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Abstract 

This thesis explores how the Woodland Cemetery functions as a multifunctional urban green 

space, serving as both a site for mourning and a space for recreation. Urban densification has 

drawn attention to cemeteries as overlooked urban green infrastructure. Although previous 

research has recognized the recreational potential of cemeteries, the utilization and experience 

of these spaces in the Swedish context remain underexplored. This research combines policy 

document analysis, observations, and semi-structured interviews with visitors and cemetery 

stakeholders. The aim is to investigate the potential of cemeteries, specifically the Woodland 

Cemetery, as multifunctional urban green spaces that serve both as places of mourning and 

recreational areas. The analysis draws on theories of deathscapes, sense of place, and 

multifunctional urban space. Results indicate that visitors often describe the site as peaceful and 

beautiful, using it for walking, reflection, or daily routines while adapting their behavior to the 

cemetery’s symbolic atmosphere. Institutional actors acknowledge this everyday use but 

emphasize its primary role as a site for mourning. The study demonstrates how cemeteries can 

provide ecological, social, and symbolic value in urban life. It contributes to urban planning by 

highlighting how meaning is negotiated in emotionally charged, multifunctional spaces within 

the city. 

 

Keywords: multifunctionality, cemetery, urban green space, the woodland cemetery, 
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Glossary 

Skogskyrkogården- The Woodland Cemetery 

 

Kyrkogårdsförvaltningen (Stockholms kyrkogårdsförvaltning) - Stockholm Cemetery 

administration 

 

Stadsbyggnadskontoret- City planning office 

 

Lännsstyrelsen- County administration board 

 

Begravningslagen- The Swedish Burial Act 

 

Sju brunnars stig- Seven Wells Path 

 

Kyrkogårdsnämnden (City of Stockholm) - The Cemetery Board 

 

Stockholm stad- City of Stockholm 
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1. 1 Introduction 

Cemeteries hold a significant role in the urban landscape, serving as spaces for honouring and 

preserving cultural heritage. They provide designated areas for mourning, where people can 

grieve and honour the deceased in a peaceful environment specifically designed for this purpose 

(Madrell & Sidaway, 2012). Access to such spaces fosters a sense of continuity and emotional 

security, allowing individuals to connect with their loved ones through remembrance. In 

addition to their cultural and emotional significance, cemeteries are often integrated with green 

elements, making them an important part of urban green infrastructure (McClymont, 2016). 

After the 1700s, cemeteries in Sweden began to be constructed more according to the aesthetic 

ideals, further designed with a geometric layout of blocks, walkways, and plantings. Cemeteries 

incorporate tree rings that frame their perimeter and line their inner avenues. This design aimed 

to counter perceptions of cemeteries as unnatural environments, creating a softer and more 

inviting environment (Church of Sweden, 2025). Beyond their role as spaces for mourning, 

cemeteries offer potential as urban green spaces, providing areas for reflection, recreation, and 

ecological benefits. However, societal norms and perceptions of cemeteries primarily as spaces 

of grief often limit their broader use (Nordh et al., 2023). This prompts critical questions about 

how cemeteries might function as inclusive green public spaces without compromising their 

primary commemorative role. As Stockholm undergoes rapid densification to accommodate a 

growing population (County Administrative Board of Stockholm, 2017), the competition for 

land has intensified. Historically, cemeteries were established in response to densification, 

providing an organized system for burials that optimized space while maintaining individuality. 

Today, they face new challenges, as urban expansion places increasing pressure on available 

land. This thesis examines the Woodland Cemetery as a multifunctional green space within an 

urban context, investigating how it contributes to environmental and social well-being while 

serving as a site for memorialization. 

In the winter of 2021, the woodland cemetery, Stockholm’s UNESCO World Heritage Site, 

became the centre of a public debate when local residents, particularly children, used its snow-

covered hills for sledding (Dagson, 2021). While this may seem unusual to some, it is not an 

isolated case. Similar discussions have emerged in other Swedish cities where cemeteries have 

been used for activities beyond their conventional purpose, including walking, jogging, and 

even picnicking (Rae, 2021; Nordh et al., 2023; Grabalov, 2018). Although the areas used for 

sledding at the Woodland Cemetery are outside the burial grounds, the incident sparked 

reflections on what is deemed appropriate behaviour in cemetery spaces and their 

multifunctional character. The fact that families choose a cemetery for such recreational 

activities illustrates how cemeteries are perceived, used, and experienced differently.  

Since the late 20th century, cities across Europe have increasingly turned to cultural heritage 

sites as tools for enhancing urban identity, promoting tourism, and gaining international 

recognition. This shift is part of a broader trend where spaces once primarily dedicated to 

solemn or symbolic functions are reimagined as destinations of public interest (Gospodini, 

https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Gospodini%2C+Aspa
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2004). The Woodland Cemetery exemplifies this development. The opening of a visitor centre 

in the renovated Tallumpaviljongen, originally designed by Gunnar Asplund, marked a 

significant moment in how the site was positioned concerning both local and global publics. 

Beyond providing information about its status as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, the centre 

hosts exhibitions, guided tours, and even includes a café. Approximately 25 percent of its 

visitors are international, highlighting the cemetery’s appeal far beyond those who come to 

mourn (Stockholm’s church management, 2014). This institutional framing effectively signals 

that the site is not only a sacred landscape but also a cultural and educational destination. By 

formalising infrastructure that welcomes tourists and casual visitors, the city of Stockholm has 

implicitly opened the cemetery to a wider range of uses, such as social, recreational, and 

contemplative, long before these uses became subject to debate in planning or public discourse. 

This multiple positioning challenges prevailing notions of cemeteries as exclusively solemn 

spaces, revealing how institutional framing increasingly encourages a more dynamic 

engagement with such places. It suggests that multifunctionality is not a recent shift, but rather 

a trajectory already embedded in how the site has been managed and presented to the public for 

decades. 

While earlier studies (e.g., Nordh et al., 2023; Coutts et al., 2011; Grabalov, 2018) have 

recognized cemeteries as multifunctional spaces, particularly highlighting their restorative and 

recreational functions, much of this research has primarily focused on spatial use, user 

preferences, and landscape design. Other contributions have explored policy implications or 

planning frameworks for integrating cemeteries into broader urban green infrastructure. 

However, there remains a significant gap in understanding how these multiple roles are 

negotiated in practice, especially within culturally specific and institutionally governed contexts 

such as Sweden. Through ethnographic observations, semi-structured interviews with both 

visitors and institutional actors, and document analysis, the thesis captures a multilayered 

understanding of how cemeteries operate as emotionally charged, norm-regulated, and 

multifunctional public spaces. This triangulated approach allows for a more nuanced 

engagement with the evolving nature of cemeteries. Moreover, the thesis contributes to ongoing 

theoretical discussions surrounding “sense of place” (Stedman, 2003), “deathscapes” (Maddrell 

& Sidaway, 2012), and spatial negotiation by illustrating how visitors internalize, contest, and 

reshape social norms through their embodied practices. By including the perspectives of both 

visitors and those responsible for managing the site users, the thesis also challenges dominant 

planning discourses that treat cemeteries as static heritage landscapes. It argues instead for an 

adaptive, context-sensitive approach that accepts tension, not as a problem to be solved, but as 

an inevitable situation in urban settings. 

1. 1 Aim and research questions 

 

This paper aims to explore the potential of cemeteries, specifically the Woodland Cemetery 

(Skogskyrkogården) in Stockholm, as multifunctional urban green spaces that serve both as 

places of mourning and as recreational areas. As urbanisation and densification continue to 

place pressure on available land in Stockholm, cemeteries, traditionally viewed as spaces for 

grieving, face the challenge of balancing their primary function with new demands for public 

green space. This research thus seeks to understand how cemeteries can accommodate both uses 

while maintaining their cultural, emotional, and memorial significance. Given the growing need 

for recreational areas in rapidly urbanizing cities, this thesis aims to highlight the importance 
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of cemeteries not only as sites of remembrance but also as essential components of urban green 

infrastructure, contributing to both the emotional well-being of the community and the city's 

overall environmental sustainability. To achieve the thesis’s aim, a document analysis, 

observations, and 18 semi-structured interviews were conducted with three experts and 15 

recreational visitors of The Woodland cemetery between March and April 2025. The thesis aim 

is operationalised by the following research questions: 

• How do recreational visitors use and experience the Woodland Cemetery as both a site 

of mourning and an everyday green space? 

 

• What understandings of respect, appropriateness, and boundaries do recreational 

visitors and institutional actors express regarding the site’s use? 
 
• How is the balance between the Woodland Cemetery’s roles as a green space and a 

memorial site negotiated through planning and management? 
 

 

My interest in this topic arises from both lived experience and academic inquiry. Having spent 

my entire life in Stockholm, I have regularly visited the Woodland Cemetery, not initially for 

its symbolic or historical value, but as a unique and tranquil green space within the urban 

environment. Over time, these visits prompted reflection on the site's multifaceted character 

and how its users navigate its dual role as both a space of mourning and of everyday recreation. 

Observing the diverse ways in which people engage with the cemetery raised questions about 

the social norms, spatial practices, and institutional framings that shape public understandings 

of cemeteries. These reflections, informed by both my disciplinary background in urban 

planning and my familiarity with the site, have influenced the formulation of this thesis and 

guided the analytical approach taken. 

 

Following the introduction, Chapter 2 presents the theoretical and contextual foundation of the 

study through a literature review. It introduces the concepts of deathscapes, sense of place, and 

multifunctional spaces, which guide the analysis of how cemeteries are understood, 

experienced, and managed as part of urban life. The chapter also provides background on 

cemetery planning in Sweden, urban green infrastructure, and recreational uses of cemeteries. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodology, explaining the qualitative case study approach and the use 

of document analysis, ethnographic observations, and semi-structured interviews. The chapter 

also reflects on the researcher's positionality and ethical considerations. Chapter 4 presents and 

discusses the empirical findings. It is structured around two analytical themes: one, how 

institutional and visitor practices navigate the balance between mourning and recreation, and 

two, how everyday activities shape and reflect the multifunctionality of the Woodland 

Cemetery. This chapter further deepens the analysis by linking these findings to broader 

discussions of planning, design, and emotional geographies in multifunctional spaces. Finally, 

Chapter 5 concludes the thesis with a summary of the main insights, reflections on the 

limitations of the study, and suggestions for future research. The chapter also highlights the 

thesis's contribution to planning theory and practice. 
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2 Literature review 

Considering the aim of the thesis and its guiding research questions, this chapter presents the key 

concepts and theoretical perspectives that inform the analysis. It explores three central frameworks: 

deathscapes, sense of place, and multifunctional spaces. These concepts are used to understand how the 

Woodland Cemetery is experienced and negotiated as both a site of mourning and a public green space. 

Together, these perspectives provide a framework for understanding how meaning, use, and affect are 

negotiated in the context of the Woodland Cemetery. In addition to this theoretical foundation, the 

chapter also presents a contextual overview of cemeteries as part of urban green infrastructure. It 

discusses how cemeteries have historically functioned in cities, how they are increasingly recognised 

for their ecological and social value, and how recreation and everyday use are integrated into cemetery 

spaces. Special attention is given to the Swedish planning context, including how cemetery management 

is organised in Stockholm and how norms around appropriate use are negotiated within institutional 

frameworks. This literature review aims to clarify the complex ways in which cemeteries, as emotionally 

and socially significant places, are shaped by overlapping practices of mourning, recreation, and spatial 

governance, and to demonstrate how these dynamics are relevant to the case of the Woodland Cemetery. 

2.1 Deathscapes  

 

Deathscapes are landscapes that are designated for death. Teather (2001) describes deathscapes as the 

material expression in the landscape of practices relating to death. This concept is further explored by 

Madrell and Sidaway (2012), who use the term “scapes” to describe how places assigned death, or the 

dead, are physically designed, experienced socially, and charged with symbolism. This way of thinking 

was originally introduced by the scholar Kong (1999), who argued that landscapes are complex cultural 

constructions that help shape how we understand the world. The history of a landscape must be viewed 

in the light of how it has been taken and used. Landscapes are created by people, and it’s important to 

understand how ‘symbolic landscapes’ help express and maintain social meaning. Questions about how 

politics, culture, and power influence the meaning of places are important even when it comes to places 

of death, such as cemeteries, since these too are shaped by societal norms and interests. In all these 

instances, then, deathscapes provide a means of understanding how space is a resource that is 

consistently challenged (Kong, 1999). 

 

Deathscapes are landscapes or spaces in time where people are mourning and where death is current. 

These deathscapes can be different spaces, such as both informal and formal memorials, or in this 

specific case, for this study, a cemetery (Madress & Sidaway, 2010). These spaces allow people to have 

a designated space, allowing people to mourn, experience, and express grief in a physical, personal, and 

shared emotional space that shapes the meaning and the atmosphere of the deathscape. In this sense, 

grief and mourning become both personal and private while simultaneously also becoming public as it 

is shared and expressed with others in public (Madress & Sidaway, 2010). Cultural geography sees 

landscapes as places with different and sometimes conflicting meanings, shaped by ideas about how 

land should be used. These spaces influence how people behave and reflect societal values about what 

is considered appropriate or acceptable (Madress & Sidaway, 2010). Deathscapes are shaped by many 

factors, including the identity of the deceased, how people remember them, cultural traditions, and 

societal rules about memorials. They are not only places for the dead but also spaces that affect and 

reflect the experiences of the living (Westendorp & House, 2023).  
 
Hartig and Dunn (1998) explain that when it comes to private memorials or objects placed to honour the 

deceased, the state's usual attitudes about what is acceptable in public spaces often change. Typically, 

there is a strict view on how public spaces should be used, but in cases where these places acquire a 

sacred or reverent significance, the state may be willing to reassess its previous norms and regulations 



10 

 

to allow for these memorials. Rather than insisting on strict sanitation or public hygiene standards, which 

are often associated with how we view public spaces, the state acknowledges the special significance 

these places hold for those who mourn. This allows potential conflicts over what is right or wrong to do 

in public spaces to be resolved by the state adjusting its rules and norms to make room for the personal 

and symbolic values that these memorials represent (Kong, 1999). Maddrell and Sidaway (2012) 

examine cemeteries as green spaces, highlighting the existence of both explicit and implicit social norms 

governing behaviour within these sites. Their research explores how these norms are continuously 

negotiated, with some individuals striving to uphold traditional expectations while others actively 

challenge or reinterpret them. This dynamic process reflects broader societal attitudes toward the 

multifunctional use of cemeteries and their role in the urban landscape.  

 

2.2 Sense of place 

Place is a word commonly used in human geography and is a word characterized by its fluidity, 

as it holds a multifaceted nature of its meaning. A place is not merely a physical space defined 

by walls, but a space that holds meaning for people (Cresswell, 2004). According to Foote and 

Azaryahu  (2009), “sense of place” is used to understand how people experience, interact with 

specific physical environments. The concept is used to describe the unique character or special 

feeling that certain locations or areas have, which comes from their specific history or natural 

surroundings (Azaryahu, 2009). A space turns into a place when it becomes meaningful through 

experience. People shape their identity by being connected to certain places, and shared 

experiences and common ideas about a place’s past and future are important for building a sense 

of community (Azaryahu, 2009). Chen (2020) further discusses how “sense of place” is 

experienced both personally and collectively. It is based on individual feelings and how people 

relate to their surroundings. People perceive and react to places differently, and these reactions 

can bring out a range of emotions and connections. The way people experience a place can be 

influenced by factors such as gender, class, ethnicity, and memory. Shared feelings about a 

place are often shaped by common history, culture, public discussions, and a feeling of being 

disconnected from modern life. Whether someone feels "in place" or "out of place" is strongly 

shaped by established political systems, social hierarchies, cultural expectations, and economic 

inequalities (Chen, 2020). Tuan (1977) highlights how our connection to place is shaped 

through repeated, everyday interactions. According to him, it is by engaging with places 

through our senses, by seeing, hearing, smelling, and touching them over time, that they begin 

to feel familiar. These routines allow places to carry meaning, shaped by memory and emotion. 

The senses do not act in isolation but rather work together to create the world we recognise as 

our own. In this way, place becomes more than a location; it becomes something felt and known 

through lived experience. 

 

Stedman (2003) argues, however, that the physical environment is a further constructor of sense 

of place, that the environment plays a role in placing meaning and attachment. Many researchers 

have neglected the view of the physical environment and have a narrow view of the sense of 

place as a product of social construction. He argues that the way of thinking of sense of place 

is neglected in the research by defining sense of place as a means from experiences and that a 

physical setting is a space that does not stand on its own. Stedman instead argues that we are 

attached to places because of their physical features (Stedman, 2003). In his study, he conducts 

a case study based on findings from a survey that examines Vilas County, a lake-rich landscape. 

The findings suggest that the physical characteristics of the landscape, such as the degree of 

development, water quality, and accessibility, influence how people perceive and value the 

place because they influence how people interpret and experience a place. The characteristics 

shape the symbolic meanings people assign to the place, such as being an “escape” or a “social 
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space,” and it is these meanings that, in turn, affect place attachment and satisfaction. His 

findings challenge models that assume a direct causal relationship between physical attributes 

and sense of place and instead emphasize the interpretive processes through which people 

assign value and significance to the landscape (Stedman, 2003).  

