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“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and 
communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless 
indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John Muir

“Death is a cultural event and societies as well as individuals 
reveal themselves in their treatment of death.” – J. Farrell, 

Inventing the American Way of Death



The Proposal
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Thesis Abstract
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As awareness of human impact on the environment grows, ethical concerns 
are raised over the exploitation of natural resources by traditional cemetery 
design, and burial practices come into question.  America’s parks first began 
within cemeteries where people enjoyed the serene settings of nature in well-
designed rural burial landscapes.  In the early 19th century, Mount Auburn 
Cemetery was built in Massachusetts serving as passive recreational and 
gathering spaces for a wide variety of users and introducing Americans to 
the value of public green space.  People traveled from the congested city to 
Mount Auburn’s tranquil rural cemetery setting to enjoy walks and picnics 
in nature.  This opportunity to enjoy the outdoors spurred the profession of 
landscape architecture and the design of public spaces specifically for the 
purpose of outdoor recreation.  Once cities began to create public parks 
separate from cemeteries, people frequented cemeteries less and they 
became sacred, unused spaces.  

According to the Green Burial Council, the traditional method of burial 
annually utilizes 20 million board feet of hardwoods (including rainforest 
woods), 1.6 million tons of concrete, 17,000 tons of copper and bronze, 
64,500 tons of steel and 4.3 million gallons of embalming fluid.  In addition, 
cemeteries require demanding levels of maintenance and land that further 
consume resources without regard for necessity.  While individuals are 
beginning to make decisions that will positively impact the environment in 
their everyday lives, as well as deaths, alternatives to traditional burial, such 
as natural burial, columbaria, and scatter gardens, are gaining in popularity.  
Natural burials do not require the deceased to be embalmed and rather place 
the body in the ground wrapped in a shroud or biodegradable casket leaving 
a considerably smaller carbon footprint than traditional burial.  Columbaria 
offer a land conserving above ground option for the interment of cremated 
remains.  Scatter gardens are beautiful, peaceful spaces designated for 
cremated remains to be connected more directly with nature.  
   
Individual desires towards greener burial methods warrant the examination 
of current cemetery practices.  The future of cemetery design is expanding 
to include sustainable on-site practices, such as stormwater collection and 
retention systems and the utilization of native plantings.  These methods 
increase sustainability by improving water quality, eliminating the need for 
irrigation and fertilizer, and reducing maintenance requirements. 
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Through historical analysis, exploration and scrutiny of how cemeteries 
fit within the framework of landscape architecture will result in a better 
understanding of how future cemetery design should be approached.  
Supplemental assessments of existing cemeteries, such as Lakewood 
Cemetery, De Nieuwe Ooster, Hofheide Crematorium, and Askim Memorial 
Grove, will help develop a comprehensive list of program elements to be 
implemented within the sustainable design alternatives to traditional 
cemeteries.
 



“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and 
communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless 
indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John Muir
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Larkspur Conservation | Nashville, TN

“Cemeteries, as the visual and spatial expression of death, may tell 
us a great deal about the living people who created them.” – Richard 

Francaviglia,  The Cemetery as an Evolving Cultural Landscape



Thesis Narrative
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Cemeteries are an essential community land use and service, but traditional 
cemetery layouts and burial practices are not sustainable due to their 
occupation of valuable, underutilized space by communities that desire 
a connection with nature.  Environmental responsibility and enjoyment 
of nature have taken a back seat to idle cemeteries that consume natural 
resources. How can landscape architects create sustainable cemeteries 
that honor the memory of the dead while still providing people with the 
opportunity to connect with the natural environment? 

Landscape architecture in the United States was spurred by the rural 
cemetery movement (Farrell, 1980). In the introduction of his book Grave 
Landscapes, James Cothran stated that cemeteries inspired the formal 
creation of public parks and the profession of landscape architecture, which 
“featured a recurring and specific set of design characteristics to foster 
contemplation, moderate fear, and refresh the soul – monumental gateways, 
curvilinear roadways, information groupings of diverse trees and shrubs, 
sinuous lakes and meandering streams, picturesque views and vistas, and 
commemorative sculpture.”  Key features of cemetery design parallel the 
attitudes and concepts of each era of landscape architecture (Cothran, 2018).  
The historical relationship between American cemeteries and landscape 
architecture is communicated on a timeline found on page 57 of this thesis 
document.  Examination of how cemeteries fit within the framework of 
landscape architecture will result in a better understanding of how future 
cemetery design and practices should be approached.  

The design elements that instill unsustainable practices are also the design 
features that can be improved to promote environmentally responsible 
answers to stormwater and maintenance.  Program elements that encourage 
memory and contemplation and foster human connection to nature were 
selectively culled (Krinke, 2005, Treib, 2005).  Supplemental analysis of case 
studies will aid in the development of a comprehensive programmatic list 
to be implemented in viable design alternatives to traditional cemeteries. 
While cemetery design is beginning to embrace sustainable approaches, 
there is less consideration given towards the implementation of recreational 
and contemplative opportunities within cemeteries outside of the traditional 
cemetery user (Hermann, 2005).  Developing a matrix of case studies that 
includes sustainable features and contemplative themes will allow for 
the comparison and extraction of elements from both contemporary and 
traditional cemetery design.  
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Typology

8

Cemeteries and Memorials

This typology was chosen for the 
following reasons:

1. Increase in the number of people 
choosing cremation over traditional 
burial and the limited options for the 
scattering of ashes 

2. Growing need for green space 
3. Opportunity to increase 

environmental responsibility and 
sustainability in existing cemeteries

The focus will be on the limits 
of existing cemeteries and the 
opportunities of those spaces to 
provide usable, sustainable green space 
in addition to their primary role of 
being a place of rest for our deceased.  



Photo of historic cemetery with quote covering both pages.
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Photo of historic cemetery with quote covering both pages.
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“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and 
communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless 
indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John Muir

Mount Auburn Cemetery | Cambridge,Massachusetts

“Landscapes of the dead are always, simultaneously, 
landscapes of the living.” - Ken Worpole, Last Landscapes



Typological Research
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Chosen Projects:
1. Lakewood Cemetery Garden Mausoleum Landscape, Minneapolis, MN – 

designed by Halvorson Design Partnership
2. De Nieuwe Ooster, Amsterdam, Netherlands - designed by Karres & Brands
3. Askim Memorial Grove, Gothenburg, Sweden – designed by Thorbjorn 

Andersson
4. Hofheide Crematorium, Holsbeek, Belgium – designed by Omgeving 

Landscape Architects 

Things to Consider:
1. Sustainable strategies – examined practices used to increase sustainability 

and reduce human impact on the landscape. 
2. Design Impact and Adaptability – analyzed the impact that program 

elements had on the site and how those elements may be used across a 
variety of sites.

3. Location – the approach taken towards existing landforms and native plant 
species were considered.

4. Local Cultural Identity – the opportunity to bring communities together 
both in enjoying their outdoor spaces as well as in times of grief should be 
emphasized. 



Lakewood Cemetery

De Nieuwe Ooster

Hofheide Cremetorium

Askim Memorial Grove

12
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Typology:  memorial, mausoleum
Location:  Minneapolis, MN
Landscape Architect: Halvorson Design Partnership
Size: 2.5 acres
Status: built 2012

Lakewood Cemetery, Memorial Garden MausolemMinneapolis, MN
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“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John 
Muir

15

Project Emphasis: 
There was an emphasis on 
environmentally sustainable 
techniques and program elements 
such as a green roof, the use of 
native plantings to reduce the 
need for irrigation, and runoff 
infiltration systems.  Honoring the 
region’s culture was important and 
homage was paid to the American 
colonists through use of specific 
plant species.     

Project Narrative:  
Faced with the challenge of 
integrating new among the 
old, the design team seamlessly 
inserted a new mausoleum 
in the historic garden of 
Lakewood Cemetery.  This 
project concentrated on existing 
landforms to shape their design.  
A 5,500 square foot pavilion and 
zero-edge reflecting pool are 
nestled amongst groves of native 
trees. 

Lakewood Memorial Mausoleum 



“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John 
Muir

Lakewood Cemetery
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Important Takeaways: 
Native plant species and existing 
landforms are valuable resources 
that inform sustainable design on 
site.  Creating a variety of moments 
and outdoor rooms can provide a 
range of user experiences to meet 
the needs on a wide spectrum.  It 
is possible to merge new styles into 
historic landscapes so that both are 
appreciated and complement each 
other. 
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Typology: cemetery, memorial
Location: Amsterdam, Netherlands
Landscape Architect: Karres and Brands
Size: 5 acres
Status: built 2009

De Nieuwe Ooster Burial Vaults
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De Nieuwe Ooster Urn Garden Pond

De Nieuwe Ooster Urn Garden Pond
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Project Narrative:  
This historic cemetery, the 
largest in Amsterdam, held 
a competition for the design 
of a third zone.  This zone 
would include a columbarium, 
urn garden and meadow for 
scattering ashes.  Instead of 
trying to blend into the historic 
zones, this new zone was created 
with a distinct personality.         

