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Building Around a Tree. The Leonardi-Stagi Alternative for the Extension of San Cataldo Cemetery in Modena

The contribution focuses on the design proposal that Cesare Leonardi (Modena, 1935-2021) and Franca Stagi 
(Modena, 1937-2008) presented in the competition for the extension of San Cataldo cemetery in Modena, to 
investigate a design theme still unexplored within the production of the professional association between them. 
The result is a reflection on the progressive impoverishment of the formal and symbolic role of vegetation in 
Italian funerary architecture: the Elysian Fields are elsewhere and Eden is only a literary place. The design for the 
Modena competition is antithetical (and anti-monumental) compared to the winning by Aldo Rossi and Gianni 
Braghieri. The central element of the composition is the tree, around which a modular system containing the 
tombs is consolidated: a chequerboard of trees arranging a resilient organism, multipliable over time, linking the 
city of the dead with the city of the living and with the land matrices.

Building Around a Tree. The Leonardi-Stagi Alternative for the Extension of San Cataldo Cemetery in Modena

Il contributo tratta della proposta progettuale che Cesare Leonardi (Modena, 1935-2021) e Franca Stagi (Modena, 
1937-2008) presentarono al concorso per l’ampliamento del cimitero di San Cataldo a Modena, per indagare un 
tema progettuale a oggi inesplorato all’interno della produzione del sodalizio professionale tra i due. Ne 
scaturisce una riflessione sul progressivo impoverimento del ruolo, compositivo e simbolico, della vegetazione 
nell’architettura funeraria italiana: i Campi Elisi sono altrove e l’Eden è solo un tópos letterario. Il progetto per il 
concorso di Modena è antitetico (e anti-monumentale) rispetto a quello vincitore di Aldo Rossi e Gianni Braghieri. 
Elemento ordinatore della composizione è l’albero, attorno al quale si consolida un sistema modulare contenente 
le sepolture: una scacchiera di alberi che determina un organismo resiliente, moltiplicabile nel tempo, capace di 
connettere la città dei morti con la città dei vivi e con le matrici territoriali. 

Landscape, cemetery, Cesare Leonardi, Franca Stagi, funerary architecture
Paesaggio, cimitero, Cesare Leonardi, Franca Stagi, architettura funeraria
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to 
interpret the act of designing through tracing and reveal-
ing the movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified 
in the planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and 
the morning star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names 
to the same star observed in different temporal conditions. 
Vesper thus states a perspective rather than an object, priv-
ileging the condition that defines its status. Rather than the 
sharp light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and prom-
ising a brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to 
have a glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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the needs of people and the needs of trees. If Abracadabra was born as a 
‘search for integration between architecture and territory and as a prob-
lem of green structure in the city’ (Concorso nazionale di idee per il nuovo 
cimitero, 1972), the previous year the project for the Resistance park had 
been the opportunity to deeply rethink the relationship between built-
up areas and open spaces in the whole municipality of Modena. A similar 
approach was adopted in 1985 for the territorial park for the San Polo dis-
trict in Brescia (Luzzago 1985; Cillis 2023, p. 187). In this stream lies a final 
design reflection at a territorial scale between Modena and Bologna, called 
‘Paesaggistica e linguaggio grado zero dell’architettura’ in 1997 (Cavani, 
Orsini 2017, p. 207). They are all field tests in spatial design through vege-
tation, where it becomes a structuring material. ‘I would like trees to be the 
backbone of the territory and to be central in our culture’ (Leonardi 2011).
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materials and the same formal logic, drawing a ‘Padan Woodland’ made 
up of willows, poplars and mulberries, defined in the planting layouts, a 
‘vegetal thread’ between the historic centre and the river, which develops 
with an ‘organic shape with an explicit formal contrast with the serial sys-
tem of tombs and burial plots’ (Bisiani, Meninno, Venudo 2022, p. 222).

Traditionally, the role of nature within cemeteries assumes a consol-
atory function ‘theoretically linked to two considerations: the health 
function of plants and the idea of decorum’ inspired by a remote ico-
nography (Latini 1994). Leonardi-Stagi’s project, free of such sentimen-
tality or evocative symbolism, adopts the first of these two functions: 
urban hygiene takes precedence in the face of the coexistence of 55,000 
burial niches. Trees and greenery are the only elements able to make a 
cemetery compatible with the city. The founding act of the new ceme-
tery coincides with the planting of the whole plant inventory that forms 
the woodland, according to the layout established in the project: even 
if the construction, as planned, proceeds in stages, each built part can 
immediately benefit from protection against heat and sunlight, thereby 
limiting unpleasant fumes from the interments.