 

While Stedman (2003) emphasizes the role of the physical environment in shaping the sense of 

place, other scholars have highlighted the equally important role of emotions in this process 

(Hoelscher & Alderman, 2004; Drozdzewski et al., 2016; Davidson & Milligan, 2004; Degen 

& Rose, 2012). Davidson and Milligan (2004, p. 523) state that “our emotional relations and 

interactions weave through and help form the fabric of our unique personal geographies.”. Our 

emotions and the way we interact with others help shape how we experience and understand 

different places. In this sense, emotions are not something separate from place, but a part of 

how we create and relate to places in our everyday lives. Memories are a force faced through 

experiences, emotions, places, and things (Drozdzewski et al., 2016). Traces of our memories 

are everywhere. Certain sounds, smells, or sights can suddenly make us remember something, 

perhaps without us realising it. They can interrupt our usual way of thinking and instead take 

us back to another time or place, even if only for a moment. Drozdzewski et al. further discuss 

these memory movements as important because they affect how we see ourselves as individuals, 

as groups, and as societies. They are shaped by the stories we have about who we are, which in 

turn depend on the context in which we live. What's special about these memory traces is that 

they can appear unexpectedly and affect us strongly, almost like being ‘haunted’ by past 

experiences.  

 

Memories are not just something we have about the past, but a way of making sense of our 

experiences and creating meaning about the past, present, and future (Degen & Rose, 2012). In 

other words, our memories help us not only to interpret what has happened, but also to 

understand where we are now and what we think about the future. We cannot experience 

something without remembering it - our experiences are always coloured by what we carry with 

us. Doss (2002) explores how grief and collective memory become embedded in material 

culture and public space, transforming ordinary locations into emotionally charged sites (see 

figure 2). She describes how public memorials and spontaneous shrines, such as the Memory 

Fence in Oklahoma City, invite people to leave behind personal objects, creating a “shared 

space” of mourning and remembrance. Doss further explains that these acts of memory and 

emotion not only shape the meaning of the place but also contribute to a broader sense of 

community and identity. In this way, emotions, memories, and symbolic practices are integral 

to how we experience and relate to spaces of death, even as they remain part of everyday urban 

environments. The framework of sense of place is applied in this research to explore the identity 

of the Woodland Cemetery, focusing on how everyday use contributes to personal attachments 

and cultural meanings, and how overlapping practices may lead to conflicting perceptions of 

the space.  
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Figure 2. Gravestones illuminated by sunlight among tall trees evoke a sensory and emotional connection 
to place. (Source: Author, 2025) 

2.3 Multifunctional spaces 

 

The concept of multifunctional space has become a central framework in urban studies and 

spatial planning, as it captures the complex ways in which urban land is simultaneously used, 

valued, and contested. Rather than serving a single, fixed purpose, urban spaces increasingly 

perform multiple roles such as social, ecological, cultural, and economic, often overlapping or 

even conflicting with one another (Selman, 2009). This multidimensional character is 

particularly relevant in the context of contemporary urbanization, where space is limited and 

the pressure to accommodate diverse needs is high. Urban environments are not passively zoned 

for isolated functions such as housing, transportation, or green infrastructure; instead, they are 

shaped and reshaped by the diverse practices, meanings, and expectations of the people that use 

them (Watson, 2009). From a planning perspective, multifunctional spaces offer a strategic 
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response to the challenges posed by densifying cities. As Haase et al. (2014) argue, they enable 

planners to address competing socio-ecological demands within limited spatial resources. This 

approach allows urban land to serve broader public needs while integrating environmental 

sustainability, cultural identity, and everyday use into the planning process. In the case of the 

woodland cemetery, this perspective offers an analytical lens to understand how the cemetery 

functions not only as a space for mourning but also as a site of recreation, memory, and 

community.  

 

McClymont (2016) offers a valuable perspective by conceptualizing cemeteries as 

multifunctional spaces. She emphasizes that cemeteries are complex places serving multiple 

purposes, yet they can also become arenas of conflict concerning their roles within the urban 

landscape. Building on this, Woodthorpe (2011) identifies three distinct yet overlapping 

landscapes within cemeteries: the community landscape, which highlights their function as 

resources for the local population; the emotional landscape, where individuals express a range 

of feelings; and the commercial landscape, which relates to the economic aspects and costs 

involved. The notion of multifunctionality captures the capacity of cemeteries to embody 

diverse and sometimes competing meanings simultaneously, helping to explain the tensions and 

negotiations that arise around their use (McClymont, 2016). This perspective challenges the 

view of cemeteries solely as sites of mourning and ritual. Instead, it recognizes their broader 

role in shaping urban identity and supporting community functions. As integral parts of urban 

green infrastructure, cemeteries carry multiple identities and narratives that reflect the complex 

stories of the city. Moreover, they provide spaces that connect individuals to their community 

and reinforce social ties to the deceased (McClymont, 2016). 

2.4 Cemetery 

A cemetery is a clearly demarcated and often secluded space designated for burial, typically 

not associated with any specific religion. Julie Rugg (2000) defines cemeteries by comparing 

them to other forms of burial spaces, highlighting several defining features. The collective is 

represented in the cemeteries as they act as a symbolic replica in which they describe the beliefs 

and values of the living community (Francis, 2003). By seeing the cemetery as a physical object, 

it becomes easier to compare how cemeteries look and are used in different cultures and times. 

It also helps us understand how symbols of death reflect life, and how life gives meaning to 

death. The cemetery is a sacred place where the living and the dead are kept apart but are also 

symbolically connected through rituals of transition and remembrance (Francis, 2003). 

Cemeteries are a space with features that give context to the mourning or memorialisation of a 

specific individual. Having graves placed around the cemetery allows the individual multiple 

identities of the deceased to be remembered (Rugg, 2000). Cemeteries as at the same time being 

a sacred space, are fundamentally non-denominational institutions designed to serve the entire 

community, carrying a range of social and political meanings (Wingren, 2013). By being a 

sacred space, a cemetery is defined as a space that is given reverence or respect, implying that, 

as the site acts as a context for grieving, it needs to be protected from actions that are deemed 

inappropriate (Rugg, 2000).  

A cemetery can be described as having four distinctive functions (Arffmann, 2000). The first 

one is a hygienic function. The corpses of the decades need to be placed away so they do not 

disturb the hygienic issue that may come from a rotting corpse. Secondly, a place for sorrow, a 

geographical grief. A specific place where one can come to mourn. Thirdly, there should be an 

enduring link between the living and the remembered. Fourthly, the marking of personal 
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identity. Gravestone memorials are inscribed for descendants and others, allowing them to learn 

about the person buried there (Arffmann, 2000).  

Davies and Bennet (2016) argue that cemeteries in planning are considered an important social 

infrastructure as it is a fixed landscape. They manage the complex role of cemeteries in urban 

planning by focusing on Sydney, Australia. The authors discuss how the change in burial 

practices is impacting the role of cemeteries. They also examine how both private and public 

actors engage in cemetery planning in Sydney and how legislative reforms and strategic land 

use planning intersect. The findings suggest that there is little to no planning in expanding 

cemeteries and building new ones. Their discussion suggests that cemeteries have multifaceted 

roles as they are not only acting as a site for burial activities but also as an important 

infrastructure, cultural identity, and urban landscape. The authors highlight that the traditional 

role of cemeteries is changing due to new burial practices, like “no-service” cremations, 

informal burials, and the scattering of ashes in public spaces. As a result, cemetery visitations 

are decreasing, and they are becoming less central for mourning. However, there is a growing 

interest in more personal, place-based memorials, creating a paradox where formal and informal 

practices coexist, reflecting shifting social attitudes toward death and memorialization in urban 

life. 

2.5 Recreation 

One key characteristic of cemeteries is their physical layout and location, traditionally placed 

on the outskirts of urban areas, which allowed for more expansive plots than overcrowded 

churchyards (Rugg, 2000). However, as cities have expanded, many cemeteries now find 

themselves embedded within or alongside residential neighbourhoods. While cemeteries are 

primarily associated with mourning, burials, and funerary rituals, their spatial qualities extend 

far beyond these functions. Many cemeteries possess park-like landscapes, with greenery, 

pathways, and a sense of tranquillity, which makes them comparable to urban parks. This 

multiplicity gives cemeteries a unique position within the urban fabric as they serve not only as 

sacred spaces for remembrance and mourning but also as multifunctional green spaces. In 

contemporary urban contexts, cemeteries play an increasingly important role. They offer spaces 

for reflection, grieving, experiencing cultural heritage, learning, and spiritual engagement. 

Importantly, they also provide ecological benefits and serve as places for recreation (Evenson 

et al., 2017). 

The growing recreational use of cemeteries can be understood as an effect of both societal and 

spatial trends. Urbanisation and densification have increased the pressure on accessible green 

areas in cities. As cities expand and become more compact, the need for green, quiet, and open 

spaces has intensified (Nordh & Evensen, 2018). Cemeteries, often centrally located and well-

maintained, provide recreational/green spaces and are therefore increasingly used for everyday 

activities like walking, jogging, dog-walking, or simply relaxing (Grabalov, 2018). Further, the 

growing non-denominational and multicultural urban populations of Swedish society have 

changed public attitudes toward death and burial places (Wingren, 2013). Cemeteries are no 

longer seen solely as religious or sacred spaces, but also as part of the broader urban landscape, 

open to alternative and non-conventional uses (Skår et al., 2018). Municipalities have begun to 

recognise cemeteries as part of urban green infrastructure. In cities like Oslo, planning 

documents describe cemeteries as multifunctional green spaces that contribute to biodiversity, 
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cultural heritage, and recreation (Skår et al., 2018). Together, these trends help explain why 

cemeteries are no longer viewed as spaces exclusively for mourning, but also as public and 

multifunctional environments. 

Nordh et al. (2023) examine this specifically in Sweden by investigating whether all 

recreational activities are accepted or if they are deemed disrespectful. They examine this by 

interviewing people who use cemeteries with different faiths and beliefs. The findings show 

that there are different ways of using cemeteries and different acceptance of the usage. Walking, 

for instance, is deemed more acceptable, as long as they show respect. The multifunctional use 

of cemeteries raises important questions about the boundaries between respectful mourning and 

everyday recreational practices. While many visitors engage in more passive recreation, like 

appreciating the peaceful atmosphere and using the cemetery for walking, contemplation, or 

cultural engagement, others may engage in more active activities, such as jogging, picnicking, 

or sledding, which some perceive as inappropriate in a burial context. This tension highlights 

the lack of clear norms or guidelines regarding what is acceptable behaviour in cemeteries. As 

cemeteries become more integrated into the everyday urban landscape, there is a growing need 

to investigate cemeteries' roles and possibilities of multiuse in densifying cities (Skår et al., 

2018; Grabalov, 2018; Nordh & Evensen, 2018). 

Nordh et al. (2017) investigate how urban cemeteries in Scandinavia, especially Gamlebyen 

cemetery in Oslo, can function as restorative environments according to Attention Restoration 

Theory (ART). The aim was to see if visitors' spontaneous descriptions reflect the four 

components of ART: fascination, being away, extent, and compatibility. The study is based on 

59 semi-structured interviews with visitors on site. The results show that cemeteries are often 

experienced as calming. Fascination was aroused by nature (trees, birds, flowers) and by 

historical features such as graves and monuments. Being away was described as a feeling of 

getting away from the noise of the city, many saw the place as a mental respite. The extent was 

reflected in the sense of space, calm, and the possibility of being alone. Compatibility was 

expressed in how the place enabled activities such as resting, reflecting, and walking. Unwritten 

norms of respect also influenced visitor behaviour. Despite its proximity to urban traffic, the 

cemetery was often perceived as quieter than parks, a result of the character of the place rather 

than actual noise levels. The authors argue that the combination of nature, history, and silence 

makes cemeteries unique green environments with great potential for reflection, place 

attachment, and recovery. 

Nordh and Evensen (2018) examine how urban cemeteries are perceived in planning and 

management in Oslo, Stockholm, and Copenhagen. The aim is to understand what functions 

are attributed to cemeteries in urban planning documents and how different actors view their 

use. The study is based on a document analysis of policies and plans as well as a focus group 

interview with six officials within parks, cultural environment, and cemetery management in 

Oslo. The results show that cemeteries are seen to varying degrees as part of the city's green 

infrastructure, and in Stockholm and Oslo, they are often portrayed as private, low-key places, 

rather than as active public spaces. Copenhagen is characterised by actively encouraging 

recreational use, with specific guidelines to balance between mourners and other visitors. The 

Oslo focus group described cemeteries as quiet, ecologically important environments with 

strong symbolism, but also emphasised the need for respectful use. The authors argue that 

cemeteries have the potential to serve as multifunctional urban environments, especially in 
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densely populated cities. However, they point to the lack of tools and policy support to fully 

integrate these sites into urban green space planning. 

2.6 Urban Green Infrastructure (UGI) 

 

In the field of urban planning, the concept of Urban Green Infrastructure (UGI) has become 

increasingly important as a framework for understanding how green spaces contribute to 

sustainable, resilient, and liveable cities. UGI refers to a strategically planned network of natural 

and semi-natural areas that provide a wide range of ecosystem services, such as climate 

regulation, biodiversity conservation, stormwater management, and recreational opportunities 

(Anguluri & Narayanan, 2017). These green elements are not only environmental assets but 

also serve vital social and spatial functions in the urban landscape. While UGI often refers to 

parks, green corridors, and wetlands, cemeteries could, in a sense, be an overlooked yet 

significant component of this infrastructure. With their large areas of mature vegetation, 

biodiversity, and public accessibility, cemeteries can offer many of the same benefits as 

traditional green spaces, especially in dense urban environments where available land for new 

parks is limited. Moreover, they carry cultural and emotional meanings that contribute to their 

multifunctionality and importance in the everyday life of cities (Evensen et al., 2017). In a 

Scandinavian context, cemeteries are often well-maintained, publicly accessible, and integrated 

into the city (Evenson et al., 2017), making them relevant in discussions on green space 

planning and multifunctional land use. Including cemeteries in UGI strategies broadens the 

understanding of what constitutes green space and opens up new possibilities for planning more 

inclusive and sustainable urban environments.  

2.7 Green space 

Cemeteries, in addition to their role as burial sites in Scandinavia, are often recognized for their 

natural environment and tree-filled landscapes as a well-managed green space in the context of 

the urban fabric (Evenson et al., 2017). The cemeteries are open to everyone, whether it's to go 

and mourn someone or to walk in the park. Green spaces are defined as physical environments 

with some degree of vegetation cover (Ko & Lee, 2025). 

Recognising cemeteries as part of a green space allows for a broader understanding of their role 

in the city. Green spaces are essential for managing wellbeing. The quality of a green space 

may also determine its usage. If it is of high quality, people may want to use it more and visit 

longer. As cemeteries are oftentimes, as mentioned before, they are of high quality (Ko & Lee, 

2025). The quality is also further described as correlated with the use of related factors such as 

accessibility, diversity of vegetation, frequency of visits, and proximity. Access to nearby green 

spaces can also increase the frequency and duration of visits, which in turn promotes both 

physical and mental health. As well as the subjective measures to perceive safety, sense of 

space, and the values directly associated with the green space further determine the quality of 

the green space (Ko & Lee, 2025).  
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2.8 Stockholm/Swedish management of cemeteries 

The City of Stockholm is responsible for cremation and burial activities in Stockholm in 

accordance with the Burial Act (City of Stockholm, 2020). The Cemetery Board, as appointed 

by the Stockholm City Council, is responsible for the Cemetery Administration (City of 

Stockholm, 2019). This is the main difference regarding the organisation of cremation and 

cemetery activities from other burial authorities in Sweden. Stockholm Cemetery 

Administration is responsible for eleven cemeteries, with one being the Woodland Cemetery, 

which is a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage site (City of Stockholm, 2020). 
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3 Methodology and method 

This chapter outlines and justifies the methodological approach of the study. It begins with a 

discussion of the underlying epistemological and ontological positions, followed by the chosen 

research strategy, design, and specific methods. The chapter concludes with reflections on 

ethical considerations and methodological limitations. 

3.1 Research approach and situation of knowledge 

 

As cemeteries in Sweden have been found lacking a more comprehensive understanding of how 

they are used for recreational purposes as green spaces, a qualitative case study of the Woodland 

Cemetery has been applied. This qualitative approach allows for an in-depth context and 

conceptualization of specific topics that cannot be quantified by examining interactions with 

environments and different members of society (Clark et al., 2021). In the context of this study, 

a qualitative approach enables the exploration of social, cultural, and historical dimensions that 

quantitative methods may overlook, further establishing a foundation for how cemeteries are 

managed, planned, and adapted in the future. Qualitative research is interpretivist as it generates 

knowledge and understanding by examining how participants interpret the social world (Clark 

et al., 2021). Initial research revealed that cemeteries, such as the Woodland Cemetery, are 

often overlooked as recreational spaces, being seen mostly as places to mourn, which makes 

qualitative case studies a valuable approach for exploring this aspect in more depth. A case 

study involves an in-depth and thorough examination of a specific case, focusing on its 

complexity and unique characteristics (Clark et al., 2021). The research design of the study 

enables an inductive approach, as it starts with observations or the collection of empirical data 

and then develops theories or patterns based on the gathered data.  

When conducting a qualitative study, it is important to understand that my own biases and 

premade assumptions may direct what is investigated as well as how it is analysed (Rose, 1997). 

This research begins from the understanding that knowledge is always situated and entangled 

with power. I recognise that research is not a neutral process but one shaped by the researcher’s 

position, intentions, and relationships within the field. My positionality influences every step 

of the research process, from the selection and interpretation of documents to the framing of 

interview questions, to the dynamics and what I pick up on of participant observation at the site 

(Rose, 1997). Considering that I live in an area close to the Woodland Cemetery, it is important 

to reflect on how my relationship, or lack thereof, with the site may have shaped my perspective. 

