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Abstract
Mourning, eulogising and memorialising the dead in Anglo-Australian society 
has always been a complex and colourful intercourse of common English 
traditions and vernacular Australian practices. The apparent tyranny of distance 
gave rise to regional variations reflecting local fashions and community practices. 
This article critically analyses Riverside Cemetery in Queanbeyan, New South 
Wales, by examining changing expressions of individual and community 
identity in graves from four Christian denominational sections dating from the 
mid‑nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries. It examines how commemoration 
was used to express personal and familial relationships along with professional 
and community affiliations. It argues that these grave markers illustrate political, 
racial and ideological change over a century, influenced by and reflecting the 
social and cultural development of the Canberra–Monaro region. Such changes 
testify to the constant evolution of identity expression, both in Riverside and 
other cemeteries, making rural and regional cemeteries a remarkable archive of 
cultural history for local communities.

***

1	  This article was born from my honours thesis and, as such, there are a number of people to whom 
I owe a great debt. Professor Nicholas Brown from The Australian National University was a first-rate thesis 
supervisor and guide. Local librarian Brigid Whitbread and local historian Gillian Kelly assisted a great deal 
in finding resources and helping me understand the physical layout of Riverside Cemetery, as did Linda 
Roberts from ACT Heritage. Finally, I’m very grateful to Sophie Boyson for her assistance in identifying 
the plants displayed in grave artwork.
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Cemeteries are repositories of social and cultural history, reflecting 
evolving practices in religious observations, methods of commemoration 
and memorialisation, and the intersection between ethnicity, religion and 
community values. Andrea Smith argues that their creation and evolution 
in settler colonial contexts often partly constituted a form of place making, 
with memorials serving as unwavering proxies for those lost in the process 
of creating a colony.2 Through analysing the ways in which the deceased 
were interred and commemorated over time in a single cemetery, in this 
article I argue that cemeteries were also places of personal and community 
identity formation and expression, and that they stand as a living archive of a 
region’s history and development, highlighting that analyses of personal and 
community identity may be undertaken in any rural or regional cemetery.

Riverside Cemetery in the New South Wales city of Queanbeyan was, until 
the 1890s, the only local public cemetery available to settlers of the now 
Australian Capital Territory. As such, many local pioneers and community 
figures feature among its more than 4,000 graves, as well as former convicts, 
farm workers, midwives, soldiers, immigrants and children. By exploring 
some of their stories and analysing the design of selected grave markers, this 
article traces the development of Queanbeyan’s early community culture, 
as well as how broader international cultural trends manifested in colonial 
Australia. Vast differences in the style and design of Riverside Cemetery’s 
grave markers attest to the influences of organised religion, cultural origins 
and differences in social standing.

Scholarship concerning the social and cultural history of cemeteries and 
graves has a solid foundation in Europe and the United States, building on 
centuries of mortuary traditions, folklore and practice. With contemporary 
burial practices having simultaneous origins in the United Kingdom, 
France and Eastern Europe, a large body of scholarship has explored the 
origins of these practices and the growth of traditions specific to different 
regions, religions and ethnicities.3 American scholars such as David 

2	  Andrea Smith, ‘Settler Sites of Memory and the Work of Mourning’, French Politics, Culture and 
Society 31, no. 3 (Winter 2013): 73.
3	  Works by notable scholars in this field include Julie Rugg and Brian Parsons, Funerary Practices in 
England and Wales (Bingley: Emerald Publishing, 2018), doi.org/10.1108/9781787692237; Julie Rugg, 
‘Consolation, Individuation and Consumption: Towards a Theory of Cyclicality in English Funerary 
Practice’, Cultural and Social History 15, no. 1 (2018): 61–78, doi.org/10.1080/14780038.2018.14273
39; Julie Rugg, Churchyard and Cemetery: Tradition and Modernity in Rural North Yorkshire (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2015), 172–212; Susan Buckham, ‘Commemoration as an Expression of 
Personal Relationships and Group Identities: A Case Study of York Cemetery’, Mortality 8, no. 2 (2003): 
160–75, doi.org/10.1080/1357627031000087406.

http://doi.org/10.1108/9781787692237
http://doi.org/10.1080/14780038.2018.1427339
http://doi.org/10.1080/14780038.2018.1427339
http://doi.org/10.1080/1357627031000087406
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Sloane4 and Charles O. Jackson5 allow us to examine and compare the 
development of contemporary and colonial practices with that of British 
and Commonwealth nations. However, other than examining the impact 
of the diaspora during the period of British colonial expansion, little has 
been written on the development of mortuary traditions in Commonwealth 
countries, especially Canada and New Zealand.

The experiences of Scottish and Irish immigrants in Canada, New Zealand, 
Australia and some parts of the US have received increasing attention. 
Authors such as Laurie Stanley-Blackwell, Michael Linkletter,6 Leigh 
Straw7 and Lyndon Fraser8 have examined the ways in which nineteenth-
century immigrants transposed their culture to new lands, and how this 
developed in an environment that was entirely new to them, and physically 
and culturally foreign. While this scholarship provides an indication of 
how immigrants maintained and even professed their ethnic identity 
in cemeteries within Australia and other British colonies, it solely focuses on 
the Scottish experience.

Much has been written on the history of Australian cemeteries and their 
origins in English policy and tradition, as well as place making in a settler 
colonial context. The most prominent scholar in this area is Lisa Murray, 
who focuses on the history and evolution of cemetery design in New South 
Wales, as well as colonial memorial traditions and culture.9 Patricia (Pat) 

4	  David Charles Sloane, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in American History Creating the North 
American Landscape (John Hopkins University Press, 1995); David Charles Sloane, Is the Cemetery Dead? 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2018), doi.org/10.7208/chicago/​9780226539584.​
001.0001.
5	  Charles O. Jackson, ed. Passing: The Vision of Death in America (Greenwood Press, 1977).
6	  Laurie Stanley-Blackwell and Michael Linkletter, ‘Inscribing Ethnicity: A Preliminary Analysis of 
Gaelic Headstone Inscriptions in Eastern Nova Scotia and Cape Breton’, Genealogy 2, no. 29 (2018), 
doi.org/​10.3390/genealogy2030029.
7	  Leigh Straw, ‘Landscapes of the Scottish Dead: Headstones and Identity in Colonial Tasmania’, 
Journal of Australian Colonial History 14 (2012): 89–106; Leigh Straw, ‘Scottishness in Colonial Western 
Australia: Individual Expressions of Identity, Arrivals 1829–1850’, Early Days—Journal of the Royal 
Western Australian Historical Society 12, no. 4 (January 2004): 343–58.
8	  Lyndon Fraser, ‘To Tara Via Holyhead: The Emergence of Irish Catholic Ethnicity in Nineteenth-
Century Christchurch, New Zealand’, Journal of Social History 36, no. 2 (Winter 2002): 431–58, doi.
org/​10.1353/jsh.2003.0013.
9	  Lisa Murray, ‘“Modern Innovations?” Ideal vs. Reality in Colonial Cemeteries of Nineteenth-Century 
New South Wales’, Mortality 8, no. 2 (2003): 129–43, doi.org/10.1080/1357627031000087389; Lisa 
Murray, ‘Remembered/Forgotten? Cemetery Landscapes in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries’, 
Historic Environment 17, no. 1 (2003): 49–53; Lisa Murray, ‘Death and Dying in Nineteenth Century 
Sydney’, Dictionary of Sydney, 2013, accessed 26 April 2021, dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/death_and_
dying​_in_nineteenth_century_sydney; Lisa Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South 
Wales: Landscapes of Memory and Identity’ (PhD thesis, University of Sydney, 2001).

