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Cemeteries constitute some of oldest and largest green and open spaces in Beirut. With the rapid densification of
the city, and the extensive loss of green space, understanding the potential of these sites, as multifunctional
landscapes, is critical for the health and sustainability of the city. Few studies on cemeteries have investigated
the social and recreational values of these specific spaces, focusing mainly on the observation of the existing
users and their current activities on site. As far as we know, none have examined how potential users may
perceive them and what they may see as attractive in them. This exploratory study aims to investigate different
perceptions of urban cemeteries in Beirut and identify preferred characteristics and landscape features that
render them attractive green spaces. Face-to face interviews using a semi-structured questionnaire and a photo-
sorting exercise were conducted with 29 participants. Quantitative and qualitative analyses revealed that not all
cemeteries are perceived in the same way and that the presence of greenery, stewardship through organization,
maintenance and care, as well as restorative qualities linked to privacy and the sense of being away from the city,
were main criteria for positive perception and preference. Crowdedness, unequal treatment of dead and intru-
sion from surrounding context, both physically and ideologically were perceived as negative constructs and were
linked to the least preferred images of cemeteries. While religious affiliations did not seem to impact preference
or perception, the presence of political influence through signs and symbols was highly condemned within urban

cemeteries.

1. Introduction
1.1. Cemeteries as green spaces

Green spaces are central to the urban quality of life, and with
densifying cities and the loss of available green open space, there is a
growing interest in the potential of underutilized urban green areas as
multifunctional landscapes that contribute to the social, cultural and
environmental aspects of city life (Anderson and Minor, 2017). Litera-
ture on green infrastructure has identified cemeteries as one category of
‘urban green spaces with cultural identity’, whose incorporation in
landscape planning is crucial for sustainable urban development
(Sandstrom, 2002).

Cemetery values, as cultural and recreational green spaces, have a
long history. The transformation of burial grounds from early church-
yards and other forms of burial within the dense city fabric, to greener,
more open and pleasant cemetery landscapes, was guided by two main
principles. The first, relates to concerns over public health caused by

the spread of diseases and natural resource contamination from the
large number of decomposing bodies. This lead to the abolishment of
burial within dense city neighborhoods in favor of large sites in more
rural areas at the outskirts of the city, and away from dwellings. The
selection of new sites favored elevated, open and airy lands, with
proper soil and sun exposure for quick and proper dissolution (Curl,
1983). Their situation along main roads or railways was also considered
preferred for ease of access and transportation. The second principle
related to the concept of death and the expectation that appropriate
burial sites should provide “beautiful” and comforting spaces that ve-
nerate the dead and provide soothing spaces for bereavement (Curl,
1983). Unlike the gloomy, depressing and often unclean spaces of
overcrowded and noisy urban environments, new sites relied heavily on
vegetated and natural landscapes that provided spiritual healing as well
as park-like settings (Etlin, 1984). The rural cemetery movement thus
placed nature at the forefront of the visitor’s experience, providing
picturesque landscapes with an expectation of tranquil atmosphere and
acceptance of death (Bender, 1974).
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The readily accessible natural sanctuary at close proximity became a
necessity to urban dwellers, and cemeteries were planned as burial grounds
as well as leisure and breathing spaces for the community. Pére Lachaise
cemetery and a landmark in Paris, was created on a beautiful hill-top estate
with views to the city and the countrysideand became a main recreational
space and a tourist attraction as early as the 1800s. Mount Auburn cemetery
in Watertown served as an arboretum and a recreational space. It is today
one of town’s largest green open spaces and is recognized for its educational
values amongst others. With the expansion and densification of cities, ce-
meteries primarily conceived as options for cheaper burial, soon became
famous for their green qualities and recreational space provision, as is the
case with Assistens Cemetery in Copenhagen. Others serve today as at-
tractive and active social spaces where “men discuss business and politics,
while children find a safe place to play” as is the case of the cemetery of
Ardakan, Iran (ShakerArdekani et al., 2015).

Research has recognized the famous cemeteries that served as in-
stigators and leaders of cemetery design movements (Curl, 1983;
French, 1974; Schuyler, 1984) and documented the work of cemetery
designers such as Loudon and Lewerentz, emphasizing their impact on
organization, health, aesthetics and place-making in the urban and
rural contexts (Johnson, 2008; Wingren, 2013). Specific landscape and
architectural features relating to burial techniques, maintenance and
especially vegetation have been highlighted (Clayden and Dixon, 2007;
Clayden et al., 2009) as main spatial features and aesthetic language
contributing to accepted cemetery typologies (Constant, 1994; Rugg,
2006). Larger concepts of monumentality and notions of commemora-
tion have also been discussed (Campo-Ruiz, 2015). Beyond the recent
interest in the ecological values of cemeteries (Canaddy and Mogansky,
2017; Kowarik et al., 2016), limited yet central research has looked at
other values of cemeteries as green spaces, focusing on recreational
(Deering, 2010; Evensen et al., 2017) and restorative (Nordh et al.,
2017) benefits.

