
Ornel la Selvafol ta 

The Monumental Cemetery of Milan: 
a Place for the Arts and for Celebrating Civic Identity 
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The deep cultural bonds that link thc cities to their cemeteries 
are in great evidencc in 19 |h-century llaly: here, as in most Eu
ropean countries. burial matters undcrwent radical changcs after 
the Promulgation of thc Saint-Cloud Edict of 1804.' By pro-
hibiting burials inside thc city walls and by transferring to the 
administrative domain a problem traditionally solved by the re-
ligious authorities. the decree converted an act of pious assis-
tance into an act of civic service. thereby affecting with major 
transformations also thc structurc and typologies of cemeteries. 

Ii can bc observed that thc Saint-Cloud Edict fostcred a grad-
ual proccss of "ennobling" burial grounds with rcmarkable ef-
fects on their morphological schemes. The setting-aside o f spe
cific areas managed by the public authorities disclosed new 
perspectives for architcctural and artistic design. as well as for 
social expectations and civic assessment. In a way, it can be said 
that thc Saint-Cloud Edict created a stronger net of relationships 
between the citics and their cemeteries. so that although the lat
ter physically went outside their walls and the urban fabric, con-
ceptually they becamc more deeply rooted within the modern 
urban culture. 

Such phenomenon acquired a special meaning in nineteenth-
century Italy. a country that was almost totally dominated by 
foreign regimes and whcre the institution o f city graveyards was 
soon to be pereeived not only as part of modern hygienic facili-
ties. but also as an opportunity to convey autonomous cultural 
values. This partly explains the extraordinary flourishing of new 
cemeteries from the very first decades of the Century; among 
them one can mention the cities of Bologna, Brescia (fig. 1), 
Verona (fig. 2), Genoa, Torino, Naplcs, Rome, as well as several 
smallcr towns like Modcna. Como or Crcmona: all of them truly 
engagcd in building very distinetive struetures that. although 
very costly. were greatly favoured by the Citizens and came to be 

Fig. I Breseia. Cemetery. vttW oflhe front entrance. prinl by Arutrin. 
Milan 1X40 
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Fig. 2 Verona. Cemetery. general view. print. Milan 1X49 

regarded as some of thc most positive Outputs o f a considerate 
and progressive administration.2 

This short foreword was necessary to introduce the special 
case study of Milan's Monumental Cemetery (from now on re-
ferred to also as the Monumentale): one of thc most important 
and best-known Italian cemeteries, although its actual establish-
ment was delayed compared to the above-mentioned list o f cities 
undertaking new graveyards shortly after the Saint-Cloud Edict. 

In the first half o f the I9'i> Century, Milan (the capital o f the 
Lombardo-Vcncto) was governed by the Austrians who, while 
not opposing projects of urban renewal, did not really encourage 
their achievements. As far as the cemetery was concerned, mat
ters were complicated by a very controversial architectural com-
petition opened in 1838, with opposing opinions concerning 
artistic styles, educational mcthodologies and political views; it 
culminated with one winning project (by thc neoclassical archi-
tect Giulio Aluisetti), with thc beginning o f construetion in 
1857, and with its hasty interruption in 1859.3 As a rcsult, in 
what was perhaps the wealthiest city in Northern Italy burials 
continued to be carried out in a number o f small graveyards, 
properly scattered outside thc city walls, but lacking any artistic 
or architectural quality.4 

Soon after the Austrians' departure in 1859, subsequent to 
the second Italian Independence War, the most important com-
mitment of thc new city Council concerned a vast programme of 
urban renewal and modern facilities, which included. for in-
stance, renovation o f the Duomo square. construetion o f the 
Galleria Vittorio Emanuele. completion of the Central Railway 
Station and cstablishment of a new main cemetery. In addition 
to their specific functional purposes, all thesc projects conveyed 
the meaning of a finally reached independence fostering munic-
ipal sovereignty and autonomy. Especially the graveyard, be-
cause of its long and unsuccessful history under the foreign 
regime, called for definite Solutions from the newly organized 
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Italian administration, so that its achievement came to be re-
garded as a question o f civic pride and as a moral duty towards 
the Citizens. 