http://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226539584.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226539584.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy2030029
http://doi.org/10.1353/jsh.2003.0013
http://doi.org/10.1353/jsh.2003.0013
http://doi.org/10.1080/1357627031000087389
http://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/death_and_dying_in_nineteenth_century_sydney
http://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/death_and_dying_in_nineteenth_century_sydney
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Jalland also summarises the development of uniquely Australian mortuary 
traditions comparable to the British equivalents from which they originated. 
Jalland’s work is often viewed as a benchmark in the field of death and 
memorialisation in colonial Britain and Australia. Grace Karskens is 
another prominent scholar who has investigated the development of unique 
Australian traditions and attitudes to death.10

Although a great deal has been written about British and early Australian 
attitudes to death, the development of Australian burial traditions and the 
history of Australian cemeteries, little scholarship exists in relation to the 
expression of identity within colonial Australian cemeteries. This represents 
a gap in current understandings of Australian funerary traditions. Lionel 
Gilbert’s two books do an admirable job of cataloguing Australian grave 
art, yet fail to explore its significance as a form of identity expression.11 
Sandra Hayward conducted an excellent investigation into the expression 
of identity within a specific group of cemeteries but focused only on one 
precinct within a colonial city.12 Finally, Murray also subtly explored the 
issue in her 2001 PhD thesis as part of a broader history of cemeteries in 
New South Wales.13

The development of cemetery and deathscape design is well documented, 
with a particular focus on the ways in which early immigrants maintained 
their own cultural identity in their new homeland. However, other than 
a few works focusing on specific cemeteries or regions, little is known about 
how colonial Australians developed public identities to last beyond their 
death. Investigation of this within a discrete geographical area such as the 
Australian Capital Territory and Queanbeyan–Palerang regions will provide 
a greater understanding of this aspect of Australian history, as well as insight 
into the social and cultural structure of colonial-era Canberra.

10	  Grace Karskens, ‘Death Was in His Face: Dying, Burial and Remembrance in Early Sydney’, Labour 
History 74 (May 1998): 21–39.
11	  Lionel Gilbert, A Grave Look at History: Glimpses of a Vanishing Form of Folk Art (Sydney, John 
Ferguson, 1980); Lionel Gilbert, The Last Word: Two Centuries of Australian Epitaphs (Armidale, Kardoorair 
Press, 2005).
12	  Sandra Hayward, ‘Colonial Expressions of Identity in Funerals, Cemeteries, and Funerary 
Monuments of Nineteenth-Century Perth, Western Australia’, Genealogy 2, no. 23 (2018), doi.org/​
10.3390/​genealogy2030023.
13	  Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’.

http://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy2030023
http://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy2030023
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Background
Riverside Cemetery was established in 1848 to replace a small, privately run 
cemetery located at nearby Oaks Estate. Land was initially granted to each 
of the four largest Christian denominations (Anglican, Roman Catholic, 
Methodist and Presbyterian) for separate single-acre cemeteries.14 Between 
1883 and 1951, additional land was granted to extend the Catholic, 
Anglican and Presbyterian portions.15 These four original surveyed portions 
were identical in size and adjacent to one another, housing rows of neatly 
laid out graves. The allocations reflected the changing demographics of 
an expanding regional centre and, like many cemeteries from this time, 
Riverside would reflect the sectarian patterns of colonial settlement and 
community consolidation, if with distinct local dynamics. A purpose-made 
road ran alongside the sections, facilitating gated access to each. However, 
time and loosely defined cemetery governance resulted in a devolution of 
neatness and design, culminating in the local municipal government taking 
control on 1 October 1967. From this moment, Riverside became a single 
public cemetery, its resultant rambling condition likened to the romantic 
style of older British cemeteries.16

This site is important in the context of several layers of history: colonial, 
regional, local and, to some extent, national. The latter dimension relates 
to Canberra’s social history, as Riverside was the first attempt at a public 
general cemetery in the Canberra area and was the only general cemetery in 
the region until the Canberra Cemetery opened at Woden in 1935. Prior 
to the founding of Riverside Cemetery, the dead were interred in privately 
owned cemeteries (such as Oaks Estate), family cemeteries or wherever was 
convenient and available. Indeed, there are at least fifty known individual 
graves outside registered cemeteries within the Australian Capital Territory 
dating prior to 1850.17

14	  Anne Claoue-Long, Rural Graves in the ACT: A Historical Context and Interpretation (Canberra: 
National Trust of Australia, 2006), 5.
15	  Brendan O’Keefe, Queanbeyan Riverside Cemetery—Excerpt from Draft Conservation Management 
Plan (Queanbeyan: Queanbeyan-Palarang Council, 2000), 3–5.
16	  E. J. Lea-Scarlett, R. L. Cross and P. B. Sheedy, Queanbeyan Pioneer Cemeteries: Register of the Oaks 
Burial Ground and Headstone Sections at Riverside and Tharwar Road (Queanbeyan: Queanbeyan City 
Council in conjunction with Queanbeyan & District Historical Museum Society, 1984), 97.
17	  Claoue-Long, Rural Graves in the ACT.
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Like many early rural Australian cemeteries, archival collections concerning 
Riverside are incomplete and fragmentary. While any one of several 
historiographical approaches to studying Riverside might be feasible, to 
adopt a single line of enquiry would severely test available records, obscure 
the complex and fractured layering of the site and its evolution, as well as 
hamper the ability to holistically analyse the cemetery as a form of historical 
archive. As such, this article analyses single graves, the broader cemetery 
landscape and the community they reflect. For this, it was necessary to adopt 
a synthesised historiographical approach to ensure all relevant aspects were 
fully captured. Few questions about the site have been or can be answered 
fully, yet together they assist in informing its history.

