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Abstract

Australian cemeteries have the potential to be an invaluable tool to describe the
evolution of a community from its colonial foundation to its last burial, and
this is accentuated if there is minimal or no destruction or renewal throughout
its tenure. This study investigates the relationship between one such cemetery,
Berrima General Cemetery, and the emotions attached to death and dying
and their changes from 1833 to the present. Specifically, it explores whether
the alterations within this cemetery paralleled those of the wider community,
and advances possible causes for these anomalies. To analyse change over
time, headstones, symbolism and epitaphs at Berrima General Cemetery are
interrogated with respect to distinct criteria. These include the ‘cult of death’
inherited from burial practices in Victorian England, the impact of WWI
and WWII, and the rise of secularisation. 1o corroborate the findings and/or
distinguish any inconsistencies, the results of the investigation are compared
with wider contemporaneous scholarly findings. This exploration shows a general
attitude towards death and dying that mirrored the broader Anglo-Australian
community. However, it also identifies that the Berrima population was
predominately two denominational and, thus, failed to exhibit the societal and
religious hierarchy of other communities.

*kk

Cemeteries hold the potential to be a portal to a community’s temporal
progression and evolution. Berrima General Cemetery (BGC) is one such
example. It exhibits significant tangible and intangible wealth, reflecting
the progression of the contemporaneous societal construct for death
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and burial rituals over time.! This significance is enhanced considering
that the cemetery in question was established early in Australia’s colonial
history and has had a continuous period of operation. In considering
changes in sentiment towards death and dying within this community,
and whether the community was representative of the wider populace,
it is relevant to consider the influence of several factors: the importance
of headstones, epitaphs and symbolism alongside religious denomination
and status; the significance of the Victorian ‘cult of death’ imported from
Britain; the interplay of the Great War and interwar years; and the rise
in secularisation.

BGC is located three kilometres from the centre of the village along the
main access road from Berrima to Moss Vale. It was established following
the surveyor-general’s adoption of extramural cemeteries for developing
rural villages from the 1840s.? The position of the cemetery on the outskirts
of the village was in accordance with 1825 legislation that stated that all
burials ‘should be located at least one mile outside the town’ (Figure 1).?
Situated on a level site, it is nestled into natural bushland on the south
and western sides, with the northern and eastern sides fronting the Berrima
Road. The main divisions are Anglican (56.20 per cent) and Roman Catholic
(39.25 per cent), each with their own dirt-road entrance.* Additionally,
there is a sectioned-off secular ‘General Lawn/Cremation Beam’ (3.98 per
cent) and Presbyterian area (0.56 per cent).’

1 Additionally, cemeteries contextualise the value of the deceased and the important transposition of
the grieving process. National Trust of Australia (NSW), Guidelines for Cemetery Conservation, 2nd ed.
(Sydney: National Trust of Australia NSW, 2009), 6; Celestina Sagazio, ed., Cemeteries: Our Heritage
(Victoria: National Trust of Australia, 1992), 72-3.

2 Lisa Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales: Landscapes of Memory and
Identity’ (PhD thesis, University of Sydney, 2001), 66-75; Lisa Murray, ‘Modern Innovations? Ideal vs
Reality in Colonial Cemeteries of Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, Morzality 8, no. 2 (2003): 130,
doi.org/10.1080/1357627031000087389.

3 Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 66-75; Murray, ‘Modern
Innovations?’, 130-1.

4 'The presence of two access ways contrasts to the ‘standard general cemetery design with a central
avenue’. Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 96.

5  Figures obtained from extant headstones and burials found in Trove. Kerry Bunker, ‘Berrima
General Cemetery: Trials, Tribulations and Benefits of Accurate and Accessible Burial Records; Including
Database’, unpublished report prepared for HUMS301, 2017, used with permission of Dr Andrew
Piper.
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Figure 1: Tourist map, 1988, location of cemetery.
Source: John Lawrence, ‘Map of Historic Village of Berrima’, Paramatta, 1988.

Social hierarchy, whether it be socio-economic or religious, was the
underpinning of many settlements in early colonial Australia, a key feature
of Britain that was transported and adopted in the fledgling colony.® This
social hierarchy was also transplanted into the death practices within
colonial Australia, albeit in a modified manner that was dependant on the
resources of the area and the practicalities involved. Efforts were made to
maintain British-influenced traditions and social etiquette, such as church
or graveside services, headstones, funerary ware and epitaphs mirroring the

6 Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin, [ the Midst of Life: The Australian Response to Death, 2nd ed. (Carlton:
Melbourne University Press, 1997), 111.
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times, even in remote areas. This was more obvious in densely populated
areas, where image and prestige were seen as important factors to maintain
the class distinctions that had arisen among the developing middle-class.
Burials and death rituals served as a ‘social advertisement’ of the status
of the deceased and the family who wished to preserve their standing within
the community.” Therefore, egalitarianism, although an idealised element
of ‘Australian identity’, was generally lacking in the rituals and burials of
the Australian colonial era, particularly in well-established and densely
populated areas.® However, most rural areas could not afford the luxury
of maintaining British class distinctions if they were to advance, and little
evidence exists of the separation of status on denominational grounds for

burials in BGC.