The existing project was soon abandoned as the outcome of 
past political conditions and conservative artistic viewpoints; in 
1860 the municipality launched a new architectural competition 
and the organising committee advised the contestants to abandon 
the revival o f ancient classical styles. While in general terms 
such opinions reflected the decline of Neoclassicism as a unique 
and supranational language, in specific terms they favoured Ital
ian neo-medieval styles. From the religious side they happened 
to be morc congruent with Christianity; from the historical per
spective they could be associated with the ages of Italian munic-
ipal freedom; from the artistic Standpoint they recalled the beau-
tiful and world-wide appraised model of the Pisa graveyard, as 
well as many remarkable monuments in the Lombardy region. 
Thereby it can be said that the Monumentale marked the coming 
end of the "Neoclassical age" of Italian cemeteries, setting a new 
and rather influential pattern for future realisations.5 

Resuming its history: in 1863 architect Carlo Maciachini was 
awardcd the first prize in the final phase of the competition (fig. 
3); construction work started in 1864 and in 1866 the cemetery, 
although not complete, was ready to perform burial functions. 
Among its outstanding design qualities the judging committee, 
which included prominent Citizens, artists and architects repre-
senting the main institutcs of high education (c. g. The Academy 
of Fine Arts and the newly foundcd Polytechnical School o f 

Fig. 3 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. general plan. ISS5. architect Carlo 
Maciachini 

t = , - -

• ! 

•Hl 
• • 

>_./S rl H r O 

. m 

-• 

\ 1k 

s RH H U P k • 

M täk H l ~ n 

s £ f e ^ * & . iL' 

V 
••e 

Fig. 4 Milan, city map. I8S4. north-western portion with the Monumental 
Cemetery and the new avenue connecting it to the city centre 

Milan), had called attention to the stylistic character which. 
drawing inspiration from the Middle Ages, had made use of "el-
ements coming from Tuscany, motifs derived from the Byzan-
tine tradition and structures belonging to the Lombardy artistic 
heritage."6 This mcant that the architect had successfully 
blended a variety of features within a harmonious ensemble, ac-
cording to the most genuine eclectic approach. 

Another merit of Maciachini's project was the general layout, 
highly praised for being both pleasant and practical (fig. 3). The 
architect had decided to group all the main buildings on the front 
line and had distributed them on both sides of a central edifice, 
shaping something similar to a "cour d'honneur" iooking to
wards the city. This skilfully articulated facade comprised two se-
ries of open archways that led into, but did not conceal, the vast 
burial ground set behind the main architectural structures. Thus 
the burial ground is perceived as part of the whole environment.7 

Actually Maciachini tried to combine the two different main 
types of cemeteries, the geometrical enclosure and the free lancl-
scape, by designing a regulär layout and, at the same time, 
breaking up the continuous frames of porticoes and arcades that 
were typical o f Neoclassical graveyards.x Without rejecting ar
chitectural arrangement, he sought to adapt its rules to a vast, 
Hat open space, designed geometrically. devoid of picturesque 
features, but with invisible boundaries and suitable to host a 
great variety o f open-air monuments, tombs, memorials. family 
vaults, mausoleums. 

In order to organise this extensive area Maciachini used cri-
teria similar to those of town planning design: a main avenue 
running the length of the cemetery divides it into two symmet
rica! parts. leading from the entrance to the Ossuary, continuing 
through the area named "Necropoli" (the city o f the dead) and 
coming to an end at the Crematorium Temple. A large transverse 
road intersects the main avenue midway, together forming a Sys
tem of "cardus" and "decumanus" and thus establishing the fun
damental coordinates for the grid layout (fig. 3). 

