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In Face of Death: Calming the Mind, Mining the Soul 

We havc gathered hcrc lo discuss changing allitudes toward death 
and their reflection in the design, care. and visil o f cemeteries in 
ihe modern era, from the Enlightenment onward. Over the course 
of three days we are engaged by a series of focused studies that 
help to fill in more completely the general outlines of the great 
cultural and religious shift from a medieval and Baroque world 
of the Christian "memento mori", replete with its burials in 
parish churches (fig. 1), its mass graves in adjaccnt or neighbor-
ing cemeteries (fig. 2), and its skulls and boncs in the attics o f 
bounding charnel houses, to a newfound horror about death and 
mortal decay, mixed with a fear o f deadly contagion, such that 
the cemetery was not only banished from the city but also trans-
formed into a peaceful landscape garden "extra muros" (fig. 4). 
Enlightenment and early Romantic thinkers even forgot the 
Greek meaning of "cemetery" as a "place of slcep" so as to pro-
pose banishing the word "cemetery" i t se l f - so closely had it be-
come associated with the imagined horrors o f death and putre-
faction - in favor o f Elysium or Ficld o f Rest.1 

One thousand years before the lliad. toward 1700 BC, we 
find the epic Gilgamesh, the story of the king o f Uruk, thor-
oughly enmeshed in the fear of death. In the "Introduction" to 
his new English version. Stephen Mitchell reminds readers that 
Rainer Maria Rilke "called Gilgamesh 'the epic of the fear o f 
death.'" I am sure that many of us here today have shared the 
sentiments that Gilgamesh expresses when he laments: 

"How can 1 bear this sorrow 
that gnaws at my belly, this fear of death...?" 

I lopefully many o f us also have come to the point wherc they 
can appreciate. in their own manner and aecording to their own 
rcligion, MitchelPs Suggestion that perhaps we were never 
born.- Although I suspect that Mitchell's thought is Far Eastern 
in origin, there are corresponding sentiments expressed in an-
cient Greek epitaphs. such as in this Theban inscription from 
Roman imperial times: 

"Fathcr, if you long for me, I pray you put away your grief; 
for this was an acknowledged loan, the daylight that I 
looked upon." 
Likewise and more succinctly: 
"But I paid back the loan and went my way. All this is 
dust." 

Yet even such a realization. to quote another Greek epitaph. that 
"the breath o f life [is] a loan from the sky."3 does little to deliver 
us from the anguish experieneed at the death of a loved one. es-
pecially a premature demise. Here the elegy penned by the 
British poet William Shenstone in memory of Maria Dolman, a 
young woman whom he had loved and who had died of small-
pox at the age of twenty-one will not fail to move any listcner: 

"Ah Maria! 
The most elegant o f maidens; 
Alas! Snatchd away in 
The bloom of beauty, 
Farwell! 
How much less pleasure there is in surviving 
Than in remembering theo!" 
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Fig. I Louis-Jean Delafos.se. Funerary chapel (project), C / 7H0 
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Fig. 2 Bernier, View o f the Cimetiire des Saints Innocenls. Paris. Fehniarv 
21. 17X6 

Fig. 3 Counoisier. View oj the Cimetiere du Pcre Luchai.se. Paris, c. IUI 7 

ykjik 
i s2 44 • 

35 

http://Delafos.se
http://Luchai.se


Fig. 4 J. U-coinlc. Cemetery entrunce by moonlighl, c. ISIS 

These uords Shcnsione had inscribedon a gilt urn. nestled among 
the shrubs at the end of ihe Lover*s Walk fashioned along a slope 
decply shaded by irces and aecompanied by a softly bubbling rill 
on the poct's farni. the Leasowes, where the landscape was 
arranged with alternating fields and "consecrated groves". com-
metnorative in naturc. These typesol landscapes. as iswell known 
now. helped to inspire the new genre of the landscape garden 
cemetery. proposed by nunierous voices in the 17S()s and first re-
alizcd in the design o f the Parisian Cemetery o f the East. popu-
larly known as the Cemetery of Pere Lachaise. opened in 1804 

(fig- 3). 
As moving as Shenstonc's inscribcd urn to Maria Dolman 

might have been. the elegiac sentiments written by unkown 
hands in various commemorative gardens or cemctcrics have 
a touching quality that is difficult to cxplain. Perhaps the 
anonymity renders them the work o f everyman. making a per
sonal lament morc readily a universal feeling. After Shcnstone 

died in 1763. the following lines were penned anonymously on 
a seat at the Leasowes. The invocation shows the enduring ap-
peal of the populär ancient Grcek and then Roman epitaph SIT 
TIBI TERRA LEVIS:4 

"O Earth! To his remains indulgent bc. 
Who so much care and cost bestowed on thee! 
Who crown'd thy barren hüls with useful shade. 
And chear'd with tinkling rills cach silent gl ade; 
Here taught the day to wear a thoughtful gloom. 
And therc enlivcn'd Naturc's vcrnal bloom. 
Propitious Earth! Lie lightly on his head. 
And ever on his tomb thy vernal glories spread!" 
Death traditionally prompts one of two polar attitudes toward 

commemoration: either the grandiose or the laconic. Grandiose 
is Napoleon's tomb under the Dome of the Invalides: a gigantic 
elassicizing sarcophagus of porphyry. the purple-rcd stonc from 
Egypt reserved in ancient times for Roman emperors. Laconic is 
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Thomas JelTerson's own dcsign for his tomb: a modest Obelisk 
of whal he termcd "coarse stone" on which he wished to have 
inscribed "the following inscription and not a word more"5: 

"Here was buried 
Thomas Jefferson 
Authorof the Declaration o f American Indepcndence 
of the Statute o f Virginia for Religious Freedom 
and Father of the University o f Virginia." 

