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Abstract. This article underlines how cemeteries, despite being designed and managed as silent spaces, have
recently started to see their soundscapes become increasingly entangled with the surrounding urban noise. I pro-
pose an analysis of the soundscape produced by local cemetery rules and regulations from the Lyon metropolitan
area (France) through the lenses of legal geography before contrasting their normative ambitions with observed
noise data. I then discuss those results’ meaning through reference to H. Lefebvre’s Right to the city (1968) and
C. Chivallon’s definition of the “in-human” (2023). The dead, as a socially produced category of people or things
who or which, despite being granted a legal status that should shield them from degradation, lack the ability to
leverage legal resources and are consequently deprived of their right to the city. While local rules and regulations
aim to produce a silent soundscape, actual noise data show that contemporary urban cemeteries, because of their
geographical locations within the metropolis, are noisier than expected.

1 Introduction: towards the city of the dead

“Then I grew angry and cursed, with the curse of
silence, the river, and the lilies, and the wind, and
the forest, and the heaven, and the thunder, and
the sighs of the water-lilies. And they became ac-
cursed, and were still.”

Edgar Allan Poe, “Silence”, Baltimore Books,
1838

In his 1838 short story, “Silence”, Edgar Allan Poe as-
similates the act of silencing and the act of cursing. A de-
mon curses the landscape, forcing the plants, the rocks, and
the people alike to become silent and, metaphorically, to die,
symbolism also found in another of Edgar Allan Poe’s works,
the sonnet “Silence”, published in 1840, in which he dwells
on the dual nature of silence, akin to the dual nature of the
body and soul. In those two examples, silence, far from being
a simple metric of perceivable frequencies, is also the expres-
sion of a form of power, a feat elegantly expressed by the turn
of phrase “to silence someone”. This article is, similarly, an
exploration of the way silence can be seen as a sign of respect
and, hypothetically, how noise pollution might be used as a
proxy for the study of marginalized, powerless categories of

urban inhabitants. It contrasts the supposed and actual sound-
scapes of cemeteries in order to question the relation between
silence and respect within a French metropolis.

1.1 Silence and the city

Since Schafer’s work on soundscapes (1977), i.e., on the het-
erogenous set of sounds born from a particular environment,
and Smith’s call for geographers (Smith, 1997) to investi-
gate sound as part of their cognitive horizon, much has been
said about the way spaces produce and/or are produced by
sound (Bull, 2019). A natural avenue for that investigation
was the question of silence (Hogg, 2018). Silence, literature
remarks, is not solely a quantitative measure, expressed in
decibels (dB), but also a qualitative measure that varies over
space and time (Chesnokova et al., 2019). A place can be
considered to be silent enough should the surrounding noises
be considered to be legitimate (such as the sound of children
in an otherwise silent park), as long as some quantitative lev-
els are not surpassed. In that sense, producing silent spaces
is a selective activity that implies the possibility of erasing
certain sounds and, by extension, controlling the persons or
things responsible for them (Jones et al., 2012).
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The cities’ soundscapes have been under scrutiny from
geographers who have pointed out the role that noise plays
in such spaces, especially traffic noise. Smith, in particular,
in his introduction to his work on early modern England
soundscapes (Smith, 1999), argues that the contemporary
low-frequency noises of traffic lessen our ability to perceive
a wide variety of sounds. Noise, understood as “what lies
beneath silence” (Rath, 2018), i.e., what can be heard even
where one would wish not to hear anything, is strongly asso-
ciated with urban settings (Montès, 2003) and is particularly
studied through the lens of noise pollution. Because of its un-
wanted nature, noise can be defined as a form of pollution,
an accidental reject of a productive or reproductive activ-
ity, such as industrial construction or automobile commute.
Similarly to other types of pollution, it can have detrimental
effects on one’s health (Basner et al., 2014). The reduction
in noise within the city (or, in other words, the engineer-
ing of silence), whether it be accidental (for instance, dur-
ing the early 2020s’ coronavirus pandemic (Garcia, 2024))
or planned (through noise mitigation regulations (Eren et al.,
2024)), can become a political subject as sound’s “ability
to alter our bodily state” implies a “socio-political power
of sonically incited affect” (Stirling, 2019). This might lead
some local urban authorities to enact rules regarding noise
within the city and, as such, makes silence a promising sub-
ject of inquiry from the perspective of a legal geography.

1.2 Silence through the lenses of legal geography

Legal geography (Blomley, 1994; Braverman et al., 2014)
is a contemporary field of study dedicated to understanding
how space and law interact with each other in a dialectic
manner or, as L. Pruitt puts it elegantly, how “space tames
law tames space” (2014). Spontaneously, as Philippopoulos-
Mihalopoulos (2010) points out, the law appears to have a
“fear of space” as it is supposed to be applied whatever the
geographic situation might be. However, legal geographers
have been prone to point out how the law often implies a
form of normative space in the same way it implies a norma-
tive citizen (Asoni, 2024), an idea best expressed through the
concept of the “lawscape” (Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos,
2007), i.e., the landscape as envisioned by local legislation
(i.e., what space should look like) or how local actors can of-
ten influence the content of local laws (Garcier, 2014); how
the law can, in effect, be mobilized or ignored by local of-
ficers depending on the type of space they’re dealing with
(Pruitt, 2014); or, to put it simply, how the law is best un-
derstood as a resource, unequally understood and utilized in
different spaces and by different groups.