No one in my immediate family has passed away, and while some of my grandparents have, 

they lived and are buried in another country, where my parents are from, and I have not built 

up a close relationship with them. Because of this, I haven’t had close or physical experiences 

with grief or death in the same way that others might have, and specifically not when I walk in 

a cemetery such as the Woodland Cemetery. My previous experiences with the site have 

primarily been shaped by its qualities as a recreational space. This positionality may have 

influenced how I interpreted certain behaviours, uses, or atmospheres as appropriate or not, 

potentially guiding my assumptions during fieldwork. As such, my understanding of the 

cemetery's multiple functions was likely influenced by my familiarity with it as a tranquil, 

accessible green space, rather than as a site of personal mourning. Acknowledging this helps to 
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clarify how my perspective may have shaped the research process, including what I considered 

important to observe and how I interpreted the experiences of others. 

This thesis is shaped by a social constructivist ontological perspective, which assumes that 

reality is socially constructed rather than existing as an objective, independent entity. (Clark et 

al., 2021). From this perspective, social phenomena and structures emerge through interactions 

between individuals and are continuously shaped and reshaped in specific contexts (Clark et 

al., 2021). Ontologically, this means that reality in social research is not fixed but instead 

consists of meaningful properties that are explored and understood in relation to their context 

(Mason, 2017). Consequently, knowledge is also seen as situational, produced through 

relationships and interactions within the research process. Interpretivism focuses on people's 

interpretations, perceptions, and understandings as the primary source of data. This approach 

aims to understand social reality from the actors' perspectives, rather than imposing an external 

analysis. This means that researchers do not necessarily need to be fully immersed in a setting 

but can use methods such as interviews to explore individual and collective understandings, 

norms, and reasoning. Understanding such phenomena requires an examination of multiple 

interwoven contexts, temporal, spatial, historical, political, economic, cultural, and social 

(Mason, 2002). This is particularly relevant in the study of cemeteries as urban green spaces, 

where how the woodland cemetery is perceived and used is shaped by planning policies, 

cultural traditions, and social interactions. The social world is built on the meanings and 

interpretations that people give to their actions and surroundings, which create their social 

reality. Through interaction and language, people shape and reproduce this reality together. 

Interpretivism, therefore, seeks to capture an “insider's perspective”, where the researcher seeks 

to understand people's interpretations of their experiences, rather than analysing them from a 

distanced “outsider's perspective”. In addition to interview data, texts or objects can also be 

analysed with a focus on their meaning within the context of individuals or groups. 

To answer the research questions and the aim of this study, three different methods will be used. 

The use of three complementary methods enhances the study’s ability to gather rich data and 

examine the case from multiple perspectives and dimensions. Triangulations further enable 

greater depth to the subject (Mason, 2017). These three methods, observation, interviews, and 

document analysis were chosen because they allow for the exploration of both institutional 

narratives and lived experiences, as well as direct engagement with the physical and social use 

of the cemetery. Together, they provide a multifaceted understanding of how multifunctionality 

is constructed and experienced at the Woodland Cemetery. 

3.2 Case study 

The Woodland Cemetery offers a unique context for exploring how spaces of mourning and 

remembrance are increasingly used for recreation in urban settings. As both an active burial site 

and a UNESCO World Heritage Site, it exemplifies the tensions and opportunities inherent in 

multifunctional urban green spaces. Located in Gamla Enskede in southern Stockholm, the 

woodland cemetery covers over 100 hectares and is surrounded by densely populated residential 

areas (Stockholm’s church management, 2014). It serves as one of the most accessible and 

expansive green spaces for nearby communities (Fel! Hittar inte referenskälla.). As one of 

Stockholm's most famous and historically significant cemeteries, it can serve as a model for 
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how both recreational and commemorative functions can coexist in urban green spaces for now 

and the future. 

Map data © OpenStreetMap contributors 

Map 1. The Woodland Cemetery Outline (Source: Self-produced map in ArcGIS using the "open street map" 

basemap. Scale not given. Esri Basemap Services. Date accessed: [June 9, 2025]. https://www.arcgis.com) 

 

The site can also be seen as a reflection of an increasingly non-denominational society 

(Wingren, 2013), where a space was created in an efficient, hygienic, and structured manner, 

imbued with specific values, where death is subordinated to nature and perceived as part of the 

natural cycle (Stockholm’s church management, 2014). In addition to its symbolic and cultural 

significance, the woodland cemetery is also a well-known destination for both Stockholm 

residents and visitors. As of 2013, more than 65 percent of Stockholmers were aware that the 

woodland cemetery is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The cemetery receives approximately 

400,000 visitors annually, with nearly 100,000 people visiting during the All-Saints’ weekend 

alone (Stockholm’s church management, 2014). The cemetery was conceived in response to 

early 20th-century ideals of nature, health, and non-denominationalism (Wingren, 2013).  

During the 20th century, Stockholm experienced significant population growth, which led to an 

increased and urgent demand for burial space. In response, the City of Stockholm decided to 

expand the Southern Cemetery, which is today known as the Woodland Cemetery 

(Skogskyrkogården). As part of this expansion, a competition was announced in 1915 to design 

https://www.arcgis.com/
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the new cemetery area. A central requirement of the competition was that visitors should be 

able to experience the ongoing presence of life and death as part of an eternal cycle. The 

assignment also emphasised that the cemetery should be aesthetically and artistically designed, 

with a dignified atmosphere, free from grand monuments. All graves were to be of equal size, 

and the surrounding forest and natural landscape were to be preserved as much as possible. The 

winning proposal ”Tallum” was submitted by architects Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd Lewerentz 

(Stockholm City, 2023a). Since 1994 a UNESCO World Heritage site. The world heritage title 

implies that the cemetery management is constructed in accordance with UNESCO World 

Heritage guidelines. As a UNESCO World Heritage site, the graveyard needs to be managed 

by protecting,  preserving, revitalising, and passing on to future generations (UNESCO World 

Heritage Convention, n.d.). This means that the cemetery is not allowed to make major 

alterations to the site, as it may risk losing its title as a world heritage site. The cemetery applies 

a 20th-century concept of architecture that combines the landscape with its surrounding 

environment. This harmonious combination grants the cemetery a distinct and autonomous 

cultural significance. Regarded as a work of the highest artistic merit, the Woodland Cemetery 

has exerted a profound influence on cemetery design worldwide, further making the cemetery 

the title of a world heritage site (UNESCO World Heritage Convention, n.d.). Its status as a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site reflects its value as a planned, culture-bearing landscape that 

raises existential questions through design (Stockholm cemetery administration, 2004).  
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Figure 3. Gravestones Surrounded by Tall Pine Trees by the seven wells path (Source, Author 2025) 

 

The woodland cemetery's character is shaped by its tall pine forest, which dominates much of 

the site and gives a sense of continuity, enclosure, and serenity. The towering trees frame the 

walkways, open space, and burial areas, while allowing sunlight to filter through (see figure 3) 

in shifting patterns, creating a space that feels both sacred and natural. The forest is not only a 

symbolic and aesthetic element but also functions as a natural resource for biodiversity, a 

quality increasingly relevant in urban environments (Stockholm City, 2020). The cemetery uses 

terraced slopes, open fields, and rolling topography to create views, perspectives, and 

transitions. According to the site's quality goals (Stockholm cemetery board, 2004), these 

elements are to be preserved to ensure their cultural and experiential value. Open areas provide 

space for contemplation and movement, while elevated or sunken areas form zones of 

separation or intimacy. One of the most prominent spatial features is the Sju brunnars stig 

(Seven Wells Path), a roughly 780-meter-long gravel path running north to south, from 

Almhöjden to the Resurrection Chapel. This pathway cuts through the pine forest and is lined 

with dwarf spruces and Norway spruces that gradually shift the mood from openness to intensity 

as one approaches the chapel (Stockholm City, 2023b). Almhöjden functions as a meditation 

grove and forms a vital part of the site's natural topography. Completed in the mid-1930s, the 

hill and its surrounding landscape are embedded within the ridge that navigates the area. The 

design, containing a low stone wall, elm trees, and an ascending staircase, was created by 
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architect Sigurd Lewerentz. The staircase follows the natural slope of the terrain, with steps that 

gradually become shallower toward the top, creating a sense of ease and contemplation during 

the ascent (Stockholm City, 2025a). While cars are allowed, the road is primarily experienced 

on foot, enhancing the quiet, reflective quality of movement through the landscape. A public 

bus route passes through the site, facilitating access for visitors and integrating the cemetery 

into the city’s daily transport system. 

 

Architectural landmarks further contribute to the site's layered character. The “skogskapellet”, 

“uppståndelsekapellet”, and “meditationslunden” each embody distinct spiritual and aesthetic 

expressions, reflecting changing ideas about death, remembrance, and nature. Finally, structural 

elements such as the boundary wall surrounding the cemetery underscore the care and intention 

invested in the site’s design. The wall not only marks the edge of the sacred space but also 

frames the landscape and filters views from outside, enhancing the sense of entering a distinct 

and contemplative environment (Stockholm City, 2023b).  

In 1997, a visitor centre was opened in the renovated Tallumpaviljongen, originally designed 

by Asplund. The centre provides information about the status of World Heritage and hosts 

exhibitions, guided tours, and a small café. Around 25% of its visitors are international, 

underlining the cemetery’s cultural and architectural significance beyond the local context. 

The Woodland Cemetery's legal and administrative status further underlines its uniqueness. It 

is protected under the Swedish Burial Act, which mandates that all cemeteries preserve their 

cultural and historical character. As the cemetery predates 1939, any changes to the landscape 

require approval from the County Administrative Board. Moreover, the site has additional 

protection under the Environmental Code as a designated national heritage site (Stockholm 

City, 2023b). 

 
This case is highly relevant to the present study for several reasons. First, the Woodland 

Cemetery offers a compelling example of how a cemetery can accommodate both 

commemoration and recreation, while still maintaining its sacred and cultural significance. 

Second, its carefully designed landscape, heritage status, and active role in public life offer an 

opportunity to examine how users interact with multifunctional green spaces in an urban setting. 

Third, its legal and institutional frameworks reveal how heritage and landscape values are 

negotiated in practice. As such, this case study enables a deeper understanding of how 

contemporary cemeteries can contribute to inclusive and sustainable urban environments. 

 

While the unique features of the woodland cemetery, such as its World Heritage status and high 

degree of preservation, limit the generalisability of the findings, they also enhance its value as 

an exemplary case. It serves as an ideal site for investigating how urban green spaces can 

simultaneously accommodate memory, mourning, and recreation within a single, coherent 

landscape. It further showcases how a heritage site that functions as a deathscape can be 

experienced as a dynamic and emotionally significant place in everyday urban life. In this sense, 

the case also offers insights that may be relevant to other memorial landscapes, such as 

monuments or statues commemorating the dead, where heritage value intersects with public 

use, emotional engagement, and spatial negotiation. 
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3.3 Document analysis 

Qualitative content analysis is used to interpret and understand the meaning and narrative of 

text. These meanings are through analysis tried to be identified, described, and interpreted 

(Sheydayi & Dadashpoor, 2023). The study began with an in-depth analysis of policy 

documents and previous research related to cemetery planning and management in Stockholm. 

The document analysis aimed to understand how the multiple functions of cemeteries as sites 

of mourning and as urban green spaces are framed and managed in local planning and 

administrative strategies. This provided an initial understanding of the established perspective 

and helped shape the design of the observation and what to observe, and the interview guides 

for both experts and visitors. The documents were selected through purposive sampling, 

focusing on policy documents produced by the City of Stockholm and the cemetery 

management. These include the operational plan for Stockholm's cemeteries, internal reports, 

and strategy documents, retrieved via email correspondence with the cemetery administration 

between February and March 2025. The sample was selected based on their relevance to 

cemetery design, use, and policy framing about both mourning and recreational functions. A 

total of nine documents were initially reviewed, although only those considered relevant to the 

research aim were included in the final analysis. The analysis was guided by the thesis's research 

questions, particularly those concerning how cemetery use is framed in policy and how 

institutional actors interpret multifunctionality. The aim was not only to identify what is said, 

but also how different forms of use are legitimised, restricted, or left unaddressed. 

 

The documents were analysed using qualitative content analysis to explore different patterns 

and trends in regard to how Stockholm manages their cemeteries, specifically the woodland and 

its attendant functions (Clark et al., 2021). Content analysis is a method used to examine 

documents and texts by identifying patterns within the material. In its quantitative form, the 

approach involves measuring content based on predetermined categories, aiming to produce 

systematic and replicable findings. This approach allows themes and categories to emerge 

gradually through repeated reading, comparison, and interpretation of the material. This 

inductive process relies on close engagement with the data, enabling a deeper understanding of 

the meanings embedded in the text (Clark et al., 2021). The document analysis for this research 

was conducted with attention paid to how cemeteries function, spatial design, public access, 

recreation, biodiversity, and cultural heritage are discussed. Themes such as “tranquillity,” 

“meditation,” “heritage site,” and “respect” were identified and later compared with findings 

from the interviews and observations. 

3.4 Observations  

The research applies observations as a method that is both structured and ethnographically open 

(Clark et al., 2021). Observations involve the researcher becoming involved in a research setting 

to directly observe and experience various aspects, such as social actions, behaviours, 

interactions, relationships, events, and the physical environment. This can also include 

emotional and bodily experiences (Mason, 2002). Observations involve the interaction of the 

world by people (Rhoads & Wilson, 2010). Observation in this sense enables the collection of 

detailed data on social interactions in real-time, within specific contexts, instead of depending 

on people’s recollections and their ability to describe or reconstruct past events (Mason, 2002). 

Through the use of observation as a method, the researcher takes on the role of a witness by 

being physically present in the setting and directly engaging with the environment and social 

context (Flick, 2018). 
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The sample for the observation consists of people using the space within these eight categories:  

• walking 

• dog walking 

• running 

• walking groups 

• fast walking 

• sitting on a bench 

• walking with a stroller 

• biking 

 

The category walking includes individuals moving through the cemetery alone, without 

company. Dog walking refers to people walking with one or more dogs, either alone or 

accompanied. Running encompasses those who jog or run, with or without others. Walking in 

groups refers specifically to individuals walking together in social groups. Fast walking 

includes those who use the space for exercise, marked by a higher walking pace. Sitting on 

benches refers to individuals resting, either alone or with others. The same distinction applies 

to those walking with strollers and those cycling, as the activities are recorded regardless of 

whether the person is alone or accompanied. 

 

The selection of activities observed during the fieldwork was partly inductive and partly based 

on previous research on everyday use of cemeteries (e.g. Nordh & Evensen, 2018). Initially, 

open observations were used to identify recurring patterns of behaviour. From these, eight main 

categories were noted: walking, dog walking, running, group walks, fast walking, sitting on 

benches, stroller walking, and cycling. These were chosen as coding categories because they 

were frequently occurring and represented different forms of movement and presence in the 

space. The categories were then used systematically in the structured observations. 

 

The observations were initially conducted at various locations throughout the cemetery (see 

map 2). However, after a few days, a specific observation point was chosen and used 

consistently, as it offered the most advantageous position for capturing a comprehensive 

overview of the area. This location was situated near the main entrance at the top of Almhöjden 

(see red point in map 2), slightly removed from the gravestones. The elevated position on the 

hill provided a broader visual field, which was necessary for observing recreational use across 

the site. In contrast, areas closer to the graves were more densely vegetated, with trees 

obstructing the view and limiting observational scope. As a result, one test observation was 

conducted in that section. The observations were conducted at varying times of day, ranging 

from approximately 10:00 in the morning to as late as 16:00 in the afternoon. The observations 

were conducted at different locations and times to capture variations in how the space is used 

throughout the day and across the site. This approach aimed to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of spatial practices, behaviours, and temporal patterns among visitors.  
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Map data © World Imagery contributors 

 

Map 2. Observation points and interview areas at the Woodland Cemetery, conducted during fieldwork. 

(Source: Self-produced map in ArcGIS using the "World Imagery" basemap. Scale not given. Esri Basemap 

Services. Date accessed: [June 9, 2025]. https://www.arcgis.com) 

 

Each observation session lasted 45 minutes in April 2025 and was conducted over the course 

of six days. To capture variation in usage patterns, observations were carried out on both 

weekdays and weekends, providing a more representative picture of how the cemetery space is 

used throughout an entire week. Field notes were taken on Qualnotes (Drozdzewski & 

Berengueres, 2024) during and immediately after each session. These notes were then 

thematically organized to identify recurring types of behaviour and spatial patterns.  

 

https://www.arcgis.com/
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3677045.3685452
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3.5 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are a qualitative method that combines structure with flexibility, 

making it possible to both steer the conversation towards specific themes and at the same time 

provide space for participants to express their own experiences and perspectives in a natural 

way (Clark et al., 2021). The method thus enables a dialogue that can be adapted to the 

individual's answers and allows for new, unexpected insights to emerge during the interview. 

Furthermore, Wiles et al. (2005) emphasise how each interview takes place in a unique socio-

spatial context, which influences the content and makes each conversation unique. For this 

study, which aims to understand how people experience and use the woodland cemetery as a 

recreational site, semi-structured interviews are particularly suitable. The method allows for the 

collection of nuanced and multifaceted accounts from different visitors, while the flexibility 

inherent in the interview design allows participants to reflect freely and highlight aspects that 

may not have been captured in advance by the researcher's expectations (Mason, 2002). This 

creates a rich data set that reflects the complexity and ambiguity that characterise the use of this 

urban place.  

 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted with two distinct groups of participants to 

capture a comprehensive understanding of the woodland cemetery as a multifunctional urban 

space.  The first group consisted of expert interviews that were carried out with key 

professionals involved in the management and administration of the Woodland Cemetery. 

These interviews provide valuable insights into institutional perspectives, challenges, and 

decision-making processes related to the cemetery’s multifunctional use. The second group 

consisted of recreational visitors, whose personal experiences and perspectives on the everyday 

use of the cemetery form the core of this study. These interviews aimed to uncover the diverse 

ways visitors engage with the site, highlighting the complexity and plurality of meanings 

attached to the cemetery. Together, the two sets of interviews offer a layered understanding, 

bridging everyday user experiences with expert knowledge about the site’s governance and 

policy context. 
 

