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“Landscape is both a place and a story, and stories often start or finish underground.”
- Ken Worpole

ABSTRACT

In contemporary North America, death is often 
responded to by means of geographical and social 
separation. Formally removed from the everyday 
lifeworld and boundaries of home and community, 
the cemetery landscape has depreciated greatly in its 
cultural significance and visible taking care. As changing 
death practices and perceptions towards mortality look 
to reintegrate the dead back into the living community, 
traditional ways of locating, memorializing and ritualizing 
the dead no longer reflect or express the meaning of 
death held by modern cultural ideals. This research looks 
to investigate how landscape architecture may re-imagine 
the cemetery landscape providing newfound cultural 
significance and presence within the modern everyday 
lifeworld. 

In the City of Brandon, Manitoba, the limited interment 
capacity of the current Municipal cemetery has established 
a need for expanded cemetery space. This practicum 
proposes rather, to relocate the cemetery within a place 
of meaningful significance to the community of Brandon. 
The design responds to the shifting ideals, and patterns 
of disposal and ritualization emerging within present 
western society. 
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THE FIRST CAUSE

DEATH AND MEANING

FIG. A.01 The Anguish of 
Eternal Loneliness                 

Ajay Brainard               
Oil on Board







As both an ordinary and extraordinary universal life 
occurrence (Maddrell, 2009), death exercises a powerful 
authority to reconfigure our existential lens. The ways in 
which we perceive death and locate the dead in place, 
can challenge our comprehension of nature and mortality, 
redefine our social values and beliefs (J.D. Robinson, 
2006, p.3), and redefine our identity within place (Treib, 
2009, p.26). With this in mind, death is not to be viewed 
as the antithesis of life (Neitzche cited in Treib, 2009, 
p.xii; Latini, 2009, p.3), but a defining part of what makes 
us who we are. 

Western society, however, often responds to death by 
means of detachment (Hockey, 2010,  p.224). The process 
of death and dying now taking place within the confines 
of professional institutions and removed cemeteries, 
has severed the geographical and anthropological link 
between the community of life and the community of the 
dead (Worpole, 2003, p.30). As grief and loss felt by the 
bereaved is estranged from everyday public discourse 
and activity relating to the experience of life, one can see 
that “the presence of the dead hardly exists anymore” 
(Worpole, 2003, p.23).  This was not always the case. The 
deceased, once tenderly cared for and ritualized within 
the domestic and communal sphere, revealed death to be 
a cohesive part of the everyday lifeworld.  Then, the past 
presence of death meaningfully grounded the identity of 
the living in both the individual self, and collective the 
community. Edvard Munch’s ‘By the deathbed’ (Fig. A.02 
and Fig. A.03) reveals the deeply intimate relationship 
of caring for the dying within the domestic setting, the 
deathbed was the individuals bed which they had slept 
in throughout their everyday life, bringing domestic 

“Humanity is not a species (Homo sapiens is a species); it is a way of being mortal and relating to the dead.”
- Robert Pogue Harrison

INTRODUCTION

FIG. A.02 
Edvard Munch        
Pastel on Board        

FIG. A.03  By the Deathbed 

Edvard Munch             
Oil on Canvas            



The material presence of the dead are increasingly 
separated from their traditional place of memorialization, 
if there is to be any, making them invisible to all those 
other than the immediate bereaved. The shift from a 
collective landscape for the dead to independent sites 
have decreased the ability to retain community identity. 
As the bereaved locate the dead geographically and 
emotionally closer to home and everyday life (Kellaher and 
Worpole, 2010), the need to relocate the dead to adjoin 
the community of the living seems a pressing matter for 
the revival of death’s presence and societal influence, and  
for preserving memory. 

This practicum explores how landscape architecture 
might renew and re-imagine the cemetery as a means of 
restoring death’s presence. This involves reintegrating the 
dead as a part of the everyday lifeworld, and investing the 
landscape and architecture of the dead with newfound 
cultural significance reflective of emerging ideals. This 
practicum intentionally avoids religion as a focus, but 
rather emphasizes the need to create pronounced 
expressions for the secular  and individualistic society. 

comforts at the end of their passing life through the 
surrounding of the home and family.  

Perceptions and understandings of death within North 
America are now evolving from the denied and hidden, 
towards more holistic notions such as defining death 
within natural processes of growth and decay. As “nature 
is no longer understood as the unproblematic opposite to 
culture” (J.D. Robinson, 2006, p.3), new ways of placing, 
ritualizing and memorializing the dead in landscape can 
spatialize and reflect emerging ideals surrounding death. 
If death is to be perceived as a part of the human life 
experience, it then can be said that the current conditions 
of disguising and disconnecting death from the everyday 
lifeworld and community no longer reflects or expresses 
our modern cultural ideals. 

Within the twentieth century, the decline of cemetery’s 
societal influence was a result of its inability to serve the 
needs of the bereaved as an appropriate environment 
for solace, and respond to increasingly secular and 
individualistic environments (Clayden and Dixon, 2007; 
Sloane, 1991). The rise of cremation therefore has already 
had a profound impact on the cemetery: no longer confined 
to the soil, the fluidity and portability of ash remains has 
allowed for the bereaved to regain possession over their 
dead. Instead of disposing ash remains of their loved one 
in the grounds of the cemetery, the bereaved have opted 
to take them elsewhere, to be scattered in places close 
to the home, community or special place of attachment. 
Thus, a new patterning of disposing, memorializing and 
ritualizing the dead has emerged: the bereaved furtively 
scattering their loved one’s remains in public places in 
and around the city link the deceased’s living memory 
and in a shared lifeworld.



FIG. A.04 The Monk by the Sea 
Caspar David Friedrich   
Oil on Canvas            





MAKING SENSE OF DEATH

Death is universal, “it is our teleology and our destiny” 
(Worpole, 2003, p. 199) which touches us all; and with the 
loss of those close to us, death affects us in profound 
ways. The ways we confront death, however, what we 
“understand, believe and do is likely to reflect broader 
historical and culturally specific models of the world in 
some way” (Hockey et al., 2010, p.2). The expressive 
reaction to the material body of the corpse, for 
instance, reflects the ‘closeness’ of the bereaved in their 
relationship with the individual who has dies. The potent 
reaction to the corpse of a family member verses that of 
someone unknown is felt, experienced and managed in 
substantially different ways (Hockey et al., 2010, p.10).  

To transcend the soul of the deceased by fire, or let 
the soul rest in eternal slumber by means of burial is 
often rooted in cultural understandings of death. In 
North America, “the individualism, secularization and 
commercialism that now characterizes our ethic seems 
to stand in particularly sharp relief in the context of the 
funeral industry” (Metcalf and Huntington, 1991, p.25). 
The way we conceptualize, interact, ritualize, and place the 
dead in landscape is therefore socially established within 
larger cultural values, set in time and place. As Metcalf 
and Huntington suggest: “life becomes transparent 
against the background of death, and fundamental social 
and cultural issues are revealed” (1991, p.25). 

But, it is also with our embodied experiences of the 
everyday life-world, our being-in-the-world, where we 
make sense of the mysteriousness of death.“When we 
link things metaphorically we recognize similarity in 
difference, we think one thing in terms of the attribute 
of another” (Tilley, 2002, p.24). While we cannot know 
death first-hand, it is through our phenomenological 

“Let us beware of saying that death is opposed to life. The living is merely a type of what is dead, a very rare type.” 
-Friedrich Nielzsche

FIG. A.05   

FIG. A.06  
FIG. A.07    

FIG. A.08   
Thomas Cole              
Oil on Canvas                  



experiences in place where we can posit ideas and 
metaphoric devices to make sense of the meaning of 
death. Representations of death, such as the journey 
or a place of eternal sleep, are metaphors enforced by 
similarities of our bodily and sensory experiences within 
life. For instance, the making of a journey, as seen in 
Thomas Cole’s “The Voyage of Life” (Fig. A.05- Fig. 
A.08), “with its elements of transition from one place 
and embodied state to another, of potential exposure 
to danger and transformation, and the dimension of 
movement towards a destination of some kind”, can 
manifest in both aspects of the human experience 
(Hockey et al., 2010, p.8). Death as sleep derives from 
Christian understandings comparing the act of “climbing 
into bed, [and] relaxing into unconsciousness”, with the 
“cessations of bodily functioning at death”(Hockey et al., 
2011, p.8). Just as a person sleeping may not reply when 
called, or their body may appear lifeless, the dead too 
are socially unobtainable and motionless. And as Hockey 
suggests: “just as the sleeper’s dreamworld is relatively 
resistant to exploration, the subjectivities of the dead 
remain a matter of speculation and faith” (p.8). 

Such representations of death therefore enforce beliefs, 
ritual and burial practices. For example, to ensure a  safe 

the bereaved to furnish the dead with necessary material 
items: “clothing, food, arms and tools”, money and 
transportation to allow for “a safe journey or crossing and 
a favorable reception , as they would a living traveler” 
(Van Gennep, 1960, p.154). The journey of the deceased 
might involve places of crossing or threshold, such as a 
body of water by means of boat or bridge so they may get 
to the ‘otherside’, thus involving the practices of giving 
the deceased boats and oars, or sacrificing animals as a 
means for travel (Van Gennep, 1960, p.154; Ragon, 1983). 

Gates and arches too, portray the crossing of the realms 
of the living to that of the dead. 

The bed-like design of the coffin or casket furnished 
with a pillow and mattress, the body being ‘laid to rest’ in 
a position resembling sleep, and the reaction of silence 
when near the body of the deceased all stem from death’s 
metaphor of sleep. Ragon writes: “why do we then walk 
around these cemeteries whispering, as if afraid to raise 
our voices? Are we afraid of .disturbing them, or waking 
them? (Ragon, 1983, p. 16). It is no coincidence that the 
etymology of the word cemetery derives from the greek 
word koimeterion, which means dormitory or “sleeping 
place”. 

To sleep in the comfort of the bed may also extend to 
living in the comforts of home. Ragon writes: “the tomb 
is the second house”, to deprive the dead a burial is to 
force them to wander homeless - without a home, the 
dead might end up taking occupancy in their former 
place of residence (1983, p.19). Therefore, in building 
the deceased their new home, the living often do so 
in a manner resembling that of their own. This often 
extends to the double city - the city of the dead is the 
mirror of the city of the living. As shown in Mariana Lopes’ 
‘Mecropolis’, the boulevards, street signs, cobble-stone 
roads and mausoleums of Père Lachaise Cemetery echo 
that of a city street; just as a columbarium reads like 
that of an apartment block (Fig. A.09). The cemetery is 
too, “divided by roads and paths: each grave will have 
an established ‘address’, registered as such .. so giving 
each family a sense of ownership of and control over a 
particular plot” (Worpole, 2003, p. 197). The necropolis, 
formatted in a familiar means to the home and locale, is a 
means so that the bereaved may find their dead, and the 
dead may find their new home.



FIG. A.09   Mecropolis          
Mariana Lopes 
Photography              



The site of a loved one’s grave is also home - it is a 
powerful place of attachment which grounds both 
oneself and one’s familial identity. As I later discuss, with 
the immigration from one country to another, the act of 
burying a family member in ‘new soil’ or within a new 
location, is an act of finalizing one’s home and an identity 
separate from their place of origin. As Worpole suggests, 
it is “a place that now command[s] ... greater loyalty 
because it ha[s] become the location of [a] loved ones 
grave” (2003, p.198). Even today in times of increased 
mobility, it is the family grave site which is a major force 
for one to ‘return home’ at the end of life, rather than to 
be buried or dispersed elsewhere. 

Such a sentiment is tenderly reflected in the graves of 
Colonel van Gorkum, and his wife van Aefferden, who  
lived during a period of time in the Netherlands which 
practiced “pillarisation”, a form of segregation which 
prominently divided society along religious lines - a 
time where Catholics and Protestants lived in separate 
societies. The controversial union of Colonel Van Gorkum 
a Protestant, and van Aefferden, a Catholic however only 
separated the two in their death. While van Gorkum was 
buried at his death in 1880 in the Protestant section of the 
cemetery near the Dutch town of Roermond, his wife was 
disallowed to be buried next her late husband. Her wish 
to be buried as close to him as possible, yet separated 
still by a wall, it was devised that two tombstones would 
be erected to face one another. A pair of hands stretching 
across the brick divider, the couple would continue to be 
connected in death (Fig. A.10) (Lewis, 2013). To be placed 
in a family tomb, be scattered within the family urn, or 
be buried right next to a family member or spouse is a 
means of going home - to be reunited once again with 
your loved ones in death. 

The ability to make sense of death through similarities 
with life, such as the experience of a journey, of sleep, or 
of familiar home, fundamentally craft the ways we ritualize, 
interact and dispose of the dead. It is therefore through 
our cultural, social and embodied understandings of the 
world where we recognize the meaning of death. 

FIG. A.10    Graves of Catholic 
Woman and Protestant  

Husband in Netherlands 
Photography            

Frank Janssen            





FIG. A.11    Woodland Cemetery, 
Stockholm           

Gunnar Asplund and 

Erik Lees 



“[Landscape] architecture is fundamentally the art form of emancipation that makes us understand and remember who we are.”
- Marc Treib 

DEATH AND LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 

To mark the grave is the materialization of grief and 
memory. As Worpole suggests: “It is the death of others 
that [is] the motive force for creating landscapes and forms 
of architecture that temper the loss and hopelessness felt 
at such times” (2003, p.199). The desire to preserve the 
memory and identity of the deceased, and the need for 
a ‘focus’, for channeling emotions of grief and mourning 
(Clayden and Dixon, 2007, p.246), has always drawn 
humans to landscape for both remembrance and solace. It 
is the landscape as a medium which reflects that of human 
life. It’s corporeal, spatial and temporal characteristics 
(Wilson-Baptist, 2010, p.305), not only remind us of the 
abiding cycle of human loss and renewal, but also signal 

Landscape architecture can play a significant role in 
expressing human ideas surrounding life and death 
through cemetery design (Latini, 2010, p.177). The design 
of cemetery landscapes not only has the capacity to 
mediate experiences of grief and to reflect on a society’s 
perception of death and dying, but can also spatialize 

new emotions, values and ideas (Etlin, 1984, p.ix; 
Muller, 2009, p.199).  Barrie writes: “It is the capacity of 
architecture to connect us with a deeper understanding 
of ourselves, our relationship to others, and to our place 
in the cosmos” (Barrie, 2010, p.34).  Yet, the potential 
of landscape architecture to create new kinds of places 
for the dead has been largely absent. While landscape 
architecture has much to credit cemetery design for 
the successes of the profession, the twentieth century 
saw little consideration in making meaningful cemetery 
environments dedicated to the needs of the bereaved and 
the collection of memory. However, today the resumption 
of interest towards cemetery landscapes has reinforced 
the importance of the subject of death within design 
discourse. 



FIG. A.12Igualada Cemetery, 
Barcelona              

Marc Teer 



Worpole describes that:

“[What] would probably not have been anticipated as 
recently as a decade ago, when attention to funerary 
cultures seemed to have reached an absolute low. 
Today... there is a resurgence of concern with matters 
of death, ritual and applied design across the world” 
(2003, p.178). 

This resurgence of interest is critical in the formation of 
new kinds of cemeteries within the twenty-first century, 
While the modern North American city has rarely devised 
significant plans to create any original landscapes which 
respond to changing conditions of death and the concerns 
regarding its presence, this practicum explores the role 
that landscape architecture can play in responding to 
new patterns of disposition and reflecting modern ideals 
through design. 



THE SECOND CAUSE

REMEMBERING

FIG. B.01  My Grandpa’s School 
Budka School Steps 





FIG. B.02   River                      
Wanda Koop               

ink and acrylic on canvas                         



The notions of memory and identity are inextricably 
bound to one another. Memory is a sort of precondition 
to self-identity - “we are what we remember” (Treib, 
2009, p.18). But, what we remember is perhaps intimately 
linked through our embodied and corporeal actions 
within space and place, which not only helps to guide us 
in making sense of the world around us, but also directs 
us in positioning ourselves within that world (Gillis, 
1994, p.3). “Memories serve to negotiate and construct 
identities in the present and future” (Kuijt, 2001, p.81).

 But as our identities are nurtured by memories, our 
memories are defined by an assumed identity (Wolschke-
Bulmahn, 2001, p.2). Memories are, in some way, a 
representation rather than a reality of our past: they 
can be conceptualized, and constructed. What Gillis 
defines as ‘memory work’, indicates that our memories 
are embedded in political and social complexities, which 
aid in determining what is “remembered, forgotten, 
by whom, and for what end” (1994, p.3). As memories 
‘metamorphosis’ into meaning over time (Treib, 2009, p.xi- 

xii), they can become conventionalized and simplified. The 
intricacies of individual memory must become reduced 
and refined to represent the meaningful essence shared 
by a collective, thus concentrating all recollections into 
one cohesive social memory (Kuijt, 2001, p.81). 

To commemorate social memory is meaningful in its 
essence. The collective desire to coordinate and retain 
mutual memories and experiences suggests the intentional 
act of binding a group of people together, creating an 
overall sense of togetherness. As Treib suggests: “We are 
perhaps, held together by our shared memories” (2009, 
p.26). The undertaking of editorializing and distilling 
memory to facilitate a collectively meaningful position 

are we to be here, recollecting in this way? (Dixon-Hunt, 
2001, p.18). Such commemorative discourses however are 
not simply a means of reflecting social and community 
values, “they also focus, shape, and amplify particular 
values in particular ways, forming and advocating specific 
construction of the community and the individual” (Blair 

“Our memories of the dead must be specific, as must our reflections upon them: their lives are ours.”
- Marc Treib



and Michel, 2001, p.18). The act of commemoration 
therefore is a form of decision-making, of ‘not losing’ a 
memory; the act of forgetting seems too unjust to endure.

Death therefore plays a significant role in the process 
of establishing identity. The act of commemoration as a 
form of remembering the dead suggests a need to seal 
an idea, person, or event as a means of understanding 
and defining who we are. Once established, places that 
memorialize the dead become rooted in the identity of 
the surrounding community. Memorialization therefore 
is used as a anchor, to secure shared community 
values and ideas in place. It is for this reason that 
many commemorative and memorialized landscapes so 

events took place. 

Casey suggests:

For many of us, places evoke powerful memories of 
experiences, desires, expectations, and emotions. 
Places can gather these memories and embody 
specific chapters in our own personal biographies” 
(1996, p.24). 

As illustrated in Todd Stone’s “Witness: 2:45 pm” 
(Fig. B.03), the site of ‘Ground Zero’, where the World 
Trade Centers once stood, now endures as a lasting 
scar in memorium to the traumatic open wounds that 
was September 11th, 2001, its location imbues our 
recollections of that day. I recall sitting in the school 
library, curled up on the floor in dismay, staring up at the 
television screen; the impression of 911 was burnt in my 
mind not from where I was, but in the televised images of 
where the tragedy transpired. While my body was here in 
Winnipeg, my memory of 911 belonged to that place. 



FIG. B.03  
Todd Stone    
Watercolour              



FIG. B.04   St. Annes Churchyard 
Poplar Point, MB 

Michelle Tustin          



DEATH AND THE PRAIRIE

Treib writes “to some degree we are controlled by the 
dead as we live with their acknowledgments and residue 
in our traditions, our laws, our cities and our buildings” 
(2009, p.xii). In the prairies, our remembered past is still 
very much traced within our presence upon landscape. 
Etched in the land, structures and markings left by past 
lives and events narrate prairie place. “Red River carts 
leave depressions of deep and grassy linear pathways, 
tipi circles mark old camping sights of the buffalo people. 
Old buffalo wallows, and rubbing stones” (Tustin, 2014, 
p.8) remind of us a land once occupied by millions 
of roaming bison, moving across the plains in mass 

The prairie is a place where the “land refuses to let us 
forget” (Savage, 2012, p.106). Remembering the prairie 
past  is the grounds to prairie identity. Remnant markings 
commemorate past memories and together assert the 
regional identity of today’s prairie place. 

The history of placing our dead within the prairie has 
helped to establish and maintain such an identity. City 

and town cemeteries and churchyards, and earlier burial 
customs of domestic grounds, pioneer graves, (Sloane,  
1991, p.4) and burial mounds and scaffold-burials of the 
pre-settlement indigenous all contribute to the history of 
placing and commemorating the dead in prairie. 

Pre-settlement Burial

While few traces of pre-settlement burial remain, 
these sites continue to be significant to the persistence 
of collective prairie and indigenous memory. Other 
than communally located burial mounds or barrows 
(often attributed to mass-disease), the dead were often 
unallocated to a specific site dedicated for burial. Due 
to the migratory nature of pre-settlement indigenous 
peoples, the dead were often interred near the location 
of their current camp or location of battle. Since the 
landscape was considered to be an extension of the 
household, positioning the dead at the site of death set 
them within the mobile centres of their indigenous life-
world. 





