure 4.29: A closer view as people file in for a 
body centred ceremony in the chapel

Figure 4.30: The private room for immediately 
family to have a break out space away from other 
mourners

 This then brings you to the path of 
the body. This site is not set up as a full 
funeral home, with preservation space and 
equipment on site, it is meant more for simple 
preparation and ceremony, such as a green 

burial would call for. Therefore, a body 
could either arrive fully prepared for burial 
by hearse or it may come directly from the 
location where someone died, either way 
both may require the need for some finishing 

| the sanctum [the body] |

Figure 4.32: A hearse arriving to the back parking 
area surrounded by beautiful plantings

Figure 4.31: Sanctum ground floor plan diagram of 
how a body moves through the building

Figure 4.34: The body being held for the interum in 
the body room with caring staff looking after them

Figure 4.33: A body being delivered through the 
extra-wide back door into the body room
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touches to be preformed on site. The first stop 
for a body then, once it has arrived on site, is 
the private back entrance which has its own 
parking area for ease of transition.   
 

 

 Once there the body is transferred into 
an intermediary space where family or staff 
can make small adjustments to the body 
before it is displayed in the chapel. The coffin 
or casket, with a biodegradable one shown 
here, would then be transferred into the 
chapel where the gathering will happen.

Figure 4.36: People filing into the chapel for a body 
centred ceremony

Figure 4.37: A typical memorial or urn centred 
ceremony

Figure 4.35: A family preparing their loved one for 
burial using the altar

Figure 4.38: People walking into the cemetery for a graveside ceremony with the pallbearers bringing the coffin

 Alternatively, if a family wishes to be 
a part of their family member’s final intimate 
moments, but do not wish to or do not have 
the capability to do it at home, the body 
can be directly transported here and placed 
on the altar in the chapel, as it doubles as 
a ritualistic cleansing object, allowing their 
loved ones to bathe them their final time 
and prepare them for burial themselves. The 
supplies for this would be kept in the private 
body room attached to the chapel and 
brought in when needed and removed before 
the ceremony. This allows both the dead 
person and their loved ones to have agency 
over this final act of intimate love in a well-
appointed room where both parties’ needs 
are accounted for. 

 No matter the state that the body 
arrives in, once it is ready it will be displayed 
on the altar at the front of the chapel and 
people paying their respects will gather for 
the ceremony. The chapel can also be used 
to hold the ceremony for a person cremated 
off-site as well as for memorial services, which 
is an increasing need in 2020 due to the social 
distancing requirements of COVID-19 keeping 

people from gathering directly after death. All 
of this means that the chapel is adaptable to 
different types of death related ceremonies, 
rituals, traditions and celebrations.  The chapel 
is left fairly bare as the body, and any added 
objects such as flowers and memorial pieces, 
will become the centrepiece and focal point 
for the upcoming activity. Objects connected 
to a person are often displayed as well as their 
photo or their favourite flowers, and giving 
space to allow these as well as tokens of their 
loved ones affection, allows them and their 
essence to fill a room one last time as people 
are gathered around them. The architecture 
of the room facilitates these activities. 

 After the ceremony in the chapel, the 
body would be moved into the cemetery for 
burial or entombment. Pallbearers would carry 
the body or the case it is enclosed in down the 
aisle of the chapel, through the doors and out 
into the open air and into the cemetery. Any 
final graveside rituals would be performed and 
the body returned to the earth after which 
gathered loved ones would disperse through 
the site to complete their own journeys.
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 When coming to the site for the trails 
one can once again approach from Lasalle 
Boulevard or from one of the other trail 
entrances. Following the former, once past 
the Sanctum or after parking, you go slightly 
downhill as you pass by the columbarium 
walls, the stitching element that marks the 
first boundary from the cemetery to the 
trails. Their undulating form is your constant 
companion as you walk along the road and 
come to a trail head and the start of the 
New Sudbury Historic Trails. 

 Spaced along these trails are a 
number of Memento Mori interventions 
guiding the user through a journey. Each 
intervention is just off to the side of the path, 
allowing a person to simply walk past them 
or to stray a little and allow themselves to 
be wrapped up in their designed nature. 
Each design is a mix between natural 
elements such as flowers, trees and herbs, 
and hardscape elements such as fountains, 
seating elements, and climbable structures. 

 Although there would be many little 
sites scattered along the trails, especially at 
points of intersection, only a few have been 
fully developed here with the idea that as 
time progresses more pieces are added to 

the site by its users and community members. 
They should have significance to those who 
have, do, and will occupy the landscape. 
These Herms, or waypoints, are a physical 
version of Memento Mori, serving as gentle 
reminders that you too shall die but that 
memory lives on. Just because someone 
is gone does not mean they are forgotten 
and these pieces are a living reminder of 
that which will grow and change as more 
memories are kept and associated with 
them.

 As for now, when an individual passes 
the boundary from cemetery to trails the 
first waypoint is a butterfly garden full of 
vibrantly colourful and fragrant flowers 
designed to bloom from spring until autumn. 
The centerpiece of this garden is a still 
pool of water in a shallow dish, drawing 
the butterflies in to slake their thirst as it is 
renewed through the natural rain cycle. Both 
the plants and their winged visitors will add 
colour in what is more naturally a very muted 
natural palette. 

 Progressing further, one comes 
across the first site of memory keeping, a 
Herb Garden. Here, tended by people of 
the memory co-op, grows fragrant herbs 

| Memento Mori Herms and Path |

Figure 4.39: Diagram of visitors’ movement 
throughout the entire site

Figure 4.40: The butterfly garden, just off the path 
and nestled against the rock face

Figure 4.41: The herb garden, tended to by memory 
keeper volunteers

Figure 4.43: One of the memorial benches dotted 
through the site

Figure 4.42: Memento Mori cross-stitches that the different herms represent, butterfly and moth for the butterfly 
garden, juniper and the hand with flowers for the herb garden, the black and white hand for the memory 
bench, the skull for the pet cemetery and the sun and moon for the observatory

Figure 4.44: The pet cemetery, just off the path in a 
small clearing amongst the trees
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to evoke scent and taste memories, from 
a loved one’s scent to a treasured family 
recipe. It is a moment of community and 
family centred around a simple structure 
and task but one that can hold a lot of 
deeper meaning. As well, many herbs used 
in cooking also have a sacred or ceremonial 
aspect allowing them to be further 
incorporated into rituals on the boundary of 
life and death.

 Dispersed throughout the site, as one 
creates their journey, are simple benches 
dedicated to memory. The idea of these 
benches is nothing new, memorial benches 
are seen in any number of public spaces 
but they are a loving tribute that asks you to 
take a moment, rest and live in the moment. 
They are another piece that will grow and 
be added to as time goes on, benches will 
appear in new spots, hopefully ones with 
views that the people they are dedicated to 
enjoyed in life or would have. 