The expert interviews focusing on professional knowledge and experience were conducted with 

individuals directly involved in the administration and management of the Woodland Cemetery. 

The interviews were further conducted in March 2025; two of the interviews were held in 

person, and one was conducted through Zoom. Two of the participants are currently working 

for the cemetery board, while one is the head of administration in the church management.  The 

sample for the expert interviews was selected by purposive sampling (Clark et al., 2021) based 

on their professional role in the management of cemeteries in Stockholm (see Table 1). Initially, 

six people were contacted via email or LinkedIn, of whom three agreed to participate. Each 

interview was between 30-40 minutes long. The interview guide was conducted and concluded 

with three different themes (see Appendix 1), with a total of 20 open-ended questions (Clark et 

al., 2021). Since the interviews were semi-structured, additional questions were asked if the 

conversation steered somewhere else to accommodate the participants' reflections or take on 

the questions, or the topics. Prior to the interview, a pilot interview (Malmqvist et al., 2019) 

was conducted to make sure that the questions were comprehensible and of good quality. This 

pilot interview was done with another student familiar with using a qualitative semi-structured 

interview as a method.  

Prior to each interview, participants received an information and consent form (see appendix 2 

and 3) outlining the purpose of the research, their relevance to the study, and their rights as 
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participants. This form made clear that participation was voluntary and that participants could 

withdraw at any time without providing a reason. The interviews were conducted and recorded 

in Swedish to ensure clarity, comfort, and depth in participants’ responses. All interviews were 

audio recorded with permission from each participant and later transcribed verbatim.  

Table 1. Expert background 

Interview 

number 

Date of 

interview 

Gender Current work 

occupation 

1 12 March Male Head of 

administration 

2 19 March Female Cemetery 

board 

3 26 March Female Cemetery 

board 

 

The recreational visitor interviews were conducted in a similar way to the expert interviews. 

The interviews were conducted in April 2025, and all interviews were held in the Woodland 

Cemetery (see map 2). This kind of place-based interviewing has been shown to enhance the 

depth and specificity of the data, as participants’ memories and associations are activated by 

the physical context (Evans & Jones, 2011; Elwood & Martin, 2000). Moreover, being on site 

helped create a shared sensory experience between the researcher and the interviewee, which 

contributed to a more relaxed and grounded conversation.  

 

The interviews ranged in time between 5-10 minutes. The interview guide included four 

different themes and ten questions in total. A pilot interview was conducted in the same way as 

for the expert interviews to ensure that the questions were clearly articulated and could be 

answered. This was further done to ensure that the answers align with the research questions 

(Clark et al., 2021).  

 

The sampling strategy for people visiting the sites was primarily based on convenience 

sampling and purposive sampling (Clark et al., 2021), as participants were approached on-site 

at the Woodland Cemetery and asked if they were willing to take part in a short interview. Some 

elements of purposive sampling were also present, as the study aimed to capture the 

perspectives of individuals using the cemetery for recreational or reflective purposes. In total, 

20 people were asked to participate, while 15 agreed to be interviewed. The sample consisted 

of people using the space, which was one of the categories observed. Data saturation was 

reached after 15 interviews, as no new significant themes or insights emerged in the final 

conversations. Some of the interviews were held in groups of two, and some with people who 

were visiting the woodland cemetery alone. The sample consisted of people above the age of 
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18 and ranged from their 20s to their 70s. The couples were either friends, partners, or family 

members. All interviews were audio-recorded using the Qualnotes app (Drozdzewski & 

Berengueres, 2024) for later transcription and analysis. Prior to each interview, a clear verbal 

description of the research was given and an explanation of the ethical considerations to ensure 

that informed consent was given by each participant. All the participants further gave verbal 

consent, which is documented in the recordings. The interviews were conducted in Swedish to 

allow participants to express themselves comfortably and naturally, which was especially 

important given the personal and potentially sensitive topics discussed. 

 

These characteristics of in-depth interviews align well with the aim and research questions of 

this study, as they enable a deeper understanding of how visitors and experts experience and 

interpret the cemetery as both a site of mourning and a space for recreation. Through open-

ended and reflective conversations, the interviews provided valuable insights into the personal, 

emotional, and practical meanings that individuals attach to the landscape, its design, and its 

everyday use. 

 
 

3.6 Data analysis 

 
The data analysis process in this study did not follow a strictly linear path but developed 

progressively alongside the data collection. The process began after the observational 

fieldwork, where initial notes and reflections were written down after each session to identify 

emerging patterns in the ways the cemetery was used. These early impressions served as a 

starting point for thinking about relevant themes that would later inform the interview phase. 

The expert interviews were conducted shortly after the observations were completed. Due to 

the short time frame between these interviews, there was limited opportunity to deeply reflect 

on or code their content before moving on to the next method. However, during this phase, I 

began to take note of recurring ideas and language used by the experts, which later helped shape 

the initial coding structure. 

 

Between the expert and visitor interviews, I returned to my notes and began informal coding of 

both the observation field notes and the expert transcripts. During the translation of the 

transcripts after each interview, there is always a risk of losing some meaning or details. This 

potential limitation was kept in mind throughout the translation process. However, no words or 

phrases were identified as particularly difficult to translate in this case. Nonetheless, this step 

allowed me to start identifying preliminary themes across the material, which in turn informed 

how I approached the visitor interviews. While the full thematic analysis was conducted after 

all data had been collected, the process of interpreting and grouping content began gradually, 

through an ongoing process of reflection, note-taking, and adjustment. Being flexible and 

having an ongoing engagement with the material helped to ensure that the analysis remained 

grounded in the empirical context, allowing patterns to emerge organically throughout the 

research process. The analysis process followed a reflexive thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 

2021), allowing an iterative re-engagement with field notes and transcripts so that preliminary 

themes emerged organically and guided subsequent data collection All interviews were 

transcribed and translated into English directly after each interview session, this was done by 

listening to each audio recording. Since the interviews were originally in Swedish, it is 

important to recognise that there is a possibility for the meanings and details to be lost (Van 

Nes et al., 2010). 

 

https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3677045.3685452
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3677045.3685452
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The data from all three methods, document analysis, interviews, and observations, were 

analysed using the same inductive coding process, allowing for consistency and comparability 

across materials. The analysis was guided by an inductive approach, in which themes and 

framings were identified through close reading and open-ended categorisation (Clark et al., 

2021). Manual coding was conducted without the use of software, which allowed for a more 

direct and interpretive engagement with the material. The coding focused on how cemeteries 

were represented and experienced in terms of their function, spatial design, accessibility, and 

everyday use. In the case of policy documents, attention was paid to how certain values, such 

as tranquillity, respect, and biodiversity, were framed. In interviews and observations, coding 

focused on the meanings attributed to the site by visitors and staff, including emotional 

responses, routines, and uses of space. 

 

The analysis began with an inductive approach (Clark et al., 2021), the material being broken 

down into smaller segments and assigned initial codes that captured relevant meanings, 

expressions, or observations related to the cemetery's functions, design, atmosphere, and use. 

This stage was exploratory and aimed to remain close to the empirical material to gain a better 

understanding and familiarise oneself with the data. For example, parts of the interviews were 

coded with labels such as “calming,” “respect for the site,” or “conflict between functions,” 

depending on how participants described their experiences or reflections. Some codes were 

unique to specific data sources or individuals, while others were recurring across multiple 

interviews and aligned with themes found in documents or observations. In policy documents, 

as mentioned previously, terms like “tranquillity,” “meditation,” and “heritage site” appeared 

frequently, while visitors often referred to feelings of calmness or the cemetery as a “beautiful 

and respectful” space. These overlaps were important in developing cross-cutting categories. In 

the second stage, axial coding was used to group the codes already created, look for connections 

between them, and create larger, more comprehensive themes or categories. This step allowed 

for the identification of recurring patterns and relationships within and across the data sets. 

Codes related to the emotional atmosphere, the multiple functions of mourning and recreation, 

and tensions around appropriate use were grouped into higher-level themes. These thematic 

categories formed the basis for the structure and analysis in the results and discussion chapters. 

The inductive, gradual nature of this coding process ensured that findings were grounded in the 

data and responsive to the complexity of how the woodland cemetery is experienced and 

understood as a multifunctional space. 

 

3.7 AI usage 

 

Through the writing process, the AI tool ChatGPT was used as a support in different phases of 

the thesis work. It was primarily used as a way to give feedback and ways of improving. The 

tool helped outline different chapters and how to present findings clearly and logically. It was 

also used as a peer review function. This was done by using prompts such as, “suggest how I 

can organize my result section while exploring these themes”, and prompts such as “does this 

paragraph follow the principles of clear composition? Please give feedback.".  

 

It was also used as a helping aid when it came to formulating interview questions for my expert 

and visitor interviews, based on the study's aim and research questions. ChatGPT was used to 

improve the clarity and precision of the interview guide. The questions were reviewed and 

reformulated to better match the study’s objectives. Furthermore, a table summarizing 

observational data was created in dialogue with ChatGPT, based on descriptive field notes. The 
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tool was also used to translate short Swedish quotes into English when presenting interview 

material. No sensitive or personal information was shared during this process. All use of AI 

was conducted ethically and with care not to compromise the originality or analytical depth of 

the research. ChatGPT was used as a writing aid, not for content generation or analysis of 

empirical data. 

 

Since English is not my first language, I used DeepL to translate my thoughts and ideas from 

Swedish into English throughout the writing process. This helped ensure clarity and precision 

in expressing complex reflections. In addition, I used Grammarly to support grammar and style 

checking, allowing me to improve the linguistic quality of the text and maintain a consistent 

academic tone. 

 

3.8 Ethical consideration: 

When designing research that utilizes methods such as content analysis, observations, and 

interviews as a methodological approach, it is crucial to consider various ethical issues and 

aspects, especially when discussing topics related to death or mourning. Ethical research 

practices in this context necessitate a focus on the well-being and dignity of participants, 

ensuring that the process is conducted respectfully and does not inadvertently cause harm (Clark 

et al., 2021). While the research did not explicitly target individuals in mourning, the cemetery 

setting implies the possibility of encountering visitors who may be experiencing emotional 

vulnerability. This was taken seriously, and all efforts were made to avoid intruding upon 

private moments or spaces of grief by maintaining a respectful distance and abstaining from 

documenting any personal or ritualistic behaviours that could be deemed sensitive. Participants 

were not approached if they were standing near graves, visiting designated memorial sites such 

as the Almhöjden or areas where candles are placed, or if they were dressed in black attire 

indicative of mourning. 

Anonymity remains a central ethical principle in this research, aiming to protect participants by 

removing identifying information (Swedish Research Council, 2017). This has been achieved 

by assigning pseudonyms and avoiding references that could reveal personal identities. 

However, as the roles and responsibilities in the church administration board of the experts are 

few, there is a high possibility that the participants will be able to be identified. Transparency 

about this limitation was emphasized in the consent process, in line with the Swedish Research 

Council's (2017) recommendation to openly communicate possible ethical conflicts. Since the 

topic is not considered sensitive, it was concluded that, although the risk of identification exists, 

it does not present an elevated likelihood of exposure. 

For the visitors' interviews, informed consent was obtained verbally before the interview began. 

Participants were provided with a clear explanation of the research objectives to ensure they 

fully understood the purpose and scope of their involvement. Since these interviews did not 

collect any personally identifiable information other than their approximate age and gender, no 

further ethical concerns are anticipated about anonymity. Regarding the conducted 

observations, the primary ethical consideration concerned obtaining informed consent within 

public spaces. Observing individuals in their natural environment, without interfering, can raise 

tensions between the need for ethical transparency and the risk of influencing the behaviour 

being studied. Approaching people to inform them of the observation could have altered their 



32 

 

actions, thereby compromising the validity of the data. To address this, no recordings were 

made, and no individuals were identified or approached during the observations. The focus was 

solely on general patterns of recreational use of the space, rather than on the behaviours or 

characteristics of specific individuals. All collected data must be handled in a way that ensures 

no external parties can access or use it for any other purpose or any chance of identifying the 

participants (Research Council, 2017). All collected data have been stored securely on 

encrypted and password-protected devices. Access will be restricted solely to the researcher. 

No data is to be stored on cloud services outside the EU. Upon completion of the thesis and in 

line with institutional policy, all personal data will be deleted in a secure manner to ensure 

participants' privacy and prevent any unauthorized use. 

 
 

3.9 Limitations 

 

Rather than striving for full transparency, researchers should acknowledge the uncertainty and 

partiality of knowledge (Rose, 1997). By reflecting on relationships, contradictions, and gaps 

in interpretation, more situated and nuanced knowledge can emerge. Reflexivity is not about 

achieving complete understanding or control but about maintaining critical self-awareness and 

recognizing the limitations and complexities of research. One limitation is the small number 

of expert interviews, which may not fully capture the diversity of perspectives within 

cemetery governance. However, the participants’ central roles in planning and administration 

offer valuable insights into institutional framings of multifunctional cemetery use.  The 

flexibility that characterises semi-structured interviews, which is often seen as a strength, can 

also mean that certain themes are given disproportionate space depending on the focus of the 

interviewee and the researcher's follow-up questions. This, in turn, can affect comparability 

between interviews and thus affect analytical generalisation. 

 

Another limitation concerns the temporal scope of the data collection. Observations and 

interviews were conducted during a limited time frame, which may not fully capture seasonal 

or temporal variations in cemetery use. For instance, how visitors interact with the landscape 

may differ during winter compared to spring or summer, particularly concerning recreational 

practices or commemorative rituals. As such, the findings reflect a specific time-based 

glimpse and may not account for fluctuations in usage patterns over time. There were, 

moreover, certain limitations related to approaching people during the walking interviews, 

which affected the diversity of the interviewees. Since the interviews were conducted during 

daytime hours, the participant group was predominantly composed of younger people, likely 

students, and older adults, many of whom were probably retired. Consequently, middle-aged 

people were underrepresented, despite some participants belonging to this age group. In 

addition to the age bias, other groups may also be underrepresented in the study. These 

include, for example, people from other ethnic or cultural backgrounds, religious minorities, 

and individuals with disabilities. These groups may have particular relationships with and 

experiences of the cemetery, which may not be fully reflected in the data. It is also possible 

that those who chose to participate in the interviews were largely people who were 

particularly willing to share their experiences. This may lead to a self-selection that limits the 

breadth of perspectives and thus affects the representativeness of the study and diversity of 

views. 
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4 Findings and discussion 

The Woodland Cemetery is more than a site of mourning. It is in motion in footsteps, in glances, 

and in stillness. In this chapter, I follow the traces that everyday activities leave in the green 

landscape. Through observations and conversations with experts and visitors, it becomes 

evident that the Woodland Cemetery is not only a resting place for the dead but also a living 

space for routines, thoughts, and the bodies of the living. Here, loss and relaxation meet 

movement and reflection, often at the same time, sometimes in tension, but also harmony. 

The findings will be analysed and discussed in relation to previous research, with particular 

attention to the concepts of sense of place, deathscapes, and multifunctional urban spaces. These 

theoretical frameworks help explain how the cemetery is shaped and reshaped through use, 

memory, design, and social norms. Two main analytical themes structure this chapter. The first 

theme examines the balancing of memorial and recreational roles, analysing how institutions 

and actors navigate the symbolic weight of the site alongside more informal, embodied 

practices. The second theme explores the recreational use of the Woodland Cemetery, focusing 

on how activities such as walking, exercising, contemplation, and socialising become part of 

everyday life within the cemetery’s boundaries. Through these themes, the chapter aims to show 

how the Woodland Cemetery exists not in fixed categories but in negotiated and evolving layers 

of meaning, shaped by spatial design, policy, and the quiet rhythms of human life. 

 

 

4.1 Respect, boundaries, and green spaces: Balancing 

memorial and recreational roles at the woodland 

cemetery  

 
As cemeteries display functions of multiple use and a space moving way beyond a site only for 

grieving and mourning, the woodland cemetery displays that it is a part of the urban green 

infrastructure. This section examines how the planning and governance of the Woodland 

Cemetery address the tension and balance between these overlapping roles. To answer the third 

research question, “How are the woodland cemetery’s roles as a green space and a memorial 

site balanced in planning and management?”, it was important to get an understanding of how 

people in charge of the management view the usage of the woodland cemetery through 

interviews and document analysis. 

 

4.1.1 From sacred to shared: policy vision of cemetery use 

 

A recurring theme in the interviews was that all three experts agreed that the Woodland 

Cemetery forms part of the urban green infrastructure. When asked to reflect on the role of 

cemeteries within the city's green infrastructure, expert 1 stated that cemeteries are naturally 

part of it, presenting this view as a self-evident fact rather than offering a more nuanced or 

critical perspective.  
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Expert 2, however, offered a more nuanced response, noting that official budget documents 

categorize the Woodland Cemetery as part of the city’s park grounds and define it as a 

recreational area. According to this expert, activities such as walking, running, and cycling are 

acceptable forms of use, even though certain forms of recreation, like sledding, have posed 

practical challenges in terms of management and regulation. Expert 3 similarly acknowledged 

cemeteries as part of the green infrastructure but emphasized a more limited interpretation. 

While affirming the ecological and aesthetic contributions of cemeteries, such as their natural 

beauty and tree cover, this expert stressed that they should not be regarded as typical 

recreational spaces. Rather, she described them as meditative environments, suited for quiet 

walking and reflection rather than active outdoor recreation. The document analysis reveals that 

the municipal master plan (2018) does not explicitly identify the Woodland Cemetery as part 

of the city’s green infrastructure or as a designated green space. Instead, the site is primarily 

framed as a heritage asset of significant historical value, with emphasis placed on its protection 

and preservation due to its classification as an area of special historical interest. 