Abracadabra, this is the motto chosen to guarantee anonymity, is in 
stark opposition to the historical matrices in the area: the neoclassical 
cemetery and the Jewish cemetery remain as traces of the past, separat-
ed by the new layout. Eschewing any sense of monumentality, it entire-
ly develops to the North, in the area the PRG had identified as a reserve 
for cemetery expansion, but not yet owned by the Municipality. Leonardi 
and Stagi found that to be the only area to develop the project, consid-
ering the proven inability of the area adjacent to the historic cemeteries 
to satisfy the need of burials outlined in the competition documents.

The pattern stems from the Cartesian repetition of a square module for 
burial niches plots alternating with a void of equal proportions for trees, 
forming a chessboard mixing 21 green areas of 60 × 60 metres each for 
burial pits and lawns, and 28 built elements of 66 × 66 metres each for 
burial niches. The height of the volumes – covered by a green roof – does 
not exceed 4 metres to maintain a ‘human’ relationship with the ground 
and the possibility of enjoying the healthy protection of the trees placed 
in the centre of the courtyards; the trees ‘form a continuous pattern that 
intertwines with the built plot’, to create ‘the illusion of a gentle rest and 
above it all a wide canopy of leaves’ (Leonardi, Stagi 1971, p. 4). Except for 
the open squares where free planting is planned to mix different species, 
all the sections accommodating burial niches are characterised by a mono-
specific tree planting arranged at 12-metres spacing. Each unit, uniform in 
colour and foliage, represents a tile of an arboreal mosaic, a multi-colour-
ed checkerboard that changes with the seasons. Four 1:2000 scale plans are 
dedicated to the ‘study of the green structure’, focusing on the chromatic 
season effects of vegetation. These panels provide a catalogue of 23 species. 
The selection does not only include species typical of the Po Valley horizon, 
but rather on the ornamental capacities (Fagus atropurpurea, Ginkgo biloba) of 
the individual species, on the shape (Fagus sylvatica, Cedrus atlantica), on the 

In Italy the Cemetery architecture has gradually forgotten the formal 
and symbolic role of Nature: Elysian fields are elsewhere, Eden is only 
an aspiration. The proposal by Cesare Leonardi (Modena, 1935-2021) and 
Franca Stagi (Modena, 1937-2008) for the National Competition regard-
ing the expansion of the San Cataldo cemetery in Modena finds expres-
sion in trees, a significant element in much of their works. The trees 
pattern extends from the project for Parco della Resistenza (1969-1971) 
and Parco Amendola (1972-1981) in Modena, to the publication of the 
book Architettura degli alberi (Leonardi, Stagi 1982) recently re-edited, and 
culminates in the theory of Acentric Reticular Structures SRA, developed 
by Leonardi from 1983 onwards (Martinelli 1988). The theory, influenced 
by the rhizomatic thinking (Deleuze, Guattari 1987), materialises in the 
Albergati wood project (1988-1996) in Castelfranco Emilia.

In the spring of 1971, the Municipality of Modena issued a competi-
tion announcement for the ‘expansion of the metropolitan cemetery’, to 
emphasize the dialectical harmony between the new project, the neoclas-
sical cemetery designed by Cesare Costa, and the adjacent Jewish cemetery 
built in 1903. The reasons behind the competition are the scale of the inter-
vention, the awareness of the diverse ‘deep moral and religious convictions 
of the citizens’, the meaning of ‘traditions associated with the cult of the 
deceased’, and the ‘respect for the moral content expressed by every faith 
and school of thought’ (Concorso nazionale di idee per il nuovo cimitero, 1972).

The competition results provoked an immediate reaction (Portoghesi 
1972; Raggi 1972; Zevi 1972; Gresleri 1973) and later (Johnson 1982, 
Giancipoli 2015) showing the idea of ‘embodying in monumental and 
definitive terms the relationship between the city of the living and the 
enclosure of the city of the dead, where collective memory condenses’ 
(Raggi 1972). 

The winning project by Rossi and Braghieri disregards any relation-
ship with the surroundings and the features of the landscape, focusing on 
an analogical and paratactic relationship with the old cemetery through 
the idea of a third enclosure and a morpho-typological dialogue with 
Modena’s urban history (Bisiani, Meninno, Venudo 2022).

