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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis will examine changing trends in funerals, loss and remembrance from the mid 

1960s to 2018, on the Lower Eyre Peninsula region of South Australia. The project begins 

with a discussion of the scholarship of death, dying and remembrance within a global 

frame, together with an exploration of interpretations of current themes in this field, within 

Australia. The geographical area chosen has been selected because it has a rich history of 

settler communities, as well as being the life-long home of the researcher.  Nationally, 

some historiographical accounts have explored funerals, loss and remembrance.  While a 

few historians have acknowledged the history of cemeteries and funerals in South 

Australia, such accounts have largely centred on Adelaide and urban areas, and are almost 

entirely absent in regard to South Australia and Lower Eyre Peninsula.  The time-frame for 

the study was selected because vast changes for women were evidenced in those years, 

following the second wave of feminism.  Although the impact of such changes was slow to 

infiltrate rural areas, eventually it extended to time-honoured traditions in funerary 

procedures and rituals.  As the region to be studied is a farming area, the masculine nature 

of the rural industry has meant that any literature extant has largely neglected women’s 

roles in patriarchal economies.  Now, this project aims to redress that imbalance. The thesis 

critically examines the changes which have ensued, using oral history methodology.  

Enhancing the study are memories of local women in the region, contributing their views, 

thoughts and feelings about death, funerals and remembrance in the past. This investigation 

is a closely-focused study which not only outlines the historical changes in the field of 

funerals and remembrance, but also explores the impact of secularism; women’s move into 

the public realm; individualism; and the decline of some traditional aspects of funerals.  

The thesis argues that women’s roles, particularly in regard to funerals, play an important 

role in building and strengthening connections in rural communities, whilst acknowledging 

changing social trends in their local regions. 
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             Introduction 
“No man is an Island…any man’s death diminishes me, 

                         because I am involved in Mankind; 
      and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; 

                                 it tolls for thee.” 
 

                                  —  John Donne 
 
 

Death is the constant companion of humanity.  In all cultures and historical eras, 

caring for the dead has been a necessary human obligation, often accompanied by 

end of life remembrances and rituals being enacted to mark the loss of a loved one, 

while offering solace to the bereaved.  These traditions tend to exist in long 

established forms. Yet throughout the Western world, during the latter half of the 

twentieth century, funerals and remembrance have undergone an unprecedentedly 

rapid transformation. Why has this happened, and what are these changes? 

Moreover, have these changes been beneficial to those who grieve, allowing them 

to cope with bereavement in meaningful ways?  More particularly, how have these 

changes impacted upon the lives of Australian women — especially those in rural 

areas?  

 

The aim of this study is to discover how women’s experiences of funerals and 

remembrance on Lower Eyre Peninsula in South Australia have changed over 

recent decades.  At the same time, this research will enable readers to gain an 

understanding of how the crisis of death has impacted upon the family life of rural 

women, revealing how they have adapted to changing traditions in death, loss and 

funerals.   As part of the exploration of women’s lives in a defined rural area, the 

study has a threefold aim — first, to describe the historical changes in the area to 

be studied, in the field of funerals and remembrance.  Secondly, the study will 

explore the decline of some traditional aspects of funerals and the rising 

acceptance of secular rites. 

Epigraph: John Donne, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions (1624), ‘Meditation XV11’. 
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Thirdly, the study will investigate whether women — and society — have benefited from 

changes to the time-honoured ways of coping with death and mourning and if so, how? 

The geographical area which is the focus for the thesis - the lower Eyre Peninsula region 

of South Australia and its major city, Port Lincoln - has been selected for several reasons. 

This is an area with a rich history of both indigenous and settler communities, as well as 

being my life-long home region.  In addition, I have an extensive knowledge of funerary 

practices in the Port Lincoln area, through my many years as a funeral director.  

 Lower Eyre Peninsula is largely a rural community with a number of small towns, 

encompassing an area of 4658 square kilometres.1  In common with much of our nation’s 

early years of settlement, the history of pioneering on the peninsula has been dominated 

by its harsh environment.  When Edward John Eyre explored the region in 1839 he 

declared it had little potential for development2, yet agriculture is a major industry on the 

peninsula. The region is also a tourist mecca, with its spectacular coastline and pristine 

waters acclaimed for fishing and surfing.  

Port Lincoln, with its huge grain silo complex and magnificent harbour, was named by 

Captain Matthew Flinders in 1802, on his voyage of discovery.  Settled in 1836, the city 

now has a population of 14,500 residents. There is an impressive marina development, 

which is the base for Australia’s largest commercial fishing fleet. Modern health, 

education and business facilities serve the city, and the outlying regions. Although Port 

Lincoln is 650 kilometres by road from South Australia’s capital city, Adelaide, the area 

is well served by not only its road networks, but also its airport, which records over 

200,000 passenger movements annually.3  Whilst Port Lincoln is reputed to have the 

most millionaires per capita in Australia, there are a significant number of welfare 

recipients in the city.  This community, which dwells in a distinct landscape, is therefore 

linked closely to the wider world and is familiar with social inequalities and processes of 

change. 

1 Lower Eyre Peninsula Information Directory, Port Lincoln Times Pty. Ltd., 2013/2014, p. 71. 
2 Heritage of the Eyre Peninsula and Far West Coast, Adelaide, 1987, p. 65. 
3 Ibid, p. 71. 
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I have decided to focus this research on women’s experiences because through my 

involvement in the funeral industry, it is in women’s roles in death and funerals that I 

have noticed the most dramatic changes, across these decades. This is confirmed by the 

oral history component of the thesis. Literature on the topic of funerals and remembrance, 

encompassing rural women’s perspectives, is almost non-existent in South Australia.  

There have been some more general feminist accounts of women’s achievements since 

colonisation, such as Audrey Oldfield’s Woman Suffrage in Australia,4 detailing the 

granting of voting rights to women, with South Australia being the first state to 

implement this milestone.  Margaret Alston has written several feminist histories of 

Australian rural women’s lives and her Women on the Land, provides a detailed 

exploration of women’s lives in rural areas.5 

 

Historical accounts of Port Lincoln – the home of the researcher – are very few.  Perc 

Baillie’s Port Lincoln and District, published in 1978, richly illuminates the earlier days 

of Port Lincoln, expressing Baillie’s great affinity with the area.6 Arriving on Eyre 

Peninsula from Scotland in 1854, the Baillie family have retained their connections with 

the area ever since. While Baillie’s historical account of Port Lincoln is richly 

embellished with a vast number of photographic memories, there are unfortunately only 

fleeting references to early funerals, but one illustration depicts with somber formality the 

1922 burial of Black Fanny, a well-respected Aboriginal elder of the region.7  Although 

widely appreciated in the local community, particularly as a pictorial history, Baillie’s 

publication cannot assist with this study because of its lack of information on the chosen 

topic.  Indeed, the paucity of historical studies of this region is highlighted by there being 

only one other published work of local history — Jack Casanova’s Fading Footprints: 

Pioneers, Runs and Settlement of the Lower Eyre Peninsula.8 Jack Casanova’s vast 

historical research of the early land owners of the area gives very detailed accounts of 

farming interests and pastoral leases. This book contains detailed accounts of early 

 
4 Audrey Oldfield, Woman Suffrage in Australia, Cambridge, 1992. 
5 Margaret Alston, Women on the Land, Kensington, 1995. 
6 Perc. Baillie, Port Lincoln and Districts, Blackwood, 1978. 
7 Ibid, p. 57. 
8 Jack Casanova, Fading Footprints: Pioneers, Runs and Settlement of the Lower Eyre Peninsula, 
Adelaide, 1992. 



 4 

pastoral leases in the area, but there is only one reference to a lone gravesite. That 

account describes the deaths of two infants from diphtheria, buried in a common grave 

situated amidst thousands of acres of thick scrub some distance from Port Lincoln. Whilst 

it is a well-researched, interesting and informative work, Casanova’s book has limited 

relevance for this thesis. 

 

In the Lower Eyre Peninsula area, there are two published works on cemeteries of the 

region, but they both exclude Port Lincoln and its environs.  Gail Wiseman, a resident of 

the Lock area (a small rural town 150 kilometres north of Port Lincoln) compiled Grave 

concerns: insights and memories from the Lock Cemetery.9 Comprising thirty pages, the 

book has an alphabetical listing of those buried within the small Lock Cemetery during 

the period 1924-2004.  Whilst the writer’s intention was to provide an historical account 

of Lock’s earlier residents, its brief biographical entries give only basic information, 

resulting in a low level of interest for readers.  Subsequently, Gail Wiseman has 

published a much more comprehensive work, Bringing the Stones.10 Fascinating accounts 

of early settlers’ lives are the highlight of this book, noting their often lone graves, 

outside consecrated cemeteries in the area.  However, the region studied is the District 

Council of Elliston, which is not within the limits of this thesis. 

 

Many small towns and communities on Eyre Peninsula have established local 

genealogical committees which have published histories of their area.  These works 

usually take the form of a listing of churches, organizations and sporting clubs, but there 

is rarely any account of cemeteries.  This is a most regrettable omission from such 

compilations. Cemeteries are landscapes of memory, for it is in these hallowed sites that 

our ancestors rest, having made their vast contribution to our local history.  In recent 

years, members of the Pioneers and Descendants’ Club of Port Lincoln have somewhat 

redressed this deficiency.  Examining old burial records of the area, members of this 

group have now identified and memorialised many previously unmarked graves in the 

Port Lincoln Cemetery.11 

 
9 Gail Wiseman, Grave concerns: insights and memories from the Lock Cemetery, Lock, 2004. 
10 Gail Wiseman, Bringing the Stones, Coffin Bay, 2011. 
11 Archives of the Pioneers and Descendants’ Club of Port Lincoln. 
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While working in the funeral industry since the late 1980s, I have recognized my growing 

desire to discover more about the lives of bereaved people in my region – particularly 

women’s lives – for now it is often women who make funeral arrangements, and decide 

upon the mode of disposition of the deceased.  This is a break from the past.  Previously, 

in my region, when a death occurred in a family it was usually the male head of the 

household who made the major decisions.  

 

The emergence of the second wave of feminism in Australia in the 1970s gradually 

brought empowerment to women’s lives, although its effects were slow to infiltrate rural 

areas. Now, armed with greater knowledge of funeral options and societal expectations, 

and often financial freedom, many women are the key instigators of the funeral process 

and a telephone call from a bereaved family is, in many cases, from the woman of the 

house.  

 

My interest in loss and remembrance has evolved over the years as part of my 

professional role as a funeral director, which has allowed me the privileged position of 

being with people during their times of personal crisis. I entered the world of funerals in 

1989 when, with my husband, we created our own business — that of a funeral home. 

Yet at that time, my announcement to my family that I was entering the funeral 

profession was met with a shocked silence.  Why, my parents asked, would their daughter 

leave her long-time, socially acceptable world of secretarial practice, for a profession 

shrouded in the mysteries of the last taboo — death?  In family homes throughout the 

nation, death and dying were topics which had previously only been spoken of in hushed 
tones. For instance, in the 1960s, when the death occurred of a family member, friend or 

neighbour, children were ushered from rooms darkened by drawn blinds, so that adults 

could whisper privately about the event.  When the funeral was held, children – even 
teenagers – rarely attended and the details of the funeral itself were not discussed in the 

family home. My experience of this custom was gained first-hand, following the death of 

my brother just before my sixteenth birthday in 1964.  The funeral director (an undertaker 

back then) whom I remember in my home town in the 1960s was a tall, grim-faced man 

in an ill-fitting black suit, working from a dilapidated, dark grey building — on a street 
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which local people avoided, because of its association with death.  Yet, in just a few 

decades, the world of funerals and remembrance has changed completely.  The old 

Dickensian image of the undertaker — a fearful spectre in former times – has vanished, 

along with the gloom which had previously surrounded death, dying and the funeral 

industry. What has caused the funeral industry to undergo such sweeping changes? 

 

Some historians have found that the influence of European migration to Australia aided 

the social acceptance of new practices surrounding death.  An extensive migration 

programme had been introduced by the Chifley Government in the 1950s and was 

continued by Robert Menzies in the next decade, with thousands of ‘new Australians’ 

arriving from Europe.12 Under the Liberal-National Party coalition headed by Malcolm 

Fraser from 1975-1983, increasing multiculturalism was evidenced, with about one-third 

of Australia’s immigrants in those years arriving from Asian countries.13 Bringing 

traditions from their former homelands, the nation’s new citizens introduced different 

ways of thinking, including diversity in death rituals and practices.  Research carried out 

by Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber suggests that since World War 

Two, there has been a ‘fundamental change’ in the relationship between the individual 

and society in the West.14 For example, they point out while religious practice and belief 

once defined an individual’s societal position, this is no longer so.  Now, people have 

many cultures and traditions on which to base their beliefs.15  

 

During the 1970s and 1980s, another major cultural shift was evidenced, when the barrier 

of silence which had previously surrounded death and mourning was lifted.  This change 

ushered in a new acceptability of more open expressions of loss, grief and death.  

Australian social historian Pat Jalland believes that the media played a major role in the 

change. For instance, wide publicity was accorded to the Australian lecture tours of 

innovative death worker Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, with the Sydney Morning Herald 

 
12 John Howard, The Menzies Era, (Sydney, 2014), p. 382. 
13 Geoffrey Bolton, The Oxford History of Australia, (Melbourne, 2006), p. 255. 
14 Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of Generation Y, (2007), Mulgrave. 
15 Ibid, p. 51. 
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proclaiming in 1988 that ‘almost single-handedly, she had made death respectable’.16 In 

1969, when Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’s On Death and Dying was published, it addressed a 

subject which had largely been taboo in previous generations during the inter-war period, 

for it heralded a new era of open expressions about death and dying, removing the 

previous barrier of silence.17 Kubler-Ross also introduced her innovative ‘stages of grief’, 

claiming that the normal progression of mourning was to move gradually through a series 

of stages — beginning with the chaos of loss, and ending with acceptance, and a return to 

normal life.18 But since then, Kubler-Ross’s theory has largely been discarded. Indeed, 

Thomas Long and Thomas Lynch, in a very recent study, are strongly critical of the 

‘stages of grief’ theory, stating that there is ‘no solid evidence’ that the bereaved 

routinely work through ‘stages’ as they resume the normality of daily life.19 

 

Since the 1980s, the rising acceptance of cremation and the increasing secularization of 

funerals have transformed the way funerals are perceived and conducted, throughout the 

Western world.  Discussing trends in the United States of America, Patti Bartsche 

attributes the change to the impact of the ‘baby boomer’ generation, with their penchant 

for dispensing with tradition in favour of individualised services and products.20  In 

Australia, the influence of the baby boomers is also evident. Now, bereaved families 

often opt for more simplified rituals of remembrance, compared to the traditional 

religious rites and liturgies of the past.  Indeed, many commentators believe that since the 

end of World War Two, there has been a marked decline in religiosity throughout the 

Western world.21  

 

There seems to be general agreement that whilst attendances at many Australian churches 

have declined, spirituality is increasingly evidenced, with growth in Evangelical and 

 
16 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social and Cultural History 1840-1914, Melbourne, 2002, p. 5. 
17 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, On Death and Dying, London, 1969. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Thomas G. Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral, Louisville, Kentucky, 2013, p. 222. 
20 Patti Martin Bartsche, ‘Personalization’, in American Funeral Director, September 2013, 136:9. 
21 See Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy, New York, 1967. 
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Pentecostal denominations.22 This finding is supported by the evidence of other 

researchers.  For instance, The National Church Life Survey confirms the ‘significant 

decline’ in traditional denominations in Australia.23 Gary Bouma argues that in an 

increasingly multicultural society, religious diversity is inevitable and although some 

organized religions have noted declining numbers, spirituality is ‘not on the decline’.24  

Indeed, Gary Bouma asserts that ‘hope is an essential ingredient for the functioning of 

societies’.25  Alongside the decline in church-based funerals, celebrants now officiate at 

many funerals, instead of clergy and I became a foundation member of the Australian 

Foundation of Civil Celebrants many years ago, in response to public demand for such a 

service.  

 

Gendered roles in funerals began to change in the 1980s when Adelaide’s White Lady 

Funerals became the first national funeral company to be staffed exclusively by women.  

Since then, women funeral directors have continued to gain industry and public 

acceptance, and this has been particularly evident in my region.  Whilst in the late 1980s I 

was often referred to as ‘the funeral director’s wife’, this term has not been heard for 

many years now, and I am known only as ‘the funeral director’ with no reference to being 

anyone’s wife.  This evidences the acceptance of women in this previously male domain, 

which became a professional industry in the twentieth century.  Yet curiously, for a 

millennium, the work of caring for the dead and dying had been the work of women and 

this custom still endures in some cultures.  Kathleen Corley suggests that it is not 

surprising that women’s role in death and mourning rituals had been challenged by men 

in the twentieth century — for women had for centuries controlled the two most 

important rites of passage — those of both birth and death.26     

Currently, apart from some recent literature on the commercialization of funerals, the 

changing social trends in funerals have not been widely addressed by historians.  Phillipe 

 
22 Corney, P. ‘The decline in the Australian Protestant Church – How we got to where we are’. June 23, 
2010.  Viewed March 27, 2014.  http://petercorney.com/2010/06/23/the-decline-in-the-australian-
protestant-church-how-we-got-to-where-we-are. 
23 Media release, National Church Life Survey, 28 February 2004.  Viewed 27 March 2014. 
http://www.ncls.org.au. 
24 Gary Bouma, Australian Soul, Melbourne, 2006, p. 5.  
25 Gary Bouma, p. 5. 
26 Kathleen Corley, Maranatha – Women’s Funerary Rituals and Christian Origins. 
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Ariès’ seminal work, The Hour of our Death – a vast tome of six hundred and fifty two 

pages – is an exception.  Instigated by Ariès’ interest in cemetery visitation and piety for 

the dead, his work spans the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, with a particular 

fascination for the ‘living museums of personal biography’ found in medieval tombs 

within churches.27 Although Ariès’ book is an outstanding account, it studies only the 

large European cemeteries and therefore is outside the limitations for this thesis.  An 

earlier publication by Ariès - Western Attitudes towards Death - again explores death and 

dying through the ages.28 Yet in this much shorter work, Ariès confronts an ‘unheard-of 

phenomenon’ as centuries-old customs surrounding death were discarded in the early 

twentieth century, and death, once a familiar companion on one’s journey through life, 

became ‘shameful and forbidden’.29   

 

However, critics have pointed out deficiencies in Ariès historical analyses of changing 

attitudes to death and dying. For instance, Norbert Elias disagrees with Ariès conclusions 

about the demise of the ‘good death’, not only because he finds Ariès accounts overly 

romanticized, but also because he claims Ariès ‘writes with noticeable contempt, and 

almost aversion, of the immortality-fantasies of contemporary people, contrasting them 

bluntly with what he believes to be the traditional attitude of calm anticipation of 

death’.30  Sarah Tarlow’s criticism of Ariès’ work is unrelenting, describing his findings 

as ‘highly subjective’ with a tendency to select the ‘richest and most elaborate’ sources 

rather than the ordinary.31  These scholarly debates and reassessments are part of the 

historiography of death studies.  The researcher notes that Ariés work is subject to 

critique, but finds that it does much offer much valid information, and it is among the 

sources for this thesis.  No source, of course, can be used uncritically and without due 

recognition of other scholars’ views.  

 

 
 Minneapolis, 2010, p. 22. 
27 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981. 
28 Phillipe Ariès, Western Attitudes towards Death, Baltimore, 1974. 
29 Ibid, p. 85. 
30 Norbert Elias, The Loneliness of the Dying, (trans. E. Jephcott), Oxford, 1985, p. 36. 
31 Sarah Tarlow, Bereavement and Commemoration, Oxford, 1999, p. 8. 
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The purpose of Phillipe Ariès work was to apply the mentalities methodology of the 

Annales school to the topic of death.  It was an ambitious goal, and was perhaps destined 

to fall short of all the expectations of other historians.  However, he initiated a new topic 

and the importance of it cannot be denied.  In the Place of the Dead: Death and 

Remembrance in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe32 Bruce Gordon and Peter 

Marshall refer to ‘the pioneering (if flawed) work of P. Ariès, and go on to acknowledge 

his influence in inspiring historical scholarship such as that of David Cressy in Birth, 

Marriage, and Death: Ritual, Religion and the Life-Cycle in Tudor and Stuart England33 

and Death in the Middle Ages34, edited by Herman Braet and Werner Verbeke. 

 

The key debates in the field of historical studies of death tend to centre around 

identifying points of change in social attitudes, using mourning rituals as a means of 

delineating class lines or religious divides, and assessing the impact of massive social 

losses such as the toll of the bubonic plague in the fourteenth century.  Most published 

histories which followed on from Phillipe Ariès take up the study of the medieval or early 

modern eras.  Historians in this field often have a background in religious history.  

Decoupling histories of mourning from their traditional trappings of church ceremony 

and fixed communal standards is a challenge for contemporary historians. 

 

Approaching another aspect of death and dying, Glennys Howarth’s Last Rites has 

allowed a glimpse into the work of British funeral directors, and to all those attending a 

funeral parlour and taking part in funerals. 35   Howarth’s work is interesting reading, but 

as it only considers funeral practices within the City of London, it has minimal relevance 

for this study of Australian mourning practices.  Nevertheless, Howarth has since written 

Australian Funerals36and whilst her discussion of the effect of migration and 

multiculturalism on traditional funerals in the nation is pertinent, her study omits 

 
32 Bruce Gordon and Peter Marshall, The Place of the Dead: Death and Remembrance in Late Medieval 
and Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, 2000, ft 2., p. 1. 
33 David Cressy, Birth, Marriage, and Death: Ritual, Religion, and the Life-Cycle in Tudor and Stuart 
England, Oxford, 1999. 
34 Herman Braet and Werner Verbeke (eds), Death in the Middle Ages, Louvain, 1983. 
35 Glennys Howarth, Last Rites, Amityville, 1996 
36 Glennys Howarth, ‘Australian Funerals’, in Allan Kellehear (ed), Death and Dying in Australia, 
Melbourne, 2000. 
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accounts of mourning and remembrance in the nation’s rural areas – the focus of this 

thesis. 

 

Another British publication by Sally Cline, Lifting the Taboo: Women, Death and Dying 

has important feminist insights for this thesis, for it reveals the thoughts of more than two 

hundred women who were interviewed by Cline, in regard to death, dying and funerals.37  

Not only does Cline graphically describe gender death-care roles in earlier times, when 

washing and preparing the deceased for burial was done by women, (and funerals were 

conducted only by men) but she also has a chapter on women funeral directors in 

Britain.38  This section of her work is particularly illuminating, because it reveals that at 

the time Cline’s book was published British women entering the funeral industry were 

still largely clerical workers, or bereavement counsellors.  The important role of 

“conducting” was carried out by men, with women being told they were “too delicate” 

for lifting bodies or arranging funerals.39 Yet at this same time in Australia — 1995 —   

women were already prominent in all facets of the funeral industry — they were working 

as conductors and celebrants, owning or managing their own funeral homes — and 

rapidly gaining approval from men in the industry, and the general public. 

 

Attracting interest in 1963 for its scathing exposé of the American funeral industry, 

Jessica Mitford’s The American Way of Death, with its allegations of malpractice by 

funeral directors and vastly over-priced funerals, provoked controversy not only 

throughout the American funeral industry, but also amongst millions of consumers.40  

Following the release of Mitford’s book, funeral directors, social workers and others 

associated with the death-care industry released a flurry of publications disputing 

Mitford’s claims.  One of the most thought-provoking articles, written by Vanderlyn Pine 

and Derek Phillips, refutes Mitford’s claim of exploitation of the bereaved with over-

priced funerals. 41  Indeed, claim Pine and Phillips, funeral expenditure may in fact help 

 
37 Sally Cline, Lifting the Taboo: Women, Death and Dying, London, 1995. 
38 Ibid.  
39 Ibid, p. 116. 
40 Jessica Mitford, The American Way of Death, Harmondsworth, 1963. 
41 Vanderlyn Pine and Derek Phillips, ‘The Cost of Dying: A Sociological Analysis of Funeral 
Expenditures’, in Death and Identity, Bowie, Maryland, 1976. 
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the bereaved to cope with loss.42 For instance, in times past, religious funeral rituals 

assisted the bereaved, fulfilling an important ceremonial and social role whilst offering 

consolation.  Now, Pine and Phillips contend, with the sharp decline of formal rituals, 

paying for the cost of a funeral may itself be viewed as a secular ritual, allowing a 

bereaved family to express their respect for the deceased, whilst meeting the societal 

expectations of the local community.43 

Gary Laderman has argued that ‘Mitford’s book was a turning point in the history of 

American funerals’.44  Whilst the book portrayed the funeral director as a ‘heartless 

profiteer, confidence man and social pariah’, Laderman believes the book’s success led to 

new consumer awareness — particularly when the ‘baby boomer’ generation, with their 

buying power and individualism, began to make end-of-life decisions – a change which is 

now evident in Australian funerals.45 Reviewing Laderman’s book, Ann Bazzarone 

applauds Laderman’s portrayal of the American funeral industry, claiming that it 

provides a more ‘grounded’ approach than Jessica Mitford’s sensational account.46 

Bazzarone argues that while Laderman’s research addresses recurrent assumptions in 

previous American death studies — especially the denial of death and the exploitation of 

the vulnerable by the funeral industry (the theme of Mitford’s study) — he offers 

different conclusions, whilst skillfully weaving previous findings into a ‘much larger 

sociocultural and historic context’.47  For instance, Bazzarone commends Laderman’s 

finding that in the twentieth-century, Americans have ‘simultaneously’ been fascinated 

with death, whilst being repelled by it — citing the telling example of the release of 

Mitford’s sensational best-seller in 1963, closely followed by the widely-acclaimed 

pageantry of President John F. Kennedy’s funeral in November of that year.48  

42 Ibid, p. 432. 
43 Ibid, p. 432. 
44 Gary Laderman, Rest in Peace: A Cultural History of Death and the Funeral Home in Twentieth-Century 
America, New York, 2003, p. 119. 
45 Ibid, p.99. 
46 Ann Bazzarone, 2003, Book Review – Gary Laderman, ‘Rest in Peace: A Cultural History of Death and 
The Funeral Home in Twentieth-Century America’, Winterthur Portfolio, 2/3. Summer/Autumn 2003, 
 pp. 169-173. 
47 Ibid, p. 2. 
48 Ibid, p. 3. 
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Accounts have been written tracing the history of funerals and undertaking in Australia, 

but most have limited use as a background to this study.  For example, Leonie Liveris’ 

The Dismal Trader considers only the Perth area, during the period 1860 to 1939.49 On 

the other hand, Pat Jalland’s Australian Ways of Death reveals how Australians in the 

past came to terms with death, within the constraints and cultural perspectives of their 

own times.50  Moreover, Jalland highlights gendered differences in mortality and death 

practices – an area of interest for this thesis. An intriguing social and cultural history of 

Australia’s early history is revealed, in the period 1840 – 1918.   However, Jalland’s 

subsequent publication Changing Ways of Death in Twentieth Century Australia is an 

even more valuable resource for this thesis, for it not only builds on her previous work, 

but has a new focus on death and dying since the Second World War; the medicalisation 

of death and the rising acceptance of cremation.51 

Pat Jalland noted the scarcity of literature on this aspect of Australian history, and of the 

difficulty of establishing the framework of study in a field which lacks standard works: 

There were multiple modes of death in Australia between 1840 and 
1918, with considerable overlap and fluidity between the different 
elements, not least between the urban and rural.  In attempting to 
provide helpful models and define parameters for analysis in a 
highly complex history of Australian ways of death, it is not 
possible to explore all the local and regional variations or all the 
individual exceptions…I hope that other scholars will pursue these 
regional, religious, and class variations further.52 

The fact that ‘gendered differences in the expression of sorrow seem to have been 

common’53 is also noted.  Awareness of this is visible in much recent writing in 

Australian history, but specialist studies are not yet available, with the notable exception 

49 Leonie Liveris, The Dismal Trader, East Victoria Park, 1991. 
50 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social land Cultural History 1840-1914, Melbourne, 2002. 
51 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death in Twentieth-Century Australia, Sydney, 2006. 
52 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social and Cultural History, 1840-1918, Melbourne, 2002, p. 2. 
53 Ibid., p. 139. 
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of Joy Damousi’s The Labour of Loss: Mourning, Memory and Wartime Bereavement in 

Australia.54 

 

Within the field of Australian history, studies of death tend to cluster around the larger 

topic of military history and impact of mass casualties upon the Australian population.  

The books of Ken Inglis and Joy Damousi are the leading examples of this.  Scholarly 

articles, such as Marina Larsson’s A disenfranchised Grief: Post-war Death and 

Memorialisation in Australia after the First World War55 also take up this theme.  The 

political importance of war, in shaping national experience, elevates the experience of 

grief to a theme of historical significance.  However, such studies do not touch on the 

ubiquity of death, which affects every member of the Australian community, outside of 

war time. 

 

The development of mourning and funerary customs since the early days of Australia’s 

colonization has been documented by Graeme Griffin — a clergyman — and Des Tobin 

– a funeral director.  When their book In the Midst of Life… was first published in 1982, 

it was a standard text widely used within the funeral industry for its insightful guidance.56 

Subsequently, the publication of a revised edition in 1997 takes a more critical view of 

emerging trends which highlight individualism – one of which is arranging funerals, 

without the services of a funeral director.  Griffin and Tobin maintain that whilst it is 

possible for people to conduct funerals themselves, without the aid of a professional, 

there are many pitfalls because of the legalities surrounding death, as well as the 

emotional impact of bereavement. 

 

Similar themes are addressed by another recent Australian publication, Robert Larkins’ 

Funeral Rights.57 Larkins, a barrister by profession, is strongly critical of the 

commercialization of Australian funerals. Whilst applauding the movement in the Eastern 

 
54 Joy Damousi, The Labour of Loss: Mourning, Memory and Wartime Bereavement in Australia, 
Cambridge, 1999. 
55 Marina Larsson, ‘A Disenfranchised Grief: Post-war Death and Memorialisation in Australia after the 
First World War’, Australian Historical Studies, 2009, 40:1, pp. 79-95. 
56 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…, Melbourne, 1982 (revised edition published in 
1997).  
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states of Australia towards ‘do it yourself’ funerals, he also warns of the ponderous 

legalities for individuals attempting to arrange a funeral without the assistance of a 

funeral director, not to mention the practical logistics.  For instance, Larkins cautions, 

Australia’s extreme summer heat is not conducive to keeping deceased persons at home, 

without refrigeration, and therefore the facilities of a funeral director would need to be 

sought.58  Indeed, his conclusions are borne out in my own recent experience, when a 

bereaved client was adamant that she wished to organise a ‘do it yourself’ funeral for her 

late mother.  Whilst the client’s husband, a cabinet maker, did make a coffin (although it 

had no fittings or handles) and the client did assist with dressing her mother, all other 

aspects of the funeral, including transport of the deceased, were ‘handed over’ to the 

funeral director.59  Larkins’ research also has an area of particular interest for this study, 

because he believes that small, rural funeral businesses offer a more economical, caring 

and efficient service than their larger urban counterparts.60  Nevertheless, Larkins’ study 

mainly concerns the cost of funerals and unscrupulous funeral directors in large, 

competitive city firms – an area which is outside the bounds of this thesis. 

 

Paralleling the Australian study by Griffin and Tobin, similar teamwork combining the 

experiences of a minister of religion, Thomas Long, and funeral director Thomas Lynch, 

has resulted in the American publication of a very recent book The Good Funeral.61 

Although this study commences with a reflection upon the way Jessica Mitford’s book 

totally changed public perceptions of the funeral industry in America in the 1960s, the 

book’s content is also valuable reading for Australian funeral professionals.  For instance, 

with the cremation rate rising in America in recent years, a trend has become evident  

where the embodied presence of the deceased can be absent from funeral rituals, with the 

deceased having been hastily cremated without ceremony.  Instead, celebratory memorial 

services are held afterwards, but as the authors discuss, the human needs of the bereaved 

 
57 Robert Larkins, Funeral Rights, Camberwell, 2007. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Experience of the researcher.  See also Denise Carson, Parting Ways, Berkley 2011, for a very detailed 
account of ‘home’ or ‘do it yourself’ funerals in America, with the aid of ‘death midwives’ to guide 
families through the process. 
60 Robert Larkins. 
61 Thomas G. Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral, Louiseville, Kentucky, 2013. 
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are not met in such gatherings, which are often devoid of meaning and ritual.62 For 

example, the authors decry the sharp decline of traditional funeral processions and 

corteges, where in times past, mourners would accompany the deceased to their place of 

disposal.63 This tradition has not markedly declined in rural Australia and will be 

discussed in this thesis. 

 

Philip Bachelor — recognized as a leader in the Australian cemetery industry, produced a 

doctoral thesis in 2001 — Cemetery Visitation: The place of the cemetery in the grief 

process.64 In his research, Bachelor examined cemetery visitation as a means of coping 

with the emotional upheaval of grief, using case studies of the recently bereaved.  

However, his study has a particular focus on large city cemeteries, neglecting those in 

regional areas – an area which this thesis aims to redress.  Subsequently, Bachelor 

published Sorrow and Solace: The Social World of the Cemetery.65 This later work is 

predominantly sociological, based on a quantitative study of cemetery visitation. 

 

Studies of funerals written by professionals within the industry have a utilitarian cast, and 

give a great deal of information about the changing needs of consumers, and the 

increasing requirements for professional skills among staff.  The very presence of texts 

by writers such as Des Tobin and Thomas Lynch indicate the rise in educational 

standards for funeral directors.  These works offer detailed content, but give only a 

general survey of the wider social context. 

 

 
62 Interestingly, an online debate has ensued on this issue since the publication of Long and Lynch’s The 
Good Funeral. The authors, Long and Lynch, showcased their book in a presentation at the National 
Funeral Directors’ Association Convention in Austin, Texas in October 2013, with over 1000 funeral 
directors in attendance.  One of those was Dale Clock, owner of three funeral homes in Michigan, whose 
blog posted on 1st November 2013 (http://daletime.com/2013/11/01/thomas-lynch-does-not-speak-for-me) 
scorned the authors’ approach and their ‘desire to have things the way they were in 1969’.  According to 
Clock, individualism is now the buzzword in funeral service, and if families wish to have a back yard 
gathering ‘with a karaoke machine and a release of  balloons’ (rather than conforming to the traditional 
rites extolled by Long and Lynch) who is to say this is wrong?   
63 Ibid. 
64 Philip Bachelor, Cemetery Visitation: The place of the cemetery in the grief process, Wagga Wagga, 
2001. 
65 Philip Bachelor, Sorrow and Solace: The Social World of the Cemetery, Amityville, 2004. 

http://daletime.com/2013/11/01/thomas-lynch-does-not-speak-for-me
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Robert Nicol, a prominent South Australian historian, has written a number of erudite 

works on death, funeral customs and cemeteries within the State.  Cemeteries of South 

Australia — a survey commissioned in 1988 by the South Australian Department of 

Environment and Planning — outlines historical preservation guidelines for some of the 

State’s cemeteries.66 Yet whilst some cemeteries outside of the metropolitan area and in 

the Barossa Valley are examined, none are mentioned on Eyre Peninsula.  Subsequently, 

Nicol produced At the End of the Road, which narrates the early history of Australia’s 

first crematorium, sited at West Terrace, in Adelaide.67 From these early beginnings, and 

the later abandonment of that crematorium, the modern Centennial Park Complex at 

Pasadena in Adelaide was developed.  Fairway to Heaven, another of Nicol’s books, 

recounts the establishment of Adelaide’s Enfield Memorial Park.68  Historically, the two 

books are worthwhile reading, for they contain great detail, as well as many illustrations, 

notwithstanding their focus only on urban development. 

 

Two smaller publications by Nicol are note-worthy for this study, for they provide a 

wealth of fine detail about funerary customs in South Australia’s early days.  In 

Memoriam – The Victorian Way of Death is one.69 Not only is there a fascinating section 

on the evolution of the ‘funeral director’ from the humble ‘undertaker’ (who was in early 

days a carpenter, cabinet maker or upholsterer, with undertaking as a sideline) but also a 

vivid account of some of the elaborate funerals of Adelaide’s wealthy, with ‘their gilded 

burlesque of sorrow’.70  

 

By far the most useful of Nicol’s works, for this thesis, is This Grave and Burning 

Question, published in 2003.71 Commemorating the opening at West Terrace in Adelaide 

in 1903 of Australia’s first modern crematorium, Nicol’s work is the first detailed history 

written about the development of cremation and crematoria in Australia.  Lavishly 

illustrated, Nicol’s book has great relevance for this thesis, because it follows the rise of 

 
66 Robert Nicol, Cemeteries of South Australia: A Heritage Survey, Adelaide, 1988. 
67 Robert Nicol, At the End of the Road, St. Leonards, 1994. 
68 Robert Nicol, Fairway to Heaven, Adelaide, 1997. 
69 Robert Nicol, In Memoriam: The Victorian Way of Death, Flinders University, 1985.  
70 Ibid, p. 4. 
71 Robert Nicol, This Grave and Burning Question, Adelaide, 2003. 
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one of the twentieth century’s most amazing changes in the death-care industry — the 

gradual, but vast, acceptance of cremation as a preferred mode of disposal, often 

displacing the custom of earth burials of centuries past. 

 

Another publication which charts societal change through time is a recent work, Allan 

Kellehear’s A Social History of Dying.72 Tracing the history of death and dying through 

the centuries, Kellehear believes that in earlier times, ‘the good death’ (from the Greek 

kalos thanatos) was aspired to as a shared, community experience.73  A good death took 

place peacefully, after a long and full life.  However, intrigued by the changes in dying 

since the 1960s, Kellehear has coined a new term — ‘the shameful death’ — for he 

believes dying has become increasingly anti-social, with most of our elderly dying in 

nursing homes, socially abandoned.  The community, where each person mattered, is 

slipping away and dying is becoming a more privatised transaction. Kellehear’s study of 

death and dying is of particular interest for this thesis, because it traces social change in 

death customs since the 1960s — paralleling the time frame of this study.  

 

Whilst Kellehear’s study covers a vast period of time, Pat Jalland’s Death in the 

Victorian Family concentrates on the nineteenth century, with a vast exposition on 

mourning customs and rituals of the era.74 Although outside the time frame of this thesis, 

Jalland’s research highlights the major turning points in the history of death, with the 

decline of the Evangelical model of the ‘good death’ and the transformed experience of 

death which resulted from the trauma of the Great War.75 Moreover, Jalland reveals that 

in the late twentieth century, the association of death with old age is a change which 

began in the late Victorian period, when mortality rates began to decline, following 

advances in medical care, living standards and public health reforms.76 

 

 
72 Allan Kellehear, A Social History of Dying, Cambridge, 2007. 
73 For an interesting discussion on funerary rites preceding obsequies in ancient Rome, see J.M.C. 
Toynbee’s Death and Burial in the Roman World, 1971, pp. 43-48, Baltimore. 
74 Pat Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family, 1996. 
75 Ibid, p. 143. 
76 Ibid, p. 143. 
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Similarly, other writers maintain that death has become an isolated event, in recent 

decades, highlighting the loneliness of the dying.77 Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton 

and Ruth Webber assert that postmodern theories which define society are hallmarked by 

individualism, displacing community values which, with religious guidelines, once 

provided society’s ethical foundations.78 Similar themes are addressed by Robert Nicol in 

The Ritual of Death in Colonial South Australia, an examination of aspects of death and 

funerals in the early years of the state.79  For instance, Nicol found (as did Kellehear) that 

back in the nineteenth century, death was very much a shared experience, with family 

gathered at the bedside while community members offered any help possible.80  Thus, 

there was no sense of abandonment of the dying, compared to contemporary practices, 

where most deaths occur in hospitals, or nursing homes. 

 

Indeed, the process of the elderly entering nursing homes or retirement villages in their 

latter years has become a standard feature of Australian society, with amazement often 

expressed when a nonagenarian is still able to live independently, in their own home. Yet 

whilst families of the elderly praise the dedication and care of service providers in 

retirement institutions, some writers have pointed out that the banishing of the aged and 

infirm from community life to a retirement facility is really just a societal solution, to 

relieve families of the burden of the aged, and lessen the impact of their eventual death.  

In a society predicated upon youth, it would appear that the removal of the elderly to 

facilities where they cannot be seen and can largely be forgotten about is one way of 

dealing with the inevitable problem of ageing and eventual death.81 For example, Robert 

 
77 See also Phillipe Ariès, Western Attitudes towards Death, (trans. Patricia M. Ranum) 1974, p. 85, 
Baltimore;  Lewis Thomas, ‘Dying as Failure’, in Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, vol. 447, 1980, pp. 1-4; Norbert Elias, The Loneliness of the Dying, (trans. E. Jephcott) 1985, p. 
23, Oxford;   Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, 1989, London;   W. Lloyd Warner, ‘The 
City of the Dead’, in Robert Fulton (ed), Death and Identity, 1976, Bowie, Maryland;  Denise Carson, 
Parting Ways, 2011, Berkley, p. 5. 
78 Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of Generation Y, Mulgrave, 2007. 
79 Robert Nicol, The Ritual of Death in Colonial South Australia, Adelaide, 1992. 
80 Ibid. 
81 See also Elizabeth Hallam, Jenny Hockey and Glennys Howarth, Beyond the body: Death and social 
identity, 1999, pp. 47-48, and p. 148,  for a discussion on this theme;  also Carol Komaromy, ‘The sight and 
sound of death: The management of dead bodies in residential and nursing homes for older people’,  
Mortality, 2000, 5:3, pp. 299-315;  also Carol Komaromy, ‘Dying Spaces in Dying Places”,  in J. Hockey, 
C. Komaromy and K. Woodthorpe (eds), The Matter of Death, 2010;   Jenny Hockey, Bridget Penhale and 
David Sibley, ‘Landscapes of Loss: spaces of memory, times of bereavement’, in Ageing and Society, 
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Fulton argues that by incarcerating a family member or friend in a retirement facility, the 

eventual experience of grief, following their death, can be greatly reduced or even 

avoided altogether.82  Effluxion of time, Fulton believes, softens ‘the familial and 

friendship ties’ which bound the decedent to their family.83 Indeed, the researcher has 

observed that funeral services for many elderly retirement home residents are  small, 

private gatherings, with the resident’s passing largely unnoticed by the society of which 

they were formerly valued and respected citizens.  This is an aspect of individual 

experience which is important to contemporary history, and will in future be included in 

historical narratives and life writing.  The present field of studies speculates about the 

long-term impact of the observed social changes, but rarely are the voices of the people 

concerned ever recorded and analysed. 

 

Throughout the long nineteenth century, the industrialising, mass societies of the Western 

world maintained consistent customs of death and mourning, which are documented in 

Pat Jalland’s Death in the Victorian Family. These were based upon a combination of 

religious rites and social expectations. The Victorian way of death endured long after the 

reign of Queen Victoria, and in times of loss people rely more strongly on established 

models of behavior.  

 

The traditions of the Victorian way of death included much discourse about death. There 

were literary models, such as the death of Little Nell in Charles Dickens’ 1841 novel The 

Old Curiosity Shop, and the noble spectacle of national sacrifice, such as the 

representations of Australian deaths at Gallipoli. However, these morbid, sentimental or 

idealised images of death had little to do with peoples’ immediate experiences. Indeed, 

the public discourses around death were so far removed from ordinary life, that they 

could be termed a distancing strategy. It was not until the interwar era in Australia, after 

the massive losses of World War One, that mourning and loss began to force their way 

 
(2001), 21, pp. 739-757; Sandra E. Djivre, Elizabeth Levin, Robert J. Schinke and Elaine Porter, ‘Five 
Residents Speak: The Meaning of Living with Dying in a Long-Term Care Home’, in Death Studies, 
(2012), vol. 36, New York, pp. 487-518; Glennys Howarth, Last Rites, Amityville, 1996, p. 14. 
82 Robert Fulton, ‘The Sacred and the Secular: Attitudes of the American Public toward Death, Funerals 
and Funeral Directors’, in Robert Fulton (ed), Death and Identity (revised edition), 1976, p. 170. 
83 Ibid, p. 170. 
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into conversations which were not entirely conditioned by collective ideals and standard 

responses. The willingness of people in the contemporary era to share their varied moods 

and experiences, and to integrate these into mourning rituals, is an important cultural 

shift. 

 

An area of keen interest for this thesis is changing theories of grief, for since the 1960s, 

many theorists have entered the debate regarding ways of coping with loss.  Earlier in the 

twentieth century, the psychoanalytic works of Sigmund Freud, particularly his Mourning 

and Melancholia84 had been used extensively by pioneers in grief studies.  Mary 

Bradbury believes that Freud’s foundational work on mourning and grief has had a 

lasting influence on the formulation of grief models, and understanding reactions to 

loss.85  

 

Nigel Field and Charles Filanosky also entered this debate, arguing that previously, the 

cessation of distress symptoms seemed to be the sole indicator that grieving had been 

successfully completed.86  Yet now they have found that one of the hallmarks of moving 

through grief and loss includes a focus on personal growth, as the bereaved emerge from 

mourning with a revised sense of ‘self’ in their personal world.87  Similarly, James Gillies 

and Robert Neimeyer have investigated the reconstruction of meaning, after 

bereavement.88 Their findings indicate that a sense of purpose in life can be lost with the 

death of a loved one and the shattering of one’s ‘assumptive world’. 89 Before the 

bereaved can move on from their loss, there are three activities which must form part of 

the grieving process — making sense of the loss, finding some benefit from the loss, and 

adapting to a changed self. Only then, they maintain, can the bereaved individual be 

considered to have emerged from mourning, to continue worthwhile living. 

 

 
84 Sigmund Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, London, 2001. 
85 Mary Bradbury, ‘Freud’s Mourning and Melancholia’, Mortality, (2001), 6:2, p. 218. 
86 Nigel P. Field and Charles Filanosky, ‘Continuing Bonds, Risk Factors for Complicated Grief, and 
Adjustment to Bereavement’, Death Studies, (2010), 34:1-29. 
87 Ibid. 
88 James Gillies and Robert Neimeyer, ‘Loss, grief and the search for significance: toward a model of 
meaning reconstruction in bereavement’, in Journal of Constructivist Psychology, (2006), 19:31-65.                           
89 Ibid, p. 34. 
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Amongst many theorists, the concept of ‘continuing bonds’ has been prominent in 

emergent grief writing in the latter decades of the twentieth century, contrasting with 

Freud’s emphasis, in 1917, on the importance of severing bonds with the deceased.90 

Doris Francis, Leonie Kellaher and Georgina Neophytou are among the writers who 

assert that connections to lost loved ones are beneficial in aiding the mourning process 

and can be maintained through rituals of remembrance, particularly evidenced in 

cemetery visitation and memorialisation,91 a theme which will be explored in this thesis. 

Despite the impact of these findings, Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut are critical of 

other theorists’ work, for following their extensive research into the ‘continuing bonds’ 

concept, they have concluded that there is no sound empirical evidence to support the 

claim that continuing bonds will assist in coming to terms with bereavement.92  

 

At the same time, Jenny Hockey’s Changing Death Rituals93 notes that in recent years, 

the bereaved have become more assertive, choosing more individual ways of mourning 

and at the same time, becoming more empowered to make their own decisions, rather 

than following traditions of the past.  For instance, while many bereaved in the past 

placed cremated remains in cemeteries or columbaria, now often ashes are taken away by 

families, who choose their own rituals, or modes of placement.  This theme is an area of 

great interest to the researcher, for such a trend has become evident on Lower Eyre 

Peninsula, and will be examined in this thesis.94 

 
90 Sigmund Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, 1917, London. 
91 Doris Francis, Leonie Kellaher and Georgina Neophytou, ‘The cemetery: the evidence of continuing 
bonds’ in J. Hockey, J. Katz and N. Small (eds), Grief, Mourning and Death Ritual, Buckingham, (2001).   
92 Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut, ‘To continue or relinquish bonds: a review of consequences for the 
bereaved’ in Death Studies, (2005), 29:477-494. 
93 Jenny Hockey, Changing Death Rituals, in J. Hockey, J. Katz and N. Small (eds), Grief, Mourning and 
Death Ritual, Buckingham, 2001. 
94 For discussions on the creation of special places, or sites of memory, see Kate Rigby, ‘Tuning in to Spirit 
of Place’, in John Cameron (ed), Changing Places: Re-imagining Australia, Double Bay, New South 
Wales, 2003; Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender, Cambridge, 1994;  Peter Tonkin and Janet 
Laurence, ‘Space and Memory’, Architecture Australia, Sept/Oct 2003, 92:5, pp. 48-49;  Peter Read, 
‘Remembering Dead Places’, The Public Historian, Spring 1996, 18:2, pp. 25-40; Frank Vanclay,  in Frank 
Vanclay, Matthew Higgins and Adam Blackshaw (eds), Making Sense of Place, Canberra, 2008; Paul 
Devereux, The Sacred Place: The Ancient Origins of Holy and Mystical Sites, London, 2000; George 
Macauley Trevelyan, cited in Richard Evans, In Defence of History, London, 2000; Kate Rigby, ‘Tuning in 
to spirit of place’, in John Cameron (ed), Changing places :re-imagining Australia, Double Bay, N.S.W., 
2003, p. 108;  Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (trans. Maria Jolas), Boston, 1964;  for a discussion 
on identity construction, with women in the West now moving outside of  the spatial confines of the home, 
see Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender, Cambridge, 1994 
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One of the major themes of this thesis is the importance of preserving memories, through 

memorialisation and remembrance.  Several key works which address this topic, 

particularly in regard to changing trends in the last few decades, are pertinent.  Sacred 

Places, a masterly work by Ken Inglis, examines public monuments throughout 

Australia, revealing historical glimpses of the nation’s civic culture.95  However, the 

book’s focus is on war memorials, rather than more personal symbols of remembrance.  

Chilla Bulbeck’s The Stone Laurel: Race, Gender and Class in Australian Memorials,96 

whilst a feminist account, has only limited relevance for the background of this thesis.  

Examining memorials to Aborigines and workers as well as women, only one of the 

memorials in Bulbeck’s account marks the site of a grave.97 

 

On the other hand, Lionel Gilbert’s A Grave Look at History98 is a valuable resource, for 

it contains a fascinating account of diverse and often elaborate customs in funerary 

memorialisation, from Australia’s early colonial days.  Mourning the loss of our rich 

historical past, as cemeteries of a bygone age give way to the stark, lawned uniformity of 

memorial parks, Gilbert’s book contains many lavish illustrations of sepulchral 

monuments erected in Australia’s earlier days.   Epitaphs are a particular feature, often 

containing biographical details — a feature notably absent on most contemporary 

memorials.  For instance, Gilbert has photographed many tombstone inscriptions which 

hark back to colonial days, such as the marble memorial erected to Benjamin Ratty, who 

died in 1826 at the age of 30 years.  Intriguingly detailed, his monument extols his 

‘intrepid behaviour’ when he ‘received the wound which caused his death from a pistol 

shot’.99  On a small scale, Eric Gunton’s Memories in Stone100 is a South Australian 

study, revealing the history behind some of the memorials throughout the state, which 

denote major events and notable citizens.  Only two of the monuments commemorate 

 
95 Ken Inglis, Sacred Places, Melbourne, 2005. 
96 Chilla Bulbeck, The Stone Laurel: Race, Gender and Class in Australian Memorials, Griffith University, 
1988. 
97 Ibid, p. 5. 
98 Lionel Gilbert, A Grave Look at History, Sydney, 1980. 
99 Ibid, p. 71. 
100 Eric Gunton, Memories in Stone, Adelaide, 1984. 
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sites of bodily disposition – one soaring obelisk marks the Adelaide grave of Colonel 

William Light and the other denotes the site of a Brighton beach burial.101 

 

Of the more recent published works available on memorialisation, the most outstanding is 

an Australian study, by Paul Ashton, Paula Hamilton and Rose Searby, Places of the 

Heart.102 Even more important is this study’s exploration of memorials, over the last 

forty years – the period addressed in this thesis.  The book charts the vast changes in 

commemoration, over that time, and how it has become even more important in a modern 

world to forge links with the past, through remembrance and ritual.103  One of the book’s 

chapters covers the increasingly evident modern phenomenon of roadside memorials, 

with their stark symbolism of death on the highway – a topic which has been explored by 

other Australian writers.104  For instance, Jennifer Clark’s extensive research has found 

that the creation of a spontaneous memorial may even be an act of rebellion, audaciously 

claiming public space to make a sacred site.105 Moreover, Clark believes that the 

sanctifying of public space to create vernacular memorials allows the needs and beliefs of 

‘ordinary’ people to be met, for in the past a public memorial was only permissible to 

celebrate the life of the ‘famous and heroic’.106 Yet studies of the phenomenon reveal the 

discomfiture caused by the confronting symbolism of death markers, as the road becomes 

 
101 Ibid. 
102 Paul Ashton, Paula Hamilton and Rose Searby, Places of the Heart, Melbourne, 2012. 
103 Ibid. 
104 For more discussion on this topic, see Anna Petersson, ‘The Production of a Memorial Place: 
Materialising Expressions of Grief’, in Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway, (eds), Deathscapes, 
Burlington, 2010, p. 151;  Margaret Gibson, ‘The Death Drive’, in Jennifer Clark (ed), Roadside 
Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, pp. 164-172;  Margaret Gibson, ‘Death and 
Grief in the Landscape – Private Memorials in Public Space’, Cultural Studies Review, March 2011, 17:1, 
pp. 146-161;  Jennifer Clark and Toni Tidswell, ‘Roadside Mourning: Exposing the Grief behind Roadside 
Memorial Construction’, Grief Matters, Autumn 2010, 3:1, pp. 22-26;  Keith Suter, ‘Roadside Memorials: 
Sacred Places in a Secular Era’, Contemporary Review, Spring 2010, 292:1696, pp. 51-59; Majella 
Franzmann, ‘Highway to Heaven: the Cosmology of the Roadside Memorial’, in Jennifer Clark (ed), 
Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, pp. 173-180;   Miriam Klaassens, 
Peter D. Groote and Frank M. Vanclay, ‘Expressions of Private Mourning in Public Space: The Evolving 
Structure of Spontaneous and Permanent Roadside Memorials in the Netherlands’, in Death Studies, 2013, 
37; pp. 145-171.   
105 Jennifer Clark, ‘Your Spot – marking place with roadside memorials’, in F. Vanclay, M. Higgins and A. 
Blackshaw (eds), Making Sense of Place, Canberra, 2008, p. 165. 
106 Jennifer Clark (ed).  Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 87. 
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a traitor, transforming ‘the trusty family car into a mangled killing machine’ and 

betraying a former world of motoring pleasure.107  

 

A scholarly analysis of women’s experience of funerals and mourning, during the era of 

contemporary history, is a gap in the published literature.  It will be shown, in this thesis, 

that women’s participation in funerals has been particularly subject to change, in the post-

1960s era, and that their experiences are distinct and important.  The funeral in 

contemporary rural Australia is also a topic not covered even in detailed studies of 

regional history and sociology. 

 

There are nine chapters in this thesis and the first – Methodology: understanding the 

voices of Port Lincoln - explains how the research was undertaken.  As has been shown 

in this introductory chapter, a wide range of literary sources covering local, regional and 

national history has been consulted. The oral history component of the thesis, whilst 

never intended to be a major study, was the most suitable approach to gain insights into 

the lives of real women resident in the researcher’s area, who were willing to share their 

stories and personal experiences on death and mourning.  

 

The second chapter of this thesis, Funerals, Remembrance and Australian Society, 

commences with an overview of the history of death in Australia.  In recent years, the 

way we view death has been greatly influenced by our exposure to the media, particularly 

films and television.  Daily we see coverage of road accidents, murders and disasters – 

we are confronted with a visual display of death.  At the same time, this chapter will 

demonstrate how in the 1960s, post-war migration and the impact of feminism began to 

change the character of Australian society, influencing funeral rituals. Theories 

surrounding death and loss began to change too — discarding those suggesting the 

bereaved work through defined ‘stages’ following a loss, and the first chapter will 

conclude with an examination of some of the current thinking on loss and grief. 

 

 
107 Judith Glonek, ‘The Influence of Time and Space at Roadside Fatalities: A Theoretical Exploration of 
the Survivors’, in J. Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 
168. 
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The third chapter, The Country Way of Life – and Death, will examine the customs 

surrounding death, loss and funerals in country areas.  As will be demonstrated in this 

chapter, small rural towns in the researcher’s area still uphold funerary traditions — for 

example, walking processions to lead a cortege are customary in some towns, as is 

standing to attention on the side of the street as a funeral cortege passes by. In the city of 

Port Lincoln there is a rich maritime history, and fishing is a major industry.  Over many 

years, fishermen’s lives have been lost at sea, and this study, with a focus on gendered 

roles, will seek to understand the ways in which loss has impacted upon the wives and 

partners of lost fishermen. Gendered roles within the local funeral industry will also be 

considered in this chapter. 

 

In chapter four, Changing Venues: From Church to Chapel, I will examine another aspect 

of change since the 1960s — the increasing preference for chapels instead of church, as 

venues for funeral services.  Formerly, most funeral services were held in churches (as 

were weddings) but now a large percentage are held in chapels, often without a 

clergyperson officiating.  Small churches which were significant local landmarks - holy 

places for families to gather on Sunday - have, in many cases, been abandoned. 

 

The fifth chapter, Cemeteries as Landscapes of Memory, observes the differences in 

memorialisation in small, rural cemeteries, compared to those of Port Lincoln’s modern 

lawn cemetery.  Whilst class differences were revealed in the monuments in the pioneer 

section of Port Lincoln’s earliest cemetery, there has been a distinct movement towards 

smaller memorials, and bronze plaques, in recent years.  Cemetery memorials to women 

will be of particular interest. 

 

The choice of cremation as a mode of disposition, accompanied by a decline in traditional 

monuments in cemeteries, will be discussed in chapter six, Cremation and New Rites of 

Remembrance. Whilst some rural areas were slower to embrace the vast changes to 

practices which had endured for centuries past, cremation is now an often-preferred 

option in the researcher’s area and local women’s views will be included in this chapter.   
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The seventh chapter will examine the vast changes in mourning rituals, compared to 

those in the past.   For example, in the Victorian era, the bereaved adhered to strict 

protocol regarding the wearing of mourning dress.  Yet now, in the contemporary era, 

such guidelines have been largely abandoned.  At the same time, grief and mourning have 

moved away from the privacy of the home.  Not only has the media brought a new open 

attitude to issues of death and loss, but also social media sites such as Facebook have 

allowed grief to be shared in public and also, to give the bereaved a continuing identity, 

even after death.   Indeed, the concept of maintaining a relationship with the deceased, 

rather than conforming to an end point when the mourning period is over, is another 

significant change since the mid-twentieth century when theories of ‘continuing bonds’ 

began to emerge. Through all ages, material objects — items which belonged to the 

deceased — have been treasured by the bereaved and in contemporary society this human 

need has not diminished and this study builds on and contributes to work by other 

researchers in this field. 

 

Space, Place and Sacred Sites will be studied in chapter eight, for the scattering of 

cremated remains is often associated with the choice of a site ‘made sacred’ by bereaved 

families.  This may be a beach, a farming property, a football field or even a race track.  

Yet there are other ways to make a ‘special place’ of memory, such as roadside 

memorials marking the site of a highway death.  This phenomenon – increasingly 

evidenced over the last 25 years – also prevails in the researcher’s local area, and will be 

included in this chapter. 

 

The ninth and final chapter – Gardens of Memory and Healing  – will focus on the role of 

gardens in providing consolation and peace.  Public gardens in the Port Lincoln area will 

be examined from this aspect and also, some private havens of tranquility.  Gardens in 

the past were often gendered spaces, with women’s roles as keenly defined as they were 

at home.  For example, in my childhood during the 1960s, men did mowing, grew 

vegetables and tended orchards, while women grew flowering plants, particularly annuals 

for a colourful display.  Now, such a division has largely evaporated and in the city of 

Port Lincoln gardens have become minimalist because of time constraints and water 
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restrictions. Yet regardless of size or style, women gardeners in the researcher’s area still 

covet their private spaces and will convey their thoughts, through this chapter. 

 

This thesis finds many themes of continuity, and many themes of change, in its analysis 

of the data.  The lives and experiences of women have definitely been transformed by the 

social revolution which began in the 1960s. Funerals, religious observances, and practices 

of mourning have also been reformulated, as is discussed and explained throughout the 

thesis.  No matter how many such changes take place, death and mourning persist in their 

importance, and the need for commemoration, meaningful structures which give 

acknowledgement to mourning, and representations which commemorate the departed, 

will be shown to be of enduring importance. 

 

Through the thesis I give my analysis as a scholar in the field of social history, and I also 

add my individual observations from my own professional life as a funeral director.  I 

actively interpret the oral testimonies, and was greatly privileged to listen and learn from 

these women, who have experienced loss and mourning in the Port Lincoln community in 

the post 1960s era. 
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Chapter One  
 
Methodology: understanding the voices of Port Lincoln 
 
 
 

His historical researches, however, did not lie so much 
among books as among men; for the former are lamentably 
scanty on his favorite topics; whereas he found the old 
burghers, and still more their wives, rich in that legendary 
lore, so invaluable to true history. 
 
     - Washington Irving, Rip Van Winkle. 
 

 
 

The fundamental question which this study aimed to illuminate was how women’s 

experiences of funerals and remembrance, in a defined rural area, have changed, from the 

mid 1960s to 2018, on the Lower Eyre Peninsula region of South Australia.  That time frame 

was chosen because during those years, the second wave of feminism brought vast social 

change for women.  A review of the extant literature on the chosen research topic revealed 

that changing social trends in funerals – especially in rural areas – had not been widely 

addressed by historians.  Indeed, literature on the topic of funerals and remembrance, 

encompassing rural women’s perspectives, was almost non-existent.  

 

The study had three aims: first, to describe the historical changes in the area studied, in the 

field of funerals and remembrance.  Secondly, to explore the impact of secularism on 

traditional funerary rites; the impact of women’s move into the public realm; individualism 

and the decline of rituals.  Thirdly, to comment upon whether women – and society – have 

benefited from changes to ways of doping with death and mourning and if so, how?  The 

funeral industry – previously a male stronghold – was transformed too during the time-frame 

of the thesis, allowing women to not only voice their opinions and preferences in funeral 
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planning, but also to enter the funeral industry itself, gaining public respect and strengthening 

community bonds. 

A Participant Observer 

The role of the participant observer is a marked concern in anthropology, and also in 

sociology.  Scholarship in these disciplines has considered the benefits and drawbacks of the 

participant observer.  Respectively, these are familiarity and inside knowledge, and 

immediate cultural communication, versus a lack of objectivity and a tendency for a 

participant observer to take part in power imbalances which are integral to the communities 

studied. 

For instance, Enock Takyi, a social theorist at Oslo University, has written that: 

Notwithstanding the benefits of participant observation, the method 
also presents the researcher with a number of practical and ethical  
challenges (Iacono, Brown & Holtham, 2009;  Watts, 2010). 

` In fact, Bositis (1988 asserts ‘there may be no type of research design 
more complex, and therefore more misunderstood, than participant 
observation’ (p. 334).  One of the major challenges faced by 
participant observers is the need to combine participation in the 
activities of the people being studied with maintenance of a 
professional distance that allows adequate observation and recording 
of data (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006;  Fetterman, 1988; Zhao & Ji, 2014).1 

This issue was consciously considered by the researcher from the very first stage of the 

research.  It is, in fact, already a theme in the work of a funeral director, who must be both 

supportive of families in mourning, but also maintain an appropriate distance which respects 

their individuality and privacy. 

The researcher has always been keenly aware of her privileged position, being a funeral 

director working actively in the funeral industry since the late 1980s.  The researcher is the 

1 Enock Takyi, ‘The Challenge of Involvement and Detachment in Participation Observation’, The Qualitative 
Report, 2015, 20:6. 
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manager of the funeral business which is owned by herself and her husband.  Situated in a 

rural area near Port Lincoln, the business includes an office, chapel, and on-site crematorium. 

There are landscaped gardens and areas for memorial niche plaques, so lawn mowing and 

garden maintenance are part of the researcher’s daily activities. In addition, the researcher is 

involved in all aspects of funeral work, including the transfer of the deceased at all hours, 

mortuary preparation work, and arranging and conducting funerals, often travelling great 

distances to other country towns. Increasingly, many funerals are held outside the church so 

the researcher is often asked to act as a celebrant.   

 

Being immersed in this profession has allowed the researcher to closely observe and 

participate in all the myriad changes within the industry which have taken place during the 

period which is the focus of this thesis.  Therefore, ethnographic research was a qualitative 

research method used for this thesis, allowing the researcher to gain a deep understanding of 

other people’s values and beliefs, through participant observation.   

Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte have defined participant observation as:  

 

 the process of learning through exposure to or involvement in the 
 day-to-day or routine activities of participants in the researcher setting.2 
 

Living on-site at the funeral premises, being on twenty-four hour call, the researcher has been 

able to engage in all facets of her chosen profession. 

 

Writing on observation methods of collecting research data, DeWalt and DeWalt believe that: 

 

 The goal for design of research using participant observation as a 
 method is to develop a holistic understanding of the phenomena 
 under study that is as objective and accurate as possible. 3 
  
 

 
2 Stephen Schensul, Jean Schensul and Margaret LeCompte, Essential ethnographic methods: observations, 
interviews, and questionnaires (Book 2 in Ethnographer’s Toolkit), Walnut Creek, CA, 1999, cited on page 2, 
Barbara B. Kawulich, ‘Participant Observation as a Data Collection Method’, Forum: Qualitative Social 
Research, 2005, 6:2, Art. 43. 
3 Kathleen DeWalt and Billie DeWalt, Participant observation: a guide for fieldworkers, Walnut Creek, CA, 
2002, cited on page 3, Barbara B. Kawulich, ‘Participant Observation as a Data Collection Method’, Forum: 
Qualitative Social Research, 2005, 6:2, Art. 43. 
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Yet there are limitations involved with using participant observation as a mode of data 

collection.  For example, DeWalt and DeWalt have noted that the gender of the researcher 

can create bias: 

male and female researchers have access to different people,  
settings and bodies of knowledge…the researcher must understand 
that his/her gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class and theoretical 
approach may affect observation, analysis, and interpretation.4  

The interview process which the researcher undertook required communication and reaching 
out, but also separation and observation. 

According to Margaret Ely et al: 

A great concern of many beginning participant-observers as well as 
more seasoned researchers it that of reaching for objectivity…in 
opposition to what many budding ethnography students believe, 
observation can never be objective…5 

Objectivity is not a major concern in this research project.  Observation and description are 

the basis for the historical narrative of the thesis, and rather than an objective view of the 

women of Port Lincoln, the researcher offers a representation of their subjective experiences. 

No inter-relational problems were experienced during the interview process, which was 

planned with ethical considerations in mind. 

When Michael Angrosino, an anthropologist, was conducting interviews in a Benedictine 

monastery, he stated that his own background as a Catholic did mean that he brought pre-

conceptions to the interviews.  But he explained: 

A researcher without so much baggage (or, at least, with different 
baggage) might have elicited a more straightforward, factual account 
from the monks.  But he would not have been able to stand in the  
same interactive space, and hence would not have been able to evoke 
the same psychological interplay that characterises the search for 
personal and communal identity in the monastic community and that  

4Ibid. 
5 Margaret Ely, Margaret Anzul, Teri Freidman, Diane Garner and Ann McCormack-Steinmetz, ‘Doing 
Qualitative Research’, Circles within Circles, London, 1991, p. 53. 
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 can be evoked through a formal/stylistic analysis more efficiently  
 than through a content-based analysis of narrative ethnographic data.6 
 
The researcher can claim a similar privilege of standing in an interactive space, as the funeral 

director who has both conducted rituals of mourning, and as the scholar who visited later to 

gain women’s narratives about these events. 

  
The researcher was profoundly grateful that she was able to work as a funeral director to 

obtain her insights for this thesis, rather than being an observer outside the industry.  For 

instance, while Glennys Howarth’s Last Rites was an excellent ethnographic account of the 

work of funeral directors in East London, examining modern death rituals, Howarth herself 

was not a funeral director.7  On the other hand, the researcher – as a funeral director of long-

standing – was able to gain first-hand knowledge and insights in a field of such great change 

and diversity.  

 

Oral Sources – the Living Voice 

 

When deciding upon the methodological approach for this thesis, I decided that as well as 

using ethnographic research, an oral history component, with a small sample of local women 

sharing their stories, would be ideal.  Therefore, it was important to study the available 

literature on oral history, to ensure that optimum benefit was obtained from using such 

sources. For example, Jacqueline Zalumas, who conducted an oral history study of American 

nurses wrote “written records, even if they existed, were an inappropriate source to reflect 

the heart of the nurses’ experience with human suffering.”8  Zalumas’ words resonated 

strongly with the researcher, who felt that only oral testimonies could capture the experiences 

of mourning and remembrance for women whose lives were not part of institutional history.  

 

Qualitative research methods were chosen for the study and involved the use of semi-

structured oral history interviews.  Narrative analysis was used to compare themes gleaned 

 
6 Michael V. Angrosino, ‘Chapter 2: Disclosure and Interaction in a Monastery,’ in Lynne Hume and Jane 
Mulcock (eds), Anthropologists in the Field: Cases in Participant Observation, New York, 2004, p. 31. 
7 Glennys Howarth, Last Rites: The Work of the Modern Funeral Director, Amityville, 1996. 
8 Jacqueline Zalumas, Caring in Crisis: An Oral History of Critical Care Nursing, Philadelphia, 2017, p. 215. 
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from the interviews and these reflections were interwoven throughout the thesis, not only 

giving women a place in local history, but adding interest, authenticity and academic rigour 

to the research findings.  Works of historical methodology were also essential to the structure 

of this thesis.  Here, there is a very well-developed field of published texts, schools of 

thought, and also critiques of established theories. General texts such as John Tosh’s The 

Pursuit of History have been influential in research for this thesis, particularly his chapter on 

oral testimony and the value of personal reminiscences in presenting an authentic account of 

lived human experience.9 

 

Sampling technique 

It was decided from the outset that purposive sampling (also known as purposeful sampling)  

techniques would be used to obtain data for the thesis.  Harsh Suri has drawn on Michael 

Patton’s work as an authoritative voice on purposeful sampling to describe the method: 

 

The logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting 
information-rich cases for study in depth.  Information-rich cases 
are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of 
central importance to the purpose of the inquiry, thus the term 
purposeful sampling.  Studying information-rich cases yields 
insights and in-depth understanding rather than empirical  
generalisations.  (emphasis in original).10 

 
In accordance with Patton’s findings, the researcher decided that the technique of purposive 

sampling was ideal for the research for this thesis, because the researcher believed that the 

women approached to participate in the project were ‘information-rich’ in their lived 

experiences of death, loss and mourning. 

 
 

It was never intended that the interviews would form a major part of the research and there 

were no plans to canvass widely to attract participants.  The researcher decided that only a 

very small number of women would be asked whether they wished to participate in the 

 
9 John Tosh, ‘History by word of mouth’, The Pursuit of History, 3rd edn, Harlow, 2002, pp. 295-320. 
10 M. Patton, ‘Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd edn), Thousand Oaks, CA, 2002, p. 230, cited 
in Harsh Suri, ‘Purposeful Sampling in Qualitative Research Synthesis, Qualitative Research Journal,11:2, 
2011, p. 65. 
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research project.  The interviews and insights gleaned from five women were included in the 

thesis only to add richness to the study and contribute to a better understanding of the 

theoretical framework, for as Dolores C. Tongco has explained: 

 

 The purposive sampling technique…is a non-random technique 
 that does not need underlying theories or a set number of informants. 
 …the researcher decides what needs to be known and sets out to find 
 people who can and are willing to provide the information by virtue of 
 knowledge or experience.11 
 

The researcher was fully aware that sampling enables inferences to be made about a specific 

population – in this case, the women of Port Lincoln.  She also acknowledged that a larger 

sample would be more representative of a population.  Therefore, it is accepted that the data 

obtained from the small number of interviewees cannot be interpreted as being a 

generalisation of the experiences of all women in Port Lincoln.  Again, Dolores C. Tongco 

asserts ‘in purposive sampling, interpretation of results is limited to the population under 

study’.12 

 

The researcher fully accepts that there can be problems associated with the selection of a 

small sample size.   

   
 For instance, as Saul McLeod attests, ‘sample bias’ can occur, in that the small sample size 

does not reflect the characteristics of a target population.13  McLeod further states  that while 

‘volunteer sampling’ using a small sample size may lead to bias, this sampling method is still 

‘ethical if it leads to informed consent’.14 As all the researcher’s interviewees received all the 

required ethical considerations and information prior to the interviews, the study conforms 

with those requirements.   

 
11 Dolores C. Tongco, “Purposive Sampling as a Tool for Informant Selection”, Ethnobotany Research and 
Applications 5, 2007, pp. 147-158. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Saul McLeod, ‘Sampling Methods’, Simply Psychology, 2019, pp. 1-5, 
 https:/www.simply psychology.org.sampling.html 
14 Ibid. 
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Dismissing grand institutions and privileged individuals, the focus of the thesis was on the 

lives of ordinary women.15  In the earlier decades of the twentieth century, historians tended 

to focus on ‘the lives of social elites’ and as Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts and Ruth 

Thompson found, such historical accounts were largely written about men. 16    As Sugandha 

Agarwal asserts: 

Historically, knowledge creation has been guided by the male 
epistemological stance…even when women were recognised in  
history, it was as notable exceptions; the everyday lives of women 
were completely obscured.17 

Now, the focus of historical accounts has broadened, giving people from all levels of society 

a place in history. Interdisciplinary works such as Reinharz’s Feminist Methods in Social 

Research were also relevant to research for the thesis, with Reinharz applauding the 

importance of women’s oral history because it not only gives a ‘voice’ to women’s 

experiences, but develops a ‘previously denied sense of continuity’.18 At the same time, 

Bettina Aptheker has emphasised the importance of a feminist methodology based on 

ordinary women’s lives; recognising the value of women’s daily experiences and their ‘ways 

of knowing’.19  

Through the centuries, the oral tradition of handing down narratives and accounts of people 

and events in the past through families was a way of preserving memories.  As John Tosh 

has stated, this ‘history by word of mouth’ still exists in some countries where literacy does 

not predominate, such as in some African regions.20 Even today, many families have stories 

or precious recollections of their forebears which are not in a written form, but are passed on 

to others by word of mouth.   Alessandro Portelli too has commented: 

15 See Olivier Zunz, Reliving the Past, the Worlds of Social History, Chapel Hill, 1985 for a discussion on this 
theme;  also Mary Maynard, ‘Methods, Practice and Epistemology: The Debate about Feminism and 
Research’, in Mary Maynard and June Purvis (eds), Researching Women’s Lives from a Feminist Perspective, 
London, 2008, p. 18 –Maynard  maintains that there is no one methodological approach which is specific to 
feminism, but rather a number of various positions, and viewpoints. 
16 Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts and Ruth Thompson, Oral History, Sydney, 1988, p. 28. 
17 Sugandha Agarwal, ‘Re-Writing History: Oral History as a Feminist Methodology’, Canadian 
Communication Association (CCA) Annual Conference 2019, Simon Fraser University, Canada. 
18 Shulamit Reinharz, Feminist Methods in Social Research, New York, 1992, p. 126. 
19 Bettina Aptheker, Tapestries of Life: Women’s Work, Women’s Consciousness, and the Meaning of Daily 
Experience, cited in Shulamit Reinharz, Feminist Methods in Social Research, New York, 
 1992, p. 216. 
20 John Tosh, In Pursuit of History, John Tosh, 3rd edn, Harlow, 2002. 
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 To tell a story is to take arms against the threat of time, 
            to resist time, or to harness time.  The telling of a story 
 preserves the teller from oblivion; the story builds the 
 identity of the teller and the legacy which he or she leaves 
 for the future.21 
 
Over the period of time which the research for this thesis draws upon, there has been a 

growing interest in the use of oral history as a recognised method of research.  Paula Hamilton 

has noted that it was during the 1960s and 1970s that oral history rose from being an 

antiquarian pursuit to a scholarly way of investigating the lives of those previously ‘hidden 

from history’ - the disadvantaged, or ‘ordinary’ people.22   Yet the new social history was 

slow to gain acceptance with some academic historians, who were concerned about the 

reliability or ‘truthfulness’ of oral sources, compared to the traditional written texts. Some 

criticisms of the oral history method have continued, largely surrounding the subjective 

nature of oral sources and the possibility of distortion of verbal accounts. For instance, as 

John Tosh asserts: 

 It is naïve to suppose that the [oral] testimony represents a pure 
 distillation of past experience, for in an interview each party is 
 affected by the other…the end-product is conditioned both by 
 the historian’s social position vis-à-vis the informant and by the 
 terms in which he or she has learnt to analyse the past and which 
 may well be communicated to the informant…historians must accept 

responsibility for their share in creating new evidence.23 
 

Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts and Ruth Thomson refute claims that oral sources are less 

reliable than written archival accounts, for as they assert, many written sources are based on 

oral accounts and at the same time, oral history is inherently subjective in nature.24 They 

argue that while the potential for distortion cannot be ignored, problems affecting accuracy 

can also be found in documentary evidence, or secondary sources. Narratives, or stories, are 

 
21 Allesandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and other stories: form and meaning in oral history, State 
University of New York, Albany, N.Y., 1991, p. 59. 
22 Paula Hamilton, ‘Oral History’, In G. Davison, J. Hirst and S. McIntyre (eds), The Oxford Companion to 
Australian History, 2001, p. 486. Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 
23 John Tosh, The Pursuit of History, 3rd edn, Harlow, p. 303. 
24 Louise Douglas, Alan Roberts and Ruth Thomson, Oral History Handbook, North Sydney, 1988, pp. 21-22.  
See also Ann Curthoys and Ann McGrath, How to write history that people want to read, Sydney, 2009, p. 
92; John Tosh, The Pursuit of History (4th edn), 2006, Harlow, England, pp. 318-320, and Kathleen Gilbert, 
‘Taking a narrative approach to grief research: finding meaning in stories’, in Death Studies,  2002, 26:pp. 
223-239. 
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the hallmark of oral historical sources and their interpretation can vary in the translation.  

