
Great Princes affected great Monuments' 
GEORGE BROWNE'S MOLSON MAUSOLEUM AND ITS ANTECEDENTS 

In 1972 I discovered that George Browne, the Belfast-born architect who came to Canada in 1830, had erected in 
Mount Royal Cemetery, Montreal, a splendid monument to his wife, Anna Maria Jameson, who had died in 1859 
(figure 1 ). 2 In 1988 I noticed in Donald MacKay's The Square Mile: Merchant Princes of Montreal a photograph en­
titled "The Molson Mausoleum completed in 1863. 113 Neither MacKay, nor anyone else that I knew of, mentioned the ar­
chitect, but I surmised at once that the mausoleum (figure 2) must be by George Browne. The dwarf columns in the 
foreground were miniature versions of the Browne monument; the use of vermiculated rustication and the sculptural, 
"Primitive, "and "Neo-Baroque" character of the forms also related to another contemporary work by Browne­
Molson's Bank of 1864-66 at St. James and St. Peter streets, Montreal. 4 The Molson mausoleum, as I found on my first 
visit in December 1988, is in fact signed and dated 1863 by George Browne and his son John James (1837-1900), who 
worked with him for a time. 5 

By J Douglas Stewart 
Ulysses in Hecuba cared not how meanly he filled, so Yea, for myself, how scant soe'er in life 
he might finde a noble Tomb after death. Great Princes My fare for daily need, this should suffice: 
affected great Moooments ... Yet fain would I my tomb -re reverence-crowned 

Sir Thomas Browne, Hydriotaphia .. . (1658) In men's sight; IWermore this grace abides. 
Euripides, Hecuba (425 B.C.; 11.317-20) 
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I 

VIRTIJALL Y NOTIIING IS KNOWN of George Browne 
between his birth in Belfast in 1811, the son of an ar­
chitect of the same name, and his arrival in Quebec 
City in 1830.6 Browne's connections with architec­
tural sculpture, including funeral monuments, 
probably date from his Irish years. Goodlatte 
Richardson Browne (c.1813-55), who practised with 
George Browne in Quebec City in the 1830s (and 
who may have been George's brother), was a 
sculptor and monument designer as well as an ar­
chitect. 7 The fact that George Browne signed 
several of his buildings suggests the influence of 
monument makers, since signing is common prac­
tice with them, but not with architects.8 It should 
also be noted that mausolea are extremely plentiful 
in Ireland. Maurice Craig claims that "in proportion 
to Ireland's much smaller population they are rela­
tively, and perhaps even absolutely, more numerous 
than in England."9 At Knockbreda Cemetery, only a 
few miles from Belfast, George Browne's birth­
place, there is a spectacular array of mausolea.10 

Prior to designing the Molson mausoleum, 
Browne had already been involved with a number of 
Canadian funerary or memorial structures in 
Quebec City, Kingston, and Montreal. The earliest 
known to me is a drawing for a monument to Jac­
ques Cartier, in the Album Jacques Viger at the 
Bibliotheque Municipale, Montreal {figure 3). As 
Denis Martin has recently noted, the Browne draw­
ing was probably made for a competition for a 
commemorative monument organized in Quebec 
City in 1836.11 

That competition seems to have been 
abortive. However, the way Browne's drawing came 
to Jacques Viger provides an interesting and rare 
glimpse of George Browne's social life. It was dis­
covered by Mary Cotterell Stewart amongst some 
manuscript notes made by Viger during a journey to 
Kingston, then capital of the United Canadas, where 
Browne was working as government architect. In 
February 1843 Viger noted that he had received an 
invitation to a ball "chez Daly - par politesse de 
Brown, Arch .... " Dominick Daly, the Provincial 
Secretary, was a fellow Irishman for whom Browne 
had designed the villa of Ben more at Sillery and two 
town houses in Quebec City. Daly was then renting 
the Kingston town house of John Solomon 
Cartwright, George Browne's greatest private 
patron in Kingston. A later entry in Viger's diary 
records Browne's presentation of the Jacques Car­
tier drawing. 12 The drawing is inscribed: 

The Statue is a supposed representation or Iacques Cartier; The 

drape!)' is in accordance with that Worn at the epoch or his Land­

ing; The Globe is to represent his Geographical knowledge, and 

his Foot upon it to signify IUs success in the expedition, the Tele­

scope in his right hand pointing to the supposed place or his land­

ing accompanied by the Chart, and compasses in his lert hand are 

Emblematical or his nautical Proression - G. Browne Architect 
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Figure 1 (above/eft). Moooment to 
Anna Maria (Jameson) Browne 
(d.1859), Mount Royal Cemetety, 
Montreal, designed by George 
Browne. (Rudolf Schnitzler, 
November 1973) 

Figure 2 (opposite page). The 
Molson mausoleum, Mount Royal 
Cemetety, Montreal, designed by 
George and John James Browne, 
1863. (National Archives, PA 
148773; date unknown) 

Figure 3 (below left). Proposed 
moooment to Jacques Cartier by 
George Browne, pen and ink and 
wash (1836?). (Album Jacques 
Viger, oomber 145, (Bibliothilque 

de Ia Ville de Montreal, Salle 
Gagnon) 
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Figure 4 (top). Moooment to the 
Reverend Robert Barclay (d. 1826), 

McBurney Park, Kingston, 

attributed to George Browne. 

(J. Douglas Stewart, 1987) 

Figure 5 (above). Sepolchro 
d'Absalone; Italian 17th century 

engraving, from Sir Christopher 

Wren, Parentalia. 

Figure 8 (rigft) . Moooment to 

Charles Paulett Thomson, 1st 
Lord Sydenham (d.1841), St. 
George's Cathedral, Kingston, 
attributed to George Browne. 