FIG. B.05  

 Mortuary architecture in the form of earth-mounds and 
scaffold burials often shared the character of reaching 
upward from the land to the cosmos as points of axis 
mundi. The elevated point of “scaffold or platform 
burials... intend[ed] to facilitate the escape of the 
soul”(Wilson, 2005, p.9), as illustrated in Karl Bodmer’s 
“Funeral Scaffold of a Sioux Chief” (Fig. B.06), but also 
helped to prevent animals from reaching the body. 

Stone “medicine wheels were used to mark the 
residence [and] grave of a warrior chief” (Dempsey, 1956, 

p.177). Where, at times the chief would be left in their tipi 
upon their death, radiating lines of the stone medicine 
wheel placed by mourners and surrounding the tepee-
ring operated as a memorial of death (Fig. B.05). Not only 
would “any one traveling past would know that a chief 
died there because of the radiating lines” (Dempsey, 1956, 
p.178), the stone medicine wheel also acted as a narrative, 
commemorative and mnemonic device depicting the 
life of the deceased (Wilson, 2005), often depicting 
heroic events such as raids against neighbouring groups 
(Dempsey, 1956). The stone medicine wheel therefore 
behaved similar to that of an epitaph, memorializing the 
life and identity of the deceased warrior chief. While the 
custom of scaffold burials lacked permanence; stone 
medicine wheels and burial mounds across the Canadian 
prairies still make memorable the location of where the 
migratory centres of pre-settlement indigenous life once 
transpired.

Pioneer Graves and Domestic Burial Grounds

Similar to pre-settlement burial of the indigenous 
people, pioneer graves were often isolated, the 
deceased buried at the site of death. At a time of little 
technology and carving skills, and with an inability to 
protect and maintain a site of death, the digging of 
the grave and its memorialization was “done with little 
thought” (Sloane, 1991, p.14). The grave would often be 
left unmarked, or temporarily indicated with a simple 
wood or stone monument. In account of my grandfather, 
such a burial was ordinary during the settlement of 
Manitoba. Pointing to an otherwise ordinary small aspen 
bluff near his hometown of Glenella, he had expressed 
to me that this was the location of an unmarked grave: 
a pioneer who had died of injury - an accidental run-in 
with his scythe. While the pioneer’s death perhaps was 

FIG. B.06   Funeral Scaffold 
of a Sioux Chief 
near Fort Pierre                        
Karl Bodmer             

The ‘Medicine 
Wheel of Steel’, a 
noted Blood Warrior,                   
Blood Indian Reserve, 
Southern Alberta      



most likely a preventable one in contemporary day, the 
lack of mobility and proper place of medicine fated him 
to die in place, the community later burying him at the 
site of his accident. Now occupied by the dead, the area 
surrounding the grave became no longer acceptable for 
agricultural production.  In time the land surrounding the 
pioneer’s grave grew into an aspen bluff, still standing 
today to shelter and contain the pioneer’s burial site.

Not all pioneer graves remained isolated. For Sloane, 
“The lonely grave was soon replaced with clusters of graves 
as the pioneers’ homesteads grew into small settlements” 
(1991, p.14). On account of Harriet Martineau’s Retrospect 
of Western Travel in the 1830’s, domestic burial grounds 
were often situated at the edge of a field, at a higher 
elevation, generally fenced and shaded by a shelter belt 
of trees. Regularly tended-to, and buried closer to home, 
the way these domestic burial grounds placed the dead, 
symbolized the civilization and domestication of settlers, 
which contrasted the rude realities of the first newcomers 
(Sloane, 1991, p.14-15). 

Churchyards

As Europeans settled the prairies, they brought with 
them their religious and cultural practices. What was the 
primary burial practices and attitudes toward the dead 
in Contemporary Christian Europe at that time became 
adopted into the prairie landscape. The churchyard, 
the primary burial place of that time, operated on the 
hope of Resurrection. As Sloane refers “A decent earth 
or vault burial, in a safe and protected place, became a 
part of popular Christian practice, demanded by all who 
hoped to join the saints on Judgment Day” (1991, p.18). 
The place of the churchyard was highly formalized and 
socially ordered. A person who committed suicide would 

be distanced from the others, and fenced away from 
sanctified space, if not prohibited from burial. 

It is these pre-settlement and pioneer graves, 
churchyards and cemeteries scattered across the prairies 
which  mark the very earth to where some of our Canadian 
ancestral beginnings took place (Fig. B.07). Often 
positioned close to prairie rivers and streams, a life force 
of water, food, and shelter, the life of first settlement 
communities depended on a close and reliable water 
source. The permanence of one’s settlement, however, 
was marked by the burial of their dead. The locations of 
these burial sites act like a compass: coordinating one 
through the beginning settlement patterns of various 
communities such as Ukrainian, Icelandic, Hutterite, 
and Mennonite groups. Unmoved, the cemetery and the 
memorialization of the grave stand as beacons of the 
prairie memory, history and identity.  

FIG. B.07  Map of Cemeteries 
Across Manitoba
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FIG. B.10 

FIG. B.11  

FIG. B.12 

FIG. B.13 

Part of my matrilineal Canadian story follows the 
settlement of my great grandfather (Gigi), Alexander 
Potrebka, in the prairies. Born of the Ukraine, but living 
under the oppression of Austrian rule, he and many 
Galicians decided to immigrate to Canada, where one was 
promised a better life, and where they could own their 
own land, build a farm or start a business. Slowly moving 
his way across Eastern Canada to the prairies, Alexander 
eventually settled in the small town of Glenella, Manitoba, 
where he would remain for the rest of his life. Wishing not 
to be identified as Austrian, he took on a foreign identity 
in foreign soil. His beginnings in Canada were humble, 
helping to break the land of another, and slowly, after 

BEGINNINGS

here where he laid the foundation for generations,  where 
my Grandfather, Walter Potrebka, continued to ‘break the 
bush’ in the area for agricultural benefit, and where my 
mother Anna had spent her childhood, living in the house 
my Gigi had constructed and tending to the farmland he 
had worked so hard to obtain. 

 On a day-trip back to Glenella in the Summer of 2015, 
my Grandpa Walter took me on a tour through his life’s 
memories. To the steps of his first school and through 
the bush to get there. The old homestead still standing, 
surrounded by all of the land that he had passionately 
worked. He showed me the church he attended for a 
yearly service, and lastly, he brought me to the churchyard 
to visit and tend to my family’s graves.

Leading me to the remnant steps of his childhood 
school (Fig. B.13), grandpa Walter recalled his memories 
of that place, him and the boys taking turns bringing in 
logs to keep the fire, his habitual pathway taken through 
the bluff each morning to get to school. Now gone, a 

Glenella

“Grief is desire in its purest distillation. With the first grave – the first time a name was sown in the earth – 
the invention of memory.” 
- Anne Michaels 

Entrance to Budka 
School Memorial

Budka School Memorial 

Budka School Steps

Glenella, Manitoba 
Location





FIG. B.14 Interior of Holy 
Resurrection Ukrainian 
Greek Orthodox 

FIG. B.15 Exterior of Holy 
Resurrection Ukrainian 
Greek Orthodox 

FIG. B.16 
Sts. Peter and Paul 
Ukrainian Catholic 
Church



FIG. B.17 Maria Potrebka October 

FIG. B.18 Alexander and 
Katherine Potrebka  

FIG. B.19 Grandpa Potrebka and 
churchyard gates



to the Budka School (Fig. B.11); the concrete steps now 
invite those not into a place of learning, but recollection. 
Opening the memory box, (itself a replica of the school), I 
uncovered a book of inscribed dates, names and thoughts. 
Those who wrote often took the time to describe their 
family connection to the school, and of those who once 
taught or attended. A long line of Potrebka’s before me, 
aunts, uncles and cousins, had too visited the school 
in memorium. Although hidden from plain sight, the 
memorium to Budka School is often visited - its trace still 
lingers vibrantly after all these years. 

Just up the road, my Grandpa and I attended the yearly, 
and only service at the Saints Peter and Paul Ukrainian 
Catholic Church - located on the other side of the gravel 
road from the church my Gigi had previously helped 
build. The service gathered the community together, 
many of which traveled far distances (for us it was 3.5 
hours) to attend and reunite with friends and neighbours 
from the past. An existential and social anchor to the 
area that surrounds it, church and churchyards are highly 
viscous; that they are sticky places “that attract and hold 
memories” (Treib, 2009, p.65), which are not so easily 
‘rubbed off’.  Its role as a centre within a greater landscape 
binds people to place, even if they have gotten far from 
its reach. 

For Kellaher and Worpole, the burial ground was both 
spatially integral and central to the townscape in which 
it was a foundational element” (2010, p.165). Helping to 
build the Sunville Holy Resurrection Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church (Fig. B.14, Fig. B.15) and locate the abutting 
churchyard was how my Gigi anchored his family and 
surrounding community in place. Harrison writes: “burial 
humanizes land, ‘locates it’, and furthers its colonization 

. . . an ancestors grave turns otherwise random space 
into specific place” (2003, p.23-24). The death of my 
grandpa’s sister Maria, who had gotten sick and was only 
one month old when she died, was the first to engrave the 
name ‘Potrebka’ in stone and earth. The burial of Maria, 
in some ways finalized my Gigi’s relocation  into Canada 
and his identity as a Canadian. Thus, the location of our 
dead marks the place of home. 

The churchyard is now a place where my Gigi, Baba 
and my Great Uncle are buried (Fig. B.19). It is where my 
Grandpa will lie one day in a plot next to past generations, 
what he describes as ‘the new home that will soon be 
his’. Locating his plot next to his Mother is a meaningful 
decision; in doing so, as he explains, his proximity to her 
will enable him to take care of her in his afterlife. 

It has become apparent to me that even though my 
late Great Uncle and Grandpa have left their hometown 
of Glenella many decades ago, they will meaningfully 
be located in their final resting place here, to be joined 
again with their parents and their infant sister. As Michaels 
elegantly proclaims: “their bodies belong to that place 
because their lives belonged there” (2009, p.85). And, 
when my grandpa passes, it will be our responsibility to 
tend to his grave. Still, more plots alongside the Potrebka 
line are ones in which my grandpa has purchased pre-
need for his children, with the hopes that they too will 
situate their graves alongside him when they pass.  It is 
here where my understanding of death was born - that 
cemeteries are thick facilitators in locating identity and 
anchoring memory in place.



SECTION ONE

MATERIALITY OF MEMORY
FIG. 1.01  

Deacon and Martyr  
Augustin Théodule Ribot                                   

Oil on canvas                     





FIG. 1.02  The Physical 
Impossibility of 

Death in the Mind 
of Someone Living                  

Damien Hirst             



“The body is the most peculiar ‘thing’, for it is never quite reducible to being merely a thing; nor does it ever quite manage to rise above 
the status of thing.”
- Elizabeth Grosz

Upon death, the body of the deceased begins 
to undertake extraordinary changes. No longer an 
embodied social being, the living body becomes 
transformed into a corpse: devoid of feeling, sensation, 
perception and communication, and continuously within 
a state of decomposition and putrefaction (Nilsson-
Stutz, 2003, p.19). For the bereaved, the subtle changes 
of the body activate an ontological shift towards its 
perception (Soafer, 2006, p.62): the physical features of 
the body become absent of warmth, muscle tone, facial 
expression and speech (Hallam et al., 1991, p.61). With 
the observation that the body is without life, yet still 

has died, the status of the corpse becomes a sort of 
unidentifiable thing. Of “having been nature and culture, 
subject and object, it is now suddenly neither” (Nilsson-
Stutz, 2003, p.23). Stuck in a state of liminality, the corpse 
is defined as both that person, and not. It is what Kristeva 
(1982) describes as abject, something outside of order 
- a non-status conditional state which exists between 
subject-hood and object-hood. 

It is through the mortuary practices of preparing and 
disposing of the body, where the corpse is transformed 
from the abject to cultural object. As Graham explains 
“by handling and treating the body the living re-
conceptualize the [corpse] and their relationship with the 
social being that it once was”. Through the treatment of 
the corpse by means of such processes of embalmment 
and fast incineration, the corpse begins to lose its liminal 
character becoming “an object with which the living 
can interact in a more meaningful way” (2011, p.23-24). 
This can be illustrated in Damien Hirst’s “The Physical 
Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living” 
(Fig. 1.02), where a shark corpse, set within a tank of 
formaldehyde solution, replicates the living body with 
a powerful form of realism. It is through embalming 
the corpse with preservatives, where the effects of 
decomposition become forestalled, turning the corpse 
into an object with uncanny resemblance to that of the 
living body rather than something that evokes death. 



FIG. 1.03  
Antony Gormley  

Sculpture                   

Olga E Zanni



To incinerate the dead by fire into a distilled material of 
dust and bones, rather, transforms the corpse into a dry 
and fluid of no resemblance to the corporeal character 
of the body.  To treat the corpse then, even in instances 
of washing and dressing the body, the bereaved move 
the deceased into a new culturally determined state, so 
they may interact with the deceased in a new expressive 
manner. For Metcalf, “the vitality of a culture or ideology 
depends upon its ability to channel the power of such 
mordant symbols as the corpse” (1979, p.211). 

A sort of precondition, the physical properties of the 
material dead ultimately inspire how the living remember, 
interact and commemorate the deceased in space (Fig. 
1.03). The material properties of the embalmed corpse 
not only slows the decomposition process, but also 
veils the distinct smells which come with biological 
decay. The word ‘embalm’, meaning to preserve from 
oblivion - to keep in memory, and to give a ‘balmy scent’, 
described both the physical and physiological strategies 
of embalmment as a means of preservation. Encounters 
with the embalmed corpse therefore stimulate a much 
different response from the living than that of the un-
embalmed, natural corpse or ash remains. As Williams 
states: 

The corpse can be regarded as a range of substances 
that have a mnemonic agency of their own, influencing 
the way the dead are perceived and selectively 
remembered or forgotten through the funerary 
process. (2006, p.85)

Where the corpse is treated as a biological object, devoid 
of harmful embalming agents, it must be responded to 

to aid in slowing the decay of the corpse.  The material 
properties of ash remains dissolve most limitations 
restricting it to the earth, losing all resemblance to the 
corporeal body. The corpse can be buried or entombed 
in a vault or mausoleum. Ash remains may be scattered 
in air, earth or water, set within an urn, buried or placed 
within a columbaria. Therefore,  it is the materiality of 
the deceased which ultimately influences the funerary 
processes and disposal of the deceased in landscape. 
The natural, embalmed or incinerated material properties 
of the deceased have potentials and limitations, “which 
allows them to have [different] symbolic value[s],” (Sofaer, 
2006, p.67) and material imaginations (Bachelard, 2002)

The embodied experiences of different material bodies 

could not be ‘scattered’ off a high hill or released into 
a stream, the sensory event of the processional, where 
the weighted casket, held up above several people and 
walked slowly on path to the cemetery is not as well 
executed with the material of a miniaturized, lightweight 
urn of ash remains. 

The materiality of the dead therefore play a central 
role in the embodied experiences of disposal and ritual 
(Graham, 2011, p.25) as both a metaphorical and cultural 
object. Informing the enacted ritual and disposition of 
the bereaved within landscape, the matter of materials 
regarding the body of the deceased command the manner 
by which the living re-imagine and connect with the dead 
in landscape (Williams, 2006, p.81). 

The following pages are explorations of imagining of 
the material body of the dead, and the relationship with 
the beliefs, rituals and disposal practices which surround 
the dead. 



THE ENDURING EARTH

“The top and bottom of the earth form a double mirror. To the people of the living, who bustle about on the visible surface of the 
earth correspond the people of the dead, who have disappeared into the bowels of the earth and are invisible - invisible, but terribly, 
hauntingly present.”
-Michel Ragon 

While the living dwell above the surface of the ground, 
it is in the depths of the earth that the dead lay claim. As 
Ragon suggests, the layers above and below the earth’s 
surfaces create a mirror (Fig. 1.04), or double city (1983, 
p.57) where, beneath the ground, the underworld of the 
dead in the form of caves, tombs, catacombs and church 
crypts, imitates that of the living. 

The lowering of the casket deep with the soil physically 
and symbolically places the dead within the realm separate 
from the living. The echo of the earth as it falls and strikes 
the casket reveals the distance between the living and  
where the dead lay below. With the act of filling the grave 
with spadefuls of soil, the dead become sealed beneath. 
The metaphor of the descent into the underworld is 
naturally derived from the universal practice of burial 
(Ragon, 1983, p.120). As Barrie suggests: “the media of 
earth, the dark solid material of the ground, the humus to 
which our molecules return, describes a deep connection 
to the earth and its media of artistic expression” (Barrie,  
2010, p.100). The collective imagination regarding the 

underworld and its earthly matter within mythology, 
literature and art often locate the dominion of the dead 
within “an immense, deep pit under the earth, lower than 
the sea and the foundation of the mountains” (Ragon, 
1983, p.122).  

Unseen from above, and dissolved amongst all animals 
and lifeforms, through the burial of the dead, the earth 
has always provided lasting stability of a place of grief and 
memory through time. As an indigenous chief suggests: 
we lay our wounds to the earth. The first architecture of 
graves, burial mounds, and other earthworks continue to 
trace the places of the past dead, remaining intact even 
as the world changes around them. Through the cyclical 
nature of the earth, the dead may also endure through 
reincarnation. Prevailing over season and history, the dead 
are reborn within the cycles of the earth and the growth of 
things anew.  The identity of the deceased becomes the 
tree, the grass,  or the blooming flowers over the grave. 



FIG. 1.04  Observatorie II and III                        
Noemie Goudal 
Lithograph                



FIG. 1.05 

Photograph              



The end product of a typical cremated human body, 
incinerated at 1,800 degrees centigrade for fifty minutes 
(Ragon, 1983, p.273), transforms the corpse to gallon 
of coarse dust. Having “the formlessness and flow of 

et al., 
2006, p.884), the body takes on an ambiguous form; the 
ashes unidentifiable, sensorially and corporeally, to either 
the body or the ‘wet’ corpse (Hertz, 1960; Prendergast 
et al., 2006). Transformed from the material presence 
of the body to the embodied presence of the soul, As 
depicted in Oliver Valsecchi’s “Dust 1 and Dust 4” (Fig. 
1.05), the surviving family and friends, somehow know, the 
ashes are of their loved one. That through incineration, 
the deceased “had been made to both transcend and 
condense the particularities of their previous body, [and] 
life” (Prendergast et al., 2006, p.885).

A new material body in the form of ashes, the deceased 
are now capable of blowing into the wind, flowing with 
the current of river, following the ebbs and flows of the 
sea, settling into the earth, and bringing growth to the 

garden. The incineration of the body therefore produces 
a material of death that offers the bereaved with a multi-
faceted, symbolic form. With the material properties of ash 
remains able to seamlessly embody the character of the 
material and landscape to which they settle, the identity 
of the cremated dead become instilled in the identity 
of  the space and place to which they fall. A bereaved 
survivor writes: “[To release] her mother’s ashes into a 
river meant that all water now allowed contact with her” 
(Hockey et al., 2010, p.138). The water, now entangled 
with the identity and memory of the deceased, may in 
fact be the final material image or form of her loved one; 
the movement of the river is now the movement of the 
deceased, journeying through their spiritual world. 

Despite the recent rise in acceptance and preference 
towards cremation on a global scale (Fig. 2.17), disposing 
the body by means of cremation has long been a practiced 
throughout history; the oldest date of cremation recorded 
around 8000 B.C (Mates et al., 2005). But unlike modern 
cremation, best attributed by its functionalism (Ragon, 

“Fire suggests the desire to change, to speed up the passage of time, to bring all life to its conclusion, to its hereafter. In these 
circumstances the reverie becomes truly fascinating and dramatic; it magnifies human destiny; it links the small to the great; the hearth 
to the volcano, the life of a log to the life of a world. The fascinated individual hears the call of the funeral pyre. For him destruction is 
more than a change, it is a renewal.”
- Gaston Bachelard 



safety concern of decomposing corpses), traditional 
cremation had been built on and the cult of fire. Ragon 
explains:

Heraclitus, Sophocles, and Seneca believed that the 
end of the world would take the form of a great fire. 
The ancient Scandinavians, who saw the sky as fire, 
thought that the pyre helped the soul to rejoin the 
celestial incandescence. Ancient philosophy also 
believed that fire, in purifying the body, helped it to 
release its spiritual part. The relation between the fire 
and the heath and the cult of the dead among the 
ancients has always seemed an obvious one. (1983, 
p.274)

The practice of traditional cremation therefore stems 
from the belief of fire as a medium able to release the 
imprisoned soul from the body’s cage. Whether performed 
by means of reincarnating the soul into a new being, or 
its means of “return[ing] the body to the realm of true-
being” (Mates et al., 2005, p.xviii), the importance of fire 
in the culture of death is its sacred ability to transcend the 
deceased. A material transformation of the body to ashes 
symbolizes the spiritual transformation of the deceased 
into their ‘afterlife’. 

The most fitting example of traditional cremation today 
would be represented in the city of Varanasi, the spiritual 
capital of India (Fig. 1.06), where cremation by open-air 
pyre is still the favoured practice of Hinduism. Located 
in the city where Hindus come to die, the flames of a 
cremation ritual are always ongoing, often happening 
simultaneously throughout the day and through the night. 
With bodies even traveling from rural places outside the 
city, Varanasi holds an estimated 200 cremations per 

day (Guha Ray, 2014), with both the Manikarnika and 
Harishchandra ghats dedicated solely to the cremation 
ritual. 