The Monumentale had effects on Milans urban development 
(fig. 4): first of all requiring a network of street connections 
based on a system of primary and secondary roads, with the for-
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mer being of special significance not only for transportation pur-
poses. lndced the architectural composition of ihe main build-
ings, organised like a monumental stage overlooking the city, did 
ask for special consideration, demanding an imposing boulevard. 
The new avenue leading to the graveyard thus forccd the opening 
of the ancient walls, and stretched itself towards the city centre, 
somehow dissolving the very idca of Separation, calling for dig-
nity and decor, setting the Monumentale as the focus of a straight 
perspective view framed with trees.y This avenue was actually 
oversizcd in respect to traffic needs, a feature which, however, 
does not represent a planning mistake, but reflects the intentional 
thought to provide the new cemetery with a very strong symbolic 
meaning of cultural connection with the city as a whole. 

It can also be observed that the growing visual evidence o f 
the Monumentale went together with its increasing municipal 
importance and with its somewhat decreasing religious signifi
cance. The setting up of the Famedio in the central building o f 
the facade openly demonstrates this issue, thus deserving some 
attentioni" (figs. 5. 6). The term means temple of fame, and in-
dicates a new kind of civic architecture dedicated to the mem-
ory of famous Citizens. "Famedi" had already been built in the 
most important eemeteries (for example, Brescia. Verona, 
Genoa) according to the lines of their original projects; in the 
case of the Monumentale, however, the municipality had ini-
tially discarded this idea. so that the original design by Macia-
chini did not include any temple of fame, having instead as-
signcd the main cdificc of the fagadc to a Catholic church. 

Only in 1870. when construclion was in lull swing, did the 
city Council not only decide to add a Famedio to the new ceme
tery, but also determined to place it in the spot previously allot-
ted to the church, considering this choice more suitable to a city 
like Milan which strongly aspired to gain a position o f eco
nomic, social and cultural prestige in the young scenario o f the 
newly unified Italian country. So. while inheriting the Romantic 
ideals o f homage to the deceased, while expressing the typical 
I "^'-Century faith in educating by means of praiseworthy exam-
ples, the Famedio of Milan is also a bold Statement of civic 
pride. clearly showing an attitude which often has been consid-
ered peculiar to Italy and its history, as the legacy of an ancient 
urban Organisation and a deeply rooted feeling of "civitas" be-
longing.11 

Eventually Maciachini did not changc the church structure 
and maintaincd its overall medieval design features as well. The 

Fig. 5 Milan. Monumental Cemetery, the Famedio 
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result is rather peculiar. establishing a very "pagan temple", as 
far as its significance is concerned, however devoid o f any clas-
sical stylistic reference: establishing a place for secular worship-
ping where the Middle A g e s are highlighted by employing many 
decorative patterns Coming from Romanesque and Gothic 
church architecture, combining Pisa with Ravenna, Milan with 
Byzantium, carved stones with smooth bands of marbles, 
twisted columns with sculpted capitais, rose Windows with mo-
saics. Laden with symbolism. the Famedio celebrates memory 
as the reward o f great lives, placing the starue of Glory on top 
of the main entrance, and depicting the lunettcs above the side 
doors with History writing meritorious names ("Marcat nomen 
sicut monumentum"); with shining Glow ("Flamma flammae 
lux lucis") and with Fame that never wanes. not even in the si-
lence of Dcath ("Mutae mortis magna vox"). 

A special committce was appointed to devise a code of hon-
our to be followed in the interior decoration. This code was pub-
lished in 1886 after a long cnquiry into the history o f Milan 
starting from the 4'i> Century A D (when the city was the Italian 
capital o f the Western Roman Empire) and going to current 
times.1 2 It can be summarised by three main categories o f Citi
zens to be worshipped: the "illustrious" for their personal ac-
complishments in art or science; the "praiseworthy" who have 
brought benefits to the Community; the "distinguished" for pa-
triotic merits. Their names and portraits are arranged according 
to different historical periods and compose a decorative scheme 
that covers the Famedio's walls with frescoes, stuccoes, marble 
slabs, inscriptions and sculptures. They provide a visual gallery 
of "exempla virtutis" in order to celebrate Milan's most rep-
utable identity (f ig . 6). 