(Diocese of Ontario) 
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These lines show that Browne was familiar 
with basic symbolism- and, moreover, that he 
could use symbols creatively. The idea of represent­
ing Cartier with his fool on a globe "to signify his 
success in the expedition" does not come direclly 
from an emblem book. Rather, it appears to be an 
adaptation of part of a well-known emblem of 
Truth, who is shown with one foot on a globe to 
denote, as Cesare Ripa says, "that Truth despises all 
worldly considerations." Browne may also have had 
in mind the Ripa emblem of Victory, who rests one 
foot on a helmet-the Iauer being "emblematical 
of strength."13 The inscription also shows that the 
Cartier monument was not meant to be self-con­
tained; through the gesturing figure of Cartier and 
our knowledge of his "supposed place of landing," 
an important symbiosis, or union, was to be estab­
lished between the statue and the landscape. 

In a former burial ground (now McBurney 
Parle in Kingston) there stands a tall limestone 
pyramid topped by a flaming urn (a symbol of resur­
rection, figure 4) which commemorates the 
Reverend Robert Barclay, the first minister of St. 
Andrew's Presbyterian Church in Kingston, who 
died at the age of 30 in 1826 after a brief ministry of 
five years. As the inscription reveals, his congrega­
tion was so fond of him that this monument was 
erected to his memory. No documentation for the 
Barclay memorial has been discovered, but it would 
not be surprising if George Browne, a Presbyterian 
who designed the St. Andrew's manse in 1841 , had 
been given the commission. 14 

There are also stylistic reasons for attribut­
ing the Barclay memorial to Browne. It has the 
blocky proportions of the Cartier monument, and it 
shares the Iauer's use of Tuscan mouldings and a 
stepped platform. The Tuscan cavetto mouldings at 
the base of the Barclay pyramid recall those on the 
giant pilasters at Browne's Kingston City Hall.15 

Compositionally, the Barclay monument has affinities 
with a very famous tomb, then thought to be that of 
Absalom, the ill-fated but beloved son of the Old 
Testament King David. Figure 5, the Sepolchro 
d 'Absalone, is a print from Parentalia, the memoirs of 
Sir Christopher Wren, who thought that "the Pillar of 
Absalom," as he called it, was a very early example of 
the Tuscan order.16 

What may be Browne's smallest funeral 
monument is to be found above the inner west nave 
door of St. George's Cathedral in Kingston (figure 
6). It commemorates Lord Sydenham, the architect 
of the union of Upper and Lower Canada and its 
first governor general. It was Sydenham who chose 
Kingston as capital of the United Provinces in 
February 1841. A tragic riding accident ended his 
career in September of the same year, and he was 
buried in the crypt of St. George's. As we learn from 
a leller to John Solomon Cartwright (probably in his 
capacity as member of the St. George's Building 
Commillee) of June 1843, the Sydenham monu-
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ment was actually made in England and shipped by 
his brother to Montreal. That monument was 
destroyed by fire in 1899. However, Agnes Maule 
Machar states that "The new tablet is a faithful and 
artistic replica of the first one," and there is no 
reason to doubt her word. That no expense was 
spared is shown by the cost of the replica - $500, a 
large sum in 1900.17 

Although the original monument was 
made in England, it may have been executed from 
designs done on the spot. Cartwright would natural­
ly have favoured George Browne. And he would 
have been the logical choice for this task, since he 
was government architect and also, as I have argued 
recenlly, the designer of the new West Front which 
was being added to St. George's in the early 1840s.18 

It should be recalled, too, that Browne's design for 
the Kingston City Hall included on its dome a statue 
of Lord Sydenham holding the proclamation of the 
Union of the Provinces in his left hand and pointing 
to the building with his right. Unfortunately, as far 
as is known , this commemorative statue was never 
executed, although its silhouette can be clearly seen 
on a copy of Browne's elevation.19 Apparenlly the 
City Hall Lord Sydenham was to have been cast in 
bronze, as we learn from an allempt to raise money 
for it as late as October 1848.20 

The Sydenham monument in St. George's 
is closely related in design to parts of the entrance 
end of Memorial Hall, in Browne's Kingston City 
Hall. There one sees very similar open-topped pedi­
ments, and at both sites the order is the Ionic with 
the capital scrolls angled out at 45 degreesY This lat­
ter feature was not found at the original St. 
George's, where the capitals were on a plane parallel 
to the entablature. 

Both the form and the content of the 
Sydenham monument point strongly to George 
Browne as its author. It is rich in the play of planes, 
yet sublly and powerfully modelled; and the 
columns, although Ionic, are chunky. The black 
background is used not just to echo the white tablet, 
but to suggest a different temple- presumably the 
earthly, behind the heavenly one in the foreground. 
There is also a willy play of forms and meanings in 
the feature which rises in the centre of the open 
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pediment. On the overt level it is a shield with Lord 
Sydenham's arms, in colour. But the outline of the 
armorial shield also suggests the form of the Egyp­
tian lotus capital. To the ancient Egyptians the lotus 
was a symbol of rebirth and immortality, an ap­
propriate meaning in this context since the latter is 
the hope of every Christian. 22 

The grandest Kingston funeral monument 
is very Egyptian - the Stuart mausoleum in St. 
Paul's churchyard (figure 7). In fact, it is really just a 
massive enclosure wall with battered piers, like an 
E&)'ptian temple precinct. There is no documenta­
tion for it, but in my 1980 review of Richard 
Carron's Egyptian Revival I argued on stylistic 
grounds that it should be assigned to George 
Browne. The dramatic "Primitive" forms are those 
found in other works by Browne in Kingston, such 
as the City Hall, or the Bank of Montreal (now the 
Frontenac Apartments). I also suggested as a pos­
sible source Charles Heathcote Tatham's Stafford 
mausoleum at Trentham Park, Staffordshire, which 
was engraved in 1808 (figure 8).23 

Of Ta_tham's structure, Sir Nikolaus 
Pevsner wrote: 

The origin of a design so cyclopean, and so ruthless, is the most 

radical French architecture of the Boulee-Ledoux period. The 

architect ... had spent three years in Rome in the 1790s, at a time 

when the pensionnain.s of the Academie de France in Rome were 

intoxicated with the ideas of Boulee and Piranesi. 