To overcome these archival gaps, many of the graves and memorials have 
been interrogated to produce a more interpretative, but less than seamless, 
record. With approximately half of them currently unmarked, grave analysis 
was done systematically but selectively. To identify changes in mortuary 
practices over time, a sample of graves was identified and analysed to assess 
what insights they provided about community development during three 
key periods: the mid-Victorian period (1850–70), the aftermath of the 
Great War leading into the Great Depression (1919–29) and the post–
World War II boom (1950–60).

An immigration boom during the mid-Victorian period saw Queanbeyan 
grow from a rough frontier settlement into a thriving cosmopolitan town 
centred on primary industries such as farming and mining. Riverside 
features a range of graves that reflect this development, including those of 
the region’s first magistrate, newspaper editor and professional builders and 
merchants whose success developed in parallel with the town’s expansion. 
In contrast, the decade immediately following the Great War (1919–29) 
saw the region impacted by the enduring effects of the loss of many local 
workers to the war and economic depression. A distinct shift in grave design 
reflects this, as seen in a near-uniform adoption of small, simple and sombre 
memorials, demonstrating an almost inward focus on grief, rather than the 
outward celebration of life that was a feature of many Victorian-era graves. 
These graves not only illustrate the bereavement of families but together 
showcase the community’s collective grief.

Following the loss of men to the Boer War and two world wars, the 
period 1950–60 was marked by a postwar migration boom, facilitated by 
government policies designed to expedite national infrastructure projects. 
Queanbeyan benefited during this period due to its proximity to the 
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national capital and the development of the Snowy River Hydroelectric 
Scheme. Commonwealth censuses reflect not only a sharp growth in 
the local population but also, just as importantly, a marked increase in the 
diversity of the population, with a rise in European immigrants and 
a proportional decrease in the numbers of people observing one of the four 
main Christian denominations. This demographic evolution is evident in 
Riverside Cemetery in the changing ethnicities of the deceased.

Changes in grave and memorial design were investigated by selecting an 
equal number of graves from each religious portion and three time periods 
for examination. From the cemetery burial register, 120 marked graves were 
chosen from each religious section. Of these, forty were identified within 
each of the selected periods—a practical number given the scope of this 
research. The selection process aimed to counteract the potential exclusion 
of numerically infrequent but nonetheless historically insightful cases that 
might result from studying a purely randomised sample. As such, graves 
were selected to incorporate a mix of ages, genders and families. Where 
multiple graves from one period featured the same surname, replacements 
were selected to avoid any potential bias arising from family traditions, such 
as duplications in grave design, or inclusion in family plots or dual graves. 
Each grave was subsequently located, photographed and plotted on a map. 
An exception to this process was the Methodist portion, as only fourteen 
marked graves could be identified within the three desired time periods.

Denominational Differences, Attitudes 
to Death and Cultural Trends
Reflecting broader Australian (and indeed, British) culture, Riverside 
Cemetery served a local community that observed the four dominant 
Christian faiths: Anglican, Roman Catholic, Methodist/Wesleyan 
and  Presbyterian.18 Each portion mostly observed British traditions and 
fashions, reflecting how the local community and its specific subgroups 
viewed death and bereavement. This led to subtle differences in how each 
denomination demonstrated its own identity and the way memorial services 
were conducted.

18	  Pamela Welch, ‘Constructing Colonial Christianities: With Particular Reference to Anglicanism in 
Australia, ca 1850-1940’, Journal of Religious History 32, no. 2 (June 2008), doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9809.2008.00709.x.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.2008.00709.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.2008.00709.x
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The attitudes of Anglican Australians in the mid-nineteenth to twentieth 
centuries were greatly influenced by predominant beliefs in England.19 
Under strict rules, mourning periods, dress and even funeral arrangements 
were dictated according to one’s social class.20 Further, England’s Victorian-
era gentry had a fascination with death and spirituality often dubbed a ‘Cult 
of Death’.21 This stemmed from a sense that the British Empire was the peak 
of civilisation in the arts, science, engineering and exploration. As such, 
death was often regarded as the final frontier, the final unknown.

The Anglican portion at Riverside Cemetery reflects these beliefs. 
Extravagance typifies graves from the period 1850–70, reflecting a 
widespread aspiration to publicise one’s grief and demonstrate the virtue 
of the deceased. Grave markers featuring sculptures and carvings are typical, 
reminiscent of British traditions, as are lengthy epitaphs that reflect the ties 
of the deceased to their extended family.22 Conversely, there is a lack of 
religious iconography on display within the Anglican portion, reflecting the 
Oxford movement’s greater focus within the British Church on ritual and 
liturgy.23 There is also a dominant sense of community in the early Anglican 
graves; many proclaim the deceased as members of the church or civic 
councils, as local teachers or even as members of local sporting teams. From 
the grave markers in Riverside, a visitor could be excused for inferring that 
most community leaders were of the Anglican faith. While this may be true, 
it is also likely that a bias against Roman Catholicism in early colonial policy 
made it inevitable that positions of civic management would be held by 
Anglicans.24 Conversely, the Anglican tenet of service or ‘charity’ may have 
simply compelled a higher proportion of its devotees to work or volunteer 
in positions of service within the Queanbeyan community, which would 
then be reflected in grave markers and memorials.

19	  Graeme M. Griffin, ‘Defining Australian Death: Religion and the State’, in Death & Dying in 
Australia, ed. Allan Kellehear (South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2000), 40–1.
20	  Lyndon Fraser, ‘Death in Nineteenth-Century Australia and New Zealand’, History Compass 15 
(2017): 8–9, doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12399.
21	  Deborah Lutz, ‘The Dead Still among Us: Victorian Secular Relics, Hair Jewellery, and Death 
Culture’, Victorian Literature and Culture 39, no. 1 (2011): 127, doi.org/10.1017/S1060150310000306.
22	  Ibid., 132.
23	  Graeme M. Griffin and Des Tobin, In the Midst of Life: The Australian Response to Death (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1997), 130.
24	  Renae Barker, State and Religion: The Australian Story (Oxford: Routledge, 2019), ch. 2, doi.org/​
10.4324/9781315543758; Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst of Life, 130.

http://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12399
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1060150310000306
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315543758
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315543758


53

Carved in Stone

In contrast to the predominantly English Anglican Church, the Roman 
Catholic Church in the Canberra–Queanbeyan region during the 
nineteenth century was dominated by the Irish.25 The clergy was also largely 
trained and recruited in Ireland.26 This led to a different grieving focus or 
intent for Roman Catholics in Queanbeyan.27 Grave markers commonly 
reflect the deceased’s abiding love of their homeland through listing their 
place of birth and including Gaelic lettering or even grave art reflecting their 
Irish heritage, such as Celtic knots, shamrocks and crosses.28 The real focus 
of these graves is not on ties to God or the community but to family and 
home. Specifically, while religious observances are shown predominantly 
through grave art, epitaphs instead demonstrate strong links to Irish ancestry. 
Further, most Catholic graves of the time specify where the deceased was 
born and when they emigrated to Australia, indicating both a strong link 
between the Roman Catholic Church and the Irish community, and the 
strength of the local Irish culture. Graves within this portion also reflect 
ancient, traditional approaches to religious observance, with a high number 
of Latin inscriptions and religious iconography (including crucifixes, lambs, 
angels and images of the Madonna).