This constructivist approach to norms and regulations that
sees the law as a collective, negotiated tool and as a mean to
produce a certain type of space draws heavily from the works
of Lefebvre (1968, 1974) in the sense that it emphasizes the
dialectic relationship between the “abstract” space (of the ur-
ban planner, the architect, the lawyer) and the “lived” space

(of inhabitants, of city-dwellers, of the homeless). Here, thus,
lies a promising avenue for investigation that some have al-
ready started to explore: the role of rules and regulations
in the production of silence and silent spaces from a crit-
ical legal perspective. MacFarlane’s article on sound regu-
lation in Seattle (2020), in particular, suggests stimulating
prospects by including sonic regulations in the broader cat-
egory of Foucaldian biopolitics. Developing a more qualita-
tive approach, Marguiles (2023) shows how bordering (i.e.,
the act of producing a border) is also an acoustic process.
Similarly, in this article, I propose an analysis of the way si-
lence is produced and of the way noise is relegated within
the documentation of local rules and regulations to see how
the law envisions, defines, and produces a soundscape, and I
contrast those findings with a more quantitative approach to
the cemeteries’ soundscapes. This exploratory article will be
concerned with a specific type of space whose users are often
quiet and whose residents are always silent: urban cemeter-
ies.

1.3 Silence and urban cemeteries

Cemeteries and “deathscapes” (Kong, 1999; Maddrell and
Sidaway, 2012) have been the subject of an increasing num-
ber of studies since the development of death studies in the
second half of the 20th century. While researchers have pro-
vided us with varying definitions of cemeteries (Rugg, 2000),
the lasting influence of M. Foucault’s dissertation on “otherly
spaces” (1967) within death studies (Gandy, 2012) shows
how much cemeteries are still mainly perceived as “hetero-
topias”, which can be defined as highly regulated spaces
which aim to provide a feeling of otherworldliness (with
other examples including places like libraries or theaters).
Cemeteries, much like theaters or libraries, allow us to com-
municate with things that are not there, such as deceased
persons or, for some, the divine and the immaterial (Harvey,
2006), in no small part thanks to their silence.

Silence, in cemeteries, plays a role analogous to the role
of an anechoic chamber. A famous story featuring John Cage
involves the young composer visiting such a place and feel-
ing like he could hear his blood flowing and his nervous sys-
tem (Rath, 2018). Similarly, silence within the heterotopic
space of the cemetery is supposed to help one reach a state of
peaceful, silent meditation, suitable for mourning and intro-
spection. In that sense, the cemetery’s soundscape – and, par-
ticularly, its silence – is supposed to be somewhat “therapeu-
tic” (Nordh et al., 2017). Cerwén et al. (2026) show that, in
over 100 architectural projects submitted for a new cemetery
in Stockholm, over 59 % incorporate some form of sound re-
duction measures, such as mounds, and 20 % explicitly men-
tion traffic noise as a major risk for the cemetery’s tranquility.
Disrespecting that silence is both an attack on other visitors’
abilities to access that otherworldliness and, depending on
one’s beliefs, an attack on the dead, whose own silence trans-
lates a desire to “rest in peace”. Christidis (2024) remarks
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that, in Cyprus cemeteries, the general silence “expresses the
greatness of the grief”. That silence, just like any other, can
accept moderate and clearly defined interruptions, such as
prayers; whispers; and, occasionally, religious hymns dur-
ing individual and collective ceremonies (Faeta, 2011). Be-
ing heterotopias, cemeteries are highly regulated places. This
regulation is enacted by visitors themselves, who, in Foucal-
dian fashion, internalize and incorporate a very nebulous set
of rules regarding what is and is not allowed in the cemetery.
However, those rules are also enacted by the cemetery man-
agers, i.e., local authorities, who produce sets of regulations;
they are, to some extent, a formalized and public version of
the values and expectations that one type of actor, local au-
thorities, has regarding cemeteries, including, potentially, its
soundscape. Thus, the first questions I shall ask are the fol-
lowing: to what extent do cemeteries’ planning documents
include silence within their framework? What role do legal
rules and regulations play in producing a space considered to
be silent, i.e., producing a selective relationship to low-level
sounds?

While those questions represent an interesting lead in and
of themselves, they do rely on a somewhat almost modern
view of the cemetery, much like most of the Foucaldian theo-
rization, as J. Baudrillard points out (1977). In the context of
ever-growing European metropolises, urban cemeteries have
been increasingly challenged to provide new services to the
urban population, such as ecological (Säumel et al., 2023)
or leisure services (Grabalov, 2018). Those changes call into
question the heterotopic nature of the cemetery. In contempo-
rary western Europe, cemeteries were historically segregated
from the city for sanitary and religious reasons. Suburban-
ization, urban sprawl, and the development of larger urban
entities have increased the number of intra-urban cemeteries,
both because of the increase in population and because of the
integration of formerly rural cemeteries into the urban matrix
(Grabalov and Nordh, 2022). As previously discussed, urban
settings are known for their relationship with noise, includ-
ing, but not limited to, the noise of automobile transportation.
Thus, one can also raise the following question: to what ex-
tent do contemporary, urban cemeteries manage to perpetuate
their silent soundscape within increasingly dense and noisy
metropolises?

2 Case study, methods, and materials

My goal is to contrast the normative ambitions of local
rules and regulations and actual sound levels observed within
cemeteries. My methodology will, consequently, consist of
both a close study of regulatory practices related to sound
and measures of the cemetery’s soundscape. This project was
conducted in a French context, within an urban territory em-
blematic of the contemporary transformations of the French
urban matrix.