 Further in the site, located at a 
cross-roads in a natural clearing, is a Pet 
Cemetery, integrated into the trails system 
and not a part of Lasalle Cemetery. It is 
a perfect location since people already 
walk their dogs along the trails and it allows 
people to have a connection to a place 

outside a home they may one day move 
from.  

 The final constructed marker to 
be encountered is an Observation Point, 
located at the point where the trail rises up to 
meet the dam, the high point in the system. 
It is built so that you may either walk below 
it and carry on with your journey or you can 
climb up, taking an interlude, and gaining a 
different perspective any time of day. 

 Journeying beyond these new built 
forms you come across one that has been 
there for marginally longer. Maley Dam 
is incorporated into the trail routes and 
provides a unique spot where you can both 
look down onto water, fed by Junction 
Creek, on one side and forest on another 
and survey both directions for quite a 
distance. From this spot you can see the 
highway, that provides a surprisingly pleasing 
white noise, the cemetery in the complete 
opposite direction, the entire trail system and 
those that walk along it, and all Memento 
Mori interventions. From here, the most 
obvious constructed form on the landscape 
is the proposed Memoria Library, located just 
across the water that originates at the base 
of the dam. 

Figure 4.45: The place where the path continues 
as the land falls away on both sides as the dam 
emerges

Figure 4.46: The path across the dam’s top

 Although a person can see the 
Memoria Library from the dam, they must 
journey either back the way they came 
or go further along the path to reach its 
entrance. The building itself is integrated 
into the trail system straddling not only the 

existing path but the banks on both sides of 
the creek as well. Coming from the main side 
people are greeted by a welcoming deck 
with a covered section, allowing its use to be 
extended into more weather conditions and 
seasons, and to more people. The porch

| memoria library |

Figure 4.50: The reception and lobby space for the 
Memoria Library

Figure 4.47: The view form the top of the dam where 
you can see the Memoria Library and even the 
cemetery in the distance

Figure 4.49: The Memoria Library from the path

Figure 4.48: Memoria Library ground floor 
movement of visitors diagram
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acts as the first transition into the library, it 
is a place one degree removed from the 
natural landscape that encourages people 
to gather. You then pass through the doors 
and are greeted by a reception space and 

lobby area, with the main program spaces 
branching off from it. You can either stop 
here and gain assistance from one of the 
memory keepers or continue on to one 
of the memory spaces. There are sound 

Figure 4.52: A view of the vault and water feature at 
the heart of the library

Figure 4.53: The deck that connects the interior to 
the opposite side of the creek

Figure 4.51: One of the private offices for people to 
record and experience memories

Figure 4.54: A view of the library with people using the space in different ways

proof recording booths with equipment for 
recording and editing audio and video in 
private as well as private offices with desks 
and comfortable furniture to allow people 
to write and record as well as experience 
in private. Not everyone needs or wants a 
private space though so there is also a more 
traditional library area with comfortable 
furniture dotted amongst the stacks of 
memories. Visitors can choose to use any of 
these spaces to heighten their experience 
of the space, especially since each one 
provides a different atmosphere, but all are 
meant to be comfortable and welcoming. 

 The recording booths are artificially 
lit but bright, and soundproof thus allowing 
one to be alone, separate from anything 
else. The offices are warm, with a low ceiling 
and a window meant to frame a view of 
the landscape outside the building. While 
the library provides a series of different 
moods, from a small private corner tucked 
away from it all, to the sitting area under the 
lowered vault that connects the room to the 

roof and the water feature that drains into 
the creek, and to the areas directly next to 
the stacks, explicitly reminding you why you 
are here and what you are a part of whether 
experiencing or recording. 

 Once done with your task you can 
either decide to return back the way you 
came or exit out one of two other doors, the 
first, located in the library area leads out to 
a deck that brings you onto the other side 
of the creek. You can either stay here and 
eventually go back into the library or step 
off the deck and journey onto the other 
side and eventually rejoin the trail system 
on that side. Otherwise, you can continue 
following the path around its loop where 
you eventually end up either back in the 
cemetery or at Lasalle Boulevard. These are 
only the prescribed paths and designed 
stops; there are many different ways you can 
experience the site and journey through it, 
some on planned paths, some defined by 
others and yet more forged on your own. 
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 The designed program of the 
architecture on site would require the need 
for staff and volunteers to be present at both 
the Sanctum and the Memoria Library during 
certain times. They are a part of the journey 
that is easy to overlook but they are an 
integral aspect. 

 These individuals are also able to 
arrive either under their own power from the 
entrance to the site or by car, where they 
would park in the main lot and complete 
their commute on foot, mirroring the journey 
of visitors to the site. The staff would then 
enter through the front doors of the visitor’s 
centre or through the back door into the 
body room. The latter does have a small 
office space for recording and processing, 
but the main office exists between both 
receptions, bridging the programs and 
allowing them to seamlessly help with both 
without being an overbearing presence. 

 When a ceremony is not occurring the 
staff’s main focus is to provide information 
on the site and services available there. 
When a body is present, they will be there to 
receive it and assist in organizing and running 
the events surrounding it and ensuring they 
run smoothly. They will also need to ensure 
proper regulations concerning the death 
industry are followed while allowing families 
to proceed with their version of a good 
death for their loved one. There are laws 
they must follow but they are there to ensure 

that the family does not need to think about 
anything beyond looking after the needs of 
their loved one. 

 At the Memoria Library their task is 
somewhat similar in nature. After traveling 
through the cemetery and taking the main 
trail they will arrive at the entrance to the 
library. Once again there is a reception area 
to benefit those who are new to the site or 
in need of assistance. People working on 
site will have access to their own private 
office and kitchenette. From the office they 
are able to work and provide assistance to 
people leaving and accessing memories. 
Their main task is to greet and orientate 
people and then assist them with their 
recorded memories, by helping them edit 
and organize them for storage and later 
access. 

 The memories mostly take the form 
of written entries, and video and voice 
recordings, and there are spaces provided 
for easy recording and editing of these types. 
There is also a separate room, accessible 
only to the memory keepers, for the physical 
versions to be kept in until they are ready to 
be accessed by the public. This also gives 
space for people to have mementos, such 
as cards and small trinkets to be kept safe 
for their loved ones to receive later. These 
people will be the keepers and curators of 
people’s treasured memories, and therefore 
a part of their journey as well as their own.

| the staff |
Figure 4.55: A view of the Sanctum reception with an employee assisting visitors