There is indeed a striking affinity between the 
entrance gate in the ninth of Piranesi's Carceri 
d'Invenzione (figure 9) and those of the Trentham 
Park and Stuart mausolea. Moreover, one can now 
see that the entrance to the Stuart mausoleum in its 
use of "Primitive" forms adumbrates the vault 
entrances of the Molson mausoleum (figure 2).24 

In 1982 I suggested that another undocu­
mented memorial in St. Paul's churchyard, the For­
syth monument, should also be attributed to George 
Browne.25 The probable patron was James Bell For­
syth (1802-69), the son of Joseph Forsyth (1764-
1813), whom the monument commemorates.26 

James Bell Forsyth was a close friend of John 
Solomon Cartwright, and hence is very likely to have 
chosen George Browne to design the monument. 

18:4 

The huge blocks of stone in the Forsyth 
monument recall the masonry of the Barclay 
memorial and the Stuart mausoleum. The "Primi­
tive" construction of the roof with great inclined 
slabs of stone is strikingly similar to that of the Hel­
lenistic "Grotto of Herakles," described by Naomi 
Miller as "roofed to a peak with inclined slabs of 
granite in a Cyclopean manner reminiscent of the 
sibyl's cave at Cumae- and more remotely the 
Homeric 'chamber like caves' at Tiryns.'m The 
simple but powerful aedicular ('little house') design 
is related to one which Browne also employed in 
Kingston at the entrances of the Hales Cottages and 
Otterburn. The source for all Browne's designs may 
have been a small building once at the side of S. 
Teodoro in Palatine, Rome.28 

The front of the Stuart mausoleum can 
now be seen only from an angle, and that of the For­
syth monument is almost invisible. This is due to the 
presence of St. Paul's Church, erected after Browne 
had left Kingston.29 Before that, Browne's struc­
tures would have been seen to greatest advantage 
from a road (now Bagot Street) which ran parallel 
to them some distance below. From there they 
would have appeared to almost "grow" out of the 
landscape behind them. 

When George Browne arrived in Kingston 
he advertised himself as "architect, measurer, and 
landscape gardener," and there still remains 
evidence of his landscape activity at John Solomon 
Cartwright's estate of "Rockwood," both in the shap­
ing of the landscape itself and in two grand sets of 
terrace stairs. The curving forms of the sides of 
these stairs derive from architectural volutes- the 
same source which was to determine the design of 
the outer masonry blocks of the Molson mausoleum 
vaults (figure 2).30 

II 

TIIUS, WHEN GEORGE BROWNE CAME to design the 
monument to his wife in the Mount Royal Cemetery 
(figure 1) he brought much experience with 
memorial structures and their form, meaning, and 
relationship to the landscape. Browne's experience 
with funeral monuments was probably even greater 
than we know at present, since it seems unlikely that 
he was not asked to design any between 1844 - the 
date of his move from Kingston to Montreal -and 
1859, the year of his wife's death. 

The Browne monument is more complex 
in its forms and richer in texture than the works of 
the 1840s. The change reflects the shift from the 
Early to the High Victorian style. Yet Browne has 
lost none of his sense of sculptural mass and organic 
development of forms. The circular column seems 
to grow out of the bevelled top of the rectangular 
plinth, and the section with four husked chains over 
paterae on top of the column parallels the planes of 
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Figure 7 (left). Stuart mausoleum, 

St. Paul's churchyard, Kingston, 

attributed to George Browne. 

(J. Douglas Stewart, 1987) 

Figure 8 (top) . The Stafford 

mausoleum, Trentham Park, 

Staffordshire, 1808. (Engraving by 
G. CooperafterC.H. Tatham, 
architect. British Museum) 

Figure 9 (above). Giovanni 

Battista Piranesi, Carceri 
d'lnvenzione (2nd state), plate 9 

(detail). 
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Figure 10 (top). Helmeted um 
once above Thomas Molson's 
vault, Molson mausoleum (detail 
of figure 2). 

Figure 11 (above). Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi, Carceri 
d'lnvenzione (2nd state), plate 8 
(detail). 
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the base plinth and provides a firm platform for the 
urn. Because it is short and diminishes sharply as it 
rises, the column acts as a strong visual support, and 
its mass is emphasized by drums of vermiculated rus­
tication whose edges are deep-set, smoothly cut 
rings. The column looks as secure as a giant iron 
bolt which has been threaded with huge nuts and 
lock washers! 

The meaning of the Browne monument 
cannot be fully deciphered because of the 
weathered state of the carvings, which include a 
scroll with an almost totally obliterated inscription 
on the eastern-most patera. There are obvious refer­
ences to death in the urn and the vermiculated 
(literally "worm-eaten") rustication, but these are 
perhaps counter-balanced by the column itself, 
which may carry its ancient meanings of stability and 
a link between heaven and earth.31 Certainly this is 
visually true, as can be seen in the photograph (fig­
ure 1 ), where the Browne column, set firmly in one 
hill, rises against the adjacent one- and the sky above 
acts as a foil for the elegant silhouette of the urn. 

I have found no specific source for the 
general design of the Browne monument, although 
there are certainly generic links with Piranesi. 
Diminished columns, sometimes formed from large 
drums, are found in a number of his plates. The urn 
on the Browne monument is of a form which 
Piranesi had used extensively in his Piazza de' Cava­
lieri di Malta. But the use of husked chains over 
paterae is probably due to Browne's Irish back­
ground. The great Irish architect James Gandon was 
very fond of this motif, which came to him from 
France through his training in the office of the 
francophile Sir William Chambers.32 

III 

IN 1863 GEORGE BROWNE COMPLETED the Molson 
mausoleum, also in Mount Royal Cemetery- in 
fact, only a few hundred yards away from the monu­
ment to his wife. The mausoleum consists of three 
octagonal brick domed vaults, mostly covered with 
turf, with stone entrance walls placed on two differ­
ent levels on the side of the hill. These vaults are the 
family tombs of the three Molson brothers: the 
Han. John Jr. (1787-1860), Thomas (1791-1863), 
and William ( 1793-1875). They were the sons of the 
Han. John Molson the Elder (1786-1836), the Lin­
colnshire gentleman who had become a Montreal 
merchant prince, and his wife Sarah Vaughan. The 
senior Molsons, who were originally buried elsewhere, 
are commemorated by a giant (about 60 feet high) 
tapering column placed between the upper vaults.33 

