











Figure 6. Map and satellite imagery of the cemetery case study sites. These three cemeteries
have trees and shrubs that demarcate the location. Source [A], [C]: Persac, Marie Adrien,
Benjamin Moore Norman, and J.H. Colton & Co, Norman's chart of the lower Mississippi River,
New Orleans: B. M. Norman, 1858. Map. https://www.loc.gov/item/78692178/. Source [B]:
Dickinson, C. H. Map of the parishes of Iberville most of West Baton Rouge and including parts
of the parishes of St. Martins, Ascension, and Pointe Coupee, Louisiana: accurately compiled
from latest and most authentic United States surveys. (1883). Map.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2011588002/.
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Figure 7. Map and satellite imagery of the cemetery case study sites. These two cemeteries
have lost any original site markers through agricultural and institutional land development.
Source [D]: Persac, Marie Adrien, Benjamin Moore Norman, and J.H. Colton & Co,
Norman's chart of the lower Mississippi River, New Orleans: B. M. Norman, 1858. Map.
https://www.loc.gov/item/78692178/. Source [E]: Molitor, Edward. 1884-1907. “Mississippi
River, Sheet # 25”. Mississippi River Commission. Map. Louisiana State Museum Historical
Maps Collection.
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Bruslie Cemetery, Shell Refinery Site, Ascension Parish

At the Shell petrochemical refinery in Convent, LA, the Shell corporation uncovered
remains on a plot of their property in 2013 (Figure 9.D). This plot, named Bruslie Cemetery after
the former plantation owner, holds approximately 1,000 formerly enslaved people.*? Along the
backside of the property, away from the river, the agricultural area is settled among the
petrochemical equipment, pits, and agricultural fields . With the collective work of the Shell Oil
Company, contracted archeologists, and the River Road African American Museum, the
cemetery has been preserved as of 2018. In their effort to preserve the space, the Shell
corporation cordoned off the patch of land while providing little to no site access or amenities.
Though this is an incredible partnership between community organizers and corporations in the
area, there is much to be learned from this example. In order to use ground penetrating radar to
observe the bodies buried, the topsoil was removed, further scarring the earth and extricating it
from former connections to bayou environments.

Though the cemetery land had previously been plowed over for crops, the area is bound
on either side by drainage ways. Showing the area’s connection to former waterways. To
delineate space, the Shell Corporation blocked off the area with bollards on the surrounding
edges. A single iron bench is placed on the poured concrete pad that dots the corner of the sites.
(Figure 10) Though the bench sought to offer a place to “sit, reflect, and pay their respects”,* the
landscape lacks the intimacy of an environment that fosters reflection. Additionally, though
almost visible from LA-70 E, the access road to this cemetery is marked with “No Trespassing”
signs and a gate. The Shell Oil Company has agreed to a single day per year visitation rights for
descendent communities hosted by the River Road African American Museum. On this day
representatives of the River Road Museum can organize a ceremony.* The cemetery is
otherwise inaccessible to the public. A historic marker now stands in the otherwise isolated patch

of desolate land.

2 Jones, “Graves of 1,000 Enslaved people,” 2021.
43 Jones, “Graves of 1,000 Enslaved people,” 2021.
4 Jones, “Graves of 1,000 Enslaved people,” 2021.
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Figure 8. Bruslie Cemetery diagram. The burial grounds (yellow) are
devoid of life. The single bench is the only place to rest and reflect.

The Student Health Center, Louisiana State University

Lands from the former Gartness Plantation, the M. Williams Plantation, and the C.
Gourier Plantation were purchased by Louisiana State University in 1918 to expand the LSU
campus (Figure 9, E).* In 1938 when the Student Health Center was under construction, workers
discovered human remains.*® Geography professor Andrew Sluyter of LSU argues that surveyors
had documented the cemetery of the enslaved in their 1921 survey of the campus (Figure 11).4
Given that the families who owned the plantations that became LSU have documented formal
burial grounds, Sluyter believes that the remains found were likely of those of the formerly
enslaved and their descendants. Little further has been recorded about the cemetery location, the
number of graves that were discovered, or the course of action taken upon discovery.*® Now the
former cemetery location is an active area on LSU campus, no acknowledgment of the burial
ground is available. Though unknow, there potentially still can be remains below the buildings.

The erasure of the cemetery grounds from the campus, coupled with the ease at which

4 “History of LSU,” Hill Memorial Library, accessed March 24, 2022,
https://www lib.Isu.edu/special/archives/historical-information

46 Nick Ferwin, “LSU professor says Student Health Center built atop plantation cemetery,” LSU Reveille, July
31, 2021. https://www.lIsureveille.com/news/Isu-professor-says-student-health-center-built-atop-plantation-
cemetery/article c8236728-f241-11eb-beec-4fd47192987e.html

47 Ferwin, “Student Health Center.”

48 Ferwin, “Student Health Center.”
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information about the was buried, highlights how simple it was and still is for institutions to
simply build over the burial grounds with little to no repercussions. Land that was devalued
during the Antebellum was transformed into profitable development property without thought for
the importance of the cemetery as a cultural site. Systems of erasure are embedded in our lack of
acknowledgment of slavery, often making it difficult to know when something has been covered
up long ago. With limited records, it is now nearly impossible to gain further clarity on who was

buried there.

