MON-D06

The Changing Landscape of Mourning:
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Session Summary
The role of cemetery landscapes is changing. Notions of the cemetery as the dominant landscape
form for interment are being transformed as emerging societal, environmental and global
concerns become central to the conversation. This panel will discuss changing views on land use,
design, cultural, and business models at play today.
Learning Objectives
• Identify trends in cemetery design and commemoration practices in light of emerging societal,
environmental and economic concerns.
• Reimagine the role cemeteries play in our urban green space networks.
• Explore the opportunities green burial and historic cemetery rehabilitation offer as well as the
requirements for designing or reactivating these spaces.
• Examine the leadership role that landscape architects can play in this process.
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Panelists
Ricardo R. Austrich, ASLA - ricardo@halvorsondesign.com / (617) 536-0380
Ricardo Austrich, RLA, Senior Associate at Halvorson Design, has more
than 20 years of professional landscape design experience, with a focus
on planting design and historic cemetery work. His recent projects have
included master planning and design for Mount Auburn Cemetery in
Cambridge, MA; West Laurel Hill Cemetery in Philadelphia; Lakewood
Cemetery in Minneapolis, MN; Mount Hope Cemetery in Rochester, NY;
Burial Hill Cemetery in Plymouth, MA; and Hancock Cemetery in Quincy,
MA. Ricardo received a BS in Ornamental Horticulture from Cornell and MLA
from UVA. He was recently elected president of the BSLA.
Edward Bixby, II - (609) 628-2297
Ed Bixby, Board President of the Green Burial Council, is the owner and
operator of the Steelmantown Green Burial Preserve in Steelmantown,
NJ, Purissima Natural Burial Grounds in Half Moon Bay, CA, and Historic
Columbian Cemetery in Portland, OR. His extensive background in land
use and development has provided Ed with keen insight into better land
use practices and drives his passion for the natural burial movement and
the benefits it provides to the present and future generations. Ed has led
presentations on natural burial for numerous organizations and has provided
educational training for both funeral directors and cemeterians alike.
Melissa Unfred and Kermit the Dog - (512) 609-0092
Melissa Unfred, The Modern Mortician, is a licensed mortician in Texas
who focuses on death care for people and pets. She is passionate about
empowering families to care for their own dead, supporting home funerals
and natural burial options. Melissa is a member of the National Home
Funeral Alliance and the Funeral Consumers Alliance. She and her dog
Kermit are pet therapy team members with The Dog Alliance, where they
not only serve the families requesting death care services, but the larger
community as well. She is a pioneer in her field in Texas, being the first to
offer the comfort of a certified therapy dog to her client families as well as
access to aquamation and open air funeral pyres.
Craig Halvorson, FASLA - craig@halvorsondesign.com / (617) 536-0380
Craig Halvorson, Founding Principal of Halvorson Design, is nationally
known for his creativity and design brilliance in all phases of landscape
architecture, including urban park and streetscape design, historic
landscape master planning, commercial and mixed-use development,
schools and colleges, and garden design for private estates. His experience
includes master planning and design for Mount Auburn Cemetery in
Cambridge, MA; Hancock Cemetery in Quincy, MA; Lakewood Cemetery
in Minneapolis, MN; Laurel Hill Cemetery in Philadelphia, PA; Cedar Hill
Cemetery in Hartford, CT; Forest Hills Cemetery in Brookline, MA; and Burial
Hill Cemetery in Plymouth, MA.
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Discussion Overview
Part 1 - Introduction: History and Evolution of Cemetery Design
a. The journey from churchyards to garden cemeteries
i.

Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge, MA

ii. Laurel Hill / West Laurel Hill Cemetery, Philadelphia, PA
iii. Mt. Hope Cemetery, Rochester, NY
b. The 20th century: Rise of the Memorial Park and the “Denial of Death”
i.

Lakewood Cemetery, Minneapolis, MN

ii. Impact of the Civil War: Embalming changes the game
iii. Rise of Cremation Advocacy
b. Entering the New World: A growing rejection of conventional burial practices
i.

Steelmantown, Steelmantown, NJ

ii. Purissima, Half Moon Bay, CA

Part 2 - What are the Emerging Trends?
a. Increased Interest in Cremation and Green Burials
i.

Popularity of cremation overtakes entombment / burial

ii. Understanding the environmental impact of conventional interment vs green burial
b. The forces shaping these trends
i.

Overcrowding of existing cemeteries, open space needs, and resurgence of the urban core

ii. Rejection of conventional cemetery practices: from embalming to concrete liners
iii. Buying into the “Spirit of Place”
c. Growing cultural pluralism: Cremation witnessing and other rituals / regional differences
i.

Desire for a more holistic and communal approach to mourning

ii. Increased secularization, social mobility, and a desire to reconnect with the earth
iii. Role of the funeral director as event planner

Part 3 - Opportunities for Landscape Architecture Leadership
a. Reuse and retrofit of abandoned cemeteries
i.

Returning cemeteries to conservation land

b. Green burial and “hybrid” cemeteries
i.

Cemeteries as places for memory, history, and rest “in perpetuity”

ii. Seamless integration of burials in active historic cemeteries
iii. The Challenge of Memorialization: Communal Commemoration
c. Scattering gardens
d. Planning for green burial places
i.

Focus on sustainability
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Discussion Overview
Part 4 - What opportunities do green burials and historic cemetery rehabilitation offer?
a. Design for the Living: Creation of walking trails in beautiful places
b. Cemeteries and green burial grounds as cathartic places of beauty, healing and community
c. Rehabilitating and repurposing abandoned cemeteries to meet today’s demand for urban green spaces
d. Preservation and sensitive utilization of valuable open space

Part 5 - Reopening the Gates: Uncovering Role Cemeteries Play in Urban Green Space Networks
a. Cemeteries as historic green oases within the urban environment
i.

The role cemeteries play in fostering ecological diversity

b. Cemeteries as centers for culturally enriching experiences
i.

Bringing new life to urban open spaces, as places for community events or passive recreation

c. Cemeteries as public green space networks
d. Palliative role of natural landscapes in the grieving process

Part 6 - Lessons Learned
a. Green Burial Council Cemetery Certification Standards
b. Regulatory challenges for cemetery development
c. Specialized aspects of landscape architecture practice in cemeteries

Notes
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The Order of the Good Death - http://www.orderofthegooddeath.com
Articles:
Boylan, Jennifer. “What do our ashes mean to us?” New York Times. 24 Jan 2018.
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“A typical 10-acre swatch of
cemetery ground contains enough
coffin wood to construct 40 houses;
nearly 1,000 tons of casket steel;
20,000 tons of vault concrete; and
enough toxic embalming fluid to fill
a backyard swimming pool”
~ Mark Harris, Grave Matters

