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DESCRIPTION 
This technical leaflet bundles offers information on photographing, transcribing, preserving, 
and interpreting cemeteries. Often we have good intentions but don’t know where to start or 
what needs to be done. This bundle discusses how to preserve the information that a 
cemetery contains and the basic preservation of the cemetery itself. The bundle includes 
information on conducting walking tours, a main‐stay of cemetery preservation associations, 
and instructions on how to present the not‐so‐nice history that ultimately ends up in a 
cemetery. 



emeteries are among our most valuable historic resources. 

The definition of a cemetery may vary from state to state; 

the Texas Health and Safety Code defines a cemetery as 

a place that is used or intended to be used for interment, 

and includes a graveyard (including single graves), burial 

parks, and mausoleums. They are reminders of settlement 

patterns, such as villages, rural communities, urban 

centers, and ghost towns. They can reveal information about historic events, 

religion, culture, and genealogy. Names on gravemarkers serve as a directory 

of earlier residents and reflect the ethnic diversity and unique population of an 

area. Gravemarker designs and cemetery decoration and landscaping represent a 

variety of cultural influences that shape the history of a locale: a neighborhood, 

town, city, or community. Established in large part for the benefit of the living, 

cemeteries perpetuate the memories of the deceased, those who bequeathed to 

their communities the amenities that give a place character and definition. In 

communities with a strong sense of history, people are more likely to protect 

and maintain cemeteries.

Preserving Historic Cemeteries
By the Texas Historical Commission

Editor’s note: This technical leaflet was adapted from “Preserving Historic Cemeteries: Texas Preservation Guidelines.” 
The original document is available online from www.thc.state.tx.us/publications/guidelines/Preservecem.pdf
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nfortunately, historic 
cemeteries do not 
necessarily remain 
permanent remind-
ers of our heritage. 

They are subject to long-term 
deterioration from natural forces 
such as weathering and uncon-
trolled vegetation. Neglect accel-
erates the process. Development 
activities and construction proj-
ects are also a threat to these pre-
cious resources. Vandalism and 
theft continue to plague both rural and urban burying 
grounds across the nation as well. What follows is a 
survey of strategies to aid in the preservation of his-
toric cemeteries. None of these strategies, however, 
will be successful without the involvement of individ-
uals who have an interest in local culture and history 
and a commitment to saving the physical remnants of 
their community’s heritage.

Several federal laws protect cultural resources 
in the United States. The National Historic 
Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, is the statu-
tory tool for protecting cultural resources. The Act 

promotes a national policy to 
preserve historic properties, sig-
nificant historic and prehistoric 
sites, buildings and objects that 
are either eligible for or listed in 
the National Register of Historic 
Places. Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation 
Act requires federal agencies that 
fund, license, permit, or approve 
construction or similar projects 
to consider the effects of the 
undertakings on historic proper-

ties. Section 101(b)(3) of the Act states that one of 
the responsibilities of the State Historic Preservation 
Officer is to advise and assist federal agencies in car-
rying out their historic preservation responsibilities 
and to ensure that all are taken into consideration at 
each level of planning and development.

Cemeteries are one kind of cultural resource that 
must be considered by federal agencies during such 
an undertaking. The 1980 and 1992 amendments 
to the Act further reinforce cemetery protection 
measures by requiring federal agencies to develop 
preservation programs for identifying and protecting 

A cemetery that is deemed worthy of recognition and 
preservation for its historic associations is eligible 
to be designated as a Historic Texas Cemetery. The 

Texas Historical Commission (THC) is the state agency for 
historic preservation with the responsibility of identify-
ing, interpreting, and protecting our historical resources. 
The THC works with interested citizens, county historical 
commissions, and heritage groups to preserve historical 
resources, including cemeteries. The following provides an 
overview of the criteria, research methods, and documen-
tation necessary to apply for a Historic Texas Cemetery 
designation.

for many years, the THC has received telephone calls and 
letters from concerned citizens about the preservation of 
historic cemeteries that are located in both urban and rural 
settings. With the expansion of many urban areas, historic 
cemeteries are increasingly threatened. sometimes these 
cemeteries disappear over a long period of time with the 
removal of one headstone at a time, while others disappear 
completely overnight. in rural areas, historic cemeteries 
are threatened by the breaking up of large tracts of land 
for residential development, by the absence of fencing 
allowing livestock to topple and break up headstones, and 
by the expansion of cultivated acreage. Cemeteries often 
are the last reminders of early settlements whose historical 
events, religion, lifestyles, and genealogy are threatened 
and could be lost forever.

The Historic Texas Cemetery designation was developed to 
address the problem of the destruction and illegal removal 
of historic cemeteries in Texas. This designation cannot 
guarantee that a historic cemetery will not be destroyed, 
but official recognition of these family and community 
landmarks highlights their importance and promotes an at-
titude of respect and reverence by neighboring landowners 
and the general citizenry. This encourages further preserva-
tion of these unique resources.

Two basic criteria govern the approval for the Historic 
Texas Cemetery designation: one, the cemetery must be at 
least fifty years old; and two, it must be deemed worthy of 
preservation for its historic associations. The very nature of 
a cemetery being a landmark of a family’s or community’s 
presence is considered to validate the criteria of historical 
associations.

The Designation Process 
Applicant researches the history of the cemetery, fills out 
the application, and develops or finds a map for recorda-
tion.

Applicant submits application, attachments, and process-
ing fee of $25 to the THC.

THC staff reviews the application and attachments. THC 
staff may request additional information. When all of the 
material is in order, the staff will review the application 
and, upon approval, the Affidavit of dedication will be 
mailed to the applicant.