LSU Health Center

. Cemetery Grounds
. Dean French House

Figure 9. Diagram showing the proposed location of the cemetery in
relationship to the Student Health Center at LSU.
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Figure 10. The Dean French House (left, and LSU Health Center (Right). Source:
Google Street View by Google Maps.

Alma Plantation Cemetery, Lakeland, LA

Alma Plantation remains an active sugar cane production and manufacturing plant today.
The cemetery is visible from satellite imagery, by a series of above ground burial markers. The
physical markers began with burials in 1905. The most recent marker is from 2019, although,
accounts suggest up to 60% of the burials here are unmarked, dating back to the mid 1800s.4
These are thought to be in the vault-less patch grown over with purple lilies and wildflowers.
(Figure 13). There are some marked below ground burials including “wooden crosses, metal
placards, pieces of glass, and inscriptions in concrete.”° Burials line the waterway, as close as
three feet from the water’s edge. In 2018, the Westside Cemetery Preservation Association
worked in partnership with the owner of Alma Plantation to clean up and preserve the cemetery.

Spending a week clearing the grounds and consulting death records, a team of cemetery
association members and researchers uncovered records dating back to 1830 of formerly
enslaved individuals in the space.’! The discovery of formal records points to the importance of

partnerships to develop trust between property owners and organizations. In turn, creating

4 Bridget Thomas, “Historic Rural African American Cemetery Preservation in Southeast Louisiana,” (MA
diss., Rutgers University, 2019), 37.

30 Thomas, “Historic Rural,” 39.

U Ibid. 38.
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That big house is now known as The Houmas House and is well regarded for its Classical
Revival architectural style®. The Houmas House and gardens are now lauded as USA Today’s
top historic tourist attraction in Louisiana. The property boasts seven bars and restaurants, a gift
shop, and hosts exclusive weddings and corporate events. On their website, only one line in their
history section references the more than 550 enslaved people who were forced to labor
throughout the properties®’. Instead, they have an entire section devoted to the ghost stories of
the property>®. The stark contrast between the Point Houmas cemetery protected under the single
tree and the prominent tourist destination is haunting, showcasing the inequity of whose story is

being told when it comes to the truth of plantation life.

The Action

Action is necessary in the form of legal protections for enslaved cemeteries to make
significant change. This section outlines the ways local organizations have fought for the
cemeteries in their neighborhoods, the existing policy in place for cemeteries in Louisiana, and
finally a proposal for land easements. Questions about preservation and chain of care for
cemeteries of the formerly enslaved have become a rising topic in both the national and regional
dialogues. Both the New York Times and The New Yorker published pieces in 2021 on this
subject.>®,%? Locally, regional Louisiana newspapers have picked up stories of community
resistance and care®!. In July of 2020, the environmental justice group RISE St. James, was
involved in protesting the expansion of the Formosa Plastics manufacturing plant.®? RISE St.
James fought not only for cemeteries, but against the rampant environmental racism affecting
their community. From poor air quality to contaminated drinking water, the expansion of the
manufacturing plant was set to further disenfranchise the residents, affecting their health and

well-being.®3 RISE St. James has also asked that Formosa investigate the seven sites the group

36 Houmas House, “History,” Accessed January 20, 2022. https://houmashouse.com/history/

7 Houmas House, “History.”

38 Houmas House, “Ghosts,” Accessed March 24, 2022. https://houmashouse.com/ghosts/

%9 Jill Lepore, “When Black History is Unearthed, Who Gets to Speak for the Dead?,” The New Yorker, October
4, 2021, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/202 1/10/04/when-black-history-is-unearthed-who-gets-to-speak-for-
the-dead.

60 Alexandra Eaton, Christoph Koettl, Quincy G. Ledbetter, Victoria Simpson, and Aaron Byrd, “Searching for
the Lost Graves of Louisiana’s Enslaved People,” The New York Times, June 27,2021, Video,
https://www.nytimes.com/video/us/100000007778616/louisiana-cancer-alley-cemetery-african-americans-
video.html.

61 Muller, “Formosa Plastics.”

62 bid.

%3 Formosa has denied their culpability in violating emission and water regulations.
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believes are burial grounds on the property. Of the two that Formosa acknowledged, the Formosa
representatives only claim one has discoverable remains, agreeing to fence the area off.%* To be
clear, fencing the area does not equate to community access to the area.

