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Daldowie Crematorium: drawing showing plans and sections through the Chapel of Remembrance.

Architect: William Robertson Watt, Lanarkshire County Architect (1955)
(Photograph: Glasgow City Archives)
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Foreword


In our lifetime, many of us will have attended a Scottish crematorium, and I have certainly attended more than my fair share. Yet, to my shame, I am unable to describe either the inside décor or the outside architecture of any one of those buildings. They were largely invisible to me. Unlike a church, which also hosts happy events including christenings and weddings, crematoria serve but one end-of-life purpose and it is rarely either happy or memorable. In my mind, they represented a building that I was morally mandated to attend so that I may pay respects to the deceased and offer support to those who remained. I never wanted to linger and have never had a desire to return. Somehow each felt like a slightly ecclesiastical railway station where you waited on the draughty and somewhat uncomfortable platform for your train to arrive. Just a gentle sense of being ‘processed’ as you waited silently in the outer portico until the service in front of you finished, so that you could take your turn on the conveyor belt when the door opened. There is no secret; you know you will then be ushered out through a different door, as if the grief of consecutive families is contagious and should never mix.


We have become a nation of cremators, and understanding the history and rationale for what have become essential components of our daily lives opens up new opportunities to question, to appreciate and to understand better. I watched the gates at Inverness crematorium close on each of my parents’ coffins and found the finality of the gesture far from comforting, but I now understand the intention. The most poignant moments for my daughters were exiting with Vera Lynn and her rendition of the ‘White Cliffs of Dover’ playing for my mother and the slightly irreverent Glen Miller’s ‘In the Mood’ playing for my father, especially as those of us who were ‘in’ on his joke knew that he used to call it ‘In the Nude’. The emotive and familiar music led to equal volumes of both tears and laughter. That element of ‘person’ would somehow have seemed inappropriate in the solemnity of a church but the more relaxed atmosphere of the crematorium almost gave tacit permission to inject some humanity back into the celebration of a long life, well lived. Had I known that I could have requested to be present when they were physically cremated, might I have wanted to? I am not sure. But I definitely didn’t think about what happened to their artificial joints, which will have been removed before the cremulator turned their remains into calcium hydroxyapatite dust. Maybe my father’s hip joint and my mother’s toe joints ended up in the same spares box.


There were so many things that this book made me think about which had never crossed my mind before: deciding where to build a crematorium, the importance of the symbolism of the architecture, how to conceal the incinerator’s chimney, the impact of the natural setting and the fine balance to be struck between ecumenical and denominational atmosphere. Yet a crematorium is also a place of work and of utilitarian function, so there must be a wide sterile corridor placed between the two so as not to impact on the experience of the mourners. The chimneys cannot billow black smoke into the atmosphere, the furnaces cannot roar in the background and the staff must remain silent and virtually invisible. It is the care taken around these thresholds that I found compelling: the interface and orchestration between sequential services, the interaction between environment and architecture, and the separation of family grief from mundane daily functions. Each to be managed like a carefully choreographed ballet and all considered at the outset when the plans of the building were little more than ideas in the mind of the architect.


Our death rituals have evolved over time and so too has the service industry that administers to these societal functions. There is no doubt that the first Scottish crematorium at Maryhill in 1895 is very different from Scotland’s most recent addition at Bannockburn in 2019 – yet even though adaptations have occurred in those 124 years, the underlying premise has remained largely true to a recognisable common blueprint. Perhaps the funereal pomp and ceremony, so beloved of the Victorian era, has largely disappeared, to be replaced by the more relaxed and less formal celebrations seen today, but the rationale and the fundamental activities remain constant. We may have become less rigid and more permissive in expressing our individuality, but the need for a space that is a ‘church without religion’, that allows us to process our dead effectively, efficiently and with dignity, remains core.


But what about the future for our crematoria? Perhaps in time they will simply become reminders of a quaint old tradition that we used to have of burning our dead. Can they survive the call to arms for ecological sustainability or will they adapt as they have in the past? As our churches empty on one hand, and people turn to environmentally friendly alternatives on the other, where will they find their settling place? Maybe in that future world it is the harmony of secular architecture in partnership with the natural environment that will offer much needed moments of sanctuary to celebrate a life ended. Who knows, we may embrace the latest idea of burial pods, where the body is placed in an egg-shaped decomposable bag, buried in the ground and a tree planted on top. As the body decomposes, it delivers nutrients to the growing tree. And these memorial forests may be born in the orchards of our crematoria. Disposal and carbon capture in synchronised harmony.


Perhaps this book is very timely if we are indeed standing on the threshold of change for our death rituals. Surely then, there has never been a better time to study these long overlooked gems, understand them, document them and lay down their histories so that the future can reflect on what we did in the past, why we did it, how we did it and for whom. One thing is for certain: I will never look at our Scottish crematoria with the same dispassion again.


Professor Dame Sue Black
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PART 1 Architectural and Emotional Challenges
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1


The Crematorium


A Building of Invisibility and Paradox


Form and function can exist – should exist – in harmony. We all know good design when we see it, and it pleases us and welcomes us. A well-designed crematorium is a good place to start when we are contemplating the end.


Ian Rankin, 20191
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Mortonhall Crematorium, Edinburgh: Main Chapel. Mortonhall is widely regarded as one of the finest crematorium designs in Europe.

Architect: Sir Basil Spence, Glover & Ferguson (1967)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)
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The Linn Crematorium, Glasgow: front elevation. The Linn is the largest crematorium in the UK.

Architect: Thomas Smith Cordiner (1962)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





The story of cremation in Scotland is a fascinating one, made all the more so by the significant role played by architects and craftsmen in creating a suitable architectural language, free from stylistic and liturgical categorisation, in which to express this alternative to burial. The involvement of architects not only in determining the architectural expression of cremation, but also in leading the movement as a whole in Scotland has never been fully appreciated until now.2 This is all the more surprising given that The Linn Crematorium in Glasgow (1962) is the largest in the UK, and Mortonhall Crematorium in Edinburgh (1967) one of the most iconic.