Religious persuasion appears to have had limited influence within the early
community of Berrima as a whole. Extant graves and obituaries demonstrate
that prominent people from both denominations were buried in BGC.?
Additionally, there is no evidence of the vast, extravagant burials for members
of the ‘social elite’ that Graeme Griffin and Des Tobin observed, nor of the
strict adherence to rituals and representations of Britain that were evident
in more populated urban cemeteries.” Religious affiliation does not appear
to have been overly important within the business community of early
Berrima, as subscriptions for the erection of the Roman Catholic Church
were received from the Anglican-owned business Armfield’s and Harpers,
as well as the Jewish-owned enterprise Levy’s and Chapmans."' Fluidity of
religious thought is also discernible within families, predominately in regard
to their attitudes towards marriage.'?

7 Robert Cecil, The Masks of Death: Changing Attitudes in the Nineteenth Century (Lewes: Book Guild,
1991), 64-5; Michael Parker Pearson, ‘Mortuary Practices, Society and Ideology: An Ethnoarchaeological
Study’, in Symbolic and Structural Archaeology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 11, doi.org/
10.1017/CBO9780511558252.011.

8  Griffin and Tobin, /n the Midst, 112.

9 'This includes that of William McCourt (Roman Catholic), who was speaker of the Legislative
Assembly for ten years, as well as doctors and pastoralists from both denominations. Bunker, ‘Berrima
General Cemetery: Trials’, see database.

10 The move towards commemorative structures and tranquil landscaped gardens was certainly never
evident, nor planned for, in the BGC. Griffin and Tobin, /n the Midst, 111; Murray, ‘Cemeteries in
Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 44.

11 ‘Obituaries’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 June 1847, 3.

12 There exists evidence within the BGC of families of one faith marrying into the other with the
children invariably baptised and buried under the denomination of the mother. For example, children
from the Armfield, Taylor, Parmenter, Walker and Parrett families, to name a few, are generally buried
with their Roman Catholic mothers rather than their Anglican fathers. However, this trend was not
always followed and may have been more a matter of convenience rather than ideology. Bunker, ‘Berrima
General Cemetery: Trials’, see database.
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Like many rural and urban cemeteries, there is an absence of Aboriginal
people buried in BGC. With the arrival of Europeans, the Gundungurra
(Berrima and Bong Bong) began a drastic decline.'® It was generally reported
that relationships between early settlers and the Gundungurra were cordial,
even respectful by nineteenth-century standards, with no recorded massacres
or violence." The prominent and well-advertised presence of the dead in
the cemetery would likely have influenced the Gundungurra’s movement
away from this area, as ‘to speak of the dead angers them, and disturbs
their repose’.” Interestingly, evidence exists of an Aboriginal burial ground,
complete with carved trees (dendroglyphs), a once-common occurrence for
in this area, five kilometres south of BGC on Gingenbullen Mountain.'®
The Gundungurra’s dispossession—marginalisation and displacement—
from their lands and burial sites was initially due to the ‘settlement’ of
their hunting grounds and waters by the newcomers, and was finalised by
the ‘Federation Drought’ of 1884-98 that saw the last known Aboriginal
people move to the coast."”

Even though it appears that religious affiliation had little to do with cemetery
hierarchy, status, to a limited extent, was still expressed (primarily in the
early burials) in the quality of headstone, symbolism, and composition and
length of epitaph. Elaborate, intricate and skilfully executed craftsmanship
is evident in both denominations’ burial markers from the later years of
the colonial era (see Figure 2). Lisa Murray has suggested that a cemetery
‘is a space where dichotomies merge, cultural boundaries become
blurred, and symbolic representations of society are heightened’.'® These
observations appear to be generally supported at the BGC, particularly
the blurring of cultural boundaries; however, the physical heightening
of societal representation is limited."” As the cemetery’s elevation is level,
no visual horizon of ‘prominence’ is achievable; although, comparatively
distinguished interments, with higher monuments, are located prominently
along the access ways (Figure 3).

13 Narelle Bowern, Aborigines of the Southern Highlands (Moss Vale: 2018), 28.

14 Ibid.; Dianne Johnson, Sacred Waters (Broadway: Halstead Press, 2007), 19-20.

15 Bowern, Aborigines of the Southern Highlands, 57.

16  Bowern notes that the presence of the carved trees at Gingenbullen was important as it probably
indicated the burial place of prominent Aboriginal people, although this is not mentioned in Aboriginal
oral history. Bowern, Aborigines of the Southern Highlands, 59.