Further, as the markers of cemeteries are often imperceptible or marked by a tree or small
grove, it is easy for corporations to overlook or negate the importance of a single tree as a
random anomaly. There is little to hold corporations or developers accountable for recognizing
the subtle signs of a cemetery. Worse, they often stand to gain by ignoring or clearing
cemeteries: they can increase production farming land, build new manufacturing complexes, and
expand their holdings without acknowledgement of past harm. Reclaiming enslaved cemeteries
is inherently about more than returning the land of the dead, it is also about ensuring that
developing industry does not continue to harm the health, safety, and wellbeing of Louisiana’s
Black residents.

If the goal is to reclaim and return the cemetery land, we must then ask who will take
care of them, and how we will financially support the efforts. As landscape architects we have a
duty to use our knowledge to integrate questions of access, financial and institutional assistance,
and thoughtful design strategies. No singular solution can address the intricacies of land
ownership, community access, and perpetual care. Traditionally the landscape discipline has
focused on historic preservation efforts to protect cemeteries. The methodology of asserting
significance or establishing physical integrity for historic preservation is far more difficult when
working with cemeteries of the enslaved.

In 1992, the National Park Service published their National Register Bulletin 41:
Guidelines for evaluating and registering cemeteries and burial places. The bulletin outlines a
standard that defines the qualities that make a site worthy of preservation. While it mentions
Native American burial grounds as a reputable form of cemetery worth preserving, the guidelines
primarily focus on early American settlers, the Rural Cemetery Movement, and Military grave
sites.® The National Register of Historic Places merits cemeteries for preservation based on their
archeological, architectural (including the landscape discipline), cultural, structural, and historic

significance®. Further, the proposals require extensive documentation to validate the

%4 Muller, “Formosa Plastics.”

% Potter, Elizabeth Walton, Beth M. Boland, National Register Bulletin 41: Guidelines for Evaluating and
Registering Cemeteries and Burial Places, (U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Interagency
Resources Division. 1992) 3-6.

% Potter, Walton, and Boland, National Register Bulletin 41, 15.
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significance. This validation is an incompatible strategy for cemeteries of the enslaved as little
documentation is available, and comprehensive archeological surveys are costly and impractical.

First, National Register particularly focus on architectural, sculptural, or landscape
features that make the cemetery unique and a complete site. There is an inherent connection to
the level of integrity of the burial site as an object and its value as a historical site.®” As burial
grounds of the enslaved are often unmarked or not marked in the traditional sense, they do not fit
within the category. While there are examples of unmarked burial sites for the Native American
and Indigenous communities like mounds or cairns, these examples already fit into a neat
landscape typology. The anomaly features that are emerging as indicators of burial grounds of
the enslaved are still developing. Second, significant written documentation is needed in the
application process that describes the unique historic significance of the site and the people
entombed there.

Usually, the focus is on famous individuals, sites of historic events and uprisings, or
people who have made recorded contributions to society.%® The expectation is that the evidence
can be provided in the form of historic documents. But many of the experiences of the enslaved
were never written at the moment of their occurrence. While we have the Works Project
Administration (WPA), Federal Writers Project Slave Narrative Collection, these were
interviews conducted in the 1920s and 1930s.%° Slave schedules produced in the 1800s only
include the race and age of the enslaved with the name of the plantation owner. Much of our
cannon on slavery exists not as written documentation, but instead of a rich oral history tradition.
In turn, historic preservation efforts become exclusionary, devaluing the significance of a
population who was systematically erased from written history and white dominant narratives of
enslavement.

Third, the effort to complete the paperwork to submit for the National Register of
Historic Places is significant. Such energy exceeds the bandwidth of many local organizations.
Researching, writing, and compiling the applications are time consuming and both financially
and emotionally costly. Finally, the large number of cemeteries of the enslaved throughout

Louisiana makes individual preservation applications unfeasible. To focus on applying for each

67 Potter, Walton, and Boland, National Register Bulletin 41, 8.

8 Ibid. 9-11.

% Library of Congress, “Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936 to 1938,”
April 2001. https://www.loc.gov/loc/lcib/0104/slaves.html
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site as an individual entity is nearly impossible. Instead, there is an opportunity to think of these
sites as a network rather than as individual sites. These cemeteries do not exist in isolation, they
are a massive system of places that expose the pervasiveness of slavery in the landscape. To
accomplish a goal of land reclamation and return to Black and descendant communities, we must
look outside of traditional historic preservation methods, and turn to policy to create concrete
change.