Browne seems to have worked for the Mol­
son family from at least the 1840s. For example, in 
1844 he designed a Gothic cottage (since destroyed) 
for John Molson Jr. for his estate on the lle St. Mar­
guerite, Quebec. About three years later, for the 
same client, Browne created a grand villa known as 
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Terra Nova, still standing on Queen Mary Road, 
Mount Royal.34 Meanwhile, in 1845, Browne had 
designed for Thomas Molson twelve houses in the 
"Quebec suburbs" of Montreal. In 1851 Browne 
seems to have designed a structure for the 
Champlain and St. Lawrence Railroad, the first rail­
way company in Canada and one with which the 
Molson family was closely associated.35 

In his biography of Thomas Molson, 
Alfred Dubuc states that "Thomas Molson died on 
22 Feb. 1863 and was buried in the Protestant 
Cemetery at Mount Royal, in the family vault that 
he and his brothers had constructed in 1860, at a 
cost of $15,000, to receive their own and their 
parents remains."36 So far, I have been unable to 
document these statements concerning the Molson 
mausoleum, which, as we have seen, is actually 
dated 1863 above each of the three vaults. 

The high cost, however, is very likely, con­
sidering the size of the mausoleum. Alfred Sand ham 
wrote in 1870: "On the highest summit in the 
cemetery are built the family vaults of the Molson 
family, which are said to be the most extensive and 
costly private vaults on the continent." This last 
point might seem an exaggeration, but the Molson 
mausoleum was built before the end of the 
American Civil War; it seems to have been only 
after 1864 that Americans began to erect lavishly ex­
pensive, large-scale mausolea. In 1887 the Reverend 
Robert Campbell still had words of praise for the 
Molson mausoleum, calling it "magnificent." By 
1892, however, its style seems to have gone out of 
fashion , at any rate with W.D. Lighthall, who 
referred to it in disparaging terms: "far up on the 
hillside, is the range of family vaults, of which the 
Molson is the most conspicuous and the Tiffin the 
most tasteful."37 

In its antique grandeur and richness of in­
vention the Molson mausoleum is a direct descen­
dant of Piranesi's architectural fantasies, such as the 
Mausolea Antico from the Opere Varie of 1750.38 

For the motif of the helmeted urn over each vault 
entrance (figure 10) Browne may have been in­
spired again by Piranesi's Carceri- the helmeted 
trophies above oval urns flanking the staircase in 
plate 8 (figure 11). Unfortunately, these helmeted 
urns which appear in old photographs of the Molson 
mausoleum have now disappeared. 

Until quite recently the same fate seemed 
to have overtaken the series of chain-linked dwarf 
columns, none of which remains in situ, but which 
are also seen in old photographs (figures 2, 19, 21, 
22). However, at the suggestion of Mr. Stephen 
Molson the vaults were searched. In John Molson's 
vault Mr. Andrew Roy discovered a fragment of the 
upper section of one of the dwarf columns, com­
plete with the hands clasping rings. On my visit to 
the vaults in July 1991 I was shown this exciting find. 
A few hours later I discovered what appeared to be 
the top of another dwarf column buried about six 

16:4 



feet south of John Molson's vault. When this was 

dug up the next day it proved to be a much more 

complete fragment, including not only the hands 
ar::l rings but also a winged-hour glass on one of the 

paterae, all the husked chains, and the upper drum 

of the column. 
For his giant tapering column Browne may 

have been inspired by a recent work, a monument to 

Baron Louis-Philippe de Beau jour designed in 1837 

by Fran~is-Aiexis Cendrier and reproduced in a 

lithograph. The memorial was erected in P~re 

Lachaise cemetery in Paris, which was the prototype 
for the burial and cemetery reform movement 

which swept Europe and North America in the early 

nineteenth century.39 

Browne's Molson mausoleum also has af­

finities with various Irish structures. For example, 
the column recalls the famous Irish medieval round 
sentinel towers, a replica of which had been built in 

1847 over the grave of Daniel O'Connell in Glas­
nevin cemetery, Dublin. The combination of column 

and rusticated base is reminiscent of Sir Edward 

Lovett Pearce's mausoleum of about 1732 at Stillor­
gan, Co. Dublin, for the Allen family.40 

On the turfed-over roof of each vault is a 

cast-iron urn (figure 12). It is a very clever use of 

material, for the urn is hollow and hence able to act 

as a ventilating shaft cover. For its design Browne 

seems to have turned to one of the "Sarcophagus's, 
or Monumental Urns, in the Antique Taste" which 

were illustrated in James Gibbs's Book of Architec­
ture, the second edition of which Browne had in his 

library. 41 The sides of the Molson urns are inscribed 
THIS CORRUPTIBLE MUST PUT ON INCORRUPTION I THIS 

MORTAL MUST PUT ON IMMORTALTIY I 0 DEATH WHERE 

IS THY STING ? I 0 GRAVE WHERE IS THY VICTORY?, 

lines from the Hrst Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, 

chapter 15, verses 53 and 55.42 These texts introduce a 

strong Christian element into the monument. 
The Christian aspect is also seen powerful­

ly, although symbolically, inside the vaults (figures 
13-16). The ground plan of each vault is an elon­

gated octagon, with an apse at the end opposite the 

doorway. Undoubtedly this is meant to evoke the 

idea of a Christian baptistery: in the centre of the 

floor is an octagonal "font." On the side walls are 

twenty-four interment spaces. Above the walls are 

eight ribs which rise to meet a small octagonal 

moulding underneath the ventilating shaft, above 

which rest the inscribed urns. The ribs, painted dark 
green, are presumably made of non-corrosive metal, 
as are the large areas of (apparently zinc)43 mesh 

which fill the interstices of these visible "vaults." The 

real vaults lie behind these features, and consist of 

brick. The brick is clearly seen in figure 14 through 

the octagon because the wire mesh, which originally 

screened this area, had to be removed to reduce the 

size of the ventilating shaft, which was a prey to vandals. 
The use of the forms of a Christian bap­

tistery for a funeral chapel is a perfectly natural one. 
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Figure 12 (top) . Cast iron um above William Molson's vault, 