Architecture interprets the age, and the architectural biographies of Scotland’s thirty-one crematoria, which form the subject of this book, point to their increasing relevance in contemporary Scottish society. These remarkable but often contested buildings are the places in which thousands of unique Scottish lives have been narrated and mourned: the transient spaces in which people experience a gamut of emotions, from profound grief and emptiness prompted by loss, to the joy and thankfulness for meaningful lives well lived. A crematorium is the place in which these complex human emotions and cultural issues meet. Scottish crematoria reveal a great deal about the nation’s changing and distinctive attitudes to death, disposal and remembrance since 1895, when Scotland began cremating its dead. Despite their shared purpose, no two crematoria buildings are alike. They are as heterogeneous as the living and the dead who pass daily through their doors.


In 1895 the Scottish Burial Reform and Cremation Society (SBRCS) opened Glasgow Crematorium in the Western Necropolis. Today, 125 years later, cremation is accepted practice in Scotland (in 2018 the ratio of cremation to burial was 69.4% to 30.6%)3 and its progress is reflected in the design of its crematoria and their landscaped surroundings. Each stands therefore as a ‘symbol of social change’,4 expressive of a constantly evolving social and cultural order. Given the rise in the popularity of cremation, it is somewhat paradoxical that, until comparatively recently, Scotland’s thirty-one crematoria (together with the other 276 operating across the remainder of the UK), have been almost entirely absent from architectural histories and are a neglected area of Scotland’s cultural heritage.5 For many reasons and for many people they remain the ‘invisible buildings’ of the twentieth century.


The crematorium is a singular building, invariably consigned to the physical and psychological periphery, shrouded by a veil of anonymity. It is a building from which people shy away, its psychological ‘invisibility’ perhaps no accident but rather ‘a cultural cloaking device employed to keep death and its disposal away from the viewing public’.6 The taboo surrounding death in the UK, and for some the unpalatable idea of cremation, has further compounded the invisibility of crematoria. Nobody would choose to visit. It is the specific function that takes you there, rather than the building’s allurement. Crematoria go unnoticed until the necessities of a funeral arise. Unlike churches, which stage life events of both sorrow and joy, ‘the crematorium tends to be associated with a limited range of emotion, mostly at the sad end of the experiential spectrum’.7 Indeed, the word ‘crematorium’ is freighted with complex emotions in the public mind. It can engender emotional neutrality or be charged with emotional intensity. A place of disposal, separation, farewell and remembrance, it inevitably prompts feelings of fear and uncertainty intensified by the concealment and mystery surrounding the process of cremation itself. Writer and playwright Alan Bennett’s summation that it is ‘a place that you do not want to be’8 points to the enormity of the challenge facing architects in designing a crematorium. Beginning, as it were, with a deficit project brief to minimise pain and distress, this conundrum confounds the aesthetics. As Bennett argues,
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Glasgow Crematorium, Maryhill, Glasgow: main entrance. Glasgow Crematorium was the first to be built in Scotland, shown here in the oldest known photograph.

Architect: James Chalmers (1895)

(Photograph: Cremation in Great Britain: Cremation Society of Great Britain, 1909)







This is the architecture of reluctance, the furnishings of the functionally ill at ease, décor for a place that you do not want to be. It is neat with the neatness ill-omened; clutter means hope and there is none here . . . The whole function of the place, after all, is to do with tidying something away.9





Scottish crime writer Ian Rankin recalls, ‘I don’t remember the word “crematorium” being used much in working-class Fife where I grew up. It was always “the Crem”, which now makes me think of Miss Jean Brodie and her chosen girls (the “crème de la crème”). It’s odd, isn’t it? We don’t call cemeteries “cems” or graveyards “gravies”. It’s as if the word crematorium has to be de-weaponised, made safe, almost benign, which puts it in the same bracket as phrases such as “the Big C”.’10


The physical location of crematoria can also encourage concealment. They are often located on the margins of towns and cities served by the dual carriageways required by town planning for an age of mass car ownership. Rankin alludes to this impression of isolation. Comparing the often arresting visibility of cemeteries and graveyards, he continues, ‘crematoria seem always to lie well off the beaten track. There’ll be a signpost and you will drive or walk through the gates and down a stretch of winding roadway, lawns either side. It’s all very anonymous, as (usually) the edifice waiting at journey’s end.’11


Cost and planning restraints play their part in this evasive siting. Compliance with the Cremation Act of 1902 determines that no crematorium can be built within 200 yards of a dwelling house without the written permission of the owners and occupiers and within 50 yards of a public highway. It was this radius clause that accounted for the thirty-four-year delay in finding a suitable site for Edinburgh’s first crematorium. The resulting locations are considered by many to be generic ‘non-places’, akin to other buildings of transition in modern life – stations, airports, shopping centres or industrial estates – all necessary but impersonal contributors to the contemporary urban fabric. Architectural critic Louis Hellman maintained that there was something ‘bland, rootless, functional, hygienic’ about crematoria, rendering them incapable of ‘fulfilling human requirements’.12


Bennett captures this anonymity when reflecting on a number of family funerals in England:




[they] might have all been in the same place, so uniform is the setting of the municipal crematorium . . . Set in country that is not quite country it looks like the reception area of a tasteful factory or the departure lounge of a small provincial airport confined to domestic flights . . . How few escape a pinched suburban send-off, the last of a life some half-known relatives strolling thankfully back to the car. Behind the boundary of dead rattling beech careful flower beds shelter from the wind, the pruned stumps of roses protruding from a bed of wood chips.13





New Landscapes of Mourning


Cremation has not only changed the way in which Scotland disposes of its dead, but also the ways in which it remembers them. Crematoria brought about new landscapes for mourning and memory, replacing the overcrowded and, to some, sentimentalised Victorian cemeteries, where individual memorials jostle for supremacy. The Gardens of Rest and Remembrance associated with crematoria, however, offer markedly different public and private spaces for remembrance, ones in which a balance might be struck between individual commemoration and a more collective response to the shared human experiences of loss and memory. Changing attitudes towards memorialisation gave rise to the planting of shrubs and trees in Gardens of Remembrance in memory of the dead. The creation of gardens associated with places of spiritual care has a long history, ‘Gardens have a mythology, a poetry, and a history, strongly linked to life cycles and the process of healing, renewal and ultimately dying.’14 In an increasingly secular world, a form of naturalistic spirituality leads many to find consolation for their mortality in nature rather than a divine order. Multi-layered in symbolism and intention, Gardens of Remembrance are heightened emotionally in instances where the cremated remains are scattered or housed in the landscape itself and where relatives and friends return as an act of remembrance, some on a regular basis, others perhaps at a time of an anniversary. Such visits are thought to invest a ‘sacredness’15 to the place and introduce an element of hope. Increasingly, however, people choose to remove ashes from the crematorium for scattering in places of some special personal significance, another indication of changing sentiments towards memory and remembrance, perhaps an indication of a desire to engage in a more personal ‘ceremony’.