Allesandro Portelli explains: 

 

 An informant may recount in a few words experiences which 
 lasted a long time, or dwell at length on brief episodes.  These 
 oscillations are significant…dwelling on an episode may be a 
 way of stressing its importance, but also a strategy to distract 
 attentions from other, more delicate points.25  
 
Paul Thompson believes that notwithstanding difficulties, ‘the living humanity’ of oral 

sources provides information from the past which is quite unique, despite the many hours 

necessary for arranging and conducting interviews and the transcription of recordings. 26 

Overall, as James Gillies and Robert Neimeyer affirm, the narrative approach to gaining 

insights into private lives, using personal interviews, offers a rich source of history, for 

‘meaning is embedded in our life stories’.27   

 

Oral history is now widely used as a primary method of inquiry, as scholars have gained a 

new awareness of the pivotal role of memory in adding to the diversity of historical 

knowledge.28  Moreover, as John Tosh has observed: 

 

oral history promises a sense of place and community 
accessible to ordinary people, while at the same time 
illuminating broader features of social history.’29 
 

 
Communication between the researcher and interview participants is explicitly discussed in 

most references to the use of oral history.  It is significant to methodology, as oral history is 

a form of historical enquiry where the researcher takes an active role in creating their primary 

sources.  In her analysis of oral history as a means of making representations of women’s 

 
25 Allesandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and other stories: form and meaning in oral history, State 
University of New York, Albany, N.Y., 1991, p. 49. 
26 Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past, Oxford, 2000, p. 172. 
27 James Gillies and Robert Neimeyer, ‘Loss, Grief and the search for significance: Toward a model of 
meaning reconstruction in bereavement’, Journal of Constructivist Psychology, 2006, 19, p. 38. 
28 Ibid. 
29 John Tosh, In Pursuit of History, John Tosh, 3rd edn, Harlow, 2002, p. 301. 
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lives, Australian historian Paula Hamilton asserts that because oral testimony has largely 

been treated as evidence: 

 

there has been little attention paid to it as a verbal construct  
which calls for attention to linguistic and generic conventions.  
Nor have historians raised issues relating to self-dramatisation 
and performance which may be central to the invention of the 
particular self in the oral form…there is another significant 
difference between written autobiography and the interview: 
the presence of the historian who is both audience, records and 
active participant in the event.30 

 

In the researcher’s professional role as a funeral director, communication in all forms is 

paramount and the researcher daily speaks with people of all societal levels in her 

professional role. Whilst vast changes which have taken place in the funeral industry, no 

technological innovation can replace the face-to-face communication which is paramount 

when one is entrusted with a loved one’s funeral arrangements.   

 

When meeting with a family who have suffered a loss, the future success of the whole funeral 

depends upon the arrangement meeting.   All senses are fully employed in ascertaining the 

client’s needs and words spoken – or unspoken – must be listened to carefully and 

understood.  Therefore, knowing the importance of verbal interaction, oral history interviews 

had great appeal for me and I looked forward eagerly to meeting with the women who had 

agreed to participate in my project.  At the same time, I was mindful of maintaining both a 

supportive attitude and an appropriate professional distance, in conducting the interviews for 

the study. 

 

Interviews 

 
The methodology used to conduct the qualitative study encompassed semi-structured 

interviews (see Appendix A for a list of key questions). While this list was not adhered to 

rigidly, it provided a general coverage of the issues to be explored. Importantly, as Valerie 

Yow asserts, the use of in-depth interviews allows the person being interviewed to give their 

 
30 Paula Hamilton, Inventing the Self: Oral History as Autobiography, Hecate 16,1/2, 1990. 
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own interpretation of meanings to the matters being discussed, thereby generating new 

hypotheses.31  Five local women, from different backgrounds, were recruited as participants 

in the study and were given pseudonyms chosen by the researcher – see Table 1 overleaf.  In 

the interview transcriptions, when a partner or spouse of the interviewees was mentioned, he 

was also given a pseudonym which had again been chosen by the researcher.  

Participant backgrounds are shown in the table overleaf: 

31 Valerie Yow, Recording Oral History, Walnut Creek, 2005, p. 5. 
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Table 1 Background Information of Participants___________________________ 

Name 

(pseudonym) 

Age Occupation 

(now retired) 

Years of 

residence in 

local area 

Interests and 

hobbies 

Emily 84 School teacher 40 Gardening; 

music; church 

activities 

Debra 70 Business 

proprietor 

70 Travel; family 

activities; 

gardening 

Sarah 64 Secretary 30 Gardening; 

caring for two 

Maltese 

terriers 

Denise 62 Business 

Proprietor 

40 Travel; music 

and choir 

involvement 

Christine 61 Farmer 61 Travel; local 

civic affairs 

The women chosen to participate in the interviews were people whom the researcher knew 

in the community, although not closely.  Because the women came from varied backgrounds, 

I approached them because I believed they would have informative stories to share, which 

would add richness to the research material.  In the initial canvassing period, only one woman 

who was approached declined to take part in the interviews, while the other five who were 

sent an initial letter, eagerly accepted the invitation to participate. 
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Emily – the oldest of the women interviewed – was a lady I had known for many years, 

through her membership of the local garden club to which I had once belonged.  She also had 

great musical talent and often played the organ at church funerals.  Indeed, church attendance 

was an important part of her life and she had retained a strong Catholic faith throughout her 

life. Although elderly, she was extremely active and independent and had a spirited manner 

which belied her 84 years.  She was a keen photographer and bird watcher, travelled often 

and maintained a large home and garden without extra help.  Moreover, she had a very bright 

and outgoing personality and enjoyed all social activities in the community.  She had been 

married – and widowed – three times and had a wide experience of living in various states of 

Australia. 

I had known Debra was for many years, as I had conducted funerals for her late mother and 

also her husband.  In earlier years, before her husband became ill with a terminal condition, 

they had owned a large retail business in Port Lincoln, and they were prominent in local 

affairs.  Debra was very family-oriented and looked forward to weekends when her family 

(who lived nearby) visited her.  Debra, who had been married in the 1960s in the Anglican 

Church in Port Lincoln, still retained a strong religious faith, although she was not a regular 

church attendee. Debra had adapted well to her life as a widow and was adamant that she 

would not be seeking another partner.  She regularly travelled alone for holidays or visiting 

other family members interstate or overseas, as one of her daughters lived in Germany.  Many 

of Debra’s family were accomplished musicians and she was very proud of their successes. 

Sarah was not an outgoing person and preferred her own company, along with her two dogs. 

I had first met Sarah at a funeral I had been conducting.  We started talking after the funeral 

(as funerals in rural areas can be very social occasions) and we quickly established a rapport, 

mainly through our love of gardening.  Sarah had been married many years ago, when she 

had lived in Sydney, but that marriage had failed and she had no children, or close relatives.   

She had held a number of executive positions in Sydney, before moving to Port Lincoln with 

a younger man she had met, who had come from Eyre Peninsula.  After being with him for 

about ten years, he died from an infectious disease acquired during an overseas holiday and 

Sarah was resigned to a life alone now, with her memories and told me that she would never 
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find another man who could replace her partner.  Sarah did not have any religious beliefs. I 

expected Sarah to have some apprehension about taking part in the interviews, as she now 

lived a very quiet and private life, but I was pleased when she readily agreed and she seemed 

to look forward to my visits.  

Denise was a woman I had met through family connections, for I had known her late husband 

and also her other family members.  She was not born in Port Lincoln, but had come to the 

area as a young school teacher, met her husband and then stayed in the area permanently. She 

had a great love of singing and I had been to performances where she had conducted a local 

choir.  Upon her retirement from teaching, she had more time to enjoy her hobbies of 

travelling and music. Denise did not have a strong religious faith, although she described 

herself as a very ‘spiritual’ person and spoke of the sense of holiness she felt when present 

in churches or sacred places.  Denise was an excellent communicator and very outgoing and 

she was keen to participate in my project.  She had recently moved from a large home where 

she had previously lived with her late husband and was very proud of her immaculate, 

modern home unit in Port Lincoln.  Denise had not had a partner since her husband’s death 

and indicated that she was content with her single lifestyle. 

Christine was still active in civic affairs when I asked her whether she would participate. 

Having seen her in her public role, I felt she would be ideal for my research project as she 

had excellent communication skills. I had always known of Christine’s family, as her 

husband’s grandparents had been pioneering farmers in the Port Lincoln area, although I had 

never known them closely.  I had remembered hearing of the death of Christine’s husband 

from cancer some years ago after a long illness.  He had been a farmer too on the family 

property and Christine had worked with him.  Later, Christine moved from the farm and into 

Port Lincoln where she established a home and garden.  Whilst Christine’s husband’s funeral 

had been held in a church, Christine did not now have any religious affiliations.  She had 

always been involved in community activities and sporting associations during her earlier 

married life and in Port Lincoln, her leadership skills came to the fore in her prominent 

position the Port Lincoln City Council.  Several years ago, Christine had met a local man 
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who was also involved in civic affairs. They had been together since then, and later (after the 

research for this thesis was completed) they were married in Port Lincoln.  

Potential participants were sent information explaining the rationale of the study, 

emphasising their right to terminate their participation at any time. When they signified their 

willingness to take part, they were sent further explanations and a list of interview questions, 

before signing a consent form.  

Prior to commencing the interviews, the researcher obtained the required ethical approval 

from the university (Ethics Approval Number 2014/095). To minimise any risks for the 

interviewees, it was important to establish a friendly relationship with the participants, so 

that they would not feel threatened in any way by the interview process.  The potential 

participants were initially sent a letter, advising them of the research and what it entailed, to 

gauge their level of interest.  They were advised in that letter that they would be contacted 

by telephone in a week’s time to see if they would like to take part.  At the time of the 

telephone call, the participants could either agree to participate or decline.  If their response 

was favourable, they were sent an information sheet with details of the study and a list of 

interview topics. 

Once the participant’s approval to take part in the project had been obtained, the researcher 

called at the participant’s home to have a consent form signed.  The form stated that the 

participant had the right to terminate their participation at any time. I then contacted each 

participant and made an appointment to come to their home, to conduct the interview. Upon 

arriving at a participant’s home, I was invited inside and a general discussion took place.  I 

spoke of my research and asked the participant about their daily life, routines and interests. 

During this time the interviewee visibly became more at ease and I had an opportunity to 

establish priorities and focus. 

The interviews consisted of open-ended questions and all the women interviewed spoke 

freely of their experiences when faced with loss, grief and re-adjustment to society. Whilst 

there was a set list of questions to ask each participant, every response was different.  For 
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instance, an older participant such as Emily (84 years) responded differently than the other 

participants to the question about her early experiences with funerals.  In accordance with 

the customs of her era, as a young person she would have had limited exposure to funerals, 

because even in the 1960s it was not customary for children to attend funerals. Yet the 

reflections of an older person were invaluable, for as Gottschalk has found: 

 

 An individual with long experience in life is an important source 
 material or valuable document itself in the areas of his life experience. 
 Its preservation is possible only through oral history. 
 

In contrast, the younger interviewees described making independent decisions about 

mourning practices, as part of the change to individualized and secular rites.  This is 

analysed at large throughout the thesis. 

 

The researcher was aware, before commencing the interviews, of the intimacy of the 

interview setting.  For instance, it would be highly unlikely that there would be another 

person in the room, when the researcher sat with the participant to conduct the interview.  

Therefore, it was essential to establish clear communication with each participant, so that 

only the participant’s ‘voice’ was heard, rather than allowing any influences from the 

researcher to intervene in the interview setting, ensuring that the ‘truthfulness’ of the oral 

sources was maintained. As Joan Sangster has cautioned: 

 

 In order to understand the formation of women’s gendered 
 consciousness and memory, however, we must also acknowledge 
 our own influence on the shape of the interview32. 
 
Donald Ritchie’s Doing Oral History provides guidance in conducting interviews whilst 

outlining possible pitfalls.33 For instance, Ritchie states ‘oral history can be unconvincing’, 

with interviewees either not being able to remember incidents in their past, or telling a story 

which they have tailored to suit their public image.34   

 
32 Joan Sangster, ‘Telling our stories: feminist debates and the use of oral history’,  
Women’s History Review, 1994, 3:1, p. 10. 
33 Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History, New York, 2003. 
34 Ibid, p. 117.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
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Yet as Allesandro Portelli has found: 

 

 While the perception of an account as “true” is relevant as much 
 to legend as to personal experience and historical memory, there 
 are no formal oral genres specifically destined to transmit  
 historical information.35 
 
Susan Armitage, who writes histories of American women’s lives, has suggested that 

methods to contain the influence of the interviewer be considered in the first steps of 

research in this field: 

 

 Assessment of the honesty of the answer requires a great deal 
 of the interviewer, because she must consider personal factors, 
 such as whether she was successful in establishing an open and 
 honest relationship with the narrator.  It is also true that 
 interviewers can ‘lead’ narrators and encourage them to say 
 at least some of the things the interviewers most want to hear. 
 Much of this bias is completely unconscious. 36 
 
Continuing her discussion, Susan Armitage mentions peer review of oral interview materials, 

and also group interviews, as ways of addressing the problem of bias, but these steps were 

not suitable for this research project, which relied upon individual and confidential 

communication.  The researcher took a structured approach to the project, where all of the 

interview participants were asked identical questions, and the interviewer did not either 

challenge or affirm their responses.  The tone of the interviews was empathetic and the stance 

which the researcher adopted was one of expressing interest and acceptance of everything 

which the participants said. 

 

During the interviews, there was no discussion about the larger issues of funerals in history.  

The researcher was known to the interview participants as a funeral director, rather than as a 

source of scholarship on this topic.  This was favourable to the elimination of distortion and 

 
35 Allesandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and other stories: form and meaning in oral history, State 
University of New York, Albany, N.Y., 1991, p. 49. 
36 Susan H. Armitage, ‘The Next Step’, in Susan H. Armitage, Patricia Hart and Karen Weathemon (eds), in 
Women’s Oral History: The Frontiers Reader, Lincoln, NE, 2002, pp. 70-71. 
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distractions   The researcher was thus able to create a space where these women of Port 

Lincoln were able to put their emotions into words, and their words into the public scholarly 

record.  The only value promoted by the researcher was the importance of women’s 

experiences of funerals in late twentieth century Australia.  Stating this allowed the interview 

participants to feel that their memories were significant. 

 

The interviewees were able to both answer the set questions directly, and to elaborate on their 

own divergent experiences.  It will be shown, in this thesis, how rich and varied are the ways 

of remembering the dead.  The interview participants were sufficiently confident to speak of 

topics such as hearing voices from the past, being resentful of some clergy and very 

impressed by others, and trying to maintain memory through familiar objects and gardens.  

The presence of these topics in the interviews shows that the approach of the researcher 

allowed significant space for self-expression on topics which can be considered out-of-

bounds in most social communication.  The interviews, therefore, were conducted with 

attention to how the forms of communication shape the content of the primary source 

material. 

 

All interviews were conducted with Anglo-Australian, middle-class women of Port Lincoln. 

The interview participants were known to the researcher – not as friends, but as acquaintances 

– and the researcher believed that the women chosen were articulate and would be able to 

speak with honesty on the topics chosen for discussion.  At the same time, the interviews 

gave the informants a chance to describe and assess their own experiences of mourning.  The 

researcher began this project with a sense of the importance of change in funeral customs, 

but only a limited understanding of how profound these changes might be, and how they 

affected women, in particular.  Indigenous or ethnic communities were not included in this 

project, but would indeed be a fascinating field for future researchers.  Another important 

area of study which has not been included in this thesis encompasses funerary rites for the 

disadvantaged members of society, who cannot afford to pay for funeral costs and whose 

bodily disposal must be Government-funded. 
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Before deciding upon how the interviews would be recorded, the researcher obtained one of 

the most comprehensive guides on oral history - Beth Robertson’s Oral History Handbook.37 

Widely acclaimed as the definitive guide for those embarking on oral history projects, 

Robertson’s book not only covers interviewing and transcription, but also offers over thirty 

pages of advice on selection of recording equipment.  Since the first edition of the book was 

published in 1983 by the South Australian Branch of the Oral History Association of 

Australia, when analogue recording systems were standard, Robertson now provides a wealth 

of information on digital technology, for recording and transcription.38  

 

After reviewing various types of recording equipment, the researcher decided to use a small 

audio cassette recording machine. This proved to be very successful. Not only was the 

machine simple to use but it was also unobtrusive.  Before commencing to record an 

interview, the researcher advised each participant when the machine would be switched on 

and they all appeared to be at ease with such a simple, everyday device. The audiotaped 

interviews were later transcribed onto a computer, using a transcription machine controlled 

with a foot pedal.  Although computer technology has brought innovations in transcription 

devices, the old method of using the foot pedal machine was one which the researcher had 

used easily and successfully many years ago in a secretarial role and it proved to be simple 

and effective in transcribing the interview data. 

 

Before commencing the interview segment of the thesis, the researcher obtained a log book 

and diary to maintain and record the progress of the research project.  For instance, entries 

were made to record the dates when the interviews were held; the dates when the participants 

responded and when the transcripts were sent to participants to check.  Entries were also 

made regarding any follow-up interviews and for final letters of thanks which were sent to 

all participants.   

 

 
37 Beth Robertson, Oral History Handbook, Unley, 2010.  See also Valerie Yow, Recording Oral History, pp. 
5-15, for a discussion on the role of narratives in oral history, and the changing perspectives since the late 
1960s which gave oral history a new prominence, directed at the lives of ordinary people. 
38 Ibid. 
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Once all the interview material had been transcribed, the draft transcripts were posted to each 

participant with a covering letter, asking them to check through carefully to see if any 

changes were needed.  This was an important stage, for there was always a possibility that 

some question (or answer) during the interview may have been incorrectly stated, or 

misinterpreted.  Because oral history relies on memory, there was a possibility that the 

participant may have given answer to a question which they thought was correct at the time.  

There was also the possibility that the participant may have divulged some information 

during the interview which was regretted later and wished to have deleted from the transcript.  

 

When the participants returned the transcripts, there was only one where a small change was 

needed and that pertained to a specific date.  The researcher then went through each 

transcript, identifying key themes, similarities and differences between each participant’s 

account.  Careful comparison between the accounts allowed the emergence of core and sub-

categories, from which key themes and issues were revealed.  Editing was minimal, mainly 

to remove unnecessary expressions such as “ah” or “um” and pseudonyms were used for each 

participant.  Subsequently, the rich data obtained, using the voices of local women, was 

interwoven throughout this thesis. 

 

In the months after the completion of the interviews, the researcher reflected upon the 

interviews and the women who had been involved.  All the participants had been keen to 

participate and the researcher felt that they even welcomed the opportunity to speak of their 

experiences during a time of loss and pain.  This reflection echoed the findings of Sue 

Adamson and Margaret Holloway, who used qualitative methods in their study of the 

bereaved and spirituality, and concluded: 

 some subjects welcomed the research as a way of giving importance 
             to the deceased, in adding a sense of the deceased’s immortality 
             and recognition of his/her importance to other people.39  
 
As outlined in an earlier paragraph, the researcher carefully considered the use of oral history 

testimonies to enhance this study.  The accounts from the women interviewed interact with 

 
39 Sue Adamson and Margaret Holloway, ‘Negotiating sensitivities and grappling with intangibles: 
experiences from a study of spirituality and funerals’, Qualitative Research, 2012, 12 (6), p. 744. 



50 
 

the wide range of literary sources used. It was always the researcher’s intention that only a 

very small number of women would be interviewed.  This small sample reflects the nature 

of the scope of the thesis, which is of local history. Accordingly, the oral sources in this thesis 

do not reflect a broad spectrum of society and they are not intended to.  However, they do 

closely reflect the trends found in the much wider national history of mourning practices, as 

discussed in the thesis. 
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Chapter Two  
 
Funerals, Remembrance and Australian Society  
 
 
 

The burial of the dead is perhaps the fundamental 
 phenomenon of becoming human. 
 
     - Hans-Georg Gadamer 

 
 

Disposal rites for the dead have been an integral part of human society since antiquity.  

Acknowledgement of mortality and need for ritual has ensured this.  Globally, diverse 

cultural rituals and practices continue to be enacted to mark loss, acknowledging a 

decedent’s transition from life to death, whilst aiming to console the bereaved.  Yet 

throughout the Western world, in just a few recent decades, time-honoured traditions 

surrounding death and funerals have been transformed.  Inhumation — the burial of the 

dead — had for centuries been the traditional mode of disposal following death, but 

increasingly, many funerals now do not involve a burial at all.  Modern cremation – which 

in the Western world only became a socially sanctioned mode of disposal in the mid-

twentieth century – has assumed a powerful role.  Whilst the cremation process now allows 

a disposal option which was unavailable to European cultures in previous centuries, rituals 

surrounding death have also undergone a dramatic shift and their societal impact will be a 

prominent feature of subsequent chapters. 

 

No matter how great the changes in death, mourning and disposal practices, the care of the 

dead, in most societies, continues to be of paramount importance.  Thomas Laqueur’s 

erudite history The Work of the Dead, a source of major significance for this thesis, offers 

much analysis, explaining why this is so.  Laqueur’s text begins with an utterance by the 

ancient Cynic philosopher, Diogenes, declaring that when he died, his body was to be 

‘tossed over a wall, to be devoured by beasts’ – because he was dead and had no feelings, 
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his body no longer mattered.1  Yet while Diogenes was right (in that a dead body, devoid of 

life, has no sensation) Laqueur’s scholarly work is founded on the premise that the Greek 

philosopher was also ‘existentially wrong’ for as Laqueur attests, the dead do matter – and 

the materiality of the dead body continues to matter, ‘because we cannot bear to live at the 

borders of our mortality’.2  Laqueur weaves this argument — that the dead do matter — 

skillfully throughout his masterly work, impressively demonstrating that the cultures of the 

living depend upon the care, reverence and respect which is accorded to the dead.3   

 

Rich in its diversity, the field of death care has been the privileged world of the researcher 

for thirty years, in her role as a funeral director at Port Lincoln, in rural South Australia. 

Not only has this vocation kept her in touch with humanity, but it’s also allowed her to 

witness, first-hand, some of the immense changes which have taken place in funerals and 

remembrance, during that time.  This chapter will provide an overview of some of these 

changes, beginning with the way the Great War influenced funerary rituals.  The decline of 

religiosity during the second half of the twentieth century was increasingly influenced by 

cultural change, as Australia accepted new citizens from overseas and the impact of this 

change will be discussed.  During the 1970s, feminism’s impact empowered women to 

enter all areas of the workforce and for the first time, they became prominent within the 

funeral industry. Yet at the same time, with women no longer in the family home to care for 

the elderly, nursing homes became, in many cases, the preferred way of addressing the 

problem of aged care.  In addition, this chapter will reflect upon the impact of cremation, 

which became socially acceptable during the latter decades of the twentieth century, often 

displacing the traditional burial rites of the past. 
 

Yet why have funerals and mourning rites undergone such sweeping changes in just a few 

decades?  Studies suggest one of the hallmarks of the twenty-first century — individualism 

— is at the fore; a new way of thinking which has come with the Baby Boomer generation 

 
Epigraph: Hans-George Gadamer, Reason in the Age of Science, cited in Thomas W. Laqueur,  
The Work of the Dead, Princeton, New Jersey, 2015, p. 1. 
1 Thomas W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, Princeton, New Jersey, 2015, p. 1. 
2 Ibid, p. 1. 
3 Ibid. 
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(of which the researcher is one).   We have rejected the traditional ways of our parents and 

the time-honoured rituals which for centuries past, have sustained grieving members of the 

community.  Melbourne general practitioner Leah Kaminsky, also a Baby Boomer,   

published a book on the new ways of death in 2016, declaring: 

 

 Baby Boomers are not going to take death lying down. 
 We brought in the sexual revolution and we’ll probably  
 bring in the death revolution.4 
 

According to Pat Jalland’s study of Australian funerary and mourning customs,   sweeping 

changes to practices surrounding death and dying began early in the twentieth century in 

the aftermath of the Great War of 1914-18, with the decline of the Christian rituals which 

had previously dominated Australian ways of death since colonisation.5 At the same time, 

demographic patterns began to change and the advances of medical science from the late 

1800s led to an increase in human longevity.6  Other scholars, such as Peter Jupp, believe 

that the horror of death on such a large scale during the First World War challenged 

traditional theological beliefs, leading slowly to the reduction of the Church’s authority and 

mourning rituals.7  Kellaher and Worpole found that ‘equality in death’ — a concept which 

had long been associated with religious rites and public sentiment — had now been given a 

new, secular meaning.8  They came to the conclusion that prior to the Great War, true 

equality in death had not existed. Great distinctions were obvious in funerary 

memorialisation prior to the early 1900s, with favoured positions in cemeteries and 

ostentatious monuments marking the graves of the wealthy, setting them apart from those 

of the poor.9 Indeed, Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin believe that the end of the Great War 

‘marked decisively’ the end of elaborate funerary displays.10 

 
4 Susan Johnson, ‘Death becomes you’, SA Weekend, June 11-12, 2016, p. 14, in an interview with Dr. Leah 
Kaminsky, whose book We’re all going to die was published by Harper Collins. 
5 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death, Melbourne, 2002, p. 5. 
6 Ibid, p. 5. 
7 Peter C. Jupp, ‘Why was England the First Country to Popularize Cremation?’ in K. Charmaz, 
 G. Howarth & A. Kellehear (eds). The Unknown Country: Death in Australia, Britain and the U.S.A., 
London, 1997, pp. 141-146. 
8 Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, ‘Bringing the Dead Back Home: Urban Spaces as Sites for New Patterns 
of Mourning and Memorialisation’, Deathscapes, 2010, p.172. 
9 Ibid, p. 172. 
10 Graeme M. Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…, Carlton South, 1997, p.168. 
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At the same time, the Great War changed public attitudes and perceptions and death 

became a ‘great leveller’, for while many thousands of young Australian soldiers died on 

foreign soil, none could be repatriated to their homeland.  As Kellaher and Worpole found, 

by 1918 families in all social classes had been affected by the confirmation that their loved 

ones’ final resting places were in the vast European war cemeteries, where all the graves 

were subsequently marked with a uniform simple cross or plaque.11  Moreover, because 

most bereaved families of the war dead were unable to ever visit the distant gravesites, 

mourning became more private and the importance of the cemetery as a focus for 

remembrance diminished.12   

 

After the Great War, the next half-century became one of cultural transformation.  

Elaborate mourning and funerary rituals of the Victorian and Edwardian eras were 

displaced by five decades of ‘suppressed, privatised sorrow’ from 1918, with according to 

Jalland, the pall cast by the Second World War exacerbating the constraint surrounding 

issues of grief and loss.13  In addition, Protestant Christian attitudes to emotional 

expressions of death began to decline in Australia during this time too until by 1977, 

religion no longer played a major role in Australian life as it had in the past.14  Indeed, it 

was estimated in the 1970s that only 26 per cent of Australians could be described as 

‘moderately regular church-goers’.15  

 

During the second half of the twentieth century, there were major developments which 

showed a clear departure from time-honoured traditions.  Australia’s legacy of traditional 

burial customs — which had in early colonial days been dominated by the influence of the 

Anglican Church16 — continued until the influx of migrants after the Second World War 

brought vast change. Millions of Europeans had been displaced during the war and as 

 
11 Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, p. 172. 
12 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death in twentieth-century Australia, Sydney, 2006, p. 329. 
13 Ibid, p.17. 
14 Hans Mol, cited in Geoffrey Bolton, The Oxford History of Australia, Melbourne, 2006, p. 255. 
15 Ibid, p. 255. 
16 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…The Australian Response to Death,  
Melbourne, 1982, p. 34. 
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Australia had a severe labour shortage, it was envisaged that immigrants could greatly aid 

the nation’s prosperity, particularly in the expanding manufacturing sector.17  

 

During the 1950s and early 1960s the migration programme which was instigated by the 

Chifley Government (and subsequently continued under the influence of Robert Menzies) 

assimilated thousands of new citizens into Australian life.18 Whilst many immigrants came 

from Britain, those from other European countries such as Italy, Greece and Yugoslavia 

were also welcomed to boost Australia’s population.19  In the 1960s as the ‘White 

Australia’ policy (which had been legislated in 1901) began to falter and with the election 

of the Whitlam Labor Government in 1972, a philosophy of cultural pluralism emerged.20  

Bringing traditions from their former homelands, new citizens enhanced the social and 

cultural world of Australians during this period, as changed ways of thinking were adopted, 

including diversity in death rituals and practices.21  

 

Increasingly, multiculturalism was evidenced under the policies of the Liberal-National 

Party coalition headed by Malcolm Fraser from 1975 to 1983, with about one-third of 

Australia’s immigrants in those years arriving from Asian countries.22 They brought many 

cultural influences, including diverse religious and funerary customs.  Robert Nicol found 

that the migrant influx reinvigorated the monumental industry throughout Australia, 

because the immigrants’ cultural traditions surrounding death and commemoration often 

necessitated the establishment of elaborate cemetery monuments.23  

 

Consequently, with the nation’s mélange of migrants from many varied ethnic 

backgrounds, funerary rites in post-World War Two Australia were no longer uniform.   

Indeed, Gary Bouma believes that in the twenty-first century postmodern world, ‘religious 

 
17 Australian Government, Department of Immigration and Border Protection, Fact Sheet – More than 65 
years of Post-war Migration, viewed 11th April 2016. https://www.border.gov.au 
18 John Howard, The Menzies Era, Sydney, 2014, p. 382. 
19 Laksiri Jayasuriya, 1997, Immigration and Multiculturalism in Australia,  
University of Western Australia, p. 101. 
20 Desmond Cahill, ‘From Secularist to Pluralist: Post-World War 2 Australia’, in Douglas J. Davies and 
Adam J. Powell (eds) Sacred Selves, Sacred Settings, Surrey, England, 2015, p. 128. 
21 Pat Jalland, p. 351. 
22 Geoffrey Bolton, The Oxford History of Australia, vol. 5, 2nd edn., 2006, p. 255. 
23 Robert Nicol, At the end of the Road, St. Leonards, 1994, p. 364. 
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diversity is an accepted feature of a seriously multicultural society’.24 Examining the 

statistics from the regularly conducted Australian census, Desmond Cahill found that the 

changes in the nation’s religious profile during the last century and into the future could be 

firmly attributed to immigration.25  For example, the 2006 Australian Bureau of Statistics 

census revealed that while 63.9% of the population declared themselves to be ‘Christian”, 

only 8.8% of those attended church regularly.26  The National Church Life Survey, in its 

most recent report, confirms the ‘significant decline’ in traditional denominations in 

Australia.27   

 

Yet the decline in religious worship is just part of a wider cultural change. Gary Bouma 

firmly asserts that Australia is now a ‘consumerist society’ for whilst in the past weekend 

activities had been centred around sporting, family and church activities, other 

entertainments and shopping have claimed that ‘sacred’ time of previous decades.28 While 

statistics reveal the continued decline in parishioners attending regular services, the number 

of funeral ceremonies held in churches has also decreased, and this change will be 

addressed in a subsequent chapter. 

 

During the 1970s and 1980s, for the first time in history, women became visible in the 

funeral industry. Whilst the work of undertakers had been professionalized in 1935 with the 

formation of the Australian Funeral Directors’ Association, women then only worked at the 

reception desk or made cups of tea, in marginalized ‘ladylike’ roles which sheltered them 

from the confronting reality of death.  Initially, when the researcher entered the funeral 

profession in 1987, she too was just ‘the undertaker’s wife’, but within a couple of years 

gained acceptance as a funeral director in her own right.  

 

Aided by the influence of feminist theories and the introduction of Australian anti-

discrimination legislation in Australia in the mid-1970s, women gained a new financial 

 
24 Gary Bouma, Australian Soul, Melbourne, 2006, p. 1. 
25 Desmond Cahill, p. 125. 
26 ‘Christianity in Australia’, Wikipedia. Viewed 27 March 2014.  http://en.wikipedia.org 
27 ‘NCLS releases latest estimates of church attendance’, National Church Life Survey. Viewed 27 March 
2014. http://www.ncls.org.au 
28 Gary Bouma, p. 116. 
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independence and empowerment, becoming accepted in trades and professions which had 

formerly been masculine pursuits, including the funeral industry.  By the 1980s, women’s 

participation in the workforce had vastly increased, with only one in five households being 

run by full-time housewives, thus altering the previously gendered pattern of Australian 

households.29    

 

Prior to the twentieth-century, only men had organised funerals, with ordinary tradesmen 

rising to prominence as ‘undertakers’, not only constructing coffins but also arranging and 

conducting funerals.  In that era, women in the family home were the primary caretakers of 

the dead, attending to washing, laying-out and dressing of the deceased, for this was 

regarded as a ‘natural part of women’s nurturing role’.30   

 

Glennys Howarth believes that women’s ‘re-admission’ to the funeral industry in recent 

years was part of the progress of women as they moved into occupations which had 

previously been male-dominated.31 At the same time, Howarth found that in the last 

decades of the twentieth-century there was a renewed public perception of women’s caring 

nature, with some male funeral directors, for the first time, recognising women’s abilities in 

attention to detail and empathy for the bereaved.32  Indeed, Howarth has pointed out the 

image of the modern funeral director has been completely remodelled, with skilful 

marketing promoting death workers as caring individuals, providing an essential 

community service, far removed from the grim image of undertakers in the past.33   

 

Not all funeral directors were necessarily seen in those terms.  Some were seen as grim 

reminders of mortality, others as artisan workers who merely carried out families’ 

instructions.  But all types of funeral directors have indeed been transformed in their work 

and social status to the extent which Howarth sets out. Cyril Schafer too has observed that 

the funeral director’s role has become more ‘sophisticated’ in the second half of the 

twentieth century, with a greater emphasis on addressing issues of grief and loss compared 

 
29 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death, p. 261. 
30 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death, p. 7. 
31 Glennys Howarth, Last Rites, Amityville, New York, 1996, p. 59. 
32 Ibid, p. 57. 
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to the basic functions of the undertaker of earlier years.34  This new direction in death care 

has no doubt been aided by the influence of women in the funeral industry, who have 

brought a new focus to death and dying.35 

 

The funeral industry has undergone key changes at the same time that women have gained 

social prominence in the post 1960s era.  Some stereotypes of femininity, such as being 

empathetic and offering tender care, match well with the contemporary forms of funeral 

directing.  The presence of women funeral directors, therefore, is a sign both of the 

changing roles of Australian women, and the enduring expectations of traditions associated 

with feminine behavior.  Not all industries have been as accessible to women. 

 

South Australia led the introduction of women in funerals in 1987, when Adelaide’s White 

Lady Funerals rapidly gained industry and public acceptance.36 Analysing the success of 

White Lady’s entry into a previously male dominated industry, Rosemary Pringle and Jo 

Alley believe that new technologies, together with the rising incidence of cremation and the 

easing of the labour process in funerals may have aided their timely entry.37  For instance, 

in the 1980s Adelaide’s cremation rate was higher than in Melbourne and as cremation 

ceremonies are usually held in their entirety at indoor venues, there was no heavy manual 

work at gravesides.38  The new image of women in delicate white outfits, offering tender 

care, had great innovative appeal. Compared to the Dickensian image portrayed by the male 

funeral director of the past — a shadowy, black-clad figure; a spectre of death itself — 

White Lady’s marketing, highlighting the female difference, proved to be very successful.   

 

At the same time, Rosemary Pringle and Jo Alley suggest that the branding of White Lady 

Funerals signifies not only the ‘purity of women’ by their being dressed in white, but also 

 
33 Ibid, p. 202. 
34 Cyril Schafer, ‘Post-mortem personalisation: pastoral power and the New Zealand funeral director’, 
Mortality, 2007, 12:1, pp. 4-21. 
35 Opinion of the researcher. 
36 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death, p. 298. 
37 Rosemary Pringle and Jo Alley, ‘Gender and the funeral industry: the work of citizenship’, Journal of 
Sociology, 1995, 31:107, p. 113. 
38 Ibid, p. 113. 
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their ability to work in death care, without ‘risk of pollution’.39  Indeed, Pringle and Alley 

believe that the ‘polluting’ nature of dead bodies was another reason why male funeral 

directors in earlier decades regarded themselves as ‘the only ones qualified to direct the 

rituals’ of funerals.40 Within Orthodox Jewish communities, traditions of gender 

segregation are still upheld, with only the chevrah kaddisha (Holy Society) preparing the 

body for burial.41 Age-old stigmas and taboos regarding women’s fecundity and 

menstruation were based on a ‘very strong fear of pollution’ and thus, men would ‘seek to 

exclude’ women because of the dangerous power of the female body.42  Kathleen Corley 

has commented too: 

 

 The connection of women to death is often a source of fear of 
 women in many cultures, not only because the corpse is often 
 considered a source of pollution, but because women’s role in 
 the funeral proceedings potentially gives them control over two 
 of the most important rites of passage in a culture: birth and death.43 

 

At the same time, Glennys Howarth contends that whilst women were ‘shielded’ from 

engaging in death work because it was ‘distasteful’, this was just another example of the 

rationalisation used by professional organisations to keep women from attaining higher 

levels of success.44   

 

Considering the findings of Rosemary Pringle and Jo Alley, the researcher concurs with 

their conclusion that the success of women entering the funeral industry was no doubt aided 

by the reduced physical labour component which accompanies cremation, compared to 

burial.  For example, in the researcher’s early years in the funeral industry the majority of 

funerals did involve a burial at a cemetery, which was a very physical process.  Wearing 

dark suits was imperative, because when working outdoors in rain, mud or dust, a white 

 
39 Rosemary Pringle and Jo Alley, ‘Gender and the funeral industry: the work of citizenship’, Journal of 
Sociology, 1995, 31:107, p. 117. 
40 Rosemary Pringle and Jo Alley, p. 110. 
41 Maurice Lamm, The Jewish Way in Death and Mourning, New York, 2000, p. 281. 
42 Ibid, p. 110. 
43 Kathleen E. Corley, Maranatha – Women’s Funerary Rituals and Christian Origins,  
Minneapolis, 2010, p. 22. 
44 Glennys Howarth, p. 59. 
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suit would have been totally impractical.  Whilst White Lady Funerals continue to wear 

their signature white suits, most other funeral directors throughout South Australia in 2019 

adhere to the tradition of wearing dark suits.  Many of the regional funeral firms have 

women on their staff, but all wear dark attire, in keeping with the varied tasks required for 

country funeral directors.   

 

Yet fashions have changed over time.  For instance, when the researcher entered the 

industry, longer skirt lengths in a slim design were worn, with black shoes which had a heel 

several inches high.  The shoes caused foot soreness, because a lot of walking and standing 

was involved, often on gravel at cemeteries.  Pencil skirts, whilst elegant and ensuring 

dignity in windy outdoor conditions, inhibited movement.  Currently, the attire for women 

at the researcher’s funeral home has never been more comfortable.  A black designer suit is 

worn, with a bias-cut skirt which is just below knee level.  In winter, a scarf in grey and 

black, of finely-woven alpaca and wool, complements the outfit. Black Akubra hats are 

worn at all outdoor ceremonies. The traditional shoes with a heel have been long been 

abandoned.  Instead, black patent leather shoes with a wedge heel offer supreme comfort, 

and are worn with black hosiery.  

 

In the region where the researcher works and across the nation, a great number of funerals 

are held indoors, with a cremation taking place instead of a burial.  Having participated in 

so many funerals in previous years where the labour component was extensive, the 

researcher greatly appreciates the vastly reduced physical aspect of funerals of the current 

era.  For instance, when preparing for a cemetery burial in the researcher’s rural region, all 

the equipment which will be needed at the cemetery — a hydraulic stainless steel grave 

lowering device, which weighs around 60 kilograms; a large grave mat; heavy-weight 

folding canopy; stackable chairs; a portable lectern and sound system — are loaded into a 

van and transported to the cemetery.  Once there, this equipment requires two people to set 

it up and then dismantle it once the funeral is over.  Notably, this labour requirement is 

greater for country funeral directors, because they must provide and set up their own 

cemetery equipment, whereas in the city, large cemeteries furnish and erect all the 

equipment needed. 
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Following White Lady’s early success, some other funeral firms promoted the presence of 

women amongst their staff.  Indeed, during the 1980s, other undertaking firms staffed 

exclusively by women also emerged, highlighting the perception that women’s ‘gentler’ 

nature and attention to detail were desirable attributes of the modern funeral director.  For 

instance, in the 1980s, Blackwell Funerals in Adelaide advertised a separate division of 

their company, Blackwell Funerals by Women.  Yet that gender-specific division of their 

company no longer exists, as all Blackwell Funerals firms in Adelaide have women staff 

members, as do most funeral firms throughout city and rural environs of South Australia.   

 

In 2003 the international company InvoCare, listed on the Australian Stock Exchange, 

acquired many funeral homes throughout throughout the nation, including White Lady, 

Simplicity, Blackwell and Value Funerals, in Adelaide.45   

 

Since then, as Robert Larkins found, the American influence of branding and 

merchandising to ‘value-add’ has changed forever the funeral industry in Australia, with 

increased prices and a ‘growing sense of unease about death as a commodity’.46  Yet as 

Larkins points out, most funeral directors in country areas still offer traditional service, 

without resorting to corporate sales techniques and he even recommends that city dwellers 

consider contacting a country funeral director in a time of need, as the savings should be 

‘significant’.47 

 

In the researcher’s area, Larkins’ findings are borne out, for ‘country hospitality’ is 

evidenced in funeral homes which still operate along traditional lines, whilst also 

employing women with great success. Indicating their approval that the male hegemony in 

funerals had been banished, local women interviewed by the researcher endorsed the 

change:  For instance, Christine, who was prominent in local civic affairs in Port Lincoln, 

applauded the feminine approach: 

 

 

 
45 Robert Larkins, Funeral Rights. Camberwell, 2007, p. 8. 
46 Ibid, p. 11. 
47 Ibid, p. 38. 



62 
 

I think it’s a good thing.  I think women are generally 
softer and provide a very different approach.  The men probably 
provide a more traditional approach.48  

 
Debra, who had attended many funerals in recent years, had a more inclusive view: 

 I love the fact that both men and women are involved – I think 
we need both.  With only one gender, we’re missing the gifts 
and talents of the other…also, some of us can relate better to 
one gender or the other, and at that time you need to be in a 
comfortable place.49 

        

Sarah, whilst enthusing about the presence of women in funerals, was not in favour of those 

which were run solely by women: 

 

I do not like specific all women or all men - I don’t like anything 
that’s gender specific.  I suppose because of my work, all my life I worked in big 
firms, in Sydney and here in Port Lincoln – positions where I was the manager, and 
had to front the Board all the time, and they were all men, and I was the only 
woman.  I had to stick up for myself.50 

 

Whilst in the past women in the family home had attended to the preparation of the 

deceased, now funeral directors, both male and female, carry out all those tasks.51 Yet as 

Glennys Howarth has argued, an important reason for the removal of death from the 

domestic setting has been the transformation of women’s roles in modern Western societies 

since the mid- twentieth century.52  Now, Howarth argues, millions of women are 

employed outside the home and can no longer be primary carers for the sick and elderly, as 

before.53  Yet paradoxically, many women’s paid employment is in the role of hospital 

nurses or aged care attendants, where female care workers predominate.54 In the Port 

Lincoln area, the gendered role of caring is evident.  Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Village, which 

 
48 Interview with the researcher, 21st October 2014. 
49 Interview with the researcher, 24th November 2014. 
50 Interview with the researcher, 16th October, 2014. 
51 Pitti Laungani and Bill Young, Death and Bereavement Across Cultures, London, 1997, p. 220. 
52 Glennys Howarth, Death and Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 118. 
53 Ibid,  p. 118. 
54 Ibid,  p. 118. 
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offers residential aged care, only has female staff, while enquiries at the Matthew Flinders 

Home revealed that there were currently two male carers, but twenty females.55  

 

In the researcher’s area, the rise of institutionalised death has been evidenced in recent 

decades.  For instance, when the researcher entered the funeral profession in 1987, there 

were numerous cases where people died at home.  Suffering from a terminal disease, a 

person may have elected to stay at home, cared for by their family and the visiting 

palliative care nurse, rather than be admitted to hospital.  In due course, the researcher 

would be notified of the death of the person (often late at night) and she would then need to 

drive promptly to the place of death, to transfer the deceased.  

 

However, in the twenty-first century, such after-hours calls are now very rare, as most 

people in the area suffering from a terminal condition spend their final months or years in 

sequestration, in the institutionalised environment of a hospital, hospice or nursing home.  

Phillipe Ariès has written extensively on the ‘good death’ of bygone times, when the ‘ideal’ 

death was one within the family home, at the end of a life well lived.56  Yet now, according 

to Ariès, modern death is no longer the ‘good death’ but instead la mort interdite, for dying 

has been banished to ‘the margins of social life’.57 In 2015, a television programme 

outlining research by Grattan Institute’s Professor Hal Swerissen revealed that whilst 70% 

of Australians wish to die at home, only 14% will do so.58  ‘People don’t have the 

conversation’ [about dying] Professor Swerissen claims, they ‘don’t like talking about 

mortality’, but do not wish to become a ‘burden’ to their family.59   

 

 
55 Telephone calls made by the researcher to Pioneer Village and Matthew Flinders Home at 
 Port Lincoln on 17th May 2016. 
56 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981. 
57 Phillipe Ariès, cited in Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, London, 1989, p. 4. 
See also Burden Lungren and Clare Houseman, ‘Banishing Death: The Disappearance of the Appreciation of 
Mortality’, Omega, 2010, 61:3, pp. 223-249, for a discussion on what they believe is an ‘unjustified 
optimism’ that medical science can prolong life, rather than death being an ‘inevitable consequence of life 
itself’.  
58 Kellie Scott, ‘Dying at home more peaceful than in hospital and better for loved ones, research finds’, 11th 
October 2015, www.abc.net.au. 
59 Ibid. 
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Increasing individualisation in modern Western societies has, according to Norbert Elias, 

resulted in the modern phenomenon of the ‘loneliness of the dying’, 60 yet the change to 

‘institutional death’ appears to be beneficial to both the family of the dying and the funeral 

director.  For instance, families often express gratitude that once their loved one has been 

hospitalised, they are relieved of the exhaustive work of constant care-giving at home.  At 

the same time, funeral directors too have welcomed the change, for as most deaths now 

occur in institutions, after-hours telephone calls necessitating night transfers of the 

deceased from home have been greatly reduced.   

 

Moreover, as most hospitals and nursing homes have refrigerated mortuary facilities, the 

deceased can be kept there until collection by the funeral director, during normal business 

hours.  Once notified of the death, the funeral director assumes control of the body of the 

deceased, but Glennys Howarth has noted that a paradox exists, for whilst funeral directors 

promote the concept of ‘protecting’ the public from the corpse, she believes their dominion 

over the body actually alienates the family from death.61   Yet the researcher has found that 

most families appear relieved to have the funeral director take control of the deceased, 

often expressing gratitude for removal of the body, on their behalf, from the place of 

death.62   

 

Long-standing patriarchal attitudes and values have given way to gender equality in the 

funeral industry and the researcher has identified two main reasons for such vast societal 

change.  First, with the timely influence of feminism expanding to rural areas in the 1980s, 

the male hegemony which had existed in many vocations diminished.   For instance, in the 

researcher’s area, farming was once a largely male enterprise, with many farmers 

employing a workman who often lived onsite.  The researcher remembers well a thin, 

taciturn bachelor − Charlie − who lived in a hut on her family’s farm in the late 1950s, 

assisting with farm duties.  Yet during the latter decades of the twentieth century, men like 

Charlie disappeared because farmers could no longer afford to employ them, and farmers’ 

wives began to shoulder a larger share of the burden.   
 

60 Norbert Elias, cited in Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, London, 1989, p. 4. 
61 Glennys Howarth, p. 204. 
62 Observation of the researcher. 
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At the same time, greater mechanisation on farms reduced the need for paid labour.  Farm 

women learned to operate machinery and help with all aspects of farm life, whilst still 

running their households and their adaptability, in many cases, engendered a new respect 

from their husbands.63 Many women have also obtained employment away from the farm, 

in local towns, gaining not only a new independence, but also forming wider social 

contacts.  However, they still assist on their farms and this situation is common in the 

researcher’s area.  For instance, the researcher’s daughter (who is also a funeral director in 

the researcher’s business) regularly works alongside her husband on weekends in a variety 

of roles such as fencing, yarding sheep and maintaining financial records.  

 

Margaret Alston, a leading figure in Australian rural sociology, has published research 

about the changing roles of rural women and presents precise details about the increase in 

off-farm labour by women, as well as their greater share of income-producing work on the 

land.  One of Alston’s informants notes: ‘somebody has to do that work and farmers are not 

employing labour so it’s the wives and wives of my age and older are doing stuff…’64 

Margaret Alston writes that women are gaining authority in the rural sector although she 

also notes obstacles and ambivalence: ‘Individual farm women find themselves pulled in a 

number of different ways…[there are] expectations that they will be the carers and 

nurturers in their families and communities.’65 

 

Another reason for the decline in gender stereotypes came when Attorney-General Lionel 

Murphy initiated the Civil Celebrant Program in 1973, bringing freedom of choice to those 

seeking to solemnise marriage vows, which in the past had been controlled by the 

Church..66  Subsequently, many female celebrants were appointed throughout the nation 

and the choice of a celebrant to conduct a ceremony, rather than a clergyperson, soon 

extended to funerals, with many women (including the researcher) being asked to 

 
63 Opinion of the researcher. 
64 Margaret Alston, Breaking Through the Grass Ceiling, Harwood Academic Press, London and Sydney, 
2000, p. 4. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Dally R. Messenger, ‘The Australian Civil Celebrant’, Ceremonies for Today, 3rd edn., Noble Park, Vic, 
1992. 
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officiate.67  At the same time, in the early 1980s, women clergy too became more 

numerous, with many being appointed to the small country churches on Lower Eyre 

Peninsula. Warmly embraced by their local communities, women in church positions of 

power and influence seamlessly redefined the old traditions where ministers of religion had 

been exclusively male.  

 

From the late 1970s, another major cultural shift in the history of death was evidenced, as 

more open expressions of loss, grief and death became acceptable.  Pat Jalland believes that 

the media, in reporting accounts of major disasters, played an immense role in removing a 

barrier of silence surrounding death and mourning, which had existed in earlier decades.68 

For instance, Jalland found that following Darwin’s devastation by Cyclone Tracey in 

1974, the distress of the bereaved appeared largely unheeded by the media, yet by 1977, 

with Sydney’s Granville train disaster, change was evident as more open public expressions 

of grief and emotion erupted, on a scale previously unknown.69 Joy Damousi concurs, 

finding  that while television and newspaper accounts of Melbourne’s West Gate Bridge 

collapse in 1970 praised acts of heroism and survival, such reports were ‘devoid of the 

language of grief, anguish or emotional loss’.70  

 

Diminishing distinctions between public and private expressions of grief and loss continued 

to be evidenced through all forms of media as the new millennium advanced.  For example, 

in 2010 Adelaide newspaper columnist Rex Jory wrote an emotional article about the six 

decades of silence which he had endured since his father Leonard’s sudden death in 1948.71  

Throughout Jory’s childhood, his father had been rarely mentioned, for Jory had been the 

‘victim of an era’ when death was unmentionable. Eventually, in early 2010, when death 

became a subject which could at last be spoken about, Jory discovered that his father had 

 
67 Ibid. 
68 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death in twentieth-century Australia, Sydney, 2006, p. 329. 
69 Ibid, p. 357. 
70 Joy Damousi, Living with the Aftermath: Trauma, Nostalgia and Grief in Post-War Australia, Melbourne, 
2001, p. 152. 
71 Rex Jory, ‘A Lifetime of Secrecy and Silence’, The Advertiser, 15 February 2010, p. 20. 
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been cremated as a pauper; there was no record of the disposal of his ashes; nor was there 

any memorial for Jory to visit to assuage his grief.72  

 

During those years of silence, in the mid-twentieth century when death was unmentionable, 

it was not customary for children to attend funerals. For instance, when the researcher’s 

brother died in 1964, there was no suggestion that the researcher (who was sixteen years 

old at the time) would attend.  Instead, she was taken to a friend’s house on the day of the 

ceremony and the funeral itself — or the death — was never mentioned at home.73  

 

Some of the local women with whom the researcher spoke on this topic recalled such 

experiences. For example, Denise was quite outspoken when asked whether she had any 

childhood experiences with death: 

 
 I was quite upset when a girlfriend of mine died at the age of ten 
 and I wasn’t allowed to go to the funeral.  I didn’t go to my 
 grandparents’ funerals – they thought children shouldn’t go.74 
 
  Christine, who had spent most of her early life on a farm, and later as a farmer’s wife, 

spoke of being ‘protected’ from death, as was the custom in the 1950s and 1960s: 

 I don’t think I ever went to a funeral as a child.  I can’t honestly  
 remember the first funeral.  I know Edith [Christine’s mother-in-law] 

was the first person I saw dying, and then Peter [Christine’s husband]  
was the next one.  But no, my mother said a very interesting thing  
when we were organising Edith’s funeral, because that was a  
month before Peter’s…and she said ‘will the children be going?’  
and I said ‘of course, because if they don’t handle this one well,  
what are we going to do when we have the next one?’  
And my mother was ‘oh, oh’.  Anyway, she said to me afterwards, 
‘you did the right thing.  We sheltered you from funerals.  We didn’t  
take children to funerals when you were growing up’ and she said  
‘I think that was wrong’.75 

 
 
 
 

 
72 ibid., p. 20. 
73 Experience of the researcher. 
74 Interview with the researcher, 18th November 2014. 
75 Interview with the researcher, 21st October 2014. 
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Although Sarah had been only fourteen years old when her uncle died, she attended   
 
the funeral − a departure from the accepted social pattern of that time − but she  
 
remembered the unreality of the experience: 
   
         

 He died suddenly and he was only 41 or something, a heart attack. 
 My nanna asked me to come and look at him in the coffin… 

  She asked me whether I wanted to go with her.  
             Um…the funeral’s a total blur but I remember seeing my   
  Uncle Tom in the coffin… I was totally amazed, he  looked lovely.  
             But he wasn’t there.  I could feel all that – he wasn’t there.76 
  
Debra’s experience left a lasting impression too, for she was only eighteen at the time, but 

she had noticed how the formality of earlier times had now changed: 

 … probably quite late for a funeral, but once again that’s an 
 indication of how children didn’t go to funerals, I guess.  And 
 it was the Church of England, and I found it very formal. 

I have been to another [more recent] funeral in the 
 Church of England, just to make that same comparison, and it 
 was much more relaxed, much more personal.77  . 
 
Yet Emily − at eighty-four the oldest of the interview participants − had attended a funeral 

as a child: 

 Yes, I went to my grandfather’s funeral…I was only a little girl... 
 that was in Yarraville, in Victoria.  I didn’t like it.  I remember we  saw 

the body and I can’t remember much about the funeral except 
 we didn’t think it was very serious, you know [laughs].78 
 
Attending her second funeral when she was twenty-three years old, Emily was able to offer 

a wider perception:  

  
I was married then…my father died at 56 and he had 

 a service in Melbourne in a big shopping centre they have, in 
 Camberwell…I didn’t like it because I didn’t know the 
 minister they had there and he was saying nice things about my 
 father and I felt cross at the time.  I thought  “did he know my 
 father?”  My father didn’t go to church and he said all these nice 
 things… and then we went out to the cemetery…79 

 
76 Interview with the researcher, 16th October 2014. 
77 Interview with the researcher, 24th November 2014. 
78 Interview with the researcher, 22nd October 2014. 
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While death and funerals have become much more visible in the contemporary era, another 

change from past decades has been the proliferation of portrayals of ‘violent death’ not only 

in the media, but also through films.  For instance, as Glennys Howarth has found, whilst 

death and sex have always been a ‘hallmark’ of cinema entertainment, since the mid-

twentieth century fictional violence has become much more prolific.80  This observation, 

Howarth asserts, corresponds with Geoffrey Gorer’s 1955 thesis on the ‘pornography of 

death’, in which he claimed that death is the modern ‘taboo’, replacing sex in the Victorian 

era.81  Yet as Howarth has found, the disturbing revelation of twenty-first century visual 

entertainment is the portrayal of ‘horrifying’ death which does not resemble the everyday 

experience of death and dying.82  Similarly, Ruth Penfold-Mounce has argued that forensic 

science portrayals in popular culture play a ‘critical role in fuelling public obsession with 

death and cadavers’.83  Yet Penfold-Mounce believes that whilst popular culture since the 

1980s has increased the visibility of the corpse, the dead body still remains an ‘item of 

revulsion’ because the fictional representation of death only briefly diverts attention from 

the inevitability of human mortality.84   

 

In Chicago, Funeralwise.com has released the results of its second ‘T.V. Body Count 

Study’, recording the number of dead bodies shown in television programmes, in order to 

analyse how death is depicted in popular culture.85  One of the key findings of the study 

was that amidst the hundreds of television deaths shown, only eleven funeral ceremonies 

were observed, highlighting the ‘insignificance’ of the deaths.86 The television series with 

the most deaths depicted was The Walking Dead with an average of 38 dead bodies per 

episode, most being zombies.87  

 
79 Interview with the researcher, 22nd October 2014. 
80 Glennys Howarth, Death and Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 103. 
81 Glennys Howarth, p.103. 
82 Glennys Howarth, p. 103.  See also Western Attitudes towards Death, Baltimore, 1974, p. 93, for Phillipe 
Ariès’ comments on Gorer’s thesis, for Ariès believes that the ‘mixture of eroticism and death’ which was a 
theme of earlier centuries has now reappeared in the contemporary era. 
83 Ruth Penfold-Mounce, ‘Corpses, popular culture and forensic science: public obsession with death’, 
Mortality, 2016, 21:1, pp. 19-35. 
84 Ibid, p. 21. 
85 ‘T.V. Body Counts on the Rise According to New Funeralwise Study’, katesboylston.com. 
16th February 2013, pp. 1-2. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 
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Commenting on the rise of zombies as a late twentieth-century phenomenon, John 

Morehead believes that the popularity of this form of horror as entertainment expresses the 

‘modern fear of deadness’.88  Moreover, Morehead has commented on a curious paradox 

which is associated with the modern obsession with longevity in Western nations, finding 

that whilst many people continue to spend vast amounts of time and money to repel the 

signs of ageing and death, they also enjoy watching horror films such as Night of the Living 

Dead where ‘the corpses win’.89 At the same time, Morehead has noted that Zombie Walk 

events, with their theme of ‘resurrection’, seem to have a spiritual dimension, which 

evidences a reshaping in the postmodern era of the long-standing cultural dominance of 

Christian eschatology.90 

 

Examining the weekly Television Guide for South Australia, the researcher found only 21 

programmes listed for the week which, because of their title and ‘mature age’ category, 

suggested that they would contain death scenes, or violence.91  One of the programmes was 

the popular Midsomer Murders, a long-running series created in 1997, which the researcher 

has enjoyed on a number of occasions, not only for the entertainment, action and suspense 

it contains, but also for the idyllic scenery of the English countryside.92  Indeed, Paul 

Ashton and Paula Hamilton believe that although television and the media are influential, it 

cannot be assumed that ‘people passively consume’ all the images appearing on their 

screens.93  Moreover, Ashton and Hamilton have commented on the beneficial aspects of 

television programmes, for they believe that both television and the internet bring new 

cultural forms: 

 

 mediating between the personal experience and the public memory 
 of events and also between genders and generations.94 

  

 
88 John Morehead, ‘Zombie Walks, Zombie Jesus and the Eschatology of Postmodern Flesh’, in Kim 
Paffenroth and John W. Morehead (eds), The Undead and Theology, Eugene, Oregon,  
2012, p. 107. 
89 John Morehead, p. 108. 
90 Ibid, p. 112. 
91 Television Guide, supplement to the Sunday Mail, 15th May 2016. 
92 Experience of the researcher. 
93 Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, History at the Crossroads, Ultimo, 2007, p. 115. 
94 Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, p. 115. 
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Whilst ‘fictional’ death has become a popular form of entertainment in domestic homes in 

recent decades, Christine Quigley has commented on the strange paradox which exists, for 

now, whilst we rarely see our loved ones die at home, we watch the ‘contrived’ deaths of 

others from our homes.95 At the same time, Beverley Raphael is critical of the way the 

visual media now presents the reporting of individual deaths, for she believes that such 

media imagery has influenced the national perception of death.96  According to Raphael, as 

well as reporting of major disasters on a large scale, the individual deaths of sportsmen and 

leaders are often portrayed by the media as tragedies too, thereby ‘personalizing’ the 

deaths. 97  For instance, when Australian cricketer Phillip Hughes died in 2014, two days 

after being struck on the neck during a Sheffield Shield match in Sydney, news of his 

untimely death affected not only by his family and friends, but the nation.   

 

On the day of Hughes’ death, the researcher was travelling to Hobart and upon arrival, 

while waiting at the luggage carousel, fellow travellers clutching their mobile telephones 

spread the word of Hughes’ death.98  Television monitors in the luggage area too 

announced the news, which initiated the subsequent media frenzy.  Whilst Hughes’ death at 

the age of 25 was certainly tragic, the global media attention which followed was 

unrelenting, highlighting Beverley Raphael’s findings that the death of prominent 

individuals is thrust upon the public by the media, bringing death ‘to the living room’.99  

Joy Damousi too has asserted that the visual media’s portrayals of major disasters have 

permitted grief to become ‘commodified’, permitting public and private expression of 

emotions to become socially acceptable.100  

 

For example, vast media coverage with accounts of loss and sorrow followed the massacre 

of thirty-five people at Tasmania’s Port Arthur in 1996, with the site of the tragedy later 

being transformed into a public memorial for contemplation and consolation.  Moreover, 

 
95 Christine Quigley, The Corpse – A History, Jefferson, North Carolina, 1996, p. 41. 
96 Beverley Raphael, ‘Death and the Great Australian Disaster’, in Kathy Charmaz, Glennys Howarth and 
Allan Kellehear (eds), The Unknown Country: Death in Australia, Britain and the U.S.A., London,  
1997, p. 74. 
97 Beverley Raphael, p. 76. 
98 Experience of the researcher. 
99 Beverley Raphael, p. 76. 
100 Joy Damousi, p. 152. 
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evidencing the continued emphasis on more open expressions of grief and mourning, the 

twentieth anniversary of the Port Arthur massacre was marked in 2016 by a memorial 

ceremony attended by 500 people, at the site.101   Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and a 

host of other dignitaries publicly acknowledged the ongoing sense of loss still felt, 

reassuring the bereaved families – and the nation – that the tragedy had not been 

forgotten.102  

 

Whilst grief and loss have gained a new focus for the media, another phenomenon in public 

mourning which emerged in the contemporary era has been the placing of multitudes of 

floral tributes as the site of a tragedy or disaster, with such displays often covering a vast 

area.  Whilst such displays were evidenced in London following the death of Diana, 

Princess of Wales in 1997, they are now also a feature of the sites of major tragedies in 

Australia.  For instance, following the siege in December 2014 at the Lindt Café in 

Sydney’s Martin Place, which resulted in the death of two hostages and the gunman, Man 

Haron Monis, media reports described the enormous ‘field of flowers’ in the spontaneous 

shrine which rapidly expanded to cover a vast area as individual floral tributes were laid by 

the Prime Minister Tony Abbott and his wife, alongside of hundreds of others.103 

 

Researcher Hilda Maclean believes such expressions of mourning are an important way of 

meeting the needs of those affected by tragedy.104  For example, Maclean claims, whilst 

formal memorial services may be held for family and friends, the general public are often 

barred from attending, but through actions such as the placing of items, the public can 

express their grief in a visible way.105 Maclean’s finding has been borne out in the 

researcher’s area, for in early 2016 a local man shot his two young sons and himself in his 

car before driving at speed so that they all plunged to their deaths into the deep waters near 

the Port Lincoln wharf.  Within hours of the news of the tragedy, a vernacular memorial 

 
101 Ros Lehman, ‘Port Arthur memorial service marks 20th anniversary of massacre’, 8th May 2016, viewed 
18th May 2016, pp. 1-4, www.abc.net.au. 
102 Ibid, pp. 1-4. 
103 Lincoln Feast and Colin Packham, 16th December 2014, ‘Police storm Sydney café to end hostage siege, 
three dead’, www.reuters.com., pp. 1-5. 
104 Hilda Maclean, ‘Public Mourning: a brief history’, The Conversation, 19th December 2014,  
pp. 1-4. http://theconversation.com 
105 Ibid. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.reuters.com/
http://theconversation.com/
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had been established at the wharf, adorned with flowers, messages and an array of teddy 

bears.  Hundreds of local people visited the site, placing tributes to express their grief and 

to no doubt show their support for the bereaved family.106 

 
Whilst the media coverage of such memorials has perhaps given tacit approval and 

acceptance of this new direction in public mourning, local interview participant Christine 

questioned the practice: 

 

You know I find it amazing how people you know…like when 
Princess Diana died…and you know, when a child is killed or 
something…people go and take all these toys and stuff to that 
site.  I’m fascinated by it.  I just wonder why…because I 
wouldn’t do that…it doesn’t mean that I don’t care, or think 
it’s sad, but I just think…and I often wonder…in this day and age, 

           where everything’s more visual, and you have to visually show 
   your grief… is it [your grief] really real?107 
 

Many scholars have found that since the mid-twentieth century, the concept of death and 

mourning has irrevocably changed.  For instance, Phillipe Ariès has written extensively on 

‘the good death’ in pre-modern Western societies, with death perceived as an ‘inevitable’ 

part of life.108 At the same time, in the past death was a ‘community event’ with the death 

bed surrounded by family and friends, where the role of the priest at the bedside of the 

dying was paramount and the Church’s role in the obsequies continued after death.109   Yet 

now, as Parkes, Laungani and Young have argued, the presence of the clergy has largely 

been replaced by ‘new priests and acolytes’ (the doctor and medical staff).110  At the same 

time, as Glennys Howarth explains, the religious eschatology of earlier centuries — 

particularly for the poor — promised the heavenly rewards of the afterlife.111 Now, 

 
106 Observation of the researcher. 
107 Interview with the researcher, 21st October 2014, 
108 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981. 
109 Ibid. 
110 Colin Murray Parkes, Pittu Laungani and Bill Young (eds), Death and Bereavement Across Cultures, 
London, 1997, p. 8.  See also Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981, pp. 559-601, for his 
observations that the ‘tame’ or ‘good death’ has now largely been replaced by the ‘invisible death’ because of 
‘the triumph of medicalisation’. 
111 Glennys Howarth, Death and Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 20.  See also Allan Kellehear, A Social History 
of Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 179 for his view that in earlier centuries, not only was there a much greater 
acceptance of death, but also death was a ‘place’ for which one prepared for their afterworld journey  – this 
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according to Tony Walter, modern death is ‘characterized by secularisation’ and whilst this 

may seem to be a sweeping generalisation, Walter and other scholars believe that the 

increasing medicalisation of death has contributed to this change.112  Dying naturally, 

according to Thomas Laqueur, has become ‘increasingly difficult’ since the introduction of 

hospital intensive care units from the mid-twentieth century, because the advanced medical 

treatments now available enable the dying, for the first time in history, to gain extra time, to 

prolong life.113  Such medical care to sustain life is now available to people of all social 

levels, whereas in centuries past, the care of a physician was ‘a mark of distinction and 

privilege’.114   

Yet Parkes, Laungani and Young assert that ‘modern man has created a new myth’ 

maintaining the illusion that people can ‘live forever’ - but whilst medical science may 

temporarily halt death:   

 

 …it can neither prevent it nor can it tell us…what, if anything, 
 lies beyond death or what we can do to prepare for that transition.115 

 

On the other hand, during the last few decades, the media has brought to public awareness 

another trend, unknown to former generations, which is affecting not only the nation, but 

also funeral directors, with the rising ‘epidemic’ of obesity.  According to the findings of a 

global study published 2016 in the medical journal The Lancet, obesity rates in Australia 

 
view contrasts strongly with contemporary perceptions that death can be continually postponed, whilst the 
transition to an afterlife is a belief no longer widely held.    
112 Tony Walter, ‘Secularisation’, in Colin Murray Parkes, Pittu Laungani and Bill Young (eds), Death and 
Bereavement Across Cultures, London, 1997, p. 166.  See also Robert Fulton (ed), Death and Identity 
(revised edn), Bowie, Maryland, 1976, p. 6 for comments on the ‘cult of youth’ which exists in the 
contemporary era, promoting longevity and dismissing death; also Glennys Howarth, Death and Dying, 
Cambridge 2007, p. 23 for her findings that as medical science can now accurately diagnose the cause of a 
death, there is less belief by the bereaved that ‘God’s Will’ has prevailed. 
113 Thomas Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, Princeton, New Jersey, 2015, p. 552-553. See also Glennys 
Howarth, Death and Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 23 for her comments on the declining role of the clergy in 
death during the twentieth century and the popular perception that with advances in medical science, most 
illnesses can now be cured and death permanently delayed. 
114 J. Illich, cited in Allan Kellehear, ‘Are we a ‘Death-Denying’ Society?  A Sociological Review’, in Social 
Science and Medicine, 1984, 18:9, p. 716.  See also Burden Lundgren and Clare Houseman, ‘Banishing 
Death: the Disappearance of the Appreciation of Mortality’, Omega, 2010, 61:3, pp. 223-249 for their 
argument that the lowered death rate; rise of medical treatment and distancing of death from the home 
environment have led to an ‘unjustified optimism’ in regard to the view that death can be dismissed, or at 
least delayed. 
115Colin Murray Parkes, Pittu Laungani and Bill Young, p. 5. 
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are increasing more rapidly than in other nations, with 63% of adults overweight and 

researchers warning of serious health consequences.116  Professor Rob Moodie, former 

chair of the National Preventative Health Taskforce, blames the ‘culture around food’ being 

at the heart of the problem, with vast increases in ‘fast food’ consumption.117  This finding 

has been evidenced in the researcher’s area, for in the 1980s, ‘fast food’ outlets in the local 

area only consisted of a fish and chip and a takeaway chicken shop, which families only 

visited as a ‘special treat’ on Sundays.118  Yet now in Port Lincoln there are a number of 

franchised takeaway shops, with drive-through facilities where people are often queued in 

their cars awaiting their turn for service.  

 

Obesity rates in the researcher’s area have increased rapidly with the problem affecting all 

sectors of the health-care and funeral service industry, particularly in manual handling and 

transport of the deceased.  Coffins too are often needed in larger sizes now.  For instance, 

Paul Callahan of the Casket Company in Adelaide has commented on the vastly increased 

demand for larger coffins, informing the researcher that even their standard-sized coffins 

will now be made two inches wider than ever before.119   

 

Obesity is expensive too, as in the researcher’s own funeral business it has been necessary 

to purchase specialised mortuary trolleys and lifting equipment which can accommodate 

extra weight.  At the same time, obesity has affected cremation, with the researcher’s 

crematorium introducing a written policy which declines acceptance of deceased persons in 

excess of 130 kilograms.   Unfortunately families desiring cremation of a morbidly obese 

person then incur an extra significant cost, for the deceased must be transported 640 

kilometres to a bariatric facility in Adelaide, which can accept obese cases.  Whilst the 

management of death is continuous with life, the escalating problem of obesity evidences 

the way almost every aspect of social change influences funerary practices and mourning 

rituals.  

 
116 ‘Australian obesity rates climbing faster than anywhere else in the world, study shows’, 29 May 2014, pp. 
2-5, viewed 2 April 2016, www.abc.net.au 
117 Ibid, p. 2. 
118 Observation of the researcher. 
119 Researcher’s conversation with Paul Callahan, manager of The Casket Company in Adelaide, 
 on 5th May 2016. 
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Earlier in this chapter, the entry of women into the funeral profession was linked to the 

rising acceptance of cremation in the latter decades of the twentieth century.  Together, this 

powerful combination of changed traditions has been of vast social significance, because 

not only were women absent from the funeral process until the mid twentieth-century, but 

also, the tradition of earth burial had for centuries been the accepted mode of disposition.  

Interestingly, historical evidence reveals that cremation is not a new mode of disposition. 

Early Neolithic societies and later the ancient Romans practised cremation, before its 

decline in favour of Christian burial.120 Although the Catholic Church had previously 

banned cremation because it denied an integral Catholic doctrine of bodily resurrection, a 

papal directive removed this edict in 1963, with the first Australian Catholic Crematorium 

opening at Rookwood in Sydney in 2007.121 

 

Whilst Australia’s first crematorium had been established in 1903 in Adelaide, public 

approval languished, with less than 400 cremations taking place in the first twenty-seven 

years, but by the 1960s, statistics began to reveal cremation’s increasing social 

acceptance.122  Early advocates of cremation had extolled its sanitary advantages, but by 

the closing decades of the twentieth century cremation came to symbolise much more than 

‘the modern way of death’ in Australia, for not only was the ‘cleansing flame’ highly 

efficient, but it also brought a timely solution to the problem of land shortage in over-

crowded cemeteries.123   

 

Querying why such a vast change from tradition quickly rose to displace burial in the 

Western world, Eric Trimble – the manager of a large funeral home in Illinois – believes 

that ‘convenience’ is the major reason.124  For instance, Trimble argues, families now are 

often so widely dispersed that if a cremation of a loved one takes place, with a memorial 

 
120 Lionel Gilbert, A Grave Look at History, Sydney, 1980, p. 14. 
121 ‘First Catholic Crematorium’, ACCA News, Winter 2007, p. 28. 
122 Lacey Burley, ‘Crematorium Opening Meets the Needs of Conservative Residents’, ACCA News, Autumn, 
2010, p.19. 
123 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death. p.328. 
124 Steve Cronin, ‘Cremation Roundtable’, interview with Eric R. Trimble, C.E.O. and President of Trimble 
Funeral Home and Crematory, Moline, Illinois, American Funeral Director, 139:4, April 2016, p. 74. 
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service held later, there is not the urgency for all family members to gather quickly, as can 

be the case with a burial.125   

 

In the researcher’s area, families choosing cremation have expressed a number of reasons 

for doing so.  For example, many comment on ‘not wanting any fuss’ with the whole 

ceremony being held in one venue rather than going on to a cemetery.  At the same time, 

families have spoken of their wish to avoid the substantial cost of erecting and maintaining 

cemetery memorials.126   Port Lincoln is renowned for its maritime activities and beaches 

and there are many local families who, in planning for their funeral, have already decided 

that they will choose the option of cremation, so that their ashes can be scattered at a 

favourite beach, or upon the sea itself.127  

 

Nationally, funeral directors have welcomed the ease which accompanies ceremonies 

where cremation has been chosen as a mode of disposition.  For example, whilst there is the 

great benefit of almost no physical labour being required of the funeral director in setting 

up equipment at cemeteries, there is also no concern about inclement weather (as cremation 

ceremonies are usually held indoors); there is no solemn cortege to a cemetery; no pall-

bearers are needed to carry the coffin and the grieving family avoid the distress of 

witnessing the coffin being lowered into the earth.   

 

On the other hand, Glennys Howarth has criticised the the simplified rituals which often 

now accompany ceremonies prior to cremation, finding them to be ‘meaningless’ and 

querying whether they offer any real solace to the bereaved, compared to the burials of the 

past.128 For instance, Howarth emphasises the rich ritual significance of the shuffling of 

pall-bearers in a solemn procession to the gravesite;  the dignity of the coffin being lowered 

into the earth, with a hush descending upon the assembled mourners — all adding to the 

 
125 Ibid, p. 74. 
126 Experience of the researcher. 
127 Experience of the researcher.  
128 Glennys Howarth, Last Rites, Amityville, New York, 1996, p. 192. 
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‘sense of moment’ which cannot be captured in the often celebratory modern crematorium 

rituals.129  

 

Whilst many cremations are still preceded by a ceremonial gathering, another innovative 

trend is gathering momentum throughout the United States of America, Australia, and other 

Western nations — the rise of disembodied funerals, without the presence of the deceased. 

Within the funeral industry in Australia, the term used is ‘direct cremation’ which refers to 

a cremation taking place without any funeral ceremony being held.  In earlier decades this 

was a form of disposal reserved mainly for paupers, or people of limited financial means.  

Researcher Candi Cann believes that with increasing globalisation, traditional funerary rites 

will continue to decline, as the trend towards ‘bodiless memorialisation’ continues to 

accelerate, with an increasing demand for this type of ‘no funeral’ disposal, chosen by 

people of all levels of society.130 

 

Accordingly, profitability of funeral businesses may be reduced, as such simplistic 

disposals cannot be charged at the cost of a full-service funeral.  The trend began in the 

United States of America in recent years where it was noted with rising concern by the 

funeral industry there but is now occurring more often in Australia. Thomas Long and 

Thomas Lynch, co-authors of The Good Funeral, have addressed this problem, warning 

that the role of the funeral director may become obsolete if the public do not perceive value 

in the funeral ceremony.131 Similarly, William Hoy laments the diminishing significance of 

funeral ceremonies without the embodied presence of the deceased, pointing to the 

influence of ‘Boomers’ in dismissing traditional conventions.132 

 

In 2016, the Australian Funeral Directors’ Association alerted its members to the alarming 

trend and its potential effect upon the livelihood of funeral directors.  For instance, the 

Association has launched an awareness campaign to educate all its members on the 

importance of funeral ceremonies, with National President John Fowler stating: 

 
129 Glennys Howarth, p. 192. 
130 Candi K. Cann, Grieving the Dead in the Twenty-First Century, Kentucky, 2014, p. 134. 
131 Thomas G, Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral, Louisville, Kentucky, 2013. 
132 William G. Hoy, Do Funerals Matter?, New York, 2013, p. 120. 
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 …I believe this [the decline in funeral ceremonies in favour of 
direct cremation] is the biggest issue affecting our industry 

 in Australia and in many countries around the world.133  
 
 
In the researcher’s area, there has in recent years been a slight increase in the number of 

families requesting ‘no service’ cremations, but they are outnumbered by the larger 

proportion of ‘full service’ funerals which are still perceived by the public as being of 

value, allowing family and friends to gather to honour the life of the deceased in an 

important rite of passage.134  

 

During the years when social changes more vast than ever before were being implemented 

in Australia, a growing awareness of ecological issues also began to pervade Australian 

consciousness.  By the closing years of the twentieth century, the term ‘green’ was firmly 

entrenched in Australian language.  Within this wider concept of concern for the 

environment, as an alternative to cremation, two new methods of ‘flameless’ bodily 

disposition were introduced in the United States of America – one where the process of 

alkaline hydrolysis (known as “Resomation”) reduces the body to a liquid, with a fine ash 

residue and another (known as “Promession”) where the body is frozen in liquid nitrogen 

and then reduced to powder by ultrasonic vibration.  Matthews Cremation in Florida were 

at the fore in promoting the new concept of alkaline hydrolysis.  Yet when the researcher 

asked Richard Belcourt from Matthews Cremation in late 2018 whether there had been any 

developments with setting up alkaline hydrolysis facilities, he replied that there were still 

only two in the United States of America and cited set-up costs and public acceptance as 

the obstacles to progress.135  

 

An article in the American Funeral Director in 2010 had announced that a Gold Coast 

company in Queensland was ‘the first in the world’ to offer the process of alkaline 

 
133 John Fowler, National President’s Message, The Australian Funeral Director, 
 March 2016, 37:3, p. 3. 
134 Experience of the researcher. 
135 Researcher’s conversation with Richard Belcourt, Senior Service Technician at Matthews Cremation, 
Florida, United States of America, on 15th November 2018. 
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hydrolysis, using the brand name “Aquamation”,136 but eight years later there appears to 

have been little interest in the concept.  When the researcher contacted John Humphries of 

Aquamation Industries, he advised that an alkaline hydrolysis facility would soon be 

offered in Newcastle, but it was not yet ‘officially launched’.137  Seeking a South 

Australian opinion, the researcher contacted Michael Robertson at the Adelaide Cemeteries 

Authority, who advised that he did not know of any alkaline hydrolysis facilities operating 

in Australia.138  Moreover, Michael stated that it would be ‘highly unlikely’ for alkaline 

hydrolysis to be approved in South Australia, for whilst there are no mercury emissions to 

monitor (as in cremation) S.A. Water, which is responsible for all ‘Trade Waste’ approvals, 

would not permit the large volume of strong potassium hydroxide liquids involved to enter 

the city’s sewerage system.139  Local district councils in South Australia also have strict 

controls on effluent water which would similarly preclude the introduction of such a facility 

in regional areas.  Whilst the success of alkaline hydrolysis in Australia is dubious, 

innovative trends can take many years to gain acceptance, for this was the case with 

cremation.   