Applicant takes Affidavit of Dedication to the county clerk 
for recording. The applicant will secure copies of the 
recorded document(s) indicating the volume and page 
number of other recordation references and send it/them to 
the THC. 

THC staff issues the applicant a certificate upon receipt of 
the copy/copies of the recorded Affidavit of dedication. A 
cemetery or burial site that has received the Historic Texas 
Cemetery designation is also eligible to display the Historic 
Texas Cemetery medallion and an optional name and date 
plaque or interpretive plaque at the cemetery or burial site. 
Application for these medallions and plaques are available 
upon request following the bestowing of the Historic Texas 
Cemetery designation on a historic cemetery or burial site.

The Example of the Historic Texas Cemetery Designation

Intricately cast metal gravemarkers indicate  
a region’s ethnic heritage.
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historic properties, and by expanding and maintaining 
the National Register of Historic Places in a way that 
considers the preservation of their historical, archeo-
logical, architectural, and cultural value. 

These preservation laws can affect cemeteries if they 
are within the boundaries of a federal project area, if 
they have been determined to be eligible for inclu-
sion in the National Register and if they are to be 
affected by the development project in some manner. 
Sometimes cemeteries in a project area must be moved. 

The agency involved is usually requested to have 
professional archeologists make a map of the cem-
etery and document the gravemarkers and any other 
features (depressions, fencing, and vegetation) associ-
ated with the cemetery. Archeologists and physical 
anthropologists may be present to identify and study 
human remains and grave artifacts during manual 
excavation of the interment. Often information is 
recorded from the gravestones to provide historical 
documentation, such as the length of occupancy of 
a land tract or ethnic affiliations in the community. 
This documentation can assist archeologists and his-
torians in interpreting other historic properties within 
a federal project area.

Protection for Historic Cemeteries
Communities can begin to protect historic ceme-

teries by documenting their locations. Enlist the sup-
port of county historical commissions, genealogical 
societies, Junior Historian chapters, scout troops, or 
area historical societies. The U.S. Geological Survey 
publishes topographical maps that identify sites such 
as cemeteries. These resources are available at store.
usgs.gov/locator and maps are available at various 
subscription sites. 

A good way to begin your research is to check with 
local genealogical groups, libraries, and museums 
for information, such as early surveys, newspaper 
archives, vertical files, books and other publications, 
maps, and photographs. Some cemeteries are small 
and not identified on area maps; these are often dif-
ficult to locate. Talk to the older people in the com-
munity, as well as representatives of funeral homes 
and churches for their recollections of burial grounds. 
These oral histories are often an invaluable aid to lo-
cating small family cemeteries.

Once located, historic cemeteries can again become 
an integral part of the community. Stage periodic 
preservation or maintenance events or contribute arti-
cles to the local paper about the lives of individuals or 
families buried in the cemeteries. Encourage students 
at all levels to explore historic cemeteries and write 
essays about tombstone design, burial and decoration 
customs, or community history, including infant mor-
tality, local epidemics, or catastrophic events.

In all cases, however, balance common sense with 
practical considerations. There are times when publi-

cizing the location of a cemetery is detrimental to its 
preservation. Vandals can desecrate secluded cemeter-
ies that are located away from the eyes of the protective 
community. Keep statistical and historical information 
readily available for public use, but be discreet about 
the exact location of vulnerable cemeteries.

National, state, and local historical markers provide 
a focal point for drawing public attention to cemeter-
ies. Historical markers provide an overview of the 
individuals or institutions associated with a site. In 
addition to cemetery preservation events and public-
ity efforts, historical markers also function as tools 
that will increase public awareness of these important 
cultural resources. Such awareness and education are 
among the best ways to guarantee the preservation of 
a cemetery.

What to Do if a Cemetery Is in Danger
Should you see a cemetery being disturbed by van-

dals, looters, or construction equipment, regardless of 
whether it is marked by headstones or a fence, call local 
law enforcement authorities at once. Be familiar with 
state laws and how they protect cemeteries and provide 
a legal framework for removing the grave remains in 
a dignified manner. Question if a proposed removal 
of a cemetery is necessary or can remain in its historic 
context. If removing a cemetery is the only option, all 
burials must be removed according to legal statutes 
before the landowner can use the property for any 
other purpose. The same protection applies to isolated 
burials. Be sure to inform the authorities of pertinent 
cemetery laws they might not be familiar with.

After contacting local law enforcement, notify the 
county historical commission or city historical society, 
local heritage society, and local newspapers about 
the destruction of a cemetery. Stay involved. Do not 
condone the willful destruction with silence or by 
turning a blind eye. The memory of those who have 
lived before us should not be forsaken for reasons of 
expediency or economic gain.

There are some cases in which criminal action is 
not appropriate, and a civil lawsuit may be the only 
means of resolving a conflict involving a cemetery. 
For instance, a county historical commission in 
Central Texas undertook a survey of the historic cem-
eteries in the region, and several years later historic 
fencing and gravestones from one of the surveyed 
sites were removed. No markers remained to provide 
evidence of the graveyard, and only the survey could 
prove the cemetery’s existence. Since the site was 
being considered for development, the records of 
the county historical commission were crucial to the 
future disposition of the land. In this case, the descen-
dants of those interred in the cemetery filed suit and 
were compensated in an out-of-court settlement.

While it is disturbing to lose cemeteries to develop-
ment pressures, it is perhaps even more disturbing to 
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lose them to criminal acts of vandalism 
and looting. Vandalism can range from 
intentionally pushing over gravemark-
ers to spray painting graffiti on grave-
stones. The demand by collectors for 
vintage artifacts and architectural and 
landscaping antiques has contributed 
to the increasing disappearance of 
elaborately carved gravestones, sculp-
tures, urns, finials, benches, gates, and 
fencing from cemeteries. This demand 
also leads to the digging and looting of 
graves for valuable objects such as jew-
elry, firearms, buttons, and buckles.