Project Emphasis:  
This design team leaned heavily 
on the use of rectilinear paths 
and rigid vegetation to create 
small outdoor rooms.  Within 
each of the rooms are softer, 
natural features and vegetation 
that create a sense of solitude 
and privacy for visitors.  The 
implementation of a pond, 
columbarium, and urn garden 
provide a variety of burial options.  
Green space is available for those 
seeking a return to nature while 
sleek stone and steel are available 
for those seeking a modern 
memorial.         

Important Takeaways:  
This design shows that making 
a space with its own identity 
within a historic cemetery 
works.  A modern approach can 
complement the region’s culture 
and current needs without 
distracting from the history of 
the site.  Additionally, the careful 
selection of plant materials to 
create rooms is a valuable tool in 
design.          De Nieuwe Ooster Urn Garden

De Nieuwe Ooster Urn Garden

De Nieuwe Ooster Columbarium



21

Askim Memorial Grove Pool  

Typology: cemetery, memorial
Location: Gothenberg, Sweden

Landscape Architect: Thorbjörn Andersson
Size: .9 acre

Status: built 2017
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Askim Memorial Grove  

Askim Memorial Grove Pool 
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Askim Memorial Grove  and Chapel
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Project Narrative:  
Given the opportunity to expand an existing cemetery, this community 
opted to make the site a memorial grove.  The design team used 
terraced lawns for the anonymous interment of ashes and paved 
terraces and seating for reflecting space.   

Project Emphasis: 
The site was a unique bowl shape and that was embraced in the design.  
The emphasis truly seemed to be on the living rather than on the dead 
in this small space created as a meeting place for memories.  Textures 
and seasonal color were a priority in design.

Important Takeaways:  
Use existing landforms to create a unique space that celebrates the 
topography of a region.  Additionally, designers should embrace 
how native vegetation reflects the changing seasons.  The users of a 
cemetery are not just those who are laid to rest there and the needs and 
desires of those left behind should be considered.   

Askim Memorial Grove  
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Typology:  cemetery, crematorium
Location:  Holsbeek, Belgium
Landscape Architect: Omgeving
Size: 12 acres
Status: built 2014
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Hofheide Crematory
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Hofheide Columbarium

Hofheide Columbarium

Hofheide Crematory & Columbarium
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Project Narrative: 
The design challenge here was working with an existing marshland to 
create a space for consolation and goodbyes.  Included in the design 
are several columbaria and a field for scattering ashes.  This is all 
incorporated between a cemetery for traditional burial and a cemetery 
for niches and surrounding a crematory.     

Project Emphasis: 
The existing landscape was a huge emphasis in this project.  Embracing 
the swampy basin and incorporating paths through and around the 
water posed a unique design challenge.  With the rest of the site being 
plains, columbaria were used to shield mourners from a nearby road, 
creating a sense of privacy and calm. 

Important Takeaways:   
As with the other case studies, it is made clear that using the existing 
landscape provides opportunities within obstacles.  Embracing the 
region’s culture and native plant species leads to a stronger, more 
interesting design.  It is also made obvious that there is a need for a 
variety of burial options and that those options can be included in one 
comprehensive design. 

Hofheide Crematory
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Four guiding principles were identified during that analysis, those principles 
being remembrance, sustainability, contemplation and democracy.  The icons 
below are representative of some of the design elements that fall into these 
categories.  When analyzing case studies, I was able to identify the design 
elements that fell within these guiding principles, evaluate their importance, 
and decide how I would implement them in my design.  

Remembrance is the purpose of a cemetery and plays a vital role in the 
grieving process.  Design components such as permanent memorials as well 
as the obvious – burial and the interment or scattering of cremains - were 
most important.   

Using native plantings and locally sourced materials and careful consideration 
of the site’s topography help inform the design and increase sustainability.  

Some of the design elements that lead to contemplative spaces are enclosure 
– using plants, landforms or architecture, water features – either running or 
still, and seating.  

By including design elements, like chapels, open spaces, and paths that are 
open to users beyond the bereaved, these spaces grow in value and become 
important parts of the communities in which they are located.  
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Major Project Elements

Using the case studies and guiding principles I focused on the functions of 
remembrance, contemplation, and pleasure to determine a list of necessary 
program elements. 

Design Elements
Remembrance

       Pleasure

 Contemplation

Paths
Wayfinding
Water Features
Natural Burial
Seating
Art
Chapel
Columbaria
Scatter Garden
Open Space
Outdoor Rooms
Permanent Memorial
Lighting
Native Plantings
Views

Functions
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User Description
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Users:
Bereaved Families
Nature Lovers
Outdoor Enthusiasts
Families & Communities

Cultural Issues: 
There are strong opinions about what are 
considered appropriate and acceptable 
burial practices.  Some social and religious 
groups may struggle with alternatives 
to traditional burial.  Using this land that 
may be considered sacred and as such 
anything other than burial could be an 
obstacle.      

Peak usage: 
Given the climate of this region, peak 
usage would be the months during 
spring, summer, and fall.  Opportunities 
for winter activity will be included.    



Thesis Site
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Site Selection:
The thesis site is a 30-acre plot of land in central Minnesota located 85 miles 
southeast of Fargo and 190 miles northwest of St. Paul.  This site was selected 
based on its proximity to natural features and existing amenities.  

Battle Lake is the nearest city and features the Glendalough Trail, an 11.8-mile 
loop that connects to nearby Glendalough State Park.  Glendalough State 
Park, adjacent to the thesis site, averaged more than 106,000 visitors over the 
last two years and offers 9 miles of hiking trails, fishing, camping, canoeing, 
and wildlife viewing.    

Thesis Site:
Location: Otter Tail County, Minnesota
Land Size: 30 acres
Communities: Lakes area residents, Fergus Falls, Battle Lake, Ottertail
  

Proposed Site Proposed Site 

Glendalough 
State Park

Thesis Site

Blanche 
Lake

Undeveloped 
Forest Land
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State of Minnesota State of Minnesota 

Otter Tail County, Minnesota Otter Tail County, Minnesota 

Proximity to Glendalough State ParkProximity to Glendalough State Park

Glendalough 
State Park

Thesis 
Site

City of
Battle Lake

Gl
en

dalough Trail

Blanche 
Lake

Glendalough 
State Park

Thesis 
Site

Fargo

St. Paul

Thesis Site
85 miles

190 miles



“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and 
communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless 
indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John Muir
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“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings 
and communions of death and life...and they will learn that death is 
stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — John Muir



“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and communions 
of death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as 
life.”  — John Muir

Project Emphasis
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This is important in the understanding of past and current 
approaches to cemetery design and how future design can be 
improved through the profession of landscape architecture.  The 
consideration of evolving attitudes towards green space will give 
better context within the approach of new cemetery design ideas.    

Existing site features will be analyzed to increase sustainability, 
resiliency, and reduce the environmental impact of burials.  The 
implementation of native plant species will reduce maintenance 
requirements and increase cemetery sustainability. 

In response to the cultural values of communities as they bury 
their dead, a variety of green options will be provided.  Green burial, 
scatter gardens and columbaria will give families opportunities to 
choose what best fits their values.        

  
Green space is a valued yet diminishing amenity in most areas.  
By blending the need for green space with the necessity of burial 
options, cemeteries can meet the growing needs of communities.    

Establishing cemetery design within the framework of landscape    

Using landforms and native plants to inform the design approach  

Providing spaces for a range of burial options  
      

Offering green space to the communities surrounding cemeteries  
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Goals of the Thesis Project
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Build upon my research and literary skills 
 The challenge of research is invigorating and the ability to successfully  
 express the findings of research is vital.  Building a solid project   
 foundation in research will validate and strengthen my design choices.   
 When faced with challenges in the later stages of the design process,  
 robust research will provide insight and direction to move forward.    
 When paired with my drawings, well written descriptions of research  
 and choices will bring clarity and confidence in my designs.   
     
Explore and develop a familiarity with GIS
 The improvement of my skills in GIS will increase my confidence as a  
 designer and bring credibility to my research designs.  This is a sought- 
 after skillset in the profession as well, and the improvement of my   
 efficiency in this area will increase my value as a designer.      

Expand and improve my rendering skills  
 I plan to push myself to better communicate my design through the  
 art of rendering.  This is an invaluable skill within the profession and  
 can help clients to better understand the vision and goals of a project.   
 By using graphic precedents outside my current skillset, I hope to   
 continue learning new techniques and approaches that will successfully  
 explain and explore my ideas.    

Earn the Master of Landscape Architecture degree 
 Building upon the previous four years, I intend on meeting and   
 exceeding expectations placed before me during my fifth and final year  
 in the program.  By meeting the goals previously laid out, I believe I will  
 be graduating with a solid foundation of skills and knowledge of which I  
 can be proud.  