 Like ancient positions towards traditional cremation, the 
Hindu belief that “heat is a preeminent agent of change” 
reveals the fires of Varanasi to powerfully enable “the 
body [to be] transformed, refined, and even perfected” 
(Gesler and Price, p.230, 2000). Rather than a form of 
destruction, cremation by open flame serves Hinduism 
as a source of creation (Mates et al., 2005, p.234). Where 
death is perceived as a continued reincarnation of 
the soul, the shedding of the body by flame becomes 
symbolically enriched through the transformation of 
both the fire and corpse. Sørensen, and Bille recall that 
“fire and flames would change... form, colour, smoke, 
development, temperature, intensity, smell, sound and 
extent”. The body too saw dramatic changes within the 
process of cremation. They write:

 The corpse would be burning, turning the skin black, 
gradually reducing the texture and amount of flesh, 
while at the same time exposing skeletal parts and 
internal organs, until the pyre and the corpse would 
collapse (2008, p.256). 

The power of fire as a form of disposal, then, is found 
not by much what it is, but by what it does (Sørensen and 
Bille, 2008). The ritualization and process of traditional 
cremation therefore reveals its intensity, and provokes 
agency by the embodied and symbolic experience felt 
during the visible phases of incineration.



FIG. 1.06
cremation pyres on 
ghats



Disposal by fire however was not always perceived 
as virtuous. After an edict of Charlesmagne in 789, 
forbidding the use of cremation under pain of death due 
to its perceived pagan practice, cremation in Christianity 
was only practiced as the most brutal form of punishment. 
Rather than a form of creation, cremation of the body 
represented pure destruction. “Fire no longer signified 
the sun, but hell” (Ragon, 1983, p.283). Objections toward 
cremation by the Church were most often based on 
concerns surrounding the resurrection of the body (Mates 
et al., 2005, p.xx; Prothero, 2001). The main detail being 
that “a body returned to ashes... cannot be raised at the 
call of Judgment Day” (Prothero, 2001, p.79). It would not 
be until the years after the First World War and Spanish 
Flu that the Protestant Church finally accepted cremation, 
and not until the years of 1963 – 1964 when the Roman 
Catholic Church would formally agree to cremation as a 
proper form of disposal (Mates et al., 2005, p.xx). 

Burning the corpse as a form of punishment was 
long practiced before the time of Christ. The  Athenian 
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statesman, Phocion, for instance, who was falsely accused 
of treachery in the year 318 B.C, was sentenced to death 
by means of drinking poisonous hemlock; his body later 
exiled out of his home region of Attica and apathetically 
burned. While both cremation and burial were congruently 
practiced in Greece during the fourth century, the burning 
of Phocion’s corpse without customary funerary rite was 
an act of pure malevolence. Plutarch writes: 

His dead body was excluded from burial within the 
boundaries of the country, and none of the Athenians 
could light a funeral pile to burn the corpse; neither 
durst any of his friends venture to concern themselves 
about it. A certain Conopion, ... took the body and 
carried it beyond Eleusis, and procuring fire from over 
the frontier of Megara, burned it ... Phocion’s wife, 
with her servant-maids, being present and assisting 
at the solemnity, raised there an empty tomb, and 
performed the customary libations, and gathering 
up the bones in her lap, and bringing them home 
by night, dug a place for them by the fireside in her 
house. (1919, p.233)

At a time where burial of the dead was not to be refused, 
even for an enemy (Curl, 1993, p.25), and where  memory 
and social identity were significantly promoted by means 
of funerals, memorials, and epitaphs, the dishonour 

to the corpse and denial of a proper burial meant the 
obliteration of memory, known as damnatio memoriae 
(Hope, 2009, p.179).

Nicolas Poussin’s paintings of Phocion’s Funeral and 
Gathering of the Ashes of Phocion by his Widow in 1648 
(Fig. 1.07) and (Fig. 1.08), respond to the damning of 
Phocion’s body. While many centuries had passed since 
the events of Phocion’s funeral, to banish the dead 
into a place unknown, refuse them hopeful entry into 
the afterlife, and deny proper memorialization is still 
acknowledged as an act of pure desolation. The story 
of Phocion’s funeral reveals how the mistreatment of the 
dead may always be known as the most malicious form of 
infliction of one upon another. 

The symbolism and metaphor of fire then, during the 
process of cremating the body, reflects both love and 
hate (Sørensen, and Bille, 2008, p.254). For Bachelard:

Among all phenomena, [fire] is really the only one 
to which there can be so definitely attributed the 
opposing values of good and evil. It shines in paradise. 
It burns in hell. It is the gentleness and torture. It is 
cookery and it is apocalypse. (1968, p.7) 

The flames ignited to burn the corpse are then a force, 
psychologically able to ruin or triumph both the soul of the 
dead and the imagination of the bereaved. The meanings 
connected to the disposition of the dead by fire therefore 
becomes molded by it’s socio-cultural construct. The view 
toward cremation perhaps rests in who has your ear, but 
the fire’s effects on the human psyche rests in the hands 
of its maker. 

FIG. 1.07  The Funeral of Phocion                
Nicolas Poussin           
Oil on Canvas           

Landscape with the 
Gathering of the 
Ashes of Phocion 
by his Widow    
Nicolas Poussin                       
Oil on Canvas           



SECTION TWO

PLACING THE DEAD
FIG. 2.01 

Third version                  
Arnold Böcklin           

Oil on Board             





FIG. 2.02 

Arromanches, France            
Sandinyoureye



DEATHSCAPES

“When we find a mound in the woods, six feet long and three feet wide, raised to a pyramidal form by means of a spade, we become 
serious and something in us says: someone was buried here. That is architecture.” 
- Adolf Loos

The human materialization of grief through 
memorialization seeks solace in landscape. Exhumed 
through fire, washed away into flowing water, providing 
nourishment to insects, animals and birds, reincarnated 
as tree, buried down within the earth... the ways in which 
we place and ritualize the bodies of the dead find their 
way back symbolically and sensorially to landscape 
(Wilson-Baptist, 2010, p.294) as an embodied expression 
for those experiencing grief and loss. 

Death concentrates meaning in space. Although 
inevitable, death has a powerful grip, transforming 
otherwise everyday space into a sacred, and extraordinary 
place (Petersson, 2006, p.6). Worpole writes, “the 
influence of the dead on landscape form and experience 
can be highly charged, even pervasive” (2003, p.20). 
Whether occupying a space where death has occurred, 
where the dead are physically placed, or where they are 
memorialized, landscapes of the dead reveal emotive 

place (Latini, 2009, p.178) through memory and time. 

For instance, one cannot simply walk the beaches of 
Normandy without the feeling of death. The experience 
of such a landscape, invaded with the tragedies of 
World War II, has become embedded with a heightened 
phenomenological awareness; that the very sand and 
sea water are flowing with death, with the contemplation 
of one’s own transience, of trauma, and memories of 
liberation and loss. A memorial project completed by 
Sandinyoureye (Fig. 2.02), where the bodies of the 9000 
fallen soldiers and the scale of their numbers resurrected 
temporality upon the sand, will linger in memory even 
after the tide returns them back to the waters for which 
the soldiers arrived. A place written with the hand of 
death cannot be easy shaken. Sites of commemoration 
and remembrance therefore serve to empower the mind, 
“transform[ing] neutral spaces into sites of ideology” 
(Maddrell and Sidaway, 2010, p. 7).

The ways we position the dead in landscape are a 
reflection of  wider cultural and social patterns and 
practices of the living. Situating the dead geographically 



closer to or farther from the living for instance may reflect 
the marginalization or celebration of death as a part of 
societal life. Jean Fourastié for instance suggests that 
“when the cemetery was to be found in the centre of the  
village, that is to day, in and around the church, death 
and its rituals were to be found at the center of life”. 
In comparison, “the expulsion of the dead beyond the 
boundary of the village [precedes] the expulsion of the 
dead from our everyday life” (Ragon, 1983, p.39). 

meaningful locations such as the churchyard or place of 
memory, and the ways of acknowledging and ritualizing 
the bodies themselves, reveal significant social and 
cultural values, reflecting both the everyday life-world, 
and the belief system of the given community. 

As ideals and beliefs of the living are reshaped and 
revised, landscapes of the dead, or ‘deathscapes’ 
significantly contribute to discourse surrounding the 
definition and negotiation of such expressions. Etlin 
writes: “the cemetery, [does] not simply mirror a society’s 
understanding of death. Its architecture or its landscape 
play[s] a role in crystallizing nascent emotions and ideas” 
(1984, p.ix).  It was not long ago, for instance that the 
cemetery was created as a new burial landscape, due 
to changing values in the 19th century (Maddrell and 
Sidaway, 2010, p.7). The lessening power of the church 
and growth of municipal organization, the awareness of 
the overcrowded graveyard, and sanitary concerns due to 
decomposing bodies in part influenced the development 
of the Rural Cemetery Movement: where smaller inner city 
church and graveyards were abandoned for larger burial 
spaces situated outside the periphery of the city. Today, 
as cremation overcomes burial as the most preferred form 
of disposition, and where the removal of ash remains 

from the boundaries of the cemetery by the bereaved 
for disposal elsewhere prove the realities of 21st century 
North America, the presence of the collective dead in 
landscape hardly exists anymore (Worpole, 2003, p.23). 

However, with the control of the cremated dead now in 
the hands of the bereaved, the positioning of the dead in 
landscape has yielded a new discourse, one that inevitably 
situates the dead within a continued relationship with the 
bereaved, and one which positions the dead in landscape 

(Kellaher and Worpole, 2010).  To design for such ideas 
is an attempt to ‘crystallize’ modern cultural ideas and 
attitudes towards death. 



The ebbs and flows of cemetery influence and its 
relationship to the city is historically and contextually 

and physical conditions of the city and cemetery, the 
alternating control over the dead, and the changing 
societal values and attitudes towards death, the evolution 
of cemetery location and design paralleled the evolution 
of cultural ideals. The current conditions of the cemetery 
and the changing relationship between the living and the 
dead in the twenty-first century are no different. With an 
emergence of the woodland cemetery or natural burial 
ground, and the proliferation of dispersing cremated 
remains in meaningful places of memory outside cemetery 
boundaries, the traditional cemetery model reveals itself 
to be no longer a reflection of modern cultural ideals.  

Following the evolution of the cemetery in history 
provides a background for present day setting of death 
within the cemetery landscape and elsewhere. The 
transformation of the cemetery represented by a historical 

the rural cemetery, the lawn cemetery and memorial park, 
the contemporary cemetery, the natural burial ground or 
‘woodland cemetery’.

“Very often death becomes the guardian of lost cities; it goes before them, announcing their arrival, and it is by the number of graves 
that one may most surely measure the power of an empire.”
- Lucien Augé, Les Tombeaux, 1879



Once occupying the same spaces of the living within the 
ancient Greek and Roman city, the dead were expelled as 
one of the provisions of the laws of the Twelve Tables 
(c. 450 BC). Stating, “a dead man shall not be buried 
or burned inside the city”, the law to refuse inhumation 
inside the city walls was believed to be both a means 
of avoiding the polluting presence of the dead, and 
the potential fire risk of cremation by pyre (Hope, 2009, 
p.159). This expulsion of the physical dead beyond the 
city however did not necessarily mean the expulsion of 
the dead from everyday life. 

After the laws of the Twelve Tables were implemented, 
to leave or enter the city gates within the Roman empire 
meant that one must confront the threshold of the dead,. 
Memorialized by various tombs, altars, temples and 
house-tombs, and lining the mains roadways, the dead 
“greet[ed] those who entered the city and provid[ed]
a last farewell to those who left” (Hope, 2007, p.141). 
Generally located beyond the town or city walls and the 
sacred boundary known as pomerium, the cemetery was 

designated as the ‘suburbs of the city’, stretching out 
along main roads with an often elongated appearance. 
The entrance to various tombs facing the unavoidable 
passage to and from the city bestowed the dead with 
maximum visibility, if not the focal point of the passers-by. 
This suburban cemetery was termed necropolis, otherwise 
known as ‘the city of the dead’. 

The city of the dead in some ways mirrored the city of 
the living; a double-city’ (Ragon, 1983; Calvino, 1972) 
which embodied both the physical  and socio-economical 
patterns of everyday city life. For example, the Etruscan 
cemetery of Cerveteri (Fig. 2.03) had a principal street, 
with a plan not unlike the city of Ostia; Vulci followed a 
recognizable layout and plan much like the towns or cities 
of the living (Curl, 1993, p.37). The social order and identity 
of the deceased often mimicked that of the living city. For 
the wealthy was afforded a luxurious tomb, the poor were 
often buried in common ditches, or buried individually 
without permanent markers (Hope, 2007; 2009). 

The Necropolis - Etrusia and Rome
( 6th Century B.C. - 8th Century A.D.) 

City 

Necropolis



FIG. 2.03  

Through placement and commemoration, the 
necropolis was designed to engage the living. It was “a 
duty to remember the dead” (Hope, 2007; 2009) within 
the Roman empire, where memory strategies such as 
tomb design, afterlife beliefs and cemetery location all 
aimed to unite the living to the dead (Hope, 2009, p. 14) 
and perpetuate the construction of one’s own memory 
beyond their mortal life. Tombs and markers not only 

family interred, but also verbally and spatially constructed 
a place of interaction between the dead and the living. 
The design of the memorial and epitaph, for instance, 
were often used to encourage the living to speak the 
name of the deceased out loud, and follow their story 
written in stone (Hope, 2007, p.37). One reads: 

You traveler, who make your way along the path, stop 
I ask, I beg you not to ignore my epitaph.
As you hurry on your way, stop briefly traveler. 
Know, traveler, that your voice is mine.

The voice of the dead continued to live through the 
voice of the living. Other messages promoting a carpe 
diem attitude, communicating such things as “seize the 
day” and “life is short” (Hope, 2007; 2009) emphasized 
the fragility of life, but also reflected the Roman attitude 
towards ‘living life to the fullest’. 

Some tombs engaged the living by means of 
incorporating seating, dining and even housing areas for 
bereaved and visitors. Hope describes that at Isola Sacra, 
where:

Tombs often had ... areas for the preparation and 
cooking of food. Some tombs has second storeys that 
could be used as sun terraces or dining spaces, while 
other tombs has dining couches flanking the entrance 
of the tomb. (Hope, 2007, p. 174)

It is these types of interactive ‘gestures’ which reveal the 
duty and desire to remember and maintain a relationship 

with the dead. Described as ‘a society of memory’ (Hope 
and Huskinson, 2011, p.35), the presence of the dead 
was incorporated both geographically, and socially to 
the everyday lifeworld as a means of perpetuating the 
collective life memories of the city. The Roman necropolis, 
although exiled from the city limits, did not remove the 
dead far from life. 

Etruscan Necropolis 
of Cerveteri                 
Allan T. Kohl             



The Parish Churchyard - Western Europe 
( 5th Century - 15th Century )

As the Roman Empire declined and the influence of 
Christianity spread, the bodies of the dead moved inside 
the city walls; the first cemetery to be located within the 
walls of Rome at the start of the fifteenth century. Under 
Christian influence, which forbid cremation, the funerary 
practices transitioned to remove the urn during the fourth 
and fifth centuries. By the ninth century, the practice of 
placing of cemeteries along the roads outside cities and 
towns was completely abandoned (Ragon, 1983, p.50). 
The desire to rest in ‘hallowed ground’ coupled with 
the purposes of protecting the dead from robbers and 
alike were said to have ended the continual use of the 
necropolis (Renshaw Brown, 2011, p.10; Ragon, 1983, 
p.50).  

Early Christian burial customs within the empire, 
however first aligned with Roman law, locating martyrs 
in catacombs, and erecting altars at sites of Christian 
burial. Later erecting churches near or over such sites of 
martyrdom, the dead anchored the places of faith. But as 
more churches were built due to prosperity (Curl, 1972, 

p.28), their location moved to the convenience to the 
living, the dead were taken with them to be buried below 
and around the church. Ragon accounts the beginnings of 
such practice, stating: 

Constantine, at Constantinople, introduced the 
custom of burying Christian monarchs in the church. 
The first Christian king of Gaul, Clovis, had himself 
buried, in 511, with his wife Clotilda in the basilica of 
Peter-an-Paul on the Mons Lucotitus (The present day 
Mon Sainte-Geneviève). (1983, p.50) 

 
But where the burial of the dead under the church floor 

was first only reserved for the privileged few, of “first 
bishops, priests, nobles, and rich craftsmen” (Ragon,  
1983, p.50), the custom became extended to the many. 

when there were too many corpses under the church the 
bones were moved to the attic. Thus the faithful had dead 
both under their feet and over their heads” (1983, p.50). 
The proximity to the dead, and its “odour of sanctity” 



FIG. 2.04 The Triumph of Death                     
Pieter Brueghel 
the Elder                         



(Curl, 1993, p.69) somehow bestowed a peculiar virtue 
on all those who were near (Curl, 1972; 1993). And 
soon, Christians inherited the role as caretakers of the 
dead (Curl, 1972; 1993), obtaining full control over both 
cemetery and churchyard. 

The cemetery and churchyard therefore gave rise to, 
as Kellaher and Worpole  suggest, “a kind of settled, 
almost essentialist community, and a moral anchor of 
the community around  it” (Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, 
p.165). The interweaving of the burial ground surrounding 
the church offered not only daily connection between the 
living and the dead, but revealed that death and its rituals 
were to be found at the center of life. The proximity of 
the dead also heightened the awareness of one’s own 
inescapability of death, and the obligation to care for the 
departed, therefore sustaining the teachings and practice 
of Christian faith.   

The burial practices within urban cemeteries and 
churchyards lent themselves much to sanitary concern 
due to overwhelming volumes of corpses, and poorly dug 
shallow graves. For instance, the Cimetière des Innocents 
in Paris, occupying only a span of approximately 400 
by 200 ft., held around two million Parisians over an 
eight-hundred-year time span (Ragon, 1983, p.51). Such 
overcrowding in and around the church led to the creation 
of charnelhouses - a vault or building specially for storing 
and displaying skeletal remains exhumed after burial. 
A memento mori, the practice of rudely displayed skull 
and bones was a reminder of mortality and “intended 
to shock the viewer into an appreciation of a Christian 
eschatology” (Etlin, 1984, p.3). Perhaps the first of is 
kind, a Dance Macabre (Fig. 2.04), or Dance of Death was 
painted between the years of 1423 - 1425 (Etlin, 1984; 
Ragon, 1983) on the rear window of the charnelhouse 
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along the Rue de la Ferronnerie of the Saints-Innocents. 
It is what Etlin describes as: 

A series of scenes, a nimble skeleton, representing 
either the dead oerione or Dead incarnate, compelled 
an unwilling partner to join him in the dance of death. 

from all ranks, and in varied conditions of health, 
formed a composite image of society and global 
vision of the human condition. (1984, p.3)

Although later destroyed in order to widen a street 
(Ragon, 1983, p.51), the Dance of Death accompanied 
with a written reflection of mortal resolution ultimately 
inspired a full medieval tradition surrounding the art of 
death across Europe and elsewhere. 

The deeply intimate presence of death with everyday 
life was perhaps the most evident between the fourteenth 
and eighteenth centuries (Ragon, 1983, p.143),  where the 
cemetery not only sustained the burial of the dead, but 
the hustle and bustle of daily life (Fig. 2.06). Ragon writes:

Cemeteries were always full of bustling, animated 
crowds, where people seemed concerned with 
everything except death. The cemetery was a public 
place, open to all corners, a center of communal life. 
Markets, fairs, and pilgrimages were held there. In 
[European} towns the market halls were usually next 
to the cemeteries .The ground floors of the ossuaries 
were almost always used as shops, even as ballrooms.

(1983, p.143). 

The nature of such a place spatially and socially blurred 
the spaces of death and that of life, so much so that the 
images of life and death were inextricably linked. 

However, by the eighteenth century, the parish and 
market cemetery resembled a much more obscene 
condition. Where “old religious values as they pertained 
to the urban milieu were replaced by a profound concern 
with public hygiene” (Etlin, 1984, p.12), the intimacy of 
death became fully rejected. Due to the mass collection 
of graves, the soil was too exhausted to be able to 
assist in the decomposition of the corpses. Eltin writes: 
“rather than decaying rapidly, the corpses festered in a 
giant hole and the cemetery emitted foul odours” (1984, 
p.13). And in its end, Cimetière des Innocents became 
a sort of dumping site for the neighbouring community. 
As a sanitary lifestyle became to be more respected, the 

leaving cemeteries to become places of unscrupulous 
behaviour and filth. 

