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Introduction
Although I have a longstanding interest in home funeral care (and helped prepare my deceased
sister for burial), my desire to document home funeral care and natural burial practices for the
Continuum sprang from my participation in the “Planting Seeds for a Natural Death” Intensive,
held on September 27, 2014. 1
The next week, as I shared information with my students in the Death and Grieving Across
Cultures class (Pima Community College), I thought about how difficult it was to illustrate such
presentations with photographs of actual home funeral body care. The Continuum seemed the
perfect opportunity to create an experiential practicum, with a proxy, to photograph and
document these practices in a detailed manner, without intruding on a grieving family. It was my
hope that the resulting images and other data from such a practicum could be utilized in a variety
of ways, for teaching and sharing about end of life care and practices.
I also wanted to research desert burial more thoroughly. Although I have photographed
“natural” burial sites in cemeteries in Canada and in Minnesota, I had not photographed sites in
the Tucson area. In addition, I was interested in further documenting the diversity of ways that
individuals and corporations define “green” or “natural” burial, and how such burial plans are
being developed and carried out in various terrains and ecosystems, and within diverse cultural
settings. How do varying individual and group ideas of “ecology,” “nature,” and “natural”
impact and shape the way people envision, plan, and then carry out a natural or green burial? For
the desert burial research, I was curious to see the similarities and differences between two styles
of green/natural burial that are being practiced in our community: berm burial on private
property, and level-ground burial, as seen at Marana Mortuary Cemetery.

2. Berm and basin burial area. 2014.Oct.24.121.

3. Marana Mortuary Cemetery, green/natural burial
section. 2015.Jan.7.4.

On the left is a berm and basin burial site that is several years old. On the right is a view of the
Marana Mortuary Cemetery green/natural burial section, looking east.
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Facilitated by Kristine Bentz, Cindy Whitehead, and Barbara Rose.
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Formats for Research
With the support of the Continuum, I was empowered to organize an experiential practicum,
“Another Way Home,” on October 24, 2014, calling on knowledgeable community members to
act as facilitators and workshop leaders (Kristine Bentz, Cindy Whitehead, Barbara Rose), and
other participants from my college classes and the community. It was held on the grounds of
a farm near Tucson, Arizona.
During the Practicum, participants gained practical experience in caring for a deceased loved one
(volunteer proxy) in a home setting; preparation of the body (fabric bodyform used) and
gravesite for a “natural” earth berm burial; and
interment in an ecologically sustainable manner,
especially suitable for our desert environment. I
documented the Practicum activities in four audio
recordings and over 450 photographs. This report
includes many quotations from the participants, as
they explain and reflect on home funeral care and
green/natural burial.
In January, 2015, I revisited the berm burial site
in order to document environmental changes to
the burial and surrounding area.2

4. Water for washing the body during Practicum.
2014.Oct.24.44.

I also conducted research on “green/natural” burial at Marana Mortuary Cemetery, located
northwest of Tucson. My interview with Mr. Larry Van Horn, the General Manager of Marana
Mortuary Cemetery, on January 7, 2015, was not recorded. We walked the grounds and I was
allowed to take photographs of the green/natural burial grounds (I refer to this as level ground
green/natural burial) and caskets.3
I augmented my research with online searches for related materials, and by exploring the Marana
Mortuary Cemetery website. Many of these additional materials are listed in the “Resources
Online” section and the Bibliography.
Unless otherwise noted, all photographs were taken by Dianna Repp, and are available for use
for educational purposes. Please contact the Southwest Folklife Alliance or Dianna Repp for
access and permission to use the photographs.
In the following report, only initials are used, with the exception of Bentz (also quoted as KB)
and Van Horn. The other participants are cited as AC, AV, B, CJ, CW, J, K, M, and T. Some
identifying initials are fictive, to honor and protect anonymity.
2

In January, 2015, the farm owner reviewed my notes; corrections and additions have been incorporated into the
Practicum materials, including a table highlighting similarities and differences between berm burial and level ground
burial (embedded in the field notes for Mr. Van Horn).
3

Mr. Van Horn and I sat together after the interview and went over my notes. I also sent him a draft of my notes
after they were written up; his one addition has been incorporated into my final notes for his interview.
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Home Funeral Care of the Body: “Another Way Home” Practicum
The experiential Practicum, “Another Way Home,” was held October 24, 2014. A professional
home funeral guide, Kristine Bentz, who is on the board of the National Home Funeral Alliance,
led the body care portion of the Practicum.
What is “Home Funeral Care of the Body”?
Home funeral care, “…in the most simple terms, is that when we
care for a body in a family-led setting or in a community, we’re
just doing what we already know. Right? It’s pretty basic stuff.
It’s what we already know, what we have done, what our
ancestors have done for centuries upon centuries, what most the
rest of the world does.” “… we have the kind of intuition about
how to care for a body when it’s living, why not after the last
exhale? Why not when it’s dead, too?” (KB)
This idea was echoed by one of the participants, who observed,
“What I’m struck with as you’re talking here is that I had washed
my father many times, before he died… And so …. you’re not
doing something that’s completely foreign to you…” (T).
5. Home funeral care includes
washing the body. 2014.Oct.24.31.