17 Ibid., 65-9.

18 Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 18.

19 Evidence exists in the BGC of Irish, Scottish and English intermarriage. Bunker, ‘Berrima General
Cemetery: Trials’, see database.
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Figure 2: Nineteenth-century headstones, Anglican on left and Roman
Catholic on right.2°
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Figure 3: Anglican access ways on left and Roman Catholic on right.
Higher status monuments are found on these paths.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Further attestation of ‘standing’ in early BGC burials occurred along
familial and gender lines. This is apparent in several nineteenth-century
headstones, notably those of Bridget Breen and Ellen Donovin, in which
their respective sons placed their own names above their deceased mothers

(Figures 4 and 5).

Evidence of the influence of British constructs of patriarchy can be seen in
the placement of husbands’ names, irrespective of when they died, before
their wives and children. This is supported by K. Theodore Hoppen’s view
that patriarchal displays of importance were consistent with the early to
mid-Victorian times (Figure 6).*' The language used in epitaphs could also
signal who, within the family, held the dominant position. One headstone
in the BGC, for instance, fails to name the female departed at all—simply
stating that she was the ‘wife of R. N. Matthews (Figure 7).

20  For the exact location of all headstones mentioned in this chapter, please refer to Bunker, ‘Berrima
General Cemetery: Trials’, database.

21 K. Theodore Hoppen, 7he Mid-Victorian Generation, 1846—1886 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1998), 316-33.
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Figure 4: Gender hierarchy in the headstones of mother, Ellen Donovin
and son, Michael Donavin.

Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Figure 5: Francis Breen also certified patriarchal hierarchy on his
mother’s headstone.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.
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Figure 6: Gender hierarchy in the Figure 7: Headstone of Richard
Victorian era.?? Matthews’s wife.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020. Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Such nineteenth-century norms of gender and familial division are lacking in
the early twentieth-century graves. Rather than being deemed subservient,
women gained a measure of agency and began to be identified alongside
their spouses; this followed the women’s suffrage movement and was in
keeping with the growing awareness of gender equality.”” For example,
Louisa Armfield is mentioned first in her shared headstone with husband
John Armfield. Additionally, she is referred to as ‘my dear wife’ rather than
‘wife of .

22 Lucy died in 1875; however, William’s name appears first on the headstone, which was engraved
and erected after his death in 1876.

23 ]. Keating, ‘Piecing Together Suffrage Internationalism: Place, Space, and Connected Histories of
Australasian Women’s Activism', History Compass (2018), doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12481.

24  Headstone of Louisa and John Armfield.
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While there appear to have been nominal displays of ‘status’ or ‘hierarchy’
within the BGC, particularly in the colonial era, it is apparent that an
enlightened view of class, or simply a pragmatic approach to mourning, was
the norm. This may be due to the community, by necessity in its early years,
requiring a tolerant attitude among its members—from assigned convict to
assignee—thereby distancing itself from the British class system. This notion
is supported in the BGC by the number of emancipated convicts marrying
into ‘free’ families. After one generation, practically all the main families of
Berrima had at least one convict in their lineage.” Subsequently, the village
evolved into a generally homogenous socio-economic population. A study
of cemetery burials in other rural areas in Australia to investigate whether
this practice was widespread would make for an interesting comparison.

Headstones are the most common type of grave marker, delineating
a deceased’s burial place and providing a focused space to mourn. Lionel
Gilbert noted that headstones reflect ‘the standards of economy and
skill in a certain place at a certain time’.® Further, when symbolism is
considered, headstones reflect the deceased’s standing within their family
and community (or the perceived status that the family wished to portray)
as well as the designs on-trend in a specific area at a particular time. With
the added weight of epitaphs, a timeline of important events within
a community may be conveyed that serves the dual purpose of ‘introducing
past generations to the present’.” By the use of epitaphs, a community’s
transition from the colonial era to the present can be statistically analysed,
not only to interrogate the group’s physical interests and evolution, but also
to compare it with a wider cohort.?®

The Victorian ‘cult of death'—or the “Victorian culture of death’—
grew out of what James Curl termed the British Evangelical ‘celebration
of death’ and was in its infancy when the BGC began receiving burials.
A coping mechanism or grief management tool, the ‘cult of death’ was
encapsulated in the display and enactment of specific practices that aimed

25 Bunker, ‘Berrima General Cemetery: Trials’, see database.

26 Lionel Gilbert, 7he Last Word: Two Centuries of Australian Epitaphs (Armidale: Kardoorair Press,
2005), 20.

27  Epitaphs give insight into causes of death, longevity, community genealogy, place of origin, standing,
societal trends in literature, linguistics, religion, hobbies and employment. Leigh Hunt, 7he Old Court
Suburb; Or, Memorials of Kensington, Regal, Critical, and Anecdotal, vol. 1 (London: Hurst and Blackett,
1855), 189.