This focus on religious and family ties within the Roman Catholic portion 
demonstrates almost a blanket disregard of social standing or material 
contribution towards the community as signallers of importance; being 
identified as part of the Catholic community seemed sufficient. Of all the 
portions in Riverside, it is the Catholic one that demonstrates a primary 
solidarity within religious affiliation; no other portion includes such a 
range of ethnicities across the entire history of the cemetery, nor does any 
other portion demonstrate such equality among the deceased. While there 
is a distinct socio-economic hierarchy demonstrated in the Anglican and 
Presbyterian sections, evident from differences in the size of memorials and 
complexity of grave art, most graves in the Roman Catholic portion are 
remarkably similar in size, design and materials. Further, family plots are 
rare in this portion, with most individuals receiving their own memorials.

25	  Rev. Brian Maher, Planting the Celtic Cross: Foundations of the Catholic Archdiocese of Canberra and 
Goulburn (Canberra: Genie Publishing, 1997), 11.
26	  Gyorgy Borus, ‘Irish Catholics in Australia: A Brief Survey up to 1945 (“Rockchoppers”)’, Hungarian 
Studies in English 23 (1992): 120.
27	  Hayward, ‘Colonial Expressions of Identity’, 5–6.
28	  Gilbert, A Grave Look, 76.
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The Presbyterian Church in colonial Australia was similarly homogenous, 
dominated by Scottish followers and their ministers.29 Presbyterian ideology 
was built upon a literal interpretation of the sixteenth-century Protestant 
Reformation, which required specific biblical support for religious 
ceremonies—if it was not mandated in the Bible, it was viewed with 
suspicion.30 Consequently, the Presbyterian burial service and attitudes to 
death were, on the face of it, remarkably austere. However, it is unlikely 
that the practice of funerals in the nineteenth century was so perfunctory, 
especially given the extra income available from funeral services.31 
Nonetheless, suspicion of ceremonies remained, ensuring that these services 
were comparatively brief.32

With a strong foundation in the doctrine of predestination (the concept 
that all events are a result of the will of God), nineteenth-century 
Presbyterianism held that eulogies and personal references had no place in 
a funeral service, as God was considered to be the only judge of a person’s 
nature.33 As attempts to elevate a person after death were considered an 
affront to God, Presbyterian grave markers at Riverside Cemetery generally 
contain minimal epitaphs and little in the way of adornment or artwork. 
Simple family vaults or memorials are common, as these allowed families 
to publicly acknowledge their grief and their eternal links to the deceased 
without overtly focusing on spirituality or the lifetime accomplishments of 
the deceased.34 All large memorials are exclusively family markers, rather 
than for individuals. These are nearly all fenced, with at least one large 
central memorial to the family deceased, surrounded by small markers for 
individual graves.

This approach demonstrates that individuals are not honoured but claimed as 
part of the broader family network. That is, the individual is but one small part 
of the family, while the family unit pays homage to God. Grave art typically 
features generic icons, such as draped urns symbolising a veil between the 
living and the dead, and a broken column symbolising a life cut short, alluding 
back to the concept that God is the ultimate judge and a person’s worth is 

29	  Malcolm Prentis, ‘The Presbyterian Ministry in Australia, 1822–1900: Recruitment and Composition’, 
Journal of Religious History 13, no. 1 (June 1984): 46–7, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.1984.tb00185.x.
30	  Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst of Life, 130.
31	  James Brent Bates, ‘Resignation, Denial, and Hope: Shifting Attitudes and Practices in Protestant 
Funeral Liturgy and Pastoral Care in the United States’, Drew University, March 2008, 192.
32	  Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst of Life, 131.
33	  A. A. Hodge, Manual of Forms (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publications and Sabbath-
School Work: 1904), 72.
34	  Hayward, ‘Colonial Expressions of Identity’, 7.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9809.1984.tb00185.x
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determined long before their death. Smaller graves, while well constructed, 
are predictably austere. Tellingly, nearly all Presbyterian grave markers within 
Riverside from this era are made from muted utilitarian sandstone, rather 
than the more extravagant choice of polished marble or granite.

Given Methodism’s origins within the Anglican Church, it is not surprising 
that Methodist funerals focused on publicising the deceased’s qualities and 
enhancing the family’s status by linking themselves to the deceased’s spiritual 
accomplishments.35 Similarly, grave markers often publicised the family’s 
grief, as well as their wishes for a good afterlife. The Methodist portion at 
Riverside Cemetery is relatively small in comparison to the others. It was 
the only portion never extended or eventually filled with burials. Methodist 
graves in Riverside do not emphasise accomplishment but identity; there is 
a sense that this portion is almost designed to tell a story about the Methodist 
community. There is an echo of similarity in the design of each grave. With 
fewer marked graves, family dynasties are more obvious in this portion, 
contributing to the similarity among graves. Further, although these graves 
are not large or extravagant, a prevailing level of complexity in the designs 
presents a strong impression that the early Canberra Methodist community 
sought to be well respected, even looked up to.

However, the emptiness of this portion and a lack of modern graves shows 
that this dream remained unfulfilled, demographically if not spiritually or 
politically. Indeed, local historian Peter Procter cites an anonymous writer 
in the Weekend Advocate in 1878 who suggested that ‘Methodism … has 
not achieved that success its ardent admirers expect’.36 Methodism in the 
region effectively moved north to the Ginninderra district in the 1870s, 
with the growth of a dedicated parish and cemetery at Weetangera, led 
by local preacher Thomas Southwell. Thereafter, the level of burials in the 
Methodist portion of Riverside diminished notably.

