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La Nouvelle Cathedrale Notre Dame de l’Assomption

On January 12, 2010 Haiti changed forever.  A 7.0 magnitude quake shook 

Port-au-Prince and its neighboring communities.  It came unexpectedly, as all earthquakes do, and 

leveled a city and country On that January day, when the ground stopped shaking, the lives of over 

300,000 had been taken.  300,000 more had been injured, and 1,000,000 made homeless.  250,000 houses 

were lost.  30,000 commercial buildings were destroyed.  The ministries, and their leaders, were gone.  

The presidential palace was severely damaged, and the Cathedral, Notre Dame de L’Assomption laid 

in ruin.

The 2012 Haiti earthquake did much more than take lives and destroy buildings.  It ripped families 

apart, left orphans in the streets, crippled an already challenged economy, and broke the hearts of 

millions around the world.  However, underneath the crumbled concrete and rubble, lay an even 

greater force than any earthquake could ever exert:  The spirit of the Haitian people and the sup-

port of the world.  After the sick were cared for, and after those lost were buried, many without 

ceremony and without announcement, the country slowly started to clear the debris, and regain 

its footing.  Haiti is rebuilding and will continue to rebuild, stron-

ger and better than it ever has before.  Haiti looks to the world for aid, and 

we look to Haiti for inspiration and hope.

At the heart of the rebuilding process is the Cathedral.  When so many have lost, and so many are in 

search of answers, the Cathedral reminds us that we are survivors.  Be-

cause of this, the efforts needed to rebuild the Cathedral are paramount.  Notre Dame de 

L’Assomption stood tall and proud in the skyline of the City, its twin bell towers were scaled to the 

size of the mountains and the seas.  They spoke to the natural world not the manmade. So too, is the 

case in this design proposal for a new Cathedral for a new Haiti. 
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The dome of the new Cathedral is shown covered in beautiful vernacular frescos.  Heaven and 

the stars in the sky are literally depicted, illuminated by small punctures in the hung plaster dome through small 

holes that transmit light brought into the structural spaces between the dome and the structural roof by small 

dormer windows.  These dormers, staggered in elevation help animate a steep pitched hip roof, covered in copper.  

The profile of the roof subtly recalls the folkloric character of building forms in Haiti, and allows a spectacular 

dome to be housed inside.  Beneath the sky dome, springing from the interior crown are colossal palm trees sym-

bolic of the bounty of natural riches in Haiti.  Surrounding the trees and anchoring the composition of the fres-

cos are depictions of the great people of Haiti, with arms raised, ready to receive the gifts from the Heavens. 

The new centrally planned cathedral rests on 

a grid of seismic isolators.  These 

help reduce the impact of lateral forces on the 

foundation.  As the ground shakes the giant base 

isolators rock back and forth, absorbing the mas-

sive energy created by the ground movement.  As 

the earth moves underneath, the building is free 

to react above as the connections between the 

grade beams of the cathedral and the isolators 

work to dampen the movement.  This seismic tech-

nology is celebrated in the crypt, standing side by 

side with the remains of a foundation never to be 

forgotten.
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The placement and form of the new Cathe-

dral Notre Dame de L’Assomption holds much 

significance.  The center is placed at the site 

of the former altar.  Mircea Eliade, author of 

the Sacred and the Profane, suggests that 

every sacred space implies a hiero-

phany, an event in which one sensorily expe-

riences the manifestation of the sacred.  

When Jacob dreamed at Haran he saw a 

ladder reaching to heaven and from 

that point he declared the space 

sacred and the house of God.  He 

placed a stone at that location, 

and named it Beth-el.  Here in 

Port-au-Prince, the site of the 

altar is sacred and the gen-

erative locus of an “Axis 

Mundi,” a vertical axis 

to communicate be-

tween Heaven and 

earth. 

Around the sacred space a central plan is formed.  