2.1 The Lyon metropolitan area and its cemeteries

The Lyon metropolitan area, located about 150 km west of
Geneva, is a 533 km2 metropolis consisting of 58 municipal-
ities and home to 1 435 354 inhabitants. Having gained about
half a million inhabitants since 1968, it is the 2nd largest ur-
ban area in France and, depending on the metrics used, about
the 15th largest urban area in Europe. It holds 91 cemeter-
ies, including one military necropolis and two private Jewish
cemeteries, which we shall exclude from our study to focus
on publicly owned and managed cemeteries. Those ceme-
teries vary in size, going from less than 0.5 ha up to 14 ha
(Cimetière nouveau de la Guillotière). Those cemeteries are
managed directly by local municipalities (mairies), except
for two cemeteries which are managed at the metropolitan
level. As such, communal and metropolitan cemeteries are
considered to be public equipment, and the mayor is consid-
ered to be legally responsible for law enforcement within its
premises.

2.2 Collected materials and analysis method

2.2.1 Data-gathering context

This research was conducted as part of a PhD dedicated to the
transformations of urban cemeteries in Lyon, France, which
involved semi-structured interviews, surveys, legal analy-
sis, ethnographic observation, and cartographic visualization
(Dall’Aglio, 2025). Data were collected during field trips to
local cemeteries. In the following analysis, I shall mobilize
two main sets of data, occasionally accompanied by quotes
from interviews (n = 48) conducted with cemetery workers
(mostly gardeners and keepers, i.e., people who work within
the cemetery premises every day) when relevant.

2.2.2 Data regarding local rules and regulations

Local rules and regulations were collected within the
metropolis’ municipalities, when available, sometimes at the
cemetery site, sometimes at the local municipal offices. In
total, 34 documents, varying in length (some being 1 page
long, some being over 60 pages long, averaging at 15 pages),
were collected. Those documents were subsequently ana-
lyzed qualitatively and quantitatively through the comparison
of their relationship with national regulations and by quanti-
fying mentions of silence, sounds, and noisy practices. While
modest, this legal corpus still required careful reading and
analysis as wording, despite often being similar between mu-
nicipalities, can offer rich insights within the normative am-
bitions of their writers. My main observation regarding local
rules and regulations is a clear desire to eradicate any form
of sound within the cemetery that does not relate to funerary
activities. Because of their innate transcendental nature, as a
place that allows for the mediation between the living and
the dead (Baudry, 1999), I hypothesize that French ceme-
teries’ rules aim to produce a silence characterized by the

https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-81-361-2026 Geogr. Helv., 81, 361–373, 2026



364 L. Dall’Aglio: When the city wakes the dead

lack of mundane sounds that would ground visitors within
the cemetery instead of allowing them to escape within them-
selves. Thus, particular attention was dedicated to mentions
of any type of noise-producing behaviors, from visitors as
much as funerary workers. Silence is also expected out of
deference for the dead as national legislation makes it ex-
plicit that the mayor is responsible for the “decency” of the
communal cemetery and enforcing the “respect due to the
dead” (General Code of Local Authorities). This notion was
reinforced in 2008, with a law stating that “the respect due to
the human body does not cease with death” (2008 Law on the
Respect for the Deceased). This implies that, in the same way
too much noise can be considered to be disrespectful or dan-
gerous to the living (whether it be from an airport, a worksite,
or a neighbor’s party), too much noise is also disrespectful to
the dead.

2.2.3 Data regarding sound levels within cemeteries

In order to contrast with the normative ambitions of the lo-
cal rules and regulations, I used available data provided pub-
licly by the Lyon metropolis through its open data portal.
These data, collected by the local association Acoucités, con-
sist of raster files of measured automobile and train noise
levels within the metropolis obtained through fixed and mo-
bile stations during a single day in 2022 via noise-averaging
sonometers. Noise levels were measured during the day and
then factored negatively by 5 and 10 to approximate evening
and night values. Noise values in the vicinity of roads were
then interpolated from the sonometer measurements in order
to estimate exposition to traffic noise. Those values were then
subsequently averaged within cemetery polygons in QGIS
and contrasted with the surrounding noise levels. While cars
and trains are not the only source of noise pollution within ur-
ban settings, they nonetheless represent a respectable amount
of it (Basner et al., 2014); while this proxy has merits, it is
a proxy nonetheless, and, as such, my conclusions ought to
be understood as exploratory. Similarly, while those data do
not represent a thorough, exhaustive analysis of noise pol-
lution within the Lyon metropolis (as they do not take into
account other sources of noise, such as industrial or social
activities), they allow for an exploratory analysis of the noise
levels within the cemeteries. Despite their quantitative na-
ture, those measurements ought to be interpreted more as
general noise level indicators; a minima, they are useful for
comparison within the city. My main hypothesis regarding
noise levels is that, while those levels might remain rela-
tively low, they far exceed the levels that one might associate
with silence and permeate the cemetery’s soundscape in a
way that makes it hard to ignore the presence of surrounding
traffic within the cemetery’s premises – in other words, the
observed sound levels show an increasing intertwining of the
cemetery’s soundscape with the city’s soundscape. I will suc-
cessively present the results of this analysis of local rules and

regulations before commenting on the data regarding noise
levels within urban cemeteries.