Ties to Homeland
Questions of origin mattered deeply in framing the terms of memorialisation 
within Victorian England and colonial Australia. Graves within Riverside 
Cemetery tell a story of waves of immigration, particularly within the 

35	  Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst of Life, 133–4.
36	  Peter Procter, ‘Queanbeyan Methodists: The Historical, Social and Architectural Importance of 
Their Church Buildings 1847–1977’, Canberra Historical Journal, no. 35 (March 1995): 65.
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mid‑nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. It is possible to view 
immigrants represented in Riverside Cemetery during the nineteenth 
century along neat lines of nationality or religion. In a contemporary nation 
built upon multiculturalism, it is important to observe that the region, while 
predominantly European and Christian, was clearly marked by religious and 
ethnic differences, and that these differences were—it seems—the attributes 
most often recorded of the deceased.

The foundation of Riverside Cemetery reflects the profound significance 
of these differences. The dominance of religious communities by particular 
ethnicities is reflected within the cemetery; the number of graves proudly 
showing links to each country of origin in turn indicates the growth of the 
Irish, Scottish and English sub-communities. Across the entire cemetery, 
grave markers from the late nineteenth century often reflect the ethnicity 
of the deceased through direct reference to countries of origin, or sculpted 
artwork. Examples include Mary Ryan, an Irish immigrant and wife of 
an immigrant farmer, buried in the Roman Catholic portion of Riverside 
Cemetery (died 1863, lower Roman Catholic portion):37

In memory of
MARY RYAN
A native of Rossgray
County Tipperary, IRELAND
Who died August 21st 1863
Aged 51 years

Donald McDonald was a Scottish immigrant working as a grazier in far 
north Queensland. His widow, Eliza, was based in Queanbeyan and Sydney 
at the time of his death (died 1866, lower Roman Catholic portion):38

In memory of
Donald McDonald
Native of Inverness Shire, Scotland
Died 14th April 1866
Aged 50 years
Requiescat in Pace.

Anthony Rolfe was the patriarch of a highly successful farming family in 
what is now the northern suburbs of Canberra. He emigrated from northern 
England as a simple farm labourer in 1849 and found work alongside his 

37	  ‘Death by Choking Inquest’, Golden Age, 27 August 1863.
38	  ‘In the Estate of Donald Mcdonald, Deceased’, Empire, 21 April 1866, 2.
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older brother William, a former convict.39 Rolfe and his family are buried in 
the Catholic portion of Riverside (1876, lower Roman Catholic portion). 
Despite his abundant success as a pastoralist and businessman in Australia, 
his epitaph emphasised his English origins, rather than his accomplishments:

In memory of
Anthony Rolfe
Native of Norfolk, England
Who died 30 October 1876
Aged 74 years
And
Catherine
His beloved wife, also [unreadable]
Norfolk, England
Who died 22nd October 1874
Aged 61 years.

These memorials reflect a powerful desire by immigrants of the Victorian 
era to have their place of origin recorded, thus forever linking their places 
of birth and death. Sandra Hayward suggests that including places of birth 
on epitaphs provided the deceased and their family greater credence within 
the local migrant community, with the deceased buried as an Irishman, 
Scot or Englishman, rather than a local.40 Graves such as these are thus vital 
for documenting waves of immigration within the area, as well as the degree 
to which religious customs were observed within the local Queanbeyan 
community.41

In contrast, analysis of graves from the period 1950–60 indicates reduced 
immigration from the United Kingdom but a sharp increase in European 
immigrants. Many Europeans settled in the Canberra–Monaro region 
following the cessation of government-sponsored work, such as the 
construction of Canberra, or the major engineering projects common in 
Australia during the postwar years.42 Correspondingly, Riverside’s graves 
from the mid-twentieth century illustrate a far more diverse and blended 
community than the previous century. European graves became grander 
than their Anglo-Celtic counterparts, combining innovative measures, such 

39	  Chris Newman, Gold Creek: Reflections of Canberra’s Rural Heritage (Canberra: Gold Creek Homestead 
Working Group, 2004).
40	  Hayward, ‘Colonial Expressions of Identity’.
41	  ‘New South Wales Census’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11 November 1851, 3.
42	  Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30th June 1947 (Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
1947).
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as coloured stone and inset photographs, with traditional measures, like 
gold text, archaic font and often miniaturised classical features, such as 
columns and porticos. Across the Anglican and Roman Catholic sections, 
names reflecting Italian, German, Greek and Balkan heritage are quite 
prominent in this period.

While early colonial cemeteries were originally constructed to facilitate the 
safe and sanitary interment of deceased community members, over time 
they became records of dynamic social structures and interactions within 
Australian communities.43 As ‘landscapes of remembrance’, they both 
reflect and consolidate the active construction of communities. This is 
perhaps more explicit in contemporary cemeteries, designed and developed 
as a reflection of the community they serve.44 However, the purposes 
cemeteries serve are not necessarily consistent across time. As Meredith 
Watkins argues, the common conceptualisation of cemeteries as places of 
shared memory and history does not always hold true, as commemorative 
practices can be exclusive as well as inclusive, and reflect often closed or 
opaque historical codes and meanings.45 As such, commemorative practices 
that may be commonplace and acceptable in one era might fall out of favour 
with future generations, thus affecting how whole communities are viewed 
by their descendants.

While immigrants in nineteenth-century Queanbeyan created an imagined 
community based upon ties to the empire regardless of their ethnicity or 
origin, immigrants in the mid-twentieth century instead shared experiences 
around leaving their homelands and navigating their way in a postwar 
society. In the 1954 census, seventeen different nationalities comprised 
16 per cent of the town’s population, compared with just four nationalities 
in the 1921 census.46 From this time on, the people of the region remained 
ethnically diverse, but strikingly avoided marked ethnic tensions to instead 
form a relatively cohesive community.

43	  Gilbert, A Grave Look, 14; Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst of Life, 92.
44	  Phillip Bachelor, ‘Practical Bereavement’, Health Sociology Review 16, no. 5 (2007): 40607, doi.
org/​10.5172/hesr.2007.16.5.405; Thomas Harvey, ‘Sacred Spaces, Common Places: The Cemetery in 
the Contemporary American City’, Geographical Review 96, no. 2 (April 2006): 295, doi.org/10.1111/​
j.1931-0846.2006.tb00054.x.
45	  Meredith G. Watkins, ‘The Cemetery and Cultural Memory: Montreal, 1860–1900’, Urban History 
Review 31, no. 1 (Fall 2002), doi.org/10.7202/1015882ar.
46	  Census of the Commonwealth of Australia Taken for the Night between the 3rd and 4th April 1921 
(Canberra 1921), 576–77; Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30th June 1954 (Canberra 1954), 
98–9.

http://doi.org/10.5172/hesr.2007.16.5.405
http://doi.org/10.5172/hesr.2007.16.5.405
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2006.tb00054.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2006.tb00054.x
http://doi.org/10.7202/1015882ar


59

Carved in Stone

Social Hierarchy and Cemetery Design
In the nineteenth century, colonial Australian society’s elite were often seen 
as those who had succeeded in their calling and attained visual signs of this 
success. Such views are often reflected in older cemeteries; while personal 
wealth is frequently a factor in grave design, so too was one’s perceived 
success.47 The deceased deemed successful in life were often celebrated by 
families via extravagant memorials, while those who struggled are marked 
by small, non-descript grave markers or none at all.48 In Riverside Cemetery, 
this is evident in the contrast between large memorials to successful 
businessmen or politicians, such as John Gale, Edward Evans or Anthony 
Rolfe, and the hundreds of graves originally marked with wooden crosses 
that have since decayed over time.