“Let children walk with Nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and communions of 
death and life...and they will learn that death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life.”  — 
John Muir

39

Plan for Proceeding
Definition of Research Direction
Using both qualitative and quantitative research methods, research will 
consider the typology, site analysis, context, and program elements.  After 
an extensive historical analysis to situate cemeteries within the profession 
of landscape architecture, research will turn to modern precedents.  Case 
studies, peer-reviewed journals, and landscape architecture standards will 
provide a firm foundation for the selection of program elements and lead to 
robust design concepts.    
     
Design Methodology
The methodology will include a mixed approach using qualitative and 
quantitative analysis as well as digital analysis.  Extensive data will be collected 
through research resulting in a historical analysis where I will tell the story 
of the evolution of cemeteries, explain how their design is situated within 
the history of landscape architecture, and analyze how they will coalesce 
in the future.  Additionally, quantitative data will be used in the process of 
site selection and incorporation of design elements.  A set of criteria will be 
entered and weighted in GIS producing results that will be analyzed and used 
to inform design choices.   

Documentation of Design Process
I plan to start with a comprehensive review of literature on the topics of 
cemeteries and landscape architecture as it pertains to the problem I am 
trying to resolve.  By utilizing the libraries available to me, I believe I will be 
able to find a wealth of information to help me in laying out a timeline for 
cemetery design in the United States and examining how that fits within 
the timeline of landscape architecture here as well.  From there, I will begin 
visualizing how I can best communicate the problem and my solution.  The 
sketching and diagramming process will help to connect the research with 
design.  Taking the sketches and program elements into the digital stage 
and then into final renderings will bring the process full circle.  Throughout 
the process, I hope to take advantage of the knowledge and expertise of my 
advisor, professors, and peers.  Time for revisions and improvements will be 
included in each stage so that the best possible version of my design will 
emerge in the end.    



40
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Literature Review
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that evoke such contemplative responses vary.  Nature, however, is seen 
around the world to bring restorative benefits across time.  In a thesis project 
addressing the importance of creating opportunities for connection with 
nature within burial landscapes, this book offers significant support. 
 
Attending
Valuable insight came from Marc Treib in his chapter titled “Attending”.  I 
agree with Treib when he explains that for some, wilderness is capable of 
bringing out more powerful contemplative responses than other settings.  
Meaning, derived from the transaction between a person and a place, is 
individually produced.  It is a byproduct of the transaction.  Consequently, 
nature is a powerful force in the meaningfulness of a person’s experience 
in any location.  If the intended purpose in designing a space is to create a 
contemplative experience, nature should be considered a valuable element.
Cemeteries, Treib asserts, are visited to pay homage to the past, both 
memories and people, and to do so in a sacred space that fosters comfort in 
bereavement.  He believes that contemplation and retreat are codependent 
because they signify the removal of distractions and imply a focus on the 
spiritual.  Retreat implies focus, as does contemplation, and simplification 
within a landscape triggers contemplation by rendering the story less 
obvious.  To understand the story of the landscape, one must focus.  Thus, 
Treib says, “The Contemplative garden was less an invention than a reduction 
and recasting of existing elements and spatial ideas into a new composite.”

On the Transcendent in Landscapes of Contemplation
In his dissection of Woodland Cemetery in Enskede, Sweden, Heinrich 
Hermann interprets the design elements that best evoke transcendence 
in the contemplative nature of a burial landscape.  By breaking down the 
significance of each element, Hermann provides a thoughtful list of program 

Contemporary Landscapes of Contemplation 
by Rebecca Krinke, Marc Treib, John Beardsley, 
Michael Singer, Lance Neckar, and Heinrich Hermann 

The authors of this book come together in a collaborative 
effort to examine the meaning and significance of 
contemplation in contemporary landscapes.  Krinke 
begins by pointing out that virtually all of the world’s 
religious belief systems contain a contemplative tradition 
but goes one to argue that the components of landscape



42

elements to be included in a cemetery that will increase the meaningful 
experience of the visitors.  Each element has the power to elicit a memory 
or feeling and thoughtful consideration should be given to their, size, 
significance and placement.  

Hermann argues that cemeteries elicit feelings of bereavement and concerns 
regarding the temporality of the human experience as well as the meaning 
on one’s own existence.  Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd Lewerentz considered 
this an integral part when they designed of Woodland Cemetery.  They 
used symbology in a universal way in order to transcend specific religious 
significance and they used a multitude of strategies in using nature in a 
symbolic manner.  The programming elements of Woodland Cemetery 
include a clearing, meditation grove, stairs, path, catafalque, pond, forest and 
monument hall.  Hermann proposes that each of these has significance with 
the intention of provoking a series of emotions for the visitor.  

The clearing, a large open lawn, provides a vista over the tranquil space.  
It is intended to symbolize a peaceful, paradise garden.  The expanse of 
the clearing hints at the smallness of humans and their experience in the 
vastness of the world.  Located at the top of a hill, the Meditation Grove 
imitates sacred mountains.  This is an excellent example of the concept of 
prospect and refuge.  An opportunity to take in the expansive views over 
the landscape from the security of the meditation grove is a powerful 
experience.  Asplund and Lewerentz included stairs to the Meditation Grove 
that symbolize a spiritual advancement, each step bringing one closer to 
enlightenment and understanding.  Mirroring the heavens, a water feature, in 
this case a lily pond, is a feature included in many contemplative spaces that 
allows for the still reflection of both nature and man.  A grove of trees intends 
to suggest an embrace from our lost loved ones as well as nature.  It brings 
a sense of security and solitude.  Finally, Woodland Cemetery has the Way of 
Seven Wells which is flagstone path that leads people into the site.  This path 
is meant to suggest the pilgrimage that humanity faces in life and death.    

Hermann contends that linking devices were engaged at Woodland 
Cemetery to create meaningful interrelations, transition between spaces, 
geometric and architectural elements through vegetation, linkages between 
more and less sacred zones, and physical and visual interrelations.  By 
breaking these down, Hermann expresses the intentionality in all aspects 
of cemetery design.  There should be considerable thought put into the 
meaning and significance of the details, blurred boundaries, geometries and 
transitions.   
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Beyond the obvious monuments that conjure up feelings of loss and memory, 
each element can serve a purpose, such as vegetation that can symbolize 
grief and shut out the world.  Likewise, a cemetery is a profound way to 
experience the cyclical nature of time.  Light and shadows play a critical role 
in highlighting time.  Monuments, buildings and vegetation all effect the 
human experience of light and shadow which vary with seasons and time of 
day.  Light, especially from the sun, is a powerful life-giving force that may 
be sought after during times of grief.  The sun, light and shadows, can spur 
a person into reflection and contemplation.  On the same hand, all of the 
stimuli within a cemetery and, ultimately, all contemplative spaces, must be 
carefully controlled according to Hermann.  Silence, so often rare in our daily 
lives, induces one to listen to their thoughts and feelings as well as the sounds 
brought forth in nature.  A contemplative environment offers the enrichment 
of nature, the gentle soothing of quietness, and the pleasure of a beautiful 
setting.  

Hermann brought it together when he said, “Out of these experiences comes 
an unexpected insight.  Respect for trees and plants replaces indifference; 
one feels the existence of a divine order.  Man is not set apart from the rest 
of nature – he is just a member of that incredibly diverse population of the 
universe, a member that nature can do without but who cannot do without 
nature.”  In compiling the elements that create a contemplative environment 
with thoughtful consideration for meaning and symbolism, a cemetery can 
serve the bereaved as well as those seeking a comfortable space that fosters 
introspection and reflection.  

With a growing population and increasing environmental concerns, it is im-
perative that we address the sustainability problem of cemeteries.  The Unit-
ed States does not yet face the issues of density that other countries have, 
but it is a concern that needs to be addressed and by doing so now we can 
avoid what some may be seen as extreme rules and regulations regarding 
our choices in burial processes.  While this project does not tackle the density 
issue directly, it does propose shifting design from traditional cemeteries to 
sustainable green space for communities will provide people with the oppor-
tunity to connect with nature.
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Churchyards and Cemeteries Throughout the Centuries 
by Grete Swensen and Jan Brendalsmo

Grete Swensen and Jan Brendalsmo studied the cultural and historical 
significance of cemeteries in Norway.  Their examination of the Norwegian 
approach to land use outlines the changing attitudes of property ownership 
and expectations.  They argue that this shifiting paradigm will determine the 
future use of cemeteries for more than burial.

Norwegian cemeteries and graveyards are considered public spaces.  For the 
purpose of their paper, Swensen and Brendalsmo consider the definition 
of public space to be ‘space open to the public, generating public use, and 
active or passive social behavior, and where people are subject to the general 
regulations that govern the use of space.’  It is important to highlight the 
part of that definition which points out that people are subject to governing 
within this space.  Swensen and Brendalsmo argue that public spaces are 
expressions of democracy and that the democratic character of space is 
important.  If cemeteries are assessed as public space, then everyone should 
have access to them.  This means they should be accessible to all for burial 
of their dead as well as accessible to all for use in life.  People may not be 
prevented from using public spaces based on social, economic, racial, or 
cultural qualities.