3 Results: woe to the vow of silence

My results show two apparent contradictory phenomena,
which I shall discuss successively. The analysis of local rules
and regulations show a clear ambition, on the part of munici-
palities, to keep the cemeteries as quiet as they can; however,
the observed noise levels seem to indicate that contemporary
urban cemeteries are actually rather noisy places.

3.1 Silence within the lawscape: how cemetery
regulations try and produce a silent soundscape

3.1.1 The biopolitics of sound within the cemetery

French cemeteries, being vastly publicly managed at the mu-
nicipal (communal) level (at around 95 %), rely, for the en-
actment of their rules and regulations, on the local mayor,
who possesses law enforcement powers. Regulations are of-
ten written by local public workers, either alone or with the
help of more experienced colleagues; passed down over the
years; and potentially updated in the case of a change in the
national legislation (which could also be accidentally or de-
liberately ignored by local authorities). This type of legal
document is thus highly likely to be negotiated, informed,
and transformed by local practices and actors, making it an
instrument of legal differentiation between municipalities,
especially with regard to burial plot prices, which can vary,
in the Lyon metropolitan area, from EUR 100 to 600 (for a
15-year, 2 m2 lease). At the same time, the lack of legal ex-
pertise from local public workers when it comes to funerary
legislation often incentivizes them to copy (and, sometimes,
copy and paste) other rules and regulations, which can create
a very unified local “nomosphere” (Delanay, 2010) through
imitation and pastiche. While national legislation regarding
cemetery operations does not mention sound, it does men-
tion the importance, for mayors, to enforce “decency” within
the cemetery. Thus, any mention of sound within local rules
and regulations has to be interpreted as a local translation
of that general mission. Smaller municipalities, when asked
about their lack of local rules and regulations, mentioned a
lack of need for such documents, one worker defending it as
a more “human” way of handling conflicts and contrasting
his municipality (about 3500 residents) with the “adminis-
trative machine” that would supposedly be the neighboring,
more populated municipality, which does possess local reg-
ulations (about 10 000 residents). This anecdote is another
example of the way legislation is a resource, mobilized when
needed and discarded when pointless, even to those in charge
of its writing and application. It is also to be noted that, while
some cemeteries do not possess rules and regulations, ob-
served visitor behaviors within the cemetery show a clear
continuity in terms of practices, implying that even the ceme-
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teries which do not possess legal rules benefit from the rules
established within other cemeteries as they help constitute a
general discipline when it comes to visiting cemeteries.

The first thing that appears is the fact that mentions of
sound are, mostly, quite explicit. A total of 25 out of 34 le-
gal documents explicitly forbid, to one degree or another,
making noise within the cemetery, especially with one’s
body. While varying from one document to another, most
wordings are structured along this line: “It is forbidden to
scream, shout, sing, argue, or have loud conversations within
the cemetery”. An interesting remark regarding mentions of
sound within the cemetery’s lawscape is that, with 25 doc-
uments mentioning it, making noise is among the most reg-
ulated types of practices, in front of eating (17 out of 34)
or smoking (16 out of 34), topped only by an interdiction to
bring one’s dog within the cemetery (27 out of 34). Activi-
ties that involve physical, corporeal activities, in general, are
highly discouraged.

Here, one may provide a distinction between explicit at-
tempts at regulating sounds and noises within the cemetery
and indirect ways of producing a silent soundscape through
the regulation of activities considered to be noisy, such as
working, driving, and talking. For instance, 6 documents ex-
plicitly forbid having “loud conservations” within the ceme-
tery, but 12 explicitly forbid “meetings within the cemetery
that have no relation with funerary matters”, i.e., friendly or
professional reunions that would likely involve talking out
loud. Similarly, one document optimistically forbids “dis-
putes” within the cemetery, which one would assume might
lead to the participants raising their voices. Finally, two doc-
uments produce singular interdictions: one forbidding “tele-
phone alarms” and the other forbidding “laughing” within
the cemetery.

While explicit interdictions regarding noise mostly seem
to target private visitors (families and friends of the de-
ceased), professional workers within the cemetery and the
noise caused by their daily practices are also accounted for.
Here, the general approach adopted by regulators seems to
be to try and reduce, as much as possible, noisy professional
activities within the cemetery. Stonecutting, in particular, is
forbidden in 17 documents, with companies thus being ex-
pected to bring in the monuments already ready for instal-
lation on the burial plots, with the exception of engravings,
which can be updated when necessary. One explicitly calls
for workers, should a funeral procession approach, to “cease
their work at once and adopt a respectful and dignified at-
titude”. Moreover, machinery-heavy duties are regularly for-
bidden on weekends (25 out of 34) and on holidays (27 out of
34), especially around the religious holiday known as “Tou-
ssaint” (All Saints Day) on 2 November. Finally, 25 out of
34 documents explicitly forbid driving within the cemetery,
except for funerary processions. While cars can be forbid-
den for many reasons, particularly for the risk they pose to
the visitors and the monuments alike, they are also responsi-
ble for the introduction of mechanical noises into the sound-

scape, much like the machinery used by construction work-
ers.