Figure 4.58: Memoria Library ground floor 
movement of staff diagram

Figure 4.57: Sanctum ground floor movement of 
staff diagram

Figure 4.56: Lasalle Cemetery Map with blue demarcating the route staff would take through the site from 
entering off Lasalle, to parking and going to the Sanctum or the Memorial Library
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The Architecture

| material palette|

| sanctum |
 Plans
 North-South Section
 West-East Section

| memoria library|
 Plans
 North-West to South-East   
 Section
 East-West Section
 

| site section |

◄ Figure 4.59: Painting by Author of 
mood they wished to convey with 
the material palette
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|Concrete| Used for the walls and floors of both the Sanctum and Memoria Library 
(Figure 4.60)

|White Concrete| Used for the feature vault connecting to the water feature as well as for 
the ritualistic altar (Figure 4.65)

|Cedar| Used to clad interior walls and the ceiling of the chapel (Figure 4.61) |Brown Leather| Used for the furniture, meant to add warmth to the construction materials 
and feel comfortable and welcoming (Figure 4.66)

|Patinaed Copper| Used for both the Sanctum’s Chapel roof and the Memoria Library roof it will 
naturally age over time, giving it a beautiful patina ranging from golden, to deep brown and green 
(Figure 4.62)

|Larch Wood| Used for the Chapel benches (Figure 4.67)

|Glass| Used extensively to warm with natural light while opening up the spaces (Figure 4.63) |Concrete| Used for the memory storage shelves in the main library space (Figure 4.68)

|Plants| Used to break up the hard lines of the building while also making interior spaces feel 
more comfortable and full of life (Figure 4.64)

|Aged Cedar| Used on the exterior decks of the Memoria Library, as well as the vertical 
exterior walls, the cedar would age in the elements over time (Figure 4.69)

| material palette | The materials were all very specifically selected, giving a strong but limited palette that is 
allowed to be one with the surrounding landscape while still being strongly defined. The 
materials for the furniture were chosen as a complement to the construction materials, 
softening and warming the overall palette. As well, the materials chosen were meant to age 
over the years giving a physical sense of time passing as well as a more lived-in feel.
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| the sanctum |
 The program for the Sanctum is 
twofold. It will be situated where the current 
decommissioned chapel exists, making it the 
first point of contact for any visitors to the 
site. This is necessary as currently the most 
prominent building is a private mausoleum 
that dominates the view, with the chapel 
hiding just off to the right behind it. The 
new building is therefore designed to be 
a prominent beacon, both physically and 
programmatically, with its first program as a 
visitors centre. There, visitors will be greeted 
by an open reception where people can 
come and get information, such as where a 
grave is, and details on available services as 
well as pre-planning. This first program is set 
up to bring people into the site more often, 
giving them an enjoyable sheltered place to 
occupy and bring life to.

 The building will also then have a new 
chapel space that would focus on more 
natural and small-scale ceremonies. This 
would be for people looking for more simple 
and chemical free processes, that do not 
require a body to go through a mortuary, 
thus eliminating several steps in the process. 
This is not to say an embalmed body could 
not be displayed here for a service if they 
wished to be in a more welcoming space, 
because for some that is a part of their good 
death process, it simply means that that 
process would have to happen off site. As 
well, there will still be a requirement for a 
room for body transfer from the vehicle that 
transports it, into a room where any private 
processes that need to take place can, 
before being transferred into the chapel 
itself. The chapel will contain an altar to 
display the body by itself or in a casket, 
and will also allow for individuals, if they 
wish, to have a more family involved final 
preparation of the body. This is because the 
altar doubles as a ritualistic cleansing object, 
allowing loved ones to clean and prepare 
the body for burial themselves, in an open 
and bright space.

 

 It is also a space without religious 
connotations welcoming anyone to have a 
ceremony in a beautiful space. The entrance 
into this chapel will start in a courtyard, 
the first threshold space separating the 
visitors from the everyday. They then enter 
a private reception space that allows for 
people to greet each other more formally 
before transitioning into the final chapel 
space. Each of these spaces, before the 
chapel, plus a private mourning room, 
allow for visitors to break off from the main 
space if needed. The different thresholds 
demarcate spaces of change. For some the 
courtyard may be the place where you first 
say hello, and maybe catch up a bit before 
moving into the more somber reception 
and finally the chapel, but for other groups 
the courtyard may act as a place of timid 
first encounters with people walking into a 
reception full of life and finally a chapel even 
more full of sound and celebration. It is all 
to say that these thresholds mark space but 
they do not necessarily set the tone, they 
simply facilitate people and the experience 
they wish to have. 

 These spaces are then separated from 
the main visitors centre by a decompression 
hallway that contains the services. There 
is also an office opening into both spaces 
allowing for the workers to help with both 
programs without having to have the 
different programmatic guests interact. 
Further, on a second floor there is a breakout 
space accessible through the hallway. This 
main loft space overlooks the visitors centre 
but if people are willing to take a little bit of 
a journey they end up in the abditum, a little 
secret space overlooking the courtyard. This 
second floor is the representational bridge 
between these two programs and the tie 
between the life and death journeys that 
take place here. 

 

▲ Figure 4.70: Exterior of the Sanctum viewed from the road

◄ Figure 4.71: The courtyard when the Sanctum is not being 
used for an event

► Figure 4.72: Example of a service being conducted in the 
Chapel

Following Pages:

Figure 4.73: Plans of Sanctum building at 1:200 by Author

Figure 4.74: North - South Section of Sanctum at 1:200 by 
Author

Figure 4.75: East -West Section of Sanctum at 1:200 by 
Author

103



UP

UP

DOWN

OPEN TO BELOW

N

SANCTUM GROUND FLOOR PLAN SANCTUM SECOND FLOOR PLAN SANCTUM ROOF PLAN

SANCTUM

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 16 20m 0 15 30 45 60 75 90 105 120m

0 15 30 45 60 75 90 105 120m

1:1500

1:200

104 105



SANCTUM
B

B′

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 16 20m

NORTH - SOUTH SECTION B-B′ 1:200
106 107



WEST - EAST SECTION “B” 0 2 4 6 8 10 12 16 20m

WEST - EAST SECTION C-C′ 1:200

SANCTUM

C C′

SANCTUM STRUCTURE DIAGRAM

Site M
ap

N
20

60
120

160
200

240m
0

40
80

Sud
bury’s D

eath 
Land

scapeN
300

600
1200

1800
2400

3000m
0

Figure 4.76: Diagram of the Sanctum 
building’s main structural components

108 109



| memoria library |
 The Memoria Library will ideally be 
a place for recording and experiencing 
memories. An individual could come 
throughout their lifetime and leave hand-
written, video or voice recorded memories of 
events and anecdotes from their life. Spaces 
such as sound booths and comfortable 
private offices would be available with all 
the equipment they need. These memories 
would then be kept safe for them and their 
families. Before their passing the individual 
would then have to decide if they want 
their memories to be available just to their 
family and loved ones or whether they can 
become part of the public collection. It 
would also be a place where people could 
leave cards and other tokens for those that 
are still alive to receive after they have 
passed, ensuring they are not lost. 

 The process for becoming a part of 
this collective would involve certain times, 
or open houses, when a worker would be in 
the building. During this time they can give 
tours and tutorials to people interested in 
becoming new members as well as assist 
in recording these memories. It would very 
much be a co-op of memory keepers. The 
workers would also help in organizing and 
even lightly editing memories if wished. 