In this spirit. nearly a Century later the 1915 competition brief 
for a war memorial in Baden explained: "Nicht durch prunk
volle Denkmäler, sondern schon in einfacher, schlichter und 
doch eindrucksvoller Weise kann die Erinnerung an die Gefall
enen aus der Heimat bewahrt werden, denn nicht die Größe oder 
der Reichtum bestimmen den Wert, sondern allein nur die Güte 
und der innere Gehalt."6 

My own prefercnce. as you can imagine. is for the laconic. 
hence my admiration for ihe inscription on an ancient Roman 
tombstone unearthcd in the Hungarian vineyard of Ede Tiffän in 
the Villäny region: one word - CARISSIMAE - beloved. Tiffän 
certainly appreciatcd the timeless poignancy of this dedication 
when he named one of his prized wines in honor o f the elegiac 
sentimcnt: Cuvec Carissimac.7 We find the same feeling ex
pressed over a thousand years later on the funerary monumcnt 
commissioned by Albert, Duke of Saxe-Teschcn. for his wife 
Archduchess Maria Christina (fig. 5). Over the door is inscribed 
UXORI OPTIMAE/ALBERTUS: To the best of wives. 

In all circumstances of life, whether natural or supernatural, 
it is the quiet voice that moves us most deeply. that penetrates 
most profoundly. Pcrhaps Antonio Canova discovered the Visual 
equivalcnt to the quiet voice when he conceived and sculptcd the 
procession o f figures, dcad marble seemingly alivc, as they ap-
pear to walk sorrowfully past the threshold and into the space o f 
shadows, the space of death. Hugh Honour. the eminent histo-
rian of Neoclassical art, after explaining the various levcls o f 
symbolism in this sculptural ensemblc. found what he termed a 
"deeper level of meaning." as the procession proceeds "towards 
the opcn door which poses the eternal and unresolved question 
of what may lie bcyond."* If we turn to the funerary architecture 
of the French Neoclassical architect Eticnne-Louis Boullce we 
find that dark space, creatcd by shade or shadow. served to con-
vey an intimate conviction about the nature of the soul. indeed, 
even made it palpable (fig. 6). 

Boullce's funerary architecture - characterizcd by the triple 
theme of a naked architecture, a buried architecture. and an ar
chitecture of shadows - owes its origins to an extraordinary 
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Fig. 5 Antonio Canova. Monument to Archduchess Maria Christina 
(detail). Augustinerkirche. Vienna. I79H-1805 

nighttime experience when the sight of his own shadow, con-
joined with the shadows o f an entire woods, gave him the im-
pression that he was in the presence o f his own shades, his alter-
nate being, his life in death. pcrhaps a Variation on what the 
ancient Romans callcd the Mancs:9 

"Finding myself in the countryside, I was Walking by the 
light of the moon beside the edge o f a wood. My shadow. pro-
duced by the nighttime illumination. excited my attention (cer
tainly, this was not a novclty for me). Through a particular men
tal State, the effect of this simulacrum prompted an extreme 

Fig. 6 Ftienne-Louis Boullee, "Funeran- Monument Cluiracterizing the Genre ofan Architecture of Shadows " (pmjecl). c. 17X5 
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Fig. 7 Etienne-Umis Boullee. "Cenotaph in the Egyptian Genre " (projeet). 
c. 17 HS 

sadness. The trees drawn on the ground by their shadows made 
the deepesi impression on nie. This entire scene was magnified 
by my imaginalion. I saw then all Ihat was mosl somber in na-
turc. What did I see? The mass o f objects Standing out as black 
forms against a light of an extreme paleness. Nature seemed to 
offer itself in mourning to my eyes. Struck by the fcelings that I 
experieneed, I applied myself. from that very moment onward. 
to capture these sentiments in architecture. I attempted to com-
pose an architecture through the effect o f shadows. ( . . . ) It docs 
not seem possiblc to me to conccivc of anything sadder than a 
monument with a smooth surface. nude and absent of any relief, 
made of a malerial that absorbs light. absolutely without dctails 
and whose decoration is formed by the forms of the shadows 
drawn by even darker shades."10 

Whcreas Shcnstone's elegiac urn was intended to calm the 
mind, Boullee's funerary architecture was meant to minc the 
depths o f the soul. Shcnstone's urn was nestled within a pictur-
esque landscape: Boullee's funerary architecture. within a land-
scape o f the sublime. Hence. both new aesthetic categories of 
the Enlightenment the picturesque and the sublime - lent 
thetnselvcs to two opposing mental dispositions. two opposing 
attitudes toward death. and two opposing landscapes of death. 