Most of the above-mentioned literature has been based on the
reading of experts and researchers who possess the skills of the trained
observer (Steen Jacobsen, 2007) and whose perceptions of cemeteries
relate to their own area of expertise and interest. Cemeteries however
are complex spaces that bring notions of spirituality, religion, history,
politics, design and landscape, all in one place (Rugg, 1998).They are
sites that inspire strong emotions for both mourners (Bachelor, 2007)
and non-mourners (Woodthorpe, 2009). While few studies have in-
vestigated the opinions of current cemetery users (Deering 2010,
Francis et al., 2000; Woodthorpe, 2011), further research is required to
better understand attitudes towards cemeteries by laypeople and po-
tential users.

By taking Beirut cemeteries as case study, this exploratory study
aims to (1) investigate different perceptions of cemeteries and (2)
identify their positive and negative characteristics (features and quali-
ties) which may affect their value as urban green spaces.

1.2. Cemeteries in Beirut, Lebanon

Beirut is a multi-religious and multicultural city that hosts a number
of sect and non-sect related burial spaces. While several exist in the
form of churchyards and mosque-related graveyards, the most visible
and largest burial sites are cemeteries in centrally located urban sites.
These sites were once considered outskirts of the ancient city and fell at
the edges of the old city walls. Most of the cemeteries are primarily
located along the two main historic roads which used to link Beirut to
two other major cities in the area, Saida and Damascus. According to
Stuart and Curvers (2014), many of the oldest cemeteries lie on ancient
roman predecessors. The more recent cemeteries of the 20th century
generally fall further away from the historic core, along these same
roads, or in the vicinity of the oldest and largest green space of the city,
the pine forest, and often still preserve some of its historic trees. During
the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), churchyards and other forms of
graveyards of different religions became overcrowded while many of
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the established cemeteries, which fell along what had become the
green-line, became inaccessible. New cemeteries were created, often in
an informal and unplanned manner, within the existing pine forest area
or in other readily available urban sites. In this study, the definition of
cemeteries will comprise different types of burial grounds including
churchyards, graveyards as well as independent planned and unplanned
burial sites.

In Lebanon, research on cemeteries is limited and has only looked at
a small number of cemeteries as cultural entities as well as political
spaces of commemoration. This has been done through the study of the
historical development and layout of the cemetery of Saint Dimitri
(Davie, 2007), the application of the international concept of the British
War Cemetery in the Middle East (Fuchs, 2004) and recently the no-
tions of martyrdom and martyr cemeteries and the relationship to fu-
nerary practices surrounding the culture of war (Chaib, 2011, 2014).
The presence of these and other burial grounds in the urban setting of
Beirut inner neighborhoods and their potential within the landscape
vision of the city has not been previously investigated. Also little is
known about the potential of cemeteries as green spaces in the Arab
world in general, and in context of Beirut in particular.

The city is heavily dense with very limited green space (0.8 m? per
capita), and a major lack of open spaces (Rahhal, 2014; Shayya, 2009).
The need to protect existing green spaces is critical for the health of the
city and its inhabitants, and cemeteries constitute some of the largest
(and oldest) green areas in the city. While the type and amount of
greenery and landscape setting vary between cemeteries, their location
is currently in the heart of residential and mixed-use neighborhoods,
and their sites are generally highly visible and along main roads. They
remain, however, separated from the community by fences, walls and
gates, and formal or informal access restrictions apply to all.

Despite being appreciated as functional and religious burial
grounds, cemeteries, especially those reaching full capacity, have not
been sheltered from the threats of real estate development, densifica-
tion and infrastructural works, as has recently been the case in the
controversial damage to Al Sintiyeh, one of the most famous Sunni
cemeteries in the city. The future of other cemeteries is unknown and
their preservation has so far been achieved through their status as ac-
tive burial grounds, ownership control and community advocacy for
their upkeep as cultural and historical sites with strong bonds to the
community.

1.3. The role of perception and preference in cemetery landscape
preservation

Participatory and communicative planning approaches have high-
lighted the importance of community input for successful and sustain-
able planning and proper valuation of urban spaces (Forester, 1999;
Stahle, 2006). Studies have shown that experts and laypeople often
perceive landscapes differently and that a good understanding of lay-
people’s perception within planning and design strategies can result in a
better acceptance and satisfaction of green spaces by the community
(Hofmann et al., 2012; Steen Jacobsen, 2007). In cities like Beirut,
where the notion of the cemetery as green space has yet to be in-
vestigated, it is critical to understand how cemeteries are perceived in
order to identify their positive and negative characteristics and their
value as green spaces, with the aim to preserve and integrate them as
multidimensional landscapes in a holistic landscape and urban planning
strategy for a healthier city.