Alongside the dispersal of National Bulletin 41, in 1992 the Louisiana Unmarked Human
Burial Sites Preservation act was enacted. In response to threats to unmarked burial sites, the
Louisiana government sought to protect them “both from economic development of the land and
from persons engaged for personal or financial gain in the mining of prehistoric and historic
Indian, pioneer, and Civil War and other soldiers' burial sites”.”® Like the Historic Register, the
chapter made no mention of the burial ground of enslaved peoples. Though it is unclear if the
language surrounding enslaved peoples was intentionally omitted, the preservation act expressly
protects farmers and agricultural land. Suggesting the exclusion of enslaved burial sites could
have been to protect the agriculture industry. The act specifically remarked that the chapter
excludes: “The use of land for purposes of farming, cattle raising, timber growing, and other
similar surface uses that will not result in the disturbance of human skeletal remains through
excavation or other activities”.”! Whether intended at the time or not, this absence specifically
targets enslaved burial grounds, holding them back from gaining protections. We must
acknowledge that often these laws are only enforceable when property owners and stakeholders
make the discovery of the cemeteries known. However, if there is a public knowledge of the
discovered cemetery the implementation of this statute does provide legal recourse.

In 2010, the “Louisiana Historic Cemetery Preservation Act” was enacted. The
legislature asserted that existing state laws do not provide for the adequate protection of historic
cemeteries that are not under the jurisdiction of the Louisiana Cemetery Board, are not on state
lands, and are not solely comprised of unmarked graves. Cemeteries are considered by most
cultures to be sacred spaces.”> While this legislation was a step forward, it again is exclusionary
to enslaved cemeteries, especially those that were transformed into primarily Black family
cemeteries following emancipation. This law does not cover grave sites younger than 50 years,

though it is unclear if this is 50 years from the last burial, or the inception of the cemetery. As

70 LA Rev Stat § 8:672
T LA Rev Stat § 8:674
2 LA Rev Stat § 8:932
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many of these sites were used well into the late 1900s, many of the cemeteries will only become
eligible in the coming years. By then it may be too late.

Finally, in 2018 the Slave Ancestral Burial Grounds Commission was formed. The
Commission’s goal is to “study and develop measures to preserve and protect unmarked and
historic burial grounds, graves, and cemeteries of the formerly enslaved in Louisiana.””? The
Preservation Commission asserts that the burial grounds are an important part of the national
cultural heritage, and further should be regarded as sacred grounds.” The formation of the
commission showcases the awareness that current legislation does not adequately respect and
protect enslaved burial grounds. Since the commission’s formation, there has been no further
amendments that provide specific preservation acts or consequences for the disturbing or

desecration of enslaved cemeteries.

Louisiana Unmarked Louisiana Historic Slave Ancestral Burial
Human Burial Sites Cemetery Preservation Grounds Commission
Preservation Act is Act is enacted was formed

enacted _

National Park Service The Shell Oi.I Company
publishes National and The River Road
Register Bulletin 41 African American

Museum officially
preserve Bruslie
Cemetery

Figure 15. Timeline of legislative acts related to cemeteries in Louisiana.

There is opportunity to develop strong policy moves that work beyond preservation acts
and focus on land-based reparations. Landscape architecture should work towards these
reparations as supportive to design, both returning the cemetery land and fostering community

driven site interventions that meet their collective needs. After all, designing and installing a

3 LA HCR51 “Slave Ancestral Burial Grounds Preservation Commission”
74 LA HCR51 “Slave Ancestral Burial Grounds Preservation Commission”
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functional pathway is useless without lawful access to the cemetery lands. Having been excluded
and ignored, it is time to make bold legislation that returns cemetery land to Black and
descendant communities and their organizations. The time and effort to pass such legislation
requires determined and passionate legislators who are willing to take a stand. It also relies on
landowners and other stakeholders to release their land claims, which is inherently challenging.
As an intermediate stage, I propose a land easement model, which can be used to bring together
property owners, corporations, stakeholders, and descendant community representatives. As
defined by US Legal: “a land easement is an easement that gives a person, creature, or thing the
right to tread upon or encroach upon land that is owned by someone else.”” By building trust
between all stakeholders, we can destigmatize the ability to access a private property in a safe
and respectful way. The use of a land easement in this case would allow for Black and
descendant community members to safely access the cemeteries for means of bereavement,
contemplation, grave and ground care, ritual, and celebration. They would not be subjected to
legal recourse or harassment for entering the property. As it stands, the cemeteries are currently
islands, marooned among a sea of agriculture, they deserve to be enlivened by the connections to

today’s residents.

Land Trust Alliance Precedent

Incentivizing landowners to donate their agricultural land to a conservation easement will
pose a significant challenge. With the proper financial resources and educational support
however, they may be convinced to donate their land. Federal tax incentives will act as the
primary financial driver. In 2015 Congress changed their federal tax incentives for conservation
easement donations to be more robust in the favor of landowners, especially farmers and
ranchers. A farmer or rancher is defined as someone who will receive “more than 50% of their
gross income from ‘the trade or business of farming.””’® As many of the cemeteries remain on
active agricultural land, many of the landowners may fall within this category. As part of the
conservation easement terms, many landowners can reserve the right to continue to grow crops

on the parcel while upholding agreements to not further develop the cemetery land with

5 US Legal. “Land Easement Law and Legal Definition”. Accessed March 4, 2022.
https://definitions.uslegal.com/l/land-
easement/#:~:text=Land%20Easement%20Law%20and%20Legal%20Definition%20A%?20land,upon%20land %20t
hat%20is%200wned%20by%20someone%20else.