In 1786, the bodies of  Cimetière des Innocents were 
exhumed and interred, to be relocated outside the 
city limits. The emerging eighteenth century Parisian 
Cemetery Reform ensured the practice of burying of the 
dead reflected spiritual and physical distance between 
the living and the dead. The new cemetery model as seen 
in the example of Père Lachiase brought reform and order 
to the chaos which was Cimetière des Innocents (Renshaw 
Brown, 2011, p.13), abandoning the intimacy of memento 
mori for more sanitary practices. T.J. Hubert Hoffbauer 

T.J. Hubert Hoffbauer 
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The Rural Cemetery Movement - North America
( Early 19th Century )

The cemetery reform movement that created the 

Lachaise in Paris, and Glasgow Necropolis in Great Britain, 
was the model to which the creation of ‘rural’ cemeteries 
in North America got their beginning. The change of 
burial customs in America and Canada followed the 
pattern of the deplorable state of inner city graveyards: 
where sanitary concern, overcrowding, vandalism, and 
abandoned burial grounds created an austere scene. 
Thus deciding to distance the dead far from the densely 
populated city. 

The Rural Cemetery Movement began with the 
consecration of Mount Auburn in 1831, located in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. Described as a ‘garden of 
graves’ (Worpole, 2003), Mount Auburn’s landscape 
design reflected notions of the English gardening 
theories, the lessons of Père Lachaise, and American 
transcendentalism (Worpole, 2003; Sloane, 1991). The 
successes of Mount Auburn made it to be the prototype 

for ‘the rural cemetery’, later extensively duplicated 
throughout the country and beyond (French, 1974, p.38). 
One woman reflected on her visitation, stating: “for its 
beauty Mount Auburn might seem a pleasure garden 
instead of a place of graves” (French, 1974, p. 38). Within 
the next twenty to thirty years, large-scale rural cemeteries 
which were modeled upon Mount Auburn within America 
including Lauren Hill (Philadelphia, 1836); Greenmount 
(Baltimore, 1838); Worcester Rural (1838); Harmony Grove 
(Salem, 1840); Spring Grove (Cincinnati, 1844) (Worpole, 
2003, p.141), and Sackville (Sackville, New Brunswick, 
1864). 

FIG. 2.07 Forest Pond, Mount 
Auburn Cemetery         

Walter Cornella         
Line Engraving         

Lorings Monument, 
Mount Auburn 

Cemetery                
Walter Cornella         
Line Engraving         



Developed and managed by a private, non-profit 
organization, the inheritance of guarding the dead 
moved from the control of the church to that of private 
and civic institutions. Compared to Père Lachaise, whose 
ostentatious display of bourgeoisie monuments created 
a highly segregated social order even in death, Mount 
Auburn looked to refrain from such ornate displays, 
“which were considered at odds with the pastoral setting 
originally envisioned” (Worpole, 2003, p.140), allowing for 
a democratic culture which dignified all variety of buyers 
(Sloane, 1991, p.53). Mount Auburn was not created 
exclusively for the upper class (French, 1974, p.45), but 
was “a family-centred institution” (Sloane, 1991, p.53), 
even offering graves to those who could not afford lots.

Conceived by Dr. Jacob Bigelow, a horticulturist, 
a physician and poet at Harvard Medical School, the 
realization of Mount Auburn was unobtainable without 
his efforts: from locating a parcel of land suitable for a 
cemetery to which he envisioned ‘of garden and cemetery’ 
(Sloane, 1991, p.46), all the way to “examining the 
ground, laying out roads, and superintending workmen” 
(Sloane, 1991, p.49). Eventually finding a parcel of land 
near Cambridge, ten miles from Boston to which local 
Harvard students referred to as “‘Sweet Auburn’ (after 
Oliver Goldsmiths poem ‘Deserted Village’) (French, 
1974, p. 46; Sloane, 1991, p.45), the cemetery would be 
located in a natural ridge: 

A pleasant, heavily wooded tract with a variegated 
topography of many little hills, valleys, and streams. 
The highest point reached over a hundred feet 
over the river, and from this hilltop one could see 
Dorchester Heights, most of Boston, Cambridge and 
the College, and the river meandering off into the 
country toward the west. (French, 1974, p.44)



Designed in such a setting, with curvilinear pathways, 
slopes, mounds, and rolling pastures, shady groves, and 
cool recesses, the landscape offered “light, safety and 
nature, joy and optimism” (Sloane, 1991, p.46). Sloane 
writes further writes: “the visitor plunged into a setting 
that evoked the emotional atmosphere of nature rather 
than the logic of urban life” (1991, p.47). The rural 
cemetery was the first planned landscape open to the 
public, performing as the first public parks filled with 
carriages and pedestrians, and deserving of international 
attention (Worpole, 2003, p.141).

a school of religion and philosophy, instructing moral 
and ethical behaviours and lessons of natural theology 
(French, 1974; Sloane, 1991). As one student declares:

The sweetest memorials of the dead are to be found 
in the admonitions they convey, and the instructions 
they give, to form the character, and govern the 
conduct, of the living. (French, 1974, p.46)

Nature was able to paint a picture of death of cyclical 
creation and morality; where “even the wind in the trees 
of the cemetery represent the vicissitudes of life” (French, 
1974, p.48), “the changing seasons reminded visitors of 
their mortality; the wildness of a thunderstorm, of their 
vulnerability; and nature’s aura, of their insignificance” 
(Sloane, 1991,  p.50). The art of the grave surrounded by 
nature would  create “a legacy of imperishable wealth”. 
Visiting the rural cemetery would heavily influence the 
minds of the visitors, mitigating the suffering of mourners; 
making the careless thoughtful; the unwise wiser; the 
greedy less avaricious. This form of transcendentalism 
- where distinct forms of self-knowledge were thought 

(Worpole, 2003, p.140), imbued the rural cemetery with 
moral instruction. Placing of the dead within a “natural” 
landscape of views and vistas marked a major change 
in the attitudes towards death compared to that of past 
European ideals. As Sloane suggests “Romanticism, with 
its emphasis on... the boundary between life and death, 
found the location of the grave to be deeply symbolic. 

something beautiful” (1991, p.50). The ‘graveyard’ of 
death and decay became transformed into a ‘cemetery’ 
of eternal rest or sleep. 

A desire to maintain a national and communal identity 
presented an emerging sense of historical continuity 
by means of cemetery monuments. ‘Libraries in stone’ 
revealed themselves through memorialization and the 
perpetual care offered by rural cemetery management. 
The planting of social roots by means of the grave, too 
was to “remind them that the standard of living and the 
blessings of a republic they owed to those who have gone 
before” (French, 1974, p.48-49). 

By moving the dead from the inner city out into the 
countryside, the rural cemetery movement was able to re-
establish the cemetery as an important cultural institution 
within society. Following Romantic ideals dedicated to 

an atmosphere suitable for expressive mourning framed 
the sentimentality towards the dead. Mount Auburn paved 
the way in highlighting the moralizing influences and 
mortal reminders associated with situating the cemetery 
within a natural setting, which would be extensively 
remodeled around North America. 



The Lawn Cemetery and Memorial Park, North America
( Mid Nineteenth Century - Twentieth Century )

By the 1850’s, cemetery landscapes went from the 

attempt to domesticate the wildness that characterized 
the earlier rural cemetery before it; its origins beginning 
with the redesign of Spring Grove Cemetery in Cincinnati  
in 1855, by Adolph Strauch. Criticism of the rural cemetery 
was in fact a major driving force towards redesigning the 
ground of Spring Grove (Sloane, 1991, p.99); its roughness 
would be softened, chaos would become ordered, and 
the shadows of the heavy forests would be thinned to 
an expanded lawn of light. A simpler, more pastoral 
landscape of gentle lines, open air and closely mowed 
lawn marked an aesthetic that would dominate Strauch’s 
landscape design. 

Rejecting the diversity of eclectic monuments and 
grave-markers, Strauch’s influence formalized the setting 
of lots, and standardized the aesthetic of monument 
markers. For him:

Status-conscious lot-holders and their forest of 
obelisks, Gothic-style mausoleums, and other large 
family monuments diminished, if not destroyed, the 
unity of art and nature, which was the basis of the 
rural cemetery. (Sloane, 1991, p.103)

Lot fences, plantings, decoration and a maze of pathways 
also added to the ‘clutter’, ultimately obstructed the 
seamless ‘natural appearance’ which Strauch envisioned. 
To clear such a view, Strauch took severe measures to 
control the ‘intrusion’ of markers and monuments within 
the landscape. Tending of the grave and landscape 
which was the responsibility of visitors, was taken over 
by a team of gardeners and maintenance workers. Fences 
and borders, including the outer wall of the cemetery, 
were torn down, all markers became limited to only 
the ‘Classical Style’. By 1858, Spring Grove became a 
‘complete’ landscape; the “individual plot-holdings 
[would be] subordinated to the grand sweep of the whole 
setting” (Worpole, 2003, p.143).

“And the world of the dead, like a continent adrift, will move farther and farther away from the world of the living.” 
- Edgar Morin, 1951



As Worpole indicates, “Strauch’s ideas and  innovations 
were central to the development of the lawn-park 
cemetery and the modern cemetery in general” (2003, 
p.143). Not only did he design the cemetery but he also 
was responsible for its management, thus creating  and 
professionalizing the superintendent position (Sloane, 
1991, p.106). 

The evolution of the profession of landscape architecture 
perhaps owes much to Strauch’s unprecedented position. 
The appreciation for landscape gardening within the 
cemetery, coupled with the consultation of cemetery 
management led to few cemetery designs in the 
nineteenth century to be developed without a landscape 
architect’s detailed plan (Sloane, 1991, p.106-107). Jacob 
Weidenmann, a landscape architect who designed several 
cemeteries and was responsible for writing the first 
manual on cemetery management considered Strauch 
“the founder of the modern cemetery” (Sloane, 1991, 
p.107). 

The changing conditions in America around the time of 
the Civil War helped to strengthen the lawn cemetery as 
a popular model. As populations expanded after the war, 
cities became disorderly - a “fusion of social, political 
and technological peril” (Sloane, 1991, p.113). The City 
Beautiful Movement was in some ways the newest reform, 
and designers such as Olmstead, and Samel Parsons Jr. 
partook in this “architectural design cult” (Jacobs, 1992, 
p.375). They would attempt to take control of the disorder 
seen within the urban centre by: 

Defin[ing] it, shap[ing], and order[ing] it according 
to an evolving urban ideal, a secular Celestial City 
of shapely boulevards, healthy parks, comfortable 
and secure private habitations, and elegant public 



buildings. (Sloane, 1991, p.113)

The Urban Park Movement, best known for projects 
such as Olmstead’s Central Park and Emerald Necklace, 
started to take effect just before the Civil War. With the 
implementation of dozens of urban public parks, the 
cemetery influence as a place for leisure and recreation 
slowly declined. Bringing in the “soothing charms of the 
countryside inside the city without the solemn associations 
of the grave” (Sloane, 1991, p.116), the urban parks were 
closer, publicly owned, and removed death as a part of 
the overall atmosphere. “The park seemed more joyful, a 
better place for a stroll and a talk” (Sloane, 1991, p.119). 

The changing dynamic of the urban milieu created a 
reordering of the relationship between the living and the 
dead. The professionalization of the process of death 
and burial began to formalize. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, medicine offered treatments and cures 
to otherwise fatal diseases and illnesses, and the hospital 
became the primary place for treating the sick. With 
hospital staff taking care of the dying, morticians handling 
the dead, and superintendents like Strauch handling the 
grave, the bereaved became distanced from their once 
intimate relationship with death. Issac writes: “once when 
loved ones died, we tenderly washed the body on the 
kitchen table, dressed them in their finest clothes, and 
places them in the heart of the home for visitation by 
family, relatives, and friends” (2006, p.22, cited in Wilson-

Baptist, 2010, p.295). The alienation of death within the 
twentieth century became associated with Ariés’ (1976) 
“denial of death”, where the radical concealment of 
death practices within the funeral home and processes 
of death and dying, led to its designation as something 
‘taboo’; a topic prohibited from discussion. First, with 
advances of medical treatments and cures for illness and 
disease, the average person experienced a prolonging 
of life. For instance, between the years of 1940 and 1975, 
the life expectancy of the average American went up by 
fifteen percent (Ragon, 1983, p.302). And, by the end of 
the twentieth century, American’s average life expectancy 
went from 72.6 years in 1975 to 76.64 years in 2000 (World 
Bank), a number that has continued to rise even today. 

The increasing reliance on institutions such as the 
hospital and funeral home  to tend to the dying, to take 
care of the dead, and maintain their grave has been 
noted in North America (Sloane, 1991). The specialties of 
science and procedure, from medication to maintaining 
the cemetery grounds, death became too complex of a 
business for family input. Michel de Certeau describes 
what would be an isolation of death by ‘technicians’, 
who would reject the dead to secret zones of the city, 
away from societal reach (2002, p.194). With the rise in 
life expectancy and ‘institutionalized’ processes of death 
hidden from public view, death therefore became a less 

ago, the bereaved were the ones to tend to the dying; 
wash, dress and present the corpse, and care for the dead 
by maintaining the grave; today, it is considered highly 
unusual to see the processes and  outcomes of death 
and dying. As Page suggests, most deaths occur in the 
confinement of “back spaces inhabited only by insiders” 
of medical staff (2010). Such concealment of the realities 
of death has led Worpole to describe its presence as 

FIG. 2.09 Aerial Painting 
of Spring Grove    
Unknown Artist        

FIG. 2.10  Forest Lawn Cemetery, 
Glendale, California 
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This softening was also evident in the changing cemetery 
landscape. In 1913, Hubert Eaton established Forest 
Lawn in Glendale, California, the first ‘memorial park’ to 
mandate the use of flush, flat markers set below the level 
of the ground (Jackson and Vergara, 1989, p.30-31), which 
concealed all evidence of those bodies interred. What 
Eaton envisioned was:  

A great park, devoid of misshapen monuments and 
other customary signs of earthly death, but filled with 
towering trees, sweeping lawns, splashing fountains, 
singing birds, beautiful statuary, cheerful flowers, 
noble memorial architecture with interiors full of light 
and colour, and redolent of the world’s best history 
and romance. (Jackson and Vergara, 1989, p.28)

But in doing so, the traditional presence of death in the 
cemetery became “landscaped out of existence” (Worpole, 
2003).  With the use of uplifting symbolism, Forest Lawn 
comforted visitors with ‘good cheer in the face of death’. 
For example, instead of dividing the cemetery by a 
traditional numerical system, names like Loving Kindness, 
Blessed Promise, Sheltering Hills, Abiding Love, Enduring 
Faith, Kindly Light, Whispering Pines, Graceland, and 
Eventide (Jackson and Vergara, 1989, p.31; Worpole, 2003, 
p.146) characterized the Memorial park section. With the 
stance that “commemoration lies more with those who 
remember than those who are remembered” (Original 
emphasis, Treib, 2010, p.81), Forest Lawn and its followers 
became grounded in the idea that the cemetery is more 
a place for the living than it is for the deceased. Eaton 
would exclaim:

The cemeteries are wrong because they depict an end 

unsightly stoneyards, places that do nothing for 

“hardly existing anymore” (2003, p.23). This specialization 
of death ritual therefore removed the control of the dead 
from the center of the home or domestic world, and into 
the hands of professionals. 

Commercialization too, significantly changed the 
definition of the cemetery. Not only was the cemetery 
transformed from a public sacred space to a private 
commercial enterprise (Sloane, 1991), the latest advances 
of now for-profit cemeteries created a landscape both 
efficient and rationally laid out to get more “bang for 
their buck”. While earlier American cemeteries did not 
aggressively sell their cemetery business to the public, 
as in the rural cemetery, the lawn cemetery and memorial 
park brought ‘the cemetery to the buyer’ by means of 
rigorous advertising campaigns, the assembly of an 
extended sale force, and door to door canvasing. No 
longer were mourners approaching the cemetery at the 
time a family member’s death, but were rather actively 
instructed to purchase pre-need lots as an added security 
feature. Compared to death in the nineteenth century, 
which meant “work for a nurse, a carpenter, a funeral 
director, a grave digger, a florist, and a stone carver” 
(Sloane, 1991, p.176),  the Memorial park offered all such 
services fast and conveniently under their one roof. As 
Nathaniel Goldstein suggests “the last great necessity 
became nothing more than a profitable opportunity” 
(p.194).  The expansion of cemetery services transformed 
the business of death for ‘customers’ to a place of one-
stop shopping. 

The ‘softening’ of death’s touch started to transform the 
very language of death. Undertakers were now referred 
to funeral directors, coffins switched to caskets, the 
dead were now to be referred to as the deceased. The 



humanity save a practical act, and that not too well. 
(Jackson and Vergara, 1989, p.30) 

Even the natural processes of growth and decay were 
challenged. As Worpole notes, only were the use of 
evergreen bushes and trees planted to avoid the sight of 
leaves falling, which could produce “ a horrible reminder 
of loss and decay into this blithe world of positive 
thinking” (Worpole, 2003, p.146). While the surrounding 
hills turned brown with cacti and scrub in dry conditions, 
Forest Lawn remained pristinely clipped and green from 
an intensive water and fertilizing regime. The process of 
denial of human decay was not to be spared. The casket 
was no longer lowered into the bare earth but placed into 
a solid concrete or steel box topped with a concrete lid to 
avoid the settling of the ground caused by decomposition. 
These signs of settling, and small mounds of fresh earth 
were signs of the gruesome awareness of entropy. Such 
denial perhaps fostered the disturbing detachment from 
death Western society experiences today: 

The body does not decay; it lives on, more chic in 
death than ever before, in its indestructible Class A 
steel-and-concrete shelf; the soul goes straight from 
the Slumber room to paradise, where it enjoys an 
endless infancy. (Waugh, 1947) 

Unlike its predecessors, the Lawn Cemetery and 
Memorial Park intentionally distanced the dead from 
the living condition. As Sloane suggests, they were a 
reflection of suburbanization. “The visitor was not torn-
away from the commercial world and enveloped in a 
moral and educative experience. Memorial Park designs 
were twentieth century suburban, with wide streets, 
large lawns, and flowering trees” (1991, p.183). They also 
reflected the twentieth century North American, who, 

unlike ideals of the nineteenth century,  did not favour a 
sentimental attachment to death. The distancing of the 
bereaved from the grave and cemetery was an ultimate 
outcome, and control of the dead became dominated 
by professional specialists. The twentieth century would 
reflect the age of ‘avoided death’ (Walters, 1994). 

As cities expanded, the once peripheral location of the 
cemetery became enclosed by expanding communities, 
resulting in their integration within the suburban 
residential neighbourhood. But while the existence of 
cemeteries became once again apart of the city, it was 
not due to conscious effort. The detachment from death 
as seen from the Memorial park was paralled in the social 
complexities of everyday life and culture (Worpole, 2003, 
p.146). 



The Contemporary Cemetery, North America
( Mid - Twentieth Century - Twenty First Century) 

Up until the end of the twenty-first century, the cemetery 
continued to lose its cultural significance and influence 
within Western society. With the privatization of funerary 
rites and mourning, the rise of cremation, the alienation 
of death, and doubt regarding the cemetery’s ability to 
aid the bereaved, the cemetery went into the twenty-first 
century in a state of crisis. 

While the uncomfortable presence of melancholy was 
significantly removed with the rise of the memorial park 
cemetery, persisting sentimental gestures of Victorian 
mourning rituals attached to the ‘public spectacle of 
grief’ continued to linger. Known for its ‘cult of death’, 
of prolonged burial processes and mourning periods, 
public displays of grief within the everyday environment, 
and black extravagant mourning garments - the Victorian 
celebration of death was deemed a ‘pagan practice’ by 
Christian America (Fig. 2.11) (Sloane, 1991, p.197-198). 
For cremationists, the Victorian funeral was ostentatious 
and socially unjust. Ragon describes that while wealthy 
funerary displays such as the procession forced the poor 

to “look upon the splendid array of pomp and ceremony, 
its waving plumes, its long line of glittering carriages”, 
the poor would be allocated to a “little funeral train 
wending its way to the potter’s field”. (1983, p.151). The 
process to eradicate such public spectacle was a part of 

and ritual, and to simplify the funeral. 

Such unease of the public funeral was deeply felt by the 
bereaved. A more simplified  gathering of personal  and 
private affairs was deemed more appropriate for providing 
the bereaved with comfort in mourning. The concern for 
privacy and desire to condense the burial process further 
enforced the desire of removing the body from the funeral 
service. In 1938, a group of ministers would describe in a 
pamphlet, their vision for the future of the funeral:

the casket be closed during the service; only a trusted 
friend of the family accompany the body to the 
cemetery; and the “false set of values which causes 

“Only when our spaces of death reflect the economic, ecological, and social realities of our time. ‘Only then will our burial
places be reinvested with significance within the landscape of the living.”
-Howett, Living Landscapes for the Dead



people to make lavish outlays for caskets, huge floral 
displays, new clothes for the corpse, and expensive 
grave markers” were not a show of respect for the 
dead. (Sloane, 1991,  p.199)

Some ideas further suggested the body be disposed 

cremation. The bereaved applauded such ideas, 
considered to take attention away from the focus of the 
spirit, the body became a distraction to remove as soon 
as possible. This belief  was an emerging one: while the 
Christian doctrine originally proclaimed the resurrection 
of the body, the growing scientific awareness of the 
decompositional properties led to it’s redefinition. It was 
agreed that, the decaying body of the deceased could 
not remain in an unaltered state awaiting Judgment Day 
for very long before processes of disintegration seized 
the body of the deceased. The resurrection for the soul 
would take place at the moment of death, leaving the 
body of the deceased to become merely a profane shell. 
The focus towards the spirit was heavily advocated by the 
cremationists, who preferred locating the dead in “the 
hearts and memories of those who knew them” (Sloane, 
1991, p.229), rather than grounding their memory by 
means of the body or grave. 