Numerous studies have looked at specific landscape features and
qualities that are relevant to perception and affect preference. The
presence of vegetation, water, wildlife, levels of maintenance, as well as
landscape qualities such as naturalness, complexity, diversity, prospect
and refuge are amongst many characteristics studied in the fields of
landscape perception and preference. (Appleton, 1996; Hofmann et al.,
2012; Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; Nassauer, 1995). Although these
qualities have mostly been tested in parks, gardens or natural
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landscapes, different landscape types have particular perceptible char-
acteristics that induce human perceptions and expectations (Gobster
et al., 2007, p.965). Cemeteries provide a different urban environment
with specific usage, aesthetics and symbolic meaning, and it is un-
certain whether these results will be applied in a similar manner and if
other characteristics will be more dominant in such an environment.
Depending on a variety of factors including religious affiliation, age,
location, size and burial capacity, cemeteries in Beirut show diversity in
levels of maintenance, organization, vegetation (types, qualities and
amount), and connection with the surrounding neighborhood amongst
others. While these characteristics may vary from one cemetery to the
other, it is important to identify shared values and perceived qualities
that may affect preference. These findings will guide landscape archi-
tects and planners, as well as other professionals such as politicians,
local authorities and municipalities, in making informed decisions re-
garding the future of these sites. It will help clarify approaches to the
design and planning of existing and future urban cemeteries and will
highlight the need to protect, preserve and enhance them. It will also
raise general awareness of the opportunities, potential and value of
these sites as urban green spaces within a densifying neighborhood.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

Upon securing study approval by the Institutional Review Board of
the American University of Beirut, a convenience sample of 29 adults
was recruited from staff and students of the university. The first parti-
cipants were chosen from people known to the authors and additional
participants were acquired through a snowball approach, this insured
participant’s commitment to the study process which required time and
concentration. The exclusion criterion was non-Lebanese members who
had not lived or worked in Beirut for more than 3 years, a criterion
deemed necessary for familiarity with the city. The sample was selected
in a way to ensure good representation by gender, age groups, religious
affiliations, fields of study and occupation.

Those who agreed to participate in the study gave their oral consent
and were individually interviewed using a semi-structured interview
guide by two researchers on the team. Interviews lasted between 40 and
60 min each and were conducted on university campus, mainly in the
researchers or participants’ offices or empty classrooms to allow for
appropriate concentration.

2.2. Photo-Sorting and data collection

A three-step procedure was applied, which consisted of a general
profile questionnaire, a photo-based sorting exercise and a semi-struc-
tured interview with closed and open-ended questions. The method was
pre-tested by two external participants and revised according to com-
ments and outcomes received. Both researchers conducting the inter-
views met on a regular basis to compare notes and ensure that minimal
discrepancy in method and data collection occurred.

2.2.1. Part one: sociodemographic & familiarity questionnaire

Data on general profile and demographics were collected using a
structured questionnaire covering age, gender, religion, educational
level, field of study, occupation, and familiarity with cemeteries. The
latter was accounted for based on knowledge (Have you ever been to a
cemetery?) and level of familiarity (If yes, how often do you visit ce-
meteries?)

2.2.2. Part two: photo-based exercise

2.2.2.1. Stimuli selection. A sample of fifty photographs of cemeteries was
used as stimuli. Thirteen out of the twenty five cemeteries in Beirut were
chosen for the study (Fig. 1; Appendix A). They were selected based on
criteria needed to cover the different typologies of the urban cemeteries in
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Beirut, which include religious affiliations and burial methods as well as a
variety of physical qualities including spatial organization and planning,
density and aesthetic qualities of tombstones, maintenance levels, the
presence and type of vegetation and context relationships. All but one
cemetery (that was inaccessible at the time of the study, yet represents one
of the oldest and most famous cemeteries in the city) were photographed
during the month of April (When vegetation was highly perceived) and in
similar weather conditions. Photographs of the inaccessible cemetery were
selected from existing pictures in the researchers archives under similar
climatic conditions. Photographs highlighted general views and three to five
photographs of each cemetery were included in the photographic pile in
order to illustrate the variety of features, qualities and spaces within that
cemetery and across the photographic sample.

Photographs were printed commercially on 10 x 15 cm glossy color
prints, placed in one pile and shown to the participant one after the
other. The pile of photographs was shuffled between each participant in
order to minimize the impact of image order on perception.

2.2.2.2. Process. Photo-based methods are extensively used in
landscape perception and preference inquiries (Harris et al., 2017;
Nordh and @stby, 2013) and proved to be very helpful in the current
context where access to local cemeteries is difficult and considered
intrusive. Photo-sorting as a tool has proven to be highly effective in
advancing theory by allowing respondents to make their own
classifications rather than rely on pre-existing constructs (Steen
Jacobsen, 2007). This study adapted a multiple photo-sorting method
used by Dobbie and Green (2013), and tailored it to fit the theme,
context and scope in order to identify how people perceive and classify
cemeteries based on negative and positive perception. Participants were
asked to associate a positive, neutral or negative perception with each
image of 50 preselected images of cemeteries. They were prompted by
sentences such as “does it instigate a positive or negative mood or
feeling”, “is there something you like or dislike about it”. They were
encouraged to come up with their own interpretation of what they
considered “positive” or “negative” and for as many reasons as they
needed.