If a cemetery is destroyed, use that 
fact as a rallying point for the preserva-
tion of a community’s remaining cemeteries. Nothing 
can substitute for the preservation efforts of individu-
als. You and other interested people and groups must 
develop an active role in the preservation of local 
cemeteries today in order to walk among the grave-
markers and read the tender thoughts of enduring 
human emotions tomorrow.

Cemetery Preservation
Even though the most disturbing threats to any 

cemetery are the acts of vandalism and theft, simple 
neglect of maintenance is perhaps a more common 
and damaging problem. The following suggestions 

offer useful information and guidance 
for individuals and groups who are 
considering cemetery restoration.

Get Permission. Find out who has 
legal jurisdiction over the cemetery 
and get written permission for resto-
ration. If it is on public land, contact 
the federal, state, or local government 
entity with the authority to protect the 
property. If the cemetery is on private 
land, contact the landowner or his or 
her representative and descendants and 
negotiate access, in addition to obtain-
ing the necessary written permission. 
Cemetery associations are common 
in most states. If a cemetery associa-

tion is involved, become familiar with its rules and 
regulations. If a cemetery is not clearly established 
in the county deed records, consider recording its 
existence—this may be the single most valuable act of 
preservation for any cemetery.

Security. Before any plans are made for preserva-
tion or maintenance activities, secure the cemetery. 
Contact law enforcement officials and ask them to 
add the cemetery to their route patrols. Request 
their advice when creating security measures for the 
cemetery. Develop a good relationship with the local 
police department or sheriff’s office. Create a neigh-
borhood cemetery watch group. Ask them to report 

Condition of Carving
Mint: carving is in perfect condition, as though it were  
just carved.

Clear but worn: carving shows some wear but legibility is 
not affected.

Mostly readable: carving is difficult to read without direct-
ing light across the surface with the aid of a mirror or a 
flashlight.

Traces: parts of the carving are visible but difficult to  
read or to determine the whole design.

Illegible: none of the carving can be read.

Underground: stone is laying face down or buried so  
carving cannot be read.

Overall Condition
Soiled: the surface is covered with dirt but can be easily 
washed off with water.

Stained: the surface exhibits stains that cannot be easily 
removed with water.

Delaminating: the stone is splitting off in layers, similar 
to what happens when interior plywood is subjected to 
moisture.

Graffiti: designs not part of the original design are drawn, 
painted, sprayed, or scratched on the stone.

Biological activity: lichen, mold, or mildew is found on  
the surface.

Erosion: sections of the stone are worn off, usually from 
wind or water.

Blistering/flaking/scaling/powdering: small or isolated areas 
are missing or surface of the stone is loose.

Cracked: stone is cracked but not broken into separate 
parts.

Tilted/fallen/sunken: the stone is not in its original align-
ment or is partly below the surface.

Open joints: the mortar in the mortar joints is missing.

Fragmented: sections of the stone are broken into many 
parts.

Losses: parts of the stone are missing, such as a finial 
(terminating detail on the top of the gravestone).

Previous Visible Repairs
Adhesive repairs: repairs to the stone with epoxy or some 
other adhesive have not been cleaned off the surface 
following repairs (may have turned a butterscotch color 
because of ultraviolet light).

Replacement: total replacement of the original stone, 
which can be determined by the date of death or the new-
ness of the stone.

Portland cement: a hard gray material improperly used to 
repair gravestones or encase fragments (this material is 
commonly used to construct sidewalks and foundations of 
buildings).

Definition of Terms Used in Surveying Cemeteries

Detailed stone carving turns some 
gravemarkers into works of art.
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any suspicious activity to the police. Let the neigh-
bors know that an effort is underway to preserve the 
cemetery and tell them who to contact if they notice 
any problems. Establish a written theft and recovery 
plan, including an emergency contacts list. 

If a fence is not in place, erect appropriate fencing 
that will keep livestock out of rural cemeteries (live-
stock can knock down and trample gravestones) and 
deter vandals from entering, while allowing people to 
see in. Be certain you know the history of the cem-
etery and are aware if unmarked graves might exist to 
include them inside the new perimeter fence. When 
appropriate and practical, use lights to illuminate the 
dark corners of the cemetery.

Do not restrict access to cemeteries, but consider 
posting visiting hours, rules, and regulations. Post 
signs at entrances to let visitors know who and how 
to contact for access, and to show that the cemetery 
is maintained.

Survey and Inventory. In order to fully document a 
cemetery, gravemarkers, fences, and buildings must 
be recorded. One especially effective strategy is to 
create a map of the cemetery grounds that includes 
the location of trees, bushes, fences, gates, and other 
landscape features (see an example below). Note 
the location and orientation of each gravemarker, 
mausoleum, crypt, and monument. Include the ori-

entation of all marked and unmarked graves. Assign 
each physical feature (headstones, footstone, fences, 
benches, etc.) a control number that will tie together 
the written, photographic, and map records.

Make a written record that includes the following 
information: control number, date of record, name of 
cemetery, type of marker, size of marker, description 
of material used to make the marker, condition of the 
material, name of deceased, vital dates, description of 
carving, exact inscription, and any other identifying 
characteristics. 

Record each gravemarker in a systematic method. 
Divide the cemetery into sections and record the 
graves down the rows. After completing a section, spot 
check it to make sure nothing was missed. Have an-
other person recheck the recorded information against 
stones to make sure no errors are in the transcription.

