self guided tour bonaventure cemetery

self guided tour bonaventure cemetery offers an enriching experience to explore one
of Savannah, Georgia's most historic and visually captivating sites at your own pace. This
self paced exploration allows visitors to discover the cemetery's remarkable funerary art,
notable gravesites, and lush landscape without the constraints of a guided group. The
cemetery, established in 1846, is renowned for its Gothic Revival architecture, majestic
oak trees draped with Spanish moss, and the stories of prominent Savannah residents
interred there. A self guided tour emphasizes flexibility, enabling visitors to delve into the
history and symbolism of the monuments and mausoleums on their own schedule. This
article provides a comprehensive guide to planning and navigating a self guided tour of
Bonaventure Cemetery, including key highlights, tips for visitors, and suggestions for
making the most of the visit. Whether interested in art, history, genealogy, or nature, a
self guided tour at Bonaventure Cemetery offers a unique and memorable experience.
Below is a detailed overview of the cemetery and practical advice organized by topic for
easy reference.
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Overview of Bonaventure Cemetery

Bonaventure Cemetery is a historic burial ground located in Savannah, Georgia, known for
its serene natural beauty and rich cultural heritage. Established in the mid-19th century,
the cemetery spans approximately 160 acres and serves as the final resting place for
thousands of individuals, including prominent local figures and Civil War veterans. The
cemetery gained national recognition for its picturesque landscape featuring centuries-old
oak trees, intricate wrought iron fences, and elaborate tombstones and monuments. Its
design reflects Victorian era aesthetics combined with Southern Gothic influences, making
it a popular destination for history enthusiasts, photographers, and tourists alike. As a
public cemetery, Bonaventure remains an active site for burials while also functioning as
an outdoor museum of funerary art and local history.



Historical Significance

The cemetery was originally part of a plantation owned by the Bonaventure family before
conversion to a burial ground in 1846. It quickly became a favored location for Savannah’s
elite to be interred, reflecting social hierarchies through the grandeur of their monuments.
Over time, it has evolved into a symbol of Savannah’s heritage, preserving stories of the
city’s development, its residents, and historical events such as the Civil War. The cemetery
also gained literary fame through John Berendt’s 1994 book “Midnight in the Garden of
Good and Evil,” which highlighted several graves and the cemetery’s mysterious
ambiance.

Landscape and Design Features

The natural environment of Bonaventure Cemetery is integral to its charm. Towering live
oaks draped with Spanish moss create a hauntingly beautiful canopy over walking paths.
The cemetery’s layout balances orderly rows of graves with winding trails that encourage
exploration. Architectural elements include mausoleums, obelisks, statues, and symbolic
carvings that reflect Victorian funerary customs. This blend of nature and art creates a
contemplative atmosphere, inviting visitors to slow down and appreciate the cultural
layers embedded in the site.

Planning Your Self Guided Tour

A successful self guided tour of Bonaventure Cemetery requires some prior planning to
maximize the experience. Given the cemetery’s size and the abundance of points of
interest, preparation helps visitors navigate efficiently while ensuring they see the most
significant features. Unlike guided tours, self guided tours allow for complete freedom but
also place responsibility on the visitor to understand the layout and highlights.

Getting There and Access

Bonaventure Cemetery is located about 4 miles east of downtown Savannah. Visitors can
reach the cemetery by car, with ample parking available near the main entrance. Public
transportation options are limited, so driving or ridesharing is recommended. The
cemetery is open daily from early morning until dusk, with no admission fee. It is advisable
to check current hours and any visitor regulations before arrival.

Maps and Resources

Obtaining a detailed map of the cemetery is one of the most important steps for a self
guided tour. Maps are often available at the entrance or from local tourism offices and can



also be downloaded from official websites. These maps typically identify major sections,
notable graves, and key landmarks. Additionally, printed or digital guides provide

historical context and information about the cemetery’s art and residents. Some visitors
prefer to bring a notebook or use mobile devices to record observations and references.

Recommended Duration and Timing

The length of a self guided tour depends on individual interests and walking speed but
typically ranges from 1.5 to 3 hours. Early morning or late afternoon visits are ideal for
pleasant weather and softer lighting that enhances photographic opportunities. Weekdays
tend to be less crowded, providing a more peaceful experience. Visitors should wear
comfortable walking shoes and be prepared for uneven terrain.

Key Highlights and Notable Gravesites

Exploring Bonaventure Cemetery independently allows visitors to focus on the most
meaningful or visually striking gravesites and monuments. Several locations within the
cemetery stand out due to their historical significance, artistic merit, or cultural impact.