With the profound growth of cremation in the twentieth 
century, the focus on the soul released previous ‘fixations’ 
with the body as a means of securing the dead safe 
passage into the afterlife. The grave, an extension of the 
body of the deceased, therefore slowly declined in its 
role of maintaining connections with the dead. While the 
grave has historically served society as a place to express 

FIG. 2.11 The Widow                 
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landscape. However,  twentieth century society no longer 
had a voice regarding death, thus the new layout was 
primarily engineered for utilitarian means (Clayden et al., 
2010a). The cemetery picked up characteristics of grid 
uniformity on an open field, with retained tree planting, 
and chain link fences. For those cemeteries who used 
in-ground markers, they no longer served as a means of 
‘unobstructing’ designed inward and outward views. More 

bleak, sterile wastelands or regimented, grey and toppling 
monuments” (Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.173). The 
cemetery was further “obliterated... ruined... vandalized... 
and neglected” (Worpole, 2003, p.33), left unvisited by 
the bereaved and overgrown (Clayden and Dixon, 2007). 
While the cemetery grounds started to attract new 
visitors, their use of the space neither respected the dead 
or cemetery itself (Sloane, 1991, p.243). 

The traditional cemetery became accused of no 
longer serving needs of the bereaved as an appropriate 
environment meant for grieving, and “their [in]ability 
to operate in an increasingly secular, individualistic 
environment” (Clayden, and Dixon, 2007) further enforced 
its detachment. Far removed from the participation of 
everyday life, the cemetery became sort of anonymous 
‘space’, rather than ‘place’, which is “constituted through 
memories of an embodied relationship shared with the 
dead person” (Hockey et al., 2010, p.230). The reliance 
on the cemetery as a means to imbue meaningful memory 
was solely left to the presence of the dead for those who 
desired it. Thus the cemetery has often become a place 
simply used for necessary disposal, and remains a space 
both contested and problematic even today (Kellaher and 
Worpole, 2010, p.171). 

grief, and to bind the memory of the bereaved corporeally 
to landscape, the shift of focus from the material corpse, 
memorial and grave, to the cognitive mind as a locale for 
memory led to the decline of the cemetery’s influence. An 
added resistance toward visiting the grave as a place of 
solace and remembrance became clear by the declining 
numbers of North Americans wanting to visit the cemetery, 
or to be buried there (Sloane, 1991, p.218-219). 

The bereaved started to only come to visit the cemetery 
on special occasions, such as birthdays, anniversaries, 
and holidays. With the rise of secular populations, 
individualism, and the simplification of the funeral, 
the cemetery perhaps became associated for its tired 
traditional rituals and religious symbolism. What may 
have proven meaningful in past standardized mortuary 
customs, the age of individualism and secularization 
had often made the experience of traditionally oriented 
funeral services un-relatable, and uncomfortable. Gestures 
affirming notions of eternal sleep and resurrection for 
the deceased embedded within cemetery ritual and 
architecture could evoke hostility by those skeptical of 
the afterlife. Compared to the nineteenth century, where 
“residents gathered in the thousands to celebrate the 
formation of a new cemetery”, the twentieth century had 
“protesters lobby legislators to forbid their creation or 
expansion” (Sloane, 1991, p.243). The cemetery became 
an unwelcome neighbour; which ultimately led to its 
isolation and demise. Formally banished from the city 
boundary, the dead were “increasingly distanced from 
the everyday life-world, and community centeredness” 
(Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.174). 

Sloane suggests the cemetery to be “no different today 
than in the 1870’s” (1991, p.239), where the memorial 
park model continues to define the aesthetic of the 



THE CREMATIONISTS

The movement towards modern cremation was a slow 
crusade, extending from the late eighteenth century 
into the present day. Following on a period of sanitary 
reform, and of medical and technological advancements 
(Sloane, 1991), the rise of cremation was an influential 
part of the larger industrialization and modernization 
of traditional burial cultures in western society. Largely 
made up of a group of motivated individuals who were 
“medical doctors, scientists, engineers, town planners, 
and civic leaders devoted to sanitary reform” (Mates et 
al., 2005, p.xix), many ‘cremationists’, those who not only 
supported the idea of cremation but also wish[ed] to 
foster its practice” (Mates et al., 2005, p.143), founded the 
majority of cremation societies alive today. The dedication 
of cremationists largely influenced the establishment of 
cremation as a legitimate and socially acceptable form 
of disposal. But it was not until the mid-late nineteenth 
century when substantial changes regarding acceptance 
of cremation started to impact western societies (Mates 
et al., 2005, p.xix). For instance it took until the years 
of 1872, 1884, and 1901 for a cremation society to be 

granted permission to conduct modern cremation in the 
United States, Great Britain, and Canada respectively 
(Ragon, 1983, p.285), and wasn’t until many decades later 

method of disposal.

A modern cremation, however, was not fueled by 
the logs of the open-air pyre, but rather by the highly 
efficient gas fuel and electricity of the crematoria: an 

and eliminate the danger for disease. A physician writes 
in 1888, “If germs were the problem, then nothing like 
fire to refine and purify” (Sloane, 1991, p.149). The fear of 
disease and more specifically cholera, was an undeniable 
reality, to the cremationists benefit. The early cholera 
epidemic of 1832 across Europe and North America 
created massive panic, during which tens of thousands of 
people died from the disease, encouraging many to flee 
from the crowded and unsanitary conditions of the inner 
city into the countryside (McNamara, 2014). The cause of 
Cholera, thought to be ingested by a sort of miasma or 



‘bad air (Fig. 2.12), targeted overcrowded churchyards 
and cemeteries for the release of such bad fumes. The 
rotting, decomposing bodies became the main suspect 
for fostering infectious disease. The distancing of 
cemeteries from the urban fabric gave way to the Rural 
Cemetery Movement. Sloane writes “the proliferation of 
rural cemeteries seemed to solve health problems posed 
by decaying corpses buried too close to either water 
supplies or the surface” (1991, p.142). But even at a time 
where urban cemeteries were legally restricted and rural 
cemeteries prevailed, cholera still spread. The unknown 
link between germs and disease, and the overwhelming 
dread of cholera, therefore, became a great motivation 
for cremationists to advocate their practice as a means of 
sanitary disposal. 

By 1849, moral explanations of cholera were no 
longer acceptable (Sloane, 1991, p.145), thanks to the 
successes of rapidly developing knowledge of medical 
and technological sciences. While the obsessive nature 
of society at the time towards the health hazards of the 
decomposing body continued through to the end of the 
nineteenth century (Sloane, 1991 p.148), the ability of 
modern medicine to cure illness helped to alleviate the 
fear of buried corpses effecting public health and safety. 

The advancement of the sciences raised yet another 
considerable concern over burial, that of the meaning of 
life and death. While Darwinism in the late eighteenth 
century challenged the existence of God, the cremationists 
attacked the mythology associated with Christian burial, 
hoping to “replace fiction with fact, myth with history, 
religious hope with scientific certainty” (Prothero, 2001, 
p.69). To de-mythologize the Christian burial involved 
a rigorous uncloaking of the narrative associated with 
funerary and burial customs, and the reconstruction of the 



FIG. 2.12 Le Petit Journal                  
Cholera              
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In response to an industrialized and commercialized 
society, town planners and architects were looking to 
save the ground for more beneficial use, such as housing 
developments and agriculture. The president of the French 
Federation of Cremation claimed, “thanks to cremation, 

607 football fields” (Menahem, 1973, Citation found in 
Ragon, 1983, p.272). The enormous size of land needed 
to house the buried dead could therefore be spared for 
the living by way of cremation. The same space needed 
to accommodate 4 dead bodies by traditional burial, for 
instance, would be able to hold 32 urns by burial, 360 
urns by columbaria, and limitless ashes by scattering (Fig. 
2.13). 

The enduring yet slow acceptance of cremation, 
headed by motivated cremationists, may have resulted 
in reluctance toward setting meaningful ritualization and 
memorialization of ash remains to landscape and within 
the cemetery. While cremation had naturally created new 
rites, as it positioned itself as an opposing alternative 
of burial, cremation rites were often an extension of the 
efficient crematoria, and of the cleanliness of sanitary 
reform ideals. Implemented more so by traditionalists, 
and dissolved into a landscape with an already well-
established ideology of death, the funerary ritual and 
disposition which accompanied ash remains was a 
mitigated effort. Today, the removal of loved ones’ ashes 
from the cemetery for disposal elsewhere has become a 
pervasive phenomenon, and the traditional location for 
the dead, the cemetery landscape, is now no longer the 
preferred location to place the dead.

Prothero argues, “while the cremationists said no 
to traditional religious beliefs and rites, they said 
yes to religious and ritual alternatives”. Cremation 

doctrine resurrecting the body. The popular metaphor 
of death as sleep or ‘eternal rest’ in the transformation 
of life and death was challenged by the scientific 
reality of death in the transformation of the corpse by 
decomposition. The corpse, for cremationists, was not 
pleasantly waiting Judgment Day for the Christian dead, 
but was undergoing a gruesome reality of decay. A 
cremationist writes: “He rests well, is a hideous mockery” 
(Prothero, 2001, p.70). To acknowledge the problematic 
degeneration of the corpse meant that the dead could 
not be hopefully kept in an unaltered, restful state while 
awaiting their judgment. 

 To overcome this barrier, cremationists suggested an 
alternative. If the mortal body was to be seen subordinate 
to the immortal soul, then focusing attention toward the 
spiritual body, rather than the material body, was of real 

me” (Original 
emphasis, Prothero, 2001, p.85). To free the spiritual body 
by means of cremation  was pronounced by cremationists 
to be the best means of resurrection, since it guaranteed 

would emerge out of the corpse’s decay was not a new 
body but a disembodied spirit” (Prothero, 2001, p.71). 

True to its form of functionalism, cremationists criticized 
the sacred ground of the cemetery, declaring it to be a 
waste of space and expense. For them “the land was 
unproductive, the monuments overpriced, the funerals 
were a drain on life insurance. The whole process was 
an extravagance whose purpose seemed the glorification 
of wealth and status in America” (Sloane, 1991, p.155). 
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rites, compared to burial were “more idiosyncratic, 
more personalized, and more likely to be led by laity” 
(Prothero, 2001, p.99-100). It was also shown, however, 
that the ritual and placement of the dead were more of 

[and wholesomely] gather its own tender associations, 
both scriptural and natural” (Prothero, 2001, p.82), 
like that of powerful burial references of Christian 
tradition. According to Bell, developing a series of 
binary oppositions against burial customs was a way of 
working toward the fabrication of world views, and the 
creation of ritualization. However, as the rites associated 
with cremation unfolded, much of it was entangled with 
ideas of sanitation. The more personalized rites Prothero 
speaks of, not only simplified the ostentatious Victorian 
funeral at the time, but also privatized it, thus making 
funeral gatherings smaller and more sanitary, rather than 
ritualistic (Prothero, 2001). 

In the beginnings of the North American crematoria, 
during the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, the 
act of cremation itself was considered the final form of 
disposal. The cremationists first proposed scattering as 

means of returning the remains to the earth (Prothero, 
2001). Ragon notes, the act of cremation, as final interment 
was a means for cremationists to detach the bereaved 
from the dead. “By destroying the deceased in a more 
radical way, one is less attached to the remains and less 
tempted to visit them” (1983, p.273). For cremationists, 
the living would no longer need a specific place such 
as the cemetery to visit, knowing that the spirit of the 
deceased had already risen. The dead would simply have 
to be remembered spiritually. The cremationists would 
ensure no memorialization and no specific site for the 
living and the dead to dwell. Prothero writes:

From a practical perspective, the dematerialization of 
the dead, who via scattering disappeared with nary a 
trace into nature, made postmortem memorialization 
difficult if not impossible. At least in cases of 
widespread scattering, there simply was no place to 
go to mourn obsessively, and there certainly was no 
body left to “listen” to your prayers or “see” your 
tears. (2001, p.146) 

This dematerialization of the corpse and memorialization 
within the cemetery was a process advocating the 
disappearance of the dead. By dissolving bodies to dust, 
scattering to an ambiguous location, and rejecting the 
impulse to write their names in stone, the cremationists 
hoped to divest the dead from landscape. Their identity 
and remembrance could then be only held in thought, 
and thus bound to the mortal life of their survivors. 

The belief that, at the moment of death or cremation, 
the spirit of the deceased already had passed into their 
hereafter, the cremationist perspective concluded that 
the ashes were nothing more than leftover material. The 
‘leftovers’ were even a point of great discussion amongst 
cremationists as to how they may be re-purposed. The 
ashes could create viable fertilizer. Burning fat substances 
of the corpse would create viable gas lighting. The idea of 
even creating leather from the leftover flesh of the corpse 
was pondered. This vulgar utilitarianism exemplified the 
cremationist perception of the corpse and ash remains 
as something “utterly profane” (Ragon, 1983, p.286; 
Prothero, 2001, p.131). 

The final goodbye therefore would have to be set as 
a small funeral within the crematoria. Held at one of the 
first crematoriums built in the U.S. in 1876, Sloane takes 
account of the first two cremation funerary rituals:



he failure to include religious rites in the second 
cremation at LeMoyne’s crematory led the New 
York Times to conclude that “the entire absence of 
religious ceremonies at both of these cremations did 
much to create a prejudice about the process, and 

the building down, but did not do it. (1991, p.147)

While minimizing the ritual of death was a principal goal 
for cremation societies, it is clearly observed, that “the 
matter of disposition of the dead [was] too important 
to be decided on the basis of reason or utility alone” 

ceremonies in North America reflected anything like the 
one described at LeMoyne’s crematory built in 1879, it 
would be unanimous that the spiritual benefits of burial 
outweighed the sanitary benefits of cremation. This 
prejudice toward the process of cremation must have 
stuck. Through until the 1930’s, for instance, the cremation 
rate in America only accounted for two percent (Prothero, 
2001, p.128). 

Cremation societies even targeted the cemetery itself, 
organizing to abolish its main purpose of burial. For them, 
the cemetery was a place of disease and contamination, 
mingling “what should not be mingled”- the pure with 
the impure - and the interaction between the dead 
with the living (Prothero, 2001, p.96). They advertised 
the cemetery as “peopleless streets, with coldness and 
darkness and silent cells, with still inhabitants, and an 
atmosphere which is a breath of pestilence” (Sloane, 
1991, p.155). While the Victorian cemetery was far from 

Cemetery in Milwaukee, who was an advocate from 
crematories, argued:

The original function of cemeteries [would] become 
obsolete”, however the cemetery would remain 
a beautiful place of retreat for meditation and 
consolation, a place sacred to memory, a place 
of peculiar historical interest, to be enjoyed by 
generation after generation for ages to come. (Sloane, 
1991, p.153)

Even Scorgie could see the benefits of materializing 
memory and identity in place, yet, like all cremationists in 
favour of the complete removal of burial for ash remains, 
there was never the intention that a landscape for the 
dead would ever be needed. A space dedicated for 
the dead would be rather considered a misuse of space 
to what could be put to better occupied for the living 
(Ragon, 1983).

integrated with the cemetery landscape. Local authorities, 
unwilling to invest in new sites for the crematoria due 
to their cost, strategically placed the crematoria within 
the cemetery as a way of alleviating expenses. This 
amalgamation, Rugg explains also mitigated “the 
strangeness of this new form of disposal by offering its 
provisions in a familiar context” (2006, p.217).  It is here 
where many bereaved opted to bury the urn or place 
them within a remembrance garden to traditionally set 
and memorialize the dead in the earth. The columbarium, 
an ancient form of ash interment (Ragon, 1983), was re-
designed as a means suitable for traditionally communing 
with the dead, however was more favoured by cremationists 
since it contained within the sanitized protection of the 
urn and niche. The act of cremation became lesser a form 
of interment and more of a process towards it. As Prothero 
notes: 



Whereas the first generation of cremationists saw 
incineration itself as a method of disposing the dead 
the second generation was coming to view cremation 
merely as a method of preparing the corpse for its 
final disposition. No longer a substitute for burial, 
cremation was becoming a prologue to it. (2001, 
p.147)

The rise in memorialization for cremation came with the 

and columbaria. However, memorialization advocated by 
cremationists did not arise as a means for the bereaved to 
grieve, to remember and tend to the beloved deceased. 
It was however, a profitable business. During the years 
of 1927 and 1928, Walter B. Londelius, superintendent 
at Glendale’s Forest Lawn argued for the memorial idea: 
“Cremation alone is a losing proposition, there is no 
money in that. But cremation followed by the purchase 
of an urn and a columbarium niche – that was a winning 
proposition” (Prothero, 2001, p.148). The choice of 
accommodating memorialization was one not only for 
the bereaved, but also to save relations with undertakers, 
who looked to scattering as an immediate threat to their 
livelihood.  

Cultivated at the hands of two dualistic doctrines, the 
fate of cremation within the cemetery landscape straddled 
the lines of traditional and modern, material and spiritual, 
sentiment and reason. While the cremationist inclination 
to widely scatter the dead in indistinct spaces was a means 
of satisfying the modern spiritual dead (who had already 
passed into their hereafter), the ash interment within the 
cemetery landscape was a means to satisfy the materiality 
of the traditional dead who awaited their resurrection. 
Scattering was a means of reason, while memorialized 
interment was a means of sentiment. 

The interment of ash remains within the cemetery was 
more so influenced by the cemetery counterpart, which 
absorbed both the disposal of the corpse and ashes all 
within the same landscape. The disposal of ash remains 
was absorbed into an already settled ritual landscape, one 
with established beliefs, attitudes, metaphors and ritual 
practices toward death and the afterlife. The cemetery was 
a place bound by pilgrimage and procession to the grave, 
and a place purposed for the communion of the living 
with the still-present deceased - a place the cremationists 
did not materially envision for their cremated dead. While 
the crematoria would influence the re-invention of the 
cemetery as a modern landscape of interment (Rugg, 
2006), the cemetery did little to respond to new ideals 
supporting the privatization  of the funeral or new forms 
of meaningful ritual supporting cremation (Sloane, 1991). 

This perhaps resulted in its dilution of ritual and 
memorial placement of ashes within the cemetery walls, a 
reality well observed in today’s North American cemetery. 
The lack of meaningful placement and memorialization 

the bereaved’s decision to take their loved ones ashes 
elsewhere, and make their own preparations for the final 
resting of the deceased (Kellaher et al., 2010). While there 
is little research supporting the amount of ashes removed 
from the North American crematoria, Kellaher notes that 
already by 2006 in the UK, 60 percent of ashes were being 
taken beyond the cemetery gates (Kellaher et al., 2010, 
p.133).  What removing the deceased from the traditional 
location of the dead suggests is the cemeteries diluted 
influence. For the bereaved who have cremated their 
dead, the cemetery is no longer the preferred location 
for dispersing or disposing of their loved one’s ashes. 
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Canada France Japan

The uptake of modern cremation in Canada and 
the United States has been slower to gain popularity 
compared to the UK. Where by 1968, cremation in the 
UK became the favoured form of disposal (Kellaher et al., 
2010, p.133), cremation in Canada only overtook burial 
in 2003, around 40 years later and has yet to become the 
favoured form of disposal in the United States. Cremation 
in Canada and the U.S are however on the rise. Cremation 

in 2011 had already reached 59 percent of all disposals 
in Canada and 42.2 percent in the U.S (Fig. 2.17), and 
is expected to rise to 63.9 percent and 49.4 percent 
respectively, by 2016. In Manitoba, cremation rates by 
2011 were 2 percent higher than the country’s average 
(CANA Annual Statistics Report, 2011). 
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The exponential growth of cremation at the end of the 
twentieth century has begun to drastically affect the ways 
that the bereaved memorialize, position, and ritualize the 
dead in space and place. Not only a cheaper, ‘cleaner’ and 
more efficient alternative to burial, the transformation of 
the corpse into ash remains has presented the bereaved 
with a material that is lightweight, portable, fluid, and 
free from earthly containment (Prendergast et al., 2006, 
p.883).  While the buried dead are restricted to cemetery 
grounds, the cremated dead could be dispersed and 
dissolved into any medium or location. As Sloane 
suggests, at the end of the twentieth century in North 
America, at least fifty percent of ashes were removed 
each year from the crematoria for disposal elsewhere 
(1991, p.228), and by 2005 in the UK, this number was 
around sixty percent (Kellaher et al., 2010, p.133). For 
the majority of the bereaved who desire not to place 
their loved one within the columbaria, to scatter them 
in the garden of remembrance, or bury them within 
an already existing family plot, the ash remains of the 
deceased have now become free from the cemetery’s 

authoritative and physical boundaries. In Canada alone, 
this would amount to nearly ninety thousand sets of 
ashes (Statistics Canada, 2011) each year taken out of the 
cemetery by the bereaved for disposal elsewhere. Thus, 
the material ashes have become a focus for significant 
acts of decision-making for the immediate family, as to 
where the ashes will be located, “in whose company and 
for what purpose” (Kellaher et al., 2010, p.136). 