In order to read partially obscured inscriptions, 
try recording information in the morning. Most 
gravemarkers face east. The morning sun may make 
inscriptions more legible. When it is not practical to 
record in the morning, use a mirror to angle the sun 
onto the gravemarker to illuminate indistinct letters 
and numbers. Never use chalk, talc, flour, etc., as an 
aid to reading inscriptions on the face of any grave-
marker. These materials do not always wash away and 
may contain chemicals, oils, emollients, or bacteria 
that can damage the delicate markers.

If time and money allow, photograph each grave-
marker, labeling the photograph with the control 
number. If a computer is available, the inventory 
information can be easily stored and retrieved using 
word processing or database software. 

Master Plan. Before a blade of grass is cut, before a 
stone is leveled, before any work is done, it is essential 
to develop a master plan for the preservation of the 
cemetery. The master plan will act as a framework for 
preservation activities and allows for the examination 
of the interrelationships among the different elements 
of the cemetery. A step-by-step guide will identify 
the scope of the work, as well as necessary workers 
needed to perform it. Trained volunteers may handle 

TEXAS HISTORICAL COMMISSION



SAMPLE MAP OF CEMETERY

Sample cemetery map.

Bounced light can illuminate  
difficult to read inscriptions.
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some projects, while others will require professional 
expertise. The plan should attempt to estimate ac-
curately how much money is required for services 
and materials. Additionally, the master plan should 
include goals, priorities, and a realistic time frame for 
the completion of all project work.

When creating the master plan, consider the cus-
toms of those buried in the cemeteries. Often cem-
eteries contain burials from many different ethnic 
and religious groups with diverse burial customs. 
Cemeteries are an expression of a community, includ-
ing the varied cultural beliefs that make the community 
unique. Respecting the dead means extending that 
respect to their living descendants. Input from relatives 
and other interested individuals should be solicited.

Evaluate the skills of the volunteers working on 
individual components of the plan. Some aspects 
of the project will be better left to professionals. 
Archeologists, architects, historians, and landscape ar-
chitects are some examples of professionals who could 
be useful in a cemetery preservation project.

Take into consideration the aspects of the cemetery, 
including landscaping, and how they will interact. 
Will grading a road create runoffs that might under-
mine a monument’s foundation? Will stone repair 
accelerate natural weathering? Should a blown down 
tree be removed or replaced? Is it part of the overall 
landscape plan, a memorial tree, or a volunteer sap-
ling? Develop a philosophy of cemetery ecology and 

incorporate it into your master plan. Some of the 
worst restoration disasters have been brought about 
by well-intentioned attempts at improvement.

Preservation and Repair 
Historical gravemarkers, fences, and structures 

are delicate artifacts that must be repaired with care 
and expertise. Modern repair methods and materials 
will often harm items created fifty or more years ago. 
Specially trained craftspeople and conservators should 
undertake most repairs, though careful volunteers can 
repair some artifacts within cemeteries.

Gravemarkers. Most historic gravemarkers are 
carved from one of three different types of stone: 
marble, limestone, or sandstone. These stones are 
relatively soft and easy to carve. As a result, they were 
used extensively in cemeteries during the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Unfortunately, because 
the stones are soft, they are more susceptible to the ef-
fects of weathering than harder stones such as granite.

Before beginning any treatment on a gravestone, 
check it for soundness. Is the surface grainy and 
crumbling? Are there any large cracks? Are the ver-
tical strata of the stone separating into sheets and 
flaking off? If the stone has any of these problems, or 
appears in any other way to be unsound, do not clean 
or repair it. The marker will require expert care from 
a stone conservator.

If the stone appears to be sound, cleaning and sim-

efore cleaning any stone, carefully 
check its condition. if the surface 
readily falls away, or you notice other 

conditions that indicate the stone is brittle 
or vulnerable, do not clean it. Cleaning 
may irreparably damage the surface.

The Cleaning Process
use a non-ionic soap. one of the most 
readily available soaps is orvus®, com-
monly used in association with horse and 
sheep husbandry, found in feed stores. 
mix a solution of one heaping tablespoon 
of orvus® to one gallon of clean water (it 
comes in both liquid and paste form). 
biocides, such as d-3 Antimicrobial and 
Enviro Klean biowash can be used to as-
sist in the removal of biological growth.

Pre-wet the stone thoroughly with clean water and keep 
the stone wet during the entire washing process. Work from 
the bottom up, using plenty of water and not allowing the 
cleaner to dry on the stone. 

Thoroughly wash the wet stone using natural bristled, 
wooden handled brushes of various sizes. The use of plas-
tic handles is not recommended, as color from the handles 
may leave material on the stone that will be very difficult 
to remove.

be thorough. Wash all surfaces and rinse thoroughly with 
plenty of clean water.

When cleaning marble or limestone, one 
tablespoon of household ammonia can 
be added to the above mixture to help 
remove some greases and oils. do not use 
ammonia on or near any bronze or other 
metal elements. 

lichens and algae can be removed by first 
thoroughly soaking the stone and then us-
ing a wooden scraper to gently remove the 
biological growth. This process may need 
to be repeated several times.

not all stains can be removed. do not 
expect the stones to appear new after 
cleaning.

do not clean marble, limestone, or 
sandstone more than once every eighteen 
months. Every cleaning removes some of 

the face of the stone. occasionally rinsing with clean water 
to remove various accretions, however, is acceptable.

Keep a simple treatment record of the cleaning, includ-
ing date of cleaning, materials used, and any change in 
condition since the last cleaning (such as missing parts, 
graffiti, and other damage). These records should be kept 
at a central location where the condition of the stones can 
be monitored over time.

Developed from data supplied by John R. Dennis, Dallas Museum of 
Art Conservation Lab.

Cleaning Stone

Handcrafted gravemarkers 
share historic cultural value.
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2ple repairs may be possible. Test any treatment on a 
small, hidden portion of the stone. Wait a few days or 
weeks and evaluate the results. If the test is successful, 
begin cleaning the whole stone.