Molson mausoleum. (J. Douglas Stewart, December 1988) 

Figure 13 (bottom). Ground plan of vault of John Molson, 

Molson mausoleum. (Mount Royal Cemetery Company, 1978) 

Figure 14 (top). Upper vaulting of 

John Molson vault, Molson 
mausoleum. (J. Douglas Stewart, 
July 1991) 

Figure 15 (middle) . Apse in vault 
of John Molson, Molson 

mausoleum. (J. Douglas Stewart, 
July 1991) 

Figure 16 (bottom). "Font' in vault 

of John Molson, Molson 
mausoleum. (J. Douglas Stewart, 
July 1991) 
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Figure 17 (top). Molson anns on 

memorial column, Molson 
mausoleum. (J. Douglas Stewart, 

December 1988) 

Figure 18 (middle). Door of 
William Molson vault, Molson 

mausoleum. (J. Douglas Stewart, 

December 1988) 

Figure 19 (bottom). Upper portion 
of dwarf column which once stood 
in front of Thomas Molson vault, 
Molson mausoleum (detail of 

figure 2). 
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As Richard Krautheimer has noted, this particular 
type of baptistery (octagonal, vaulted, and apsed), 
which developed in the fifth century, 

apparently grew from the tradition of Roman funerary architec­

ture, and this is understandable within the context of Early Chris­

tian symbolism: baptism is the death of the old Adam and the 

resurrection of the new man: eight is the symbolic number of 

regeneration, salvation, and resurrection, as the world started the 

eighth day after creation began, and Christ rose from the dead on 

the eighth day of the Passion. 44 

The remarkable consistency of Browne's 
evocation of the idea of a baptistery and its 
numerological symbolism is shown by the presence 
of the octagonal "font" in the centre of each vault -
a symbolic font, rather than a functional one, since it 
is flat on top and could not actually hold water. 
Even the number of interment spaces fits in with the 
symbolism: there are twenty-four - three (the num­
ber of the Trinity) times eight. 

Entering the Molson vaults is an extraor­
dinarily moving architectural experience of nco­
Baroque form and space which, as far as I know, is 
unique. The ovoid, apsed ground-plan is reminiscent 
of Borromini's S. Carlino, and the reduced scale 
recalls that oval jewel of English Baroque space, 
Hawksmoor's Buttery at All Souls, Oxford. Yet 
George Browne's handling of form and space here is 
sui generis. There is a feeling of appropriate solem­
nity because of the dim light and the heavy forms in 
the mouldings, and the font. The latter powerfully 
articulates, yet restricts, the space of the lower zone 
-almost to the point of claustrophobia. But this is 
mitigated by the apse, and the lightness of the u ppcr 
zone, whose ribs and mesh create a protective, tent­
like, serene effect. 

Given the deeply Christian content of the 
vaults and cast-iron urns above them, it seems very 
likely that the stone helmeted urns which once stood 
so prominently over the entrances (figures 2, 10) 
may also have had Christian meaning, despite their 
visual derivation from Piranesi. In a text from St. 
Paul as famous as those inscribed on the cast-iron 
urns, the apostle exhorts the Ephesians to "put on 
the whole armour of God." He then characterizes 
the various parts, including "the helmet of Salva­
tion" (VI.Il-17). Placed over the stone urn, the hel­
met would then be an appropriate symbol of 
Christian triumph over death. St. Paul opens this 
same chapter saying: "Children, obey your parents 
in the Lord: for this is right. Honour thy father and 
mother (which is the first commandment with 
promise)" (VI,t-2). This passage might well apply to 
the Molson memorial column. 

The Molson mausoleum involves heraldic 
as well as religious concetti. The Molson arms are 
displayed prominently on the memorial column (fig­
ure 17). The family crest is a crescent moon centred 
on two angled wings which seem to be represented 
here by the column and the adjacent angled vault 
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entrances; while the three crescent moons are 
placed on the shield in the same reverse-triangle con­
figuration as the three Molson vaults. That (equi­
lateral) triangle must also refer to the Trinity.45 

Heraldic wit and Christian symbolism 
seem to be mixed in one of the objects on the cast­
iron doors of the vault entrances: the clover shown 
three times, as a clasp for the swags of drapery just 
below the Molson name (figure 18). The three-leaf 
clover, or shamrock, is a symbol of the Trinity. St. 
Patrick used it to demonstrate that doctrine when 
evangelizing Ireland. But it is also an ancient symbol 
of Salvation, because of Pliny's claim that the clover 
was an antidote to snake-bite- the latter came to 
stand for sin, and the clover for its antidote, Salva­
tion. For Cesare Ripa, the clover (trifoglie) was a 
flower held by Hope (Speranza). 46 Since Hope is part 
of the Molson motto (Industria et Spe; by Industry 
and Hope) (figure 17), and the clover also refers to 
the Trinity, it can hardly be doubted that Browne is 
here making a conscious heraldic-religious pun, just 
as the 'Trinitarian' ground plan of the mausoleum 
follows the pattern of the moons on the Molson 
shield. There is, as we have seen, a reference to the 
Trinity in the number of interment places in each 
vault. But the heraldic sense of humour is also car­
ried into the vaults: on the walls each marble casket­
cover is pierced (doubtless for ventilation) with a 
waxing and a waning crescent moon! 

Browne's inventive heraldic wit at the Mol­
son mausoleum (a feature which we noted earlier in 
the Sydenham monument) illustrates an additional 
connection with Piranesi, and with seventeenth-cen­
tury Baroque architects. Nicholas Penny has charac­
terized Piranesi 's church of S. Maria del Priorato, 
the church of the Knights of Malta behind the Piaz­
za de' Cavalieri di Malta, as 

am ong the last few full-blooded baroque buildings of the 

eighteenth century .... The ornament contains many novelties in­

spired by the devices of the knights and of the Rezzonico family, 

together, of course with variants on antique motifs. But the inven­

tiveness is of itself a distinctly baroque style. In inventing capitals 

which incorporate the Rezzonico fortress and eagles, Piranesi was 

following the example of the seve nteenth-century architects who 

utilized the emblems of the Barberini or Chigi families in this 
47 way. 