Once the positive, negative and neutral piles of images were cre-
ated, the participants were asked to sort the images of the positive pile
into groups that showed similar reasons for ‘positive perception’ in
order to help understand what they perceived as attractive values of the
urban cemeteries. Participants then were asked to describe the reasons
for their groupings. Descriptions were recorded in writing verbatim by
the researchers, and pictures associated with each group were recorded
accordingly to a unique given number per image. In order to determine
the accuracy of what is stated, researchers asked for clarifications and
often had to restate or summarize information during discussions and
verbatim writing. The same exercise was repeated for the negative
perception pile. This phase allowed researchers to understand cate-
gories of positive and negative perceptions through content analysis.

The last phase of the exercise looked at preference as a way to test
perceptual constructs identified earlier, emphasize and prioritize them,
and identify any additional features and themes by giving the oppor-
tunity for participants to further discuss their preferences. During this
phase, participants were asked to choose their top three positive and
worst three negative images and clarify reasons for selection.

The photo-based exercise and the survey were administered using
the English language but respondents were allowed to answer in both
English and/or Arabic (native language) to remove any communication
or description-related restrictions. All answers were recorded in ver-
batim and Arabic answers were later translated into English to facilitate
transcription.

2.2.3. Part three: semi-structured interview

With the photographic exercise serving as an icebreaker and immersing
participants in cemetery spaces, the third part consisted of investigating the
influence of three components on their perception and preference: the
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Fig. 1. Location of cemetery sampling sites in Beirut, Lebanon.

presence of religious signs/identifiers, the presence of political signs in ce-
meteries, and the participant’s familiarity with a specific cemetery.

2.3. Analysis

A mixed method approach was used to analyze the data consisting
of qualitative and quantitative analyses.

For the qualitative approach, content analysis (inductive) was used
to determine constructs based on descriptors provided by the partici-
pants in the photo-based sorting exercise. Participants were often asked
to clarify their responses, or the words they used, in order to ensure a
good understanding of meaning and constructs. To ensure trust-
worthiness, two researchers from the field and of similar backgrounds
and coding instructions conducted the analysis separately and findings
were compared and discussed to make conclusions. The analysis in-
volved immersion in the data and adoption of an exhaustive and re-
petitive process that allowed enough constructs to be generated while
covering all meaning and eliminating redundancy. Frequency of con-
structs was recorded based on the photo-sorting exercise.

Additionally content analysis (deductive) was used to identify the
constructs in the preference exercise and thematic analysis looked at
the overarching theme as well as additional themes. Special attention
was also given to unique themes that were not shared across partici-
pants and that were deemed important as individual contributions to
the findings.

Quantitative analysis was done using SPSS ver. 24 and Excel ver.
2013. Counts and percentages were determined for the socio-demo-
graphic information of the participants. Frequency distribution of the
images selected in the preference exercise was calculated to highlight
the top three positive, negative and debated images. For the photo-
based sorting exercise, frequencies of categorization of each image as
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positive/negative/neutral were obtained. Bi-matrix analysis was done
to map each construct obtained from the content analysis with the top
three positive/negative/neutral images across all participants.

3. Results
3.1. Sample profile

The sociodemographic profile of the 29 participants (Table 1) re-
flected heterogeneity in age groups, religious affiliations and field of
study, divided into three main categories based on knowledge area that
might affect perception of cemetery landscape: Nature-related (agri-
culture, ecosystem management, biology), design-related (architecture
and landscape architecture) and Other. Both genders were represented
but with a higher percentage for females (65.5%).

Participants’ familiarity with cemeteries proved to be high with
89.7% having been to a cemetery, out of which 61.5% reported visiting
cemeteries on a monthly or yearly basis (Table 2).