76 “Income Tax Incentives for Land Conservation,” Land Trust Alliance, accessed March 22, 2022.
https://www .landtrustalliance.org/topics/taxes/income-tax-incentives-land-conservation
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additional structures.”” A land trust would be required to ensure landowners adhere to the
conservation easements.

With the 2015 revisions for federal tax incentives, the farmers or ranchers could be
eligible for 100% tax return on the value of the land they donate. The return would not only be
for the first year when the donation occurred, but for each additional 15 years following.”8. As of
2020 Acretrader asserts that an acre of agricultural land in Louisiana was valued at $2,930.7°
Based on area estimations through Google Earth of the Point Houmas property, the current
owner has approximately 825 acres of land for agriculture. A donation of 6 acres including the
enslaved cemetery to a land trust would allow for a clear access area from the road to the
cemetery. Those 6 acres are less than 1% of the total acreage of the property. Assuming the value
of the land was $2,930 per acre, the landowner would receive $17,580 in tax incentives the first
year. In total, they would receive $281,280 worth of tax incentive over the course of the 16-year
period. While each cemetery is different, conservation easements could be paired with
agreements for safe passage to the sites without donating additional lands. With the assistance of
advisors on conservation land easement laws, this system could be a feasible way to convince
landowners to donate land without losing significant income, especially where agreements are
reached for landowners to continue to their crops.

Summary. Overall, the cemetery sites deserve to be acknowledged in our historical
narratives and policy decisions moving forward. In understanding the relationships between the
cemeteries, waterways, agriculture, and industrial expansion, we recognize the erasure of both
the sites and the people who are interred within them. Formerly enslaved people are responsible
for many of the cultural and capital labor we still gain from today. Their contributions are not an
echo of the past, systems of enslavement built into the American fabric continue to harm Black
communities. To better recognize and honor the formerly enslaved and their descendants the
cemetery landscape should be enlivened. First, they must be returned to descendant
communities. Second, the cemeteries, the enslaved, and their respective stories should be brought
into public memory and narratives. To accomplish this, we must first develop a framework that

supports these endeavors. Through educating the Louisiana public, stakeholders, and ourselves

77 Land Trust Alliance, “Income Tax Incentives for Land Conservation.”

78 Ibid.

79 “Louisiana Agriculture Overview — Louisiana Farmland Prices,” Acretrader, accessed March 22, 2022.
https://www.acretrader.com/resources/louisiana-farmland-prices
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we can better recognize the necessity for continued research and development of cemetery

preservation and memorial design.

CHAPTER 3. EDUCATION
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The following section outlines the structure of an educational Center for the Study and
Preservation of Enslaved Cemetery Landscapes. It begins by arguing the reparative necessity for
a new collaborative research and preservation center. Next it explores the functional aspects of
the center, including the institutions engaged with the center, research and preservation goals,
and cross-disciplinary support, and organizational structure. Lastly, the section investigates the
cultural significance of the funeral ceremony in enslaved life, framing the necessity for an
educational and experiential cemetery exhibition connected to the center.

The cemeteries of the formerly enslaved are facing significant dangers. Working land
easements into a system of landscape interventions begins to enact means of access and
protection. However, developing and enforcing land easements relies on trust between
community organizers and landowners. To create a system that provides access for Black and
descendant communities to the cemeteries in perpetuity, foundational support networks must be
formed. To create the support structure, I propose a Center for the Study and Preservation of
Enslaved Cemetery Landscapes. The focus of the center is on: (1) building trust between
stakeholders, landowners, and community leaders and members, (2) providing institutional
resources that advance access to cemeteries and protection from unwanted development, (3)
exhibiting educational materials that explore the cultural importance of the cemeteries of the
enslaved and foster an experiential power of place.

An educational institution like Louisiana State University or Southern University, can
provide resources such as faculty, graduate assistants, archives, and skills and knowledge that are
supportive of access to and acknowledgement of cemeteries. Interdisciplinary interaction in the
center cultivates richer perspectives and problem solving. Documentation of locations, regular
maintenance, and historical research is necessary to create a concrete database of where the
existing cemeteries remain. Forensic Architecture’s cemetery anomaly mapping work was the
catalyst for understanding the density of cemeteries in the landscape, however, their mapping
work was primarily digital without in person archeological confirmation.’" This thesis does not
advocate for invasive archeological tests to confirm every location, however, a confirmation like
an exploratory shovel test or ground-penetrating radar may be necessary to show concrete

evidence of burial grounds. To continue from Forensic Architecture’s mapping work within

80 Forensic Architecture, “Environmental Racism,” (65-68).
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Louisiana would take significant labor and time that extends beyond the community-led capacity
and bandwidth. But, by producing records that are accessible to the public, a paper trail can
begin to emerge, holding landowners and corporations accountable. Through defining
perceptible traits and markers, and sharing that information with the public, the cemeteries
become more noticeable when they disappear.

