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Burial Grounds: the Historic Scotland perspective

Background

1. Historic Scotland is an Agency of the Scottish Executive. Our primary purpose is the conservation of Scotland’s built heritage.

2. Burial grounds are an important cultural resource, not least for the gravestones they contain.
3. Gravestones are important for a very wide range of reasons.  They are often the only documents of ordinary people, and they reflect the lives, beliefs and attitudes to death, burial and remembrance of past communities and individuals.  They have enormous significance as genealogical, epidemiological and historical records for a broad cross-section of the past population.  An especially important element in the fabric of the historic environment of most local communities throughout Scotland, they can also retain modern symbolic and religious significance.  The design and style of the gravestones is also of interest to art historians and many people appreciate this.  Their lettering is a unique cultural record that ranges from folk art to a highly skilled craft.  In groups, or as parts of graveyards, gravestones contribute to the setting of important monuments and form historic landscapes in their own right.

4. Graveyards can also contain very important archaeological remains, including ruined structures.  These may be scheduled or listed (ie have statutory protection).
Key issue

5. The issue is how we can better protect and maintain the cultural significance of historic graveyards and gravestones.  The main need, as identified in Review of Burial and Cremation Legislation (2nd meeting, Paper 1), is for responsibilities to be unambiguous and to cover everything.  This means resolving responsibilities for ownership and maintenance of gravestones, regardless of whether or not the burial ground is still in use, and regardless of religious denomination.
Further relevant information

6. Carved Stones: Scottish Executive Policy and Guidance (2005) sets out Scottish Ministers’ policies and guidance for the care and protection of cared stones, including gravestones.  Appendix A addresses issue relating to ownership, Appendix B issues relating to legal protection. http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/index/carvedstones/carvedstonespolicy.htm 

7. Historic Scotland has produced a series of electronic leaflets relating to graveyard and gravestone protection and maintenance.  These include guidance on working in a scheduled or listed graveyard, and emergency measures for historic memorials (relating to health and safety requirements). http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/index/carvedstones/graveyards.htm 

8. The Treatment of Human Remains in Archaeology, a policy statement discussing the issues surrounding the treatment of human remains, and including a detailed explanation of the legal position in Scotland
9. All the above are available free from Historic Scotland (0131 668 8638).

10. Historic Scotland also funds the Council for Scottish Archaeology Carved Stones Advisor project, which focuses on graveyards and gravestones. http://www.scottishgraveyards.org.uk 
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