The sublime, as formulated by Edmund Burke in his book of 
1757. revolved around "the strongest emotion which the mind is 
capable o f fecling." One decade before the publication o f 
Burke ' s A Philosophien! Enquiry thto the Origins ofOur Ideas 

of the Sublime and Beautiful. John Baillie's posthumous An 
Essay on the Sublime had appeared. in which the author had ex-
plaincd that the sublime engages our spatial sense of seif: "The 
Sublime dilates and elevates the Soul. Fear sinks and contracts 
it; yet both are feit upon viewing what is great and awful." 11 

Threc decades later Johann Georg Sulzer. in his Allgemeine The
orie der schönen Künste (General Theory of the Fine Ans. 
1771-1774) . would explain that the word "aesthetics" came 
from the Greek "aistheses". meaning "the science of feelings," a 
tool for understanding the very "nature of the soul." '2 

Let us not forget that for the eighteenth Century, existence 
was to a great extent a matter of Sensation and sentiment. of cx-
periential being. In place o f Descartess se\enteenth-century 
dictum. "Je pense. donc je suis" (I think. therefore I am), we 
have Rousseau's understanding of lifc, which can be summa-
rized as "Je me sens. donc je suis" (I feel myself, therefore I 
am). For Rousseau, the precmineni feeling is the "sentiment de 
l'cxistence." the feeling of existential being.i-1 Rousseau cx-
plains that the feeling is not that of "ces courts moments de 
delire et de passion." Rather, the sentiment of existence requires 
an absence of passion. Only then can one feel the calm which 
yields that "precious feeling of contentment and of peace," 
which is "a happincss at once sufficient. perfect and füll, that 

leaves in the soul no emptiness in need of being Glied." H Un-
fortunatcly for the history of aesthetics. mainstream philosophy 
has followed Kant on the question of space. Fortunately for us. 
though. Paul Schilder, writing in 1935 in his essay "Psycho-
Analysis of Space," pointed to the source of Kant's error: "Space 
is not an independent entity (as Kant has wrongly stated) but is 
in close relation to our instinets, drives, emotions and ac-
tions..."15 

Schildcr's Observation came in the wake o f the late nine-
teenth-century school o f German-Ianguage philosophers o f 
"Einfühlung", who. following in the footsteps of Sulzer, had 
been primarily concerned with the relationship o f aesthetics to 
the spatial sense of seif. To this end. they had developed an en
tire descriptive and analytical vocabulary. To emphasize vital 
feeling as opposed to mere sensations. they spoke of "Lebens-
gefühl" or "Vitalgefühl". To refer to that aspeet of sentience 
which involves sentiment permeating the body they invoked the 
term "Körpergefühl". If the emphasis was on the sense of the 
body within a circumambient architectural space or on the feel
ing of space in which the bodily seif is the centcr, then they 
spoke of "Raumgefühl"."' Boullee did not have acecss to this 
rieh vocabulary. Yet, his main architectural projects, and notably 
his funerary architecture. as well as the universally admired 
project of 1784 for a Cenotaph to Sir Isaac Newton, relied on the 
entire panoply of such sentiments (fig. 8). 

Here wc must pause for a moment to consider Boullee's ac-
count of the first balloon flights. dating precisely from 
1783-1784. the time of the architect's design o f this memorial. 
Like Sulzer. like Rousseau, like Baillic, and like his Frcnch con-
temporary. the architect Nicolas Le Camus de Mczicrcs, author 
o f Le Genie de I 'aivhiteciure, ou I 'analogie de cet art avec nos 

sensations (1780), Boullee was espccially concerned. perhaps 
even obsessed with the spatial sense of seif and with its effects 
upon the deepest feelings of which a person is capable. No won-
der that Boullee's colleague at the Academic Royale d'Architec
ture. Julien-David Leroy. termed this the "metaphysical" dimen-
sion of architecture.'7 

As Le Camus de Mezieres, echoing John Baillic. had recently 
observed, "In effect. wc are made such that. when we are happy 
our heart expands and loses itself in immensity." ix Yet. as Boul
lee cautioned. immensity was fraught with ontological dangers: 

"Imagine a person far out at sea, with only sky and water all 
around: this scene is truly that of immensity. In this position. 
everything is beyond our grasp. There is no way to make com-
pansons. It is the samc with a balloonist. who, floating in the air 

Fig. 8 Etienne-Louis Boullee. Cenotaph to Sir haue Newton (project). 17H4 
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and having lost sight o f the objccts on the earth. sees only sky 
all around him. Wandering thus in immensity, in this abyss of 
vast space. man is annihilated by the extraordinary spectacle o f 
an inconccivable space."19 