Beginning of the Funeral Home Industry in the United States
A brief explanation of the origin of
contemporary funeral practices in the United
States, including embalming, was given at the
beginning of the Practicum. These roots go
back to the Civil War. Embalming was
popularized to preserve dead bodies for
transport home from the battlefield. After
President Lincoln was assassinated, his body
was embalmed for the multi-state train ride
back to the cemetery where he was buried.
The transition to professional funeral directors
and funeral homes took place in the later
6. Embalming during the Civil War:
“Lyford's Embalming Office, Gettysburg 1863".4
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This work is in the public domain in the United States because it is a work prepared by an officer or employee of the United
States Government as part of that person’s official duties under the terms of Title 17, Chapter 1, Section 105 of the US Code.
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lyford%27s_Embalming_Office,_Gettysburg_1863.jpg.
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1800s. “That’s when funeral homes started, and that’s when folks who made cabinets and
dressers and furniture, thought, ‘oh, we can make caskets, too.’ And funeral homes were called
funeral homes because they wanted to reenact the feeling of a home, cause people were caring
for their dead in the house.” “That phrase, funeral parlor, is because the dead body was usually
laid out in the parlor, in the house.” “ The funeral homes we know, contemporary, today, are just
trying to reenact what we did in the 1800s before the Civil War” (KB).

The Contemporary Home Funeral Care Movement:
More than a Replacement for a Funeral Home
A growing number of people in the United States, and
here in the Tucson metropolitan area, are considering
caring for their dead at home. The care may be
extensive, in lieu of placing the body in the hands of a
funeral home. Just as important, caring for the dead may
take an abbreviated form, conducted in the health care
facility where the person died, and include activities
such as washing the body, changing the clothing, or
smoothing oil onto the skin. If a person dies at home
and the survivors choose to have the body taken to a
funeral home, such care may still be carried out before
the body is removed to the new location.
7. Home funeral care: washing the feet. 2014.Oct.24.53

Whatever form it takes, contemporary home funeral care, as Bentz explained, is about
“…having information, being able to make choices that are really in line with your values,
whatever they are, wherever you’re at in life … the paradigm is slowly shifting, I think, and
that’s in part due to this movement of home funerals . . . caring for our own is available and
possible in 41 of 50 states.” A good source for information on home funeral care is the National
Home Funeral Alliance, which promotes “education across North America, empowering people
to do this work, themselves. …” (KB).
The National Home Funeral Alliance, created in 2010, is “the leading body of home after-death
care support and education in the country” (National Home Funeral Alliance, 2015).

Why Home Funeral Care?
Whether done at home or in another location, caring for the body of a deceased loved one may
hold deep meaning for the caregivers, and be an important part of the grieving process. One
participant who had taken part in this in the past spoke movingly about caring for her loved one:
“The hard part was actually turning him over to a … funeral home system. …” “They put him in
a big black bag, and they took him out of the house. And then we were like done. That, I found,
actually quite difficult… It was kind of weird now to be sort of like, ‘we’re done with this.’” (T).
5

This is also true for professional caregivers, such as a hospice nurse who shared, “For me, at the
end of life, and especially after someone has made this transition, it’s … such an honor to
provide something for this physical body, that I think it’s the truest sense of the word, respect,
for me” (CW).

First Things First: Refrigeration of the Body
Bentz began her demonstration of home body care with practical matters.
“I start with the refrigeration properties cause a lot of
times that’s the first thing on people’s minds. It’s like,
‘Oh my God, you know, the body’s going to start coming
apart, isn’t it?’ No, it’s not, actually, coming apart” (KB).
Some type of cooling/refrigeration should be placed
on/under the body (torso to collarbone). It should be
monitored and replaced periodically. Dry ice, carefully
wrapped to avoid burning the skin, is often used. Another
option is a reusable ice pack that can be refrozen and
reused during the home care process.
Although there are no hard and fast rules, “three days is
about average” for the amount of time that a body can be
kept at home (KB).
8. Materials for keeping the body cool. 2014.Oct.24.18.

Washing and Caring for the Body
The home preparation of the body includes care of the hair, nails, and the cleaning of the body as
a whole. Some aspects of the contemporary secular practices of washing and preparing the body
are similar to traditional Jewish and Muslim practices. Bentz shared that the first time she was
asked to do this, she looked up religious traditions to get a sense of direction on how to facilitate
body care.
The washing and preparation of the body may also be, as noted during the Practicum, a messy
part of home funeral care. Cleaning the body often includes the removal of any matter released
from the bowels and the urinary tract. Cleaning the mouth also can
be difficult. Since the Practicum was working with a living proxy,
these aspects of cleaning were set aside, and we concentrated on
general body care.
One or more people may conduct the washing of the body. Simple
actions of body care, like preparing water for the bath, can take
on new beauty and meaning. People often add essential oils,

9. Preparing a washcloth for
body care. 2014.Oct.24.47
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such as frankincense, sandal wood, creosote, desert lavender, or chamomile, to the water. “A lot
of these oils have really anti-microbial properties themselves, so
especially if a body’s going to be laid out for a while, it’s nice to
have…” Care is often taken especially around the face, to
“…wash the forehead cause people want to kiss and touch. . . .
That’s perfectly fine. It’s just our own germs we’re spreading
around, not the dead person’s germs, more than anything else,
and it’s scent” (KB).
Caring for a deceased loved one involves moving the body on its
side. When turning the body on the side, it helps to cross the legs
of the deceased, which makes it easier to turn the body.
10. Turning the body on the side. 2014.Oct.24.72.

Care of the body also includes placing the body in a
position of repose. Many people prefer that the chin is
propped in some way so that the jaw will not settle into an
open position after death. This can be accomplished by
rolling up a towel and placing it under the chin. A scarf or
towel can be used to tie up the chin. Even Ace bandages
were suggested as a way to stabilize the chin until rigor
mortis had set the jaw line.
11. Setting the jaw and chin. 2014.Oct.24.59.

