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At left: a statue of a weeping child next to
a draped column at ElImwood Cemetery.
Next page, also at Elmwood: A Celtic Cross
adorned with symbols and figures from the
New Testament.



INTRODUCTION
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Have you ever walked through a historic cemetery
and wondered about the art on the stone mon-
uments and markers? The weeping angels, the
anchors, the scrolls and doves...what do they all
mean, aside from being beautiful ways to wish a
loved one farewell? The markers in Victorian-era
cemeteries often carry powerful stories about the
deceased, and were never meant to be mysterious.
In their time, they were a common language

of expression, but as trends have changed and
modernity has set in, we no longer find them
common or clear. Like the loopy cursive hand-
writing of times past, these symbols seem pretty
hard to read.

If you’re willing to learn the meanings of a
handful of symbols, you will find layers of cultural
history in those shapes and figures. Being receptive
to them is like hearing the dead speak.

The cemeteries that inspired me are predominantly
from late 19th century America, in the Southern
states, although there are examples of symbols that
were popular in other American regions as well as
in Great Britain. In the American South during
that time period, there were overlapping spheres
of culture, all of which influenced the symbols

on our ancestors’ grave markers. The time period
that the English called “Victorian,” e.g. the time
of the reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901),
encompassed three major tumultuous upheavals
here in America: The Civil War, Emancipation,
and Reconstruction. As in any period of great
violence, cultural change and renewal, the people
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