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grave marker inventory

GRAVE MARKER INVENTORY
A stone by stone inventory and cataloging of 
grave markers and monuments is a major com-
ponent of protecting the irreplaceable resources 
and deteriorating conditions in a historic burial 
ground or cemetery.  An inventory project is 
designed to:

Provide historic information and data on physi-
cal condition to the municipality that owns and 
is responsible for maintaining a burial ground 
or cemetery;

Aid in the development of an outline for a mas-
ter plan for the conservation, site improvement, 
structural engineering and other maintenance 
issues concerning the site;

Serve as a planning tool for stone conservation 
and for other rehabilitation efforts such as path 
systems and interpretive signs and markers;

Provide a carefully documented record as a 
safeguard against vandalism and theft;

Provide public access to genealogical and other 
historical information recorded on the invento-
ried grave markers; and

Encourage and support community interest in 
a historic burial ground or cemetery.

Methodology
The inventory process involves four steps:

Preliminary Research
A search of available historical documents is 
conducted to locate earlier maps, lists of inscrip-
tions and inventories.  These sources are used 
throughout the survey to document existing 
markers in the burying grounds and to indicate 
markers of special historical, artistic or cultural 
significance.
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Field Work
Field work includes the careful establishment of 
a numbering system for section divisions within 
the cemetery and an updating of the record 
maps produced by a municipality.  Every grave 
marker including each headstone, footstone, 
tomb, tomb marker and monument is assigned 
a section letter and individual number.  An 
inventory form is completed for each marker 
including location number, name and date 
information, type of marker and physical data 
including type of carved ornament and motives, 
materials, size and condition.  In addition, ver-
batim transcriptions of all legible inscriptions 
are recorded on each of the inventory forms.

Supplemental Research
After completion of the survey forms, any 
historical records uncovered during the pre-
liminary research phase can be consulted to 
supplement information for grave markers 
now damaged or partially missing.  In addi-
tion, old records and epitaph collections can 
be used to complete inscriptions of stones that 
are sunken or fallen and which cannot be read 
in the field.

Indexing
The data collected through field work is com-
puter recorded and sorted alphabetically by 
family name as well as chronologically by 
date of death and by location number.  Every 
name recorded on a grave marker is separately 
entered into the computer indexing.

Description of Inventory Form
The following includes components of an inven-
tory form developed specifically for Boston’s his-
toric burying grounds in 1983 and revised in 1985 
to add a masonry conservator’s expanded version 
of condition terminology.  This form should be re-
examined to insure that all pertinent information 
for each municipality is being recorded.

At the top of the form, the location/reference 
number specifies the precise location of the grave 
marker.  The letter and number indicate section 
and grave marker number.  For example, C-35 
denotes that this marker is the 35th marker in 
section C.  Training of inventory team members 
assures consistency in interpreting terminology 
and filling out forms.

Record Date:  Date the form was prepared in 
the field.

Weather:  Brief description of weather on re-
cording day.

Examined by:  Initials of recording team mem-
ber.

Name:  Name of interred.  If a marker lists 
two or three names they are recorded here.  If 
several names are specified on the marker, the 
earlier death dates or most prominently listed 
name[s] are recorded here and reference is made 
to reverse of the survey form for all additional 
names.

Date:  Death date[s] as inscribed.  Method of 
recording is similar to that used for Name.

Motif:  Traditional decorative carvings found 
on Boston grave markers are listed on the form 
and are circled or checked off where applicable.  
These motifs include:

Skull [ 17th and 18th centuries]
Face [18th and 19th centuries]
Urn and willow [19th century]
None [no figurative elements]
Other [heraldic or other imagery]

Motives referred to on the form as primary 
are usually carved in the tympanum, the 
semicircular uppermost part of the grave-
stone.  Secondary motives are displayed in 
conjunction with the primary image or else-
where on the marker.

Border:  The carved decorative margin around 
the inscription.  [Typical is the leafy spiral 
border often displayed on Boston area grave 
markers.]

Elaborate:  Unusual or rare decorative mo-
tives, sometimes including fruit and other 
naturalistic detail.  This category also is used 
for foliate and other ornamentation executed 
with particular skill.

Simple:  Curvilinear or geometric patterns.

Plain:  Single or double enframing lines.

Other:  Figurative elements, architectural 
forms and other designs not included in the 
above descriptions.
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Carving:  The condition of the carved decora-
tion and inscription.

Mint:  Sharp and clear.  Inscription can be 
read easily.

Clear but worn:  Edges are smooth, not 
crisp.

Mostly Decipherable:  Areas are discolored or 
lost, but most of the inscription can be read.

Illegible:  Inscription is substantially lost.

Type:

Headstone:  The predominant type of grave 
marker usually displaying a full inscription 
and decorative carving.

Footstone:  Usually smaller than headstones 
and may include only initials or a name and 
sometimes the year of death.  Carved decora-
tive detailing is infrequently apparent.

Tomb:  Either an above ground or below 
grade structure which may include sev-
eral chambers for multiple burials and often 
marked with a horizontal table top slab on a 
masonry base or by brick or granite walled 
construction.

Orientation:  The direction the marker’s pri-
mary carved surface faces.  If a grave marker 
is horizontally placed, the direction noted is 
the one it would face if propped upright.  For 
tombs, the slab’s axis is noted, i.e. N-S or E-W.

Dimensions:  Measurements for width are 
taken side to side at the widest point;  height 
is measured from ground level to the highest 
point of the grave marker:  depth is indicated 
as the thickness of the marker from front to 
back.  Additional measurements for tombs and 
monuments also are recorded.