Many older cemeteries were designed according to a strict hierarchy, with 
those deemed ‘important’ often interred in prominent positions such as 
higher ground, or along main thoroughfares.49 Cemetery trustees often 
placed limits on grave marker size and design, ostensibly to ensure consistent 
quality and good taste across the cemetery, but also to ensure that graves 
reflected the social and racial standards of the time. In contrast, Riverside 
Cemetery was developed with each denomination maintaining and operating 
its own discrete cemetery, each with its own rules and regulations.50 While 
Riverside Cemetery features some extravagant stone memorials and family 
vaults, a substantial number of graves were originally marked with low iron 
fences or simple wooden grave markers. This disparity is further emphasised 
by the effects of the elements on the cemetery; floods, fires and time have 
eradicated early wooden markers, while graves previously marked by low 
railings now only feature small sections of twisted, rusted metal.

47	  ‘Commemorative Structures: Listing Selection Guide’, ed. Historic England (London: Historic 
England, December 2017), 7–8.
48	  Ibid., 4–5.
49	  ‘Landscapes of Remembrance: Register of Parks and Gardens’, ed. Historic England (London: 
Historic England, December 2017).
50	  E. J. Lea-Scarlett, R. L. Cross and P. B. Sheedy, Queanbeyan Pioneer Cemeteries Volume 3: Roman 
Catholic Portion (Queanbeyan: Queanbeyan City Council in conjunction with The Queanbeyan & 
District Historical Museum Society, 1985).
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Symbolism in Grave Art
One of the most visible manifestations of Victorian attitudes to death, 
and reflection on the family of the deceased’s connection with God, is the 
overt symbolism associated with the funeral rites, the burial of remains 
and the manner in which grief was publicly demonstrated.51 Indeed, the 
degree of public grief shown, and the subsequent public esteem towards 
the deceased, was seen as reflecting directly on the family; if the deceased 
was highly thought of, then the family benefited socially.52 Links to religion 
were strong; if the deceased was perceived as having lived a good life, then 
their chances of making it to heaven were higher, and the family benefited 
from this spiritual affirmation. If the family paid homage to God in their 
mourning and commemoration, then that helped even more.53

These covenants are evident in beautiful displays of religious iconography 
on  many headstones across each denomination in Riverside Cemetery 
between 1850 and 1870. Some are relatively small and easy to understand. 
Margaret Rolfe’s grave (died 1873, lower Roman Catholic portion) features 
a dove carrying a scroll in its beak, commonly used to symbolise a messenger 
of God.54 Similarly, Liam Gregg O’Neill’s grave (died 1888, lower Roman 
Catholic portion) features a small inset angel, reflecting a Victorian tradition 
of angels representing the messenger of God, come to guide the soul to 
heaven.55 Contrasting this is the grave of Rebecca Emma Collett (died 1922, 
Anglican portion), which is by no means small or simple. It features a statue 
of an angel a little less than two metres tall, clad in robes and a garland 
of flowers, standing atop a tall plinth. This angel dominates the cemetery 
landscape and is visible throughout.

For hundreds of years, iconography of this kind was an accepted, even 
expected, part of mourning.56 A rich vocabulary of mourning developed 
over the centuries, expressing a language of love and loss in a manner 
transcending words. Although the meaning of much of this iconography 

51	  Catharine Arnold, Necropolis: London and Its Dead (London: Simon and Schuster, 2006), 220.
52	  James Walvin, ‘Dust to Dust: Celebrations of Death in Victorian England’, Historical Reflections 9, 
no. 3 (Fall 1982): 354.
53	  Allison C. Meier, ‘The Cemetery Symbol of Eternal Love’, JSTOR Daily, 14 February 2019, daily.
jstor.org/the-cemetery-symbol-of-eternal-love/.
54	  Loren N. Horton, ‘Messages in Stone: Symbolism on Victorian Grave Markers’, Palimpsest 70, no. 2 
(January 1989): 72.
55	  Bret Petersen, ‘Cemetery Symbolism in Stone’, The Association for Gravestone Studies.
56	  Horton, ‘ Messages in Stone’, 62.
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is now best understood with the assistance of reference books or experts, 
it is likely many people in the Victorian period would have comprehended 
the symbolism of religious iconography and botanic art or aspired to what 
it added to memorials. Of course, the capacity to evoke such social status 
through grave design was mainly restricted to the middle and upper classes; 
as outlined earlier, many working-class deceased or paupers were buried in 
unmarked or poorly marked graves, with little ceremony.57 It seems that the 
desire to provide the dead with a voice at Riverside Cemetery only existed 
if the dead could afford the privilege.

The Importance of Military Service
Among the most conspicuous narratives at Riverside are those relating 
to the fashioning codes of esteem and status in a late nineteenth-century 
Australian community. Grave decorations can provide an indication of the 
deceased’s religious beliefs and ethnic background through the inclusion 
of symbols, sculptures or language. While it was also common in larger 
Victorian and Edwardian-era cemeteries for graves to include symbols 
relating to political and industrial movements, Riverside Cemetery is notable 
for a sense that egalitarianism was a feature of the early community—that 
a person’s wealth and qualifications were less important than the part they 
played within the community.58 Several graves and family plots include 
references to community participation or support, such as the Gale family 
plot (early Presbyterian portion), which includes references to their work 
in developing community newspapers. Further examples include mentions 
of church attendance and being beloved by the community as well as a 
happy member of it. As Susan Lawrence suggests, it was participation in 
community activities, or active service towards the community, nation or 
empire, rather than one’s wealth or position, that facilitated genuine respect 
from members of one’s community.59

As evidenced by graves at Riverside, however, this idea of community 
assimilation was often superseded by military service in the empire’s name. 
A clear example of this is provided by the grave of Alured Tasker Faunce 