Yet if the Molson mausoleum further 
reveals George Browne as a "Nco-Baroque" ar­
chitect, it also shows his continuing penchant for the 
"Primitive." It has already been noted that the 
Egyptian character of the Stuart mausoleum 
gateway foreshadows the entrances to the Molson 
vaults. But there is a more fundamentally "Primi­
tive" element in the basic design of the Molson 
mausoleum. In his eleventh lecture Sir John Soane 
says: "In the early times, mounds of earth were 
raised over the dead ... decorated with groves of 
Cypress and Laurel, rising one above the other. 
These mounds were frequently of enormous size." 
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In a note to this passage, Soane writes: 

Mounds of earth were very ancient, indeed the most ancient mode 

of showing honour to the dead. Over the burial places of il­

lustrious persons they raised a kind ofTumulus of Earth- 'in­

gens aggeritur tumolo tell us.'- Virgil. This practice of raising 

barrows over the bodies of the deceased was almost universal in 

the earlier ages of the world. Homer mentions it as a common 

practice amongst the Greeks and Trojans, Virgil likewise alludes 

to it, and Zenophon relates that it obtained amongst the Persians. 

I have quoted this passage from Sir John 
Soane in extenso because it illustrates how powerful 
a fascination the concept of the "Primitive" exer­
cised over Browne's contemporaries, and also be­
cause with the words "mounds of enormous size ... 
decorated with groves of [trees) rising one above the 
other," Soane might almost be writing a description 
of the layout of the Molson vaults and their relation­
ship to the landscape - at least as it existed in 
Browne's time, as can be seen in Notman's 
photographs (figures 20-22). Sadly, because of tree 
growth, the splendid view shown in figure 20 is no 
longer visible.48 

The Molson mausoleum is full of sym­
bolism which, as yet, can only be partially 
deciphered. What exactly are the winged female 
figures at the tops of the cast iron vault doors (fig­
ure 18)? Probably these figures- part human, part 
vegetable- are simply "grotesques"- that is, 
derived from the fantastic antique decorative 
vocabulary originally discovered underground 
during the Renaissance, most notably in the excava­
tions of the Golden House of Nero. If so, Browne's 
"grotesques" are appropriate decoration for the 
entrances to the grotto-like vaults of the Molson 
mausoleum.49 

What do these winged "grotesques" hold? 
They appear to be seven-stringed harps, decorated 
above by shells, a motif which also appears in the 
top corners beyond the roundels, and below by an 
eight-petal rosette in a circle. Shells are symbolically 
associated with baptism and resurrection; they also 
have funerary associations dating from Roman 
times, as do roses. 5° The eight petals of the rosette 
may presage the octagonal interiors of the vaults. 

What are the objects at the bottoms of the 
doors? They are not hourglasses. Of that we can be 
certain, since the (mostly) missing cast-iron dwarf 
columns had winged hourglasses at the top (figure 
19), and their design is very different. The winged 
hourglass was originally a Baroque emblem signify­
ing Time's swift flight, which remained popular into 
the nineteenth century as a funerary device. Since 
the Molson crest includes wings, Browne's use of 
the winged hourglass is probably another example of 
his heraldic wit. 51 

The doors of the Molson vaults may still be, 
in part, enigmatic, though there can be no doubt about 
their ingenious exploitation of a contemporary material, 
cast iron. They are also bold, elegant designs in the use 
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of the crossed arrows, with the roundels containing 
the grotesques above, the "cloth" swags "pinned" by 
clover in the middle, and the unknown objects below. 

Perhaps the most mysterious aspect of the 
Molson mausoleum is some of the decoration on 
the tapering column. At the top is what appears to 
be a stylized pine-cone. If so, it is certainly ap­
propriate, for the pine-cone is an ancient symbol of 
immortality, because of the myths of Pithys, a 
nymph transformed into a pine by Pan after her 
death, and Atys, the lover of Cybele, who was also 
changed into a pine tree. 52 

The pine-cone is frequently encountered 
in funeral monuments. It appears on top of Sir John 
Soane's tomb, and there are two pine-cones, each 
surmounting an urn, to the left and right of the 
Genius of Death on Flaxman's monument of 1793-
1801 to William, 1st Earl of Macclesfield, in 
Westminster Abbey.53 The pine-cone is also found 
prominently in plate 16 of J.B. Robinson's Designs 
for Monuments, Tombs, Gravestones, &c, a volume 
which Browne possessed (figure 23). But the 
grandest pine-cone of all is the colossal Pigna Aurea, 
an antique bronze fountain known as Paradiso 
which long graced the forecourt of St. Peter's and is 
now in the Belvedere at the Vatican. Because of the 
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Figure 20 (top). General view of 

Mount Royal Cemetety, Montreal, 
c. 1895. (Notman Photographic 
Archive no. 2555) 

Figure 21 (bottom left). Molson 
mausoleum, Mount Royal 
Cemetety, Montreal, 1866. 
(Notman Photographic Archive 

no. 21.221·1) 

Figure 22 (bottom right). Memorial 
column and John Molson vault, 
Molson mausoleum, 1866. 

(Notman Photographic Archive 
no. 21.220-1) 

105 



Figure 23. J.B. Robinson, Designs 
for Monuments, Tombs, 
Gravestones, &c., pl. 16. 
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similarities in scale Browne may well have intended 
an allusion to that most ancient monument. 55 

Some way down the column is a huge 
band of egg-and-dart decoration. This may derive 
from the echinus of the capital of Trajan's Column, 
the large Tuscan memorial column which is probab­
ly one of the formal sources for the Molson column. 
A Tuscan motif would be appropriate in the rustic 
setting of the Molson mausoleum, and because of 
the use of rustication and the column's circular 
plinth - the latter being itself a Tuscan feature, ac­
cording to Vitruvius. That George Browne, with his 
great interest in the Tuscan order, was familiar with 
all this we may be certain. 56 