Research, fundraising, and advocacy is only half of the work. Part of the challenge is to
engage people who may have something to gain from the destruction or abandonment of the
cemeteries. There are both structural systems and human perspectives that advance inequity.
Though it is difficult to unlearn the racist practices in ourselves, our communities, and our
institutions, having access to resources that shift perspectives aids in unlearning practices. When
reflecting on the ways that we remember and narrate our nation’s history of slavery in her book
Trace, Lauret Edith Savoy writes: “How a society remembers can’t be separated from how it
wants to be remembered or from what it wishes it was- that is, if we believe stories of ancestors
reflect who we are and how we came to be. The past is remembered and told by desire”.?! Our
contemporary narratives that mis-represent the oppression and violence of slavery®? reflect an
unwillingness to reconcile with harm that was and still is caused today. By reframing the
dominant narratives on plantation landscapes to center on the formerly enslaved, multi-
disciplinary practitioners and professionals who engage with the landscape can assert their
commitment to changing the way these landscapes are remembered. Overall, people deserve to
feel represented within the landscape and in the larger dialogue between history and place.

Further, combatting the erasure of formerly enslaved people from the landscape is
imperative. The placement of the education center on the LSU campus seeks to respond to the
institution’s removal of connections to the plantation systems. Ties to structures of slavery,
racism, and segregation have been silenced over time from the visual and social landscape of
LSU. The campus was forged of racism, the impetus to desegregate LSU in the 1950s was not
out of efforts for equality, instead out of the interest in being a law-abiding institution.®* LSU has

continued to struggle with discriminatory admissions processes, attrition issues, and failures to

81 Lauret E. Savoy, Trace: memory, history, race, and the American landscape (Berkeley, California:
Counterpoint Press, 2015), 108.

82 Savoy, Trace, 92.

8 Caden Lim, “Never before seen letters show glimpse into Middleton’s fight for segregation at LSU,” LSU
Reveille, July 18, 2021, https://www.lsureveille.com/news/never-before-seen-letters-show-glimpse-into-middletons-
fight-for-segregation-at-lsu/article_46dfbb7a-e684-11eb-bd9e-6f3dcb60d26¢.html
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foster hiring practices that create a more diverse faculty and staff.®* This has led to multiple
agreements between LSU and the federal government to rectify their discriminatory practices,
that were ultimately deemed ineffective in 1989.%

Though challenging, to create the Center for the Study and Preservation of Enslaved
Cemetery Landscapes on LSU soil would be a bold act of reparations in Louisiana. Especially
under the assertion that LSU would not hold the power of the institution, instead, it hosts the
center as a singular research and preservation entity. To take on the supportive infrastructure of
this labor is an active step at reshaping the campus culture and commitment to reconciling the
campus’ plantation legacy. Importantly, the center would join resources of LSU, Southern
University, the River Road African American Museum, and other entities in the area. The siting
of the center relates directly to the elimination of the historic cemetery for building Louisiana
State University Health Center (Figure 11) Next to the health center, the Dean French House
currently stands empty. This empty building near the edge of campus would provide easy access
to both students, faculty, researchers, and most importantly community members. As it is outside
of the formal parking gates, visitors have access even during regular campus hours. Like the
network of cemeteries of the formerly enslaved, this center should not stand alone. Having
additional research and development hubs at the neighboring institutions of Southern and the
River Road African American Museum would continue to develop cross-institutional

information sharing.

The Center for the Study and Preservation of Enslaved Cemetery Landscapes

The Center for the Study and Preservation of Enslaved Cemetery Landscape’s primary
objective is to develop trust between stakeholders, landowners, educational institutions, and
community leaders and members. This will be achieved in a twofold process: (1) through
providing a research and policy arm that continues to advance the conservation of and access to
the cemetery sites, and (2) an educational exhibition that explores the cultural importance of
burial practice, ritual, and cemetery spaces. The situating of the center away from the physical
cemetery sites allows for Black and descendant community leaders to determine who has access

to the burial spaces. While decendant community organizers are supported by the resources of

8 Joshua Jordan, “Guest Opinion: Legacy of segregation era lives on today at LSU.” LSU Reveille, July 30,
2021. https://www.lsureveille.com/opinion/guest-opinion-legacy-of-segregation-era-lives-on-today-at-
Isu/article_lac67a42-f160-11eb-880e-7b3d6¢c8a55¢9.html
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the research arm, they are the primary sentinel of the burial sites. In turn, they ultimately decide

to what end others outside of their community can gain access.

