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Diffusion Patterns of Gravestone Styles in Louisiana

Tadashi NAKAGAWA

This study identifies contrasting diffusion patterns of gravestone styles in Louisiana between
the northern and southern part of the state, among white Protestants, black Protestants, and
Catholics, and among metropolitan, urban, and rural cemeteries. Eight tombstone styles or motifs
were chosen for analysis: obelisk and pulpit markers and motifs of weeping willow, a finger to
heaven, clasped hands, dove, lamb, and the cross and the crown.

The data of grave marker styles were collected through field survey of the cemeteries sam-
pled from the entire state. From 3,180 cemeteries identified in the topographical quadrangles, 236
were chose for analysis by means of a stratified sampling. From each fifteen minute map within
Louisiana, the cemetery closed to the center of the map was selected. In addition to those
cemeteries, one from each parish seat was chosen in order to achieve balance among metropolitan,
urban, and rural cemeteries.

All gravestone styles studied are more numerous in North Louisiana than in South Louisiana.
It does not mean, however, that the diffusion of these styles were late in South Louisiana; no sig-
nificant differences existed in the period of popularity between these two regions. Because South
Louisiana has more above-ground vaults and concrete vaults, the people there did not find the ne-
cessity to introduce expensive markers with extra cost.

Among three cultural groups, white Protestants have the most numerous grave markers with
the styles of this study. Because Catholics use crosses or statues as well as above-ground vaults
or concrete vaults, they did not purchase the gravestones with these styles. Black Protestant
cemeteries used to devoid of commercial markers until the beginning of this century. From the
1920s, they began to introduce simple commercial markers. Thus diffusion of the gravestone
styles in black Protestant cemeteries became later than the other two groups.

Hierarchical diffusion from metropolitan to urban cemeteries and from urban to rural
cemeteries can be observed in five of eight styles studied. Urban elites readily accepted contem-
porary fashions in earlier period. It does not mean, however, that these styles are more numerous
in metropolitan cemeteries. In reality, rural cemeteries have greater number of pulpit markers and

"o

“a finger to heaven,” “clasped hands,” “dove,” and “lamb” motifs than urban or metropolitan

cemeteries, probably because urban people have more choice.
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