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Lead Pencil Studio creates Oregon State Hospital Cremains Memorial; 

Project funded by Percent for Art in Public Places 

 

Salem, Ore.- A memorial designed by Seattle, Wash., artists Annie Han and Daniel Mihalyo, 

working as Lead Pencil Studio, was unveiled Monday on the grounds of the new Oregon State 

Hospital. The memorial fulfills a central goal of the hospital replacement project: to honor past 

patients of the facility, including the 3,447 patients who died between 1913 and 1971 whose 

cremains were never claimed. 

 

The cremains were stored in copper canisters that had at one time been interred in an 

underground memorial, where they sustained water damage and irreversible corrosion. In the 

early 2000s State Senate President Peter Courtney discovered the canisters stacked on wooden 

shelves in an outbuilding on hospital grounds. The experience was profound for the Senator, who 

said he felt the canisters had been, like the mentally ill in our society, forgotten. Courtney fought 

for funding to build a  new hospital, replacing the aging facility where “One Flew Over the 

Cuckoo’s Nest” was filmed. 

 

Lead Pencil Studio designed a memorial that both acknowledges a difficult past and looks 

forward to the future. Their memorial makes use of an 1896 structure known as Building 60, once 

the hospital pestilence house. The simple brick structure was moved and restored during the 

construction of the new hospital, but an adjoining structure used as the morgue and crematoria, 

was demolished. A new plaza now recreates the footprint of the morgue – and steel filigree ghosts 

–in its walls and windows.  From the plaza, visitors can view 3,423 urns copper canisters, simply 

stacked in sequential rows. 22 Native American urns & 2 Sikh urns were not placed into the 

memorial, and are being returned to cultural leaders.  

 

With the assistance of a local funeral home, and an arts/industry residency at Kohler Co. Pottery 

Foundries, the artists made new ceramic urns for the cremains, now enclosed in a columbarium 

wall surrounding the plaza. Those remains claimed from the original number discovered by the 

Senator are represented by open voids in the wall, and as more families claim their relatives, 

more open voids will join them.   
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“This is not a design problem or an issue of abstraction...or aesthetics.” said the artists when 

they were originally interviewed for the memorial project. “It seems to us that this is an issue of 

emotional alchemy; the opportunity to accept specific human experience and provide the 

emotional context for individuals to create personal transformations.” 

 

The artists worked closely with mental health advocacy groups including the National Alliance 

on Mental Illness (NAMI), who endorsed the project. A number of leaders and consumers from 

this group and others were strong supporters of their work.  A more detailed catalog is 

forthcoming, discussing the project from the perspectives of architecture, art and documenting 

the historic preservation efforts as they relate to Building 60. 

 

The Memorial was commissioned through Oregon’s Percent for Art in Public Places Program in 

2011, and is the last of a number of works commissioned for the new facility from 2008 to 2014. 

Other artists included in the collection of artwork for the State Hospital Replacement Project 

include Horatio Law, Adam McIsaac and Tony Johnson, Deborah Mersky, Rhiza A + D, Anne 

Storrs, Margot Voorhies Thompson and Bill Will. Notable independent artist projects, besides 

“…Cuckoo’s Nest” include photographer David Maisel’s two series “Library of Dust” and “The 

Asylum” and Mary Ellen Mark’s “Ward 81.” 

 

Oregon’s Percent for Art Program 

Living up to its pioneering reputation, Oregon was one of the first states in the nation to pass 

Percent for Art legislation, placing works of art in public spaces throughout the state. Since 

then, the Percent for Art program has maintained a commitment to the 

placement of permanent art of the highest quality in public places. Committees of local citizens 

across Oregon make selections. The overall collection enhances the state’s public spaces and 

contributes to our well-recognized quality of life.  

 

- ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ ‐ 

The Oregon Arts Commission provides leadership, funding and arts programs through its 

grants, special initiatives and services. Nine commissioners, appointed by the Governor, 

determine arts needs and establish policies for public support of the arts. The Arts Commission 

is supported with general funds appropriated by the Oregon legislature and with federal funds 

from the National Endowment for the Arts as well as funds from the Oregon Cultural Trust. 

More information about the Oregon Arts Commission:  www.oregonartscommission.org  
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