The main reasons to clean gravemarkers should be 
to allow reading of the inscription and carving, as well 
as removal of dirt and pollutions from the surface. 
This can be accomplished by using appropriate tools 
described in the side bar on cleaning stones. Never 
sandblast a gravestone or spray it with an excessive 
force of water as it will permanently damage the sur-
face. Chemical cleaners (other than those mentioned) 
and sealers will also permanently damage the stone. 
Finally, concrete should not be used in association 
with historic gravestones. Concrete is stronger than 
the stone and contains impurities that will harm it. 
Placing stone fragments in a horizontal position in 
concrete will increase damage associated with lawn 
mowers and foot traffic and allow water to collect in 
the carved portions. Water is the universal solvent. 

Other Preservation Concerns. Gravemarkers are the 
focal point of most cemeteries and are given the first 
consideration when repairs are needed. Do not forget 
other cemetery features such as gates, fences, chapels, 
tabernacles, mausoleums, crypts, gravehouses, and 
even historic landscaping. Consult with a preservation 
architect or other specialists before restoring these 
complex structures or cemetery features. Contact 
your State Preservation Office for assistance in locat-
ing a specialist.

Maintenance. Appropriate maintenance can happen 
prior to fixing and/or repairing markers. Focus at-
tention on proper maintenance. When possible, clear 
brush by hand. When hand cleaning is impractical, 
use hand mowers, but not close to the gravestones. 
For close work, use hand tools. 

Be careful when using pesticides, herbicides, and 
fertilizers. Acidic chemicals can deteriorate granite. In 
most instances, organic methods of eradicating weeds 
and pests are better than chemical methods. Do not 
burn brush or rubbish near cemeteries. Uncontrolled 
fires could severely damage gravestones and destroy 
wood markers or structures.

Funding. Funds for the care of historic cemeter-
ies are particularly difficult to obtain. Yet obtaining 
funding remains one of the most important tasks in 
preserving cemeteries, since much of the restoration 
and maintenance of old gravemarkers and cemetery 
structures can be costly. Among the most effective 
ways to secure funding for cemetery preservation and 
maintenance are:
• Forming a nonprofit cemetery organization.
•  Soliciting donations from descendants of the de-

ceased buried in the cemetery.
•  Researching bank records for unused trust funds 

designated to maintain specific graves.
•  Requesting help from county commissioners, 

courts, and city councils. Though they may not 
be able to allocate funds, they may be able to use 
county or city equipment and personnel to maintain 
cemeteries for health and safety reasons.

•  Requesting donations from associated businesses, 
including funeral homes and monument companies. 
Businesses often look for ways to give back to the 
community.

•  Planning an annual fundraiser.
•  Researching area foundation opportunities.

Conclusion
Establishing a cemetery association and perpetual 

maintenance are the best long-term solutions to the 
survival of any cemetery. The hard work of maintain-
ing, researching, and recording a cemetery may be 
worthless if the community is unaware of its exis-
tence. Cemeteries are lost to development and van-
dalism because only a few family members, if anyone, 
may know of their locations and importance. The 
community as a whole can take an active part in the 
preservation, maintenance, and protection of local 
cemeteries. Civic organizations, church groups, scout 
troops, and historical societies are all potential assis-
tants in efforts to care for cemeteries.

Educate city and county officials about cemetery 
preservation issues. Inform state legislators of the 
need for stronger state laws. Elected officials, who are 
not always aware of historic preservation problems in 
the community, will welcome the input. A working 
knowledge of federal, state, and local cemetery laws is 
essential, as is an effort to publicize attempts to pro-
tect and care for cemeteries when possible.
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South Carolina Department of Archives and History 
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ncreasingly, public historians are talking about finding ways to 
interpret histories of oppression, tragedy, and violence that encourage  
visitors and other audiences to reflect on the roots of society today. 
Interpretations of traumatic histories ask audiences to acknowledge 
the human toll and the varied viewpoints enveloped in histories of 
oppression. Such social justice education demands both emotional and 
intellectual engagement from audiences; engagement not easily carried 
out. Museum workers and public 

historians explain that their audiences 
often express resistance to hearing 
about oppression. Why? What makes 
oppressive history difficult to interpret? 
Why do museums refer to histories of 
oppression and violence as “the hard 
stuff”? What is at stake? 

Interpreting Difficult Knowledge
By Julia Rose, Ph.D.
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Allendale Plantation cabins on display at the West Baton 
Rouge Museum in Port Allen, Louisiana, document life on 
a sugar plantation where enslaved laborers and then wage 
paid laborers cultivated sugar cane. Visitors are engaged 
in conversations throughout their guided tour allowing 
visitors to ask questions and discuss slave life and the 
radical transitions African Americans navigated during 
the Reconstruction era and the Civil Rights era on south 
Louisiana sugar plantations. 
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I
n the middle of the twentieth century, the rise 
of social history asked us to recognize the con-
tributions and events of the common person. 
This paved the way for museum workers and 
other public historians to grapple with long 

held biases against researching and interpreting the 
histories of oppression against minorities, women, 
and “other” populations, and the pain these groups 
endured. The long-held tradition of focusing on 
white, male, majority populations has given way to 
a genuinely widespread movement to elevate, inter-
pret, and study histories of common persons. The 
results include contextualized and integrated social 
histories that recall a complex maze of relationships 
among historical players, their historical times, and 
relevant material culture. These histories tend to 
reveal stories of pride and shame and stories about 
achievements and afflictions. 