3.2. Cemetery perceptions: categories and constructs

A wide variety of perceptual constructs were identified for both
positive (N = 50) (Table 3) and negative perception (N = 48) (Table 4).
They were analyzed based on the frequency of use by 29 and 28 par-
ticipants respectively; one participant did not rate any image with ne-
gative association. The five most commonly used constructs for positive
perception were (1) Greenery (including presence of vegetation and
plants, green element, lush greenery, etc.),(2) Pathway (including clear
path, central passage, defined walk, etc.), (3) Organized (including
orderly, use of space is not random, well- well-structured, etc.), (4)
Trees (including specific types of trees such as pine, eucalyptus, cypress,
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Table 1
Socio-demographic characteristics of participants (N = 29).
Variable Category N %
Age group in years 18-25 20 69.0
26-35 4 13.8
36-45 2 6.9
46-55 3 10.3
Gender Male 10 345
Female 19 65.5
Religion Sunni 10 34.5
Shiite 8 27.6
Druze 5 17.2
Maronite 2 6.9
Greek Orthodox 4 13.8
Education Bachelor’s degree 16 55.2
Masters 13 44.8
Field of study Nature-related 6 20.7
Design-related 6 20.7
Other field 17 58.6
Occupation Student 14 48.3
Staff 15 51.7
Table 2
Participants’ familiarity with cemeteries (N = 29).
Variable Category N %
Have you ever been to a cemetery?  No 3 103
Yes 26 89.7
If yes, how often do you visit Frequently (monthly, yearly) 16 61.5
cemeteries? Less frequently 3 115
(once in 2-3 years)
Rarely, when needed 7 269

deciduous trees, etc.) and (5) Spacious (including vastness, large, big
open space). The five most commonly used constructs for negative
perception were (1) Crowded (including sub-constructs overcrowded,
congested, no space), (2) Unmaintained (including neglected, low
maintenance, things are broken), (3) Lack of organization (including no
planning, not organized enough, tombstones are placed randomly) (4)
Lack of isolation from surrounding buildings (including buildings too
close, surrounded by buildings, people overlooking cemetery, no dis-
connection (from neighborhood)) and (5) Political Signs (Political
posters, flags and slogans).

Both positive and negative constructs were grouped into 9 cate-
gories of perceived site related components, as evaluated by the
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authors: vegetation, spatial qualities, cemetery features, characteristics
of cemetery elements, mood related qualities, general aesthetic quali-
ties, context relation, death related notions and religious notions. The
categories equally applied to both the positive and negative perception
constructs. The top positive categories relate to spatial qualities (93%)
and vegetation (83%), while top negative qualities relate to spatial
qualities (93%) and mood and typical cemetery features equally (64%)
(Tables 3 and 4).

3.3. Preferred features and qualities

Out of the fifty images, 25 were selected for the category of top 3
positive images, and 27 for the category of top 3 negative images.
Interestingly, the top 3 negative and positive lists were not mutually
exclusive and 7 images appeared in both lists with various frequencies
and were considered ‘debated images’. The top three positive, negative
and debated images are highlighted in Fig. 2. One additional image
(Image 49) was included in Fig. 2 because it was never perceived as
negative by any of the participants.

The top three positive and top three negative images identified in
the preference exercise were indeed among the top perceived images as
positive and negative respectively (with more than 70% of participants
classifying them as such) in the perception exercise. Bi-matrix analysis
comparing preference constructs based on previously identified per-
ception constructs shows that the top preferred coincide with the top
perceived except for the construct “pathway”. Interestingly, this con-
struct was highly perceived as positive (2nd highest frequency of po-
sitive used constructs, 59%, Table 3) but was not identified as a pre-
ferred element.

The three top positive or preferred images (Fig. 2) correspond to
images of colonial cemeteries including the British Word War (Images 9
& 6) and French War (Image 13)). All three photographs were char-
acterized as being ‘aesthetically pleasing’. Common components af-
fecting preference were the presence of greenery through ‘Grass’ and
‘Trees’, the spatial and design qualities ‘Spacious’, ‘Organized’, ‘Simple’
and displaying ‘Uniformity’. Context related elements pointed to the
importance of having a ‘clear boundary’, being ‘peaceful’ and providing
‘privacy’. The top negative images correspond to the politically af-
filiated cemeteries of Haraket Amal Martyr (Image 17) and Rawdat Al
Shahidayn (Images 35 & 37). Common features for being chosen as top
negative were being ‘Crowded’, highlighting ‘Inequality amongst dead’
and having ‘No clear access path’. It is important to note that while
political affiliation is noticeable in the name of the cemetery and the