However, a connection with Trajan's Tus­
can column would explain neither the position nor 
the exaggerated size of the egg-and-dart decoration 
on the Molson column. In the lecture cited above, 
Sir John Soane also had this to say: "Amongst the al­
most infinite variety of Ornaments used in the An­
cient Works, Eggs and Darts, and Eggs and Anchors 
occur more generally perhaps than any other. The 
frequency of these Ornaments has been supposed 
by many to have been occasioned by their reference, 
in the ancient Mythology, to the worship of the Sun, 
the Egg being supposed to represent the Mundane 
system, and the Darts placed between them, the rays 
of the sun .... "57 

Is George Browne using sun or solar sym­
bolism in the Molson mausoleum? It would certain­
ly go well with his heraldic wit- because of the 
moons in the Molson arms. It would also explain the 
use of oversized egg-and-dart ornament. We must 
also remember that Sir John Soane was extremely 
conscientious about his use of antique motifs be­
cause of their original meanings. Nor was Soane's 
derivation of the meaning of architectural ornament 
from a "Primitive" religion - sun-worship- an ec­
centricity. Rather, it was part of the nineteenth 
century's passion for tracing the roots of religion 
through comparative mythography and the newly­
developed science of linguistics. By the middle of the 
century the greatest exponent of solarism was F. Max 
Muller, whose popular mythographic studies such as 
his 1856 Comparative Mythology sought to explain 
all myth and religion as deriving ultimately from 
man's attempt to explain the power of the sun.58 

What part did members of the Molson 
family play in all this? It must have been consider­
able, although, as yet, no documents have been 
found to tell us the story. But it should be remem­
bered that the Molsons were not only nineteenth­
century entrepreneurs, used to command, but also 
directly descended from eighteen__th-century English 
gentry, accustomed by birth and tradition to ar­
chitectural, cultural, and religious patronage. 

All in the family were involved in the 
development of McGill University. In 1856 John, 
Thomas, and William together subscribed $20,000 
to McGill, and an additional sum of the same 
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amount to endow the Molson Chair of English Lan­
guage and Literature. On his own, William donated 
a hall, named after him, to McGill, which was com­
pleted in 1862.59 

In November 1859, at the very time the 
Molsons must have been giving thought to both 
their donations to McGill and their family mauso­
leum, the Montreal Witness carried a notice of publi­
cation ofArchaia; or, Studies of the Cosmogony and 
Natural History of the Hebrew Scriptures: "No sub­
jects have of late years more occupied the attention 
of thinking men than the alleged discrepancies be­
tween the Mosaic and the Geological accounts of 
the origins of the world, and the antagonism of 
many of the recent theories of the origins of the 
human race to the account given by the inspired 
writers."60 The author was J.W. (later Sir William) 
Dawson, a prominent geologist destined to be the 
leading anti-Darwinist of the late nineteenth cen­
tury.61 He was also principal of McGill University, 
and it is difficult to believe that the Molsons, as lead­
ing benefactors of that institution, were not "think­
ing men" who shared Dawson's concerns, and 
perhaps his beliefs. 

Both Thomas and William Molson built 
churches, and Thomas fought with the Anglican 
bishop of Montreal over the right to appoint the 
minister of their church. Eventually Thomas won 
something that many an English gentleman or cor­
poration traditionally had, and still has, the so-called 
advowson. Thomas Molson did not pursue this goal 
out of some arrogant sense of "class power," but be­
cause he wanted to exclude Anglican high church­
men who he felt would alienate many of the 
congregation of St. Thomas's. As Thomas put it, his 
own nominee, the Reverend Stone of the Countess 
of Huntingdon's Connexion, a more broad-minded 
clergyman, "is giving much satisfaction .... the 
Church will increase very much as the Bishops and 
the Clergy of the Church of England are too High 
Church and domineering."62 

Thomas was certainly deeply concerned 
for the Christian religion, privately as well as public­
ly. In his will he left his son John Henry Robinson 
Molson £1,000, providing he held family morning 
and evening devotions from "the book known as 
'Fletcher's Devotions' .... " The sum bequeathed was 
worth about $5,000- that is, the same amount as 
Thomas's share of the cost of the family mauso­
leum; the book was A Guide for Family Devotions, 
which was first published in London in 1833 and 
went into many editions. Its author, the Reverend 
Alexander Fletcher ofFinsbury Chapel, London, 
was a very popular Presbyterian preacher who was 
also a prolific writer. In his preface, Fletcher states 
categorically "This work is not sectarian. It acknow­
ledges no party save one, namely the universal 
church of the living God," sentiments which would 
have had strong appeal for Thomas Molson. The 
famous verses from 1 Corinthians XV, which appear 

16:4 



on the Molson mausoleum iron urns, are used as 
part of Aetcher's Wednesday evening prayer in the 

35th week.63 

With such decided views on current cul­

tural and religious matters, it is unthinkable that the 
Molsons would not have had considerable say in 

their family mausoleum. The frequent references to 
Molson heraldry suggest this too. The division of the 

building contracts for the mausoleum between a 

francophone (Andr~ Auglair) and an anglophone 
(J.D. Robinson) may also reflect traditional Molson 

family policy.64 Yet we can be certain that George 

Browne contributed much. The forms and icono­

graphy relate to Browne's earlier funeral monu­

ments, including that of his wife. Also, it would be 
entirely out of character for Browne to act merely 
as a client's tool: Browne's early disputes with the 
Board of Works and the Kingston Corporation 

(whom he actually sued) are sufficient proof of 

that.65 

Probably the Molson family and George 
Browne would have agreed on matters of religion. 