Balloon flights, then. placed a Iimit on the experiential pos-
sibilities o f the sublime. And Boullee kncw how to address him-
self to such restrictions in his two most thoroughly Pantheistic 
projects: the Metropole church design and the Cenotaph to 
Newton. The goal in both was to have the viewer experience the 
immensity of Nature through what Burke had termed the two 
mechanisms o f the "artificial infinite": a forest of trees or a 
dorne.20 In the church project. the forest of trees became the vast 
field of free-standing columns, which serves to provide a psy-
chological anchor to the bodily sense of seif, as well as a means 
to experience an expansive immensity that leads to the sublime. 
As Boullee explains: as one moves through the temple, "it 
seems that [these columns] move with us and that we have given 
them life."21 The result would be a union with Divinity, the 
Supremc Being, such as Rousseau had recounted in the Rever-
ies dun promenew solitaire and in the "Third Letter to 
Malesherbes": "my heart, constrained within the limits o f its 
frame. wanted to bound into infinity. ... [I]n my transports I 
cried out several times. 'O great being, o great being." without 
being able to say or think anything more."22 

In the Cenotaph to Newton, honored as the genius who had 
risen to the level o f Divine intclligence to discover the single 
principle that regulated the entirc universe. that is, universal 
gravitation, the experiential encounter with the sublime walks 
the razor's edge between ecstasy and annihilation. The visit to 
Newton's tomb, where one would learn about "the expanse of 
his enlightenmcnt and the sublimity of his genius,"2^ would also 
be a voyage into immensity. Here peoplc would gather to have 
their "mind elevated to the contemplation of the Creator and to 
experience celestial feelings."24 Boullee announeed that in this 
cenotaph, by analogy to a balloon flight, "the spectator would 
find himsclf transported into the sky as if by enchantment and 
carried on the clouds into the immensity o f space." As the eye 
embraced the vast expanse of the spherical cavity, secmingly 
limitlcss in the nighttimc view. the visitor would bodily feel the 
immensity of Nature in a union o f "Körpergefühl". "Vitalge-
f i ihr, and "Raumgefühl". With curved surfaces at every side 
and with the tomb as the sole point of focus. the visitor, as Boul
lee explains, would feel frozen at the center. unable to move: 

"He is obligcd. as if hcld by innumerable forces. to remain 
where he is at the center. . . . Isolated on all sides. his sight can 
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Fig. 9 Claude-Nicolas Ledoux. "Elevalion oflhe Cemelery oflhe Town of 
Chaux". 1804 

only be directed toward the immensity of the sky. The tomb is 
the only matcrial object."2^ 

At the height of the experience, the spectator would become 
both the center and the circumferencc, simultaneously feeling 
united with the tomb and an ever-expanding immensity, in other 
words, at once becoming both Newton's genius and the cosmos. 

In German Romanticism and Iis Instituiions. T h e o d o r e Z i -

olkowski observes that Northrop Fryc had noted that "the 
metaphorical strueture o f Romantic poctry tends to move insidc 
and downward instead o f outside and upward." Ziolkowski him-
self devotes an entire chapter to the theme of the mine in Ger
man Romanticism, where he argues that this is not a tcchnolog-
ical sitc but rather a mine of the soul. Yet in the Neoclassical 
period, as we just have seen, mental space. engaged to mine the 
inner recesses of the soul, often follows the opposite trajectory: 
outwards and upwards. 

If we reflect for a moment on the origins o f this mental path. 
we would have to turn to Giovanni Battista Piranesi's Invenzioni 
capricci di carceri (c . 1 7 4 5 ) a n d h i s s u b s e q u e n t Carceri d'in-
venzione (1761). These imaginary prison scenes are hardly pris-
ons at all: indeed they scem almost devoid of incarcerated fig-
ures. Rather, they are journeys into the expansive recesses o f the 
mind and they move upward and outward, as would Boullee's 
church and cenotaph. Even Boullee's funerary architecture has. 
as its central theme, the vast pyramid (fig. 7). which. as Jean 
Starobinski has noted, seems to risc in triumph from within the 
bosom of the earth. as a grand celebration of Nature's fecundity 

Fig. 10 fctienne-Louis Boullee. Cemelery enlrance by moonlighl (project). c. 1785 
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F/g. / / Alvar Aalto, Cemetery projecl. Lynghy. Denmark. 1952 

and of its central role in the universal cycle of life and death.-'' 
Boullee. ardent Panlheisl in (he manner of Rousseau, provided, 
ihrough the dark space of his funerary architecture. the opportu-
nity to plumb the depths o f the soul with an experiential under-
standing not merely o f death but also of the vast interior Spaces 
o f mind. 

Boullee was not alone in the Neoclassical architecture of the 
age in imagining complementary vvorlds of life and death, ex
pressed through architectural form, and especially where burial 
within the earth was equated with a union of the spirit or soul 
with the cosmos. Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, the other giant of the 
French Academie Royale d'Architccture. proposed that the open 
quarry pit which had furnished stonc for his construetion of the 
Royal Salt Works o f Chaux in the Franche-Comte be trans-
formed into a cemetery by regularizing the cavity into a hemi-
sphere that also would bc domed. thereby presenting a sphere 
half-buried within the earth. Although Ledoux published en-
gravings o f the plan and the section oftbis project, he furnished 
no architectural drawing for the elevation. Rather. he presented 
this view of the cosmos with the label "FJevation of the Ceme
tery o f the Town of Chaux" (fig. 9). For both Boullee and 
Ledoux. the bosom of the earth and the immensity of the sky 
werc paired faces o f a primitive and universal nature most fully 
known not only through death but also experientially in life 
through a suggestive funerary architecture. 