28  Celestina Sagazio posited that as cemeteries rarely change in nature over time, they can provide an
excellent ‘record of our cultural history that is able to be observed, interpreted and quantified’. Sagazio,
Cemeteries, 73.
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to ease the grieving process upon the death of loved ones.”” The culture
of commemoration reflected the changing nature of death as it became
more positive and welcoming and included prose, poetry, art and elaborate
rituals.®” Its influence on headstones, epitaphs and symbolism grew not only
in elegance and craftsmanship but also spilled into the realms of ‘vulgarity’
towards the close of the nineteenth century.’' Berrima, being predominately
British in its early decades, aligned itself, albeit in a tardy and subdued
manner, to these cultural changes. The earliest monuments at BGC were of
a ‘gothic style or ‘simple vernacular’. They were largely dependent on the
finances of the deceased’s family or their standing within the community,
and the early epitaphs were generally basic and brief. The memorials of this
era clearly exhibit the nature of the Victorian fashion transplanted from
Britain, yet they range in ‘showiness’, reflecting the levels of prestige (and
security) of the families involved. The material for headstones was sourced
from a local quarry approximately fifty kilometres from Berrima until the
Bundanoon quarry was established.*” ‘Bundanoon stone’, being harder
and more durable than the previously used ‘Marulan stone’, was used in
preference from around 1850.% Religious symbolism was slow to gain
traction and was seldom used to excess. The headstones of John Harper and
the Madden family were, perhaps, the most ornate of the cemetery.®* There
is also evidence that iron was utilised, with several plots ‘enclosed’ by ornate
cast iron, and headstones topped with wrought iron crosses and decorative
toppers, a style that Griffin and Tobin stated was ‘comparatively popular’ in
the ‘late Victorian era’.%

Burial locations appear to have been important in this era. Family, both
immediate and extended, were buried in adjacent plots with subsequent
burials taking place in adjoining gravesites. Consequently, large blocks
appear where whole families are buried. This act is in keeping with the

29 James Curls, 7he Victorian Celebration of Death (Newton Abbot: David & Charles Ltd: 1972), 10-20.
30 For an excellent explanation of these practices see Curls, 7he Victorian Celebration of Death, 1-36.
31 'The word ‘vulgarity’ in this context is used as a direct quote from Griffin and Tobin and, 1 feel,
aims to express the exuberant displays of wealth, prestige and status from the family and friends towards
the deceased. Griffin and Tobin noted that ‘restraint was often thrown to the winds’ and ostentatious
displays of grandeur juxtaposed the solemnity of the event. Griffin and Tobin, / the Midsz, 55.

32 Jim Galloway, Marulan quarry foreperson, pers. comm., 29 December 2020.

33  Galloway, Marulan quarry foreperson, pers. comm., 29 December 2020.

34  'This was probably due to the scarcity of local expertise coupled with the friable nature of the
previously used local sandstone. Joan Kerr, James Kerr and Stella Jack, “Tombstones, Masons and
Inscriptions’, in In Memoriam: Cemeteries and Tombstone Art in New South Wales (Sydney: Historic
Houses Trust of NSW, 1981), 18.

35 'The Madden family (Roman Catholic) were considered ‘moneyed’ within the community. Bunker,
‘Berrima General Cemetery: Trials’, see database; Griffin and Tobin, 7z the Midst, 54.
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nineteenth-century gesture of ‘pilgrimage’ and maintenance of loved ones’
graves, whereby the outward show of ‘faithfulness, respect and remembrance’
was extended to whole generations.*® Additionally, early epitaphs of this era
were copied among family groupings and simply edited to match individual
circumstances. This practice is evident on several headstones of Berrima
families, including in the epitaphs for Roman Catholic brothers-in-law
John Galvin and James McCurdy.?” Galvin’s epitaph reads:

Weep not for me my wife & children dear
I am not dead but sleeping here
Once I was as you now be

Prepare dear wife to follow me

The day of Judgement cometh near
We shall before the Lord appear
There every one of us shall be

to give an account O God to Thee
Ten days I bore affliction sore
Physicians were in vain

Till God he pleased to give me ease
And freed me of my pain

McCurdy’s epitaph is similar:

Eleven days he bore affliction sore
Physicians were in vain

God did please that death should cease
And cure him of his pain

Hide me O my Savior hide

Till the storm of life is past;

Safe into the haven guide

Oh receive my soul at last

Jesus who ... our mind controls

Give rest of their departed souls

Elements of memento mori were found in early BGC epitaphs, whereby the
deceased addressed the living with ‘grim’ warnings, imploring those visiting to
‘prepare’ for their end.*® As the colonial era progressed, such verses took on a
more comforting note of hope and eventual salvation. One spoke of ‘praying
for one’s soul’; another promised a move from a ‘grim’ death to a ‘rest in
peace’. Often, past identities were hidden. For example, as ‘the bereaved chose

36 Murry, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 264.

37  Gilbert suggests that this reuse of epitaphs was following the fashion of the day and in keeping with
the latest sayings or literature that were deemed appropriate. Gilbert, 7he Last Word, 75-81.