Like Thomas Molson, George Browne was evidently 

a pious man. The text and symbol at the top of the 

Browne monument are illegible, but the inscription 

on his own tablet states that he "fell asleep .. .'Look­

ing for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto 
Eternal Life'." The text, which Browne presumably 

chose, is from the Epistle of the Apostle Jude, verse 

21. After Browne's death, "The remains were con­
veyed [from his home) to Knox Church, where the 

Rev. James Aeck, pastor, officiated. In the course 
of an eloquent address he referred to the long and 
honoured connection of the deceased with Knox 
Church, and to the fact of his election twice to the 

eldership. "66 

One thing about the Molson mausoleum is 

very clear. lt cannot be seen as some wildly extrava­

gant, hugely pompous, vainglorious creation - the 

sort of structure often thought of as typical of the 

nineteenth-century nouveau riche. The Molsons 

were not nouveau, nor had they ever been prone to 

self-advertisement; as the most recent writer on 

them has said, they "are a very private family."67 

This is so at their mausoleum. The heraldic refer­

ences are mostly 'in-jokes', which are only evident to 

those who are aware of or take the trouble to dis­

cover them. The senior Molsons are indeed 
honoured by a giant column, but in this their 

children were merely obeying the first of the ten 

commandments. Nowhere are there to be found, as 
one so often does find on funeral monuments, ef­

fusive accounts of the virtues, real or supposed, of 

any of the family members. Nor are the materials 

particularly showy: there is no bronze, and (white) 

marble is used only for the tablets over the doors 

{figure 2) and for the casket-covers inside the vaults. 

The materials employed are mostly iron and lime­
stone. Moreover, the ornament, in whatever material, 

all seems to have meaning. 

18:4 

What then was the raison d'l:tre of the Mol­

son mausoleum? Why did the three brothers build it, 

apparently spending $15,000? Family pride was un­

doubtedly a major factor. In raising a column and great 

mounds to their dead the Molsons were, as we have 
seen, following very ancient and honourable traditions. 

One must remember the strength of the family in the 

nineteenth century, and the responsibilities of its senior 

members. Families were larger, but early death was 
common. For each Molson brother to lay out $5,000 
for 24 places of interment within his vault, including 
the surrounding land, was probably a reasonable in­

vestment. 
But the Molson mausoleum proclaimed, 

literally from the hilltops, Christian doctrines con­

cerning life, death, and resurrection through grand 

architectural and sculptural forms, including texts 

and symbols which would be far more immediately 

understood then they are today. One of a Christian's 

primary duties is embodied in Christ's words: " Go 

ye into all the world, and preach the Gospel to every 

creature" (St. Mark, 16:15). Both the Molsons and 

George Browne would naturally have responded to 

this command. 
One may sneer at these beliefs and dismiss 

religion as " the opiate of the people." Yet one can­
not question the sincerity of either the patrons or 

the architect, nor will we ever properly appreciate 
such architecture without taking into account the 

religious background. The nineteenth century was 

as much an "Age of Faith" as the thirteenth; the 

Molson mausoleum is, like a Gothic church, a " ser­

mon in stone." 
Whatever the full meaning of the Molson 

mausoleum may be, it is an extremely eloquent 

work of art in its symbiosis of structure, meaning, 

and setting. As you approach it obliquely up the hill, 
walk around it, over it, and look back through it 

(figures 20-22, 24), you appreciate what a subtle 
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Figure 24. View of memorial 

column from top of (left) John 

Molson vault, (right) William 

Molson vault; Molson 

mausoleum, Moum Royal 

Cemetery, Montreal. (J. Douglas 

Stewart, December 1988) 
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mixture of art, nature, and ideas it is - stone, iron, 
light, shadow, earth, and sky; life, death, and after­
life. Perhaps its finest quality is its sense of "right­
ness": the column, 60 feet high, seems exactly the 
proper height and proportion in this setting of hills 
and trees; and the vaults, although rendered impres­
sive by their masonry, seem to "grow" naturally out 
of the hillside. Like an ancient Greek amphitheatre, 
the whole complex enhances, rather than disturbs, 
the landscape. By any standards it is a masterpiece. 

When George Browne replied to the toast 
to the architect at the grand dinner given to 
celebrate the completion of the Kingston City Hall 
in November 1843, he said that "although he had 
learned to make foundations and raise perpen­
diculars, he had not learned to make speeches."68 

He was joking- one cannot imagine an Irishman 
not being brought up to make speeches! What 
Browne really meant was that his personal elo­
quence would be found in his buildings. It is ironic 
that his great series of Kingston buildings, the works 
of his early maturity, are known to comparatively 
few, because Kingston, once a capital city, is now a 
provincial one. It is additionally ironic that what may 
well come to be regarded as George Browne's finest 
late work, the Molson mausoleum, although in a 
great cosmopolitan city, Montreal, is hidden away in 
a cemetery, and is only now being discovered. 

w 
OUR SOCIE1Y WILL Nar automatically "reverence­
crown" the tomb of a Ulysses, a merchant prince, or 
anyone else; nor is the Christian aspect, no matter 
how strong, any protection in a "post-Christian" 
society. Thus, tragically, we are in great danger of 
losing structures like the Molson mausoleum. Van-
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dais strike daily at the monuments in cemeteries be­
cause they are often isolated, and hence so vulner­
able to attack. A week before my latest visit to the 
Molson mausoleum one of the vaults was spray­
painted with graffiti. Paint, at least, can be removed. 
But physical breaks are costly to repair, and often 
impossible. And then there is theft. The great hel­
meted urns which originally crowned the apexes of 
the Molson vaults were apparently magnificent crea­
tions, judging from the photographs (figures 2, 10). 
But photographs are no substitute for the real ob­
jects: one would give much to be able to see these 
descendants of Piranesian fantasy in their original 
glory. 

One way of reducing the isolation of 
cemetery monuments and hence preventing at least 
some of the vandalism is to increase the numbers of 
friendly people visiting the cemetery. On the day 
after my discovery of the dwarf-column top in July 
1991 I walked above the upper vaults of the Molson 
mausoleum. Within half an hour I had encountered 
four people, all furtive looking; but they did nothing, 
at least then! The Mount Royal Cemetery Com­
pany, a non-profit organization which is dedicated to 
the preservation and enhancement of its property of 
165 acres, has recently published a free pamphlet, in­
cluding a map, on bird watching in the cemetery: 
large numbers and types of birds are found in the 
cemetery, ranging right up to golden eagles! On our 
latest visit to the Molson mausoleum, my wife and I 
were given what she dubbed a "flypast" by a cardinal 
- a ravishing sight. Preserving and cherishing of our 
heritage and environment, man-made and natural, 
can and should go hand in hand. But one fears that 
without many concerned people cherishing them, 
architectural wonders like the Molson mausoleum 
may simply not be there for future generations.69 
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