Another important componenl of the phenomenological ap-
proach to funerary architecture in the eighteenth Century can be 
found in the teachings o f Jacqucs-Francois Blondel. arguably 
the most influential French professor of architecture in this pe-
riod. whose students included Boullee and Ledoux. Addressing 
the subject o f funerary architecture. which he feit deserved its 
own genre. Blondel advocated lowering the level of the ceme
tery a few feet from that o f the surrounding land. thereby engag-
ing the powerful effects o f kinesthesia to convey an intimation 
o f the •'terrible but inescapable realm which we must inhabit 
when we die."-7 BlondeI*s counscl echoed through the funerary 
projects o f the Academie Royalc d'Architccture, beginning with 
Louis-Jean Desprez's Prix d'imuiation of 1766 for a parish 
cemetery. which Blondel himself praised as a successful Inter
pretation o f his prescriptions.-* This was followed by Pierre 
Fontaine's cemetery project that won a second prize in the 
Grand Prix competition o f 1785. where the innovative atmos-

pheric rendering of the scenc. meant to evoke a thunderstorm 
with lightning piercing the clouds and aecompanying the driv-
ing rain. cost the adventurous Student the first prize. which was 
awarded to a less imaginative design.^ Adhering to Blondel's 
preeepts. Fontaine dug his burial ground deep into the earth. Al
though Fontaine forfeited the first prize. the future was clearly 
in his favor, as we can see from Boullee's own comparablc use 
of atmospheric effects in conjunetion with his naked architec
ture and architecture of shadows. As for Boullee's adherence to 
Blondel's teachings, we have only to consider his cemetery en-
trance with its sudden and preeipitous descent into the earth 

(fig. 10). 
In our own time. a descent into the ground has proved a pow

erful theme in cemetery design, especially when the pre-existing 
topography lent itself to a dramatic application of its use. The 
unbuilt competition design of 1952 by the Finnish architect 
Alvar Aalto, for the town of Lyngby, Denmark, presents a 
sunken amphitheater of death. an entire world removed from the 
space of everyday life (fig. 11). The plantings and the watcr-
course that were to aecompany each descending path would 
have balanced the somber kinesthetic effects while Walking 
down the slope. In a similar spirit we find that the widely cele-
brated 1996 Igualada Cemetery outside Barcelona by the latc 
Enric Miralies and Carme Pinös (fig. 12) applied an analogous 
approach to a river Valley, where the descent, in the words o f 
Peter Reed. 

"is lined with inward and outward sloping walls and broad 
shcltering eaves that echo the surrounding topographical 
formations carved by the river over thousands o f ycars."3<> 

Such a cemetery brings to mind an ancient Greek epitaph: 
"The (Ire has burned our bodies. and our bones arc hidden 
in this fertile earth: but our souls, under the guidance of 
the gods, have gone down the way Underground together, 
with one destiny for both."3i 
One of the prime reasons for the effectiveness o f Maya Lin's 

Vietnam Veteran's Memorial (Washington, D.C., 1982), is the 
kinesthetic experience o f the gentlc descent into the V-shaped 
wedge of space created by the two walls of polished black mar-
ble, inscribed with the names of the dead soldiers (fig. 13). Per-
haps never before has an artist rendered so effectively Bcrnardin 

Fig. 12 Enric Miralies and Carme Pinös. Igualada Cemetery outside Bar
celona (detail). 1996 
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de Saint-Pierre's dictum that the lomb Stands on the frontier be-
tween two worlds.32 Reaching across the few inches of a seem-
ingly impenetrable space, held in abcyance through the narrow 
Channel dug into the ground that separates the path from the 
wall, the moving hand brushes across the inseribed namc of the 
absent life, sensing a presence that can never be grasped. This is 
the reverse of Michclangelo's The Crealion o/Adam on the ccil-
ing o f the Sistine Chapel, for this is not a life-giving touch but 
rather its opposite, an evocation of a life lost, cut off in its prime, 
an existence sensed through the tip of a finger but impossiblc to 
retrieve across the stone barrier. The experience is even morc 
ecrie if a rcflection of the blue sky with white clouds wafts over 
the wall at that moment. 