Swensen and Brendalsmo discuss three concepts that play a part in their 
analysis of cemeteries as green space.  They consider the public-private 
division of land use as well as the time-space dimension.  Additionally, 
they examine the relationship between democracy and physical space.  
The authors suggest that time-specific laws that have spanned many 
time periods play a pivotal role in the attitudes of citizen towards public 
places.  Public-private space, they conclude, proves to be a central figure 
in understanding attitudes about property.  Land use for the purpose of 
something that does not have clearly defined ownership, such as a cemetery, 
is an interesting study in attitudes and behaviors.  

While cemeteries often have clear physical and visual boundaries in the shape 
of things like fences, gates, and hedges, they exist on the boundary of private 
and public space.  Rules maybe unspoken but are also often written and 
posted.  These rules clarify who has access to the cemetery and under what 
circumstances, which suggests they are private spaces.  In addition, Swensen 
and Brendalsmo contend that paying rent for burial sites, maintenance, and
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paid security guards, results in an expectation of a certain level of ownership 
towards this semi-private space. 

While cemeteries often have clear physical and visual boundaries in the shape 
of things like fences, gates, and hedges, they exist on the boundary of private 
and public space.  Rules maybe unspoken but are also often written and 
posted.  These rules clarify who has access to the cemetery and under what 
circumstances, which suggests they are private spaces.  In addition, Swensen 
and Brendalsmo contend that paying rent for burial sites, maintenance, and 
paid security guards, results in an expectation of a certain level of ownership 
towards this semi-private space.

Norwegian cemeteries in the 1300s were located in a churchyard.  The 
blessing ceremonies that accompanied the establishment of those 
graveyards lent a sanctity to the location which added to the significance 
of people’s actions within the space. All community activity was permitted 
within this public setting, including theater, property trade, announcements 
of decrees, punitive sentences, and a variety of meetings.  Cemeteries of this 
time, and for hundreds of years after, were selective in who could be buried 
within.  For much of the past, only the wealthy who could afford the cost 
of burial within the churchyard were welcome.  Swensen and Brendalsmo 
state that this oppressive standard added to the attitude that cemeteries 
were private property.  Growing attitudes of inclusion and implementation 
of modern cemetery practices have changed how communities view 
cemeteries.  

Finally, the authors contend that cemeteries serve the two distinct purposes.  
They are intended for the burial of the dead, but also as a place for socially 
conditioned activities.  Spaces are continually physically, economically, and 
socially reshaped depending on key influencing factors.  Swensen and 
Brendalsmo offer the reasonable argument that the future of these sites 
will be affected by urban land densification.  They offer several possible 
avenues for future cemetery use or classification.  Many historic cemeteries 
may be placed on a registry of heritage sites which will extend protection 
from relocation or development.  The opinion that cemeteries should be 
considered as part of a larger green system within the city would protect 
them while integrating them into a public park network.  The final point 
made by the authors is that cities need both active and creative space as well 
as secluded space for silence and retreat.  They believe that urban cemeteries 
today fill the role of quiet space that contemporary cities will continue to 
need.  



46

Churchyards and Cemeteries Throughout the Centuries (cont.)

This article presented several ideas that will inform my project.  The delicate 
balance of attitudes regarding public and private spaces, and where 
cemeteries fit within the categories of those spaces, determines who uses 
a cemetery and activities that are considered appropriate within them.  
Elements of cemetery design such as boundaries, signage, and spaces 
immediately around public and private memorials have an impact on the 
public perception of inclusion.  If a cemetery is intended as a democratic 
public space, consideration needs to be given to these elements.    

Sustainable deathstyles?  The Geography of Green Burials in Britain
by Richard Yarwood, James Sidaway, Claire Kelly, and Susie Stillwell

Given that my project questions the sustainability of traditional cemeteries 
and proposes the implementation of green burial techniques, I found this 
article to be especially informative.  Yarwood, Sidaway, Kelly and Stillwell 
start by explaining that deathscapes can be sites formally associate with 
death or personal memorials in meaningful landscapes and can range from 
physical memorials to virtual sites.  They are changing to reflect the attitudes 
and values of today’s society.  The authors then go on to explain that ‘green 
burials’, also referred to as natural burials, are a new form of internment 
that further reflects the evolving attitudes about death, memorialization, 
and nature.  This article focuses on the development of green burials, the 
distribution and regulation of green burials, and the changing geographies of 
deathscapes through green burial sites.  

As a response to urban density, cemeteries were built as consecrated 
landscapes.  They provided a blending of population, health, life, territory, and 
conduct.  Permanent memorials and an expectation of regular maintenance 
were an important part of early cemeteries that endured throughout time.  
Eventually, cremation became an accepted burial method and, in some areas, 
preferred, due to the perception that it is more environmentally healthy and 
a means of conserving land.  The authors contend that this shift prompted 
alternative forms of memorialization.  They go on to further assert that 
the shift continues to include an increasing desire for options outside the 
traditional burial.  
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During the mid-1990s when green burials were first established, they were 
owned and managed by a variety of agencies, governments, and groups of 
citizens, and they implemented a range of sustainable practices.  The authors 
concede that nature was not to be controlled in these landscapes.  In fact, 
they point out that these green burial landscapes resembled cemeteries of 
the past and that the ‘new’ approach in green burials is actually a return to 
old methods.  

Comparing traditional and green cemeteries, Yarwood et al. explain that 
while traditional cemeteries resolve the issue of capacity a few ways, green 
burials implement several alternative options.  The authors explain that green 
cemeteries may rotate the growing and felling of trees, use graves multiple 
times, or limiting the number of burials allowed per year should they face the 
risk of exceeding capacity.  

Sustainability is the component that sets green burial sites apart.  Yarwood 
et al. assert that commercial demand for green burial is rooted in personal 
interests in conservation or ecology.  The conservation of natural resources 
is one way that green burials are more sustainable that traditional burial 
methods.  One way this is achieved is through the use of biodegradable 
caskets.  The conservation of land is an additional way that green burials 
are sustainable.  This is all done, often, in a rural setting.  Many green burial 
sites advertise their sites as pastoral, woodlands, meadows, and orchards, 
again bringing us back to the rural cemeteries that spurred urban parks and 
the profession of landscape architecture.  Green burial sites located within 
an urban setting are quite small and respond to that growing desire for 
alternative to traditional options.  This article points out that the lower cost 
associated with green burials is an additional factor in their growth.  Some of 
the costs incurred with traditional burial, such as coffins and headstones, are 
often prohibited.   

Green burials may not be the all-encompassing sustainable solution to 
traditional burial, but the authors of this article demonstrate how they 
offer satisfying solutions to several sustainability issues in addition to 
accommodating the shifting societal attitudes regarding burial options.  
Observing that green burial is the biggest shift in funerary practices since 
the introduction and acceptance of cremation, green burials offer a burial 
practice that allows one to conserve and nurture nature while leaving a 
drastically reduced carbon footprint.    
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Grave Landscapes
by James Cothran and Erica Danylchak

In their book, Grave Landscapes, James 
Cothran and Erica Danylchak provide 
a deeply detailed establishment of the 
nineteenth century rural cemetery 
movement.  This movement started 
with the construction of Mount Auburn 
cemetery and launched the profession 
of landscape architecture in America.  
Cothran and Danylchak also provide 
an outline and overview of the history 
of cemeteries leading up to the rural 
cemetery movement to provide context in 
which it was established.  

Cothran and Danylchak begin by emphasizing the important role cemeteries 
play within the cultural context of societies, especially during the beginnings 
of American history. They are correct in asserting that burial landscapes reflect 
a civilization’s religious and cultural attitudes toward death and the deceased.  
In 1700s America, nature, untamed and dangerous, was a scary place.  Early 
settlers were afraid of ‘wild men and animals of nature’.  Cities tamed fears 
by creating spaces that were well-ordered with elements such as long allees, 
bowling greens, terraces, vegetative borders, and parterres.  By the late 1700s, 
the New Burying Ground was established by Senator James Hillhouse of New 
Haven Connecticut.  By joining together, a group of local citizens, Hillhouse 
created a private association to purchase and maintain a 10-acre property 
for the purpose of permanent burial places.  Removed from the city, this was 
intended to reduce the density issue that paired with the spread of disease 
and odor of churchyard graves.  The New Burying Ground (later known as 
Grove Street Cemetery) became the first incorporated burial ground in the 
United States.  Cothran and Danylchak outline the many features that set 
this burial landscape apart from urban graveyards.  Most of the property was 
divided into family plots which were organized around a central monument.  
It allowed individual owners to make improvements to their plots, such as 
fences, trees, and low hedges.  This cemetery also introduced the concept of a 
numbering system for graves to allow for accurate records.  Roadways 18 to 24 
feet wide were laid out in a grid system.    
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The authors rightfully explain how Romanticism in England “shaped a 
cultural view of death as peaceful deliverance and vision of consoling 
nature as the proper environment for burial and memorialization” and how 
that view spread to America.  While Romanticism in America was delayed 
by the American Revolution and industrialization, it eventually had its 
impact on burial landscapes in the United States.  Marked by monumental 
commemoration, soothing remembrance, and naturalistic landscapes, these 
Romantic ideals combined with the practical matters of sanitation to prompt 
cemetery reform.  

