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What is the Historic 
Graves Project?



Introduction
• Based on archaeological methods a simple system for 

historic graveyard survey has been developed by The 
Historic Graves Project team in collaboration 
with local community groups. The core system was 
established in 2011 and regular improvements have 
been made ever since. In the last seven years over 
400 community groups have surveyed over 800 
graveyards and published more than 100,000 
gravestones, and over 250,000 people records to the 
internet using this simple system.











What defines an historic graveyard? 

The presence of a church and burying on consecrated 
ground 

A cemetery has no church.  

Most Irish cemeteries are post-Catholic Emancipation 
(ca. 1830)



Why ‘do’ historic 
graveyard work ?











Family names carved in 
stone are primary 

historical sources - here 
we see the names of 

Ardmore families











Character



• Local Geology

• Topography (elevation, 

streams/lakes/coast) 
• Origins

• Duration of Use

Factors affecting 
Character

• Types

• Prehistoric burial grounds 
• Historic graveyards 
• 	 Early medieval/Monastic 

Foundations 
• - Original buildings in timber and later 

on built with stone

• 	 Medieval 
• 	 	 Diocese & Parish structure 

churches - 1000-1200 AD onwards 
• 	 late Medieval - up to late 1600s 
• Reformation & Dissolution of the 

Monasteries 
• 	 Post-Medieval - 1700 onwards

• Parish Graveyards 
• Friaries & Abbeys (Monastic) 
• Private Family Graveyards 
• Post- Catholic Emancipation - 1829 

onwards 
• From 1829 we see more and more 

single faith graveyards.



Elements of Character
Entrance Gate

Stiles
Boundary walls

Coffin rests
Mass paths

Structures/ruins
Grave monuments

Vegetation
History of Families



Box tomb

Headstone
Footstone

sidestone

sidestone
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Historic Graveyards tend to have a common geography
1.Church buildings usually have an east-west orientation
2.Headstones usually face east (representing Jerusalem)
3.Reuse of grave plots results in burial rows.
4.In many graveyards the densest concentration of 
headstones is south of the church. The northern part of the 
graveyard is usually sparsely occupied.

The Geography of 
an Historic 
Graveyard
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west east



Modern Altar
Possible famine graves

Original Burial Ground

North

South

East

West

Densest burials 
Earliest headstones

Kerbs from early 1900s

First graveyard extension

Second graveyard extension

























Key point for 
photography

We take photographs in the 
morning - when the sun is on 

the face of the headstone



1. We fill out a record sheet for every numbered grave 
memorial - again, work in pairs

2. Fill out the Number and Sitename/Parish first
3. Then do the memorial elevation sketch (matchstick-men 

type drawing is sufficient as each memorial is also  being 
photographed)

4. Transcribe the epitaph. Word for word, line by line.
5. We use a P7 lenser torch to read most headstones or a 

mirror to cast shadows and ease reading
6. Remember this is teamwork - it is not about any individual 

being right but the team getting it right!
7. Once the epitaph is read we then extract the biographical 

information to register the people listed 
8. It is best to do this onsite as it results in higher quality 

record
9. We list people in order of appearance.
10. Do not calculate age unless you have both DOB and 

DOD.
11. If recording a complex memorial use right hand/left hand 

side to differentiate
12. If recording multi-face memorial - use E face, S face, W 

face, N face.
13. If the epitaph is very long just use multiple sheets 1/3, etc.
14. Once the record sheet is complete mark the masking tape 

NUMBER with an X to avoid repeat recordings
15. In batches of 5 give your completed record sheets to the 

'keeper of the folder'
16. Sort all sheets numerically, tick them off on the 

REGISTER, then file numerically
17. The editorial team decide on quality control issues and 

double checking is indicated by a 'cross check' in the 
number box.

Step 2a
Record the 
memorial/
monument





How to read recumbent slabs
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Caring for God’s Acre example
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Clashmore measured drone survey



Every Historic Graveyard Survey 
builds a Graveyard Folder which 
contains 
1.Grave Memorial Register
2.Sketch Plan
3.Thumbnail Contact Sheets 
(colour)
4.Numerically filed record sheets

The Graveyard 
Folder

Register Sketch Plan Contact Sheets Record Sheets



https://www.caringforgodsacre.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/
2020/10/discovering-and-recording-gravestones.pdf
















































