
The Design Ideas Lab is part of Van Cortlandt Park Alliance’s REIMAGINING initiative, in partnership with the Design Trust for Public Space 
and Immanuel Oni, Liminal Sp, the Legacy Council, and NYC Parks. This initiative invites the community to reimagine the park’s Enslaved 
African Burial Ground site as a memorial space that fosters long-term healing and restoration. This project is supported by a generous 
grant from the Mellon Foundation. Today, and every day, we acknowledge that this land is the traditional territory of the Lenape and 
Algonquian peoples. We honor and thank them for their stewardship of this land and recognize their continued presence. 

SUNSUM COLLECTIVE

Learn More:

Traditional clay granaries of the muktele people 
represent sacred Indigenous African knowledge 
of  grain cultivation. The vernacular form and 
distribution of the structures spatially integrates 

spiral and fractal ethnomathematics.

Fractal simulation of 
clay granaries that 
form spirals within 

spirals in Mokoulesh 
by Ron Eglash

Architectural diagram of Mokoulek derived 
from drawing by Christian Seignobos

Spiral axes for programmatic forms 
and planted mounds at the Enslaved 

African Burial Ground

Vernacularly derived spatial layout of 
the Enslaved African Burial Ground
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Dikenga / Bakongo Cosmogram Lenape Medecine Wheel Lenape Turtle (used for lunar planting calendar 
and foundational to the creation story)

Ancestor Trees

Water as resonance Smoke and Spiritual Cleansing Iconographic Figures Mirrors (refl ective portal betweeen 
material and spiritual realms)

Sankofa Ancestral StewardshipAdinkraheneAltars

SPIRITUAL PALETTE
Our spiritual palette is grounded in the 
Kongo Cosmogram, which understands life 
as a continuous cycle between the worlds 
of the living, the ancestors, and those yet to 
come. This framework guides how we think 
about movement through the landscape—not 
as a path to a destination, but as a journey 
through memory, reflection, and connection 
The cosmogram also provides a lens through 
which to unders tand the history of the burial 
ground itself. For those buried at the site, 
freedom was often incomplete or denied. Yet 
through generations of stewardship, ceremony, 
and remembrance, the site has become a 
place where descendants continue to build 
relationships with those who came before them. 
Sacred groves, altars, libations, and communal 
gathering traditions throughout the African 
Diaspora inform our approach to creating 
a landscape that supports ongoing cultural 
practice rather than static memorialization.

The palette also draws from a broader set of 
Black and Indigenous sacred beliefs, including 
the Lenape Medicine Wheel and turtle, Adinkra 
symbology, and storytelling transmission tied 
through to the natural environment through 
ancestor trees found throughout the African 
continent and diaspora. Mirrors create 
moments of reflection throughout the pathway 
that act as a gateway between the material 
and spiritual realms, encouraging visitors to 
see themselves as part of a longer continuum 
between ancestors, community, and future 
generations. As this part of the site includes 
the daylighting of Moshuolu (Tibbets) Brook, 
water as a portal between the realm of the living 
and the realm of spirits is also foregrounded.

RE-IMAGINING THE ENSLAVED AFRICAN BURIAL GROUND
06.01.2026

The Foraging Cosmogram reimagines the 
site as a living temporal landscape shaped 
by the intertwined cosmologies of Black and 
Indigenous peoples. It overlays the Bakongo 
Dikenga cosmogram with the thirteen Lenape 
moons and the seasonal cycles of ethnobotanical 
species found throughout the Bronx.

The Dikenga (or Bakongo cosmogram) traces 
the journey between the worlds of the living, 

the ancestors, and those yet to be born.

The Lenape use lunar cycles mark seasonal transitions 
that guide relationships to harvesting, ceremony, and 

stewardship. The 13 inner segments of the turtle represent 
each of the annual 13 moons, while the 28 segments of 

the outer ring mark each day a given lunar month.

The “Door of Return” is a Corten steel monumental 
archway at the entrance to the Enslaved African Burial 

Ground that diffuses mist on those passing through 
to cleanse and calm the Ori (or spiritual head)

Perspective A: Entering the Enslaved African Burial Ground through the Door of Return Parti/Concept Diagram

Foraging Cosmogram

Section B: Enslaved African Burial Ground and Sacred Grove

The boardwalk features a herringbone pattern 
derived from the weaving of cornrows.