Briefly outlining the build up to the nineteenth century, the authors discuss 
the English ideals that continued to dominate America’s values and opinions.  
The Beautiful style of Capability Brown in the mid-1700s was highly regarded 
for its informality and simpleness.  Including nothing that was man-made, 
Brown used large bodies of water, gently rolling lawns, and groupings of trees 
to frame nature.  While looking entirely natural, Brown’s plans were carefully 
planned and showed how man could control the natural environment.  
However, by the late-1700s this style became viewed as boring and fell out of 
favor.  A return to the naturalistic style, also known as Picturesque, brought a 
balance between nature and art.  The untamed, irrational, and thrilling nature 
of the Sublime movement was balanced with the controlled, artificial, and 
serene nature of the Beautiful movement.  

By the early 1800s, settlement was spreading across America.  Spurred by the 
Industrial Revolution, people migrated to cities in great numbers and it did 
not take long for the number of people to overcome the space they occupied.  
Overcrowding and unsanitary conditions highlighted the true disconnect of 
cities and citizens from nature.  English Romantic landscape architects like 
Downing encouraged Americans to embrace nature and the naturalistic 
landscape style.  As a result, American Romantics flourished in the early 
1800s.  A rejection of traditional religious doctrines and a reverence for nature 
resulted in the perspective of nature as divine.  Wild nature was seen as a cure 
for the ills of the urban environment and its society.  Contact with nature was 
encouraged as a source of spiritual, moral and intellectual energy.  

Under the influence of Romanticism, American society pushed towards 
reformation and the term rural cemetery was used to describe large 
picturesque burial landscapes on the fringes of cities.  The American view of    
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death also changed within the Romantic movement.  It became seen as an 
organic, natural process and part of the cycle of seasons.  This organic process 
was considered a reunion of the person with divining nature.     

Cothran and Danylchak point out that cemeteries in the mid-nineteenth 
century were characterized by a specific and recurring set of features 
intended to foster contemplation, soften fear and replenish the spirit.  With 
design elements such at curvilinear roads, lakes and meandering streams, 
picturesque panoramas, monumental gateways, and commemorative 
sculpture, rural cemeteries created an atmosphere of community and 
relaxation combined with history and memory.  
  
The impact of the rural cemetery movement on the profession of landscape 
architecture is profound.  The popularity of these cemeteries spurred the 
public park movement.  The volume of visitors to rural cemeteries from across 
the country and abroad was significant and cities began to set aside green 
space within their boundaries for the sole purpose of providing recreation 
and relaxation in a natural setting.  Their green space as well as the specific 
elements included within that space shaped the design of parks.  As the 
authors put it, “It was the development of rural cemeteries that initially 
spurred the professionalization of landscape gardening in America.  The 
ensuing creation of public parks and garden suburbs and the continued 
proliferation of large-scale cemeteries ultimately demanded the recognition 
and cultivation of the specialized field known as landscape architecture.

This book provides a clear picture of the cultural, societal, and historical 
significance of cemeteries.  Additionally, it provides a detailed account of 
how cemetery design impacted the profession of landscape architecture.  In 
understanding the attitudes and approaches to burial landscapes prior to the 
organization of the profession, it becomes clearer how cemeteries then fit 
within the framework of landscape architecture moving forward.  This book 
helped inform my project by detailing the parallels and influences cemeteries 
initially has on landscape architecture and, consequently, how landscape 
architecture had on subsequent cemetery design.  
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Cemeteries are an inarguably important component of communities that 
are struggling to stay relevant in our changing world.  The literature reviewed 
examine the ideas that (1) traditional cemeteries and burial methods are 
not sustainable, (2) cemetery design is evolving within the framework of 
landscape architecture, and (3) people desire a connection with nature 
that should be fostered within the contemplative spaces provided within 
cemeteries.  Through this examination, it was determined that a project 
aiming to implement environmentally responsible cemetery design that can 
improve the lives of communities and provide both the living and the dead 
with meaningful connections with nature is both valid and important.       

Solutions to the unsustainable practices of modern cemeteries are available 
and alternatives to traditional burial are increasing in popularity.  By 
implementing stormwater management techniques, increasing native 
planting that require less water, and collecting rainwater for irrigation, the 
environmental impact of cemeteries is drastically reduced.  Cremation has 
become commonplace within the funeral industry and interest in natural 
burials in increasing.  The increase in cremation is partly due to it being seen 
as more environmentally friendly, but also because it takes up less land 
(Yarwood, 2015).  

In addition to the growing awareness regarding the importance of 
sustainability in maintaining natural green areas in and around cities 
(Swensen, 2018), there is also growing pressure to incorporate burial 
landscapes into the system of green spaces offered to communities while 
accounting for their permanency.  While cemeteries play an important role 
in a city’s cultural memory, they are considered sacred, secretive and serene 
resulting in green spaces that could provide value through opportunities for 
experiencing nature and recreation, but are left essentially unused (Swensen, 
2018).  

“Sustainability in green burials is expressed in a desire for a burial with 
minimal environmental impact or by the wish for the grave itself to contribute 
to the conservation of the environment”, Richard Yarwood (2015).  By 
combining many of the elements of the rural cemetery movement with 
the green burial movement, cemeteries could be a place for both the living 
and the dead to connect with nature.  Creating space within the natural 
landscape of cemeteries that will honor the dead while providing moments 
of contemplation and shared memory for the living improve the human 
experience.  
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Early American burials included Native American burial mounds, family burial 
plots (Cothran, 2018), and early colonial graves that were often hastily placed 
without marking.  As cities were established, American Romantics came to 
revere nature believing it was an expression of the Divine (Cothran, 2018).  
During that time, people understood the human improvement of nature to 
be one of beauty and progress.  Churchyards were commonly used to bury 
the community’s dead and burial markers placed on the precise gravesite 
became standard towards the late eighteenth century (Cothran, 2018).     

As the Industrial Revolution brought people into the cities for work creating 
acute density issues in housing as well as cemeteries.  It is during this time, 
1830 – 1855, that America’s development of cemeteries fell into step with the 
development of landscape architecture.  The Rural cemetery movement, 
signaled primarily through the opening of Mount Auburn Cemetery in 
Massachusetts, revealed an opportunity for people to enjoy nature in a 
serene environment.  People flocked to the site and cities took notice.  
Shortly thereafter Olmsted and Vaux introduced their plans for Central Park 
in New York and the profession of landscape took flight.  From there, the 
development of green space for people were motivated by the values and 
attitudes of the communities in which they were built.  Cemeteries followed 
suit and the changes from rural cemeteries to lawn cemeteries to memorial 
parks can be seen within the major design themes of landscape architecture.  

Contemplative environments can provide an inspired and enriched encounter 
as well as the enjoyment of experiencing beautiful places (Hermann, 2005).  
Through the simplification of elements, the narrative of a space is less obvious 
signaling contemplation (Treib, 2005).  In Contemporary Landscapes of 
Contemplation, Mark Treib suggests that contemplation involves the word 
retreat in that is implies the reduction of distractions so that one may focus 
more easily on spiritual issues (2005, p. 20).  Many consider natural landscapes 
capable of evoking strong contemplative responses in addition to their 
restorative benefits (Krinke, 2005).      

It is in the merging and reissuing of materials and icons that one creates a 
contemplative garden (Krinke, 2005) and in the beauty of these soothing 
contemplative spaces people are left inspired and enriched (Hermann, 2005).  
The reliability of time’s effects on life are reflected in the way vegetation 
transforms through each season.  The light and shadows created by way the 
sun dances across a landscape mimic the journey of life.  This transcendence 
of time experienced through nature can be especially fostered within the 
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sacred setting of a cemetery.  In designing with these elements in mind, one 
creates a cemetery that is a sacred space in which people seek to pay their 
respects and nurture their grief (Trieb, 2005).  

Almost 200 years after the rural cemetery movement began with Mount 
Auburn, attitudes about cemeteries are coming full circle.  There is a 
desire to interact and appreciate nature in the green spaces provided in 
burial landscapes all the while honoring our dead is growing with a better 
understanding of how human impact on the environment.  While sustainable 
design has been implemented in many areas of design, traditional cemeteries 
and burial practices have some catching up to do.  This project will take 
elements of contemplative spaces and sustainablity to address the cemetery 
design for today and for the furture.         
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Over a few short months during the summer of 2020, my family buried three 
very beloved people.  All three were laid to rest in plots of their choosing in a 
cemetery on the outskirts of our small rural community.  It is a standard lawn 
cemetery surrounded by evergreens with a solitary gravel drive.  As I stood 
there looking over the acres of lawn dotted with granite headstones and 
bronze grave markers, I wondered if this was the resting place these beautiful 
souls deserved.  Born and raised in the rural areas of the upper Midwest, 
many of my ancestors are buried in small country churchyards.  Just like most 
communities across the country, it became more popular for burials to take 
place in a municipal cemetery just outside of town where the city has grown 
right up to its edges.  And just like most communities across the country, this 
lawn of the dead shares little with the community of the living that surrounds 
it.