 

While cremation is now, nationwide, often the preferred mode of disposition, when funerals 

in the contemporary era do require a burial to take place, modern cemeteries evidence a 

clear departure from the dismal, crowded places of sepulture which defined them in the 

past.  Landscaped with trees and colourful flower beds, expansive lawn cemeteries were 

developed in the nation’s cities during the mid-twentieth century, with uniformly-sized 

memorials and simple plaques.  South Australia’s Centennial Park was one of the nation’s 

earliest in 1954 with standardized rows of memorials replacing the elaborate headstones, 

ledgers and slabs of the past.  A new concept in Australia, lawn or garden cemeteries had 

already been established in England and America in the nineteenth century, where it was 

 
136 Brian Johnson and Thomas Parmalee, ‘Alkaline hydrolysis’, American Funeral Director, September 2010, 
pp. 15-21. 
137 Email communication from John Humphries of Aquamation Industries, 26th May 2016. 
138 Email communication from Michael Robertson, Head of Operations, Infrastructure and Environment, 
Adelaide Cemeteries Authority, 26th May 2016. 
139 Ibid. 
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believed that the aesthetic values found in natural surroundings would act as a ‘civilising 

influence’.140   

 

This change has spread to regional areas and in South Australia most of the larger 

provincial towns have established lawn cemeteries, with the older historical cemeteries 

being closed, precluding further burials.   For instance, in Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Cemetery 

(where there have been no new burials since the 1940s) soaring obelisks and angels are 

reminders of a bygone age, while the city’s new public cemetery, established in 1974, 

features rows of uniformly-sized memorials amidst landscaped lawns.  Yet Griffen and 

Tobin have suggested that lawn cemeteries, with their romanticised veneer of bucolic 

scenic parks, tend to protect the public from ‘reminders of death’ which accompany life.141  

 

Similarly, Lundgren and Houseman’s study of trends in the rural cemetery movement noted 

that while modern landscaped cemeteries were often sited away from populated areas, to 

decrease the risk of miasmas and disease, they also had the effect of increasing societal 

distance from the living.142  Regional cemeteries in South Australia confirm this finding.  

Whilst Port Lincoln’s earliest cemetery is sited within the city, enabling it to be accessed by 

pedestrians, the modern lawn cemetery is situated 15 kilometres away, with visitation 

requiring vehicular transport, which may not be available to the socially disadvantaged. 

 

Throughout this chapter, some of the vast changes in funerary rituals in recent decades have 

been discussed.  While the aftermath of The First World War was the catalyst for social 

change in funerary rituals, during the mid-twentieth century Australia’s migration 

programmes brought great cultural change and religious diversity and the ‘traditional 

funeral’ of the past became a rarity, displaced in many cases by the introduction of 

cremation.  At the same time, feminism’s impact brought a new empowerment for women 

and they entered all areas of the workforce, including the funeral industry.  Yet this new 

direction for women meant that they could no longer care for the sick and dying at home, as 

 
140 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death, p. 316. 
141 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…The Australian Response to Death,  
Carlton South, 1997, p. 72. 
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women had for centuries past, and the ‘good death’ became a rarity, replaced by a great 

increase in the number of people dying in hospitals and nursing homes.   Continuing the 

discussion, Chapter Two will focus on funerals in regional areas and rural communities. 

 

 
142 Burden Lungren and Clare Houseman, ‘Banishing Death: The Disappearance of the Appreciation of 
Mortality’, Omega: The Journal of Death and Dying, 2010, 61:3, p. 240. 
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Chapter Three  
 

 
The Country Way of Life – and Death 
 
 
 
 The cemetery is an open space among the ruins, covered 

in winter with violets and daisies.  It might make one in 
love with death, to think that one should be buried in so 
sweet a place. 

             - Percy Bysshe Shelley 
 
 
 

While Chapter One provided an overview of the way funerary traditions have changed 

during the twentieth century, this chapter will demonstrate that there has not been a decline 

in the importance of the funeral itself, especially in country areas. Notwithstanding the 

simplified rituals which are often observed now, country funerals continue to be important 

community events, providing an opportunity for local people to gather together.  

 

At the same time, this chapter will discuss some of the other changes which have taken 

place in funerary customs, in the contemporary era, especially in rural areas.   

As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, the rising acceptance of cremation since the 

1960s has influenced many of the changes and funerary decisions made by bereaved 

families.  For example, in this chapter the purchase of a coffin will be discussed - in earlier 

decades this was a major consideration for bereaved families, but now simple, inexpensive 

coffins are often chosen, as clients increasingly seek value and simplicity.  Individualism – 

one of the hallmarks of the contemporary era – has been the catalyst for many of the social 

changes which will be discussed in this chapter.  

 
 
When the researcher entered the funeral industry in 1989, funeral services were still solemn 

events, steeped in traditions which had endured since the time of European settlement in 
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Australia.  Indeed, eminent South Australian historian Robert Nicol has found that until the 

mid-twentieth century, there were ‘few adaptations’ to the colonial funeral procedure, 

which was based, in turn, on long-standing customs which the early settlers had brought 

from Britain.1   Yet in the contemporary era, myriad changes have been evidenced in death 

and dying, influencing the bereaved and their families, with the funeral process often now 

far removed from that of three decades previously.  

 

The rise of the undertaker, or funeral director, as a person of professional standing in the 

community is a relatively recent phenomenon.  Robert Nicol has documented the vast 

change in the role of the undertaker whose work was previously only a ‘sideline’ to other 

occupations such as carpentry or cabinet making.2  Yet during the twentieth century the 

funeral director — now of either gender — has assumed a position of power and trust, 

taking control of the body of the deceased and attending to all the funeral arrangements 

required by a bereaved family. 

 

In Australia’s earlier years, the local undertaker would be contacted following the death of 

a family member.  At that time, arrangements would be made for a coffin to be constructed, 

and a grave dug at the cemetery, in readiness for a funeral to take place.  Funerals were a 

community event, and as Robert Nicol has found, the funeral itself ‘began in the home’ 

with the body being prepared there by family members.3   Digging of the grave was a major 

part of the preparations for the funeral.  For instance, until 2015 at Conglima Cemetery on 

Central Eyre Peninsula, the local farmers rallied together to organise the digging of a grave 

when it was needed.  On the day of the funeral, as soon as the formalities of the burial had 

concluded, farm utility vehicles appeared as the men of the area assembled to fill the grave.  

Armed with shovels and rakes, a great sense of conviviality and purposefulness was 

evident.4  Yet the District Council of Streaky Bay, in an edict which created great unrest in 

the community, has now outlawed the digging of the graves by local citizens, citing 

Occupational Health and Welfare concerns.  Not only has this taken away the social bonds 

 
1 Robert Nicol, The Ritual of Death in Colonial South Australia, Adelaide, 1992, p. 13. 
2 Robert Nicol, In Memoriam – The Victorian Way of Death, Adelaide, 1985, p. 2. 
3 Robert Nicol, The Ritual of Death in Colonial South Australia, Adelaide, 1992, p. 2. 
4 Observation of the researcher. 
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which were strengthened within the community at the time of the death, by the contribution 

of the local men, but now a significant fee is charged by the District Council for the 

mechanical grave-digging (whereas previously there was no cost to the bereaved family).5   

 

Before the work of the funeral director became professionalised, the body of a deceased 

person was kept at home until the day of the funeral, and was cared for by the women of the 

household.   Yet those women were often excluded from attending the subsequent funeral 

ceremony and burial, because of the belief that the emotions of the occasion would be too 

intense for them to bear.6   In South Australia, according to Robert Nicol, such exclusion 

applied to women of Anglican and Presbyterian faith, more than other denominations.7 Yet 

Robert Larkins has found this custom curious, for it was the women who had the most 

intimate contact with the deceased in preparing the body and caring for it, until the time of 

disposal.8  Maurice Bloch concurs, commenting on the age-old association of mourning 

with women, across all cultures: 

 

 Again and again women are given death while the social order 
 is reaffirmed elsewhere…it falls to women to take on and take 
 away the sorrow and pollution of death.9 
 

Compared to earlier times, in recent decades there has been a reversal of social duties for 

the women in a bereaved household for in the past, whilst women attended to the care and 

 
5 Experience of the researcher. 
6 Robert Larkins, Funeral Rights, Camberwell, 2007, p. 3.  See also Robert Nicol’s The Ritual of Death in 
Colonial South Australia, Adelaide, 1992, p. 15 for his study on death rituals in nineteenth-century South 
Australia, which found that women bore the greatest responsibility for upholding traditional rules of mourning 
etiquette and they also bore the greatest burden of grief and mourning. 
7 Robert Nicol, Final Pageant, Malvern, 1998, p. 12.  See also Kathleen Corley, Maranatha – Women’s 
Funerary Rituals and Christian Origins, Minneapolis, 2010, for a discussion on women’s central role in 
ancient Greek and Roman society, not only washing and anointing the dead but also singing laments as well 
as being responsible for regular visitation of family graves and tombs; while Christine Quigley, The Corpse-A 
History, Jefferson, North Carolina, 1996, p. 52 has found that in some regions of China, only women prepare 
the dead because of a superstition that the hair of females absorbs the pollution of death. 
8 Robert Larkins, Funeral Rights, Camberwell, 2007, p. 3. 
9 Maurice Bloch, cited in Jenny Butler, ‘Symbolic and social roles of women in death ritual in traditional Irish 
society’, in Evy Johanne Håland (ed), Women, Pain and Death: Rituals and Everyday Life on the Margins of 
Europe and Beyond, Newcastle upon Tyne, 2008, p. 114.  See also Linnell Secomb, ‘Philosophical deaths and 
feminine finitude’, Mortality, 1999, 4:2, p. 4, for Secomb believes that because women have for centuries 
have been assigned the role of caring for the dying in the domestic domain, they intimately ‘dwell with death’ 
encountering it as a ‘certain feminine experience…immanently within life’ - which is very different to the 
masculine view of death and dying. 
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preparation of the deceased at home, they were not involved in the funeral arrangements.  

The researcher recalls that in the 1980s it was usually the male head of the household who 

would decide upon major elements of a funeral service, such as the mode of disposition; 

where a ceremony would be held; the choice of a coffin, and the cost of the funeral itself.  

Women were allowed to express their opinion on floral arrangements or press notices and 

the selection of clothing for the deceased. 

 

Yet now, although women in Western societies no longer prepare the body at home, they 

exhibit a new empowerment because they often make all the arrangements, with men 

frequently absent from the meeting with the funeral director.10  At the same time, many 

women of the researcher’s acquaintance regularly handle all household financial affairs, 

including paying for funeral costs, when needed.  Glenna Lear — a Port Lincoln resident 

who completed her doctorate on the third age life of local women — believes that one of 

the most significant changes in rural areas throughout Australia since the late 1980s has 

been the  ‘emergence’ of women.11  Many have taken on leadership roles, transforming 

their communities, and their own lives. 

 

When meeting with a bereaved family in earlier years to discuss funeral arrangements, the 

selection of a coffin or casket was a major decision.  Indeed, George Sanders believes that 

the coffin chosen by a bereaved family for their loved one is so much more than a container 

for human remains, for it is a ‘symbolic representation’ of the deceased, as well as a 

‘cultural and sacred object’.12  In the 1980s, nearly all funeral premises had a ‘selection 

room’ with a gleaming display of coffins and caskets for clients to view and purchase.  

Now, ‘selection rooms’ have been largely disbanded because many bereaved families do 

not see value in choosing an expensive coffin and in the researcher’s area, coffins are 

chosen entirely from a display book of photographs.  Yet the impact of individualism is 

apparent, for it is not unusual for the family to request that the chosen coffin be supplied 

with handles or fittings other than those shown in the photograph.  This is a noticeable 

 
10 Observation of the researcher. 
11 Glenna Lear, ‘The learning projects of rural third age women: enriching a valuable community resource’, 
Australian Journal of Adult Learning, 2011, Vol. 51, Special Edition, pp. 170-178. 
12 George Sanders, ‘The dismal trade as culture industry’, Poetics, 2010, 38:1, p. 57. 
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departure from several decades ago, when families always chose a coffin entirely as it 

appeared in the display book, without ever suggesting a change.13 

 

All the pictured coffins available have a name which has been allocated by the 

manufacturer, but gendered preferences often dictate the final choice.  For example, one of 

the most popular mid-range coffins is named “Rugby” and notwithstanding its gleaming 

woodgrain finish, women will often decide against it, purely because of the masculine 

connotations of its name.  Yet the “Byron Warm White”, resplendent with gold fittings 

complementing its pink-tinged pallid exterior, often appeals to women.  On the other hand, 

the rosewood “Flinders” is popular with both genders and families choosing it often remark 

that the name reminds them of explorer Captain Matthew Flinders, who first charted the 

coastline of Eyre Peninsula in 1802.14   

 

When cremation is chosen as a preferred mode of disposition, if male members of the 

household are involved in funeral arrangements, it is not unusual for them to exclaim “just 

use a cardboard box” or similar expressions — indicating that they don’t see the point 

anymore in having a traditional wooden coffin or casket, as in the past.15  In recent years, 

cardboard coffins have been promoted widely as an alternative to the traditional wooden or 

veneer coffin.  Most bereaved families in the contemporary era will choose a simple coffin, 

without ornamentation, often constructed of particle board rather than genuine timber.16   

Interestingly, women rarely seem to ask for ‘the cheapest’ coffin, more often asking for a 

standard woodgrain veneer coffin which is simple but dignified and which will meet social 

expectations at a funeral ceremony.17  When the researcher spoke with John, an employee 

of twenty-five years at the Casket Company in Adelaide, he too had noted the vast changes 

in consumer choices over the years he had worked in the coffin manufacturing industry: 

 

            We used to sell a lot of coffins and caskets in the upper price 
range — for instance, there was a popular dark polished rosewood  (“Calvary”)  

 
13 Observation of the researcher. 
14 Observation of the researcher. 
15 Observation of the researcher. 
16 Observation of the researcher. 
17 Observation of the researcher. 
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with a cross carved on the lid, which is now rarely ordered. 
Seventy percent of our coffin orders now request basic coffins in the low price 
range.18 

 
When the researcher asked John what he thought had contributed to the change, he replied: 

 It seems that people are more ‘savvy’ now, maybe the internet has  
 influenced them… they’ve found out that Costco will sell cheap coffins to 

the public, so they just don’t see value in buying an expensive coffin.19 
 
Whilst the change has affected coffin manufacturing in Australia, there has been even 

greater concern in the United States of America.  In the past the choice of an expensive 

casket — often in bronze, copper or stainless steel — was an essential part of funeral 

arrangements, yet Jeff Harbeson wrote in a recent issue of the American Funeral Director: 

 
 The same number of caskets are sold in the U.S. today as compared 
 to 20 years ago, even though we have almost 700,000 more deaths.20  
 
Speaking with an elderly woman resident of the local nursing home, Pioneer Village at Port 

Lincoln, in regard to coffins, the researcher was told that the resident was pre-planning her 

own funeral.  We discussed the coffin she had chosen for her late husband in 1994 — it had 

been an expensive traditional cedar with bronze fittings. Did she want to have something 

similar?  Not all — she wanted only a basic coffin, as ‘it’s only going to be burnt up’.21  

The researcher realised that this assertion evidenced a great change from the formality of 

funerals in previous years for in 1994, many people chose a coffin in the mid-range price 

bracket.  Back then, too, no-one would have used the word ‘burnt up’, so it appears there is 

a much greater acceptance of what cremation entails, with a new realism surrounding the 

practice. 

 

In common with the marketing of other consumer products, there are ‘fashions’ too in the 

coffin industry and the introduction of cardboard coffins is an example.  Yet in February 

2014 the Australasian Cemeteries and Crematoria Association issued guidelines cautioning 

 
18 Researcher’s conversation with John, from the Casket Company of South Australia in Adelaide, 19th 
November, 2018. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Jeff Harbeson, ‘A-Tisket, A-Tasket...What to do without a Casket?’, American Funeral Director, 
November 2018, 14:11, p. 46. 
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their members about possible risks associated with the use of cardboard coffins.22  For 

instance, as cardboard is weakened by moisture, it is not recommended that cardboard 

coffins be refrigerated.  Instead, the body of the deceased should only be placed in the 

cardboard coffin immediately prior to the funeral service taking place.23  

 

Funeral directors view this as a distinct disadvantage, because deceased persons are 

routinely dressed and encoffined several days prior to the funeral, to ease the work flow on 

the day of the event.  Similarly, because of the potential moisture problem, the Association 

urged members to be careful with floral tributes placed on the cardboard lid, because of the 

possible problem of moisture seeping into the cardboard, as well as the weight of the tribute 

upon the receptacle.24  At the researcher’s funeral home, cardboard coffins were purchased 

in the early years of the new millennium but never gained popularity. In 2016, most clients 

are very satisfied with a simple, traditional veneer coffin, which costs around the same as 

one constructed from cardboard. 

 

Until the closing decades of the twentieth century, most funerals were held at the church, 

attended by large crowds of mourners, for dying then was a family and community event.   

Moreover, since colonial times, death and burial had been ‘intimately associated’ with 

religion, according to Robert Nicol, with a wide belief that the dying would enjoy an 

eternity in heaven.25  Graeme Griffen concurs, finding that until the contemporary era: 

 

   the Christian churches had a virtual monopoly of the 
   ritual acknowledgement of death in Australian society.26 

 
 
For instance, in church funerals which the researcher conducted in the late 1980s, two 

hymns were de rigueur and popular music was scorned - although the researcher 

 
21 Conversation between the researcher and Mrs. K., a resident of Pioneer Village in Port Lincoln, on 4th 
March 2015. 
22 ‘Guidelines for the use of cardboard and other receptacles’.  Australasian Cemeteries and Crematoria 
Association (2014).  
23 Ibid, p. 4. 
24 Ibid, p. 4. 
25 Robert Nicol, In Memoriam- The Victorian Way of Death, Adelaide, 1985,  p. 4. 
26 Graeme Griffin. ‘Defining Australian death: Religion and the state’, in Death and Dying in Australia, 
Melbourne, 2000, p. 47. 
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remembers one funeral where the presiding clergyman relented, allowing the bereaved 

family to play Morning Has Broken as a recessional song.27 Following the church service, 

pall-bearers would carry the coffin to the hearse, and a cortege would proceed to the 

cemetery, for a burial.  Until the contemporary era, pall-bearers were exclusively men.  

Jenny Butler has noted that traditionally the bearing of the coffin was assigned to men 

because of their ‘physical strength’.28  Now when pall-bearers are required, they are 

sometimes women — daughters or grand-daughters of the deceased — who are grateful for 

the opportunity to be involved in such a meaningful last rite for their loved one. 

 

When a cortege following the church service arrived at a cemetery, there would be a grim 

ceremony of committal, with the bereaved family stoically witnessing the lowering of the 

coffin into the cavernous depths of its final resting place.  Then slowly, burdened with 

sorrow, mourners would leave the cemetery to proceed to the church hall where generous 

cups of tea, scones and sandwiches would be offered to assuage their grief.  Funeral feasts 

have been an essential part of mourning rituals for many centuries and in the researcher’s 

area, they are still an integral item to be discussed in the planning of a funeral ceremony.29   

    
Clare Gittings has found that the companionship inherent in gatherings after funerals in 

bygone times had a major social role, for it reunited the survivors of a group, even acting as 

a form of therapy for the bereaved.30  Moreover, Gittings believes that the sharing of food 

was itself a powerful ritual, which ‘helped to mitigate the consequences of a death within 

the community’.31  In medieval times, according to Gittings, the major cost of a funeral was 

the feast which followed.  For example, after the burial in 1610 of Matthew Mennyce, 

Mayor of Sandwich, a banquet was held for which the following items were purchased: 

 

 … whole vealer, six geese…five couple of capons… 
 one dozen and one half of chickens, two woodcocks, 

 
27 Experience of the researcher. 
28 Jenny Butler, ‘Symbolic and social roles of women in death ritual in traditional Irish society’, in Evy 
Johanne Håland (ed), Women, Pain and Death: Rituals and Everyday Life on the Margins of Europe and 
Beyond, Newcastle upon Tyne, 2008, p. 114.   
29 Observation of the researcher. 
30  Clare Gittings, Death, Burial and the Individual in early Modern England, Croom Helm,  
1984, p. 159. 
31 Ibid., p. 164. 
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 four snipes, one dozen larks, ten couple of rabbits… 
 three dozen of white and ravel bread and seven pigs… 
 six dozen pigeons, eighteen pounds of suet, four turkeys  
 and four score and seven pounds of beef.32    
 

In small country towns many kilometres from Port Lincoln, a funeral is still regarded as a 

major community event, attracting wide interest.  Indeed, a flagpole in the main street of a 

town is an important feature, for local people routinely glance at the flag to see if it has 

been lowered to half-mast.  If so, that indicates that a death in the community has occurred, 

and townspeople then hasten to read a notice printed in bold lettering, displayed adjacent to 

the flagpole, for information about the forthcoming obsequies.33  This notification of a local 

death is an example of Glennys Howarth’s findings that while each community has its own 

funeral customs, such conventions provide a way to preserve cultural traditions.34 

 

Even though a small town may consist of only a few houses, a hall or hotel and a sports 

centre, a massive effort takes place to ensure a ‘good send-off’ after the funeral — a 

‘wake’.  The term ‘wake’ — referring in postmodern parlance to a gathering which takes 

place after the funeral ceremony — is more often used in distant country areas, rather than 

in the researcher’s local area. Women of the area supply lavish quantities of food and if a 

luncheon is being held there will be casseroles, pies, sausage rolls and pizza slices, along 

with sandwiches, slices and small cakes.  Steaming urns of boiling water ensure the 

provision of ample tea and coffee, whilst the procurement of many cartons of beer is 

mandatory to maintain the conviviality of the gathering for many hours.  Indeed, James 

Curl believes that ‘the feast stands out as a feature of the obsequies of all times’.35   

 

Yet in the more urbane area of Port Lincoln, whilst gatherings after a funeral service are 

uniformly held, usage of the word ‘wake’ is rare.  In contrast to the country towns, lavish 

luncheons are usually scorned, with a simple morning or afternoon tea after the funeral 

 
32 Ibid., p. 159. 
33 Observation of the researcher. 
34 Glennys Howarth, ‘Australian Funerals’, in Allan Kellehear (ed), Death and Dying in Australia, 
Melbourne, 2000, p. 84. 
35 James Stevens Curl, The Victorian Celebration of Death, South Devon, 1982, p. 13.  See also Kathleen E. 
Corley, Maranatha – Women’s Funerary Rituals and Christian Origins, Minneapolis, 2010, p. 18, for a 
discussion of women’s participation in funerary feasts for the dead. 
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ceremony being widely-preferred.  Whilst there may be a selection of assorted sandwiches, 

as well as tastefully arranged slices and cakes, there would also be a notable absence of 

liquor or beer.36 

 

While gatherings after the funeral ceremony to share refreshments and companionship 

continue to be an important time for family and friends to reunite, they are far removed 

from the wakes of earlier centuries.  According to Gary Laderman the traditional wake of 

earlier centuries was really a ‘surveillance’ vigil, often lasting for several days, held prior 

to the funeral.  Family and friends watched over the body of the deceased at home, ensuring 

that the person was in fact dead — and did not wake — a precautionary measure to prevent 

premature burial in an era when formal signs of death were not widely known.37  Indeed, 

the wake of medieval times was sometimes a ribald affair, with drinking, dancing and 

sexual games — with the corpse itself sometimes the central figure.38  Clare Gittings 

believes that in the early modern period, traditional societies burdened with the chaos of 

death’s destruction often chose to oppose that threat with frivolities and games which 

reinforced the ‘power of procreation’.39  Whilst such festivities in the face of death may 

seem shocking when viewed alongside the more restrained mourning rituals of 

contemporary society, Narelle McCoy has asserted: 

 

  The primal forces of eroticism and death are 
 bound together in many cultures and texts.40 

 

Moreover, according to Narelle McCoy, women in earlier times — particularly in Irish 

society — had a major role in leading the wildly vocal keening in the waking period held 

prior to the funeral, for such a lament, which could only be performed by a woman, was an 

essential part of the funerary rites.41  Moving beyond the normal boundaries imposed upon 

women in the nineteenth-century, McCoy found that the lamenting woman was permitted 

 
36 Observation of the researcher. 
37 Gary Laderman, cited in Denise Carson, Parting Ways, Berkley, 2011, p. 219. 
38 Christine Quigley, The Corpse – A History, Jefferson, North Carolina, 1996, p. 64. 
39 Clare Gittings, Death, Burial and the Individual in early Modern England, Croom Helm, 1984, p. 106. 
40 Narelle McCoy, ‘The quick and the dead: Sexuality and the Irish merry wake’, Continuum: 
Journal of Media and Cultural Studies, 26:4, pp. 615-624. 
41 Ibid., p. 618. 
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to regress to a former time when ‘the power of the female voice mediated directly between 

the world of the living and the dead’.42  In the researcher’s area, women’s laments or 

keening are only heard at funerals for indigenous members of the local community.43  

 

While the wake, which persisted until the nineteenth-century era, held before the funeral 

has now vanished, in contemporary Australia viewings are still an integral part of most 

mourning rituals.  Yet Robert Larkins believes that since the 1990s, while viewings have 

been promoted by the funeral industry as a way of involving the bereaved family, they 

actually deny them ‘any real control’ over the funeral.44  Since the professionalisation of 

the funeral industry, according to Larkins, taking charge of the viewing is just another 

example of the vast power of the funeral director, who now attends to all the arrangements 

which, in the past, were carried out by the family.45   

 

Coincidentally, as Larkins has found, the increase in viewings arose in the latter decades of 

the twentieth century when large corporations based in the United States of America took 

over many of Australia’s funeral homes.46  Promoting viewings as being desirable was, 

according to Larkins, a way of justifying the resultant higher funeral costs for the family, 

for skilled mortuary staff were needed and preparation time of the deceased was more 

lengthy.47 Moreover, as Larkins found, embalming too was heavily promoted, as being 

essential to enhance the features of the deceased for a viewing, thereby adding to the 

funeral cost. 48  In the researcher’s local area, embalming has never been promoted or 

requested by families, unless a deceased person is to be conveyed out of Australia, for 

modern refrigeration ensures that the deceased can be kept safely during the liminal period 

between the death and the funeral taking place.49   

 

 
42 Ibid., p. 622. 
43 Experience of the researcher. 
44 Robert Larkins, p. 81. 
45 Ibid., p. 81. 
46 Ibid., p. 81. 
47 Ibid., p. 81. 
48 Ibid., p. 83. 
49 Experience of the researcher. 
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Many funerals in country areas are preceded by a viewing and whilst there is extra time and 

expertise required to prepare the deceased, the family’s expressions of gratitude are very 

rewarding.  Occasionally, a family member has requested that they be personally involved 

in the dressing, makeup and hair styling of the deceased but this is a rarity.50 When 

speaking with women in the researcher’s local area, I asked Denise whether she had found 

it beneficial to view her late husband’s body before the funeral.  Denise had a very clear 

way of articulating her thoughts: 

 

When Alex died I said “yes, I will have a viewing” and I needed that… because he 
was drowning they [the police] suggested that I not see him then.  I wasn’t able to 
see him until just before the funeral…I just needed to see him.  I just didn’t know 
what to expect and it was a real relief…he looked just like he was asleep.  It was 
very, very hard, but I think it’s something that helped me get through…you need to 
get through that stage [or] you’d always be wondering.  The thing that hit me more 
than anything…and I think it’s a way of realising isn’t it…that they are dead…and 
the coldness.  And you know instantly, “wow, this is it”. 51 
 

 
Yet Denise revealed that in earlier years she had harboured a great fear of viewings which 

had arisen from an unpleasant experience — still vivid in her memory — when she was a 

teenager: 

 

 When my dad died I asked “can we have a viewing” and they [the 
 funeral directors] just said “oh yes, you can see him”… so we were led 
 in and there he was…it was just the most horrific experience I’ve ever  
 had…he wasn’t prepared at all.  No.  There was just his face showing 
 basically…he didn’t even have his teeth in.  I was very disappointed. 
 He’d been in a nursing home for many years.  I didn’t expect him to 
 look wonderful, but I didn’t expect him to be like that.52 
 

  
Over recent decades, a great change in mourning etiquette has been evidenced.  For 

example, the researcher can recall in the 1960s observing a black wreath on the front door 

of a house, with curtains and window blinds drawn, where a family had suffered a 

 
50 Observation of the researcher. 
51 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
52 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
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bereavement.53  This was a way of announcing to the community that a death had occurred 

in the family, initiating sympathy and support.  When the researcher entered the funeral 

industry in the late 1980s clothing in black or navy was still the preferred choice for 

mourning attire and black armbands were commonly worn by coffin bearers.54  Local 

woman Christine recalled how important it was for her to choose the correct outfit to wear 

to the funeral for her husband Peter, held in the Port Lincoln Uniting Church in 1992.  

Christine, whose late husband was a member of a prominent local farming family, was no 

doubt responding to dress codes of what was deemed ‘respectable’ for widows at that time: 

 

 The thing I remember about Peter’s funeral was worrying about 
 what to wear.  I was starting to get stressed about it, because I 
 wanted something just right.  Isn’t that a silly thing [laughs]. 
 …the only things I had were a bit brighter and I didn’t want black 

 but I didn’t want it bright.55 
 

 
Fortunately Christine found just the right outfit, which again was appropriate for the 

traditional formality of funerals in the closing years of the twentieth century: 

 
 It was navy with white spots and a white collar.  I haven’t been able 
 to get rid of it either, by the way.  Some people would have said 
 “don’t worry” [about choosing the right outfit] but to me that was 
 important.  But I think if Peter’s funeral was today, we wouldn’t 
 have had such a formal service.56 
 
  
Whilst the wearing of full mourning attire had reached its zenith in the Victorian age, Sonia 

Bedikian has found that in the contemporary era, mourning dress has largely been 

abandoned.57  Bedikian believes that the change has occurred because  death is no longer 

life’s constant companion as in the past,  so special clothing is not required and she states 

two major reasons for this view.  First, religious beliefs in an afterlife have diminished, 

whereas in the past death — and the reward of Heaven — was a major event for which one 

 
53 Observation of the researcher. 
54 Observation of the researcher. 
55 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21 October 2014. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Sonia Bedikian, ‘The Death of Mourning: From Victorian Crepe to the Little Black Dress’,  
Omega, 2008, 57:1, p. 50. 
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planned, throughout life.  Secondly, with advances in medical science prolonging life, death 

can be ‘delayed’ in many cases now, so there is no need to have mourning apparel on hand 

for an event which is not imminent.58   

 

The decline in formal mourning dress has been paralleled in other areas of society.  For 

instance, while hospital nurses in the mid-twentieth century were recognized by their white 

outfits and flowing veils, now many nurses uniformly wear dark trousers and casual tops, 

with an absence of any headwear.59 These alterations in dress are of significance.  As noted 

in a recent article: ‘Nurses have worn uniforms for over 100 years.  However, over the past 

two decades there has been a major shift in policy in relation to the attire of psychiatric 

nurses.  Rowden (1983) reported great variations in practice and attitudes towards wearing 

uniforms by [nursing staff]…’60 In the case of elderly patients who have dementia, and who 

therefore live in the past, the absence of uniforms has been shown to impede their 

interaction with nursing staff, whom they often cannot recognise.  In the cases of both 

mourning dress and nursing uniforms, we can see a link between identification and 

communication, which used to be tangibly registered through a form of dress, and is now 

being filtered and changed by the contemporary norms of individuality and informality. 

 

The researcher has observed, in the current era, that apart from some ethnic communities, 

postmodern mourning outfits are often decidedly casual, but the change is more obvious 

with younger funeral attendees.  For instance, older men are more likely to wear a suit with 

a tie, whilst jeans and T-shirts emblazoned with slogans are common with youths.  

Likewise, older women often still acknowledge traditional mourning customs, wearing  

dresses, jackets and skirts, complete with formal hosiery and shoes, but younger girls 

display their generational style with relaxed casual pants, colourful tops and open sandals.61 

 

 
58 Ibid. 
59 Observation of the researcher. 
60 Hugh J. McCreedy and Peter W. Bentham, ‘How nurses’ attire affects elderly psychiatric patients’ ability to 
recognise them.’ Psychiatric Bulletin, 22:4, April 1998, p. 236.  This issue persists and is discussed in a more 
recent article by Gary Mitchell, ‘Uniforms in Dementia Care: A Barrier or a Necessity?’Nursing Ethics, 2016, 
25:2, pp. 410-12. 
61 Observation of the researcher. 
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In the researcher’s rural location, while many vast changes within the funeral industry have 

become clearly evidenced in recent years, a number of examples bear witness to the 

difference so apparent throughout the funeral industry now, compared to the world of death 

and dying which the researcher entered in 1987.   For instance, in the early years of the 

twentieth century, the concept of the ‘funeral parlour’ had emerged when the funeral 

industry became professionalised and undertakers rose from being carpenters to business 

owners.62   In the researcher’s childhood, funeral parlours in a town or city could often be 

recognised by their somber façade and lack of ornamentation.  Whilst the public fervently 

hoped never to have cause to visit a funeral parlour, if the need arose one would find that 

when the front door was opened, a dimly-lit passage revealed only plain, dark, functional 

furniture within.63   

 

Yet when the researcher entered the funeral industry, the ‘funeral parlour’ was already 

changing to ‘Funeral Home’ and now, most premises are known by the new title.   Most 

such Homes are elegantly furnished with comfortable lounge chairs, sofas and coffee 

tables, far removed from the grim furnishings of former years.  Pam Carden believes that 

this change aims to resemble the familiar and soothing environment of the domestic home 

itself, recreating a former time when women of the Victorian era cared for the deceased 

within the safety of the family home.64   

 

Until the 1990s, it was usual for funeral parlour managers to reside at their premises.  Now, 

most do not live on-site, instead commuting from another dwelling often some distance 

away.  Yet the researcher has found it a great advantage to continue to live ‘on-site’ at her 

funeral home.  The role of a funeral director requires one to be on call continuously and this 

can be optimally managed by residing at the premises, without the inconvenience of 

travelling to and from the office.65  

 

 
62 Pam Carden, ‘Rising from the dead: delimiting stigma in the Australian funeral industry’, Health Sociology 
Review, 2001, 10:2, p. 85. 
63 Observation of the researcher. 
64 Pam Carden, p. 85. 
65 Observation of the researcher. 
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Since Victorian times, a hearse has been an essential symbol of the pageantry of death. 

Whilst in earlier times the coffin had been borne by coffin bearers, horse-drawn hearses 

were a feature of the 1800s and preceded the motorised hearses of the twentieth century. 

James Stevens Curl vividly portrays the splendor of the Victorian funeral procession: 

 
 The hearse itself was black, with glass sides, sometimes etched…there 
 was much silver and gold decoration and under what was a huge canopy of 
            black ostrich feathers atop the hearse lay the coffin, shiny and polished.  
            The sides of the coffin were visible through the glass panels and the interior 
            of the hearse was ablaze with flowers.  Six black horses with plums of black 
            ostrich feathers pulled this gorgeous object.’66 
 

Griffin and Tobin have argued that the funeral procession or cortege was, in the past, the 

‘most publicly visible’ part of the funerary process.67  Robert Nicol too found that in the 

nineteenth century, elaborate death rituals had symbolised respect for the deceased, with the 

sombre splendour of the funeral procession an essential part of a ‘good send off’.68  

Moreover, the number of carriages or vehicles in the cortege was an important indicator of 

a ‘successful’ funeral and as Robert Nicol has noted, in Adelaide’s early days a procession 

of several hundred vehicles was a common occurrence.69  However, the researcher has 

noticed that in the contemporary era there has been a dramatic decline in hearse usage to 

convey the deceased.  When the researcher’s funeral business commenced, a gleaming 

hearse was one of the first purchases, for it was the quintessential item for a funeral 

director’s stock-in-trade. 

 

Now, at the researcher’s funeral premises and those around Australia, an increasing number 

of funerals are held entirely at a chapel, so if there is no cortege following the ceremony, a 

hearse is not needed.  Whilst funeral directors in country areas still travel vast distances on 

occasions when a burial is required in a rural cemetery, the formal cortege is now often a 

rarity.  Yet in the past, the researcher recalls times when even though a coffin was not being 

conveyed, the traditional symbolism of the hearse was still required at a public ceremony.  

For instance, in 2013 the researcher arranged a memorial service at the Cummins 

 
66 James Stevens Curl, The Victorian Celebration of Death, South Devon, 1972, p. 2. 
67 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life., 2nd edn., Carlton South, 1997, p. 89.  
68 Robert Nicol, Final Pageant, Malvern, 1998, p. 1. 
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Cemetery, for a deceased local man, who had been cremated.  From the outset, the 

bereaved family stated that a formal cortege would be required — ‘it’s a mark of respect’ 

the head of the family declared.  On the appointed day, a crowd assembled outside the 

former home of the deceased, in preparation for the cortege.  Whilst the small wooden urn 

holding the ashes of the deceased was almost invisible in the expansive interior of the 

hearse, great satisfaction was later expressed by the family, because their needs for a public 

procession to honour the life of the deceased had been met.70 

 

In 2016, evidencing a change never before anticipated, the two current hearses at the 

researcher’s funeral home were moved from the main mortuary building — where they had 

always been housed ready for use since the 1980s — to a secondary shed, for it was 

recognized that they were no longer needed with the regularity of years gone by, as often 

several weeks would elapse before there was a need to use the hearse.71  Similarly, Mark 

Forgie, the manager of Taylor and Forgie in Gawler, a rural area about 60 kilometres from 

Adelaide, advised that their hearse is now only used for about 15% of funeral services 

held.72 

 

Similarly, Tony Monte, the manager of Tony Monte Funerals in Adelaide, said that their 

hearse would ‘only be used about six times’ during a year as nearly all their funerals are 

held in their chapel, where a crematorium is on-site.73 At the same time, Tony pointed out 

too that other funerary vehicles — mourning coaches and limousines — are now rarely 

used, whereas in the past, some Adelaide funeral firms kept up to five such vehicles.  Tony 

was adamant that this change has been driven by the public, who want simplified funerals 

without elaboration, as funeral directors themselves would rather have the exposure which 

is accorded by their hearses, with their logo and signage, being seen in the public arena.74  

 

 
69 Robert Nicol, The Ritual of Death in Colonial South Australia, Adelaide, 1992, p. 11. 
70 Experience of the researcher. 
71 Experience of the researcher. 
72 Email communication from Mark Forgie at Taylor and Forgie, Gawler, Monday 4th July 2016. 
73 Telephone conversation between the researcher and Tony Monte of Tony Monte Funerals in    
    Adelaide on Tuesday, 5th July 2016. 
74 Ibid. 
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When the researcher and her husband commenced their funeral business, the transfer of 

deceased persons from remote areas was logistically difficult, but now, the tyranny of 

distance has been largely banished, in yet another example of major change. For instance, if 

in earlier years a person died in Adelaide — 640 kilometres away by road — there were 

three options available to convey the deceased to Port Lincoln for a funeral service.  Back 

then, the Stateliner bus company would transport a coffin, but only if they had sufficient 

space available on the bus, or in a trailer which was towed behind the bus.  Upon arrival at 

Port Lincoln, two people from the researcher’s staff would be dispatched to the bus station 

to collect the coffin, which could only be done once all the passengers had disembarked, for 

no-one must know there had been a coffin onboard.  However, the bus company 

discontinued the conveyance of coffins when the service to Port Lincoln was downsized. A 

second option was for the deceased to be conveyed by air, for small aircraft would 

sometimes carry a coffin along with the newspapers which were sent to Port Lincoln 

overnight.  Although necessitating the researcher’s staff to attend at the airport at around 

midnight to collect the coffin, this service too has since ceased.   The only other option 

available in previous years was for the researcher’s staff to drive to Adelaide to collect the 

deceased.  

 

Fortunately, all the three previous methods of retrieval have been far superseded by the 

emergence of specialist funeral transfer firms, with refrigerated vehicles – an innovation 

which only began in the new millennium.  For instance, Funeral Transfer Services of 

Australia, based in Killarney, Queensland is run by Jane Domjahn and her husband Allan 

and offers an invaluable transfer service to the funeral industry.  Evidencing the popularity 

of the service with funeral directors, Jane recollected: 

Allan and I purchased the business in April 2010 [it had commenced 
in 2008, with two vehicles, and was owned by another couple]. 
We now have 14 vehicles working in Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and 
South Australia, together with Tasmania and the Northern Territory.75 

 

The cost of funerals has, over recent decades, been given attention by writers such as 

Jessica Mitford, whose revelations accused unscrupulous funeral directors of exploiting the 
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bereaved with exorbitant charges.76  Yet as Glennys Howarth found, until the closing years 

of the twentieth century, the cost and flamboyance of funerals was an important way of 

‘displaying status and power in society’.77  

 

Another view has been put forward by Vanderlyn Pine and Derek Phillips, wherein they 

postulate that the high cost of funerals in the current era may in fact benefit the bereaved.  

Pine and Phillips believe that the act of paying for funeral costs even represents a ‘secular 

ritual’.78  Explaining their view, they assert that with the decline in religious customs and 

ceremonials, which offered support the bereaved in the past, often now those the time-

honoured ways which enabled the bereaved to express their feelings for the deceased and 

the wider community, are absent.  Therefore, funeral expenditure itself may be seen as a 

secular ritual, evidencing not only a concern for the dead, but also evidencing the upholding 

standards of ‘decency’ in the community.79 Yet Pine and Phillips believe that because of 

the decline in formal mourning rituals, bereaved families have a greater ‘emotional burden’ 

to cope with.80  For example, they refer to the decline of mourning dress and mourning 

stationery and also, the increasing incidence of private funerals which exclude the larger 

community.81   

 

Whilst increasing costs for cemetery gravesites, transport and overheads can contribute to 

the high cost of some funerals, several of the women interviewed by the researcher believed 

they had found value in funerals which they had arranged for their loved ones.  Emily, who 

had been widowed three times, had been to many funerals and had observed how funerals 

now were more elaborate – and costly - than those in the past: 

 
 I feel they’re [funerals] expensive today.  I can’t remember the 

 
75 Email message received by the researcher from Jane Domjahn of Funeral Transfer Services of Australia on 
Friday, 18th March 2016. 
76 Jessica Mitford, The American Way of Death, Harmondsworth, 1963. 
77 Glennys Howarth, ‘Australian Funerals’, in Allan Kellehear (ed), Death and Dying in Australia, 
Melbourne, 2000, p. 83. 
78 Vanderlyn E. Pine and Derek L. Phillips, ‘The cost of Dying: A Sociological Analysis of Funeral 
Expenditures’, in Death and Identity (revised edn), Robert Fulton (ed),  Bowie, Maryland, 1976,  
p. 432. 
79 Ibid., p. 432. 
80 Ibid., p. 431. 
81 Ibid., p. 431. 
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 cost of my first husband’s funeral, but funerals were simpler then. 
 You’d just go along to the funeral parlour and you’d sit there 
 and it was done and that was it.82 
 
Yet at the same time, Emily accepted the high cost of funerals, as long as value was 

perceived: 

  
 I think they’ve got to have those cards [memorial cards at funerals] 

and I know they’re probably expensive but everybody likes to have a card.  I just 
have to pay these things – it’s like my rates – they’ve gone up 
dramatically – doubled – but I just pay them.83 
 
 

 Sarah, who now lived alone with her pets since the death of her partner, also commented 

on the high cost of funerals, but believed it was all worthwhile in honouring the life of a 

loved one: 

 

 I think they’re very expensive, but then which loved one 
 isn’t worth it?  I don’t mind.  I would have paid anything. 
 that’s the least of your worries at the time and everybody 
 gets through it somehow, even if the family pitches [in] 
 together to help.84 
 
 
Debra, who was astute in financial matters from her many years of business ownership, was 
cautious in her comments on funeral costs:  
 
 …I’ve been involved with several different places [funeral homes] 
 Um…I was astonished at the cost of one…um….where the widow 
 was struggling financially too…I mean there was a very small 
 amount of insurance but it wasn’t anywhere near enough…so 
 for her…you know, others had to chip in to help…it is a big 
 expense and you never know when it’s going to come…and unless 
 you have funeral cover it can be a very difficult time financially.85 
 
 
Yet although all the women interviewed agreed that funerals were very expensive, 
 
they unanimously spoke of their benefits as events which allowed family and  

 
82 Interview with the researcher, 22nd October 2014. 
83 Interview with the researcher, 22nd October 2014. 
84 Interview with the researcher, 16th October 2014. 
85 Interview with the researcher, 24th November 2014. 



103 
 

 
friends to grieve, accept the death, and re-adjust to a changed life.  
 
For instance, Debra – who had a wide experience of grief and loss, through the death of her 

parents, husband and in much earlier years, an infant son, summed up the view of the 

women interviewed:  

 Yes, I think it’s [the funeral] important…to gather, to talk with 
 people, to spend time, and it gives permission…it makes life 
 easier from there on because it’s [the death] been acknowledged 
 with the bereaved, and then when you meet down the street or 
 wherever, the conversation’s kind of…open.86 
 
 

Research carried out by T. O’Rourke et al. in America, to ascertain what factors were 

involved in a successful funeral, found that survey respondents expressed greater 

satisfaction with high-priced, traditional funerals.87 

 
Perceiving that value for money has been obtained is pivotal for client satisfaction in 

funeral service and this is reflected in recent research in the United States of America.  

Dean Lambert, cited in an article by Alyssa McNab on marketing for funeral homes, has 

stated ‘talking about price is a losing game.  It’s all about value.  Firms that compete on 

value are often more profitable’.88 

 

When I asked the participants in my study what they felt it was which contributed to the 

overall success of a funeral, there were varied responses.  Denise’s response indicated how 

important family life was to her, and how it reflected the funeral rites: 

 

The family makes it what it is…if it’s a family that’s divided 
 and not as close you will get tension in the air but I mean the 
 beautiful funerals I have been to have been close families… 
close-knit families that really have a lot of feeling amongst themselves.89 

 

 
86 Interview with the researcher, 24th November 2014. 
87 T. O’Rourke, Brian Spitzberg and Annegret Hannawa, ‘The Good Funeral: toward an understanding of 
funeral participation and satisfaction’, Death Studies, 2011, Issue 35, p. 746. 
88 Dean Lambert, cited in Alyssa McNab, ‘Marketing in 2015 and Beyond’, American Funeral Director, 
January 2015, vol. 138, No. 1, pp. 18-22. 
89 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2016. 
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Emily, who as an older woman had attended many funerals, concurred: 

 It’s the people…the eulogy…to hear their story.90     

One of the hallmarks of the twenty-first century is individualism, with studies suggesting 

that this new way of thinking has come with the Baby Boomer generation (of which the 

researcher is one).   We’ve rejected the traditional ways of our parents and the time-

honoured rituals which for centuries past, have sustained the grieving.  Accordingly, 

funerals in the twenty first century are often ‘events’ rather than just the traditional 

impersonal, religious services of the past.  At the same time, weddings have changed vastly 

too, with civil celebrants, rather than the clergy, conducting the majority of marriages, 

which are frequently held at venues away from the church.91 

 

Alan Wolfelt, author of an American publication on funeral service, has found that 

consumers’ experiences and memories of a funeral ceremony now take precedence over the 

material requisites of funerals.92  Wolfelt asserts that the modern funeral director must 

provide four forms of experience – 

 

 Entertainment 

 Education 

 Escapism and 

 Aesthetics - to fulfil a client’s sensory needs.93 

 

This finding has been very much in evidence in the researcher’s area for some time, 

particularly in regard to the ‘entertainment’ factor mentioned by Wolfelt.  For example, at a 

service conducted at the graveside in April 2017, the brother of the deceased placed a large, 

brightly coloured toy bird on the lid of the coffin.  The bird, wearing a straw hat, had been 

bought by the deceased as a souvenir when he was a passenger on a cruise ship to Fiji.  At 

the conclusion of the funeral ceremony, the toy was activated by the family and as well as 

 
90 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
91 Elle Hunt, ‘Doing death differently: today’s funerals are not like they used to be’, The Guardian, 11th 
March 2017, p. 5. http://www.theguardian.com 
92 Alan Wolfelt, ‘Funeral Home Customer Service A-Z’, 2001, cited in George Sanders, ‘Branding in the 
American funeral industry’, Journal of Consumer Culture, 2012, 12:3, p. 274. 
93 Ibid. 

http://www.theguardian.com/
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the bird singing ‘Don’t worry, be happy’ its beak moved in time to the music, while one of 

its feet tapped in time to the beat of the music.  No-one seemed to think that this 

performance was disrespectful, notwithstanding its departure from traditional funerary 

rites.94 

 

Again evidencing Wolfelt’s ‘entertainment’ factor, in 2015 the researcher conducted a 

funeral for a renowned horseman, at Cummins, a rural town about 50 kilometres from Port 

Lincoln.   The cortege assembled in the centre of town, adjacent to the R.S.L. Hall, with 

anticipation mounting as hundreds of mourners joined the throng.  When it was time for the 

procession to the cemetery to begin — over a distance of several kilometres — two horses 

preceded the hearse.  One was ridden by the son of the deceased, who also led the riderless 

“Buck” — the favourite horse of the deceased.  At the cemetery gates, a lengthy guard of 

honour formed, with those participating all dressed in colourful hunting or riding outfits.  

As the coffin was carried through the guard of honour, hunting horns were sounded and as 

the coffin neared the grave site, three women who were acclaimed for their skill in whip 

cracking displayed their prowess, to the applause of the crowd.  This theatrical prelude to 

the funeral ceremony ensured that it would be a memorable and significant event, before it 

had even commenced. 

 

During 2016, the researcher conducted a funeral service which combined traditional 

elements, as well as evidencing Wolfelt’s ‘education’ concept.  The deceased, an elderly 

local woman whose parents had been pioneers in the wider Port Lincoln area, had given 

written instructions to her daughter that she was to be buried on her farming property, about 

30 kilometres from Port Lincoln, adjacent to a expansive  National Park reserve and close 

to the rugged, windswept coastline of the area. After the submission of an application to the 

local District Council and a physical inspection of the site by a Council officer, permission 

for the burial to take place on private property was granted.  A private contractor with a 

backhoe machine dug the grave, atop a rocky outcrop looking out to sea, a short distance 

from the farm homestead. ‘ 

 

 
94 Experience of the researcher. 
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On the day of the funeral, a traditional Mass was held in the Port Lincoln Catholic Church, 

with the deceased conveyed there in the hearse.  Later in the afternoon, the deceased was 

transferred to a van for the journey across inhospitable ground to the hillock where the 

burial was to take place.  At the site, a fascinating historical glimpse of the past was 

revealed when the daughter of the deceased pointed out the remnants of a crude track 

snaking over the hill, marking the site of the earliest road which pioneers of the area 

traversed with drays and buggies, travelling to the fledgling community of Port Lincoln. 

When all the mourners had arrived — some were late as they had lost their way — the 

presiding priest donned flowing white robes to conduct the burial ceremony, accompanied 

by the rhythmic sound of the waves, as they crashed in foaming splendour upon the rocky 

shore not far distant. 

 

In yet another example, Wolfelt’s belief that ‘aesthetics’ are part of a successful funeral 

was borne out during obsequies conducted by the researcher in October 2016.  Following 

the death of a retired pastoralist in Port Lincoln, a burial service was arranged to be held at 

an historic cemetery at Bramfield, where the deceased’s pioneering forebears had been 

interred.   Bramfield — a small community 155 kilometres from Port Lincoln — had been a 

major centre in the late 1800s with Cobb & Co mail coaches calling there, en route to Port 

Lincoln.  On the day of the funeral, en route to Bramfield, the researcher’s hearse passed 

“Hillsea Station” — a large property previously owned by the deceased, adjoining the 

Flinders Highway.  There, at the entrance gates to the homestead, right beside the highway, 

was an old jeep which had belonged to the deceased.  Adorning the vehicle’s rear-vision 

mirrors, black ribbon bows fluttered in the breeze, while a large embellished urn, 

containing a bright floral arrangement and also tied with a lavish black bow, had been 

placed in front of the jeep.  Commanding the attention of motorists on the highway, the 

impromptu shrine was greatly admired by the family of the deceased, who were travelling 

to Bramfield for the burial.  The mourners paused at the site, deeply moved by the 

vernacular tribute honouring the life of their loved one and there were many favourable 

comments later, revealing the powerful emotions it had evoked.95    

 

 
95 Experience of the researcher – funeral held at Bramfield Cemetery on 10th October 2016. 
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When remembering funerals in the closing decades of the twentieth century, the researcher 

recalls that flowers were an essential item and often great discussion ensued with the 

bereaved family to ensure that their needs were met.  For instance, not only were the 

colours in the arrangement for the coffin important (a football team’s colours were 

sometimes specified, for example the Adelaide Crows, where only red, blue and yellow 

could be used) but often certain types of flowers were included, or excluded.  Whilst 

orchids, liliums and roses were often specified, it was not unusual for a family to specify 

that the traditional ‘funeral lily’ — of the Zantedeschia genus — not be used, because of its 

association with death and mourning.96  In those times too, as well as the family floral 

tribute on the coffin, there were sometimes so many individual wreaths that the roof of the 

hearse would be covered totally in flowers.   Indeed, the researcher recalls several 

occasions in the 1990s when a separate vehicle was needed to transport all the floral 

tributes to the cemetery. Lavish floral arrangements shaped to resemble a cross or heart 

were frequently chosen then, but the researcher has not seen any specific mourning designs 

in floral tributes since the early years of the new millennium.  

 

Recalling the funeral for her first husband in Victoria many years ago, local woman Emily 

was keen to share her memories, still vivid after such a long time: 

 …that was lovely, because he came out to the cemetery which is 
 way up in the hills out from Eltham and…it [the grave] was just 
 covered in flowers, covered…they don’t do it now.  I’ve got a 
 picture and you can’t see any grave because of the flowers.97 
 

Now, whilst in the contemporary era there is usually a floral arrangement on the coffin as a 

family tribute, mourners attending the ceremony rarely bring flowers, although many will 

bring a sympathy card to be handed on to the family.   This change reveals a curious 

paradox, for whilst formal florists’ tributes are almost non-existent at many funerals, there 

is also a notable absence of personal garden tributes, at a time when gardening itself is a 

widely popular obsession throughout Australia.  The researcher believes that the absence of 

flowers is yet another of the many changes which have swept through the funeral industry, 

 
96 Experience of the researcher. 
97 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia 22nd October 2014. 
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indicating that the consumer does not see value in items – such as flowers - which were 

previously traditionally associated with funerals.98  

In the researcher’s rural location, many vast changes such as those mentioned in the 

foregoing paragraphs have become clearly evidenced since the 1980s with examples from 

the researcher’s personal experience bearing witness to the difference now inherent in 

funerals.  One of the most dramatic changes has been the increasing secularisation of 

funerals, with many funeral ceremonies now being held away from the church, with a civil 

celebrant officiating, rather than a clergyperson.  There’s often a eulogy, with humorous 

anecdotes or reminiscences, invoking laughter from the audience. Other speakers also pay 

tribute to the life of the deceased and there are usually several readings or poems.   

Powerpoint presentations are popular as a visual tribute honouring the life of the deceased, 

accompanied by a selection of the family’s favourite music.   

 

During the 1980s and 1990s, many funeral ceremonies which were held in a chapel, rather 

than in a church, still included the singing of hymns and this was a regular feature of 

funerals held at the researcher’s chapel.  Indeed, for many years, a grand Hammond organ 

(which had belonged to the researcher’s late father) had graced the chapel at the 

researcher’s funeral home and was used to accompany the singing of hymns.  About ten 

years ago, the researcher realised, to her dismay, that it was a long time since anyone had 

requested that hymns be sung at a funeral ceremony in the chapel. Reluctantly, the organ 

was moved to a shed for storage.  Since then, no-one has requested that hymns be sung at a 

funeral ceremony, although occasionally one may be played during a time of reflection, for 

the mourners to listen to, but not to sing.99  

 

Over the last few years, the researcher has observed that there has been an increasing trend 

for some bereaved families to request that no funeral ceremony be held at all, or perhaps 

only a private service, attended by family members.  Glennys Howarth has noted that since 

the 1960s, in Western societies, there has been a ‘growing ideological turn to 

 
98 Observation of the researcher. 
99 Experience of the researcher. 
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individualism’100 and this has been clearly evidenced throughout the funeral industry in 

Australia.  

 

Yet when the researcher asked local women for their thoughts on private funerals, they 

were unanimously disapproving.  For example, Christine believed that mutual support was 

important, no doubt because she had in earlier years been part of a local farming 

community, where people reach out to others in times of loss: 

 

 I’ve never been in that situation, but they need to have some 
 gathering where people can come.  But then maybe that person 
 didn’t have a great range of friends.  But it would be nice to 
 think that even if they had a private funeral service maybe they 
 could have something afterwards where a memorial service or a 
 gathering for the public could be held.101 
 
Sarah had held a large public funeral for her husband Tim. Even though she now lived a 

very private and quiet life, she still saw value in the funeral ceremony, and the permission 

for people to attend: 

 
 [It’s] a very necessary part of the grieving.  That’s why I don’t 
 like to see anybody not allowed at a funeral.  It’s a very important 
 process.102 
 
 
Emily also disliked the idea of private funerals and her comments displayed the wisdom 

attained over eight decades: 

 …if someone told me that I couldn’t go to my sister’s funeral 
 or someone close to me I wouldn’t like that.103 
 
 
On the other hand, Debra had suffered the tragedy of losing an infant and this had 

influenced her views on private funerals: 

 
 I’ve only experienced one private funeral where I wasn’t present… 
 We lost a baby…and I was still in hospital and my mother and my 

 
100 Glennys Howarth, ‘Dismantling the boundaries between life and death’, Mortality, 2000, 5:2, p. 130. 
101 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21 October 2014.  
102 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October 2014. 
103 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
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 husband went to the funeral and I found afterwards people 
 couldn’t talk to me about it.  They didn’t know what to say. 
 I remember one person said “well at least you haven’t got to know 

him”…oh…that’s part of my grief, that I didn’t get to know him.104 
 
Since then, Debra believed emphatically that a public funeral ceremony could offer 

comfort: 

[the funeral service] …it’s the opportunity to gather together, to 
 share the grief, and to celebrate the life.  But what I think it does 
 is that it gives permission to talk about [the deceased] and to  

remember… even though at the time they can’t cope with it, and  
understand that…there is a need to share, there is a need to talk about it, 
to tell people. .105 

 
 
Yet Debra, with her wide experience gained over many years as a businesswoman,  

conceded that individual wishes must be respected: 

 
 Well, I certainly understand that people miss that opportunity 

[to go to a private funeral] and they probably would have liked 
 to have gone, but I do think it’s a personal choice…if 
 people want private funerals they have that right.  I know of 

someone who’s had a private funeral …he didn’t want  
cards or anything, but that person we see regularly as a customer and 

 he came in and of course I had to address it with him.  I said 
 “Look I know you didn’t want cards but I just want to” [offer my 

condolences] . I’ve seen him just about every day since because he’s  
found a place where he can talk about it.106 

 

  
In my research, I’ve found that rituals are indeed still one of the most important ways in 

which funerals can continue to be offer meaning to the bereaved.  Indeed, that is the biggest 

issue facing the funeral industry now – to ensure that people continue to believe in the need 

for funerals.  During 2017, the researcher conducted a funeral for a family who, although 

they wanted the service to be in the church, didn’t want any elaboration — not even 

pallbearers to carry the coffin out.  At the end of the ceremony, when most people had left 

the church, the presiding priest asked some of the family who’d remained behind if they’d 

 
104 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid. 
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like to light a candle, which they did.  Then as they were still there, I enlisted their help to 

take the coffin to the hearse.  The week after the funeral, I was surprised to receive a lovely 

card of thanks in the mail from the daughter of the deceased, with words which confirmed 

the importance of ritual and symbolism in funerals.  The daughter wrote – “…it was 

especially beautiful the moment the boys had with the candle ceremony and taking dad to 

the car.  Very private and touching, yet bonding and so right.  United…a pause in time for 

respect, honour, peace – private for each yet no big fuss.’ Many acclaimed scholars in grief 

work, such as Therese Rando and Kenneth Doka, concur on the benefits of the therapeutic 

role of funeral rituals, such as demonstrated in the preceding example, in assisting with the 

mourning process.107 

 

During 2017 a Port Lincoln family came to see the researcher to arrange the funeral for 

their deceased mother.  Whilst the deceased was a long-time member of the Anglican 

Church, the family stipulated from the outset that the funeral service would not be in the 

church.  Instead, it would be held in our chapel, with the Anglican priest presiding, and 

would be followed by cremation.  Yet there were to be no outward signs of religiosity, 

other than the presence of the priest.  A memorial card was chosen to hand out to mourners, 

with a photograph on the front.  When I enquired whether they would like to have a 

scripture reading printed in the card, they declined and instead chose a short, secular verse 

praising the virtues of the deceased.108 

 

According to Guy Cook and Tony Walter, this change could be attributed to the decline in 

traditional liturgies of the past, dictated by the church, where the power of the clergy was 

paramount.  Now, they attest, the authority for whether or not to include prayers, or 

scripture readings, is determined by the family, rather than the church.  Therefore, as Cook 

and Walter point out, the hallmark of the late modern funeral is ‘neither religion, nor 

atheism, but personal choice’.109 

 

 
107 Therese Rando (1993) and Kenneth Doka (2002) cited in William G. Hoy, Do Funerals Matter?, New 
York, 2013, p. 162. 
108 Experience of the researcher. 
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Yet in contemporary society, traditional sacred funerary rituals of the past are often 

shunned.  American writer Robert Fulton decries this trend, for he believes that ‘ceremony 

is the link between the sacred, society and the individual’, not only establishing links 

between man and his God, but also forming bonds between man, and his fellow men .110  

Glennys Howarth also believes that ‘established traditions bestow meaning and purpose on 

human activity’ with the funeral ceremony remaining an important indicator of the value of 

family and community relationships.111  Researchers Margaret Holloway and Susan 

Adamson et al. have concluded from their studies that the funeral still fulfils an essential 

human and social need in easing the passage from life to death.112  

 

While funeral directors — understandably — continue to proclaim the value of funerals for 

the living, Griffin and Tobin have found that most Australians seem to be ‘unclear’ as to 

how funerals can make a positive difference, but they concede that the symbolic acts and 

rituals associated with funerals remain time-honoured sources of comfort, whilst 

maintaining social bonds.113  

 

The findings of Griffin and Tobin has been borne out in this chapter, for as has been 

demonstrated, there has not been a decline in the importance of the funeral itself, especially 

in country areas.  Large crowds often attend, with the ‘wake’ held afterwards being an 

essential component and this is an indicator of the undiminished value of the funeral itself.  

Notwithstanding the simplified rituals which are keenly observed, country funerals 

continue to evidence their essential role, not only honouring the life of the deceased but in 

also providing an opportunity for local people to gather together.  

 

Moreover, this chapter has discussed some of the other changes which have taken place in 

funerary customs, in the contemporary era, especially in rural areas.  Traditional ways of 

 
109 Guy Cook and Tony Walter, ‘Rewritten rites: language and social relations in traditional and contemporary 
funerals’, Discourse and Society, 2005, 16:3, pp. 365-391. 
110 Robert Fulton, ‘The Sacred and the Secular: Attitudes of the American Public toward Death, Funerals and 
Funeral Directors’, in Death and Identity (revised edn) Robert Fulton (ed), Bowie, Maryland, 1976, p. 169. 
111 Glennys Howarth, Last Rites, Amityville, 1996, p. 34. 
112 Margaret Holloway, Susan Adamson, Vassos Argyrou, Peter Draper and Daniel Mariau,  
‘Funerals aren’t nice but it couldn’t have been nicer’.  The makings of a good funeral’, Mortality,  
2013, 18:1, p. 49. 
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mourning, which came to Australia with European settlement, were only discarded during 

the latter decades of the twentieth century, when dramatic change was evidenced.   

As has been shown in the thesis, the rising acceptance of cremation since the 1960s has 

influenced many of the changes and funerary decisions made by bereaved families, with the 

choice of a coffin – once a major purchase following a bereavement - being just one 

example of social change.  Instead of the highly polished, elaborate coffins and caskets of 

earlier years, simple plain inexpensive are now often preferred.   At the same time, as has 

been discussed, the formality of attire for funeral attendees has been largely discarded, with 

many mourners now dressed in casual or colourful clothing.  Again, as has been discussed 

throughout this thesis, individualism is at the heart of the sweeping societal changes 

evidenced in the contemporary era. 

 

 
113 Griffin & Tobin, In the Midst of Life…Carlton South, 1997, p. 230. 
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Chapter Four  
 
Changing Venues – from Church to Chapel 

 
 

I love you when you bow in your mosque, 
kneel in your temple, pray in your church.  

                        For you and I are sons of one religion, and it is the spirit. 
 
                                                          -    Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet (1923) 
 
 

From an early age, the sacredness of churches was instilled in children of the researcher’s 

generation, who were raised during the mid-twentieth century.  Adherence to religious 

teachings and abiding by the Ten Commandments was a part of everyday life. The 

researcher’s family attended the Big Swamp Methodist Church, about seventeen kilometres 

from Port Lincoln, in the heart of a rural community. The small stone church, consecrated 

in 1907, was similar in style to many places of worship constructed throughout Australia in 

the early years of the twentieth century.  When the Golden Jubilee of the church was held in 

March 1957, more than 200 people attended the event and the researcher and another young 

girl sang during the programme of musical entertainment.  Reverend W.O. Harris, in his 

address to the crowd, referred to the ‘silent witness the Church bears to spiritual truths to 

the hundreds of people who travel past.’1  
 
Throughout the researcher’s childhood, Sundays were holy days, greatly anticipated by the 

researcher’s parents and other adults in the area.  A veil of sacredness descended on the 

household every Sunday morning, curtailing the researcher’s childish antics in favour of 

cleaning all the shoes for the family, whilst her mother selected the best outfits to be worn 

— including a matching hat and gloves for adult women. Families in the small rural area 

were rostered to provide lunch for the presiding minister after the 11.00 a.m. service, so 

extra cleaning and cooking would be needed if the minister was invited back to the 

 
1 ‘Big Swamp Golden Jubilee’, S.A. Methodist, April 1957 (no page number). 
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researcher’s family home, because in that era, a minister of religion was held in the highest 

regard.  When it was my family’s turn, there was a great flurry of preparations beforehand 

and with the minister seated at our dining table, good manners were paramount.  Many 

local farmers had roles within the church, with the researcher’s father being an organist, 

while the researcher’s grandfather was a lay preacher in the Methodist church circuit for 

over fifty years.    

 

Subjected to at least one or sometimes two church services on a Sunday − with Sunday 

School as well − the researcher remembers well that she and her brother were in agreement 

− Sunday was the worst day of the week.  No frivolities were allowed and a sombre mood 

prevailed at home.  Quiet contemplation was the ideal and the researcher remembers being 

encouraged to read a weighty tome which was in the family bookshelf − The Sunday at 

Home, described in its preface as ‘a family magazine for Sabbath reading’.2  Attendance at 

sporting functions was banned, as was shopping.  Even listening to the radio was outlawed, 

apart from Pleasant Sunday Afternoon which the researcher remembers well, with adults 

sitting quietly in darkened lounge rooms enjoying the presentation of hymns and sermons. 

The Pleasant Sunday Afternoon was broadcast live from the Maughan Methodist Church in 

Adelaide every Sunday afternoon at 3.00 p.m. from the radio station 5KA, which was at 

that time owned by the Methodist Church.  In keeping with the mood, no advertising was 

allowed on air on the Sabbath.3 

 

Standing as a sentinel beside the Flinders Highway − a major traffic route for Eyre 

Peninsula − the Big Swamp Methodist Church is still a revered landmark in the local area.  

Many years have elapsed since it was closed because of its dwindling congregation, as 

improved roads and modern transport enabled worshippers to travel to nearby Port Lincoln 

to attend services there.  Several years ago, a local man in the area had the idea of 

purchasing the disused church, to open a pet crematorium.  This suggestion was met with 

great opposition from the local people, who mounted a petition to support their view that 

 
2 The Sunday at Home, published by the Religious Tract Society, London in 1878. 
3 Email communication received by the researcher on 23rd December 2016 from Bob Byrne, who worked at 
Radio Station 5KA in Adelaide during the 1960s and remembers well the weekly broadcast of Pleasant 
Sunday Afternoon which he believes continued until the mid 1970s. 



116 
 

the proposed type of business was not deemed an acceptable use for the building, although 

as Gary Bouma has pointed out, ‘churches…are not sacred in themselves but become 

sacred’ through the prayerful presence of the congregation which gathers in those 

buildings.4 However, the District Council of Lower Eyre Peninsula refused permission for 

the building of the former Big Swamp Methodist Church to be used as a pet crematorium.   

 

While there has been no other development suggested since then and the building remains 

unused, its former dignity has been maintained and it still commands the attention of 

passers-by.  Social researcher Hugh Mackay, reporting the results of his survey of people 

who were not regular church attendees, found that nearly 90 per cent of the respondents 

welcomed the enduring presence of churches in their neighbourhood, for they were 

perceived as stalwart bastions of solidarity, upholding community values.5  Moreover, 

Graeme Griffin, a former minister of the Uniting Church, believes that when church 

buildings face closure or demolition, it is ‘the loss of heritage’ which is feared most.6  

 

During the latter decades of the twentieth century, vast cultural change swept through the 

Western world, with adherence to religious faith declining dramatically.  Indeed, 

sociologist Peter Berger succinctly commented that the modern world had become: 

 

an age in which the divine, at least in its classical forms, 
has receded into the background of human concern and 
consciousness.7 
 
 

According to Arnold Hunt’s history of Methodism in South Australia, the 1960s witnessed 

the global decline of the Christian church, with a ‘widespread rejection’ of morality 

engendering Christian principles.8  Peter Corney believes too that the 1960s was globally a 

revolutionary time of change, when rising secularism caused ‘evangelism to lose its 

 
4 Gary Bouma, Australian Soul, Melbourne, 2006, p. 25. 
5 Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief, Sydney, 2016, p. 91. 
6 Graeme Griffin, cited in Graeme Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, St. Leonard’s, New 
South Wales, 2000, p. 153. 
7 Peter L.Berger, A Rumour of Angels, New York, 1969, p. 2. 
8 Arnold D. Hunt, This Side of Heaven, Adelaide, 1985, p. 385. 
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imperative’.9  Corney also asserts that the culture of modernity, with its profound influence 

of liberal theology, was at the centre of the change – for example, he states that classical 

teachings about the resurrection, the Bible message, repentance and faith were 

‘reconstructed’ to fit modern ideals, but in doing so, lost their plausibility.10  

 

Studies reveal that during the inter-war period, protestant Christian attitudes to emotional 

expressions of death began to diminish in Australia, until by 1977 religion no longer played 

a major role in Australian life as it had been in the past.11  During this time, according to 

Gary Bouma, religious practice became ‘distanced, marginalised, disengaged from the state 

and privatized’.12  Statistics reveal that regular church attendance in Australia has 

continued to lessen since then, with Hugh Mackay’s research finding that only about 8 

percent of Australians now attend church weekly.13  Whilst Adelaide has long been known 

as ‘the city of churches’, the city’s Sunday Mail newspaper  published a report on 

religiosity in that state, which echoed the findings of The Australian Bureau of Statistics – 

that over the last hundred years, there’s been a major decline in the number of people 

identifying with Christian religions.14  Moreover, the 2016 national census has revealed that 

residents of South Australia’s Eyre Peninsula are less religious than the national average.15  

For instance, whilst 29.6 per cent of Australians identified as being non religious, the figure 

was higher for Port Lincoln, at 37.8 per cent. 

 

 
9 Peter Corney, ‘The decline in the Australian Protestant Church – How we got to where we are’. 
Viewed 27th March 2014.  http://petercorney.com/2010/06/23. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Hans Mol, cited in Geoffrey Bolton, The Oxford History of Australia, Melbourne, 2006, p. 255. 
12 Gary Bouma, Australian Soul, Melbourne, 2006, p. 107.  See also Anthony Keane’s ‘The Keen Investor’ 
column in the Sunday Mail, 19 February 2017, p. 78, where Keane mentions Tim Costello’s speech at a 
national conference during the week, wherein Costello declared that Australians have ‘lost faith’ in 
institutions such as the church and also referred to global loss of trust, resulting in a ‘systemic meltdown of 
societies around the world.’ 
13 Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief, 2016, p. 7. 
14 Jackson Gothe-Snape, ‘Religion faces true test of faith in city of churches’, The Sunday Mail, 20th April 
2014, pp. 18-19.  See also Andrew Singleton, ‘Beyond Heaven?  Young People and the Afterlife’, Journal of 
Contemporary Religion, 2013, pp. 453-468 for a discussion on religious beliefs amongst Australian youth, 
where studies revealed that diverse beliefs, including reincarnation, were evidence of a strong rejection of 
traditional notions of the afterlife.    
15 Casey Treloar, ‘Lower EP gets older and less religious – what the 2016 census says’, Port Lincoln Times, 
July 4, 2017, p. 4. 
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When local woman Christine’s husband had died, fifteen years ago, a traditional service 

had been held in the church, as was the custom for those times.  While she wistfully 

reminisced on the formality of those times, she also acknowledged the importance of 

funeral rituals: 

 

 Lots of things have changed and I think if Peter’s 
 funeral was today, we wouldn’t have had such a formal 
 service.  But I do think having some ritual is important  
 because you need to go through that…I think most 
 people do…need to go through some sort of ceremony 
 of saying goodbye. 
 
Sociological theorist Anthony Giddens believes that a ‘post-traditional social order’ has 

emerged in the West since the end of World War Two whereby people no longer adhere to 

any particular tradition, but seek their own meaning from life.16  Moreover, as Hugh 

Mackay has found, the individualism and choice which have been the hallmarks of the late 

twentieth century include the freedom to decide whether or not to attend church at all, at a 

time when ‘claiming to be an atheist became almost fashionable’.17 Yet Mackay has 

commented on a paradox which currently exists in Australia, wherein there has been a vast 

increase in student enrolments at religious schools, as parents increasingly ‘outsource’ the 

imparting of traditional values of caring and discipline in their children.18 

 

Diminishing sacredness and decline in religious adherence — so evident during the late 

twentieth-century — is a theme which has been addressed by many authors.    Glennys 

Howarth has commented on Peter Berger’s concept of the ‘sacred cosmos’ — the influence 

of religiosity, which he asserted was crucial in the past in shielding societies from the 

inevitable threat of mortality.19  Expanding on Berger’s theme, Howarth has highlighted the 

central role of religion in pre-modern societies.  Not only was there an acceptance of death 

as a certainty, but because there was also a general belief in an afterlife, death was viewed 

 
16 Anthony Giddens, cited in Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of Generation 
Y, Mulgrave, 2007, p. 42. 
17 Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief, Sydney, 2016, p. 211. 
18 Ibid, p. 87. 
19 Glennys Howarth, Death and Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 16. 
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as meaningful — perhaps even something to look forward to.20  Yet Philippe Ariès believes 

that during the eighteenth century ‘death lost its role in a cosmic drama’, when physicians 

began to replace priests in ministering to the dying.21  Moreover, Raymond Lee has found 

that in the past, the ‘perennial quest for salvation’ was at the heart of most religions but 

now, in the postmodern era, death has become distanced from its connection with the 

afterlife.22   

 

While numerous studies indicate that major changes in religious practice and belief 

occurred in Western societies during the second half of the twentieth century, Tony Walter 

asserts that the turning point came earlier, at the end of the First World War, when the 

threat of Hell − a constant theme in earlier Christian liturgy − diminished.23   Millions of 

grieving families, whose valorous sons had died defending their country, envisaged only a 

glorious eternal reward in Heaven to honour their loved ones’ sacrifice.  Hell − a place of 

punishment and torment − could not be their destiny and consequently, the threat of Satan’s 

power waned.24  Tony Walter’s research, spanning several decades, examined not only the 

decline of Hell but also the vast changes in rituals of death, during the latter years of the 

twentieth century.  Attending many Protestant churches during that time to further his 

study, Walter was surprised to find that there was not ‘a single sermon about the 

afterlife’.25   

 

Tony Walter’s comments on the decline of Hell in religious liturgies reminded the 

researcher again of the vast changes in church services since her childhood days attending 

the local Big Swamp Methodist Church.  Routinely, in the 1950s and 1960s, Reverend 

Secombe (or sometimes a guest preacher) would deliver an impassioned sermon – face 

grim, voice thundering, hands sometimes pounding upon the pulpit for added emphasis.  