Therefore, there is a need for a reception 
area as well as an office for them to work 
from while they are there and a place to 
store the physical memories before they go 
on public display. 

 The people who come to leave 
memories are welcome to use the space 
whenever they wish once they have been 
given an introduction. They can come and 
use the recording and writing rooms or use 
the library and experience other memories. 
The video and voice memories would all be 
digital, with the idea being that a master 
copy is kept on record but that there are 
USBs for each individual person that can be 
borrowed. This gives them more tangibility 
and allows people to pick them a little more 
freely and at random if they choose. There is 
something to be said for choosing something 
physically and not just scrolling for it endlessly 
on a screen.

 The building itself is situated just far 
enough down the path that the journey to 
record becomes a part of the process, you 
will have to put a little effort into what you 
leave there, it will not be arbitrary to the 
person leaving it there.

▲ Figure 4.77: Exterior of Memoria Library shown 
as if approaching from the path towards the main 
entrance.

◄ Figure 4.78: Inside the library space at Memoria 
Library, showing people using the space and shelves 
that are barely filled as the buildings’ story has only 
just begun at this point

Following Pages: 

Figure 4.79: Plans of Memoria Library at 1:200 by 
Author

Figure 4.80: North-West to South-East Section of 
Memoria Library at 1:200 by Author

Figure 4.81: East -West Section of Memoria Library at 
1:200 by Author
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 Death, although viewed by the 
majority of North Americans as taboo and 
therefore often ignored until the inevitable, 
is a process that counterbalances life and 
thus should be cherished for the fact that 
it is part of what gives life meaning. This 
attempt to forget death in life has left death 
infrastructure in a lackluster state, leading 
to unwelcoming and often unsupportive 
design for what happens in them, they 
simply serve a purpose without ever diving 
deeper. Therefore, there is an opportunity for 
architecture to take a more active role in the 
process, facilitating what people perceive 
to be a good death. Although this is not 
something that should be merely seen as a 
suggestion, but instead should be a moral 
obligation calling for advocacy on the part 
of designers involved in the death process 
and the infrastructure that supports it. By 
hiding death and its processes behind closed 
doors one does more harm than good to 
society. Only through gatherings, outside 
the realm of focusing only on the death of a 
loved one, can the silence around death be 
broken. 

 This idea, of integrating gatherings 
of life into a death centred space, is at 
the centre of my entire design proposal. 
This idea crystalized with the selection of 
the site, Lasalle Cemetery, a landscape of 
death, that backs onto the New Sudbury 
Historic Trails, a landscape of life. With this 
threshold condition pre-existing it became a 
matter of better defining these spaces with 
architectural interventions that facilitate 
further interactions, closing what is currently a 
divide.

 Although partially metaphorical in 
nature this stitching is actually seen in the 
designed columbarium wall element located 
on the Northern end of the Lasalle Cemetery 

portion of the site, meaning it is the final 
prominent death infrastructure before 
you leave the cemetery for the trails. The 
columbarium is designed specifically to be 
a piece that stitches between the ordered 
world of Lasalle and the lesser one of the 
nature trails. Although the columbarium will 
eventually span the length of the site from 
East to West this would be something built 
up over time as more and more people’s 
ashes are added to the wall. This is because 
each brick is made up directly from a mix 
that includes the deceased one’s ashes 
and each one acts as a visible tribute that 
is actually exposed to nature. As more 
people pass and choose to become a part 
of the wall it will grow and change, marking 
the progression of time on the landscape 
through its undulating and serpentine form. 
This form controls visitors experience by rising 
up and restricting their sightlines, at times 
making them focus on only what is directly 
in front of them. It is an ordered form that 
appears somewhat chaotic but is actually 
a structured piece for housing the dead by 
building an infrastructure with meaning and 
for use by the living, it is truly a stitching piece 
between the two halves of the site and what 
they represent.

 Going back, the idea of reminding 
people of their eventual death during 
the prime of life is nothing new, it is an 
ancient principal used to accomplish many 
things from humbling a person to ensuring 
unbroken remembrance after death. This 
idea of Memento Mori was first used as an 
influence for a first semester drawing project. 
Over the course of the semester different 
symbolic images were carefully chosen that 
represented the juxtaposition yet balance 
between life and death. Each piece was 
able to stand alone but it is only when they 
were all brought together that the full image 

and its message was understood. This idea is 
carried through to the site interventions; the 
cemetery and the trails are the background 
that is populated by the buildings, parking 
lot, new columbarium walls and Herms. Each 
piece can be viewed and experienced 
separately but only when woven together 
does the tapestry image become apparent. 

 Furthermore, this reminder of death 
while living life is seen most prominently in 
the program of the Memoria Library but it is 
also present in the Herms, the psychopomp 
markers that guide a person through a 
journey in the landscape. These Herms are 
the direct translation of the cross-stitch 
project’s symbolism onto an infrastructure 
piece, with each one using different 
plantings and hardscape elements to evoke 
emotion and memory in the people who 
interact with them. The overall path will 
contain a procession of mortuary objects 
leading you from one site to another 
and demarcating crossroads. They will 
incorporate the idea of beauty in death as 
well as the symbolism of Memento Mori. They 
are meant to guide visitors along a more 
structured journey through the site.

 Reflecting on the other major principal 
behind this project, as laid out earlier, a good 
death is defined as one allowing people 
to be prepared, having access, friend and 
family involvement, having certain festivities, 
celebrations and rituals or traditions observed 
and no stigma surrounding the former. The 
Sanctum building fulfils the principals of what 
a good death is by first having a welcoming 
visitor’s section that allows people to come 
in and inform themselves during their lifetime 
of what services are available, and if they 
feel it aligns with their desires being able to 
preplan it, not only for themselves but their 
loved ones. Being informed and preplanning 

then allows them to ensure that they will 
have access to their desired final life rituals 
and that the festivities and traditions they 
hold dear are able to be observed. The 
space is overall simple but with thresholds 
that transition you from the banal to sacred, 
allowing for everything from simple processes 
to elaborate rituals to take place, making 
it accessible at all levels to people from a 
myriad of backgrounds. In this space death 
is not hidden but embraced through these 
programs that bring life and death processes 
together, attempting to remove the veil and 
the stigma that goes with death. 

 Although the Memoria Library also 
upholds these principals they are less directly 
supported by its programming. By having a 
person reflect on the fact that they will one 
day no longer be here by recording their 
memories for prosperity, it is asking them to 
be informed and prepared. It also ensures 
that their friends and family can be involved 
not only in their death but in their life, in a 
way that is potentially more intimate than 
they ever would have been comfortable 
with in life. This passing of memories also 
encourages the people experiencing 
them to embrace their own mortality and 
contribute to the library themselves. This 
is directly reflective of the principals of 
Memento Mori, by not only accepting death 
but by actively preparing for it while leaving 
a significant reminder of their life. 