At this stage of my professional development, I understand that I have the 
tools to tackle a problem that I see in my everyday life.  Identifying a problem, 
I can gain a better understanding of the problem and possible solutions 
through research and analysis.  Solutions proposed by those most impacted 
by the problem are often the most viable and reasonable.  I see the problems 
posed by cemeteries in my community and given my education and skills, I 
feel compelled to address them. 

Cemeteries are key components in the cultural and historical framework 
of cities.  They are places where people feel a connection to not only their 
own history but the collective history of their community.  In addition to 
the historical and cultural contexts of cemeteries, there are a multitude of 
positive impacts to the social and environmental contexts of cemetery design 
that address the issue of sustainability.  Cemeteries are essential parts in our 
communities and the costs of creating a sustainable cemetery pay off in the 
reduction of resources, natural and artificial, used over time.  The benefits to 
the communities they serve are vital for cemeteries to remain relevant and 
valued.  
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Through this project, the profession of landscape architecture would be 
advanced by growing awareness and understanding of the importance of 
sustainable cemetery design in the 21st century.  Combining the skills of 
planning, environmental sensitivity, creativity, and service to communities 
through design, landscape architects can b cemeteries that will be beautiful, 
engaging, and natural environments for people connect with their memories, 
themselves and with nature.  

With a growing population and increasing environmental concerns, it is im-
perative that we address the sustainability problem of cemeteries.  The Unit-
ed States does not yet face the issues of density that other countries have, 
but it is a concern that needs to be addressed and by doing so now we can 
avoid what some may be seen as extreme rules and regulations regarding 
our choices in burial processes.  While this project does not tackle the density 
issue directly, it does propose shifting design from traditional cemeteries to 
sustainable green space for communities will provide people with the oppor-
tunity to connect with nature.

Duck Run Natural Cemetery | Penn Laird, VA
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Historical
This project relates to similar projects undertaken throughout history in 
its approach to acclimating design with the people’s evolving needs and 
values.  Changes in cemetery design have historically reflected a major 
shift in communities whether it be a response to a public health crisis 
or adjusting to economic fluctuations that impact standards of living.  
The rural cemetery movement came out of an urban density and public 
health crisis.  Memorial parks and cremation became popular in response 
to a desire for simplicity and as a reaction to the economic stress of the 
Great Depression.  As seen in the Timeline of American Cemeteries and 
Landscape Architecture, cemeteries have evolved through American 
history in tandem with cultural and societal shifts which are also reflected 
in the profession of landscape architecture.  This project reflects the 
change in attitudes towards the environment that is evident in all aspects 
of this period of our history.          

Timeline of American Cemeteries and Landscape ArchitectureTimeline of American Cemeteries and Landscape Architecture

Early American Burials 
3000 BC - AD 1775
Included Native 
American burial 
mounds, family burial 
plots, and early colonial 
graves.  Differed by 
region, such as New 
Orleans which required 
above ground burial.  
Slave cemeteries were 
often located on owners’ 
land or outside the city 
in undesirable area.  
Families handled burial 
process.    

Graves set in lawn with 
trees and gardens on the 
perimeter. Sites were 
graded flat for easier 
maintenance.

Large numbers of 
Americans died in 
American Revolution & 
from diseases.  Cities ran 
out of room for burials.  

Cemeteries became 
valuable green space for 
citizens of congested 
urban environments to 
enjoy nature.  Roads and 
paths followed natural 
contours on site.  Natural 
features like ponds and 
mature trees were 
included in design.  
Public recreation and 
gathering was 
encouraged.  

The Burying Grounds
1775 - 1830

Rural Cemetery Movement
1830 - 1855

Headstones replaced 
with markers laid flat 
into ground reducing 
maintenance as well as 
visual reminders of 
death.  Columbaria & 
mausoleums built 
more often.  

Lawn Cemeteries
1855 - 1917

Memorial Parks
1917 - 1960

Families becoming more 
involved again.  
Environmentally friendly, 
green options sought. 

Green Burial Movement
1960 - present
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Early American Burials 
3000 BC - AD 1775
Included Native 
American burial 
mounds, family burial 
plots, and early colonial 
graves.  Differed by 
region, such as New 
Orleans which required 
above ground burial.  
Slave cemeteries were 
often located on owners’ 
land or outside the city 
in undesirable area.  
Families handled burial 
process.    

Graves set in lawn with 
trees and gardens on the 
perimeter. Sites were 
graded flat for easier 
maintenance.

Large numbers of 
Americans died in 
American Revolution & 
from diseases.  Cities ran 
out of room for burials.  

Cemeteries became 
valuable green space for 
citizens of congested 
urban environments to 
enjoy nature.  Roads and 
paths followed natural 
contours on site.  Natural 
features like ponds and 
mature trees were 
included in design.  
Public recreation and 
gathering was 
encouraged.  

The Burying Grounds
1775 - 1830

Rural Cemetery Movement
1830 - 1855

Headstones replaced 
with markers laid flat 
into ground reducing 
maintenance as well as 
visual reminders of 
death.  Columbaria & 
mausoleums built 
more often.  

Lawn Cemeteries
1855 - 1917

Memorial Parks
1917 - 1960

Families becoming more 
involved again.  
Environmentally friendly, 
green options sought. 

Green Burial Movement
1960 - present
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Social 
While change in trends within a society can seem slow moving, there has 
been a distinguishable shift in attitudes regarding how human actions are 
impacting the environment we depend on.  The concept of sustainability 
is touching every aspect of our existence from how we construct buildings 
and roads to how we discard and store our trash.  This project will respond 
to sustainability in death which effects everyone and has significant 
impacts on our environment.  
 
Land conservation, limiting the use of natural resources, and allowing 
for the maximum use of spaces are all important issues within our 
society.  Integrating sustainable practices into cemeteries is important 
for environmental health as well as the health of communities and 
individuals.  By a implementing a green burial landscape, several factors 
are marked off the sustainability checklist.  Land is conserved whenever 
it is used for the purposes of human burial.  By creating green space that 
can be enjoyed by the community while still providing an opportunity for 
people to honor their loved ones, use of the burial landscape is optimized.  
Additionally, the natural burial practices drastically limit the natural 
resources necessary in laying our dead to rest.         

Ferndale Historic Cemetery | Ferndale, CA
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Cultural 
Cemetery and burial practices are engrained in the culture of every 
community.  They provide a place for individuals and communities to 
grieve.  How people care for and commemorate the life of someone 
they love is an integral part of how they grieve.  By allowing people the 
opportunity to do that, communities are fostering progress in the grief 
journey.  Cemetery and burial processes are an important way that 
communities express their respect for the deceased.  Cultures have 
complex practices for the burial process.  From the songs that are sung 
during burial ceremony to the food served after, the actions of community 
members are scripted and have deep meaning within the culture.  There 
are defined ideas of what is appropriate and expected of people when 
someone in their community dies.  All of this plays out in and around the 
burial process.  

The cemetery in which a person is laid to rest can communicate a great 
deal about the region’s culture.  Design aspects of the cemetery, including 
roads, vegetation, and location, express what is valued by the people using 
it.  The community’s character is reflected in the sculpture and memorials 
placed within a cemetery.  Rules and restrictions such as accessibility 
to the cemetery, permissibility of gravesite flowers and mementos, and 
personal memorial guidelines, suggest the attitudes of the people that 
visit.   

Farimount Cemetery | Denver, CO
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Winter 
Solstice 
Sunset

Winter 
Solstice 
Sunrise

Summer 
Solstice 
Sunrise

Summer 
Solstice 
Sunset

12pm

Sun PatternsSun Patterns
Optimal daily site usage will happen throughout late Spring to Late Fall,Optimal daily site usage will happen throughout late Spring to Late Fall,
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Site Inventory & Analysis

Winter 
Solstice 
Sunrise

ViewsViews
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Site Inventory & Analysis

Sensory EncountersSensory Encounters

Recreation OpportunitiesRecreation Opportunities

HikingHiking

Cross Country SkiingCross Country Skiing
Wildlife ViewingWildlife Viewing

Canoeing Canoeing 

BikingBiking

FishingFishing
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Site Inventory & Analysis

Sensory EncountersSensory Encounters

BikingBiking

FishingFishing

Prospect and Refuge: view of the lake or the prairie Prospect and Refuge: view of the lake or the prairie 
from the edge of the forest with overhead tree from the edge of the forest with overhead tree 
canopy.  canopy.  

Enclosure: thick trees and understory planting  Enclosure: thick trees and understory planting  
create dappled light and intimate spaces within create dappled light and intimate spaces within 
the forest.the forest.

Vistas: prairie vegetation offer wide open Vistas: prairie vegetation offer wide open 
views of the meadow.views of the meadow.

