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ABSTRACT

The tallgrass prairie of Manitoba is among the most 
endangered ecosystems in the world. Rapid settlement in the 
prairies around the turn of the twentieth century led to an 
influx of agricultural development, setting forth a chain of 
events that would eventually see the near-total destruction 
of this once vast ecosystem. Today less than 1% of Manitoba’s 
native tallgrass prairie remains. How can we restore and protect 
this critically endangered ecosystem?

To combat the destruction of the tallgrass prairie, this 
practicum traces the history of burials in the western world to 
propose a new cemetery development and management model 
to restore and protect this endangered ecosystem. This new 
model utilizes natural burial practices to establish a new eco-
centric cemetery landscape in Winnipeg, Manitoba, to adapt 
to our society’s increased ecologically conscious sensibility. 
Because Canada has burial rights in perpetuity, this cemetery 
allows those interred within to take a stand and let everyone 
know that you can take this land over my dead body.

FIG. 0.01
Lasalle river bend
2019
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PART I: PRAIRIE ROOTS

When Europeans arrived in Canada and the United States of America, they were faced with 
an inland sea of waving grasses dappled with fl owers and punctuated by rare forests of oak and 
aspen. Reaching from the Gulf of Mexico northward until it makes way for the boreal forest 
which stretches across Canada, spanning from the Rocky Mountains eastward until it meets the 
forest margin by the Appalachian Mountains, this vast expanse of monotonous and uniform 
grasses would soon be designated as the prairies or the Great Plains. Th e term prairie was adapted 
from the French words le pré or la prairie for meadow, was originally only used to describe what 
is today known as the tallgrass prairie, whereas the term Great Plains referred to the drier and 
sparser grasslands of the short and mixed-grass prairie (Weaver, 1954, p. 3). Early settlers were 
met with harsh, unforgiving weather, with hot and dry summers where the sun would drench the 
unprotected landscape, and the long cold winters would test their survival abilities.

Formed over 25 million years ago when the movement of the tectonic plates led to the 
continental uplift , which created the Rocky Mountains, this newly created mountain range 

FIG. 1.01
View across the fi eld
2018

“to the traveller, who for several days traverses these prairies and barrens, their 
appearance is quite uninviting, and even disagreeable. He may travel � om morning 
until night, and make good speed, but on looking around him, he fancies himself at the 
very spot whence he started. No pleasant variety of hill and dale, no rapidly running 
brook delights the eye, and no sound of woodland music strikes the ear; but, in their 
stead, a dull uniformity of prospect ‘spread out immense.” Expecting here and there a 
tree, or a slight elevation of ground, it is otherwise a dead level, covered with tall weeds 
and coarse grass.”

(Atwater, 1818, p. 124)
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created a rain shadow that permanently altered the climate of North America (Weaver, 1954, p. 
5). Th e moist air from the Pacifi c Ocean was now intercepted by the mountain range, causing 
moisture to precipitate out on the windward side, leaving the air which passed over the range to 
be much drier where very little rain was produced (Weaver, 1954, p. 5).

As the land to the east of the Rocky Mountains began to experience prolonged periods of 
low precipitation, the trees began to retreat; relegated to grow within the fl oodplains and river 
valleys, where adequate moisture was still available. Th is new dry region was soon taken over 
by grasses that were better adapted to deal with the low and unpredictable precipitation of the 
Great Plains.   

Th e expansive prairie ecosystem that exists today can be broken down into four major ecozones, 
the tallgrass, mixed-grass, and short-grass prairies and the parkland. Th ese ecozones are 
characterized, as their names suggest, due to their predominant vegetation cover. Th is division 
of vegetation cover is caused mainly by the annual precipitation. Located the furthest from the 
Rocky Mountains, and thus the least aff ected by the rain shadow is the tallgrass prairie where 
Manitoba is located. Th e tallgrass prairie hosts a distinctly diff erent climate than that of the 
plains to the west. Th e tallgrass prairie occupies an area of higher precipitation which off ers 
deeper and more constantly moist soils and a much lower rate of evaporation (Weaver, 1954, p. 
7). Th is allows larger species of grass to thrive, thus giving it its name.

Th e tallgrass prairie is dominated by grasses that are capable of reaching a height of 1.5 m or 
more, the most prominent of which are Andropogon gerardi (big bluestem), Stipa sparrea (needle 
grass), and Panicum virgatum (switchgrass) (Weaver, 1954, p. 11). While these great heights are 
common for the tallgrass prairies of the United States, due to Manitoba’s northern location, 
these species typically only grow to 1.5 m at most.

Th e vegetation of the tallgrass prairie has adapted to endure the extreme temperatures, drought, 
wind, high light intensity, fi re, and grazing, which characterizes the region. (Kline, 2005, p. 
7). Many of these adaptations are evident, like grasses with narrow vertical leaves to prevent 
overheating in direct sun and reduce wind resistance or hairy surfaces to defl ect sun and wind 
(Kline, 2005, p. 7). Other adaptations are not as noticeable, like the deep, extensive root systems 
of many grasses and forbs, which allow for better access to water in periods of drought and 
provide additional nutrients for quick regeneration aft er grazing or fi re (Kline, 2005, p. 7). 
Wind is an important resource for many prairie plants, they utilize the strong prairie winds for 
pollination and seed dispersal (Kline, 2005, p. 7).

FIG. 1.02
Distribution of dominant grass 
types in the Great Plains
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The image of a treeless expanse of grasses stretching on interrupted for multiple kilometres 
does not exist within the Canadian prairies; there are trees. Grasses only represent 15% of the 
species present in the tallgrass prairie but account for up to 75% of the ground cover (Reaume, 
1993, p. vii). The predominant tree species in Manitoba’s tallgrass prairie are Quercus macrocarpa 
(bur oak) and Populus tremuloides (trembling aspen). The trees present on the prairies had 
special adaptations, like the grasses, to ensure their survival. A much wider assortment of 
vegetation types are present along the wetter riparian zones, but the adaptations of the oak 
and aspen ensured their survival in the harsh prairie expanse. The bur oak, the only native oak 
to Manitoba, has very thick and corky bark covering the old growth and deep roots to insulate 
itself during the hot and quick grass fires that were common in the pre-settlement prairies 
(Kline, 2005, p. 14). The trembling aspen is a fast-growing softwood species that produces 
many small cottony seeds which can easily propagate in disturbed soil, they also propagate 
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FIG. 1.03
Prairie mosaic
2020

inhabited the Great Plains (Knapp et al. , 1999, p. 39). Herds of immeasurable size speckled the Great 
Plains. An account from Nathaniel Langford, the first superintendent of Yellowstone National Park 
in Wyoming, attempted to describe the immensity of a bison herd in the mid-1850s:

through underground suckers which are insulated 
from fire (Braithwaite, 1970, p. 84). 

The prairie mosaic was shaped through a 
combination of herbivore grazing, fire, and the 
availability of water. The push and pull between the 
grass and trees created an ever-changing dynamic 
landscape. In times of higher precipitation, the trees 
would thrive and spread; in dry times, fire would 
scorch the grasses and destroy the trees allowing the 
grasses to take over.

Prior to European settlement in the early nineteenth 
century, an estimated 30 million to 60 million bison 

These sizeable herds were capable of shaping the prairie landscape by denuding large swaths of 
land, cropping the grass down to the soil surface and fertilizing the freshly cut grass with their 
droppings (Braiwaithe, 1970, p. 102). The encroaching forests were also no match for the bison’s 
size and strength, large trees could be toppled by being knocked into, and saplings were simply 
trampled (Braiwaithe, 1970, p. 102).

Another way the prairies were shaped was through fire. Fires were lit either through lightning 
strikes or by First Nation tribes to facilitate the hunting of bison. Fires would sweep across the 
prairies igniting anything in its path. The hot fast fires would rip through the prairie, destroying all 
vegetation that was not properly adapted.

The edge of the herd nearest to us was one-half to three-quarters of a mile away. From an 
observation with our field glasses, we judged the herd to be 5 or 6 (some said 8 or 10) miles 
wide, and the herd was more than an hour passing us at a gallop. There seemed to be no 
space, unoccupied by buffaloes. They were running as rapidly as a horse can go at a keen 
gallop, about 12 miles an hour”.   

(McHugh, 1972, p. 15). 

FIG. 1.04
George Catlin
Buffalo chase in winter, 
Indians on snowshoes
Oil on Canvas
1832-1833
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The Dominion Lands Act, 1872
The arrival of early European settlers in the Great Plains set off an 
irreversible string of events that have permanently altered the fate 
of the prairie ecosystem. The most impactful of these were driven 
by the desire to settle the west effected through the creation of the 
United States Homestead Act of 1862 and the Canadian equivalent, 
the Dominion Lands Act of 1872. These acts were created to 
encourage settlement in the west and the cultivation of the land 
by individual land-owning farming families. The United States 
Homestead Act prompted the settlement of nearly 1.5 million 
people in the west, acquiring over 800, 000 km2 of land primarily 
within the Great Plains (Samson, Knopf, Ostile, 2004, p. 7). 