 Furthermore, the theme of Memento 
Mori is reflected in these interventions in 
the landscape by their juxtaposition of 
the seemingly at odds ideas of life and 
death. The first building, the Sanctum, is 
the beacon to the living welcoming them 
in but also serving as the final transition 
space for those who have passed. The 
second building actively invites people in to 

Conclusion 



meditate and prepare for their own death 
while experiencing others’ lived memories. 
The path will more obviously incorporate the 
direct symbolism of Memento Mori and the 
columbarium wall will be an extension of this.

 Overall, both buildings, the other 
program elements and the site as a whole 
are curated in a way that is meant to be 
comfortable for people living their everyday 
lives to make it a part of their life journey. 
It does not have to be something hugely 
significant; it could be as small as occupying 
the space when you take your dog for a 
walk, but it is meant to bring the living in to 
occupy what is traditionally only a space 
for the dead and death centred activities. 
By occupying these types of spaces in 
life a person is ultimately, hopefully, more 
comfortable with the process and the idea 
that they too will end up occupying this 
space permanently one day themselves, 
but instead of it being morbid it becomes 
something they may actually look forward 
to. This is because the space is no longer 
a desolate and forgotten landscape only 
visited by those with a singular and often 
melancholy purpose, but one that is full of 
life everyday while still giving space and 
honouring the death symbolism that marks 
this landscape as something beyond the 
banal. 

 In the end, death is intricately woven 
into the fabric of life, it connects an individual 
to all times, people and places but it is not 
a stagnant constant, it is a process firmly 
entrenched in each and every individual as 
well as the overall zeitgeist. Therefore, every 
person has a different idea of what they 
perceive to be a good death, it is not just 
one thing and the architecture around this 
needs to support practices of not only the 
here and now but of individuals as well. The 

proposed architecture therefore is not one 
that shuns what already happens but instead 
better allows for processes not readily being 
supported already. The new interventions 
will support death and life in one landscape, 
embracing what is a shared cycle between 
the two. By dotting the landscape with these 
different mortuary objects a purposeful city 
of the dead is created, yet it is one where 
the living feels welcome. 

 

 

 



It’s a warm day, the sun is shining down and warming your 
shoulders as you walk along the path. Leaves crunch gently 

under your feet, a sure sign of the end of summer, but for now 
your gaze is still taking in the abundance of lush vegetation 
around you and the clear blue sky above. You look around 

and take in the people surrounding you; children laughing and 
playing as their parents set out picnics along the water’s edge, 

a teen walking their dog, and others playing frisbee while an 
older couple walk by holding hands. At first glance, and even 
at second, one might mistake it for your average park but it’s 

not. It’s a cemetery just off a busy main road, but set back 
from it all you get is the gentle constant whoosh of traffic going 

by. It is a place out of time yet one that asks you to make 
time for the things that are important to you and cherish those 

memories of time well spent. 

> scene by author

A  Golden          
End To Summer

► Figure 4.84: Painting by Author
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Panteon Viejo Xoxocotlan (Figure 5.1)

A giant stage with a band greets the visitors 
who approach the entrance. It has the vibe 
of a rock concert and yet it is a cemetery with 
tightly packed graves filled to the brim with 
people. Once off the main paths the crowds 
thin enough to get a true sense of the place, 
which is beautiful and festive with hardly any 
empty graves. This one gives of the vibe of an 
amusement park.
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Panteon Muncipal San Sebastian (Figure 5.2)

A short walk through crushing crowds away 
from Xoxo this cemetery carries much the 
same vibe but on a slightly smaller scale. 
Music still blasts as people seethe around the 
tombstones, most of these graves are built 
up and many have more apparent Christian 
symbols. The party continues with food and 
alcohol flowing freely.
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Panteon de Atzompa (Figure 5.3)

This cemetery seems very similar to the first two at first 
with a large stage set up for a band that is playing 
loudly with theatrical lighting spotlighting out onto the 
gathered crowd and the cemetery itself. Yet it has a 
different feel once you get past the more superficial 
festivities, the graves are mostly dirt piled high and 
most celebrants are burning these long tapered 
candles, giving it such a distinct feel. There are also 
dark corners where families are gathered in the more 
relative quiet with the gave of their loved one 
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Panteon General (Figure 5.4)

This one could be considered the more touristy of the 
sites visited. It is the closest to downtown Oaxaca, 
only a few blocks walk. You arrive to a literal carnival 
with rides and street vendors and the ubiquitous 
band. They were also setting up a screen for a movie 
to be played. This cemetery was extremely well 
lit by electric light, which may be why there were 
less candles, with paved main roads between the 
graves. There were less people actually attending 
to the graves but more people moving through the 
cemetery.
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Figure 5.5: Scans of the patterns created explicitly for this project by the author. They are all hand 
drawn on grid paper with marker colours and symbols demarcating in each square representing a 
stitch and what different floss will be used for it.
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Appendix C:
Those Who Came 
Before Architectural Case Studies

Introduction

Sunset Chapel (Death)
 La Estancia Chapel (Wedding)
 Ecumenical Chapel (Meditiation)

Chapel of St. Lawrence 

The New Crematorium

Brion Tomb

Igualada Cemetery



Sunset Chapel  
Acapulco, Guerro, Mexico

Igualada Cemetery  
Barcelona, Catelonia, Spain

Brion Tomb  
San Vito d’ Altivole, Italy

Chapel of St. Lawrence  
Vantaa, Finland

The New Crematorium 
Stockholm, Sweden

| where in the world |

Figure 5.6: World map with locations of case studies depicted

| introduction |
 It is always important to study and comprehend those who came before, as 
one should understand history in order to give the present context. Death, as a topic, is 
particularly rich in its historical output due to the fact that everyone dies and there are often 
records of this, whether intended or accidental. Yet these intended pieces, that are often 
built forms such as the pyramids, cairns, and the cemetery as one today would recognize 
it, have not often been dwelt upon until quite recently, “There is an architectural space 
of death, which, until our own time, has given rise to little comment. Yet in the tissue of 
urban and rural space, death forms a network of places and objects, with its allegories and 
symbols, its signs and its reference points.”1 The architecture of death is its own category, it is 
not one that merely subsists off the ideas of living architecture. Done correctly it has its own 
language and emotion, done poorly it is often just a miniaturization or artistic interpretation 
of the world of the living. 