I am not going to discuss the single monuments in the Fame
dio, apart from mentioning that in the centre of the building 
rises the great sarcophagus where one o f Italy's most admired 
writers, Alessandro Manzoni, was buried in 1883: he was the 
first great "Milanese" to be celebrated in this civic temple of 
fame. The wall facing the doorway was dedicated to the so-
called "guests and honorary Citizens", comprising among them 
many Champions of the Risorgimento campaigns; their memori-
als look towards the Famedio's entrance and towards the city, 
thus reinforcing the civic and Community worthies with national 
reference (f ig . 6). 

The Monumentale was the first municipal cemetery to in
clude, since its earliest design, special sections for "Non-
Catholics" (fig. 7) and for Jews, the latter one of special interest 
(fig. 14). Opened in 1872, it mirrors the füll and very quick 
emancipation of Italian Jews after the country's unification. This 
area is by no means unique for the quantity o f memorials that. 
apart from the traditionally Jcwish funerary elements, show 
many features shared with the non-Jewish sections o f the ceme
tery, including iconographical themcs, artistic styles, cultural 
models and the most pursued social values, such as decorum, 
piety and civic virtues. It is a sign of achieved integration and 
expresses optimism towards a city that, in the last decades of the 
nineteenth Century, was going through a process of industrial ex-
pansion, economic growth and social advanccment. 

Together with the ideals of religious and political frecdom 
went faith in the tatest scientific and technical accomplish-
ments. a Standpoint which is represented at the Monumentale by 
the Crematorium Temple'3 (f ig . 8). Its construction was made 
possible by Alberto Keller, a rieh Protestant silk manufacturer, 
who granted a large sum o f money to the city in order to intro-
duce the hygienic and modern practice of cremation. Although 
such practice clashed with the Catholic dogma of the "resurrec-

62 



II 
It I i 

////. 
I tmfni 

II 

III Ulli 
• • i i 

Fig. 6 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. interior of the Famedio 

tion of the flesh", the Crematorium was opened in 1876 and was 
equipped with advanced tcchnical devices, gaining the Imputa
tion o fbe ing the first one in Europe operating in a public ceme-
tcry on a modern basis. 

In this particular building Carlo Maciachini (aided by engi-
neer Celeste Clericetti) disregarded the medieval styles and 
made use Of a Neoclassical idiom that recalls the antique Roman 
rituals of purification by fire, at the same timc reinforcing the 
idea o f the public cemetery as a secular morc than religious In
stitution. This is very true and very evident in the area around 
the Crematorium, named "Giardini cinerari" ("ashes gardens") 
and dense with private mcmorials to prominent intellectuals, 
scientists, progressive politicians, plus many of the artists who 
had provided the Monumentale itself with remarkable works of 
art. This place can somehow be regarded as a culturally and so-
cially consistent milieu. where individual memorials. notwiih-
standing the variety of artistic results, partially draw their char-
acter and their identity from being gathered around the modern 
and collectivc facility of Ihe Crematorium. In a way they em-
body those connections between public and private domains that 
are perhaps some of the most noteworthy aspects of nineteenih-
century Italian cemeteries, with special evidence at Milans 
Monumentale. 

As previously remarked. its huge open space not only had to 
meet the Overall burial needs of the city. but also had to promote 
a wide ränge of tombs. favouring the use of dilTerent typologies. 
materials and techniques which. by the way. caused practical ben-
efits to the many skilled professional architects. artists and crafts-

men operating in Milan. Moreovcr this Solution encouraged a 
laste for variety that met w ith the gradual onset o f a sense of the 
indiv idual or, better Said, of an awareness of identity which had 
provoked a growing request for personal remembrance. In Milan, 
as clsewhere. people had come to regard funerary monumeiiH as 
a way to establish, whether openly or not, significant bonds with 
their life histories: thereforc as a means for self-represcntation 
and for communicating identities shaped aecording to personal 
preference and/or aecording to specific social rulcs. 