Caring for the body is a time for reflection. Bentz observes that “I like to impart to families, that
all that we’re doing in this time and space is focusing on the body. So there’s no chitchat, you
know, there’s no cross-conversation, or talking about what you’re going to have for dinner. It’s
really a time to focus on this person and the care that we’re giving her, him, whoever that is. And
being with yourself during the time, too. Sometimes waves of emotion can come up…” (KB).

Past Experiences: Washing and Caring for the Body
One of the participants who works in a hospice shared
her experiences about washing the deceased. “We think
of all of the world being washed away, so as you’re
washing the body, I usually think of washing all of the
worries, the stress, and the hard struggles of this life off
the body. And it’s also to signify that they are clean and
well. And well enough to go on to the next world . . .
when we do the first cleaning, it’s washing away all of
the world, and the second cleaning, we will put lotions
and scents and. . . you’re washing to welcome them,
12. Washing the body. 2014.Oct.24.35.
into the next world . . . prepared and clean” (K).
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Blessing of the Body
“I have a belief that we can bless, all of us...” (KB)
In her work, Bentz guides people to take
a moment, after the body has been
washed and prepared, to thank the
person for his or her life with you.
“Just by saying, thank you for these feet
that walked the earth, and been in
contact with mother earth, and taken you
on the journeys that you’ve been on,
with you, wherever you’ve gone, and to
your legs, and remember you and your
community . . . and lay your hands on
and say, thank you” (KB).

13. Blessing the body. 2014.Oct.24.63.

“Sometimes children will put their hands on the abdomen and say thank you for giving birth to
me and whatever it is that feels right for them. Holding the hand and saying, thank you for
sewing my Halloween costume, you know, whatever comes up. . . . If it’s a man, strength in the
biceps, thank you for the woodworking you’ve done, digging in the earth. Whatever the person
has contributed in their lives” (KB).
“And obviously, go to the heart, you know, the throat, for words, for songs that person sang.
Mind and eyes, and go through all the stages of the body. So that’s kind of a natural segue after
washing” (KB).
She gently tells the group that everyone can bless. It is not limited to those with religious or
spiritual beliefs: “I have a belief that we can bless, all of us. We don’t have to have any title or
clergy or supernatural anything. We can all have the power to thank and bless” (KB).
Some participants did not feel comfortable with the idea of blessing a body. As one person
shared, “I don’t come from a tradition anymore. … I can’t adopt somebody else’s, it just doesn’t
feel right. So for me it would be probably a lot less of a ceremonial thing, just because it doesn’t
come naturally to me to do ceremony” (B). Bentz answered that “You don’t have to have a ritual.
What we just did is a ritual, right, of care and love. Being one body and transferring this body
with love, that is what it is” (KB).
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Draping the Body with Tulle (optional)
After the body has been washed and dressed,
it may be draped with a sheer fabric, such as
tulle. “Sometimes because the body’s had
trauma, if there’s been surgery, or anything,
an autopsy will leave incisions, … an
accident … any kind of trauma to the body, it
may not be that you want to have it fully
visible.” “So fabric like this . . . you can still
see the form but not have to see the
trauma…” (KB)
14. Body draped in tulle. 2014.Oct.24.76.

Wrapping the Body in a Burial Shroud (optional)
If the burial is a direct burial (no casket or other container), then it may be wrapped in a shroud,
as in the images below. In a green, ecologically friendly interment, the fabric would be made of
materials that are fully biodegradable, with no metal or plastic fasteners.

16. Body enshrouded. 2014.Oct.24.94

15. Wrapping the body in the shroud.
2014.Oct.24.90.
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Preparing a Container to Hold the Body
“It can be kind of a bridge activity . . . something that’s cathartic for you . . .” (KB)
Decorating a container to hold the body can be a bridge
activity between body preparation and interment, or done
by people who do not wish to take part in body
preparation. People also write letters or draw pictures to
place inside the container, or place mementos inside the
container. Some professionally constructed caskets have
drawers so people can add mementos.
Decorating a container is one of the ways that people can
literally put their personal touch and mark on the funeral
and memorial process.
For the Practicum, we used a cardboard transport box,
donated by Adair Funeral Home (facilitated by Bentz).
17. Decorating the box. 2014.Oct.24.7.

“This is a very simple, unadorned box used for transporting a body. I taped it and painted it to
make it more of a canvas so whatever you do to decorate it, it stands out more and it’s white.
And this can be something that a family leaves in the carport...” (KB).

“It’s kind of like a release valve, almost?
To decorate it, put pictures on it. Some
people go crazy and line it with fabric and
do photos all over the inside, and ribbons.
It’s really, really cool what people do…”
(KB).
“It can be kind of a bridge activity, and
believe it or not, sometimes people like to
see this happening as they’re dying. It
gives them peace of mind in a kind of
unexpected way” (KB).
18. Message on body container box. 2014.Oct.24.9.

On the other hand, some dying people are not interested in seeing the burial container.
“Sometimes people don’t want to see it at all. So it’s a really personal thing, right? ‘I don’t want
to see that box my body’s going in so get that thing the hell out of here!’ kind of thing … it just
varies” (KB).
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Moving the Body into the Burial Container
It is important to have at least four to six people to move the body
into the body container, or from one location to another. The
stronger people should be positioned toward the upper half of the
body, so that as they lift, they carry the heavier part. People
should lift using the stronger points of their bodies (hips and
shoulders).
Bentz states that in her practice, “…what I usually say is that we
are one body, and we’re moving the body together, and one heart,
moving slowly” (KB).