The Enslaved African Burial Ground 
features Ashanti-inspired wooden stools to 
enable stewards and descendants to  reflect.

Clay incense diffusers inspired by various 
traditional African granaries can be found 

throughout the sacred grove areas.

Mirrored cylinders feature the known names of enslaved people 
who labored on the site, with unmarked elements offering an 
opportunity for community members to crowd source their 

knowledge to further acknowledge those still unnamed.

Program and Circulation Diagram

1

1

1

2

2

3

3

3

5

5

5

4

4

Hester and Piero’s 
Mill Pond

Putnam Greenway

8’ 24’ 

SACRED GROVE

PLANTED MOUNDS

PLANTED MOUNDS

PLANTED MOUNDS

KINGSBRIDGE 
BURIAL GROUND

ENSLAVED AFRICAN 
BURIAL GROUND

HESTER AND PIERO’S 
MILL POND

PUBLIC ART

SACRED GROVE

PICNIC AREA

PUBLIC GATHERING SPACE

COUNTERCLOCKWISE CIRCULATIO
N EM

BO
D

YIN
G

 T
H

E 
D

IK
EN

G
A



SUNSUM COLLECTIVE

Learn More:

Sunsum Collective’s proposal reimagines the site as a living sacred grove of remembrance, stewardship, and renewal. Drawing from African granaries and ancestral 
grain-harvesting traditions, particularly spatial forms rooted in concentric circles and spirals, the design reclaims cultivation as a sacred practice grounded in 
reciprocity between people, land, water, and future generations. This approach stands in deliberate contrast to the extractive logic of the Van Cortlandt plantation, 
where monocropped grain was produced through enslaved labor and exported to feed Caribbean plantation economies. Guided by the Bakongo Dikenga cosmogram, 
Lenape seasonal knowledge, and African diasporic traditions, the landscape integrates ceremonial spaces, restored ecologies, ethnobotanical foraging landscapes, 
and minimal-impact pathways, fostering ongoing cultural practice, ancestral connection, ecological care, and collective healing.

Case Study 1: Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove Case Study 2: Brooklyn Naval Cemetery Landscape Case Study 2: Brooklyn Naval Cemetery Landscape

Case Study 2: Brooklyn Naval Cemetery Landscape Case Study 2: Brooklyn Naval Cemetery LandscapeCase Study 1: Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove

Case Study 1: Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove

Case Study 1: Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove

A sacred altar sits at the eastern edge of the Enslave African 
Burial Ground to honor that ancestors are traditionally interred 
facing east. Drawing from each of the four elements, the altar is a 
space for ancestral connection through veneration, offerings, and 

ritual. This altar includes a water feature connected to Hester and 
Piero’s Mill Pond for libations and also features a clay incense 
diffuser to enable cultural burning of sacred herbs on the site.

A small earthen amphitheater drawing from the site’s spiral 
geometries also features a gathering oak at the center to honor 
various pan-African traditions of ancestral veneration through 
trees, which are often sites for gathering and transmitting oral 

stories intergenerationally. Because the gathering space faces east 
toward the burial ground, a semi-permeable shade canopy with 

a Sankofa pattern offers viewers protection from the sun.

An adinkrahene pattern painted over the bike path alongside 
the burial grounds demarcates that cyclists and pedestrians 
are entering a sacred zone (as opposed to a throughway).

Stepping stones offer stewards the ability to safely traverse and 
care for the native pollinator meadows in the burial grounds and 

surrounding areas, as well as for woodland forest understory plantings 
in sacred groves. They also allow more intimate connection directly 

within the site without negatively impacting sacred ground.

The ceramic and mirrored tiling of at-grade pathways is based on the 
“Myombo” or “trees if the ancestors” lusona pattern of the Chokwe 

people. Sona are sand drawings that act as mnemonic memory systems to 
transmit collective cultural stories and proverbs across generations. Broken 
ceramic and mirror are sometimes used in Afro-diasporic burial rituals.

Mirrored figures in the sacred grove areas offer refraction 
between the material and spiritual realm, serve as a site 

for literal and metaphorical reflection, and provide visual 
indication of the presence of ancestors on the site.

Clay incense diffusers inspired by various 
traditional African granaries can be found 

throughout the sacred grove areas.

Site Plan
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Van Cortlandt Park South

Section A: Daylighting Project, Greenway, and Sacred Grove

Perspective B: Meandering Pathways and Ethnobotanical Mounds
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