The arrangements taken by the bereaved in the 
memorialization and disposal of their loved one’s remains 

close proximity to the home, community, and familiar or 

(Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.175). Research conducted 
by Prendergast, Hockey, Kellaher, and Worpole show that 
finding a place ‘fitting’ for the deceased person is becoming 
increasingly a main priority for the bereaved; the site of 
disposal is habitually chosen due to its connection with 
the deceased individuals’ previous life-world, memory 
and relationship with the bereaved. These locations may 

BRINGING THE DEAD HOME 

“I do not leave you - I go to await you.”
- Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

Scattering of 
the Dead in and 
Around the City
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be attached to memory activity of the deceased within 
their everyday life, or locations attached to shared 
experiences, past memories and future possibilities 
(Prendergast et al., 2006, p.139). The act of situating the 
dead in this way has therefore allowed the bereaved to 
“craft particular places in which the deceased person’s 
habitual dispositions could persist in death” (Kellaher et 
al., 2010, p.134). This is not unlike the experience of grief, 
which ephemerally ruptures the boundaries between the 
living and the dead in unexpected ways, the immediate 
bereaved may see, feel, and hear the deceased in places 
associated with their life. As Davies suggests “because 
personal identity is influenced by others, by lingering 
memories built into the life-narratives of living people, 
it is easy to explain how the dead ‘appear’ in dreams 
or are encountered by [the] bereaved” (2010, p.209). 
To search for the person who has died, the immediate 
bereaved may try to locate them in places where they 
regularly dwell, as if they were, by some hopeful chance, 
lost or missing, rather than corporeally ‘gone’. Where my 
stepdad’s family had chosen to scatter his father’s ashes 
along the sailing docks of Gull Harbour, his family too, 
had sought the presence of him there in their grief. A 
place enriched with shared memories and activities, the 
decision to locate him there was one developed from his 
own wishes, and a means of anchoring memories and 
identity to place. To scatter his ashes off the end of the 
pier therefore embedded his presence with the harbour; 
his ashes and afterlife belong to that place because his 
life belonged there. While the material presence of his 
ashes has sunk in with the background of cawing gulls and 
terns, the views outward toward the lake, and the rolling 
waves which gently gurgle and echo below the dock, my 
steddad’s father has become the powerful force behind 
steering the wind and calming the waters (Fig. 2.19). 

With the increasing abundance of informal memorials 
and scattered remains within local, public sites suggest a 
need for the bereaved to keep the dead close (Kellaher 
and Worpole, 2010, p.174). Unlike the inaccessible 
cemetery, most often located at the periphery, or many 
kilometers away from the city, ash remains and memorials 
can be easily allocated geographically and emotionally 
closer to home (Kellaher and Worpole, 2010). To locate 
the dead nearby, the bereaved can also pass the remains 
multiple times within a day, and therefore “visit and tend 

(Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.161). What this reveals is 
a new willingness to connect and maintain relationships 
with the deceased (Prendergast et al., 2006, p.883), which 
highly contrasts old grieving models of ‘letting go’ of the 
dead. To tend to the memorial or scattered remains of 
the deceased like one would a grave, also displays how 
these locations become permanently grounding sites for 
the dead. Like the grave or tomb, these sites are also 
considered to be the dead’s new or second home. 

Decline of the Cemetery

These new kinds of disposal sites have grown, in 
part, due to current perceptions and conditions of the 
cemetery as a contested and problematic landscape. The 
dissatisfaction of existing traditional customs and the lack 
of meaningful disposal, the dislocation of the cemetery 
from the community of the living, and the desire to break 
from authoritative control have together enforced the 
changing deathscape from the institutional to individual’s 
places of ash remains and private memorials (Petersson, 
2006, p.2). As previously articulated, the disassociation 
with the cemetery had begun out of its inability to 
properly tend to the needs of the bereaved. The simpler 
and privatized modes of funerary customs were often 



decision processes of the bereaved for disposal of their 
loved one’s ashes, an informant described the cemetery 
as a “institutional site designed and set up in ways that 
they felt no affinity with”, where “if no one they knew 
had been disposed of there or indeed visited one its 
graves, they might have difficulty engaging with it and so 
coming to find it meaningful” (2010, p.141). Interviewees 

placing them within the cemetery.  One woman described 

too remote’”, and another felt that she couldn’t leave her 
husband’s ashes within the cemetery because “‘he didn’t 
know anyone there’” (Kellaher, 2010, p.141).  For families 
who had no connection to any of the deceased currently 
residing within the cemetery grounds, the landscape was 
often considered to be meaningless. The opportunity for 
meaning-making even in current cemeteries are found 
to be limited within cremation disposal such as the 
crematorium or garden of remembrance (Prendergast et 
al., 2010, p.889). The choices of situating and setting the 
cremated dead within a Classical style columbarium niche, 
a scattering or urn garden have more than often been 
poorly conceived as anything other than a space to allow 
other options of disposal, rather than an environment 

comfort for those who mourn” (Worpole, 2003, p.35). 

Repossession and Romanticism

A resistance towards the professionalized control of the 
dead coupled with the materiality of ash remains has also 
influenced a repossession of the dead by the bereaved. 
The highly regulated and managed landscape of the 
cemetery which restricts grieving and memorialization 
practices, has lead many of the bereaved to frustration and 
difference. As Walter suggests the post-modern centrality 

and with the secularization or ‘de-ritualization’ (Prothero, 
2001) of society, the traditional symbolism and ritual 
customs of the cemetery no longer reflected those who 
did not relate to the associative beliefs. The rational 
ideals of laying-out the cemetery in an efficient, technical 
and standardized manner further devoid cemeteries of 
their “moral or redemptive power[s] once associated with 
them” (Worpole, 2003, p.34). Lambton, an architectural 
critic wrote: 

The cemeteries and churchyards of the past were 
created as morally uplifting oases, reflecting ideals, 
the dreams and tastes of the times. What in heaven’s 
name do these sterile stumps, relieved only by grizzly 
green and multicoloured marble chippings, reflect of 
our ideals today? (1993, cited in Worpole, 2003, p.34)

Often characterized as bleak, sterile and overgrown 
(Kellaher and Worpole, 2010), the removal of the dead for 
retention or disposal elsewhere was in some ways to avoid 
“badly maintained, depersonalize[ed] sites” (Prendergast 
et al., 2006, p.886). 

Awareness of their discouraging state was an avoidable 
one: the formal release of the cemetery from the 
boundaries of the city let their condition recede into a 
state of public unconsciousness. Worpole argues that 
for people to be buried many kilometers away from 
the home, means a “severing the geographical (and 
anthropological) link between the community of life and 
the community of death” (2003, p.30). It is not surprising 
then, that a felt indifference toward the cemetery as a 
proper landscape of disposal gave rise as the cemetery 
grew dislocated from the living. In the research of 
Kellaher, Hockey, and Prendergast, which explored the 



of choice and individualism believes in “the individual 
to do it their own way” (1994, p.198). Through removing 
the ash remains of the deceased, the bereaved would be 
able to gain freedom from “the authorities, ecclesiastic, 
municipal, and perhaps also medical, that shape complex 
modern life” (Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.175), to 
devise their own disposal strategies. 

seen in other life rites of passage such as the natural 
childbirth movement, which attempts to minimize the 
techno-medical intervention associated with delivery. 
The elaboration of the wedding at the beginning of 
the nineties too, showed a greater commitment in 
individualizing the two persons to be wed, whether it 
be an exotic destination wedding, or a break from the 
traditional (Prendergast et al., 2010). The resistance 
towards authoritative and professionalized control is one 
that Stroebe argues, represents a radical change from 
the Modern rationalist to a ‘romance with romanticism’ 
(Stroebe et al., 1996, p.38). The revival of Romantic 
values  in the twenty-first century within the practice of 
mourning and memorializing the dead can be seen by 
the new “intense emotional ties within the nuclear family, 
and the expression of powerful feelings at their death” 
(Prendergast et al., 2010, p.887).  People are more inclined 
to speak about the afterlife with the hopes to be reunified 
with the family in death. To have family ashes mingled 

necessity. Situating the dead within natural landscapes 
and water also suggests the romantic value towards 

depict the temporality of life. Jenkins describes this as a 
process of re-enchantment (2000), which is “the human 
refusal in the physical appearance as the sum total of the 
human world” (Prendergast et al., 2010, p.888).  Where 

modernity had brought about a dis-enchantment with 
the world, even with the industrialization of the process 
of cremation, the capacity of imagination for cremated 
matter had transcended its material to evoke conceptions 
of the afterlife.  

Place-Making and Being-in-the-World 

However, without the structure of religious or 
authoritative frameworks, the ability for the bereaved to 
envision where the deceased are positioned physically in 
place, and within the afterlife, is a struggle (Kellaher et 
al., 2010; Kellaher and Worpole, 2010). Without a fixed 
guide for disposal and ritual, the immediate family must 
develop their own personalized strategies, which may 
take time to develop or materialize. For instance, for the 
bereaved that are unsure where to scatter their loved 
one’s ashes, the ashes may be retained for an indefinite 
period of time until they have come to a decision. And for 
a society of eclectic belief systems, a collective approach 
may not be so easily agreed upon. Therefore, the process 
of finding a ‘fitting’ place for the deceased is a practice 
“that involves [a working and] re-working of embodied 
memory” and improvisation. However, the act of ‘figuring 
out’ how to ground the ash remains of the deceased 

lifeworld with the bereaved, Kellaher explains, is also an 
act of meaning-making or place-making (2010, p.138). To 
view meaning-making as “participative, emergent, and 
temporarily indefinite”, the processes of ritualization and 

or established outcomes. It is rather, a cyclical process of 
discovery and examination of various ideas, which help to 
inform one another and shift outlooks and perspectives. 
The decision to divide the ashes of my late uncle was 
one of which my aunt and cousins decided, since each 



one of them had their own relationship with him. Living 
in different places within Western Canada, they all could 
take a piece of him with them, to which they may dispose 
or inter in their own way. It is with this understanding that 
place-making becomes:

and the deceased person, with the aim that all parties 
shall co-habit a future that will be recognizable either 

particular and shared pasts. (Kellaher et al., 2010, 
p.142). 

Compared to the traditional passage of funerary 
ritual, which followed a guided path towards a specified 
destination, the final disposition of the contemporary 
deceased’s ash remains is one of many detours and loops 
between transitional phases of rites such as Van Gennep’s 
phases of separation, transition and incorporation (1960). 

The outcome of meaning-making is thus one of an 
individuals sense of being-in-the-world. By understanding 
the mysteriousness of death through the embodied 
experiences of the deceased within their life-world, the 
memories and identity of the deceased become the 
compass to guide the bereaved in their decision towards 
final disposal. 

Cenotaphization

The freedom to scatter outside the cemetery grounds 
however is limited. While there are no laws surrounding 
the act of scattering remains in Canada, there is much 
confusion as to where the bereaved may scatter. For 
instance, while anyone can openly scatter both on crown 
lands and in water, permission must be granted before 

the bereaved can scatter ashes in public places within 
a municipality, national parks, and on private property. 
Many still do not even seek such permission; the fluidity of 
ashes is often perceived to go ‘unnoticed’ by the general 
public or authority. This is not always the case. I was 
personally disturbed to find out that a cemetery operator 
had vacuumed up illicit ashes from the grounds, since they 
were not permitted to be there. The inconspicuousness 
of ashes ensures though, thst they are often undisturbed. 
What remains to be an issue however, is the denial of 
memorialization near remains and vice versa. As Kellaher 
and Worpole suggest that : 

Corporeal remains are not to be placed at the same 
spot as the memorial; indeed many authorities refuse 

sometimes scattered ‘illicitly’ near the memorial – but 
the practice is not officially sanctioned as appropriate 
park like public spaces (2010, p.163). 

The difficulty in memorializing the dead within the 
public presence of ash remains has led to an increasing 
separation of the material ashes and commemoration, 
what Kellaher and Worpole term “cenotaphization” 
(2010). A cenotaph, otherwise known as an empty grave, 
describes the various memorial benches and inscribed 
trees that perform as gravesites in and around the public 
sphere of the city. While the increasing concentration of 

to memorialize the dead at a local level, those who 
oppose the intensity of commemoration as they go 
about their everyday, reveal that for the memorialized 
dead to be strewn around all public space may not be 
necessarily a long-term viability (Kellaher and Worpole, 
2010, p.176). While this is an attempt to anchor memory 
to place, the dichotomy of concern over the invisibility 



of death’s material presence, and the prominence of 
public memorialization has given the twenty-first century 
landscape architect new challenges to re-position the 
dead within a location that seeks to re-integrate the dead 
back in the living community. 
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The Natural Burial Ground or Woodland  Cemetery
( 1991 - PRESENT )

The emergence of the natural burial ground, or woodland 
cemetery, has been identified as the most significant 
development in design, management and disposal of 
human remains since the Cremation Movement of the 
nineteenth century (Clayden et al., 2010a, p.119; Clayden 
and Dixon, 2007, p.240). Established by Ken West, the 
first form of natural burial was erected in 1993 as an 
extension to the town of Carlisle’s already established 
Victorian cemetery (Clayden et al., 2010a, p.119; 
Clayden and Dixon, 2007; Hockey et al., 2012). Head of 
bereavement services at Carlisle Local Authority at the 
time, West defined a new burial ground by eschewing 
the use of traditional stone grave markers. The location 
of the dead, rather were identified by the planting of a 
native oak tree (Clayden et al., 2010a, p.119). By adopting 
the tree as an alternative for individual memorialization, 
West’s “woodland cemetery” forwarded a new purpose 
for the cemetery landscape as a place dedicated to 
habitat restoration. 

Since Ken West’s vision, the rapid expansion of the 
natural burial site in its design and management has 

(Hockey et al., 2012, p.117), 6 in the United States and 4 in 
Canada (Natural Burial Association Canada). What West 

adapted to other types of ‘natural’ burial habitats. For 
example, natural burial could be defined by wildflower 
meadows, orchards, woodland pastures, and burial within 
an already established woodland (Clayden et al., 2010a, 
p.120; Clayden et al., 2010b), which each reflect different 
environmental objectives. 

The concept of the new ground was defined by changing 
ideals, values and shifts in attitude towards death in 
contemporary western society (Clayden and Dixon, 2007). 
The unsatisfied state of the contemporary cemetery, the 
rise in sensitivity towards environmental and ecological 
considerations, and the revival of Romantic values all 
contributed to the establishment of natural burial. 



Heightened ecological and environmental 
consciousness within the twenty-first century helped to 
establish the currently ongoing Environmental “Green 
Movement”. Clayden and Dixon describe this as: 

A growing culture of environmentalism and an overt 
‘culture of nature’...; where valuing the ‘natural’, 
encouraging the purchase of organic products, 
and living a lifestyle in tune with sound ecological 
principles [flourish]. (2007, p.242)

Such principles became integrated with cemetery 
discourse in the desire for ecological alternatives to 
traditional burial and cremation. The resource intensive 
and environmental damaging effects of traditional 
burial, cremation and contemporary cemetery practice, 
with harsh chemical preservation of the body, concrete 
burial vaults, unsustainably sourced caskets and markers, 
intensely watered and fertilized lawns, and extensive 
amounts of energy needed for each cremation, influenced 
a desire for more ecological alternatives (Clayden and 
Dixon, 2007, p.241). Harris argues:

The concrete used to make burial vaults is sufficient 
to build a two-lane highway from New York to Detroit. 
Add to that the more than 825,000 gallons of toxic 
embalming fluid buried each year in deceased human 
hosts, and the local cemetery begins to look less like 
a peaceful resting ground than a landfill of hazardous 
and largely non biodegradable material. (2007, p.86)

By prohibiting the use of embalming fluids such as 
formaldehyde and ethanol, hardwood caskets and 
concrete vaults (Clayden et al., 2010a, p.119; Harris, 2007, 
p.86) natural burial relieved substantial environmental 
impacts for which the death industry was responsible.  

Wrapped in a cloth shroud, or placed into a wicker 
casket for immediate burial, the body would rapidly 
decay and naturally fertilize the soil. With materials only 
consisting of biodegradable or eco-friendly properties, 
the environmentally conscious could extend their ideals 
even in death.

Back to Nature

The re-establishment of ‘nature’ as a significant role 
towards burial and grief within the twenty-first century 
natural burial reveals the recovery of nineteenth century 
Romantic values, occupying “a perspectival landscape of 
vistas and views”, the glorification of nature or unspoilt 
landscape (Clayden et al., 2010b, p.156), and the desire 
to break away from modern life and human intervention 

gaze across the landscape has been noted as an important 
gesture in the placement of natural burial grounds. 
For instance, in a study produced by Clayden, Green. 
Hockey and Powell, the choice of place in the design 
of several farmland burial grounds was significantly tied 
to the “views of the site and surrounding area”, where 
a visual connection to the ‘natural landscape’ helped to 
reinforced the attachment to the countryside (Clayden et 
al., 2010a, p.129-130). Within the natural burial ground, the 
differential pricing of plots is calculated by the proximity 
to degrees of ‘naturalness’ and perceived beauty. With 
the creation of habitat, including native species of a 
particular region, the natural burial ground sustains an 
image of the ‘unspoilt’, natural landscape. 

Not unlike the Rural Cemetery Movement, where “the 

be more fully exploited as an instructor of moral and ethical 
behavior in an increasingly profane and commercial world” 



(Sloane, p.50, 1991), the natural burial ground intentionally 
situates the dead within an sentimental landscape, able 
to evoke expressions linked the changing seasons of life 
and death and visions of ‘returning to the earth’. The 
natural burial or ‘woodland cemetery’ reflects the twenty-
first century desire to be “free [from] the constraints of 
modern medical intervention and technology”. The 
ability of natural burial to divide from a major model and 
gain control by independent management policies shows 
an ideal “more in touch with the natural rhythms of life 
and death” (Clayden and Dixon, 2007, p.242).  

De-materialization

But while Romantic values attached to the rural 
cemetery celebrated individuality through monuments 
and articulated personalized statements etched within 
grave markers (Renshaw Brown, 2011), the presence of the 
identified dead is most often exclusive to family, friends 
and the cemetery staff. Often devoid of any permanent 
inscribed marker, or one which disintegrates to leave no 
trace (Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.169), natural burial 
portrays a perspective of accepted anonymity and visual 
absence of cultural death. The tree as memorial marker 
situates the natural burial in a ‘natural’ landscape of no 
human trace. For Worpole “advocates of natural burial 
seek to create cemeteries that meld into the uncultivated 

of nature’ as if the human presence on earth has never 
been” (2003, p.191). Compared to the rich history of 
cemetery landscapes, a place known for its inscription and 
collective memory, “natural burial denies this function” 
(Worpole, 2003, p.191). 

However, one could argue that in ‘returning to nature’, 
there is an awakening of humans connection to earth’s 

processes as a part of the animal way of death: 

We deny that we are animals and part of the wheel 
of life, part of the food chain. We deny that we are 
part of the feast and seek to remove ourselves from 
it, even though we kill and consume animals by the 
billions and permanently remove the life resources for 
many more. But not one animal is allowed to consume 
us, even after we are dead. Not even the worms.
(Heinrich, 2013, p.196)

While not all natural burial providers refuse 
memorialization, Clayden (2015) posits that natural burial 
sites who choose to not use traditional monuments may 
represent the identity of the deceased more authentically 
as opposed to being a site of erasure. Clayden and Dixon 
suggest:

The increasing use of plant material as objects of 
memory appears to be a result of their ability to 
register the passage of time through an explicit 
iconography of natural world processes as well as 
their perceived endurance. (2007, p.245)

The use of a tree for the identification of the deceased 
can also become the physical manifestation of that 
person. “The tree then becomes something of an alter 
ego and, as it grows with the child, it receives special 
care” (Clayden and Dixon, 2007, p.245). In this, the 
endurance of the dead lives though a kind of ‘ecological 
immortality’; enduring in the cycles of death and rebirth. 



FIG. 2.22 
Natural Burial Cemetery      

Mount Pleasant Group 



Emerging disposition trends have already reacted 
to the traditional cemetery as no longer reflecting 
modern ideals. However, through the exclusion of proper 
memorialization, natural burial and public scattering sites 
of ash remains have de-materialized the presence of the 
dead, making them both invisible to the public eye and 
ineffective in preserving memory and aiding to collective 
identity in place. 