19. Lifting and moving the body.
2014.Oct.24.98.

“From what I’ve witnessed is that part that we did
together, it’s really uniting. Sometimes, families …
don’t have to wash the body, and dress the body, and do
all that. Just that transferring can be the one thing that
can be so uniting” (KB).
Carrying the body as a group may create a sense of
connection to others. Even in this Practicum, which the
participants knew was not real, the mood altered after
placing the volunteer in the box. One of the participants
shared that this action was “…the most meaningful, just
like all of us, working together…” (AV).
20. Placing the body in the container.
2014.Oct.24.100.

Reflecting on the Body in the Burial Container
The act of placing the body in the burial container is a moment of
realization of the death of the loved one: “And that moment, placing
the body in, and closing the lid, is usually the real true moment of
physical separation, not seeing them anymore” (KB).
This is also a time of transition to the next step in funeral care, the
burial of the body.
21. Body in the container, with fresh flowers. 2014.Oct.24.107.
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Green/Natural Burial Practices: Berm Burial; Marana Mortuary Cemetery
Just what is a “green” or “natural” burial? The definition varies, but generally speaking, it is
minimally “laying the body in the earth without chemical embalming, a metal casket, or a vault”
(Slocum and Carlson 2011:139). Some religious groups have long practiced variations of this.
Some secular groups, such as Arizona Green Burial (2015), stipulate no tombstones. The
diversity of opinions reveals a variety of cultural, ecological and economic concerns, and a
connection between environmentalism, land conservation, and green burial.
In the Tucson area, I have come across two ends of a “green/natural burial” spectrum:

On the one hand, the berm burial seeks to work
within the existing landscape; it alters it slightly,
but uses existing rainfall to water the plant life; its
practitioners sometimes say they improve the
landscape. It uses a berm and basin water
catchment system.
Do you see where the burial is in the photo on the
left? (The brown area surrounded by rocks is the
basin. The berm is above it, towards the right.)

22. Berm and basin burial area.2014.Oct.24.121.

On the other hand, the larger cemetery is a
hybrid, with a green/natural section as well as
regular burials (with outer containers/vaults).
The ground for the green burial section was
completely cleared of vegetation, and then
desert landscaping was being reintroduced,
along with irrigation to help support the plants.
It is what I am calling a level ground burial.
The photograph on the right is in the
green/natural section of Marana Mortuary
Cemetery.
23. Marana Mortuary Cemetery Natural Burial Section.
2015.Jan.7.4.
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Berm Burial
“The burial can be an opportunity to enrich the ground and the site,
and contribute something positive.” (B)
Berm burial is based on the berm and basin water catchment system. One of the goals of a berm
burial is to work with the existing drainage, to add to the flora of the land and create new areas
for plants to flourish with natural rainfall.
The photographs and information is this section of the report are from the portion of the
Practicum that took place outdoors, on the grounds of the farm, and augmented with further
research on some of the topics introduced that day.
As people walked down a winding path from the house to
the Practicum burial site (dug earlier in October), B gave a
basic overview of burial as a water harvest technique:
“What we’re going to do with the burial is the same thing
we’ve done with this road. This road used to be a big
drainage ditch, with a big channel down the center where all
the water would run off down the hill. Can you see what it’s
doing now? The road is shaped differently, so that instead of
water running down the middle of it, the road is crowned,
you see it’s kind of curved . . .” (B).

24. Crowned road with berm and basin on
side of road. 2014.Oct.24.115.

“. . . and then there are basins and berms on either side of
the road, so the water runs off the road that way, instead of
going down the hill that way. So that’s one of the
techniques for how to harvest water in dry lands, and how
to get plants to get watered without having to water them.
. . . So what we’re going to do at the cemetery site, is a
real similar thing. We’re using . . . the need to bury that
body . . . as an opportunity to harvest more water, in the
back . . . where all our plants are that we harvest from” (B).
25. Berm and basin water catchment.
2014.Oct.24.117.
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A previous berm burial site is discussed: “Remember
when you were walking up the road, and the road was
crowned? And the water was running through? So the
slope of this land right here is going this way, so we
have a basin, and we have a berm that follows the
contour of the land. So the water [is] coming this way
and we’re slowing it, and we’re spreading it, we’re
infiltrating it through. It’s just right here. She’s kind
of in the lee of this berm. So [name removed] is
nourishing this ironwood tree, that ironwood tree, this
old mesquite tree, this prickly pear, this cholla. There
are ironwood trees and palo verde trees all over the
place” (B).
26. Previous berm burial site. 2014.Oct.24.121.

“And [name removed] is part of a system that says, put all your things that we call waste or stuff
to go out of the way, stuff that you don’t want to see anymore, including a human body. There’s
a beautiful old goat who lived a wonderful life and died, and is right there. There’s another little
dog . . . right over there. So this is a nutrient kind of pool for all the trees around here. And
because of the way that it’s situated on the slope, all of the water that falls into here helps to
distribute those nutrients. . . . that’s how I see the potential of what a burial can be” (B).

Berm and Basin Techniques and Water Flow
Laying out a burial site, or any type of berm and basin
construction, takes careful consideration and time.
The first step in berm and basin water catchment is
determining the water flow on the site. A tool called a
bunyip was used to determine this (see Lancaster 2006;
“Bunyip Resources” in Resources Online).
The participant in the photograph on the right is holding the
bunyip that B used to lay out the site. “I laid out the whole
site with this. . . . It’s really critical when you’re doing
water harvesting to know which way the water’s flowing,
how much is coming down, and where it’s going to
overflow. Because a little information is sometimes enough
to make big mistakes. . . .” (B).
The proxy burial site (completed earlier in October) took
about two hours to lay out and dig; one hour of that time was
spent laying out the site.