Table 3
Contingency table of positive perceptual constructs generated by photo-sorting task (N = 29).
Cat. Construct Fr(?’/ili Cat. | Construct Frgz). Cat. Construct Frgz).
Greenery 68 Good Spacing of tombstones 34 3 Contrast 28
As = Trees 41 E Ornaments 34 ke % Aesthetically Pleasing 21
k5] ¥ | Nature 24 ‘aE'S __ | Uniformity 28 &7y | Looks Like a Garden / Park 14
g’-’:@, Grass 17 8 § Individual Burial Space 21 2 § Variety 7
> Flower / Colorful Planting 7 5C Planting in Tombstones 17 < S | Harmony 3
Maintained Greenery 7 L € | Small Tombstones 10 g
Pathway 59 |2 £ | Entrance 7 B Equal Treatment of Dead 28
g @ = | Easeof Access 17 % u% Large Tombstones 7 g & Honoring the Dead 7
22 g Designed / Planned 14 |5 Other 7 @ @ | Narrative of the Dead 3
gL~ S Material 7 § -%
Individuality 3 oz
—_ Organized 52 » Comfortable 28 - Isolated from Neighborhood 14
§ Spacious 41 ;g Disconnection 28 § é L Linked to Neighborhood 10
2 | Geometry 38 | § | Peaceful 28 | §88
é Well Maintained 38 g | Privacy 28 O
§ Simplicity 28 % § Feeling of cemetery 10 ” & | No Religious Identifiers 7
<] Clear Boundary 24 E ~| Security 10 3 g Religious Identifiers 7
3 Not Crowded 21 o Happy Place 7 Sea
ug;- Shade and Shadows 10 28 Other moods 7 & -%
Extent 7 Doesn't feel like a cemetery 7 z
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Table 4
Contingency table of negative perceptual constructs generated by photo-sorting task (N = 28).
Cat. | Construct Freq. | Cat. Construct Freq. | Cat. | Construct Freq. | Cat. Construct Freq.
(%) (%) (%) (%)
Crowded 71 ® g = Abandoned 25 Absence of o5
X .
Unmaintained 43 | £g5|Lackoflsolationfrom 44 Desert-Like 25 Greenery
ST ™ Surrounding buildings
Lack of 43 O Not Peaceful 18 S Unmaintained 18
Organization Political Signs 32 Unsafe 11 % & | Greenery
—w s
Lack of Uniformity 18 é AS g Creepy 7 %“3, Inappropriate 14
Too Much Going v | & Se — | Depressing 7 > | Use of Greenery
X
— On < | Doesn't Feel Characteristics
S 4 e | 7 11
é Too Organized 11 > 0 Hardscape 29 o | Like a Cemetery of Greenery
%,,j Too Enclosed 7 2 g 8\':7 Fence 18 % Lack of Privacy 7 g Inequality "
£ | Undefined Limits 7 ET ol ugly 4 & | Prison 7 £ Amongst Dead
] ow . P4
8 Lack of Colors 4 Other 4 E No feelings 7 Ts Apparent Social
© | Lackof Identity 4 @ Lack of Proper & | Claustrophobic 4 ® ‘é Hierarchy 7
T 2 i o © < | Amongst Dead
8 | Lack of Space 4 = Spacing Between 29 s Gloomy 4 @
« ] Tombstones 3 < .
3 § g Representation 4
2 No Clear Access Path 29 a of Death
LR
© ¥ | |tems Irrelevant for Wall Burial
§ € | the Cemetery 14 @ o _| Concepts 21
o0cd
§ Restricted Movement 1 E»% :ﬁ Religious Signs 4
1S Quantities of 4 ¢ Z
= Tombstones

idea that the political party’s martyrs are buried within the cemetery;
this notion was only visible in one of the tree images through the
presence of political banners and did not seem to be the primary reason
for their selection within this category.

Thematic analysis of the preference and perception responses
identified overarching and additional themes (Table 5). The over-
arching theme of highly preferred cemeteries emphasizes the fact that
cemeteries were perceived as a private garden ‘out of the city’. That of
the least preferred considered cemeteries as haphazard and over-
crowded urban spaces that are inappropriate for the dead.

Theme 1 highlights that although the notion of burial ground is
present, it is downplayed by the minimal design of the tombstones.
Participants mentioned that they were attracted to the “nice”, “simple”
and “small tombstones” that were “all the same size (showing) no
hierarchy (amongst dead)”. Tombstones were in fact seen as one layer
of a larger unified space rather than the focal feature of the site. One
participant liked the fact that relatively “nothing (was) coming out of
the ground”, while others said: “you feel there’s more importance to the
softscape rather than the tombstones” and “it looks like a park where
the tombstones are the decoration”.

Theme 2 focuses on cemeteries providing a sense of well-being
through greenery, open space, maintenance and organization. One
participant stated: “(it is) so beautiful, very serene, nice vegetation, a
lot of open spaces, well maintained...”

Finally, theme 3 emphasized the idea that the preferred cemeteries
gave participants a sense of being in an isolated and safe space out of
the city. Isolation was explained by some through the notion of being
visually separated from the surrounding neighborhood through “tall
trees” and seeing “no neighbors (and) no buildings” as well as feeling
“disconnected from the city” and having an aesthetic experience that
“doesn’t look like it’s in the city”. Others clearly said that the space
“gives you a sense of privacy”, “it feels safe, isolated”.

Disrespect of the dead was mentioned as an important notion by
participants (theme 1). This was associated with the lack of proper
individual burial space as one person mentioned, referring to the dead:
“everyone should have their own space, like in life”. Tombstones were
described as being “one over the other” and that the lack of proper
spacing between tombstones also meant that there is no place to walk
and as one person described: “I am stepping on the (dead) people”.