The Bird Girl Statue

Arguably the most famous monument in Bonaventure Cemetery is the Bird Girl statue,
originally featured on the cover of “Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.” Though the
original statue has been moved to a museum for preservation, a replica remains in the
cemetery. The statue’s serene depiction of a young girl holding bowls is emblematic of the
cemetery’s ethereal atmosphere and draws many visitors interested in literary and artistic
history.

Graves of Historical Figures

The cemetery contains the graves of numerous notable Savannah residents, including
Confederate generals, city founders, and influential families. Examples include:

e James Edward Oglethorpe, founder of the Georgia Colony (memorialized nearby)
e Flannery O’Connor, acclaimed Southern author

e Various Civil War veterans and local politicians



These graves often feature elaborate monuments that reflect the status and story of the
individual, providing insight into Savannah’s past.

Architectural and Sculptural Highlights

Visitors should pay attention to the varied funerary art styles throughout the cemetery.
Gothic Revival mausoleums, angelic statues, and symbolic motifs such as urns, broken
columns, and clasped hands are prevalent. These elements communicate Victorian-era
beliefs about death, mourning, and the afterlife. Notable sculptures and tomb designs can
be found throughout the grounds, making the cemetery a significant outdoor gallery of
19th and early 20th-century funerary art.

Understanding the Cemetery’s Art and Symbolism

One of the most compelling aspects of a self guided tour at Bonaventure Cemetery is
interpreting the rich iconography and symbolism embedded in its monuments. These
artistic elements provide a window into historical attitudes toward mortality and
remembrance.

Common Symbolic Motifs

Many gravestones and sculptures incorporate widely recognized symbols, each with
specific meanings:

¢ Angels: Messengers of God, guardians of the soul.

e Urns: Symbols of death and mourning, often draped to indicate sorrow.

e Broken Columns: Represent a life cut short.

e Clasped Hands: Signify farewell or reunion in the afterlife.

e Draped Fabric: Symbolizes the veil between life and death.

Recognizing these motifs enriches the visitor’s understanding of the cultural and personal
meanings behind the cemetery’s art.



Victorian Funerary Art

The cemetery is an exemplar of Victorian funerary art, which emphasizes elaborate design
and symbolic storytelling. This style reflects the 19th-century fascination with death as
both a spiritual transition and a social statement. The self guided tour allows visitors to
study individual markers and mausoleums, observing how artisans conveyed messages of
hope, grief, and legacy through stone and metalwork.

Visitor Tips for an Enjoyable Experience

To ensure a safe, informative, and pleasant visit during a self guided tour of Bonaventure
Cemetery, several practical tips are recommended.

Preparation and Safety

Visitors should prepare for outdoor walking with appropriate footwear, sun protection,
and water. The cemetery’s terrain includes gravel paths and shaded wooded areas, so
comfortable and sturdy shoes are essential. Staying hydrated and applying sunscreen or
insect repellent can enhance comfort. While the cemetery is a peaceful place, it is
important to remain aware of surroundings and adhere to all posted rules.

Respect and Etiquette

As an active burial ground and place of remembrance, Bonaventure Cemetery requires
respectful behavior. Visitors should:

Refrain from loud conversations or disruptive behavior

Respect gravesites and avoid walking on individual plots

Follow signage and stay on designated paths

Dispose of trash properly and avoid disturbing plants or wildlife

Maintaining decorum honors both the deceased and other visitors seeking reflection.



Enhancing the Experience

Bringing supplementary materials such as a guidebook, journal, or camera can deepen
engagement with the cemetery’s history and beauty. Some visitors use mobile apps or
audio guides to complement their self guided tour, although these require prior research.
Scheduling ample time and visiting during off-peak hours can also improve the overall
experience, allowing for quiet contemplation and detailed exploration.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a self-guided tour of Bonaventure Cemetery?

A self-guided tour of Bonaventure Cemetery allows visitors to explore the historic
cemetery at their own pace using maps, brochures, or mobile apps without the need for a
professional guide.

How can I start a self-guided tour at Bonaventure
Cemetery?

You can start a self-guided tour by obtaining a map or brochure from the Bonaventure
Cemetery Welcome Center or downloading a tour app or map online before your visit.

What are the must-see landmarks on a self-guided tour
of Bonaventure Cemetery?

Must-see landmarks include the Bird Girl statue, the graves of notable historical figures,
the Confederate Memorial, and the beautiful oak-lined pathways with Spanish moss.

Is there an app available for a self-guided tour of
Bonaventure Cemetery?