3.1.2 Towards a transcendental Christian soundscape

As previously mentioned, it becomes apparent quickly that
the local regulators’ relation to sound is mostly qualitative,
and, when they simply do not expect private or professional
visitors to be completely silent, they engage not in a quanti-
tative identification of acceptable noise levels but in a qual-
itative identification of cases where making noise is accept-
able. While noise pollution was the subject of national law in
1992, inviting local authorities to map and characterize noise
pollution in certain areas, cemetery rules and regulations, in
their wording as much as their goal, show a more qualitative
approach to noise regulation, favoring lists and catalogues.
This selective process allows us, by looking at what regula-
tors perceive as legitimate noises within an otherwise silent
soundscape, to gain a better understanding of how they see
the cemetery.

In the case of local rules and regulations, a common oc-
currence is the mention of funerary ceremonies as a time
when, exceptionally, noise can be made by visitors. Out of
the 25 documents forbidding making noise within the ceme-
tery, 22 make an exception for ceremonies, with the use of
wording such as the following: “It is forbidden to shout, sing,
talk loudly within the cemetery, except in the case of a cer-
emony”. However, while local rules and regulations, much
like many legal documents, offer a great deal of identical
wording, those rules do differ widely from one municipality
to another and allow us a glimpse into the normative funer-
ary practices expected by the regulators. Eight documents,
for instance, explicitly allow for no type of noise to be made,
except for music. One municipality thus forbids all “types of
music, except religious”; another states that “singing, mak-
ing music and any type of audible nuisances are forbidden
outside of funerary ceremonies”.

An obvious remark would be to point out how the mention
of music is revelatory of a certain vision of funerary prac-
tices, typically those of Christian origins. As a matter of fact,
the interdiction of bodily practices such as eating or danc-
ing is at odds with funerary practices often observed out-
side of Europe, such as the consumption of food on one’s
grave (a practice effectively observed in France on Buddhist
graves) or ritual dances. Virtually, one could judge, due to
the fact that freedom of funerary practice is part of the na-
tional legislation (1887 Law on funeral liberty), that mu-
nicipalities do not possess the right to forbid anyone from
eating in a cemetery as long as it is for religious reasons.
However, the identification of music as an exception to the
very strict biopolitics of the French cemetery, understood as
a telltale clue of the implicit Christian backgrounds of French
cemeteries’ rules and regulations, needs no thought experi-
ment because some municipalities do, explicitly, use Chris-
tian wording in their legal documents. Two municipalities,
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for instance, forbid any type of music except for the recital
of “psalms”, and while one might argue that such a term can
be used to describe any type of religious verse, it is strongly
associated with the Christian religion and with the Book of
Psalms. Similarly, one municipality forbids any singing out-
side of “liturgic chants”, a wording strongly associated with
the Catholic church despite its potentially wider applications.
This phenomenon is also echoed in the Canadian setting by
J. Page (2025), who remarks, regarding Canadian burial law,
that “while Canadian society has become increasingly secu-
larized, cemetery law reveals the privileged status of Chris-
tian understanding of sacredness”.

Overall, when considered from a legal perspective, the
French cemeteries’ soundscapes are dominated by a simple
principle, which is the evacuation of the organic; the bod-
ily; and, by extension, the mundane, the banal, and the ordi-
nary. This produces a lawscape defined by ghostly, mostly
Christian visitors, whose only goal within the premises is
to engage in a solitary, silent meditation, except for funer-
ary ceremonies, during which some regulators consider it le-
gitimate to engage in musical activities such as singing or
praying. This soundscape, in the Christian faith, also allows
one to await peacefully their ultimate resurrection, a princi-
pal recently reiterated by the current Pope, Leo XIV, who
tweeted the following: “Christians do not call burial places
‘necropolises’, that is, ‘cities of the dead’, but ‘cemeteries’,
which literally means ‘sleeping places’, places where one
rests, awaiting resurrection”1.

Cemetery workers, similarly, are expected to work in si-
lence, and their labor is expected to be as quiet as possi-
ble. One cemetery manager, met during a set of interviews,
proudly mentions how they deal with workers they deem to
be too loud: “Sometimes, the lads [les gars], they’re working,
they start to forget where they are, they put on the radio, they
start to sing, but I’m always watching, so I go up to them,
and remind them it’s a cemetery, and that is not acceptable.
Usually, that does the trick” (Lyon, May 2022).

While my analysis of sound within the context of local
rules and regulations seems to confirm K. MacFarlane’s sug-
gestion regarding the strong biopolitical nature of sound reg-
ulation (2020) as an attempt to regulate how one might make
noise, implicitly meaning to regulate the way they move, talk,
and speak, in a very corporeal manner, the question that now
remains is the following: to what extent is this legal prospect
efficient? As M. Gigot (2020) remarks, legal geography is
highly concerned with the distinction between the law’s effi-
ciency and the law’s effectiveness, i.e., between what the law
aims to do and what it actually does. In the light of their local
rules and regulations, how silent are French cemeteries?

1Tweeted on 2 November 2025 at https://x.com/Pontifex (last
access: 4 November 2025). “Cemetery” comes from the Latin co-
emeterium, taken from the Greek koimêt

.

êrion for “sleeping place”
or “dorm”.

3.2 Are French cemeteries actually silent? Using traffic
noise measures around cemeteries

Before diving into the results of my cartographic analysis of
sound levels, the use of dB(A) metrics in order to study the
threats to silence within urban cemeteries ought to be dis-
cussed as, as previously mentioned, silence is not only re-
ducible to the lack of sound but also possesses a qualitative
aspect. In other words, moderate to high measures of dB do
not suffice to consider silence as being threatened. However,
as seen in the previous subsection, the cemetery’s particu-
lar type of silence is particularly hostile to worldly sounds,
which threaten the cemetery’s soundscape’s ability to con-
nect the (present) grieving visitor with their (absent) loved
one(s). In that sense, car and train traffic noises can be con-
sidered to be obstacles to a silent soundscape within French
cemeteries. Moreover, it is to be noted that this discussion
revolves solely around car traffic noise and does not include
other parts of the urban soundscape, which might also con-
stitute obstacles to the production of a silent soundscape.

