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Understanding and managing the significance and intangible heritage values embedded 

in the site of a former cemetery 

 

As development increases, particularly in metropolitan areas, pressure is bought to bear on 

land. This increase in pressure on land means that places such as cemeteries are now being 

looked at as ‘under utilised’ or ‘prime real estate’. These formerly sacred landscapes are now 

gradually being re-used, dug up and/or developed in the name of progress. As archaeologists 

and heritage practitioners, Archaeological and Heritage Management Solutions (AHMS) have 

dealt with a number of different cemetery reuse scenarios including Bega High School, where 

the first town cemetery was replaced by the current High School; JB School in Lewisham, 

NSW where expansion of the existing school has the potential to impact on burials within the 

former cemetery; St Charles Borromeo Church and Cemetery in Ryde, NSW where expansion 

of the adjoining school required assessment and installation of service lines through the 

existing cemetery; and Camperdown Memorial Rest Park, formerly Camperdown Cemetery 

which is managed by Marrickville Council as a public park. 

 

Management of cemeteries within this changing and increasingly urban landscape is 

becoming fraught and will ultimately require a rethink or remodelling of the understanding of 

how we assess the significance of cemeteries generally. 

 

The former Camperdown Cemetery was established in 1848 as the first privately owned and 

operated Anglican Cemetery in Sydney. The cemetery operated for a period of twenty years 

during which it received over 15,000 interments and was the subject of a Government Select 

Committee Inquiry. This inquiry was convened to address the mismanagement of a number of 

cemeteries within Sydney and found that the accusations directed at the Camperdown 

Cemetery were founded. As a result the cemetery closed in 1868, although interments within 

family and pre-purchased plots and crypts continued sporadically until the 1920s. Following 



Page 3 of 12	

the closure, the cemetery fell into disrepair and was converted in the 1950s from derelict 

wasteland into the two distinct sections that now comprise this area - the St Stephens Church 

and graveyard and the Camperdown Memorial Rest Park. The former cemetery is now located 

within the inner city suburb of Newtown and both the Stephen’s Church and Graveyard and 

the Camperdown Memorial Rest Park are vital elements in the outdoor spaces of this 

community. These two very different sections, Church and graveyard and Rest Park are 

clearly delineated by a six foot sandstone wall which cloisters the remnant churchyard and 

forms a dominant visual element within the Rest Park landscape, with the spire of the 

Edmund Blackett Church forming a prominent feature of the skyline surrounding the park. 

Despite this clear visual separation of the two precincts, both areas are used by the community 

in similar ways with picnickers, dog-walkers and families utilising the open spaces for 

recreation, with only slight regard for the former use of both precincts as a cemetery. 

 

The separation of these two precincts is not merely a visual and physical one but extends to 

the management, with St Stephens Church and Graveyard managed by the Camperdown 

Cemetery Trust and the Camperdown Memorial Rest Park managed by Marrickville Council. 

This management arrangement has been in place since the 1970s and has resulted in quite 

different heritage outcomes for the two precincts.  

 

The criteria used to determine the heritage significance of a site or an item within NSW aim to 

distill the elements that make a site important.  The management of the former Camperdown 

cemetery and the division of this entity into two separate precincts, initially under a single 

management but, since the 1970s, under separate management – Camperdown Cemetery 

Trust and Marrickville Council – has lead to divergent landscapes, and differing but 

contributory levels of heritage significance. 
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While the Stephen’s Church and graveyard have been classified as being of State significant 

the archaeological resource vested within the Camperdown Memorial Rest Park has been 

managed as being of Local Significance and it is this conundrum that is a focus of this paper. 

The listing of St Stephen’s Church and graveyard has been based primarily on the 

architectural merits of the church itself, designed by Edmund Blacket. The statement of 

significance included with the State Heritage Register Listing (#5045479) was written in 

1975: 

This building is one of Australia's best Gothic Revival churches on this scale and its 

unique and historic surroundings render it a building of the highest importance. The 

church is in a prominent position on the crest of a rise, approximately three miles south 

west of the city of Sydney. The spire is notable for miles. The cemetery forms a unique 

close to the Church; it contains numerous fine trees including a large Moreton Fig Tree 

(Lucas 1975). 

 

Constructed between 1871 and 1874, the church was completed eight years after the official 

closure of the cemetery. The remnant cemetery contributes to this significance for its 

aesthetic, research and historic reasons. The statement of significance above notes the 

cemetery only for the ‘unique close’ that it forms around the church rather than for any of its 

own merits – including historic persons interred within its walls, the aesthetic gardenesque 

landscaping features or the notable memorials and vaults within the churchyard walls. 