Adults sat transfixed as the horrors of sin and Hell were described, while daydreaming 

 
20 Ibid, p. 256. 
21 Philippe Ariès, cited in Thomas Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, Princeton, New Jersey, 2015, p. 185. 
22 Raymond L.M. Lee, ‘Mortality and Re-enchantment: Conscious Dying as Individualized Spirituality’, 
Journal of Contemporary Religion, 2007, 22:2, pp. 221-234. 
23 Tony Walter, ‘Death in the New Age’, Religion, 23, 1993, p. 128. 
24 Ibid, p. 128. 
25 Ibid, p. 128. 
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children squirmed in the hard, polished timber pews, impatient for the service to end. Now, 

in the contemporary era, most researchers agree that Hell is largely ignored within the 

major Christian churches, although Douglas Davies has found that references to Heaven 

still abound.  However, according to Davies, even the concept of Heaven has changed, 

being now ‘more therapeutic than theological’ − representative of the hopefulness which is 

the hallmark of human relationships.26   

 

Whilst individualism and freedom of choice have, in the contemporary era, displaced the 

rigid adherence to religious faith which dominated life in earlier decades, younger people 

now often have vastly different afterlife beliefs than their parents.  For example, Andrew 

Singleton’s study, seeking the views of young people, found that slightly more than half of 

the Australian youth surveyed had ‘some kind of firm belief in the afterlife’, with a higher 

percentage of female believers than male.27  Yet Singleton also noted widespread religious 

diversity, with many young people believing in reincarnation, or an afterlife in where one 

existed in some other realm — but not necessarily Heaven, as in the past.28 Moreover, 

Singleton found that most of the youth interviewed who did not believe in an afterlife were 

quite accepting that this was ‘the only life they would live’.29  

 

During the latter decades of the twentieth century, some researchers have found that the 

vast change in death rituals, whereby cremation is now often chosen instead of traditional 

burial, has also impacted upon religious belief in the afterlife.  According to Douglas 

Davies, with many people now creating their own rites of remembrance, there has been a 

complete change in the ‘traditional Christian notion of hope lying in the eschatological’. 30 

For instance, following cremation, quite often the option of scattering the ashes to the wind 

is chosen.  Yet with the dispersal of the fragmented particles, the promise of heavenly 

reunion with loved ones in a complete bodily form – a dearly-held hope which sustained 

 
26 Douglas Davies, A Brief History of Death, Malden, MA, 2005, p. 58. 
27 Andrew Singleton, ‘Beyond Heaven? Young People and the Afterlife’, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 
27:3, 2012, p. 456. 
28 Ibid, p. 464. 
29 Ibid, p. 464. 
30 Douglas Davies, A Brief History of Death, Malden, MA, 2005, p. 121. 
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the grieving in the past − is difficult to contemplate now.31  While the Catholic Church  had 

lifted its ban on cremation in 1963 it has now issued a new ruling because of increasingly 

individualized ways of memorialising cremated remains, in an effort to avoid ‘every 

appearance of pantheism, naturalism or nihilism’.32  Now, the Vatican has decreed, no 

longer may ashes be divided, scattered or kept at home, but they must be laid to rest in their 

entirety in a designated cemetery.33   

 

But what has caused such sweeping cultural change, where religious faith and its guiding 

principles have declined so dramatically in just a few decades?  Social researchers Evans 

and Kelley have found that one reason appears to be a society-wide trend in which people 

are less involved with community life and service clubs, compared to the decades following 

the Second World War.34  This is evident in the Port Lincoln area in Rotary and Lions 

Clubs, as well as the Masonic Lodge, where membership has dwindled over the last twenty 

years.  Evans and Kelley have suggested too that in the post-war years, churches were often 

prominent in the community with activities other than just the regular Sunday services.  For 

instance, some churches had their own sporting groups, or organized public dance evenings 

− they played a role in the community that went beyond simply meeting people’s religious 

needs.35   

 

Indeed, John Howard, writing of his childhood, recalled that the Earlwood Methodist 

Church in Sydney, which the Howard family attended, was a ‘focal point’ for sporting and 

social life in the community, with teams participating in cricket and soccer competitions, 

 
31 Ibid, p. 128. 
32 ‘Vatican issues new document on Christian burial and cremation’, Vatican Radio, 25th October 2016, 
www.news.va., pp. 1-6. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Evans and Kelley, 2004, cited in Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of 
Generation Y, Mulgrave, 2007, p. 205.  See also Gary Bouma, Australian Soul, Melbourne 2006, p. 114, for 
his assertion that ‘Australia has been transformed by the emergence of a vigorous consumer economy’  for the 
weekend which had been sacred prior to the 1960s for religious and family activities has now been taken over 
with shopping and entertainment. Reverend Sue Ellis, the Moderator of the Uniting Church in South 
Australia, in an email communication with the researcher on 23rd August 2018 also commented on the decline 
of church attendance being linked to the ‘self-serving attitude of people today’ whereas in the past ‘self-
sacrifice’ was at the centre of community engagement. 
35 Ibid, p. 205. 

http://www.news.va/
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against other Protestant churches in the city.36 However, in many small rural areas, while 

formal religious worship has greatly declined, community sports and recreation centres 

have become the new hub of social life, rather than the church.  For instance, in the small 

Eyre Peninsula township of Wirrulla, about 250 kilometres from Port Lincoln, the Anglican 

Church of St. Denys closed in 2018.  Whilst the church building was in good condition, 

with the foundation stone only being laid in 1966, church member Fay Kelsh lamented, 

‘Nobody is interested’.37  Seeking the opinion of the clergy on how the closure of small 

country churches will affect those regions, the researcher wrote to Reverend Sue Ellis, the 

Moderator of the Uniting Church in South Australia.  Reverend Ellis asserted that there will 

be a ‘deeper drift from mainline denominational religion’ because of the closures, for 

‘community now gathers around sport’.38   

 

Several months later, the researcher observed first-hand the change of which Reverend Ellis 

spoke, when attending a very large funeral service at Wirrulla.  Hundreds of people 

attended the funeral at the Wirrulla Sports and Recreation Centre, where the coffin of the 

deceased was adorned with sporting memorabilia, photographs and bottles in stubby 

holders.  Yet curiously the family of the deceased had held a viewing, just prior to the 

funeral service, in the now de-registered Church of St. Denys.39   This seemed to greatly 

emphasise the importance of the Sports and Recreation Centre as the desired venue for the 

funeral, with the church building only playing a minor role as a convenient place for the 

viewing.40 

 

Vast media coverage of sexual abuse allegations against religious leaders in Australian 

churches has no doubt impacted upon church attendances and community perceptions of 

religious values and beliefs.41  For instance, data released by the Child Sex Abuse Royal 

Commission in 2017 has revealed that since the 1950s, seven per cent of Australian 

 
36 John Howard, The Menzies Era, 2014, p. 11. 
37 Fay Kelsh, cited in Luca Cetta, ‘Wirrulla’s St. Denys Anglican Church to say goodbye with Easter service’, 
West Coast Sentinel, 21 March 2018, p. 2. 
38 Email communication from Reverend Sue Ellis, 23 August 2018. 
39 Experience of the researcher. 
40 Observation of the researcher. 
41 Observation of the researcher. 
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Catholic priests have been implicated in over 4000 alleged incidents investigated.42  

Andrew Dutney, Professor of Theology at Flinders University in Adelaide, has commented 

on the most recent findings of the Royal Commission in May 2018, stating that ‘there has 

been a tremendous loss of public trust in the churches generally’.43 At the same time, 

Professor Dutney has queried how the churches will be able to re-establish their former 

eminence within the wider community and regain public trust.44  

 

Yet while Port Lincoln has evidenced declining attendances at many churches, St. Mary of 

the Angels Catholic Church still has regular attendees, perhaps because the long-term priest 

there, Father Steve Ardill, has endeared himself to the local people not only through his 

faith but also his engagement in community affairs, particularly his umpiring of football 

matches for many years.  Yet Father Ardill, interviewed by the local newspaper on his 

attainment of twenty-five years of priesthood, spoke of difficult times because ‘the dark 

cloud of abuse has been so much a part of our story in recent decades’.45 

 

Yet before allegations of sexual abuse within the churches were uncovered within the 

media, Gary Bouma believes that there were other factors in the earlier decline of religious 

adherence − for instance, the churches’ opposition to Australia’s involvement in Vietnam; 

the rise of a consumer and also a multi-faith society; the decline of patriarchy and the 

introduction of weekend trading.46 Indeed, the researcher’s memories resonate with 

Bouma’s findings, for whilst her childhood Sundays were set aside purely for church 

activities, now her weekly supermarket shopping is done on a Sunday morning − in a 

complete reversal of the traditional principles so firmly instilled by her Methodist parents.   

 

Yet churches in the researcher’s area have in recent years − notwithstanding ever-

decreasing church attendance − expanded their role in the community to obtain greater 

visibility.  For instance, the Port Lincoln Uniting Church has been the venue for numerous 

 
42 Clare Blumer, Rebecca Armitage and Simon Elvery, ‘Child sex abuse royal commission: Data reveals 
extent of Catholic allegations’, ABC News, 6 February 2017, p. 1, www.abc.net.au. 
43 Andrew Dutney, cited in Matt Smith, ‘It’s time to heal, says theologist’, Sunday Mail, 27 May 2018, p. 17. 
44 Ibid., p. 17. 
45 John Ovan, ‘Long service for priest’, Port Lincoln Times, 28th June 2018, p. 7. 
46 Ibid, p. 107. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
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public forums on ageing and well-being and has also established within its grounds a well-

appointed Men’s Shed, which attracts a keen following. The Anglican Church in Port 

Lincoln hosts an annual Strawberry Fete on the lawns outside the church − an event has 

been popular for over fifty years.  Whilst the Anglican Church has always maintained its 

time-honoured funeral rituals, it has become apparent that there been an increasing 

acknowledgement of the need to meet the changing needs of parishioners. 

 

For example, about forty kilometres from the researcher’s home is the small rural hamlet of 

Coulta.  In the past, when a person from that community died, a funeral service would be 

held in the local hall, often with the Anglican priest from Port Lincoln presiding (for there 

is no church in the area).  On hearing that a funeral was to take place in the hall, local 

farmers’ wives would form a working bee, with rosters for cleaning the hall, setting up a 

makeshift pulpit adorned with green and gold cloth and cooking in readiness for lavish 

refreshments following the service.   

 

Yet a great change was noticed when the researcher organised a funeral service for a 

woman who had been a staunch Anglican, and lived on a farm near Coulta.  Twenty years 

before, when her husband had died, the funeral service had been held, as usual, in the hall, 

with an Anglican priest officiating.  But this time, while the Anglican priest was still to 

officiate, the ceremony was to be conducted at the woman’s home on her rural property.   

On the appointed day, the coffin was set up on a verandah, alongside a favourite chair of 

the deceased and a gently tinkling wind chime.  The deceased’s gardening hat was nearby, 

symbolic of her great love of her garden.  The funeral ceremony − with mourners standing 

or seated within the garden − was far removed the strict formality of the traditional indoor 

service held for the woman’s husband just two decades earlier .47  This time, the public had 

been invited to gather within the garden borders, rambling paths and shady trees of the 

garden, to share the intimacy of a place so dearly loved by the deceased − a place which she 

herself had imbued with sacredness. 

 

 
47 Experience of the researcher. 
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Whilst in earlier decades many Australian families did worship regularly at church services, 

most funeral services were also held in churches, for as Douglas Davies has found, until the 

later twentieth century, churches had an ‘absolutely central role’ in Christian death rites.48 

Research participant Emily was eager to speak of her adherence to the Catholic Church.  I 

enjoyed my interviews with Emily, because she was not only wise and accepting of the 

vagaries of life, but also had a bright and cheerful personality.  Emily had only joined the 

Catholic faith later in life, finding that great comfort in the regularity and order of the 

traditional rites:  

 

 [people] can come from anywhere in the world into a 
 Catholic Church and it’s exactly the same.  And I’m a 
 believer that you stick with that, you don’t change. 
 People want change…they want to change things in the 
 Catholic Church, well I mean if they want to do that, 
 that’s fine by me, but you get used to it being the same, 
 all the time, and I think I like that, and the same with the 
 funeral, they do the funeral the same, they have someone 
 come up and talk…the eulogy…and then somebody [to] 
 do the prayers, and I’m so used to the church service, 
 that goes with the funeral too.  So I would assume that 
 would be the same, when I get to have a funeral, that I 
 would go through the same thing [Catholic rituals]. 49 
 

William Hoy’s study of funeral rites over three decades has concluded, as Emily found,  

that it is the very predictability of the well-known words and actions used in the traditional 

Catholic Mass which provide order and ‘confident predictability’ in a time of chaos.50   Yet 

on the other hand, whilst it was evident that for Emily such regularity offered comfort, 

Elaine J. Ramshaw’s research found that such familiarity only gave comfort to those people 

(like Emily) who identified with them.51   

 

Notwithstanding its upholding of time-honoured rituals, the researcher has observed that in 

recent years the Catholic Church has developed a greater awareness of the changing needs 

 
48 Douglas Davies, A Brief History of Death, Carlton, 2005, p. 129. 
49 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
50 William G. Hoy, Do Funerals Matter? New York, 2013 p. 84. 
51 Jeanne Daly McIntee, cited in Elaine J. Ramshaw, ‘The Personalization of Postmodern Post-mortem Rituals 
‘, Pastoral Psychology, 2010, 59, p. 175. 
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of parishioners.  For instance, the researcher met with a local family where although all the 

children had been raised within the Catholic faith, the researcher was interested to hear that 

none of them attended church regularly now.  John, the son in the family, had been an altar 

boy in his youth, but that was many years ago, for all the children were now past middle 

age.  Conversationally, we spoke of declining church attendances. Marie recalled that as a 

child, church going was very formal, with symbolism and ritual.  Sunday was the most 

important day of the week, for the family used to host the priest at their home for lunch 

quite often.  Yet in recent years, Marie had been to church a couple of times as a casual 

attendee, and she said “I found I could quite get to like the idea of becoming a member of 

the congregation again”.  The reason, she said, was because the whole atmosphere had 

changed – the priest was not so overbearing, he wore running shoes beneath his flowing 

robe, and he was friendly and welcoming.  Priests in the past, she recalled, had instilled fear 

in young church attendees, but now there was a much more open atmosphere. Even the 

rituals, Marie claimed, seemed to be not ‘as rigid’ as those from her childhood.52  

 

Research participant Christine did not belong to any religious faith now, but in earlier years 

she had attended church regularly.   She commented too on the change she had noticed 

within the Catholic Church, for she remembered the morbid atmosphere of a relative’s 

funeral there some years before: 

 

 I remember going to my cousin’s funeral…and because he’d 
 committed suicide, the priest said something about ‘he will not be 
 this, and that’ and I just looked up and thought ‘that’s awful’. 
 I thought those days had long gone, but it was an older Catholic 
 priest.  But I do think that maybe death doesn’t seem as scary 
 anymore, you know like there’s not that demon, the devil, who’s 
 going to get you, so maybe that’s why.53 
 

During the early 1990s, throughout Australia and the Western world, another major cultural 

shift was taking place — in funeral service venues.  For instance, only a couple of years 

after the researcher and her husband had founded their funeral business in 1987, local 

people began enquiring whether a funeral could be ‘held at our place’ instead of going to 

 
52 Conversation with a local family in Port Lincoln, 16th January 2016. 
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the church − or whether we’d ‘say a few words’ rather than having a minister.  Throughout 

Australia, this trend was confronting other funeral directors too, who realised that in order 

to secure future work, they would need to greatly expand their facilities, to meet the public 

demand for alternative venues.  

 

Consequently, many funeral directors carried out extensive building works during the 

1990s to add chapel facilities to their premises.  Before the introduction of chapels, the only 

time when members of the public visited the researcher’s funeral parlour was to discuss 

funeral arrangements.  Yet now, with services regularly held in the chapel there, large 

crowds often attend.  At all times, the grounds of the funeral home must be kept in an 

immaculate condition, and ample car parking space is essential too. Modern toilet blocks 

have also been constructed to meet the needs of the public, for the researcher recalls that 

prior to the building of her chapel complex, anyone wishing to use the toilet would be 

directed down a passageway, past the researcher’s bedroom, to the solitary family toilet.54 

Now, in the contemporary era, most funeral parlours have a range of public facilities, 

including  viewing and arrangement rooms; a chapel with audio-visual facilities and also a 

comfortable lounge area where refreshments may be served, following the service.  

 

Yet the change in funeral service venues from churches to chapels meant that funeral 

companies were faced with massive expenditure, to modernise their premises and elicit 

public approval.  Inevitably, funeral costs for the consumer rose, because there were high 

maintenance costs in managing and staffing the new twenty-first century funeral parlours.  

At the same time, the researcher became aware that as well as being a multi-tasking funeral 

director, she was also the chatelaine of a notable establishment. 

 

On the day when a funeral is to be held in the researcher’s chapel, there is heightened 

activity, as all must be in readiness well beforehand.  Cleaning of the premises is completed 

in advance − floral arrangements have been collected; seating reserved for the family; 

memorial cards and an attendance book displayed.  Catering needs must also be attended to, 

 
53 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
54 Experience of the researcher. 
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with tea and coffee; carafes of iced water, cordial and trays of biscuits.  Often, if a luncheon 

is required after a ceremony, there will be extra work with pies, pasties and sausage rolls 

requiring heating and being timed to be ready as soon as the ceremony is over. Outside, the 

expansive lawns have been mowed; garden beds watered; gravel paths raked and paving 

swept.   

 

Powerpoint presentations are a popular feature of ceremonies now, so funeral chapels are 

routinely furnished with digital projection facilities, which require trained staff to operate 

the system.  When a funeral held at the chapel is over and the public have left, there is not 

only vacuuming and cleaning to be done, but also many dishes to wash and toilets to clean.  

Accordingly, when the researcher arranges a funeral which is not to be held at the funeral 

chapel, but in a church, there is a great feeling of relief because logistically, the event will 

be much simpler.55 

 

Accompanying the costly infrastructure changes to funeral parlours with the building of 

chapels, the role of the funeral director has also become much more diverse, for now they 

are often asked to conduct ceremonies themselves, rather than the clergy.  For instance, in 

the past, when most funerals had been held in churches, funeral directors rarely spoke in 

public, maintaining a shadowy and unobtrusive presence.  Yet now, in the contemporary 

era, funeral directors have acquired a new visibility, not only conducting funerals and 

presiding at ceremonies held outside the church, but also offering support to the bereaved – 

all of which were functions of the church, in the past.  According to a recent study 

conducted by Samar Auon et al:  

There are indications that funeral directors in Western countries 
have largely taken over from religious leaders as providers of 
professional support on death-related matters; consequently, such 
support is becoming increasingly privatised and industrialised.56 
 
 

 
55 Experience of the researcher. 
56 Samar M. Auon, Jennifer Lowe, Kim M. Christian and Bruce Rumbold, ‘Is there a role for the funeral 
service provider in bereavement support within the context of compassionate communities?’ Death Studies, 
10:1080, 28th September 2018, p. 1. 
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Yet this greatly expanded role requires extra work for the funeral director, for new skills are 

needed which were never required in earlier years.  For instance, funeral directors are often 

asked to prepare and present ceremonies, in lieu of clergy so require the ability to speak it 

in public with confidence and clarity, whilst maintaining the dignity of the occasion. Some 

funeral directors with a great fear of public speaking have not been able to meet these new 

demands themselves, preferring to obtain the services of professional celebrants when 

needed.57 

 

At the same time, the rise of civil celebrants conducting funerals has been paralleled with a 

vast increase in civil marriage ceremonies.  Since the 1990s, marriages solemnized outside 

of the church have risen dramatically, with the Australian Bureau of Statistics reporting that 

over seventy percent of Australian wedding ceremonies are now conducted by civil 

celebrants.58  Examining the social pages of newspapers, it is evident that there are many 

weddings held at venues outside of the church.  For instance, four lavish weddings were 

featured in a double-page colour section of The Sunday Mail on March 12th 2017, with two 

held at wineries, another at a Yacht Club, and the fourth at the home of the bride and 

groom.  The written reports accompanying the photographs described elaborate bridal 

gowns, sumptuous receptions, multi-tiered wedding cakes and overseas honeymoon 

destinations − so the only obvious change, compared to the past, is that a secular ceremony 

is now preferred, at a venue other than the church.59 

 

In early 2013, signalling yet another departure from tradition, the researcher was taken 

aback to be asked by a local family whether she would conduct a civil funeral service in the 

Port Lincoln Uniting Church.  Explaining their request, the family spoke of a family 

member who had a terminal condition and his death was expected within a few months.  At 

the time the researcher was quite shocked by the suggestion, because she had always 

perceived churches as sacred buildings, where only religious rites were appropriate. 

Enquiring at the local Uniting Church about their protocol the researcher was told that they 

 
57 Observation of the researcher. 
58 Kaley Payne and Karen Mudge, ‘Weddings on the increase, but not in churches’, 18th October 2012, 
 pp. 1-3, www.archive.biblesociety.org.au 
59 ‘Weddings’, The Sunday Mail, 12th March 2017, pp. 80-81, www.advertiser.com.au 
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had no objection to the use of the church for a secular service.  Somewhat amazed, the 

researcher wrote to the Adelaide office of the Uniting Church to enquire further, and 

received a letter stating that it was up to the individual churches to decide, but they had no 

objection to the principle of it.  Just to find out the opinion of other churches, the researcher 

spoke to the local Anglican, Lutheran and Catholic ministers to ascertain their stance, but 

they were not in favour of it. Nor was the researcher, who did not wish to be seen as 

‘posing as a minister’ or trying to usurp the role of the clergy.60  

 

Some months later the man with the terminal condition died. The researcher had been 

fervently hoping that maybe the family would have changed their mind about the venue 

since she spoke to them before − but no, they were adamant that the service was to be held 

in the Uniting Church, and the researcher presided as requested, from the pulpit.  All went 

well and apprehension subsided.  In the large congregation there were many church 

members, and the researcher could not help but wonder about their opinion, noting the 

absence of the usual minister at the pulpit.   Afterwards, the researcher was surprised when 

no-one asked her ‘where was the minister?’  Either people did not wish to mention it − or 

perhaps they were more accepting of change, than the researcher had been.61 

 

Seeking a wider view, the researcher asked her interview participants whether they 

approved of the new trend for holding secular ceremonies held in churches. Emily, who had 

a strong religious faith, had been present at the funeral ceremony described in the preceding 

paragraph, conducted by the researcher.  I had expected that Emily, who was born in the 

earlier years of the twentieth century, may have been dismayed that a secular ceremony 

could be held in a ‘holy’ venue,  but surprisingly she had no objection:   

 

Well when you say we had no religion [in the ceremony]  to me I felt with you 
being up there and saying your piece about…to me, that was the same…it could 
have been a priest, it could have been anyone, and I’ve been to quite a few of the 
funerals for other people to date, people I’ve known, and they’re not in the church 
and I think somebody’s got to get up there and say something, even though you say 

 
 
60 Experience of the researcher. 
61 Experience of the researcher. 
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it wasn’t religious, it was the words of religion, wasn’t it? About things that you 
feel, and things that you have.62 
 

Research participant Denise, with a background in teaching which had exposed her to many 

different cultures and social environments, did not have any opposition to a civil ceremony 

being held in a church.  She did suggest that perhaps churches have had to take a more 

expansive view of public needs and declining attendances at church services: 

 

Well they [the clergy] probably think anybody coming close 
to that church…it might bring them back again.  By being open-armed  
it’s better than shutting people out.  You know, let’s be welcoming.63 

 

Accompanying the myriad changes in funerary rituals now, there is often a more  

‘celebratory’ theme than in the past.   For instance, in the past, funeral notices in the 

newspaper were advertised as a ‘funeral service’ but now the term ‘celebration of life’ is 

sometimes used, at the request of the family.  At the same time, the researcher has observed 

a new levity which accompanies some of the celebratory ceremonies, designed by families 

themselves.  For example, the researcher was asked in early November 2018 to conduct a 

funeral ceremony for a local man who had suffered from dementia for four years, with the 

family requesting that in the opening words of the ceremony, the dementia be mentioned so 

that everyone present would know.64  Such a request evidences the way funeral ceremonies 

have changed so dramatically, for just a decade ago, it would not have been socially 

acceptable to mention disabilities.  At the same time, families now are often eager to share 

intimate revelations in funeral tributes they present during public ceremonies. For instance, 

in a ceremony which the researcher conducted in 2018, a grand-daughter regaled the large 

crowd with humorous stories of her Nan’s life, including vivid accounts of her recurrent 

flatulence.65 Revealing such intimate details in public which would only have previously 

been aired within the family circle (if at all) evidences the immense swing away from 

traditional ceremonies to those individually crafted by the families themselves. 

 
62 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
63 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
64 Experience of the researcher – ceremony conducted in the Coffin Bay Community Hall on 2nd November 
2018. 
65 Experience of the researcher – ceremony conducted in the Wanilla Soldiers’ Settlement Hall on 23rd 
November 2018. 
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 Whilst the rise of celebratory funerals reflects the personalisation and power of consumer 

choice which has swept away traditional liturgies of previous years, some studies have 

criticised the change.  For instance, Margaret Holloway et al. believes that the discarding of 

formal rituals in favour of ‘spiritually barren’ ceremonies can create difficulties for the 

bereaved in coping with their loss.66  Chad Bird has expressed a similar concern, noting 

that the ‘narcissism’ and self-determination of the Baby Boomer generation has in many 

cases replaced meaningful Christian funerary rituals.67  

 

  
Thomas Long and Thomas Lynch too scorn the contemporary funeral services which have 

become popular – ceremonies without the presence of the deceased, which are over-

celebratory in nature.68 They have alarmingly concluded that with the increase in 

‘celebratory’ funerals, there is a danger the public may not see value in funeral ceremonies 

in the future, for they believe that for people to continue to find funerals important, 

ceremonies must contain meaningful rituals.69 Similarly, John Fraser suggests that 

celebratory rituals deny the reality of death and do not provide a valid opportunity to mourn 

the loss of the deceased:   

 

There’s something …lost [in contemporary funerals]… 
and that is that Death itself is largely diminished.70 

 

Yet it is apparent in Australian society that personalised funeral ceremonies chosen by the 

family have great appeal and the celebratory rituals enacted may perhaps alleviate the 

gloom which formerly accompanied death.   For instance, in late 2018, a funeral was held 

in Wagga Wagga to commemorate the life of Sally Taylor, who had been an avid dragon 

boat racer.  Not only was her coffin decorated with colourful memorabilia bearing witness 

 
66 Margaret Holloway, Susan Adamson, Vassos Argyyrou, Peter Draper and Daniel Mariau, ‘”Funerals aren’t 
nice but it couldn’t have been nicer”.  The makings of a good funeral’, Mortality, 2013, 18:1, p. 31. 
67 Chad Bird, ‘The Tragic Death of the Funeral’, http://thefederalist.com/2013/12/06, pp. 1-8, viewed 30th 
June 2014. 
68 Ibid, p. 172. 
69 Thomas G. Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral, Louisville, Kentucky, 2013, p. 172. 
70 Ibid, p. 72. 

http://thefederalist.com/2013/12/06
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to her identity, but in addition, her coffin was rowed across a lake by her friends, in a 

dragon boat. 71  

 

When the researcher is arranging a funeral, it is not unusual for a family to say ‘we don’t 

want anything morbid – we want the ceremony to be uplifting’.72  At the same time, one of 

the early points the researcher needs to ascertain is what type of ceremony is required — 

will it be held in a church, a chapel, or another venue?   Local woman Sarah, who had 

revealed in earlier informal discussions that there were some divisions in the wider family 

circle,  explained why she decided not to have a church funeral for her late partner Tim:  

 

 Tim’s grandparents are Jehovah’s Witness and his mother was 
 Salvation Army –  it gets very awkward – I prefer the chapel as it saves 
 any strong religious conflict in the family.73 
 

Meeting with bereaved families, the researcher has found that many people have definite 

ideas about the type of ceremony they wish to be held, often saying ‘mum [or dad] never 

went to church – we don’t want any prayers or religion’. Yet in the course of our 

discussions, this may be followed shortly after by an explanation along the lines of  ‘... was 

a very spiritual person’.  Before the arrangement meeting concludes, quite often the family 

(notwithstanding their earlier declaration about no religion) will request The Lord’s Prayer 

to be included in the ceremony, ‘just to cover all bases’.74 

 

Yet research participant Christine, who had attended many secular ceremonies, as well as 

those held in a church, queried the use of religious themes in civil ceremonies.  Astutely, 

she revealed that there was still a need for the comfort of religion in times of loss, when she 

said:  

 

 One thing about it is that…there seems to be more prayers…some 
 people are obviously still looking for that…almost church thing, 

 
71 Lauren Pezet, ‘Coffin on dragon boat one example of trend towards uplifting and creative funerals’, ABC 
Riverina, 6th November 2018, pp. 1-2. 
72 Experience of the researcher. 
73 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October 2014. 
74 Experience of the researcher. 
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 and I often wonder why…why don’t people go to church if they’re 
 looking for that sort of stuff?75 

 

Meeting with a local family to arrange a funeral ceremony in 2017, the researcher found 

they had already decided upon the key points, before the researcher arrived at their home.  

Although the deceased had been a regular church worshipper throughout his long life of 

ninety years, there was no suggestion of holding the funeral ceremony in a church and the 

researcher was asked to conduct the ceremony, in a chapel.76  The daughter of the deceased 

had already decided that she would present a scripture reading and a prayer, whilst the 

hymn “Trust and Obey” would be sung, with the accompaniment of a pianist.  The hymn, 

the family explained, was one which the family had known well during their many years of 

church attendance. 

 

Interestingly, after the funeral was over, the family telephoned on two separate occasions to 

say how wonderful the ceremony had been.  Pondering the success of the event, the 

researcher wondered whether it was because of the inclusion of familiar ritual elements (the 

scripture and prayer).  Or was it because of the hymn?  Indeed, the congregation had leapt 

eagerly to their feet for the stirring singing of “Trust and Obey”.77  Margaret Holloway et 

al., in a qualitative study of contemporary British funerals, found that while many families 

interviewed did not possess  religious faith, they still evidenced a need for traditional 

religious components to be used in a funeral ceremony, ‘to imbue the funeral with meaning 

and as a vehicle for spiritual experience.78 Hugh Mackay’s research confirms this belief, 

finding that many people still ‘call upon God’ in times of crisis, seeking reassurance and 

comfort in a time of chaos.79  

 

 
75 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
76 Experience of the researcher. 
77 Margaret Holloway, Susan Adamson, Vassos Argyrou, Peter Draper and Daniel Mariau, “ ‘Funerals aren’t 
nice but it couldn’t have been nicer”. The makings of a good funeral’, Mortality, 2013, 18:1, p. 47. 
78 Margaret Holloway, Susan Adamson, Vassos Argyrou, Peter Draper and Daniel Mariau, 
 “Funerals aren’t nice but it couldn’t have been nicer”.  The makings of a good funeral’, Mortality, 2013, 
18:1, p. 47. 
79  Hugh Mackay, cited in Chloe Brant, ‘Beyond Belief: Why Australians don’t go to church, but call upon 
God in times of crisis’,  ABC News, 22 May 2016, p.2, www.abc.net.au. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
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Whilst the above example − where the deceased was not a church attendee − is frequently 

encountered, it is apparent that she (or he) still needed to believe in something, some higher 

presence which offers meaning and purpose, to offer comfort and solace.80  Christine 

agreed that even though people may not have a church funeral, they still have needs and 

hopes that need to be fulfilled, even if they request a secular funeral ceremony: 

 

 I think they’ve [the public] gone away from the concept of going 
 to church, but they say they’ve still got a spiritual need, or something 
 like that.81 
 

 
Gary Bouma has stated that the massive swing to ceremonies conducted by a celebrant, 

rather than the clergy, evidences a cultural trend where ‘reliance on patriarchal 

professionalism’ is no longer valued or respected, as people increasingly create their own 

rituals.82   
 

Noting the diminished power of the clergy in the twenty-first century, Gary Bouma has 

commented that in the twenty-first century, clergy are no longer ‘valued or respected’ as 

they were in the past.83  Instead, according to Bouma, there has been a cultural shift to ‘the 

authority of the self’.84  Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead agree with Bouma that there has 

been a ‘massive subjective turn of modern culture’ with a vast movement away from 

adherence to established orders, to living life according to one’s own ‘subjective 

experiences’.85   

 

According to Guy Cook and Tony Walter, this change could be attributed to the decline in 

traditional liturgies of the past, dictated by the church, where the power of the clergy was 

paramount. Now, they attest, the authority for whether or not to include prayers, or 

scripture readings, is determined by the family, rather than the church.  Therefore, as Cook 

 
80 Observation of the researcher. 
81 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
82 Gary Bouma, p. 99. 
83 Gary Bouma, p. 100. 
84 Gary Bouma, p. 99. 
85 Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, 2005, Oxford, p. 3. 
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and Walter point out, the hallmark of the late modern funeral is ‘neither religion, nor 

atheism, but personal choice’.86  

 

Another viewpoint has been expressed by Callum Brown, who believes that during the 

1960s sexual revolution, many women abandoned the feminine subordination and 

patriarchal oppression which in the past had been linked with ‘Christian piety’.  According 

to Brown, the sweeping power which the feminist movement brought to women’s lives was 

the catalyst for many to question religious faith for the first time and in many cases, to 

discard Christianity.87  Yet in stark contrast to Brown’s findings, Tony Walter and Grace 

Davie’s research has found that in western societies, notwithstanding drastically reduced 

adherence to religious worship, women are still more likely to be regular church attendees 

than men.88  

 

Paradoxically, according to Walter and Davie, the most patriarchal churches which offer 

women the ‘least equality’ seem to attract the largest congregations of women.89  Seeking 

an explanation for such a gender imbalance, Walter and Davie have suggested that as 

religion has traditionally offered comfort in the face of the ‘physical vulnerability of the 

body’ perhaps women are more attracted to attend church, seeking religious assurance, 

because of their intimate liaison with birth, death and illness and hence their greater 

awareness of the transitory nature of life itself.90  In addition, Walter and Davie found in 

their research another reason why women in Western societies are much more religious 

than men.91  Because women have through history often been barred from well paid 

employment and positions of power, Walter and Davie believe the Christian tenet ‘that God 

 
86 Guy Cook and Tony Walter, ‘Rewritten rites: language and social relations in traditional and contemporary 
funerals’, Discourse and Society, 2005, 16:3, pp. 365-391. 
87 Callum Brown, The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secularisation, 1800-2000, cited in Linda 
Woodhead, ‘Because I’m Worth It: Religion and Women’s Changing Lives in the West’, in Kristin Aune, 
Sonya Sharma and Giselle Vincett (eds), Women and Religion in the West, 2008, Hampshire, England, p. 147. 
88 Tony Walter and Grace Davie, ‘The religiosity of women in the modern West’, British Journal of 
Sociology, 1998, 49:4, p.641. 
89 Ibid, p. 641. 
90 Ibid, p. 648. 
91 Tony Walter and Grace Davie, ‘The religiosity of women in the modern West’, British Journal of 
Sociology, 49:4, 1998, p. 645. 
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loves every individual equally’ has great appeal for women, who are often not accorded the 

same societal respect as men.92 

 

Speaking with the Port Lincoln Uniting Church minister, Reverend Benji Callen, the 

researcher enquired whether he felt the clergy were still held in public esteem, as they were 

in earlier decades.  Reverend Callen admitted that the high regard in which ministers were 

formerly held had significantly diminished and this was of ongoing great concern (as was, 

he said, the continual decline in religious worship and church attendance).  Yet Reverend 

Callen, in discussing the matter with his colleagues in other locations, had found that 

ministers serving in the country (such as in Port Lincoln) were accorded greater respect 

than their counterparts in the city, assuming this may be because rural people have 

traditionally relied on the presence of the clergy during difficult times.93   

 

Whilst many secular ceremonies are now held in chapels, ministers of religion serving all 

faiths also officiate there, as needed.  Two years ago, a client requested that a Funeral Mass 

be held in our chapel.  This had not been done before, as the Catholic priest had previously 

only allowed Mass to be celebrated in the church.   The priest approved the change, with a 

stipulation that we would need an altar at the front of the chapel for the Mass and the 

specifications for its height and width were given.  In our workshop, we had a cupboard of 

just the right size.  It was emptied of tools and equipment, and once adorned with organza 

and lace altar cloths, it transformed the chapel and set the scene for a memorable event - 

one which evidenced the church’s acknowledgement of societal change.94    

 

Port Lincoln woman Denise had attended many funerals.  While she did not have a 

religious faith now, she preferred to attend funerals held in the ‘sacred’ atmosphere of a 

church.  Yet at the same time she was accepting of the vast number of funeral ceremonies 

now held in chapels, rather than churches:  

 
92 Ibid. 
93 Researcher’s conversation with Reverend Benji Callen of the Uniting Church in Port Lincoln on Tuesday, 
24th January 2017.  See also Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief, Sydney, 2016, p. 86 wherein he comments on the 
decline in respect for clergy, noting that whereas a priest may have been addressed in the past as ‘Father Bill’ 
(for example) this greeting now is often just ‘Bill’. 
94 Experience of the researcher. 
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 I must say I find being in a church really does something more for me… 
 because it’s sacred…and peaceful.  I guess because I grew up within 
 the church, though I don’t call myself religious, I feel there’s something 
 about that [the church] which does something to me.  Don’t know how 
 to describe it [laughs]… it’s a reverential sort of feeling.  And I know  
 chapels…like yours…do that too…it feels like a little mini-church – 
 which is what it’s meant to, isn’t it?  Sort of? [laughs].95 
 
 
Although Denise described the chapel as a ‘mini-church’ the researcher’s chapel has no 

religious symbolism, unlike many other chapels. 

 

Thomas Laqueur’s research revealed that while some early crematoria chapels “mimicked” 

churches, they also had a more expansive role: 

 

 Like churches, they provided…a space in which survivors could say 
 their last farewells to the body; could take comfort from music, art, 
 ritual and beautiful architecture; and in the case specifically of 
 crematoria, could contemplate the beautiful cleansing power of fire, 
 so near yet out of sight, that rapidly freed the soul from its prison.96 
 
 
Yet research participant Sarah recalled her horror when many years before she had attended 

her Uncle Tom’s funeral service, in a crematorium chapel 

 
 I didn’t like the way they did it.  There were curtains and the  
 coffin disappeared in behind the curtains and the curtains closed. 
 I had visions of them burning him just out there [laughs].97 
 
(In the earlier years, when cremation ceremonies were being introduced, funeral chapels 

often had a catafalque upon which the coffin was placed and at the conclusion of the 

ceremony, the coffin did indeed disappear.  If it went behind curtains, as Sarah observed, 

those curtains were electrically-operated and the researcher can recall being in other 

 
95 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
96 Thomas W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead, Princeton, New Jersey, 2015, p. 544. 
97 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October 2014. 
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chapels in Adelaide where a loud whirring sound occurred when the curtains closed – very 

disconcerting for the mourners. Now, most chapels have dispensed with catafalques).98 

 
 

Douglas Davies concurs on the symbolic significance which crematorium chapels have 

acquired as ‘sacred places’ because they are the buildings where people gather, for the last 

time, in the presence of their deceased loved one.99  Moreover, the researcher has observed 

that as well as the chapel, even the crematorium grounds can have, for the bereaved, a sense 

of the sacred.  For instance, a young couple who had suffered the loss of their infant 

daughter met with the researcher in 2016 to discuss the options for her funeral.  They had 

already decided that they would not have any type of ceremony in the chapel, but were 

adamant that after the infant had been cremated, her ashes were to be placed in a tiny heart-

shaped urn, which they would then take into the garden at the crematorium.  There, they 

would sit quietly, holding the urn, before taking it home.  This, they decided, would be an 

adequate ritual to recognise their daughter’s death — being with her ashes, in the presence 

of Nature, in the grounds which linked with them with the last symbolic act associated with 

their loved one.100 

 

Whilst attendances at mainstream churches in Australia continue to decline in the twenty-

first century, there has been an increase in what people call ‘spirituality’.  But what does 

this mean?  Gary Bouma describes spirituality as ‘the encounter with some other, be it God, 

nature, the sea, or the core of our own being.’101  The researcher’s interpretation is that the 

‘spiritual’ person is not religious, in the conventional sense of the word, but still needs to 

‘believe in something’.102  The research participants were asked whether they saw 

themselves as spiritual, and if so, what did that mean to them? 

 

Emily, with so much life experience to draw upon, eagerly asserted: 
        

 
98 Experience of the researcher. 
99 Douglas Davies, ‘The sacred crematorium’, Mortality, 1996, 1:1, p. 87. 
100 Experience of the researcher. 
101 Gary Bouma,  p. 12. 
102 Observation of the researcher. 
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 Well I believe I was spiritual without knowing it.  I didn’t pray 
 probably but I always talked to someone…some higher being.103 
 
 
On the other hand Debra, who was a member of the Anglican Church, connected 

spirituality with her religious faith: 

 
 I’m generally a spiritual person, but the spiritual I’m talking 
 about…there’s a connection to the Holy Spirit – that’s it for me. 
 But I also understand that for some it means a connection with 
 something…something greater than themselves…a higher being… 
 it doesn’t necessarily even have to be Christianity.  But for me 
 personally it’s Christianity.104 
 
       

In another example, the researcher was speaking with Jade, a local twenty-one year old 

woman, who regularly attended Sunday religious meetings of a non-conformist faith.  She 

did not think it was at all odd that on Saturday nights she partied and drank with her 

friends, before attending the worship service next day.  

 

 I really look forward to the meetings…they’re such lovely people… 
I’ve got no intention of professing [being admitted as a member of the religious 
order] but I love the atmosphere, the spirituality that’s there.105 

 

Jade’s comments align with the findings of Michael Mason et al, who found that young 

people in the contemporary era have ‘taken possession of their own spirituality’ —

irrespective of any adherence to a ‘tradition or community.’106 

 

Research participant Denise’s comments reinforced Mason’s view.  Denise was a confident 

woman, content with her life, and although not possessing any formal faith, she had a 

strong belief in spirituality: 

 

 I still believe you can be reverential and you can connect to spirits 
 or whatever, without being religious.107 

 
103 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
104 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
105 Researcher’s discussion with Jade, 3rd March 2017. 
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On the other hand, Gary Bouma has found that the quest for connection with a divine 

power is greater now than it was in the 1960s and 1970s, as people increasingly seek 

meaning in life - some connection to a higher presence.108 Hugh Mackay agrees, citing an 

opinion by social analyst Richard Eckersley, who defines spirituality as: 

 the broadest and deepest form of connectedness…[transcending] 
 our personal circumstances, social situation and the material world… 
 [sustaining us] through the trouble and strife of mortal existence.109 
 
Social researcher Hugh Mackay’s recent research is based on the premise that all human 

beings need to find meaning and purpose in life and whilst in former times that could be 

found through religious faith, now in modern Western societies many people tend to look 

‘within themselves’ to find meaning and purpose in life.110  Moreover, Mackay has found 

that young people in particular have discarded traditional religions, seeking a spirituality 

which is not controlled by institutional doctrine and even adopting the acronym SBNR – 

Spiritual But No Religious – and using it in the Australian census to describe their 

stance.111  

  

Another opinion comes from Michael Mason et al. who has drawn some conclusions in the 

debate of religion versus spirituality, finding that ‘spirituality’ is used in a broad way now, 

referring to a range of experiences which not only are part of an individual’s inner being, 

but which  also reach out to that which is totally ‘beyond’.112  For example, many writers 

have expressed their joy in finding peace, purpose and a spiritual connection to the great 

order of the universe, within a garden.   Peter Adams, the creator of ‘Windgrove’ – a vast 

windswept natural garden on the Tasman Peninsula - has found both temporal and spiritual 

fulfillment:  

 

 A garden is the meeting place between soul and spirit, 
 

106 Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of Generation Y, Mulgrave, 2007, p. 38. 
107 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
108 Ibid, p. 1. 
109 Richard Eckersley, cited in Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief, Sydney, 2016, p. 105. 
110 Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief, Sydney, 2016, p. 68. 
111 Chloe Brant, ‘Beyond Belief: Why Australians don’t go to church, but call upon God in times of crisis’. 
ABC News, 22 May 2016, pp. 103, www.abc.net.au 
112 Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of Generation Y, Mulgrave, 2007, p. 35. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
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 where we get a sense of who we are.113 
 
Moreover: 
 
 Most people live in cities and I believe that they will need to 
 garden in future, to keep sane.  There is a real possibility that 
 gardens will be our churches of the future, with a liturgy found 
 in flowers.114 
Another example of spirituality being found within natural surroundings was revealed in 

the Grafton community of New South Wales.  Sixteen-year-old Emma Powell took her own 

life in tragic circumstances, but every evening her family and friends gather at Grafton’s 

Clarence River to remember her. 

 

 The reason we go to the river is it’s how we connect, there’s energy 
 and the river flows and it’s a place that Emma would escape to. 
            …we sit and laugh…and watch the sun go down…it is a real 
            spiritual connection.115 
 
Gary Bouma believes that the increase in spirituality has occurred because now, more than 

ever, people need hope - for he asserts that ‘hope is an essential ingredient for the 

functioning of societies’ – and this hope is often in a spiritual form.116  

 
Yet Douglas Davies has suggested that the concept of ‘hope’ itself has changed, wrought 

by the vast post-modern cultural shift in mourning practices where cremation is now often 

chosen instead of traditional burial.117  For instance, Davies asserts that in the past, before 

the rise of cremation, ‘hope of the resurrection’ - a major tenet of Christian beliefs of life 

after death – comforted and sustained the bereaved.118  Davies agrees with Gary Bouma’s 

findings that while many people have shunned formal religious rites, the quest for hope and 

meaning – often in a spiritual form - remains paramount.  However, he has noted that now 

 
113 Peter Adams, ‘Healing the Soul’, in Louise Earwaker and Neil Robertson (eds), A Garden of my own, 
Crows Nest, New South Wales, 2003, p. 254. 
114 Ibid, p. 259. 
115 Tracy Bowden, ‘Youth suicides: Grafton community calls for help over lack of mental health resources’, 
ABC News, 7 February 2017,  www.abc.net.au, pp. 1-2. 
116 Gary Bouma, p. 19. 
117 Douglas J. Davies, A Brief History of Death, Carlton, 2005, p. 122. 
118 Ibid, p. 122. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
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there appears to be an emphasis on retaining precious memories of the deceased, rather than 

clinging to the traditional concept of bodily resurrection.119 

 
When the researcher conducted a non religious funeral ceremony, at the local cemetery, 

there was evidence of the spiritual connection that people seek – particularly at the time of 

a bereavement.  Peter, the brother of the deceased, presented a eulogy.  He mentioned in it 

that when he had been visiting his brother at the hospital, he had taken him outside in a 

wheelchair and they had noticed some pigeons on a window ledge.  This led to a 

conversation about how in bygone times pigeons were used as messengers. Peter and his 

brother decided that at the time of the forthcoming funeral, Peter would release some 

pigeons to take a message to their deceased parents — a way of forming a connection, of 

bridging that distance to the afterworld.  Subsequently, a cage containing four pigeons was 

brought to the funeral. At the conclusion of the ceremony, Peter held each pigeon briefly, 

while announcing that it was being released in memory of first of all his father, then the 

next one for his mother, and the final two for the deceased himself.  This symbolic pigeon 

release was a highlight for those attending the ceremony, as it was for the family.  With the 

pigeons believed to be conveying a message, this was a way of spanning the bridge 

between the living and the deceased and it seemed to bring great comfort to the family of 

the deceased.120 

 

When reviewing the presence of the Christian churches in Port Lincoln, the theme of 

secularisation and change is evident.  The institutional records of church administration and 

attendance give a clear picture of decline in community participation.  However, this is not 

a simple picture of decline or absence.  Many aspects of secularisation, such as falling 

church attendances, are – as shown in this chapter – accompanied by other signs of vitality 

of belief.  Moreover, the visible presence of institutional religion in the built environment 

has a persistent cultural prestige, which has prevented, for example, the rebuilding of a 

traditional church building for commercial enterprise. 

 

 
119 Ibid, p. 122. 
120 Experience of the researcher. 
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In this chapter, there is conclusive evidence of the thesis’ central observation that 

Australian society is undergoing an era of change in funerals and mourning practices.  This 

is reflected in religious practices, which are closely related and are being transformed to a 

comparable extent.  These changes are accompanied, and caused, by broader social themes.  

The evidence for these historical shifts is found in different sources.  The process of decline 

and withdrawal is documented through traditional primary sources such as institutional 

records.  The process of renewal, re-affirmation and change is found in more scattered and 

ephemeral forms, such as individual recollections, media descriptions of public rituals and 

the patterns of commercial investment in funeral homes. 

 
According to Peter Berger, providing hope and comfort in the face of death has 

traditionally been one of the major functions of religion, with the construction of a ‘sacred 

cosmos’ to shield mankind against the terrors of mortality.121  Yet now, with increasing 

secularisation in the current era, Berger has noted ‘a widespread collapse of the plausibility 

of traditional religious definitions of reality’.122 

 

At the same time, Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber have emphasized 

the importance of religion, through the ages, in ‘providing an ethical base for society’. 123 

Yet they too are unsure whether New Age spirituality can adequately fulfil this role in the 

future, because in the past it was religion which defined a person’s place in society.124  

Interview participant Christine, although now not a church attendee, remembered her 

religious upbringing, which was usual for children in the 1960s era.  She thoughtfully 

spoke of the way moral guidelines are important, regardless of religious faith:  

  
 I most probably stand a bit on both sides of the fence, because 

I was brought up being taken to Sunday School and I’m not so sure 
these days about my beliefs in God as such but I do believe…there is something 
else out there. …and I also think if we’re going to live a way of life [that’s 
Christian]…that’s a pretty good way to live and take care of your fellow man and to 
care for each other and have respect for each other.  But I think that at the end of the 

 
121 Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy, New York, 1967, p. 55. 
122 Peter Berger, p. 127. 
123 Michael Mason, Andrew Singleton and Ruth Webber, The Spirit of Generation Y, Mulgrave, 2007, p. 44. 
124 Ibid, p. 44. 
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day, it’s up to us to choose our own path.  But it also scares me because if we get 
too…without that really deep core of caring, we could become anarchists.125 

 

With religious rites often being replaced by the secular, Tony Walter is unsure about the 

outcome of post-modern rituals.  Their common core, he writes, concerns self-awareness, 

the quest for spirit one’s own spiritual truth — rejecting theological creeds.  Yet, how, asks 

Walter, will New Age ways of death continue to provide the comfort afforded by the 

traditional rituals of the past – how will they replace the great communal death rituals of 

the world religions?126 

 

While in contemporary society the traditional sacred funerary rituals of the past are often 

shunned, American writer Robert Fulton decries the trend, for he believes that ‘ceremony is 

the link between the sacred, society and the individual’, not only establishing links between 

man and his God, but also forming bonds between man, and his fellow men .127  At the 

same time, Colin Murray Parkes has declared that ‘the twentieth century has seen more 

social change across the world than any other century’ and this includes the diminishing 

adherence to religious faiths.128  Yet as Parkes cautions: 
 

 Modern man…is in danger of losing that reverence for the awesome 
 spiritual mysteries of the universe which is evident in the worship 
 that is central to most religions.129 
  
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
125 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
126 Tony Walter, ‘Death in the New Age’, Religion, 1993, 23, p. 142. 
127 Robert Fulton, ‘The Sacred and the Secular: Attitudes of the American Public toward Death, Funerals and 
Funeral Directors’, in Death and Identity (revised edn) Robert Fulton (ed), Bowie, Maryland, 1976, p. 169. 
128 Colin Murray Parkes, ‘Culture and Religion’, in C.M. Parkes, P. Laungani and B.Young, Death and 
Bereavement Across Cultures, London, 1997, p. 20. 
129 Ibid, p. 20. 
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Chapter Five 
 
Cemeteries – Landscapes of Memory 
 
 

In these refuges of the dead are gathered together all 
            ranks and ages:  the Russian is by the side of the Spaniard;  
            the Protestant, the Jew, not far from the Catholic; 
            people of radically different opinions 
            find themselves finally meeting in the dust. 

 
- F.M. Marchant, Le nouveau conducteur 

                      de l’ètranger à Paris (1824) 
 

The historical analysis of change in mourning practices clearly includes cemeteries, and 

these burial grounds provide a measurable, verifiable picture of the commemoration of the 

dead.  In reviewing the cemeteries of contemporary Australia, and most particularly those 

of Port Lincoln, we are once again restricted to the middle-classes who can afford burial 

plots, and the cultural mainstream whose values the cemeteries represent.  It is 

acknowledged, in this thesis, that indigenous burial grounds would exist in rural areas of 

Port Lincoln, unrecognised at present, and the discovery and appropriate honouring of these 

sites is a work of reconciliation for the future.  The cemeteries which are part of this study 

are specific to the values and ethnicity of those that made them.  It will be shown that in 

their fidelity to established cultural values, they also make manifest an era of change. 

 

Acknowledgement of mortality has ensured that burial grounds have always been an 

integral part of society.  Studies of cemeteries allow a long historical perspective and whilst 

the immaculate landscaped cemeteries of our modern era are far removed from those of the 

past, for many centuries sacred places have been set aside for the repose of the dead.  

Moreover, throughout history differences between humans and other beings were often 

revealed by mankind’s reverence towards the disposal of the dead.1 Memorialisation was 

 
1 Lionel Gilbert, A Grave Look at History, Sydney, 1980. p. 14. 
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evidenced, with stones used as primitive grave markers, serving as ‘the most ancient 

symbols of memory’ and offering cultural significance to communities.2  

 

In earlier times, with a fear that the dead would contaminate the living, areas set aside for 

burial were often located outside of towns.3 During the tenth to nineteenth centuries, the 

influence of Christianity brought changes to European and Middle Eastern burial practices, 

with churches or the land surrounding them becoming a widely chosen option for burial of 

the dead.4  ‘God’s Acre’ − an ancient Germanic name for graveyards sited within church 

grounds − served village life for centuries, with vast numbers of ancient towns and villages 

throughout Europe — and later Australia — dominated by the presence of churches, their 

soaring spires proclaiming their elevated societal position.5 According to Phillipe Ariès, the 

churchyards of villages and towns in the past allowed them to fulfil a great variety of roles, 

apart from burial, for they were also hubs for ‘activities as diverse as gambling, theatrical 

performances, music and dancing’.6  Because the theological structure of  churchyard burial 

assumed peaceful rest in perpetuity, while awaiting the spirit’s ascension to a higher plane, 

the burial ground itself could be seen as a ‘moral anchor’ — an essential spatial element in 

the local community.7   

 

Yet notwithstanding the prominence of the church in village life, Ariès contends that the 

dead were largely forgotten, claiming that Christianity largely ‘abandoned’ them to the 

church, where they were buried in narrow and anonymous graves, often piled one upon the 

other, without regard for order.8 Other studies have agreed with Ariès, for example Bill 

 
2 Peter Conrad, ‘A History of Memory’ in Marilyn Lake (ed), Memory, Monuments and Museums, p. 35. 
3 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981, p. 30. 
4 Bel Deering, ‘From Anti-Social Behaviour to X-rates: Exploring Social Diversity and Conflict in the 
Cemetery’, in Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway (eds) Deathscapes, Surrey, 2010, p. 75.  
5 Wikipedia, viewed 28th March 2015, http://wikipedia.org. 
6 Phillipe Ariès, cited in Bel Deering, Deathscapes, p. 75. See also David Dymond, cited in Susan K. Martin, 
‘Monuments in the Garden: the garden cemetery in Australia’, Postcolonial Studies, 7:3, p. 339 where 
reference is made to ‘burial grounds having a long history as recreational and social areas’;  C.D. Abby 
Collier, ‘Tradition, Modernity and Postmodernity  in Symbolism of Death’, The Sociological Quarterly, 44:4, 
2003, p. 728 for a discussion of cemeteries as a reflection of society’s ways of coping with death;  also Philip 
Bachelor, Sorrow and Solace: the Social World of the Cemetery, Amityville, New York, 2004. 
7 Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, ‘Bringing the Dead Back Home: Urban Spaces as Sites for New Patterns 
of Mourning and Memorialisation’, Deathscapes, p. 165. 
8 Phillipe Ariès, p. xv. 
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Bryson’s telling revelations of burials in London in the earlier decades of the nineteenth 

century: 

Where the National Gallery now stands on Trafalgar Square was the modest 
      burial ground of St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church. It held seventy thousand 
      bodies in an area about the size of a modern bowling green, and uncounted    
      thousands more were interred in the crypts inside.9 
 
 
With the colonisation of Australia, many of the traditional European burial customs were 

transmitted to the fledgling nation.  Yet archaeological investigations of Sydney’s first 

public cemetery, established in 1792, have revealed that contrary to expectations many of 

the early graves were marked with stone memorials, above the remains of brick-lined vaults 

and brass-studded cedar coffins.10  Dismissing such favourable findings, Griffin and Tobin 

have concluded that Australia’s early cemeteries were notable only because ‘they were 

public, they were Anglican and they were so quickly forgotten’.11  By the 1850s and 1860s, 

advocates of sanitary reform urged a change in burial practices throughout Europe, for there 

was a widespread belief in the miasmic theory of disease, as noxious emanations from 

small, overcrowded cemeteries began to cause public unrest.12  

 

In response to this fear, Australia’s first public garden cemetery was established in Kew, 

Victoria in 1859, influenced by Père Lachaise in Paris (1804) and Kensal Green in Britain 

(1832).13 Increasing individuality and the desire to acquire a grave site where the deceased 

could rest in perpetuity, amidst a garden setting, was influenced by large English 

landscaped gardens, with their serpentine walks and geometrically planned vistas.14 

Combining aesthetic principles with new standards of hygiene, Susan Martin’s study found 

that another important initiative in the establishment of garden cemeteries was the removal 

 
9 Bill Bryson, At Home, London, 2010, p. 291.       
10 Old Sydney Burial Ground, last updated 19 September 2013, viewed 22 March 2015. 
http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/learn/sydneys-history/people-and-places/old-sydneyburial  
11 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…The Australian Response to Death, Melbourne, 1982, 
p. 34. 
12 Lisa Murray, ‘Modern innovations?’ Ideal vs. reality in colonial cemeteries of nineteenth-century New 
South Wales, Mortality, 8:2, 2003, p. 135.  See also Julie Rugg, in regard to miasmic theories, ‘Constructing 
the grave: competing burial ideals in nineteenth-century England’ in Social History, 38:3, 2013, pp. 328-345. 
13 Susan K. Martin, ‘Monuments in the garden: the garden cemetery in Australia’, in Postcolonial Studies, 
7:3, 2004, p. 333. 
14 Ibid, p. 337.                       

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/learn/sydneys-history/people-and-places/old-sydneyburial
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of the control of the Anglican Church, which had previously dominated ways of death and 

burial since colonisation.15 

 

Yet according to Lisa Murray, the Victorian creation of the new public cemeteries was 

‘superficial’ for by the early twentieth century many were overgrown and neglected, rather 

than the ‘cemetery ideal’ which had been created from Enlightenment principles, to foster 

regulation and control of the deceased.16  Indeed, Murray asserts: 

 

Cemeteries were (and still are) places of contested, 
even contradictory, values and meanings.17 

 
Susan Martin agrees with this stance, maintaining that social distinctions were evidenced, 

for beyond the rows of elaborate marble tombs and monuments were sections for paupers’ 

graves, situated at the far end of the cemetery.  For instance, this description of the vista in 

the Boroondara Cemetery in the nineteenth century: 

 

Look the other way, in that direction are the poorer graves – 
                         thousands of them – stretching almost to infinitude.18 

 

The closing decades of the twentieth century evidenced vast changes in the cemetery 

environment throughout Australia, compared to the societal standards of the preceding 

century. This chapter will examine cemeteries in the Port Lincoln area in South Australia – 

first, two in the rural area which lies beyond the city of Port Lincoln - within the District 

Council of Lower Eyre Peninsula, and then several within the City of Port Lincoln. 

 

Situated 67 kilometres north of Port Lincoln, on the Tod Highway, the township of 

Cummins is the hub for large farming enterprises in the area, with two cemeteries which 

reflect the pioneering past of the region.  Whilst St. Paul’s Lutheran Church in Cummins 

has an adjoining private cemetery reserved for its parishioners, the public cemetery is a few 

 
15 Ibid, p. 333.          
16 Lisa Murray, p. 129. 
17 Lisa Murray, ‘Remembered/Forgotten?  Cemetery landscapes in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’, in 
Historic Environment, 17:1, 2003, pp. 49-53.                 
18 Susan Martin, p. 341. 
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kilometres from the town, blending seamlessly into the surrounding farmland. Established 

in 1912, this large cemetery has two distinctive features.  First, it echoes the style of many 

cemeteries consecrated in the early years of the twentieth century in that there is a distinct 

Catholic Section, set apart from the rest of the cemetery.  St. Andrew’s Catholic Church in 

Cummins has a large congregation, which is reflected in the many rows of graves in the 

segregated area. Lindsay Prior maintains that an obvious separation from other graves, as 

evidenced in the Cummins Cemetery, emphasises the influence of religion in controlling 

life, even after death, for he has asserted: 

 

‘…the cemetery inscribes in spatial terms the social cleavages which 
                    afflict the living.’19 

 
Secondly, whilst many of the memorials which were erected on gravesites in earlier years 

conformed to the standard white marble designs, over the last twenty years styles have 

changed, to reflect the farming nature of the area.  For example, on a number of graves 

large boulders from farming properties, with just a small bronze plaque affixed, have been 

used instead of traditional marble or granite headstones.  The importance of using familiar 

objects at grave sites such as boulders and stones has been studied by Anna Petersson and 

Carola Wingren, who assert that such natural materials, well-known to the deceased, help to 

span the distance between life and death, thus being a source of comfort to bereaved 

families.20  

 

At the same time they have found that the surrounding landscape of the cemetery itself is an 

important factor in accurately representing the life of the deceased.21  At Cummins, the 

findings of Petersson and Wingren are clearly evidenced, for the cemetery is set amidst a 

landscape of farming land so familiar to people of the area.  A busy road adjoins the 

cemetery, where many farmers’ trucks travel each day, transporting their cargoes of 

livestock, grain or wool, thus being a constant reminder of the rural way of life.   While the 

boulders on the graves symbolise the ongoing connection of the deceased with the 

 
19 Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, London, 1989, p. 117. 
20 Anna Petersson and Carola Wingren, ‘Designing a memorial place: Continuing care, passage landscapes 
and future memories’, in Mortality, 16:1, 2011, p. 54. 
21 Ibid, p. 54.           
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properties where they spent their lives, the farming land which surrounds the cemetery is an 

important feature in affirming the identity of rural people, whilst bearing witness to their 

lives.  

 

Surrounded by thick bushland, the idyllic Coffin Bay Cemetery is another example of a 

rural cemetery which subtly blends into the enveloping landscape.  Sited near the popular 

seaside town of that name, it is 45 kilometres north-west of Port Lincoln.  Diverging from 

the busy main sealed road, a narrow dirt track winds through thick mallee scrub to an open 

clearing, where the cemetery nestles beside a hill where a lookout point affords panoramic 

views over the township of Coffin Bay.  Navigating the local waters in 1802, English 

explorer Captain Matthew Flinders named the area for his friend Sir Isaac Coffin.  Whilst 

the township has become a very popular tourist destination over the last thirty years, there 

was not a cemetery to serve the area until 1987.  Early burials were few, but by 2014 the 

original fenced boundary of the cemetery was extended to make way for more gravesites 

and the clearing of scrub enabled scenic views to be enjoyed, across the sea towards the 

distant Marble Ranges.  In response to changing public needs, with the rise of cremation, an 

area for placement of cremated remains has been created in recent years.  (Indeed, all 

cemeteries within the District Council area now have such an ash placement area).   

 

Monuments erected on graves when the Coffin Bay Cemetery was first opened conform to 

the limited range of styles usually chosen in the late 1980s with headstones and tablets in 

traditional granite or marble.  Yet in the last ten years, greater variety has been evidenced.  

Reflecting the fishing industry of the area, one grave features a bronze plaque with a replica 

of the fishing vessel owned by the deceased. Many other graves are decorated with rocks, 

pieces of driftwood and sea shells, echoing themes from the beach nearby, while the graves 

of several young men sport beer cans and stubby holders — visible reminders of the fast-

lane life enjoyed by the youth of the area. The placement of material objects such as these, 

according to Petersson and Wingren, not only gives the deceased a continuing form of 

presence, but also captures the unique essence of that person, which can be a source of 

consolation for those who are left to mourn.22  

 
22 Ibid, p.59. 
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Whilst cemeteries in the rural area reflect the farming and outdoor lifestyle, cemeteries 

within the city of Port Lincoln reveal more formality and acknowledgement of the urban 

way of life.  There are five cemeteries in the city, and four clearly demonstrate an 

acknowledgement of changing trends. These differences will be now be examined, 

beginning with a glimpse of yesteryear at Port Lincoln’s first — and most historic resting 

place — the Pioneer Cemetery.   

 

Anticipation builds on the drive from the central business area of Port Lincoln to the 

outskirts of the city to Happy Valley, where the city’s original burial grounds are sited.  

Just one more corner, past rows of houses and there it is — white marble monuments 

glistening in the sun — a silent, sacred place.  Here, as the visitor wanders in quiet 

contemplation, the Pioneer Cemetery so clearly echoes Lloyd Warner’s description of the 

‘city of the dead’ — a ‘collective representation’ of the community of the living.23 

Established on a hillside, the cemetery is just a short distance from the beach where the 

city’s first settlers disembarked from the ship Abeona on 19th March 1839.  Enclosed within 

roughly-hewn low walls of local limestone, the Pioneer Cemetery’s intrigue is enhanced by 

towering dark cypresses — the traditional cemetery trees symbolising death and mourning 

— which cast a sombre shade onto the narrow, winding paths where generations of care-

laden feet have trodden.  During winter, a small rivulet meanders gently through the lower 

part of the cemetery, while on slopes above, time-weathered and lichen-encrusted 

monuments jostle for space, each epitaph bearing its testament of sorrow. The first known 

burial in the Pioneer Cemetery was that of Alfred White in 1840.24  From that time, the 

cemetery was in continuous use until 1932, when another large area adjacent was opened. 

  

The Pioneer Cemetery, in common with hundreds of early cemeteries through the nation 

which have been preserved for posterity, is rich with funerary symbolism of the Victorian 

age.  Bill Bryson has observed that not only were the Victorians the ‘masters of mourning’ 

but they also had a more pronounced ‘morbid attachment to death’ than any other people 

 
23 Lloyd W. Warner, ‘The City of the Dead, in Robert Fulton (ed), Death and Identity, Bowie, Maryland, 
1976, p.368.  See also C.D. Abby Collier, ‘Tradition, Modernity and Postmodernity in Symbolism of Death’, 
The Sociological Quarterly, 44:4, 2003, p. 728 where she agrees with Warner on the importance of 
recognising that cemeteries are indeed ‘symbolic replicas of the living community’.    
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before them.25  Memorials in the Pioneer Cemetery confirm Bryson’s thoughts, while 

providing a fascinating insight into the social history of our predecessors.  Old gravestones 

and monuments allow glimpses of the past through the inscriptions, or epitaphs engraved 

on their weathered surfaces.   For example, in Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Cemetery, a 

monument intrigues with its inscription: 

 

JOHN DAVIS 
Late Keeper of H.M. Gaol 
Who died June 11th 1888 

Aged 76 years 
 

Similarly, the visitor is fascinated by a glimpse of South Australian history, with reference 

to the ship which brought the first settlers to Adelaide in 1836: 

 

In Memory of 
HENRY WALKER OWEN 

Born ship Buffalo November 30th 1836 
Died September 28th 1898 

 
 
Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin have stressed the importance of preserving this unique form 

of primary historical source material, for they believe that if Australia’s monumental 

history is lost, our own ‘national and individual souls’ will be greatly impoverished.26  

 

Whilst written historical accounts of women’s contributions to society were largely 

neglected in the past, reminders of their deaths abound in old cemeteries and this is 

evidenced in Port Lincoln.  For example, this memorial, mounted on a large plinth below a 

soaring obelisk, is one of many which bear testament to the loss of a wife and mother: 

 

In Loving Memory of 
SARAH RUTH 

Dearly beloved wife of 
George Davies 

 
24 Notes written by Gwen Parkinson, researcher of the history of Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Cemetery. 
25 Bill Bryson, p. 361. 
26 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…The Australian Response to Death,  
Melbourne, 1982, p. 54.          
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and mother of Shirley, Norman and Kevin 
Died April 15th 1926 

Aged 26 years 
 

Sleep on dear beloved 
Sleep, and take thy rest, 

We loved thee well 
But Jesus loved thee best. 

 
The epitaph has two components which recur throughout the Pioneer Cemetery — first, the 

religious sentiments and secondly, the reference to ‘sleep’.  Indeed, there are a number of 

memorials with the expressions: 

 
‘Peacefully sleeping’ 

or 
‘He giveth His beloved sleep’ 

 

Whilst ‘sleep’ is rarely mentioned on modern memorials, it was a recurrent theme in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Sarah Tarlow’s research asserts that the use of 

sleep as a metaphor for death was a way of giving comfort in easing the physical loss of a 

loved one.27 It was also a readily acceptable image of death, because it was a familiar 

activity which everyone engaged in within a domestic setting, thereby rendering it safe and 

welcome.28  Moreover, the sleep of death was seen as one from which the dead would 

awaken in Heaven, to be reunited with loved ones.29  

 

Continuing this theme, Lloyd Warner has written extensively on the importance of the 

afterlife and religious belief for mourners in previous eras.  For instance, he points out that 

sacred rituals and cemetery monuments helped to alleviate the fear of death for survivors, 

who clung to an assurance of immortality.30  Keeping the dead alive, through rituals, belief 

and memorialisation gave assurance that the living, too, could be certain of life everlasting, 

 
27 Sarah Tarlow, Bereavement and Commemoration, 1999, Oxford, p. 134. 
28 Ibid, p. 135.           
29 Ibid, p. 135.  See also Julie Rugg, ‘Constructing the grave: competing burial ideals in nineteenth-century 
England’ in Social History, 38:3, 2013, p. 337 for her research on the great consolation afforded by the 
promise of reunion in Heaven in Victorian mourning practices. 
30 W. Lloyd Warner, ‘The City of the Dead, in Robert Fulton (ed), Death and Identity, Bowie, Maryland, 
1976, p. 367. 
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beyond the grave.31  In this way, the cemetery became an ‘enduring physical emblem’ —

evidencing a tacit human pact to deny death’s dominion, in anticipation of sharing an 

afterlife with those who had gone before.32 

 

While epitaphs usually combine biographical details with personal or religious sentiments, 

Phillipe Ariès found that in centuries past, inscriptions on tombs were particularly designed 

to extol the virtues of the deceased, in death.33 Indeed, as Pat Jalland has found, testators 

throughout their ages have committed part of their wealth to ensure their glorification in 

death through elaborate funerary displays, tombs and monuments.34  Many graves in the 

older Australian cemeteries display particulars such as the place of birth (often in Britain) 

and death, occupation and names of family members.  Poignant messages of success, or 

disaster, often reveal the human narrative of a community’s past. For example, on a grave 

in Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Cemetery, this striking reminder of violent death: 

 

Sacred to the memory of 
ROLLES BIDDLE 

Born at Longham, Dorset, 
He was massacred 

by Aboriginals at Tod River 
February 1842 

 

This gravestone is a rare record of the warfare of the colonial era.  This is an aspect of Port 

Lincoln history which is yet to be published and fully known. Christine Lockwood’s thesis, 

The two kingdoms: Lutheran missionaries and the British civilizing mission in early South 

Australia, (2014) gives valuable details about the events which are referenced on that 

gravestone.  Citing a range of primary sources, she shows that Port Lincoln was the centre 

of ‘black war’ during the 1840s.  The total number of dead can only be estimated.  A local 

official, Lockwood, wrote that the Indigenous nation, the Barngarla: ‘attacked pastoral 

stations and settlers and police retaliated indiscriminately, and by 1842 Port Lincoln was 

 
31 W. Lloyd Warner, p. 367. 
32 W. Lloyd Warner, p. 367. 
33 Phillipe Ariès, p. 224. 
34 Pat Jalland, ‘Death, Grief and Mourning in the Upper-Class Family, 1860-1914’ in Ralph Houlbrooke, 
Death, Ritual and Bereavement, London, 1989, p. 185.                
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“under siege”.35 A Lutheran missionary, Herr Schürmann ‘was required to accompany 

police as interpreter and witnessed the killing of innocent people and felt a strong conflict 

of interest between his official and missionary role’.36 

 

The privilege of having marked graves was exclusive to the European settlers, and even 

among them, the references to this period of violence are scarce.  A profound silence settled 

over the conflict.  A solitary gravestone was the only means by which the researcher’s 

attention was drawn to this topic, and this shows the historical significance of cemeteries as 

places of memory.  It is to be hoped that further historical research will appear on the era of 

what Christine Lockwood evocatively calls the era of ‘The two kingdoms.’ Leading on 

from learning of the deaths and fighting of the 1840s is the question of where the burial 

grounds of the Barngala people might be, and whether memorials might be placed to give 

them significance.  Somewhere in the local landscape are sacred sites and places where 

remains of human life, prior to the 1840s, might still exist to be discovered by 

archaeologists.  This is an important issue for Australians seeking reconciliation with our 

Indigenous communities and with the past.  As yet, information is lacking.  The researcher 

and her supervisor both believe that Christine Lockwood’s thesis is worthy of publication, 

and would be valuable to the history of South Australia and the local history of Port 

Lincoln.  

 
Heritage cemeteries, therefore, can remind us of suppressed histories. At the same time, 

Lindsay Prior believes that old headstones and memorials give insights about the 

distribution of power and sentiment within families, and also that they record the process of 

change over time.  For instance, he found that compared to more modern memorials, grave 

inscriptions from the nineteenth century often display patriarchal references, with the words 

‘erected by’ (a custom of the time) revealing that the purchaser of the memorial was 

‘invariably male’.37 

 

 
35 Christine Joy Lockwood, The two kingdoms: Lutheran missionaries and the British civilising mission in 
early South Australia, PhD thesis, The University of Adelaide, 2014, p. 120. 
http://digital lbrary.adelaide.edu.au/dspace/handle/2440/84754 
36 Ibid. 
37 Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, London, 1989, p. 120.           

http://digital/
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This was not the case at Port Lincoln, for having studied all the monuments in the old 

Pioneer Cemetery the researcher found that the three largest were erected by women: 

 

(In memory of Frederick Lewis LeBrun) 
‘erected by his loving wife’ 

 
 

(In memory of Charles John Driver) 
‘erected by his loving sister’ 

 
(In memory of Henry Mortlock Scruby) 

‘erected by his loving wife and children’. 
 

Robert Nicol, in his studies of South Australian cemetery history, has made an observation 

of immense importance – that as epitaphs on gravestones are not usually recorded 

anywhere else, they offer an incomparable glimpse of Australia’s social history.38  

For instance, the details recorded below were noted on the bronze plaque affixed to a Calca 

granite block on the grave of Stuart Wylie Baillie, at the Happy Valley Cemetery in Port 

Lincoln39: 

A hardy Scot pioneer of the 
                                        Port Lincoln District who died 
                                        on July 23rd 1965 aged 98 years 

 
                                        Tread lightly o’er this sacred soil 
                                        Auld Scotland’s son lies sleeping 

Released from cares of earthly toil 
                                        In the Reaper’s care A-keeping 

 

While the epitaphs and inscriptions on old cemetery monuments intrigue the visitor, the 

style and form of the monuments themselves are fascinating.  In historic cemeteries on Eyre 

Peninsula, there are several styles of monument which appear with great frequency, 

suggesting that not only were they a popular style readily available at the time, but would 

have also expressed prevailing social values and notions of taste.  According to Robin 

McKnight, historic cemetery memorials have a rich tradition of symbolism which is 

 
38 Robert Nicol, Cemeteries of South Australia: A Heritage Survey, Adelaide, 1988, p. 97.       
39 Grave A, Row 35 in the Happy Valley Cemetery, Port Lincoln, viewed by the researcher  
on 11th March 2015. 
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displayed in their design and ornamentation.40  For instance, in Port Lincoln’s Happy 

Valley Cemetery, there is a tall memorial with an angel, atop a marble column, with the 

right hand raised to suggest that flowers are being cast from a bowl held in the left hand, 

onto the grave of a loved one below.  According to McKnight, such a monument represents 

the angel as God’s messenger to earthly mortals.41 Interestingly, this monument has been 

erected in memory of a local woman, Mary Speed, who died in 1936. 

 

Another very tall memorial is noticeable in the Pioneer Section, erected for Mary 

Borthwick who died on 20th April 1889.  There is no evidence of gender bias in Port 

Lincoln’s public cemeteries.  Indeed, women in the early days of Port Lincoln’s history 

appear to have been revered, and were memorialised.  For instance, in his pictorial history 

of Port Lincoln, local historian Perc. Baillie has devoted a full page of photographs to 

Black Fanny, a well-known Indigenous woman.42  Following her death in 1922, the 

photograph of her burial bears the caption ‘many well-known local townsfolk attended her 

funeral, recognising her as a fine ambassadress for her people’.43 

 

In Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Cemetery and in most historic cemeteries throughout Australia, 

there are many monuments crafted from marble, slate or sandstone, some in the style which 

Lionel Gilbert has described as ‘anthromorphic’.44 According to Gilbert, such gravestones 

are created with curved shaping at the top which represents the head and shoulders of a 

human figure and such shapes, found even in medieval times, symbolise a ‘doorway from 

life to the afterlife’.45  Yet many of these old memorials are no longer perpendicular, but 

lean sideways at precarious angles. Perhaps adding to the intrigue for the visitor to an 

historic cemetery is the visual appeal of the old memorials, which enchant because of their 

disorder.  Defiantly departing from regularity, old weathered memorials proudly maintain 

their silent testimony of endurance, proclaiming their ability to withstand the ravages of 

time.  

 
40 Robin McKnight, ‘Heritage and Symbols in Cemeteries’, ACCA News, Autumn 2004, p. 26.            
41 Ibid, p. 50. 
42 P.J. Baillie, Port Lincoln and District – A Pictorial History, Adelaide, 1978, p. 57. 
43 P.J. Baillie, p. 57. 
44 Lionel Gilbert, A Grave Look at History, Sydney, 1980, p. 34.          
43 Ibid, p. 32. 
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Within the hallowed space of such historic cemeteries, powerful links with our 

predecessors surround the visitor, in the monuments narrating messages of the triumph and 

tragedy of human life.  George Trevelyan’s evocations so poetically convey the realization 

that here, in a sacred setting, lie generations who have now all vanished – ‘gone as utterly 

as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like ghosts at cockcrow’.46  Although they are indeed 

gone, tangible evidence of our pioneers’ lives will endure, if the monuments and memorials 

which pay tribute to their lives can be preserved. Whilst there is great romantic appeal in 

the Pioneer Cemetery at Port Lincoln, there is also evidence of great social divisions and 

class distinctions, as many families could not afford to erect any type of memorial. For 

instance, following extensive research by Gwen Parkinson of the Southern Eyre Peninsula 

Family and Local History Group, it was discovered that there were a vast number of 

unmarked graves in the old cemetery.47  Several years ago, two large engraved granite 

ledgers were erected, bearing the names of many of the people who lie within the cemetery 

grounds in unmarked graves. There is also an Indigenous monument, recognizing the 

deaths of Aboriginal people whose graves were not memorialized. Poignantly, the sign also 

states that over 250 children’s graves have not been identified. In mid 2014, a Babies’ 

Remembrance Area was officially opened in the cemetery grounds, with the aim that it be a 

place of focus and a recognition of infant lives lost many years ago — a place of reflection 

and healing, where families could come to remember. 

               

During the nineteenth century the purchase of a grave site was, to most families, a 

significant investment.  Not only was the grave a site for remembrance and reflection, but it 

also helped to alleviate the intense pain of loss, by ‘keeping alive’ the memory of the 

deceased.48    James Curl writes that the ownership of a family grave site in Victorian times 

was ‘a mark of substance’, equal in importance of home ownership.49  Historian Pat Jalland 

agrees, stating that the gravesite purchase was an important acquisition for those who could 

afford the cost of a perpetual cemetery lease, for they believed that the deceased would 

 
46 George Trevelyan, cited in Richard Evans, In Defence of History, London, 2000, p. 250. 
47 Gwen Parkinson, Port Lincoln Pioneer Cemetery, Gwen’s notes from a talk given about the work of her 
committee in researching unmarked graves, but no date shown. 
48 Pat Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family, New York, 1996, p. 291.  
49 James Stevens Curl, The Victorian Celebration of Death, South Devon, 1972, p. 41.               
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remain at rest forever in a sanctified grave.50    However this has not been the case in some 

of the nation’s older cemeteries, with the cost of maintaining historic monuments proving 

problematic.  For instance, national attention was drawn to the Wilcannia Cemetery in New 

South Wales, where over 700 graves marking the resting places of early Australian settlers 

are crumbling away, with no finance available for upkeep.51 This situation was evidenced 

in Port Lincoln’s Pioneer Cemetery until about twenty years ago.  Weeds, sunken graves 

and the depredations of vandals had, over time, masked the former serenity of the area. 