The practical issue of the disposal of ashes gave rise to new types of ancillary buildings again unique to the crematorium and its landscape: columbaria in which urns containing ashes are stored; cloisters and colonnades displaying memorial plaques, and chapels and Halls of Remembrance housing the Books of Remembrance, first introduced in the mid 1930s but increasingly popular in post-war years.


From the outset, Scottish architects were acutely sensitive to the contextual landscapes in which crematoria were built, whether in existing cemeteries, old estates or new sites. Already places of remembrance and solemnity, cemeteries provided a natural, respectful location for a crematorium and offered the additional functional convenience for those wishing to inter ashes. Post-war cremationists, however, considered the ambience too ‘mournful’, invoking ‘the depressing feeling of decay and dreariness’16 associated with burial. Cemeteries militated against the modernity of cremation, and new sites free from such connections were deemed preferable. While Nonconformist chapel conversions were popular in England and Wales, largely for economic reasons, they often attracted unfavourable criticism. Their proximity to graves and their often somewhat clumsy adaptation spoke of parsimony and expediency. Scotland avoided this pitfall since no such chapels existed and architects had the advantage of a tabula rasa from which to work. Only five of Scotland’s crematoria are located in old-established cemeteries and two in churchyards as a result of church conversions at Moray (1999) and Houndwood, Berwickshire (2015).
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Warriston Crematorium, Edinburgh: Memorial Rose Garden. Gardens of Remembrance were first introduced in the mid 1930s and, in an increasingly secular world, they allow mourners to find consolation in nature.

Architect: Lorimer & Matthew (1929)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Old estates with landscaped grounds provided different opportunities. At Daldowie Crematorium (1955) the architect took advantage of the established landscape to position and frame the physical and psychological approach to the crematorium. The Linn Crematorium (1962), Glasgow, was intentionally positioned on a ledge at the top of the estate grounds to draw the eye upwards and frame the building against the skyline. Existing landscapes invoked a sense of continuity and there are many instances of architects arguing for the retention of mature trees and shrubs on sites to exploit a connection with the past. As landscape architect Brenda Colvin argued in 1970, much could be gained from well-grown trees, and a site plan ‘should be designed to make the most of them wherever they exist, remembering that it would take upwards of fifty years to gain the same effect with newly planted trees. In this way we can borrow beauty from the past for the benefit of the future.’17 Mortonhall, Edinburgh (1967), is one such example.
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Houndwood Crematorium, Grantshouse, Berwickshire: conversion of Grantshouse and Houndwood Parish Church (1836, with 1903 additions). This is one of only two church conversions in Scotland, the other at Moray (1999).

Architect: Tolmie Ltd (2015)

(Photograph: The Crematorium and Memorial Group (Part of Dignity Plc))





The means of arrival at a crematorium is also important. Glasgow Crematorium (1895), belonging to the late Victorian period, welcomed horse-drawn funeral cortèges, whereas by the time Edinburgh Crematorium opened in 1929 funerals were increasingly predicated on motor transport, itself a marker of modernity and wholly appropriate for this innovative method of disposal. The coffin arrives at the door of the crematorium and entry is rather more immediate than at a church. As the volume of traffic increased, motor vehicles demanded clear circulatory routes, accessibility and car parking, all of which continue to play a determining part in any crematorium design and layout. They also allow for the procession or ritual passage of the modern cortège through the grounds, which can itself carry a spiritual significance. Mourners experience a change of state as they move from traffic of the street and the ‘everyday’, into the confines of the crematorium grounds, where they can gather their thoughts and emotions.


What makes many later Scottish crematoria so distinctive, however, is the recognition of the role that the wider, natural landscape might play in the assuaging of grief and the acceptance of death. For such a small country, Scotland is characterised by its enormous variety of landscapes, all with associative and emotional potency. Each regional variation carries special significance for its community, offering solace and opportunities for ongoing remembrance. The placing of some crematoria in sites of exceptional natural beauty has fostered a subtle reciprocity between building and landscape. This is highly significant since an engagement with nature can foster a ‘holistic awareness of human existence, one that transcends the immediacy of bereavement’.18 Forging an intimate connection with landscape has become something of a national signature, Scottish architects mediating the relationship between nature and the material world by carefully choreographing the permeability between internal and external spaces. By so doing they allow for the enclosed isolation of personal reflection and the openness of collective grief, and indeed the interplay between the two.


The geographical provision of crematoria in Scotland is telling. Currently, the northernmost is in Inverness and the furthest south is in the Scottish Borders. There is no provision at all in the Western Isles, Orkney, Shetland, Caithness, Sutherland or Ross and Cromarty. The distance from Shetland to Thurso is 205 miles, with Inverness a further 110 miles. Thus if anyone from Shetland has expressed a wish to be cremated the mourners face a long journey by boat and road of over 47 hours to the nearest crematorium in Aberdeen. For those living in the Western Isles, the journeys are equally time-consuming and costly. A perennial argument put forward by those wishing to build crematoria is to relieve families of such long and distressing journeys. Unsurprisingly, given the relative densities of population in Scotland, the majority of crematoria are concentrated in the Central Belt along the Clyde Valley from Glasgow to Edinburgh.


Although religious observance is declining in the north and cremation is becoming more widely accepted, sparse populations continue to curtail the commercial viability of crematoria in those areas. Given the distances involved, burial remains the convenient option for many, but not for all. As writer Ailsa Crum recalls,
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Clyde Coast & Garnock Valley Crematorium, North Ayrshire: rear elevation. At 731 ft (224m) above sea level, this is the highest crematorium in Scotland.