Fig 7Milan. Monumental C emetery. "Non-Catholic"section. in the hack-
gmund the memorial to Alberto Keller, pnmtoler of the Crematorium Tem/ile 
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Fig. 8 Milan. Monumental Cemetery, Cremalorium Tcmplv. pholograph 
from ihe entl oflhe I9lh Century 

Fig. 10 Milan. Monumental Cemetery, memoria! 10 Uli Treves family, 
1906, sculptor Eltore Ximenes. detail 

The Monumentale widely reflects this phenomenon, portray-
ing all sorts o f iconographical themes, of artistic fashions, o f 
cultural eategories and, also, displaying ihe entire ränge o f so
cial classes. at leasl unlil 1895 when ihe opening of a new big-
ger cemetery (called "Musocco") restricted the Monumentale to 
the richest and longcr lasting tombs.14 Many of them can be 
considered greatly representative of the idea of memorials as 
conveyors of identity values. 

In the samc years that the Squares of Italy werc being filled 
with monuments to the herocs of the Wars of Independence, to 

politicians, writers and artists who contributed to the national 
pridc and helped "construet" the country's identity, numerous 
private tombstones werc being modelled on the same patterns 
to "construet" private identities. A good example is the memo
ria! to Giulio Sarti (1870, sculptor Giovanni Strazza), a railway 
engineer, whose statue was placed at the top of that kind o f 
pyramidal composition typical of the honorary urban monu-
ment. flankcd by the allegorical figures of Science and Technol
ogy and embellished with long epigraphs cxtolling his virtues" 
(fig. 9). 

Fig. 9 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. memoria! to Giulio Sarti. 1870. 
.sculptor Giovanni Strazza 

Fig. 11 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. memorial to Francesco Lucca. 
1879. sculptor Giovanni Slmzza 
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Fig. 12 Milan, Monumental Cemetefy, memorial lo Milan Milzko Conforli, 
seulptor Allilio Premloni 

Fig. 13 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. memorial to Isabella Casati. 1890. 
seulptor Enrico Butti 

An even better example is the memorial to Francesco Lucca, 
dating from 1879 (by the same seulptor Giovanni Strazza), a 
music publisher who rose from humble origins to wealth and re-
spectability. thus embodying the very idea of self-help (flg. 11). 
He had sueeeeded in founding Iiis own establishment as a music 
publisher and had acquired a name for supporting the music of 
Richard Wagner in a city like Milan where Giuseppe Verdi was 
dominating the opera theatre. Its daring enterprise is recorded 
by the title Lohengrin inscribed on the spine of one o f the books 
stacked under his armchair. Instrumental in assuring Lucca's 

posterity was the widow, Giuseppina Strazza, who dedicated to 
her husband a monument that might easily have stood in a city 
Square.'6 

Industrial proficiency and enlrepreneurial skills were much 
praised in Milan; hence there are numerous memorials repre-
senting labour, professional emblems, working places. In the 
Jewish area the Treves memorial by seulptor Ettore Ximenes, 
dating from 1906, refers to the family's flourishing Publishing 
activity, depicting its members surrounded by writers, painters 
and intellectuals and also recording in highly accuratc details 

Fig. 14 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. Jewish section 
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Fig. 18 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. memorial lo 
Mazzucchelli Krassowscky. 1877. SOÜptor Pasquak Miglioretti 
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Fig. IS Milan. Monumental Cemelen: memorial lo Emilio Rigamonti. 
1890. sculplor Ernesto Bazzaro 

the modern photomechanical process for picturc reproduetion, a 
lechnique in which the Treves led the field'7 (fig. 10). 

In the same Jewish section the tomb for Milan Mitzko Con-
forti (1919. sculptor Attilio Prcndoni), who died aged 21, recalls 
his desire to become a doctor, to take care of the ill and the 
weak, and to promote the building of a modern hospital in 
Milan. It conveys an identity which in this case has been only 
dreamt of. but even so it appears to be historically very signifi
cant1* (fig. 12). In its artistic results. decorative motifs and 

iconographical patterns this monument. as well as the preceding 
one, is deeply groundcd on social experience and bears witness 
to the already mentioned successful integration o f the Jewish 
Community into the social fabric of the city. 