27. Participant holding bunyip.
2014.Oct.24.127.
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The sticks in the photograph on the left are part of
the marked contour line that delineates the
existing water flow. The proxy burial site is
situated to the side of it, as a berm and basin.
B explained the ways the particular channels
should overflow into each other: “You want to
keep it up on the alluvial fan, rather than going
straight down to the wash . . . There’s a term
called a fish scale swale system, where the water
goes like into that one and then over here, and
over there, and over there, and over there, like a
series of fish scales, and that’s what our private
cemetery site will be” (B).
28. Marked contour line of water flow.
2014.Oct.24.123.

The proxy burial site, prior to interment of the fabric
bodyform, was about two feet deep, by two and half feet
wide, by seven feet long at the bottom.
“From a burial standpoint, once we get the foot or so of
earth over the burial, that’s good, and we compact it a little
bit, that’s good. But from the water-purposing standpoint,
we’re going to want to get that water level and come back
out here and be sure if we get a big flood, that the water’s
not going to cut around the side and erode, and start to cut
another channel” (B).

29. The proxy burial site, dug prior to
the Practicum. 2014.Oct.17.4.

The Bodyform is Carried to the Prepared Grave Site
As in many contemporary funerals, family and friends
carry the body to the burial site. If a box is not used, then
usually the body is carried on a plank, tied with rope.

30. Carrying fabric bodyform to the proxy burial site.
2014.Oct.24.129.
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Interment of the Body: Ecological Considerations
Practitioners of berm burial strive to use ecologically
sound principles. This includes the depth of the burial and
special preparations of the body at interment.
Two feet (the depth of the gravesite) would not be deep
enough for the complete burial. The berm over the top will
make it three feet, which is considered a good depth.

31. Lowering bodyform into grave. 2014.Oct.24.133.

“So if you’re designing a burial site to also be a water
harvesting and a nutrient site, the best height for the body is
no deeper than three feet. That’s from Brad Lancaster’s
conversations with a lot of people. So that’s why we’re going
to pull that big mound of dirt back over the body . . . get an
extra foot by building the berm where the body is” (B).
32. Bodyform in grave. 2014.Oct.24.138.

B discusses the “Mushroom Burial Suit” TED talk (Lee 2011). The researcher “realized that
even if we were doing this green burial, our bodies had so many chemicals, and weird things in
them, from every drug we’ve ever taken, and all the hormones in our water” (B). The researcher
designed a burial suit with mycelium and other micro-organisms in the fabric, to counter this.

B holds up a bottle, and pours its contents on the fabric
bodyform. “This is the next best thing. This is effective microorganisms and it is kind of like hamburger helper for
decomposition” (B).
[EM™ was developed by Dr. Teruo Higa. It is a liquid that
contains “a wide variety of effective, beneficial and nonpathogenic microorganisms” that aid in creating a healthy
organic environment (EMRO 2015).]
33. Pouring liquid effective micro-organisms
on the bodyform. 2014.Oct.24.145.

“So we’ve inoculated this body with micro-organisms, that thrive on anaerobic decomposition,
which is what is going to happen to this body at the beginning” (B). After burying the proxy,
“this is going to become just this beautiful, nutrient-dense water-harvesting site that will help the
palo verdes here, and the saguaros on the other side, and the brittle bush over there. It’ll just be
something that adds to the ecological value of this place” (B).
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34. Burying the bodyform. 2014.Oct.24.152.

35. Group burying the bodyform. 2014.Oct.24.150.

The fabric bodyform was buried according to the berm and basin burial process, about 3 feet
down. This depth would allow the body to become nutrients for the plant life in the area.

“Once you’ve got this [berm] kind of
roughed into shape, what you have to
do, you have to dance on it, you have to
compact it” (B). One of the participants
danced on the grave for a moment.

36. Dancing on the grave. 2014.Oct.24.162.

“So this would normally, you know, take a fair amount of finishing and maybe coming back out
a couple of times and compacting it. And what’s going to happen to the body is that all that mass
is going to sink” (B).
“So it looks like big wrinkles in the earth” (KB).
After the burial was completed, two participants sang a song (see Threshold Choir website in
Resources Online):
“When you were born you cried, and the world rejoiced.
Live your life so that when you die, the world cries and you rejoice.”
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Impact of Berm Burial on Surrounding Terrain
Berm burials on private land must be maintained by the landowner. It is important to keep
coming back and monitoring the burial site, to make sure that the water drainage is working as
planned.

37. Completed proxy burial. 2014.Oct.24.164.

38. Proxy burial site, 82 days after interment. 2015.Jan.14.1.

The photograph on the left was taken the day of the burial. The one on the right was taken 82
days later, on January 14, 2015, showing the changes in the landscape.
“It feels like home, how natural burial is…” (K)
We called our Practicum another way home, but we did not know how significant that would be
to the participants. After the proxy burial, one of the participants said that this activity made her
feel like she was home. “It brought me back home. It feels like home, how natural burial is . . .”
(K)
I would like to thank all the participants in the Practicum, and especially the facilitators and the
owner of the property. This Practicum was possible due to your generous sharing of knowledge
and expertise, and gracious hospitality.
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Marana Mortuary Cemetery
Marana Mortuary Cemetery is located on the outskirts of Marana, Arizona, in a lightly populated
area. The building complex, with a dramatically pointed main structure and surrounding
cemetery grounds, is a contrast to the cotton fields nearby. 5
The Cemetery was opened about three years ago. It is the
only cemetery in the Tucson area (and, to my knowledge, the
state) that has a “green/natural” burial section. They began
advertising the development of their green/natural burial
cemetery plots in September, 2013. I first visited this
cemetery in 2013, and spoke with Mr. Larry Van Horn, the
General Manager, as well as another Funeral Director.6 At
that time, the green/natural burial section was in
development. The purpose for my visit on January 7, 2015,
was to get an update on this section, for the Southwest
Folklife Alliance End of Life Project, and to gain information
to share in a class I teach at Pima College (Anthropology
253: Death and Grieving Across Cultures).
39. Marana Mortuary Cemetery green/natural burial section.
Granite markers are visible, flush with the ground;
the office buildings are in background. 2015.Jan.7.4.