38 Gilbert, 7he Last Word, 6; Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 268.
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positive memories and legacies for their departed, it is only through research
that things like convict status can be identified.*” In contrast to larger, central
cemeteries, early BGC symbolism was plain and uninspiring (Figure 8).“ The
early headstones contained little to no symbolism, but instead were simply
inscribed with vital information and perhaps a carved decoration. The first
twelve burials appear to be Roman Catholic, and several have crosses of
various sorts; however, the early Anglican headstones were sparse indeed.*!

Figure 8: Cross symbolism on Roman Catholic graves, 1833 and 1850.
First Anglican headstone with decoration 1860.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

With the arrival of the railway in the 1860s, durable and fashionable
headstone material was more readily available; however, it was still more
costly than sandstone. Marble, granite and fine-grained, seawall-grade
Sydney sandstone were utilised, enabling finer detailed and intricate
carving, copperplate inscriptions and loftier epitaphs.” Robert Metz,
monumental mason, established his trade within the village of Berrima in
1870, and from this time onwards, the quality of craftsmanship increased
significantly.” He was known to order his material from Sydney as well as
Marulan depending on the overall cost of a commission.*

39  One of the most elaborate headstones in the BGC is for Edward Armfield who arrived in the colony
on 12 June 1801 per Earl Cornwallis, convicted of shoplifting. Bunker, ‘Berrima General Cemetery:
Trials, see database; Sandra Hayward, ‘Colonial Expressions of Identity in Funerals, Cemeteries, and
Funerary Monuments of Nineteenth-Century Perth, Western Australia’, Genealogy 2, no. 3 (2018): 23,
doi.org/10.3390/genealogy2030023.

40  Simple crosses were evident on Roman Catholic headstones; however, Anglican graves had simple
carvings. It was not until Robert Metz (monumental mason) began practising his craft that symbolism
began in earnest. Bunker, ‘Berrima General Cemetery: Trials’, see database; Gilbert, 7he Last Word, 66-67.
41 Bunker, ‘Berrima General Cemetery: Trials, see database.

42 Galloway, pers. comm., 29 December 2020.

43 ‘R. Metz appears on many headstones in the BGC from 1870 until his death in 1901, including
his own. Bunker, ‘Berrima General Cemetery: Trials’, see database.

44 Metz travelled to Sydney and Marulan to personally select stone to be used in his memorial work
in Berrima. It appears that Metz had the support of much of the local population and was not subject
to the competition Murray suggested occurred between Sydney and regional masons. Galloway, pers.
comm., 29 December 2020; Murray, ‘Cemeteries in Nineteenth-Century New South Wales’, 211.
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Colonial-era epitaphs relied on ‘poets and writers’ to ‘rescue’ a ‘downcast
mourner’ with words that reflected the solemnity of the occasion and the
notion of death acceptance and the ‘good death’.®> The latter notion grew
with the upsurge in the British Evangelical movement and called for family
and loved ones to assist the dying in the preparation of their journey from an
earthly life to one of ‘eternal salvation’.* Both British and Irish middle-
and upper-class immigrants carried this ideal to Australia and it is generally
accepted by historians to have been practised (or, at least, aimed for) by
the working class of the colonies.”” Sermons were considered necessary to
instruct and prime the dying and, as such, the lengthier the suffering, the
greater the chance of a ‘good death’.”® Consequently, and in keeping with
the Evangelical Revival era, epitaphs were heavily influenced by devotional
verse.” One gravestone erected in 1869 counsels that “The path of the Just
is as the shining light that shineth more and more onto the perfect day’.
Another, from 1885, quotes Colossians 2:5:

For though I be absent in the flesh
Yet am I with you in the spirit
joying and beholding your order
and the steadfastness

of your faith in Christ.”®

Graveside symbolism of the latter nineteenth century emulated that found in
more inhabited areas. This late uptake of graveside symbolism was, perhaps,
a result of Berrima’s more parochial village atmosphere, concomitant with
the lack of skilled craftsmen. Nonetheless, the symbolism evident within the
BGC is restrained and, certainly, is not as flamboyant as larger cemeteries
in more populated areas. Where present, it lags the timeline of popularity
suggested by Kerr, Kerr and Jack.’' Interestingly, the monumental mason

45 Patricia Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 41,
doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780198201885.001.0001.

46  Patricia Jalland, Awustralian Ways of Death: A Social and Cultural History 1840-1918 (South
Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2002), 51-2.