Architect: Robertson Design Practice (2018)

(Photograph: Ashley Coombes of Epic Scotland Photography and Horizon Cremation)







People who passed away in 1980s Wick got returned to the soil, perhaps to be resurrected like the Christ that fewer worshipped consistently any more. It was accepted that loved ones would, most likely, become worm food. Even so, they certainly did not get cremated. Only heathens and incomers would seriously consider burning their dead. My father was both and so we drove through a blizzard to have his mother, who died in our house while on a visit from Glasgow, cremated in Aberdeen – at the time the nearest crematorium . . . It was a long drive to Aberdeen, literally and metaphorically. Over four hours to Inverness, especially in those conditions, and another two and a half or three to reach Aberdeen. The North East coast is rugged and striking, even in fair weather. On that day in January, we couldn’t see the road in front far less the scenery. It got dark by mid-afternoon and the snow-flakes were mesmerising so that my parents and older brother had to take it in turns behind the wheel. Somehow we got there without adding to the body count.19





The Cultural Origins of Cremation in Scotland


As a means of disposing of the dead, cremation failed to find acceptance in the West until the late nineteenth century, despite a rich cultural heritage dating back to the Bronze Age. The history of cremation in Scotland, as in the rest of the UK, reveals a long struggle against religious custom, prejudice and conservatism. For over two thousand years, Christian influences fostered burial as the traditional form of funeral. Christian belief in the resurrection of the body further reinforced the importance of symbolism in burial. It is therefore remarkable that cremation should have attained cultural and ritual dominance by the late twentieth century. It has nevertheless experienced an uncomfortable relationship with the Church, which, for the most part, was opposed on theological grounds. While the Anglican Church was prepared to countenance cremation as a practical measure, it was not until the mid 1940s that it pronounced publicly that the practice had ‘no theological significance’.20 However, the Catholic ban on cremation introduced in 1886 was not lifted until 1964. It comes as a surprise to many that Scottish crematoria, in common with their counterparts across the UK, are not consecrated buildings, despite often being located in or adjacent to cemeteries. They can, however, be dedicated by a range of denominations. For theologian Geoffrey Rowell ‘the character of crematoria, both architecturally and symbolically’ has been determined outside a Christian frame of reference. These are ‘churches which are not churches, often having altars which are never used as Christian altars’.21


As religious observance declined during the course of the twentieth century, the role of the crematorium changed. Originally a place of committal only, following a local church service, it became the focus not only of disposal but also of ritual and remembrance. Many crematoria built in the 1950s and 1960s, in particular, were never intended to assume these additional responsibilities and have often been found wanting as a consequence. In 1982, the architectural historian Louis Hellman offered the bleak observation that




The crematorium is certainly appropriate to the needs of an increasingly agnostic and spiritually bankrupt materialist society whose members pay lip service to religion by a visit to a church for weddings and funerals without commitment or belief. For this ‘church without religion’ the crematorium is ideal. In its sanitised and deodorised environment, the clergy can minister to society’s minimum spiritual needs without any further involvement, content to be seen to be fulfilling some role.22





Cremation was revived in Europe in the late nineteenth century. The movement in Britain was historically secular, informed by concerns over hygiene, overcrowded burial grounds and cemeteries, and was supported by advances in late Victorian technology and scientific thinking. In 1874 the Cremation Society of England (later the Cremation Society of Great Britain) was founded and its President Sir Henry Thompson, Queen Victoria’s physician, orchestrated active publicity campaigns which would certainly have been reported in Scotland. The Scottish Burial Reform and Cremation Society appears to have been formed independently, some years later in 1888, by a group of leading Glaswegians drawn from the professional realms of medicine, law, engineering, public health and politics. It also attracted early support from the catholic Marquis of Bute and politician Keir Hardie.23 Preliminary discussions originated in the Philosophical Society of Glasgow and were led by Dr Ebenezer Duncan. The society differed from its English counterpart in three significant ways: first, initially it supported both burial reform and cremation; second, it was non-profit-making from the outset; and third, it had the involvement and support of leading architects, including John Burnet Snr, Campbell Douglas and John M. Honeyman, all Glasgow-based. The contribution of architect James Chalmers to the cremation movement in Scotland was paramount, both in the design and operation of Scotland’s first crematorium, Glasgow Crematorium, in 1895 and in his recognition of the agency that architecture might play in the promotion of cremation. The power of architectural expression continued to be privileged in Scotland. Architects of the highest calibre were sought for crematorium design whenever possible, Sir Robert Lorimer and Sir Basil Spence being prime examples. Both commanded international reputations and were chosen to design Edinburgh’s Warriston (1929) and Mortonhall (1967) crematoria respectively – to underscore the growing importance of cremation.


In contrast to the Indian tradition, the practice of cremation in Britain and Europe was developed from the outset as an indoor activity requiring specialist buildings. This stemmed partly from the practical concern expressed in the celebrated landmark trial of physician, Welsh nationalist and Neo-Druid Dr William Price, held in Cardiff in 1884 when Judge Sir James Fitzjames Stephen cleared Price of the criminal act of attempting to burn the body of his infant son Iesu Grist and ruled that cremation would be unlawful only if it amounted to a public nuisance. The directive that cremation must be performed decently and discreetly steered the practice towards a dedicated building.


The Typology of the Crematorium and its Architectural Challenges


The crematorium is arguably one of the most complex buildings that an architect might be called upon to design. This is a building of paradox, ambiguity and evasion, its ambiguity born out of the lack of a shared expectation of what is required of a crematorium. It holds multiple dichotomies at its core. At once functional and symbolic, religious and secular, it is a place of disposal, ritual, farewell, remembrance, emotion, healing, hope, grief, despair, a place of sense-making, identity and intimacy. It is also a place of commerce and a place of work. A crematorium is all of these and yet is also a ‘non-place’, full of potential meaning yet somehow devoid of presence. It has been described recently as ‘kaleidoscopic . . . to depict both the diversity of crematoria architecture and the varied emotions associated with them’.24 As a place of physical and psychological transition, the crematorium involves a series of symbolic thresholds, not only for the body entering the cremator and being removed when rendered to ashes, but also for mourners who leave by a different door, changed emotionally and psychologically by a sense of loss following physical separation. For some the crematorium is a place bereft of hope, but for those returning to visit the location of ashes as an act of remembrance it can be a place of healing, emotional attachment and spiritual upliftment. Architect Peter Smithson (1923–2003), who designed a crematorium as a student project, talked about the ‘chameleon-like’ properties required to enable it to fulfil the multiplicity of its purpose.25


This was a building with no architectural precedent, in many ways analogous to the nineteenth-century railway station, where form and function also sought resolution in one building. Defined by its primary purpose, cremation, its function extends beyond the process of disposal to that of providing a stage for the enactment of rituals serving all denominations and none. The architecture therefore carries the onerous burden of creating meaningful ritual spaces capable of resonating with both belief and non-belief. It is here in the crematorium that mourners frame and deepen their understanding of the passage between life and death at a time of heightened sensitivity.