The Dominion Lands Act of 1872, modelled on the United States 
Homestead Act, prompted the survey of some 80 million hectares 
of land east of the Rocky Mountains, dividing the prairies into 
1.25 million homesteads to be granted to individuals, colonization 
companies, the Hudson’s Bay Company, railway construction, 
municipalities and religious groups (Yarhi and Regehr, 2016). This 
land survey, the largest ever undertaken, would set aside land for 
First Nation reserves and, eventually, National Parks in an 1883 
amendment (Yarhi and Regehr, 2016).

Quarter sections of land, equivalent to 65 hectares, were first 
available to any man over the age of 21 to develop and begin 
cultivation. By 1876, the eligibility of acquisition to land had been 
expanded, lowering the age to 18 and allowing women over the age 
of 18 who were the head of the household and widows to now be 
able to acquire their own land in the West (Yarhi and Regehr, 2016). 

Prospective homesteaders were charged a $10 
administrative fee and given three years to 
develop their land. Homesteaders were expected 
to construct a habitable residence in which they 
would live for at least half the year, clear the land 
for cultivation, and actively cultivate a certain area 
annually (Yarhi and Regehr, 2016). By the end of 

FIG. 1.05
Map of Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan and Alberta
1915
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FIG. 1.06
Prairie ditch in the fall
2019

these three years, homesteaders would receive ownership of the 
land and they were given the opportunity to purchase up to one 
full section measuring 260 hectares if they were successful in their 
development (Yarhi and Regehr, 2016). By 1930, over 625, 000 land 
patents had been awarded, prompting hundreds of thousands of 
settlers to flood into the prairies (Yarhi and Regehr, 2016).

The Land Drainage Act, 1895
Water had always been a hindrance in the development of the 
prairies. Manitoba faced a unique issue, unlike the short and mixed-
grass prairies of Alberta and Saskatchewan where the predominant 
developmental hurdle revolved around the scarcity of water. The 
heavy clay soil and higher annual precipitation of the tallgrass 
prairie in Manitoba meant the wet conditions did not facilitate 
the establishment of arable agriculture. The clay soils in Manitoba 
were able to hold twice as much water as the sandy loam soils of 
Saskatchewan and Alberta (Braithwaite, 1970, p. 26). The higher 
precipitation coupled with the heavy clay soil caused the spring 
melt to drain too slowly, delaying crop seeding and rendering arable 
farming impossible (Warkentin, 1972).

To facilitate agricultural development, the Land Drainage Act of 
1895 sought to drain the land through the creation of Drainage 
Districts, which were areas of similar geography and concerns, in 
order to organize, plan, design, and construct a comprehensive 
system of engineered ditches and canals to drain wetlands and funnel 
the spring melt away, so the land was available for seeding earlier in 
the spring (Warkentin, 1972).

The first drainage district was formed in 1896 and, by 1903, thirteen 
districts had been created to facilitate the drainage of over 400 000 

ha of land (Warkentin, 1972). By 1935, 23 drainage 
districts had been created, facilitating the drainage 
of 885 144 ha, channelizing streams and creating 
over 4, 107 km of ditches across southern Manitoba. 
(Warkentin, 1972).
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FIG. 1.08
Location of prairie preserve 
lands, highlighting the 
northern tallgrass prairie

FIG. 1.07
Prairie preserve in Tolstoi, MB
2020

Th e improved drainage of cropland continued to degrade the tallgrass prairie vegetation so 
that by 1943 60% of the Red River valley had been converted to agricultural land (Henderson 
and Koper, 2012, p. 43). Th e 40% that remained uncultivated comprised unimproved grassland 
pasture - 23%, and forest and wetland - 17% (Henderson and Koper, 2012, p. 43).

The Prairies Today
Today, Th e Great Plains are among the most endangered ecosystems in the world, having seen the 
destruction of nearly 70% of their native range (Samson, Knopf, Ostile, 2004, p. 7). Th is habitat 
loss has occurred either intentionally through the conversion of the native prairie to agriculture 
or development, or unintentionally through poor management, the suppression of fi re, and the 
introduction of non-native species. 

Th e tallgrass prairie ecosystem had been aff ected the most due in part to the higher annual 
precipitation creating optimal growing conditions. Th e tallgrass prairie has seen the destruction 
of nearly 90% of its native range, only retaining around 82, 680 km2, while the mixed and short 
grass prairies retain around 29% and 52% of their ranges respectively (Samson, Knopf, Ostile, 
2004, p. 7). Th e grasses have been plowed to near extinction within the northern tallgrass prairie 
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Prairie Preserves
Winnipeg Boundary

Prairie Preserves 
Within Winnipeg

ecoregion, which follows the Red and Missouri river valleys. Th e northern tallgrass prairie retains 
only 2.4% of its native range or 4, 070 km2 across the United States and Canada (Samson, Knopf, 
Ostile, 2004, p. 7). 

In Manitoba, native patches of prairie still exist outside of the city in places like Oak Hammock 
Marsh to the north, in scattered preserves in the area of Tolstoi and Vita to the south, and at the St. 
Charles Shooting Range directly adjacent to the city to the west. Mixed ecosystem preserves with 
tallgrass prairie vegetation are located in the Interlake region at the Shoal Lakes, Delta Marsh, and 
Lake Francis. Within the city of Winnipeg, two remnant prairies exist, the thirteen-hectare Living 
Prairie Museum in the west end and the eight-hectare Bradley Prairie in the east.

FIG. 1.10
Prairie preserves in Winnipeg

FIG. 1.09
Prairie preserves in Manitoba

5 10 km2.5N
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FIG. 2.01
Waverley Memorial Gardens
2018

PART II: BURIAL TRADITIONS

We can understand much of a civilization’s history by how they bury their dead. The graves and 
burial grounds reflect religious and cultural perceptions towards death, the afterlife, and the 
deceased (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 1). The ebbs and flows in the placement and burial 
method of the dead are often reactionary, reflecting the issues and concerns of the time and 
location.

Ancient Rome and the Necropolis
Within the polytheistic cultures of ancient Greece and Rome, the act of honouring the dead 
was integral to everyday life. To maintain a connection to the dead within the lives of the living, 
the deceased were buried within the family home under the stone floor (Ragon, 1983, p. 36). 
Cremation was also an acceptable and popular final disposition method at the time.

As populations grew within cities, concerns began to grow over the safety of funeral pyres and 
improper burials. This practice was eventually outlawed by the Law of the Twelve Tables (c. 450 
BCE) to protect the metropolis from the risk of fires caused by cremation pyres and the pollution 
associated with improperly buried bodies (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 1). This separation of 
the living and dead led to the creation of the necropolis. 

The necropolis, or the city of the dead, was now physically distanced from the city of the living, 
but the dead still played a large role in everyday life of the ancient Romans. In an era when every 
road led to Rome, all roads were also lined with the dead (Ragon, 1983, p. 49). The extramural 
necropolis acted as the greeter for those entering the city, and it provided the final farewell to 
those leaving (Hope, 2007, p. 141). This practice remained in the west until the eight century CE 
(Ragon, 1983, p. 49).
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Within the necropolis, the deceased were buried in tombs which would display a memorial 
epitaph, encouraging the living to speak the name of the dead as this was a way to continue the 
memory of the deceased(Hope, 2007, p. 174). Some tombs also provided benches and seating 
for travellers and visitors. In contrast, the elaborate tombs may have had areas for preparing food, 
dining rooms, and sun terraces (Hope, 2009, p. 174). The necropolis was often a funerary garden 
extensively lined with cypress and box trees, planted with flowers, to be used as ritual offerings 
(Ragon, 1983, p. 144). 

Early Christian Burials and the Churchyard
With the rise of Christianity beginning in the fifth century, new perceptions of death, the 
deceased, and the afterlife were introduced, thus causing burial practices to change. Christianity 
introduced the concept of the resurrection,  disapproving the practice of cremation as it would 
distort the body thus inhibiting the possibility of resurrection. 

The location of early Christian burials remained extramural in the same locale as the earlier 
Roman necropolis, often intermixed (Ariès, 1981, p. 30). However, in time, as the church rose in 
importance, burials were now required to occur within the consecrated ground of the church and 
churchyard (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 3). In fact, by the ninth century, all extramural burial 

FIG. 2.03
Fédor Hoffbauer
Le Cimetière des Innocents 
en 1750 (Composition 
rétrospective).
1885

FIG. 2.02
The Appian Way, Rome, Italy
n.d.
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grounds per Roman custom, were abandoned in order to protect from grave robbers (Ragon, 
1983, p. 50). The tradition of burial within the church began with Constantine the Great, the first 
Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, who in 337 CE was buried in the outer porch of the 
Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 3). 

Under the tenure of Pope Gregory I (ca. 540-604 CE), the Roman Catholic Church began to 
expand the eligibility of those who were buried within the church. First bishops, then priests, 
followed by nobles, burghers, and rich craftsmen were eligible for burial within the church 
(Ragon, 1983, p. 50). These burials were facilitated by placing the bodies under the flagstone 
of the floor in unmarked graves (Ragon, 1983, p. 50). This practice would eventually cause the 
accumulation of too many bodies under the floor of the church, so the bones would then be 
transported to the attic so that the faithful would be surrounded by the dead with them both 
under their feet and above their heads (Ragon, 1983, p. 50).