47 1Ibid., 52-3.

48 Ibid., 54.

49 Patricia Jalland, Changing Ways of Death in Twentieth Century Australia: War, Medicine and the
Funeral Business (Sydney: UNSW Press, 20006), 20; Gilbert, 7he Last Word, 353-5.

50  Epitaph of John Leslie Salter, 1869, Anglican, and George Anderson, 1885, Anglican.

51 This may be due to the lower socio-economic status of the group residing in this village. Berrima
had begun to decline in population and overall wealth once the railway line was realigned in 1867, and it
may have been compounded by the reluctance for change. Additionally, Kerr, Kerr and Jack suggest that
the skill involved in these carvings was more in keeping with 1867 than 1881 and 1893. J. H. Brown,
Berrima Gaol: A Brief History of the States Historic Prison (Bowral: Ford Printers, 1937), 5; Kerr, Kerr and

Jack, “Tombstones, Masons and Inscriptions’, 18.
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responsible for the headstones in Figure 9 was not Robert Metz, but
‘Davies’, who does not appear to have any other extant monuments within
the cemetery.

Figure 9: Examples of angels’ heads and wings on Roman Catholic
headstones. Note the lack of finesse in design for the year of carving.

Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Figure 10: Crosses and IHS Christogram for Anglican and Roman Catholic
graves: Anglican 1870, 1880; Roman Catholic 1863, 1881 and 1914.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Crosses of varying shapes and forms appear in both colonial-era
denominations, including the traditional inscription of the IHS Christogram
(Figure 10). Sandra Hayward argues that these represented a ‘revival of high
church rituals’ and should not be read as indicting Roman Catholic as
opposed to Anglican adherence.*

Opverall, the BGC exhibits classic examples of nineteenth-century attitudes
towards death-culture, although the display is somewhat muted in
comparison to other cemeteries of its time. Moreover, the steady growth
in elaborate headstones, epitaphs and symbolism seen in other cemeteries
is largely absent. In all probability, this can be attributed to the declining
population and economy, and an apparent laissez faire attitude towards
religion and wealth.

52 Hayward, ‘Colonial Expressions of Identity’, 7.
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By the close of the nineteenth century, religious reliance had waned,
the so-called Victorian good death turning to a secular (or temporal)
commemoration of grief. As Pat Jalland has noted, there was ‘a shift from
a dominant Christian culture of acceptance ... and more open expression
of grief before 1914, to one of avoidance and silence from 1918 to the
1980s’.5* Epitaphs moved from ‘verse to prose’, exhibiting an uncomplicated
articulation of sentiment, or even evasion; meanwhile, the reduction in size
of memorials necessitated a ‘brevity’ of description.’ Such epitaphs have
been described as ‘spare and uninteresting’, ‘short and formulaic’ and as
suppressing emotional response.”> Minimalistic epitaphs, ‘often restricted
to name, age and date of death’, mirrored the rise in ‘simplicity’ that was
developing as a response to the ostentatious outpourings of the colonial era.
A ‘stoical’, non-Christian approach to coping grew with the sudden deaths
of so many young men in WW1I and worked in parallel to the disintegration
of the former ‘structured society’ of the colonial era.”® Jalland argues that
this ‘silent grief” of the interwar years, and up to 1980s, was largely due to
‘Australians [tending] to concentrate on life and keep[ing] their thoughts
about the meaning of death to a minimum’.”” Additionally, a balance was
required, with mourners both acknowledging their loved one’s heroic
sacrifice as well as the need to mourn their death.’® This mindset was buoyed
by the significant decline in contemporaneous childhood mortality rates,
which led to a decreased preoccupation to death.”

Such changes resulted in headstones becoming lower in structure and often
of a slab design. Early twentieth-century graves were far less ostentatious
than Victorian graves; approaching minimalism, they were in keeping with
the sombre turn after WWI. New style, ‘bed-like’ graves symbolised the
departed ‘at rest’ (Figure 11). Further, with the disbursement of the family
unit, large-scale, interrelated kindred burials were no longer the norm.
Only one family, the Parmenters, have continued the tradition in the BGC.

53 Jalland, Changing Ways, 18.

54 The preference for a more personal memorial was now becoming apparent. Gilbert, 7he Last Word,
353; Jalland, Changing Ways, 18.

55  Griffin and Tobin, /n the Midst, 56-7; Jalland, Changing Ways, 18.

56 Jalland notes that the Great War ‘accelerated’ the groundswell against religious dominance and that
the practice of ‘silent grief” continued until the 1980s. Jalland, Changing Ways, 13, 29, 42 and 194-5;
Griffin and Tobin, In the Midst, 112.

57 Jalland, Changing Ways, 18, 171-174, 188-189, 326, 351-352.

58 Lucie Whitmore, “A Matter of Individual Opinion and Feeling”: The Changing Culture of
Mourning Dress in the First World War’, Women’s History Review 27, no. 4 (2018): 583-6, doi.org/10.
1080/09612025.2017.1292631.

