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“DEPART FROM HENCE
AND KEEP THIS
THOUGHT IN MIND”’:
THE IMPORTANCE OF
COMPARATIVE
ANALYSIS IN
GRAVESTONE
RESEARCH

Elizabeth A. Crowell and
Norman Vardney Mackie Il

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the scope of gravestone
and cemetery analysis has broadened to in-
clude not only New England, but other re-
gions of the country. Information gleaned
from regional analyses yields a wealth of
data for comparative purposes with impor-
tant implications for the archaeologist. One
of the major goals of anthropological study is
to compare data from different investiga-
tions. Observation of gravestones and burial
patterns from Anglo-American settlements
in the Middle Atlantic and Chesapeake-
Tidewater regions has demonstrated that
distinct patterns exist in these regions
which are dependent upon environmental
and cultural phenomena.

James Deetz has stated that distinct re-
gional traditions developed in different ar-
eas in the colonies (Deetz 1977:38). These
discrete traditions were the result of differ-
ing cultural backgrounds of the settlers, the
purpose of settlement, and environmental
conditions. Material culture and behavior in
these regions should reflect these differing
regional traditions. Investigations of grave-
stones and burial patterns from the Middle
Atlantic and Chesapeake-Tidewater regions
suggest that two distinct patterns do indeed
exist (Crowell 1983:220).

METHODOLOGY

This study addresses gravestones and
burial practices dating from circa 1607 to
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1820. Data from the Middle Atlantic region
is based upon studies conducted in Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania (Crowell 1981) and Cape
May County, New Jersey (Crowell 1982,
1983), while the Chesapeake-Tidewater ex-
amples include studies from Tidewater Vir-
ginia (Crowell 1978) and southern Maryland
(Mackie 1983, 1984, 1985).

A survey was conducted of all cemeteries
in Philadelphia with gravestones dating
prior to 1820. Quantitative data was col- -
lected from two churchyards (St. Peter’s
Episcopal and Old Pine Presbyterian), and
the resulting patterns derived through anal-
ysis are representative of the city’s burying
grounds in general. The Philadelphia sam-
ple consists of 196 stone markers.

The Cape May County data was derived
from a non-arbitrary 100% collection strat-
egy, with a resulting total of 233 stones
examined and recorded. These markers orig-
inally were located in as many as 29 plan-
tation cemeteries and seven churchyards.
One hundred fourteen stones (49%) were
originally located in plantation cemeteries.

Data representative of the Chesapeake-
Tidewater results from an examination of
extant stones observable in ten Tidewater
Virginia counties (Surry, Charles City, Isle
of Wight, Gloucester, New Kent, Lancaster,
Middlesex, Matthews, James City, York),
one Tidewater Maryland county (St.
Mary’s), and three Virginia cities (Norfolk,

"In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
gravestones in Cape May County and in Virginia were
often moved from their original locations in plantation
cemeteries to churchyards. This was done in order to
insure their preservation. In Cape May County today,
there are 12 extant plantation cemeteries containing 37
gravestones. Documentary evidence (in the form of
wills, church records, family papers, and recorded
gravestone inscriptions) reveals that there were as
many as 29 plantation cemeteries containing 114
gravestones. In Virginia, six extant plantation ceme-
teries were examined which contained 19 stones. In
actuality, there had been 33 plantation cemeteries
which contained 94 stones. This evidence indicates that
the present position of a gravestone cannot be assumed
to have been its original position. Historical documen-
tation must be consulted before spatial-locational anal-
ysis can take place.
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TABLE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF GRAVESTONE STYLES BY REGION

Headstones Box Tombs, Table Tombs, Slabs Obelisks
Philadelphia 167 (85.2%) 29 (14.8%) 0 (0%)
Cape May County 221 (95%) 12 (5%) 0 (0%)
Chesapeake-Tidewater 20 (10%) 175 (89%) 2 (1%)

Petersburg, Williamsburg). As with Cape
May County, a 100% data collection strategy
was applied, and all stones occupying
churchyards and private burying grounds
were examined and recorded. The Tidewater
Virginia data base consists of 194 grave-
stones originally located in association with
11 churches and 33 plantation cemeteries.
Ninety-four gravestones originally were lo-
cated in plantation cemeteries. The St.
Mary’s County data base consists of 96 stone
markers from 11 churchyards and 15 plan-
tation cemeteries. Forty-six gravestones
were located in plantation cemeteries.

Information from all gravestones in the
various geographic regions was recorded on
index cards. For each marker, inscriptions
and epitaphs were copied, preserving origi-
nal capitalization and spelling. In cases
where gravestones were illegible, stones
which could be dated using historical docu-
mentation were included in the data bases.
In addition, gravestone material, size, and
style were noted. Finally, a sketch was made
showing form and any motif, and photo-
graphs (color, black and white) were taken
of all stones discussed in this study.

