
Even though traditional temples were relatively short 
structures, this technique has been proved effective in 
Tokyo Skytree, a 600m broadcasting tower. The struc-
ture of the tower involves the core column and a series 
of circular fluid dampers along the height of the tow-
er that prevent it from colliding with the surrounding 
structure. Instead of movable wooden joints, the tow-
er relies on a relatively flexible portion of the exoskel-
eton that allows the structure to sway with the winds.

A new typology

Even though the proposed project is a megastructure 
meant to to carry certain monumental qualities, the con-
cept of a exoskeletal graveyard structure may instead be-
come modular. Similar tower structures, which could be 
shorter and easier to build, would fill the narrow sites of 
family temples in residential areas, becoming hybrid tem-
ple-graveyard nodes that would efficiently address the 
demands not the whole city, but surroundig residential 
development (see C, D). This is also reinforced by the fact 
that most graveyard sites in Tokyo are small and scattered 
around residential areas.

Even though each floor platform level seems to precariously hang from the central 
axis, in fact, each floorcup has three connection joints with the rest of the structure and 
in fact holds a major part of the skeleton’s stability region which extends beyond the 
central vent. Emulating the flexibility of human spine, the structure makes use of two 
exoskeletons - a primary one (D) and a secondary one (C), with the former being more 
rigid and responsible for the overall structural stability, and the latter one being more 
flexible and allowing individual floorcups to oscillated with the wind or the earthquake. 
Unline regular prismatic constructions, the exoskeleton relies on triangles, which are 
more structurally stable shapes. The advantage of using such a skeleton is its resilience 
to failures in individual components, as well as the distribution of load to respective 
joints in each floorplate, rather than reliance on a central system. .
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Water Management

The spiraling composition of the 
tower means that it can be tra-
versed along a route that passes 
through all sides of the tower. In the 
event of a  hevy rain with a wind in-
cident on one side of the structure, 
the water runoff will be directed 
along the rest of the tower, thus 
efficiently allocating the water for 
irrigation.

Elastic Components

The floor platforms connect 
to the axial base through 
three connectiors. Each of 
these connectors is elas-
tic, and acts like a spring to 
which the platform is mount-
ed. This allows the platforms 
to sway with the wind and 
keep stable.
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Example city panorama with small temple complexes
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Location of Aoyama cemetery  - between the busy 
areas of Shinjuku and Roppongi, yet in the refuge of 
parks and olympic facilities.
Black: empty lot
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Tower view from the top,
with direct  access to three key connecting streets, both for 
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traffic)
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We propose an affordable high-rise cemetery tower that seeks 
to provide solution to the lack of graveyard space in downtown 
Tokyo and establish an environment that would not merely 
serve as a dead body storage site but replicate the experience 
of visiting a traditional shrine garden.  The tower is a continu-
ous terraced landscape split into intimate high-rise courtyards. 
The stability of the tower is due to the flexible exoskeleton and 
the core column that is left  exposed as an element of design. 
Upon completion, the tower will expand the capacity of the 
adjoining Aoyama cemetery by 80 000 m2, a third of its current 
capacity. 

The primary source of inspiration for 
the design is the hillside temples in 
rural Japan, where cemeteries are 
often located along narrow, terraced 
passages, becoming parts of the un-
dulating landscape and manifesting a 
rational use of limited flat land space.

On the other hand, the design is directed by the 
motivation to create enclosed cemetery court-
yards similar in size to a regular residential cem-
etery. Connecting these courtyards in a spiral-
ling fashion at 60 degrees guarantees maximum 
stacking with unobstructed sky view, in order to 
replicate the experience of a real cemetery. 

To secure against earthquakes and typhoons, the 
tower’s structure is inspired by the architecture of tra-
ditional Japanese temples, which adapted to groud 
shaking in two ways. In the center of the tower, there 
was a solid structural column, Shimbashira, which os-
cillated with the rest of the temple and prevented the 
tower from resonating. Second, individual sections of 
a temple were also mounted on movable panels and 
could shift relative to the tower, which prevented the 
failure of individual structural components.

The vertical graveyard structure combines all three 
techniques: first,  it makes use of the core column with 
a series of dampers, utilizes a bionic exoskeleton, and 
also allows individual components to sway with the 
wind as they are attached to the rest of the structure. 
The design innovation of the tower that we propose is 
to leave the core column exposed and decorated with 
sculptural finish (see renders). 
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As diagram (A) suggests, graveyard spaces in Tokyo’s residential areas are typically 
small and fragmented, which makes it impossible to establish a large spanning 
urban cemetery or expand in the place of the existing one. The suggested site is a 
lot adjacent to the Aoyama cemetery, one of the largest in Japan. The site,  of size 
around 10 000 m2,  included a combination of parking lots, basketball fields, and a 
small yet poorly organized recreational area. The  demolished basketball field can 
be compensated by access to nearby Olympic sites, the new crematorium parking 
will be located beneath the tower,  and plentiful green space will be established 
above in the tower.  From the one hand, the tower is a natural visual vertical con-
tinuation of the adjoining Aoyama cemetery, one of the largest in Tokyo. It also 
provides a logical access to the previously excluded cemetery appendix. From the 
other hand, the green pagoda-like tower resonates with the parks and tall shrines 
to the north and finally, continues the poetics of green platforms of the nearby 
New National stadium. Fluid terracing at the base is both a design decision and a 
move to conceive the heavy reinforcement structure and the crematorium com-
plex below the ground, as well as make the terrain to flow better to the surround-
ing low-storey housing and provide sufficient infrastructure for access from several 
key streets.

Investment Analysis

Given that the tower is comprised of 20 levels, 2 platforms each, the total available 
graveyard area sums up to 85 000 m2 for the tower’s platforms, interior lots, and 
its landscape base. Given the construction site of approximately 10 000 m2, the 
tower is 8 times more efficient than a regular cemetery. Considering the total area 
of Aoyama of 250 000 m2, the tower complex expands the graveyard’s capacity by 
a third. Since the height of the tower is slightly above 200, it compares to a  regular 
commercial skyscraper. According to Statista.com, the average land price in Tokyo 
ranges between 10 000 - 70 000 USD, and the cost of a standard commercial sky-
scraper is 3 - 40 million USD per floor. Taking relaxed estimates of 30 000 USD/sq.m. 
for land, the price of the 100x100 m site totals 100 million USD. The total graveyard 
skyscraper project cost is $ 2 billion USD. This is still less than the estimated $3 
billion lost by acquiring a land 8 times larger than the building site. 
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Composite structural 
diagram, featuring all 
skeleton layers
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A new concept: a small family temple arranged as a tower 
with grave courtyards