57	  Walvin, ‘Dust to Dust’, 355.
58	  Gilbert, A Grave Look, 32; Susan Lawrence, ‘Gender and Community Structure on Australian 
Colonial Goldfields’, in Social Approaches to an Industrial Past: The Archaeology and Anthropology of Mining, 
ed. Eugenia W. Herbert, A. Bernard Knapp and Vincent C. Piggot (London: Routledge, 1998), 41.
59	  Lawrence, ‘Gender and Community Structure’, 41–2.
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(died  1856, Anglican portion), Queanbeyan’s first magistrate, which 
features a grand sandstone grave marker. In this commemoration, the 
contrast between a successful career and the symbolic status of a figure in 
the community—of selective historicism—is evident. Faunce was descended 
from a proud line of British military officers dating to the French and Indian 
War in North America (1754–63).60 He retired from the army in 1836 to 
fill the role of police magistrate on the New South Wales Central Coast.61 
Despite his military lineage and earlier reputation, Faunce was known within 
the growing Queanbeyan community more for his membership of, and 
contribution to, the community than his military past. In this respect, the 
community raised Faunce above what had, in its own way, been a complex 
career.62 However, despite his complete immersion into that group, Faunce’s 
epitaph focused on his military service:

SACRED
To The
Memory of
ALURED TASKER FAUNCE
Late Captain in the 4th
Kings own regiment who
Died suddenly April 21, 1856
Aged 48 years.

This prioritisation of previous military service is notable across generations 
buried at Riverside. It reflects a tendency during the Victorian and 
Edwardian eras to memorialise military service over community service or 
other achievements and eschews the otherwise proud egalitarianism of the 
community.63 In colonial Australia, military service was also evoked through 
symbolism and grave art, as well as in direct reference in the epitaphs of 
deceased soldiers.64 In Riverside Cemetery, this takes the form of motifs 
such as rifles and swords on memorials, as well as the inclusion of the sword-

60	  Marcus De Laune Faunce, ‘Faunce, Alured Tasker (1808–1856)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in hardcopy 1966, 
accessed 15 May 2023, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/faunce-alured-tasker-2036/text2515.
61	  Dr M. de L Faunce, ‘Captain Alured Tasker Faunce of Queanbeyan 1837–1856 and Rev. Canon 
Alured Dodsworth Faunce of Queanbeyan and Yass 1840–1910: An Address Delivered to the Society 
on 30th November 1961’, Canberra and District Historical Society, 1961.
62	  Ibid. See also ‘Queanbeyan’, Goulburn Herald and County of Argyle Advertiser, 3 May 1856, 3.
63	  Sonia Letitia Batten, Memorial Text Narratives in Britain (University of Birmingham, 2011), 112–
13; K. S. Inglis, Sacred Places: War Memorials in the Australian Landscape, 3rd ed. (Carlton: Melbourne 
University Press, 2008), 44–5.
64	  Batten, Memorial Text Narratives in Britain, 13.
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carrying Archangel Michael on soldiers’ graves. The more recent example of 
Thomas Braithwaite’s otherwise modest concrete grave features a reference 
to an exceptional military history (died 1958, Anglican portion):

In memory of
Thomas Braithwaite
Died 24th June 1958
A veteran of six wars
Resting

Like Faunce, other dominant aspects of Braithwaite’s life faded into 
obscurity when his epitaph was prepared. In Braithwaite’s case though, this 
shadowing was perhaps even more remarkable. Despite being charged with 
‘attempting to commit suicide by drowning’ in 1910, as well as ‘wife desertion’ 
in 1917, he was commemorated as a military hero who served his empire 
first and foremost.65 Braithwaite had served at the Siege of Chitral in India 
(1895), the Ashanti Campaign (1896), Battle of Omdurman (1898), the 
Boer War (1899–1902), and both world wars.66 No doubt, when having 
to distil his life into a few words, his family or friends focused on elevating 
the status of the deceased, thus cultivating certain aspects of his reputation 
to bring themselves consolation and strength.67 Peter Jupp supports this by 
suggesting that, at the time, clergy often taught that soldiers, having died for 
a good cause, went directly to heaven despite other sins.68 In this enterprise 
towards remembrance, military service was evidently highly respected, even 
valued, by all levels of society regardless of an individual’s social status. Thus, 
it can be concluded that one’s social standing within the early Queanbeyan 
community did not necessarily rely upon wealth, religion or qualifications, 
but military service, or service to the empire. Conversely, while service to 
the community was highly valued in early colonial society, ultimately this 
was not an aspect deemed important enough to memorialise when military 
service had also occurred.

65	  ‘Attempted Suicide’, Inverell Times, 18 January 1910, 3; ‘Apprehensions’, New South Wales Gazette 
and Weekly Record of Crime, 9 May 1917, 212.
66	  ‘Fighting Athletes Forming the Unit’, Sun, 29 April 1917, 9; Lea-Scarlett, Cross and Sheedy, 
Queanbeyan Pioneer Cemeteries: Register of the Oaks Burial Ground, 108.
67	  Pat Jalland, Australian Ways of Death: A Social and Cultural History (South Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 185.
68	  Peter C. Jupp and Glennys Howarth, eds, The Changing Face of Death: Historical Accounts of Death 
and Disposal (Hampshire: Macmillan Press, 1997), doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-25300-5.
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Emphasis on military service arose from a nationalistic sentiment gripping 
the country from the mid-nineteenth century through to the world wars.69 
A sense of deep deference towards Britain and the perception that its 
empire was a God-given outcome of cultural superiority led to an imagined 
community, one where all British emigres had a common interest: the 
betterment of the empire through the success of the nation.70 One of the 
most visible ways in which one could serve the empire was through military 
service; this was a means through which men could demonstrate their worth 
regardless of their calling or social status.71

Evolution of Cemeteries and Graves
During the Edwardian period, grave markers in Riverside Cemetery 
typically began to reduce in size. Edwardian society saw a reduced focus on 
spirituality and the desire to publicise grief.72 Thus, while grave monuments 
were still grand by today’s standards, they were less elaborate than before, 
with less emphasis on religion, spirituality, and ethnic ties. Catholic and 
Anglican graves might still be relatively imposing, but the tone was less 
celebratory and more sombre, acknowledging the loss felt by a family, 
rather than publicising the attributes of the deceased. Presbyterian graves 
became far smaller, mostly recumbent graves with minimal adornment. It is 
difficult to identify broader trends within the Methodist portion, as only 
four marked graves are extant for this era.

