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While both options provide a beautiful, lasting place to honor and 
remember loved ones, they serve slightly different purposes in a cemetery 
or memorial garden. Here is the breakdown of what each one is and how 
they differ. 

 

What is a Columbarium? 

A columbarium is a free-standing wall, room, or entire building designed 
specifically to hold the cremated remains (ashes) of the deceased. 
The Structure: It is composed of a matrix of small, individual recessed 
compartments called niches. 
The Purpose: Each niche holds an urn containing the person's ashes. 
The Face: Once the urn is placed inside, the niche is sealed. The front face 
of the niche (usually made of granite, marble, or glass) is then engraved 
with the person’s name, dates of birth and death, and perhaps a short 
epitaph. 

 

What is a Memorial Wall? 

A memorial wall (sometimes called a cenotaph wall or remembrance wall) 
is a structure used to honor and remember individuals, but it does not 
actually contain their physical remains. 
The Structure: It is a solid wall—often made of stone, brick, or granite—
located within a cemetery, churchyard, or public memorial park. 
The Purpose: It serves as a place of tribute. Families purchase a plaque or 
an engraving directly onto the wall to commemorate a loved one. 
The Context: It is frequently used when a person’s ashes have been 
scattered elsewhere (like at sea), if they were buried in a different location, 
or if their remains were never recovered. 



Here is a direct comparison of how they differ: 

Feature Columbarium Memorial Wall 

Physical 
Remains 

Contains the physical, cremated 
remains (ashes) of the deceased. 

Does not contain any physical 
remains; it is purely a monument for 
remembrance. 

Structure A free-standing wall, room, or entire 
building composed of a matrix of 
small, individual recessed 
compartments called niches. 

A solid wall—often made of stone, 
brick, or granite—located within a 
cemetery, churchyard, or public park. 

How it 
Works 

An urn containing the ashes is placed 
inside a niche, which is then sealed 
with a front face (usually granite, 
marble, or glass) and engraved. 

Families purchase a plaque or an 
engraving directly onto the face of the 
wall to commemorate their loved one. 

Common 
Use Case 

Chosen when a family wants a 
permanent, physical resting place for 
a loved one's ashes that can be 
visited. 

Frequently used when ashes have 
been scattered elsewhere (like at sea), 
if the burial is in a different location, or 
if remains were never recovered. 

 

 