As Michaels writes “one could not probably walk a 
block without stepping into a place of mourning; we 
could not mark them all” (2009, p.105). Cloaked from the 
visibility of public eye, the dead appear absent from the 
urban fabric of everyday life, their location in space and 
place only known to close family and friends. Kellaher 
and Worpole discuss the increasing separation from the 
material remains of the dead and their memorialization, 
which they term ‘cenotaphization’ - a memorial without 
the physical presence of the body (2010). This, I would 
argue, is not necessarily the wishes of the bereaved, 
but rather, a sign of improvisation: where the bereaved 

“But here we come to the negation of funerary architecture. The space of death is no longer enclosed by a structured space. It is Space, 
all Space. And the volatile body becomes as immaterial as the soul.”
-Michel Ragon

have adapted to the legal constraints and difficulties 
presented to them in the memorialization and disposal 
of their dead.  

While spreading ashes in sites without permission is 
easily undetected due to the fluid and ‘immaterial’ nature 
of ash remains, the memorialization of the deceased is 
not so easily concealed. The joint location of both the 
ash remains and memorial marker therefore may not be 
a guaranteed realization. To ensure the permanence of 
the deceased’s memory, the bereaved may memorialize 
the deceased elsewhere, whether in another site of 
memory on a location which allows for commemorative 
monuments, further separated away from the place of 
scattered remains. 

The anonymity of death’s new condition, through its 
‘dematerialization’, now concerns the role of the dead 
to aid in inscribed memory and collective identity. Both 
the natural burial ground and the public setting have lost 
the fundamental role of preserving memory, which the 



FIG. 2.23 
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cemetery once upheld. As Stern suggests:

If memorialization can be considered the act of 
establishing an artifact (or monument) for the 
permanent assertion of public or private memory, 
then the designs for these cemeteries do not always 
actively confront the problem of constructing the 
monumental artifact, and through it, the image of the 
cemetery as a place of significance. (2001, p.128)

To dematerialize the dead within a natural burial setting 
(Fig. 2.22 and Fig. 2.23) conceals not only death but 
the existence of the cycles of human life. An increasing 
concern for the separation of the material ashes of the 
deceased, the invisibility of death’s material presence, 
and the loss of a single commemorative site for collective 
memory and identity of the deceased new challenges to 
landscape architects to recover the physical presence 
and to place the cremated dead within a meaningful 
ritual setting. (Prendergast et al., 2006;  Hockey et al., 
2010; Kellaher and Worpole, 2010; Worpole, 2003). While 
emerging trends in individualized local sites of burial in 
North America and the UK have assembled in the desire 
to re-integrate the dead as a part of the community of 
the living, the struggle to ground collective memory and 
identity in place reveals the necessity to re-imagine the 
cemetery as a culturally significant landscape for the 
dead. 



SECTION THREE

LOCATING THE DEAD
FIG. 3.01 West of Brandon 
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Brandon

Brandon is the second largest city in Manitoba, with 
a population of just over forty-six thousand residents 
(Statistics Canada, 2011). Located approximately 214 km 
West from Manitoba’s capital of Winnipeg, and 120 km 
East from the Saskatchewan border, the city of Brandon 
sits in the South-West corner of the province (Fig. 3.03). 
The Brandon area is characterized by its river bottom 
forest, mixed grass prairie, upland deciduous and mixed 
forests, kettle lakes, and agriculture (Fig. 3.02). 

Famous for its agricultural economic heritage, the city 
of Brandon came to be known as ‘Wheat City’.  By 1885, 
Brandon had already six operating grain elevators, with 
an estimated one million bushels of total production 
of oats, wheat and barley. McGuiness recalls that, “as 
the decade came to a close, Brandon led the world as 
a centre for the delivery of grain for farmer’s wagons” 

(1988, p.7). Today, while economy of Brandon continues to 
be predominately agricultural, it has diversified its fiscal 
base with education, transportation, regional health care, 
industrial manufacturing, oil field services, and support 
for the Canadian forces. 

The developed area of Brandon extends across the 
Assiniboine river floodplain and valley, with major 
infrastructure located on surrounding highlands. . 
Historically, Brandon established itself as a city due to 
its  chosen location as a major divisional point of the 
Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) in 1881. With hundreds 
of people migrating here that year as a means of 
establishing themselves in a promising new development 
rich with fertile farmland (Brandon Chambers, 2016), by 
1882 Brandon was already incorporated as a city. With 
the CPR railway extending along the Assiniboine river, 
the City of Brandon naturally grew to surround both sides 
of the river’s floodplain, making it the centre of the city 
today. The proximity of Brandon to the Assiniboine river 
has therefore been essential in configuring the city. 

FIG. 3.02  Brandon Regional Map
FIG. 3.03  Brandon, Manitoba, 

Location
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Background

The surrounding cemeteries within and around Brandon 
include the Rosewood Memorial Gardens, located 
approximately three kilometers west off of Highway 1A 
from the city centre, and the Brandon Municipal Cemetery 
and B’Nai Isreal Jewish Cemetery, located off of 18th 
Street on the southern most city boundary (Fig. 3.11). 

Rosewood Memorial Gardens is privately owned with 
approximately 20 acres of land, to which fifty percent has 
already been developed by 2008 (City of Brandon). Only 
permitting flat markers, Rosewood Memorial gardens 
is classified as a lawn cemetery, with columbaria for 

membership records, approximately fifty percent of all 
interments include cremation disposal. The Brandon 
Municipal cemetery however includes many specialty 
burial sections and markers, including a Veteran’s section, 
a Children’s section, a Catholic section, and Columbaria 

“Unless planners, architects and landscape [architects] take seriously the issue of how to create new kinds of cemeteries within the 
weave of the modern urban fabric; there is a real danger of creating cities without memory, cities in denial of death, and humanity.”
- Ken Worpole

FIG. 3.11 Cemeteries Within and 
Surrounding Brandon

niches. Close to capacity, the Cemetery Master Plan 
document (2008) established the need to allocate 12 more 
acres of land due to the depleting interment capacity, 
suggesting the capacity of Brandon Municipal cemetery 
may already have become full by 2012. In December 2014, 
The Brandon Municipal Cemetery put out to tender the 
expansion of their current cemetery. 

While the Jewish Cemetery is the only one out of these 
cemeteries to be of religious affiliation, the land of the 
Brandon Municipal cemetery was first established in 1882 

in 1906 (Lees and Associates, 2015, p.2). Out of these 
cemeteries, none were actually located within the city, 
but rather to be placed a couple kilometers away from 
the city boundary (Fig. 3.14). 
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Demographics 

The demographic of Brandon shows the population to 
be predominately of white ethnicity, with First Nations 
or Metis people accounting for ten percent, and Latin 
American people accounting for close to five percent of 
the total population (Statistics Canada, 2011) (Fig. 3.12). 
The most prevalent religion is of Christianity, at sixty-four 
percent, however around one-third of Brandonites in 2011 
showed to not have any religious affiliations.  (Statistics 
Canada, 2011) (Fig. 3.13). 

Death Rate and Market Capture 

With a Manitoban death rate of 8 per 1000 people in 
2013, Brandon experiences an average of 575 deaths per 
year, which will continue to rise with the population. With 
a market capture of 50 percent (Lees and Associates, 
2015), the Municipal cemetery captures around half of 
the individuals who have died within and around the 
Brandon area. Between the years of 2010- 2014, sixty-six 
percent of all interment were of cremation disposal, and 
thirty-four percent were of burial interment (Lees and 
Associates, 2015). Within the next 25 years, the cemetery 
would expect to place 7,400 more of the city’s dead 
within their grounds (Lees and Associates, 2015, p.9). 
In a study completed by Lees and Associates (2015), it 
was observed that while the most Canadian cemeteries 
capture about eighty to ninety percent of all burial 

disposal, they only capture around ten to twenty percent 
of the total cremations within the City. While the Brandon 
Municipal Cemetery currently captures fifty-four percent 
of all cremated remain interments for the City of Brandon, 
the other forty-fix percent of may be interred elsewhere.  
What this suggests is that many of the City’s bereaved 
are taking the cremated remains from the boundaries 
of the cemetery for disposal elsewhere, to be taken 
home, interred elsewhere, or scattered within meaningful 
places surrounding the deceased and bereaved’s shared 
lifeworld. As previously suggested, this may result in a 
majority of the City’s dead to be scattered in and around 
the city without proper memorialization, leaving to the 
invisibility and cenotaphization of the dead. 

But with the emerging disposition patterns such as 
scattering the cremated dead in and around everyday 
public spaces of the city, and with the desire for the 
dead to be reintegrated within the living community, 
the  expansion of the current cemetery cannot efficiently 
respond to such emerging values. By re-positioning the 
cemetery back within the city as an intentional action, 
and by locating it in a place within or attached to sites 
of embodied memory and meaningful significance, could 
this allow the dead to re-emerge from their invisible, 
unmemorialized state, thereby recovering their public  
presence and purpose? 



Shouldn’t the cemetery offer the bereaved the ability to 
memorialize their dead at the site of their material body as 
a means of anchoring their memory in place? The role of the 
cemetery as a place of collective memory and inscription, 
as discussed earlier, is not only a means of reflection, 
but also a way to bind us together in the construction 
of collective identity. The act of memorializing the dead 
is a means of positioning ourselves and our identity in 
place, assisting in defining who we are. It is no wonder 
that the contemporary bereaved are looking to position 
the remains of their loved ones closer, both physically and 
spiritually, to their ‘home’. Re-envisioning the cemetery 
as a renewed landscape for death begins by positioning 
its importance back within the community of the living. 

Within twenty five years, the interment demand of the 
City of Brandon involves 1,130 burial lots, and 4,435 niches 
in the columbaria (Lees and Associates, 2015, p.11). The 
scale of potential cemetery sites therefore are significant 
in their ability to accommodate interment capacity needs 
for both burial and cremation within this time frame. 

Therefore, by referencing the area of Brandon’s Municipal 
Cemetery future site of extension, which occupies an area 
of 10 hectares, finding an unoccupied site of similar size is 
important in choosing a new location for the dead so that 
it will be a place of lasting interment. 



Re-positioning the dead within the City of Brandon 
involves locating places of meaningful attachment and 
significance within the city centre. These places may 
be aligned along pathways of everyday life, sites of 

intimate a natural setting. Places which hold collective 
memory may be identified therefore by their proximity 
to active areas of the community and their connection to 
bikeways, walkways, or major roads. Sites of attachment 
may be located by their connection to the city’s history, or 
by their ‘natural’ or park-like setting. 

For Kondolf, urban waterfront renewal in numerous 
cities has revealed the strong emotional ties which has 
always attracted the human condition to rivers and 
waterways (2009, p.108). The City of Brandon’s Riverbank 
Corridor Master Plan for 2015 too, displays the public’s 
value towards the implementation and extension of 
pathways and river trails surrounding the Assiniboine 
River (Hilderman Thomas Frank Cram, 2015). Due to the 
seasonal flooding of Assiniboine River, these pathways 

also happen to cross major open spaces and recreational 
sites, since their proximity to the river disables them from 
erecting permanent building structures. This however, 
does allow for the potential of cemetery sites,; the river 
is already a site of highly symbolic ritual for scattering. 

Highlighting the city centre as a focus for places 
of attachment and memory (Fig. 3.16), Sites which 
intersect major points of interest (such as existing river 
trails, major roadways, the historical railway, and open 
spaces) were examined as potential sites for attaching 
memory to place by means of a cemetery design (Fig. 
3.17). What was discovered as places of opportunity for 
locating the dead were areas which were already part of 
larger recreational zones such as Dinsdale Park, Andrews 
Fields, and the Discovery Centre. At the intersection 
of 18th Street West and the Assiniboine River, ‘Pooch 
Park’, an underdeveloped park space provides an area of 
floodplain which is connected with the current Riverbank 
trail. 



FIG. 3.16 
Brandon Centre

FIG. 3.17
Potential Places of 
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The River as a Site of Memory

The Assiniboine River exerts a strong pull on the 
community. The existing riverbank trails, the City’s 
Riverbank Corridor Master Plan for 2015 which has already 
begun it’s preliminary design stage (barc2015), have 
already shown Assiniboine river to be a major asset for 
recreational and leisure life for the Brandon Community. 
Partaking in a local event called “On the edge- Brandon’s 
Assiniboine River story”, multiple speakers discussed 
their personal stories of resilience felt in the wake of 
the 2011 and 2014 floods, and described the sense of 
togetherness felt between the community and the river. 

Since the closest building sits around 100 to 500 m 
away from the river’s edge, the public’s main interaction 
with the Assiniboine River is largely dependent on the 
parks and trails situated along the riverbank. Due to the 

69 percent of the land surrounding the riverbank is zoned 
as parks and recreation or agriculture; 2.4 percent zoned 
as commercial, 8.8 percent zoned as residential and 6 
percent zoned as industrial. 

The experience of major seasonal flooding and dynamic 
water levels have influenced the way Brandonites 
perceive and interact with the river. While Brandon 
has a rich history of Assiniboine River flood events, 

including the floods of 1882, and 1922, the beginning 
of May 2011, saw an unprecedented 1 in 300 year flood. 
Attributed to above normal soil moisture at freeze-up, 
winter snow pack and spring and summer precipitation 
(Province of Manitoba, 2013), the flood of 2011 affected 
most developments in Manitoba along the Assiniboine 
River. In Brandon, thousands of residents were forced 
to evacuate their homes, and by May 9th, the province 
went into a Provincial State of Emergency. The estimate 
total damages along Assiniboine River reached over one 
billion dollars. In 2014, just 3 years after the flood of 2011, 
another massive flood of the Assiniboine River overtook 
the province of Manitoba, just beating the water level 
records of 2011 in its second peak flow.

The floods of the Assiniboine River have left multiple 
traces on surfaces surrounding the river’s edge. Bridge 
foundations have become pigmented with layers of 
multiple tints and levels, mapping the major floods of 
past years (Fig. 3.18), a mark of a flood is imprinted into 
the colour of a tree’s bark (Fig. 3.19); measuring sticks, 
and online river reports act as public devices devoted 
to representing the levels of the water. As one crosses 
the 18th Street Bridge, the traces of the submerged 
floodplain (Pooch Park) catches the eye of the passerby 
as they go about their everyday. Due to the events of 
2011 and 2014, the event of the flood, it seems, is now a 
natural event to which the community collectively focuses 
their full and ready attention. While measuring the 
river level is in itself a practical application, natural and 
social markings display and express the attachment  that 
‘Brandonites’ experience with the seasonal dynamism of 
the Assiniboine. The traces left by past flooding events 
are not only measuring devices, but, like a door  sill etched 
with the recordings of a growing child, they encapsulate 
and memorialize a powerful moment in the past. To 

FIG. 3.18  
Trees as Measurement        

FIG. 3.19  Red Willow 
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measure the river is to remind Brandon of resilience, and 
of the experiences and memories of the flood. 



SECTION FOUR

FIG. 4.01 

TAKE ME TO THE RIVER

Ophelia                        
Sir John Everett Millais         

Oil on canvas                







The dynamicism of the Assiniboine River, and the 
attraction felt within Brandon towards the river and its 
rising waters may be realized by the symbolic parallels of 
the rivers movement with the movement of human lives. 
Ganges, Nile, Mississippi, Styx, and Thames. Rivers have 
long been and continue to be sacred symbols treasured 
by human civilizations; their mythology serving the 
human mind in understanding life and death, time, and 
existence. An amazing source of power, energy, and life, 
physically and symbolically, the flowing water of rivers has 
always attracted human settlement. As Schama writes: 
“Is water not the first element of life?” (1995, p.246); the 
river’s power to sustain lives, to provide food and water 
for human, crop and livestock, travel, and shelter reminds 
us that where there is water, there is sure to be life. It’s 

“The waters symbolize the universal sum of virtualities; they are fons et origo, “source and origin,” the reservoir of all the possibilities 
of existence; they precede every form and support every creation. One of the paradigmatic images of creation is the island that 
suddenly manifests itself in the midst of the waves.”
-Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane

ability in bringing in prosperity has enforced the river to 
be at the center of human social memory and ritual across 
time, space, literature and culture, in life and in death. 

Recognized as a vital life force, the river also provides 
peace after death (Shiva, 2002), performing as a threshold 
between the world of the living and the world of the 
dead. As Ragon suggests: “Almost every descent into 

be it a river, stream, creek, lake or ocean (1983, p.67). 
According to Hindu mythology, the Ganges river derived 
from the heavens: it is “a tirtha, a place of crossing over 
from one place to another... a mediator between this 
world and the divine” (Shiva, 2002, p.133). The wanderer’s 
safe journey to another world uses the river current as 
a guide, leading the deceased on a paved path to get 
them there via boat or ship. The boat, both a universal 
symbol of death, and means of disposing the dead, has 
been well documented across cultures ad time. A Norse 
funeral during the Viking age laid the dead on the grave 
boat and set them off to voyage the other side of the 

FIG. 4.02  Crossing the Styx 
Gustave Doré                     
Etching                      

“To contemplate water is to slip away, dissolve, and die.”
- Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams



sea, the Polynesians used floating tombs, and people 
of Rhone Valley during the thirteenth century cast their 
dead out into the river by means of a boat-casket (Ragon, 
1983, p.68-69). 

The journey to the underworld may lead the deceased 
to an Island of the Dead. In Greek mythology, the Islands 
of the Blessed were a paradise reserved for the souls of 
the great heroes. In the Celtic otherworld, islands such 
as Anglesey, the Scilly islands and some of the Hebrides 
Islands were consecrated for gods, heroes, and demons, 
and in Arnold Bocklin’s, Isle of the Dead (Fig. 4.03) is 

oarsman.  The space of death therefore cannot be fully 
separated from spaces of water. 



FIG. 4.03 Isle of the Dead 
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“The river, he felt, heard every word, wove every sigh into itself, until it was filled with dreaming, swelled with the last breath of kings, 
with the hard breathing of labourers from three thousand years ago to that very moment.”
- Anne Michaels

Each river has a distinct identity: their forms and habits, 
geological and historical settings, seasonal and yearly 
patterns of ebbs and flows, and the carrying of sediment 
loads (Kondolf, 2009). Never is a river inactive or still in 
time. Moving between stages of channel evolution, and 
responding to seasons of high and low water levels, the 
river is constantly within a state of liminality. As Heraclitus 
famously says “ You cannot step in the same river twice,... 
the second time it is not the same river”. 

Rivers leave traces of their past. Their current state 
not only is a reflection of current motions and forces, 
but reveals itself as a palimpsest of changing forces, 
channels and formations (Fig. 4.05). For instance, where 
the adoption of a new river channel abandons a meander, 
a linear or oxbow lake takes its place (Fig. 4.04). The 
emergence of natural levees, due to numerous floods, 
still linger even as meander bends migrate from their 
original paths. Kondolf adds: “Traumatic  events such 
as deforestation and massive flooding can cause a 
river to adopt a new channel, to re-occupy an old one, 

or to utterly change character” (2009, p.107). The river 
is shaped by its experiences.  Like Kondolf suggests 
“rivers have memories” (2009, p.107). The river’s remains 
of a past life stand in memorium within the landforms of 
meander scars, oxbow lakes, and levees.

Rivers are part of a much bigger network. The sun heats 
the water in oceans and seas, evaporating water into the 
sky and supplying it the clouds. Clouds precipitate rain 
and freeze ice and snow, and melt water feeds the rivers 
and streams. It is then by the river channel where the 
water is sent back towards the sea. It is with its endless 
story of metamorphosis, where the river has embodied its 
metaphorical and archetypal strength. This is evocative of 
death and rebirth, of the flowing of time and prosperity 
of life, and of the transitional phases within life’s cycles.  
“Water behaves like being: endlessly changing, yet ever 
the same” (Stock, 2009, p.25). 
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A typical meandering river, the Assiniboine runs through 
the prairies of Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Susceptible 
to spring and summer flooding, the water levels can rise 
drastically within a period of weeks due to rapid snow 

Old River Path

FIG. 4.05 Mapping Assiniboine 
River’s Morphology
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Adjacent to the river and contained by areas of 
higher relief, a floodplain is an area of land susceptible 
to the river’s seasonal flooding. Often rich in nutrients 
from layers of alluvial river deposits, the floodplain has 
historically been used as a fertile area for agriculture. The 
floodplains of the Nile, for instance, were where Egypt’s 
agricultural production was centred throughout its long 
history. 

Natural levees form as flood levels reach over the top 
of river banks, inundating the floodplain area. Carrying 
with it large loads of thin and fine sediments across the 
outer parts of the floodplain, and depositing thicker and 
coarser sediments closer to the channel edge, gentle 
forming slopes at the edge of the river bank become 
raised. Over many floods, the build up of the river bank 
leads to the creation of natural levees (Fig. 4.07). 

The rich movement of nutrients and sediments across 
the floodplain also produces a rich riparian environment 
of plant and animal life. Described as transitional zone 

FLOODPLAINS AND FLOODS

includes a variety of plant life, with an array of sedges, 
rushes and grasses, shrubs, and trees responding to 
the presence of water. For areas located closer to the 
waterway, plant species such as willows and cottonwoods 
become more prevalent than upland species such as 
oaks, and lindens (Fig. 4.06). The importance of the 
riparian area in relationship to the river involves its ability 
to moderate flooding, and strengthen the riverbank from 
erosion and filtering sediments as a means of naturally 
cleaning river water. 

