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Above-ground tomb -- A structure for the entombment of human remains, 

which is entirely above ground, and which is designed in such a way that space is 

available for one or more coffins.  In Alabama, true above ground tombs 

generally are located in colonial period cemeteries established or heavily 

influenced by the Spanish and French populations who originally settled in the 

area.   

 

 

 

 

 

Artificial stone -- A term used to describe various materials also known as art marble, artificial marble, cast stone, and 

composite stone.  Some mixture of stone chips or fragments is generally embedded in a matrix of cement or plaster, and 

the surface may be ground, polished, molded, or otherwise treated to simulate stone.# 

 

Bluestone -- A trade term applied to hard, fine-grained, commonly feldspathic and micaceous sandstone or siltstone of 

dark greenish to bluish gray color that splits readily along bedding planes to form thin slabs.  Commonly used to pave 

surfaces for pedestrian traffic, this material may occasionally be seen in gravestones.# 

 

   

Box tomb -- A structure resembling a rectangular box, with approximate 

measurements of three feet by six feet and two to three feet high, with a flat 

top designed to hold a ledger stone and placed over an in-ground burial.  Box 

tombs were usually built of brick or the local stone, although some were 

constructed of marble.  Occasionally, a box tomb in the shape of a coffin is 

identified in a cemetery. Box tombs were sometimes referred to as “vaults” or 

“crypts” during the time period that they were popular (in Alabama this was 

during the first half of the nineteenth century).  Another term occasionally used 

for this structure is “chest tomb,” although this usually infers more massive 

structures with decorative carvings that are associated with higher social classes.   

 

 

 

Brownstone -- A trade term applied to dark brown and reddish brown sandstone quarried and extensively used for 

building in the eastern United States during the middle and late nineteenth century. In gravestones, most commonly used 

as bases, although common in some areas for tablet stones as well.# 

 

Burial ground -- Also “burying ground” and “graveyard” (see below).*  

 

Burial site -- A place for disposal of burial remains, including various forms of encasement and platform burials that are 

above ground or enclosed by mounded earth.* 

 

Burying ground -- A term usually applied to public spaces (during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries) 

dedicated to the interment of bodies (also burial ground).   
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Cast iron -- Iron in a molten state that is poured into molds and allowed to cool.  

The patterns were often highly decorative.  Cast iron is brittle, and when broken, 

exhibits a gray interior with a coarse texture.  Fences, sometimes incorporating 

funerary motifs such as inverted torches, draped urns, weeping willow trees and 

reclining lambs, are the most common cast iron features in cemeteries.  Grave 

markers and above-ground tombs were occasionally made of cast iron; two 

excellent examples of cast iron tombs are located at Magnolia Cemetery in Mobile. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cemetery -- An area for burying the dead.  

 

Cenotaph -- A monument, usually (but not always) of imposing scale, erected to commemorate one whose remains are 

elsewhere; literally “empty tomb.”*   

 

Chapel -- A place of worship or meditation in a cemetery or mausoleum, either a freestanding building or a room set 

apart for commemorative services.*   

 

Churchyard -- A burying ground that immediately surrounds a church and is generally restricted to interments of 

members of its congregation or particular faith.   

 

Cinerary urn -- A receptacle for cremation remains, or ashes, in the shape of a vase.*   

 

Closure tablet -- An inscribed stone tablet placed over the sealed opening of an above-ground tomb to commemorate 

the deceased.  

 

Coffin/Casket -- Today, these terms are often used interchangeably, however, they have distinctly different historical 

meanings.  The coffin was typically hexagonal in form, taking the general dimensions of the individual to be interred.  

Usually made of wood, these are also known as “toe pinchers” because of their constricting shape toward the feet.  

While typical of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (gradually replacing the use of only a shroud), the term did 

not fall out of fashion until the first decade of the twentieth century.  In the mid-nineteenth century, however, the term 

“casket” was frequently used, likely as an effort to avoid the connotations of the coffin.  As part of the change, the early 

caskets were anthropomorphic in form, taking a vague human shape, and often had a glass viewing plate over the face of 

the deceased.  Gradually the shape became rectangular, replacing the earlier hexagonal forms.   

 

Coffin hardware -- Includes the handles, breast plates, back plates, name plates, lid and corner ornaments, viewing 

glass plate and fixtures, and other devices used on and in coffins (also called coffin furniture).   

 

Columbarium -- A vault or structure for storage of cinerary urns.*   

 

Column -- A pillar, usually circular in plan. 
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Comb grave -- A stone structure built over an in-ground grave that is 

triangular in shape.  It most often consists of two rectangular sandstone slabs 

placed together to form a gabled roof over the grave.   

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Composite stone -- See artificial stone. 

 

 

 

 

 

Coping -- The use of brick, marble, cement, granite or other materials to 

outline a single grave plot or group of graves.  This term is sometimes used 

interchangeably with “curbing” (see below); technically, a coping is the top 

course of a masonry wall, usually sloped to facilitate water runoff.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crematorium -- A furnace for incineration of the dead; also crematory.*   

 

 

 

 

Cradle -- A decorative curbing that surrounds a single grave.  It is usually made of the 

same material as the headstone and incorporated as part of the overall marker design.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Curbing -- A very low wall or edging surrounding a grave or plot of graves, can be masonry or stone, and is sometimes 

decorative.  This term is often used interchangeably with “coping” (see above).   

 

Crypt -- An enclosure for a casket in a mausoleum or underground chamber, such as beneath a church.* 
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