Bedding:  Recording of stone bedding planes.  
Parallel bedding planes [i.e. slate] are indicated 
by the symbol + while the bedding planes at an 
angle to the surface are indicated by a /.

Plot Description:  Description of the grave 
marker’s immediate setting, i.e. grassy, bare, 
paved, etc.

Material:

Slate:  A smooth grained stone with even 
bedding planes usually running parallel to 
the stone’s face.

Granite:  Granular looking with no discern-
ible bedding planes.  Generally gray with 
black, white and/or pink flecks.  Often used 
for monuments and tombs.

Marble:  White or gray-white, cool to the 
touch and often eroded.  Marble is associated 
with 19th century headstones and monu-
ments.

Sandstone:  Tan or reddish-brown with a 
grainy surface, often eroded or flaking.

Other:  Includes greenstone, a thick green-
gray stone.  Brick, concrete and metals also 
are recorded under this category.

Condition:  These terms are used to describe 
physical condition and damage:  Judgments 
concerning causes of damage or loss are not 
made.

Soiling:  Surface deposits of fine particulate 
matter, generally dark in color, and modifying 
or obscuring the stone’s appearance.

Stains:  Discoloration by minute deposits of 
highly colored matter within the pores of the 
stone.

Efflorescence:  White crystalline surface depos-
its composed of water-soluble salts.

Graffiti:  Markings, typically paint, ink, chalk 
or crayon.

Biological Activity:  Fungal or algae growth, 
mosses, vines or bird droppings.

Erosion:  Gradual loss of surface material result-
ing in rounded and blurred edges of carving.  
In advanced stages, an overall granular “sug-
ary” texture prevails and inscriptions become 
illegible.

Blistering:  Swelling and often rupturing of a 
uniformly thin layer of stone [cf “flaking”].

Flaking:  Detachment of a uniformly thin layer 
of stone.

Scaling:  Advanced loss of stone of variable 
depth [cf. “Delamination”].
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Delamination:  Separation of relatively thick 
layers of stone among bedding planes.  Early 
stages of delamination appear as fissures along 
the top edge and are recorded as “Cracks”.  Ma-
jor detachment through this process is recorded 
under “Losses”.

Cracking:  Narrow fractures of variable length 
and direction.

Tilted/Fallen/Sunken:  Significantly out of 
vertical alignment, i.e. more than 15 degrees, 
flat on the ground or partially buried.

Open Joints:  Missing or defective mortar point-
ing usually associated with brick and granite 
tombs.

Fragmented:  Broken or detached stones where 
the pieces still exist for reassembly.

Losses:  Absence of original material as indi-
cated by an incompleteness in form, decoration 
or inscription.

Other Damage:  Other conditions not listed 
above [e.g. chipped edges] and mechanical ef-
fects such as lawnmower scrapes.

Previous Repair:  Indications of earlier efforts 
of repair or restoration.

Photo Date:  If applicable, date the stone was 
photographed.  Negative #:  Reference number 
for location of separately filed negative.

Reverse of Inventory Form
The inscription always is copied from the grave 
marker, i.e. HERE LYES Ye BODY of Mr. PAUL 
PRATT not Here lies the body of Paul Pratt.

Whenever necessary, any portion of the inscrip-
tion buried beneath ground level is gently exca-
vated.

Information derived from sources other than 
the grave marker’s presently legible inscription, 
whether inferred from fragments or determined 
from research is displayed within brackets and 
the source is written on the form.

Sketches of the grave marker, whenever warrant-
ed by distinctive features or losses, are recorded 
on the form’s reverse.

Remarks:  Includes annotations or unusual cir-
cumstances not otherwise described, i.e. on site 
fragment[s], rare imagery, high artistic quality, etc.  
Probate data, notations of carver’s initials, prices 
or practice “sketches” and other information also 
are recorded here.

Daily Work Schedule
Following orientation and training, members 
of the inventory team are assigned to specific 
sections of each burying ground.  Inventory 
staff systematically check any available histori-
cal record plans for existing location accuracy.  
Missing stones are crossed out and new place-
ments or changes in location are carefully added.  
The markers on the maps then are numbered 
consecutively and inventory forms for each are 
completed.  Team members typically complete 
between 30 and 50 forms daily.

After each section is completely inventoried an-
other team member rechecks the field map and 
inventory forms until the rechecking phase is 
completed.  At this same time, fragment forms are 
prepared to indicate the location, material, dimen-
sions, shape, inscriptions and motives, of all out 
of the ground marker fragments.  Considerable 
care is taken to keep the batch of forms for each 
section in separate envelopes.

To ensure legibility of photocopies, only black 
non water soluble pens [e.g. ball point] are used.  
Equipment required for the inventory includes:  
a trowel for careful excavation of markers to re-
cover below grade inscriptions, a soft paint brush 
for cleaning any surface soil interfering with in-
scription reading, an 8 to 10 foot retractable tape 
measure for marker measurements and location 
and a small hand mirror to reflect sunlight on 
shaded or worn inscriptions.

If funding permits, a photographic inventory can 
be added to record each marker and its identifying 
number [within the photograph].  Photos are then 
mounted directly on the completed inventory 
forms and the negatives filed separately.
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SAMPLE GRAVE MARKER INVENTORY FORM
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ALTERNATE SAMPLE GRAVE MARKER INVENTORY FORM
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SAMPLE PERMIT FORM
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SAMPLE MHC FORM E
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