There is. of course. an opposing and complementary tradition 
to the Blondel modcl. which utilizes an elevated field of honor. 
Twelve years after Desprez's prize-winning cemetery project, 
Leon Dufourny won a Prix d'emulation in 1778 with a Ccnotaph 
to Henry IV. the beloved French king, that presents a sequential 
scrics of ascending platforms on the way to the central monu-
ment. Jean-Charles Moreau's first prize in the Grand Prix ceme
tery competition of 1785. in contrast to Pierre Fontaine's second 
prize, envisaged a more modest version of Dufourny's elevated 
strategy.33 This type o f commemorative architecture eventually 
became what might be called a staircase to heaven. as found, for 
example, in Frank Lloyd Wright's unexecuted "Blue-Sky Sar-
cophagus" or "Burial Tcrrace" for the Darwin D. Martin Family, 
dating from 1928 (fig. 14), and. in the same ycar. Giuseppe Ter-
ragni's World War I Memorial for the small town of Erba Incino 
(fig. 15). located near the architect's hometown ofComo, which. 
in turn, was followed by Giovanni Greppi's stepped war memo-
rial at Redipuglia dating from 1938.3-» 

Terragni coneeived the long and steep stone staircase as "una 
scala santa," a holy stair where the arduous ascent was to be a 
form of homage to those who had made the ultimate sacrificc. 
The architecture of the sacrarium recreated the claustrophobic 
space of a military bunker: rough stone fashioning a shallow in-
tcrior with low. flat ceiling and roof. At its center, flanked by 
rough columnar shafts half buried into the wall, is a shallow 
niche with a rough-hewn wooden cross rising from a broken car-
tridge o f an artillery shell, a barbed-wire crown of thorns rest-
ing on its upper arms.-,5 In his book Fallen Soldiers, George L. 
Mosse publishes a Bavarian posteard from World War I showing 
Christ blessing a soldiers t o m b > At Erba Incino. Terragni ap-
propriated what undoubtedly was a populär theme and trans-
formed it into a powerfully abstract architcctural Statement 
about sacrifice, death, and commemoration. 

At Redipuglia. Giovanni Greppi availed himself o f the Italian 
military memorial ceremony of calling the roll of the fallen sol
diers, whereby at the mention of the name of each dead man. 
somebody would respond. "presentc!" The voiceless reply was 
repeated in capital letters across the expanse o f each terrace 
wall, as they climbed toward the sky. 

The architect Ecro Saarinen would later maintain that architec
ture involves placing a building between earth and sky. We have 
seen that since the beginning o f the Enlightenment reform move
ment in the matter of burials. architects have made that topologi-
cal challenge into an ontological response to the human condition. 
with descent into the earth or ascent toward the sky. or the heav-
ens, constituting the two poles o f this tradition. with the landscape 
garden occupying a topographically intermediate zone. 

World War I. in many respects, shifted the focus in matters of 
death and commemoration. The context, of course, was the ad-
vent o f a new type o f soldier, coupled with a new level of lethal 

m 

Fig. Ii Maya I.in. Vietnam Veteran's Memorial (detail). Washington. D.C.. 
1982 

l 

Fig. 14 Frank Lloyd Wright. "Blne-Sky Sart opliagns " or "Burial Terrace " 
for Darwin D. Martin Family (project), IV2N 

destruetion. Beginning with the French Revolution, as both 
Meinhold Lurz and George Mosse emphasize in their respective 
studies, it was now a question. whether with volunteers or 
draftees, of citizen-soldiers. rather than the mercenaries and 
forced conscripts so vividly portrayed in William Thackeray's 
novel The Memoirs of Barry Lyndon. Esquire.*1 And the French 
Revolution, in turn, ushered in what was widely seen as a new 
political and cultural era. Gone was the age of kings. queens, 
and aristoerats: this was the period of the people. the masses. 
There is neither timc nor need to address the issue o f Marx and 
the masses or of Sorel and the crowd. Suffice it to say that the 
new respect for the ordinary citizcn-soldier, emerging slowly 
over the course o f the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
was given a boost with new levels of destruetion in increasinglv 
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Fig. 15 Giuseppe Terragni's World War I Memorial. Erba Incino. I92K 

more mcchanized warfare. "Some thirteen million men dicd in 
thc First World War," observes Mosse. "white Napoleon in the 
war againsl Russia. ihe bloodicst campaign before that timc, lost 
400,000 men - some 600.000 fewer than feil on all sides in the 
inconclusivc battlc o f the Somme in 1916."*8 

Certainly thc mass destruetion on such an unprecedented 
seale of thc First World War crystallized thc social conscious-
ness o f thc need to honor the general military populace with an 
appropriatc funcrary architecture not limited to thc villagc war 
memoria! but extending to the military cemetery. where. for the 
first time "equal honor" was aecorded to all soldiers irrespective 
o f rank.-w Of course. this practice was extended to honor the 
dead soldiers o f World War II as well. 