The relationship between the architected spaces and inner condition is therefore paramount, and the crematorium must engender a feeling of dignity and gravitas commensurate with its purpose. When Sir Basil Spence spoke of ‘that elusive thing called atmosphere’ as a ‘functional thing in a church’,26 he was referring here to the totality of experience of the sensory and intellectual properties of architecture that determine atmosphere. This is nowhere more important than in a crematorium, where a psychological environment of calmness, solemnity and dignity is required to support mourners grappling with complex and unfamiliar emotions. Sadly, this is not always achieved. Rankin recalls that both his parents were cremated at Kirkcaldy Crematorium: ‘There was little fanfare, which I now think was a pity. Here was a chance to sum up two unique lives, and it went begging. Were we too deferential to make a fuss? Or is there something about the atmosphere of a crematorium that inhibits celebration?’27 This point is echoed by Bennett in terms of the expression of grief, ‘In the unechoing interior of the chapel soft music plays and grief too is muted, kept modest by blond wood and oatmeal walls, the setting soft enough to make something so raw as grief seem out of place. It’s harder to weep when there’s a fitted carpet.’28


Stuart Carr, architect of Parkgrove Crematorium, Friockheim (1993), reinforces the importance of architecture meeting such emotional expectations:




It seems obvious and intuitive that our human psychology demands a ritual which may take numerous forms depending on our world view and our belief system. Ultimately the architecture must work at two levels: pragmatic and symbolic. The building needs to accommodate the practicalities of the process which leads to the cremation of the remains but also provide an environment which supports and enhances the ritual of separation in an emotionally charged atmosphere.29
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Kirkcaldy Crematorium, Fife: north elevation. Fife County Council held a national competition for the design of the crematorium, and the resulting chapel design, with large windows looking out onto gardens, challenged accepted practice.

Architect: Sanger & Rothwell (1959)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Ken Robertson, architect of Clyde Coast & Garnock Valley Crematorium, North Ayrshire (2018), believes that ‘too many crematoria are found wanting and are arguably unaware of their significance as part of the mourning process [which] itself is obviously too complex to be resolved by architecture, however, both the client and I felt that it [architecture] could play a part and support those going through the process as much as possible’.30


UK crematoria are divided into two clearly delineated areas, the symbolic/ceremonial and the functional, the latter attracting industrial and impersonal connotations. Complex human and cultural issues are at play when a large cross-section of religious, secular and ideological movements, all with different but overlapping needs, have to be accommodated in the same building. There is a cultural ambivalence lying at the heart of many designs. Is this a sacred, secular or industrial space? As a building type it has been designated the cultural categories of ‘factory’, ‘church’ and ‘theatre’,31 although in Scotland crematorium managers suggest a combination of these typologies rather than the privileging of one above the other in the minds of the public.


Taking first the practical function, that of cremation. This takes place in the crematory, a distinct space linked to the public ceremonial area by a transitional space or transfer room through which the coffin passes from the chapel/ceremony space to the room dedicated to the process, either directly or by being lowered mechanically. Architects have organised these rooms into distinct zones according to the functions that they perform, the functional spaces being principally the domain of the crematorium staff. This can create a sense of secrecy, the process of cremation rendered implicit rather than explicit. It has also led to the perception of fragmentation and dislocation on the part of mourners, who are left uncertain about the ultimate destination of the coffin. For some, however, the reality might be too much to contemplate at a time of heightened sensitivity.


The technology, first developed in the nineteenth century, is now complex and efficient, a largely automated high-tech process taking place in enclosed cremators.32 The coffin is charged (the official term) into the cremator and the cremated remains removed by operators after the completion of the process, normally about an hour and a half in duration. The cremated remains are placed in a cremulator, a machine designed to reduce them to ashes, which are then transferred into a portable container. These processes are conducted in accordance with a Code of Practice33 and are monitored carefully by accredited staff. They are rarely executed in the presence of family and friends, the exception being members of religious traditions which allow relatives to witness or in some cases participate in the charging of the coffin into the cremator. Care is taken to ensure that adjacent areas are kept discrete, to ensure that mourners are not subjected to any visual or auditory distractions which might prove distressing. Such concerns were voiced from the outset, and at Glasgow Crematorium operatives were provided with slippers in 1909 to obviate the noise from the crematory reported by mourners. There are innumerable subsequent accounts of cremation advocates reassuring a hesitant public about such issues.


The recent increase in demand to witness cremation has led to the inclusion of ‘viewing rooms’ in this part of the building, which arguably blur the boundaries of distinct zones and place additional responsibilities on both the architect and the crematorium staff to ensure that these ‘public’ spaces are appropriate in all respects. These clean and regulated areas often assume the complexion of a hospital or even a modern ascetic industrial environment. Crematorium staff take great pride in their ‘domain’, and architects are at pains to create a respectful and dignified, but efficient, environment for disposal, matched by light and bright conditions to support the well-being of employees involved in such sensitive roles.
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Masonhill Crematorium, South Ayrshire: view of refurbished crematory. Complex and efficient high-tech processes take place in discrete areas of the crematorium.

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Architects agree, however, that from a purely practical point of view the brief is relatively straightforward and does not pose major problems from a technical or planning perspective. Certain constituent parts are common to all crematoria, most dating back to some of the earliest examples: a porte-cochère or canopy to shelter mourners and officiants arriving on foot or by car; a waiting room/ vestibule and toilet facilities; a vestry; a chapel; a condolence area; a cloistered wreath court where mourners might choose to congregate; a charging room and crematory; service areas, administrative offices and, particularly since the 1930s, car parking facilities.


Two major routes are required, one for the coffin and the other for the mourners. A clear spatial progression is needed for the movement of the coffin to ensure that it is handled not only respectfully but also in a manner which ensures the orderly execution of regulated procedures associated with the process of cremation and the handling of ashes. The route for mourners assumes a ritual significance, in particular the movement generally down a central aisle following the coffin. The provision of circulatory routes for both pedestrians and vehicles, arranged to keep groups of mourners apart, is equally important.
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Aberdeen (Hazlehead) Crematorium, Aberdeenshire: crematory with a charger, the mechanical means of conveying the coffin into the cremator.