 The following projects were selected as architectural case studies due to their 
comprehensive design that serves the needs of the dead while not compromising the space 
for the living. They represent a range of scales, from the small single room design of Sunset 
Chapel, perched above the cliff, and its sister buildings; La Estancia Chapel, which is used for 
weddings and the Ecumenical Chapel which is meant for reflection. Taken as a whole they 
present a different narrative than they would apart. The size then steps up in the Chapel of 
St. Lawrence, to be more in line with the size most people would expect a funerary chapel 
to be with a few service rooms supporting the ceremony spaces, here the setting takes on 
even more relevance due not only to its integration but to its historic significance. The size 
then steps up again, with the introduction of a new program in the New Crematorium in the 
Woodland Cemetery. Here the building is unable to be divorced from its surroundings, yet it 
is still not programmed around its architecture. That is where the final case studies come in, 
the Brion Tomb and Igualada Cemetery, respectively. Both are exquisite examples of how 
death infrastructure can truly be used to create a deathscape that not only supports the 
living visitors passing through but those who choose to become a part of it themselves. All of 
the following architectural case studies approach death infrastructure and the needs they 
will have to support in a respectful manner, providing for the needs of both the living and the 
dead while adding to their setting.
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Sunset Chapel
BNKR Arquitectura | 2011 | Acapulco, Guerro, Mexico

|120 sqm|

Figure 5.7: Man ascending towards Sunset Chapel
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Figure 5.8: Site Plan Drawing by Author after BNKR Arquitectura, Not to Scale.
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 High above an Acapulco resort is 
what, at first glance, appears to be a giant 
boulder on the verge of toppling over and 
raining death upon the holiday resort below. 
This assessment, although grim, speaks to 
the form’s actual purpose as the boulder is a 
concrete chapel celebrating death.2 Once 
you summit the hill you realize the building is 
only conversation with the landscape and 
the boulders that hide its nature for most of 
the journey do not actually touch it. Upon 
approaching, the scale, instead of becoming 
more human, becomes more apparently 
extreme, with its pinched bottom, revealed 
as you round the natural boulders, seemingly 
barely able to support the mass balanced 
upon it. As you continue around the back, a 
dark fissure reveals the entrance that takes 
you up a set of suspended stairs before 
releasing you into panoramic views of the 
landscape.3

 Sunset Chapel is the second religious 
commission for Bunker Architects, following 
the Estancia wedding chapel. It is designed 
as a bookend to life, marking the passing of 
a loved one.4 It is set in a natural landscape, 
where they tried to touch as little of the 
ground and foliage as possible, this meant 

Figure 5.10: Floor Plan Drawings by Author after BNKR 
Arquitectura, Not to Scale. 

Figure 5.9: Photo from inside chapel looking out. Photo 
from Architects website. 

Access Floor Plan

Main Floor Plan

Roof Plan

that it would be unthinkable to blast the 
giant granite boulders sitting in their sightline.5 
Their decision to allow the boulders to remain 
was obviously the correct one as the faceted 
form of the chapel it inspired makes it seem 
like it belongs to its setting. The chapel’s 
limited palette assists this with only concrete, 
glazing, and steel being used as needed. 
The chapel itself is surrounded by burial plots, 
but it is allowed to exist in its own space. The 
prominent cross acts as a beacon not only 
as you ascend but once you are inside the 
chapel, drawing your eyes to the front and 

beyond. It also aligns with the setting sun on 
the solar equinoxes, giving it its name. The 
building is a perfect reflection on the fragility 
of life, it is at once sturdy and yet appears to 
be on the verge of toppling,6 it also mirrors 
a person’s grief reminding them that even 
though it feels like everything is ready to fall 
down, a strong base firmly entrenches you in 
existence, it is a game of contrasts. The rock 
also has strong symbolic ties to Christianity 
in the form of Christ’s tomb and the rock 
that was rolled away to reveal it empty and 
inspire hope in his believers.7 

▲ Figure 5.11: Section Drawing by Author after BNKR Arquitectura, Not to Scale. Section drawing showing the 
rise from the ground floor to the main chapel space. w
▼ Figure 5.12: Process Diagrams by BNKR Arquitectura showing thought process and integration with 
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La Estancia Chapel | 2008 | Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico   
| 117 sqm |

 The Estancia Chapel is often referred 
to simply as the wedding chapel, it was 
their first ever religious commission and was 
given to them because one of Bunker’s 
associates had booked their wedding there.8 
The owners had desired a chapel in the 
gardens for quite a while for this purpose and 
were smitten with the idea of an architect 
designing their own wedding chapel.9 
The client had requested a closed wall 
masonry chapel in a colonial style to 
match the existing architecture but Bunker 
had fundamental problems with this, they 

eventually got the clients to see their point 
of view, but were now under a huge time 
crunch.10 For what is essentially a greenhouse 
in a hot climate the building manages to 
stay cool by its subtraction of volumes and 
integration with the natural landscape, not 
a single existing plant was removed and the 
jacarandas frame and shade it. 
 The chapel was completed in time 
for the wedding but the bride found it too 
empty, so she had it filled with flowers, 
softening the lines and bringing the garden 
in.11 

Ecumenical Chapel | 2012 | Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico   
| 170 sqm |

 Bunker’s third religious commission,  
is an architectural mid-point between the 
programs of their last two commissions, with 
the idea of meditation at its core.12 The 
wedding chapel is a celebration of life, the 
sunset chapel grieves death and this one 
asks you to reflect on both. The spiral ramp 
that gives access to the sunken space also 
acts as a threshold;13 this transitionary path 
allows you to mentally detach yourself from 
the everyday, allowing you to prepare for 
meditation and you journey into your inner 
self. 

◄ Figure 5.13: La Estancia Chapel, used for weddings 
in the garden

▲ Figure 5.14: Ecumenical Chapel, showing how it is 
sunken in the ground and its reflection pool roof
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Chapel of St. Lawrence
Avanto Architects | 2010 | Vantaa, Finland

|1880 sqm|

Figure 5.15: One of the entrances into St. Lawrence Chapel
Figure 5.16: Site Plan Drawing by Author after Avanto Architects, Not to Scale.
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 Arriving from the parking lot the 
building appears at first glance to be nothing 
special. Its low white exterior seems to hug 
the landscape, asking not to be noticed 
before suddenly jutting up on one end into 
a dramatic bell tower that pierces the sky. 
Upon entering you come into an earthtone 
space, coppery green, snow white and dark 
slate set the tone for the rest of the building. 
A continuous skylight guides you through the 
building, continuing into all the chapels and 
illuminating the stairs into the lower level. 
It feels comforting from the beginning, the 
scale allows for generous services while not 
feeling uncomfortable when empty. It is a 
space that calms with is quiet wonder.

  

 This chapel is the seed that started 
Avanto Architects, they only came 
into official existence after winning the 
competition.14 The building proposal 
was submitted with the theme of Polku 
or Path, meant to portray the human 
journey from mortality to eternity while 
serving the practical purpose of joining 
disparate elements in the historic Vantaa 
landscape.15 This idea of path is expressed 
not only in the landscape but inside as well 
with courtyards transitioning you in and 
out into further ceremonial stages and the 
movement from one room to another being 
highlighted with a marked change in lighting 
and atmosphere.16 This was designed after 
extensive research into the grieving process 
and is meant to comfort and guide while 
allowing space for grief.17 

Figure 5.17: Inside one of the chapels 

 Its setting in a historically significant 
landscape is the reason the building has such 
a quiet initial presence, they did not want it 
to detract from the existing historic buildings 
or encroach on their territory.18 The building 
itself is designed with a limited but striking 
material palette that gives it a lifespan of 
two-hundred years.19 The white walls lighten 
the space while setting a backdrop for the 

events that happen inside its walls, while 
the copper grounds it in its setting. The pre-
patinaed copper roof gives it a distinctly 
church feel while the mesh screens give 
privacy while still allowing for connection to 
the site. It is a quiet presence that sets the 
backdrop for the grieving process to happen 
organically.  