Meanders are sweeping loops and bends which 
characterize the meandering river with a snaking  or 
S-shaped pattern. This meander pattern is generally 
caused by the water current eroding the channels outer 
banks, meanwhile depositing sediment within the inner 
bank due to less exerted energy (Fig. 4.04). As increased 
sinuosity develops downstream, larger meanders become 
more pronounced in farther courses of the river. When 
meanders from the main stream merge at the neck and 



cut off a larger bend, and oxbow lake is formed as a free-
standing body of water (Fig. 4.04). 

Floods often occur seasonally within the floodplain,  
making them normally known, predictable events. 
With the benefit of agriculture, transportation, and 
the predictability of floods, the areas surrounding the 
floodplain were historically ideal places of settlement. 
However, due to climate change, the flood has become 
more severe and unpredictable, with the 100 year flood 
effecting surrounding communities more often. For 
instance, in 2011 the Assiniboine River experienced a 
1 in 300 event flood, and only three years later in 2014, 
experienced its second highest flood peak on record. This 
ultimately effects the character of the river meander, the 
riparian zone, and the floodplain.





SECTION FIVE

THE SITE

FIG. 5.01  Duck footprints 
embedded in the 

layer of cracked mud                     





FIG. 5.02Site Location at Centre 
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By locating a cemetery between two powerful junctions, 
the Assiniboine River and 18th Avenue West (Fig. 5.02), 
the site is intended to place to dead at the life source 
and heart of the City of Brandon. Surrounded by the 
Assiniboine River, the site‘s role as a major floodplain 
brings continuous transformation of the site itself,  due 
to the rising water levels of the annual spring flood and 
the river course’s ongoing meander. 

Sunken below the major bridge and highway driving 
through Brandon, the lively bustling street overlooks the 
floodplain, the living looking down below at the proposed 
community of the dead. Within the site, where one looks 
up at life passing by, the stillness experienced by grief 
and loss may increasingly be brought to awareness, 
juxtaposed by the life that threatens to ‘go on’ (Fig. 5.03).

The river’s role as a powerful death archetype allows for 
the site to express the experiences of grieving and loss 
through embodied metaphor. Its identity with the symbols 

cycles of life and of death. The river captures the flow of 
time, providing a medium for the dead to journey into the 
afterlife. The river facilitates  a meaningful representation 
for understanding death and experiencing loss, grief, and 
forging continuing bonds with the dead. 

Due to the forceful floods of 2011 and 2014, the 
riparian areas, once providing the main character of the 
site, was devastated, creating ‘snags’ or standing dead 
trees which have since been grubbed and cleared. The 
river’s edge, once filled with life, has been stripped of 
all vegetation and shelter. What has been saved are two 
large cottonwoods, standing lonely on the floodplain. 
The site has become, in some ways, a ‘tabula rasa’. 

The following pages reveal the current conditions which 
characterize the present site. What they reveal are not 
only the currently cleared and grubbed riparian, but also 
major directional views and interest points within the site. 

“Here is a land where life is written in water.”
- Thomas Hornsby Ferril 

THE LOCATION



Pond and grubbed 
vegetation in centre of 

site

FIG. 5.03 

FIG. 5.04Looking up towards the 
bridge from excavated 

riparian area



FIG. 5.03

FIG. 5.04



FIG. 5.05  East of site looking from 

FIG. 5.06East of site view of dike



Standing on the highly elevated dike, hugged by trees 
on either side, the eyes of the visitor may be directed 
to the end of the road (Fig. 5.05), or by the lowered 
landscape of the floodplain (Fig. 5.06), which thrusts 
one’s view downward to follow the topography of the 
plain towards the river and the distant uplands. 

FIG. 5.05FIG. 5.06





FIG. 5.07 West of site Assiniboine 
River 

FIG. 5.08 Two cottonwoods West 
of site

The edge riparian woodland (Fig. 5.07) guides the 
visitor’s view toward the riverbank, to gaze across the 
frozen or flowing water to the other side of the bank, and 
follow with one’s eye, the river currents and meandering 
pathways. However, where the river leads to is obscured 
from full view; the journey of the river currents seems a 
mystery at this scale. 

The two mature cottonwoods (Fig. 5.08), the only trees 
left standing alive after the devastation of the 2011 and 
2014 floods, stand tall and prominent against the flat 
terrain of the floodplain. Standing as noticeable markers, 
they act as a perfect meeting place, where visitors may sit 
within their shade and look out towards the river. 

FIG. 5.08
FIG. 5.09



FIG. 5.09Site Location 
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Sporting little to no vegetation, the topography of the 
site has become open to new stories. Analyzing contours 
reveal old levees, once the edges of the river itself. 
Following these lines reveal what could be a future river 
course, and oxbow lake. West of the site, a collection of 
small mounds surround the pathway of the Riverbank Trail 
System. The dike, known as John Avenue, protects the 
developments south of the site from the annual spring 
floods expected each year. 

The following pages draw attention to the ebbs and 
flows experienced within the site surrounding the flood, 
and water levels. 
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FIG. 5.11  Assiniboine Water 
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FIG. 5.12 
June                           
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FIG. 5.13  
May                           

June                            





FIG. 5.14 

FIG. 5.15 
layered on site  
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FIG. 5.16Coarse debris left by 
grubbing and clearing



The area cleared of all vegetation resembles a clean 
slate: a tabula rasa. However, memories of the river and 
the site lie embedded in its topography. The marks of old 
levees, areas of erosion and deposition, and phases of 
flooding show past, present and future formations, heavily 
materialized due to the breadth of the Assiniboine River. 
While stripped of its riparian character, the analysis of the 
Assiniboine river and floodplain reveal dynamic rhythms 
of life. Working with these marks of memory, of ebb and 
flow, and continuing to honour the natural processes of 
the flood plain provides opportunities to celebrate the 
cycles of life and death. 

TABULA RASA



SECTION SIX

THE DESIGN

FIG. 6.01 Master Plan Detail 
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 The cemetery is designed as an overlay, which 
superimposes the natural processes of the river and 
floodplain with the experiences and understandings of 
death. Set within the Assiniboine River floodplain, the 
design of the site strategically looks to the forces of the 
river to provide the site with a language of meaningful 
symbolism and metaphor, reflecting the modern 
understanding of death and the afterlife, and aiding in 
the process of grief. 

Just as the water of the river flows and travels towards 
the sea, the dead too, may journey by means of waterway 
towards an afterlife, and, as the forces of the river’s flood 
overflows and submerge the landscape with water, the 
experience of loss similarly floods and inundates the 
bereaved with emotion and grief. But as the layers of 
fertile deposits spread over the plain as the flood begins 
to recede, an opportunity for renewal and rebirth - to 
grow things anew - represents the vicissitudes of life. 
The proposed cemetery design therefore engages the 
processes of the river flood as something not to be 

controlled, but rather celebrated. 

Not only does the river’s natural processes help to make 
sense of our modern understandings of death, the flood 
as an event commands the attention of the passerby, 
signaling them to measure the extents of the rising water 
levels on the ground plane and on their psyche. Already 
a place anchored by everyday memories along the 
riverbank trail, and memories of the events of the 2011 
and 2014 floods, the processes of the river and floodplain 
provide a means of gathering people to the site. 



FIG. 6.03 Masterplan
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Starting with a tabula rasa - the vegatation wiped clear 
by the flooded river, the topographical traces left by 
levees and old meandering routes form the backbone 
of the design. Following the memory of the river's past, 
the cemetery is constructed as a series of processional 
journeys through points of crossing and landscape 
structures. The highest ground along the east side of the 
river informs the position of the main passage or axis, 
guiding one’s eye through to the river’s southern edge. 

FIG. 6.04 Masterplan Site Layers

Vegetation

Landscape
 Architectural Elements

Circulation

River and Streams

Topography



FIG. 6.05Burial and Interment 
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The journey through the site takes the visitor through 

darkened canopies; low points of the plain which beckon 
the view towards the scale of the sky, to steps which bring 
the visitor view to the water's edge. The mounded island 
and pier raise the visitor upward; the pier and mound 
create elevated vantage points overlooking the river. 
The pathways guide the visitor on a journey of multiple 

topography and plantings, characterize and shape the site 
design. Following the present topography, the existing 
landforms have become exaggerated and intensified. 
Structured and unstructured plantings guide the visitor 
through formal and informal spaces. The line of allée 
plantings and grided layout of the riparian woodland 
move the visitor through a defined procession and spaces 
for the dead, which contrasts the sweeping naturalistic 
patterns that hug streams and ponds. 

By adding layers of key cemetery features, both interment 
and meaningful architectural symbolism surrounding 
death and the afterlife, the park-like design becomes 
transformed into a cemetery landscape (Fig. 6.05). The 
islands become islands of the dead, the bridges spanning 
between them act as thresholds and places of crossing, 
which move the visitors between sites of collective and 
individual commemoration. The mounded island rises as 
a representation of the collective dead, an axis mundi 
between earth and sky, the world above and below. At 
the height of the mound, a descent into the crematorium 
moves the visitor beneath the hill's surface. Moving east 
toward the funeral hall, views outward over the pond of 
reflection and across towards the sacred grove help to 
carry the weight of the ceremony. 

The entrance wall becomes a columbaria walk, which 
follows the main threshold of the cemetery. Setting the 
position of niches under the canopy of the allee trees, 
the walk moves through the open plain, into the sacred 
upland grove, and along the pond of reflection. The 
riparian woodland and exposed narrow create an island 
dedicated to individual commemoration. The scattering 
of cremated remains formalizes the edge of the riverbank 
at both the skyward scattering pier and the ghat of 
descendance, the memorialization of the dead to be 
marked at their place of release. The floodplain becomes 
a major site for small individual burial mounds. Set well 
below the road bridge, the mounds bring the presence of 
the dead upward to the conscious mind of the passerby 
above, the mounds disturbing the flatness of the terrain. 



FIG. 6.06Masterplan II 
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FIG. 6.07 South Section of Site through Broken Allée
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FIG. 6.10 Phases of Design 

FIG. 6.11Layered design 
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Depending on the season and year of flooding, the site  
undergoes subtle and or drastic changes to the condition 
of the site. The rising water levels of the Assiniboine River 
first elevate and fill the waterways and pond, with little 
submersion extending to the burial plain and resurrected 
woodland. As more intense flood events such as the 50 

and 100 year flood however occupy the site, the water 
levels of the site inundate major portions of the surface 
of the site. 

A s s i n i b o i n e  R i v e r
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CROSSING THRESHOLDS

The cemetery is a place of transition and transformation 
for both the bereaved and the deceased, where the 
transitional period of mourning for survivors and the 
transformation of the living to the dead, may be referred 
to as liminality. Otherwise described as “the transitional 
state bridging the life-changing event and some future 
state of re-incorporation in society” (Van Gennep, 
Kellaher and Worpole, 2010, p.162), liminality during 
the funerary rites of passage is experienced potently 
in landscape. Embedded within the language of the 
cemetery landscape, the entrance gate and fence, the 
bridge, and the island of the dead, these archetypes 
commonly serve as rhetorical devices depicting a point of 
liminality or a threshold. To ‘cross through’ or ‘cross over’ 
such forms signifies the passage from the land of the 
living to the land of the dead and the state of liminality 
experienced during times of loss and mourning. Alone, 
the built forms stand as symbols of the cycle of life: death 
and rebirth, and the journey to the ‘other side’.  

For Van Gennep, “funerals change the formerly living 

into the dead and so transform the structural position 
of survivors, with wives becoming widows, sons and 
daughters becoming family heads” (1960). Additionally, 
funerary rituals assist the bereaved with the acceptance 
of death, and provide those grieving with structure and 
order among times of chaos and disorder (Romanoff and 
Terenzio, 1998). To help facilitate such a transition, a 
funerary rite of passage assists in mediating the course 
of mourning through a series of phases (Fig. 6.12). He 
describes these as: separation (pre-liminal), transition 
(liminal), and incorporation (post-liminal) (1969, p.vii). 

Following Van Genneps's rites of passage, the 
processional journey through the site may be distinguished 
through the phases of liminality, from the pre-liminal 
phase of separation which breaks the bereaved from the 
presence of the deceased, to liminal, which moves the 
bereaved and deceased symbolically on a transitional 
journey, and the post-liminal, which incorporates the 
deceased within the community of the dead, and the 
bereaved back within the community of the living. 
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THE BROKEN ALLÉE

Entering the boundaries of the cemetery, the bereaved 
begin the passage of separation. The procession towards 
the cemetery entrance begins below a double allée of 
lindens. But, like the felt and physical separation of the 
bereaved from the deceased, the allée becomes broken 
by a sweeping upland grove of bur oak and poplar. The 
overtaking grove dims the transmittance of light to create 
a darkened tunnel, illuminating the destination of the 
cemetery entrance. 

The walls that form the threshold of the cemetery 
entrance collide to distinguish the point of crossing, 
abruptly redirecting the visitor towards the main axis. The 
first view behind the cemetery walls is of the two large 
surviving cottonwoods, left behind in the destruction of 
all other vegetation from the 2011 and 2014 floods. 

The movement through the entrance threshold begins 
the phase of transition. Entering the cemetery with the 
deceased, the bereaved help to mediate the start of a 
safe passage of the deceased towards their final resting 

place. The pathways leading to interment destinations 
signal a liminal state or transitional voyage between life 
and death, and the transformative phase of mourning. 



FIG. 6.16 Moving Forward Through the Broken Allee



FIG. 6.17  Advancing towards the Entrance Threshold
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THE CREMATORIUM

 The crematorium, visible on top of the commemorative 
mound, is burrowed beneath the mound's surface. 
Designed as a series of partitions along the southern 
section of the building, circulation through the building 
moves visitors along the walls to their destination at 
either the crematoria below or the east funeral hall. 

Major pathways along the island of crossings move 
upward along the mound at different paces and 
elevations. From the main axis, the visitor moves up 
guided steps towards the entry of the crematorium, their 
view aided by a grove of trees to the North. The entry 
of the crematorium begins with a descent between two 
gabion walls, the light shining through the stones creates 
a layer of moving shadow as the visitor travels downward. 

The waiting room, while set within the earth of the 
mound, rests below a large skylight, which moves light 
towards the columbaria wall as the day grows closer to 
noon. 

Shifting towards the East, the funeral hall directs 
the visitor to the view of the stream of reflection and 
the sacred grove. Looking out towards the pond and 
surrounding trees as the funeral ceremony takes effect 
indoors facilitates reflections on the vissicitudes of life. 
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FIG. 6.21
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THE RESURRECTED WOODLAND

Moving along the main axis, which crosses over two 
streams and island, the bereaved come to the enclosure of 
the resurrected woodland. The cleared and grubbed trees, 
which previously inhabited the edge of the Assiniboine 
River, will become reborn with the re-establishment of 
riparian tree plantings. Planted along a grid, the trees 
create a structural form of order and stability, and as the 
trees mature and grow upward, the practice of natural 
burial continues beneath their canopies. 

With the memorialization of the dead in form of a tree 

trees, establishing the woodland and in time concelaing 
the initial planting order of structural trees. Like the 
resurrection of the dead in form of a tree, the woodland’s 
story is also one of rebirth. 

Set under the roof of the sheltered canopy and along 
the edges of the riverbank, the funeral ceremony links the 
cultural and biological understandings of death with one 
another. The lowering of the woven casket one meter into 

the bare earth marks the permanent separation of the 
body from the bereaved. The individuals partaking in the 
service may kneel to place a commemorative stone, and 
then taking spadefuls of soil, the bereaved may ritually 
secure the dead within their final resting place, providing 
the liminal journey with a solemn conclusion.  



FIG. 6.23 Ascending Upward towards the Pier



At the end of the main axis within the resurrected 
woodland, the final ascendance takes one up amongst 
the shelter of the trees and out towards the opening of 
the river, leading the bereaved on a skyward journey and 
passing the names of community members who have been 
interred here. Above the water, the bereaved look over 
the woodland. Hanging one's arms over the support, the 
bereaved now look downward at the flowing currents of 
the river. Releasing their loved one’s ashes, the scattered  
remains form a cloud of dust as they fall, rupturing the 
natural rhythms of the water as they strike the surface. 
It is now the river, which provides the bereaved with 
continuing bonds with the dead. 



FIG. 6.24 The Steps of the Ghat
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FIG. 6.25  Section of the Ghat of Descendance 1:200



GHAT OF DESCENDANCE

The Exposed Narrow, a spit empty of plantings and 
defined by the rough edges of riprap and river rock, 
guides the bereaved along a pathway exposed to the 
wind and to the views outward across the river to the 
surrounding upland. The spit guides the visitor to the 
edge of the point, descending the steps of the ghat down 
to the depths of the river. 

The transitional phase of the funerary procession forms 
a single directional motion towards the steps, carrying 
the cremated ashes of the deceased and taking their 
place on the staircase. The steps act as a stage for the 
service, amplifying the spoken eulogy and perhaps a 
musical hymn against the silence of the air and the distant 
vibrations of passing cars along the bridge. The end of 
the service ends as the bereaved take the ashes of their 
loved one into their palms, kneeling down on the final 
stair of the ghat to release the dead within the currents 

of the river. As the bereaved watch the cremated remains 
float away from their grasp, the phase of incorporation 
has become established; the deceased individual, making 
their journey into the afterlife, takes their position as a 
part of the community of the dead, and the bereaved now 
leaves to be reunited with the community of the living.



Burial PlainSacred GroveBroken Allée

FIG. 6.26  Section through Burial Plain 1:800

FIG. 6.27 Overlooking the Flooded Burial Plain



THE BURIAL PLAIN

We come now to the plain, an open, low and flat 
meadow. Home to the burial of the community’s dead, the 
flat ground becomes more and more undulated with the 
ongoing assemblage of individual death and of memory. 
Buried one meter deep within the earth and topped 
with another meter of soil, the dead lay ‘six feet below 
ground’, and straddle the position between earth and sky 
(Fig. 6.28).  The mound, one of the most primordial signs 
of burial, celebrates the architecture of death. To come 
upon a mound, our imaginations already take us to a 
state of knowing, that someone has passed away and has 
been buried here. Even from afar, the presence of death 
to the passerby becomes known and honored. 

Like continual feelings of grief through the loss of a 

physical form left to endure through lasting time. And 
with the burial of the deceased, the mound rises as a 
sign of unsettled earth. As the earth mound sinks with the 
decomposition of the corpse, a settling begins to mark 
the receding nature of loss.

 
With the seasonal event of the flood, the rising of river 

water begins to submerge the burial plain. Spanning a 
period of weeks, the water begins to rise upon the dead, 
the tops of the mounds form a floating garden over 
the raised body of water. In this way, the dead become 
superimposed upon the event of the seasonal flood, a 
celebration of the cycles of life and seasons. Acting as 
measuring devices to the rising water levels, the burial 

the deceased. 
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Their material body physically unobtainable to the 
bereaved, the flood creates a known boundary between 
the community of the living and the community of the 
dead. However, the flooded water entangled with the 
identity and memory of the cremated and buried dead, 
joins the deceased as one community to establish the 

flooded plain as a place of collective mourning. 

As the flood recedes, a layer of rich nutrients brings 
opportunity for the growth of new plant life, cloaking the 
burial mounds in layers of new soil after years of seasonal 
flooding. 

FIG. 6.29 Section of Phasing of Flood Water Levels 1:800



FIG. 6.30  Phasing of Burial Growth
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FIG. 6.31All Our Days Were 
a Joy and Our Paths 

Through Flowers                   
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EPILOGUE

"A landscape inscribed by a [loved one] is like no other place on earth."
- Anne Michaels

Within the course of writing this document it has 
become apparent to me that in the experience of death, 
the role of landscape to assist in alleviating the heavy 
weight of grief has always been the powerful force that 
draws us towards the creation of cemeteries and other 
deathscapes. With the death of a loved one, it is our 
instinctive nature to return to the earth as a means of 
finding solace and solid ground at times in which during 
times of mourning, the bereaved feel set loose from the 
ongoing happenings of the living world. 

The death of a loved one brings a newfound corporeal 
intimacy with landscape. The transcendence of the 
corpse into a new material form such as ash remains, 
the memorial tree, or even the river, not only links the 
memory and identity of the deceased to their resting 
place, but imbues the landscape with newfound meaning. 
Designing cemeteries is thus not only bound to the 
disposal of the dead, the desire to ritualize and bury the 
dead in a meaningful way directs the significance of the 
cemetery towards the necessities of the living. This may 

be the greatest contributions of landscape within the 
practice of life, in that it not only bears the impressions 
of our grief, but redirects the intensity of loss to what may 
be the purest symbol of our humanity. 

As my Grandpa Walter currently lies in his hospital bed, 
awaiting his end of this life, I know that I will soon be 
in need of the landscape's embrace for alleviating my 
sorrow. The piece of land chosen as a place for his future 
burial plot, just alongside his mother's grave, will no 
longer constitute a mere vacant and unsubstantial patch 
of grass, but will become a landscape above all else - a 
landscape inscribed by the physical presence and memory 
of a loved one. To be located in a place of meaningfully 
significant to his full life, and to be reunited with not only 
his parents but his brother and infant sister, the future 
location of my grandpa's grave seems a wonderful place 
to return home. 
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