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)
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Daldowie Crematorium, Glasgow: cremulator, the machine in which the cremation residue, which consists largely of mineralised bone fragments, is reduced to a powder-like substance. Any metal parts, such as prostheses, are removed in advance of the process.

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)
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Borders Crematorium, Melrose, Scottish Borders: Main Chapel, porte-cochère and administrative offices, just a few of the many standard constituent parts of a crematorium.

Architect: pdp Green Consulting Ltd (2011)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





One of the significant challenges facing architects has been the inescapable requirement of a chimney. Historically, this did not sit happily with Greek temples, Renaissance domes or Gothic chapels either. In most early examples it was concealed within a bell-tower, a course hardly to be recommended on the grounds of truth. As James Stevens Curl remarked, ‘The louvres that should have emitted joyful peals often belched smoke.’34 Daldowie, Glasgow (1955), was the only Scottish crematorium to follow the examples of Reading, Berkshire (1932), and Northampton (1939) crematoria in disguising the flues in a dome. European crematoria have been more open in acknowledging the chimney, but this is more appropriate within a Modernist aesthetic, which for the most part has been rejected in the UK where deliberate efforts are made to avoid industrial connotations. The requirements of the Environmental Protection Act (EPA) 1990, however, resulted in unfortunate modifications to the height and design of chimneys in some older crematoria.


It is the architectural expression of the ceremonial and symbolic spaces that has proved the greatest challenge. For many people cremation is a religious act. The design of a crematorium as a religious space deriving directly from liturgical imperatives, the accepted norm in ecclesiastical architecture, is problematic because there is no liturgy for cremation in Europe that has been developed from fundamental theological work on cremation rather than burial. It is instead a somewhat uneasy adaptation of the traditional burial service. It falls to architects to communicate the ‘experience’ of a sacred space, but without overt reference to religious symbolism. In 1971, architect and sociologist Alan Lipman considered the questions of ritual and social symbolism, arguing that ‘the transition from traditional to modern social organisations is not complete, practices tend to contain echoes of conventional customs, and the apparently moribund old confronts the not yet fully formed new’.35


This awkwardness has led to a tentative approach to both architectural expression and interior decoration. Bennett talks of the style of the municipal crematorium as ‘contemporary, but not eye-catchingly so; this is decorum-led architecture which does not draw attention even to its own merits. The long windows have a stylistic hint of tracery, denomination here a matter of hints, the plain statement of any conviction very much to be avoided.’36 Rankin reflects, ‘Unlike a church there will be little if any visual symbolism, probably no statuary to speak of, at least nothing ecumenical – some vases of flowers perhaps. It can all seem overly institutional and bland. In an attempt to be all things to all visitors it ends up equating to the lowest common denomination.’37


The architect of Scotland’s first crematorium in Glasgow (1895), James Chalmers, called upon the form of the building to be ‘above all religious’.38 Despite all the best efforts of later Scottish crematoria to sublimate any religious references, there remain echoes of the Kirk designed to meet the needs of those with religious beliefs. Seats are often arranged in a similar way to a church, there are galleries at Cardross (1960), Clydebank (1967) and Holytown (2004), and the inclusion of the dais or pulpit equivalent invokes the positioning of the minister in a church. Stained glass, albeit often nonfigurative, can nevertheless provide the faint resonance of a church service.


For those for whom cremation is a secular act, the building must provide a fulfilling sense of place, one in which they are prepared to make an emotional investment. Where there is no liturgy to determine the universal rite of farewell, the architecture is called upon to shape the mourning experience by means of curated spaces, architectural routes, light and darkness and surface pattern, all subtly choreographed to support and guide the mourners through the building as required.
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Daldowie Crematorium, Glasgow: front elevation showing the main entrance and both chapels. Daldowie was unique in Scotland in disguising the chimney within a dome.

Architect: William Robertson Watt, Lanarkshire County Architect (1955)

(Photograph: Hilary J. Grainger)





Architects have been further hampered in their search for an aesthetic solution by the paucity of published information, leading one to describe the crematorium recently as an architectural ‘orphan’.39 For the duration of the twentieth century the only book on the subject was Albert Chambers Freeman’s Cremation in Great Britain and Abroad (1904), supplemented by Cremation in Great Britain (1909, 1931 and 1945) and articles in Pharos, all published by the Cremation Society, and other articles in the journals of the Federation of British Cremation Authorities and the Institute of Cemetery and Cremation Mana-gers.40 The architectural press, including the Royal Incorporation of Architects in Scotland (RIAS) Quarterly, did little to drive the design agenda until the latter part of the century, although RIAS visits to Europe did alert Scottish architects to Modernist examples including Bertel Liljequist’s Helsinki Crematorium (1924), Erik Bryggman’s Mortuary Chapel at Pargas (1930) and Frits Schlegel’s Mariebjerg Crematorium, Copenhagen (1937).41 Interestingly, the design of a crematorium was often set as a brief for architectural students from the 1930s onwards, presumably on account of its challenging nature.42


As the following chapters reveal, the question of aesthetic remains unresolved with stylistic pluralism taking the place of any clear incremental development. This arises partly from the fact that it is rare for an architect to design more than one crematorium, denying experience to accrue on the subject. James Steel Maitland was the only architect responsible for designing two Scottish crematoria, Paisley (1938) and Craigton, Glasgow (1959), both completely different in style. More recently private companies have tended to employ the same architectural practice. The Westerleigh Group, for example, turned to pdp Green Consulting Ltd for the design of West Lothian Crematorium, Livingston (2010), and Borders Crematorium, Melrose (2011), and to Stride Treglown for Stirlingshire Crematorium, Bannockburn (2019), and others in England and Wales, where a consistently distinctive style has emerged.
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Clydebank Crematorium, West Dunbartonshire: view of the chapel balcony. Some features such as galleries echo the designs of churches.