▲ Figure 5.18. Exterior of St. Lawrence chapel, displaying its winter camouflage
▲ Figure 5.19. Floor Plan by Author after Avanto Architects, Not to Scale. 
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▲ Figure 5.20: Entrance to lobby
◄ Figure 5.21: Stairs to lower level

Facing Page
▲ Figure 5.22 (Top Left): Looking out into 

private courtyard from urn receiving room
▲ Figure 5.23 (Top Right): Urn receiving room
► Figure 5.24: View of cemetery and historic 

building. The building had to integrate and 
respect this existing setting.
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The New Crematorium
Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor | 2013

|The Woodland Cemetery (Skogskyrkogården), Stockholm, Sweden|
|3000 sqm|

Figure 5.25: Aerial View of New Crematorium
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Figure 5.26: Site Plan Drawing by Author, completed M1, after Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor 2013,
Not to Scale
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Skogskyrkogården was created by famous modernist architects Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd 
Lewerentz between 1915 and 1940, with the most prominent chapels being finished that 
same year. It reminds its visitors of the Nordic philosophy towards nature, life and death and 
was consecrated as a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1994.11

“It’s like entering Heaven”10

Fig. 16: “Sketch of Woodland Cemetery Plan.” Leiviska, Juhan. 2018. Helsinki, Finland.

10. Leiviska, Juhan. Interview by author. October 5, 2018.
11. "The Woodland Cemetery." Visit Stockholm. Accessed September 28, 2018. <www.visitstockholm.com>.

“It’s like entering Heaven“20

Skogskyrkogården was created by famous Modernist architects Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd 
Lewerentz between 1915 and 1940, with the most prominent chapels being finished that 
same year. It reminds its visitors of the Nordic Philosophy towards nature, life and death and 
was consecrated as a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1994.21 

Figure 5.27: “Sketch of Woodland Cemetery Plan.“ Leiviska, Juha. 2018. Helsinki, Finland.
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Figure 5.28: Floor Plan Drawing by Author, completed M1, after Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor 2013.
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 An enclosure of trees whispers 
overhead as you walk on a dappled 
sidewalk parallel to your goal. Finally, you 
are released from their unrelenting rustling as 
you turn the corner toward the entrance, its 
gently curving arms beckoning you towards 
its neck. Passing through this transition you 
are softly taken from the sounds of the street 
by a gentle curtain of water dripping down 
an exposed area of rock, a seeming blemish 
on an otherwise perfect wall, but a necessary 
one. It is a reminder that not all is perfect 
here, once past you are faced with the final 
approach, a long squeeze before being 
released into an oasis that feels like heaven. 
Verdant green fields and rolling acres 
surround you, marked only minutely by the 
traces of man.

 Once inside the grounds you are 
immediately drawn to the first visible building 
you see, the Chapels of Faith, Hope and 
the Holy Cross, but the ultimate goal is to 
the left. Tucked away in an evergreen forest 
the rust red of the building does a good job 
of blending in. Although the building serves 
a clinical purpose it also needs to be that 
of a host, welcoming the family members 
in to mourn and celebrate. The forest does 
slightly deter from this, obscuring the building 
from the main areas, making it a harder 
destination to arrive at than it needs to be. 
On approach to the entrance the covered 
brick floor acts as the first transitionary zone, 
asking mourners to gather under it before 
and after the service, providing a small 
token of comfort. 

▲ Figure 5.29: Image of tree lined sidewalk outside of 
entrance to Skogskyrkogården 
► Figure 5.30: View through the trees along a path leading 
to the New Crematorium in Skogskyrkogården
► Figure 5.31: Closer view of New Crematorium Building in 
Skogskyrkogården

 The New Crematorium is located in 
the Woodland Cemetery, Skogskyrkogården, 
in Stockholm, Sweden.22 It is surrounded by 
woods and the design intentionally works to 
preserve as much of the forest as possible 
with the asymmetrical column and surfaces 
playing into the waves of the surrounding 
terrain which includes pines, moss and 
bedrock.23 It was entered into competition 
under the name, “A Stone in the Forest” in 
2009, which plays off these nature themes, 
and was completed in 2013 by Johan Celsing 
Arkitektkontor.24 The building appears from 
the outside to be totally made of brick, which 
is a complementary juxtaposition against 
the bark of the nearby trees but this is only 
a cladding. The real structure is concrete 
with interior floors done in Swedish marble 
and metal fittings of black oxidized copper.25 
The building’s literal openness is something 
that only truly comes across in person and 
although it can be seen as a good reflection 
of transparency in death and the death 
positive movement, it may have gone a step 
too far in revealing a delicate process to 
potentially prying eyes. ▲  Figure 5.32: View into courtyard area just outside main 

entrance
▼ Figure 5.33: Rear of building with opening created by the 

brick displaying its transparency 
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Brion Tomb
Carlo Scarpa | 1978 | San Vito d’Altivole, Italy

|2000 sqm site|

Figure 5.34. Entrance to Tomba Brion. Figure 5.35: Modern Site Plan Drawing by Author based on tourist pamphlet drawing by Bianca Albertini 
Delineavit, Not to Scale. 
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 The Brion tomb hugs an existing village 
cemetery on two sides. Its concrete forms 
are immediately Modernist in appearance 
and yet instead of being heavy handed as 
they so easily could have been they seem 
to have a certain lightness to them. This 
is reiterated in the Public Chapel which is 
flooded with natural light, allowing people 
to focus on celebration rather than the 
gloom of the occasion it is housing. Every 
form that breaks up the landscape does 
it not in a jarring way but instead in a form 
that makes it seem like it was just waiting 
to be constructed. The overall use of light, 
greenery and water evoke overall meditative 
emotions which can be either positive or 
negative depending on the landscape’s 
occupant. 

 Carlo Scarpa was a firm believer 
in the past continuing to be alive and his 
architecture in a country rich with historic 
influences reflects this. The Brion Cemetery 
or tomb is an example of this intertwining, 
located at San Vito d’Altivole, a small 

village near the Dolomite Mountains, the 
tomb was added to an existing village 
cemetery.25 Initially meant to be just a small 
tomb commissioned by Onorina Tomasi 
Brion for her recently deceased husband, 
Guiseppe Brion, founder of the Brionvega 
company, it ended up becoming a chance 
to created a significant destination for not 
only the cemetery but the whole town.26 The 
entire site is extremely evocative, the built 
forms and landscape are enveloped with 
each other and suggest to the visitor that 
they should take a step out of the everyday 
and reflect on life and death. Carlo Scarpa 
believed, “The place for the dead is the 
garden […] I wanted to show some ways in 
which you could approach death in a social 
and civic way; and further what meaning 
there was in death, in the ephemerality of 
life.”27 The L-shaped site is an example of 
narrative architecture, the entire path is 
loaded with symbolic meaning, it is a place 
where you can, “feel and talk to your soul.”28

◄ Figure 5.36: Pathway at Brion 
cemetery.