In comparison, the proposal by Leonardi-Stagi, clearly states in the pro-
ject’s report foreword, that a contrast between the world of the living and 
that of the departed no longer exists. This is because ‘in a completely urban-
ized, inhabited, and cultivated territory, there is no way to isolate ceme-
teries: the deceased remain with the living, wherever the necropolis is to 
be built’. The Leonardi and Stagi proposal defines an ‘urbanistic’ solution, 
through a ‘large layout that ties in with the existing city, that ties in with the 
natural structures of the territory, that creates a new reinvented landscape 
[…] transformed with man, for man’ (Leonardi, Stagi 1971, p. 1). The new 
cemetery is just one element within an ecological system, a ‘great forest’ 
stretching from the city to a bend of the Secchia river. In this light, the pro-
ject shows some distant analogies with Costantino Dardi’s proposal ‘Dom’. 
It also seeks continuity and spreads into the landscape, using the same 

flowering (Aesculus carnea, Liriodendron tulipifera). The project is completed 
with a linear monumental garden, parallel to Via San Cataldo; in the strip of 
land close to the historic cemetery, the cemetery services (offices, custodial 
rooms, chapel, greenhouses and a nursery, etc.) are arranged.

The jury’s report suggests that ‘Abracadabra’ is one of the ten entries 
– out of the 50 submitted – that entered the shortlist of the last evalu-
ation phase. The final verdict awards the proposal an honourable men-
tion for the ‘alternative contribution to the predominantly built-up 
settings and for the pursuit of interpreting the theme as an open form’. 
The jury’s pronouncement and the exhibition at the Municipal Hall of 
Culture fuelled a debate in leading architectural magazines. Leonardi-
Stagi’s proposal found in the cemetery the opportunity to structure a 
large park, without finding ‘truly persuasive applications, both because of 
the nature of the landscape and because of the lack of a continuous sys-
tem of facilities in which the cemetery could take on a subordinate pon-
deral role’ (Portoghesi 1972, p. 3). “Casabella”’s judgment is even harsher 
towards those projects that pursued a more integrated approach with 
the landscape and the natural environment, creations of ‘seed-planting 
architects’ who use nature ‘as a scapegoat and fantasizing for orgies of 
greenery everywhere, using the real need of vegetation to cover evident 
design inadequacies’ (Raggi 1972, p. 23). The critical dissent continues 
by accusing the adoption of ‘anti-monumentalist rhetoric through a 
funerary ecology’ that reflects a Nordic use of cemetery space, distant 
from Italian culture. During the opening public debate, Stagi argued the 
choice to avoid any monumental rhetoric: greenery and trees are the only 
tools capable of making a cemetery compatible within urban settings.

The legacy of the design exploration by Leonardi and Stagi for the San 
Cataldo cemetery extension can be traced both in the subsequent funer-
ary works and in the theoretical reflection on trees that Cesare Leonardi 
continued independently until his latest works. The proposal for Modena 
expansion on a larger scale followed the same idea they were studying 
at the time for the extension of the cemetery in Concordia sulla Secchia. 
There, the new fair-faced concrete structure was in dialogue with the 
fabric of recent building expansions, and the refined landscaping project 
– as an innovative green roof with trailing plants over the burial niches, 
also found in the design of the Vandelli family tomb in 1972 – aimed to 
establish a green curtain for protection and screening against the nearby 
new construction. The list of plants was enriched with flowering shrub 
species, characterising the small courtyards among the graves. A Magnolia 
grandiflora stands out prominently at the centre of these courts. Since 
1974, the project for expanding the Poggio Rusco cemetery has revisit-
ed the chessboard pattern and reflected on the geometric and symbolic 
centrality of vegetation, where the rhythm of the foliage of the oaks ris-
ing from the threshold wall establishes a relationship with the city of the 
living and the rural landscape all around.

The project for San Cataldo anticipates Leonardi’s theoretical and 
design considerations, to set up a systematic design approach respecting 

Cesare Leonardi, Franca Stagi, Competition for the extention of San 
Cataldo Cemetery, Modena, 1971. Axonometric view of the modular 
system. Courtesy Archivio Leonardi. Original drawings are at the 
Civic library of arts and architecture L. Poletti in Modena, Archivio 
Franca Stagi.

Cesare Leonardi, Franca Stagi, Competition for the extention of San 
Cataldo Cemetery, Modena, 1971. Perspective view of the Cemetery 
as part of the urban green system landscaped by Leonardi-Stagi. 
Courtesy Archivio Leonardi. Original drawings are at the Civic library 
of arts and architecture L. Poletti in Modena, Archivio Franca Stagi.
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