The presence of social and political identifiers in cemeteries was
highly rejected and the removal of any type of segregation between the
dead was perceived as crucial in cemeteries (theme 2). One participant
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noticed the presence of shading structures and said: “The tents and the
structures? What are they for? Shading? What are you trying to shade?
The dead? It bothers me...it is ironic... I have shade you don't... (It
shows) superiority, (that) people around you have money”. Religious
signs where rarely yet equally perceived as positive and negative fea-
tures in cemeteries; however political signs in all its forms were highly
rejected. One participant asked “why should politics be part of a cem-
etery, this is a sensitive space”, another clearly stated that “(political)
symbols and posters are not relevant to cemeteries”. This notion is also
supported by the fact that while 70% of participants stated that re-
ligious identifiers did not affect their perception much, 60% responded
that political signs negatively affected their perception.

Finally, the lack of separation from the surrounding neighborhood was
negatively perceived by participants who found cemeteries to be” too close
to buildings” and too “close to living or working areas” (theme 3).

4. Discussion

Looking at the cemeteries from a green space perspective, the results
demonstrate two interesting findings. First, cemetery preferences do
support existing theories on landscape preferences and their related
aesthetic features, and second, familiarity and personal exposure affect
preference in the local context.

4.1. Cemetery preferences supporting existing theories on landscape
preferences

Most research on landscape preference has been established in
Europe and North America, in temperate green landscapes, and limited
knowledge is available for more arid Mediterranean climate and the
context of the Middle East. The findings of this study suggest that many
of the established environmental preferences do apply to the setting of
Beirut, as a cultural and environmental context, as well as to the
cemetery, as a particular landscape typology, thus suggesting that a
common set of landscape values may be shared by different cultures,
contexts and landscape typologies.

4.1.1. Greenery and vegetation characteristics

Results confirm that vegetation, especially trees, positively affects
perception and preference (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989, Ulrich, 1984).
Characteristics linked to the intensity of greenery, as well as the pre-
sence of color and flowers were also validated by the constructs (Kendal
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Top Three Favorite Images

Top Three Least Favorite
Images

Top Three Debated Images

(frequency of selection per participant N= 9)

Image 12 — 6x positive, once
negative

Image 6 (12.64%)

Image 13 (11.49%)

Image 35 (9.76%)

Image 33 - Twice positive, once
negative

Image 45 - Once positive, twice
negative

Image Never Perceived as Negative (Image 49)

Fig. 2. Images with most significance.

et al., 2012). While naturalness was a quality positively perceived by
participants, the study proves Nassauer’s theory (1988; 1995) that
neatness and organization in vegetation are highly preferred as shown
in the top selected images.

4.1.2. Organization, stewardship and care

Tveit et al. (2006) draws attention to stewardship as a visual con-
cept and defines it as the presence of a sense of order; a sense of care
and upkeep in the landscape and the study’s identified constructs and

72

descriptions strongly confirm that concepts of stewardship including
organization, maintenance, design and planning are highly preferred
and thus supports Nassauer’s theory on the preference of stewardship
and care (2011) highlighted by notions of order, structure and orga-
nization as well as landscape maintenance and management.
“Human-modified and human-made” landscape interventions have
previously been associated with the notion of landscape beauty in the
Middle East, as they denote comfort and security in an arid harsh en-
vironment (Makhzoumi, 2002). Here Makhzoumi referred to a cultural
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Table 5
Preference themes based on perception of cemeteries in Beirut.

Urban Forestry & Urban Greening 33 (2018) 66-74

Least preferred Preferred

Highly preferred

Overarching Theme Cemetery is a haphazard and overcrowded urban

space; inappropriate as a burial space for the dead

Theme 1 Disrespect of dead through lack of space and proper
spacing
Theme 2 Segregation amongst dead and political influences
peaceful
Theme 3 Lack of privacy and need of separation from

surrounding neighborhood
deceased

Cemetery is a green, well-organized space, designed
equally for burial and bereavement

Well-functioning cemetery that allows for clarity of spatial
structure, ease of movement and defined access paths
Presence of greenery to render space more serene and

Equal treatment of dead through unified tombstone design
still allowing for individuality that tells the story of the

Cemetery is perceived as a private garden
where one can get away from the city
The notion of burial is downplayed by the
minimal design of the tombstones
Well-being is provided through greenery,
open space, maintenance and organization
Isolated and safe place out of the city

aesthetic of a landscape that is ‘tamed, ordered and enclosed’, where
enclosure may also be interpreted as a sign of stewardship and care. The
participants’ reference to the ‘private garden’ and preference for
‘privacy’ and ‘enclosure from surrounding neighborhoods’ in this study
further emphasize that idea.

4.1.3. Perception of safety and landscape preference

It is important to note that the findings further suggest that stew-
ardship and care are preferred not only for their aesthetic value but also
because they evoke continuous human presence (Gobster et al., 2007)
and safety (Jorgensen et al., 2007). The value of safety in cemeteries
was linked to the preference for human presence on site, as well as
physical features such as fences and barriers to protect the site from the
city context, thus suggesting that fear is not only limited to the notion of
the cemetery as burial ground but includes fear of crime and fear of
others in a relatively secluded urban space. The impact of time of day
on the feeling of safety was also recognized in the study where the level
of fear was higher at night and linked to both the concept of death and
burial grounds, as well as possibilities of urban crime.