3.2.1 Urban cemeteries’ contemporary soundscapes

Looking at a map of car and train noises, I find the patterns of
the city’s highways and train tracks, along which data were
collected. What remains to be seen is how the cemetery’s
geography falls within that pattern in order to evaluate how
much of the cemetery’s soundscape is enmeshed with the
city’s soundscape. Figure 1 allows for the comparison of a
map of the car and train noise within the Lyon metropolitan
area and a map of noise levels within cemeteries.

On average, regarding car traffic noise pollution, ceme-
teries’ sound levels were measured at 54 db(A), with one as
low as 41 dB(A) and one as high as 71 dB(A). Those levels
are akin to those of soft music (50 dB), a lively conserva-
tion (60 dB), or a busy street (70 dB). While some parts of
the cemetery will surely be quieter than others, those levels
make it, nonetheless, impossible to consider the cemetery to
be silent in the sense that the sound of traffic will, inevitably,
be heard, especially during rush hour. This is especially true
in the eastern part of the metropolis, whose denser geogra-
phy implies the presence of numerous large highways and
avenues. One cemetery worker, met at the Guillotière ceme-
tery during a set of interviews near a large avenue and the
train tracks of the train line between Lyon and Marseille, also
mentions the car and train noise: “When I started working
here, I thought I wouldn’t last. It was so noisy, with the Berth-
elot Avenue, after 15 days, I had massive headaches” (Lyon,
September 2022). On the other hand, the cemeteries located
within the more residential suburbs of the Val de Saône and
Monts d’Or show noise levels much closer to those expected
from a French cemetery as envisioned by local rules and reg-
ulations.
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Figure 1. Car traffic noise levels (dB(A)) in the Lyon metropolis and its cemeteries (Dall’Aglio, 2025).

3.2.2 Understanding the urban cemetery soundscape:
cemeteries as a marginal, public equipment

Looking at car and train noise levels within cemeteries, one
ought to be surprised by how noisy some cemeteries seem
to get. However, in order to understand this geography, one
ought to look at how cemeteries were (re)integrated within
the urban fabric over the course of the industrial era.

Figure 2 describes, in a schematic way, the way ceme-
teries within the Lyon metropolitan area were progressively
pushed out of the city, only for urban sprawl to slowly rein-
tegrate them back in. At the beginning of the 19th century,
municipalities were strongly encouraged by national author-
ities to take their cemeteries out of the city centers and to
find “secluded, uphill terrains” (23 Prairial an XII decree) in
order to protect the living from the supposed sanitary risks
posed by the cemetery (mostly gases and “miasmas” emit-
ted by the dead, as understood by early 19th century medical
science (Bertrand and Carole, 2016). This marginalization of
the cemetery, previously located next to the local churches,
led to an increasing proximity between cemeteries and large,

space-consuming equipment that was also (re)located to the
city’s margins for sanitary, technical, and aesthetic purposes,
such as landfills; train tracks; and, later, highways. Recent
cemeteries, such as the Lyon metropolitan cemeteries, which
were built at the end of the 20th century to accommodate
the needs of the growing metropolis, were, in return, built
where land was deemed to be available and where the future
cemetery would be easy to access: next to highways and ex-
pressways. The quieter cemeteries within the metropolis are
either cemeteries located in municipalities that are not home
to a large highway, such as the northern municipalities, or
cemeteries which were relocated atop a hill in the 19th cen-
tury, which was advised by medical authorities at the time
(fresh air being believed to be needed in order to disperse the
cadavers’ “miasma”).

Figure 3, locating the biggest cemeteries in the eastern
Lyon metropolitan area, allows for an easy understanding
of the close link between cemeteries and collective, space-
consuming traffic infrastructures. The Bron cemetery, for in-
stance, one of the two cemeteries managed at the metropoli-
tan level, built in 1988, was, from the start, conceived as a
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Figure 2. A simplified model of cemeteries” movement towards peripherality in France (Dall’Aglio, 2025).

way to fill up space in an otherwise empty construction area.
The Guillotière cemetery, next to the train lines, was opened
10 years after those were finished. The ramp leading up to
the beltway west of Villeurbanne’s cemetery, built in the late
60s, was built on was what supposed to be an extension of the
cemetery, leaving only a small space for the Jewish section
at the south.

Overall, I feel confident in saying that the Lyon metropolis
cemeteries, despite a legal framework that aims to produce a
silent, melancholic soundscape, do not live up to those am-
bitions, an intuitive sense confirmed by many a field trip to
cemeteries that involved long walks near highways, ditches,
and train tracks. While cemeteries can be noisy in and of
themselves, because of the construction work, most of the
noise comes from the surrounding urban activities, which
raises the question regarding the relation between the city
and the dead.