Elements of the original layout of the cemetery have been preserved within this remnant of 

the former cemetery, and the memorials are tangible reminders of burial practice and tastes of 

the time. However, the aesthetic significance associated with the current configuration, a 

closed quiet graveyard associated with a church is a very different landscape to the much 

wider vistas that would have been commanded by the ridge of the cemetery at the height of its 

operation. In part the secluded graveyard has been created by the construction of the 1870s 
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church and the later 1960s installation of the sandstone wall. The romance of the graveyard 

has been enhanced by the Camperdown Cemetery Trust’s management style of maintenance 

rather than restoration. The preservation of gravestones in situ provide a tangible link to 

known historic figures and allow identification of interments. Even the headstones that were 

recorded in 1948 as part of the Camperdown Cemetery Monument Index Survey and installed 

out of context around the sandstone wall allow analysis and investigation into a variety of 

research questions, as well as contributing to the aesthetic appeal of the site. 

 

Despite being part of the same historic landscape as the St Stephens Church and graveyard, 

the Camperdown Memorial Rest Park does not automatically qualify for State Heritage 

significance, and nor should it. While the archaeological resource vested in the Rest Park is of 

contributory significance to the St Stephen’s Church and graveyard precinct it’s heritage 

significance has been compromised. It is important to acknowledge the historic unity of these 

two precincts however, the fact that they are now separate entities cannot be avoided either in 

terms of management or determination of heritage significance. 

 

The aesthetic significance attributed to the remnant cemetery is due, as discussed above, at 

least in part to the 1960s sandstone wall which, while forming a cloistered yard around an 

ambient and picturesque burial ground, is directly responsible for the visual disconnect 

between the current cemetery and an understanding of the broader park as a former cemetery 

landscape. Removal of the headstones within the Rest Park precinct has erased the tangible 

heritage, and the landscaping works undertaken since the formation of the Rest Park have 

altered the cemetery landscape to be almost unrecognisable. Having said this, the visual 

disconnect which is now so strongly articulated by the 1960s wall was a gradual process that 

began with the closure of the cemetery in 1868. As the cemetery fell into disrepair, headstones 

were broken through vandalism, neglect and overgrowth, by 1948 a survey of the extant 

monuments within the area that was to become the Rest Park were scattered and many were in 
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poor condition. Monuments in good enough condition were salvaged following this survey 

and reinstated around the inside of the sandstone wall when it was built in the 1960s. 

 

 
Figure 1: The 1960s wall that separates the St Stephens Church and graveyard (Left) and Camperdown 

Memorial Rest Park (Right) is now a dominant feature of both precincts (S Brettell 2015). 

 

The social significance of the Rest Park is obvious, as a green space, which is routinely 

enjoyed by a wide cross section of the community, as the home of the annual Newtown 

Festival and also as a place of historical import. Although there are now few visual clues to 

the Park’s past as a cemetery, this history is well known locally, and often used as a card by 

an active local community who disagree with works undertaken by Council within the Park. 

 

Within the Rest Park, many of the associations with historic figures such as Maurice 

O’Connell, the son-in-law of Governor Bligh have been compromised by the removal or 

reinterment of human remains to other cemeteries or burial grounds following the 1868 

closure of the cemetery, or prior to the 1950s transformation from derelict cemetery to public 

park. In addition, the lack of correlation between the physical archaeological record and the 

archival records for the Camperdown Cemetery make identification of single plots or family 

interments that are not crypts or vaults almost impossible. 
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Figure 2: Camperdown Cemetery circa 1951, view from Church Street to the north west. Mature plantings and 

installation of paths across the Rest Park, as seen in Figure 1 have resulted in a vastly different landscape (SLNSW). 

 

In both precincts, the archaeological resource is significant for its scientific or research 

potential, but in the Rest Park this significance has been severely compromised by the 

removal of headstones and the limitations of the documentary/archival records. 

Archaeological investigation of this resource is restricted to monitoring of public works 

undertaken by Council as part of its management of the Rest Park. These works allow small 

windows onto the former cemetery landscape and its associated interments however the 

results can add little more than a confirmation that, yes indeed, many people appear to have 

been buried here. Even if further archaeological excavation were allowed, what would these 

investigations reveal? Exhumations undertaken in the 1960s prior to construction of the 

manse revealed a complete lack of human remains or grave furniture due to the acidity of the 

soil in which the interments had been made. If archaeological excavations within the Rest 

Park were to reveal grave furniture or human remains that had survived in spite of this soil 

acidity, once again, would these results be likely to reveal much more information than that 



Page 8 of 12	

interments had been made in this location? Such a conclusion could be drawn equally from 

the presence of a grave cut which can be identified and recorded without disturbing the 

contents of the grave itself. 

 

Surely when all is said and done, the significance of such a site is not vested in whether or not 

the material within the site is of scientific or research value but in the very fact that it was 

once a cemetery – an intangible remnant of humanity. 