MomentsMoments

24%
2%

4%

2%

7%

1%

Storm Water Runoff & SlopeStorm Water Runoff & Slope

Storm Water Runoff Storm Water Runoff 

SlopeSlope
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Riparian:
Peachleaf WIllow
Longstalk Sedge 
Cattail
Pennsylvania Sedge
Reed Canary Grass
Sprengel’s Sedge

Hardwood Forest:
Linden
Bur Oak
Sugar Maple
American Elm
Red Oak
Ironwood
Prickly Ash
Red Osier Dogwood

Prairie:
Big Bluestem
Prairie Lily
Blazing Star
Black Eyed Susan
Joe Pye Weed
Pasqueflower
Bottle Gentian
Prairie Smoke

Vegetation

Epoufette Sandy 
Loam:
Sandy Loam to Loamy 
Sand to Sand, Poorly 
Drained, 0-2 % Slope

Soil Classification

Rushlake-Hangaard:
Loamy to Sand to Gravelly 
Coarse Sand, Moderately 
Well Drained, 0-3% Slope

Bluffcreek-Clearriver 
Complex: Sandy Loam to 
Sand to Coarse Sandy Loam, 
Moderately Well Drained, 
0-3% Slope



Natural Burial Landscape

Restrooms

Scatter Garden

Public Gathering Space

Parking

Views

Columbaria

Trails

Adjacent

Adjacency Matrix

Not Adjacent

Nearby

Space Interaction Matrix & Net

Minor Adjacency

Major Adjacency

Site Entry

Natural Burial 
Landscape

Columbaria

Parking

Community 
Gathering 

Space

Trails

Rest
RoomsScatter 

Garden

Views
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Performance Criteria
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Space allocation 
Performance Measure: Space allocation criteria will inform the design with 
trail systems, education opportunities, public access, improved ecosystem 
services, scatter gardens, and burial plots.  This site will have a variety of space 
allocations that will provide a meaningful experience for each user type.    

Performance Measure Source: Site layout will be informed by established 
open space standards as well as by suggestions and guidelines compiled 
through the research completed earlier in this study.  

Performance Analysis:  Using graphic diagrams, spaces will be laid out 
in scaled physical models and digital modeling.  Additionally, a criteria 
matrix will be assembled to assess the use and distribution of spaces more 
thoroughly within the site.  

Performance Judgement: Implementation of these program elements will 
increase site usage, improve ecological conditions and aesthetics, and provide 
green burial option and community green space.  

Behavioral Performance (Usage Pattern) 
Performance Measure: My site is adjacent Glendalough State Park and 
many of its visitors will also be potential visitors to my site.  Consequently, I 
will measure and evaluate user data and track visitation rates and times (how 
many users per month/year and time of day of usage).

Performance Measure Source: I will gather visitor records and park pass data 
from Glendalough State Park. 

Performance Analysis: Using visitor records and park pass sales, I will create 
graphics with which to evaluate the peak and preferred user times.  

Performance Judgement: Visual aids will assist in communicating peak 
user timetables and inform my design regarding program elements such as 
lighting, placement of plantings for seasonal interest, and views.  
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Energy Consumption 
Performance Measure: Energy Consumption is a critical part of this project.  
By asserting that traditional cemeteries are unsustainable and proposing a 
sustainable alternative, much of the success in my design will be determined 
by its environmental response and impact.

Performance Measure Source: Using ArcGIS Pro and ASLA’s SITES 2.0 
Initiative, I will measure components of the site, such as materials and 
plantings to determine stormwater runoff to help mitigate the necessity of 
irrigation.  Measurements taken from Google Earth will be used in calculating 
and comparing areas that would be subject to maintenance in a traditional 
cemetery verses the sustainable alternative proposed in this project.  
 
Performance Analysis: I will construct an analytical matrix to evaluate the 
calculations in order to determine the impact of my design choices.  
  
Performance Judgement:  The success of the sustainability aspect of my 
design will be determined by the environmental impact of the site.  Much of 
that can be correlated with energy consumption.  A sustainable alternative 
must reflect a reduction in energy and natural resource consumption. 
 

Glendalough State Park | Battle Lake, MN
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Glendalough State Park | Battle Lake, MN

Executive Summary
A variety of criteria will be used in assessing the site design’s response and 
performance.  Space allocation will inform the design and by following 
established standards and guidelines, users will have an improved experience.  
Keeping energy consumption in mind during design will help to ensure 
a successful project.  The sustainability of my site will be key to its success.  
My measuring usage patterns, I will be better able to design for the time of 
day and year that the site will be experienced.  The research showed that 
the sensory experience was fundamental in contemplative landscapes.  By 
implementing and tracking design elements that will engage the senses, I 
can measure the psychological impact of the site.    

With a growing population and increasing environmental concerns, it is 
imperative that we address the sustainability problem of cemeteries.  The 
United States does not yet face the issues of density that other countries have, 
but it is a concern that needs to be addressed and by doing so now we can 
avoid what some may be seen as extreme rules and regulations regarding 
our choices in burial processes.  While this project does not tackle the density 
issue directly, it does propose shifting design from traditional cemeteries 
to sustainable green space for communities will provide people with the 
opportunity to connect with nature.
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Design Results
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The design implemented in this thesis approached spatial allocation through 
nearly 1.5 miles of trails added that range between widths of 10’ for the main 
pathways and 4’ for the paths leading to small contemplative spaces, seating 
designed using standard dimensions and placed throughout the site to allow 
for resting, and contemplative and gathering spaces that were sized using 
landscape architecture time saver standards based on the number of people 
they are intended to accommodate.  

Behavioral performance was peaked by including Seasonal interest and 
views. While usership is reduced during winter months, there are year-
round recreation opportunities which prompted thoughtful consideration 
of placement of native plantings that provide colorful and textural seasonal 
interest.  Knowing that visitors will be utilizing the site for connection with 
nature as well as memorial and remembrance, programming was placed with 
optimal viewing opportunities in mind.  There are four distinct locations for 
prospect and refuge moments and as well as four moments that offer open 
prairie and lake vistas. 

Energy consumption performance was measured by the reduction in natural 
resources.  Using native plantings reduces the need for irrigation.  This site 
is naturally gifted with prairie plantings that endure and thrive our harsh 
winters, often dry summers, and year-round wind which is why a native-only 
plant palette is supported in this design.  For the 2.5 acres burial site alone, 
more than 65,000 gallons of water would be conserved annually verses 
irrigating a traditional lawn cemetery of the same size.  Fuel for Maintenance 
and mowing – as compared to traditional lawn or memorial park cemeteries, 
this cemetery does not require grave upkeep and mowing.  On this small 
2.5 acre natural burial site, NOT mowing saves at least 25 gallons of fuel each 
year in addition to the fuel necessary to operate vehicles for digging graves 
and placement of vaults.  Should this site have been laid out using the 
common contemporary design for cemeteries, a large portion of the 20 acres 
of hardwood forest would have been cleared to provide the pristine lawn-
like aesthetic.  The energy and resources needed to clear that acreage are 
reduced and the trees are left to provide human comfort while supporting 
the environment.  Should the 2.5 acres of natural burial on this site be used for 
conventional burial, over 3,000 plots could be laid out resulting in over 56,000 
cubic feet of concrete for vaults and over 30,000 linear feet of hardwoods for 
caskets.



735 Natural Burial Plots

800 sq. ft. of Memorial Wall

1.5 Miles of Trails

6 Contemplative Spaces
4 Prospect & Refuge Moments

4 Vista Moments

3 Water Features
6 Chapels & Gathering Spaces
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Design Concept
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This thesis design was driven by the desire to create a place of remembrance, 
contemplation, and connection with nature, to create a space that honors 
the memories of lost loved ones and allows for a transition back to nature.  
Emphasis was put on quiet places for reflection and introspection, and 
opportunities for the gatherings of communities of shared experiences.  It was 
also important to open these spaces up to be used by all people who long for 
and appreciate the restorative benefits of being in nature. 

Using the guiding principles of remembrance, sustainability, democracy, and 
contemplation as a road map, program elements were laid out to meet the 
primary functions of the site.  Overall this project marries the research on the 
history of cemetery design and design elements of contemplative spaces with 
the natural burial movement and necessity to provide usable green space 
within communities.  In order to be good stewards of the land, designers of 
future cemeteries must keep similar guiding principles in mind.    



Design Narrative Process
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Encouraged always to be sketching, I worked through many versions of each 
of the design elements to explore scale, materials, and form while keeping 
in mind the principles of remembrance, sustainability, democracy, and 
contemplation.     



Schematic Design
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This is where the research and vision come together.  Understanding of site 
opportunity and constraints meet with designer inspiration and client needs.  
At this point, the project takes off and the first renderings bring the site to life.  
Many iterations are altered and revised to come up with a plan that satisfies 
everyone involved.  Taking into account the analysis of case studies and of 
the site, program elements were mapped out, scaled, and modified until 
the master plan reflected a final layout that celebrated each of the guiding 
principles of remembrance, sustainability, democracy and contemplation.  
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Materials & Textures Palette
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These pictures were taken next door in Glendalough State Park.  The materials 
used in my design – primarily stone, wood, water and native plantings - are 
inspired by the site’s location and surrounding aesthetic.  
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Design Development
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The master plan is divided into three sections for a better understanding of 
the programming.  