Unlike those from the Victorian and Edwardian eras, graves in each portion 
in the years 1919–29 are low and markedly similar in shape and size, 
reflecting previously described trends in wartime and postwar grave design. 
With even a cursory glance, a visitor would notice epitaphs are generally 
restricted to basic biographic information, occasionally accompanied by a 
small religious symbol. What is presented in these graves is less a celebration 
of life and contribution, and more the overwhelming effect of immense grief 
inflicted by the Great War on families and communities. Graves of this era 
typically exhibit a non-descript, almost uniform style. Gone are extravagant 
sculptures and flowing epitaphs. The evolution of a uniformly muted 

69	  Russell McGregor, ‘The Necessity of Britishness: Ethno-Cultural Roots of Australian Nationalism’, 
Nations and Nationalism 12, no. 3 (2006): 493, doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2006.00250.x.
70	  Peter Putnis, ‘News, Time and Imagined Community in Colonial Australia’, Media History 16, no. 2 
(2010), doi.org/10.1080/13688801003656082.
71	  Ibid.
72	  ‘Commemorative Structures: Listing Selection Guide’, 7–8.
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approach to memorialisation demonstrates a distinct end to the Victorian-
era fascination with death. With millions of families worldwide having to 
face the death of loved ones due to war, the earlier idea of celebrating death 
and bereavement rapidly came to be seen as vulgar.73 In essence, burials 
themselves had become a far more muted event, almost merely practical, 
rather than an overt form of memorialisation. Grief, bereavement and 
memorialisation became highly personal, something that was contained 
within a family, and not to be shared publicly. This wholesale change in 
attitude resulted in a rapid and widespread change in grave design.74

During the postwar immigration boom of the mid-twentieth century, more 
families had sufficient means to express their grief and reflect the personality 
of the deceased through a combination of grave size, artwork and stonework 
selection.75 Grave designs again became more demonstrative, with large 
coverings, ornate lettering and a range of polished, even-coloured stones. 
Across the Catholic, Anglican and Presbyterian portions at Riverside 
Cemetery, the trend reflects a focus on the individual, with a distinct 
change in grave design, including features such as coloured stone, polished 
granite, gold script and alternatives to simple recumbent graves and plain 
markers. However, rather than extensive (and expensive) epitaphs, these 
graves still mainly display basic biographical information. Reflecting the 
localised immigration discussed earlier, around half of the graves surveyed 
from the mid-twentieth century in the Catholic and, to a lesser degree, 
Anglican portions feature notably European names in contrast to the 
specifically Anglo-Celtic names of the nineteenth century. Similarly, these 
European graves nearly all feature a picture of the deceased, whereas none 
of the more Anglo-Celtic graves do. In contrast to the 1850–70 period, 
carvings, sculptures and iconography are nearly absent.76 This reflects what 
Pat Jalland identified as ‘a deep chasm between the cultural norms relating to 
death and loss in 1851 and in 1951’.77 While families in the mid-twentieth 
century appear to have returned to a demonstrated need to publicise 
their grief through beautiful grave markers, there is far less emphasis on 
religious observance.

73	  Walvin, ‘Dust to Dust’, 371.
74	  Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst of Life, 95.
75	  Robert Nicol, ‘Australian Burial Customs’, in Death & Dying in Australia, ed. Allan Kellehear (South 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2000), 101.
76	  ‘Landscapes of Remembrance: Register of Parks and Gardens’, 6.
77	  Pat Jalland, Death in War and Peace: Loss and Grief in England, 1914–1970 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 2.
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It is clear that a range of factors contribute towards the self-identification of 
individuals and communities within cemeteries, including forms of religious 
observance, ethnic traditions and even relative affluence.78 In turn, this 
level of self-perception can affect how communities interact with outsiders, 
as well as how people from within may break perceived boundaries.79 
Reviewing a culture from a historical perspective is inherently difficult as, 
like many aspects of society, cultures evolve; they ebb and flow according 
to external influences and changes within the society they shape, and resist 
being viewed through a particular lens.80 Thus, cemetery visitors bear 
witness to not only an archive of personal memories and bereavement but 
also evidence of the evolution of a community, its culture and composition. 
This is evident in Riverside Cemetery mostly through the increased 
numbers of non-Anglo-Celtic burials over time, from a beginning that saw 
Indigenous and Asian deceased buried outside the cemetery boundaries, to 
contemporary times in which a substantial portion of graves are from non–
English speaking countries.

Like all communities, Queanbeyan has been shaped by external factors since 
its inception. Changing industries, natural disasters, war and population 
fluctuations have left their mark on the town’s history and have ultimately 
shaped the way the community perceives itself and its place in state and 
national history. This is evident from how identity is portrayed within 
Riverside Cemetery, with each major period highlighting evolution in the 
town’s social and cultural structures. During the mid-nineteenth century, 
prominent graves proclaiming the virtues of civic and industry leaders, 
major pastoralists and proud immigrants illustrate a vibrant and growing 
young community, one focused on creating a sense of place and growing the 
colony. In the early twentieth century, following the Great War, population 
and economic development slowed as the community mourned its losses and 
dealt with the Great Depression. Graves within Riverside show a community 
in mourning, not only for the dead but also for lost innocence and the 
heady excitement of the town’s early growth. However, following the end 
of World War II, with a population and economic boom, the growing city 
once again saw itself as a place of growth and opportunity. Queanbeyan not 

78	  Alberto Alesina and Paola Guiliano, ‘Culture and Institutions’, Journal of Economic Literature 53, 
no. 4 (2015): 893, doi.org/10.1257/jel.53.4.898.
79	  Brendan H. O’Connor, ‘Culture, after All’, Anthropology & Education Quarterly (2021): 2–3, doi.
org/10.1111/aeq.12371.
80	  Alesina and Guiliano, ‘Culture and Institutions’, 903.
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only developed a sense of self but also proudly proclaimed its identity. This 
is evident in the increased numbers of graves within Riverside and in the 
fact that many of these had again become individualised celebrations of life.

Cemetery designs are constantly evolving. From monolithic grave markers 
of prehistory to efficient and minimalist contemporary lawn cemeteries, 
the ways in which societies bury and mourn their dead continually change 
over time. Correspondingly, how individuals and communities identify 
their beliefs and values through memorialisation also evolves. As a result, 
careful analysis of mortuary practices can provide clear insight into not 
only how societies died, but also, more importantly, how they lived and 
who they saw themselves to be. Focusing on a single cemetery provides the 
ability to view broader mortuary traditions and practices through a localised 
lens. This facilitates an analysis of the development of community within 
Queanbeyan, including interactions between different sub-communities, 
developing acceptance of minorities and evolving attitudes to broader social 
issues. Other rural and regional cemeteries warrant similar attention.
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