 

I first began work within the Rest Park precinct in 2003 and since then, this former cemetery 

has been an ongoing professional and personal interest project. During this 12 year period a 

number of park maintenance and landscaping programs have been implemented by 

Marrickville Council under archaeological supervision. These have included the installation 

of new paths, a new entrance, lighting scheme and avenue plantings. Each phase of 

archaeological works has revealed new information and data relating to the management and 

burial practices within the cemetery. 

 

Each phase of archaeological works have aimed to tie the physical evidence with 

documentary and archival records. Archival records held by the Anglican Diocesan Archives 

include the cemetery master plans, burial registers, death certificates and a Memorial Survey 

conducted prior to the conversion of the cemetery into the current Rest Park in 1948. Thus far, 

the main conclusion that has been drawn from each field program has been that these records 

cannot be matched reliably. There are a number of possible reasons for the discrepancies 

noted between the physical and documentary records. Firstly, the cemetery master plans are 

management documents that were prepared to record interment locations but were not drawn 

to scale, this may account at least partly for the incongruity between grave cuts identified 

during archaeological works and the interments recorded on the plans. The archival plans also 
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feature a checkerboard pattern for interments across a majority of the cemetery sections, 

however this has not been observed for a majority of the archaeological results which indicate 

that cramming of graves was much more common. It is possible that the archival plans 

indicate a proposed location rather than the exact location, with the ultimate resting place 

being determined by the grave diggers. The plans made during the 1948 monument survey 

were indicative, and headstones were recorded where they were found, but this was not 

necessarily in situ. Comparative mapping of the 1948 and cemetery master plans in 

conjunction with current survey plans and aerial photography has the potential to identify 

discrepancies and correlations between these sources. 

 

As discussed above, the significance embedded within this site is layered, and draws on 

tangible and intangible heritage values. The challenges of managing the archaeological 

resource while maintaining public amenity are ongoing, with archaeological monitoring 

programs informing and expanding our understanding of the development of the cemetery 

and, later, the Rest Park. While analysis of the archival records and the results of 

archaeological monitoring works have aimed to identify areas that are ‘safe’ for Marrickville 

Council to undertake public works in, so far this has proved problematic, with grave cuts and 

remnant grave surrounds being encountered within 10mm of the current ground surface, and 

fill episodes related to the landscaping works undertaken in the 1950s during the conversion 

of the cemetery to the current Rest Park covering grave cuts to a depth of up to 600mm. Only 

one area has been tentatively identified as unlikely to contain burials, which was within the 

vicinity of an original watercourse that was later formalised into a drain. Aerial photographs 

from the 1940s indicate that this area was also utilised for air raid trenches. However, no areas 

within the Rest Park can be conclusively identified as containing no burials.  
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Ongoing analysis and comparison of the archival records with the archaeological resource 

offers further opportunities to understand how the cemetery operated and how each record 

relates to the other. Already initial phases of data entry and creation of a Geospatial database 

have shown patterns and correlations that are very hard to pinpoint while using the primary 

documents. Interrogation of the data contained within the primary sources has the potential to 

answer questions relating to familial practices for burial, public health and epidemiology 

across the Sydney Metropolitan area and, on a micro level to analyse and understand the 

patterns in which the cemetery was filled and managed. The ultimate aim of the database 

would be to allow park users and interested parties to undertake self guided tours or locate 

specific individuals even without headstones or physical markers. It is hoped that interpretive 

tools such as this database would help to bridge the disconnect between the Rest Park and the 

St Stephen’s precinct.  

 

Bridging this disconnect between the two precincts is not something that either Marrickville 

Council or Camperdown Cemetery Trust have pursued. There is little reason for either party 

to seek a reconnection of the two areas in terms of physical or day-to-day management and 

equally limited incentives to combine the precincts in terms of the heritage management. 

While there are no pressing reasons for the two precincts to be physically reconnected or have 

their management integrated understanding of this area as a cemetery and the way its 

landscape has evolved is an important part of the history of the site that can be easily 

conveyed to a range of audiences.  

 

Interpretive programs such as the geospatial database or the installation of interpretive kiosks 

or signs that evoke the former cemetery landscape have the potential to add new levels of 

understanding for park users. By superimposing historic images such as seen in Figure 3, onto 

the current landscape – either through the employment of modern technologies such as mobile 
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apps or old school transparencies set within interpretive signs, the potential exists to provide a 

window onto the former landscape. While removal of the 1960s wall is not realistic or even 

recommended, careful placement of transparent historic photographs within the current 

landscape can show earlier landscapes and provide a visual link or bridge across the physical 

disconnect between the two precinct. 

 

 

Figure 3: View of Camperdown Cemetery c. 1951, facing north-east. This image clearly shows the open 

landscape of the cemetery prior to its conversion into the two precincts that exist today (SLNSW) 
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