59  Jalland, Changing Ways, 326.
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Having pre-purchased twenty closely aligned plots in 1930, the Parmenter
family maintains the close burial of their clan in the Roman Catholic
section.®” This notwithstanding, the trend from WWTI to the present has
been for spouses only to be buried side by side or within one plot. Sadly, this
disconnection of family has resulted in the neglect of many of the original
graves, with several Victorian headstones succumbing to the ravages of
time. With the move towards lower and smaller headstones, epitaphs, by
necessity, became brief and devoid of any familiarity or sentiment; however,
sometimes they included contemporary motifs relevant to the deceased. This
supports Jalland’s view of death denial, whereby the previously accepted
notion of a ‘good death’, in which grief was openly expressed, moved to a
notion of death in which grief and emotion were suppressed, bringing the
ritualistic glorification and memorialisation of the dead to an end.®!

Figure 11: Gravestones of ‘slab and desk’ resemble a bed, with the dead
literally ‘at rest’.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

However, Roman Catholics continued to mention divinity, as well as the
need to elicit ‘indulgences’ to save the Catholic soul.”? In 1926, Michael
Manion’s wife ordered an epitaph praying for the ‘repose of the soul’ of
her husband and asking for his ‘eternal rest’ in the ‘perpetual light' of God.
Jalland suggests that this was because ‘the Catholic culture of death [was]
more robust and enduring than the Protestant’.® Additionally, she notes
that prior to 1980 death rituals encompassed an amalgam of old religious

60  Aileen Parmenter, pers. comm., re Parmenter burials, 2 January 2021.
61 Jalland, Changing Ways, 18, 21 and 326.

62 Griffin and Tobin, /n the Midst, 110.

63 Jalland, Changing Ways, 6, 23 and 98.
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ways and ‘denial features’.** Interestingly, only one Roman Catholic epitaph
at the BGC directly implores prayers for a departed soul; however, several
include intimate, secular phrases, finishing with ‘R.L.LP” or Amen’.

Griffin and Tobin note that ‘post-Edwardian twentieth century [graves
were] positively drab’, only to be rescued by the influence of the influx of
Greek and Italian migrants.® This ‘influx’ to Berrima included skilled Italian
and Greek workers who were employed by Southern Portland Cement in
nearby New Berrima.®® With their passing, their culture was represented
in an Australianised form of Italianate grave markers, complete with full
monument base, kerbing and slab (Figure 12).

Howarth posited that ‘funerals are important in preserving cultural
traditions, but the rituals are rarely ... static’; instead, rituals adapt ‘to take
account of the physical, social, and cultural climate of the [new] land’.*
This is certainly true of the Italian and Greek family burials at the BGC,
which, although obviously Italian and Greek, are certainly on the ‘plainer’
end of the spectrum. Interestingly, the headstones of the first generation of
migrants include their places of birth, like Umberto and Letizia Bevilacqua
whose headstones noted their birthplace in Meduno, Italy, but this is absent
in subsequent generations.®® The minimalistic style of burials of those of
Anglo-Celtic heritage at the BGC continued up to the 1990s.

Figure 12: Graves of Bevilacqua, double monument, Perabo, Soster and
Bernini families.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

64  For example, maintaining the use of a cross on a plaque or even ending in R.I.P.

65  Griffin and Tobin, /n the Midst, 56.

66 Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, Statistics Section, ‘Immigration: Federation
to Century’s End 1901-2000’, October 2001, web.archive.org/web/20101204201624/http://www.
immi.gov.au/media/publications/statistics/federation/federation.pdf, 36.

67  Glennys Howarth, ‘Australian Funerals’, in Death and Dying in Australia, ed. Allan Kellehear
(South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2000), 85.

68 Umberto and Letizia, who were Roman Catholic, died in 1957 and 1983, respectively.
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As discussed, after WWI, sentiments towards death and burial moved
from ritualistic glorification and memorialisation to private grief and even
death denial. Death monuments altered from Victorian grandeur and
height to minimalistic, bed-like representations of ‘at rest’.*” The reduction
in monument size necessitated brevity in epitaphs and symbolism, while
the move away from the notion of the good ‘Christian’ death resulted in a
decline in outpourings of religious sentiment, leaving to epitaphs the job of
merely recording vital information.

According to Jalland, from the 1980s onwards a change in attitude towards
death and its ‘celebration’ emerged.”® Psychologists proposed that ‘emotional
release should be encouraged through ... talking about ... sorrow and
memories’.”! The ‘unresolved grief” of the past era was now recognised as
unhealthy, leading to ‘death-awareness’ movements that openly assisted the
bereaved and brought the process of death to the fore.”> Whereas once the
bereaved had been expected to ‘get on (and forget)’ their loss, now they were
encouraged to openly maintain ‘the relationship with the deceased’.”” This
new approach to death was reflected in changes to grave markers, burial

types and epitaphs.