More than others, female identities scem to follow aeeepted 
patterns that usually belong to the domestic domain. While male 
identity is based on professional ability. on political and ideo-
logical Stands, on membership in the social group, in short on a 
network of public rclations with the extcrnal world, female iden
tity belongs almost entirely to the intcrior. Her positive seif is 
mainly that of being a wife, a mother. often a widow spending 
the rest o f her life in sorrow (fig. 18). But although women gen-
crally appear as subdued personages, it must be remembered 
that they had been endorsed with the very important role o f 
looking after the ethics o f private behaviour. thus flanking pub
lic morality and complementing masculine Performance in psy-
chological and affective terms.19 

Actually while emotion is generally prohibited for men, it is 
granted to women who, therefore. have performed a significant 
role in the balancing of sentiments. Artists have drawn a broad 
ränge of expressions from female figurcs. sometimes achieving 
results o f extraordinary quality, showing all levels o f grief, 
sweetness. and beauty in association with death (fig. 13 and 15). 
These memorials may not be very revealing about the individual 
pcrsonality of the deceased. but they communicate a great deal 
about women's social Standing in the 19* Century, about their 
role in the family and about their task of carrying out the emo
tional side of mourning. 

N o less significant are those monuments that eschew repre-
sentation of an event, a personage, or an emotion, assuming in-
stead the form of a family chapel. Callcd "aediculae" (from 
Latin "small house") they are directly tied to the ancient tradi-
tion o f the burial place as the last "home" where all the family 
members are gathered (fig. 16). "Aediculae" are particularly nu-
merous at the Monumentale and had been foreseen from the be-
ginning, representing not only an interesting design challenge to 
architects. but also a consistent income opportunity for the mu-
nicipality which could lease the necessary building parccls in 
the cemetery at high prices. The most prominent architects de-
signed "aediculae" and the most affluent families chose to be 

Fig. 16 Milan. Monumental Cemelen: family chapeh in Seo-Romanesque 
style 

Fig. 17 Milan. Monumental Cemetery. general view 

fe fl) 

fl 

• S 
® Ü » S 2 

66 



K l 

t ä m 

T 

9 * 

-ic 

r 
l i p ^ 

M O l 

N . 

-M 

W 6 

ff 

T 1 

.y 

67 



buried in these miniature b u i l d i n g s that e m b o d y the v e r y idea o f 

Status s y m b o l . 2 0 T h e y are particularly su i ted to a c c o m m o d a t e 
the entire repertoire o f funerary art, o f architectural s ty l e s and 

structures, o f sculptural insert ions and sur face decorat ions , fo l -
l o w i n g the mos t varied pattern o f intent ions: f rom ostentat ion to 

Understatement , f r o m the e n h a n c e m e n t o f re l ig ious s y m b o l i s m 
to the assert ion o f s ecu lar b e l i e f s . T h e s e t o o c a n bc c o n s i d e r e d 

as "dec larat ions o f identity". that, in the s p e c i f i c case , c o u l d b e 
m a d e m a n i f e s t in the broad interplay o f s ty l i s t ic re ferences , 

thereby providing important t e s t i m o n y o f the h is tory o f taste. 

A l toge ther they teil u s o f a c i ty that tried to c o m m u n i c a t e a 
pos i t i ve se l f -representat ion through the mul t ip le e x p r e s s i o n s 
h o u s e d b y its n e w c e m e t e r y ( f i g . 17). O n e o f the mos t g e n u i n e 

m e a n i n g s o f the M o n u m e n t a l e in the n ineteenth Century has 
b e e n its suitabi l i ty to mce t a great number o f n e e d s , ideas . and 

e x p e r i c n c e s , e c h o i n g the divers i ty o f the c i ty i tse l f , c o m b i n i n g 
practical u s e f u l n c s s wi th an artistic e n v i r o n m e n t and b a l a n c i n g 

the rules o f publ i c c o n c e r n s w i t h the f r e e d o m o f private re-

ques t s . 
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