4.1.4. Landscape qualities for restoration and well-being

Previous works have linked environmental preferences with psy-
chological restoration showing that humans tend to prefer landscapes
that provide restorative experiences (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989). Al-
though this research was not designed to examine this relationship,
results suggest that the potential of restoration is a highly perceived
value in urban cemeteries in Beirut, supporting a similar finding on
restorative components of a cemetery in Scandinavia (Nordh et al.,
2017). In this study reference to perceived values of relaxation linked to
vegetated spaces was highlighted suggesting potential links to Kaplan
and Kaplan’s attention restoration theory (1989). Well-being and stress
recovery theories (Appleton, 1996; Ulrich, 1984) were also implied in
the valuation of green cemeteries as peaceful, serene and happy places.

4.1.5. Perception of ecological values

Ecological values can be inferred as attractive components of the
urban green cemetery (Gobster et al., 2007). While there was not ex-
plicit mention of the ecological value as a preferred feature within it-
self, implicit references were made by participants as they positively
perceived and showed preference for presence of native vegetation,
fauna (birds in particular) as well as variety of plants and natural en-
vironments within the urban cemetery.

4.2. Personal exposure and familiarity affecting preference

The top debated images in (Fig. 2) highlighted the fact that aspects
of familiarity and personal exposure do influence preference which is in
line with the cultural preference theory (Bell, 2012). This is perceived
in Image 33 where contradictory responses to the use of flowers and
plants within the tombstones were made. On one hand, greenery ap-
peared to be positively comforting and showed an intimate and con-
stant relationship with the dead, on the other, it was negatively
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perceived as it did not conform to local habits and expectations.

Contradictory responses to Image 45 also proved that preference is
positively affected by familiarity (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989) as famil-
iarity was the main reason for positive perception while physical
characteristics of un-organization, lack of maintenance and gloominess
induced negative perceptions in others.

Finally, while research has highlighted that in cemeteries there is a
general “wish to protect and advocate for those who could no longer
speak for themselves” (Woodthorpe, 2011, p.265), this study adds to
the existing work by contextualizing the concerns of the city’s residents
and their understanding of people’s rights and need for protection. In
fact not only do participants mention the protection of the burial space
in terms of its physical limits and maintenance, but more importantly
they highlight current socio-political concerns in an unsettling context
where the power of the elite and sectarian wars threaten everyday life.
Here the notion of protection of the dead is one that confronts social
inequality and political stigma, negatively identified in features of the
variety of tombstone treatments and the presence of political signs
within the cemetery.

4.3. Limitations and research implications

The study has certain limitations. Using a convenience sampling tech-
nique increases the vulnerability of having a selection bias which may affect
the external validity of our findings. The small number of participants also
hinders the generalization of findings to the larger Beirut population and to
test group differences. Nevertheless, this technique is commonly used in
pilot and exploratory studies to generate hypotheses. Hence, it is applicable
to be used in this study on perception and preferences of urban cemeteries
in Beirut. Future research conducted on a larger population sample would
be beneficial to generalize the findings and to further develop them with
regards to group differences.

The use of visual stimuli is a highly reliable and extensively used
approach in studies on landscape perception and preference (Steen
Jacobsen, 2007), especially in making available sites that are otherwise
difficult to access, as is the case of the Beirut cemeteries. The use of
photographs, however, limits perception to visual perception, and there
is value in future testing of multi-sensory experience and its impacts on
perception, especially in emotionally complex, meaning intensive,
spiritual sites, such as cemeteries.

5. Conclusion

With the results of this explorative study, it can be stated that the
urban cemetery in Beirut is perceived as both, a space for the living and
a space for the dead, and that overall, its perception as a place for the
living increases its likelihood for higher preference.

Many factors have proved to positively influence perception and
preference, regardless of the above mentioned dichotomy. These in-
clude good planning through proper organization, spacing and clear
pathways as well as clear disconnection from the surrounding context.
They also include notions of stewardship and care through proper
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maintenance and upkeep. However, factors with most influence on
negative perception are often ones that relate to its role as a space for
the dead, ones that express disrespect for the deceased through in-
appropriate treatment of tombstones and burial grounds that fail to
protect them from the earthly pressures of social hierarchies, political
affiliations and contextual tensions.

Finally, the acknowledgement of cemeteries as spaces for the living,
which allow people contact with greenery and nature affordance, as
well as a momentary escape from the city, proves to provide a holistic
understanding of urban cemeteries as multifunctional landscapes,
which offer social and ecological benefits to the city and its dwellers; an
understanding which is critical to their valuation as urban green spaces
and their proper integration into the urban and landscape planning of
the city.
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