 

While the municipal master plan makes no explicit reference to the Woodland Cemetery as part 

of Stockholm’s green infrastructure, this perspective is much more prominent in the documents 

and statements produced by those directly responsible for the cemetery’s management in 

Stockholm. Planning and management documents emphasize the Woodland Cemetery 

primarily as a cultural heritage site, highlighting its status as a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

and its unique combination of natural, architectural, and symbolic elements. In a protocol from 

a seminar that was held by the church administration board (2004), they discussed the woodland 

cemetery as an example of a planned cultural landscape that includes nature, vegetation, and 

architecture that has four specific qualities: 

 

- The forest cemetery reflects the development of the times 

- The design of the forest cemetery addresses existential questions 

- The forest cemetery is used for its original purpose 

- The forest cemetery is a natural resource 

 

Given its status as a World Heritage Site, the cemetery is subject to fixed quality standards. The 

management outlines a set of guiding principles to preserve its historical and cultural value, 

respect for the original design, caution in all alterations, thorough documentation, and 

consultation with the City Museum or the church administration board when needed. These 

principles are complemented by a strong emphasis on referring to historical drawings in cases 

of change or restoration. This clear and binding framework illustrates the prioritization of 

cultural stewardship in the cemetery’s governance, even as it simultaneously supports certain 

recreational uses.  

 

This result reveals a tension between conservation priorities found in formal planning 

documents and the more open attitudes toward recreation expressed in expert interviews. While 

some recreational uses are accepted or even encouraged, the site's status as a UNESCO World 

Heritage site imposes strict constraints on physical changes. Drawing on Kong (1999) and 

Hartig & Dunn (1998), we see that public spaces marked as sacred or historically significant 

can sometimes be made flexible to meet ongoing needs. However, in this case, design 

alterations are highly restricted. This raises the question of whether the actual everyday uses 

can continue to develop if the spatial form must remain unchanged. In the long term, this tension 

could lead to friction between institutional goals and user practices. At the same time, as 

Maddrell & Sidaway (2012) suggest, norms are not fixed; visitors themselves negotiate 
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meanings through daily engagement. Thus, adaptation may occur not through redesign but 

through evolving expectations and social codes of conduct. 

 

The woodland cemetery, as a cultural world heritage site, is an example of a cemetery with 

multiple uses, as people visiting can also visit to appreciate the cultural heritage embedded in 

the cemetery environment and to learn more about its history (Nordh and Evensen, 2018, p. 

80). The cemetery has a visitor centre (see figure 4) that offers information given by staff about 

the woodland cemetery, guided tours where people can go to learn more and relax (Stockholm 

city, 2025b). Expert 2 mentioned that the way the woodland cemetery is designed is that it 

utilises the possibility for recreation. Besides being a cemetery, she also emphasises it is a 

World Heritage Site. This means that a lot of tourists visit, but that doesn’t usually interfere 

with its primary function. By having the cemetery be a place for tourism, it also allowed for 

people to visit the space with different intentions, and how a cemetery is to be used could vary 

and which may lead to conflict arising. While some visit for spiritual or cultural experiences, 

others make use of the space in more informal ways, for example, children have been observed 

sledding down the slopes of the cemetery during winter, reflecting its role as a place for 

recreational use. As Gospodini (2004) notes, cultural heritage sites in European cities have 

increasingly been leveraged for tourism and urban branding, often encouraging diverse forms 

of engagement beyond their original purpose. This shift enables wider public access, but also 

introduces new tensions between solemnity and informality, especially when heritage sites 

serve as both sacred and recreational landscapes. 
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Figure 4. Picture of the visitor centre in the woodland cemetery (Source, Author 2025) 

 

4.1.2 Designing for Multiplicity: Balancing grieving and recreational use 

When each expert was asked about the cemetery’s role in the need for green spaces in the urban 

context, they all had different ideas as to how a cemetery should be used. Expert 1 described 

their roles as more functional and recreational. He emphasized this shift by pointing to 

international trends, especially in Southern Europe, where cemeteries are increasingly visited 

for their environmental qualities. He stated that: 
 

“Especially in Southern Europe, you can see that in larger cities, cemeteries are mainly visited to find some 

coolness… Cemeteries have trees that provide shade, which is often lacking in the urban environment in 

some cities.” 

 

This observation suggests that cemeteries are becoming valued not only for their symbolic and 

memorial significance but also for their ecological and recreational functions. As climate 

change and urban densification place greater pressure on accessible green spaces, cemeteries 
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may play a growing role as places of respite within the city, offering shade, greenery, and quiet. 

This multifaceted use aligns with the notion of Urban Green Infrastructure (UGI), which 

highlights the importance of strategically planned green spaces that provide ecosystem services 

while supporting social and spatial functions in urban settings (Anguluri & Narayanan, 2017). 

In this sense, cemeteries can also be seen as a form of green space (Ko & Lee, 2025), 

particularly in contexts where their high quality, accessibility, and emotional resonance enhance 

their everyday relevance and usage. 

  
 

Expert 2 sees the seeking of cemeteries for recreational use as something natural, as these spaces 

are large, quiet, and offer a place to escape for a while. But she does state that it gets hard to 

authorise, 
 

“There is a distinction to be made. It’s not generally acceptable for just anyone to be there without a specific 

reason. But let’s say you have your grandmother buried there, then I think it’s completely fine if you bring 

a picnic basket, sit by her gravestone, and have a small picnic, talk to her, or just be there to reflect. Or 

whoever it may be. And I think that’s okay. We are seeing more and more of this happening, and I have no 

issue with it at all. On the other hand, if someone were to stop by for a drink before a concert at Globen and 

sit there drinking strong beer, that’s not appropriate. No, a bit of respect for the place is needed. But 

otherwise, I don’t have a problem with it. “ 

 

This statement highlights an interesting reflection on how, who, and what is deemed respectful 

or not. This arguably shows that the recreation that is occurring in the woodland cemetery is 

not all accepted; rather than being unconditional, there is a line that can be crossed. This relation 

shows that acceptance of recreation is possibly dependent on the relationship a visitor has to 

the cemetery and what the intended visit is. This distinction reflects what Maddrell and Sidaway 

(2012) call normative expectations in death landscapes, that is, that certain social codes govern 

what is appropriate behaviour in the place. It is not just a question of rules, but of moral 

boundaries where emotions, relationships, and context play a major role. You are allowed to 

have a picnic if it’s by the grave of your loved ones, but is the line drawn with having a picnic 

in the greener part of the cemetery as only for recreation? The statement also shows an increased 

variation in use, with more people using cemeteries in ways that were previously less common, 

which can be seen as an adaptation in line with what Kong (1999) describes as how sacred 

places can have more flexible use frameworks when they are allowed to accommodate everyday 

needs.  

 

Expert 3 views the role of the cemetery similarly as a place for peace and reflection where you 

can come to think and reflect on the people that has passed. She, however, has a different view 

on recreation and the overall role of the cemetery in the urban context. She offers the following 

insight:  
 

“I don’t see it as a jogging track; it’s more of a place to walk through slowly and sit down to think, maybe 

look at flowers if there’s a memorial grove with flowers, for example. It’s not like walking in Hagaparken, 

it’s completely different from walking in the woodland cemetery. It serves a different purpose, but yes, 

green grass, trees, all of that is important in a big city. Just look at New York City with Central Park, which 

is very important for the city, but it doesn’t have a cemetery inside it. That’s the difference. I just want to 

emphasize that. We live in a somewhat non-denominational world, where there’s not always room to talk 

about death and life, and I think a cemetery, or a memorial grove can be that place.” 
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Rather than viewing the cemetery as a recreational area, she emphasized the importance of 

preserving spaces in the city that are specifically dedicated to mourning and reflection. In 

her view, cemeteries fulfil a unique role by offering a calm and respectful environment where 

individuals can engage with themes of death and loss, topics often marginalized or avoided 

in everyday public life. She argued that in an increasingly non-denominational society, 

spaces that allow for contemplation on life and death are essential and rare. This perspective 

highlights a broader societal need, while green spaces are often designed for leisure and 

activity, cemeteries serve a different purpose, one rooted in remembrance and quiet. 

Therefore, efforts to preserve the reflective character of cemeteries are not merely about 

maintaining tradition but about safeguarding the opportunity for existential reflection in the 

urban landscape. 
 

Taken together, Expert 1 views cemeteries primarily as functional green spaces, Expert 2 adopts 

a conditional approach dependent on personal connection and context, while Expert 3 advocates 

for maintaining cemeteries as reflective sanctuaries. These varying responses reveal an 

underlying tension in how cemeteries are perceived as either multifunctional urban spaces or 

primarily as sites of mourning and reflection by people working with cemeteries. The 

perspective offered by this expert diverges from the view that cemeteries should support a wide 

range of recreational uses. While she, like Expert 2, acknowledges that certain forms of 

recreation may be acceptable, her account situates these uses within a framework of negotiated 

appropriateness, where boundaries are shaped by normative understandings of respect. This 

highlights a clear distinction between how visitors and institutional actors define what 

constitutes appropriate use. Her position also reinforces findings by Nordh et al. (2023), who 

argue that recreational activities in cemeteries are not uniformly accepted but must be aligned 

with the space’s symbolic character, further building on both expert 1 and 2's thoughts. 

Specifically, acceptable uses tend to be those perceived as respectful and subdued. Moreover, 

her reflections resonate with Nordh et al. (2017), who emphasize cemeteries’ value as 

restorative environments. From this perspective, cemeteries are not simply passive green spaces 

but emotionally and culturally charged landscapes, where the design and atmosphere actively 

support introspection, stillness, and psychological recovery. 

 

This emphasises reflection, meditation, and slow walking as acceptable forms of engagement 

with the cemetery reveals a more traditional and preservation-oriented view of its purpose. 

Rather than viewing the site as a multifunctional green space, her account aligns with a 

deathscape perspective (Maddrell & Sidaway, 2012), in which cemeteries are primarily sacred 

spaces for existential reflection and mourning. Her interpretation repeats the traditional framing 

described by Francis et al. (2005) and Rugg (2000), where cemeteries are separated from 

everyday recreational use. Although she acknowledges the site's natural and aesthetic qualities, 

she does not classify it as part of the city’s green infrastructure in a recreational sense. This 

aligns with Davidson and Milligan’s (2004) view that emotional relations and interactions are 

integral to how we make sense of and relate to place. In this case, the cemetery is not only a 

physical environment, but an emotionally charged space where memory, grief, and social codes 

intersect to determine its use. As Drozdzewski et al. (2016) suggest, emotional geographies of 

memory can ‘haunt’ everyday urban spaces, shaping how they are experienced and negotiated. 

Thus, the tension between what is seen as respectful or inappropriate recreation at the woodland 

cemetery can be understood as a manifestation of the entangled roles of memory, place, and 

emotion in public space. 

 

This perspective is further supported by findings from Nordh et al. (2017), who identified 

cemeteries as unique restorative environments. Cemeteries foster fascination, offer a sense of 
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being away, provide spatial extent, and enable compatible activities like walking and 

contemplation. These restorative qualities, combined with unwritten social norms of respect, 

shape how visitors behave. The expert’s emphasis on quiet, solitary uses aligns closely with 

these principles. However, both expert 1 and 2 views also introduce a tension when contrasted 

with both broader planning literature and the perspectives of visitors in this study, many of 

whom use the site socially and recreationally. This raises questions of spatial justice: who is the 

space for, and under what conditions is recreational use deemed legitimate? If cemeteries are 

framed as heritage landscapes with limited flexibility for adaptation, there is a risk of excluding 

groups whose primary need is access to accessible, quiet green spaces in a dense urban context. 

This highlights a critical planning dilemma: how to navigate the competing demands of 

preservation and evolving public use without undermining the cemetery’s symbolic 

significance. 
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Figure 5. The blending of nature and memory: woodland graves framed by early summer light (Source: 

Author, 2025) 

 

4.1.3 Everyday Conflicts in a Sacred Landscape 

 

Using cemeteries as a place with multiple functions can lead to conflicts about what is 

considered acceptable or not (McClymont, 2016). One of the most widely discussed conflicts 

at the Woodland Cemetery arises every winter when snow falls. In recent years, the snowfall 

has led families from nearby neighbourhoods to gather at Almhöjden within the woodland 

cemetery, using the slope as a sledding hill. This practice has received considerable attention in 

the media. During the interviews, the experts were asked about their views on this use of the 

site, and their responses were somewhat divided. One expert suggested that there are designated 
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playgrounds in the surrounding area and that it should be a matter of common sense not to use 

a cemetery for sledding. Expert 3 explained: 

"I believe it’s a matter of basic common sense to respect the kind of place you're in. You wouldn’t go into 

a church and start fooling around, you go in, sit down, and reflect. It’s the same with a cemetery.” 

 

In contrast, Expert 1 offered a different perspective. He argued that the cemetery has the right 

to be a more lively and dynamic space, referencing an initiative in Denmark where the idea of 

incorporating a playground within a cemetery was introduced, an idea that has also been 

discussed in Sweden. He described the sledding activity as follows: 
 

“No… I don’t see the problem. It causes very little conflict with our activities. And 95% of the sledding 

happens on weekends when we don’t have any operations there. The issue has become more of a Facebook 

controversy than a real problem. People get very angry at each other about this online, much more than in 

reality.” 

 

Expert 2 expressed yet another perspective, describing the sledding issue as one of the most 

challenging aspects of managing the cemetery's multifunctional role. While acknowledging the 

limited operational activity on weekends, when most sledding takes place, she emphasised the 

emotional impact it can have on mourners and pointed to complaints received in the past: 
 

"I think it's one of the most problematic issues, because I feel like… I wouldn't have taken my child's sled 

and gone there. I don’t have children, but if I did, I wouldn't have gone. But I feel quite strongly about it 

because every year there’s a discussion about this, often in Mitt i newspapers. Sometimes complaints are 

made to the administration, and of course, I side with the mourners. I remember receiving a complaint from 

a woman whose father had died of COVID, and she was upset when she came here, and there was noise. 

So, I can feel like… of course, we stand with the mourners in that they should be respected in this space. At 

the same time, if we were to seriously address the issue, we would have to hire security guards because staff 

don’t work on Saturdays and Sundays, which is when the sledders are usually here. And chasing families 

with children using security guards is not something we want." 

 

This comment reflects how emotions are deeply entangled in spatial practices. As Davidson 

and Milligan (2004) argue, emotions are not merely responses to places but actively shape our 

experiences and relationships with them. The grieving visitor’s reaction to children sledding is 

not just a matter of noise, but of how sacredness and loss are emotionally inscribed in the place. 

 

Despite the evolving and multifaceted use of cemetery spaces, the experts interviewed did not 

identify significant or frequent conflicts between different forms of usage other than sledging. 

All three experts noted that complaints regarding inappropriate or disruptive behaviour within 

the Woodland Cemetery are rare. This was attributed to a general sense of mutual respect among 

visitors, who appear to internalise and adhere to implicit social norms governing acceptable 

conduct in such spaces. Expert 1 observed that recreational users tend to gravitate toward older 

sections of the cemetery, where no recent burials have taken place, thereby minimizing the risk 

of offending mourners or disturbing ceremonial areas. 

 

Building on this, expert 2 reflected on the management’s experience with implementing new 

regulations, specifically addressing the temporary public criticism that emerged when the long-

standing ban on dogs was reduced. She captured the rationale behind this decision by noting: 

 

“Sometime right after we relaxed the dog ban, there could have been someone who wrote, ‘Is this really 

dignified?’ But at the same time, it’s like this: if we take Stockholm, which is one of the most single-dense 
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and childless cities you can find... many people have their best friend (the dog), and often it takes quite a 

long time too. Let’s say you’re going to visit your husband, and you have a dog, you’re out walking for three 

hours, and you haven’t been able to bring Tusse. So, we actually think that... they come first, we do what 

we want.” 

 

This statement highlights the negotiation of norms within cemetery spaces, and it also illustrates 

how institutional actors balance respect for tradition with responsiveness to contemporary 

societal needs. She also mentioned that people accept the different uses and that there are no 

complaints received because people are out jogging. She explains that this is because of the 

design of the Woodland Cemetery,  

 
“And when it comes to the graves themselves, you have to go much further down into the sections to reach 
them. I mean, it’s such a large burial site that a bus even runs through it. So, when you actually get down to 
the grave sections, there is still a sense of privacy.” 

 

 

 

Expert 3 emphasises the fact that the cemetery is a public space and a memorial place that needs 

to be respected. She also emphasized the need to uphold a sense of dignity and respect within 

these spaces. Her reflections demonstrate that although some flexibility in use is possible, there 

are clear boundaries to what is considered appropriate. She articulated this tension by describing 

a scenario she viewed as crossing those boundaries: 

 

“Well, if a family comes and sits right in the middle of the hill at the woodland cemetery and starts eating 
and having fun, maybe lighting a small fire, that’s not appropriate. Of course, they’re allowed to do that, but 
it’s not suitable. The conflict is that if people don’t behave appropriately, they need to be told. People should 
respect the cemetery. It’s a sacred place. It’s not a playground. If there are families who let their kids run 
around and play all the time, then the collective awareness about the place gets erased, and that’s dangerous. 
You can’t allow that to happen.” 

 

These quote reveals the complexity of managing contested uses of space. While the sledding 

activity may seem trivial to some, it touches on deeper questions about how sacredness, public 

accessibility, and social responsibility are negotiated in multifunctional spaces. The reluctance 

to use punitive measures such as security guards suggests an institutional awareness of the 

delicate balance between enforcing respect and preserving the cemetery’s openness. It also 

underscores what McClymont (2016) describes as the tension inherent in multifunctional 

landscapes where the same qualities that make them inclusive and dynamic can also make them 

sites of normative conflict. These normative negotiations are often accompanied by affective 

responses that reveal how memories and emotions are embedded in the landscape. As Degen 

and Rose (2012) highlight, memory and emotion are not external to place but central to how it 

is experienced. Thus, a cemetery is not just a physical environment, but an emotionally textured 

space where collective and individual memories materialise. 