Interestingly, social history scholarship not only 
asks us to find out what happened to marginalized or 
silenced populations, but also asks us to take on the 
immense challenge of engaging audiences in interpre-
tations about traumatic histories. Audiences, includ-
ing museum visitors, attendees to films and lectures, 
museum workers, and public historians are faced with 
learning about historical traumas. These audiences 
are learners and they deserve effective strategies to 
engage in the learning of histories of oppression. 

Defining Difficult Knowledge 
The hard stuff in museums and other public history 

venues includes interpretative content about histo-
ries of mass violence, racism, enslavement, genocide, 
war, HIV/Aids, slavery, and other traumatic events. 
Educational psychologist Deborah Britzman calls the 
hard stuff “Difficult Knowledge.” Audiences, visitors, 
public history workers, and learners in general who 
wish to avoid, forget, or ignore traumatic histories 
will turn away from the difficult knowledge that they 
cannot stand to know or bear to hear. The person 
faced with learning difficult knowledge that she or he 
cannot bear to know represses that information and 
returns to it through expressions of resistance that ap-
pear as negativism, irreverence, jokes, and denials.1

Traumatic histories can instigate negative re-
sponses from all types of learners making some 
public history presentations and museum experi-
ences uncomfortable, confrontational, or even appear 
illegitimate. Responses are unique to each person. 
Everyone does not have the same level of tolerance 
for learning histories of oppression, which makes the 
job of developing equitable and sensitive interpreta-
tion strategies for history about difficult knowledge 
extremely challenging.2

Much is at stake. Interpreting difficult knowledge 
questions how people understand history and how 
they have long viewed the world. Exhibits, collec-

Visitors to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum pass under this gate, a cast taken from the original entrance to the 
Auschwitz death camp, inscribed with the ironic phrase Arbeit Macht Frei (Work Makes One Free).  

u
ni

te
d 

s
ta

te
s 

h
ol

oc
au

st
 m

em
or

ia
l 

m
us

eu
m



te
ch

n
ic

al
 l

ea
fl

et
 #

2
5

5tions, and historic 
sites about difficult 
knowledge can be 
disruptive and can 
interfere with a 
visitor’s individual 
reality. The history 
of hate or violence 
can be felt as a 
confrontation to an 
individual’s sense of 
morality and pains 
the individual to 
accept the history 
of such horror. The 
immediate expres-
sions of resistance 
are signals that an 
internal learning 
crisis has formed 
for that individual. 
The new difficult 
knowledge is in 
conflict with how 
the learner un-
derstands the history. Britzman explains the learner 
cannot transcend the internal conflict caused by the 
difficult knowledge. Instead he or she must work 
through the internal conflict in an emotional and 
cognitive process to make sense of the new difficult 
knowledge. The learner may exclaim, for example, 
“That is unbelievable!” or “That is not what I read!” 3

Consider for a moment the internal risk of learn-
ing difficult knowledge. Think about the possibility 
of how this can put the learner at risk by disturbing 
his or her innermost understanding of himself or 
herself. Does the history of the Jim Crow South, 
for example, raise personal questions about how the 

3

learner understands race relations and how he or she 
sees race relations today impacting his or her life? 
Does the history of preserving the gates at Auschwitz 
in Poland raise emotional feelings in the learner that 
makes him or her want to change the subject and 
not talk about the Holocaust? Does the learner feel 
implicated, self conscious, or threatened? Do some 
of our responses to the difficult knowledge lead us 
to resist a particular interpretation because it is too 
much to bear? At stake is “my understanding of what 
I believe to be true.” Difficult knowledge can lead to 
learners resisting information in an exhibit so vehe-
mently that he or she will just shut down and refuse 
further engagement with the subject, the exhibit, or 
the presenting institution.

A common discussion among exhibit planners and 
museum workers is a plea for the interpretation to 
provide “just the facts” and an interpretation of his-
tory that is neutral and not controversial. In reality, a 
historical interpretation will always come from some 
particular viewpoint and facts are always delineated 
by a history’s authors. The task for museum workers 
and public historians, then, is to take into account the 
learning crisis difficult knowledge will invariably incite 
in some audiences. At stake is the individual learner’s 
comfort and at risk is the individual experiencing a 
stressful learning crisis that is too much to bear. 

How then do museum workers and other public 
historians approach interpreting difficult knowledge 
given these insights into the emotive and cognitive 
powers of difficult knowledge to impede learning and 
jeopardize an individual’s sense of self?

The Sick House at Welham Plantation during the antebellum period served as a hospital for the sick and 
infirmed slaves. The Sick House is on exhibit at the LSU Rural Life Museum.

A social scientist cannot change the 
data, only record and analyze it. 
the first few “dirty words” [refer-

ring to racial slurs used in interpreting 
American slavery at a living history site] 
elicited some nervous laughter in a room 
of 600 people, but we all got over it. but 
our issue is can our audience get over 
it? how can we show them hard issues 
honestly? can living history do this, or 
are we only good for the cheery stuff?

—Association of living history, farms,  
and Agricultural museums member 4
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The 5Rs of Commemorative 
Museum Pedagogy Reception

One strategy for enabling learners in history insti-
tutions to engage with difficult knowledge is called 
“Commemorative Museum Pedagogy” (CMP). CMP 
provides ample time for the learning process to un-
fold to allow the learner to work through his or her 
learning crisis. CMP is made up of five stages de-
signed to provide a sensitive learning setting. The five 
stages of CMP are easily remembered as the “5Rs”: 
Receive, Resist, Repeat, Reflect, and Reconsider. They are 
all parts of a nonlinear cognitive process for learners 
to make sense of a disruptive history.5 

1. Receive
Audiences are likely willing to learn new historical 

information when they arrive at an exhibit or public 
history venue. Other than school groups on a field 
trip, audiences choose to come and spend time re-
flecting on the historical content in an exhibition or 
presentation. At the beginning of the experience or 
presentation, the unknown is how committed each 
individual is to learning about the history presented. 
Also not evident is how much each individual feels he 
or she already knows about the subject interpreted 
in this venue. Museum workers and public historians 
can provide welcoming introduction spaces. They 
can include disclosure statements about the kind of 
difficult knowledge contained in the exhibit or pre-
sentation, and they can inform visitors that subject 
matter in the exhibit or presentation could be upset-
ting or controversial. 