Architect: Sir Frank Mears & Partners (1967)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





The Drama of Cremation


Uncertainty of purpose is most clearly felt in crematorium chapels. Although the term ‘chapel’ has become contentious in the UK and is often replaced by the term ‘ceremony hall’ or ‘meeting hall’, it is retained in the majority of Scottish examples. This is perhaps indicative of the absence of a significantly better alternative, or simply a difficulty in ‘letting go’ of tradition. Early crematoria followed the ecclesiastical model of the closed chapel, but this changed suddenly in 1953 when Lancashire architects Sanger & Rothwell converted a cemetery chapel in Oldham, Lancashire, removing an entire side-wall to offer the view of an enclosed garden. When in 1954 the firm won the competition to build Kirkcaldy Crematorium, this innovation was incorporated and the distinction between a crematorium chapel and a church was established at a stroke. Scottish architects, always open to innovation, were swift to adopt this feature, the exceptions being Cardross (1960), The Linn, Glasgow (1962), Masonhill, Ayr (1966), and Mortonhall, Edinburgh (1967), where fenestration limits the views of the exterior. The remainder of those designed after 1954 all have a side glazed wall, or one behind the catafalque, providing views either of enclosed gardens or the wider landscape. Such natural landscapes provide a powerful backdrop for crematoria interiors, as will be seen from the most recent examples in Chapters 9 and 10.
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Paisley Crematorium, Renfrewshire. Paisley and Craigton crematoria were designed by the same architect, although their styles are very different.

Architect: James Steel Maitland (1938)

(Photograph: Hilary J. Grainger)
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Craigton Crematorium, Glasgow: view of entrance front approached through Craigton Cemetery.

Architect: James Steel Maitland (1957)

(Photograph: The Crematorium and Memorial Group (Part of Dignity Plc))
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Falkirk Crematorium, Falkirk: view from the chapel onto the grounds beyond. An early example of an ‘open’ chapel influenced by Kirkcaldy Crematorium (1959).

Architect: Alexander James Macaskill Currell, Burgh Architect and Planning Officer (1962)

(Photograph: Hilary J. Grainger)





A further telling issue is the indecision surrounding the positioning of the catafalque in relation to the altar, if indeed an altar has been included. Defined in general terms as a temporary structure, representing a tomb or a cenotaph, the catafalque has a specific meaning in the context of a crematorium, being not only the structure upon which the coffin rests, but also often the means by which it is removed. What happens to the coffin at the point of committal has varied from the outset. There are generally three ways in which it is moved. (1) The coffin resting on the catafalque is passed mechanically and slowly through an aperture in the wall to the committal chamber. (2) The coffin, again resting on the catafalque, slowly descends to a lower level, or the coffin, resting on the ‘paving’ of the chancel, descends similarly. (3) The coffin, resting on the catafalque or draped trolley, is placed in a recess and a curtain or gates are drawn across slowly at the point of committal either mechanically or manually, and the coffin is removed after the mourners have left. Alternatively, the coffin remains in situ until mourners leave the chapel.
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Daldowie Crematorium, Glasgow: view of the catafalque in the West Chapel. This was the first example in Scotland of the coffin moving horizontally, rather than descending.

Architect: William Robertson Watt, Lanarkshire County Architect (1955)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Interestingly, the coffin moved horizontally in England’s first two crematoria at Woking (1888) and at Manchester (1892), but at the first in Scotland, Glasgow Maryhill (1895), and in all the remaining five Scottish crematoria built before 1939, descending catafalques were installed, deliberately imitative of burial. In the post-war period, some local authorities in Scotland encouraged a move away from descending coffins, in order to break cleanly from any association with burial. Gates appeared first at Perth Crematorium (1962) and later at Inverness (1995) and, while the majority of crematoria opted for curtains, Scotland was the first to abandon the catafalque in favour of a free-standing bier or trolley to allow more flexibility in the nature of the contemporary funeral service. This is the case at Roucan Loch, Dumfries (2005), Baldarroch Chapel and Crematorium, Crathes (2016), and Clyde Coast & Garnock Valley, North Ayrshire (2018).


Many architects believe the catafalque ought to be placed centrally, raised and lit from above or from the side, making it the focus of attention, as in traditional church services. Significantly, in Scotland only three crematoria, Falkirk (1963), Ayr (1966) and Irvine (1997), deviated from this arrangement. At Falkirk the catafalque is at the end of an offset aisle to the right of the chapel. At Ayr it stands at an angle to the south-east, making way for a stained-glass window as the central focus of the chapel. At Irvine the catafalque projects from the left wall, allowing a clear view across the countryside from the floor-to-ceiling window.


The catafalque provides an obvious means for underscoring the drama of the ritual at the moment of committal, entirely appropriate for a crematorium service. Thomas Lindsay Gray’s drawing (Chapter 4) shows light streaming in from the side to emphasise the catafalque at Dundee Crematorium (1936). This exploitation of natural light finds its origins in the Baroque, exemplified by Bernini’s dramatic sculpture of the Ecstasy of Saint Theresa (1647–52) in the central aedicule of the Cornaro Chapel, Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome. This type of drama was also exploited by Modernists. Manchester City Architect Leonard Howitt was one of the first to use a circular opening above the catafalque in the small chapel at Blackley Crematorium, Manchester (1957). Perhaps the most effective results, however, are at Mortonhall, Edinburgh (1967), where Spence drew on Le Corbusier’s practice of using a concealed source to flood the catafalques with light.


Despite these architectural devices, the point of committal, which ought to be the emotional climax of cremation, the moment of departure and final separation, is invariably one at which the most uncertainty often arises. Mourners watch from some distance as the coffin is removed and remain passive observers rather than active participants in the service. While there may be something theatrical about the event, enhanced by curtains across the opening, there is occasionally, and more disturbingly, something comical about it, when mourners in unfamiliar surroundings and faced with unknown ‘rituals’ are left in a state of uncertainty. Curtains are often closed by remote control and it is at this point that the lack of ceremony becomes most marked, leaving many mourners feeling emotionally ‘cheated’. The emotional drama is somehow devalued by this mechanical element, which emphasises the discretion of the experience by distancing it from mourners. The décor can also be problematic. Bennett talks of ‘a table flanked by fins of some tawny-coloured hardwood set in a curved wall covered in blueish-green material, softly lit from below . . . A little more spectacular and it could be the setting for a TV game show. Above it all is a chandelier with many sprays of lights which will dim when the coffin begins its journey.’43
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Perth Crematorium, Perth and Kinross: view of the catafalque with gates open. Only Perth and Inverness (1995) Crematoria have gates closing on the catafalque.