► Figure 5.37: Brion Cemetery 
Meditation Pavilion Drawing by 

Carlo Scarpa.  

▼ Figure 5.38: Brion Cemetery 
Meditation Pavilion. 
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Igualada Cemetery
Enric Miralles | 1994 | Barcelona, Catalonia, Spain

Figure 5.39: Entrance to Igualda Cemetery. 

Figure 5.40: Site Plan by Author based on Enric Miralles + Estudio Carme Pinos Si
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 Upon arriving at the cemetery, one 
is confronted by giant corten steel poles, 
defining the entry gate to the cemetery. One 
would then follow a constantly winding path 
in the blazing sun that descends through the 
site where it reaches the main burial area 
comprised of mausoleum plots. This space is 
one of the few that intentionally disconnects 
you from your surroundings, the depth 
allowing for only a visual connection to the 
sky.29 You are taken out of the warm sun of 
the living and thrust into the shadowy world 
of the dead; this is only one of the poetic 
experiences of the cemetery. 

 

▲ Figure 5.41: View of Cemetery. 

► Figure 5.42: Niches Along the Path. 

 The Igualada Cemetery was built on 
the premise of considering not only those 
who were laid to rest in it but the loved ones  
who still remained. This led it to be a place 
of both memories as well as reflections that 
challenge the ideas behind a standard 
cemetery. The tiered nature of the cemetery 
allows it to become one with the beautiful 
landscape of the Catalonian hills, while also 
creating a procession that allows the user 
to progress through the site in a meditative 
way.30 The poetic approach to the cemetery 
looks at how people, in visiting, could come, 
“to understand and accept the cycle of 

life as a link between the past, present, and 
future.”31 It is truly a city of the dead that 
allows the living to occupy it so that that both 
can come together in spirit.32 The materials 
used; concrete, wood and stone, allow it to 
further become a part of the landscape,33 
giving it a more holistic and settled presence. 
For a site that is less than thirty years old, it 
feels as though it has been occupying its 
landscape for centuries. The whole place is 
less about the practicality of burial and more 
about the experience of the people coming 
through it. 
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Figure 5.43: Photos of the existing Rainbow Routes 
Trail behind Lasalle Cemetery in winter as it 

transverses the landscape from the entrance in the 
cemetery to its connection back into the cemetery, 

in order from top left to bottom right.

trail entrance split in trail

view from structure grafitti on dam

heading towards the  split and loop in the loop, benches facing the dam

signage across from otter statue

Appendix D

first view  of dam structure on top of dam

trail terminus view of dam heading back

view from benches where the creek widens

path leading towards official trailhead coming back into the cemetery
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  What does it mean to die a good death? 
This is the question at the centre of my thesis and yet 
it is not one I necessarily seek to answer for a good 
death looks completely different to every individual 
that goes through the process, whether with loved 
ones or themselves. That being said, there are still 
ritualistic objects that can aid in the process of this 
good death. These objects should work with the body 
in a respectful manner, bringing dignity to a person’s 
final stages. This object should be one of service, both 
to the deceased and those that interact with it, either 
intimately or from slightly further afar. 
The proposed object is therefore an altar for a dead 
body, but one that does not just display the body 
dispassionately but instead embraces the body 
and its final moments. This embrace is meant not 
only symbolically but literally as well, as the form of 
the object is inspired by its more intrinsic role. This is 
because the proportions of the object are based on a 
coffin, a classic symbol of death, but also a form that 
is built specifically to the proportions of a human body. 
A coffin tapers from the shoulders to the head and 
then from the shoulders again down towards the feet. 
The form of the object will follow these proportions but 
with a gentle slope from the outside towards a centre 
point that will be located approximately under the 
shoulders of a body placed on top. 

 This brings me to its second purpose, the 
altar will be designed not only to hold a body or 
container, such as a coffin or casket, comfortably and 
thoughtfully, but also take part in the final cleansing 
of an individual. The gentle slope mentioned before, 
will allow for the water flowing from the headpiece 
to drain away from the body after it has served its 
purpose. The object therefore gives governance back 
to the family, allowing them to be a part of their loved 
one’s final intimate act of life, hopefully acting as a 
guide through their grief. 

 The altar’s design is also meant to mimic 
the angles of the building, making it feel at home 
in the chapel. The proportions will be such that it 
can comfortably hold a body without swallowing 
it but can also carry a larger body capsule, such 
as a casket. There is a head piece that is the main 
weight made of concrete, and it grounds the object 
while the part that will hold the body cantilevers 

out from this. This gives it a sense of mysticism, while 
more practically making it easier for someone in a 
wheelchair to take part in the cleansing process or 
get close to look upon the body. This head piece will 
also house the plumbing, made of copper where 
the water running through it will exit out of a sheer 
descent. The top part of this head piece will also be 
faced with a copper that will be allowed to patina 
over time. 

 The materiality of the object then comes into 
play as it will be cast from the same concrete as the 
building, tying them together and grounding the 
object in its surroundings. Concrete can come across 
at first as cold and brutal but this will be softened 
by the small imperfections the casting process will 
inevitably create, as well as the fact that the object 
will inescapably change though time and use. This 
will be further visualized by the use of copper fittings, 
as mentioned before, that will allow for the cleansing 
water to be pumped through it to wash the body 
while also slowly staining the concrete with its patina. 
The materiality of the object has been carefully 
considered as it will be in direct contact with the living 
and deceased. Therefore, ritualistic symbolism is tied 
into it with; concrete representing the dead, water as 
a life-giving force, and the patinaed copper reflecting 
times constant march forward. These are themes and 
materials that are reflected both in the materials of 
the building that will house this object and its program 
of life and death. 

This object would then be the inspiration for further 
mortuary objects used on or as a part of the site, from 
the concrete columbarium walls to a matching urn in 
the same style. The urn would also further the idea of 
bringing life and death together through its use of the 
“dead“ concrete and by incorporating a plant pot 
into the lid, a living growing reminder of the loved one 
inside. 

 Ultimately this is an object of service, it is not 
meant to impose itself of the processes it takes part 
in but rather to serve as a vessel. It gives governance 
back to not only the living but the person who has 
passed. It is meant as a bridge, at least for a moment 
of time, between loved ones, and more importantly 
life and death. 

| altar for a dead body 2.0 |

Appendix E

▲ Figure 5.44: People attending to their loved one using the 
altar for its cleansing purposes

Following Pages:

Figure 5.45: Construction drawings of the Altar at intended 
1:3 construction scale

Figure 5.46: Images and construction drawings of 1:1 urn 
that was built
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