In the churchyard, the poor were typically buried in great common ditches which could be as 
large as four and a half to nine meters deep, containing up to a thousand corpses (Ragon, 1983, 
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p. 51). The churchyards of the time were typically very small, most occupying no more than one 
hundred square meters (Ragon, 1983, p. 51). These small churchyards and churches were soon 
overwhelmed with skeletons and by the fourteenth century, in France, exhuming dried bones 
found in older graves and relocating them into ossuaries became common practise (Ragon, 1983, 
p. 51). By the fifteenth century, the ossuaries decorated with murals, stone carvings, tapestries, and 
epitaphs became popular destinations for strollers, community gatherings and religious classes 
(Ragon, 1983, p. 51). 

The Christian burial grounds of the time were socially and religiously segregated. The churchyards 
were reserved for Catholics, and all others were not able to be buried within. Those outcasted 
from the Catholic churchyards included Pagans, heretics, those excommunicated from the 
church, those who died from suicide, were executed, actors, Jews, and later in the sixteenth 
century, Protestants (Ragon, 1983, p. 52). These burials were now forced to occur extramurally 
because all burial grounds within the city were typically associated with the Catholic church. At 
this time, Protestants would regularly bury their dead in fields, the woods, or in their own gardens 
(Ragon, 1983, p. 51). The burial of pariahs would occur in either shallow graves or the corpses 
were left exposed to the elements where they would be ravaged by wild animals (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 4). 

In the sixteenth century, the Protestant Reformation began to challenge the Christian 
burial traditions. The Protestants opposed the practice of secondary burials which had been 
exceptionally popular in the Christian world. The Protestants’ disdain towards the practice of 
recovering the grave by means of displacement meant that only the graves of the poor and those 
within busy urban churchyards were disturbed (Sloane, 1991, p. 19).

By the end of the eighteenth century, many major cities were beginning to face burial crises. The 
rapid growth of these cities caused the churchyards to become overcrowded, leading to problems 
with pollution, unpleasant appearances, and foul smells. The foul air, known as miasmas, were 
making people sick. The miasma theory believes that decaying animal and vegetable matter results 
in poisonous air which was capable of spreading disease (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 32). 

Having been the repository for around 10% of Paris’ dead annually, accepting burials since at 
least 1186, the burial grounds at Cimetière des Innocents had reached its limit by the latter half 
of the eighteenth century (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 32). By this time, the soil within the 
Cimetière des Innocents was unable to keep up with decomposing the mass amounts of burials 
occurring annually. Instead of decomposing the bodies, they were left to fester and produce foul 
odours (Etlin, 1984, p. 13). The residents living around the cemetery said that the air was so bad 
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they were unable to keep fresh food without it spoiling at an accelerated rate, metals would dull 
quicker, and wounds were more likely to fester (Ariès, 1981, p. 483).

In 1780, after a prolonged period of extremely wet conditions, the cemetery could no longer hold 
the pressure of overcrowding, causing the basement walls of an adjacent apartment building to 
fail, spilling the contents of a recent burial trench into the cellar, over twenty thousand partially 
decomposed bodies (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 32).  This incident put in to motion a 
sweeping burial reform in France.

In 1794, a report was filed by the Administration of Public Works in Paris condemning mass graves 
citing their threat to public health and their unpleasant appearance (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, 
p. 32). In 1796 many of the cemeteries of Paris were closed, leaving only five cemeteries, located 
further from the city, to receive all of the city’s dead (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 32).

In 1804, Napoleon I (1769-1821) issued the Imperial Decree on Burials, codifying over sixty years 
of burial initiatives in France (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 33). This decree set out everything 
from where and how to bury the dead, how to establish new cemeteries and the requirements and 
design for new cemeteries.

The decree begins by prohibiting burials within churches, towns, and within city limits, pushing 
burial grounds back outside of cities requiring cemeteries to be at least thirty to forty meters 

FIG. 2.04
Jean-Nicolas Sobre
L’exhumation des ossements 
du cimetière des Innocents, 
vers 1787.
1806
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beyond city limits. Mass graves were also prohibited, requiring individual graves with thirty to 
forty centimetres to each side and thirty to fifty centimetres at the head and feet (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 33). Graves could be reused after five years, and a memorial could be placed 
in the interim, while more elaborate monuments could be placed on family plots that were 
purchased for permanent use (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 33). The Imperial Decree on 
Burials made the newly created cemetery of Père Lachaise the standard which all new French 
cemeteries should follow.

Père Lachaise and the Burial Reform
Père Lachaise was unlike any burial ground that had been developed in France before. The 
design followed the picturesque style popular in English gardens at the time, inviting nature 
and planting back into the burial landscape. The site was the former estate of Mont-Louis, 
located beyond the city limits of Paris(Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 33). This site had also 
been the home of Jesuit François d’Aix de la Chaise, also known as Père Lachaise (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 34). The site featured undulating topography, which was quintessential to 
the picturesque aesthetic, coupled with formal garden elements remaining from its past as an 
estate (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 34). Père Lachaise featured a winding carriage road 
along the periphery of the site leading visitors from the entrance at the base of a hill, through a 
valley and around an escarpment interspersed with an extensive network of footpaths to service 
individual burial sections (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 34).

Père Lachaise set a precedent for burials at the time, recognizing that the dead were more 
respected in society by allowing individuals to purchase perpetual burial rights instead of merely 
renting graves for eventual reuse (Sloane, 1991, p. 3). Those with adequate means could purchase 
a permanent family plot that could be marked with a monument (Cothran and Danylchak, 
2018, p. 34). Those who were unable to purchase a permanent plot were able to purchase a 
five-year renewable lease on an individual grave and could mark the plot with commemorative 
inscriptions (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 34). Those who could not afford any burial were 
able to be interred in communal graves for no charge, although they were reused after six years 
(Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 35).

FIG. 2.06
Mausoleums of Père Lachaise
2019

FIG. 2.05
Mausoleums on the hill of 
Père Lachaise
2019
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North American Burials

Pre-settlement First Nation Burials
First Nation tribes have occupied the Great Plains for as long 
as 35, 000 years (Pettipas, 1984, p. 162). However, much of the 
impact of their culture and traditions had been damaged or 
destroyed during the last glaciation from 25, 000 to 7, 000 years 
ago. The cultures, traditions, and burial practices of the First 
Nations peoples are as unique as the landscapes they inhabit. 
The natural environments that the First Nation tribes inhabited 
provided the most significant influence on their way of life, and 
thus, their burial practices (Bushnell, 1927, p. 1).

In the Great Plains, where the landscape was flat and open, 
a common burial practice sought to stand out against the 
landscape they inhabited. This desire led to the concept of 
platform or scaffold burial. More formally known as aerial 
sepulture, this practice involves placing the deceased upon an 
elevated platform erected in either a tree, where forests were 

present or upon a scaffold if absent (Yarrow, 
1880, pg. 66). The deceased would be either 
permanently buried upon the platform or for 
as long as the platform stood, then the bones 
would be cleaned for secondary internment. 
In an account from 1871, George P. Belden 
noted the burial of a woman from the 

FIG. 2.07
Karl Bodmer
Funeral Scaffold of a Sioux 
Chief near Fort Pierre
1844



23



24

Yanktonia tribe, which once occupied southern Manitoba and Saskatchewan along with parts of 
Montana, Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota, stating:

Along with the body wrapped tightly in blankets, skins, or birch bark, offerings of food, water and 
tools were placed atop the platform to assist the deceased on their journey in the afterlife (Yarrow, 
1880, p. 66). 

The Mandan of present-day North Dakota were a sedentary agrarian tribe who would place the 
deceased upon a scaffold in a village of the dead until the posts would collapse and the wrappings 
would open, allowing the bones to be cleaned and separated. The bones would then be buried in 
the ground with the exception of the skull, which would be placed in a ceremonial circle of around 
six or more meters on a bed of sage. In the centre of this ceremonial circle of skulls, a mound of 
approximately one meter would be adorned by the skulls of two bison, one male and one female 
(Bushnell, 1927, p. 68). These ceremonial circles served as a means for the members of the tribe 
to visit, mourn, and pay their respects to the dead. The relatives of the deceased would seemingly 
remember the skull of their loved one and would regularly return to visit(Bushnell, 1927, p. 68).

The practice of scaffold burial also served a functional role in the prairies. Burial upon a platform 
exposed to the hot and dry summer conditions would allow the body to dry out and act as a 
preservation method. This would also ensure the safety of the deceased, protecting them from 
being devoured by animals. 

The practice of scaffold burials was not the only method within the Great Plains region. The 
Assiniboine, people who occupied a large area including present-day Winnipeg, the Cree and 
Ojibway would practise multiple types of burial, including inhumation. 