During the interview, which lasted 2 hours, Van Horn escorted me to various indoor and outdoor
areas of the building complex, including the chapel, areas with glass niches and brick front
niches, and the green/natural burial section of the cemetery. Throughout my visit, I was struck by
the sunlight in the rooms from the large clear glass windows, the quietness of the buildings, and
the décor, which includes several art pieces that are abstract, and neutral in tone. I took
photographs of the green/natural burial section of the cemetery, and of the samples of caskets
that were available for such burials.
I appreciated Van Horn’s openness to discuss all facets of the green/natural burial section, as
well as other aspects of the operations of Marana Mortuary and Cemetery. He also gave me print
materials, including their Cemetery General Rules and Regulations (Marana Mortuary Cemetery
2014a) and General Price List (Marana Mortuary Cemetery 2014b); the Consumer Guide to
Arizona Funerals Information (Arizona State Board of Funeral Directors and Embalmers, n.d.);
and 25 copies of the Thoughtful Decisions Planning Guide (Funeral Directors Life Insurance
Company, 2011) for my students.

5

See electronic file, “Marana Mortuary Cemetery Publicity Handout” (in the archived materials) for a photograph
of the main building. This Footnote was added after Mr. Van Horn reviewed the document.
6

Names of colleagues not given since I did not get permission to use their names.
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Ecological Considerations
“Allow your loved one to become one with the Earth.” (Marana Mortuary Cemetery, 2015)
The philosophy of green/natural burial at Marana Mortuary Cemetery, according to their General
Rules and Regulations (Marana Mortuary Cemetery, 2014a), begins with the understanding that
“the purpose of a natural burial is for everything to go back to nature.” The website furthers this
cultural connection to nature, stating, “Return your loved one to the hands of Mother Nature
when you opt for a biodegradable casket” (Marana Mortuary Cemetery, 2015). In the
green/natural burial section, “the body will not be embalmed, the casket needs to be
biodegradable, and no outer burial protection will be used” (Marana Mortuary Cemetery, 2014a).
If desired, gray granite markers (24 x 12 inches) may be used on the gravesite. 7

40. Wooden casket and heavy-duty
cardboard casket. 2015.Jan.7.7.

During my visit, I was shown two types of caskets
appropriate for green/natural burial. The wooden one uses
pegs (no metal) and so meets Orthodox Jewish requirements;
the price of a basic wooden casket starts at about $895
(Marana Mortuary Cemetery, 2014b). The heavy duty
cardboard container is less expensive.
These caskets are ordered from companies that are out of
town, and generally take between 24 hours and two days to
arrive at the cemetery. They can also be shipped overnight.
41. Wooden peg casket construction.
2015.Jan.7.8.
7

Headstones can be ordered from Marana Mortuary Cemetery. They can be designed in house, and are ordered from companies
in Phoenix as well as out of state (depending on the materials used).
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When Marana Mortuary
Cemetery first began advertising
the development of their
green/natural burial cemetery
plots, they used the term, “green
burial.” It was changed to
“green/natural” burial -- since
several callers thought the green
referred to green grass.
The green/natural burial section
is designed to be a level area
with no weeds, and have
“natural landscaping, no grass”
(Marana Mortuary Cemetery
2014a).
42. Marana Mortuary Cemetery green/natural burial section.
Desert plantings were done two weeks previous to photo. 2015.Jan.7.3.

Two weeks before the photos were taken for my report, the area was planted with desert willow
trees, cactus, and bird of paradise plants. Permanent irrigation lines are in place, which also
allows for water access to spray down dust.
The main reason the Mortuary wanted to create a green/natural burial section was to provide
more options for clients in this region. The usual options are cremation and the traditional inground burial. No special permits were required to create this green/natural burial section of the
cemetery.

Financial Considerations
“The cost is much more affordable than traditional methods.”
(Marana Mortuary Cemetery 2015)
A green/natural burial at Marana Mortuary Cemetery is also competitively priced. It is an
affordable option for people who desire an in-ground burial but want to avoid the more
expensive costs of traditional burials. The website underlines the economic advantages, stating,
“Bury your loved one in a cost-efficient manner” and “Because biodegradable burials are on
natural landscapes, the cost is much more affordable than traditional methods” (Marana
Mortuary Cemetery 2015).
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The “Green/Natural Burial” page of their General Price List (Marana Mortuary Cemetery 2014b)
offers the following breakdown of the costs. Please note that these were the prices as of January,
2015:
Mortuary
Professional Services
Transportation
Refrigeration
Casket (PBF Pima)
Total

$295.00
195.00
80.00
330.00
$900.00

Cemetery
Lot
Endowed Care
Open/Close [gravesite]
Total

$600.00
70.00
425.00
1,095.00

Grand Total

$1995.00

During 2014, there were seven burials, and eight pre-need purchases, in the green/natural burial
section of Marana Mortuary Cemetery. Van Horn observed that cost and ecological
considerations were important factors in why people chose green/natural burial at Marana
Mortuary Cemetery. Speaking in a general way, people did seem to appreciate the lower price,
especially for at-need purchases, and people who purchased pre-need burial plots expressed more
interest in ecological aspects.