REGIONAL PATTERN ANALYSIS

The most fundamental concerns of recent
material culture analysis have been the
identification and explication of patterning.
These problems have been addressed by pre-
historians (e.g. Binford 1978, 1980) as well
as by historical archaeologists (Deetz 1977,
Dickens 1982) and folklorists (Glassie 1968).
In the following section, regional patterning
is discussed as it is manifested in Middle
Atlantic and Chesapeake-Tidewater Anglo-

American gravestones. In attempting to ex-
plicate observable isolated patterns we have
chosen to focus on (1) status as reflected in
gravemarkers, (2) style, form, and decora-
tion of stone, (3) gravestone procurement, (4)
presence or absence of gravestones, and (5)
loci of burial.

The Middle Atlantic Pattern

The Middle Atlantic pattern demonstrates
little status difference represented by the
style or size of gravestone chosen. Presence or
absence of stone gravemarkers, however,
can be seen as indicative of status. The
major style of stone in this region is the
headstone, an upright stone erected at the
head of the grave (see Table 1). Little or no
carved iconography appears on the grave-
stones. The form (i.e. exterior silhouette) of
the gravestone, howéver, as will be ex-
plained below, can be seen as indicative of
meaning (Crowell 1983:120). Burial pat-
terns differ in rural areas and towns. In
Philadelphia, churchyard burial is custom-
ary throughout the period. In rural areas,
(Cape May County), the earliest burials oc-
curred in a village burial plot at the location
of initial settlement. As the population
moved away from the original settlement
onto plantations or farms, burial in family
cemeteries on the plantation became cus-
tomary. Beginning in approximately 1780,
there was a trend toward more burials at the
church (Crowell 1983:120).

The Chesapeake-Tidewater Pattern

The Chesapeake-Tidewater pattern dem-
onstrates a pronounced status difference re-
flected in gravemarkers. The overwhelming



Figure 1. Box Tombs

majority of the population did not have
stone gravemarkers (Crowell 1978:19;
Mackie 1983, 1984, 1985), and as of yet,
there has been no documentary or archaeo-
logical evidence forthcoming which supports
the use of wooden markers in this region.
For existing gravestones, there was varia-
tion in the style of stone chose. The
predominant styles of stones chosen in the
period prior to 1780 were the flat slab, the
box tomb, and the table tomb, all indicative
of status (Burgess 1963:183) (see Table 1:
Figure 1). The slab is a large, flat stone
placed flush to the ground. The box tomb is
comprised of a brick or cut stone base upon
which a large carved slab was placed. The
table tomb is a slab supported by six or
more large stone legs. Some of the stones
bear carved imagery, while others do not.
When decorated, heraldic imagery was most
often chosen. Burial patterns in this region
are identical to those in the Middle Atlantic
region.
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Figure 2. Cherub Shaped Stone

Characteristics described in each of the
regional patterns are important to the un-
derstanding of these distinct areas. This
data can be analyzed in a much broader
context, however. The anthropological ap-
proach requires a comparative analysis of
data in a holistic manner. Underlying fac-
tors for regional differences must be ex-
plored and reasons for similarities and dif-
ferences must be explained. ' '

DISTRIBUTION, PROCUREMENT, AND STATUS

The distribution of gravestones is depen-
dent upon the availability of a source of local
stone. With respect to Philadelphia, marble
and limestone quarries ‘in neighboring
Montgomery and Chester counties in Penn-
sylvania provided local stone which was
both readily available and easily exploited.
Within forty to fifty years of the establish-
ment of the city, there was a local stonecarv-
ing tradition in operation (Crowell 1983:86).
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Figure 3. Neoclassical Stone

The availability of stone made gravestones a
relatively affordable commodity and en-
abled a wide segment of the population to
procure them (Deetz 1977). Conversely, in
the Middle Atlantic and Chesapeake-
Tidewater areas, in locations where there
was a dearth of local stone, gravestones,
when desired, had to be imported. Indeed,
this was not an unusual practice in the
colonial period. Residents of Charleston,
South Carolina (Ravenal 1942:193) and
other areas of South Carolina and Georgia
(Gorman and DiBlasi 1976:80) imported
their gravestones from New England and
elsewhere. Inhabitants of Long Island, New
York, imported their gravestones from New
England, New York, and New Jersey (Lev-
ine 1978:47). :
Persons from the Middle Atlantic and
Chesapeake-Tidewater regions wishing to
procure gravestones had to order them from
a source area and pay the cost of shipment as

well as the cost of the stone. This factor
caused gravestones to be less widely distrib-
uted in areas where they had to be imported.
The cost of gravestone procurement in areas
dependent upon importation limited the
purchase of gravestones to a wealthier seg-
ment of the population. Gravestones thus
became indicators of socio-economic status.