The cultures of the Cree and Ojibway were closely related; they are both part of the Algonquian 
tribes, spoke the same language and practised many of the same rituals. The Ojibway tribes were 
typically located in secluded forests, while the Cree were drawn to the bison hunt in the open 
prairies (Bushnell, 1927, p. 6). These differences did not, however, drastically change their burial 
practices.

“These scaffolds are seven to eight feet high, ten feet long, and four to five feet wide. Four 
stout posts, with forked ends, are first set firmly in the ground, and then in the forks are 
laid cross and side poles, on which is made a flooring of small poles. The body is carefully 
wrapped, so as to make it watertight, and laid to rest on the poles”

 (Yarrow, 1880, p. 66).
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The inhumation of a Cree or Ojibway would appear somewhat similar to a traditional coffin burial 
of the present day. The body is dressed in their best clothing, wrapped in a new blanket, then placed 
into a grave that has been lined with branches, bark, or animal skins, forming a vault (Bushnell, 1927, 
p. 3). Tools and other offerings are sometimes placed into the grave along with the body before 
filling the grave back up with earth (Bushnell, 1927. p. 3). Then, the grave is covered in a pile of 
wood or encircled by a fence to offer protection (Bushnell, 1927, p. 5). 

The inhumation of an Assiniboine tribe member differed only slightly from the practices of the 
Ojibway and Cree. The deceased would be inhumed in a seated position in a circular grave of one 
and a half meters deep (Bushnell, 1927, p. 42). The circular grave would be lined with birch bark or 
skins and fashioned with a seat with supports on either side (Bushnell, 1927, p. 42).

The tribes who practised inhumation in the northern prairies were faced with frozen ground 
making proper burial impossible with the tools they possessed. An account from Alexander Henry 
from 1775 described the manner within the Assiniboine tribe dealt with the frozen conditions of 

Canadian winters:
With respect to the burial of the dead, if the death happen in the winter-season, and at a distance 
from the burial-ground of the family, the body invariably accompanies all the wanderings and 
journeys of the survivors, till spring, and till their arrival at the place of internment. In the mean 
time, it is every where rested on a scaffold, out of reach of beasts of prey”

 (Bushnell, 1927, p. 42)

FIG. 2.08
George Catlin
Back View of Mandan Village, 
Showing the Cemetery
1832
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Settler Burials
As the European settlers made their way across North America, they brought with them their 
own burial traditions and practices. As they settled their homesteads and cleared away the prairies, 
so too were the traditions of the First Nation tribes. Like the native prairie vegetation, the burial 
traditions of the First Nation tribes were replaced, either through willful conversion or by force.
Before the settlement of major cities and the development of distinct American burial traditions 
in the nineteenth century, American settlers buried their dead in ways that reflected the stage of 
settlement currently achieved.

As the United States was being settled, the dead were typically interred where they fell, in pioneer 
graves, or they were transported short distances for burial in existing First Nation burial grounds 
(Sloane, 1991, p. 14). Few graves were marked with durable markers during the colonial time, even 
within cities, as stone carving was an uncommon skill amongst the pioneers, opting instead for 
wooden markers or fieldstone bearing the initials of the deceased(Sloane, 1991, p. 14). 

As the isolated pioneer camps grew into small settlements, the solitary pioneer graves would 
begin to cluster, and domestic burial grounds were formed. With the Homestead Act of 1862 
in the United States and the Dominion Lands Act of 1872, the Canadian equivalent, there was 
a significant push to settle the wilderness of the Great Plains. These newly settled homesteads 
required more permanent burial practices to reflect this new settlement pattern. These domestic 
burials would usually occur on the family’s property and were typically surrounded by a fence or 
low wall, raised upon a hill overlooking the property, and distanced from the house (Sloane, 1991, 
p. 14). These burial grounds, which were not associated with the church and were vastly different 
from the European traditions of the churchyard at the time (Sloane, 1991, p. 15).

Although the tradition of domestic burial grounds was prevalent in many smaller settlements, 
many settlers followed the European practice of churchyard burials (Sloane, 1991, p. 1). Within 
larger cities, burials within the church and in subterranean vaults were available to those who could 
afford them (Sloane, 1991, p. 22). The vaults could be purchased both privately for individual 
families or publicly for members of the congregation (Sloane, 1991, p. 23). Those who could not 
afford burial within the church vault or churchyard were buried in common burial grounds in 
unmarked graves referred to as potter’s fields(Sloane, 1991, p. 24).

FIG. 2.09
Ukrainian headstones at Old 
St. Michael’s Ukrainian church 
2020 
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By the turn of the nineteenth century, the city of Boston was facing a burial crisis of their own. The 
population had almost doubled within 20 years, from 33, 787 in 1810 to 61, 392 in 1830 (Cothran 
and Danylchak, 2018, p. 37). To solve the shortage of graves, individual graves were banned in 
1816 (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 37). Graves at the Granary Burial Ground were unmarked 
and dug four deep to save space(Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 37). Even with those practices, 
all available grave space was filled by 1822 (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 37). Churches within 
Boston began to petition for the ability to bury within vaults in their cellars to provide additional 
burial space (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 38). There was considerable resistance against 
church vault burials stating they were anti-democratic because they were expensive, so they were 
only available for the rich (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 38).

In 1823, a committee on Urban Internments began an investigation into the issues relating to the 
overcrowded urban burial grounds (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 38). The report concluded 
that the Boston peninsula should prohibit the construction of new subterranean tombs, begin 
to put in place measures to stop all urban burials, and look for a location to bury citizens outside 
of the city (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 38). In 1826, an ordinance on the Burial of the 
Dead closed the majority of burial grounds in the city of Boston, leaving the city with only two 
locations to receive new burials, the Copp’s Head and South End burying grounds(Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 38). The internments within these burial grounds were allowed only to be 
temporary, allowing burials for up to twenty years before reuse (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 
38). This temporary solution to Boston’s burial crisis required a more permanent plan put in place 
to solve the overcrowding issues.

FIG. 2.10
Boston, Copp’s Hill Burying 
Ground, 1660
1895-1905
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Mount Auburn and the Rural Cemetery
In 1825, Jacob Bigelow (ca. 1787-1879) gathered a group 
of influential Bostonian civic and business leaders together 
to explore the concept of establishing a new type of burial 
ground, “a suburban cemetery in the neighbourhood of 
Boston, which might at once led to the cessation of the burial 
of the dead in the city, rob death of a portion of its terrors, and 
afford to afflicted survivors some relief amid their bitterest 
sorrows”(Massachusetts Horticultural Society, 1880, p. 69). 
Though this concept garnered much interest and approval 
amongst the group, the procurement of land was slow.

After the idea sat dormant for five years until 1830 when a 
seventy-two-acre tract of land was purchased six kilometres 
west of the city of Boston on the Cambridge Watertown 
boundary (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 39). The land was 
far enough away from the city to protect it from miasmas yet 
still close enough for people to easily visit. The tract of land 
was known as Stone’s Woods, nicknamed Sweet Auburn by 
the students of Harvard (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 
39). This nickname would then go on to inspire the name of 
the burial ground, Mount Auburn.

Mount Auburn sits within a glacial moraine, which provided a 
variety of landcover and topography within the site providing 
for the picturesque ideals of the rural cemetery movement 
to flourish. The diverse site features were also favoured by 
the Horticultural Society as the site naturally featured a 
wide variety of growing conditions thus expanding the 
growing capabilities of the site (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 41). The partnership of 
the cemetery and Horticultural Society was 
important to the founders as they believed 
the collaboration would help ease any 
uncertainty the public may have about the 
new endeavour (Cothran and Danylchak, 
2018, p. 39). This partnership would serve to 

FIG. 2.11
Walter Cornella
Mount Auburn Cemetery site 
plan
1837

Mount Auburn and the Rural Cemetery Movement
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highlight their intentions to create a landscaped burial ground, the likes of which had yet to be 
seen in the United States (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 39).

In 1831, the founding president of the Horticultural Society, Gen. Henry A. S. Dearborn (1783-
1851), along with civil engineer Alexander Wadsworth (1806-1898), were selected to layout the 
grounds of the cemetery (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 42). Dearborn gathered inspiration 
for the design of the Mount Auburn Cemetery from the Cimetière du Père Lachaise, following 
the picturesque style to respect the existing natural features of the site; the circulation system 
respected the existing topography (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 42).

Dearborn set forth laying out the cemetery grounds featuring six-meter wide avenues on the 
level ground for hearse and carriage access (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 42). A network 
of two-meter wide footpaths on more rugged terrain, which could not be accessed by carriage, 
takes those on foot through a complicated network of paths provoking visitors to ponder topics 
such as the ever-changing state of man’s mortality (Cothran and Danylchak, 208, p 42). The 
inclusion of these footpaths allowed the family plots to all be accessed by a path. 

The model set by Mount Auburn quickly captured the interest of many Americans. By the early 
nineteenth century, many Americans began to live within larger urban centres disconnected 
from the rural countryside. The rapid increase in urban settlement along the east coast of the 
United States led to the rapid deforestation of the once expansive forests. As a reaction to 
this phenomenon, an intellectual movement had begun, cultivating an interest in rural ideals 
revolving around the“nostalgia for America’s virgin landscape and a desire to live in harmony 
with nature” (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 39). The creation of the rural cemeteries fulfilled 
this desire. 