The prairie section of the site is where most guests will enter by car.  After 
parking, a path leads to a large gathering plaza for community events.  
The overhead tree canopy and stone paving create this outdoor room 
with hardwood forest on one side and open prairie on the other.  Crossing 
the plaza, guests are met with views of a meadow of prairie grasses and 
wildflowers where people can scatter the ashes of those they have lost.  On 
the left, a path that runs along the forest’s edge to a chapel that may be 
used for memorial ceremonies and other special occasions.  A small plaza 
connects you to a contemplative space perched near a small pool where a 
stream emerges from the woods and flows around the scatter garden to 
the reflecting pond.  A path follows the stream from the woods towards the 
columbaria that store cremated remains.  The intimate space within the 
walls of the columbaria with dense leafy canopy provide an opportunity to 
sit in quiet reflection and remembrance.  A stone wall on the south and west 
sides of the columbaria allows for the placement of memorial plaques in 
remembrance of those who’s ashes have been scattered on site.    

From the plaza, visitors may choose to follow either of the woodland trails 
that lead into a thick hardwood forest.  Many trails meander through this 
section of the site.  Natural burial sites are located near the east side of this 
site and marked with flat memorial stones while another scatter garden will 
be located at the center.  Small contemplative spaces are located within the 
forest.  Located at the highest and lowest spots on the site, these spaces offer 
a variety of experiences, some near the stream or lily pond, some for solitude, 
some for small gathering…all immersed nature.  

The west edge of the site is marked by drop in topography, consists of 
riparian vegetation, and offers expansive views of the lake.  This part of the site 
includes water overlooks, lakeside contemplation platforms, water access via 
kayak or canoe, and scatter garden surrounded by a boardwalk that extends 
over the lake.  Gathering spaces are provided at both ends of the boardwalk 
and dock – one on the lake and the other beneath the lake overlook.          
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P1 | This view from the southeast corner P1 | This view from the southeast corner 
of the site looks across the prairie scatter of the site looks across the prairie scatter 
garden and reflecting pond.  From here garden and reflecting pond.  From here 
you can see one of the memorial walls you can see one of the memorial walls 
and sculptural artwork.  Stone pathways and sculptural artwork.  Stone pathways 
connect each of the elements that connect each of the elements that 
foster remembrance.   foster remembrance.   

P2 | The openness of the prairie affords P2 | The openness of the prairie affords 
unobstructed vistas and from the unobstructed vistas and from the 
northern end of the columbaria, this northern end of the columbaria, this 
perspective shows the large gathering perspective shows the large gathering 
plaza as well as the relationship plaza as well as the relationship 
between the chapel, scatter garden, between the chapel, scatter garden, 
and water feature.    and water feature.    
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P4 | In addition to enclosure, an P4 | In addition to enclosure, an 
important feature in achieving a state important feature in achieving a state 

of contemplation and reflection is of contemplation and reflection is 
a water feature - like the lily pond, a water feature - like the lily pond, 

stream, or lake.  Whether visitors stream, or lake.  Whether visitors 
come for remembrance or to connect come for remembrance or to connect 

with nature, these spaces offer an with nature, these spaces offer an 
opportunity to do just that.opportunity to do just that.

P3 | This is a perspective a prairie P3 | This is a perspective a prairie 
winterscape showing the scatter winterscape showing the scatter 

garden, drained water feature, and a garden, drained water feature, and a 
little sunshine.  While this region isn’t little sunshine.  While this region isn’t 
always pleasant in the winter, this site always pleasant in the winter, this site 

could offer year-round burial options as could offer year-round burial options as 
well as hiking, cross country skiing, and well as hiking, cross country skiing, and 

snowshoeing.  snowshoeing.  

P5 | Another prospect and refuge P5 | Another prospect and refuge 
moment presents itself when the trail moment presents itself when the trail 

breaks through the edge of the woods breaks through the edge of the woods 
to reveal wide open views of the lake to reveal wide open views of the lake 

that visitors can take in from these lake that visitors can take in from these lake 
overlook platforms.      overlook platforms.      

P6 | This perspective shows the P6 | This perspective shows the 
intimacy of natural burial in a woodland intimacy of natural burial in a woodland 

setting.  Replacing the concrete crypt setting.  Replacing the concrete crypt 
and metal or hardwood casket with a and metal or hardwood casket with a 

biodegradable casket or simple shroud biodegradable casket or simple shroud 
allows the body to be buried shallower.  allows the body to be buried shallower.  

Permanent memorials or markers are Permanent memorials or markers are 
minimal and blend into the natural minimal and blend into the natural 

scenery.    scenery.    
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Section B-B1 | This section shows the Section B-B1 | This section shows the 
gathering spaces at both ends of the gathering spaces at both ends of the 
boardwalk and dock – one larger space boardwalk and dock – one larger space 
located on the lake and a smaller one located on the lake and a smaller one 
tucked beneath the lake overlook.    tucked beneath the lake overlook.    

This is a detail of a prospect and This is a detail of a prospect and 
refuge moment where visitors refuge moment where visitors 
can take in views of the prairie’s can take in views of the prairie’s 
wildflower scatter garden from wildflower scatter garden from 
the edge of the woods.  The water the edge of the woods.  The water 
feature and small seating area feature and small seating area 
provide the opportunity for quiet provide the opportunity for quiet 
reflection and remembrance.reflection and remembrance.

There are several small There are several small 
contemplative spaces throughout contemplative spaces throughout 
the wooded area of the site.  Off the the wooded area of the site.  Off the 
main trail, each contemplative space main trail, each contemplative space 
has a narrow path that leads to has a narrow path that leads to 
seating on wooden deck platforms.  seating on wooden deck platforms.  
A sense of enclosure is provided A sense of enclosure is provided 
through native plantings.  through native plantings.  

Section A-A1 | This is a section of the Section A-A1 | This is a section of the 
water feature, seating areas, scatter water feature, seating areas, scatter 
garden and columbaria.  A row of garden and columbaria.  A row of 
lindens provides a visual boundary on lindens provides a visual boundary on 
the north side of this part of the site.   the north side of this part of the site.   



Planting Plans
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The plantings in this area – and throughout the site – are consistent with existing vegetation.  Prairie 
Restoration currently sells all the plants listed which are native to the area and require minimal to no 
maintenance to thrive here.

Planting in this area of the site again leans on the existing plant palette of hardwood trees and understory 
plantings.  This contemplative space, placed near the lily pond, also includes some of the cattails, grass and 
sedge that will also be found in the riparian zone of the site.

Bog Birch
Betula pumila

Red Osier Dogwood 
Cornus sericea 

Meadow Horsetail 
Equisetum pratense

Reed Canary Grass 
Phalaris arundinacea

Cattail 
Typha xbethulona

American Linden 
Tilia americana

Bur Oak 
Quercus macrocarpa

Swamp White Oak
Quercus alba

Longstalk Sedge 
Carex pendunculada

Largeflower Bellwort 
Uvularia grandiflora 

Prairie Smoke Plant 
Geum trifllorum  

Pasqueflower 
Anemone patens 

Joe Pye Weed 
Danaus plexippus

Lead Plant 
Amorpha canescens 

Prairie Violet 
Viola padatifida 

Black Eyed Susan 
Rudbeckia hirta 

Blazing Star 
Liatris aspera

Big Bluestem 
Andropogon gerardii

Bottle Gentian 
Gentiana andrewsii 

Bur Oak 
Quercus macrocarpa
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This detail shows the relationship between and materials of the seating, walkway, and columbarium.  Locally 
sourced materials reduce the environmental impact of the construction of these elements.

  

This detail highlights the materials and relationship between the edge of the plaza with the reflecting pond 
and the seating that overlooks the scatter garden. 

  



Project Conclusion
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“We mostly visit these places at times of distress or upheaval – cannot but be overcome 
by the range of emotions that occur there and nowhere else in the natural landscape 

or the spaces of the city.  Because these emotions are so powerful, and indeed basic to 
human identity, it seemed to me to be crucial to retain, and even enhance, the space of the 

cemetery in the city and the landscape.” -Ken Worpole, Last Landscapes

Contemporary cemetery design simply cannot continue to work against the environment and the 
communities they serve.  As humans become more aware of the impact their decisions have on the world 
around them, they demand better choices in all aspects of life and death.  By combining the necessities 
of sustainable burial practicess with the necessity for nature in our lives, an opportunity presents itself to 
the profession of landscape architecture.  As designers we have the challenge and obligation to create 
spaces that solve such problems and natural cemetery design with the purpose of serving the whole of a 
community may be a part of that solution.  



Appendix

88
Glendalough State Park | Battle Lake, MN

“Show me your cemeteries, and I will tell you what kind of 
people you have.” - Benjamin Franklin
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