Although merely a myth in New England,
the overwhelming majority of gravestones
in Tidewater Virginia prior to 1780 were
imported from England (Crowell 1978:16).
This is documented by evidence appearing
in wills, estate inventories, family papers,
signed gravestones, and Public Records Of-
fice Accounts of Imports and Exports to
Virginia and Maryland. Dependence upon
English gravestones in Virginia continued
until the time of the American Revolution
due to the close ties with the motherland.
Concerning southern Maryland, similar his-
torical sources indicate that gravestones
from the earliest period were also procured
from England (Mackie 1985). Beginning
around 1740, an increasing number of peo-
ple from St. Mary’s county imported their
gravestones from Philadelphia and, between
1785 and 1820, stones manufactured in Bal-
timore and Washington were predominant.
This pattern of gravestone procurement is
indicative of increasing localization in trade
patterns involving St. Mary’s County and
outlying market areas (Mackie 1984, 1985).
Cape May County, New Jersey was also
dependent upon imported gravestones, pro-
curing them from Philadelphia (Crowell
1983:86). In the Middle Atlantic and
Chesapeake-Tidewater regions, when im-
portation was necessary, the number of
stone gravemarkers was limited and merely
the presence or absence of stones indicated
status.

Persons of higher social and economic po-
sition were more likely to have gravestones
than the poorer members of the community.
This phenomenon is particularly demon-
strated in Virginia and southern Maryland.
In Virginia, 47 stones dated to the seven-
teenth century while 147 dated from the
period 1700 to 1780. In St. Mary’s County,



the extant data base in combination with an
early printed survey (Ridgely 1908) revealed
that 6 stones dated to the seventeenth cen-
tury, and 11 stones represented the period
1700 to 1780. In both Virginia and St.
Mary’s County, gravestones marked the
graves of the more prestigious residents of
the areas. Even accounting for the natural
attrition of gravestones through time, ne-
glect, and vandalism, the dearth of grave-
markers indicates that thousands of graves
were either unmarked or marked with
wooden markers which have since deterio-
rated. Use of wooden gravemarkers has been
demonstrated in England (Burgess 1963:28)
and in the New World (Deetz 1977:88;
Crowell 1979:14; Parker 1985). As previ-
ously mentioned, however, no archaeologi-
cal or historical evidence definitively indi-
cates the use of wooden gravemarkers in
either the Middle Atlantic or the
Chesapeake-Tidewater regions. With regard
to unmarked graves, there was English pre-
cedent. John Weever noted in 1631:

it was the vfe and cvftome in reuerend

antiquitie to interre perfons of the rvfticke or’

plebeian fort in Chriftian bvriall without any
fvrther remembrance of them either by tombe,
graueftone or epitaph (10).

FORM AND DECORATION

Gravestone styles being utilized in differ-
ing regions varied widely (see Table I). Flat
slabs, box tombs, and table tombs were uti-
lized in both regions to commemorate the
deaths of prestigious individuals. In the
Chesapeake-Tidewater in the seventeenth
century, these styles of markers comprised
100% of the stones, and continued to domi-
nate during the period 1700-1780 (85.7%).
Conversely, however, these styles made up
only 14.8 of the Philadelphia sample, and
5% of the Cape May County assemblage.
Markers of identical styles were being uti-
lized in England as well. John Weever ob-
served that:

Sepvlchres fhould bee made according to the
qvalities and degree of the perfon deceafed that
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by the Tombe everyone might be difcerned of
what rank hee was liuning (1631:10).

He continued:

Perfons of the meaner fort of Gentrie were
interred with a flat graueftone . ..

Noblemen . .. had ... their tombes raifed
aloft aboue the ground to note the excellence of
their ftate or dignitie (Weever 1631:10).

Slabs, box tombs, and table tombs were a

visible representation of status.

Headstones were the predominant style of
stone in St. Mary’s County, Maryland after
1780 (89%), and throughout the period. in
Philadelphia (85.2%) and Cape May County,
New Jersey (95.7%) (Table I). In the Phila-
delphia sample, since a large percentage of
the population had marked graves, head-
stones can be seen as a rather democratic
style of marker. Conversely, the mere pres-
ence of a gravestone in Cape May County and
in St. Mary’s County, where importation was
necessary, indicates some degree of status.