 

These statement additionally reflects what Maddrell and Sidaway (2012) identify as negotiated 

social norms within deathscapes, charged with symbolic meaning where boundaries and 

behavioural expectations are expected. These stances also resonate with Francis et al. (2003) 

and Rugg (2000), who describe cemeteries as spaces requiring respect due to their role in 

mediating the relationship between life and death. Together, the diverging views of the three 

experts illustrate the broader debate about whether cemeteries should evolve into more openly 

used public green spaces or retain stricter boundaries around what constitutes appropriate 

behaviour. These tensions reflect not only different professional attitudes but also a broader 
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societal negotiation of what cemeteries are and what they might become in an urbanising and 

non-denominationalising context. This ambivalence can also be understood through Doss’s 

(2002) concept of public mourning, where places become emotionally and symbolically 

charged through memorial practices. The concern with preserving the cemetery's dignity 

reflects a desire to safeguard the emotional geographies tied to grief and remembrance. 

 

4.1.4 Tensions and Responsibilities: Managing a Multifunctional Site  
 

 
When the topic of conflict emerged in the interviews, the conversation also turned towards how 

conditions regarding recreational use are currently being handled. The issue of sledging at the 

Woodland Cemetery is a clear example of a recurring conflict, which raises the broader question 

of how similar situations might be addressed in the future. Before conducting any of the 

interviews, I followed a protocol from a meeting with the Stockholm Cemetery administration 

(2023), where the topic of sledging in the woodland cemetery was discussed; they expressed 

strong criticism of the activity. They stressed that the city’s cemeteries are meant to be “safe 

and tranquil places” intended for reflection and remembrance, and that the entire design of these 

spaces aims to enable exactly that. They argued that sledging on cemetery grounds is “deeply 

disrespectful both to those laid to rest and to those visiting to remember them.” In response, the 

administration stated that signs discouraging sledging would be put up when necessary, during 

the winter season (see figure 6). During the interviews, I brought up this meeting and asked the 

experts for their thoughts on how they address situations like this. 
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Figure 6. A sign stating that sledging should take place at other places. (Source: Author, 2025) 

Expert 1 explained that the primary measure currently taken to address sledging at the 

Woodland Cemetery is the annual installation of informational signs discouraging the activity. 

While other strategies have been considered, such as spreading sand on the hill to make sledging 

more difficult, these were ultimately dismissed as inappropriate. She emphasized that the key 

challenge lies in fostering public understanding of the cemetery’s symbolic character and 

encouraging behaviour that reflects the space’s ceremonial purpose. 

 

Expert 2 expanded on this by pointing to the specific significance of Almhöjden, which 

functions as a cremation site where the ashes of loved ones are scattered. She noted that many 

visitors come to this part of the cemetery specifically to mourn and therefore argued that using 

the site for sledging is especially inappropriate given its memorial function. 

 

“I personally think it’s a bit tasteless to sledge there, you know, the idea of people rolling around. I mean, 
when you are cremated, and you just spread the ashes. Yeah, you pour them out up there. So, there are 
thousands of ashes lying up there. “ 
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This is particularly interesting, as Almhöjden (see figure 7) was identified by most participants 

in the visitor interviews as their favourite area within the Woodland Cemetery, primarily due 

to its aesthetic qualities. This highlights the tensions inherent in multifunctional spaces, where 

recreational uses may clash with ceremonial and symbolic functions (McClymont, 2016). While 

the site’s aesthetic qualities invite leisure, its emotional and cultural significance limits the 

acceptability of certain behaviours. 
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Figure 7. The view from Almhöjden on a sunny day (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

Furthermore, all three experts referred to the allowance of dogs in cemeteries as an example of 

how cemetery use has been gradually adapted to accommodate more recreational forms of 

engagement. In 2013, the cemetery administration decided to lift the previous ban on dogs, 

allowing them on cemetery grounds to remain leashed and not walk for exercise. To ensure 

compliance, signs have been installed across the site to communicate these guidelines to 

visitors. Expert 3 emphasized that the preferred approach is not to enforce prohibitions but to 

foster an understanding of appropriate behaviour through commonsense and moral 

responsibility. According to her, the administration can issue recommendations and install 

signage to guide visitors, but absolute bans are neither enforceable nor desirable. She pointed 

out that cemeteries are/should be governed by the same public order laws as other public spaces, 

such as Drottninggatan, Stockholm’s main pedestrian street. As such, inappropriate or 

disruptive behaviour may be discouraged, but there are no specific sanctions tied to cemetery 
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spaces. This ambivalence can also be understood through Doss’s (2002) concept of public 

mourning, where places become emotionally and symbolically charged through memorial 

practices. The concern with preserving the cemetery's dignity reflects a desire to safeguard the 

emotional geographies tied to grief and remembrance. 

 

Additionally, the Woodland Cemetery’s designation as a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

imposes specific restrictions, regulations, and management guidelines that must be carefully 

considered in all aspects of its planning and governance. The burial act includes rules about 

proper cemetery culture and the care of burial sites. Cemeteries must be maintained so that their 

historical and cultural value is not reduced or altered. Any changes to cemeteries built before 

1939 require permission from the County Administrative Board. The Woodland Cemetery is 

also designated as a national heritage site and has special protection under the Environmental 

Code. All buildings and landscape features have protective regulations based on heritage 

inventories conducted in 1995 (Stockholm’s church management, 2014). The restrictions 

coming with the site being a UNESCO World Heritage site are then further explained by the 

experts. Expert 1 emphasized how regulated the cemetery is: 

 
“This is constantly reviewed. But since it is a UNESCO World Heritage site, there are strict guidelines. We 
can’t plant just any trees or bushes; there are specific rules about which ones we are allowed to use. 
Everything at the woodland cemetery is quite regulated.” 

 

The site's designation as a UNESCO World Heritage Site adds another regulatory layer that constrains 

its multifunctionality. While multifunctional urban spaces are often praised for their adaptive and 

inclusive qualities (Haase et al., 2014), in this case, the heritage framework imposes strict limits on 

physical alterations and permissible activities, illustrating how multifunctionality must be managed 

within existing institutional and cultural frameworks. This indicates that even small changes in 

landscaping require consideration of the site’s heritage framework. Expert 2 elaborated on 

how design limitations are built into the cemetery’s foundational guidelines. She explained 

that it is not only UNESCO’s strategy that governs management, but also pre-existing 

regulations established before the World Heritage designation: 

 
“There’s a specific measurement for how large the stone can be, how high it can be, how wide it can be, and 
you can’t deviate from that because you need to maintain the sightlines and such. And that’s a big reason 
why we got World Heritage status as well.” 

 

This shows that restrictions are not only symbolic or ceremonial, but they also have direct 

material implications for how the site looks, functions, and can evolve. It also underscores 

how this management logic differs from other cemeteries in the city. Expert 3 shared a similar 

position but also reflected more on the emotional and symbolic importance of adhering to 

these criteria: 

 
“Well, the World Heritage Site has a type of legislation or criteria that must be followed, so we have to 
adhere to that… it will lose its shine if you don’t treat it right, and it is consecrated ground… but I think it 
starts with ordinary conversations, like, please respect this place. It’s about respect. I don’t always believe 
in legislation… but we are grown-ups. We know that you don’t do whatever you want everywhere.” 

 

Her answer brings up an important point: while formal rules exist, much of the everyday 

management of the cemetery still depends on a shared cultural understanding of what is 

appropriate. Taken together, these insights make it clear that any shift toward more 

recreational use must occur within a tightly regulated framework. The experts do not reject 
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recreation outright, but their ability to accommodate new uses is limited by both legal 

obligations and a strong commitment to preserving the symbolic and aesthetic qualities that 

earned the site its UNESCO status in the first place. 

 

 

 

4.2 Between Grief and Footsteps: The Woodland 

Cemetery as a Place in Motion 

 

As cemeteries increasingly accommodate multiple functions, moving beyond their traditional 

role as spaces solely for mourning, the Woodland Cemetery emerges as a site shaped by both 

emotional significance and everyday use. This section explores how visitors navigate the dual 

function of the cemetery as a place for remembrance and as part of the urban green 

infrastructure through their presence, movement, and routines. By analysing how visitors 

experience and use the site, this section addresses the first and second research questions: “How 

do different visitors experience and use the Woodland Cemetery in relation to its dual function 

as a site for mourning and a recreational green space?” and “What notions of respect, 

appropriateness, and boundaries do visitors express to the character of the site?”. To understand 

these questions, the analysis draws on observations of everyday activities and interview 

material that reflect how visitors interpret the space and adjust their behaviour accordingly.  

 

4.2.1 Everyday Movements: Walking, Presence, and Rhythm 

 

To get an understanding and to answer the first research question on how visitors experience 

and use the woodland cemetery about its multiple functions as a site for mourning and a 

recreational green space, it was important to get an understanding of the general everyday 

recreational usage of the woodland cemetery through observations. Cemeteries are originally 

and traditionally a space deliberately designated for people to mourn and a place for burial 

practices. When cemeteries were first designed, they had previously been located at the 

outskirts of the city (Rugg, 2000). However, as McLymont (2016) suggests that cemeteries are 

multifunctional, and the observations in this paper showcase this to be true, as people do visit 

the space for different purposes. McLymont further argues that cemeteries are complex places 

that serve multiple purposes, and Woodthorpe (2011) further suggests that there are three 

contrasting landscapes to be found in a cemetery: a community landscape, an emotional 

landscape, and a commercial landscape.  

The main findings from the observations show that the woodland cemetery is not only used for 

mourners, but that people use the place for recreational purposes as well. The observations 

highlighted in the table below (see table 2) display that walking was the most frequent use of 

the woodland cemetery across all days, with the highest numbers of walkers being observed on 

Saturday and Sunday. The warmest days during the observations were also on Friday, Saturday, 

and Sunday ranging with the weather 8-10 degrees Celsius. The higher frequency of walking 

activities on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday indicates that many visitors use the cemetery for 

peaceful strolls, a behaviour that aligns with the site's role as a place for contemplation, 
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meditation, and reflection (Deering, 2010). The highest number of dog walkers was observed 

on Saturday (20 people observed), followed by Thursday (8 people observed), suggesting that 

weekends attract more visitors who engage in recreational use of the space. These figures reflect 

the cemetery's use as an urban green space for dog owners, further blurring the lines between 

its memorial function and its role as a recreational area (see figure 8). 

 

Figure 8. Picture taken during Saturday's observation on Almhöjden (Source, Author, 2025) 

Running was less frequent but still observed, with the highest number of runners on Saturday 

(17 people observed). Running, though not as common as walking, indicates that some visitors 

see the woodland cemetery as an accessible location for exercise. These patterns, particularly 

in the late mornings and afternoons, show how the cemetery's extensive open spaces and 

tranquil environment provide an ideal setting for physical activity. The table also reveals that 

walking groups were mainly common on Saturday and Sunday, indicating that these days are 

preferred for group walks, which could be related to both social and recreational reasons. 

Visitors seem to use the space not just for solitary reflection but also for community engagement 

and collective outdoor activities. 

 

Fast walking and sitting on benches appeared less frequently, but their presence suggests that 

some visitors engage with the woodland cemetery more actively or passively. For example, the 
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presence of fast walking on Saturday (12 people observed) and the occasional use of benches 

during different times (especially on Saturday and Sunday) indicate that some visitors use the 

space to relax or briefly stop during a more intense walking routine. Walking with strollers was 

consistent across several days, with the highest count observed on Saturday (7 people 

observed). This suggests that families with young children view the woodland cemetery as a 

family-friendly place, supporting both its role as a recreational park and a memorial site that is 

welcoming to visitors of all ages. 

 

Lastly, the presence of bicyclists varied significantly, with the highest numbers observed on 

Wednesday (45 people observed) and Friday (38 people observed). These variations suggest 

that the cemetery's pathways attract cyclists looking for a scenic route, with favourable weather 

conditions likely influencing these activities. This group can also be seen more frequently in 

the evening, suggesting that many people use the space to bicycle through to get home from 

work.  

 

The theory of deathscapes, developed by Maddrell and Sidaway (2010), is central to 

understanding how the use of cemeteries is changing in practice. Deathscapes describe not only 

the physical design of places of death and mourning, but also how these places are socially 

experienced and symbolically charged. Their research shows that deathscapes are not static or 

unambiguous; on the contrary, they are spaces where different social norms, emotions, and 

practices are negotiated and renegotiated. 

 

These activities can be linked to the cemetery’s role as a place for mourners to quietly move 

around and remember their loved ones. In addition to walking, dog walking was another 

prominent activity, with noticeable variation across the days, which challenges and stretches 

normative assumptions. These figures reflect the cemetery's use as an urban green space, further 

blurring the lines between its memorial function and its role as a recreational area. Here, 

Maddrell and Sidaway’s (2010) point that such landscapes are arenas for hegemonic norms and 

resistance becomes particularly relevant in this sense. By using the site for cycling, walking, 

dog-walking, or having picnics, visitors challenge the normative understanding of what a 

cemetery is and ought to be. 

 

The number of cyclists points to the multifunctionality of the woodland cemetery, serving not 

only as a cemetery but also as a recreational area for those looking to cycle in a calm, green 

environment. Cemeteries are a part of the city's green infrastructure, and cemeteries reflect 

multiple identities and tell the city's multifaceted story (McClymont, 2016). The data from the 

observations (shown in Table 2) demonstrates how the woodland cemetery is used in diverse 

ways, blending its functions as a cemetery and recreational space. Visitors engage in a range of 

activities, with patterns varying based on time, weather, and day of the week. The cemetery's 

open spaces support both solitary reflection and group recreation, making it a multifaceted 

urban space that caters to a wide array of visitors. The observations suggest that the function of 

the place is shaped by everyday practices, where, for example, elderly people walk slowly in 

company while families with children move quickly and stop at open grass areas. This 

highlights how place is socially constructed - not a fixed entity but a product of social 

interaction and practice (Massey, 2003). The observations show that the cemetery usage moves 

beyond what is normative, a space for grief, as people have been observed doing activities 

usually made by people in spaces such as parks or a forest.  

 
Table 2: Overview of people’s recreational use in the woodland cemetery during the observation period 
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This can further be seen by how the conversations in the interviews went with the visitors to 

the woodland cemetery. The revealed that the frequency and purpose of visits vary among 

individuals, as people engage with the space in different ways. People who use the space for 

exercise use the space more regularly, often several times a week. Two women described during 

the interviews how they visited the cemetery almost every day, each for reasons distinct yet 

grounded in physical movement. One used the woodland trails as a running track, weaving her 

physical effort into the stillness of the landscape. Another took strolls through the grounds with 

her dog, describing the space as calm and open, something appreciated not only by her but also 

by her pet. Others engaged with the space more sporadically and out of necessity. One man, for 

instance, passed through on his way to work, using the cemetery’s pathways as a quieter 

alternative to the busier streets. Another mentioned walking through when visiting relatives 

who lived nearby.  

 

For these visitors, the cemetery served as a passageway, a part of the commute, or a means of 

connecting one part of the city to another (Skår et al., 2018; Evensen et al., 2017; Liu et al., 

2023). One couple noted that she often crossed through on her way to the grocery store, not 

necessarily pausing, but still moving within and through a space layered with memory and 

silence. These narratives reveal how different temporalities overlap in the same spatial setting. 

While some cultivate attachment through persistent return, others remain briefer, their presence 

a fleeting trace. Yet all participate in shaping what the place becomes. Through running, 

walking, commuting, or shopping, the woodland cemetery expands beyond its institutional role 

as a cemetery, transforming into a plural space, interwoven with the everyday rhythms of urban 

life.  

 

At the same time, Kong’s (1999) theory shows how landscapes should be understood as cultural 

constructions shaped by power, history, and symbolism. In this respect, the woodland cemetery 

is a symbolic landscape where different societal values and norms meet and sometimes clash. 

 
  Activity 

Day 1, 
Thursday 
(12.25-
13.10) 

Day 2, 
Wednesday 
(16.30 - 
17.15) 

Day 3, 
Thursday 
(10.30 - 
11.15) 

Day 4, 
Friday 
(15.06- 
15.50) 

Day 5, 
Saturday 
(11.20 - 
12.05) 

Day 6, 
Sunday 
(15:30 
- 16:15 

Walking 14 23 13 32 48 44 
Dog 
Walking 

8            2 4 7 20 11 

Running 1 8 4 4 17 9 

Walking 
groups 

5 11 3 11 50 33 

Fast 
walking 

2 2 0 2 12 3 

Sitting on 
a bench 

0 1 0 1 9 4 

Walking 
with a 
stroller 

1 1 1 3 7 4 

Bicyclists 3 45 0 38 23 9 
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The fact that the site is a World Heritage Site also affects how it is formally managed and 

promoted. The woodland cemetery, as a cultural world heritage site, is an example of a 

cemetery with multiple uses, as people visiting can also visit to appreciate the cultural heritage 

embedded in the cemetery environment and to learn more about its history (Nordh and Evensen, 

2018, p. 80). The cemetery has a visitor centre that offers information given by staff about the 

woodland cemetery, guided tours where people can go to learn more and relax (Stockholm city, 

2025b). By having the cemetery be a place for tourism, it also allows for policies for people to 

visit the space with different intentions, and how a cemetery is to be used could vary, which 

may lead to conflict arising. While some visit for spiritual or cultural experiences, others make 

use of the space in more informal ways, for example, children have been observed sledding 

down the slopes of the cemetery during winter, reflecting its role as a place for recreational use.  