The rural cemetery movement quickly took off, seeing the creation of at least ten cemeteries 
across the United States in the 1830s alone (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 55). The rise in 
popularity of the rural cemetery prompted existing cemeteries to take note and either redesign 
their grounds to align with its picturesque natural qualities or to add new sections in the rural 
cemetery style (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 59). A growing interest in horticulture among 
early rural cemetery promoters influenced the appearance of the burial grounds. Like Mount 
Auburn and the Massachusetts Horticultural Society, many of the early rural cemeteries were 
associated with horticultural societies (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 153).

FIG. 2.13
Walter Cornella
View on Harvard hill, Mount 
Auburn Cemetery
1837

FIG. 2.12
Walter Cornella
Binny’s monument, Mount 
Auburn Cemetery
1837
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The Cemetery of Spring Grove and the Landscape Lawn Plan
The Cemetery of Spring Grove was initially opened in 1844 in Cincinnati, Ohio, featuring a 
distinctive rural cemetery design. Like Mount Auburn, the design of the Cemetery of Spring 
Grove was designed in the picturesque style with major roadways respecting the topography of 
the site and including road access to each burial plot(Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 109). It 
maintained its rural roots until 1855 when German-born Adolph Strauch took his position at 
the Cemetery of Spring Grove (Sloane, 1991, p. 98).

Strauch advocated for the removal of what he referred to as “useless appendages,” including 
family lot fences, hedges, head and foot stones, among other ornamentation (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 110). Strauch desired to shift the focus of the cemetery landscape away from 
the ostentatious decoration of previous rural cemeteries back to rural simplicity (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 110). 

Under Strauch’s command, the vegetation of the cemetery was cleared, reducing the forested 
character to create careful vistas and backdrops for the family monuments (Cothran and 
Danylchak, 2018, p. 110). The extensive network of walking paths was simplified, favouring 
avenues and carriageways, and the enclosures around burial plots were removed to create a more 
harmonious, less-fragmented landscape (Cothran and Danylchak, 2018, p. 111). The simplicity 
and accessibility of Strauch’s plan for Spring Grove broke from the century-long fascination with 
the irregularity and drama of the picturesque (Sloane, 1991, p. 103). 

Around this time, the American perception of death was also changing. This change in 
perception of death led to the detachment of individuals from attending to the care of the 
deceased and the professionalization of the medical and death industry. With the rise in 
prominence of the hospital as an institution in the 1880s, the final moments of many Americans’ 
lives unfolded within the confines of the hospital, away from the home where death had typically 
occurred in the centuries prior (Sloane, 1991, p. 119). The new landscape lawn cemeteries 
reflected the formalization, professionalization, and detachment within the processes of death 
and dying (Sloane, 1991, p. 121).

The professionalization within mid-nineteenth-century society found its way into the cemetery 
landscape through the creation of the position of superintendent of the grounds at the 
Cemetery of Spring Grove. In 1859, Strauch created the position, changing from the former 
title of landscape gardener, to allow increased responsibility and authority to be allocated 
to the cemetery (Sloane, 1991, p. 106). This newly acquired authority allowed the landscape 
gardener to combine the design and maintenance of the cemetery grounds and also continue 
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with its artistic management (Worpole, 2003, p. 143). Bringing to life the concept of the 
cemetery as a business.

The lawn plan began to slowly spread across the United States during the last half of the 
nineteenth century with varying degrees of success. The restricted, impersonal dimensions of 
the landscape lawn led many to shy away from the change over from the rural cemetery (Sloane, 
1991, p. 121). Many early attempts at the landscape lawn cemetery model were financial failures 
because the public was not quite receptive to the sterilized park-like cemetery (Sloane, 1991, p. 
121). The unanimous acceptance of the landscape lawn plan did not fully take hold until the late 
nineteenth century with the City Beautiful movement (Sloane, 1991, p. 121). 

Soon the lawn-park cemetery became the new standard for new cemetery design in the United 
States, replacing the model of Mount Auburn and the rural cemetery. The landscape lawn 
plan became popular among Americans of the time, but the concept was still not immediately 
accepted by new immigrants (Sloane, 1991, p. 112). Immigrants typically wished to recreate the 
burial landscapes of their country of origin and disliked the park-like cemetery and the open 
expansiveness and sterility of the landscape lawn. Many immigrant communities valued the 
European model of cemetery, which prioritized closeness to the deceased in contrast to the 
American detachment and standardization of the deathscape (Sloane, 1991, p. 113).

FIG. 2.14
Middleton, Stobridge & Co. 
Bird’s-eye view of Spring 
Grove Cemetery
1858
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Forest Lawn and the Memorial Park
By the twentieth century, Americans were isolated from death. Medical advances took the 
commonplace of death away from the home and family, moving it to professionals in the hospital. 
The cemetery also stepped away from families towards business practices.

The practice of embalming was on the rise due in part to the Civil War. Embalming was a practice 
used to preserve the body, enabling the transport of the deceased soldiers to their hometowns for 
burial (Sloane, 1991, p. 174). With the increasing popularity of embalming, the concept of death 
was further detached from the process of dying, shifting the focus of American funerals, and 
conversely, the burial landscapes, towards the experience of the survivors (Sloane, 1991, p. 174). 
This passage from the sterilization of death iconography in the burial landscape to focusing on 
the experience of the survivors was exemplified in Hubert Eaton’s plan for Forest Lawn Memorial 
Park. 

In 1913, businessman Hubert Eaton became the Forest Lawn Memorial Park superintendent in 
Glendale, California. Eaton sought to restructure the American cemetery intending to improve 
business operations with the practices of real-estate developers (Sloane, 1991, p. 164). This 
new model of cemetery, known as the memorial park, was a combination of commercialism, 
conservative American values, religion, and the detachment from reminders of death (Sloane, 
1991, p. 165).

Eaton began in 1917 to offer financial incentives to lot holders who agreed to use grave markers 
which were flush to the ground (Sloane, 1991, p. 159). These flush markers effectively erased the 
appearance of death within the cemetery landscape. Family lots and personal monuments, which 
had been common practice since the opening of Père Lachaise over a century ago, were also 
removed from the cemetery, replaced by replica statues acting as centrepieces for many of the 
burial sections which were referred to as gardens (Sloane, 1991, p. 181).

The design of the memorial park was targeted at the suburban ideals of the growing American 
middle class. Eaton’s Forest Lawn Memorial Park reaffirmed the Protestant American values 
which were threatened by modernism (Sloane, 1991, p. 171). Modernist art was not welcome 
within the memorial park; instead, the sculptures Eaton chose to accent the sections of Forest 
Lawn were deemed academic art due to its representation of high art within the middle-class 
society (Sloane, 1991, p. 171). The art was chosen to “reinforce rather than challenge the social 
traditions from which they originated” (Sloane, 1991, p. 171).

FIG. 2.15
Flat grave markers at 
Waverley Memorial Gardens
2018
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Skogskyrkogården and the Woodland Cemetery
 As the cemetery landscapes of North America were moving away from symbols of death, 
detaching itself from the wildness of the natural, the cemeteries of Germany and Northern 
Europe were embracing it. In 1907 the Munich Waldfriedhof, designed by Hans Grässel, and the 
Skogskyrkogården in Karlskoga, designed by O. F. Holmsted, were opened. These cemeteries 
embraced the natural, embodying Nordic affinities with nature to situate these cemeteries within 
their regional context while embodying the modernist ideals of enhancing the lives of visitors 
through the built form (Constant, 1994, p. 3).

The Skogskyrkogården in Karlskoga, a small city located between Stockholm and Gothenburg, 
is credited as being the first woodland cemetery in Sweden. Situated within a dramatic landscape 
of ravines and an existing spruce forest, the designer O. F. Holmsten sought to construct a 
new cemetery in a site with special qualities existing within it rather than attempting to create 
something from a tabula rasa (Andersson, 1997, p. 286). The forest was used in this cemetery as 
the basis for the landscape design, representing a shelter, the place of birth and death (Andersson, 
1997, p. 286). The skogskyrkogården in Karlskoga did not achieve the same recognition as later 
Swedish woodland cemeteries. However, it nevertheless presented an innovative burial landscape 
that contrasted the Swedish burial traditions of the time. 

The skogskyrkogården which garnered all of the attention is the UNESCO world heritage 
site, the Skogskyrkogården in Stockholm, Sweden. The city of Stockholm began their quest 
to establish a new burial ground in 1905 when it was advised that an extension to the current 
cemetery was needed (Constant, 1994, p. 29). This call for a new burial ground occurred in a time 
where Swedish society was grappling with the contrasting demands of Nordic tradition and 
modernity (Constant, 1994, p. 2).