Throughout the ages, central plans have been 

highly valued. Leon Battista Alberti, the Italian Re-

naissance architect, theorist, and priest consid-

ered central plans to be the perfect geometry 

found in nature and the cosmos, and therefore 

divine.  The proposed central plan here is an octa-

gon.  Biblically, the number eight symbolizes res-

urrection and regeneration.  As the seventh 

day was the day of completion and rest, so 

eight was over and above this perfect 

completion, and was, indeed, the first 

of a new series.  The locus of a 

nation’s hope faith and regenera-

tion lies within these eight walls 

and rises to heaven.  Here is 

where the new era of Haiti 

symbolically and literally 

commences.



The design and Construction is a seed for a great vision.  As the church is built, along with the memorial, it will 

foster belief and confidence in the minds of all Haitians.  Once a building of such magnitude is constructed, others will follow.  As such, the design of 

the new Cathedral includes an urban plan that extends west to the Gulf of Gonave.  This plan is centered on a cruciform of new linear public spaces.  

The crossing, symbolically referencing the cross-axis of the former Cathedral plan, is more formal in nature, and also more green.  It is planted with 

flowering shade trees and provides a transitional space between the hustle and bustle of the city and the sacred space of the memorial and church.  To 

the west, a long linear space, symbolically the nave, serves effectively as the new central park, or plaza.  It is lined with market stalls, formalizing an al-

ready common retail practice of street vendors.  To the western side of the plaza is a new baptistery, providing a compositional bookend to the plaza and 

extending the reach of the church.  As development occurs, it should be systematic and planned.  The design proposal suggests methods by which the 

new plan could occur, with multi-storied housing, placed on seismic isolators similar to those supporting the new church.  This new plaza could become 

the new center of Port-au-Prince and, as such, should be built up to the dreams and aspirations of the City.  Port-au-Prince was devastated by an earth-

quake, but must move forward.  Great cities are built on the backs of men and women, but without great leadership and vision, great effort can be lost.  

John Ruskin, author of the Seven Lamps of Architecture said, “When we build, let us think that we build forever.”  So is 

true in Port-au-Prince, God willing.

At the heart of the rebuilding process is the Church.  When so many have lost, 

and so many are in search of answers, the Church reminds us that we are survi-

vors.  Notre Dame de L’Assomption stood tall and proud in the skyline of the City, 

its twin bell towers were scaled to the size of the mountains and the seas.  They 

spoke to the natural world not the manmade. So too, is the case in this design 

proposal for a new Cathedral for a new Haiti. 

The design of the new Notre Dame de L’Assomption is built on the foundation of 

the former.  Like St. Peter’s in the Vatican in Rome, the site of the former altar is 

now at the center of new building.  The foundations of the destroyed church 

are generally preserved, and will lie underneath the raised floor of the new 

structure.  This crypt of sorts is accessed by four separate stairs into the space.  

The ruin below is lit from the sides.  Excavated foundations will offer educa-

tional and historic lessons for generations.  The nave of the church will remain 

a ruin above the ground.  The soaring piers, arches and buttresses once sup-

ported a grand roof.  The design proposal preserves the volumetric grandeur of 

the former nave by keeping these vertical elements and reinforcing them to 

ensure the safety of future visitors.  This former nave, and current ruin, are 

maintained in the design and transformed into a memorial park.  Stone planters 

built at bench-height house new shade trees and transform the hot, bright land-

scape into a delightful, shaded space.  The great façade of the church is rein-

forced and preserved, helping to enclose this ruin memorial.  A new stair is 

added to the façade as well as a wider balcony facing west.  This balcony can 

serve as a speaking location for larger masses.  The procession remains as it 

always has:  First cross through the threshold of the façade below the rose 

window, then pass through the nave, now in ruin, and then continue through 

the monumental openings of the new centrally planned cathedral.  The impact of 

this procession is one of humility.  We will never forget the events that happened 

on the afternoon of January 12.  The design proposal does more then just rebuild, 

it honors the dead and celebrates their memory.  The country and the world 

came together at that moment to support each other in a crisis.  the worst of di-

sasters brought out the best of humanity.  There is no better place to celebrate 

this than at the footsteps of a cathedral. Religion teaches us many lessons, and 

brings comfort to many more.  The design of the memorial park attempts to evoke 

feelings of humility and offers a collective resting place for the souls of the 

victims. 
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