Architect: George Kerr Stuart, Perth Deputy Burgh Surveyor (1962)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Crum captures something of the potentially humorous ‘drama’ in her account of her grandmother’s funeral at Hazlehead Crematorium, Aberdeen (1975), in 1982:




The minister, who had family in Aberdeen and was a close friend of my dad’s despite the gulf in their religious views, made the journey the following day so he could preside over what counted as a ceremony. It was his first time officiating at the Hazlehead Crematorium in Aberdeen or perhaps at a crematorium anywhere. Reverend Alastair Roy hemmed and hawed his way through a few phrases, managing to avoid offending the recently bereaved with the mention of God, even though we could hardly have blamed him. When it came time for the meagre coffin to slip off to the furnace discreetly awaiting behind the wall, there were curtains which would glide around to disguise the conveyor belt nature of this final journey. Unfortunately, Reverend Roy’s inexperience meant he didn’t realise the button which operated the curtain was cleverly designed to respond to the pressure applied – the firmer the pressure, the faster the curtains would cover the coffin. Hardly had we taken our last glimpse of my grandmother’s casket than the curtains swooshed round, the bottoms flapping as though in a stiff wind.


As we stood about later, awkward in the austere surroundings and unsure of our next move in this uncharted experience, Alastair apologised profusely, although we begged him not to. I hope we thanked him enough for leavening the occasion. Fast-forwarding three decades, my sister and I attended Alastair’s farewell ceremony at the same crematorium. Both of our parents already gone, we sat together recalling the speedy curtain incident and were a little disappointed that there was no reincarnation of that particular performance.44
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Kirkcaldy Crematorium, Fife: the backdrop and lighting for the catafalque make it the focus of attention.

Architect: Sanger & Rothwell (1959)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Moreover, there is evasion. While mourners acknowledge tacitly the departure of the coffin for cremation, there often remains a lack of understanding of the ensuing process. The most certain way of facing finality, as architect Peter Bernard Bond first proposed in 1967, is to witness the cremation.45 Although it is a legal right to view the event, very few choose to do so other than Hindus and Sikhs, although as already indicated these numbers are rising.


The ultimate point of separation, the entry of the coffin into the cremator, is therefore distanced, both physically and emotionally, from those assembled in a space where they would expect some participatory ending to a funeral held in church. This would be signalled traditionally by the carrying out of the coffin, followed by the procession of mourners who leave ‘the ritual arena of the church’46 by the same door through which they entered, in accordance with the important social and religious rituals of baptisms, weddings, funerals and ordinary church services. But in the vast majority of Scottish crematoria, mourners enter through one door and leave by another, the exceptions being Warriston Crematorium, Edinburgh (1929), and Houndwood Crematorium, Berwickshire (2015). This prescribed route and the perception of the ‘twenty-minute slot’ combine with the mechanical removal of the coffin to magnify the impression of mourners themselves being part of a production line. In summary, for many, fragmentation, banality and depersonalisation compound to impede what ought to be a profoundly important ceremony. Many are left feeling ‘cheated emotionally’,47 and it is the role of the architect to seek ways of mitigating such an unsatisfactory ending.


Patterns of Building in Scotland


The pattern and patronage of Scottish crematoria fall into three distinct phases. The first was between 1895 and 1939, where six crematoria were opened by pioneering private companies led by groups of committed and, above all, tenacious individuals: Glasgow, Maryhill (1895); Edinburgh, Warriston (1929); Dundee (1936); Aberdeen, Kaimhill (1938); Paisley (1938) and Edinburgh, Seafield (1939).


The second phase between 1955 and 1975 witnessed the building of a further thirteen crematoria. With one exception they were funded and operated by local authorities, reflecting the ambitions of the newly established welfare state. This assumption of responsibility was entirely in keeping with the move towards a more collective response to the governing agenda of social and economic transformation. The increasing popularity of cremation coincided with post-war reconstruction where architects and town planners were juggling competing needs and ambitions. At a time when land was at a premium, cremation assumed ‘a new importance in the scheme of municipal economy’,48 in keeping with the government agenda of ‘Improvement’, which sought to harness ‘material betterment to secular ideals’.49 This heroic age of local authority building, fuelled by a deep sense of social consciousness, saw crematoria taking their place among the new symbols of social progress: schools, health centres, hospitals and social housing projects. Sometimes economic strictures coupled with the pressures on local authority architects led to anonymity in municipal architecture, but commitment to high levels of architectural and decorative quality ensured that this was rarely the case in Scotland.
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Greenock Crematorium, Inverclyde: entrance front. Greenock was one of the first of the post-war crematoria commissioned by local authorities.


Architect: Stuart Clink, County Architect, of Cullen, Lochhead & Brown (1959)

(Photograph: Steve Wallace)





Lanarkshire led the way with Daldowie Crematorium (1955). Craigton, Glasgow, the only privately owned crematorium of the period, followed in 1957. The scale of Glasgow’s ambition was particularly breathtaking. Comprehensive housing construction programmes were a priority for the living but the city was to pursue a farsighted and extraordinarily ambitious vision for the dead at The Linn Crematorium (1962). Others followed across the country in Greenock (1959); Kirkcaldy (1959); Cardross (1960); Falkirk (1962); Perth (1962); Ayr (1966); Clydebank (1967); Edinburgh, Mortonhall (1967); Dunfermline (1973) and Aberdeen, Hazlehead (1975).


By 1970 the heyday of local authority crematorium building in England, Wales and Scotland was over, the Architects’ Journal reporting in 1982 that ‘the completion of a crematorium in the UK is a rare occurrence’.50 In Scotland an eighteen-year interregnum in crematorium building ensued as the building boom ended and projects were halted alongside large-scale reconstruction projects, including city centre developments and motorways. The country’s stock of hospitals, schools and largescale public buildings was thought to be more or less complete and the number of crematoria sufficient to satisfy urban needs, particularly those of the densely populated central Lowlands. This slowdown in building reflected the pattern elsewhere in the UK, where the surge of building between 1950 and 1970 saw seventy-two crematoria opening in the 1960s (six in Scotland), dropping to sixteen in the 1970s (two in Scotland) and a mere seven during the 1980s (none in Scotland). In 1978 the Department of the Environment published a memorandum, ‘The Siting and Planning of Crematoria’, intended to ‘assist local authorities and others contemplating the construction of crematoria’.51
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