FIG. 2.16
Graves in a pine forest, 
Skogskyrkogården
2019
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In 1914, the competition for its design was announced internationally. The brief asked prospective 
entrants to respect the site’s aesthetic values and lay out the new cemetery with a clear and orderly 
plan without corrupting the landscape character (Constant, 1994, p. 32). Particular significance 
was placed upon the dignified character the grounds should possess, citing the layout of buildings 
and planting as crucial to the best possible effect (Constant, 1994, p. 32). The brief called for an 
end of the romanticization of the cemetery, embodying instead optimism, regeneration, and 
renewal both individually and collectively (Coyne-Jensen, 2015, p. 13).

The site in question was that of a former sand and gravel pit with a prominent bedrock hill that 
had been heavily planted with pine trees (Coyne-Jensen, 2015, p. 14). The winning entry was by 
the architects Sigurd Lewerentz and Gunnar Asplund. Their proposal titled Tallum, derived from 
the Swedish ‘tall’ for pine with a Latin suffix, sought to bury the cemetery under an extensive pine 
forest (Andersson, 1997, p. 286). The proposal featured a network of paths laced within the pine 
forest to develop upon the melancholic atmosphere of the pine forest (Constant, 1994, p . 32).

The Way of the Cross
The progression of the cemetery begins at a gently sloping entrance road, enclosed with fieldstone 
retaining walls. To one side, a fountain steadily trickles, marking the entrance to the cemetery’s 
sacred space. As you reach the top of the ascending drive, you are met with a stone cross that sits 
prominently near the cemetery entrance, interrupting an expansive lawn free of grave markers, 
marking the threshold of the crematory chapel (Constant, 1994, p. 100). The addition of the 
cross was a point of contention for the architects. The inclusion of overt Christian symbolism 
conflicted with the desire to create an atmosphere where emotions are free to evolve and change 
in a spiritually charged environment (Constant, 1994, p. 101). To alleviate this conflict, the 
proportions of the cross were adjusted. By altering the location of the patibulum, Asplund sought 
to leave the cross’s religious interpretation open to the individual stating “to those who see it as 
such, a consolation, to those who do not, simply a cross” (Constant, 1994, p. 100). 

FIG. 2.18
Ascending entrance road
2019

FIG. 2.17
Granite cross, 
Skogskyrkogården
2019
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FIG. 2.19
Meditation grove
2019

FIG. 2.20
View from the Chapel of 
Resurrection
2019

The Way of the Seven Wells
The progression through the cemetery continues from the way of the cross transitioning to the 
way of the seven wells. The way of the seven wells begins atop a hill at the meditation grove, a 
small enclosure surrounded by a low wall encircled by elm trees. This hill recalls the ancient burial 
tradition of mound-building, seen in the burial landscape of the Swedish Kings at Old Uppsala 
and the Swedish memorial garden practice of incorporating hills decorated with rune stones in 
gardens (Constant, 1994, p. 103). The path continues from the meditation grove, terminating 
at the Resurrection Chapel passing through the cemetery’s dense pine forest decorated with 
scattered grave markers. The straight path slicing through the pine forest is lined with spruce trees 
which have a darker colour, and a straighter, more contained growth habit, thus strengthening 
the gesture (Constant, 1994, p. 105). The wells were intended to act as resting points along this 
path. Though six of the eponymous wells on the Way of the Seven Wells were never constructed, 
the concept created by Lewerentz intended to develop the wells as distinct resting places, all 
containing the elements of the well, benches, and the path (Constant, 1994, p. 105). 
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The Cemeteries of Winnipeg
Th e historical progression of the perceptions of death can be seen within the context of 
Winnipeg. Th e City of Winnipeg has no shortage of cemeteries. Within the city limits, there 
are 29 cemeteries, and most of them are still accepting burials. Th e City of Winnipeg owns and 
operates three municipal cemeteries: Brookside Cemetery, St. Vital Cemetery, and Transcona 
Cemetery; the other 26 are private cemeteries, most of which are owned and operated by 
religious organizations or by large corporations like Arbor Memorial and Dignity.

Cemetery
Winnipeg Boundary

Cemeteries 
Within Winnipeg

5 10 kmN 2.5
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FIG. 2.21
Cemetery locations in 
Winnipeg

Th e fi rst recorded cemetery in Winnipeg was the Kildonan Presbyterian Cemetery, built in 1854. 
Th is cemetery, and many others of the time, were examples of churchyard cemeteries. Th e St. 
James Cemetery (1855) and the St. Boniface Cathedral Cemetery (~1850), local to Winnipeg, 
are other examples of this burial practice. Th ese cemeteries were constructed at a time when the 
church was central to everyday life, before the fear and understanding of the dead and sanitation 
altered burial practices. Th ese churchyard burials were located at the centre of the community and 
acted as a gathering place for the community. At this time, coexisting with the dead was common 
practice.

As the perceptions of death and the concerns over sanitation progressed through the Western 
world, the shift  in the construction of Winnipeg’s cemeteries also followed a similar trajectory. 
Th is was a time when the cemetery was moved out from the churchyard relegated to the outskirts 
of town to protect residents from the pollution associated with overcrowded urban burial 
grounds. Th is change in perceptions can be seen in the construction of Brookside Cemetery 
(1878) and the Elmwood Cemetery (1902). With this change in cemetery location, the design 

FIG. 2.22
St. James Cemetery
2022
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style also changed to reflect the popular cemetery landscape design movement. The landscape 
lawn plan was the popular style of the time. Featuring dramatic curvilinear roadways and dense 
tree cover framing pristine lawns peppered with small headstones, these cemeteries provided a 
park-like escape from the increasingly urban areas of the time. The Brookside Cemetery is still 
the largest cemetery in Western Canada, covering nearly 85 hectares and acting as the final resting 
place for over 200, 000 people (Greensdale, 2014).

The Winnipeg cemetery landscape would once again follow the trends of cemetery development. 
In the early twentieth century, the popular style shifted from the landscape lawn plan to the 
memorial park. The cemetery initially was located distanced from the realm of the living, as 
they had been before, but the dramatic framing vegetation was thinned, making way for formal 
pristine lawns filled with flat markers. This style of cemetery has found its foothold in the North 
American urban landscape. Level lawns filled with flush markers made mowing easy and deterred 
vandals from toppling headstones. 

FIG. 2.25
Elizabeth and Charles Sproule
2018

FIG. 2.24
Waverley Memorial Gardens
2018

FIG. 2.23
Brookside Cemetery in winter
2022
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PART III: THE CEMETERY OF TODAY

Cultures are dynamic, as seen through the changes in western burial traditions throughout 
history. The perceptions of death and burial practices have changed considerably from early 
Roman burials which occurred within the home. Many of these changes have been reactionary, 
whether it was a mad scramble to counteract dangerous or disastrous consequences, like the 
origins of Père Lachaise or Mount Auburn, or a subtle change in business practices or design 
ideals, as with Spring Grove and Forest Lawn. The popular western perception of death and 
burial has remained relatively stagnant since the introduction of the business first model 
originating from Hubert Eaton and the Forest Lawn Memorial Park. The open lawns filled with 
flat unobtrusive markers have been  a staple within the North American cemetery landscape for 
the past century. 

As urban populations have grown,  the preservation of the body through embalming and the use 
of burial vaults with burial in perpetuity has posed development challenges for town planners 
(Ragon, 1983, p. 299). In North America, cemeteries are often unproductive plots of land which 
require significant maintenance. The perception of death and burials has shifted gradually, but 
it has not kept in tow with the innovations in burial and body disposal technologies and the 
current ecological awareness.

Carlisle Cemetery and the Green Burial Movement
By the mid-twentieth century, many began to oppose the sterile commercial entity of the 
memorial park cemetery but were left with little to no other option of burial. The transition 
away from the clinical traditional burial methods towards one which sought to embrace natural 
processes began at the Carlisle Cemetery in Cumbria, England, when in 1983 Ken West was 

FIG. 3.01
Deer skull in grass
2016
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appointed as its manager and registrar (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 18). West believed that the burial 
ground was too focused on the efficiency of management and was becoming detached from 
the ecological potential of the landscape (Clayden, et al., 2010, 2015, p 18). This focus towards 
achieving the cemetery’s ecological potential began with the conversion of an older section 
within the cemetery, which did not receive visitors, to a native wildflower meadow (Clayden, et 
al., 2015, p. 18). This conversion started slowly over time by reducing the number of mowings 
per year from sixteen to only one (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 19). This reduction in cuttings 
transformed the section into a unique landscape, with Victorian headstones beginning to be 
overcome with wildflowers and tall grasses. West anticipated the concerns of the public over the 
potential interpretation of the meadow as a sign of neglect by producing informational leaflets 
and providing guided tours (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 19). The public reaction was largely positive, 
prompting some to ask if they could be buried in the meadow themselves (Clayden, et al., 2015, 
p. 19).

The transition toward a burial method that embraced nature to a much stronger degree 
happened over a chance encounter between West and two elderly women (Clayden, et al., 2015, 
p. 19). The women had the idea of meshing the conservation attempts of the Victorian cemetery 
meadow and current burials in a more integrated and impactful way. 
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The women expressed concern over the current burial practices as they had no family, so there was 
nobody to look after their graves when they passed; they also disliked the formality of a traditional 
cemetery (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 19). The idea that was formed from these encounters was one of 
creating a form of ‘tree burial, like a nature reserve” (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 19).