4 Discussion: do the dead deserve the city?

Having answered my two questions regarding the way legal
resources are utilized in order to produce a silent soundscape

and the (in)ability of said soundscape to keep existing within
a quickly urbanizing, car-dependent metropolis, I shall now
take the time to reflect on that apparent paradox. If produc-
ing a silent cemetery, a cemetery where the dead can rest,
was spiritually and legally so important, why was the urban
cemetery’s soundscape allowed to become so noisy at all?
As pointed out, rules and regulations are resources meant to
be utilized, and, as such, they can easily be willingly or un-
willingly ignored. While it is certain that the rarefaction of
silence within the Lyon metropolis’ cemeteries can be at-
tributed to a multitude of factors, such as the lack of any
form of sonic planning or funerary cooperation between mu-
nicipalities and the lack of mastery over legal matters from
some of the lower-level public workers, I would like to seize
the opportunity that this study gives to dwell on the matter
of the dead’s legal agency and the way contemporary urban
planning perceives the dead. This discussion arises from the
exploration of my two sets of data and, as such, is envisioned
as more of an example of the heuristic potential of a political
approach to sound than a careful legal demonstration.

It is necessary here to make clear that, when I speak of
“the dead”, I do not imply a valid, existing group of deceased
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Figure 3. Cemeteries in the industrialized suburbs and their respective noise levels (Dall’Aglio, 2025).

people whose well-being in a theoretical afterlife would be
affected by the changes brought to the cemetery. “The dead”,
here, is understood as a social and legal category used to de-
scribe the concept of people who have passed away and to
which we are, supposedly, bound through a series of moral
and legal obligations. Under French law, the deceased, while
not being considered to be persons, are given rights akin
to those of a person (Touzeil-Divina and Bouteille-Brigant,
2015). Regulations regarding the profanation of a dead body
are categorized, within criminal code (Code pénal), as harm
to a person (Atteinte à la personne) and not as harm to a pos-
session (Atteinte aux biens). Since 2008, the law has made
it clear that “the respect due to a human body does not
cease with death” (2008 Law on the dignity of the dead or
Loi Sueur). While cemeteries can produce waste (ornaments,
gravel), human remains found while digging ought to be sep-
arated from the excavation products and placed in ossuaries,
underlining this singular nature of the dead, existing between
humans and things. The dead also possess, to a certain de-
gree, a form of legal capacity through their wills, whatever
form they may take. Article 433-31-1 of the criminal code

thus states than anyone who would, for instance, organize a
different funeral ceremony than the one explicitly ordered by
the deceased can be prosecuted, implying that is a criminal
offense to go against the will of the dead.

What I thus want to underline is that the dead, as a social
category and despite the dignity with which the law provides
them, are widely considered to be unimportant and secondary
to the necessities of the contemporary metropolis. The con-
trast between the cemetery’s lawscape and the cemetery’s
soundscape suggests that, despite the respect granted de jure
to the dead, the actual materialization of that legal deference
is secondary when it comes to urban planning. Rebutted to
the city’s margins, the urban dead are spatially implied to be
ontologically akin to waste, and the cemetery is considered
to be akin to merely a necessary infrastructure, analogous to
the landfill (with two of Lyon’s cemeteries actually being ad-
jacent to one). The transcendental gravitas of silence, found
within the cemetery or the religious garden (Grésillon, 2009),
promised within the rules and regulations, is thus utilized to
fulfill a social obligation to the dead, but their innate inabil-
ity to speak up against the breaching of that contract implies
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little to no consequences of such. In that sense, the dead have
no ability to fight for their right to the city and, thus, against
the deliquescence of the heterotopic nature of the cemetery
towards a “hypertopic” (Vannelli and D’Agostino, 2023) in-
tegration into the urban space, understood as a vast, equal
fabric made up of flows, lines, and nodes. In that homoge-
neous, “brutalist” (Mbembe, 2023) space, the dead (much
like any other group) are envisioned as an adjustment vari-
able, whose location ought to be determined by a rationale of
optimization. While some groups are able to coalesce, struc-
ture their action, and modify their role within the urban ma-
trix, the dead are dependent on the actions of spokespeople
and advocates. H. Klingemann (2022), in his article regard-
ing the transformation of derelict cemeteries in Switzerland
in parks, mentions the vocal group of the “order-loving ad-
vocates of the status quo”, who oppose the transformation on
the behalf of the dead.

This is reinforced by the perception of the dead as poten-
tially insensitive beings. Again, the point here is not to know
whether or not the dead feel disrespected or not by their nois-
ier environment but rather to note that a right that has been
historically and legally granted to this group, the right to rest
in peace and silence with dignity, is being discarded in prac-
tice. Part of this comes from the fact that the dead are, effec-
tively, considered to be unable to hear and, in general, unable
to perceive and suffer. This statement, however, will ring dif-
ferently depending on one’s spiritual and philosophical opin-
ions. We shall simply note that, during our investigation, in-
formal discussions with visitors regarding the quality of life
within the cemetery often implied, half-jokingly, that it really
did not matter to the dead, a sentiment echoed in H. Klinge-
mann’s paper (2022).