You can also relate this to Hartig and Dunn (1998), who discuss how the state sometimes adapts 

regulations to enable personal expression in otherwise strictly regulated public spaces. In the 

case of the woodland cemetery, this can be seen in the silent acceptance of recreational use, 

even though it could be considered inappropriate in a deathscape. The state and other managing 

actors in practice choose to allow a broader range of uses, which indicates a shift in how such 

spaces are regulated and understood. Finally, Massey’s (2003) theory of place as socially 

constructed offers a framework for understanding these changes. A place is not fixed as it is 

continuously shaped by practices, relationships, and narratives. The woodland cemetery thus 

becomes an example of a space where everyday actions like walking, cycling, and resting 

reshape the identity of the place. It does not lose its function as a deathscape, but its meaning 

and use are expanded. 

4.2.2 A Place of Many Purposes: Reflections, rituals, emotional landscape, and 
stillness 

 

To answer the first and second research question, how do different visitors experience and use 

the woodland cemetery in relation to its multiple function as a site for mourning and a 

recreational green space, and what notions of respect, appropriateness, and boundaries do 

visitors express about the character of the site we need to deep dive into the results of the 

interviews. Cemeteries are traditionally placed on the outskirts of urban areas, which allowed 

for more expansive plots than overcrowded churchyards (Rugg, 2000). However, as cities have 

expanded, many cemeteries now find themselves embedded within or alongside residential 

neighbourhoods. While cemeteries are primarily associated with mourning, burials, and 

funerary rituals, their spatial qualities extend far beyond these functions. This was clearly 

explained by the majority of the visitors, as almost all of them stated that they live nearby and 

use the space for recreational purposes. This aligns with Nordh & Evenson's (2018) results, 

who argue that the decreasing nature of urbanisation and densification puts more pressure on 

the current existing green spaces, further implying that more people are using cemeteries in 

higher grades.  

 

 

Because the Woodland Cemetery is one of the few green spaces in the area, visitors encounter 

a place that serves both as a recreational green space close to their homes and as a site deeply 

embedded with meanings of mourning and remembrance. This further means that people who 

go to cemeteries for parklike qualities are entering a space that is at its core designated for 

mourning and burial practice. This leads us to one recurring theme in the interviews relates to 
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how visitors experience the cemetery as a place for existential reflection. Visitors to the 

Woodland Cemetery often experience it as a space for deep reflections, where personal and 

existential reflections on death and the impermanence of life emerge. This speaks to the first 

research question concerning how the site is used and experienced in everyday life. These 

reflections often go beyond personal grief and engage with broader existential themes. While 

such reflections may arise in anyone, they are often deepened by one’s ties to the site. For some 

visitors, the experience is closely tied to family members buried at the site, parents, 

grandparents, or partners. Through these deeply personal connections, the cemetery transforms 

from a site of mourning to a living landscape, as it becomes a landscape of memory, identity, 

and continuity.  

 

For one visitor, the cemetery holds deep personal significance, as it is the final resting place of 

her parents, grandparents, and husband. She expressed the site as a place that enables you to 

reflect: 

 

"The Woodland Cemetery feels like a place for both reflection and life. It's as if I can be there to remember 

but also to find peace in my mind." (visitor, woman in her mid-seventies) 

 

This statement demonstrates that the site is a place with characteristics of being used for the 

main purpose, which is to remember the death, but also as a site that enables the visitor to 

reflect. Another visitor who does not have any personal ties to the site reflects in similar ways. 

She described a more introspective experience: 

 

“There is a certain calm that comes from walking through a place that feels like a forest lung. When I walk 

here alone, I often think about my death in the future, especially after writing about this place for a school 

project a year ago. I also think a lot about graves, about people I know who are buried in other cemeteries, 

and about what my own gravestone might look like one day. These thoughts often lead me to reflect on my 

whole family, and on myself, I guess.” (Visitor, woman in her late twenties) 
 

This dialogue between reflection and life, memory and existence, is central to understanding 

the emotional power of the woodland cemetery as a space. The visitor’s experience is one of 

connection, to both the past (through the remembrance of the dead) and to the self (through 

contemplation of her mortality). Through this quote, we can sense that with the woodland 

cemetery´s peaceful environment and historical significance, it can serve as a space where these 

different temporalities can coexist, offering a deeply reflective experience that extends beyond 

the physical act of remembrance. This sense of calm is not only socially constructed but also 

materially embedded in the landscape itself. The landscape thus becomes more than a backdrop 

for mourning; it participates in the production of memory itself, shaping how individuals come 

to understand their personal histories in relation to the spatial present. Drozdzewski et al.’s 

(2016) concept of ‘memory traces’ offers a compelling lens through which to understand the 

temporal depth of experiences at the Woodland Cemetery. Rather than viewing memory as a 

conscious act of recollection, they highlight how it can surface involuntarily through mundane 

encounters with space and atmosphere. In this way, the cemetery acts not only as a site for 

deliberate remembrance but also as a setting where memory is felt somatically and affectively. 

These unanticipated encounters with the past can shift a visitor’s experience from the ordinary 

to the deep, momentarily reorienting their sense of time and self. This can also be further seen 

in two other women’s perspectives. One concludes the following: 

"I think that when I walk here, I’m more present in the moment, and I feel a greater respect for the dead. It 

helps me stay in the now. I put away my phone and just think. It’s easier for me to simply exist in a place 

like that. And yes, it makes you reflect on who you are, the people buried here, and about what it means to 
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be here. There are so many people who once lived and are now buried in this place, and I think a lot about 

that." (visitor, woman in her mid-twenties) 

 

The quote indicates that the visitor experiences the site as an environment that promotes 

presence in the moment and reduces everyday distractions, such as mobile phone use. The 

physical surroundings are perceived as supportive of stillness and concentration, enabling 

reflection on the self, the lives and deaths of others, and the site’s function as a resting place for 

many former lives. The visitor describes how the place contributes to a sense of existential 

contemplation and respect for those buried there. The visitors’ reflections in this study illustrate 

how the cemetery functions as what Maddrell and Sidaway (2012) conceptualize as a 

deathscape, a space where mourning and memory are materially and symbolically present yet 

continuously negotiated through everyday practices. These landscapes, while grounded in 

remembrance, are not static. Instead, they are shaped by emotional experiences and social 

norms that vary among individuals. The recurring theme of existential reflection among visitors 

supports this understanding. For some, personal ties to the deceased deepen the sense of place 

and memory; for others, the reflective atmosphere emerges from the physical and symbolic 

character of the landscape itself.  

 

Additionally, the visitor’s reflections on her eventual death, "the kind of gravestone I would 

want in the future", suggest an intimate and personal engagement with the space. The cemetery 

is not just a place for remembering others but also a place where individuals come to 

contemplate their mortality. This connection is both reflective and anticipatory, as she imagines 

her future within the context of this site. It speaks to a broader human tendency to seek meaning 

in places of death, using them not only as reminders of those who have passed but as sites for 

self-reflection about one's own life and future. These reflections strongly align with the concept 

of sense of place (Cresswell, 2004; Foote & Azaryahu, 2009), which emphasizes how places 

acquire meaning through emotional, symbolic, and experiential connections. In this case, the 

Woodland Cemetery becomes more than a physical landscape, it becomes a meaningful place 

shaped by personal memories, identity, and existential thought. The visitor’s imaginative 

projection into the future and emotional presence in the moment reflect how individual and 

collective memory, cultural meaning, and bodily experience intertwine to create a deep 

attachment to place. This reinforces that cemeteries are not only spaces of mourning but also 

emotionally resonant environments where people negotiate the meaning of life, death, and 

belonging. 

 

These experiences also align closely with the findings of Evenson and Nordh (2018), who 

describe cemeteries as restorative environments through the lens of Attention Restoration 

Theory (ART). The element of being away, a feeling of escaping the noise and stress of urban 

life, is echoed in visitor reflections describing the Woodland Cemetery as a peaceful retreat. 

For example, one visitor expressed how walking in the cemetery helps her “stay in the now” 

and “put away my phone,” highlighting the cemetery’s role as a mental relief from everyday 

distractions. Some visitors described how they use the cemetery for personal moments of calm 

and mindfulness. They explained that certain benches located around the area have become 

familiar resting spots where they regularly sit for meditation. These visits are not tied to graves 

or memorials but rather to the overall atmosphere of the cemetery, which they find suitable for 

relaxation and mental clarity. The cemetery is not only a resting place for the dead, but also a 

living space where everyday rituals take shape. Visitors’ descriptions reveal how repeated visits 

form part of their weekly or even daily rhythms. 

 

Many of the visitors further expressed that the character of the space changed the way that they 

behave, as it forms an expectation on how one should move and use the space. They describe 
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that the character of the woodland cemetery enables them to act in a way that shows respect to 

the people who are either mourning or buried in the cemetery. The Woodland Cemetery fosters 

a reflective atmosphere that encourages introspection even among visitors with no personal ties 

to the deceased. Two men in their twenties, when asked how the character affects their 

movements or how they act, explained the following: 

Person 1: “Maybe that it brings more reflection when you're walking, you think more about life 

and death. A little, yes. Maybe I’d normally be louder in other places, but here I’m more cautious.” 

 

And: 

Person 2: “I guess so, you're more pensive here… like, you become more thoughtful…Cemeteries, 

there's a certain peace. People who come here, it's partly to visit graves rather than to go for a 

walk. Then there's that mix, of visitors and purposes. It definitely affects you, seeing how others 

relate to the place. It kind of rubs off on you. “ 

 

These quotes illustrate how the space itself evokes a shift in behaviour, supporting Chen’s 

(2020) claim that sense of place is shaped both by internal emotions and by perceived social 

norms. The cemetery becomes a space of “appropriate conduct,” guided by unspoken ethical 

codes tied to its symbolic significance. Thus, even those not mourning directly are drawn into 

a mode of respectful reflection, shaped by both spatial aesthetics and cultural expectations. 

Many of the people being interviewed mentioned that the character of the site affects them by 

making them more aware of how they act and how loud they are in the space.  Doss (2002) 

similarly illustrates how public memorials become emotionally charged sites through personal 

and collective acts of remembrance. While The woodland Cemetery lacks the informal shrines 

Doss describes, its formal design and symbolic architecture nonetheless offer a shared space 

for emotional expression and memory, contributing to a broader sense of belonging and 

communal identity. 

 

4.2.3 The Role of Landscape and Design in Attracting Visitors 

 

The conversations emphasized the design and the way the woodland cemetery is built is the 

main reason for people visiting and using the site regularly. One of the questions asked in the 

interviews was regarding what this site offers that other green spaces may not. It was a question 

asked to gather information and intel regarding why this space is compelling or attractive. To 

get an understanding of what brings them here. Other than their close approximation to the site, 

one recurring word that was used to describe the woodland cemetery and the feeling that it 

triggers was the word calm. Every visitor who was interviewed used the word calm, and this 

was described concerning how the woodland is designed. Nordh et al. (2017) describe in their 

text that many of the visitors they interviewed for their study described the cemetery as a space 

away from the louds and noises of the city. This can be directly linked to what two participants 

mentioned in their interviews. One of the participants stated that:  

“But I'm very calm when I'm here, I'm harmonious. I think it's very nice to get away from cars, lots of 

people, and asphalt. It's a very safe environment.”(visitor, woman in her mid-twenties) 

 

 

While UGI often refers to parks, green corridors, and wetlands, cemeteries could, in a sense, be 

an overlooked yet significant component of this infrastructure (Anguluri & Narayanan, 2017). 

With their large areas of mature vegetation, biodiversity, and public accessibility, cemeteries 
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can offer many of the same benefits as traditional green spaces, especially in dense urban 

environments where available land for new parks is limited. Moreover, they carry cultural and 

emotional meanings that contribute to their multifunctionality and importance in the everyday 

life of cities (Evensen et al., 2017). These green elements are not only environmental assets but 

also serve vital social and spatial functions in the urban landscape. The physical design of the 

woodland cemetery plays a key role in how it is used. The open structure, wide pathways, 

vegetation, and landscape architecture make the site suitable for both recreation and 

contemplation (see figure 8).  

 

 
Figure 8. Picture of one of the paths in the woodland cemetery (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

A recurring theme among visitors was the importance of the cemetery's design, aesthetics, and 

atmosphere. Many described the site as exceptionally beautiful and calm, which made it 

appealing for recreational visits. Rather than viewing it solely as a burial ground, several 

participants emphasized that the space felt more like a park, a place where one could breathe, 

find peace, and disconnect from the bustle of everyday life. One woman noted that “it doesn’t 

feel like a cemetery,” but rather like a space “where you can really breathe and be at peace.” 
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For others, the design of the landscape also contributed to feelings of safety and comfort. A 

woman in her 40s explained that, compared to forest trails near her home that felt unsafe to 

walk alone, the open structure and frequent presence of others in the cemetery made it feel more 

secure. She appreciated being able to walk in silence, away from traffic noise, and highlighted 

the difference between walking “next to the cars on Nynäsvägen” and the serenity of the 

cemetery paths. Younger visitors mentioned the accessibility of the site, noting how its 

proximity to their homes made it a more convenient destination than other green spaces like 

Djurgården. Others praised the well-maintained greenery, the sense of order, and the integration 

of nature with architectural features. One man described the grounds as “majestic” and said, 

“every meter is well maintained,” while another emphasized how the design blends life and 

death through a natural, non-traditional layout. The site's combination of spaciousness, visual 

harmony, and design was further underlined by another visitor who admired the iconic Seven 

Wells path (see figure 9) and the architecture of Gunnar Asplund: 

 

“It’s not surprising that it’s so beautiful, there’s architecture everywhere. When you walk the Seven Wells 

Path, it’s just stunning, no matter which direction you come from.” (visitor, woman in her mid-fifties) 

 

 
Figure 9. sju brunnars stig (Source: Author, 2025) 

 



59 

 

Across all interviews, the word calm emerged as a consistent descriptor of the place. This 

calmness was not only linked to the physical silence of the site but also to its careful design and 

atmosphere, which provided visitors with a sense of restoration, reflection, and ease. 

 

This distinction highlights the cemetery's multifaceted role (McClymont, 2016), not only as a 

site of mourning and memory but also as a sanctuary for contemplation, fear, and emotional 

reprieve. This aligns with the perception that people’s feelings for the cemetery as a place are 

thought-provoking (Deering, 2010). The cemetery experience is characterized by an emotional 

duality, where feelings of solemnity and mourning are interwoven with sensations of unease 

and imaginative reflection on death. One of the visitors describes approaching the cemetery 

with mixed feelings: on one hand, it is a place for reflection and mourning, where thoughts of 

death inevitably surface. He admits to feeling a certain sense of discomfort, especially in 

moments when he is reminded that it is, in fact, a burial ground. This feeling of unease can be 

seen as a natural part of the sorrowful and solemn dimension of the site. Cemeteries are 

associated with death, and as a visitor, one cannot help but pause and reflect on the presence of 

the deceased in the ground. He describes his feelings as follows:  

 

“When I’m here, I often walk around with the thought, okay, this is a cemetery, and sometimes that makes 
me feel a bit uncomfortable because you can’t help but think, there are a lot of dead people buried here. And 
sometimes I start thinking, what if there are spirits still lingering here, and then maybe when I’m out walking, 
I start walking a bit faster. Or, for example, if a branch breaks or something, I think, okay, maybe it’s a ghost 
chasing me. Sometimes I get a little scared” (visitor, man in his early twenties)  

 

What is interesting here is how this discomfort is met with a more playful and imaginative 

aspect in the visitor’s reflections, the idea that souls might still linger in the space, and how he 

sometimes feels frightened. When branches snap or something unexpected happens, he 

imagines it could be a spirit "chasing" him. This opens up another dimension of the cemetery 

as a place not only of mourning but also of recreation and even excitement. The cemetery 

becomes not just a site of sorrow but also one where the individual has multiple encounters with 

their fears, fantasies, and feelings of unease. This mix of grief and fear highlights the cemetery’s 

multi-character as both a space of memory and one where we, as living beings, reflect on our 

mortality. It is not only about remembering the dead but also about processing our feelings of 

fear and uncertainty about death. Just as a place of memory and mourning can be a source of 

comfort and reflection, it can also become a space where our inner fears and thoughts about the 

mystery of life and death come to the surface. This describes it as a space where both reflection 

and life coexist, emphasizing the multiple functions of the site: a space for remembering the 

dead and a place for personal peace and reflection. The recurring theme of calmness and the 

distinct design of the Woodland Cemetery emerge as central factors shaping visitors’ 

experiences and their sense of place emphasis on the physical environment aligns closely with 

Stedman’s (2003) argument that the tangible characteristics of a location significantly 

contribute to how people form attachments and meanings related to that place. Yet, the physical 

environment alone does not fully explain the complex meanings visitors ascribe to the cemetery. 

As Davidson and Milligan (2004) highlight, emotions are integral to how we experience place, 

weaving through our interactions and shaping our geographies. The interviews reflect this 

emotional dimension distinctly. Visitors do not simply appreciate the cemetery for its aesthetics 

or calmness; they also engage with it emotionally through feelings of safety, peace, or even 

unease and playfulness. These emotional responses reveal how the cemetery functions as a site 

where memory, imagination, and personal reflection intertwine. Moreover, the notion of 

memory as a dynamic and embodied process is evident in how the cemetery evokes not only 

solemnity and mourning but also collective and individual memories that resonate with visitors. 
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Drozdzewski et al. (2016) describe memory traces as sudden, often unexpected, emotional 

intrusions into the present, and such moments seem to characterize visitors’ encounters with 

the cemetery. The mixture of comfort and discomfort, peace and fear, points to the cemetery as 

a space where memories of death and life coexist, reflecting Degen and Rose’s (2012) assertion 

that our experiences are always colored by what we carry with us. Doss’s (2002) exploration of 

grief and collective memory embedded in public spaces further deepens this understanding.  