In 1990, West began planning for a new burial section for the cemetery. This new section, located 
on burial reserve land adjacent to the existing cemetery, would finally be opened in 1993. This 
new burial ground was intended to be returned to a native oak woodland through the planting of 
locally sourced memorial oak trees marking the burial locations (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 21).

The intentions of this new woodland burial section were clear and prescriptive. The new section 
prioritized the environment and challenged the long-standing tradition of memorialization. If you 
wanted to be buried in the woodland, there was to be no formal memorial marker on the grave. 
Instead, a locally sourced oak tree would be placed, and no offerings were intended to be placed 
on the grave (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 19). A stone sheepfold was built adjacent to the emerging 
oak forest serving as a collective memorial space for the bereaved to gather, leave flowers and place 
memorial plaques in order to protect the woodland habitat (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 19).

FIG. 3.03
Rose and Trev Clough
Woodland burial site, Carlisle 
Cemetery (3)
2019

FIG. 3.02
Rose and Trev Clough
Roe deer in Carlisle Cemetery
2020
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As the woodland burial section was developing, so was the concept of a more ecologically aware 
burial method. When the woodland section first opened, the treatment of the body was not 
taken into consideration, and anyone who desired to be buried within the woodland was allowed, 
meaning, the burial ground allowed burials of those who had been embalmed and burials in 
non-biodegradable coffins. As the potential concerns regarding these treatments were revealed, 
they were seen as representing the anthesis of what the burial ground represented, and alternative 
methods were explored(Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 24). The woodland burial began to focus on the 
burial experience holistically, understanding the connections above ground and below (Clayden, 
et al., 2015, p. 25). The new burial method was one that encouraged natural processes to occur; the 
body decomposes, the trees grow. Willow, bamboo, and recycled cardboard replaced the ornate 
coffins of the traditional burial method. Burial shrouds made of unbleached wool were also used. 
The transition towards natural materials with the intention they will decompose quickly and easily 
may sound innovative to a twenty-first-century sensibility, but these practices have occurred for 
millennia.

The model of natural burials has become a popular burial method in the United Kingdom, with 
over 200 sites to date (Clayden, et al., 2015, p. 37). Despite this popularity abroad, the practice has 
yet to gain traction in North America. In the United States, there are only around fifty providers, 

FIG. 3.04
Rose and Trev Clough
Woodland burial site, Carlisle 
Cemetery (3)
2019
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while Canada has only four. 

As the popularity of natural burials has spread, groups such as the Green Burial Council, an 
independent American non-profit organization, have formed to help provide assistance to 
natural burial providers and those seeking to be interred within a natural burial ground.

The Green Burial Council provides three levels of distinction between different types of natural 
burial ground: hybrid burial ground, natural burial ground, and conservation burial ground 
(Green Burial Council, n.d.). Hybrid burial grounds are defined as cemeteries that practice 
both traditional and natural burials, whereas natural and conservation burial grounds are both 
dedicated to natural burial practices (Green Burial Council, n.d.). 

Natural and conservation burial grounds follow many of the same criteria, with conservation 
burial grounds having additional requirements applied to them focusing on stewardship to the 
land and conservation (Green Burial Council, n.d.).

Prairie Creek and the Conservation Cemetery
One such conservation burial ground is the Prairie Creek Conservation Cemetery. Part of 
its mission is to provide a natural burial ground while taking extra steps to not only provide 
ecologically sustainable burials, but also conserve the land as well. The cemetery, located in 
the Prairie Creek preserve in central Florida, has partnered with Alachua Conservation Trust 
to manage, protect and restore the land for future generations (Prairie Creek Conservation 
Cemetery, n.d.). The cemetery uses a portion of the funds acquired from each burial to pay for 
land acquisitions to further protect the endangered ecosystem it is located within.
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PART IV: THE SITE 

The placing of a cemetery is a difficult task. Perpetual burial rights make it so that its relocation is 
a herculean task, which is why cemeteries lend themselves so well to the establishment of habitat 
restoration. Throughout history, the location of the burial has moved from the home to being 
banished to the outskirts of the city only to be surrounded once again as the cities expand. This 
ebb and flow in the placement of cemeteries also reflects societies’ connections to the dead. 
When the location of the burial was in the home, the dead played an important role in the day 
to day life. However, as the burial ground moved farther away from our daily lives, so did the 
impact of the dead for many people. 

To establish a cemetery for the future, the connections with existing infrastructure, active 
transportation, and ecological corridors were important in the selection of a site. The intentions 
were to bring the cemetery landscape and the prairie restoration back to the city, providing an 
accessible space to explore, commemorate, and enjoy. A site that was already located within a 
developed area on a site with high ecological potential was desired for this practicum.

The Location
The selected site for this practicum is located in the Winnipeg ward of St. James. The site sits 
on the banks of the Sturgeon Creek directly adjacent to the Sturgeon Creek Greenway and 
the neighbourhoods of Heritage Park and Crestview. The Sturgeon Creek greenway is a 
heavily used, nearly 4-kilometre long trail that follows the creek from near where it meets the 
Assiniboine River to Saskatchewan Avenue. The greenway hosts many amenities along its path, 
including Woodhaven Park Community Club, Sturgeon Creek Park, Amarynth Crescent 
Park, Grant’s Old Mill, and the Crestview Village tennis courts. The greenway also features a 
naturalized tallgrass prairie along the creek’s banks. 

FIG. 4.01
Remnants of inhabitation
2018
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FIG. 4.02
Context map of Winnipeg’s 
West End

Th e location of the site is also signifi cant due to its close 
proximity to two remaining tallgrass prairie preserves, the 
Living Prairie Museum and the St. Charles Shooting Range. 
Th e Living Prairie Museum is a thirteen-hectare prairie 
preserve 2.5 kilometres away inside the city limits, and the St. 
Charles Shooting Range is located beyond the city limits but 
is only 3 kilometres away. 

Th e proximity to these existing remnant patches of prairie 
and the naturalized creek bank provides a unique opportunity 
to establish important ecological corridors and patches. 
Ecological corridors are strips of land which diff er from their 
surroundings connecting two or more patches. Corridors 
provide strips of land, which can aid in the protection of 
biodiversity by providing routes for the migration and 
disbursal of plants and animals (Forman, 1995, p. 145). 

Th e naturalization of this site also provides a habitat stepping 
stone between the exiting remnant prairies. A stepping stone 
is an ecologically suitable patch for species to temporarily 

stop as they traverse to another ecological 
area (Forman, 1995, p. 40). Th e inclusion 
of patches, corridors, and stepping stones 
is important in ecological restoration and 
protection. 

Tallgrass Prairie Remnants
Parks/Open Space
Exitsing Cemeteries
Practicum Site
Winnipeg Boundary

Site Location 
Context Map
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FIG. 4.04
Grassland naturalization sign
2021

FIG. 4.03
View of Ness Avenue bridge 
in spring
2021

FIG. 4.05
Sturgeon creek near Portage 
avenue in spring
2021
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FIG. 4.07
Woodhaven pedestrian bridge 
in spring
2021

FIG. 4.06
Woodhaven park in spring
2021

FIG. 4.08
Grant’s Old Mill in spring
2021
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FIG. 4.09
Sturgeon creek from the 
Summit road bridge
2019

The Land
The site for this practicum is a 63-hectare plot of land currently used for agriculture. The site is 
bordered by Centreport Canada Way to the north, agricultural fields to the east and west, and 
the Canadian Pacific rail line and hydro corridor, which run parallel to Summit Road to the 
south. The land itself tells a story; the traces of former use are still present on its surface.

Remnants of the site’s past tell its story; a gravel road with hydro poles, which is slowly being 
taken over by vegetation, recalls a time before the sprawl and the creation of Centreport Canada 
Way realigned the road rendering it obsolete.

The shadows of habitation linger on the site. Windbreaks of willow, ash, maple, elm, and a lilac 
hedge frame the location where a homestead was likely to have once stood. 
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FIG. 4.10
Summit Road bridge 
2019

FIG. 4.11
Canadian Pacific rail bridge
2019

FIG. 4.12
View towards windbreak
2019

FIG. 4.13
View through windbreak
2019

FIG. 4.14
Remnant hydro poles
2019
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FIG. 4.15
Lilac hedge
2019

FIG. 4.16
Decaying windbreak
2019

FIG. 4.17
View towards Crestview
2020
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The primary focus of the site design is to create a new model of cemetery, one which is unique and 
distinct within the tallgrass prairie ecosystem. One which embraces the vast expansive prairie sky 
and the isolation of the open plains to provide the bereaved with a greater connection to the land 
within which their loved ones are interred.
 
 The site is divided into two distinct districts by the Sturgeon Creek, the Elysium: the cemetery on 
the north bank and Arcadia: the park on the south bank. The divide between the cemetery and 
the park space intentionally provides opportunities for visitors to experience, explore, and interact 
with the prairie while they are separate from the dead. 