There is a double poignancy herc: for thc level of destruetion 
increased at the same time that the rate of ordinary mortality feil 
dramatically. In Iiis magisterial study of death. La mort etl'Oc-
cident de 1300 ä nos jours, Michel Vovellc stresses "thc global 
victory o f the nineteenth Century against death."4" The period 
bounded by the late eighteenth Century and the carly twentieth 
Century saw thc relative disappearance of the extreme famines 
and the catastrophic epidemics thai had marked earlier times. 
what Vovelle calls "l'ancien modele demographique." This 
change was sustained and suecored by thc great medical ad-
vances of the 1870s and 1880s.41 As a result. the general popu-
lation over the course of the nineteenth Century gained twenty 
years o f life expectancy. rising now from thirty to fifty ycars of 
agc. The two World Wars then made a mockery of these ad-
vances: "Quel dementi. en effet. ä la lutte patiente et victoricuse 
contre la maladic. que ees explosions ä la fois brutales et pre-
parees de la violence homicide!"42 

The sight o f endless rows of grave markers in the military 
cemetcries prompts rcllections about man's senselcss slaughter 
o f his brothers and sisters. For nearly a Century now it has no 
longer bcen possible in serious literature to writc of battlcs as 
had Victor Hugo in Les Miserables, where he momentarily aban-
doned his quintessentially nineteenth-century theme of the op-
pressed and the downtrodden to intone an eneomium even to the 
defeated Frcnch army at Waterloo. Can you not hear his stento-
rian voice? 

"Iis etaient trois mille einq eent. Iis faisaient un front d un 
quart de lieuc. C" etaient des hommes geants sur des 
ehevaux colosses. Iis etaient vingt-six escadrons..."4* 
And so forth. Rather, the spirit of our age is to bc found in 

thc wry irony o f Erich Maria Remarques Im Westen nichts 
Neues (1929), or more reccntly, its French sequcl, Sebastien 

Japrisot's Un long dimanche de Jinancailles (1993), two novels 
that mark the tenor o f our day. 

Im Westen nichts Neues is filled with multiple ironies. Evcry-
thing was so extraordinarily gruesome on thc Western Front that 
even thc next horror was never out of the ordinary. hence nichts 
Neues, except, of course. the contrast o f that calm day in Octo-
ber 1918, when after fighting on the front for four ycars, Paul, 
thc protagonist. falls one month before the war*s end: "Er fiel im 
Oktober 1918, an einem Tage, der so ruhig und still war an der 
ganzen Front, dass der Heeresbericht sich nur auf den Satz 
beschränkte, im Westen sei nichts Neues zu melden."44 In this 
novel the soldier's uniform appears as a thin veneer that barcly 
covers the basic humanity and vulnerable mortality o f a civilian 
everyman thrust into a mass slaughter that makes one question 
our complacent confidence of occupying the pinnacle of the 
evolutionary ladder. 

Then, with the Holocaust, it was no longer a question of hon-
oring the dead soldier, now that an entire segment of the human 
race. because of its allegedly lesser and nefarious humanity. had 
become the object o f purposeful degradation, suffering. and 
mass murder on an industrial seale and with the Cooperation of 
vast bureaucracies and industrial enterprises. Western society 
has been wrestling with the staggering challenge o f construeting 
memorials adequate to this unprecedented form of man's inhu-
manity to man. Andy Goldsworthy's recent Holocaust Memorial 
in New York City addresses thc phenomenon of mass and 
anonymous extermination with its proecssion o f stoncs highly 
evocative of dehumanization in Nazi concentration and extermi
nation camps.4? There is, of course, an irony in Goldsworthy's 
choicc of large granite boulders for this Holocaust memorial, 
since the large rock or bouldcr was sometimes preferred for 
German war memorials after the First World War. much appre-
ciated by thc Germans for its "Urkraft".46 the sense o f a primor
dial life force that Goldsworthy also would sense in such stoncs. 

The Goldsworthy Holocaust Memorial is Janus-likc in its as-
peef, at onee an image of despair and an image of hope. Thc 
stones evoke the spiritless souls, the empty Stares o f the prison-
ers in thc camps who rapidly lost the spark of life. Der Funke 
Lehen,41 and yet also are large. pregnant seeds. about to Sponsor 
new life. Each stone appears miraculously to give birth to a 
small trec that secmingly draws its sustenance from the solid 
stone itself, whereas in actuality each stone has been hollowed 
out and filled with a nourishing soil. Thc shadow of these minia-
ture beings. flitting across the surfacc of thc rough boulder, in 
this uncanny juxtaposition o f scales, this unlikely reversal of 
sizes, with a tiny tree emerging from a giant stone. placcs us 
onee again in the realm of spirit. where dark space becomes the 
visible form of life. never-ending life. 

The Holocaust memorial most offen cited and reprodueed is 
at the Treblinka extermination camp. In one section, a secmingly 
endless row of concrete railroad ties (fig. 17) rccalls with its im-
placable and irrevocable repetition thc Nazi train tracks that led 
to thc gas Chambers. In an uncanny manner. the railroad exerts 
a powcrful hold over thc human psychc; it is thc mechanism par 
excellence for conveying an almost physical Sensation o f being 
torn away from a loved one. The psychiatrist and phenomenolo-
gist Dr. Eugene Minkowski had noted this in his 1936 cssay 
"L'Espace primitif",4» just as Luigi Pirandello prcviously had 
utihzed this phenomenon to great efTcct in his 1893 novel 
L esclusa. In a scenc with threc sobbing women. thc two who re-
main behind on the platform cling to each other, while thc de-
parting Marta reaches back with outstretched arms that slowly 
drop as thc train pulls away, as all eyes remain riveted together. 
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The effect o f bcing torn asunder is virtually palpable as they 
wave their handkcrchicfs: "e da cui ancora fin laggiü. Tin laggiü. 
si agitavano in saluto i fazzoletti... - Addio ... Addio . . . - mor-
morava quasi a se stcssa, agitando il suo. Fabbandonata."49 So 
consider how much more powerful the evocalion o f the absent 
railroad becomcs at Treblinka where the train itself was an in-
strument of torment and death and where ihe Nazis, in Ihis "Ver
nichtungslager", murdcrcd over 800.000 Jews. 