 

In summary, the design and physical qualities of the Woodland Cemetery provide the 

foundational environment that facilitates its multifunctionality. However, it is through the 

layering of emotions, memories, and social interactions that the cemetery transcends its 

traditional role. It becomes a complex and dynamic place where the boundaries between 

mourning, recreation, fear, reflection, and social connection blur, highlighting the deeply 

intertwined relationship between place, memory, and emotion in shaping human experience. 

 

 

4.2.4 The cemetery as a social landscape and meeting place 

 

Both the observations and interviews revealed that many visitors used the cemetery in the 

company of others. This suggests that the Woodland Cemetery holds space not only for 

individual reflection and recreation but also for shared social experiences. In this way, the site 

accommodates multiple layers of meaning, where recreational use creates room for social 

connection, and social interaction, in turn, reinforces the cemetery's function as a living, 

communal space. This finding aligns with Davies and Bennett’s (2016) argument that 

cemeteries should be understood as part of the city’s social infrastructure. The Woodland 

Cemetery, in particular, functions as a space where recreation and social interaction coexist 

with memorial functions. As people walk, rest, and reflect together, the site becomes embedded 

in everyday life, reaffirming its role not only as a sacred place but also as a socially integrated 

urban landscape. The conversations had in the interviews showed that the majority of the 

visitors used the as a space to meet with the people in their lives. Two of the women that was 

interviewed said that they usually go together to get exercise. One couple described that they 

used the space as a pathway to get to the grocery store together. For others, the cemetery serves 

as a geographical midpoint between homes, an ideal place to meet. As one of the two men 

interviewed explained: 
 

“The woodland cemetery is the point that lies right in the middle for both of us. It’s exactly halfway between 

where we each live. He lives west of the cemetery, and I live east of it, so it becomes a perfect meeting point 

for us to hang out. And that’s how it happened. It’s about two kilometres away, each, for both of us.” (visitor, 

man in his early twenties) 

 

Their choice to meet in the cemetery for recreational purposes illustrates how the site’s location 

and tranquil atmosphere support its function as a shared social space. In this way, the Woodland 

Cemetery becomes not only a space of mourning and reflection but also a connective landscape 

in everyday life. While previous research has emphasized the recreational use of the cemetery, 

few studies have explored its role as a place where people socialize and use as a meeting point 

for people. They do, however, emphasise cemeteries as a multifunctional space which could 

include being a social landscape. The Woodland Cemetery can be seen as a kind of emotional 

and symbolic landscape, where individual acts of remembrance contribute to a shared cultural 

and social meaning. Visitors’ appreciation for the site’s design and atmosphere extends beyond 

aesthetics; it becomes a collective space where mourning, memory, and recreation coexist and 
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interact. This reflects the cemetery’s role not only as a private site of loss but also as a social 

and communal landscape, supporting Davies and Bennett’s (2016) argument about cemeteries 

as vital elements of urban social infrastructure.  
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5 Conclusion 

This concluding chapter brings together the main insights of the thesis and reflects on their 

broader significance. It begins with a reflexive account of how my relationship to the Woodland 

Cemetery has shaped and been shaped by the research process. It then moves on to discuss how 

the findings contribute to a deeper understanding of multifunctionality in cemetery spaces, 

particularly how public meanings are negotiated in emotionally complex environments. Finally, 

the chapter outlines the academic and practical contributions of the study, identifying key 

implications for planning theory and practice, and pointing toward areas for future research.  

5.1 Reflexive reflections on the case 

 

Although cemeteries have never held personal significance for me, I have long found them 

spatially and emotionally intriguing. My early perceptions as a child were shaped by popular 

culture, which often depicted cemeteries as eerie or uncanny. I felt uneasy around them, 

although I had never really been in one. In adulthood, my relationship to these spaces changed, 

particularly after moving close to the Woodland Cemetery. I now regularly walk there with my 

dog, not to mourn but to experience the landscape, which combines the calm and sensory 

richness of a forest with the structure of urban green space. Unlike many green spaces around 

Stockholm, the Woodland Cemetery feels expansive and immersive, offering a kind of refuge 

I had not expected. These personal experiences made me increasingly aware of the paradox of 

using a site of death and remembrance for recreation. What struck me in this study was how 

few visitors perceived this duality as strange or problematic. Rather, I encountered a shared 

understanding: that the cemetery could simultaneously be a place of reflection, peace, and 

everyday routine. This collective comfort in ambiguity was not something I anticipated at the 

beginning. Through this research, I came to better understand how spatial design and emotional 

atmosphere interact. Concepts like "sense of place" and "emotional geography," which were 

initially abstract, became grounded in my own embodied experience. This theoretical lens 

clarified how the cemetery is not just a static backdrop but an affective landscape where 

memory, emotion, and social interaction dynamically shape visitors’ experiences. Recognizing 

this interplay deepened my appreciation for how multifunctionality in cemetery spaces involves 

more than just physical uses, as it is also about negotiating the intangible atmospheres that give 

places their meaning. Additionally, this perspective helped me interpret the empirical material 

more sensitively and to see how cemeteries, as deathscapes, are shaped by both norms and 

affect. In this way, the study not only deepened my academic understanding but also 

transformed my relationship to the site. 

 

5.2 Negotiating multifunctionality and public meaning 

 

As a researcher with a background in urban planning, I find it evident that cemeteries can and 

should serve multiple purposes. The findings show that, in relation to the research aim of 

exploring how multifunctionality is experienced and negotiated in cemetery spaces, the 

Woodland Cemetery illustrates how traditional boundaries between spaces for mourning and 

spaces for recreation are increasingly blurred in an urban context where land is limited, social 
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needs intersect, and identities are diverse. As urban societies become increasingly non-

denominational, collective rituals and shared understandings of death are changing. In this 

context, cemeteries are no longer exclusively sacred domains but part of the city’s evolving 

public realm, shaped not only by planning and policy but also by everyday users who reinterpret 

their meaning through walking, resting, reflecting, or playing. The tensions observed at The 

Woodland Cemetery between solemnity and activity, memory and movement, reveal the 

emotional complexity embedded in green spaces where functions and feelings collide. These 

are not easily governed through fixed rules or common norms. Instead, they require sensitivity 

to affective atmospheres and the multiple ways people relate to place. Multifunctionality should 

not only refer to mixing uses but also to accommodating different temporalities, rhythms, and 

modes of presence. Planning for such spaces means engaging with ambivalence and accepting 

that public places will host not just a diversity of activities, but a diversity of meanings. This 

calls for a more caring and reflexive approach to urban design, one that respects heritage and 

emotion, while also recognising that public space is, and always will be, contested and 

negotiated. 

 

Visitors do not simply use the cemetery in ways that correspond to either mourning or 

recreation; instead, these modes of use often blur. People walk with friends, exercise, reflect, 

or visit loved ones, sometimes all in the same visit. This multiplicity challenges simplified ideas 

of what a cemetery "should" be and instead supports a more dynamic understanding of 

cemeteries as part of the city’s everyday life. However, this multifunctionality is not without 

tension. While many visitors adapt their behaviour and express strong norms of respect, what 

counts as appropriate is not the same for everyone. The sledding debate reveals how deeply 

contested the cemetery can become when its uses challenge normative ideas of dignity and 

sacredness. For some, playfulness in this space is deeply offensive; for others, it’s a legitimate 

part of living in a city where access to green, open space is limited. This conflict highlights a 

core issue: cemeteries may be public, but they are not neutral. They are symbolically charged, 

emotionally dense, and governed as much by informal social expectations as by formal policy. 

Ultimately, this thesis suggests that cemeteries like the Woodland Cemetery are not just 

remnants of the past or passive spaces of remembrance; they are living, negotiated landscapes 

that reflect broader societal transformations. In an urbanising and increasingly non-

denominational context, they invite us to think differently about what public space is, what it 

can hold, and who it is for. 

 

 

While this study primarily centres recreational and reflective uses, the voices of mourning 

remain underrepresented. Affections tied to place, including mourning, comfort, serenity, or 

even alienation, shape how people engage with cemeteries. As deathscapes, these places are 

emotionally loaded, and multifunctionality inevitably stirs conflicting affective claims. This 

raises questions about how planning can sensitively accommodate diverse, and sometimes 

competing, emotional attachments to space. As Drozdzewski et al. (2016) work suggests, there 

is a risk that collective memory becomes outsourced to monuments and managed heritage, 

making it easier to forget than to remember. This underscores the importance of thoughtful, 

inclusive planning that honours the dead while embracing the living. This gap, while 

methodologically and ethically understandable, signals an important area for further research. 

Future research should centre on their perspectives to better understand how multifunctionality 

influences the experience of loss and remembrance. Such research could provide further 

valuable insights into how cemeteries can balance their role as public green spaces with their 

primary function as sites of mourning and inform sensitive planning and management strategies 

that take diverse emotional and cultural needs into account. Including these voices would 
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contribute to a more inclusive understanding of how multifunctionality is negotiated and 

experienced in cemetery spaces. 

 
 

In qualitative research, it is important to acknowledge that the aim is not to produce 

generalisable findings in a statistical sense, as the scope of the data is typically limited to a 

specific context, setting, or group of participants (Clark et al., 2021). Therefore, the results 

cannot be directly applied to other cases or settings. While the woodland cemetery offers unique 

insights, its status as a UNESCO World Heritage Site and its location in a relatively well-off 

part of Stockholm may limit the generalisability of the findings to other, less regulated or less 

symbolically significant urban cemeteries. However, the strength of qualitative methods lies in 

their ability to generate rich, in-depth insights into how people understand, experience, and 

interact with a particular phenomenon when documented clearly (Lewis et al., 2003). Although 

the Woodland Cemetery is a unique case due to its UNESCO World Heritage status, the 

findings of this study may still offer insights that are relevant beyond this specific context. 

However, the results can inform broader discussions about cemeteries and other heritage sites 

that function as memorial landscapes, or deathscapes. In this sense, the Woodland Cemetery 

serves as a valuable example of how multifunctionality, memory, and affect can be negotiated 

in places marked by symbolic meaning. While generalisation must be approached with care, 

the dynamics observed here may resonate with similar heritage sites where remembrance and 

everyday use intersect.  

 

5.3 Contributions 

 

By integrating theories of multifunctionality and affective atmospheres with empirical insights 

from interviews, observations, and policy documents, the thesis achieves its aim of 

understanding how cemeteries function as emotionally and socially complex public spaces. 

This thesis offers both academic and societal contributions by examining cemeteries as 

multifunctional green spaces in urban contexts, using the Woodland Cemetery as a detailed case 

study. While previous international research has explored the evolving roles of cemeteries, few 

studies have addressed how such spaces are used and perceived in Sweden. By combining 

ethnographic observations, semi-structured interviews, and policy document analysis, this 

study offers a nuanced, empirically grounded understanding of how visitors interact with the 

cemetery as both a site of mourning and a place of recreation. The analysis systematically 

distinguishes between different user practices, emotional responses, and spatial contexts, 

allowing for a structured understanding of how multifunctionality is negotiated on site. 

 

A key academic contribution lies in how the thesis engages with and extends existing theoretical 

work. It builds on studies by scholars such as Nordh et al. (2023) and Grabalov (2018), who 

view cemeteries as socially negotiated spaces. The thesis contributes to planning theory by 

showing how norms around "appropriate" behaviour are continuously shaped through the 

interaction of visitors, spatial design, and institutional actors. This perspective challenges the 

idea of cemeteries as static or solely sacred, instead portraying them as dynamic urban 

landscapes with evolving roles and meanings. 

 

The study additionally offers an empirical contribution to discussions on urban green space 

planning. It highlights how everyday practices such as walking, dog-walking, and quiet 

contemplation transform the cemetery into a lived space that accommodates multiple emotional 
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and functional needs. These routines, though often mundane, embed the cemetery into the daily 

lives of residents, allowing them to experience moments of stillness, reflection, and safety. By 

including emotionally significant and death-related landscapes in the analysis, this study 

contributes to ongoing discussions about how “sense of place” is formed in diverse urban 

contexts. 

 

Moreover, the thesis illustrates how cemeteries like the Woodland Cemetery can provide values 

that other urban green spaces may not. Through its unique spatial qualities and emotional 

atmosphere, the cemetery offers a distinct kind of refuge from the intensity of urban life. This 

suggests that cemeteries can serve as vital, inclusive, and emotionally meaningful public spaces, 

especially in cities facing densification and limited access to tranquil environments. In doing 

so, the thesis positions cemeteries not only as cultural and memorial spaces, but also as part of 

the future of urban green infrastructure.  

 

Finally, the thesis raises important considerations for urban planners and policymakers. It 

demonstrates that visitors who use cemeteries for recreation generally do so respectfully, 

adapting their behaviours to the context. At the same time, the growing diversity of uses 

suggests potential for future tensions, especially as cities grow denser and public space becomes 

increasingly contested. The findings underscore the need for careful, inclusive management that 

acknowledges cemeteries’ multifunctionality without diminishing their memorial significance. 

Rather than resolving the tensions between mourning and recreation, the thesis argues for 

embracing them as part of a pluralistic and emotionally rich urban life. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1.  

 

Intervjuguide: Multifunktionella kyrkogårdar i urban kontext 

    Inledning 

• Kan du kort beskriva din roll och dina ansvarsområden på 

kyrkogårdsnämnden/kyrkogårdsförvaltningen? 

• Hur ser du på kyrkogårdar som en del av stadens grönstruktur? 

 
Tema 1: Balansen mellan sorgeplats och rekreation 

• Hur ser du på att kyrkogårdar används för rekreation, utöver deras huvudsakliga funktion som 

begravningsplatser? 

• Vilka möjligheter och utmaningar ser du i att kombinera dessa funktioner? 

• Hur ser du på att besökare använder kyrkogårdar som parker, exempelvis för promenader, 

meditation eller naturupplevelser? 

• Hur tar ni hänsyn till både sörjande och rekreativa besökare i skötseln av Skogskyrkogården? 

Finns det en strategi för att balansera dessa olika användningar, och har ni sett en förändring i 

hur platsen används över tid? 

Det uppmärksammades i media om att många valde att åka till skogskyrkogården för att åka pulka. 

Läste även ett protokoll kring hur ni tog ställning till det och då valde ni att framföra en skylt som jag 

även i mina observationer ser står kvar på backen idag. 

• Hur ser ni på denna användning av kyrkogården? 

• Hur skulle du beskriva att potentiella konflikter mellan de som besöker kyrkogården för 

rekreation och de som kommer för att sörja och minnas sina anhöriga hanteras? 

• Vilka utmaningar finns det just nu när det kommer till hur platsen används. Skulle ni kunna ge 

ett/ett par exempel?  

 
Tema 2: Stadsplanering och kyrkogårdarnas framtid 

• Urbaniseringen och behovet av grönområden ökar – vilken roll anser du att kyrkogårdar kan 

spela i detta sammanhang? 

• Hur arbetar ni i Kyrkogårdsnämnden/Kyrkoförvaltningen med dessa frågor? 

• Hur ser du på det som händer i Solna Haga, där ett bostadsområde byggs i anslutning till en 

kyrkogård? Finns det lärdomar för framtida stadsutveckling? 

• Finns det policyer eller riktlinjer för hur kyrkogårdar ska hantera den här typen av 

förändringar?  

• Vilka regelverk styr hur Skogskyrkogården får användas? Finns det särskilda riktlinjer 

gällande rekreation och andra alternativa användningsområden? 

• Finns det pågående diskussioner inom kyrkogårdsförvaltningen om att förändra riktlinjerna för 

hur Skogskyrkogården kan användas? 

 
Tema 3: Kultur, minnesvärden och social inkludering 

• Hur kan kyrkogårdar fortsätta att respektera sin kulturella och historiska betydelse samtidigt 

som de öppnas upp för fler användningsområden? 

• Finns det en oro kring att rekreationsanvändning kan uppfattas som respektlös? Hur hanterar 

ni den typen av frågor? 

• I vilken mån tas olika sociala gruppers behov i beaktande vid utveckling och förvaltning av 

kyrkogårdar? 

 
    Avslutning 

• Finns det något du vill tillägga som kan vara relevant för min forskning? 
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• Kan du rekommendera någon annan person jag borde prata med för att få en bredare 

förståelse? 

 

Appendix 2. 
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Appendix 3. 
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Appendix 4. 

 

Intervjuguide för besökare – Skogskyrkogården 

1. Bakgrund 

 

• Har du någon relation till Skogskyrkogården sedan tidigare? (t.ex. genom begravda anhöriga, 

tidigare besök) 

 
2. Besök och användning 

• Hur ofta brukar du komma till Skogskyrkogården? 

 

 

• Vad fick dig att komma hit idag? 

 

 

• Hur länge brukar du stanna här när du kommer hit? 

 

 

• Finns det särskilda delar av platsen du dras till? Varför? 

 
3. Rekreationella anledningar 

• Vilka är dina främsta anledningar till att besöka Skogskyrkogården? 

 (T.ex. promenader, stillhet, naturupplevelser, estetik, historia, arkitektur osv.) 

 

 

• Vad tycker du att platsen erbjuder som andra parker eller naturområden inte gör i området? 

 

 

• Hur känns det att vara här? Hur påverkar platsens karaktär ditt humör eller tankar? Hur tänker 

du kring att platsen är en begravningsplats? Hur påverkar det dig i hur du rör dig här eller vad 

du gör här? 

 
6. Framtiden 

• Hur tror du att Skogskyrkogården kommer att användas i framtiden? 

 
7. Avslutande reflektion 

• Finns det något du vill lägga till? 

 