The naming of the zones aids in further evoking the characteristics of the distinct districts. The 
name Elysium, or the Elysian fields, comes from the classical mythological concept of the home 
of the blessed after death. The cemetery district attempts to provide a serene prairie resting 
place for all those interred within the grounds. The park is named Arcadia as this term originally 
referred to a mountainous region of Greece, but with time the term has evolved to refer to a place 
evoking a rustic innocence and simple, quiet pleasure. The park is intended to provide an area 
where visitors may experience the prairie restoration without the need to enter the cemetery.

The site is further divided into five distinct zones the woodland, the creek bank, the park, the 
homestead, and the cemetery. The woodland is located along three sides of the site, the north, 
south, and western edge. This woodland is composed of native oak and aspen and provides a 
frame for the site providing a visual buffer from Centreport Canada Way and the Perimeter 
Highway. Within the northern edge of the site, the woodland helps screen the maintenance 
building from view of the cemetery. 

FIG. 5.01
View through the windbreak
2019

PART V: THE DESIGN
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Th e next zone is the creek bank. Th e creek bank zone 
delineates a 100-meter buff er extending from the Sturgeon 
Creek where no burials are to occur. Th is buff er is vital to 
protect the graves from the seasonally high water of the creek. 
Th e protection of the graves from the high water is essential, 
especially in Winnipeg, where the soil is predominantly heavy 
clay. In graves with low oxygen and where high humidity is 
present, there is a chance the body could undergo a process 
called saponifi cation, where the fat tissues turn to a waxy 
substance known as adipocere (Hanganu et al., 2017, p. 2948). 
Th is waxy substance preserves the body, thus contradicting the 
natural burial ethos of returning to the earth. Th e creek bank 
zone also features a creek walk with locations for the bereaved 
to easily scatter ashes into the creek. A weir structure is also 
included to help regulate the fl ow of the Sturgeon Creek.

Th e homestead, located within the existing windbreaks of the 
site, houses the funeral hall and a private parking lot for the 
bereaved to use during funeral services.

Arcadia: the park features multiple recreation activities separate 
from the cemetery, including the picnic lawn, visitor centre, 
cemetery offi  ce and main parking lot. 

Elysium: The Cemetery
Arcadia: The Park
The Creek Bank
The Woodland
The Homestead

Site Zoning

FIG. 5.02
Site plan

Elysium: the cemetery features a 27-hectare 
burial ground is capable of housing over 31, 
000 bodies, a contemplative walking circuit, 
and collective memorials for the bereaved to 
congregate within.

9

7
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As people enter Arcadia, they are met with the main parking lot, 
visitor centre and cemetery offi  ce, and picnic lawn. Th e deliberate 
separation of Elysium and Arcadia provides visitors opportunities to 
experience, interact with, and explore the tallgrass prairie restoration 
without needing to be in the cemetery, providing more opportunity 
for those who may not feel comfortable entering the cemetery. Th e 
visitor centre and cemetery offi  ce are housed in the same building, 
providing separate entrances for each entity to enforce further the 
connection between Arcadia and Elysium, separate but connected. 
Th e visitor centre off ers a fl exible space where the bereaved can 
congregate before visiting their loved ones, visitors can shelter 
themselves from the elements of the expansive 
open prairie, or vendors can sell concessions. 
Beyond the visitor centre, the picnic lawn provides 
a space with low-growing native grasses allowing 
visitors an area of short grass for relaxing, games, 
and activities. 

FIG. 5.03
View towards the visitor 
centre and picnic lawn
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Continuing the journey on foot, you cross the pedestrian bridge over Sturgeon Creek and head 
towards the homestead. Th e homestead, nestled within the existing windbreak, houses the funeral 
hall and a private parking lot for funeral guests. As visitors walk over the bridge from Arcadia, an 
existing lilac hedge screens the cemetery from view framing the procession towards the funeral 
hall.

Moving along on your journey from the homestead, you connect to the contemplative circuit. 
Th e contemplative circuit provides a 2.5-kilometre route around the cemetery’s perimeter, 
leading visitors throughout the multiple zones of Elysium, stopping at collective memorial 
locations along the way. Th e contemplative circuit begins at a grid of bur oak. Th e solid geometric 
planting of the oak evokes the neat, orderly grid of grave markers in a traditional cemetery. Th e 
grid provides a strong, intentional geometry within the site evoking the concept of restoration 
enforcing the notion that this land has been reclaimed and remediated.

FIG. 5.05
Looking towards the grid of 
oak

FIG. 5.04
View along existing windbreak 
at the homestead
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Passing south from the grid of oak is the knoll. Th e knoll 
provides an elevated lookout across the cemetery. Th e presence 
of the knoll recalls the First Nations burial mounds that once 
dotted the landscape of the Great Plains. Th e knoll is topped 
with a collective memorial location providing the fi nal stop of 
the contemplative circuit. 

FIG. 5.06
View to the lookout

Contemplative Circuit
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FIG. 5.07
Memorial of refl ection

FIG. 5.08
Memorial of the crossing

FIG. 5.09
Memorial of seclusion

FIG. 5.10
Memorial of community

FIG. 5.11
Memorial of rebirth
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Collective Memorial Spaces
Th roughout the cemetery, collective memorials are placed, 
providing the bereaved with a dedicated location for gathering and 
celebrating the lives of those buried within the cemetery or whose 
remains are scattered in the creek. Th e collective memorials also 
serve a purpose in the restoration of the tallgrass prairie vegetation. 
Th e memorials encourage visitors to gather in controlled locations 
to protect the grass from being trampled.

Th e design of the collective memorials follows a standardized shape 
and size to create a consistent type within the site. Th e design of the 
memorials is based on a fi ft een-meter circular low concrete wall with 
benches affi  xed to it surrounded by a ring of tower poplar. From 
there, various types are proposed to aid in creating a narrative as 
visitors walk through the site visiting all fi ve memorials. 

Th e fi rst memorial in the contemplative circuit is the memorial of refl ection. Th is memorial is nestled in the geometric grid of bur 
oak and features a refl ection pool located in the centre. As the fi rst stop of the contemplative circuit, this memorial provides a quiet 
respite for the bereaved to sit and remember their loved ones.

Th e second location is the memorial of the crossing. Th e memorial of the crossing is situated on the bank of the Sturgeon Creek 
adjacent to a scattering platform. Th e memorial provides a location for those who have scattered their loved ones in the creek to 
memorialize them.

Th e third location is the memorial of seclusion. Sheltered in the dense oak and aspen woodland, this memorial provides distance 
and seclusion from the vast expanse of the prairie. Th e memorial off ers the bereaved a secluded location, sheltering them from the 
daunting isolation of the vast prairie.

Th e fourth location is the memorial of community. Th is memorial is located at the intersection of two main paths. Th is location 
encourages the bereaved to gather in groups to celebrate the lives of those we have lost. Th e memorial type is altered, cutting the 
walls providing additional entrances to the memorial.

Th e fi nal memorial on the contemplative circuit is the memorial of rebirth. Th e memorial of rebirth is located atop the knoll looking 
back over the cemetery. Th is memorial serves as the fi nal stop on the contemplative circuit, encouraging the bereaved to pause and 
look back at their healing journey. Th is memorial features a fi re pit providing the bereaved to experience the cleansing aura of fi re.
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FIG. 5.12
Memorial and berm section

FIG. 5.13
Creek bank section

FIG. 5.14
Knoll section
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FIG. 6.01
Prairie Cemetery
2018

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

As I have been working on this document over the past 
years during the unprecedented time that is the COVID-19 
pandemic, it has become apparent to me the importance and 
impact that death and landscape play in our day-to-day lives. 
Th e pandemic has brought life back to many of Winnipeg’s 
parks and open spaces demonstrating the vital role nature 
plays in the process of healing, celebrating life, and connecting 
with others. At the same time, the excess deaths due to the 
pandemic has also brought attention to the current burial 
practices, leading to a renewed interest in sustainable burial 
options.  

During this time, I had the pleasure of experiencing the 
landscapes I had been so focused on researching. I travelled to 
Europe to visit Père Lachaise in Paris, the Skogskyrkogården in 
Stockholm, and to the tallgrass prairie preserves in Tolstoi and 
Vita Manitoba. Th ese in-person experiences were invaluable 
to the completion of this work. Th e scale, ambience, and 
tranquillity of these spaces infl uenced the design of the site.

Th e cemetery model outlined within this document allows for 
the renewal and restoration of the endangered tallgrass prairie 
by creating a design that refl ects the current attitudes of our 
society. A cemetery that provides space for visitors and the 
bereaved to experience the regeneration of the prairie while still 
respecting the dead.

One day we will all pass away, but our legacy can live on in the 
creation and protection of a critically endangered ecosystem. 
We can protect the tallgrass prairie for future generations with 
our perpetual burial rights. We have the ability to let everyone 
know that we are connected to the tallgrass prairie, and if they 
want to destroy it, they can take it over my dead body.
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