However a dedicated band of local people from the Port Lincoln Pioneer and Descendants’ 

Club restored the cemetery and it is now well maintained as a fascinating testament to the 

early local history of Port Lincoln. 

 

Adjoining the Pioneer Cemetery is Port Lincoln’s second burial area at Happy Valley, 

which until the mid 1970s was the main public cemetery.  Since then, no new leases have 

been issued and interments only take place there when a burial occurs in an existing grave.  

This cemetery came into use in 1932 when there were no more sites available in the old 

original Pioneer Cemetery.  Many hundreds of burials have taken place there since the early 

years of the twentieth century and it is noticeable that there have been distinct changes in 

monuments there, with the effluxion of time.  For instance, since the 1940s, there have been 

no elaborate tall memorials erected, whereas they were numerous before that time.  Another 

change has been the gradual progression from the choice of traditional white marble for 

headstones, to coloured granite, in black, brown and pink.  At the same time, amongst the 

hundreds of graves, there are no epigraphs which give historical information.  However, 

there are a number of graves displaying insignia of Rotary or Masonic Lodge, thereby 

attesting to a symbolic identification with social institutions. (Interestingly, there is a 

paucity of this type of symbolism in the newer cemetery which serves the city of Port 

Lincoln, which will be discussed later in this chapter).  

 

Analysing similar cultural patterns occurring in American cemeteries over the last 150 

years, C.D. Abby Collier found while many traditional burial practices still took place in 

 
50 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death in Twentieth Century Australia, Sydney, 2006, p. 320.  
51Tim Lee, ‘Wilcannia cemetery crumbling away, burial records lost’.  Landline, ABC News, 2nd July 2014. 
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the modern cemeteries, there was a much greater emphasis in personal symbolism of the 

self, rather than of identifications with social institutions and adherence to conformity, as in 

the past.52  This finding is clearly evidenced in Port Lincoln’s older cemetery, for in the 

area where there were many burials in the 1960s, there is great similarity amongst the 

graves.  For instance, there is one whole row of graves — Row 37 — where, apart from the 

basic biographical details, the only other wording used is ‘at rest’.  Similarly, in other rows, 

‘in God’s care’ is used on many memorials.  In addition, there are a number of memorials, 

from the early 1960s to the 1970s, which display the wording ‘accidentally killed’.  This 

harsh statement, the researcher has noted, is rarely used on later graves, with the word 

‘killed’ being replaced by ‘result of accident’ or ‘taken suddenly’.  Noticing this same type 

of conformity in mid-twentieth century graves in the American cemeteries studied, Collier 

concluded that class distinctions had been eroded as the century progressed, with graves of 

the wealthy becoming very similar in design to those of poorer citizens.53 

 

With its prominence as the city’s main cemetery now extinguished, maintenance at Happy 

Valley by the Port Lincoln City Council has also greatly diminished. Many graves have 

fallen into disrepair because the original leases were sold with unlimited tenure for only a 

nominal fee, which did not include any component for future maintenance.   For example, 

even in 1961, grave sites in the Happy Valley Cemetery in Port Lincoln could still be 

purchased for only three pounds.54    Local citizens have publicly complained about the 

lack of upkeep in the cemetery, claiming it is a ‘disgrace to our city’.55  Yet while the Port 

Lincoln City Council has stated firmly that it is the responsibility of the lease holders to 

maintain the individual graves,  many of the original lessees are either deceased, or no 

longer reside in the area, and Council has only limited funds to use for weed control and 

repairs to fences in the grounds.56 As Lisa Murray maintains: 

 

 
52 C.D. Abby Collier, ‘Tradition, Modernity and Postmodernity in Symbolism of Death’, in The Sociological 
Quarterly, 44:4, 2003, p. 727. 
53 Ibid, p. 736. 
54 Cemetery Receipt No. 196, Corporation of the Town of Port Lincoln, 7 June 1961. 
55 Billie Harrison, ‘Cemetery state a disgrace’, Port Lincoln Times, 17th February 2015, p. 3.                                                                                                                                                         
 See also Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death in Twentieth Century Australia, 2006. p. 320, for her 
comments about the older cemeteries which had sold grave sites at too low a cost, not including any provision 
for future maintenance.  
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as the private memories attached to the graves fade, 
     so does the public inclination to care for the cemetery.57 

 
During the 1950s and 1960s, as the lawn cemetery concept gained momentum, many local 

councils formulated plans to convert neglected, disused cemeteries into ‘pioneer parks’.  

This entailed the levelling of graves, removal of old headstones and creation of areas for 

community use.  Such plans often met with public opposition for as Robert Nicol argues, 

during this process ‘some of our best examples of built heritage were destroyed’.58  Lionel 

Gilbert, who also fiercely opposes the demolition of old cemeteries, notes an odd 

contradiction, finding that while genealogy and the quest for identity have never been more 

popular in Australia, at the same time the monuments recording the lives and achievements 

of our pioneers are being destroyed.59 

   

The problem of how the final resting places of our nation’s pioneers will be preserved is 

ongoing.  Robert Nicol, one of the state’s leading historians has observed that the 

monuments erected in the cemeteries of South Australia carry much of the state’s history, 

and are ‘an important part of our documentary heritage’.60   

 

Alexander Trapeznik concurs, claiming: 

 
           ‘Preserving evidence of the past is central to individual and collective 
 identity and existence for it serves as a central point of reference 
 and contributes to providing life with purpose and meaning’.61 
 

Adjacent to the two previous cemeteries examined, there is a third area — the R.S.L. 

Garden of Remembrance, controlled by the Returned and Services League of Australia.  

Here, since 1937 many of the city’s war veterans have been buried in a cemetery reserved 

exclusively for ex service personnel.   In earlier years, there were many burials of First and 

 
56 Billie Harrison, p. 3. 
57 Lisa Murray, ‘Remembered/Forgotten? Cemetery landscapes in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’, 
Historic Environment, 2003, 17: 1, pp. 49-53. 
58 Robert Nicol, Cemeteries of  South Australia: A Heritage Survey, Adelaide, 1988, p. 76. 
59 Lionel Gilbert, p. 34. 
60 Robert Nicol, p. 76.                            
61 Alexander Trapeznik, ‘The Dunedin Harbourside: case study of a historic Landscape’, Outing the Past, 
Leichhardt, 2004, p. 81. 
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Second World War veterans but now, the only interments which take place are those of 

men who served in Korea or Vietnam.  Occasionally the interment of a spouse of a veteran 

will take place, for such interments are permitted if the veteran was the first interment in 

the grave.  All graves are marked with uniform bronze plaques, with small niche plaques 

affixed for subsequent spouse burials. There is an ash interment area, with a central feature 

bed of massed red roses.  Unlike the other cemeteries which serve the city of Port Lincoln, 

this cemetery does not evidence any changes in its landscape design or memorials.  Stark in 

its simplicity and rigid rows of plaques, comrades in battle lie side by side, devoid of social 

hierarchies, class distinctions, or gender discrimination.  This cemetery reflects military 

order, in its pristine lawns and the sharp delineation of its numbered rows of graves, while 

proclaiming timeless national values of respect, dignity and remembrance befitting our 

veterans of war.  

 

Port Lincoln’s fourth cemetery is situated within the hallowed grounds of St. Mary of the 

Angels Catholic Church, a prominent Port Lincoln landmark, where the first church on the 

site was constructed in 1869.  Five years later the Sisters of St. Joseph established a school 

and convent there, with the congregation’s founder, Mary MacKillop, being one of the first 

visitors in 1877.62  From the church complex, the land slopes gently towards the cemetery, 

which has been the burial place for parishioners since the consecration of the church 

grounds. Most gravestones in the cemetery are of white marble — the traditional choice 

until the post 1950s era. However, the central monument — the largest in the cemetery — 

towers above the other simple gravestones, with their modest inscriptions.  Erected in 

memory of a pioneer priest of the area, Fr. Peder Jorgensen, who died in 1916, this 

monument, with its prominent placement in the cemetery, echoes the findings of Dirk 

Spennemann, who researched the clergical cemetery at St. John’s Orphanage in Thurgoona, 

New South Wales.63 Spennemann found that the largest monuments in the cemetery were 

erected to priests, reflecting the power hierarchy of the late Victorian and early Edwardian 

era.  Indeed, Spennemann’s photograph of Rev. Dunne’s grave at Thurgoona shows an 

 
62 Commemorative booklet St. Mary of the Angels Port Lincoln 1869-2011, produced for the 25th anniversary 
of the new church which was built in 1986                  
63 Dirk H.R. Spennemann, ‘Gender Bias After Death: The Case of the Clergical Cemetery, St. John’s 
Orphanage, Thurgoona, N.S.W., Australia, Journal of International Women’s Studies, 2007, 8:4, 
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elaborate marble headstone, with a three-tiered plinth symbolising the Holy Trinity and 

therefore the connection with the church.64  At the same time, the graves of the many 

Sisters interred there are almost insignificant, marked only with small granite tablets 

bearing just their names and dates of death.65  Spennemann believes that a vast gender bias 

existed at the time, with the priests’ graves featuring monuments which are far superior in 

style to those of the nuns.66   

 

Interestingly, the style of Thurgoona’s grand monument to Rev. Dunne is echoed in the 

Port Lincoln monument to Fr. Jorgensen, for there is the same feature of the three-tiered 

plinth.  Yet curiously there are no graves of the Sisters of St. Joseph in the Port Lincoln 

Catholic Church Cemetery, although the Josephite nuns have been a presence in the area 

for 140 years. While Spenneman’s research concluded that gender discrimination was 

evident in the cemetery at Thurgoona, with the graves of the nuns overshadowed by the 

priests’ memorials, it cannot be assumed that nuns were invisible at Port Lincoln because of 

the commanding presence of Fr. Jorgensen’s monument.  Indeed, according to the local 

history records of the Catholic Church in Port Lincoln, the Sisters of St. Joseph were 

applauded for their commitment of their faith, as well as their contribution to the education 

of a vast number of students at the school. 67  

 

Moreover, whilst the pictorial history of the church features photographs of former priests, 

there are also many of the Sisters of St. Joseph, individually named.68 The Sisters were a 

highly visible part of the Catholic community during their lives, and the convent buildings 

were also imposing.  The researcher enquired at the Catholic Church office about the 

absence of the Sisters’ graves in the cemetery.  Mr. John McGeever, the church historian in 

Port Lincoln, confirmed that there are no Sisters’ graves there, notwithstanding the large 

number of Sisters who were part of the convent for so many years.  There is one grave, at 

the public Happy Valley Cemetery in Port Lincoln (Catholic Section) which 

 
 Article 5, pp. 60-76. 
64 Ibid, p. 63. 
65 Ibid, p. 64. 
66 Ibid,  p. 63.                       
67 St. Mary of the Angels commemorative booklet. 
68 Ibid.. 
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commemorates Sister M. Immaculata, a Sister of St. Joseph, who died on 11th March 1965.  

Mr. McGeever advised that in the past, other deceased Sisters were taken back to Adelaide, 

for burial in the Josephite Cemetery at Mitcham. 

 

In the last five years a niche area has been completed at the Catholic Cemetery, providing 

for the option of placing cremated remains there with small bronze plaques to mark the 

sites.  At the same time, a new beam section for lawn burials has just been created in the 

cemetery grounds, witnessing a departure from the grid pattern gravesites in the older 

section. Both of these new additions reveal that the Catholic Church, steeped in tradition 

until the 1960s, is now very much aware of changing needs in regard to end of life 

decisions, modes of disposition and memorialisation. 

 

Port Lincoln’s fifth cemetery — and the major cemetery for the region — is set amidst 

modern landscaped grounds 15 kilometres from the city, created in accordance with 

changing perceptions of cemeteries throughout the nation.  In South Australia, Centennial 

Park was one of the nation’s earliest lawn cemeteries, developed in 1954.  Most of the 

larger regional towns and cities in South Australia now have lawn cemeteries, with Port 

Lincoln establishing the North Shields Garden Cemetery in 1974.  Whilst the establishment 

of lawn and garden cemeteries was a new concept in Australia, some had already been 

established in England and America in the nineteenth century, where it was believed that 

the aesthetic values found in natural surrounds would act as a ‘civilising influence’.69   

 

Indeed, the enduring theme of peaceful repose within a garden has been a major theme in 

the establishment of garden cemeteries.  For instance, in his examination of the ancient 

origins of cemeteries, Phillipe Ariès found ‘if the dead slept, it was usually in a garden full 

of flowers’.70   This theme has been a powerful sales tactic in many modern garden and 

lawn cemeteries, with advertising material promoting the attractions of massed rose beds, 

ponds and fountains and swathes of immaculate lawns.   Those purchasing a grave site in 

Australia’s modern cemeteries can be assured that their loved one’s final resting place will 

 
                       
69 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death, p. 316. 
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be maintained to a high standard, for whilst burial fees in the new cemeteries are much 

more expensive, the cost includes the upkeep of the cemetery grounds.  Currently, the fee 

for a burial in a single depth grave with a new lease at Port Lincoln’s North Shields Garden 

Cemetery is $2500.00, inclusive of G.S.T.   

 

On the other hand, the cost of a memorial at the North Shields Garden Cemetery may in 

fact be less than in the more traditional cemeteries discussed earlier.  For instance, while 

lawn cemeteries only allow a headstone or plaque to be erected as a memorial, the older 

cemeteries (and those in the rural areas, such as Cummins and Coffin Bay, discussed 

previously) all have a standard type of memorialisation.  Not only is there a plaque or 

headstone, but also marble or granite rails and ledgers, surrounding and enclosing the 

whole grave (which in a number of cases is a double site) and often costing in excess of 

$10,000.00. 

 

Unlike most major city cemeteries, Port Lincoln’s City Council has stated that ‘tenure of 

burial leases is not likely to be an issue for the next few decades’.71 Whilst 16 hectares of 

land has been set aside for the cemetery, only 1.2 hectares is currently in use.  Moreover, 

with the ever-rising incidence of cremation, numbers of burials have declined in recent 

years.  For instance, statistics from the Port Lincoln City Council reveal that in 1975, there 

were 52 burials in the cemetery, and just 2 placements of ashes.  Yet by the years 2013 and 

2014, a dramatic change had taken place, for there were only 31 burials in each of those 

years, with 18 and 21 ash placements respectively, in the cremated remains area.72  

Moreover, the original ash placement sites — a wagon wheel design circular bed and a rose 

garden — are now deemed to be full, and new areas have been created to satisfy the 

demand. 

 

Providing a solution to the problem of neglected cemeteries of the past, it appears that the 

North Shields Garden Cemetery meets with public approval. Port Lincoln resident Jan 

 
70 Phillipe Ariès, p. 25.                   
71 Letter written to the researcher from the City of Port Lincoln, 11th May 2011. 
72 Port Lincoln City Council, details obtained from the Cemeteries Register for North Shields Garden 
Cemetery, 2nd March 2015. 



 167 

Regan complained in the local newspaper about the disgraceful state of the formerly used 

cemetery at Happy Valley, she applauded the North Shields Garden Cemetery, where her 

father was buried, describing it as ‘colourful, clean, green and beautiful’ and ‘a wonderful 

place to visit’.73  No doubt, the work of a permanent curator at the cemetery, who attends to 

the vast swathes of mowed lawn and garden beds, has enabled the cemetery to be 

maintained to a high standard.  

 

Yet although the ordered, modern lawn cemeteries have brought a welcome change to the 

cemetery landscape, some earlier commentators had described the stark regimentation of 

memorials in lawn cemeteries as ‘sterile and impersonal’.74   

 

At North Shields, as in other lawn cemeteries, great order is evidenced, with the rows of 

plaques and headstones set upon cement beams, one beside the other.  Yet they do not 

appear to be ‘impersonal’ for every site has a small metal plate affixed to the beam, with 

the name of the deceased, thereby denoting that the site belongs to the person so named.  At 

the same time, while some of the state’s lawn cemeteries allow only a uniform bronze 

plaque to be erected, North Shields Garden Cemetery permits memorials of any type of 

construction, although they must conform to a size restriction, being no more than 2300 

mm wide or 500 mm in height.  In recent years, the memorials which are erected have 

become increasingly individual, as will be outlined below, overturning any earlier 

criticisms of their ‘impersonal’ nature. 

 

While cemeteries provide a safe and peaceful resting place for the departed, they are also 

imbued with wider cultural and social meanings.  For instance, Eva Reimers believes that 

they are also a ‘cultural text’ expressing individual and collective ethnic identity – and are 

therefore much more than just a place set aside for the interment of the dead.  Notably 

absent from the modern cemeteries, according to Lindsay Prior, is any association with the 

church.75  Even in those older cemeteries which were for general public use, many in the 

 
73 Billie Harrison, ‘Cemetery state a disgrace’, Port Lincoln Times, 17th February 2015, p. 3. 
74 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life…The Australian Response to Death, 
 Melbourne, 1982, p. 72.                 
75 Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, London, 1989, p. 113. 
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past had sections for particular religious denominations, as evidenced in the Cummins 

Cemetery discussed in a previous paragraph.  For instance, in the newer lawn and garden 

cemeteries, the long rows of memorials or plaques mark the places where people from all 

levels of society lay side by side, irrespective of the position they held during their lifetime.  

 

Since the growth of Port Lincoln’s fishing industry, when a number of Yugoslavian 

families arrived in the area, great wealth has been generated in the area and Port Lincoln is 

now reputed to be the home for more millionaires per capita than any other city in Australia 

and the gravesites of some of the city’s most affluent families are represented in the 

cemetery.76 Their memorials and headstones, although perhaps crafted from expensive 

materials, are no larger than those erected on other sites, because of the size restrictions.  

Yet the graves of the wealthy, alongside other citizens, are open to the scrutiny of all, 

whereas during life, their elite position in society would have excluded them from public 

gaze.  

 

Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole have commented that with the introduction of lawn 

cemeteries, even people who could not afford to own their own home could purchase a 

grave site, thereby seemingly acquiring property of their own.77 Curiously, there seems to 

be complete acceptance that a family’s loved one will rest for eternity alongside another 

person who may have been unknown to them in life — or perhaps known, but not as a 

friend, or acquaintance.  Indeed, with avenues resembling major roads, ordered rows akin 

to streets and individual grave sites allotted as permanent ‘homes’ for the deceased, the 

formal layout of cemeteries echoes the residential locations where dead formerly lived. 

Thomas Laquer has considered this intriguing social oddity, for he remarks that the 

cemetery is the common place of all humanity: 

‘…unknown to each other in life and thrown together 
in a place with which they might have had only the 

most transitory acquaintance’.78 

 
76 Wikipedia, viewed 27th March 2015, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Port_Lincoln.                
77 Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, ‘Bringing the Dead Back Home: Urban Public Spaces as Sites for New 
Patterns of Mourning and Memorialisation’, in Avril  Maddrell and James D. Sidaway (eds) Deathscapes, 
2010, p. 173. 
78 Thomas Laquer, cited in Jennifer Clark and Majella Franzmann, ‘Authority from Grief, Presence and Place 
in the Making of Roadside Memorials’, in Death Studies,  2006, 30:6, pp. 579-599. 
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Yet it is this individuality of graves — each person allotted to their own private spot — 

which is yet another mark of vast societal changes.  Indeed, Lindsay Prior has found that it 

is the order and regimentation in modern cemeteries, above all else, which affirms ‘the 

contemporary predication of death on personal identity’.79  

 

At the same time, another sweeping change evidenced has been the individualisation 

clearly apparent in memorials and headstones, in recent years. For instance, during the first 

thirty years of the cemetery’s operation, the most popular type of memorial erected in the 

North Shields Garden Cemetery was a white marble book, or perhaps a simple tablet in 

granite.  It appears that families wanted a memorial which was like the others already there.  

Such standard designs enabled monumental masons to keep on hand a stock of white 

marble books, tablets and headstones, which then only needed the addition of lettering.  

Indeed, when one of the researcher’s family members died in 1975, the only type of 

headstone which we considered was one in white Carrara marble, with lead lettering – 

perhaps because it seemed to be socially acceptable at the time. 

 

Now, it has become quite apparent that memorials, like coffins and funeral wreaths, have 

changed in the direction of individualism, and the absence of symbolic references to a 

formal faith.  Susan Johnstone, as well as other commentators, believe that the impact of 

the ‘baby boomer’ generation has driven the vast changes evidenced in cemetery 

traditions.80 Rarely are white marble memorials chosen.  Instead, colourful headstones of 

laminated glass bearing photographic collages have been introduced, as well as granite 

memorials in many varied tones. At the same time, at the North Shields Garden Cemetery, 

the researcher has noticed not only a dramatic change in the style of monuments erected, 

but also in the wording.  Whereas “In God’s care” was a sentiment often used on the earlier 

memorials, rarely are religious sentiments expressed on the newer designs.  Instead, they 

specifically extol the virtues or attributes of the deceased, paying tribute to their 

accomplishments in life, but without reference to salvation or hope in an afterlife.  

 
79 Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, 1989, London, p. 113.                               
80 Susan Johnstone, ‘Evolving the Cemetery’, American Cemetery and Cremation,  
 87:2, February 2015, pp. 20-26.                      
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Commenting on this sweeping change towards more personal and individual ways of 

commemoration, C.D. Abby Collier asserts that from the 1960s, with the commencement 

of the postmodern era, there has been a distinct change, as  

 
‘individuals became more self-absorbed…the monument  
to the individual is the last expression of the self’.81 

 

For instance, in the North Shields Garden Cemetery there is a large memorial shaped in the 

image of a deceased Port Lincoln resident - a man who was renowned for his party antics in 

the 1970s.  In addition to five ceramic photographs affixed to the headstone, including one 

of his dog “Boof”, we read: 

 

“Red’s Disco – right through the night” 
and 

“Save the last dance for me”. 
 
Shortly after the memorial was erected in early 2011, the daughter of the deceased wrote: 
 

      …[the memorial] was a long time coming but worth the wait. 
                  Instead of feeling sad when I go to visit the cemetery, 
                  I now can’t help but smile when I drive into the car park  
                  and can see Dad’s little head looking over the top of the other stones, 
                  he was always keeping an eye on things when he was alive 
                  and it feels like he still can now.  The photos selected were  
                  moments in dad’s life where he was happy…so yes…to see dad’s      
       memorial stone is something to make us happy, not sad. (Dianne).82 
 

Similarly celebrating individual talents, several rows away there is another striking 

memorial in the shape of a piano keyboard, symbolising the musical abilities of a young 

woman who was an acclaimed pianist in Port Lincoln. 

All of these new-style bespoke memorials are much more expensive than the plain book 

and tablet styles of the 1970s and 1980s but it is apparent, in many cases, that the 

expression of individuality makes this cost worthwhile.   C.D. Abby Collier believes that 

the new ways of memorialisation help to maintain continuing bonds between the deceased 

and their family, because the memorial erected at the grave site is often a symbolic 

 
81 C.D. Abby Collier, p. 745. 
82 Email message received by the researcher on Friday 18th March 2011 at 7.22 p.m.   
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representation of the personality of the deceased,  perpetuating a social identity which lives 

on after death.83  This finding is particularly pertinent in the examples discussed above. 

 

As has been demonstrated throughout this chapter and indeed this thesis, vast change has 

been evidenced in Port Lincoln and its environs as the local cemeteries bear witness to a 

fascinating progression in changing styles of funerary memorialisation.  

 

For instance, whilst there is the Victorian splendour of the elaborate monuments in the 

Pioneer Cemetery, which were discussed in an earlier paragraph, only a stone wall 

separates the area from the next section, where burials took place from the 1930s to the mid 

1970s.  In this later section, the memorials are notable only for their subdued and staid 

conformity with the hundreds of others around them, with little variation in style or 

wording, whereas in the new lawn cemetery, where burials have taken place since 1975 

postmodernism’s expression of individuality is clearly evident.  There, each memorial 

differs from those around it, proudly proclaiming the unique characteristics of the deceased 

— a strong trend in postmodern times. 

 

Exploring contemporary memorialisation in the twenty first century, Kate Woodthorpe has 

commented on the expanding diversity in the way in which the deceased are remembered.84  

Not only do memorials offer a form of ‘immortality’, she has found, but they also enable 

bonds to be maintained between the deceased and their families, providing: 

 

‘a focus for social transition and a psychological 
 and spiritual link between the living and the dead’. 

 

Philip Bachelor’s study of the social world of the cemetery agrees with Kate Woodthorpe’s 

findings, for he asserts that not only does a memorial provide a place of focus for the 

bereaved, but greatly assists in grief resolution, by allowing expression which bears witness 

to the life of the decedent.85 Moreover, C.D. Abby Collier’s research on grave monuments 

 
83 C.D. Abby Collier, p. 728. 
84 Kate Woodthorpe, ‘Using bereavement theory to understand memorialising behaviour’, Bereavement Care, 
2011, 30:2, pp. 29-32. 
85 Philip Bachelor, ‘Beyond the Funeral’, Grief Matters, Summer, 4:3, pp. 43-46. 
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at Stone Mountain Cemetery in America,  spanning a period of 150 years, concluded that 

although the styles and designs of monuments which she examined had vastly changed over 

that period of time, the purchase and erection of monuments had not decreased, which she 

interpreted as a ‘sign of continuity across time’.86   In other words, Collier found that for 

those who still chose cemetery burial, the broader family and community traditions of 

memorialising loved ones remained unchanged, notwithstanding the clear evidence of 

postmodernity’s influence in the style of monuments erected.87  Whilst Collier’s study took 

place in America, her findings agree with those of the researcher’s investigations in the Port 

Lincoln area.   

 

Although there has been a great decrease in cemetery burials in the area over the last twenty 

years, with cremation being favoured in many instances, for those families who do choose 

burial, the importance of erecting a memorial has not diminished and is still viewed as an 

essential part of the funeral process. 

 

For instance, local woman Emily, whose third husband is buried in the main cemetery at 

Port Lincoln, said: 

 I know when I go past North Shields, Max is there…the memorial’s 
 there, and his picture’s on it, and to me that’s important. 
 
 
Similarly, Denise’s husband has a plaque at the cemetery, in the ash placement area.  

Although Denise has adapted well to life without her loved one, she expressed the thoughts 

of most bereaved people when she said how she finds comfort in visiting his memorial: 

 If I’m dropping someone to the plane, I’ll pop in, or if I’m going off 
 on holiday I’ll pop in and see the spot.  It doesn’t always make me feel  
 better, but I know I need to do it.  You need to re-affirm your grief 
 from time to time, I feel.  I don’t want him to think I’d ever forget him. 
 
As many researchers have found, keeping alive the memory of the deceased by the erection 

of memorials is an enduring theme in consolation and mourning.  Not only do such 

 
86 C.D. Abby Collier, p. 745. 
87 Ibid, p. 745. 
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memorials give comfort to the bereaved, but they also permit the deceased to become part 

of a wider, collective social memory.88 

 
Excursions to the cemetery have been an important social ritual since graves were 

memorialised.89 In earlier times, the older cemeteries were located within the city 

boundaries, enabling families to walk there when no other means of transport was 

available.  Particularly on Sundays, the researcher recalls many local families regularly 

visiting the cemetery to spend time at the grave sites of loved ones.  There they replenished 

flower containers, cleaned memorials, often lingering to evoke a spiritual connection with 

the departed.  

                 

Moreover, throughout the nineteenth century, and the earlier years of the twentieth, the 

traditions surrounding mourning and remembrance in Australia were largely the domain of 

women.90 Now, as Robert Nicol has commented, apart from some ethnic communities, 

cemetery visiting as a family outing rarely takes place, as the busyness of modern lifestyles 

has lessened the appeal of a journey to the cemetery.91 The researcher has noticed this in 

Port Lincoln, for even on Sundays, there is a paucity of cemetery visitors, apart from 

special occasions such as Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and Christmas. 

 

During the interviews with local women, Christine commented on the former ritualised 

cemetery visitation which she remembered from her childhood.  Although her husband was 

buried at the large North Shields Garden Cemetery fifteen years ago, visiting the cemetery 

is not a regular event: 

 The reality is you know, how many times do people go back to 
 cemeteries?  Some people do.  I don’t go very often these days. 
 I suggested to my children a couple of times when they come home 
 ‘how about we go to the cemetery’ but no, they don’t want to.  They 
 don’t see the point. 

 
88 See Pat Jalland, ‘Dr. Springthorpe’s Memorialisation of his wife’, Australian Ways of Death, Melbourne, 
2002, pp. 177-196 where Chapter 10 is devoted to a detailed account of the erection of Melbourne’s ‘Taj 
Mahal’ at Kew Cemetery.                
89 Sarah Tarlow, Bereavement and Commemoration, Oxford, 1999, p. 125. 
90 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: a social and cultural history 1840-1918, South Melbourne, 
 2002, p. 129 
91 Robert Nicol, (Preface), At the end of the Road, 1994, p. xv.                 
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Moreover, while Griffin and Tobin have suggested that lawn cemeteries, with the 

romanticised veneer of bucolic scenic parks, tend to protect the public from ‘reminders of 

death’ which accompany life,92 no such criticisms have been aired publicly about the North 

Shields Garden Cemetery. However, the distance citizens need to travel from Port Lincoln 

to visit the cemetery resonates with the findings of Lundgren and Houseman, whose study 

of rural cemetery trends noted that with modern landscaped cemeteries situated away from 

populated areas, societal distance from the living is increased.93  This comment is pertinent, 

as most of the newer regional cemeteries in South Australia are located well outside town 

or city centres.    

 

For example, whilst Port Lincoln’s earliest cemetery was sited within walking distance of 

the town centre, allowing the deceased to remain within the hub of civic affairs, the modern 

lawn cemetery is a considerable distance away, adjacent to the airport. Spatially, the 

deceased are now removed from the social world of their familiar city environs to an alien 

location which is disconnected from the familiar streetscapes and bustle of their former 

daily life. 

 

The cemeteries of Port Lincoln are a valuable resource of local history, and can be shown 

to conform to larger patterns of memorialisation and social change in Australian history.  

Their significance is likely to be affirmed by future generations, who will see the place 

which the graves occupy as a material reminder of the past.  Moreover, the historical 

importance of cemeteries may become even more pronounced, because cremation is 

increasingly chosen rather than burial.  Without a grave site in a cemetery, families may 

decide, following a cremation, that there will be no permanent memorial erected to honour 

 
92 , Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, p. 72.                   
93 Burden Lundgren and Clare Houseman, ‘Banishing Death: The Disappearance of the Appreciation of 
Mortality’, Omega: The Journal of Death and Dying, 61:3, p. 240, online journal published 2010.  See also 
Lindsay Prior, The Social Organisation of Death, London, 1989, p. 113, for his comments on the isolation of 
death now, compared to bygone times when  the cemetery was within the city bounds and therefore closely 
intertwined with the daily routine of the living.        
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the life of the deceased, but this will mean that no historical record will be left behind for 

future generations.  The implications of the sweeping social changes which have 

accompanied the acceptance of cremation, rather than traditional burial, will be addressed 

in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six  
 
Cremation and the new Rites of Remembrance 
 
 

Hail with satisfaction and joy the prospect that 
                                    a chariot of fire may receive them, 
                                    instead of the cold and darksome grave. 

 
                                                                           -   William Eassie, (1874) 

 
 
One of the greatest changes to funerary practices in modern times has been the acceptance 

of cremation as a mode of disposition. The widespread use of cremation reflects 

redefinitions of religious ideas, and of ways to segregate human remains during an era 

when commemoration of the dead has escaped the traditional boundaries of churches and 

graveyards.  This is central to the research for this thesis.  In studying cremation, there is 

the opportunity to benefit from the insights of the women interviewed, as they have lived 

through this contemporary era when cremation has become accepted as normal.  Their 

perspectives are valuable in adding to a social history of cremation.  It is only through 

individual voices that we can document such themes as reverence for the dead, acceptance 

of the destruction of mortal remains and ways that mourning practices have been 

renegotiated through the different ways of disposal fostered by cremation. 

 

Before the 1960s, earth burial was traditional, but the impact of the First World War, 

accompanied by a decline in religious rites, brought profound social changes.1 Indeed, the 

debacle of the Great War not only affected attitudes to death, mourning practices and 

religious beliefs, but also led to a lessening of the power of the clergy and simplified 

 
Epigraph: William Eassie, writing in 1874, cited in Brian Parsons (2005), Committed to the Cleansing Flame: 
The Development of Cremation in Nineteenth-Century England, Reading, p. 33. 
1 Pat Jalland, Changing Ways of Death, Sydney, 2006, p. 329. 
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funeral rites.2  World-wide, cremation rates since the 1960s have increased, although some 

religious groups still oppose the practice.3   Yet historical evidence reveals that cremation is 

not new to Western societies.   Early Neolithic societies and later the ancient Romans 

practiced cremation, before it was prohibited in the Christian era for its connotations with 

paganism. Earth burial was then customary until the late 1800s.  Cremation, then, was an 

archaic practice, and was seen as being directly in opposition to a crucial tenet of Christian 

belief – the resurrection of the body.4  Issuing a decree in 1886, the Vatican had banned 

cremation − not only for its connotations with paganism, but also for its denial of an 

integral belief of the Catholic Church, the resurrection of the body.5   

 

Yet at the same time, in Britain in the late 1880s, advocates of cremation refuted the 

religious opposition to cremation, with Bishop Fraser remarking:  

 

Could they suppose that it would be more impossible for God 
            to raise up a body at the resurrection, if needs be, out of 
            elementary particles which had been liberated by the burning, 
            than it would be to raise-up a body from dust, and from the bodies 
            which had passed into the structure of worms? 6 
 
 
Slowly, religious beliefs gave way to scientific reasoning, a process which has been 

underway from the time of the Enlightenment.  In conformity with modernist culture and 

the modern cremation movement emerged as one of the most marked, unified influences on 
 

2 Ibid., p. 329 
3 Peter C. Jupp, ‘Why was England the First Country to Popularize Cremation?’, in The Unknown Country: 
Death in Australia, Britain and the U.S.A., London, 1997, p. 145. 
4 Katharina Rebay-Salisbury, ‘Inhumation and cremation: how burial practices are linked to beliefs’ in M.L.S. 
Sorensen and K. Rebay-Salisbury (eds), Embodied Knowledge: Historical Perspectives on Technology and 
Belief’, Oxford, 2012.  For other debate on the views of Christian opponents of cremation, arguing that 
burning a corpse would deny bodily resurrection, see Ralph Houlbrooke, Death, Ritual and Bereavement, 
London, 1989, p. 13;  Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death, Melbourne, 2002, p. 118; Robert Nicol, This 
Grave and Burning Question, Adelaide, 2003, p.1; Michael C. Kearl, ‘Cremation: Desecration, Purification, 
or Convenience?’, Generations, 2004, 28:2, pp. 15-20;  Tim Flohr Sorenseon, ‘The presence of the dead: 
Cemeteries, cremation and the staging of non-place’, in Journal of Social Archaeology, 2009, 9:10, p. 115; 
Katharina Rebay-Salisbury, ‘Inhumation and cremation: How burial practices are linked to beliefs’, in M.L.S. 
Sorensen and K. Rebay-Salisbury (eds), Embodied Knowledge: Historical Perspectives on Technology and 
Belief, Oxford, 2012, pp. 15-26. 
5 Robert Larkins, Funeral Rights, London, 2007, p. 67. 
6 Bishop Fraser, cited in Jennifer Leaney, ‘Ashes to Ashes: Cremation and the Celebration of Death in 
Nineteenth-Century Britain’ in Ralph Houlbrooke (ed), Death, Ritual and Bereavement, London,  
1989, p. 124. 
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twentieth-century life.  Sanitary reform was a powerful motive for early cremationists with 

the establishment of the Cremation Society of Great Britain in 1874 responding to a 

burgeoning crisis of overcrowded cemeteries, which had in many cases reached capacity. In 

Medieval Europe, ‘bone yard’ cemeteries where the dead crowded in and were visibly 

displaced with each burial, were acceptable. By the nineteenth century one of the main 

aspects of death which had aroused public horror was the putrefaction of the body, so many 

early advocates of cremation extolled the benefits of hastening the body’s ‘reunion with 

nature’ rather than the slow decomposition afforded by earth burial.7 

 

In Australia Adelaide was a leader in the field, with the first crematorium to be built in the 

Southern Hemisphere established there in 1903.8  Australia’s early advocates of cremation 

were mainly from elite professional and social circles, vehemently committed to their 

cause.  For instance, Dr. John Le Gay Brereton, a medical practitioner who had trained in 

Scotland, gave a public lecture in Sydney entitled ‘Urn Burial. Or the Best Mode of 

Disposing of the Bodies of the Dead’ in 1863, attracting a wide audience.9 Ten years later, 

Dr. James Nield, a forensic pathologist, presented a stirring lecture in Sydney, urging 

cremation on the grounds of sanitary reform.10 Commenting on the introduction of 

cremation in Buffalo in America in 1885, Joseph Dispenza, President of the Forest Lawn 

Cemetery and Crematory, believes that cremation was ‘accepted amongst a certain strata of 

society’ for Buffalo had become a very wealthy, progressive city through the success of the 

shipping trade in the area.11  

 

Whilst the early cremationists were predominantly men, women’s rights lobbyist Rose 

Scott also strongly supported the cause, believing that cremation was an ‘essential reform’ 

if Australia was to become a progressive society.12 However it was many years before 

 
7 Ralph Houlbrooke, Death, Ritual and Bereavement, London, 1989, p. 13. 
8 In England, reference was made to the opening of the first Australian crematorium, in The British Medical 
Journal, July 1903, Vol. 2, No. 2220, p. 164, with a brief account of the first cremation on 4th May 1903, 
being that of a Sikh who died in Adelaide on 2nd May 1903.  
9 Robert Nicol, This Grave and Burning Question, Adelaide, 2003, p. 11. 
10 Ibid, p. 19. 
11 Joseph P. Dispenza, cited in ‘Updating a Classic’, American Cemetery and Cremation, 88:5, May 2016, 
 p. 11. 
12 Robert Nicol p. 1 
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cremation rates began to rise, with the practice opposed by religious fundamentalists.13  As 

Robert Nicol found, until after the Second World War, cremation was still seen by many 

‘as a novelty promoted by the radical or the wealthy’.14   Even in 1947 only 3.5% of 

funerals held in Adelaide ended with cremation.15  Yet just over forty years later, in 1988-

89, 49.2% of deaths in South Australia involved cremation.16 

 

According to many theorists, the vast rise in the incidence of cremation from the mid-

twentieth century has implicated a range of wider social meanings, being much more than 

simply a new way of disposal of the deceased. For instance, as Douglas Davies and Hannah 

Rumble point out, cremation saw the creation of ‘a new kind of place’ — the crematorium 

— a facility which had not existed in previous centuries.17 Now, there are many crematoria 

throughout Australia and they are an accepted addition to both urban and rural landscapes, 

although their tall chimney stacks are often blended into the surrounding architecture to 

subtly disguise their function. 

 

Again, according to Davies and Rumble, cremation introduced not only a new type of 

place, but a new dilemma. Incineration of the body by fire was now lauded as an alternative 

to the Christian earth burial of the past, although fire had previously been associated with 

Hell, or damnation.18 While in the interviews conducted by the researcher, some 

participants were not in favour of cremation, no-one spoke of the connection of fire with 

Hell.  Yet the researcher remembers her early childhood days of church attendance in the 

late 1950s, with preachers in the pulpit often reaching a near-fever pitch in their sermons 

hallmarked with references to Hell, Satan and the devil, fire and damnation.  Now, as Tony 

Walter has found, there’s not only a diminished belief in an afterlife, but also Hell isn’t a 

threat anymore.19  Indeed, Walter’s findings resonate with those of the researcher, who has 

 
13 Robert Nicol, Cemeteries of South Australia: A Heritage Survey, Adelaide, 1988, p. 76. 
14 Robert Nicol, p. 299. 
15 Robert Nicol, In Memoriam: The Victorian Way of Death, Adelaide, 1985, p. 20. 
16 Pat Jalland, p. 345. 
17 Douglas Davies and Hannah Rumble, Natural Burial, London, 2012, p. 123. See also a detailed discussion 
on three innovative aspects of crematorium architecture and their significance since the late 19th century in 
Douglas J. Davies, ‘The sacred crematorium’, Mortality, 1:1, 1996, pp. 84-86. 
18 Douglas Davies and Hannah Rumble, p. 123. 
19 Tony Walter, ‘Death in the New Age’, Religion, 1993, 23, pp. 127-145. 
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noted that modern church sermons in mainstream religions rarely include references to 

Hell, but tend more to assertions of peace and reunion with loved ones, in Heaven.20 

 

In yet another departure from tradition wrought by the ascendance of cremation in lieu of 

burial Tim Sorenson believes that cremation ‘materialises radically altered attitudes to the 

dead body’.21 For instance, Sorenson contends that because cremation destroys the totality 

and materiality of a person (unlike burial) the body is transposed ‘to the realm of ideational 

and disembodied existence’.22 Indeed, Sorenson concludes, modern attitudes which 

juxtapose health and death have resulted in death itself now being viewed as a flaw in the 

body, with dying becoming the ‘ultimate failure of the body’.23  Sorensen’s thoughts on the 

changing views of bodily integrity were echoed in the comments of Emily, one of the 

women interviewed for this study, when she spoke about the cremation of her late husband.  

Whilst Emily expressed a fear of fire, it was not connected to connotations of Hell, but 

rather to the destructive elements of fire itself: 

 

‘I saw my second husband go down…his coffin went 
down slowly…and I thought ‘he’s going to be burned up’.   
People say ‘but you don’t like them under the 
ground, and the worms and things get at them’ but it’s 
different, I don’t like to see them burnt up.  It’s like having a bushfire, 
and everything’s gone in your house. I don’t like fire and therefore  
I don’t want the person burnt up’.24 
 
 

Emily’s remarks correspond with a curious paradox which surrounds cremation, for 

according to Douglas Davies, whilst the living wish to retain their dead, they also express 

 
20 Observation of the researcher. 
21 Tim Flohr Sorenson, ‘The presence of the dead: Cemeteries, cremation and the staging of non-place’, 
Journal of Social Archaeology, 2009, 9:110, p. 112.  See also comments on changed ways of viewing death 
and dying with the advent of cremation, from Jennifer Leaney, ‘Ashes to Ashes: Cremation and the 
Celebration of Death in Nineteenth-Century Britain’ in Ralph Houlbrooke (ed), Death, Ritual and 
Bereavement, London, 1989, p. 134. 
22 Tim Sorenson, p.125.  Other theorists have mentioned the changed status of the body – for instance, whilst 
previously burial symbolized the body itself, now cremation centres around the destruction of the body- see 
Douglas J. Davies, ‘The sacred crematorium’ Mortality, 1:1, 1996, p. 91 for his comments on the 
transformative power of crematoria as the body of the deceased assumes a new identity; also Peter C. Jupp, in 
Glennys Howarth and Oliver Leaman (eds) Encyclopedia of Death and Dying, London, 2001 p. 126. for 
views on symbolic bodily changes wrought by cremation. 
23Tim Sorenson., p. 113. 
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the desire to have the body destroyed by fire.25   Yet Davies believes the public are shielded 

from the horror of the destructive force of cremation, with the funeral profession’s over-use 

of the word ‘dignity’ in references to death and cremation.  For instance, Davies mentions 

the enclosed cremation oven, which allows the living to ‘ignore’ the actual destruction of 

the body.  Furthermore, Davies mentions smoke from cremation chimneys (an acceptable 

feature of Hindu funerary pyres, but heavily censured in the West) — do such emissions 

symbolically represent violence, and hence indignity?26 

 

In the researcher’s early years as a funeral director, death and dying was not a subject 

which often arose in general parlance, but now that has changed.  For instance, in the late 

1980s, when a person referred to cremation, there was rarely any suggestion that cremation 

was actually associated with fire and burning, but now the words ‘burnt up’ are used openly 

by many clients. For example, at a public funeral ceremony held in early 2015, attended by 

the researcher, the son of a deceased woman read a poem which his mother had written.  It 

included words which may have startled the assembled mourners several decades ago: 

 

“Burn what is left of me and scatter the ashes 
              to the winds to help the flowers grow”.27 
 
 

The fact that the deceased had written the word ‘burn’ is an example of the new acceptance 

of cremation in this area.  Only a few years ago, ‘burn’ was a word which the researcher 

never heard in regard to cremation — perhaps because it was too confronting.  Indeed, in 

earlier years, when cremation in rural areas was in its infancy, the term ‘cremation’ was 

often used in rather hushed tones, when local citizens discussed the funeral arrangements 

for a community member.  

 

 
24 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
25 Douglas Davies, ‘Dignity and Identity in Life and Death’, ACCA News, Spring 2005, p. 24; see also 
Katharina Rebay-Salisbury, ‘Inhumation and cremation: how burial practices are linked to beliefs’ in M.L.S. 
Sorensen and K. Rebay-Salisbury (eds), Embodied Knowledge: Historical Perspectives on Technology and 
Belief, Oxford, 2012, pp. 15-26, for a discussion on the conflict which arises from burial versus cremation, 
with the preservation of the body on the one hand and on the other, the transformation by fire which results 
from cremation. 
26 Douglas Davies, p. 25. 
27 Experience of the researcher – funeral ceremony held on 27th January 2015. 
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In another instance, during a conversation with a Port Lincoln family, the researcher was 

told of a local woman’s fear of burial — which had convinced her, since childhood, that she 

wanted to be cremated (she too, used the word ‘burnt’).  This desire, she explained, 

stemmed from overhearing a conversation as a child, when she heard two of her aunts 

talking about a woman who had been prematurely buried alive, thereby dissuading her 

permanently from the tradition of burial.28 

 

The fear of being buried alive is long-standing in Western culture, and it is based on 

folklore and literature.  Science has played some role, as throughout the nineteenth century 

doctors became more aware of the difficulty in discerning a deep coma, which can 

resemble death.  However, most stories of being buried alive were based upon the opening 

of crypts and coffins.  Coffins were sometimes smashed open when graves were inexpertly 

dug in crowded plots. People were often dismayed to see the bodies of the deceased 

contorted. Stories of coffins moving, and their lids lifting, on the shelves of the crypts, were 

also terrifying. 

 

The foundation of these stories is a misunderstanding about the process of decomposition.  

A corpse can be distorted, swollen, and thrown about through the process of decay, most 

especially from the gases which can be present.  The same forces can lift the lid of a coffin 

which has not been well sealed.  It is likely that the fear of being buried alive became 

prevalent during the nineteenth century as most burials were still amateur, but the gruesome 

practice of leaving executed corpses in public view had halted.  Most nineteenth century 

people were not familiar with decomposition, and not able to have the bodies of the 

departed expertly embalmed land sealed in fluid-proof coffins.  The result was the fearsome 

tale of being buried alive, which, as we see from this informant, still circulates. 

 

Jan Bondeson, a Professor of Medicine, wrote Buried Alive: The Terrifying History of Our 

Most Primal Fear, in 2001.29  Bondeson’s research showed how rare and unlikely was such 

 
28 Conversation between the researcher and a local woman, Reta, on 4th March 2015. 
29 Jan Bondeson, Buried Alive: The Terrifying History of Our Most Primal Fear, New York, Norton, 2001. 
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a fate, even during the nineteenth century.  However, the reviewer at Lingua Franca 

magazine commented that: “Cremation never sounded so good”.30 

 

In the interviews conducted by the researcher, opinion was divided about cremation as a 

mode of disposition, rather than burial.   Sarah, whose late partner Tim had been cremated, 

was emphatically in favour of the practice: 

 

 ‘I totally loathe burials…for one, the amount of land that’s used.  
             But also, nobody ever goes back to the grave.  Tim [her partner] 
             went once in the ten years his mother was dead and I’ve never been back. 
 And watching that coffin going in the grave…I just don’t like it’.31 
 
Interviewee Emily was not in favour of cremation.  Yet with her wide acceptance of social 

changes, she could see the benefits of cremation, and believed that it was an option more 

people would continue to choose in the future: 

 
I’m not going to be cremated but my sister is. She said 
“I’m being cremated” and a lot of people are—and I guess 
 it helps the community to get rid of  

 bodies, it makes it better I suppose, but I suppose… 
 I’m just old-fashioned, I just like to have a place… 
 a cemetery…with my husband in it.32 
 
   
Emily’s view is one espoused by Douglas Davies, for he suggests that graves containing the 

body of the deceased may allow a more enduring sense of social and personal memory for 

the bereaved, because of the body’s actual physical location, within the setting of a 

cemetery. 33  

 
Christine approved of cremation, but with her keen interest in community affairs and local 

history, she was concerned that now with the acceptance of cremation instead of cemetery 

burials, there would be no record left behind: 

 
30 Reviewer quoted on the publisher’s page for Bondeson, Ibid. 
https://books.google.com.au/books/about/Buried_Alive.html?id=Pc-mjIrmGGAC&redir_esc=y. 
31 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October 2014. 
32 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
33 Douglas J. Davies, A Brief History of Death, Carlton, 2005, p. 103. 

https://books.google.com.au/books/about/Buried
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 You know, a lot of people when they go back to trace their 
 family tree and their history, they go to the old cemeteries and 
 go and look at all those records.  I suppose if you’re cremated 
 those records are in a data base somewhere but …you know… 
 maybe people won’t even think about going to cemeteries 
 because there’ll be so many people cremated…but it’s that 

lack of a visible record.34  
 

Christine’s insight concurs with the comments of Douglas Davies.  For instance, he 

believes while the gravestones of the great cemeteries of the past provided important public 

records, the changes wrought to memorialisation through the advent of cremation may lead 

to the ‘disappearance of the dead from the archaeological record’.35  The women 

interviewed for my research all believed that memorials, such as headstones or plaques  

were important — not just for burials, but also for cremated remains.  The researcher’s 

interview participant Christine expressed concern about the popular trend which had 

evolved in recent years for scattering ashes, without the erection of any plaque or memorial 

site.  Christine’s interest in history came to the fore: 

…for those that get scattered over the sea, what do you do?  
 I sometimes wonder about in 20, 30 or 50 years’ time, 
 will people look back and think …oh, I don’t know where 
 to look, because I’ve been told that with the ashes, there’s  
 no memorial, there’s no record. 

 

Yet this problem was addressed in 2018 by a local Port Lincoln resident, Ann Starke, who 

drew public attention to the lack of a dedicated memorial for people whose ashes have been 

scattered.  Whilst the North Shields Garden Cemetery does have niche areas for placement 

of ashes, many are scattered outside of the cemetery bounds, leaving the bereaved with no 

place of focus.  Ms. Starke said that although her parents had been cremated and their ashes 

scattered on a private property, she had placed a plaque on that property to remember them. 

 
 I feel there’s a definite need, it’s so important to have somewhere 
 to go…I know so many people who don’t [have somewhere to go].36 
 

 
34 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
35 Douglas J. Davies, p. 122. 
36 Ann Starke, cited in the Port Lincoln Times, 31 May 2018, p. 2. 
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Ms Starke was also concerned that the lack of public records to identify a final resting place 

‘also leaves a missing link in family genealogy’.37 

 

Having used social media to gauge the community’s interest in establishing such a place, 

Ms Starke’s activism has resulted in the Port Lincoln City Council announcing that a new 

memorial area will be established in the next financial year, specifically for the 

remembrance of people whose ashes are scattered outside the cemetery.38  This new 

direction in memorialisation evidences again how cremation has changed dramatically the 

way people mourn, for remembrance of the dead has now, in many cases, moved outside of 

the consecrated grounds of the cemetery, as people increasingly find their own ways to 

remember loved ones. 

 

While interview participant Emily wished to have a cemetery site to visit, it was not of 

major importance to her.  Although her third husband Max was buried in the local cemetery 

at Port Lincoln, precious memories of their life together kept him near and Emily was able 

to adopt a more philosophic point of view, displaying the wisdom of her octogenarian 

status: 

 
            I’m not a visitor to go to cemeteries all the time.  
            I’ve been with people who’ve lost their 
 husband and they go every day and I think ‘what for?” 
 He’s here, he’s here…I’ve got all his music…I can 
 hear him singing… and I go to bed at night and if I wake 
 up I’ve got a little machine under the blankets and I 
 put it in my ear and that puts me back to sleep because 
 it’s all our old music that we play, Max singing.39 
 

 
From the researcher’s observations, it appears that people are so much more practical and 

accepting now of the reality of life and death, compared to earlier decades.  For instance, 

just this year when the researcher was arranging a cremation for an elderly woman, the 

family was asked what clothing she should be dressed in.  Whilst in past decades the 

deceased were often dressed in formal suits or afternoon wear, in this incident the daughter 

 
37 Ibid. 
38 ‘North Shields memorial wall proposed to remember loved ones’, Port Lincoln Times, 31 May 2018, p. 1. 
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replied: ‘there’s no point really.  I remember when my husband died, I had him dressed in a 

nice woollen jumper and afterwards I realised — what was the point, it was only going to 

be burnt up’.  

 
Until recent decades, no-one ever questioned the need for a coffin for the deceased: it was 

an integral part of the funerary requirements.  Now, when cremation has been chosen, the 

researcher has noticed that sometimes people ask why we need a coffin at all.   

Explanations are given that the body needs to be enclosed within a rigid container to not 

only comply with the regulations of the Cremation Act, but also for reasons of hygiene and 

aesthetics.  Yet when the researcher spoke to a client in 2017 she exclaimed ‘it’s a terrible 

waste of trees, to burn up a coffin’.  Such ecological concerns weren’t voiced in the past, 

but from the late 1960s, a growing awareness of ecological issues began to pervade 

Australian consciousness.  By the closing years of the twentieth century, the term ‘green’ 

was firmly entrenched in Australian language, generally understood as engendering respect 

and concern for the environment and an adherence to natural principles wherever possible.  

Soon, this new way of ‘eco-friendly’ thinking extended to funerary customs. 

 

With the lifting of the veil of mystery from death and dying, a new acceptance has been 

evidenced too with the cremated remains — the ashes — of the deceased.  The researcher 

remembers in earlier years, taking the ashes to a family after a cremation.  There would 

often be a very sombre mood at the front door, as the researcher arrived bearing the 

container of ashes.  When invited inside, the family would usually stand tentatively at a 

distance, with few words being said, as the container of ashes was placed on a table. Now, 

when ashes are given to clients, there is often laughter, and exclamations such as “gee, 

they’re heavy!” rather than the restraint or tears which accompanied such a visit, in the 

past, evidencing the new informality surrounding death, compared to the mannered 

behaviour of the past. 

 

Whilst the cremation rate continues to rise in Australia and many other Western countries, 

this was not the case in America in the past.  Yet vast change is evidenced there now, with 
 

39 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
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Larry Stuart Jr. citing the latest report (March 2015) by the Cremation Association of North 

America where it is claimed that the national cremation rate will rise above 50 per cent by 

2018.40  At the same time, Stuart has forecast that “cremation will be the new tradition” in a 

nation where burial was formerly the traditional method of disposition.41 

 

Indeed, in America, the cemetery trade journals there now reflect a growing concern in the 

funeral industry that burial in cemeteries, the ‘approved monopoly’ for centuries, is now 

being displaced by cremation.42  According to Susan Johnstone, writing in a recent issue of 

American Cemetery and Cremation, the cemetery has ‘never really needed to adapt or 

change’ but now as cremation statistics continue to rise cemetery managers are concerned 

with staying relevant as cremation has created a new ‘market segment’ which disregards 

historical significance in cemeteries of the past, in favour of the modern trend towards 

cremation.43  

 

Yet in South Australia, the importance of preserving the State’s heritage is recognized at 

Adelaide’s West Terrace Cemetery − one of the last original capital city cemeteries still in 

operation − with the introduction of a significant development in 2010.  First surveyed by 

Colonel William Light in 1837, West Terrace Cemetery had reached its capacity until the 

new Wakefield Section opened within the grounds − the first virgin land to be developed at 

the cemetery since 1944. While burials in many South Australian cemeteries are decreasing 

because of the rising incidence of cremation, Adelaide’s West Terrace Cemetery has 

realised that change is essential if it is to remain viable. In an important departure from the 

cemetery’s uniformity and strict regulation in recent decades, West Terrace’s new area 

offers not only lawn and headstone sites, but also allow a range of memorial options such 

as pillars, obelisks and statues, in a revival of the Victorian symbolism of the past.44 

 

 
40 Larry Stuart Jr, ‘Cremation is Traditional’, American Cemetery and Cremation, March 2015, 
 87:3, pp. 4 – 5. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Susan Johnstone, ‘Evolving the cemetery – the art of remaining relevant in a cremation world’, in American 
Cemetery and Cremation, February 2015, 87:2, pp. 20-26. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Brochure, Wakefield Section, West Terrace Cemetery, Government of South Australia. 
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With the ever-rising incidence of cremation, numbers of burials in Australia have declined 

in recent years, and this appears to be a national trend.  The Sydney Morning Herald early 

in 2014 cited statistics released by Ibis which show that 70% of people worldwide are now 

cremated, with the main reasons for choosing cremation being because it was less 

expensive than burial and also, because of diminishing space in cemeteries.45  

 

In rural areas, whilst burial is still often chosen in small country communities where there 

are family grave sites, cremation rates have risen in the larger towns.  For instance, In 

March 2015 the researcher obtained statistics from the Port Lincoln City Council which 

revealed that in 1975, there were 52 burials in our local cemetery, and just 2 placements of 

ashes.  Yet by the years 2013 and 2014, a dramatic change had taken place, for there were 

only 31 burials in each of those years, with 18 and 21 ash placements respectively, in the 

cremated remains area.46   

 

When the participants in the researcher’s study were asked whether they would choose 

cremation, Debra said that she would prefer to be buried with her late husband and that 

traditionally all her family members had chosen burial, but that could change in the future: 

 
 Possibly some of my children would [choose cremation]. 
            I don’t know that it’s our tradition.  
            It’s a changing world and each one is entitled to their own choice. 
 That’s one thing we have – free choice.  Free world.47 
 

 
In the researcher’s area, cremation has become widely accepted in recent years, but prior to 

September 1997, there was no local crematorium in the Port Lincoln area.  At that time, the 

nearest crematorium was in Adelaide, a distance by road of 640 kilometres. (In later years, 

a council-owned facility was commissioned at Whyalla, 240 kilometres from Port Lincoln). 

For example, an excerpt from the researcher’s diary reveals that following a funeral held in 

1988 at the Uniting Church in Port Lincoln, the deceased person then had to be sent by air 

 
45 Larissa Ham, ‘The burgeoning business of death: My Small Business’. The Sydney Morning Herald, 1 
February 2014, p. 30. 
46 Port Lincoln City Council, details obtained from the Cemeteries Register for North Shields Garden 
Cemetery, 2nd March 2015. 
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to Adelaide for the cremation.  This entailed the deceased being transferred to the airport at 

midnight, where a light aircraft (used for conveying newspapers) took the deceased back to 

Adelaide.48  

 

With the rising incidence of cremation throughout the Western world, new possibilities 

have arisen as social values have changed.  For instance, from the 1960s to the late 1980s, it 

was customary to place cremated remains in memorial niche walls, or perhaps inter them in 

existing grave sites of deceased family members.  Yet during the last thirty years, a great 

change has been evidenced.  Now, increasingly, bereaved families take possession of the 

ashes themselves, to carry out their own final rituals — often at a location which held 

personal significance for the deceased.  For instance, in a British study, it was found that 

while only 10 per cent of ashes were removed from crematoria by the bereaved in 1970, 

this figure had risen to 56 per cent by 2004.49  Douglas Davies has observed that for those 

families who take ashes away from the crematorium, they are now ‘much less likely’ to 

view the crematorium and its grounds with any sense of sacredness. 50 Instead, the place 

where they decide to place or scatter the ashes will have much greater meaning for them 

and as Davies points out, private rites for ash placement often predominate, as the bereaved 

shun the traditional cultural sites of memorialisation.51 Thus, the acceptance of cremation 

altered firstly the disposal of the body, and in more recent times, the location of 

memorialisation and ritual. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

With cremation transforming the human body into a portable form, Prendergast, Hockey 

and Kellaher have found people are now free from the centuries-old restraints which 

confined the dead body to the sacred, ordered space of churchyards and cemeteries.52  

Moreover, in a qualitative study regarding the disposition of cremated remains carried out 

 
47 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
48 From the researcher’s diary, 17th February 1988. 
49 David Prendergast, Jenny Hockey and Leonie Kellaher, ‘Blowing in the wind?  Identity, materiality, 
 and the destinations of human ashes’, in Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute,  12:4, December 
2006, p. 882. 
50 Douglas J. Davies, ‘The Sacred Crematorium’, Mortality, 1:1, 1996, p. 92. 
51 Douglas Davies, p.122. 
52 David Prendergast, Jenny Hockey and Leonie Kellaher, ‘Blowing in the wind? Identity, materiality, 
 and the destinations of human ashes’, in Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 12:4, December 
2006, p. 883. 
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by Jenny Hockey and David Prendergast, a large sample of those surveyed had chosen not 

to place their loved ones’ ashes in a cemetery, because cemeteries were ‘remote and 

anonymous institutionalised environments where the dead would be alone’.53  Instead, 

many participants in the study chose ash placement strategies which were connected to 

meaningful events in the life of the deceased, either keeping cremated remains at home, or 

scattering them in a place which held special family memories. 

 

In the researcher’s local area, many cremated remains are taken away from the 

crematorium, for private disposition.  Amongst these changed rituals we find a new 

mobility of cremated remains, with some families choosing to include ashes in family 

gatherings, or important events.  For example, in the latter years of the 1990s the ashes of a 

deceased Port Lincoln resident were taken to Adelaide by his family, following his 

cremation.  When the members of his beloved Tasman Football Club were to play in their 

first grand final in 18 years, his daughters decided to travel back to Port Lincoln, bringing 

the ashes, so that their father could be present at the grand final.  Beside the oval in Port 

Lincoln, on the allotted day, the family set up a small memorial site, with not only his ashes 

but a photograph and other memorabilia, as reported in the local media.54  Later, one of the 

daughters of the deceased explained that making the long trip to Port Lincoln was a way ‘of 

honouring her father’ and that a similar round trip of 1400 kilometres, again with the ashes, 

was planned in the event that their father’s beloved Tasman team reached another grand 

final.55  

 

Since the 1970s, not only have changes been evidenced in commemoration, but also in 

mourning rituals.  While most funerary practices before that time had been embedded in 

centuries of religious tradition, many studies on death rituals have found that the influence 

of the church as an institution has continued to decrease.  For instance, Geoffrey Glassock 

has noted the breakdown of a religious perspective in mourning customs, he believes that 

greater involvement of family and friends in celebrating life, rather than mourning death, 

 
53 Jenny Hockey and David Prendergast, ‘Where did all the Cremated Remains go?”  ACCA News,  
Summer 2007, p. 14. 
54 ‘Returning to watch beloved Roosters’, Port Lincoln Times, 28th September 2010, p. 4. 
55 Ibid, p. 4. 
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has brought a new, affirmative focus to rituals.56  Similarly, Pamela Roberts has conducted 

a study to examine the effect of cremation on post-death rituals.  Roberts found that not 

only did cremation allow many options for the placement of ashes, but it also permitted the 

actual remains of the deceased to be kept by the family, unlike the burial of a body where 

cemetery memorials are the only links to the deceased.57 

 

Not only has the rise of cremation led to changed ways of thinking, but also new forms of 

terminology.  For instance, Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, in their studies on the 

disposal of ashes, have coined the word ‘cenotaphisation’ to signify ‘an empty grave’, 

where the establishment of a memorial site has no material connection with the body of the 

deceased.58  Moreover, Kellaher and Worpole have noted that in funeral rituals there is 

often no longer one ‘moment of farewell’ but a sequence of farewells, with the cremated 

remains often scattered, or separated from their final site of memorialisation.59  According 

to Kellaher and Worpole, this ‘new wave of patterning’ evidences a fascinating reversal of 

long-standing remembrance practices, for in the past, the dead were memorialised entirely 

at the site of the grave.60  Now, cremation has allowed mourning, remembrance and rituals 

to move out of the confines of officially-sanctioned spaces. 

 

This change has impacted upon the memorialisation industry, for many families now do not 

choose a traditional urn, or container, for the ashes.  Perhaps they do not consider it 

important anymore, whereas in the past the most popular choices were containers made of 

cedar, bronze or porcelain.  During 2013, an extensive research project was carried out in 

America by Batesville – a long-established manufacturer of top-of-the-range caskets, 

coffins and cremation urns.  The research revealed that more than 50% of those surveyed 

viewed the purchase of an urn as ‘optional’ whilst 44% decided against the purchase of an 

 
56 Geoffrey Glassock, ‘The importance of rituals in coping with grief’, Grief Matters, 4:3, p. 47. 
57 Pamela Roberts, ‘What Now?  Cremation Without Tradition’, Omega: Journal of Death and Dying,  
2011, electronic version, 62:1, p. 2. 
58 Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, ‘Bringing the Dead Back Home: Urban Spaces as Sites for New 
Patterns of Mourning and Memorialisation’, in Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway (eds), Deathscapes, 
Surrey, 2010, p. 176. 
59  Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole., p. 169. 
60  Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, p. 176. 
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urn, in favour of the plastic temporary container provided by the crematory.61  This change 

has been noted by the researcher, with only about one in ten clients choosing a formal urn.  

The majority express satisfaction with the industry standard plastic container, albeit 

enclosed within a burgundy velvet bag, or ask to have the ashes placed in a decorated 

cardboard box or tube, to facilitate the easy scattering of the ashes.  Over the last fifteen 

years, there also have been more requests for the ashes to be divided into several lots.  For 

instance, quite a number of families decide to purchase two or three small urns, which only 

hold a very small amount of ashes, while the remainder is kept in the larger plastic 

container.62 

 

Whilst scattering of the ashes is a frequently chosen option in the researcher’s area,  

sometimes there are instances where families choose to keep the ashes of a deceased family 

member at home.  This may be because no final decision has been made on the placement 

of the ashes.  On the other hand, there have been instances where the surviving partner or 

spouse wishes to keep the ashes near, until their own death, when both lots of ashes may be 

scattered or placed at a site, together.63 In choosing this option, some families have 

expressed a feeling of consolation, knowing that the deceased person is still with them, at 

home, although in a changed form.64 

 

The word ‘home’ evokes many emotions, for not only does it denote a place of residence, 

but it can also represent a haven: a world within a world, offering warmth, comfort and 

safety from life’s vicissitudes. But the home is even more, for according to Joanna 

Wojtkowiack and Eric Venbrux, it is often the place where life’s most private moments and 

memories have been enacted with deceased loved ones.65  

 

 
61 Patti Martin Bartsche, ‘Profit from Cremation Memorialisation’.  Conversation with Beth Cavanaugh, 
American Funeral Director, March 2014, pp. 58-59. 
62 Experience of the researcher. 
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65 Joanna Wojtkowiak and Eric Venbrux, ‘Private Spaces for the Dead: Remembrance and Continuing 
Relationships at Home Memorials in the Netherlands’, in A. Maddrell and J.D. Sidaway (eds), Deathscapes, 
Surrey, 2010, p. 210. 
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When the participants in the researcher’s study were asked how they felt about ashes being 

kept at home, the women interviewed had varied responses. Christine, who was a practical 

and thoughtful woman, was against having ashes at home: 

 
 No, I don’t think I would [keep them at home].  I think I’d go 
 and put them in a wall, or a place, or spread them somewhere. 
 [if they are kept at home]…I don’t think you’re letting go.66 
       

Debra, too, spoke with the authority of a woman who had experienced the full range of 

emotions following the death of her husband, and had now adapted to a new life, for she 

felt that the ashes should be placed in a formal location: 

 

I think the person has gone.  In my case, 
I carry the essence within me and I would feel responsible 

 probably for the ashes…um… and I think to have them in a 
 designated place is somewhere I could go, but not in the 
 home.  It’s somewhere I could go to spend some time there… 

I’m very definite about not having the ashes in my home.   
And it’s not that I’m superstitious or anything like that…um,  
but I do feel a responsibility as a caretaker.67 

 

In establishing a home memorial, the central feature is often a photograph of the deceased, 

surrounded by personal objects and memorabilia.  Kathryn Harrison has observed that in 

such a memorial the displaying of material objects reflects ‘a primitive longing’ for the 

return of the one now absent − a phenomenon which has been evident in the human species 

since pre-historic times.68 Indeed, retaining relics is an essential component of 

remembrance, allowing those who mourn a tangible way of clinging to the memory of the 

one they have lost.  For instance, as Tanja Luckiins found, items of clothing from the 

deceased have always been particularly treasured, for they contained ‘the smell, touch and 

emotions of the dead’. 69 

 

 

 
66 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
67 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
68 Kathryn Harrison, ‘What Remains: The lure of Relics in a Faithless Age’, in Gabrielle Carey and Rosemary 
Sorenson (eds), The Penguin Book of Death, Ringwood, 1997, p. 123. 
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This finding was evidenced during the researcher’s interview with Christine, who calmly 

spoke about the items which had belonged to her late husband: 

 
I’ve kept things of Peter’s and you know, I’ve got my dad’s boots up on the 
cupboard there [points to study] …his old R M Williams boots…and I’ve got them 
sitting up on top of the cupboard…and mum had them on the top of his coffin and I 
said ‘are you going to bury them?’ and she said ‘don’t know’ and I said ‘can I have 
them?’ and she said ‘yes, fine’ and that really surprised me because up until then I 
hadn’t thought about it.  Like, it was just ‘oh yeah, we’ll keep those of dad’s’ 
because he’d always had them, like, I don’t know how many times they’ve been re-
soled.70 

 
Yet while Phillipe Ariès describes the cherishing of relics as a form of ‘fetishism’, he 

admits that material souvenirs, such as clothing, have always represented ‘both the symbol 

and the substance’ of the deceased.71   

 

Similarly, other studies have revealed fascinating insights into more individual perceptions 

and perspectives in the creation of personal shrines and home memorials.  For instance, the 

studies of Wojtkowiak and Venbrux revealed that most people who created a memorial at 

home were not affiliated with a church or religious group.72  Therefore, they concluded that 

a home memorial was indeed an ‘intensely personalised’ form of mourning ritual, 

concentrating primarily on the deceased, rather than religious faith.73 

 

On the other hand, a conflict was evident in the findings resulting from Pamela Roberts’ 

study of new rituals for cremated remains. For example, one of Roberts’ respondents was 

uneasy about displaying ashes of a deceased family member at home, expressing concern 

about ‘the sin of idolatry’ and how God would judge her creation of a home memorial.74  

Indeed, when she first received the deceased’s ashes, she had arranged them in the living 
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73  Joanna Wotjkowiak and Eric Venbrux, p 209. 
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area, but with concern that others would think she had created a shrine, imitating religious 

symbolism, she quickly moved them to the privacy of her bedroom.75 

 

Similar situations where societal approval is important have been observed by the 

researcher in domestic settings in Port Lincoln.  For instance, when the wife of a local man 

with a deep Christian faith died in 2016, her cremated remains were taken by her husband, 

to keep at home until he could scatter them several weeks later.  During this liminal period 

before the dispersal, those visiting the family home were surprised to find no reminders of 

the deceased in the living area.  However, visitors were proudly invited to view a display 

set up within the intimacy of the marital bedroom.  Carefully arranged on a bedside table 

was the container of ashes, a photograph of the deceased and her bedside clock, with a 

single rose in a crystal vase. 

 

Weeks later, after the ashes had been scattered in a public ceremony, the memorial 

remained in the bedroom, but now its form had changed.  While the container of ashes was 

gone, an ongoing permanent memorial had been established, displaying an identification 

tag from the cremated remains, alongside the photograph, clock and flower vase.  This was 

a fascinating example of home memorialisation, for it encompassed both public and private 

spheres.  Whilst the living room − a socially-approved place to receive visitors − held no 

evidence of commemoration, a lovingly created memorial, for all to see, was the focus 

within the personal space of the bedroom − a room not usually open to visitors.76 

 

Yet in another example, the ashes of a local man who had been cremated were accorded a 

more public status.  Visiting the widow’s home, the researcher was ushered into the lounge 

area, where the widow proudly gestured towards the chair where the deceased used to sit to 

watch television.  There, comfortably reclining, was the container of ashes, which the 

widow explained gave her great comfort as it symbolised her husband sitting there, albeit in 

a changed form.77  Whilst this example differs from the one outlined in the preceding 

paragraph, it concurs with the findings of Margaret Gibson, who found that for such 

 
75 Ibid, p. 13. 
76 Experience of the researcher. 
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symbolism to be present, the cremated remains had to be viewed as ‘something meaningful 

or of sacred status’.78  Clearly, in both of the diverse situations described, although the 

ashes were kept in different areas of each family home, they were still accorded status as  

symbolic remains of the deceased.   

 

These examples concur with the studies of Margaret Gibson on the transformative powers 

of cremation, wherein she states that even though the whole body is destroyed, the ashes 

that are left still represent the entire person.79  At the same time, Gibson maintains, while 

the burial of a body must usually take place within a short time, reducing a body to ashes 

by cremation allows the bereaved to “hold on” to their deceased loved ones for a much 

longer time, which may be seen as an important factor for those who choose cremation.80 

  

Indeed, this theme of “holding on” to the memory of the deceased is a prominent theme 

amidst the myriad changes taking place in time-honoured funerary traditions.  For instance, 

during the twentieth century, even public notices of remembrance, placed in newspapers, 

have undergone great transformation from those which appeared in the previous century.  

Whilst expressing, in a public way, the thoughts and feelings of the bereaved, such notices 

also allow the memory of the deceased to be perpetuated.  Yet as Pat Jalland has found, 

whilst such public notices commemorating the anniversary of a death only emerged in 

South Australia in 1883, she noted that as formal religious practices began to diminish, this 

form of remembrance increasingly gained popular appeal. 81  At the same time, Jalland 

observed that there has been noticeable change over time, for in the 1880s while 

remembrance was the main theme in such notices, a century later Jalland found that such 

notices now reflected sentiments which had only become culturally acceptable since the 

1960s.82 Emphasis was now placed on some form of a continuing relationship with the 

deceased, with most messages personally addressed to the deceased.83 
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Jalland’s observations about the increasingly personal nature of newspaper notices have 

been borne out in those published in newspapers in South Australia.  For example, in the 

Sunday Mail, a recent In Memoriam notice read: 

 
It’s been 16 years since you left us. 
Lovingly remembered each 
and every day.84 

 
During the same month, an In Memoriam notice in South Australia’s main daily 
newspaper, The Advertiser, read: 
 

Hey Jaynee, 
I sat on our favourite bench overlooking the sea the other day 
and wondered what I would say 
if you were here one last time. 
It’s easy because I would simply say 
no one person has ever shaped the way I am now 
and I felt so loved by you. 
All my love, Ty. 85 

 
Expressing similar sentiments, the following notice was published in the local newspaper in 

the researcher’s region: 

     It’s been 3 years since you were taken from us. 
  You are with us every day.  Miss you and love you heaps.86 
 
Another intriguing example of a notice personally addressed to the deceased was placed in 

the researcher’s local newspaper, from the parents of a young man who died in a tragic 

bushfire in 2015: 

  We found a little sign today, a dragonfly hovering above, 
              a sign you sent to us when you knew we’d be around. 

  we know you’re always helping, sending guidance from above and 
              giving reassurance that we are surrounded with your love. 
              so we really want to thank you for confirming that you’re there, 
              at just a time when we needed that little bit of extra care.87 
 
This notice has several fascinating components.  First, it declares that the parents’ sighting 

of a dragonfly was a signal, confirming the enduring presence of their son.  Believing that 

 
83 Ibid, p. 368. 
84 In Memoriam, Personal Notices, Sunday Mail, 7 June 2015, p. 72. 
85 In Memoriam, Personal Notices, The Advertiser, 29 June 2015, p. 65. 
86 In Memoriam, Personal Notices, Port Lincoln Times, 11 June 2015, p. 20. 
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this sighting was indeed a ‘message’ from their son would have no doubt been very 

meaningful for the parents, for they then mention the “guidance” and “reassurance” they 

receive from “above”.    In the closing lines of the notice, the parents express their thanks 

“for confirming that you’re there”.  Whilst the family who placed this notice adheres 

devoutly to their Catholic faith, they still needed to make this public declaration about the 

spiritual symbolism of the sighting of the dragonfly, while at the same making known their 

remembrance and continuing bond with their son, in a public way. 