While these positions can absolutely be legitimate philo-
sophically, they do, regardless of one’s opinion on the mat-
ter, raise the question of the metropolis’ capacity to respect
the existing rights of groups that have very little capacity to
actualize them. The disturbance of silence within cemeter-
ies because of metabolistic metropolitan imperatives (i.e flow
management) is, thus, comparable to other practices such as
displacement of populations, human or “in-human” (i.e., ex-
cluded from humanity in a way that gives humans power over
them (Chivallon, 2022)), in spite of their constitutional or lo-
cal rights, considered to be detrimental to the metropolitan
organism. Noise pollution, being integral to the metropolis’
metabolism, just like any other form of waste, is similarly
poured into spaces inhabited by groups that are, in practice,
considered to be lesser citizens (either because they have lit-
tle to rights or because they have little ability to stand for
them) or lesser beings (either because they are considered to
be insensitive or because their suffering is considered to be
unimportant). In the case of the dead, this is reinforced by
their alleged inability to suffer from such pollution; however,
nevertheless, there is a lack of consideration from commu-
nal and metropolitan authorities for some group’s right to a
city made up of “signifiers, marks, traces, clues”, a city that

makes sense (Lefebvre, 1974, p. 231). In our case, it seems
clear that the dead have a right not to the city, with its suc-
cession of busy streets and silent heterotopias, but merely to
the urban, with its continuous flow of noise. While the right
to a healthy environment for citizens was integrated into the
French constitution in 2004, such a right does not seem to
extend to the afterlife, despite the intermediary legal status
of the dead, who or which retain some of their former legal
dignity. From a certain ethical point of view, one might find
it troubling to be paralleling the rights of the dead and the
right of poorer citizens or illegal migrants, whose geography
often also overlaps with the geography of pollution and who
often, as a group, are considered with less decency and re-
spect than the dead; however, following Achille Mbembe’s
notion regarding “necropolitics” (2002), we want to under-
line that it is not that the dead are treated as if they were a
marginalized social group but that some marginalized social
groups are treated as if they were already dead (i.e., insensi-
tive, unable to speak, and easy to forget about).

This, however, raises the same issue that is faced by ad-
vocates of natural judiciary representation, the “parliament
of things” (Latour, 1993), and so forth: that there is no guar-
antee that the people chosen to represent the rights of be-
ings unable to communicate (or the people pretending to rep-
resent them) will effectively work towards that goal. In H.
Klingemann’s previously cited article, the people advocating
against the transformation of the cemetery are also highly
politicized and organized, and, in their case, it is hard to know
if protecting the dead’s right to rest in peace is an honest
opinion or merely a way to gain political leverage by defend-
ing a group that has very little way to express itself. This
phenomenon was observed in some visitors’ remarks: in a
comment left on an online survey regarding the city’s ceme-
teries and their possible evolutions, one respondent men-
tions his fear that the cemeteries will become “a noisy place,
for games” before immediately fulminating against the cur-
rent political, left-leaning majority and calling them “accom-
plices” in degrading the cemetery. Similarly, L. Matthey et
al. (2013) show how “nomosphere technicians” (i.e., from a
legal geography perspective, people who present as experts
in the inner workings of the law, the same way a biologist
can present themselves as an expert in the inner workings
of the biosphere) working in cemetery management use the
dead as a way to “express themselves on behalf of groups
which they do not represent”, to become “legitimate spokes-
people . . . who are able to express themselves in the name
of the living and the dead in order to consider the proper or-
ganization of the space of the living”. The dead, because of
their inability to express themselves and the sympathy (and
sometimes fear) they generate by virtue of their status, are
a prime target for political instrumentalization. At the same
time, the dead are unable to react against transformations in
their immediate environment, transformations that come, as
we have seen, in the form of noise (and, most likely, air) pol-
lution. Thus, the failure of the local regulations to shield the
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dead from a noise they legally rule as unwanted within the
cemetery is, overall, another example of the failure of the
contemporary metropolis to account for “in-human” beings
(Chivallon, 2022).

5 Conclusion: a nail in the coffin

In this article, I have tried to establish a dialogue between
the legal and audio geographies, two active fields of study
whose junction is yet to be realized. Through the example of
cemeteries, I have tried to show how the soundscape and the
lawscape can communicate with each other. While it is easy
to assume that the soundscape is ever escaping the lawscape’s
attempt to contain and refrain it, I have also emphasized that
the failure of the cemeteries’ regulations to produce an effec-
tively silent soundscape tells us less about local laws’ sup-
posed efficiency and more about their virtual nature. Regu-
lations are always in need of spatial actualization, and the
dead, as it appears, are not quite capable of that despite their
legal existence and, to some degree, legal capacity. While lo-
cal regulations try to regulate noise within the cemetery, it is
their growing inclusion within the urban matrix that seems
mostly responsible for the changing soundscape of cemeter-
ies. To say that this urban soundscape is incompatible with
mourning and remembrance is not my point; mine is sim-
ply to point out that it is incompatible with the legal dignity
conferred to the dead as it currently stands within local regu-
lations, whether or not that dignity and what it encompasses
are actually legitimate or even necessary. Here, there simply
lies one contradiction between an inherited legal and spiritual
order and a contemporary urban and technical order; how that
contradiction ought to be resolved is, manifestly, a political
question.

In that sense, this article suggests a strong heuristic po-
tential in listening to the geographies of domination and in-
equalities.

If, as E. Swyngedouw (2004) proposes, mapping flows
within the city allow the geographer to map the flows of
power and if noise pollution can be considered to be a form of
air pollution akin to fine particles or gases, flowing through
the city in irregular patterns, then mapping noise pollution
might, similarly, allow geographers to unearth logics of rele-
gation within the urban space. While mostly exploratory, this
article has tried to propose an example of how the circula-
tion of sound can effectively be analyzed, too, as a reflection
of the circulation of power (or, in the case of the dead, lack
thereof).
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