However, burials at the BGC were slow to reflect these shifts in ideas. It was
not until the mid-1990s that the brevity and innocuousness of the previous
era faded. The first changes were reflected in epitaphs that portrayed the
unique nature of the deceased (Figure 13).”* Once the General Lawn Beam
section was established in 2005, headstones and epitaphs began to truly
reflect the personality of the deceased.”

69 Interestingly, this bed-like structure is evident in both the Roman Catholic and Anglican sections.
70  Jalland also suggests that this change in attitude may have been a combination of a ‘war-free’
generation coupled with the influx of migrants bringing their culturally diverse attitude to mourning.
Jalland, Changing Ways, 18, 354 and 370.

71 1bid,, 357.

72 Ibid., 360-3.

73 Ibid., 367-8.

74  'The new trend conveyed intimate sentiments towards the deceased, such as ‘beloved wife’ and
‘devoted father’, personalising the relationship of the deceased and mourner. Small portraits, carved
animals and plantings of favourite flowers celebrated the secular interests of life. Howarth supports the
assertion of the low-cost movement from the 1960s ‘expounding the virtues of cheap, low-profile, and
predominately functional funerals’. Howarth, ‘Australian Funerals’, 83.

75 The National Trust stated that ‘lawn cemeteries were introduced in the 1950s’. The delay in
introducing lawn sections at the BGC may reflect hesitation in the uptake of the fashion at the local
community level or the reluctance of the Wingecarribee Shire Council to provide this service. National

Trust, Guidelines for Cemetery, 24.
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Figure 13: Grave and epitaph of John Livingstone, 1994, Roman Catholic,
exhibiting the relationship beyond one generation as well as sentiment
pertaining to his personality.

Note the bed-like grave structure from the previous era.

Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Exhibitions of societal and familial hierarchy were replaced with physical
representations of the departed’s life interests. Instead of early epitaphs
where the deceased spoke from the grave, the bereaved now speak to the

departed (Figure 14).

Figure 14: Headstone of Peter Bailey, 2006, General Lawn Beam,
complete with ‘Ulysses Badge’ and cameo image.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Paralleling this rise in individuality, the trend towards secularisation in
monument and epitaph peaked at BGC in around 2005. As Gilbert stated:
“Today, somewhat simpler, less metaphysical, and more secular views may
be declared concerning the unavoidable and final human experience.”” This
trend is in keeping with the wider Australian population’s movement away
from organised religion.””

76 Gilbert, The Last Word, 420.
77  Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘4102.0 Australian Social Trends: Nov 2013’, 20 March 2014, www.
abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/4102.0main+features30nov+2013.
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Figure 15: Examples of individuality in grave and headstone design: John
Blenkinsopp (farrier) and Kylie Hanratty.
Source: Kerry Bunker, 20 December 2020.

Additionally, headstone design has continued to evolve and diversify. Often
naive and simplistic in nature, it can also be representational (Figure 15).
While some new headstones maintain the traditional appearance of previous
eras, the majority have moved to a modern, individualistic and personalised
aspect. Very few burials occurred in the Anglican and Roman Catholic
sections after 2005, the majority occurring in the General Lawn section.
The Cremation Beam has not been well patronised.”

Thus, new approaches to death rituals that adhere to the trend of greater
death acceptance are reflected in the BGC—although their adoption has
been sluggish, which is likely representative of broader community attitudes.
No longer constrained by brevity and directness, many epitaphs of the
modern era celebrate the life of the departed and encourage a conversation.
Headstones, too, are moving away from traditional forms and are expanding
in their variety and uniqueness.

78  During this cemetery, there have only been ten cremation footprints, with five of these having been
taken up in the last six years.
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In conclusion, changes to death and burial rituals in Australian society
are reflected in the BGC from its inception in 1833, albeit in a belated
form. Community attitudes and the influence of contemporary fashions
and trends are well represented in the design of headstones, epitaphs and
religious symbolism, however muted in expression. This was probably
representative of the socio-economic status of the village coupled with the
pragmatic approach of the early population to ensure the viability of the
community. Symbols of societal and denominational hierarchy were rare,
although gender status was clear in colonial commemorations. So too, the
embrace of the ‘good death’ was evident, as was the practice of celebrating
the departed with elaborate graves, epitaphs and accompanying religious
symbolism. The influence of WWI and the move towards secularisation
and gender equality, coupled with the rise in death denial, was evident
in the use of minimalistic headstones and brief epitaphs for much of the
twentieth century. From the mid-1990s onwards, individualism in both
epitaph and headstone design has mirrored wider societal trends that began
a decade earlier.
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