 

The researcher asked the interview participants about their thoughts on the significance of 

In Memoriam notices.  Debra — who was approaching the tenth-year anniversary of  the 

death of her husband, revealed in her response how important it was to her to keep her 

husband’s memory alive: 

 I’m very private, I carry the essence of my loved ones close.  Interestingly 
I have considered a notice for next year – the ten year anniversary…it must be 
something to do with ‘I don’t want him forgotten’.  I mean when you’re engaged, if 
you go back to those early days…you want to shout it from the rooftops, don’t 
you…it’s just ecstasy…it’s wonderful, and exciting, and you want the world to 
know.  And I think …I want the world to remember him. 88  
 

Emily, who liked to keep up to date with local affairs, agreed: 

I think it’s nice.  I probably would at ten years [since the death] and I’ve got nine 
years coming up…I feel it’s telling the people in Port Lincoln how I feel I suppose 
and yes, the first thing I do when I get my paper is look up the deaths.89 

 
While Denise added matter-of-factly: 

I like to mention that they’re missed…I don’t like to bare my total soul to 
everybody and I don’t think you should, but some people like to grieve publicly.  
Other people do see them [notices] and it reminds them and they say ‘oh wow, has 
it been that many years’…that’s another process of dealing with it.90 

 
In addition to In Memoriam notices, newspaper obituaries have long been popular, for as a 

cultural product they reflect the values of the societies in which they are formed.91  For 
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instance, in a fascinating study, Jason Phillips examined the social experience of death in 

the century from 1899 to 1999, noting the marked changes in the wording of obituaries 

published in newspapers during that time. 92  Compared to obituaries published at the fin de 

siècle, Phillips noted the emergence of increasingly ‘death resistant’ themes, which 

replaced an earlier social acceptance of death being controlled by ‘nature and God’.93  For 

example, Phillips observed that in 1899, the obituary published on the life of a prominent 

banker, George Smith, contained 977 words, of which a fifth gave a ‘detailed medical 

narrative’ of his increasing debility and final death.94  Yet by way of comparison, Phillips 

examined the 1999 obituary of physicist Theodore Hall, finding that it valorized his life, 

personality and achievements, with only 3.47% of the whole article referring to the death 

itself.95 From his studies, Phillips concluded that the ‘cultural conception’ of mortality has 

changed over the last hundred years, with a noticeable increase in death-defying themes.96  

Indeed, this finding was evidenced in the work of Phillipe Ariès, who observed that 

different constructions of funerary rituals evidence the human desire to ‘control’ death.97 

An examination of obituaries published online, or in Australian regional newspapers, 

confirms Phillips’ findings on changing trends.  For instance, following the death in 1932 

of Henry Dutton, a prominent South Australian grazier, several opening lines relate how 

Mr. Dutton was ‘found dead in bed’, continuing: 

 Mr. Dutton, who was aged 53 years, had been in good health, 
 Complaining the previous night of only a slight cold. 
 Before retiring, he was jovial, and apparently well.98 
 
Yet in 2014, in the Port Lincoln Times, the local newspaper in the researcher’s area, a vast 

change in obituary wording was noticeable.  When Joe Cooper died on 25th June that year, 

a full page obituary, with a coloured photograph, was devoted to an account of his life.99  

Apart from the date of his death in the opening line of the obituary, there was no further 
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reference to his death, or the weeks preceding it.  Instead, the whole account spoke of the 

achievements of the deceased, interspersed with humorous anecdotes.  For example:  

 

‘Joe was a champion ballroom dancer…he won state champion bullock rider twice 
in the 1950s…Joe’s passion throughout has been horses…always sharing his skills 
and knowledge without making the “green horns and those wet behind the ears” feel 
like dumb clucks…Joe didn’t believe in waste and used the one rego plate for five 
trailers!  The plate RON-186 fitted all vehicles and painting the tail-lights red 
worked well too!’.100 

 

Studying the changes in newspaper obituaries over the last century, Hume and Bressers 

found the commemorative nature of an obituary, publicly legitimising cultural ideals, had 

remained relatively consistent.101  On the other hand, they found that the number of 

women’s obituaries increased as the century progressed, with a noticeable ‘voice’ being 

given to women’s lives and their growing public role.102 

 

For example, in the researcher’s area of Lower Eyre Peninsula, an obituary to Ivy Freeman 

OAM was published following her death, lauding her achievements in not only purchasing 

and running her own farming property of 7000 acres at Tumby Bay (about 50 kilometres 

from Port Lincoln) but also becoming the first woman elected to the District Council of that 

area.103 

 

Similarly, obituaries published in South Australia’s daily newspaper, The Advertiser, reflect 

the changed voice of women in recent decades.  For instance, in a tribute bearing the title 

‘Leading light for women in politics’ the obituary of Adelaide’s Heather Southcott, the first 

woman leader of an Australian parliamentary party, was given a favoured position in the 

newspaper.104  Whilst there was no mention of her death (apart from the date) Heather’s 

achievements as a pharmacist, pianist, political activist and advocate for women’s rights 
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were acclaimed at length.  Although Heather had suffered from the effects of contracting 

poliomyelitis as a young woman, this did not deter her from achieving her goals. 

 

Noticeably, this obituary exemplifies the changed way of paying tribute to the lives of 

women, for there is no mention in the account of Heather’s life of her domestic skills, with 

only a brief mention made of the fact that she had two children.105 

 

As the twentieth century drew to a close, such new approaches to mourning were   

increasingly evidenced in Western society.  Changed ways of living with grief and loss 

were revealed in practices which emphasised a continuing relationship with the deceased, 

rather than seeking resolutions to grief.  Home computer systems were at the fore in this 

development and with the introduction of online memorial sites, another new way to 

remember the dead emerged, allowing memory to be perpetuated in cyberspace.  Not only 

was this type of memorialisation unique, but it also allowed grief to be expressed 

anonymously from the safety of one’s home, through the global world of internet 

communication.   

 

While online memorial sites appear to be popular in the United States of America, they 

have been slow to gain acceptance in Australia.  For example, over ten years ago a local 

Port Lincoln entrepreneur created and launched a website for sharing memories of the 

dead.106  Despite his long experience in the media and the excellent marketing of his 

product, the site never gained popularity and no longer exists.  Yet social media postings 

are increasingly popular locally − and globally − and are readily used to express grief or 

offer condolences. In the researcher’s area, since the introduction of Facebook in 2004, 

there has been a noticeable change in mourning practices.  Social media postings now 

provide a rapid support system in times of loss, with news of a death or disaster being 

conveyed via cyberspace much faster than by the telephone or news media.  At the same 

time, internet grieving allows the bereaved to step outside the traditional, acceptable ways 
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of mourning, by either assuming an alternative identity, or even remaining anonymous.107  

Moreover, as Cann asserts, Facebook and other internet grief sites give a “voice” to those 

perhaps disadvantaged socially, or even those whose loss may not be seen as fitting within 

the normal parameters of “acceptable” grief.108   

 

Margaret Gibson observed that with internet memorials, traditional boundaries surrounding 

‘identity, death and memorialisation’ have been removed, allowing the dead to attain a 

‘global presence and significance’.109  At the same time, according to Carroll and Landry, 

online social networks gave a sense of empowerment to people who were not able to access 

more traditional forms of memorialisation.110 For those visiting social websites online, a 

form of public contact could be made, with global friendships being made through support 

networks.  

 

Yet some bereavement workers have urged caution, believing that the loneliness and 

vulnerability of those who grieve may expose them to unwanted predations.111 Indeed, 

Pamela Roberts found that some theorists suggest the increasing use of online sites, rather 

than aiding grief resolution, may in fact exacerbate distress and social isolation.112  

Accordingly, Roberts undertook a study, based in the United States of America, which 

examined the creation of continuing bonds with the deceased in cyberspace;  the benefits of 
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memorial sites for the living, and the formation of ‘new communities of the bereaved’.113  

Interestingly, Roberts found the theme of maintaining an ongoing relationship with the 

deceased appeared to be paramount, for many of the dead memorialized on the internet had 

died twenty or more years before the creation of their memorial.114  At the same time, 

Roberts was able to confirm another claim made in previous literature on virtual 

memorialisation.115  Earlier theorists had found that a need to communicate with the 

deceased through written messages was important in maintaining bonds with the deceased, 

and almost 40% of the Web memorials surveyed in Roberts’ study contained such 

messages, addressed specifically to the deceased.116   

For example: 

 I often go down to the beach were you said goodbye to the world. 
 It’s a peaceful spot.  Wherever you are, think of me like I think 
 of you.  Love, ________.117 
 

Another observation in Roberts’ study was the recurrent use of virtual guestbooks, with 

91% of Roberts’ survey participants continuing to revise and update their memorial — an 

option not available with a traditional cemetery memorial.118 Highlighting another 

important difference from traditional cemetery visitation, Francis, Kellaher and Neophytou 

had previously claimed that the frequency of visiting gravesites in cemeteries declined over 

time, but this was not the case in Roberts’ study of internet mourning.119  Indeed, 68% of 

the respondents in Roberts’ survey visited their Web memorial at least weekly in the first 

year after the death.120 

 

At the same time, while 76% of those studied also had a physical memorial they could visit, 

the Web memorial was deemed to be more important, for it could be accessed quickly, at 

any time, without leaving home.121  The international cyber graveyard concept has 
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expanded rapidly in recent years, with Marius Ursache, the founder of a new site Eterni.me 

promising the creation of a ‘virtual you’ stating ‘for most people it’s about the fear of being 

forgotten’.122 

 

Indeed, the maintenance of continuing bonds with the deceased has become a prominent 

theme in twenty-first century mourning rituals.  As Brian DeVries and Judy Rutherford 

attest: “Death ends a life — it does not necessarily end a relationship”123 and through 

cyberspace, continuing relationships with the deceased can be perpetuated, giving solace 

and support to those who mourn, through a global network. 

   

Social media sites appear to fulfil many needs.  Examining the benefits of Facebook to the 

bereaved, Elaine Kasket has concluded that Facebook satisfies the four major grief 

processes of the ‘continuing bonds’ theory proposed by Klass and Walter in 2001, in that it 

‘senses the presence of the dead;  talks with the dead;  experiences the dead as guides, and 

talks about the dead’.124  During the researcher’s interviews with local women, one of the 

questions raised asked whether they had ever used internet grief sites. Surprisingly, while 

all the women knew of such sites, none of them had ever used them and only two admitted 

to casual visitation of Facebook. All the women lived alone in their homes and were 

conversant with computer technology.  Notwithstanding the valuable support of friends, the 

researcher would have expected that at some time, feeling alone with their loss — perhaps 

at night, or on weekends when friends were unavailable — they would have been inclined 

to seek solace via the internet. In discussion on this topic, while all the interviewees agreed 

that they believed such sites may indeed be helpful, they felt they had sufficient support 

networks with family, friends and the local community.  This conclusion was unexpected, 
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for Sensis surveys reveal that in Australia, the highest usage rates on Facebook were for 

those aged over fifty.125   

 
 
The immediate response nature of sites such as Facebook, allowing contact to be made with 

others to share burdens of grief and loss, seems to fulfil an important social need, giving a 

sense of community and belonging, in times of trauma and loss.  For example, following 

the death in June 2015 of a young man in the researcher’s area, in a motorcycling accident, 

not only were there hundreds of condolence messages posted on Facebook, but a fund was 

also speedily set up to raise money for the bereaved family.  Within a week over $8000 had 

been raised.  Each donation was acknowledged on the Facebook site, showing the amount 

of each individual donation and the donor’s name, thereby allowing not only the bereaved 

family to benefit financially and emotionally through the online support shown, but also the 

donors, through their online recognition as being part of the bereaved community.126  Upon 

an examination of the donors’ names, it was apparent that there were more women than 

men listed, supporting the view of some psychologists that grieving women tend towards 

more intuitive approaches to loss, compared to the masculine instrumental method of 

coping with grief.127  

 

Perhaps social media sites may be of more benefit to women, allowing them to share their 

feelings, in a mutual environment of support − a theme which is discussed by Mirjam 

Klaasens and Maarten Bijlsma in their examination of the demographic characteristics of 

the creators of Web memorials.128 Surveys such as one conducted by Knox College, found 

that women spent more time visiting Facebook and also had more Facebook friends, than 

men.129 Moreover, Klaasens and Bijlsma found that it was mainly women who created such 

 
125 ‘How, when, where and why Australians are accessing Social Media – Sensis Report 2014, Part 1/3’, 
http://frankmedia.com.au, viewed 18 July 2015, pp. 1-7. 
126 Observation by the researcher, 20th June 2015. 
127 T.L. Martin and K.J. Doka, cited in ‘Online memorials: the virtual as the new vernacular’, Bereavement 
Care, 2012, 31:2, p. 51. 
128 Mirjam Klaasens and Maarten J. Bijlsma, ‘New Places of Remembrance: Individual Web Memorials in the 
Netherlands’, Death Studies, 2014, 38, pp. 283-293. 
129 Tom Jacobs, ‘Women Spend More Time (and Have More Friends) on Facebook’, 
http://psmag.com/business-economics, October 2012, viewed 18 July 2015, p. 1.  See also Alissa Skelton, 
‘Social Demographics: Who’s Using Today’s Biggest Networks’, http://mashable.com, March 2012, viewed 

http://frankmedia.com.au/
http://psmag.com/business-economics
http://mashable.com/
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sites, fulfilling a need for emotional expression which appears to be more attributable to 

women than men.  At the same time, as Klaasens and Bijlsma point out, visiting and 

tending of graves has, throughout history, been a female role – one which is now 

perpetuated in the continuing care of the dead through virtual memorialisation.130 

 

This chapter has shown how in the twenty-first century, the location of physical remains, 

and also announcements and memorials for the dead, have shifted away from physical 

structures and toward symbolic and on-line realms.  It is notable that cremation itself has 

evolved from being imitative of an earth burial, to becoming explicit and accepted as a 

process whereby human remains are dissolved by fire.  The scattering of ashes, once an 

eccentric notion, is now fully integrated into community traditions, while new ways of 

vising memorials to the dead have appeared, through textualised, computer-generated 

activity, divorced from any material location.  The documentation of these shifts provides 

clear evidence of a process of historical change. 

 

The local history of Port Lincoln has many sources indicating changes in practices and in 

community mentalities.  These changes have been found to be in close accompaniment to 

national trends, with the exception that the women interviewed had much lower than 

average rates of interaction with social media sites. 

 

Cremation, and social media memorial sites, are both examples of technological change.  

They also indicate secularisation, and the innovative nature of people in mourning, who 

show themselves willing to adapt to new circumstances.  All of these changes diminish the 

presence of the dead in the material landscape, but increase their visibility through textual 

representations and opportunities for people to introduce the topic of their mourning into 

everyday activities, such as sporting events.  This is evidence of the profound nature of 

change in contemporary Australian funerals.  The extent to which these new rites will meet 

the psychological needs of communities and individuals cannot yet be determined. 

 
18 July 2015, pp. 2-11., and ‘Social Networking Fact Sheet’, http://www.pewinternet.org. January 2014, 
viewed 18 July 2015, pp. 1-5. 
130.Mirjam Klaasens and Maarten J. Bijlsma, ‘New Places of Remembrance: Individual Web Memorials in the 
Netherlands’, Death Studies, 2014, 38, p. 285. 

http://www.pewinternet.org/
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Chapter Seven  
 
A Time to Mourn 
 
 

People walk along the streets the day of our deaths just as they did  
            before, and the crowd is not diminished.  While we were living, the  

world seemed in manner to exist only for us…but our hearts cease to beat,  
            and it goes on as usual, and thinks no more of us than it did in our lifetime. 

 
   - William Hazlitt, ‘On the Fear of Death’  in Geoffrey Keynes (ed), 

 Selected  Essays of William Hazlitt. London, 1930, p. 168. 
 
 

While the previous chapters have examined changing funerary rituals during the latter 

decades of the twentieth century, it has also been noted how the topic of death and loss – 

once taboo in the public arena -  gradually became acceptable.   Regimented rules of social 

etiquette which had dictated mourning in the past, were in many cases abandoned. Behind 

this reversal from regulation to informality, social needs persist and research into changing 

customs of mourning shows definite patterns of remembrance, acknowledgement of loss, and 

creative attempts to honour the dead in contemporary ways.  This chapter will show how 

profound and persistent are both the need to mourn, and also to represent mourning in ways 

that are compatible with other aspects of life in Port Lincoln during the current era.   

 

When the researcher’s brother died in 1964, it was not customary for children to attend 

funerals. Even though the researcher was sixteen years of age, she was sent to stay with 

friends on the day of the funeral and for the rest of her parents’ lives, they never mentioned 

the funeral of their only son.1  Reflecting upon that difficult time, the researcher agrees with 

writer Beverley Raphael’s description of the grieving style which prevailed during the post 

World War Two years as ‘one of stoicism, privacy, and survival’.2  Yet Raphael believes it 

 
1 Experience of the researcher. 
2 Beverley Raphael ‘Grief and Loss in Australian Society’, in Death and Dying in Australia, Melbourne, 
2000, p. 119. 
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was the impact of postwar European migration, with its diverse cultural mores, which slowly 

led to changed ways of coping with — and accepting — the inevitability of death.3 

 

Many researchers believe that the barrier of silence which accompanied grief and loss until 

the last quarter of the twentieth century became manifest following the Great War.  For 

instance, Pat Jalland believes that because of the devastating loss of life during the War, 

‘collective commemoration’ of war dead was uppermost, while ‘individual grief by and for 

civilians was devalued’.4 Yet as Lyn Lofland points out, in the contemporary era there is still 

a distinction between the ‘observable behaviours’ of public mourning and the innermost 

private emotions and feelings of those who grieve.5  Moreover, Lofland urges a greater 

appreciation of the cultural and social factors which shape an individual’s life, for they will 

impact upon the way grief is experienced.6   

 

Lofland’s findings regarding public and private mourning have been evidenced in the 

researcher’s local area.  For instance, the women interviewed by the researcher all held public 

funeral services for their deceased spouses — funerals which were traditional and met the 

socially acceptable norms within the local community at that time.  Yet the private grief of 

the women was largely kept to themselves and their immediate family members. For 

example, interview participant Debra’s late husband John was a well-known businessman in 

the local community and she felt it was appropriate to hold a large public funeral service to 

honour his life.  Yet at the same time, Debra’s personal world was in turmoil: 

 I remember my daughter saying when John died – this is a big event, 
 it needs to be nationally acknowledged…what’s the word for it… 
 why isn’t he there?  Why is the world still going on?7 
 
As Debra spoke, the researcher recalled the words of W.H. Auden’s well-known poem 

‘Funeral Blues’ and mentioned to Debra the emotions expressed in Auden’s lament and their 

 
3 Ibid, p. 120. 
4 Pat Jalland, ‘A private and seculrr grief: Katharine Susannah Prichard confronts death and bereavement’, in 
History Australia, 2005, 2:2, p. 2. 
5 Lyn Lofland, cited in Jenny Hockey, ‘Changing death rituals’, in Jenny Hockey, Jeanne Katz and Neil 
Small, Grief, Mourning and Death Rituals, Buckingham, 2001, p. 199. 
6 Ibid., p. 200. 
7 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
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similarity to Debra’s.   Knowing the poem well, Debra agreed that her painful reality was so 

succinctly paralleled in Auden’s sentiments: 

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone, 
Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone, 
Silence the pianos and with muffled drum 
Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.  
Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead 
Scribbling on the sky the message He Is Dead, 
Put crepe bows round the white necks of the public doves, 
Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves.  
 
He was my North, my South, my East and West, 
My working week and my Sunday rest, 
My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song; 
I thought that love would last for ever: I was wrong. 
 
The stars are not wanted now: put out every one; 
Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun; 
Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood. 
For nothing now can ever come to any good.8 
 

 
Immortalised in the 1994 British romantic comedy “Four Weddings and a Funeral” when it 

was recited by Matthew at the funeral of his partner Gareth, the words of Auden’s elegy 

convey so eloquently the searing pain of loss.  At the same time, according to Scott Hixson’s 

explication, words of the poem highlight the importance of public mourning, for the entire 

world needs to know about the death and the complete futility of life now, without one’s 

beloved partner.9 

 
Debra had, with her husband, been the proprietor of a large retail business.  While she knew 

she must return to running the business as soon as possible, she spoke of her difficulty in 

trying to resume daily life, after the funeral: 

 
 I remember just…going back to work and I went back inside 
            a fortnight because I knew if I didn’t I’d never leave the house 
            again.  My father was sick and I was nursing him too and I 
            remember [thinking] the world’s still going on as if nothing’s happened!10 

 
8 W.H. Auden, Funeral Blues [or Stop all the Clocks] 1936. 
9 Scott Hixson, ‘An Explication of a Poem: W.H. Auden’s “Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone”,  
 Essai, 2009, 7:22, pp. 62-63. 
10 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
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Similarly, author Juliette O’Brien, writing on the life and death of her father prominent 

surgeon Chris O’Brien, revealed her dismay that the world could continue on, as though 

nothing had changed, when Chris died from brain cancer in 2009: 

 It was just after eight o’clock at night on Thursday 4 June.  Outside 
 the fog hovered close to the earth.  Nothing moved.  Nothing changed. 
 There was no cataclysmic crash of thunder or howling from the skies. 
 The world simply continued to spin.  And we were left standing on it.11 
 
Denise, one of the local women interviewed, had remained resilient after suffering multiple 

bereavements.  Within five years, Denise’s husband Alex had died, as well as her brother and 

her father:  

 …our three men all went.  It was very hard…my brother was a shock… 
 dad had Alzheimer’s and had been in a nursing home for four years 
            so that was expected…but when it was Alex [Denise’s husband] it was   

[the loss of] a figurehead from our family.12 
 
 
Phyllis Silverman’s research concurs that in past generations, adapting to life without a 

spouse ‘created a crisis of identity’ for many women, as the role of a wife often carried a 

greater emotional investment than that of a man, in his capacity as a husband.13  Yet, as 

Glennys Howarth has found, with the death of any person who has been an important part of 

our life, there is a loss of the ‘self’ which was closely linked to the deceased.14  Eventually, 

in order to resume a more usual way of life, a new ‘self’ must be created, which can live 

without the presence of the one who has died.15 

 
While the local women interviewed by the researcher had all eventually accepted the loss of 

their loved one in their later years, Jenny Hockey et al found that unlike younger widows, 

older women often did not expect to ‘recover’ from their loss, but accepted their lone status, 

without their partner.16  Primarily, Hockey et al identified a common theme, finding the loss 

 
11 Juliette O’Brien, This is Gail – Life with and after Chris O’Brien, Sydney, 2017, p. 155. 
12 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
13 Phyllis Silverman, ‘Lessons I have Learned’, British Journal of Social Work, 2013, 43, p. 224. 
14 Glennys Howarth,  ‘Dismantling the boundaries between life and death’, Mortality, 2000, 5:2, p. 130. 
15 Ibid., p. 130. 
16 Jenny Hockey, Bridget Penhale and David Sibley, ‘Landscapes of loss: spaces of memory, times of 
bereavement’, Ageing and Society, 2001, 21, p. 744. 
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of a spouse being a ‘spatialised experience’, with many interviewees maintaining fond 

memories of the deceased within the intimate spaces of the domestic home.17   

 

Hockey’s finding was evidenced in the view of interview participant Sarah, who preferred to 

live alone now with her memories of her late partner Tim, was resolute in her stance that she 

did not want to move forward following his death.  Instead, she continued to cling to 

remembrances of the life they had shared: 

 

 I will never pick up.  Tim’s memories are in every room.  He is still 
 very much with me.18 
 
 
Enquiring about their changed way of life following the death of their partner, the participants 

were asked if they found that they were excluded in any way from social groups to which 

they had previously belonged as a couple.  Their responses were varied. Sarah spoke 

somewhat scathingly as she revealed that before Tim’s death, they had a number of friends 

who often visited them.  Although she had spent many years in Sydney in a professional role, 

she had not maintained connections with people there.  Now, she was alone with only her 

two dogs for company, as friends no longer called to see her:  
 

 They’ve all dropped off.  Even young Craig, Tim’s younger brother, 
They’ve all got their own lives.  No Tim here now. But I’ve taken up my  
knitting again. 19 
 

Yet Christine, who had always enjoyed a busy social life and had immersed herself in local 

affairs since her husband’s death, had a more positive outcome: 

 
 I was very lucky, because our main social network was within the 

Baseball Club and the Sports Association and I was still asked to 
their barbeques, because of the children…I have talked to some 
other people [who were excluded from groups] and it’s very cruel.20 
 
 

 
17 Ibid., p. 739. 
18 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October 2014. 
19 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October 2014. 
20 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
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Reflectively, Christine continued: 
 

You know, I think maybe because Peter was sick for a long time, I’d 
 had to take charge before, so maybe there was some transitioning in 
 that.  But I found that twelve months after that [Peter’s death] that’s 
 when the crunch comes – ‘this is permanent’. 21  
 
Before the death of her husband, Debra had enjoyed a very active social life and had belonged 

to a number of clubs and organisations, some of which she had attended with her late 

husband. But when her world changed, so did her affiliations outside the home: 

 I wouldn’t use the word ‘excluded’ but I would say I’m no 
 longer included…but for my family I would have found that 
 very, very difficult.22 
 

Denise, who had adapted to a life without her husband and remained active in the community, 

remembered feeling a sense of ostracism, following the death of her husband:  

 I did come across that, not long after he died – a few people 
 avoided me.  I could see it, in Woolies for instance, you’d catch 
 sight of someone and they’d duck around the corner and go up the 
 other aisle, and I thought ‘Oh yes, you don’t know what to say!’ 
 [laughs].  And it didn’t upset me terribly, I was a little bit 
 disappointed in a way, because your way of dealing with it is by 
 confronting people and talking about it and maybe they were 
 suffering more than I was at the time.23 

 
 

Yet none of the researcher’s interviewees had experienced the harsh ‘social exile’ which 

befell many widows in earlier times.  For instance, as Pat Jalland wrote, widowhood for many 

women in the Victorian era meant a loss of their identity, financial security and social 

standing — all of which had been defined by their husband’s status in the community.24   

Mourning practices were largely gender-specific, with women expected to bear the burden 

of domestic rituals following a death in the family and the wearing of ‘widow’s weeds’ served 

an important social function.25  Not only did it announce a recognised state of grieving, but 

it also highlighted the temporary nature of bereavement, for eventually, after a socially 

 
21 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October 2014. 
22 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November, 2014. 
23 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
24 Pat Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family, New York, 2006, p. 249. 
25 Defined as mourning garments worn by a widow, Macquarie Encyclopaedic Dictionary, p. 1413. 
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prescribed time, mourning dress was discarded.26 For instance, Harper’s Bazaar of 1886 

instructed that for ‘first mourning’ of six months, the black widow’s outfit of crepe cloth 

must include a bonnet with a long black veil, whereas after twelve months the veil could be 

‘exchanged for a lighter one’ and the dress could be of ‘silk grenadine’.27 

 

As Michael Mulkay has noted, women’s involvement in death rites was a ‘recurring feature’ 

of their adult lives during the Victorian era.28  Observance of the rules of Victorian mourning 

etiquette was a major responsibility for women, who were aware of the importance of 

maintaining social bonds between the living and the dead.29  For instance, not only was it a 

woman’s role to remember the dead at home, with prayers and observance of birthdays and 

anniversaries, but also to regularly visit cemeteries, placing flowers and tidying the gravesites 

of loved ones.30  

 

The observance of such rituals was particularly elaborate in the middle and upper classes, but 

Victorian mourning extended to all classes.  Julie-Marie Strange has written a detailed study 

of mourning in the poorest classes in Victorian England, and she finds that the cathartic 

function of the funeral was very important, while the poor invested great meaning in the 

rituals of mourning.31 For example, ‘an assistant in a Manchester pawnbrokers in the early 

twentieth century recalled that “however poor” the bereaved were, they would invariably 

want to “rig” the entire family up in black clothing.  Even in cases where the dead were 

interred in pauper graves, families strove to acquire suitable mourning garb.32 

 

In the contemporary era, it is still mainly women who maintain remembrances of the dead.  

For example, gravesites in the researcher’s local area are tended almost exclusively by 

women, particularly on special occasions such as birthdays, Mother’s Day and Father’s Day.  

 
26 Candi K. Cann, Grieving the Dead in the Twenty-First Century, Kentucky, 2014, p. 76. 
27 Excerpt from Harper’s Bazaar, April 17th 1886, in the journal of the Australasian Cemeteries & Crematoria 
Association, Autumn 2005, p. 22. 
28 Michael Mulkay, ‘Social Death in Britain’, in David Clark (ed), The Sociology of Death, Oxford,  
1993, p. 40. 
29 Ibid,, p. 40. 
30 Ibid., p. 40. 
31 Julie-Marie Strange, ‘“She cried a very little”: Death, grief and mourning in working-class culture, c.1880-
1914.’ Journal of  Social History, Vol. 27. 2002, pp. 143-161. 
32 Ibid., p. 157. 
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In the researcher’s own family it has always been the tradition for the female members to 

visit all family gravesites on Christmas Eve, to place flowers carefully picked from the home 

garden, with flowers and foliage chosen especially for each person. For example, Uncle Tom 

loved bright colours, so vivid red and yellow Gaillardias are taken to adorn his grave, while 

pink and blue statice, along with sprigs of rosemary, are chosen for Auntie Reta’s site.  When 

the researcher’s mother was alive, she would take part in this ritual, while the researcher’s 

father sat in the car but did not venture into the cemetery.   Now, all of the older family 

members have died, becoming themselves residents of the communities of the dead.  

Consequently, there are more family graves to tend, but this remembrance ritual is still shared 

by women − the researcher, her sister and her daughter, with never a suggestion that men 

may be involved, for this act of remembrance has always been viewed as part of a woman’s 

role.33 

        
During the later years of the twentieth century, as death became a topic which could be more 

openly discussed, researchers introduced new theories on coping with the pain of loss.  For 

example, Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’s On Death and Dying, published in 1969, introduced a 

linear-process model of five ‘stages’ of grief — denial, anger, bargaining, depression and 

acceptance — receiving wide acclaim as a standard resource amongst grief counsellors for 

the next two decades.34  Indeed, the researcher clearly recalls using Kübler-Ross’s 

diagrammatic chart in grief seminar presentations in the early 1980s, explaining the curved 

line on the graph dipping to show the nadir of one’s grief, before ascending to indicate that 

the bereaved had achieved a reintegration into ‘normal’ life.35  

 

However, Kübler-Ross’s seminal work was increasingly discarded during the 1990s, as 

newer theories of coping with grief and loss were introduced.  One of the most prominent of 

the modern bereavement theories was the concept of ‘maintaining continuing bonds’ 

published by Klass, Silverman and Nickman in 1996 and it gained wide approval for its 

concept that the deceased could be kept ‘alive’ − through private memories, memorials, 

 
33 Observation and experience of the researcher. 
34 Elizabeth Kübler-Ross, On Death and Dying, London, 1969. 
35 Experience of the researcher. 
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rituals and spiritual beliefs.36 Indeed, keeping the lost loved one ‘alive in memory’ is an 

ongoing quest for the bereaved.   

 

Yet this new direction was in direct contrast to the psychoanalytical emphasis which had 

prevailed early in the twentieth century.  For instance, in 1917 Sigmund Freud’s Mourning 

and Melancholia had urged that clinging to past relationships was pathological and bonds 

between the living and the dead should be relinquished, in order for grief to be resolved.37  

According to Dennis Klass and Amy Chow, this Freudian concept of severing bonds with 

the dead continued to influence mental health professionals until the latter decades of the 

twentieth century, when it was replaced with bereavement theories extolling the benefits of 

maintaining bonds with the deceased.38  Jo Bell et al. point out that with the concept of 

continuing bonds, the bereaved ‘establish an inner representation of the deceased’ allowing 

a connection to be maintained, without any end point for the grieving process.39 

 

Investigating the theory of ‘continuing bonds’ the researcher asked local woman Denise for 

her views.  Denise, a former school teacher, was not shy in speaking about her feelings and 

emotions, so the researcher asked her whether she had ever felt the continuing presence of 

her husband Alex at any time during the ten years since his death.  If so, was this perhaps 

even in a spiritual sense?  

 

 Yes, yes, I do.  Isn’t it silly…I was looking for some sort of almost 
 communication from him…people feel that happens, but Alex 
 never believed in anything like that.  He used to talk about death a 
 bit actually…he used to say things like, um, ‘when you die, you die. 
 That’s it, nothing else happens’.  Like Kerry Packer [laughs].  It just 
 goes black and that’s the end.  And…this comes back to being a 
 little bit spiritual…I was always thinking ‘there might be something 
 there’, so I was hoping that there might be some sign from him, after 
 he’d passed, and um, I didn’t get anything and then I sort of said to 

 
36 Dennis Klass, Phyllis R. Silverman and Steven  Nickman (eds), Continuing bonds: new understandings of 
grief.  Washington, DC, 1996. 
37 Sigmund Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, London, 1917.   
38 Dennis Klass and Amy Yin Man Chow, ‘Culture and Ethnicity in Experiencing, Policing and Handling 
Grief’, in Robert A. Neimeyer, Darcy. L. Harris, Howard R. Winokuer and Gordon. F. Thornton, (eds), Grief 
and Bereavement in Contemporary Society, New York, 2011, p. 347. 
39 Jo Bell, Louis Bailey and David Kennedy, ‘We do it to keep him alive’: bereaved individuals’ experiences 
of online suicide memorials and continuing bonds’, Mortality, 20:4, 2015, p. 376. 
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 myself, ‘well you silly girl, he didn’t believe in it, so it’s not going to 
 happen, is it? [laughs].40 
 
 
Gathering momentum, and warming to the discussion, Denise continued with a more intimate 

revelation: 

 
 But I do think I really felt there was a little connection one day when… 
 and this is a little while after…a month or two I suppose…I remember 
 thinking ‘oh well, you know, he’s not going to try and contact me now, 
 it’s too late’ but one night I wanted to go to the toilet in the middle of 
 the night and I know Alex used to say to me ’you might as well get up  
 now instead of turning and tossing’ and this particular night I’m sure 

I heard his voice saying ‘you might as well get up now’ [laughs] … 
and that really hit me, and I thought ‘wow, is he here?’  I do think 
his spirit is around, yes.41 

 
This experience of communicating directly with the spirit of the dead may seem eccentric, 

but research shows it to be common, if rarely discussed.  Denise’s willingness to describe 

this event shows the high level of effective communication in our interviews.  Simon 

McCarthy-Jones, Associate Professor in Clinical Psychology at Trinity College, Dublin 

states that: ‘Sensing a deceased spouse is remarkably common. Between 30 and 60% 

of elderly widowed people experience so-called bereavement hallucinations.’42 When they 

did so, it was acknowledged mainly in informal conversations: ‘No doctor had been informed 

and only one person had confided in a clergyman’.43  This study also showed that there was 

a markedly different pattern of events in Japan, where the presence of spirits in a household 

was legitimated by the Shinto religion, and the bereaved had no reservations in mentioning 

that they heard the voices of their dead spouses. 

 

Some researchers, such as Glennys Howarth, suggest that in contemporary Western society 

the maintaining of bonds with the deceased is rather a ‘fusion of beliefs, practices and 

 
40 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
41 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
42 Simon McCarthy-Jones, ‘Sensing the dead is perfectly normal – and often helpful.’ July 19, 2017, The 
Conversation, https://theconversation.com/sensing-the-dead-is-perfectly-normal-and-often-helpful-81048 
(accessed 12 December 2018). 
43 W. Dewi Rees, ‘The Hallucinations of Widowhood,’ British Medical Journal, 1971, Vol. 4, pp. 37-41. 

https://theconversation.com/sensing-the-dead-is-perfectly-normal-and-often-helpful-81048
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rituals’…as the bereaved more openly ‘embrace mortality as central to life’.44  Klass and 

Chow agree, finding that the concept of maintaining bonds with the dead is not a recent 

innovation, for it has existed for centuries through the ‘ancestor rituals which create family 

identity’.45 Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut’s research into continuing bonds across 

cultures also confirms the findings of Klass and Chow.  For instance, Stroebe and Schut refer 

to the importance of Japanese  ‘ancestor worship’ where prescribed rituals, such as those 

within the context of Buddhism, are understood as providing an ongoing connection with the 

deceased, which cannot be severed by death.46  At the same time, Robert Kastenbaum’s 

research too has found, the ‘quest for immortality’ has been entwined in the world’s major 

religions for centuries, with the lure of an afterlife promising hope of a reunion with loved 

ones, after death.47  Psychologists, for their part, suggest that encounters with the ghosts of 

the beloved dead are a form of experience which fuses memory with perception.48 

 
Glennys Howarth’s research argues that in contemporary Western societies, new ways of 

understanding have begun to ‘dismantle the boundary between life and death’.49  Whilst 

Howarth suggests that the dead be kept ‘alive’ by talking about them, this has always been a 

tradition down through the ages, particularly in pre-literate societies, with memories shared 

orally and passed down through subsequent generations, to perpetuate the memory of loved 

ones.  Yet some of Howarth’s other propositions are firmly founded in the current era.  For 

instance, Howarth mentions self-help groups such as Compassionate Friends, Mothers 

Against Drunk Drivers or other on-line sites which can enable survivors to find continued 

meaning after the death of loved ones.50  Similarly, rituals which create bonds between 

 
44 Glennys Howarth, Death and Dying, Cambridge, 2007, p. 266.  See also Thomas Laqueur, The Work of the 
Dead, New Jersey, 2015, p. 92 where he has stated that “Memory and death have long been understood to be 
the closest of relations”, with the need to be remembered remaining constant. 
45  Dennis Klass and Amy Yin Man Chow, ‘Culture and Ethnicity in Experiencing, Policing and Handling 
Grief’, in Robert A. Neimeyer, Darcy. L. Harris, Howard R. Winokuer and Gordon. F. Thornton, (eds),  
Grief and Bereavement in Contemporary Society, New York, 2011, p. 347. 
46 Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut, ‘To continue or relinquish bonds: a review of consequences for the 
bereaved’.  Death Studies, 29, 2005, p. 485. 
47 Robert Kastenbaum, cited in Debra J. Bassett, ‘Who wants to live forever?  Living, Dying and Grieving in 
our digital society’, Social Sciences, 2015, 4, p. 1133. 
48 Simon McCarthy-Jones, ‘Sensing the dead is perfectly normal – and often helpful,’ July 19, 2017, The 
Conversation, https://theconversation.com/sensing-the-dead-is-perfectly-normal-and-often-helpful-81048 
(accessed 12 December 2018). 
49 Glennys Howarth, ‘Dismantling the boundaries between life and death’, Mortality, 5:2, 2000, 
 p. 131. 
50 Ibid., p. 132. 

https://theconversation.com/sensing-the-dead-is-perfectly-normal-and-often-helpful-81048
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survivors, such as the AIDS Memorials with the AIDS Quilt and annual Candlelight Vigils 

− which began in 1988 − are another example of contemporary rituals which demonstrate 

solidarity, shared values and continuing links with deceased loved ones.51  

 

Throughout the Western world, as topics of death, dying and bereavement gained a new 

recognition, one of the many welcome changes was the acknowledgement of babies who 

were stillborn.  In the earlier years of the twentieth century, there was little solace for the 

parents of babies who were stillborn, or died shortly after birth.  It was not usual for a public 

funeral service to be held and in many cases, the infants were buried in unmarked graves and 

sometimes, even within the family group, deceased infants were not mentioned.  

 

For example, the researcher recalls meeting with a local family in 1996, to arrange a funeral 

for a man who had died suddenly at the age of 44 years.  To obtain the details of his children 

to include on the death registration form, the researcher enquired how many children there 

were and Lynne, the wife of the deceased replied wearily: 

 

  We have two boys, Conrad and Clifford…and [almost as an 
 afterthought]… oh, we did have a daughter, but she was 
 stillborn in 1978…so we wouldn’t include her would we? 52 

 
When the researcher replied that yes, we could certainly include her, Lynne was overcome 

with emotion, but said regretfully: 

 

But because she was stillborn, she didn’t have a name.53 
 
The researcher gently enquired then whether Lynne and her husband had thought of any 

preferred names, during the pregnancy. 

 

 Oh yes…we really wanted to call her Karen −  but then 
when she was stillborn we never talked about it again.54 

 
51 Jennifer Power, ‘Rites of belonging: Grief, memorial and social action’, Health Sociology Review,  
2009, 18, p. 264. 
52 Researcher’s conversation with Lynne, April 1996. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
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Lynne’s gratitude was almost palpable when the researcher confirmed that Karen’s name 

could be listed on her father’s death certificate, even though her birth had never been 

officially recorded.  Now, for the first time, Karen was no longer an anonymous infant, for 

she would have a social identity and recognition of her inclusion in the family.55 

 

Some weeks after the funeral, the researcher received a warm letter of thanks from Lynne: 

 I think of you often and thank you sincerely for all you have done 
 for me and the boys…I look forward to seeing you again soon…with 
 love to two special people in my life – Lynne.56 

 

Yet more than 30 years later, when local Port Lincoln woman Tarlia Bartsch’s son was 

stillborn at 19 weeks’ gestation, there were many consolations available to grieving parents 

which had not been available to Lynne in 1978.  For instance, Tarlia’s son was immediately 

given a name − Jayden − whereas Lynne’s daughter remained nameless for 18 years.   Staff 

at the hospital where Jayden was born were caring and supportive and Tarlia was given 

photographs of Jayden, as well as hand and footprints and ultrasound images of him before 

birth, all of which gave materiality to his precious short life.  Yet despite the advances since 

the 1970s, Jayden’s birth could not be officially recognized.57 According to the law, because 

he was born just one week before the official deadline of 20 weeks’ gestation, he was 

deprived of personhood.58 Bereaved mother Tarlia recalled how following an induced labour 

of eight hours, she was faced with the reality that she would not be taking home her long-

awaited baby and he would not be officially recognised: 

 

It was heartbreaking…I just wanted a birth certificate to remember 
him by.  Not having one compounded my pain.  Without a birth 
certificate, he didn’t exist.  How could that be allowed?59 
 

 
55 Experience of the researcher. 
56 Letter received by the researcher from bereaved client Lynne, June 1996. 
57 Miles Kemp, ‘Grieving Port Lincoln mum fights to change stillborn law’, The Advertiser,  
11 January 2012, p. 1. www.adelaidenow.com.au 
58 Duncan Kennedy, ‘Should stillborn babies be given birth certificates?’, BBC News, Sydney,  
14 May 2012, p. 1. www.bbc.com 
59 Ibid., p. 2. 

http://www.adelaidenow.com.au/
http://www.bbc.com/
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Lobbying for change, Family First MLC Robert Brokenshire and thousands of South 

Australians supported Tarlia’s “Jayden’s Law” campaign to have stillbirths recognized.60  

Now, although the Births, Deaths and Marriages Act has not been amended to allow the issue 

of a formal birth certificate to babies born under 20 weeks, Tarlia’s campaign has resulted in 

allowing parents of stillborn infants to receive a Certificate of Commemoration, in a symbolic 

recognition of their loss.61 

 

Debra, one of the researcher’s interview participants, had known the pain of losing her infant 

son.  Debra was the only one of the interview participants to have lost a child. As was 

customary at the time in the late 1970s she did not attend the private funeral service which 

was held for her stillborn infant: 

   
 We lost a baby…and I was still in hospital and my mother and my 
 husband went to the funeral and I found afterwards people 
 couldn’t talk to me about it.  They didn’t know what to say. 
 I remember one person said “well at least you haven’t got to know 

him”…oh…that’s part of my grief, that I didn’t get to know him.62 
 

Whilst funerals held in the contemporary era are so different to those of the past, the weeks 

after a funeral may still, for many bereaved families, mark the beginning of a very difficult 

period of adjustment.  Although the funeral service held may have been meaningful −  by 

honouring the life of the deceased; allowing the sharing of memories and the comfort of 

friends − the finality of death still initiates a period of difficult adjustment for those who 

mourn.  The researcher has found that many bereaved people are dismayed that even several 

months after a funeral has been held, they have great difficulty in accepting the reality of a 

loved one’s death and coming to terms with their absence.63  

 

 
60 Caroline Winter, ‘Legislators catching up with a mother’s pain’, ABC News, 10 September 2013,  
www.abc.net.au 
61 Duncan Kennedy, , ‘Should stillborn babies be given birth certificates?’, BBC News, Sydney, 14 May 2012, 
p. 3. www.bbc.com 
62 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
63 Observation of the researcher. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.bbc.com/
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Arnold van Gennep’s authoritative work, The Rites of Passage, describes this time as a 

‘transitional period’ as mourners slowly move from a time of separation to an eventual 

‘reintegration into society’.64   Moreover, van Gennep describes those who mourn as: 

 

 …a special group, situated between the world of the living and 
 the world of the dead.65 
 

According to van Gennep, the length of time mourners remain in this ‘special group’ depends 

upon the strength of their ties with the deceased.66 

 

Research conducted by Elizabeth Hallam et al has found that many widows face great 

obstacles in adapting to life alone, particularly if they are elderly.  For instance, Hallam et al 

found that in contemporary society, youthfulness and mobility are highly prized attributes 

and people who display characteristics of ageing — such as slow movement or disability — 

may be stereotyped as being “no longer fully alive in a social sense”.67 

 

John Stephens et al have commented on the marginalisation and ageism which appears to be 

‘endemic’ in all societies, with the elderly only given status if they are still able to function.68 

Moreover, Douglas Davies fears that with many people now living longer than ever before, 

the elderly may be increasingly ignored by the young pursuing their busy lives and the deaths 

of the elderly may become almost unnoticed.69  

 

Whilst the women interviewed by the researcher were all still living independently in their 

own homes following the death of their husbands, many elderly or bereaved people have, 

over the last thirty years, left their former homes to reside in ‘retirement villages’.  In Port 

Lincoln, the Lincoln Grove Retirement Village has been a recent development, with 

 
64 Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, London, 1965, p. 147. 
65 Ibid., p. 147. 
66 Ibid., p. 147. 
67 Elizabeth Hallam, Jenny Hockey and Glennys Howarth, Beyond the body: Death and  
   social identity, London, 1999, p. 48. 
68 John Stevens, Jenny McFarlane and Kate Stirling, ‘Ageing and dying’, Death and Dying in Australia, 
Melbourne, 2000, p. 184. 
69 Douglas Davies, A Brief History of Death, Carlton, 2005, p.  
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advertising campaigns extolling the benefits of living in close proximity with other retirees 

in ordered avenues of immaculate units.  Yet the long-term benefits of this new way of living 

are unknown. Manohar Pawar, presenting his findings on aged care in The M.C. “Terry” 

Hokenstad International Lecture in 2017, stated that: 

 
 Today, the most powerful dispossessing and marginalising force 
 affecting the elderly is the market…that entices elderly people 
 insidiously into certain arrangements that lead ultimately to 
 dispossession or a significant reduction of their finances, property 
 and social networks.70 
 

Moreover, studies by Robert Fulton reveal that the retirement home movement allows 

society, for the first time, to ‘avoid almost entirely’ the pain of death and dying, by 

transitioning the elderly − well before they approach death − from their family homes, to 

incarceration in retirement villages.71   

 

At the same time, widows and widowers who do become residents of aged-care or nursing 

home facilities face many challenges, particularly in regard to their loss of social identity. 

Norbert Elias has written of the social effects of removing the elderly from their home 

environment, family and friends, when they enter an aged-care facility.72 Importantly, Elias 

has highlighted the predicament facing the elderly when they are separated from their 

previous way of life to enter care, for all their familiar routines are discarded and they are 

expected to live with strangers with whom they have had no close liaison in the past.  This, 

according to Elias, results in aged-care facilities being largely ‘deserts of loneliness’.73   

 

Carol Komaromy’s research on aged-care homes discovered that for the residents, the only 

highlights of the day appeared to be mealtimes, when residents gathered in the dining room 

for lunch and dinner.74  Many wheelchair-bound residents required the assistance of staff, yet 

 
70 Manohar Pawar, ‘Kant, Bentham, Aristotle and my Grandmother: Developing the ‘caring being’ in social 
work’, The M.C. “Terry” Hokenstad International Lecture 2017, delivered at the 63rd Council on Social Work 
Education Annual Program Meeting, 19-22 October, 2017, Dallas,U.S.A., p. 7. 
71 Robert Fulton, ‘The Sacred and the Secular: Attitudes of the American Public toward Death, Funerals and 
Funeral Directgors’, in Robert Fulton (ed), Death and Identity, (revised edn), Bowie, Maryland, 1976, p. 170. 
72 Norbert Elias, The Loneliness of the Dying, (trans. E. Jephcott), Oxford, 1985, p. 74. 
73 Ibid, p. 74. 
74 Carol Komaromy, “Dying Spaces in Dying Places”, The Matter of Death, New York, 2010, p. 57. 
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notwithstanding the relentlessly time-consuming work for the staff in assisting all residents 

to the dining rooms, Komaromy noted that the gathering together of residents for mealtimes 

was an essential part of the day, for it affirmed that regardless of their age and disability, the 

residents still belonged to “the social category of living”.75  

 

Komaromy’s observations resonate with the researcher, for her own widowed mother was a 

resident of a local aged-care home for several years.  Assuredly, mealtimes were indeed a 

highlight of the day, as elderly residents with fleets of wheelchairs and walking frames 

traversed the winding corridors leading to the dining area.  Then, at the conclusion of the 

meal, there was again a great buzz of activity as the residents returned to their rooms, to be 

alone again with their memories.76  The researcher’s mother’s situation is described here with 

recourse to the researcher’s own memories, for as Janice Smithers, a sociologist, notes ‘the 

method of participant observation’77 is effective in penetrating the reality of life for the 

elderly because it is ‘reflexive and interactive’78 and the situation of the old is often on the 

margins of social discourse. 

 
 

When the elderly or bereaved must relocate, perhaps moving to an aged care facility, they 

not only have to cope with their loss of their loved one but also, the loss of that domestic 

space where all the remembrances of the past have been enacted.   For instance, one of the 

major ways in which the bereaved maintain contact with loved ones from the past is through 

material objects — items and relics which had belonged to the deceased and which are highly 

valued by the living.   Material artefacts often become more treasured following the death of 

a loved one, for personal items help to define the identity of the deceased and bear witness 

to their life. Yet Michael Haldrup has observed that the private family home itself may be 

the most important material space, for it is ‘invested with meanings, emotions, experiences 

and relationships that lie at the heart of human life’.79   

 
75 Ibid,  p. 57. 
76 Observation of the researcher. 
77 Janice A. Smithers, Determined Survivors: Community Life among the Urban Elderly,  
78 Ibid. 
79 Michael Haldrup, ‘Souvenirs: Magical objects in everyday life’, Emotion, Space and Society,  
2017, 22, p. 52. 
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Moreover, as Gaston Bachelard argued: 

 

 Memories are motionless, and the more securely they are fixed 
 in space, the sounder they are.80 
 

For example, research undertaken by Jenny Hockey et al, studied ways in which bereaved 

older people had found ways to incorporate the memories of their loved ones into daily life.   

One widow spoke of her late husband’s favourite chair, describing how she always sat in it 

and conversed with him, although he was physically absent.  As Hockey et al found, in this 

way,  

…the chair’s materiality holds her physically and the couple again 
became one flesh, she in a corporeal sense, he in memory.81 
 

Pat Jalland’s research found that in the early days of Australian colonisation, material 

reminders of loved ones, such as jewellery and lockets containing hair, were highly prized.  

Spanning the vast distances between Australia and a former homeland, the physicality of 

such items was paramount for they could be worn close to the body, keeping memories of a 

loved one ever near.82  Deborah Lutz, in her studies of material and relic culture in the 

nineteenth century, had a particular interest in mourning jewellery, particular those items 

which contained locks of hair.83  Lutz found that rather than being a memento mori, or 

reminder of death, such personal relics – which had been a living part of the deceased – came 

to symbolise continued life, thereby forging powerful bonds between the living and the 

dead.84 

 

Even in the contemporary era, the treasuring of mementoes of loved ones is paramount for 

the bereaved, for as Phillipe Ariès has noted: 

 The material object is for us, and for the whole human species, 
 both the symbol and substance of the deceased.85 

 
80 Gaston Bachelard, cited in Jenny Hockey, Bridget Penhale and David Sibley, ‘Landscapes of loss: spaces  
of memory, times of bereavement, Ageing and Society, 2001, 21, p. 739. 
81 Jenny Hockey, Bridget Penhale and David Sibley, ‘Landscapes of loss: spaces of memory, times of 
bereavement’, Ageing and Society, 21:6, p. 752. 
82 Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death, Melbourne, 2002, p. 162. 
83 Deborah Lutz, ‘The dead still among us: Victorian secular relics, hair jewelry, and death culture’,  
Victorian Literature and Culture, 2011, 39, pp. 127-142. 
84 Ibid., p. 130. 
85 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, 1981, New York, p. 542. 
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In the past, photographs were highly treasured as objects of memory, with family photograph 

albums being handed down through generations.  Yet Margaret Gibson has observed that 

photographs evoke myriad emotions, not only capturing moments which were once 

‘embodied in reality’ but also, as time elapses, becoming ‘substitutes’ for a past that can 

never be regained.86  Continuing that theme, Roland Barthes has described photographs as 

‘melancholy objects’ because they are reminders of mortality; of a brief moment in time 

which has gone forever.87  While Susan Sontag concurs with Barthes’ remarks, her opinion 

of photographs is more dramatic, viewing them as ‘memento mori − serving as a witness to 

life and as a rehearsal for death’.88 

 

In the contemporary era, the popularity of photographs recapturing the past has never been 

more evident, with people of all ages able to capture moments in time instantly with the 

digital technology of mobile telephones.  At the same time, these photographic images can 

be stored on computers or shared with others on social media sites. Treasured photograph 

albums of the past have now, in many cases, become redundant.  For instance, when the 

researcher is meeting with families to arrange a funeral, pictures and photographs of the 

deceased are an important point of discussion.  Not only are they pivotal in creating a 

Powerpoint display for mourners to view during a funeral ceremony, but an image is often 

used on a memorial card which is given to all those attending, whilst often an enlarged, 

framed photograph of the deceased is placed upon the coffin. Yet as the researcher has found 

in just recent years, the materiality of photograph albums and cardboard boxes of 

photographs has increasingly been abandoned in favour of digital media storage.89  For 

example, meeting with a family in late 2017, the researcher asked Anne, whose mother had 

died, whether she had a photograph to display on the coffin: 

 

Well I’ve got plenty of photos of mum, but they’re all on my phone.90 

 

 
86 Margaret Gibson, Objects of the Dead, Carlton, 2008, p. 88. 
87 Roland Barthes, cited in Margaret Gibson, Objects of the Dead, Carlton, 2008, p. 85. 
88 Susan Sontag, cited in Margaret Gibson, Objects of the Dead, Carlton, 2008, p. 85. 
89 Observation of the researcher. 
90 The researcher’s discussion with Anne at Port Lincoln on November 7th 2017. 
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 Clinging to material objects, following the death of a loved one, can bring a great 

sense of comfort.  For instance, Juliette O’Brien wrote of the days following the death of her 

father, neurosurgeon Chris O’Brien: 

 

 We found ourselves clinging to Dad’s possessions.  His work shirts. 
 His jacket and shoes.  Even his Blackberry mobile phone took on a 
 precious quality.91 
 
Juliette O’Brien’s narrative resonates strongly with the researcher, for in the researcher’s 

wardrobe there is a treasured tweed sports jacket belonging to her late father as well as a 

turquoise blouse, which was a great favourite of her late mother.  Every time the wardrobe is 

opened and the items are seen and touched, the researcher feels the warmth and closeness of 

her late parents, purely through their familiar items of clothing.92  

 

Margaret Gibson refers to this intimacy in her studies of material culture, finding that 

following the death of a loved one, personal items suddenly gain an importance never noticed 

before.93  Items become treasured, Gibson has found, because they assume a permanence, 

outliving the temporal body of a loved one and therefore, become powerful representations 

of the deceased.94 At the same time, Gibson has found that the retention of material objects 

which belonged to a deceased loved one is very much defined by gender.  For example, 

Gibson states that because gender is ‘embodied’ in material culture, females can express their 

bonds with a mother through retaining her possessions and clothing, although this would 

rarely be the case for a son of the deceased.95  As an example of the continuing embodiment 

of gender in material objects, most women in the contemporary era would have their wedding 

dress, or perhaps babies’ christening gowns and layettes, carefully packed away as treasured 

items, to be handed on to future generations.96 

 

 
91 Juliette O’Brien, This is Gail, Sydney, 2017, p. 198. 
92 Observation of the researcher. 
93 Margaret Gibson, Objects of the Dead, Carlton, 2008, p. 1. 
94 Ibid., p. 1. 
95 Ibid., p. 27. 
96 Observation of the researcher. 
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Continuing this gendered theme, Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton have found that 

traditionally, women continue to be the ‘primary custodians of the familial past’, ensuring 

that knowledge and material culture are passed down through the generations.97  Moreover, 

Ashton and Hamilton believe that whilst the type of material objects passed on through 

families has changed, strong links to the past have been maintained.  For instance, Ashton 

and Hamilton state that family bibles which were greatly treasured in previous eras have now 

become a rarity with the increasing secularisation of society, but items of jewellery have 

retained their importance as powerful transmitters of the past.98  In the contemporary era, 

memorial jewellery which is designed to hold a tiny amount of cremated remains, hair, earth 

or sand is popular.  Monica Lilak, an American designer of memorial jewellery, explains its 

appeal: 

 Modern families don’t stay in one town where they might be 
 able to visit a burial site the way families did in the past. 
 These keepsakes can go with us everywhere and keep the 
 connection to our loved one close at heart.99 
 
Whilst the research conducted by Hockey et al found that the concept of maintaining bonds 

with the deceased through material objects helped to give meaning to the bereaved, it was 

also discovered that such items could emphasise the absence.  For instance, one of the women 

interviewed by Hockey et al spoke of her emotions surrounding the temporality of clothing 

which had belonged to her late husband, for whilst she treasured the items, they also reminded 

her of  ‘the simultaneously existing presence and absence’ of the deceased.100  A similar 

theme regarding materiality will also be explored in Chapter Nine, ‘Gardens of Memory and 

Healing’, where living plants propagated in memory of a loved one may not only provide 

solace, but at the same time could highlight the absence of the deceased. 

 

 
97 Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, History at the Crossroads, Ultimo, 2007, p. 32.  See also Bruce Scates, 
Return to Gallipoli, Cambridge, 2006, p. 108, wherein he agrees that the maintenance of family archives is 
primarily attended to by women, as ‘custodians of generational memory’. 
98 Ibid., p. 64. 
99 Monica Lilak, cited in an article by Patti Martin Bartsche, ‘Keeping Loved Ones Close at Heart with 
Memorial Jewelry’, American Funeral Director, April 2012, 135:4, pp. 8-10. 
100 Jenny Hockey, Bridget Penhale and David Sibley, ‘Landscapes of loss: spaces of memory, times of 
bereavement’, in Ageing and Society, 21:6, 2001, p. 753. 
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Yet Margaret Gibson, who has written extensively on the importance of material objects for 

the bereaved, has found that such intimate items are also ‘transitional objects’, as their 

significance may diminish over time.101  For instance, Gibson refers to ‘cathexis’ — a term 

used by Freud in his early psychoanalytical works to describe the emotional stimulus attached 

to intimate objects.102 Gibson has found that as the mourning period progresses, cathexis 

gradually wanes as the intensity of grief subsides, with the ‘meaning, value and emotional 

effect’ of treasured objects also changing.103 For example, in Gibson’s interviews a woman 

described how she wore her husband’s jumper continually for weeks after his death, as a way 

of mediating the vast abyss of death.  Yet much later, the meaning attached to the jumper had 

diminished: 

 

 …I’ve packed it way…I don’t feel the need to wear it anymore… 
 I think about it sometimes…I suppose I don’t need it like I did.104 
  
In the contemporary era, the evolution of social media sites on the internet has opened up a 

whole new range of mourning possibilities, allowing communication which can span gulfs 

of loneliness or grief.  Increasingly, older people are being encouraged to explore the benefits 

of communication via cyberspace, for as Lauren Waldhuter’s interview with Griffith 

University’s David Tuffley revealed, people over 75 years were the now showing the 

‘steepest rise’ in embracing technology.105 All of the local women interviewed by the 

researcher were confident with computer usage, yet when the researcher queried whether 

they had ever used online grief sites, all replied they had never needed them, as they were 

fortunate to have their own support networks.  

 

For instance, Debra had the largest range of coping strategies, for she not only found great 

fulfillment in her garden, but she was also a regular church attendee and maintained a close 

relationship with her large family. Emily too found great comfort in religious worship, 

although she had no family nearby.  Denise — a former schoolteacher — belonged to a 

 
101 Margaret Gibson, ‘Melancholy Objects’, Mortality, 2004, 9:4, p. 287. 
102 Ibid., p. 287. 
103 Ibid., p. 288. 
104 Ibid., p. 289. 
105 Lauren Waldhuter, ‘Elderly use of social media and technology on the rise as isolated pensioners get 
connected’, interview with David Tuffley, ABC News, 4th February 2017, www.abc.net.au 

http://www.abc.net.au/
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number of organisations, including a singing group, which involved plenty of social 

networking. Although Sarah — a retired professional woman — had no children or family 

support, she explained that she was never lonely, as she adored her two Maltese terriers and 

caring for them was an important part of her daily life. Christine was the only interviewee 

who had not retired from work, yet as she held a position of prestige in the community, she 

found that this ordered way of life fulfilled all her social needs.106 

 
 

Yet research reveals that social networking sites such as Facebook — now such an accepted 

part of daily life — can provide not only the fulfillment of immediate interaction with others, 

but also continuing links with deceased family and friends.  Indeed, as Tony Walter’s 

research has found, social media sites such as Facebook have introduced revolutionary ways 

of mourning, far removed from the traditions of the past.107  Walter writes that in the past 

death rites were enacted in public, within a community setting, followed by a largely private 

period of mourning in the family home.108 Yet now in the postmodern era, public and private 

grief have been conflated, exhibited on internet sites for all to see, expressing the 

individualism which is the hallmark of the contemporary era.109 

Kelly Rosetto et al found in their research that the ability to be able to connect at any time 

with the deceased on Facebook, viewing their posts and photographs, was a major factor in 

maintaining closeness with those who had died, with a typical participant response being: 

 

…Facebook allows me to feel like I still have a connection to her life.110 
 
 
Indeed, the global use of digital technology and its availability to all levels of society is 

unique to the contemporary era, for as Debra Bassett has found, in the past the ‘ability to be 

 
106 Observations of the researcher during interviews. 
107 Tony Walter, cited in Jed R. Brubaker, Gillian R. Hayes and Paul Dourish, ‘Beyond the Grave: Facebook 
as a Site for the Expansion of Death and Mourning’, The Information Society, 2013, 29:3, p. 153. 
108 Ibid., p. 153. 
109 Ibid., p. 153. 
110 Kelly R. Rossetto, Pamela J. Lannutti and Elena C. Strauman, ‘Death on Facebook: Examining the 
 roles of social media communication for the bereaved’, Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 
 2015, 32:7, p. 982. 
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remembered and immortalised’ was not available to ‘ordinary’ people.  Yet now, it is possible 

for anyone to create digital memories, thereby assuring their own virtual immortality.111 

 

For example, Johnnie Bicket’s letter published in the London Review of Books revealed how 

technology has allowed his late father to become digitally immortal: 

 

 My father has been dead for six years, but his Facebook profile 
 has gone on existing.  I have occasionally visited it.  People have 
 continued to post there, often on his birthday, saying things like 
 ‘Hope you’re having a ball up there.’  Such posts are public acts; 
 others ‘like’ them or add comments in support.  His ashes were 
 scattered in the garden of my parents’ house, which my mother  
 will probably sell next year;  after that, his Facebook profile may 
 be the only place left to go when I’m feeling mawkish and want 
 to ‘visit’ him.112 
 

While Johnie Bicket’s letter illuminates just one example of a Facebook profile which 

continues after death, Natalie Pennington’s research reveals that there are currently more than 

30 million profiles for deceased users on Facebook with the deaths of around 8000 Facebook 

users every day.113  

Commenting on the usefulness of Facebook in coping with grief and loss, Pennington’s 

research has found that while some participants found Facebook sites supportive, others 

reported that their grief was indeed exacerbated.114  Grieving ‘virtually’, according to 

Pennington, may deny the bereaved the consolation which can be obtained from funerals 

ceremonies and rituals, particularly when enacted in company of others, rather than alone, on 

a home computer.115  Kelly Rossetto et al reported that some of their research participants 

experienced confusion in accepting the death of a deceased person, because the deceased’s 

ongoing Facebook profile ‘prolonged the emotional intensity of the loss’.116  

 
111 Debra J. Bassett, ‘Who wants to live forever?  Living, Dying and Grieving in our digital society’.  
Social Sciences, 2015, 4, p. 1135. 
112 Johnnie Bicket, ‘The Liveliness of the Dead’,  London Review of Books, 7 September 2017, 39:17, p. 4. 
113 Natalie Pennington, ‘Tie Strength and Time: Mourning on Social Networking Sites’, Journal of 
Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 2017,  61:1, pp. 11-232.  
114 Ibid., p. 16. 
115 Ibid., p. 16. 
116 116 Kelly R. Rossetto, Pamela J. Lannutti and Elena C. Strauman, ‘Death on Facebook: Examining  
the roles of social media communication for the bereaved’, Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 
2015, 32:7, p. 984. 
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On the other hand, Tony Walter disagrees with Pennington’s research, finding that with 

‘smart phone’ technology superseding the home computer to permit reunion with the dead, 

they can be with one anywhere, via a mobile telephone.117  In this way, Walter states, the 

‘dead are no longer sequestrated’ for they are part of a global community of the dead, able to 

be addressed by anyone, in the virtual company of other living people.118 Moreover, as Jed 

Brubaker et al has found, Facebook has expanded the experiences surrounding death 

‘temporally, spatially and socially’ through its broad public engagement world-wide, not 

only bringing death and dying into everyday life, but also allowing a continuing identity for 

the deceased to be constructed, which can offer solace to the bereaved.119 

 

Digital technology has now been embraced by the funeral industry, with most funeral chapels 

equipped to offer visual displays with photographs and videos of the deceased in celebration 

of their life.  In addition, many chapels are equipped to enable mourners to ‘virtually’ attend 

a funeral ceremony.  Yet as Tony Walter et al point out, whilst digital facilities enable virtual 

attendance, they also provide an ‘excuse’ for those who decide not to bother to attend.120  

Thereby, as Walter et al point out, facilities for virtual attendance may reduce the number of 

mourners at funerals, diminishing the important social role which funerals served in the past 

when funerals were a major community event.121  

 

Elaine Kasket has also raised a major consideration for the future, querying whether funerals 

and eulogies presented in ceremonies to honour the dead will continue to be valued, when 

‘durable biographies’ of the dead able to be accessed with such ease, online.122  In addition, 

Kasket asks, will the roles of priests and others within the death professions be affected by 

digital technology, so that perhaps they may no longer be relevant?123 

 
117 Tony Walter, ‘Communication media and the dead: from the Stone Age to Facebook’, Mortality, 2015, 
20:3, p. 227. 
118 Ibid, p. 227. 
119 Jed R. Brubaker, Gillian R. Hayes and Paul Dourish, ‘Beyond the Grave: Facebook as a Site for the 
Expansion of Death and Mourning’, The Information Society, 29:3, 2013,  p. 152. 
120 Tony Walter, Rachid Hourizi, Wendy Moncur and Stacey Pitsillides, ‘Does the internet change how we die 
and mourn?  Overview and analysis’, Omega, 64:4, 2012, p. 281. 
121 Ibid, p. 281. 
122 Elaine Kasket, , ‘Continuing bonds in the age of social networking: Facebook as a modern-day medium’, 
Bereavement Care, 31:2, 2012, p. 69. 
123 Ibid,  p. 69. 
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Yet while the phenomenon of social media continues to gather momentum globally, 

Queensland psychology honours researcher Jessica Blower’s investigation of sharing grief 

online has found that it may not be helpful.124  Indeed, her study revealed that those who 

shared grief on Facebook had ‘higher anxiety and stress” than those who did not participate.  

Explaining her findings, Blower has found that although loved ones remain ‘alive forever’ 

on Facebook, and their online profile can be visited at any time, the reality of their death may 

be denied, for one can never really be close to that person again.125 

 

Seeking an opinion locally, the researcher asked a friend, Michelle (who was an avid user of 

social media sites) for her thoughts:  

 
 While sharing grief on Facebook may be helpful, it’s not 
 enduring…it’s there in the moment only…then it’s gone – 
 unlike having a real friend to talk to.126 
 

Yet Elaine Kasket’s research affirms that Facebook fulfils the four tenets of the ‘continuing 

bonds’ theory  proposed by Dennis Klass and Tony Walter:127 

 

 Sensing the presence of the dead, talking with the dead, 
 experiencing the dead as guides, and talking about the dead.128 
 
At the same time, Kasket postulates that Facebook and online grief sites will change forever 

the rituals of mourning and remembering the dead.  For instance, in Kasket’s research, her 

participants expressed a greater satisfaction and closeness to the deceased on Facebook, than 

by visiting a grave or memorial in a cemetery.129  Research conducted by Tony Walter et al 

on the effectiveness of digital mourning sites concludes that: 

 
124 Inga Stünzner, ‘Sharing loss of a loved one on social media impacts grieving process, researcher finds’, 
interview with Jessica Blower, ABC Capricornia, 31st October 2016, www.abc.net.au 
125 Ibid. 
126 Researcher’s conversation with local woman Michelle, 10th June 2017. 
127 Elaine Kasket, ‘Continuing bonds in the age of social networking: Facebook as a modern-day medium’, 
Bereavement Care, 31:2, 2012, p. 67. 
128 Dennis Klass and Tony Walter, in M. Stroebe, R. Hansson, W. Stroebe and H. Schut (eds), ‘Processes of 
grieving: How bonds are continued’, Handbook of bereavement research: consequences, coping and care, 
Washington DC, 2001. 
129 Elaine Kasket, ‘Continuing bonds in the age of social networking: Facebook as a modern-day medium’, 
Bereavement Care, 31:2, 2012, p. 68. 

http://www.abc.net.au/
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The digital revolution enables a plausible geography of 
the dead residing in cyberspace…if the dead were once in 
heaven “up there,” now they reside in cyberspace.  Significantly, 
online references to the dead as angels are frequent…this is not 
absurd. Angels are messengers…and cyberspace is an unseen 
medium for the transfer of messages through unseen realms, so 
there may well be a resonance between how some people imagine 
online messaging and how they imagine angels.130 

 
 
Tony Walter has published additional research exploring the twenty-first century 

phenomenon where increasingly, mourners describe the deceased ‘as becoming an angel’.131  

Walter has found that the rise of the ‘angelic dead’ is directly linked to the online revolution 

in mourning, for both angels and social media sites may be seen as ‘messengers’ bridging the 

distance between earth and heaven.132  Intrigued by the growing popularity of vernacular 

belief and angel imagery, Walter believes it may be linked to changing perceptions of the 

afterlife, but it also evidences the late-modern concept of New Age Spirituality and 

continuing bonds following death, with the deceased being envisioned as a guardian angel, 

guiding and protecting loved ones on earth.133  

 

Walter’s research found that women far outnumbered men in posting on internet memorial 

sites and referring to angelic imagery.  Yet this was in accordance with Walter’s previous 

findings that gender is an important factor in religiosity, with many more women than men 

possessing religious faith and also writing books on bereavement and angelic themes.134  

 

 
130 Tony Walter, Rachid Hourizi, Wendy Moncur and Stacey Pitsillides, ‘Does the internet change how we die 
and mourn?  Overview and analysis’, Omega, 64:4, 2012, p. 293. 
131 Tony Walter, ‘The dead who become angels: Bereavement and Vernacular Religion’, Omega, 2016, 73:1, 
pp. 3-28.  See also Arndt  Büssing et al, ‘Do Patients with Chronic Pain Diseases Believe in Guardian Angels: 
Even in a Secular Society?  A Cross-Sectional Study Among German Patients with Chronic Diseases’, 
Journal of Religion and Health, 54, 2015, pp. 76-86 for a fascinating study which revealed 38%  of patients 
with chronic diseases who participated in a research project claimed to be neither religious or spiritual yet still 
believed in Guardian Angels. 
132 Ibid,, p. 3. 
133 Ibid,  p. 7. 
134 Ibid,  p. 10. 
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At the same time, Walter believes that the rise of angelic imagery is linked to the more 

positive attitudes surrounding death rites in the contemporary era.135  For instance, Walter 

has found that angelic images display positivity and happiness − attributes which are evident 

in the celebratory funerals of the twenty-first century − where morbidity and references to 

Hell, so common in past eras, have been abandoned.136 

 

Confirming Tony Walter’s findings, the researcher has found that angelic imagery has 

become more noticeable in recent years, particularly in death notices and obituaries published 

in newspapers.   For instance, in just two days in November 2017 the following three notices 

were published in South Australian newspapers: 

 

Woodward, John – You said I was your angel and now you are mine.137 
 

 Shaw, Katie – you were taken too soon darling girl but chosen to be 
 an angel in heaven.138 
 
 
 Symonds, Leanne – An angel I shared over 30 years of laughter, 
 tears, joy and happiness with.139 
 

One of the popular songs chosen to be played at funeral services is Sarah McLachlan’s 

‘Angel’ and the researcher recalls that it was used at the funeral service which she conducted 

for an infant.  Although the lyrics were composed following the overdose death of a heroin 

addict, the last few lines of the refrain are particularly consoling to mourners: 

in the arms of the angel 
fly away from here… 
…you’re in the arms of the angel 
may you find some comfort here.140 

 

 
135 Ibid,  p. 14. 
136 Ibid, p. 14. 
137 Obituaries, The Advertiser, November 10th 2017. 
138 Obituaries, The Advertiser, November 11th 2017. 
139 Obituaries, Sunday Mail, 12th November 2017. 
140 Sarah McLachlan, Angel, first released 1997. 
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Whilst the immediacy of the internet has forever changed perceptions and attitudes to   death 

and dying in the postmodern era, another more permanent form of memorialisation has 

become increasingly evident throughout the Western world with the popularity of tattoo 

memorials, for men and women.  Commenting on this form of artistic expression, which has 

now become commonplace, Hannah Roggenkamp et al have confirmed that during the 1970s 

tattoos were ‘traditionally associated with deviance and psychopathology in modern Western 

culture’ but they have now become a ‘mainstream phenomenon’.141   

 

During her childhood, the researcher recalls that men with tattoos were regarded with 

suspicion — perhaps they had been seafarers, ex-prisoners or gang members — and children 

were warned of the dangers of associating with them.142 Yet research carried out by Hannah 

Roggenkamp et al reveals that whilst traditionally tattoos were sported mainly by men, 

tattooing in Australia is now more common among women, particularly those in the 20 to 29 

age group.143  Margot Mifflin’s study of women and tattoos has concluded that tattoos 

empower women, by overturning patriarchal traditions where only men sported tattoos in the 

past.144  Yet, as Mifflin wrote in her book Bodies of Subversion, tattoos are so much more 

than pure artistry in ink: 

 
 …written on the skin – tattoos are diary entries and protective 
 shields…valentines to lovers and memorials to the dead. 
 They’re stabs at permanence in an age of transience and 
 marks of individualism in a culture of mass production.145 
 

Indeed, the researcher has noticed in her local area the great upsurge in tattoos, particularly 

in younger people who often wear tattoos in memory of loved ones.  For instance, the 

researcher spoke with Dylan, a 23 year old Port Lincoln man, asking about the significance 

 
141 Hannah Roggenkamp, Andrew Nicholls and Joseph M. Pierre, ‘Tattoos as a window to the psyche; How 
talking about skin art can inform psychiatric practice’, World Journal of Psychiatry, 2017, 7:3, p. 148. 
142 Observation of the researcher. 
143 Hannah Roggenkamp, Andrew Nicholls and Joseph M. Pierre, ‘Tattoos as a window to the psyche; How 
talking about skin art can inform psychiatric practice’, World Journal of Psychiatry, 2017, 7:3, p. 150. 
144 Margot Mifflin, cited in Karen Leader “On the book of my body”: Women, Power and “Tattoo Culture”, 
Feminist Formations, 28:3, 2016, p. 182. 
145 Ibid, p. 181. 
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of his tattoos.  Inscribed in flowing script, on each forearm, were the names of his paternal 

grandparents and Dylan explained: 

 

 Nanna and Pop were a big part of my life…this way they’re 
 always with me…I see their names whenever I look down.146 
 
 

Candi K. Cann has commented on the inking of tattoos in memory of deceased grandparents, 

noting that this is a trend which often appeals to young people in their twenties (as was the 

case with Dylan).147  As Cann states, for many young people, the death of their grandparents 

is one of the first losses they experience and to keep their memory alive, a tattoo may be 

chosen.148  Yet as Cann has found, the vast rise in tattoo memorials evidences ‘a deeper 

societal and cultural need’ for a contemporary form of mourning, although far removed from 

the traditional ways of the past when black mourning attire proclaimed the status of the 

bereaved.149 

 

Paul Connerton’s research into the long history of tattoos and scarifications concludes that 

tattoos serve an important role as ‘memory codes’ not unlike the loci memoriae of ancient 

Romans Cicero and Quintilian.150  For instance, orator Cicero urged that in order for 

memories to endure, the mind could be trained to remember and store mental images in an 

orderly way.151  On the other hand, rhetorician Quintilian explained the concept in more 

depth, using the example of a ‘memory building’ with a series of discrete rooms and areas, 

where one could recall not only things that occurred in those ‘rooms’, but also the actions 

and people associated with those places.152  Moreover, Quintilian asserted, once such a 

technique was mastered, memories could be recalled by the orderly visiting of the places 

stored in the mind.153  Similarly, in the contemporary era, Paul Connerton links tattoos to the 

 
146 Researcher’s conversation with Dylan, Port Lincoln, 18th November 2017. 
147 Candi K. Cann, ‘Wearing the Dead’, Virtual Afterlives, Lexington, 2014, p. 61. 
148 Ibid, p. 61. 
149 Ibid, p. 76. 
150 Paul Connerton, The Spirit of Mourning, Cambridge, 2011, p. 143. 
151 Cicero, On the Orator, cited in Paul Connerton, The Spirit of Mourning, Cambridge,  
2011, p. 143. 
152 Quintilian, The Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian, Vol. 4., cited in Paul Connerton, The Spirit of Mourning, 
Cambridge, 2011, p. 143. 
153 Ibid, p. 143. 
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loci memoriae of ancient times, as powerful mnemonic codes, for as Seattle tattoo artist 

Vyvyn Lazonga has observed: 

 

 ‘getting pierced and tattooed tends to develop a person’s 
 awareness of memory: the piercings or tattoos become points 
 of reference that reinforce the self and its history.154 
 
Whilst tattooing bodies has a long history, it is only in recent decades that the tattoo has 

changed from the ‘purview of bikers, punks and thugs’ to a socially-recognised form of 

expression.155  Business at tattoo parlours is burgeoning, with Port Lincoln’s parlour having 

a constant stream of clients.  Candi Cann’s investigation of tattoo parlours has found that 30 

to 40 per cent of clients seek inking as a way of memorialising deceased loved ones.156  Yet 

Cann’s study has found that such tattoos are often chosen by marginalised mourners, or those 

who have perhaps been excluded from traditional mourning rites.157  

 

This finding was borne out in the researcher’s conversation with Dylan, who revealed that as 

well as the tattoos in memory of his grandparents, he also had the name of his late friend, 

Matt, inked on his body.  At the time of Matt’s accidental death, Dylan explained, although 

he attended the funeral, he was not able to participate in the family’s protracted period of 

mourning.  Therefore, when Dylan chose to have his friend’s name inked on his body, he 

was able to create his own identity as a mourner. Additionally, being able to explain the 

significance of the tattoo memorial to an observer gave Dylan permission to speak of the 

death of his friend, helping him to find meaning through the chaos of his grief and loss.158  

 

The period after a death extends the rituals of mourning, whether they are formal or 

spontaneous, into the everyday lives of survivors.  There are distinct periods of mourning, 

although, as has been shown, none of the psychologists or other scholars who have looked at 

death experiences have managed to create a universally applicable set of stages.  The  

 
154 Vyvyn Lazonga, cited in Paul Connerton, The Spirit of Mourning, Cambridge, 2011, p. 143. 
155 Derek Roberts, ‘Secret Ink: Tattoo’s Place in Contemporary American Culture’, The Journal of American 
Culture, 35:2, 2012, p. 154. 
156  Candi K. Cann, ‘Wearing the Dead’, Virtual Afterlives, Lexington, 2014, p. 56. 
157 Candi K. Cann, p. 62. 
158 Researcher’s conversation with Dylan, Port Lincoln, 18th November 2017 
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impossibility of doing this is probably related to the theme of this thesis – the inexorable pace 

of change in contemporary society, and also the individuality of mourners who continue to 

create new ways of responding to loss.  The importance of social media is evident, not only 

in the initial stage of announcing mourning rituals, as noted in the last chapter, but in 

continuing the practices of remembering and recognising the departed, as has been 

considered here. 