2. Resistance
Audience members are also learners who will re-

spond to difficult knowledge in unique and personal 
ways. When new information is perceived as disrup-
tive to the learner’s understanding of history, or chal-
lenges the learner’s sense of self or moral senses, he 

some people believe that ignoring 
the past or whitewashing it (liter-
ally) will allow healing to occur; 

that we can get on with a just world by 
simply looking forward from today; that 
there need be no account of the past, no 
dredging up of old skeletons, no prob-
ing of old wounds. We fundamentally 
challenge this assertion. We believe that 
without a full and open discussion of 
the past, its relation to contemporary 
inequalities and oppressions, and con-
siderations of how to respond to these 
historical and contemporary inequalities, 
true healing cannot take place. sites that 
pride themselves as providing history 
to the masses have an important role to 
play in this process—either as maintain-
ers of oppressive patterns or as teachers 
for a just future.6 

Slave cabin on exhibit at Audubon State Historic Park at Oakley Plantation in St. Francisville, Louisiana. Shoes resting against the 
hearth help illustrate the presence of an enslaved man who lived in this antebellum cotton plantation dwelling.

Ju
lia

 r
os

e



te
ch

n
ic

al
 l

ea
fl

et
 #

2
5

5

5

or she will react by repressing the new knowledge in 
a negative way. These negative responses are indica-
tive of the individual experiencing a learning crisis. 
Resistance can be detected through individuals’ verbal 
expressions saying that the difficult knowledge is un-
pleasant, uncomfortable, false, or not worth thinking 
about; resistance can also be heard in the guise of 
biases, jokes, or sarcasm. 
Physical responses are also 
indicators of resistance 
such as leaving, attending 
to minor distractions, or 
moving quickly through 
the exhibition. Resistance 
is indeed a personal re-
sponse and includes the 
healthy intellectual re-
sponses to contemplate, 
challenge, and research 
information and interpre-
tations. Resistance occurs 
in degrees of internal dis-
ruption and is not always 
an indication of a visitor’s 
lack of knowledge but 
rather an indication that 
the difficult knowledge 
presented is impacting 
that visitor in a new way. 
Resistance to difficult 
knowledge is part of a 
normal learning process. 
The phenomenon of re-
sistance includes the most 
learned as well as the most 
inexperienced visitor. 

3. Repetition
Learners will begin 

grappling with informa-
tion they find disruptive 
and repeat particular 
parts of difficult knowl-
edge in a variety of ways. 
Repetition allows the 
learner to consider more 
deeply the content he or 
she finds hard to accept. 
The learner can repeat 
a story again and again 
aloud or to himself or 
herself, or ask the same 
questions, or read a text multiple times, all as parts 
of the learning process for working through the 
difficult knowledge. Learners will likely mix expres-
sions of resistance and repetition. It is important 
to recognize that the 5Rs of CMP do not necessar-

ily happen sequentially. For example, a learner can 
move from expressions of disbelief to explaining his 
or her own personal connections to the history and 
back to disbelief multiple times. 

On one occasion, at a training session at a histori-
cal plantation site, museum workers who could not 
immediately accept a revised narrative that included 

the history of the site’s en-
slaved community repeated 
out loud the new slave 
life information, saying it 
was not believable or was 
insignificant. Others re-
peated the portions of the 
regular tour narrative they 
were attached to, or por-
tions that were in jeopardy 
of being edited if the new 
slave life histories were in-
corporated. These museum 
workers did not necessarily 
refuse resisted knowledge, 
in many instances they 
repeated the resisted infor-
mation aloud and reread 
the new tour narrative and 
secondary history sources. 
They were eager for op-
portunities to repeat infor-
mation as they reflected on 
the possibility of expanding 
the current tour to include 
slave life history.7

As learners work through 
repressed difficult knowl-
edge by way of repetition, 
each new piece of knowl-
edge has to be fit into his 
or her internal psychic 
reality. This rebuilding of 
the learner’s inner world 
characterizes the successful 
work of learning difficult 
knowledge.8

4. Reflection
Learners are entitled to 

sufficient time to reflect 
on the difficult knowledge 
they are grappling with 
on a tour or in a presenta-
tion. Opportunities to talk 

about their thoughts and ask questions are important 
for people to work through the information they find 
challenging. Reflection can be entwined with expres-
sions of repetition when the learner continues to 
repeat information and questions. Not all reflection 
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Volunteering at the Memorial 
has become one of the most 
meaningful experiences in my life. 

During my career, I worked with people 
from across the United States and we 
would often talk about where we were on 
‘history changing’ days and how our lives 
were changed. Visiting with people at 
the Memorial, I’ve seen how events have 
affected people not only nationwide but 
worldwide.

—Docent Gayle Bryan (2009)
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6

1. use cmp as a framework to more effectively engage audiences in difficult knowledge.

the 5rs give learners time and resources to work through difficult knowledge. 

a. Reception: provide a welcoming introduction that includes disclosure statements that 
difficult knowledge is contained in the venue that could be upsetting or controversial.

b. Resistance: Anticipate negative responses from learners and allow them to be 
aired with the understanding that expressions of resistance are likely indicative of the 
individual experiencing a learning crisis.

c. Repetition: Arrange the learning setting to include avenues to revisit artifacts and 
displays or to reread information. make information available to learners to review online 
or in print to study at their own pace. 

d. Reflection: Ask learners if they have questions. provide opportunities for conversation 
or places to sit down to encourage learners to reflect on the difficult knowledge.

e. Reconsideration: offer learners opportunities to respond by providing places for them 
to share their ideas or comments. offer social action information that is relevant to the 
theme of the difficult knowledge. Ask learners, “What do you think?”