Operational Matters
Turning to operational matters, a Bobcat
backhoe is used to open and close the burial site.
It takes about 2 hours to open the gravesite, and
move the dirt off-site, for the graveside funeral
service. Graves are dug about 5 feet deep, and
no double depth graves are allowed anywhere in
the cemetery. Van Horn stated that this caution
is taken due to the softness of the earth, since the
area had been farmland for many years.
43. Marana Mortuary Cemetery, walkway/road leading
to green/natural section. 2015.Jan.7.5.

Since the bodies are interred in biodegradable containers, special considerations have been taken
when designing the plots in the green/natural burial section. Each plot is larger than a typical
burial site. The body is centered in the plot, so that when the casket decomposes, it minimizes the
possibility of that body touching another one when an adjacent body is being interred.
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It takes about one and a half to two hours to close the grave. As the gravesite is filled in with
earth, the ground is periodically tamped down. Tamping is especially important in the
green/natural burial section, to minimize subsidence, since those graves do not utilize an outer
burial container (vault). If subsidence did occur, more earth would be added on top to level the
ground, but there has been no subsidence in the first year of operation. I saw very level ground
on my visit.
Generally speaking, people are not allowed to be present when the grave is being filled in. This
is noted in the cemetery guidelines (Marana Mortuary Cemetery, 2014a). It is a safety issue,
since machinery is being used to fill in the gravesite. Exceptions are made for special reasons,
such as religious beliefs.
In closing, I would like to thank Mr. Larry J. Van Horn and Marana Mortuary Cemetery for their
gracious hospitality. The two hours flew by quickly, and I appreciate Mr. Van Horn sharing his
time and expertise.
Notes for Mr. Van Horn
I added the following section specifically to my field notes for Mr. Van Horn. We discussed the
type of article or information that might be shared with the public. I wanted to honor his trust in
me and give an indication of the shape an article may take:
In writing the field notes, I am struck by the similarities and differences between practices in
various areas of the United States and Canada. Part of this is due to personal and cultural
ideologies, but some notions and practices are also shaped by the terrain and ecosystem in which
a burial is carried out.8 For the Southwest Folklife Alliance End of Life Project, I have
documented two types of green/natural burial in the Tucson metropolitan area: a burial that uses
a berm interment on private land, and the level ground interment used at Marana Mortuary
Cemetery. Here are some of the things I noted:
Aspect of Interment

Embalm body
Biodegradable body container
Metal/plastic on casket
Outer burial container (vault)
Land ownership
Terrain

Berm Burial on Private Land
(information on burial located
in Pima County)
No
Optional (may use shroud
instead)
No
No
Private land, cemetery only for
kin
Native desert plants already
growing in area (“natural”
desert is problematic term)

Level Ground Burial at
Marana Mortuary Cemetery
No
Required
Should be removed before
burial
No
Cemetery open to the public
to purchase plots
Part of larger cemetery that
has been developed
specifically as a cemetery

8

For example, at Prairie Oaks Cemetery in Minnesota, where there is a much higher annual rainfall than in Tucson,
there is no irrigation system. When I toured the facility in June, 2014, the local grass was already re-growing (about
two inches high) on a one-week old burial site.
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Landscaping

Water usage
Preparation of site for burial

Time for preparation of site

Future care

Memorialization

Grave visitation in the future

Legal Issues

Existing plants, may add more;
Do not remove native
vegetation
Rainwater only
Plot out and work with
existing water drainage;
digging grave is responsibility
of landowners/survivors
About 2 hours to plot drainage
and dig gravesite; about 1 hour
to fill in, but will need to go
back and check drainage later
Need to check that berm is
working properly, for drainage
and to guide water to selected
areas and plants. Burial does
require that survivors maintain
legal tie to this land, in order
to continue private care. If
land is sold, this may be an
issue.
Optional; may choose no
marker at all, or personal style
of marker
If land is sold, visitation may
be an issue
Need to record site on deed
with county recorder’s office.
(This section revised per farm
owner on January 14, 2015.9)

Leveled and bare; plants and
trees added
Irrigation system
Part of larger cemetery, so
this is taken care of; survivors
do not prepare gravesite and,
generally speaking, do not fill
in grave
About 2 hours to dig gravesite
and remove dirt from the
grave site for service; about
1.5-2 hours to fill in grave
Part of larger cemetery;
endowed care is part of price;
individual may decorate
gravesite (per guidelines)

Specific style of marker
allowed (24 x 12” grey granite
flat marker)
Cemetery is public; visitation
allowed per guidelines; sale of
land is not issue
Individual plots are part of
larger cemetery; the cemetery
was surveyed by a licensed
surveyor and the documents
were approved by the Pima
County Planning Dept.
Individuals who purchase
plots do not need to handle
legal zoning matters.

The approach used at Marana Mortuary Cemetery is a reflection of the Tucson metropolitan area.
It can be seen as a “bridge” between the more common burial style (with an outer
container/vault) and the berm burial. Both styles of burial are part of the spectrum of diversity in
Tucson, as we seek to honor our loved ones with interment that is meaningful and a reflection of
our beliefs and values.