Gravestone decoration also varied widely
from region to region. In Virginia, the pre-
dominant decoration on gravestones was the
coat of arms, which revealed the importance
of status. All individuals having grave-
stones which bore this imagery were mem-
bers of the gentry. The other motif in Vir-
ginia, the skull with crossed bones, appeared
on only seven stones. The remainder of the
stones were undecorated.

In the Middle Atlantic area gravestones
were customarily undecorated. Philadelphia
and Cape May County residents both ac-
quired their gravemarkers from Philadel-
phia. Because Philadelphia was a Quaker
stronghold throughout the eighteenth cen-
tury, pre_dominant views against ornament-
alism resulted in a lack of gravestone deco-
ration. Consequently, other gravestone
attributes had to be examined to derive
meaning. The most important of these was
the exterior shape of the stone. It was noted
that the upper halves of some gravestones in
silhouette resemble winged cherubs in
flight. These eighteenth century “cherub-
shaped” stones were followed by several
transitional styles culminating in a Neoclas-
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sical style appearing in the 1780’s (see Fig-
ure 2 and 3). Inscriptions and epitaphs
associated with the “cherub-shaped” style
correspond to those of the New England
cherub, while those associated with the Neo-
classical style correspond to the New En-
gland urn and willow. From these observa-
tions the concept of “sensitivity of form” was
defined (Crowell 1983:120). This concept
suggests that the exterior shape of undecor-
ated gravestones can represent meaning.

BURIAL PATTERNS

Regional variation also occurs in burial
patterns. Spatial- locational distribution of
burials is dependent upon settlement pat-
terns and the development of transporta-
tion. In a town setting such as Philadelphia,
the churchyard was the sole locus of burial.
The lack of space in urban areas may also
have contributed to the establishment of
more formal areas for burial. In the cases of
Cape May County, Tidewater Virginia, and
St. Mary’s County, there were three pat-
terns of burial which changed as the settle-
ment patterns changed. When the settlers in
each of these "areas arrived, an area was
sequestered at each of the original settle-
ments (Town Bank, Cape May County;
Jamestown, Virginia; St. Mary’s City, Mary-
land) for the burial of the dead. When the
population began to move out of these set-
tlements onto plantations, this necessitated
the establishment of plantation cemeteries.
Although the English settlers preferred the
idea of burial of the dead in churchyards,
they realized the necessity of burying people
in private family burying grounds on plan-
tations, as is illustrated in this letter from
James Blair to Alexander Spotswood in Vir-
ginia, written in 1719:

But it is a common thing all over the country
now (what thro’ the want of ministers, what by
their great distance, and the heat of the
weather and the smelling of the corps) to bury
at places other than churchyards (Perry
1870:230).

A second account of Virginia by Hugh Jones
states:

The parishes being of great extent (some sixty
miles long and upward) many dead corpses
cannot be conveyed to the church to be buried
(Jones 1956:97).

This necessitated the custom of interring the
deceased:

in gardens and orchards where whole families
lie interred together, in a spot usually
hansomly enclosed, planted with evergreens
and the graves kept decently (Jones 1956:97).

Beginning in about 1780, burial at the
churchyard began to become a more common
practice. The transition to churchyard
burial can be attributed in part to improved
road conditions and other improvements in
transportation. In addition, the fervor of
religious revivals occurring at this time (as
is evidenced in Cape May County) may have
stimulated additional interest in church-
yard burial (Crowell 1983:32).

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of similarities and differ-
ences in regional patterns discloses some of
thé causation behind them. When local
stone was abundant, more people had the
opportunity to procure gravestones. In the
absence of a source of local stone, the pres-
ence of the stone gravemarker was a symbol
of status. Availability of local stone, cost,
and ease of procurement determined
whether the presence of a gravestone was
related to status. Form and decoration of
gravestones was determined by social and
religious considerations. Virginia was a
very class- oriented society and style of stone
chosen (slabs, box tombs, or table tombs) and
predominant decoration (coat of arms) re-
flected this orientation. Philadelphians,
most likely influenced by the simplicity of
the dominant Quaker culture, chose to pro-
duce undecorated gravestones, however the
sentiments reflected by the form and in-
scriptions closely paralleled New England.
Burial patterns differed according to settle-
ment patterns.

Similar patterns should occur in other
studies conducted in the Middle Atlantic



and Chesapeake-Tidewater regions, and
there are new patterns to be discovered.

There is a need for additional studies to be"

conducted in these regions to provide more
comparative data and to test the findings
presented in this paper. Additional investi-
gations should be conducted in these regions
and at different time periods. In later peri-
ods, different variables may be seen as the
cause for patterns occurring in the data. As
important, there is a need for data compar-
ison among these studies to determine why
the patterns and variables occur. Only with
further regional and chronological research
will we be able to obtain a more holistic
picture of American mortuary customs.
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