 

As this chapter has demonstrated, the human need to perpetuate the memory of lost loved 

ones is universal and undiminished by time or circumstance.  Throughout all eras, those who 

mourn have created their own ways to remember the deceased, in an effort to assuage their 

loneliness and sense of loss. In the contemporary era, although cemetery memorialisation has 

decreased, new rituals of remembrance have been enacted. The desire to keep loved ones 

close continues − in the enduring hope that they will not be forgotten, but live on, in memory.  
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Chapter Eight 
 
Space, Place and Sacred Sites  
 

 
  

“No, no.  It’s not like that.  Death isn’t romantic… 
death is not anything…death is…not.  It’s the absence 
of presence, nothing more…the endless time of never 
coming back…a gap you can’t see, and when the wind 
blows through it, it makes no sound.” 
 

- Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (1968). 
 
 

 
Throughout the preceding chapters, many of the vast changes in funerary rituals and ways 

of mourning have been discussed.  As has been demonstrated, time-honoured traditions 

which had served humanity for centuries diminished from the 1970s as the rising 

acceptance of cremation was accompanied by simplified rites of mourning.  Gloomy 

corteges with assemblies of black-clad mourners became less frequent as the new and often 

secular ceremonies which were held in many venues – often away from the church - gained 

increasing societal approval.  

 

As will be shown, bereaved families who choose cremation do not have to say a final 

farewell to their loved ones, as the cremated remains – ashes – can be retained, or placed at 

a site chosen by the family.  At the same time, the power of the church and the dominion of 

the cemetery – which accompanied funerary rites in the past – has waned. Yet as will be 

shown, the creation of personal sites of memory is still paramount. This chapter will 

examine some of the ways in which people ‘make sacred’ those places which are 

meaningful to them, to ensure that memories of their loved ones endure.   
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Although Phillipe Ariès believed that the public cemetery was, for many centuries, ‘the 

focus of all piety’1 a changed perspective began to evolve in the latter decades of the 

postmodern era, as alternative sites for reverent commemoration of the dead became 

socially acceptable.  For the first time, bereaved families were able to take control not only 

of the funeral arrangements, but also the mode of disposition of the deceased.  Now, with a 

range of memorialisation options available, families could, if desired, elect to ignore  

traditional cemeteries, in favour of creating their own special places and sacred sites. 

  

Funerary rites, in previous centuries, were largely controlled by established values, belief 

systems and particularly by Church, with the Christian conviction of the resurrection after 

death closely entwined with the necessity for burial in the earth.2  Yet in the latter decades 

of the twentieth century, declining religiosity and the lessening power of the clergy, 

combined with the rising acceptance of cremation, led to a visible decline in the church’s 

control of obsequies.  For the first time, deceased loved ones could be remembered and 

commemorated in creative and varied ways not envisaged throughout previous eras, with 

many funeral ceremonies completely devoid of any association with religious formalities. 

Earth burial declined in favour of cremation, ushering in new ways of claiming space, in 

both the public and private arena. In an increasingly secular society, Belshaw and Purvey 

agree that with the clergy’s diminishing control, ‘death and mourning have left the confines 

of officially sanctioned and sanctified spaces’.3  

 

Changing social values, according to Douglas Davies, have led to a ‘new invention of 

tradition’ with people devising their own rites and rituals, without the control of formal 

religious practices.4 At the same time, Belshaw and Purvey have concluded that whilst in 

bygone times the church and cemetery were a major focus in times of death and loss, 

modern cemeteries now appear to be less meaningful.  Disregarding religious rites in many 

 
Epigraph: Excerpt from the play Rosencrantz and Guildernstern are Dead, produced for Broadway by Tom 
Stoppard in 1968, cited in Jenny Hockey, ‘Closing in on death?  Reflections on research and researchers in 
the field of death and dying”, Health Sociology Review, 16:5, 2007, p. 441. 
1 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981, p. 524. 
2 Douglas Davies and Hannah Rumble, Natural Burial, London, 2012, p. 122. 
3 John Belshaw and Diane Purvey, ‘The Rise of the Roadside Shrine in Rural British Columbia’,  
in Jennifer Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 106. 
4 Douglas Davies, p. 121. 
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cases, bereaved families exhibit a new empowerment as they move away from tradition, 

creating their own rituals of remembrance.5 At the same time, there is a powerful human 

need to ‘make sacred’ those places families which themselves have imbued with special 

meaning.6   

 

Whilst contemporary ways of creating places of memory will be explored in this chapter, 

Paul Devereux believes there are two factors involved, for not only is the physical nature of 

the location itself essential, but also the mental state of the person who perceives a site to be 

sacred.7   Indeed, creating a ‘special place’ is a very strong trend in the current era, with the 

meaning ascribed to a particular place being paramount.  Frank Vanclay believes that the 

physical location of a ‘special place’ is secondary to the emotional or sentimental ties 

associated with that place.8  Yet nationally renowned artist John Olsen has spoken of a 

‘special spiritual place’ — South Australia’s Lake Eyre — which seems to be in opposition 

to Vanclay’s findings, for it is the fusion of both location and emotion which have made 

Olsen’s place special.  Although raised in the Catholic faith, Olsen has admitted that he 

struggled with the concept of a belief in God, becoming agnostic in later life.  Leading a 

nomadic life as an artist, his travels led him to harsh Australian outback, where he found ‘a 

soul place of rich emptiness and fullness’.9  Now, declares Olsen, ‘the force of nature is my 

muse, my god’.10 

 

Although references to ‘special places’ have become part of postmodern parlance, the 

concept has been present for centuries, in the timeless and unchanging nature of sacred 

landscapes.  For example, Claudia Koonz has stated that in all historical eras, pilgrims have 

travelled to locations where significant events were once enacted, and where memories are 

preserved in the physical surroundings of now silent geographical sites which ‘embody a 

 
5 Ibid, p. 106. 
6 Observation of the researcher. 
7 Paul Devereux, The Sacred Place: The Ancient Origins of Holy and Mystical Sites, London, 2000, p. 11. 
8 Frank Vanclay, Making Sense of Place, in Frank Vanclay, Matthew Higgins and Adam Blackshaw (eds), 
Canberra, 2008, p. 3.   
9 Janet Hawley, ‘A beautiful life’, The Advertiser, 10th December 2011, p. 18. 
10 Ibid, p. 18. 
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reality beyond words’.11  Koonz’s findings have been borne out over recent decades — for 

example, with the increasing popularity of pilgrimages to that most sacred of sites linked to 

Australian nationalism, Anzac Cove and Gallipoli, culminating in the one hundred year 

centenary of the Gallipoli landing in April 2015.  Although the horror of war has long been 

silent at the site, every particle of sand and soil at Anzac Cove is deemed ‘sacred’, 

physically connecting the visitor with the past.   

 

Yet thousands of bereaved Australian families were never able to visit such faraway places, 

for that privilege was never possible in days gone by.12 Instead, war memorials were 

erected in cities world-wide.  Throughout Australia, almost every town or community built 

a hall or obelisk honouring the soldiers of the Great War.  Sarah Tarlow has commented 

that not only did such memorials provide a ‘local focus for private mourning’ but they also 

served to create patriotism, as ‘part of a political landscape’.13 Yet it was not until the 75th 

anniversary of the end of the First World War that a Tomb of the Unknown Australian 

Soldier was created at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, after an unknown 

Australian soldier was transported to Australia from Adelaide Cemetery near Villers-

Bretonneaux in France.14  

 

Similarly, organised tours of the battlefields of France and Belgium attract visitors 

worldwide.  In 2012, the researcher joined such a group.  Travelling from Paris, the tour 

specialized in visiting Australian First World War cemeteries and battle sites. At Hooge 

Crater Military Cemetery in Belgium the researcher visited the final resting place of a 

South Australian relative, Private Harold Tobitt from Williamstown in the Adelaide Hills, 

who joined the 50th Battalion of the A.I.F., serving in Egypt, France and Belgium before 

being killed on the Western Front on 24th September 1917.15   Set amidst peaceful green 

fields, the cemetery is, like all the graves under the care of the Australian War Graves 

Commission, immaculately maintained.  Thousands of identical white headstones set in 

 
11 Claudia Koonz, ‘Between Memory and Oblivion: Concentration Camps in German Memory’. In J.R. Gillis 
(ed), Commemorations, Princeton, 1994, p. 259. 
12 Experience of the researcher. 
13 Sarah Tarlow, Bereavement and Commemoration, Oxford, 1999, p. 159. 
14 ‘Tomb of the Unknown Australia Soldier’, www.awm.gov.au, pp. 1-3. 
15 National Archives of Australia, http://www.naa.gov.au.  Viewed 5th October 2015. 

http://www.awm.gov.au/
http://www.naa.gov.au/
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rigid formality, mark each soldier’s grave, where plantings of dwarf cistus, cranesbill and 

variegated iris adorn the individual sites.  Pilgrims from afar, finding solace in visiting the 

final resting place of long-lost loved ones, move quietly along the seemingly endless rows 

of graves. 

 

International travel has now become so accessible to people in the Western world that when 

the Malaysia Airlines flight MH17 was shot down over eastern Ukraine in 2014, within 

days Jerzy Dyczynski and his wife came from Perth to visit the site, in memory of their 

daughter Fatima.16   Surrounded by the twisted wreckage of the plane, the grieving parents 

placed flowers at the site of the disaster.  They were unswayed by the danger of entering 

rebel-held territory and declared ‘we should have come here the minute it happened’.17  

Struggling to come to terms with their loss, the sense of ‘being there’ amidst the 

smouldering metal was their only consolation, for they were physically standing on the site 

which held the last connection to their loved one. 

 
Travel writer Bill Bryson has also extolled the wonder of ‘being there’, recalling his visit to 

the site of a Roman mosaic floor, laid 1600 years ago, in the British Cotswolds.  

Penetrating an overgrown wooded area, thicketed with brambles, Bryson stood in awe as he 

came upon the floor, preserved since ancient times.  Yet what affected him so profoundly 

was the realisation that this was not an artifact to be viewed in a museum — this was the 

actual floor which had ‘unquestionably felt the shuffle of Roman sandals’.18  This being 

there in that actual spot, created by ancient Romans, was the reason why Bryson sat 

spellbound upon a rock nearby for some time, his senses sated, immersed in his brief 

reunion with the world of antiquity.  Indeed, Bryson’s captivation with the past is echoed in 

the evocations of historian George Trevelyan: 

 

                  …the poetry of history lies in the quasi-miraculous fact 
                  that once, on this earth, once, on this familiar spot of ground, 

      walked other men and women, as actual as we are today,  
                  thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions,  

 
16 ‘MH17: Grieving Australian couple visit Malaysia Airlines crash site’, www.abc.net.au, 27th July 2014, 
viewed 14th October 2015. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Bill Bryson, Notes from a Small Island, London, 2009, p. 110. 
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                  but now all gone, one generation vanishing into another, 
                  gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, 
                   like ghosts at cockcrow.19 
 
Exploring the connection between ‘special places’ and memory, Australian historian 

Graeme Davison has concluded that enduring memories are formed within the places where 

they occurred.20  Davison’s findings concur with those of Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, 

who believe that it is memory itself which binds people to places which are meaningful to 

them.21  For example, Paula Hamilton wrote of Jean Hudson, whose walks around Manly in 

Sydney are so special to her: 

 

A suburb she has lived in for over sixty years, she often puts 
her hand out and touches places like stairs or fences, or  
buildings that remind her of people she loved, now gone, 
events of importance that happened in her life.22 
 

Hamilton’s words are echoed in the findings of French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, 

who studied the role of geographical sites in the formation of collective memory, finding 

that space is a ‘reality that endures’, allowing us to re-enter the past as if we are actually 

present in the setting where a sacred event occurred.23   

 

 Since our impressions rush by…we can…recapture the past 
 only by understanding how it is, in effect, preserved by our 
 physical surroundings.24 
 

 
Indeed, the researcher has found that the physical location of places and buildings is a 

strong theme in the construction of memory and attachment.  For instance, at the local 

funeral parlour and crematorium where the researcher is based, it appears that the 

 
19 George Trevelyan, cited in Richard Evans, In Defence of History, London, 2000, p. 250. 
20 Graeme Davison, ‘Reading a Building’, in Graeme Davison and Chris McConville (eds), A Heritage 
Handbook, North Sydney 1991, p. 179. 
21 Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, History at the Crossroads – Australians and the Past, Ultimo,  
2007. p. 88. 
22 Ibid, p. 88. 
23 Maurice Halbwachs, cited in Claudia Koonz, Commemorations, p. 259. 
24 Maurice Halbwachs, cited in Claudia Koonz, ‘Between Memory and Oblivion: Concentration Camps in 
German Memory’, Commemorations, Princeton, 1994, p. 259. 
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crematorium chapel and garden are viewed as a ‘special place’ by some bereaved people25.  

Notwithstanding the maelstrom of emotions which can beset the bereaved in the early 

weeks of mourning, the funeral chapel and parlour seem to hold an almost ‘sacred’ status 

for some bereaved families, perhaps because it was here that a family’s loved one was last 

seen — either in a bodily form, or represented by the presence of their coffin — and that 

memory, although imbued with sadness, becomes almost sacrosanct.  

 

On a number of occasions, when bereaved families have telephoned to make a time to 

return to the funeral parlour to take possession of the cremated remains of their late family 

member, quite a few have mentioned that they wish to come personally to the funeral 

premises to collect the ashes, rather than have them delivered to their home.26   Yet it has 

emerged that some of those people have found it difficult to return to the funeral parlour, 

fearing that they may revisit the emotional turmoil of their bereavement and there is often a 

lapse of some months before bereaved families are able to take this step.  During this 

liminal period, the bereaved sometimes mention later that they have driven past the 

crematorium many times, but have been unable to take that final action of calling in at the 

crematorium office, to claim the remains of their loved one.27 

 

Another significant change which has been evidenced in the last few decades is the new 

way in which the cremated remains themselves are perceived by many bereaved families.  

For example, while in the past, the ashes of the deceased were always treated with 

reverence, there was also often present a sense of awe, or apprehension, when the container 

of cremated remains was handed to the family.   Yet now, the ashes are often eagerly 

received by the bereaved family.  For example, the parents of a young man who died 

tragically in Port Lincoln September 2015 were understandably devastated by his death and 

struggled with the ordeal of attending his funeral ceremony.  Yet a fortnight later, when the 

parents came to the funeral parlour to collect their son’s ashes, they left beaming happily, 

because they were now ‘taking their son home again’.28  Indeed, as in the foregoing 

 
25 Experience of the researcher. 
26 Experience of the researcher. 
27 Experience of the researcher. 
28 Experience of the researcher, 6th October 2015. 
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example, bereaved families sometimes refer to the cremated remains in an almost 

anthropomorphic way, as though the ashes are indeed still that person. Whilst of course this 

is true — the ashes are the physical remains of their loved one — they are in a greatly 

reduced and unidentifiable form.  

 

For example, in an email message received by the researcher, a bereaved family arranged to 

collect the ashes of their deceased daughter from the funeral parlour, not mentioning the 

word ‘ashes’ but instead referring to the deceased as if she were still in a bodily form: 

 

…My partner can come out and pick her up…29 

 

Considering this new terminology often favoured by the bereaved, perhaps it is emblematic 

of a new social acceptance of death, rather than a form of ‘denial’ of the death itself.   On 

the other hand, if the deceased continues to be referred to after death, as still being a 

‘person’ — this may bring some small comfort to the bereaved, keeping their loved one 

close as they journey through the difficult grieving process.  Indeed, keeping ‘alive’ the 

memory of the deceased has emerged as a strong theme in the latter decades of the 

twentieth century, discarding the previous Freudian psychoanalytic emphasis on the 

removal of bonds of attachment.30 Instead of surrendering so speedily the bodily remains of 

their loved one to the earth (as with a burial), now postmodern rituals demonstrate the 

power and self-determination of the bereaved, whereby they decide what will take place.  

 

Indeed, one of the appeals of choosing the option of cremation has been the ability the 

bereaved now have to decide what will happen to the ashes of the deceased, after the 

cremation has taken place.  Yet until the mid 1970s, as Douglas Davies has found, options 

for placement of the ashes were not available, as most cremated remains were placed in 

niche walls or landscaped sites at crematoria.31  For instance, in Adelaide’s Centennial Park 

and Enfield Memorial Park, vast columbaria were created to house thousands of containers 

of cremated remains, for such placement was de rigueur in that era.   Davies’ finding has 

 
29 Email message sent to the researcher, 8th October 2015 at 8.08 p.m. (italic emphasis added by researcher). 
30 Douglas Davies and Hannah Rumble, Natural Burial, London, 2012, p. 140. 
31 Douglas Davies, A Brief History of Death, Carlton, 2005, p. 121. 
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been borne out in the researcher’s area, where placement of the ashes in a niche wall was 

formerly the memorialisation option of choice for most people.32  Yet over the last two 

decades, more families have decided to create their own rituals, often involving scattering, 

and have taken the ashes away from the crematorium, rather than place them in a niche 

wall.33 

 

At the same time, the need to have a place of focus for remembering a loved one is still an 

important human need.  Although there has been a decrease in the number of cremated 

remains being placed in the local crematorium niche wall, there has been a continued 

interest in having a plaque displayed there, albeit it without the ashes, which have already 

been scattered elsewhere.34 This trend for creating sites of memory is in direct contrast to 

the cemetery environment, where death itself is the main focus.  Indeed, one participant in 

Roberts’ study, who scattered the cremated remains of her grandfather at a horse-racing 

venue, said: 

 

 …I don’t get sad when I drive by the racetrack and I think 
     of my grandpa.  I don’t have a depressing place like a 
     gravesite to go to.35 
 
However, in a similar study, investigating modes of ash placement, Hockey and 

Prendergast noted an ‘implicit tension’ was often present in many interviewees’ accounts, 

as they sought a disposal method which was personal and different, yet was also ‘proper’, 

in keeping with societal perceptions of acceptability in combining both traditional and 

contemporary disposition methods.36 

 

Commenting on the contemporary power of the people, as the church’s control of funerary 

rites is increasingly discarded and the acceptance of cremation continues to rise, Leonie 

Kellaher and Ken Worpole believe that families can now ‘repossess’ the dead, for it is they 

 
32 Experience of the researcher. 
33 Experience of the researcher. 
34 Experience of the researcher. 
35 Ibid, p. 24. 
36 Pamela Roberts, p. 18. 
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alone who will decide upon the placement of the cremated remains. 37  For instance, while 

some families in the researcher’s area have already decided in advance about their plans for 

the ashes, some only decide at a later date, after the funeral ceremony is over.38  Not 

possessing the legal status of a body, ashes can be dealt with according to the wishes of the 

family and a decision is often made to separate them into several portions, perhaps with 

some being kept in the family home, or scattered at a later date at a meaningful site of 

significance.   

 

Holding onto the ashes of a loved one, even for a short time until a final disposition, allows 

the bereaved to keep their loved one near, notwithstanding their transformed material 

presence.  Continuing this theme, researchers Kellaher, Hockey and Prendergast conducted 

a study concerning the materiality of ashes and their location, finding that the cremated 

remains themselves were of immense importance to bereaved families.39  For instance, if 

the ashes were lost, or their destination was not as originally determined, great upheaval 

could be caused within the family, notwithstanding the fact that once collected from the 

crematorium, many ashes are destined to be scattered to the wind or water, with no visible 

trace left.40  Yet even if the ashes are dispersed, their materiality still matters greatly to the 

bereaved, for in that small container, resting peacefully in a neat and tidy form, are all the 

emotional ties, thoughts and feelings associated with a family’s loved one. 

 

Yet whilst references to the deceased being ‘at rest’ appear to be a continuing theme in 

funerary terminology, Lakhbir Jassal disagrees, finding that the contemporary era has 

allowed them to continue to be mobile.41  For example, Jassal explains, cremated remains 

may be divided between family members, who may separately decide whether the ashes 

 
37 Leonie Kellaher and Ken Worpole, ‘Bringing the Dead Back Home: Urban Public Spaces as Sites for New 
Patterns of Mourning and Memorialisation’, in Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway (eds), Deathscapes, 
Surrey, 2010, p. 174. 
38 Experience of the researcher. 
39 Leonie Kellaher, Jenny Hockey and David Prendergast, ‘Wandering Lines and Cul-de-Sacs: Trajectories of 
Ashes in the United Kingdom’,  in Jenny Hockey, Carol Komaromy and Kate Woodthorpe (eds), The Matter 
of Death, New York, 2010, p. 138.  
40 Ibid, p. 138. 
41 Lakhbir K. Jassal, ‘Necromobilities: The Multi-sited Geographies of Death and Disposal in a Mobile 
World’, Mobilities, 10:3, 2014, p. 487. 
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will be scattered at a special place, or in the ocean, or even sent to a distant land.42 In 

relocating and disposing of cremated remains in diverse ways, Jassal believes that the 

bereaved are able to control and create ‘geographies of disposal’ that not only satisfy their 

own personal desires, but also the cultural beliefs of the deceased.43 Pamela Roberts 

conducted a study on a similar theme, finding that most of the participants in her research 

project viewed ash scattering as allowing the deceased to be set free, in a place that was 

special to the family.44   

 

This finding echoes the conclusions of Hockey and Prendergast, who found that 

increasingly, trends in disposal and memorialisation of cremated remains were aimed at 

creating ‘a special place’ — spaces which were simultaneously both private and public, yet 

which provided the bereaved with ‘environments of memory’.45 Yet whilst the ashes may 

be scattered at a site which has great meaning for the bereaved family at that time, will that 

special place — often in bucolic surroundings — remain that way?   

 

Nothing lasts forever, but as Rich Darby wrote, some families have an image of their loved 

one’s ashes being scattered in a peaceful, flower-filled landscape, oblivious to the 

possibility that in the future that very spot where the ashes are scattered may be 

transformed into a commercial property — and will no longer be a sacred place honouring 

the life of their loved one.46  Moreover, as Darby concluded, whilst scattering of ashes 

seems to be a ‘simple solution’, many families do not realise at the time the importance of 

establishing a permanent memorial to their loved one, in a safe location which will not be 

disturbed by time or circumstance.47  For example, the researcher has found that whilst 

scattering of ashes at a special place is a frequent occurrence in the local area, some 

 
42 Ibid, p. 487. 
43 Ibid, p. 501. 
44 Pamela Roberts, ‘What Now?  Cremation Without Tradition’, Omega: Journal of Death and Dying, 
electronic version, 62:1, 2011, p. 2. 
45 Jenny Hockey and David Prendergast, ‘Where did all the Cremated Remains go?’ ACCA News,  
Summer 2007, p. 14. 
46 Rich Darby, ‘Things Families Don’t Know About Cremation’, American Cemetery & Cremation, 
87:9, 2015, p. 6. 
47 Ibid, p. 2. 
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families also choose to have a small plaque erected, usually in a safe, socially-acceptable 

place such as a cemetery, where family may visit.48 

 

In the Port Lincoln area, where the researcher resides, the scattering of ashes from a boat 

into the pristine waters of Boston Bay is a frequent mode of disposal.    Port Lincoln’s 

magnificent marina area — Lincoln Cove — is the safe haven for the majestic vessels of 

the city’s tuna and prawn fishing magnates, bearing witness to one of the sources of the 

city’s wealth.  Yet a tragic history lurks beyond the sapphire waters, for over a period of 

many years, a great number of Port Lincoln fishermen have been ‘lost at sea’, their bodies 

never recovered.  In 1994 a memorial carved from local granite was established at the 

marina area in Port Lincoln, to honour the lives of those men lost at sea and it is a telling 

testament to the power of the ocean and its deadly toll.  

 

Yet from another perspective, a great number of professional fishermen — having survived 

many years at sea before dying peacefully in retirement — request that their bodies be 

returned to the sea, although burial of a whole body at sea rarely chosen, and the wishes of 

the deceased are usually honoured by the scattering upon the sea of cremated remains.  

During 2013 for the whole of Australia there were only two burials of bodies at sea — and 

both took place in South Australia, although not at Port Lincoln.49  Explaining the low 

number of such burials, David Nagel of Alfred James Funeral Homes in Adelaide believes 

that the cost and organisation of such a burial, compared to the ease of scattering ashes, is 

the main reason, with sea burials currently costing around $20,000.50 

 

Another option for dispersing cremated remains for those with a love of the sea is the 

scattering of ashes at a local beach.  The coastline on Lower Eyre Peninsula has many wide, 

sandy beaches, easily accessible to the public, where local residents have fond memories of 

fishing excursions or family picnics in the past which have imbued those areas with a 

special meaning.  Whilst many people scatter the ashes and decide not to create any type of 

 
48 Experience of the researcher. 
49 ‘S.A. Company takes the lead in Sea Burials’, The Australian Funeral Director, vol. 35, no. 4,  
June 2014, p. 33. 
50 Ibid. 
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memorial, some recognise a need to establish a permanent site of memory.  In some cases 

this need is provided by the establishment of a memorial bench sited near the beach, 

perhaps with a plaque inscribed with details of the deceased, so that memories can be 

perpetuated.  

 

During 2015, the researcher spoke with a local family whose grandfather’s ashes had been 

scattered at sea in New Zealand, some years ago.51  The family had not created a memorial 

site anywhere at that time.  Several years ago, the local council at Streaky Bay, a coastal 

town 293 kilometres from Port Lincoln, introduced a scheme whereby local residents could 

purchase a small memorial plaque for a nominal fee and it could be affixed to a chosen 

position on the main fishing jetty.  Proving to be a popular initiative, this idea was most 

appealing to the family the researcher spoke with for whilst the grandfather had spent his 

life in New Zealand, he had regularly visited his Australian family and the Streaky Bay 

jetty had been his favourite haunt, where he had spent many peaceful hours fishing.  When 

the researcher travelled to Streaky Bay and met with the family, their pride and satisfaction 

was almost palpable as they pointed out the grandfather’s plaque, affixed to a railing on the 

jetty.  Now, they had a place of focus, for the small plaque proclaimed to all who saw it that 

their loved one was not forgotten, for his memory would live on in this special place which 

was filled with meaning, even though so far removed from the land of his birth.  

 

During the late 1960s, a growing awareness of ecological issues began to pervade 

Australian consciousness and whilst all aspects of sociocultural matters were influenced, 

the ‘green’ or ‘natural’ concept soon extended to funerary customs.  Embalming and the 

use of chemicals were discouraged, as well as highly lacquered coffins.   By the closing 

years of the twentieth century, the term ‘green’ was firmly entrenched in Australian 

language, generally understood as engendering respect and concern for the environment 

and an adherence to natural principles wherever possible.  Major cemeteries and crematoria 

introduced new practices to reduce ‘carbon footprints’ and to reassure the public that they 

 
51 Conversation with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 15th June 2015. 
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were complying with the new direction.  For instance, Centennial Park in Adelaide engaged 

consultants to evaluate the environmental impact of burial, compared to cremation.52   

 

Interestingly, Part One of the study, the Environmental Impact Risk Assessment,  

concluded that a burial was a greater threat to the environment than a cremation.  Using risk 

assessment criteria, the total risk score for a burial at Centennial Park was 66 points out of 

one hundred, while a cremation was less at 60 points.   Explaining the result, the report 

noted that the burial process was more labour intensive, because more fuels were used; 

larger amounts of waste were produced and there was an increased risk of soil and water 

contamination from the storage of fuels and chemicals which were necessary for use by 

cemetery staff.53   On the other hand, Part Two of the study, a Greenhouse Gas Assessment, 

evaluated the carbon footprint for Centennial Park, based upon fuel usage figures for both 

burial and cremation over a twelve month period, finding that each cremation generated 

approximately 160 kilograms of carbon dioxide equivalent, compared to only 39 kilograms 

for a burial.  Whilst the report concluded that burials at Centennial Park rated higher as an 

environmental risk, cremations had a larger carbon footprint because of their high usage of 

natural gas.54 

 

Countering adverse publicity regarding environmental concerns, which had become a 

familiar media topic globally, the manufacturers of cremation equipment quickly released 

their own reports.  For instance, Paul Rahill, the president of Matthews International 

Cremation Division, which is based in Orlando, Florida, released the results of a study on 

the impact of cremation on the environment, with a particular focus on mercury 

emissions.55  Whilst the United States Environmental Protection Agency found that some 

of the main human activities which led to mercury emissions were municipal incinerators, 

broken fluorescent tubes, and dental facilities, the operation of crematories was one of the 

lowest sources.56 

 

 
52 ‘Environmental Footprint Study: Burial v. Cremation’, ACCA News. Summer 2007/2008. p. 31. 
53 Ibid, p. 31. 
54 Ibid, p. 31. 
55 Paul Rahill, ‘Mercury Emissions and the Cremation Process – 20008’, Matthew Cremation Division. 
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Yet the quest for more natural and ‘environmentally friendly’ modes of disposition 

continued through the early years of the new millennium.  Increasingly popular overseas, 

natural burial grounds are variously known as ‘Woodland Burial Grounds’ in the United 

Kingdom and ‘Green Burial Grounds’ in the United States of America — their names 

indicating sites which adhere to principles of ‘natural burial’.57  According to the 

Australasian Cemeteries and Crematoria Association, a natural burial ground dictates that a 

biodegradable coffin, constructed from sustainable materials, be used;  the body is prepared 

without embalming or chemical preservatives and the gravesite is not marked by a 

traditional headstone or memorial.58 Indeed, advocates of natural burial, or burial on private 

land, generally eschew the importance of memorials. 

 

Commenting on the establishment of natural burial areas in Australia, Lynne Pepper has 

observed that in recent years the emphasis on burial sites has changed.59For instance, she 

has found that while traditional cemeteries were developed as a ‘cultivated landscape’ of 

monuments and memorials, now the key element appears to be the landscape itself.60  

Elizabeth Fournier agrees with this finding, but she has also observed that an interest in 

burial outside of cemeteries may be due to a ‘collective, heightened consciousness’ as 

families gain more control over the funeral process itself.61  Moreover, the movement 

towards natural burial sites may also evidence the increasing secularisation of society, with 

informal open spaces chosen rather than traditional sites within consecrated cemetery 

grounds.  Nancy Marshall and Rennie Rounds compiled a report on the challenges facing 

proponents of green burial in Australia, concluding that there is not only an apparent lack of 

knowledge of the green burial concept itself amongst planners and communities, but also a 

paucity of understanding of the social implications in multicultural Australia.62 

 

 
56 Ibid. 
57 ‘Natural Burials’, ACCA News, Autumn 2009, p. 25. 
58 Ibid, p. 25. 
59 Lynne Pepper, ‘Lilydale Memorial Park’, ACCA News, Spring 2009, p. 28. 
60 Ibid, p. 28. 
61 Elizabeth Fournier, ‘Backyard Burials’, American Funeral Director, 2010, p. 32. 
62 Nancy Marshall and Rennie Rounds, ‘Green Burials in Australia and their Planning Challenges”, 
University of New South Wales, Sydney, https://soac.fbe.unsw.ed.au/2011. Viewed 2nd August 2015. 

https://soac.fbe.unsw.ed.au/2011


 254 

While cemeteries are places for remembrance, connecting the past to the present, the vast 

Australian outback was often the final resting place for people in isolated regions, who 

were far from a consecrated cemetery.   Lonely graves on deserted properties, perhaps 

marked with stones or crudely constructed enclosures, bear testament to the tyranny of 

distance which denied the cemetery burial which was conventional during that era. Yet in 

modern times, even when proximity to cemeteries is not a concern, some people choose to 

remain with the land so dear to them, rather than conform to traditional funerary practices.  

While ‘home’ burial of a body (cremated remains excepted) is not legally possible within 

Australian cities and towns, burial on private rural land may be a lawful right, according to 

the regulations of each Local Council.  For example, outside of the city of Port Lincoln, 

burial on private farming land has been permitted, in accordance with the express wishes of 

landholders. 

 

In 2008, a local Port Lincoln farmer left written instructions with his solicitor confirming 

that he was to be buried on his property, about 20 kilometres from the city centre.63  The 

chosen site — atop a steep hill in rugged, uncleared scrubland — presented great 

difficulties for the preparation of the grave site.  Unmoved by the challenge, family 

members of the deceased sourced earthmoving equipment not only to dig the solitary grave, 

but to clear a primitive access roadway through the thick mallee scrub.  At dawn on the day 

of the funeral a hot north wind was blowing, but this did not deter a large crowd of 

mourners gathering to join the cortege to the burial site.64  Dispensing with tradition, the 

coffin bearing the deceased was borne in a four wheel drive utility — the only type of 

vehicle to conquer the difficult terrain.  Leading the cortege for many kilometers, the utility 

with the coffin borne aloft created a vast swirling cloud of dust, which descended upon all 

the vehicles in the cortege, thereby obliterating any view of the leading vehicle, or the 

coffin, until everyone arrived at the grave site.  Commemorating the spirit of the deceased 

and paying tribute to his love of the land, a simple ceremony was held.  At the conclusion, 

mourners passed by the grave, all taking turns to place a shovel of dirt on the coffin, before 

 
63 Experience of the researcher. 
64 Funeral Notice, inviting the public to attend the funeral ceremony to be held on the farming property, 
published in the Port Lincoln Times, Thursday 13th March 2008. 
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gathering to enjoy refreshments beneath marquees erected nearby.65  While the wishes of 

the deceased had been carried out, the one burial site had now transformed the landscape, 

for a sacred place had been created.    The burial itself — so alien to traditional cemetery 

surroundings — had a powerful physical symbolic presence, for not only had a civilizing 

rite intruded upon a hostile natural environment, but the public had been permitted to enter 

the private property of the owner.    

 

Earlier in this chapter, the stipulations for the creation of a ‘sacred site’ were explored.  

Paul Devereux found that a site can only have a ‘sacred dimension’ by interacting with our 

minds and senses, for it is the place itself which locates the experience in our mentality 66 

and this requirement was met in the foregoing example.  An atmosphere of heightened 

expectation and respectful anticipation, almost palpable, was evidenced in the crowd which 

gathered at the allotted time for the bush burial.  All those attending, who had known the 

deceased in life, were aware that they were going to experience a unique event — one 

which was very different, but which would be meaningful and appropriate.67 

 

Researchers Anna Petersson and Carola Wingren conducted a study on the importance of 

creating a final resting place which was in accordance with the wishes of the deceased.68 

Their findings concluded that in order to bring a sense of comfort and peace to the 

bereaved, it was essential to select a burial site which was appropriate to the deceased’s 

preferences and personality.69  Philip Bachelor addressed this concept in his study of the 

social world of the cemetery, describing the construction of ideal ‘metaphysical worlds’ in 

which the bereaved gain solace from imagining their lost loved ones in surroundings they 

would have enjoyed in life.70  To this end, burial on private land or in natural surroundings 

has great significance.  The decedent, before death, is able to calmly contemplate eternal 

rest in a site which they have personally chosen.  Later, at the time the death occurs, the 

 
65 Experience of the researcher. 
66 Ibid, p. 16. 
67 Experience of the researcher. 
68 Anna Petersson and Carola Wingren, ‘Designing a memorial place: Continuing care, passage landscapes 
and future memories’ in Mortality, 2011, 16:1, p. 54. 
69 Ibid, p. 54. 
70 Philip Bachelor, cited in Anna Petersson and Carola Wingren, ‘Designing a memorial place: continuing 
care, passage landscapes and future memories’, p. 58. 
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bereaved family members may be less burdened by their loss, with the knowledge that they 

are fulfilling the wishes of the deceased. 

 

Yet following the creation of a sacred site beyond the precincts of a traditional cemetery 

and the satisfaction of carrying out a loved one’s wishes, there are issues which may prove 

problematic in the future. For instance, in South Australia, the Department of Health 

stipulates that following a burial on private land, no permanent access rights can be 

granted.71  Therefore, in the event that the property where a grave is situated should be 

sold, access to the site for visiting could be denied by the new landholder.72  At the same 

time, a grave on such private land could be ‘dug up or otherwise interfered with’ by any 

future land owners, without notice, violating the sacred nature of the site which had 

previously existed.73   

 

Whilst there has been no interest in the creation of public natural burial grounds in the 

researcher’s area of Lower Eyre Peninsula, Wirra Wonga (the Kuarna aboriginal term for 

‘bush grave’) — South Australia’s first natural burial site at Enfield Memorial Park in 

Adelaide, was opened in 2008.  In early 2015, another site, Pilyu Yarta has been opened at 

Smithfield, near Adelaide. According to the brochure which promotes Wirra Wonga’s 

attributes, the native bushland flora will, over time, ‘become a living and lasting natural 

memorial’.74  At the same time, the management of Wirra Wonga has decreed that no 

flowers may be placed on graves, or any ‘headstone, edging or other stone, vase or 

embellishment’ on the grave site itself.75 The only memorial option allowed is an 

inscription recording the deceased’s name on a communal stone near the entrance gates.76   

 

Soon after the opening of Wirra Wonga, Eric Heapy of the Adelaide Cemeteries Authority, 

predicted that within twenty years, ‘about one in ten’ South Australians would choose a 

 
71 Michael Coates, solicitor, email communication to the researcher, 5th March 2008. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 ‘Wirra Wonga’, Enfield Memorial Park brochure, Adelaide Cemeteries Authority. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
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burial which was ‘environmentally friendly’.77  Yet in August 2015, statistics from Wirra 

Wonga revealed that in seven years of operation, only 73 burials have taken place there, 

with two at the new site, Pilyu Yarta.  When discussing the statistics with the Adelaide 

Cemeteries Authority, the researcher queried the low volume of burials in the two facilities,  

which serve the whole of the metropolitan area of Adelaide.  Matthew Adam, Adelaide 

Cemeteries Authority representative, cautiously stated that the natural sites serve a ‘niche 

market’ and this statement is certainly borne out in the statistics.78 

 

Three years later, in late 2018, the researcher again contacted the Adelaide Cemeteries 

Authority, enquiring about the current statistics for natural burial.  Surprisingly, in the three 

years since the researcher had previously enquired, only 37 burials had taken place at Wirra 

Wonga and four at Pilyu Yarta.79  These figures demonstrate that there has been very little 

interest in the concept of natural burial.  One of the reasons may be the cost, because a 

single site for one burial (as at November 2018) is $6500.00. Considering that this is the 

cost for just the gravesite and interment, without taking into account all the other 

accoutrements which are usual at funerals such as a coffin, flowers, newspaper notices, 

memorial cards, celebrant fee and the funeral director’s service fee, the final cost would be 

substantially more.  On the other hand, a complete cremation package is offered by many 

funeral directors in Adelaide, including all the items listed previously as well as the 

cremation fee, for under $4000.00.  As this thesis has demonstrated, millennial families 

seek not only individualised services, but also value and this is reflected in the vast swing 

away from burial, with cremation becoming the new tradition. 

 

Soon after the opening of Wirra Wonga in Adelaide in 2008, the Australasian Cemeteries 

and Crematoria Association (ACCA) commented on the emerging trend of natural burial.80  

According to ACCA, figures released by the United Nations predict that crude mortality 

rates worldwide will more than double between 2000 and 2050, with more land and fuel for 

 
77 Eric Heapy, ‘Natural undertaking’ viewed 3 August 2015.  http://www.greencemeteries.com.au/tag/wirra-
wonga-natural-burial-ground 
78 Email communication and verbal conversation with Matthew Adam of the Adelaide Cemeteries Authority, 
4th August 2015. 
79 Email communication from Peter Skinn, Cemetery Records Team, Adelaide Cemeteries Authority,  
6th November 2018. 
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burials and cremations needed, than ever before.81  Yet the ACCA report believes the 

natural burial movement, under the ‘forgiveable enchantment of environmental protection 

at any cost’ has overlooked some important considerations.82 

 

For instance, ACCA has queried the real value of burial in single, shallow graves (to enable 

rapid decomposition of the body to take place through increased microbial activity near the 

ground surface).83  ACCA believes that burial plots, ‘like fossil fuels’, should not be 

considered to be a renewable resource, and therefore ACCA does not believe there is any 

advantage in offering only single sites.84 At the same time, traditional ‘non-green’ 

cemeteries are very efficient in land usage, for a vast number of graves are designed for 

multiple burials within the same site.  For instance, even in the main cemetery at Port 

Lincoln, a triple depth grave can be leased by a family, allowing three burials to take place, 

over a period of time, in the same grave.  Yet according to ACCA, low density ‘green’ 

burial fields would require, in the future, vast acreages to fulfil increasing needs.85 

 
Although ‘green’ burial sites do not permit permanent memorial stones or markers, it is 

difficult to envisage a cultural world without memorialisation and tangible forms of 

remembrance.  For instance, Phillipe Ariès has found that since ancient times, tombs of the 

dead were also memorials, with their inscriptions designed to avoid the ‘anonymity that is 

true death’.86  Moreover, throughout his studies of the history of funerary inscriptions and 

artefacts, Ariès observed that all classes of people ‘even slaves’ have sought to establish the 

significance of their lives, so that their memory would endure and give a sense of 

timelessness, despite death.87 

 

 
80 ‘Ageing and Graves’, ACCA News, Spring 2009. p. 40. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Phillipe Ariès, In the Hour of our Death, p. 203. 
87 Ibid, p. 203. 
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Advocates of natural burial, or burial on private land, generally eschew the importance of 

memorials.  Reflectively, Phillipe Ariès expressed a view which possibly encompasses the 

new way of thinking, as burial beyond traditional cemeteries slowly gains acceptance: 

 

 What a vain thing it is to seek to perpetuate the memory of the dead. 
 Stone lasts longer than a wooden cross, but time, which destroys all 
 things, destroys that, too.88 
 
 
Although Ariès’ views on the temporality of life may echo the thoughts of most of 

mankind, many would disagree that it is ‘vain’ to cherish the memory of those who have 

predeceased us.  For instance, while the latter half of the twentieth century has ushered in 

dramatic changes in funerary customs, human nature remains constant.  Through all time, 

people have known hope, desire, passion and despair.  When the tribulations of life and loss 

have been overwhelming, memories of loved ones and times past have been a sustaining 

force, for as Beverley Raphael so succinctly observed ‘memories are the fabric of our lives 

and our identities’.89 Yet Leah Bendavid-Val suggests that memories are even more − 

‘fragmentary, layered and imperfect − [memories] define who we are to ourselves and to 

everybody else’.90  

 

Preserving those memories, by the creation of tangible memorials to deceased loves ones 

has for centuries been a way of honouring and remembering our ancestors.  Yet in recent 

years the emerging trend of natural burial does not allow any individual memorialisation at 

gravesites, thereby denying important acts of ritual and symbolism.  Some contemporary 

theorists, such as Thomas Friese, have observed that the natural burial movement may be 

giving precedence to environmental concerns, at the expense of the human aspects.91  Many 

other scholarly studies concur, affirming the importance of establishing memorials to the 

deceased for the benefit of the bereaved as well as future generations.  

 
88 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, New York, 1981, p. 534. 
89 Beverley Raphael, Recovered Memories: Fact and Fantasy, Hobart, 1995. p. 2. 
90 Leah Bendavid-Val, Song Without Words: The Photographs & Diaries of Countess Sophia Tolstoy, 
National Geographic, Washington DC, 2007, p. 8.  See also Maurice Halbwachs’ On Collective Memory, 
1992, p. 168 (first published in 1941) – a seminal work wherein Halbwachs argues that memory is ‘socially 
conditioned’ and subjective, changing in accordance with the present social world one lives in. 
91 Thomas Friese, ‘What green burial still needs to figure out’. ACCA News, Autumn, 2009, p. 14. 
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Margaret Gibson’s findings have brought new interest to the topic, for she believes that 

memorialisation itself is a ‘memory practice’.92  For example, Gibson explains, even 

memory is mortal, for over time, all those who kept alive their thoughts of the deceased, in 

their memory, will also die, for ‘human mortality eventually conquers all living memory’.93  

Yet while a tangible memorial cannot preserve living memory, it does engage, in a 

symbolic way, with memory’s ephemerality.94 Gibson uses the words of Rico Franses to 

encapsulate this way of thinking: 

 

 Memorials always exist in a fraught relation to fear of disappearance:  
 information stores solely as memory has a tenuous existence.  Once 
 forgotten, it has disappeared forever.95 
 

In modern times, memorials and monuments remain important as both social and 

commemorative elements of memory and history.  Not only are they sites of personal and 

family remembrance, but they record aspects of a community’s heritage, while reflecting 

the values and concerns of the society which established them.  Indeed, Graeme Davison 

decries the decline of the larger public monuments and statues which once adorned civic 

areas and helped to ‘define the moral basis of social and political life’.96  While Davison 

admits that the public monument’s role has largely been overtaken by television, 

newspapers and the internet, he believes that statues and memorials have a ‘solidity and 

permanence’ which can never be replaced by more transient forms of remembrance.97 

 

Davison’s thoughts on the durability of monuments and tangible memorials are also echoed 

in the findings of other theorists.  For instance, according to Petersson and Wingren, 

material items can bring comfort to the bereaved, because they give the deceased a 

continuing, symbolic form of presence.98  For example, Petersson and Wingren found that 

 
92 Margaret Gibson, ‘The Death Drive’, in J. Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, 
Armidale, 2007, p. 167. 
93 Ibid, p. 168. 
94 Ibid, p. 168. 
95 Rico Franses, cited in Margaret Gibson, ‘The Death Drive’, in J. Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A 
Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 168. 
96 Graeme Davison, ‘Monumental History: Do statues (still) speak?’ The Use and Abuse of Australian 
History, St. Leonards, 2000, p. 54. 
97 Ibid, p. 54. 
98 Anna Petersson and Carola Wingren, ‘Designing a memorial place’, p. 59. 
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the hard stone of a gravesite memorial may symbolise the strength and form of the 

deceased body itself, while the fleeting beauty of flowers placed at the site may represent 

the ‘more transient flesh’.99  Such a combination of the durable stone and ephemeral 

flowers, they add, allows a representative reconstruction embodying the ‘identity, 

personhood and memory of the deceased’ thereby allowing a form of continuing connection 

to be maintained with the dead.100 

 
Indeed, over recent decades, another form of connection with the deceased has appeared 

alongside highways throughout Australia and in other nations with the increasing presence 

of roadside markers to indicate the site of a road fatality, or tragic event.  Evidence exists 

that even in the ancient world, death was marked at the side of roads and highways, so 

whilst the symbolism itself is not new, the proliferation of such markers appears to be a 

phenomenon of the late twentieth century.101  Explaining the concept, as public space 

alongside highways is claimed for the creation of private memorials, Klaasens, Groote and 

Vanclay believe that the ‘emotional repressiveness’ of many Western societies has 

diminished, allowing more open expressions of public mourning.102  

 

Whilst the purpose of roads is to facilitate travel, now they represent much more, for as 

Jennifer Clark attests ‘the road is the quintessential symbol of the human journey’.103  Yet 

sadly, as Clark continues, many travellers do not now safely arrive at their destination ‘for 

they are diverted from their path…not only from the physical road, but from life itself’.104  

Now a recognized feature of national highways, Maria Tumarkin has created a term to 

describe the phenomenon of ritualisation and remembrance at roadsides – ‘traumascapes’ – 

 
99 Ibid, p. 60. 
100 Ibid, p. 60. 
101 Susan Margaret Welsh, ‘Private Sorrow in the Public Domain: The Growing Phenomenon of Roadside 
Memorials’, Forum on Public Policy Online, 2014:1, 2014, viewed 28th September 2015. 
See also Paul Ashton, Paula Hamilton and Rose Searby, Places of the Heart, North Melbourne, 2012, p. 4  
for their findings on the emergence of a ‘memorial culture’ in Australia since the 1960s, when vernacular 
memorials began to show diversity and became less monumental in style. 
102 Mirjam Klaasens, Peter de Groote and Frank Vanclay, ‘Expressions of Private Mourning in Public Space: 
The Evolving Structure of Spontaneous and Permanent Roadside Memorials in the Netherlands’, Death 
Studies, vol. 37, 2013, pp. 145-171. 
103 Jennifer Clark, ‘Your Spot – marking place with roadside memorials’, in F. Vanclay, M. Higgins and A. 
Blackshaw (eds), Making Sense of Place, Canberra, 2008, p. 165. 
104 Ibid, p. 167. 
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signifying the construction of memorials to mark death and tragic events, at the sites where 

they actually occurred.105  Tumarkin has found that traumascapes exert a compelling social 

power, for there seems to be an ‘almost involuntary’ human need to mark the place of a 

tragedy − to make sacred a place which is ‘heavy with layers of emotions, memories and 

meaning’.106 Tumarkin’s emphasis on the importance of marking the exact site of the 

tragedy is notable, for this distinction is also borne out in another study by Jennifer Clark 

and Toni Tidswell, who found that the spot where the road accident actually occurred may 

even take precedence over a cemetery memorial.107 Margaret Gibson concurs that roadside 

markers ‘invoke a relatively new metaphysics of mourning’ for they give emphasis to the 

site of death, rather than the final resting place of the body.108 Majella Franzmann too has 

found that the primacy of place is paramount in the siting of the roadside memorial, for it 

marks the ‘spiritual gateway…the beginning of the highway to heaven’.109   

 

Some theorists have queried why the speedy creation of spontaneous or vernacular 

memorials (often erected within hours of a death) has gained such popularity in recent 

decades, suggesting that the phenomenon was given impetus following the death of Diana, 

Princess of Wales in 1997, ushering in a new social acceptability for the creation of sites 

 
105 Maria Turmarkin, cited in Bronwyn Batten, ‘Monuments, memorials and the presentation of Australia’s 
Indigenous Past’, in P. Ashton and P. Hamilton (eds), Outing the Past – Public History Review 11, 
Leichhardt, 2004, p. 103. 
106 Maria Tumarkin, ‘Traumascapes’, in Ockham’s Razor, electronic transcript of Radio National interview, 
viewed 25th February 2011. 
107 Jennifer Clark and Toni Tidswell, ‘Roadside Mourning: Exposing the Grief Behind Roadside Memorial 
Construction’, Grief Matters, 13:1, 2010, p. 23.  See also Susan Margaret Welsh, ‘Private Sorrow in the 
Public Domain: The Growing Phenomenon of Roadside Memorials, Forum on Public Policy Online, 2014:1, 
viewed 28th September 2015; see also Ray Moore, ‘Death has no dominion when it is so common’, Popular 
Anthropology Magazine, 4:2, 2013, wherein Moore investigated memorials erected on the Isle of Man, 
marking the sites of the 136 fatalities which have been recorded during the famed TT races there.  Moore 
concludes that the many roadside markers erected around the TT circuit overwhelmingly emphasise ‘the 
significance of the place’, far outweighing the style or form of the monument which is erected at the site. 
108 Margaret Gibson, ‘Death and Grief in the Landscape’, Cultural Studies Review17:1, March 2011, p. 159.  
See also Keith Suter, ‘Roadside Memorials: Sacred Places in a Secular Era’, Contemporary Review, 
292:1696, 2010, pp. 51-59, wherein he uses the term ‘new movement’ to describe the rise in the creation of 
vernacular memorials – which he views as a response to not only the dissatisfaction people in the Western 
world have found in established religious faiths, but also to an increasing quest for alternative ways to find 
meaning in life. 
109 Majella Franzmann, ‘Highway to Heaven: the Cosmology of the Roadside Memorial’, in J. Clark (ed), 
Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 179.  Similarly, confirming the 
supremacy of the actual site of the death, there is a flagpole in the Coffin Bay Cemetery, in the researcher’s 
area, where some years ago a young man died by suicide, hanging from the flagpole.  The local council 
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made sacred by tragedy.110 Whilst historians have noted that primitive site markers have 

been used throughout many cultures for centuries, the resurgence of such a form of 

commemoration now largely appears on modern highways.  According to Jennifer Clark, 

roadside memorials give those killed on the highway not only a special ‘temporal and 

cultural’ place to exist, but also allow the bereaved to express a more open attitude to ‘the 

diversity of human experience, the celebration of individuality.111 Margaret Gibson 

expands upon this theme, for she believes that the creation of spontaneous memorials not 

only ‘claims’ a death site  which has now been made sacred to an individual, but also 

extends to all travellers who use the highway, with the death site becoming ‘encrypted’ in 

their memory landscape.112 

 

Jennifer Clark and Toni Tidswell have found that roadside memorials represent a ‘place of 

continuity’ — a symbolic site where the bereaved can communicate with the deceased, 

express their emotions and begin to resolve their grief.113  Powerfully raw imagery has also 

been used to compare the symbolism of roadside memorials with the traditional monuments 

erected in cemeteries.  For example, Donna Lee Brien has noted that roadside memorials 

mark sites which have been ‘made sacred by the spilling of blood’ — unlike the cemetery 

grounds where the process of death and dying has been ‘detached’ from the body itself.114 

 

Yet a variety of responses from other researchers have been evidenced.  For example, 

Jennifer Clark has found that the creation of a spontaneous memorial may even be an act of 

rebellion, for it audaciously claims public space to make a sacred site, setting it apart from 

all around it.115  Judith Glonek ascribes a similar significance, finding that roadside 

memorials may even be a ‘protest measure’ against the strict regulations which exist in 

 
granted permission for a memorial plaque to be erected at the base of the flagpole, in memory of the deceased, 
recognising the importance of this actual spot to the bereaved family. 
110 Anna Yudkina and Anna Sokolova, ‘Roadside Memorials in Contemporary Russia: Folk Origins and 
Global Trends’, Religion and Society in Central and Eastern Europe, 7:1, 2014, p. 36. 
111 Jennifer Clark, ‘Your Spot – marking place with roadside memorials’, p. 169. 
112 Margaret Gibson, ‘The Death Drive’, in J. Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, 
Armidale, 2007, p. 171. 
113 Jennifer Clark and Toni Tidswell, ‘Roadside Mourning’, p. 23. 
114 Donna Lee Brien, ‘Developing Protocols for Utilising Roadside Memorials in Creative Writing Classes’, 
in J. Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 214. 
115 Jennifer Clark, ‘Your Spot – marking place with roadside memorials, p. 171. 
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modern cemeteries.116  This point has relevance, for in Port Lincoln’s major cemetery, not 

only are dimensions of headstones limited in size (with a maximum height of 840 

millimetres) but the placement of ornaments if restricted and no other flower containers are 

allowed apart from a standard vase block supplied by the cemetery management.  

Commenting on this type of control, Belshaw and Purvey have found that modern 

cemeteries, although functional, lack any real connection with the life of the deceased and 

the erection of roadside memorials has, in some way, addressed this deficiency.117 

 

Insightfully, Jennifer Clark believes that the seizing and sanctifying of public space to 

create highway memorials allows the needs and beliefs of ‘ordinary people’ to be met – for 

in the past, a public memorial, erected outside of a cemetery, was only permissible to 

celebrate the life of the ‘famous and heroic’.118  Margaret Gibson’s research on memorial 

culture in late modernity has found a definite trend towards the rejection of traditional 

forms of memorials as people increasingly create their own individual ways of 

remembering, often claiming public space to use as personal sites of memory.119  Most of 

the roadside memorials displayed along rural highways in South Australia are primitive 

constructions, decorated with inexpensive items.  While they can be an expressive art form, 

most are erected without regard for conventional church, cemetery or mourning customs.120   

 

However, a paradox is evident, for most roadside memorials throughout the nation are 

created using a cross — the symbol of Christian burial rites since the fifth century.  Indeed, 

Clark’s study of 430 roadside memorials across Australia and New Zealand found that 93 

per cent used a cross as the major component of a roadside memorial.121  In the researcher’s 

area, colourful roadside markers have appeared during the last decade and all are based 

upon a cross — even if that cross is crafted using the colours of the deceased’s favourite 

football team.  Phillipe Ariès has written that even in non-religious societies, the presence 

 
116 Judith Glonek, ‘The Influence of Time and Space at Roadside Fatalities: a Theoretical Exploration of the 
Survivors’, in Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, p. 161. 
117 John D. Belshaw and Diane B. Purvey, in J. Clark (ed), Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary 
Approach, Armidale, 2007, p. 107. 
118 Jennifer Clark, Roadside Memorials: A Multidisciplinary Approach, p. 87. 
119 Margaret Gibson, ‘Death and Grief in the Landscape: Private Memorials in Public Space’, 
Cultural Studies Review, 17:1, 2011, pp.146-161. 
120 Ibid, p. 172. 
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of the cross is still important, as a universally-understood symbol of death.122  Ariès 

believes that the original Christian meaning of the cross is largely overlooked, yet is still 

symbolises ‘something mysterious, profound and inexpressible…a symbol of hope and 

protection’.123 

 

Adorning the proliferation of crosses along highways, artefacts and memorabilia 

personalise the roadside memorials and the spaces which have been claimed.  Studying 

roadside memorials in New South Wales, Kate Hartig and Kevin Dunn found that more 

than three-quarters of the memorials examined were dedicated to young men and were 

adorned with objects such as motor-cycle helmets, beer cans or fragments of the crashed 

vehicle itself.124  Considering the number of males memorialised along highways, together 

with the road toll statistics by gender, Hartig and Dunn concluded that roadside memorials 

indicate a ‘dominant and problematic performance of masculinity’. 125 According to John 

Belshaw and Diane Purvey, the nature of the items at the memorial site often suggest what 

they term a ‘working class culture’ with the offerings expressing societal values which 

function ‘outside of the hegemony of funeral parlours’.126  Some of the items noted by 

Belshaw and Purvey included ‘snow-domes, engine repair tools and sleazy images of 

young women’ − perhaps reflecting the youthfulness of the deceased − and while seeming 

quite appropriate at the roadside, such items would perhaps not be socially sanctioned at a 

conventional funeral service.127 

 

Similar objects have been seen at some of the spontaneous memorials erected in the 

researcher’s area.  For instance, whilst the ubiquitous cross is often adorned with items of 

sports clothing, cans and bottles of beer or spirits are also a common accompaniment, as 

well as candles, pictures, birthday cards and seasonal trinkets such as Christmas tinsel.  

There is also evidence that mourners continue to visit the site, for items are occasionally 

 
121 Majella Franzmann, p. 173. 
122 Phillipe Ariès, The Hour of our Death, p. 276. 
123 Ibid, p. 276. 
124 Kate V. Hartig and Kevin M. Dunn, ‘Roadside Memorials: Interpreting New Deathscapes in Newcastle, 
New South Wales’, Australian Geographical Studies, 36:1, 1998, pp. 9-10. 
125 Ibid, p. 13. 
126 John D. Belshaw and Diane B. Purvey, p. 112. 
127 Ibid, p. 112. 
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replaced, liquor supplies renewed, and fresh floral tributes carefully arranged near the 

cross, demonstrating a need to maintain a continuing bond with the deceased.  Yet in 2016, 

Adelaide’s Unley Council introduced a new policy in regard to roadside memorials in its 

council area, wherein they would be removed after six weeks, in a move to limit ‘unsuitable 

or excessive displays’.128   

 

Amongst the group of women interviewed by the researcher, mixed views were expressed 

about roadside death markers on the highway.  For instance, Debra  had told the researcher 

earlier that she was a person who kept her emotions to herself, so I was not surprised when 

she expressed strong views about a public marker of death: 

 
 …I know that if it was…if it was John, I know that I would not 
 want a memorial there on the road…that spot of grief…I don’t  
 want to…pass that spot where it happened…I’d rather go to his 
 gravesite.129 
 

Yet Denise, who also was not in favour of roadside markers, felt that perhaps they had a 

purpose not only to the bereaved family, but also to the wider public: 

         

 I don’t really like them but I guess they mean something to the 
 person who put them there.  And maybe they think it’s a timely 
 reminder for people…obviously with a road death…to be more 
 careful.  I just feel that sometimes it gets a bit much.  I don’t mind 
 the idea of someone putting something, but I don’t think it should 
 get too big.130 
 
 
Again expressing the wisdom of her years, participant Emily was accepting of the need for 

bereaved families to place a memorial at the place of death: 

         

 I think if somebody had an accident and hit a tree they’d want to 
 put something on it.  I don’t mind that.  I suppose that’s their 
 memory instead of maybe a grave or whatever.131 

 
128 Dan Jervis-Bardy, ‘Time to move on – council’s new rules and expiry dates restrict roadside memorials’, 
The Advertiser, 3 October 2016, p. 4. 
129 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
130 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
131 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October, 2014. 
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I expected that Christine, who was involved in local government issues, would be aware of 

the danger facing motorists who could be distracted by the presence of roadside markers.  

Christine’s comments addressed this concern, but she was also able to recognise the 

devastation for families when a loved one became yet another ‘road statistic’: 

Yeah, quite a few Councils have laws that you don’t [allow them] 
 because they think it’s a distraction, you know people look 
 at them and not concentrate on driving…but I feel it’s their own 
 business because I wouldn’t do it, but [it’s alright] as long as it 
 doesn’t get over the top.   It makes you feel sad because you 
 know that someone’s lost their life there.132 
 

Christine’s feelings of sadness upon seeing a roadside memorial resonate with the 

researcher, for a much-travelled transit space holds warm and enduring memories for 

drivers of vehicles, with the anticipation of shortly arriving safely at a destination.  Yet the 

highway can quickly become a traitor, transforming ‘the trusty family car into a mangled 

killing machine’133 betraying the world of motoring pleasure with grim reminders of harsh 

realities. 

       

The comments of the researcher’s interviewees have similarity to the findings of Jennifer 

Clark, for the respondents in her studies expressed their displeasure at roadside memorials 

which draw attention to mortality, and the confronting symbolism of ‘death markers’ in 

settings outside of formal cemeteries.134  Analysing this finding, Clark has suggested that 

the discomfiture of her respondents may be caused by the realisation that the familiarity of 

the highway has forever changed, replaced by a new dimension of unsettling spirituality.135   

 

Throughout this chapter, it has been demonstrated that the grave site as a sacred space has 

escaped its traditional bounds of the cemetery, and now appears in negotiated, ephemeral 

and individualist forms through society.  Again, individualism is the hallmark of the 

contemporary era and this is evidenced in the diverse ways in which people now ‘make 

sacred’ their own special places, outside of consecrated cemeteries.  Yet as has been argued 

in previous chapters, this freedom of expression has only become possible since the vast 

 
132 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 21st October, 2014. 
133 Judith Glonek, p. 158. 
134 Jennifer Clark ‘Your spot – marking place with roadside memorials’, p. 168. 
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swing to cremation as a mode of disposition. In creating memorials, the people of Port 

Lincoln interact with their surroundings, with environmental consciousness, with 

opportunities for self-expression, and with the lasting need to preserve the memory of the 

deceased. 

 
135 Ibid, p. 168. 
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Chapter Nine 
 
Gardens of Memory and Healing 
 

‘When the world wearies, and society ceases to satisfy, 
there is always the garden’. 

 
                                    - Minnie Aumònier 

 

“Garden” –  surely there cannot be a more evocative word to bring to mind so many 

meanings of a place, however humble, which symbolises beauty, nature, pleasure, solace 

and memories.  Since the beginning of recorded time, gardens have satisfied so many 

human needs and as a refuge from life’s cares, have long been an abiding theme in garden 

literature. At the same time, gardens have been imbued with multiple meanings and themes, 

ever since the paradisiacal image of the Biblical Garden of Eden was tainted by the 

downfall of Adam and Eve.1 Gardens provide a means for maintaining memories and 

creating spaces which link the present to the past and this chapter is therefore an important 

continuation of the themes discussed throughout this thesis. 

 

Because the basis of this study is regional, and focused upon women in Port Lincoln, 

gardens have been a topic regularly raised in the research interviews.  Port Lincoln’s 

housing is low density, and many residents have homes with gardens larger than the area 

covered by the house itself.  Even in the small sector of units and apartments, gardens are 

often included in the strata plan. The Domain real estate site, in February 2019, listed 29 

apartments for sale in Port Lincoln, and half of them specifically noted in the advertisement 

 
Epigraph: Minnie Aumònier, cited in Isobel Carlson, Words from the Garden, Chichester, West Sussex, 2008. 
1 Catherine Howett, ‘Gardens are good Places for Dying’, in Mark Francis and Randolph T. Hester, Jr., (eds), 
The Meaning of Gardens, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1991, p. 252. 
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that the property included views or access to a garden.2  In the case of houses, all have 

gardens, which are often extensive.  These gardens, and the experience of tending them, 

using them for social meeting places, are important for the women of Port Lincoln whom I 

interviewed.  Gardens play specific roles in their passage through loss and grief, as well as 

other important aspects of life. 

 

 Over many centuries, there have been great changes in garden style but the benefits which 

can be attributed to gardens and gardening itself are enduring.  Yet it is only in recent 

decades that there has been a resurgence of interest in the multiple meanings of gardens: as 

places of healing, consolation and memory; as places of reflection, away from the influence 

of technology in a postmodern world.  As Susan Martin attests: 

 

Gardens are intimately associated with memory - 
            through scent, through sight, through association.3 

 

While many garden writings in earlier times centred around grand and famous landscape 

designs4, Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church found that accounts of the small, domestic 

garden have largely been ignored.5  Indeed, according to some feminist writers, in the past 

the landscape itself was ‘assumed to be masculine’ with scholarly works maintaining social 

constructions of gender identities.6  

 

Yet the great English gardener and writer of the early 1900s Gertrude Jekyll – the maven of 

the rise of the cottage garden movement, and one of the early women garden writers - 

favoured ‘homely’ gardens, dismissing the world’s great gardens as products of a ‘master-

 
2 Port Lincoln, apartments for sale, https://www.domain.com.au/sale/port-lincoln-sa-5606/apartment/ 
(accessed 15 February 2019). 
3 Susan K. Martin, ‘Remembering the self in the colonial garden: gardens and subjectivity’ in Marilyn Lake 
(ed), Memory, Monuments and Museums, Carlton, 2006, p. 183. 
4 For instance, the renowned gardens created by England’s Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown, in the 18th century. 
5 Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church, ‘Home, the Culture of Nature and Meanings of Gardens in Late 
Modernity’, Housing Studies, 19:1, January 2004, pp. 37-51. 
6 Lorraine Dowler, Josephine Carubia and Bonj Szczygiel, ‘Introduction: Gender and Landscape: 
Renegotiating morality and space’. In Gender and Landscape, New York, 2005, p. 2.  See also Susan Groag 
Bell, ‘Women create gardens in male landscapes: a revisionist approach to eighteenth-century English garden 
history’, Feminist Studies, 16:3, 1990, pp. 471-491, for an erudite discussion on the absence of women in 
gardening histories in the eighteenth century, when there activities in earlier periods have been noted, for 
instance in the sixteenth century.  

https://www.domain.com.au/sale/port-lincoln-sa-5606/apartment/
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mind’.7   Jekyll believed that the ‘homely’ garden was conducive to the ‘good life’ – that 

flourishing, fulfilled human life, which Aristotle termed ‘eudaemonic’8 and which may be 

the pinnacle of human achievement.  

 

Accordingly, the researcher has concentrated on the small, ordinary Australian home 

garden in her investigation.  This thesis will explore the way in which close bonds with 

nature, formed within intimate domestic spaces, can give deep meaning to life.  A pivotal 

aim of the researcher’s study has been to ascertain how home gardens can provide solace 

and comfort in times of loss and grief.  Whilst new ways of memorialisation move beyond 

the bounds of traditional cemeteries, can gardens offer meaningful ways to perpetuate close 

bonds with absent loved ones?  In addition, the research will seek to discover just what it is 

about gardening which has such appeal for its devotees — is it from the association with 

nature; that union with the unceasing cycle of life?  Or is it the physical activity — the act 

of gardening itself, the contact with the earth, the satisfaction from one’s labours — which 

brings hope and comfort?  These themes will be addressed in this chapter.  

 

 

Since colonial days, Australian gardens have been an integral part of ‘home’.  Yet 

according to Katie Holmes, even then those earliest Antipodean gardens demonstrated a 

‘gendered dimension’, evidencing women’s ‘rituals of habitation’ in the creation of home 

gardens which civilised a foreign landscape.9  Holly Kerr-Forsyth argues that although 

early Australian pioneering history possessed a strongly masculine identity, the creation of 

gardens was a way in which women could make their feminine claim upon the land.10  

Australian colonial gardens were perceived too as an essential part of domestic life, for as 

Katie Holmes has argued: 

 

 ‘The health of the nation was measured in physical, moral 
 

7 Gertrude Jekyll, 1991:91,168, cited in David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, Oxford, 
 2006, p. 5. 
8 David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, Oxford, 2006, p. 10. 
9 See Peter Cuffley’s Traditional Gardens in Australia, Balwyn, 1991, p. 19 for his thoughts on the moral 
elements of early gardens in the Antipodes  – neatness and order tended to elevate one’s social standing and 
also gave evidence of progress and prosperity.  
10 Holly Kerr-Forsyth, Remembered Gardens, Carlton, 2008, p. 248. 
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  and spiritual terms. Gardening took care of all three.’11 
 

Although yearning for the homeland they had left behind, most women settlers were able to 

adapt to their loss by creating gardens which not only established a ‘sense of belonging’ but 

also allowed them to symbolically create new ‘palaces of memory, in a harsh, foreign 

environment.12  Yet as Katie Holmes asserts, domestic gardens were never just a place 

where plants grew, for there were ‘many layers of memory and meaning’ nourished in the 

life-giving soil as new gardens came to fruition in the Great South Land.13  Not only did the 

fertility and fruitfulness of gardens mirror the joys of married life, but they also held, 

embedded within their bounded spaces, secret narratives of the past — ‘stories of love, 

anger, reproach, betrayal and forgiveness’.14   

 

Nostalgia for ‘home’ was a recurrent theme for early settlers, being revealed in some of the 

evocative paintings produced by artists of the colonial era.  For instance, Edward Hopley’s 

famous painting “A Primrose from England” portrays the emotions of early settlers when 

the first “Wardian Case’, carrying a flowering primrose, was sent from London to 

Melbourne.    Dr. Nathaniel Ward’s invention of the glass transport container in 1839 had 

allowed delicate living plants to be sent overseas, arriving months later in perfect 

condition.15   Now, the transporting of living plants brought new meaning to distant 

gardens, for as Katie Holmes found, to have an actual living plant, or a seed from ‘home’ 

enabled pioneering women’s dearly loved but distant gardens to live on, in a new sanctuary 

of memories.16   Hopley captured the nostalgic event in his painting after an article was 

published in the Illustrated London News in 1858: 

 

 
11 Katie Holmes, in Katie Holmes, Susan K. Martin and Kylie Mirmohamadi, Reading the Garden, Carlton, 
2008, p.86.  See also Susan K. Martin, ‘On our selection: class, gender and the domestic garden in nineteenth-
century Australia’, Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes, 2001, 21:1, pp. 27-32 for a 
discussion on the gender and class negotiations which were revealed in the diaries of Kate Currie, who with 
her husband John moved to a small farm at Drouin in Gippsland in 1875. 
12 Katie Holmes, ‘Planting Hope with Potatoes: Gardens, Memory and Place Making’, in M. Lake (ed), 
Memory, Monuments and Museums, Carlton, 2006, p. 179. 
13 Katie Holmes, Between the Leaves, Crawley, 2011, p. 219. 
14 Ibid, p. 219. 
15 Toby Musgrave, ‘The remarkable case of Dr. Ward’, 2002,  
19th January 2002, pp. 1-3, www.telegraph.co.uk/gardening viewed 28th December 2015. 
16 Katie Holmes, in Katie Holmes, Susan K. Martin and Kylie Mirmohamadi, Reading the Garden, Carlton, 
2008. p. 165. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/gardening
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Two or three years ago it was reported in a newspaper of Melbourne, 
Australia, that an English primrose had been imported in a wardian-case, 
and would be brought on shore from a ship in the harbour, to be 
exhibited in the city.  The announcement excited a great sensation. 
Upwards of three thousand people turned out into the streets to see 
the gentle stranger brought ashore, and the pressure of the crowd was 
so great that it was found necessary to call out the police to preserve 
order, and to make a line through which the primrose might be 
escorted to shore, to be seen by all her admirers.17 

 

Hopley’s painting (which is exhibited in the art gallery in Bendigo) depicts so vividly the 

settlers’ deep longing for their motherland.18   Gathering to adore the delicate living plant 

which links them to ‘home’ the settlers’ faces exquisitely reveal myriad emotions — 

excitement, wonder, nostalgia, yet pain, for the sighting of the primrose evinced memories 

of the past and the halcyon days spent in a ‘green and pleasant land’.19   

 

Kylie Mirmohamadi, commenting on Katie Holmes’ work on the early British settlers and 

the colonising dimension of gardens, has stated that ‘gardens are about belonging’.20  

Expanding upon this theme, Mirmohamadi argues that through the garden, pioneering 

women were able to express their ‘most intimate sense of attachment to place’21 for 

migration posed the dilemma of simultaneous longing for the country left behind, whilst 

wishing to feel ‘at home’ in the new land. Yet Georgina Whitehead cautions that ‘one of 

the enduring myths of Australian history’ is the notion that our early settlers yearned for 

their English ‘home’.22 Whilst some colonists found the new landscape harsh, many found 

 
17 “A Primrose from England”, Edward Hopley, 1856, www.vialibri.net, viewed 28th December 2015. 
18 Details of Hopley’s oil on canvas work at www.cv.vic.gov.au. 
19 ‘In England’s green and pleasant land’ is the last line of the hymn set to Sir Hubert Parry’s exhilarating 
tune ‘Jerusalem’ and is often sung as an anthem in England – it was originally written as a poem by William 
Blake in 1804 entitled ‘And did those feet in ancient time’, The Penguin Book of Hymns, London, 1990, p. 40. 
20 Kylie Mirmohamadi, ‘There will be the garden of course’: English gardens, British migrants, and 
Australia’, in Kate Darian Smith, Patricia Grimshaw, Kiera Lindsey and Stuart McIntyre (eds), Exploring the 
British world: Identity, Cultural Productions, Institutions.  Melbourne, 2004, p. 1. 
21 Ibid, p. 1. 
22 Georgina Whitehead (ed), Planting the Nation, Melbourne, 2001, p. 187.  See also Erin Ford Cozens in 
‘With a Pretty Little Garden at the Back’: Domesticity and the Construction of ‘Civilized’ Colonial Spaces in 
Nineteenth-Century Aotearoa/New Zealand’ Journal of World History, 25:4, December 2014, p. 519 for 
similar sentiments expressed by early women colonists who, whilst acknowledging the harsh conditions, at 
the same time found the wild spaces ‘exhilarating’. 

http://www.vialibri.net/
http://www.cv.vic.gov.au/
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their new lives to be adventurous and full of new opportunities, for the unique indigenous 

flora fostered a great interest in botany and horticulture which has continued ever since.23 

 
In post-modern Australia, expanding multicultural diversity has brought new interpretations 

of the role of the garden, reflecting changing cultural and social traditions, but the pleasures 

and rewards of gardening remain unchanged by time, place or circumstance.  

 

 Extolling the many benefits of gardening, Robyn Longhurst has stated: 

 

gardens provide a useful lens for understanding 
the complex and ambiguous politics surrounding 

            social and cultural life.24 

 
Unaffected by a fast-paced technological world, the domestic garden continues to offer a 

safe haven, a buffer against the vicissitudes of life’s turmoil.  At the same time, the healing 

aspect of gardens is one which has become prominent in recent decades, in both domestic 

and public gardens. Yet as Damon Young affirms, the garden is much more than a refuge, 

or a place for physical enjoyment, because ‘it is a fusion of two fundamental philosophical 

principles: humanity and nature’.25  Indeed, the fecundity of gardens can mirror the stages 

through which every human life progresses.26  For instance, Rosemary Steele, a life-long 

gardener from Auckland, New Zealand, wrote: 

 I love the whole process: planning a garden, planting it and 
 seeing plants grow.  Gardens are all about birth, life and death, 
 so working in them keeps you aware of your place in the scheme 
 of things: an insignificant wheel in the cog of life.27 
 

Gardening can afford so many joys as newly-germinated plants emerge from the soil; they 

are bestowed with loving care throughout their infancy; their beauty and fruitfulness in 

maturity are greatly admired —  before their flourishing ends;  they wither and die and 

must be removed from the garden. But there the parallel with human lives ends.  Passionate 

 
23 Ibid, p. 188. 
24 Robyn Longhurst, ‘Plots, plants and paradoxes: contemporary domestic gardens in Aoteraroa/New 
Zealand’, Social and Cultural Geography, 7:4, August 2006, p. 589. 
25 Damon Young, Philosophy in the Garden, Carlton, Vic., 2012, p. 5. 
26 John Dwyer and Jan Schapper, ‘Foreword’, Studies in Australian Garden History, Volume 3, 2012, p.viii. 
27 Rosemary Steele, ‘Love of a lifetime’, New Zealand Gardener, November 2016, 72:11, p. 63. 
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gardeners, so keenly attuned to the life cycle of plants, welcome the physical work of 

removing old plants, before adding them to burgeoning compost heaps.  Eventually, those 

plants will be returned to the earth from which they came, to enrich the soil in a cycle of 

renewal. 28  

 

Timelessness is a vastly important attribute of gardening, for as the seasons change, 

nature’s rhythmic order and unchanging regularity are apparent.29  According to prominent 

garden historian Richard Aitken: 

 

Indeed, it could be argued that through their very diversity and 
 complexity, gardens are an even more powerful expression of 
 spirit and place than the plants of which they are generally composed. 
 Gardens and their constituent plants are vital to human survival and 
 spiritual wellbeing. 
 
Daily, the researcher is aware of the changing rhythms of nature in her home garden.  For 

instance, a treasured ornamental tree in the researcher’s garden is a magnificent crepe 

myrtle “Lipan” — valued for its year-round interest, brilliant autumn colour and interesting 

mottled bark during winter dormancy.30  After the annual pruning in August (a daunting 

task involving a great deal of ladder climbing)   the bare branches are, within a few weeks, 

adorned with tiny green leaves.  Assuredly, the researcher knows that by Christmas Day, 

great panicles of mauve pink blooms will begin to appear and will continue to delight into 

autumn.31 Such constancy offers reassurance and hope, reminding gardeners that they are 

part of the great order of the universe. 

 

Indeed, hope is a particularly enduring theme in garden philosophy, for as Roy Strong 

found, it ‘pervades the very ethos of gardening’.32  Likewise, according to Karel Capek, 

gardeners ‘live for the future’ — they await each season with hopeful expectation, to 

 
28 Experience of the researcher. 
29 For comments on the ephemeral nature of gardens which parallel life itself with loss, change, flowering and 
decay, see John Dwyer and Jan Schapper, Foreword, Studies in Garden History,  
Vol. 3, December 2011, pp. v-viii;  also see Lauri Brunton and Erin Fournier, Sanctuary – Gardening for the 
Soul, New York, 1999, p. 53 for their views on the solace which is offered by observing the changing rhythms 
of life in the garden, with loss following renewal. 
30 The botanical name is Lagerstroemia indica x L. fauriei. 
31 Experience of the researcher. 
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witness the results of their labours; they have a reason to begin each new day.33 When 

one’s personal world has been transformed by the chaos of loss, a domestic garden can be a 

vital source of solace, and many gardeners have written of the peacefulness and restorative 

benefits of gardening.   