9

This revision was added after Mr. Van Horn reviewed the document.
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Discussion
Home funeral care of the body and green/natural burial are two emerging practices in the Tucson
metropolitan area that meet the needs of practitioners as they deal with death, and mourn and
memorialize their deceased loved ones. I would add here that such practices also have much to
offer the general public. While many people may not have home funerals, or inter their deceased
loved ones in natural burials, they may adapt aspects of these practices, finding they add
meaning to their lives.
Home funeral care and natural burial are a mixture of old and new ideas. Practices were often
framed as a generative updating of historically authentic tradition. As Peter Berger (1990) has
observed, individuals invoke and draw on well-honored traditions to legitimate present actions.
Home funeral care and natural burial often are presented as the way everyone used to care for
their dead, and that we contemporary folk have just gotten away from this.
Home care of the body may also offer options for those who do not want to embrace family
traditions, or feel that the dominant contemporary practices do not reflect their beliefs and
worldviews. The blessing given during the home care Practicum, for example, is indicative of the
trend to create a new tradition, by those who feel they have none, or who do not wish to carry
forward the ones from their personal history.
The ability to express a personal connection to the deceased, as well as to a group, is often
cathartic for the individuals involved. The growing trend of decorating the container for the
body allows people to literally leave their mark in a very personal way. The team work needed to
move or carry the body can be very meaningful to participants, as a way to honor the deceased,
and feel a connection to those with whom they are working.
Alongside the allure of old and new traditions, contemporary science and ecological concepts
also were invoked to legitimate specific choices. This can be seen in the references to authorities
for rainwater harvesting (such as Lancaster 2015). There is an inherent tension in the varying
definitions and cultural meanings of ‘natural’ and ‘green,” as these concepts hold differing
values, depending on the context and individuals involved. 10 For example, less use of resources
was seen as more ecologically desirable: Less pollution to the earth, less use of finite resources.
A reduction in use of resources also includes the importance of reducing the financial burden of
funerary care in the United States. This was voiced by almost all the people I interviewed, not
only by those who stated they had less disposable income. Still, for people who have few
financial resources, the idea of a ‘green’ burial may be desirable but out of reach, even though
the current hybrid cemetery option (compared to regular in-ground burial) is more affordable.
I was surprised by the focus on saving money with a natural burial. Although ecological aspects
were important in both settings (berm and level ground), both groups of practitioners also
articulated the financial advantages. In the publicity for Marana Mortuary Cemetery, it was
partly presented specifically as a way to save on burial costs. I had thought mostly of the
10

The changing attitudes toward the concept of “nature” are thoughtfully explored, for example, in Wilderness and
the American Mind, by Roderick Nash (2001).
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ecological factors, but the pragmatism is also important, as this is a good marketing tool, and a
way to garner support for this idea in the public.
I was also surprised that the berm burial will purposely alter the landscape. I had thought of
natural burial as a way to inter a body into the land without permanently altering the surrounding
terrain. I think that was a bit naïve on my part. It does make sense, while working with the
existing drainage, to add to the flora of the land and create new areas for plants to flourish with
natural rainfall.
Lastly, it can be difficult to document a ritual in action. What is the line for the researcher, in
photographing private, deeply felt moments, without being intrusive? I had hoped to address this
by documentation of a proxy enactment. I think this was successful, but it was surprising that as
the afternoon progressed, the participants became more attuned to the process. It became more
“real” for them. I had assumed that the experience would be powerful (especially for the proxy),
but I was surprised by the depth of the impact expressed by several participants. The proxy told
me (weeks after the Practicum) that the experience still deeply impacted her.
Conclusion
‘Natural’ care of the dead has a place in the way our communities pay tribute to the deceased.
Older practices such as home funeral care are being revived, and new practices for care of the
deceased are being created, to help facilitate expressions of grief. Natural burial, however one
defines it, can also provide a way to honor a loved one’s wishes for a more ecologically
sustainable interment, and act as a rite of passage for the physical body. In a time when people
want to live sustainably and leave only footprints, natural care of the deceased and natural burial
may provide another way to send our loved ones home, with a smaller, greener footprint.

Resources Online


Adair Funeral Home. Thank you for the donation of cardboard body container/box. The
Adair Funeral Home website: http://www.adairfuneralhomes.com/.



Birth/Death Certificates, Vital Records, for Pima County, Arizona.
http://webcms.pima.gov/health/personal_records/birth_death_certificates/.



Bunyip Resources.
Lancaster, Brad, 2006. “Appendix Two: Bunyip Water Levels and A-Frame Levels:
Simple Tools for Measuring Slope and Determining the Placement of Water-Harvesting
Earthworks.” Link under “Selected Content” section:
http://www.harvestingrainwater.com/books/volume2/#V2%20Specs.
“Learn How to Make a Water Harvesting Tool with Brad Lancaster.” Video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pRjNA0DZZb4.



Burns, Ric (Director). 2012. American Experience: Death and the Civil War. 120
minutes. PBS. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/death/.
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EMRO: Website about effective microorganisms.
http://www.emrojapan.com/about-em/about-em.html.



Federal Trade Commission, website for Funeral Services.
http://www.consumer.ftc.gov/articles/0070-shopping-funeral-services. Be sure to look at
the FTC Funeral Rule section.



Funeral Consumers Alliance (education and consumer rights advocacy).
https://www.funerals.org/.



Jerrigrace Lyons, founder of Final Passages.
http://www.finalpassages.org/.



Jewish Burial Practices.
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2004/02/06/february-6-2004-jewish-burialpractices/1794/.



Jewish Funeral Guide.
http://www.jewish-funeral-guide.com/tradition/chevra-kadisha.htm.



National Home Funeral Alliance.
http://www.homefuneralalliance.org/.



Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands (Brad Lancaster website).
http://www.harvestingrainwater.com/.



Regenesis: “Regenesis is a pioneer in the field of regenerative development -- partnering
people and their place to regenerate ecosystems, economies, and the human spirit.”
http://www.regenesisgroup.com/.



Tahara.
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/life/Life_Events/Death_and_Mourning/Burial_and_M
ourning/Tahara.shtml.



Threshold Choir.
http://thresholdchoir.org/.
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