Research and Policy

Beginning with the research and policy arm, the center will further research and
development of resources that support the cemeteries. The center allows for the collaboration
across disciplines at Southern and LSU like Law, Geography, Anthropology, Landscape
Architecture, African and African American Studies, Ecology, Art, and more. By engaging the
diversity of perspectives among the faculty, students, and researchers, the breadth of ideas will
better respond to the needs of the land and community. The vast knowledge available plays to
different discipline’s strengths. Allowing different leaders to focus when intensive policy needs
to be written, archival research compilation is necessary, when applying for available grants, and
for overall furthering the field.

The practice of Landscape architecture benefits from collaboration of adjacent
professions. The Coastal Sustainability Studio serves as a successful precedent for a research
institution partnered with LSU. “Through trans-disciplinary design, research, community
engagement, and education, the CSS uses innovative approaches to design and to foster resilient
coastal communities and ecosystems.”8¢ Working with community partners they foster
connections between local authorities and community members while engaging the talents of
outside experts."Lastly, the center could host the land trust necessary to create land easements
for cemeteries. The land trust coupled with the cemetery landscape center would work towards
building trust and relationships between landowners and community members. Offering
resources to both those interested in donating land as well as those advocating for lands yet to be
returned.

The proposed center will contain meeting and gathering space that is reserved as
classrooms, community space, and a research office. The center can also host workshops,
listening sessions, and more. With the help of a few full-time employees as the cornerstone of the
operation, outside collaborators and innovators would develop a full team. Their duties would
include grant writing for both financial support of the center, as well as for conservation efforts

of the cemeteries. They would work in partnership with research librarians at Hill Memorial

86 «CSS Concept,” Coastal Sustainability Studio, accessed March 24, 2022.
87 Coastal Sustainability Studio, “CSS Concept.”
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Library (LSU) and the John B. Cade Library (Southern) to offer genealogical and historic
research in relation to the plantations of the region. Developing new systems for preservation and
conservation would allow for creative iterations to emerge for new ways to aid the descendant
communities and their ancestral cemeteries. The center is a collaborative space that could
transform the ways we interact as landscape architects to our communities: nourishing networks

of support, research, and policy.

Exhibition and Cultural Significance

The visual exhibition is crucial in educating the Louisiana public on the importance of the
cemetery as a cultural asset and space for bereavement. The gallery will include exhibitions that
describe the history and ritual of burial practices by enslaved peoples, illuminating the challenges
the cemeteries face in the contemporary landscape, and providing an experiential installation that
engages the senses. The sanctity of the cemetery cannot be overstated, but it is difficult to
understand without engaging with the canopy and environment created by the vegetation. Yet, it
is not appropriate to intrude upon the sacred aspects of the site as a tourist attraction. Having a
physically interactive exhibition allows people to engage their senses with landscape features and
form a connection to place without trampling the cemeteries. Further, burial grounds hold their
sanctity through the ceremony associated with them. By combining the historical land context,
the funerary rites, and the experiential landscape, a more holistic exhibit can be developed.

An understanding of the process of the funeral is inherently important in demarcating that
these cemetery spaces were and still are sacred spaces. They are historic spaces of community
gathering that included the sharing of space, song, and stories. As many original plantation
landscapes have been changed over time, the narratives of slavery have been removed along with
them. The plantations have crumbled and the land parceled into smaller farms and residential
developments. Along with it, we have allowed ourselves to forget. Edward Clough eloquently
states: “The value of the post plantation environment lies in its ability to slowly dissolve the
plantation’s traces of white order, yet the result is often to indiscriminately remove all traces,
committing plantation history — white and black — to oblivion.”® Today, only the disconnected

tree or grove of trees remains to protect the burial grounds of the formerly enslaved. Like the

8 Edward Clough, “In Search of Sunken Graves: Between Postslavery and Postplantation in Charles Chesnutt’s
Fiction,” Southern Quarterly 53, no. 1 (Fall 2015): 91.
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removal from the context of a larger bayou or swamp, the sites have been extricated from the
ritual performances that occurred there.