 

For instance, as Alice Taylor attests: 

 

 Our deepest emotions are much interwoven into our gardens… 
 there is no end to the wonderful healing processes that can 
 take place in a garden...34 but one of the reasons that I love my 
 garden is its sense of timelessness and deep connection with the past.35 
 
 

‘Gardening Australia’, the nation’s popular weekly television programme, has greatly 

enhanced public awareness of the health benefits of gardening in recent years.36  Presenting 

a special edition for Mental Health Week, presenter Sophie Thomson declared ‘gardening 

is my soul food’.37  At the same time, John Patrick spoke of the way it provided anchoring 

in his life: 

 

 Gardening’s been the one constant in my life from my childhood. 
 I can go outside and garden and I’m back doing the same things I 
 did as a child…and that gives me some certainty and assuredness’.38 
 

Josh Byrne, the show’s presenter from Western Australia who often has a focus on organic 

growing, enthused: 

 
 Without doubt, gardening is the most grounding thing that I can do 
 and it leaves me feeling great.  Best thing, it works every time.39  
 

 
32 Roy Strong, Garden Party: Collected Writings 1979-1999, London, p. 97. 
33 Karel Capek, cited in Roy Strong, Garden Party: Collected Writings 1979-1999,  
London, 2000, p. 97. 
34 Alice Taylor, The Gift of a Garden, Dublin, Ireland, 2013, p. 181. 
35 Ibid, p. 241. 
36 Weekly television programme ABC Gardening Australia,  
37 Sophie Thomson, Transcript of Series 26, Episode 31, Gardening Australia, 10th October 2015, 
 p. 4. 
38 John Patrick, Transcript of Series 26, Episode 31, Gardening Australia, 10th October 2015, p. 4. 
39 Josh Byrne, Transcript of Series 26, Episode 31, Gardening Australia, 10th October 2015, p. 6. 
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Angus Stewart brought realism to the discussion, when he admitted: 
 
 Like everyone, I go up and down and I don’t expect to be happy 
 all the time, but one of the things that really brings me out of a 
 down period is to get out there and grow things.  There’s nothing better.40 
 
  
Avid gardeners know that their private spaces are essential for continued health and 

wellbeing, and Ruth McManus believes that the suburban home garden can provide ‘a 

unique grieving environment’.41  Indeed, according to McManus, it is the physical work 

within the garden;  the intimate association with the soil and the need to attend to the daily 

tactile tasks of nurturing which foster ways of coping with loss ‘that other sites cannot 

offer’.42  Solace may be found too in the knowledge that throughout ages past, other 

gardeners have also known the soothing satisfaction of contact with the earth.43  

 

For instance, Roy Strong has found that when he is outdoors in his garden, he has visions of 

other gardeners, in ages long past, cultivating the very same soil he now stands upon.44  

Moreover, they were real people, knowing the same hopes, passions and despairs of all 

humankind.  This realisation brings a great sense of belonging and ‘shared intimacy with 

ordinary men and women’ and is a deep, unifying bond in garden history.45 

 

According to Franklin Ginn, the healing value of the home garden has become even more 

important in the contemporary era, as formal sacred spaces have declined and new rituals of 

remembrance have emerged: 

 

 …the garden can be seen as a therapeutic space for dealing with  
death and with memories of absent people or places.  
The garden, then, as well as being a place of engagement 

 
40 Angus Stewart, Transcript of Series 26, Episode 31, Gardening Australia, 10th October 2015, p. 6. 
41 Ruth McManus, ‘Reconciling grief in suburban gardens’, in Frank Vanclay, Matthew Higgins and Adam 
Blackshaw (eds), Making Sense of Place, Canberra, 2008. p. 179. 
42 Ibid, p. 179. 
43 See also Rachel and Stephen Kaplan,  ‘Restorative Experience: the healing Power of Nearby Nature’ in 
Mark Francis and Randolph T. Hester, Jr (eds), The Meaning of Gardens, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1991, 
pp. 246-250 for a discussion on the concept of gardens as places of healing, through gardeners’ contact with 
life forces and rhythms, indifferent to the demands of a technological society. 
44 Roy Strong, cited in David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, New York, 2006, p. 80. 
45 Ibid, p. 80. 
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between nature and culture, is also suffused with memory 
 and the absent traces of past lives and past gardens.46 

 
Exploring the multiple meanings of the domestic home garden, the connection to nature 

which allow one to be close to living things — both flora and fauna — is a very powerful 

theme in the ‘healing’ aspect of gardens.   Among a number of recent studies on the 

benefits of being part of the natural world, Lloyd Alter’s work has shown that people who 

live near trees enjoy better health and increased happiness, and take less antidepressants 

than those where trees are absent.47 

 

Yet the concept of gardens as places of healing is not new, for physic gardens were known 

in the 16th and 17th centuries.  

 

For instance, the medicinal garden sited at the University of Padua in Italy 48  built in 1545 

and the Chelsea Physic Garden in London 49 are still maintained to display their original 

purpose.50  Monastery gardens too have through the centuries been noted for healing 

properties and philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who worked as a monastery gardener in 

the 1920s, recalled that gardening fulfilled a great need which gave structure, shape, unity 

and a pattern of order to his life.51 However it has only been in the closing decades of the 

twentieth century that a new awareness has highlighted the health benefits of gardens, in 

both domestic and public settings.52   

 

For example, in 2005 one of Australia’s largest healing gardens was completed at 

Adelaide’s Queen Elizabeth Hospital.  Using the principles of the biophilia hypothesis 

developed in 1984 by Professor Edward Wilson from Harvard University, the garden was 

 
46 Franklin Ginn, ‘Death, absence and afterlife in the garden’, Cultural Geographies, 2014, 21:2,  
p. 231. 
47 Lloyd Alter, ‘Living near more trees means fewer antidepressants’, www.mnn.com. Viewed 31st January 
2015.  See also an article on a similar theme, espousing the benefits of  natural antidepressant microbes which 
live in the earth, ‘Antidepressant Microbes in Soil: How Dirt makes you Happy’, 
www.gardeningknowhow.com. Viewed 5th March 2015. pp. 1-6. 
48 ‘The Garden of Health’, Fact Sheet, Botanic Gardens of Adelaide, viewed 10th January 2016. 
49 ‘History of the Garden’, Chelsea Physic Garden, chelseaphysicgarden.co.uk. 
50 The Chelsea Physic Garden was originally founded as the Apothecaries’ Garden in 1673 and still occupies 
the same site beside the Thames. 
51 McGuiness 1990:294, cited in David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, Oxford, 2006, p. 75. 
52 Natalie Symon, ‘Taking the garden path to health’, Healthcare Design, May 2012, 12:5, p. 20. 

http://www.mnn.com/
http://www.gardeningknowhow.com/
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designed according to Wilson’s findings that human existence and wellness depend upon a 

connection with other living things, thereby creating a whole sensual ambience.53 Further to 

Wilson’s earlier findings, American Dr. Robert Ulrich also examined the possible 

connections between wellness and gardens, finding that surgical patients who had a view 

out of a hospital window, towards a green landscape, had a more rapid recovery than those 

who did not, positing the belief that connecting with nature is healing.54   

 

Aware of the connection between gardens and wellness, the Adelaide Botanic Gardens 

opened a new section, ‘The Garden of Health’ in 2011.55  Located beside the city’s health 

precinct, the Garden of Health’s two distinct sections – The Garden of Contemplation and 

the Garden of Healing — provide a refuge in the city’s centre for those seeking peace and 

tranquility.56  Whilst the Garden of Healing has a focus on the ancient medicinal use of 

plants, the Garden of Contemplation is designed to showcase plants promoting the well-

being of mind, body and spirit.57  For instance, there is an ‘Orchard of Earthly Delight’ of 

edible plants; ‘The Garden of Mind’s Ease’ features plants with a calming effect and ‘The 

Garden of the Spirit’ promotes peacefulness and reflection with its flower beds of ordered 

beauty.58  

 

Prominent South Australian garden writer Sophie Thomson has endorsed the health-giving 

benefits of gardens, adding that residents of aged care facilities can also enjoy views of 

green spaces from many modern establishments.59  For example, Port Lincoln’s Matthew 

Flinders Nursing Home has a courtyard atrium, verdant with leafy foliaged plants, which 

 
53 ‘Healing Gardens’, Saturday Extra, ABC Radio National, Saturday 15th October 2005, viewed 9th January 
2016.  www.abc.net.au. 
54 ‘Healing Gardens’, Saturday Extra, ABC Radio National, Saturday 15th October 2005, viewed 9th January 
2016. www.abc.net.au. 
55 ‘Garden of Health’, Botanic Gardens of South Australia, www.environment.sa.gov.au. Viewed 9th January 
2016, pp. 1-2. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Sophie Thomson, ‘Green Light for Healing’, Home S.A. supplement, Sunday Mail, 10th January 2016, p. 
23.  See also – Yeh-Jen Lin, Chi Yun Lin and Yu-Chan Li, ‘Planting Hope in Loss and Grief: Self-Care 
Applications of Horticultural Therapy for Grief Caregivers in Taiwan’, Death Studies, 0, 2014, pp. 1-9, for a 
report on horticultural therapy from the Taiwan Association for Care and Counselling for Loss, which found 
that participants in a grief workshop experienced positive psychological and physical outcomes in coping with 
individual grief and stress, following an increased engagement with horticulture and nature.  

http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/
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may be accessed by residents.   Pioneer Village, Port Lincoln’s aged care facility, has more 

extensive gardens featuring immaculate lawns and beds of roses which may be viewed by 

all residents from the main corridor to the dining room.   

 

At the same time, revealing an increasing awareness in recent decades of the link between 

gardens and consolation, a new memorial garden area was created in mid 2014 by the Port 

Lincoln City Council.  Located at the city’s Happy Valley Cemetery, the garden 

memorialises babies who were buried in earlier years in unmarked graves. Designed as a 

circular garden with a central deciduous Manchurian Pear tree, The Babies’ Remembrance 

Area is a place of focus for reflection and healing, amidst a garden setting, where families 

may visit, to remember precious infant lives lost so many years ago. 

 

One of Australia’s most revered television garden presenters, Peter Cundall, has for many 

years endeared himself to the nation’s gardeners, through his enthusiastic endorsement of 

the health-giving benefits of gardening.  Since 2012, he has delivered a series of organic 

gardening workshops, designed particularly for veterans of war, espousing the life-restoring 

benefits of gardens.60  Recognising a community need, Cundall’s workshops have been a 

direct response to the Australian Broadcasting Commission’s report in 2014 which found 

that there had been a ‘four-fold increase’ in post-traumatic stress disorder amongst veterans 

since Australia became involved in the war in Afghanistan in 2001.61 Peter Cundall, 

himself a veteran of three wars, has embraced the life-changing benefits of gardening and 

the success of his workshops was encapsulated in the remarks of former army Private Tony 

Smith-Holley, who declared: 

 

Gardening saved my life.  If I hadn’t discovered it 
I wouldn’t be here, because I was in a bad place.62 
 

Discharged from active service in 2011 because of ongoing mental health issues, Smith-

Holley’s mental and physical health has been restored and he has since created two 

community vegetable gardens for veterans in New South Wales.63 

 
60 Simon Webster, ‘Patches of Peace’, Organic Gardener, May/June 2015, pp. 49-51. 
61 Ibid, p. 50. 
62 Ibid, p. 49. 
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Urging a greater awareness of the health-giving and restorative benefits of gardening, South 

Australia’s popular garden columnist, Sophie Thomson, has cited the findings from the 

latest Planet Ark’s research, which suggest that it is vital for the nation to become even 

more garden-oriented: 

 

 Over the space of a single generation Australians have disconnected 
 from nature, while at the same time here has been a rapid increase in 
 levels of stress and depression, with depression-associated disability 
 costing the Australian economy $14.9 billion a year.64 

 

Within the researcher’s local area there are many avid gardeners. Conversations with local 

women who participated in the researcher’s project unanimously extolled the benefits of 

gardening since the death of their partners.  Moreover, they all believed that their gardens 

were a source of great consolation as well as being a haven of special memories of their 

absent loved ones.  During interviews, the women responded enthusiastically to the 

researcher’s questions regarding the meaning and purpose which they found in their 

gardens. 

 

For example, Emily who still enjoyed gardening every day, recalled with pleasure how with 

her late husband Max, she had designed her garden: – 

 

I see things Max planted…well I did all the garden part and 
he did the work [laughs] and he would help me with the big 
things…we put in 500 plants everywhere and I’ve got trees 
up the back…maybe I wouldn’t have put them in but I love 
to look at them…I’ve got my photo album…every year since 
I’ve been here…35 years…and I can go back [to the album] 
and I’ve got pictures of the flowers and what we planted.65 

 

On the other hand, Denise had just shifted into a new home unit, leaving behind her large 

home set in a bushland area outside the city environs of Port Lincoln.  The researcher 

enquired whether she had propagated any cuttings of plants from her previous garden and 

 
63 Ibid.  p. 49. 
64 ‘Needing Trees – The Nature of Happiness’, report from Planet Ark, cited in Sophie Thomson, ‘Green 
Light for Healing’, Home S.A. supplement, Sunday Mail, 10th January 2016, p. 23. 
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Denise’s reply revealed that great bond which exists between fellow gardeners, in the 

sharing of plants: 

 
 Yes, yes.  I’ve…in fact I’ve still got to bring it out…it’s 
 still out at the old place…a dear friend gave me a piece 
 out of her garden and I still want to hang on to it.  Yes, 
 that sort of thing, yes, it does mean something.  I’ll 
 always think of her when I see it.  So that sort of thing 
 does mean a lot to me, passing down things .66 
 
    

Locally, many gardens in the Port Lincoln area contain plants which have been grown in 

memory of loved ones, often brought from original plants growing at the site of old homes 

and farms on Eyre Peninsula.67  Some of these plants, such as pelargoniums —which exist 

in the harshest conditions,68 are imbued with rich meaning.  For example, until 1912, there 

was no legal requirement for a body to be buried in the Port Lincoln Pioneer Cemetery, or 

in consecrated ground and therefore, some burials took place where the death occurred, at a 

great distance from towns, on isolated rural properties.69  In those cases, a cairn of stones, a 

roughly-hewn wooden cross, or a hardy plant, would mark the site of a solitary grave.70  In 

later years, when the family perhaps moved to a different location, a piece of a  treasured 

plant, which had marked a lone resting place, frequently travelled too, before being 

lovingly transplanted and nurtured in a special place within a new home garden, to create 

another sanctuary of memories.71  

 

Visiting other gardens is a welcome pursuit for garden lovers, so the researcher was pleased 

to be invited to visit the garden of a local woman who had retired to live in Port Lincoln 

 
65 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 22nd October 2014. 
66 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 18th November 2014. 
67 Experience of the researcher. 
68 See Peter Cuffley, Traditional Gardens in Australia, Balwyn, Victoria 1991, p. 114 for a listing of the 
pelargoniums offered by nurseryman John Rule in 1857 – only zonal pelargoniums were grown then, not the 
Regal variety introduced much later. 
69 Conversation with Gwen Parkinson, local Port Lincoln historian who researched unmarked graves on Eyre 
Peninsula. 
70 See Gail Wiseman, Bringing the Stones, Hindmarsh, 2011, for an interesting historical account of lone 
graves found in the District Council of Elliston and Lake Hamilton area [on Eyre Peninsula] 1848-1916. 
71 Experience of the researcher. 
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after many years spent on a farming property over 75 kilometres away.72  Springtime glory 

was evident in the colourful garden as the owner proudly gestured towards “Auntie Nora’s 

white Shasta daisy” and also a huge white daisy bush which had been sourced as a cutting 

from the garden of her late mother-in-law at Blyth, in the mid north of South Australia. 

Proudly offering the researcher a propagated plant of each of the daisies, the garden owner 

explained that it was important for other gardeners to also grow these treasured plants, so 

that if they were to fail in her garden, there may be a “plant bank” in other local gardens, 

where cuttings could be obtained to keep alive the memory of loved ones. Sharing cuttings 

of plants in this way and visiting other home gardens leads to the formation of gardening 

friendships, which according to famous British garden designer Roy Strong is ‘something 

he most cherishes’.73 

 

Although plants propagated from cuttings and seeds are treasured by gardeners who view 

them as ‘living memorials’, Franklin Ginn offers a more sobering reflection on their 

symbolism.74  For instance, according to Ginn, whilst a plant may indeed have been chosen 

as a memorial to a loved one, and given a special place of honour in one’s garden, 

according to Ginn, at the same time the special plant highlights the absence of the loved 

one - for in reality, the deceased can now only exist in memory.75  Moreover, while plant 

memorials remind us of the ‘transience of life, memory and presence’, over time they will 

themselves die or ‘become detached from the object they memorialise’.76 Franklin Ginn 

concludes that while the materialising of memories in the garden gives a ‘strange 

temporality’ and closeness to the distant past, shrouded in the mists of time, at the same 

time the memorial plant can only be just ‘an echo of what is far away’.77   

 

Nevertheless, despite the harsh truisms raised by Ginn, it is evident that the sharing of 

plants and cuttings, especially in memory of loved ones, remains a strong theme in 

 
72 Researcher’s visit to a garden in Port Lincoln on Thursday 17th September 2015. 
73 Roy Strong (2000a.212) cited in David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, Oxford, 2006, p. 81. 
74 Franklin Ginn, ‘Death, absence and afterlife in the garden’, Cultural Geographies, 2014, 21:2, 
 p. 235. 
75 Ibid. p. 235. 
76 E. Casey, cited in Franklin Ginn, ‘Death, absence and afterlife in the garden’, Cultural Geographies, 2014, 
21:2, p. 232. 
77 Franklin Ginn, ‘Death, absence and afterlife in the garden’, Cultural Geographies, 2014,  
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contemporary gardens. Not only is there the friendship gained through contact with other 

gardeners, but the gardens themselves are nurturers and transmitters of social memory.  

Rozsika Parker believes that friendship plays ‘a crucial part’ in women’s enjoyment of 

gardening, citing the words of Nancie Sheffield on what plants cuttings from friends mean 

to her: 

 

I can never feel lonely, as so many of my friends have given me plants 
and I feel as if they are almost there in the garden with me.78 

 
At the same time, Robyn Longhurst suggests that town gardeners with a street frontage 

enjoy a unique advantage in forming gardening friendships.79  For instance, because they 

are positioned between the public of the streetscape and the private domain of the domestic 

garden, pedestrians passing by — even strangers — can interact with the gardeners at work, 

beside the busy street, amidst their plants.80  This very situation was one which brought 

great pleasure to the researcher’s late mother, for many passersby would stop to chat briefly 

as they traversed the busy footpath outside her colourful front garden.  Indeed, she gained 

considerable renown within her area for her magnificent summer display of Cleome 

Hassleriana − commonly known as ‘The Spider Flower’ − an old-fashioned, very tall, 

long-flowering annual, with unusual spider-shaped large flower heads in pink, white and 

mauve.  People even came to the front door, to enquire whether she could save some 

Cleome seeds for them when the flowering was over.  Subsequently this continued 

interaction led to the formation of numerous gardening friendships.81 

 

Throughout the centuries, whilst gardens have been associated with remembrance, the 

beauty and perfume of the genus rosa has been an enduring and prominent feature.82 
 

21:2, p. 241. 
78 Rozsika Parker, ‘Unnatural History: Women, Gardening and Femininity’, in Tim Richardson and Noël 
Kingsbury, Vista: the culture and politics of gardens, London, 2005, p. 96. 
79 Robyn Longhurst, ‘Plots, plants and paradoxes: contemporary domestic gardens in Aotearoa/New Zealand’, 
Social and Cultural Geography, August 2006, 7:4, pp. 581-593. 
80 Ibid. p. 585. 
81 Experience of the researcher. 
82 There are a vast number of works extant on the history of the genus rosa  – for some of the most 
comprehensive, see the seminal work by The Reverend Samuel Reynolds Hole, Dean of Rochester, A Book 
about Roses, London, 1869;  John Fisher, The Companion to Roses, Harmondsworth, 1986;  
South Australia’s Trevor Nottle’s Growing Old Fashioned Roses, 2nd edn, Kenhurst N.S.W., 1994;  and 
Charles and Brigid Quest-Ritson’s The Royal Horticultural Society Encyclopedia of Roses, London, 2008.   
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Indeed, J.M.C. Toynbee’s account of funerary rites in ancient Rome, reveals that not only 

were tomb vaults decorated with paintings of roses, but that roses were frequently 

mentioned in funerary inscriptions, for instance in this epitaph: 

 

Sprinkle my ashes with pure wine and fragrant oil 
of spikenard: 
Bring balsam, too, stranger, with crimson roses. 
Tearless my urn enjoys unending spring. 
I have not died, but changed my state.83 

 
Waxing lyrical in their tributes, poets through the centuries have also immortalized the 

beauty of the rose in words, with Scottish bard Robbie Burns acclaiming: 

 O, my Luve’s like a red, red rose 
 That’s newly sprung in June; 
 O my Luve’s like the melodie 
 That’s sweetly play’d in tune.84 
 
Penning his elegiac tribute to the rose, Edward Fitzgerald expressed his regret for life’s 

temporality, associating it with the brief blooming of the rose: 

 
 Alas, that spring should vanish with the rose! 
 That youth’s sweet-scented manuscript should close!85 
 

In more recent times, Elton John’s musical tribute to the late Diana, Princess of Wales, 

contained the haunting words:  

 

 Goodbye England’s rose; 
 May you ever grow in our hearts.86 
 

Roses − a universal symbol of beauty and love, continue to be chosen by gardeners − and 

purchased as cut blooms by non-gardeners − because of their association with the deepest 

 
83 J.M.C. Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, Baltimore, 1971, p. 63. 
84 Robert Burns, A Red Red Rose, 1796, cited in The Oxford Dictionary of Thematic Quotations, Oxford, 
2000, p. 232. 
85 Edward Fitzgerald, The Rubàiyàt of Omar Khayyàm, 1859, st. 72, cited in The Oxford Dictionary of 
Quotations, Oxford, 2004, p. 323. 
86 Elton John, Candle in the Wind, a song written for Elton by Bernie Taupin and revised for Elton to sing at 
the funeral service for Diana, Princess of Wales on 7th September 1997, cited in The Oxford Dictionary of 
Quotations, Oxford, 2004, p. 422. 
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of human emotions.87  For instance, the researcher arranged an interview with Debra in Port 

Lincoln and from the street, before turning into the driveway of Debra’s home, a large 

colourful rose garden, gaily exuberant with bloom, was an inviting feature.  Greeting Debra 

at the front door and complimenting her on the display, it was obvious that she took great 

pride in her garden: 

 

 My roses represent different people…the Double Delight you 
 admired was my husband John… I built my rose garden, 

something John and I had planned,  
[it’s] a place of beauty…beautiful memories…a place of 

 comfort, with particular roses in memory of particular 
 people… my mother, my grandmother and family friends. 88 
 
   
In 2014 the researcher embarked upon an experiment to propagate cuttings of roses. The 

activity was undertaken to ascertain what it would mean to have an actual rose, propagated 

from one which was growing in a well-loved garden.  For instance, at the Port Lincoln 

home of the researcher’s mother (who died in 2013) a row of treasured roses grew along the 

front fence, where their blooms were enjoyed by passers-by.  These roses were the so-

called ‘nostalgia’ roses which were popular in the 1950s — Eiffel Tower, Lilac Time, 

Spek’s Yellow, Rod Stillman, Queen Elizabeth and Michele Meilland amongst them.  The 

roses were also a source of constant delight to the researcher’s mother and following her 

death, cuttings were carefully taken by the researcher and nurtured in a shadehouse.  Daily 

inspections of the cuttings were finally rewarded when eventually, tiny white roots were 

visible.  Since then, the roses have flourished and whilst some remain potted, others have 

found a place of honour in the researcher’s own rose garden.  Here, they are lovingly 

tended, for these priceless relics, from the actual roses which belonged to the researcher’s 

mother, have a deeply personal meaning and offer a unique way of maintaining the 

connection with a loved one.  Indeed, it seems that the absent one almost ‘lives on’ through 

the living plant which now represents her, while the researcher has obtained a deeper 

understanding of the symbolism attached to special plants. 

 

 
87 Trevor Nottle, ‘Roses for every garden’, Australian Women’s Weekly Garden Guides, Sydney, 1995, p. 5. 
88 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 24th November 2014. 
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Yet for those gardeners who do not have cuttings or plants propagated from memorable 

gardens, rose bushes are often purchased from nurseries with the name of the rose itself 

being a deciding factor.  For instance, according to Roger Mann, the world-renowned 

hybrid tea rose Peace was named in 1942 for ‘the world’s greatest desire’ − peace − when 

the end of the Second World War was declared.89  Opening its Hall of Fame in 1976, the 

World Federation of Rose Societies voted Peace to be the world’s most loved rose.90  

 

In the twenty-first century, Peace’s fame endures with the latest product list from Ross 

Roses in South Australia still describing it as ‘the world’s favourite rose’.91  Andrew Ross, 

the principal of Ross Roses in Willunga, South Australia, confirmed that as well as Peace, 

his rose nursery receives many requests each week for named roses, including Amazing 

Grace.92 Indeed, whilst the word ‘peace’ speaks of a universal desire, Amazing Grace − the 

hymn composed in 1779 by John Newton93 − is also universal, being the most frequently 

requested hymn at funeral ceremonies in the researcher’s area.94 At the same time, rosarian 

Andrew Ross also mentioned in his communication: 

 

 We get many people asking for a new rose to be dedicated to a loss.  
 This is very hard as the loss is immediate yet to find a rose and 
 propagate it takes several years…we have produced several roses 
 for those with a loss in a high-profile area –Sally Jean Nixon,  
Kate’s Rose and Lizzie Watkins are three that have been successful.95 
 

 
Local nurseryman Tom Jones of Port Lincoln, when asked by the researcher whether he 

believed roses were chosen because of their name, asserted: 

 

 Yes, it’s all based on the emotions.  Mother’s Love is definitely 
 chosen because of its name, as is Dearest – the qualities of the 
 rose itself seem to be irrelevant.96 

 
89 Roger Mann, ‘Peace’ in ‘The Rose Gallery’, Roses, Sydney, 2002, p. 304. 
90 Ibid..p. 304. 
91 Product List 2015, Ross Roses, http://rossroses.com.au 
92 Andrew Ross, Ross Roses, email communication received 2nd January 2016. 
93 ‘Amazing Grace’, in Ian Bradley, The Penguin Book of Hymns, London, 1990, p. 34.  
94 Experience of the researcher. 
95 Ibid. 
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As evidenced in the names of these new rose introductions, and a vast number in the past, 

they are frequently named after women.  Interestingly, whilst feminine names for roses 

predominate, the propagation and cultivation of new rose varieties is still largely a 

masculine pursuit, with the world’s most famous rose breeders being men.97  Yet since the 

early days of recorded writings of activities within the domestic flower garden, the daily 

maintenance tasks have largely been seen as ‘women’s work’, evidencing a gendered 

dimension.   For instance, in the 1808 memoirs of Mrs. Grant:  

 

 The care of plants, such as needed peculiar care or skill to rear them, 
 was the female province.  Everyone in town or country had a garden. 
 Into this garden no foot of man intruded after it was dug in the spring. 
 …what I so often beheld – a respectable mistress of a family going 
 out to her garden, on an April morning, with her great calash, her 
 little painted basket of seeds, and her rake over her shoulder, going 
 to her gardens of labours.98  
 

 
Indeed, Mrs. Grant’s ‘garden of labours’ may have been a source of great pleasure, for  

Rozsika Parker has suggested that for women, part of their enjoyment of gardening has 

been the physical work, and ‘the permission it provided to transgress the bounds of 

femininity.99  

 

As the fin de siècle of the nineteenth century gave way to a new century of gardening, Mr. 

Scarf of the South Australian Gardeners’ Society extolled the benefits of the garden for 

promoting harmonious family life: 

 

 
96 Researcher’s conversation with Tom Jones, proprietor, Kallinyalla Nursery, Port Lincoln, on 3rd January 
2016 at 11.00 a.m. 
97 England’s David Austin has achieved global fame for his ‘English Roses’ named after classical or 
Shakespearean characters, whilst in Australia see Tilley and Andrew Govanstone, The Women Behind the 
Roses, Dural, N.S.W., 2010, for a lavishly illustrated history of Alistair Clark and the multitude of roses – all 
named after women he knew - which he bred at his property ‘Glenara’, near Melbourne from 1915-1952; also 
South Australia’s David Ruston, A Life with Roses, Dural, N.S.W., 2011, for an account of one of the world’s 
most renowned rosarians who has devoted his life to the culture and promotion of the rose.  South Australians 
Deane Ross and George Thomson also achieved fame during the 1980s as rose breeders in that State. 
98 Mrs. Grant, ‘Memoirs of an American Lady, 1808’ in Jennifer Taylor, ed., The Gardener’s Quotation Book, 
London, 1991, p. 17. 
99 Rozsika Parker, ‘Unnatural History: Women, Gardening and Femininity’, in Tim Richardson and Noël 
Kingsbury, Vista: the culture and politics of gardens, London, 2005, p. 95. 
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 The love of a garden and the cultivation of flowers exercises a 
refining influence on human nature, and it gives our children interest in home life 
which has a beneficial and lasting influence.100 

 
 
The emphasis on the garden being a place for women was emphasised:  

 
If there is any outdoor work within the reach of the gentler sex 

            it is the work of tending the garden.  To us it just seems that 
woman in the garden, is in one of the places for which she was intended’.101 
 

During the interwar years, suburban homes developed their distinctive style, with women’s 

flower gardens at the front for display, and backyards where men grew fruit and 

vegetables.102   After the Second World War, gardening was accorded a host of attributes, 

including the claim in a popular gardening magazine that ‘the garden could save the 

nation’.103  

 
On the other hand, garden writer Eleanor Perenyi has strongly criticized the traditional 

gendered roles found in domestic gardens of the past − where men maintained the 

productive ‘backyard” with its fruit trees and vegetables, while women tended the 

floriferous displays − for Perenyi claims that ‘flowers are the emblems of feminine 

submission.’104 Holly Kerr-Forsyth’s comments agree with Perenyi’s claim, for she has 

found that in the earlier years of Australian colonization, gardens represented ‘bounded 

space’ where even wealthy women could be controlled in acceptable roles, thereby 

dissuading them from challenging traditional gender roles in a male-dominated society.105 

 

 
100 Mr. Scarf, South Australian Gardeners’ Society, 1900, cited in Katie Holmes, Susan K. Martin and Kylie 
Mirmohamadi, Green Pens, Carlton, 2004, p. 95. 
101 ‘Amateur Gardener’, 1904, cited in Katie Holmes, Susan K. Martin and Kylie Mirmohamadi, Green Pens, 
Carlton, 2004, p. 85. 
102 Ibid. p. 85. 
103 An address to the American Horticultural Council ‘What is Horticulture’ published in the Australian 
Garden Lover, 1949, cited in Green Pens, Carlton, 2004, p. 163. 
104 Eleanor Perenyi, Green Thoughts, New York, 1981, p. 261. 
105 Holly Kerr-Forsyth, Remembered Gardens, Carlton, 2008, p. 104.  See also Lorraine Dowler, Josephine 
Carubia and Bonj Szczygiel, ‘Gender and Landscape: Renegotiating morality and space’, in Gender and 
Landscape, New York, 2005, p. 4 for a discussion on feminist theories regarding the relationship of power in 
the construction of gender identities in and outside of the home environs – for example, confining women to 
the spatial confines of home and garden limits their access to knowledge, thereby increasing masculine power 
advantages. 
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Robyn Longhurst has noted that the ordering of domestic spaces in this way tended to be 

the hallmark of ‘middle class’ residences until the early 1980s when more general ‘cottage’ 

plantings became favoured.106  Indeed, the researcher recalls her childhood when home 

gardens, even in the city environs, did not mirror those of the contemporary era.  For 

instance, most Port Lincoln homes in the 1950s and 1960s, in common with those 

throughout the nation, displayed colourful annual plants and shrubs at the front of the 

home, while the backyard enclosed fowl houses, fruit trees and vegetable gardens. The 

daily lifestyle of home-owners then was very different, for as most women of the 

researcher’s acquaintance did not work outside of the home, they found time during the day 

to tend their flowers borders.  Therefore, women were able to create, within their own 

contained domestic spaces, ‘secret landscapes of feminine subjectivities’ according to Jean 

Duruz.107  At the same time, although husbands were employed during the day, they often 

worked regular hours which allowed them to maintain the backyard area in the evening and 

on the weekend. 

 

Lambasting the male domination of garden landscaping in earlier eras, Perenyi has argued 

that it was only in the twentieth century that gardens designed or landscaped by women 

gained any recognition, as before then, famous gardens had been ‘reflections of men’s 

intellectual and spiritual experience’.108  Perenyi’s scathing comments have merit, for apart 

from Gertrude Jekyll’s books on English garden design published in the early 1900s and 

Edna Walling’s Australian works in the 1940s, most books on garden design written by 

women have only received acclaim since the 1990s, as women have become empowered to 

pursue their outdoor passions while continuing their traditional domestic roles at home.109  

 
106 Robyn Longhurst, ‘Plots, plants and paradoxes: contemporary domestic gardens in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand’, Social and Cultural Geography, 7:4, August 2006, p. 588. 
107 Jean Duruz, ‘Suburban Gardens: Cultural Notes’, in Sarah Ferber, Chris Healy and Chris McAuliffe, 
Beasts of Suburbia, 1994, Carlton, pp. 212-213. 
108 Ibid. p. 265. 
109 See Cheryl Maddocks, Garden Enchantment, Moorebank, N.S.W., 1992 for her designs for romantic 
gardens using perennials;  world-renowned Rosemary Verey, Rosemary Verey’s Garden Plans, London, 1993 
for designs for small gardens;  Anna Pavord, The New Kitchen Garden, Sydney, 1997 – her innovative 
designs incorporating decorative design elements with fruit and vegetables removed the long-held tradition of 
the productive garden being ‘down the back’ as in the interwar years; internationally-known garden writer and 
plantswoman Penelope Hobhouse, Penelope Hobhouse’s Garden Designs, Rydalmere, N.S.W., 1997; Sarah 
Raven, The Bold and Brilliant Garden, London, 1999, for her revolutionary flamboyant designs in bright 
colour combinations; Tracy DiSabato-Aust, The Well-Designed Mixed Garden, Portland, Oregon U.S.A. 2003 
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Indeed, Holly Kerr-Forsyth believes that one of landscaper Edna Wallings’ greatest 

achievements was her dismissal of gender and class distinctions early in the twentieth 

century, encouraging women to carry out the physical work of landscaping, instead of their 

being relegated solely to the flower garden.110  Now, in the twenty-first century, most 

women of the researcher’s acquaintance have surmounted the stereotyped gender roles 

which previously existed and regularly carry out a great deal of the physical maintenance of 

gardens, including composting, pruning and lawn mowing.111  

 

At the same time, women in the contemporary era appear to enjoy a unique gender balance 

which has not existed before in earlier times.  For instance, whilst social barriers defining 

the roles of men and women in the garden are no longer apparent, the researcher has found 

that most women still welcome masculine input in the creation of structural elements of the 

garden.  Perhaps this may be a subtle way in which women allow men to still feel ‘useful’ 

in the garden (whilst secretly affirming that the garden is really their own feminine 

territory) but it may also evidence the continuation of traditional skills training for men.  

Indeed, a recent report on gender balance in trade skills found that for the last twenty-five 

years, less than 2% of women in the workforce were employed in the construction 

industry.112 Citing ‘deeply embedded cultural attitudes’ for the deficiency, the report 

concluded that current training systems still perpetuate labour divisions between what is 

viewed as acceptable work for men and women.113  

 

Interestingly, this finding was upheld when the researcher visited Sarah, and asked whether 

she had private places for remembrance in her flourishing garden.  Sarah, who now lived 

alone without the support of family networks, found great satisfaction in her garden.  She 

pointed to a vista outside the kitchen window, exclaiming with pride: 

 

 
for not only her original designs using perennials but also a vast array of photographs taken by the author 
herself; and Holly Kerr Forsyth, The Constant Gardener, Carlton, Carlton, Victoria 2007 for her ‘botanical 
bible’ on all elements of Australian garden design.   
110 Holly Kerr-Forsyth, Remembered Gardens, Carlton, 2008, p. 192. 
111 Experience of the researcher. 
112 ‘Women in trades: the missing 48 percent’, Women NSW Occasional Paper, New South Wales 
Government, March 2013, www.wgea.gov.au. 
113 Ibid. 
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See that bird aviary – Tim built it himself – I paid for all the stuff – 
bought him the tools – that’ll never move from there. 

            Yes, it’ll always be there as long as I’m alive and it will always  
 stand there.114  

Becoming more impassioned, Sarah continued: 

And see that little brick path there, up the middle [points outside] 
Tim did that…I had some leftover pavers from when I did 
the front courtyard…he got out there…it’s his own design. 
Nobody will ever move a brick from that while I’m alive, 
I can tell you! [laughs]115 

 
Whilst Sarah’s enjoyment of her floriferous garden was obvious, it was the structural 

elements, created by her late partner, which appeared to be more meaningful, perhaps 

because of their durability as lasting memorials, compared to the impermanence of all 

living plant forms.116 

 

Interwoven amidst the multiple layers of meaning embedded in domestic gardens, the 

pleasures of multi-sensorial experiences in one’s own private space is a theme which 

resonates strongly with the researcher’s own beliefs on the delights of creating a fantasy 

world in the home garden.117  Indeed, as David Russell asserts, there appears to be a primal 

human need to create a place:  

 

 Possessing a special quality…a genius loci… 
 a quality which evokes…a deeper dimension…a ‘spirit of the place’.118 

 

Memories of the magical gardens of one’s childhood can greatly influence how the past can 

be revisited and through the mists of time, can enable childhood fantasies to be enacted 

 
114 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October, 2014. 
115 Interview with the researcher, Port Lincoln, South Australia, 16th October, 2014. 
116 Observation of the researcher. 
117 See Cheryl Maddocks, Garden Enchantment, Sydney, 1992;  also Mark Bhatti, Andrew Church, Amanda 
Claremont and Paul Stenner, “I love being in the garden’: enchanting encounters in everyday life’, Social and 
Cultural Geography, 10:1, February 2009, pp. 61-76. 
118 David Russell, ‘A psychological perspective on place’, in John Cameron (ed), Changing places: re-
imagining Australia, Double Bay, 2003, p. 149. 
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again, in one’s present domestic garden.119  For instance, Lauri Brunton and Erin Fournier 

claim that it is within the serenity of the home garden that we remember the carefree days 

of our childhood,  inspiring us to create peaceful places with similar idyllic qualities, so that 

we may re-live our halcyon days.120  

 

Gaston Bachelard wrote on a similar theme, claiming that ‘we remain young late in life’ 

through the enacting of familiar, embodied routines in the garden which link us to the 

innocent world of our childhood.121 Bachelard’s findings have been borne out in the 

researcher’s own garden, for when a home orchard was established some years ago, fruit 

trees were chosen specifically because of their links with the researcher’s own childhood 

memories of her mother’s large and fruitful garden. Indeed, the most important tree which 

was chosen to establish the researcher’s orchard was a ‘Black English’ mulberry tree 

(Morus Nigra) which has now grown to an immense size and bears massive yields of  fruit.  

During childhood summers, picking mulberries was a very memorable event for the 

researcher – hands, faces and clothing bearing testament to the staining dye of the luscious 

mulberries. Now, every year, as the researcher proudly seeks the glistening dark morsels 

hidden amidst the serrated green foliage of her own tree, thoughts of the past crowd in.  For 

example, spontaneously the researcher can vividly recall the time (over 50 years ago) when 

an elderly uncle climbed aloft amidst the century-old gnarled branches of the mulberry tree. 

Accidentally slipping and crashing to the ground, the uncle lay beneath the gargantuan 

branches as the children sped to the house to raise the alarm — ‘Uncle Jack’s fallen out of 

the tree!’.122  Strands of memory infiltrate all the living things within the garden, as in this 

example, allowing the gardener to revel in a secret world filled with the joys of memory. 

 

 
119 Mark Bhatti, Andrew Church, Amanda Claremont and Paul Stenner, “I love being in the garden’: 
enchanting encounters in everyday life’, Social and Cultural Geography, 10:1,  
February 2009, p. 70. 
120 Lauri Brunton and Erin Fournier, Sanctuary, New York, 1999, p. 38. 
121 Gaston Bachelard, 1971, cited in Mark Bhatti, Andrew Church, Amanda Claremont and Paul Stenner, ‘I 
love being in the garden’: enchanting encounters in everyday life, Social and Cultural Geography, 2009, 10:1, 
p. 72. 
122 Experience of the researcher. 
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While the creation of one’s own fantasy world within the garden is just one of the myriad 

topics which contemporary writers have explored, David Cooper expands upon this theme, 

with his discourse on another magical dimension in the garden - ‘reverie’:123 

 

 ‘Reverie, I suggest, is entirely characteristic of much 
 ‘green thought in a green shade’ … the thoughts of a man or  
  woman sitting or strolling quietly in a garden alight now on this,  
  now on that… not regimented by their owner into a chain of 
  reasoning or towards a set purpose.124 

 

Indeed, as Cooper suggests, ‘reverie’ is perhaps a fanciful way of engaging even more 

sensuously with the meditative delights of the garden.125  Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church 

et. al have explored this philosophical reflection in greater depth, drawing upon the writings 

of Gaston Bachelard.126  According to Bachelard, enthralling encounters within the garden 

even ‘reverberate’, deeply evoking a poetic awareness which surges through one’s whole 

body and transports one beyond the simple recognition of being part of the natural world.127   

 

For example, while Bachelard was strolling in his garden in a melancholy mood, he 

happened to glimpse a bird nesting in a hedge.128  Even as Bachelard came upon this gentle, 

soothing sight,  he felt his spirits lifting,  his thoughts resonating with the ‘lived image’ of 

the humble bird and its nest.129  Reminiscing ensued, with Bachelard recalling how as a 

child the discovery of such a nest would have brought excitement and wonderment, yet 

now, even with the less ardent passions of adulthood, he could recapture that youthful 

naivety and childish pleasure by ‘seizing the specific reality’ of an image.130   

 

Moreover, as Cooper recounts, even as Bachelard mused upon his joyful sighting of the 

nest, further images crowded his consciousness — of the nest itself, although such a 

 
123 David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, New York, 2006, p. 84. 
124 Ibid. p. 84. 
125 Ibid.  p. 84. 
126Mark Bhatti, Andrew Church, Amanda Claremont and Paul Stenner, ‘I love being in the garden’: 
enchanting encounters in everyday life’, Social and Cultural Geography, 2009, 10:1, pp. 65-66. 
127 Ibid. p. 65. 
128 Ibid. p. 66. 
129 Ibid. p. 66. 
130 Ibid. p. 66. 
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‘precarious thing’, offering warmth and comfort — which in turn flowed on to Bachelard 

imagining his own home as a safe haven, enclosing his family lovingly within its walls.131  

Bachelard’s musing, Cooper concludes, fully endorses his account of the ‘uninhibited’ 

character of reverie and reverberation, which can transport one into a magical, fantastical 

world through ‘thought, imagination and memory’. 132 

 

While the home garden, with its multiple layers of meaning is still considered to be an 

essential part of many home properties in the contemporary era, Franklin Ginn argues that 

since the 1990s, the concept of the family home as a steadfast bulwark against life’s 

vicissitudes has changed.133  Now, homes are often subjected to renovations and revamping 

which, whilst offering new possibilities, can disrupt the calm continuum of domestic life.  

Accordingly, the domestic garden becomes even more valued, as a refuge. 134  The 

popularity of home renovation programmes135 featured on television support Ginn’s claims, 

for prior to the 1990s home renovation was not a mainstream topic for television 

programming.  In the present era, real estate and home supplements in newspapers portray 

smiling couples aglow with happiness, surveying their new kitchen layouts which are 

resplendent with gleaming appliances, open-plan family areas, and ample ensuites, while 

the garden itself is often not mentioned.136 Marketing suggests that all human needs may be 

met within the walls of the home, but perhaps it is only outside those walls — in the garden 

— where a true sense of peace and fulfillment may be found, for as Franklin Ginn attests: 

 

The very ethos of gardening involves being amidst living things –  
which the home building itself cannot offer.137 

 

 
131 Bachelard, 1994:97, cited in David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, New York, 2006, p. 84. 
132 Ibid. p. 84. 
133 Franklin Ginn, ‘Death, absence and afterlife in the garden’, Cultural Geographies, 2014, 21:2,  
p. 231. 
134 Ibid. p. 231. 
135 A popular and long-running television show is Channel 7’s Better Homes and Gardens which has a strong 
slant towards change – urging viewers to revamp their homes. Whilst garden makeovers are featured, they 
generally consist of ‘minimalist’ creations designed for low maintenance rather than floriferous or edible 
attributes.  
136 Home Supplement, The Sunday Mail, 14th February 2016. 
137 Ibid. p. 231. 
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On the other hand, Bhatti and Church have brought to attention a paradox which they have 

observed in recent times.138 Although they acknowledge that the home garden is generally 

viewed as an ‘extension’ of the house itself, they believe that the garden is simultaneously a 

separate entity, enabling family members the opportunity for ‘an embodied and sensual 

engagement with nature’ in a way which cannot be achieved within the home itself.139  For 

example, when the researcher is standing at her kitchen sink, attending to daily duties, as 

women have done for centuries, the view outside the kitchen window predominates.  Lush 

and colourful, the garden is only metres away and any work carried out at the sink is 

accomplished in an altered state, for the researcher is usually preoccupied by the vision of 

her garden, so tantalisingly close, beckoning her away from domestic duties, with its 

alluring siren-song of earthly delights.140  

    
Having one’s own private space, such as that which can be found in the home garden, is 

paramount, for as Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church affirm, whilst people may seek to 

meditate whilst walking in parks and recreation areas open to the public, it is often not 

possible to be alone with nature in such spaces.141   Indeed, it is the quietude of one’s own 

garden which sets it apart from spaces which are shared with others, for as David Cooper 

has observed, ‘gardens of solitary delight’ have been idealised over the centuries as places 

of ‘contemplation and meditation’ — one of the few places where a person could be alone 

with his thoughts.142  Gordon Ford, who found inspiration in the creation of native gardens 

in Australia, has written:  

 

 I believe gardens offer us something beyond the material world. 
 They provide a spiritual component allowing us to participate in 
 the wonder and mystery of creation.143   

Offering life-affirming seasonal glories and spiritual satisfaction, the timeless daily ritual of 

just being in the domestic garden continues to provide a haven of peace which is totally 

 
138 Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church, ‘Home, the Culture of Nature and Meanings of Gardens in Late 
Modernity’, Housing Studies, 19:1, January 2004, pp. 38. 
139 Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church, p. 38. 
140 Experience of the researcher. 
141 Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church, p. 38. 
142 David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, New York, 2006, p. 83. 
143 Gordon Ford, in Gordon and Gwen Ford, The Natural Australian Garden, Hawthorn, Victoria 1999, p.3. 
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unaffected by technological change or the vicissitudes of modern living.  For example, 

Wendy Whiteley has written how the creation of her garden on the shores of Sydney 

Harbour enabled her to ‘channel her grief into renewal’ following the death of her husband, 

avant-garde artist Brett Whiteley, in 1992 and the subsequent death from cancer of her only 

child, Arkie in 2001.144  In the midst of her tragedy, Wendy remembered: 

 

 My mother always had a garden…she used to escape into it to 
 get away from us.  I’ve realized that’s what women do when they 
 want to be left alone…it’s different to saying “I need an hour to 
 meditate’, but it achieves the same thing.145 
 
 
Creating her garden to ‘work off my demons’ Wendy has found great solace in her lush 

rainforest haven (where she has also placed the ashes of her daughter, Arkie); 

 I’m not religious and I don’t believe in an afterlife…but in the 
 garden there is a sense of continuity.146 
 
In December 2014, the researcher attended the biennial conference of Heritage Roses in 

Australia, in Launceston, where one of the speakers, Murray Radka from New Zealand, 

captivated the audience with his account of the creation of his garden, “Brandy Hill”.  

Stricken by the tragedy of his son Craig’s death in a car accident in November 2000, 

Murray’s emotional account of his pain-filled journey through grief and loss was 

inspirational, for it centred around the sense of hopelessness he endured until his discovered 

a love for old heritage roses.  Incorporating the beauty of the roses into his fledgling 

garden, Murray regained a sense of meaning in his life and was able to slowly progress 

from the dark turmoil of his loss: 

 The garden comforts and calms me…along with the roses, 
 it has helped to save me.  I feel hopeful here and when I am 
 in it [the garden] I remember him [Craig] with gladness, 
 rather than sadness.147 
 

 
144 Wendy Whiteley, ‘Secret Garden’, Vogue, October 2015, pp. 156-159. 
145 Ibid. p. 158. 
146 Ibid. p. 159. 
147 Murray Radka, speaker at the Biennial  Conference of Heritage Roses in Australia, held in Launceston, 
Tasmania from 27th – 5th December 2014. 
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Although the style of Australian gardens has changed in recent decades, Trevor Nottle has 

pointed out that postmodern society places a greater emphasis on leisure, noting that the 

role of the domestic backyard has changed enormously.148   Studying the culture of gardens 

in late modernity, Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church have commented on two of the major 

changes evidenced.149  For instance, they found that since the 1980s not only has the size of 

garden plots decreased, but also, in the years since the Second World War, food 

consumption patterns have changed, with less food crops grown in the home garden.150   

 

Ongoing droughts and water restrictions have meant that gardeners have turned to greater 

use of ‘waterwise’ plants — often indigenous species which are drought resistant.  Since 

the late 1960s, landscaped ‘bush’ gardens have increased in popularity for not only are they 

low maintenance, but according to landscaper Gordon Ford they reflect the more casual, 

outdoor Australian way of life, rather than the cottage gardens of earlier years.151 

Many of the newer homes in Port Lincoln, especially in the Lincoln Cove Marina area, 

feature succulents and hardy shrubs in favour of time-consuming annuals, reflecting the 

changed lifestyle of home occupants, whilst still expressing the need for a connection with 

nature which only living plants can provide. 

 

Yet as Katie Holmes asserts, the ongoing significance of gardens in Australia lies in the 

way in which they have ‘shaped and reshaped’ urban and rural landscapes, whilst meeting 

so many personal needs.152  Not only have they been places for physical expression, but 

they have also provided succour for the deepest emotional yearnings of the nations’s 

gardeners for over two centuries, whilst being a ‘place for cultural expression’.153  

Importantly, Holmes believes, it is essential for the ‘mental and physical’ health of the 

nation that the significance of gardens and gardening continues to be recognized and 

 
148 Trevor Nottle, The New Cottage Garden, East Roseville, 1997, p. 49. 
149 Mark Bhatti and Andrew Church, ‘Home, the Culture of Nature and Meanings of Gardens in Late 
Modernity’, Housing Studies, 19:1, January 2004, p. 43.  
150 Ibid. p. 43. 
151 Graeme Law, Foreword, in Gordon Ford, The Natural Australian Garden,  
Hawthorn, Vic., 1999, p. xi. 
152 Katie Holmes, in Katie Holmes, Susan K. Martin and Kylie Mirmohamadi, Reading the Garden, Carlton, 
2008, p. 228. 
153 Ibid. p. 228. 
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upheld.154  Lauri Brunton and Erin Fournier concur, for they believe that because the 

frenetic pace of daily life has increased, we need — more than ever — to ensure that 

peaceful sanctuaries remain part of our world.155   

Change continues in all aspects of daily life and while seasonal change is one of the 

delights observed within one’s own garden, the immediacy of the outside world’s demands 

are banished. There, within those hallowed, secret spaces of the garden, time stands still.  

Gardeners carry out the daily rituals of weeding, cultivating, watering, harvesting and 

nurturing which other gardeners have done in just the same way down through the 

centuries, delighting in the repetition of those humble tasks. Gardeners today too enjoy the 

same benefits as other gardeners in the past, for they know the satisfaction of being at one 

with nature, of being close to the very soil which has been the basis of life since time 

began.  At the same time, shelter from the storm of life is the reward for those who have a 

garden, however humble. The deep satisfaction which gardeners enjoy was expressed so 

succinctly by the famous creator of Laskett Gardens in England, Sir Roy Strong. When he 

was asked ‘What is the most important thing” he had done with his life he replied simply 

‘to have made a garden.’156 

 

As cultivated spaces which both connect with nature, and displace it, gardens offer access 

to the long rhythms of seasons, and to ways of remembering the past.  Throughout this 

chapter, it has been demonstrated how gardens have, since earliest times, supported all 

humanity in so many ways.  Not only have their enclosed spaces been cultivated to produce 

food, but also to offer sensory pleasures, healing and solace.  Moreover, cemeteries in the 

contemporary era are gradually merging in design to the style of parks and gardens.  

Reflecting the peace and comfort which abounds in natural surroundings, many cemeteries 

in urban and regional areas now feature trees, shrubberies, and flower beds.  “Garden” is a 

word which has timeless associations with beauty, pleasure and places of refuge and so it is 

apt that in the contemporary era, the word “garden” is used in the official name of some 

cemeteries  (as in the name ‘North Shields Garden Cemetery’ in the researcher’s area). 

Gardens in Australia, as we have seen, strongly reflect the history of gender, as well as 

 
154 Ibid. p. 228. 
155 Lauri Brunton and Erin Fournier, Sanctuary, New York, 1999. p. 20. 
156 Sir Roy Strong, cited in David Cooper, A Philosophy of Gardens, Oxford, 2006, p. 3. 
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housing design and national culture.  Similarly, private domestic gardens, in the 

contemporary era, are sites for individual funeral rites and more diffuse patterns of 

memorialising, utilising of symbols and creation of personal sacred places - all of which are 

strong factors in the history of mourning rituals and remembrance  
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Conclusion 
 

 
  Change alone is eternal, perpetual, immortal. 
 

                                   Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) 
 
 
 

As stated in the introductory chapter of the thesis, the aim of this study has been to examine 

the vast changes which have taken place in funerals, mourning and remembrance in the 

post 1960s era, on the Lower Eyre Peninsula region of South Australia.  At the same time, 

the thesis has sought to discover how such changes have impacted on the lives of rural 

women in the researcher’s area. 

 

The study was contextualised within the existing literature concerning death, mourning and 

remembrance.  While a few historians had written accounts of the history of cemeteries, 

funerals and the establishment of Australian crematoria, such works had largely centred on 

the city of Adelaide itself, neglecting the country areas and the Lower Eyre Peninsula 

region of South Australia. 

 

Moreover, the literature extant revealed that any written accounts of women’s experiences 

with death and funerals in either urban or rural areas were very rare.  Such an absence of 

historical records is entirely understandable because, until the latter decades of the 

twentieth century, the funeral industry was a male hegemony, with women excluded from 

any visible role.  At the same time, it was not socially acceptable, in that era, to discuss 

matters of death and dying. 

 

Using oral history methodology and a wide range of sources, the researcher has aimed to 

redress this discrepancy. To ensure the rigour and accuracy of the research, a 

comprehensive literature review was undertaken, and semi-structured interviews with local 

women were conducted.  A limitation of this study is that the number of women 

interviewed was very small.  The researcher fully accepts that there can be problems 
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associated with the selection of a small sample size, for they may not accurately reflect the 

characteristics of a target population.  Yet it had been decided from the outset that only a 

very small number of women would be asked whether they wished to participate in the 

research project.  It was never intended that the interviews would form a major part of the 

research and there were no plans to canvass widely to attract participants.  Whilst it is 

acknowledged that a larger sample would have been more representative of the lives of 

women in Port Lincoln, the data which was obtained from the small number of participants 

was intended only to add interest and richness to the study and it cannot be seen as 

indicative of the experiences of all women in Port Lincoln.  

 

Notwithstanding the limited sample, this work offers valuable insights into some of the 

myriad emotions and thoughts of local women in the researcher’s area who had journeyed 

along the tortuous path of grief and loss.   All the women came from different backgrounds 

so each was able to convey a rich personal story which differed from the others.  However, 

with a small sample size, caution needed to be applied to the findings for they may not be 

representative of women’s lives in another geographical area .  

 

 

As part of the exploration of changing ways of funerals, mourning and remembrance in a 

defined rural area, the study had a threefold aim.  First, to describe the historical changes in 

the area to be studied, in the field of funerals and remembrance.  Secondly, to explore the 

decline of some traditional aspects of funerals and the rising acceptance of secular rites. 

A third aim of the study was to ascertain whether women — and society — have benefited 

from changes to the time-honoured ways of coping with death and mourning and if so, 

how? 

 

Following research for this thesis, significant differences in social perceptions, expectations 

and outcomes were revealed, compared to the established and unchanging customs of the 

previous century. In this, the Port Lincoln region shares the social history of the rest of 

Australia. The themes studied have offered insights into societal concerns throughout 
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Australia during the latter decades of the twentieth century, with a particular focus on the 

universal experience of death, mourning and remembrance. 

 

The thesis is in agreement with the historical consensus  that throughout the Western world, 

during the latter half of the twentieth century, sweeping social and cultural changes took 

place,1 influenced by the impact of feminism, multiculturalism and the “Baby Boomer” 

generation (people born between 1946 and 1964, when there was a massive increase — 

“Baby Boom” — worldwide in births after World War Two).2  Whilst change was 

evidenced in all levels of society, the funeral industry — so steeped in tradition and 

previously very slow to evolve — was also transformed.  Indeed, funerals in the 

contemporary era often bear little resemblance to the sombre obsequies of earlier years.  

Gone are the sorrowing black-clad mourners assembled in their disciplined ranks in 

churches, singing doleful funerary hymns.  Instead, lively celebratory gatherings are now 

held in chapels, halls or outdoor venues, with those attending often requested to wear 

colourful attire.  These are remarkable changes, but continuities can also be found, and all 

of these customs – both the long-standing older ones, and the recent creative endeavours – 

address humanity’s need to mark the passage of death and remember those who have 

departed. 

 

Declining religious faith, increasing secularism and spirituality and the acceptance of 

cremation as a mode of disposition — all within recent decades, and after centuries of 

adherence to religious rites and earth burial — have swept away the traditions of the past.  

The effect of these changes, discarding time-honoured rituals which had sustained and 

guided our ancestors, has been a major focus for the thesis.  Whilst discussion of matters 

pertaining to death and dying was largely taboo until the 1970s, the media brought a new 

acceptability to expressions of loss and grief. Slowly the veil of mystery which had 

shrouded death, and the funeral industry, was lifted.  At the same time, religious faith began 

to decline and changes in funerary trends, offering options never available before, became 

 
11 Eric Hobsbawm, ‘The Social Revolution 1945-1990’, The Age of Extremes, London, 1945. 
2 ‘Baby Boomers’, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/
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accessible to all levels of society.  Conclusively, this thesis has argued that the quest for 

individualism has been at the centre of the many changes which have taken place.   

 

As has been demonstrated throughout this thesis, societies gain an understanding of the past 

from a diverse variety of sources.  To contextualise this understanding, Chapter Two 

presented an historical overview of death and mourning throughout the nation.   In the past, 

in Western societies, death was perceived as an integral part of life, with people often dying 

at home, surrounded by loved ones. Most funerals were held in the church, with a minister 

presiding, because churches had a central role in Christian death rites.  At the same time, 

the fear of Hellfire and damnation was ever-present, dominating Christian life and ensuring 

that families followed the path of moral virtue and attended church on Sundays.  Yet now, 

Hell is a place which seems to have been firmly consigned to the past, along with Satan, the 

Devil and other fearful images of death which prevailed in the researcher’s childhood.  

     

The undertaker of the past — originally a carpenter — was exclusively male until gendered 

roles were altered in the 1980s. By the late 1990s, the image of the funeral director had 

been completely remodelled.  Empowered by the removal of gender barriers, women 

became prominent in all aspects of the death industry, not only organising and conducting 

funerals but also managing the daily operations of funeral businesses.   

 

The third chapter explored the differences between funerals held in rural communities and 

those in urban areas.  In the past, when a death occurred in a rural family, it was usually the 

male head of the household who made the funeral arrangements.  Yet now, not only do 

country women arrange funerals for loved ones, but many are also prominent in managing 

farms and businesses.  As was demonstrated in this chapter, small rural towns in the 

researcher’s area still uphold many funerary traditions, notwithstanding the vast 

secularisation of funerals. Funerals in country regions provide an important opportunity for 

re-establishing links and friendships with others, whilst offering support to the bereaved.  

 

Since the closing decades of the twentieth century, significant changes have occurred in 

funeral service venues and this new direction was the focus of the fourth chapter of the 
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thesis. Previously, most funeral services had traditionally been held in churches.  Now, a 

large percentage of funerals take place outside of the church.  Many are held in funeral 

directors’ chapels — facilities which never existed in previous centuries.   Individualised 

and often celebratory, many ceremonies are now conducted by civil celebrants, as families 

increasingly choose secular rites. 

 

In earlier years churches were significant local landmarks in country areas – holy places for 

families to gather for Sunday services, baptisms, wedding and funerals. However, in recent 

years, many small churches in country areas have closed because of dwindling attendances.  

Whilst the researcher felt saddened by the closure of small rural churches, there was also an 

element of bewilderment at the great turn of society towards secularism.  Through 

interrogating her own experience, the researcher could see how the strict Sunday 

observance in many people’s childhoods had been replaced with secular and sometimes 

banal activities.  Despite the decline in church attendance, clergy responsible for the Port 

Lincoln area continue to be very supportive of community needs, and their views are cited 

in this thesis.  Their presence continues to be significant, but the diminished role of 

churches in the landscape is evident. The church of St. Denys at Wirrulla was a prime 

example, for it was only built in 1966 and at that time, would have attracted a large 

congregation.  Well-dressed people from the surrounding district would have looked 

forward to gathering for worship in their new church, resplendent with its architectural 

features of a soaring wooden domed ceiling, lofty architraves and stylish windows.  Yet in 

early 2018 it closed because no-one had any interest in attending services anymore and the 

researcher found it difficult to contemplate its demise, after such a brief reign of glory 

bearing witness to the power of faith.   Now, the hub of social gatherings in Wirrulla has 

become the expansive Sports Centre, which offers not only seating for large numbers but 

also full catering and bar facilities.  

 

Chapter Five provided an overview of cemeteries in the researcher’s region.    Cemetery 

visitation was a fascinating part of the research, noting the changes from the 1800s to the 

current era.  At Port Lincoln, as in other towns and cities, we have a large pioneer cemetery 

with many old monuments.  Many are inscribed with religious sentiments, emphasising the 
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importance of the afterlife and religious belief for mourners in the past.  Religious 

inscriptions on stones helped to alleviate the fear of death for survivors, who clung to an 

assurance of immortality, trusting in a life everlasting, beyond the grave. 

 

Now the ornate marble obelisks which had dominated nineteenth century Australian 

funerary landscapes are no longer chosen, for most cemeteries have introduced standards 

restricting the size of memorials.  At the same time, an evolution in consumer choice has 

been evidenced by the type of memorials now erected.  Individuality is uppermost, with 

memorials now often symbolically representing the personality of the deceased with 

bespoke designs of colourful granite or glass, frequently adorned with collages of 

photographic memories.   The emblem of a cross is rarely used and expressions of a 

heavenly reunion are infrequent.  Social divisions in cemeteries have been banished too in 

the contemporary era.  In earlier years, the destitute were buried in unmarked graves on the 

margins of cemeteries, but now equality in death is evident.  This is particularly observed in 

Port Lincoln, for reputedly the city has more millionaires per capita than any other 

Australian city.  Yet in Port Lincoln’s main cemetery, the graves of the wealthy lie right 

beside other ordinary citizens.  

 

In the sixth chapter, I demonstrated how one of the greatest changes within the funeral 

industry has been the impact of cremation — a form of disposition which only rose to 

prominence in the latter half of the twentieth century, after stigmas associated with 

paganism had been removed.  Not only did modern cremation provide an alternative to the 

centuries-old tradition of burial, but it also radically changed the way funeral ceremonies 

were conducted. Throughout the Western world, cremation has brought options in 

mourning rites which never existed before, as social values have changed.  Not only is 

cremation less expensive than burial, but it also allows families to ‘hold on’ to their loved 

ones for longer. Many bereaved people decide that they will keep the ashes of their loved 

one at home, so there is no longer a final moment of farewell, as is the case with a burial in 

a cemetery. 
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The seventh chapter addressed the ways in which families in the contemporary era adjust to 

bereavement, compared to social customs in the past.   Yet in all ages, holding on to 

material objects — relics associated with the dead — has been a way in which loved ones 

can be kept close in a tactile way and this continues in the current era.  Items of clothing, 

jewellery and photographs are still treasured keepsakes.  However, theories for coping with 

death have changed dramatically since the late twentieth century, replacing Freud’s 1917 

edict that bonds with the dead should be relinquished.  Now, there is a greater emphasis on 

maintaining a continuing relationship with the deceased, particularly on social media sites 

such as Facebook where the deceased can be immortalised. As was demonstrated in this 

thesis, mourning etiquette has completely changed too, from the strict guidelines which the 

bereaved adhered to in the Victorian era.   Black mourning attire is no longer de rigeur  

although such dress is still worn in some ethnic communities.   

 

Chapter Eight — Space, Place and Sacred Sites investigated the ways in which bereaved 

families imbue special places — places which have great meaning for them — with 

sacredness.  Mourning and remembrance has, in many cases, moved out of the consecrated 

bounds of cemeteries as families create their own places of reverence.  Again, 

individualism is at the fore.  The portability of cremated remains allows families to place or 

scatter ashes – perhaps at a beach, on a farming property, or even a football field.  Another 

phenomenon in recent decades has been the establishment of roadside memorials, marking 

the site of a highway death.  Claiming public space to ‘make sacred’ the site of a death 

evidences vastly changed ways of memorialisation.   Indeed, the actual site of the death, 

where a vernacular memorial may have been hastily erected, in many instances assumes a 

greater symbolic importance to loved ones than a permanent cemetery monument. 

 

The final chapter of the thesis — Gardens of Memory and Healing — illustrated the 

importance of gardens, throughout the centuries, as places offering peace and consolation, 

particularly in times of loss and grief.  Gardens are one of the few places where technology 

has not intruded, allowing gardeners to create their own havens of tranquility, immune to 

the demands of modernity. Timelessness is an enduring quality in gardening and this 

chapter explored the ways in which the unchanging rhythms of nature can bring solace to 
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the bereaved.   While garden styles in the contemporary era have changed, often because of 

water restrictions and hectic lifestyles, there is a greater emphasis throughout the media of 

the benefits of gardening for both physical and mental health.  Moreover, there is a greater 

recognition of the increasing need for the creation of peaceful sanctuaries, where worldly 

demands are excluded.  

 

Throughout this thesis, it has been shown that vast change has infiltrated all aspects of 

funerals and remembrance.  Indeed, one of the more significant findings to emerge from 

this study is that contemporary funeral services are often carefully-orchestrated events, 

individualised to suit a family’s needs.   This study has demonstrated that in the past, when 

churches and the clergy controlled the obsequies for the dead, funerals followed rigid 

traditional guidelines.  These guidelines regimented the rites of death, and also provided 

predictability and readily recognisable symbols of mourning. Yet now, throughout the 

Western world, many funerals are held outside the church without any input from the 

clergy at all.   This study has confirmed that the power of the clergy has greatly diminished 

in the contemporary era.  Not only are the clergy, in many cases, not required anymore to 

conduct funeral ceremonies, but at the same time, they no longer command public respect 

and often appear powerless.  Families no longer need to rely upon the church for guidance 

and solace in their times of grief and loss. They in many cases developed their own rituals 

for coping with loss, with  their own online support communities, but they also design and 

control the format of the funeral ceremony for their loved one.  Not all of these new rites 

are equally effective in meeting human needs, and as noted in the thesis, online memorials 

are still ambiguous and will need to be evaluated by the communities which use them, in 

the future. 

 

At the same time, the funeral director of today is far removed from the shadowy, 

Dickensian figure portrayed in caricatures of yesteryear.  Whilst the undertaker of earlier 

times took charge of the body of the deceased, attended to encoffining and transported the 

deceased in a hearse for the funeral, the role was very limited, compared to the range of 

duties required of the contemporary funeral director. As this study has demonstrated, the 

funeral director today engenders not only respect but also has become a public figure, 
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rather than remaining in the background, overshadowed by the clergy, as in the past. 

Accordingly, the fearful spectre of the undertaker has been replaced by an image of 

polished professionalism.  Old stigmas surrounding death, dying and funerals have been 

banished and funeral directors are now welcome at social gatherings and prominent in 

community affairs. 

 

Whilst the contemporary funeral director still carries out the physical tasks involved in the 

role, now there are additional abilities not needed in earlier times.  Public speaking was 

never required of a funeral director in earlier times, for as the clergy conducted proceedings 

at a funeral, it was desirable for the funeral staff to maintain a low profile.  Yet now, quite 

the opposite is expected. In many cases, a celebrant has replaced the clergy and it is often 

the funeral director who is asked to conduct the whole ceremony.  Consequently, the 

funeral director must possess the ability and confidence to speak in public, whilst ensuring 

that the all the family’s requirements for the funeral are given full attention. 

 

As stated earlier, one of the aims of this thesis was to ascertain whether women and society 

have benefited from the vast changes which have occurred within the funeral industry in the 

post-1960s era.  Unreservedly, the researcher has demonstrated that women and their 

communities in the area studied now enjoy an empowerment which never existed in 

previous ages. At the same time, the thesis has shown that death, dying and mourning are 

no longer shrouded in the mystery of times past, banned from public discourse.  Interviews 

with local women, who spoke of their experiences with the loss of a partner, revealed not 

only the pain of their loss but also the ways in which they reclaimed their lives after 

adjusting to bereavement.  They were ordinary women, who in much earlier times would 

not have had a ‘voice’ to speak of their experiences.  Their forebears would have suffered 

their loss in stoic silence during a time when it was not permissible to speak of grief. 

 

Yet now, in the contemporary era, many influences have, over time, seamlessly changed 

women’s lives.   Gender barriers have been challenged, bringing options to women never 

before available in any previous age.  The local women who were interviewed by the 

researcher in the Port Lincoln area are all examples of the contemporary woman of the 
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Western world, whose lifestyle is so different to that of women prior to the 1960s.   The 

interview participants all continue to live independently in their own homes and drive their 

own vehicles.  They maintain gardens and are active in community affairs.  Their loss of a 

partner has not diminished them.  Rather, they have decided to use the pain of their loss to 

inspire them to live more meaningful lives.  One of the interview participants recently 

published a book, using excerpts from a journal she kept following the death of her 

husband.   Decades earlier, it would have been considered distasteful or even shocking to 

reveal the intimate glimpses which appear in the book.3  Yet this intrepid local woman has 

been able to offer new hope to others assuaged by grief, reassuring them that they can 

survive the pain of loss. 

 

While this thesis documents vast social changes which occurred in the post-1960s era, for 

women, this was a time of revolution.  With the second wave of feminism during that time, 

women gained a new empowerment which they had never experienced before.  Not only 

did women become able, for the first time, to enter trades and professions which were only 

open previously to men, but they were also able to become active within the funeral 

industry too – which had, before the post-1960s era, been completely dominated by men.  

This change is indeed very distinctive.  At the same time,  because so many women were 

now empowered to enter the workforce, they were not able to care for the elderly and dying 

at home, as had been the role of women for centuries.  Vast numbers of nursing homes and 

retirement villages opened across Australia, to provide institutionalised care for the frail 

and elderly.  Yet paradoxically, while this change meant that women no longer shouldered 

the burden of caring for the elderly at home, and were able to seek employment outside the 

home, they often now worked longer hours than before. 

  

In another area of change which was distinctive, the new empowerment of women meant 

that now, in many cases, they were able to attend to funeral arrangements for deceased 

family members, whereas in the past, this had been a duty shouldered by the male members 

of the household.  Now, women were able to authorise the purchase of a coffin and flowers, 

 
3 Glenis Kennedy, Surviving the Pain of Separation, Port Lincoln, 2017. 
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prepare the wording for newspaper notices and attend to all the many requirements for a 

funeral service in the contemporary era. 

  

Moreover, women working in the funeral industry itself have benefited from these changes.   

Whilst women a century ago were totally excluded from organising funerary rites for a 

loved one (although they had provided care at home for the dying), when the funeral 

industry became professionalised women were permitted to carry out minor roles.  Yet even 

then, they were mainly confined to the reception desk in funeral homes, shielded from 

heavy or ‘dirty’ work.   Now women are active in all aspects of funeral work and they have 

attained a new visibility.  Local communities have embraced the presence of women in 

previously male-dominated professions – especially the funeral industry - and this has been 

demonstrated in the thesis.    

 

In the post-1960s era, yet another change discussed in this thesis and which was gender-

specific was the removal of the need for full black mourning attire to be worn.  In previous 

times, social etiquette demanded the wearing of mourning apparel for women – often in 

stages ranging from ‘full mourning’ for ascribed periods, until a lesser level was reached 

eventually.  Now, in the contemporary era, it is rare to see women in full black mourning 

dress and even newly bereaved women often dress in casual, brightly coloured attire. 

 

Whilst these distinctive gendered changes have been evidenced nation-wide,  in rural areas 

the acceptance of women in prominent positions has been welcomed.   This is noticeable, 

because in rural areas, traditions are sometimes slow to change.  For instance, it is only in 

recent decades that women clergy have been appointed to religious parishes in the 

researcher’s area.  Previously, only men presided.   

 

At the same time, another major finding of this research was that the physical work of the 

contemporary funeral director has greatly reduced, compared to that of previous decades.  

Having entered the funeral industry in the late 1980s the researcher can attest to this.  This 

study has identified that the great catalyst for change within the industry has been the 

public acceptance of cremation.  This finding has enhanced our understanding of social 
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perceptions and changing traditions because stigmas associated with burning of the body by 

cremation have largely vanished.  Now, most people who request cremation express a 

desire for it, rather than revealing any fear of the destructive force of the cremation 

chamber. 

 

Following research for this thesis, it is apparent that there is a rich field for future 

researchers studying funerals and remembrance, as the twenty-first century advances.   

For instance, cremation has been at the heart of the new and simplified ways of death, for it 

has brought options which never existed before.  Whilst it has taken many years for 

cremation to be widely accepted, in Western society it is now largely the ‘new tradition’ 

instead of earth burial, as in the past. Yet environmental concerns are often expressed about 

the amount of carbon dioxide which cremation releases into the atmosphere, so there is 

scope for examination of other alternatives which are now being developed and may be 

used in the future.  

 

For example, in the United States of America alkaline hydrolysis — also known as 

Resomation — is in its infancy.  Using water and potassium hydroxide to liquefy the body, 

trials of this process have been carried out for some years and although there are no 

emissions into the atmosphere, there is a vast amount of waste which goes into the water 

supply. Another new concept is Promession — which freezes the body in liquid nitrogen — 

once brittle, the body is reduced to fine particles by vibration. We don’t know yet how long 

it will take for these alternatives to gain popularity, so future research could track their 

progress.  Whilst these innovative new ways have not yet gained widespread approval and 

are not available in Australia, they may become acceptable in future generations. 

 

Another area for ongoing research surrounds the changed ways in which cremated remains 

of loved ones are memorialised.  In earlier years, it was customary for the ashes of the 

deceased to be placed in formal, designated sites in cemeteries. Now, individualism is 

paramount and it is the bereaved themselves who decide what they will do with the 

cremated remains. Many ashes are scattered, without any type of memorial being erected, 

so the bereaved have no place to visit when it is an anniversary, or other date which was 
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meaningful to the deceased or their family. Yet, as this thesis has demonstrated, 

remembrance of the dead is part of the human condition.  Without a memorial to bear 

witness to the life of a loved one, grief resolution may become more problematic. 

 

Diminishing adherence to religious faith in Western society could also form the basis for 

future study.  For centuries past, hope of the resurrection and widespread belief in the 

afterlife offered assurance to the bereaved. Now, in the contemporary era, whilst many 

people profess to have a faith, they do not see any need to attend church to participate in 

formal religious worship in the company of others.  Instead, many turn to spirituality for 

solace and comfort.  Yet such “New Age” rituals are often solitary and it is unknown 

whether they will continue to offer the hope which was offered by the religious traditions of 

the past. 

  

Since the introduction of Facebook in 2004, there’s been a great change in mourning 

practices, for millions of people worldwide now turn to social media to express loss and 

grief. Social media postings provided a rapid support system in times of loss and are 

available to everyone.  At the same time, internet grieving allows the bereaved to step 

outside of the traditional ways of mourning — they can assume an alternative identity, or 

even remain anonymous.  Social media sites can give a ‘voice’ and a sense of 

empowerment to people who are socially disadvantaged, or even those whose loss may not 

be seen as fitting with the normal parameters of ‘acceptable’ grief.  

 

The role of the internet and social media sites may continue to be part of the changing face 

of human experience.  Younger people in particular will no doubt continue to use online 

sites such as Facebook to express their feelings.  Social media has been a part of their 

developmental processes and the sharing of grief is just another facet of their online 

engagement.  Yet it’s still not known whether this type of grieving — alone with one’s 

computer or digital device — is helpful in the long term, compared to the physical support 

offered by being in company with others. 
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It is less than one hundred years now since the role of the funeral director became 

professionalised.  The grim presence of the undertaker has vanished, replaced in many 

funeral homes across Australia with a concept of caring and concern.  Yet future research 

could examine whether this image will continue to appeal to a discriminating public. Many 

people now do not see value in having a funeral at all and the sacred rituals of the past are 

continuing to diminish.   

 

Across the nation, increasingly families dispense with tradition, and this has created a 

dilemma for the funeral profession because many families no longer perceive value in 

funerals.  Often, a simple cremation is chosen without any ceremony.  There is no gathering 

of family and friends, no flowers, no-one to speak about the deceased, or give significance 

to a person who was, in common with all humankind, one of us. How will this decline in 

ceremonials affect society in the future?  In Australia’s larger cities, the public can 

purchase their own coffin.  They can create their own rituals.  The decline of funeral 

ceremonies has for some time been noted with concern in both the United States of 

America and Australia.  Only future decades will reveal whether the role of the funeral 

director — which enjoyed its halcyon days in the late twentieth century — has already 

reached its zenith. 
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Interview Questions 
 

• Are you able to describe the first funeral you ever attended, and what are your 

memories of it? 

• Do you think funerals have changed since then, and if so, how? 

• From your observations, do you believe funeral and mourning customs differ 

in city and rural areas? 

• In the 1970s and 1980s, women entered the funeral profession for the first 

time – what opinions do you have about women funeral directors, rather than 

men? 

• Over recent years, funerals have become much less religious.  What are your 

views on this change? 

• There has been an increase in private funerals in recent years - with only 

family present, excluding the public.  Is this an acceptable way to deal with 

loss and mourning? 

• What is it, in your opinion that makes a funeral “good”? 

• Cremation has gained vast acceptance since the late twentieth century.  What 

are your views on cremation, compared to burial? 

• As a consequence of cremation, memorials are often now a small plaque, or 

perhaps no plaque at all.  This is a change from the cemetery monuments of 

the past, which were often elaborate.  What are your views on memorials to 

the deceased? 

• Roadside memorials, erected along highways, serve as markers of tragic 

deaths.  Do you think these memorials offer comfort to the family and friends 

of the deceased?  How do you feel about seeing them along the highway? 

• Gardens have long been viewed as places of consolation and tranquillity – 

special places for remembering.  Do you have any special places, or a garden, 

which holds memories for you – and if so, can you tell me about it? 

• Following your own experience with loss and bereavement, are there any ways 

you think the funeral process could have been improved? 
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