In anothcr pari of Ihe Treblinka memorial 17.000 broken 
granile shards, cvocalive of broken bodies, shattered lives. and 
vandalized tombslones seem to gather around the central monu-
ment to swirl in an endless circle. wandcring souls with no 
chance o f rest or comfort. Several stones arc inscribed with the 
names of the countrics of these victims; more bear the names of 
the villages whose Jcwish population was decimated here. Only 
one carrics the namc of a person. that of Janusz Korczak, "who 
turned down the opportunity to escapc from the Warsaw Ghetto" 
in favor o f accompanying the more than 200 children of the or-
phanage that he dirccted.50 Once again we cncounter the la-
conic: JANUSZ KORCZAK I DZIEC1: Janusz Korczak and the 
children. 

This laconic inscription teils us more about the Nazi Weltan
schauung than any learned dissertation. Perhaps it answers the 
question that Primo Lcvi raises at the end of the following scene 
in a Nazi official's office, as recounted in his 1947 memoir Se 
questo e im ttomo ( If This Be a Man), the tale of his year in 
Buna-Monowitz. also called Auschwitz III: 

"We came into the room. There was only Dr. Pannwitz. 
Alex, with beret in hand, spoke to him quietly: . . . an ltal-
ian, in the camp only for three months. alrcady half kaputt 
... Er sagt er is Chimiker... - but Alex appears doubtful. 
( . . . ) Pannwitz is tall. svelte. and blond: he has the eyes, 
hair. and nosc expectcd of all Germans, and he sits impos-
ingly behind a massive desk. I, prisoner 174517, am 
standing, standing in his office, where all is order and 
glistening cleanliness. such that it seems to mc that I 
would leavc a dirty spot wherever I might lay my hand. 
When he had finished writing. he raised his eyes and 
looked at me. 
From that day onward. I have thought of Dr. Pannwitz 
many times and in many ways. I have asked myself what 
was his inner naturc as a man: how did he fill his time out-
side of his work in chemistry and outside of his Indo-Ger-
manic consciousness: cspecially when once again I was a 
free man, 1 wantcd to mcet him. not out of vcngeancc but 

Fig. 16 Louis-Jean Despre:. The Kingdom of Death. e. 1777-17X4 

l 

s 

i 

Fig. 17 Treblinka memorial 

rather to satisfy my curiosity as a human being. 
Because that look did not pass betwccn two human be-
ings; and if I kncw how to explain fully the nature ofthat 
look, exchanged as if through the glass wall of an aquar-
ium betwecn two beings that live [and breathe] through 
diffcrent mcchanisms, I would also have explained the 
essencc of the great insanity of the Third Reich."51 

This leitmotif o f the inability o f fanatics to recognize the hu-
manity o f their numberless and anonymous victims became the 
legacy o f Stalin, Mao. Pol Pot. and so forth, and w ill continue 
through the foreseeable future, as a function of loday's terror-
ism. which, in the aftcrmath o f the suicide attacks in the United 
States on September II, 2001, is rapidly becoming global in 
scope. from Madrid to London to Egypt to Iraq to Bali. And let 
us not cvcn begin to anticipatc the effects of warIarc in the agc 
of widespread nuelear weapons. In retrospcct. the funerary ar-
chitccture and commemorative memorials that marked the suc-
cessive periods of the Enlightenment and the Romantic era, 
which calmed the mind and mined the depths of the soul. may 
very well represent a bygone day. First the twcnticth and then 
the twenty-first centuries seem destined to address the unfath-
omably sad phcnomenon of the mass slaughter of innocents. The 
elegiac note o f the ancieni Roman tombstone inscribed CARIS-
SIMAE. which opened the modern era in its Enlightenment 
reincarnations. has been supplanted by the genie o f Goyas The 
Sleep ofReason and has given new mcaning to Louis-Jean De-
sprezs The Kingdom of Death (fig. 16). in ways that even 
Voltaire's ingenuous narrator of Candide could not have antici-
pated. 
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nuovo un uomo libcro. ho dcsidcralo di incontrarlo ancora. c non giä per 
Vendetta, ma solo per una mia curiositä dell'anima umana. 
Perehe quello sguardo non corse fra due uomini; c si io sapessi spiegare 
a fondo la natura di quello sguardo, scambiato come attraverso la parete 
di vetro di un aequario tra due essere che abitano mezzi diversi, avrei 
anehe spiegato l'essenza della grandc totlia della terza Germania." 
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