The funerary ceremony was an important aspect of the enslaved individuals’ social and
religious life. As Jamieson writes in “Material Culture and Social Death: African American
Burial Practices”: “Funerals may have been one of the few times the Antebellum slave
communities could assume control over the symbolism around them, and thus create the dignity
at death that negated the “social death” of their slave status.”® Moments of autonomy were
powerful, especially in the Antebellum South. During slavery, whites would use their power to
eliminate common cultural identities between enslaved people. They aimed to keep the enslaved
from uniting and rebelling under a common experience of oppression.”® Besides specific white
oppression that limited the passing of African communal knowledge, the age and gender of those
who were stolen from Africa affected strength of the religious and ancestral ties they had.”' As is
true in many cultures, individuals of varying age and social standing may be privy to different
aspects of cultural and religious practices. Over generations, the original African traditions
morphed and were distilled into a hybrid of beliefs and practices. Thus, the religious framework
and narratives that arise in sources available today may only be described as an interwoven
system of beliefs across a variety of cultures.”? The conglomeration of distinct belief systems
was forcibly distilled into a single “African American” identity. It is important to note that the
following religious perceptions of death and the soul are curated sets of beliefs based on the
known testimonies and religious allegories. They do not represent the entirety of enslaved
individuals.

Besides the importance of community gathering that the funeral provided, the ceremonies
also served a religious purpose. Burial rites ensured the deceased’s soul passed on to the spirit
world and did not become trapped on earth as a ghost. This was done for care of not only the
dead, but also the living. The lack of a proper burial can lead to becoming haunted by the dead.?
One consistent religious theme that is noted across many narratives is the importance of the

Ancestors. The spirits of ancestors can intervene in the lives of the living and therefore must be

8 Ross W. Jamieson, "Material Culture and Social Death: African-American Burial Practices," Historical
Archaeology 29, no. 4 (1995): 55.
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honored and respected.® Elders were described as “mediators between the ancestors and kin
groups.” Further, the funeral was used to pass the deceased from the living realm into the realm
of the ancestors. If the rites were not carried out, the deceased would be left to roam the living
world ambiguously without ties to the spirit world.®® In “The Religion of the Slaves” by Olli
Alho, he studied nearly 500 spirituals and determined that death was generally seen as a
liberating experience.’” Another repeated theme in the spirituals was the premise of rebirth.
Upon death one would return to Africa and be reborn among their ancestral kin. They might even
be reborn as the next child in their family.”® The cyclic nature of life and death provided solace
in knowing one would be reunited with their relatives upon their death.

Summary. The educational Center for the Study and Preservation of Enslaved Cemetery
Landscapes serves as a new precedent for a cultural institution. Through collaboration between
universities, researchers, local organizations, and community members, the center can support
political change that benefits the cemeteries and descendant communities. The center provides
critical labor that often burdens smaller local organizers, allowing them to focus on placemaking
at their cemeteries without legal repercussions. Further it fosters empathy and understanding
through an educational exhibition that explores the cultural significance of burial sites. By
containing the exhibition within the center, it provides a boundary that allows community
members to maintain the authority surrounding who can access the specific burial sites. As
landscape architects we have the duty and honor to design in a manner that reflects the memory
of the sites. Finally, principles of memorial landscapes will inform richer connection between

history, narrative, site, and bereavement, to create landscape design interventions.

% Ibid, 11.

9 Rainville, Hidden History, 54.

% Jamieson, “Material Culture and Social Death,” 51.
7 Alho, “The Religion of the Slaves,” 93.

%% Ibid, 93.

43



CHAPTER 4. MEMORY

Memory section focuses the primary designed spaces of the thesis. The first is the
educational exhibition at The Center for the Study and Preservation of Enslaved Cemetery
Landscapes. By first exploring the narratives of burial and funerary traditions of the formerly
enslaved, an exhibition canon was developed. In addition, the funeral rituals inspire the physical
and experiential qualities of the two memorial designs within the landscape. The first memorial
design focuses on providing safe access to Black and descendant communities. The second

creates a network of landscape installations that brings the enslaved cemetery into public canon.

The Funeral

This section focuses on the particulars of the enslaved funerary and cemetery traditions.
The funeral narrative will inform the design decisions of the center’s exhibition, the community
design component, and the memorial network design. It is significant to note that not everyone
was afforded a proper burial. Some people were callously disposed of by the hands of
landowners, overseers, patrols, and others.’® Understanding the nature of the funeral brings
context to the importance of the burial sites for not only historic significance but also the
emotional experience and cultural contexts of the cemeteries. In the absence of records of who
was buried there, we can instead look towards their traditions. In turn, honoring them through an
acknowledgement for and respect of their religious and spiritual practices. The funerary
ceremonies also inspire design themes, material qualities, and forms that will inspire site specific
design installations. By linking the installations to burial rituals, they relink the bereavement
context back to the cemeteries.

The Preparation of the Body: Upon the death of the enslaved individual, preparation of
the body began after the working hours. Typically, elder women were tasked with the “setting
up” process. While they were getting the physical body ready for burial, their job was also one of
a spiritual nature. They kept the spirit company, often by singing or prayer.!® Also sometimes
noted as “fixing the corpse,” in some cases pennies were placed over the eyes to keep them from

opening. In addition, the stomach was salted in order to protect the living against the haunting of
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