Yes, several apps and websites offer self-guided tour maps and audio guides for
Bonaventure Cemetery to enhance your visit with historical information.

How long does a self-guided tour of Bonaventure
Cemetery usually take?

A self-guided tour typically takes between 1 to 2 hours, depending on how many points of
interest you choose to explore and your walking pace.

Are there any fees for a self-guided tour of Bonaventure



Cemetery?

No, self-guided tours of Bonaventure Cemetery are generally free, though donations are
appreciated to help with cemetery maintenance.

Can I bring a pet on a self-guided tour of Bonaventure
Cemetery?

Pets are usually allowed on a leash during self-guided tours, but it’s best to check the
cemetery’s current pet policy before your visit.

What is the best time of year to take a self-guided tour
of Bonaventure Cemetery?

Spring and fall are ideal for visiting Bonaventure Cemetery due to mild weather and
beautiful natural surroundings, but the cemetery is open year-round.

Are there any safety tips for a self-guided tour of
Bonaventure Cemetery?

Wear comfortable shoes, stay on marked paths, bring water, and be respectful of the
graves and other visitors during your self-guided tour.

Additional Resources

1. Whispers Among the Oaks: A Self-Guided Journey Through Bonaventure Cemetery
This book offers a detailed and engaging walking tour of Bonaventure Cemetery,
highlighting its most famous monuments and the stories behind them. It provides maps,
historical context, and insights into the art and symbolism found throughout the grounds.
Ideal for visitors who want to explore the cemetery at their own pace while uncovering its
rich cultural heritage.

2. Silent Stories: Exploring Savannah’s Bonaventure Cemetery on Your Own

Designed for solo travelers and history buffs, this guide delves into the lives of notable
figures buried in Bonaventure Cemetery. It includes suggested routes, biographical
sketches, and tips for capturing the beauty of the cemetery’s sculpture and landscape. The
book also touches on the cemetery’s role in Savannah’s history and folklore.

3. Paths of Memory: A Self-Guided Tour of Bonaventure Cemetery’s Art and Architecture
Focusing on the artistic elements of Bonaventure Cemetery, this book serves as a
comprehensive tour of its sculptures, mausoleums, and garden design. Readers will learn
about the symbolism behind the cemetery’s most iconic pieces and the artists who created
them. It encourages reflective exploration and appreciation for the blend of nature and
art.

4. Echoes of the Past: A Walking Guide to Bonaventure Cemetery
This guidebook provides a chronological walking tour, tracing the history of Bonaventure



Cemetery from its founding to the present day. It includes anecdotes about the cemetery’s
famous residents and the evolution of burial practices. The narrative style makes it
accessible for both casual visitors and history enthusiasts.

5. Bonaventure Cemetery Unveiled: A Self-Guided Exploration of Savannah’s Most Famous
Resting Place

Offering an in-depth look at the cemetery’s cultural and historical significance, this book is
perfect for those who want a thorough understanding of Bonaventure. It features detailed
maps, suggested itineraries, and historical photographs. The guide also discusses the
cemetery’s role in literature and popular culture.

6. The Garden of Stone: Discovering Bonaventure Cemetery Through a Self-Guided Tour
This beautifully illustrated guide emphasizes the natural beauty and serene atmosphere of
Bonaventure Cemetery. It highlights the unique flora, fauna, and landscape architecture
alongside the memorials. Readers are encouraged to experience the cemetery as a
peaceful retreat and outdoor museum.

7. Legends and Lore of Bonaventure Cemetery: A Self-Guided Ghost and History Tour
Combining history with local folklore, this book invites readers to explore Bonaventure
Cemetery’s haunted past and mysterious tales. It provides a self-guided route focusing on
the most spooky and intriguing sites within the cemetery. Perfect for those interested in
ghost stories and the supernatural side of Savannah’s history.

8. In the Footsteps of Savannah’s Souls: A Personal Guide to Bonaventure Cemetery
This reflective guide encourages visitors to connect personally with the stories of those
interred at Bonaventure Cemetery. Featuring meditative prompts, historical narratives,
and a flexible tour plan, it’s designed for a thoughtful and introspective visit. The book
promotes a deeper understanding of life, death, and memory.

9. Historic Savannah Cemeteries: Bonaventure and Beyond Self-Guided Tours

Covering Bonaventure Cemetery as well as other historic burial sites in Savannah, this
book offers multiple self-guided tours for history lovers. It provides context about the
city’s burial traditions and highlights the unique features of each cemetery. The guide is a
comprehensive resource for exploring Savannah’s rich funerary heritage on foot.
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