2. Design interpretations that encourage empathy from visitors. consider including 
cameos of individuals or groups that recount the 
traumatic historical journey of one person or a 
group. Visitors will care about the condition of 
historical communities and individuals when 
the interpretation includes rich descriptions 
of real people who are recognizable as men, 
women, and children with familial and communal 
relationships to one another and to the world. such 
multidimensional representations work to encourage 
empathy, moving learners to truly care about 
historical individuals; herein lay the questions 
about immorality and injustices that difficult 
knowledge raises for learners.9

3. Avoid objectifying human experiences. the words 
we use to interpret history can unintentionally 
create a buffer between the learner and the 
human suffering entwined in history. Generic and 
anonymous descriptions make it less painful to 
talk about violence and oppression. language can lessen learners’ immediate resistances 
but simultaneously disengage learners from reflecting on the human consequences of the 
violence or oppression. Avoid words like “slave” or “troops” that objectify the people we 
intend to interpret by leaving out their identities and human attributes. 

4. Recognize that difficult knowledge will generate varying degrees of audience engagement. 

5. Recognize that engagement in learning difficult knowledge is succeeding when learners 
show evidence of the 5Rs and demand to know more. 

•  Assume your interpretation is 
neutral. 

•  Believe facts are unquestionable. 

•  Believe your audience sees the 
world the way you see the world. 

•  Rush your audience to understand 
an interpretation.

•  Ask audiences to “get over it.” 

•  Avoid histories of oppression, 
violence, or tragedy.

What Museum Workers  
and Public Historians  

Should Not Do:
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happens immediately in the museum or lecture hall. 
Learners in a museum, for instance, might ask for 
more information from a tour guide, reread exhibit 
labels, purchase books in the gift shop, or pursue 
more information about the difficult knowledge after 
they have left the exhibit. Providing opportunities 
for conversation or places to sit down in an exhibit or 
presentation will encourage learners to reflect on the 
difficult knowledge.

5. Reconsideration
Learners will offer verbal expressions about how 

they reconsider difficult knowledge. For example, 
they might make analogies between the difficult 
knowledge and another point. “A-ha” moments are 
a part of reconsidering difficult knowledge and re-
consideration is also evident when learners talk about 
their personal connections to the difficult knowledge. 
(For example, when walking along the reflecting pool 
at the Oklahoma City National Memorial, some visi-
tors recount where they were that tragic day in 1995.) 
But not all responses are verbalized. Nonverbal evi-
dence of reconsideration includes more subtle cues 
like head nodding, eye contact, note taking, lingering, 
and continued participation in viewing the exhibit. 
Reconsideration reveals an audience’s further engage-
ment in difficult knowledge.

Conclusion
Learners who are engaged in working through dif-

ficult knowledge respond, while others simply shut 
down and refuse further engagement or consideration 
of the topic. Indifference is one way to resist difficult 

Historically furnished sugar plantation cabins from Allendale Plantation provide settings for interpreting life from the slavery era through 
the Civil Rights Movement. Pictured is the interior of a field worker’s cabin c. 1870. West Baton Rouge Museum, Port Allen, LA.

A group of high school students on 
a tour at magnolia mound planta-
tion in baton rouge, louisiana 

were led inside a slave quarter dwelling 
on exhibit. A fifteen-year-old African 
American woman refused to continue on 
the tour and would not enter the two-
room 150-year old cabin exclaiming,  
‘i will not go in there, that is not me!’10
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knowledge. Each learner who is engaged will find op-
portunities to repeat and reflect on the information to make 
sense of the traumatic history, internally or aloud. This 
is a key point. The learner actively engaged in learn-
ing demands more information and opportunities to 
think and respond to the difficult knowledge. 

Successful social justice education aims to move 
learners to respond because responses signal that 
the learners care. Responses can vary widely among 
individuals. They range from visitors joining the mu-
seum, purchasing books, making contributions to a 
cause, contributing to a blog or writing an editorial, 
to less demonstrative actions such as discussing the 
difficult knowledge with others outside of the exhibi-
tion, or perhaps changing one’s opinion. 

Not all audiences will agree with the informa-
tion on an intellectual level. That is reasonable for 
any project. However, the key difference between 
an intellectual challenge to difficult knowledge and 
resistance to learning is that the learner who is intel-
lectually challenging content cares enough about the 
difficult knowledge that he or she continues reflecting 
on the subject, while the learner who shuts down is 
unwilling to grapple with the pain the difficult knowl-
edge raises for him or her.

Last Word
If we could erase memories that haunt us, would 

we? Attempts to forget will diminish our capacity for 
empathy. A challenge for museum workers and public 
historians is to understand how to impart the histories 
of oppression and violence in meaningful and sensi-
tive ways that do not shut down audiences’ willing-
ness to learn. Historical interpretations of difficult 
knowledge, framed through CMP, encourage audi-
ences to respond to the histories of oppression and 
violence enough to care what happened in the past 
and eventually to demand to know more and respond 
in the present. 

Julia Rose, Ph.D., is the Director of the West Baton Rouge 
Museum in Port Allen, LA. She is a member of the AASLH 
Council and serves as Program Chair for the 2011 AASLH 
Annual Meeting. She can be reached at rose@wbrmuseum.org.
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