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Preface to the 2005 Edition of  
Understanding Scottish Graveyards

T
bewildering array of information and opinion in numerous secondary sources. Any 
statement may be second- or even third-hand. Therefore it is surprising that for 

a wealth of material – the graveyards themselves – there was comparatively little 
serious, relevant literature. At the beginning of the 20th century David Christison, 

churchyards and monuments in the Lowlands of Scotland. There followed a series 

only to be rekindled in the mid-1960s by Angus Graham and John di Folco.
From the mid-1960s onwards there has been a more general understanding of 

that a full survey appeared to have been made of any Scottish graveyard; nor, up 
to that point, was there any published research on the identity of the masons who 
made the thousands of carved monuments.

satisfaction of discovery, and then, in hope of getting others to share this pleasurable 
pursuit, we wrote Stones,1 which was published in 1978. Subsequently we continued 
to make further records, and were much encouraged by the assistance given by 
the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland and the Royal Commission on the Ancient 

recording to be done, together with real concern over the loss of graveyards and of 
monuments, made the writing of the original book something of a mission.

That the book was written and published at all was entirely due to Edwina 
Proudfoot, Chair of the Council for British Archaeology Scotland2 (as the Council 
for Scottish Archaeology was then known). It was she who saw the need for such 
a book, who commissioned me to write it, who worked out the format, found a 

was published by Canongate Press in 1995)3.

Stones: A Guide to Some Remarkable Eighteenth-Century Gravestones
(Edinburgh: Canongate, 1978).

The Council for Scottish Archaeology is now called Archaeology Scotland.
A third edition was published by the National Museums of Scotland and Archaeology Scotland in 

2005.
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Edwina Proudfoot initiated the campaign, presently co-ordinated by the CSA’s 

conserving our heritage before it is too late.4

Acknowledgements are due to the following, for whose help with the original 
book I am indebted and am most grateful: the aforementioned Edwina Proudfoot; 

Robert Rodger was responsible for drawing the illustrations; and I am grateful 
to Pamela Burgess for allowing me to quote from Frederick Burgess’s English 
Churchyard Memorials.5

Betty Willsher OBE
1915 - 2012

The campaign baton passed from Edwina Proudfoot and Archaeology Scotland’s Carved Stones 
Adviser onto Archaeology Scotland’s Adopt-A-Monument and Treasured Remains Projects.

Frederick Burgess, English Churchyard Memorials (London: Lutterworth, 1963).
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Foreword to the 4th Edition

Archaeology Scotland is delighted to be involved once again with the 
republication of Understanding Scottish Graveyards. This much-loved classic is 

local community researchers, students and heritage specialists alike.

grant-aided this publication. Access to Betty Willsher’s archive is freely available 
trove.scot, a platform that 

It is no small testament to Betty Willsher’s expertise and accessible 
communication of ideas that her book remains the seminal work on Scottish 
historic gravestones. We recognise that Understanding Scottish Graveyards,
published in 1985, bears historical importance as a document in its own right. With 
this in mind, we have sought a light touch approach to updating the text of the 3rd 
edition published in 2005. Remarkably, Betty Willsher wrote Understanding Scottish 
Graveyards

format aims to ensure that this work remains accessible for future generations. 
trove.

scot. This website launched in early 2025 and showcases a growing collection of 
records relating to Scotland’s past and ways to get involved. Further information 

The 4th edition is an expanded as well as an updated version of Understanding 
Scottish Graveyards
symbols that Betty Willsher encountered through her astonishing survey of over 
664 sites across Lowland Scotland. This regional guide has been written by Dr Susan 

new edition will inspire recorders to survey the areas Betty Willsher did not visit 
while returning to those sites she did record to help us better understand how well 
our historic gravestones are surviving.

them and helps to shape and direct their work. It is our sincere desire that Betty 
Willsher’s legacy will endure by bringing new generations to visit, record and 
support Scotland’s historic graveyards. We know that since Betty Willsher produced 
her records and books many gravestones and carvings have been lost to the hands 

But, if we act now, together and armed with new technology to record, research and 



x

share information, we might collaborate to better understand Scottish graveyards. 
Only through a shared understanding of this rich and varied resource will we be 

future.
We are aware that the long-term lack of regular gravestone maintenance and 

are at an increased level of risk. Gravestones are heritable property and thus the 

are traceable today or even aware of their duty to maintain family memorials. 
Furthermore, no organisation is responsible for maintaining and repairing the 
stones; the graveyard manager’s duty is only to ensure the health and safety of 
visitors. Warmer, wetter conditions accelerate stone decay and encourage the 
growth of woody-stemmed plants. On historic monuments and walls, these plants 
trigger structural movement and instability, which, combined with stone decay, 
ultimately results in the loss of the historic fabric. Crucially, as many graveyards 
are under-recorded and under-documented, we face losing this heritage entirely.

Dr Susan Buckham was Archaeology Scotland’s Carved Stones Adviser from 
2001 until 2006. In this role she worked collaboratively with community groups, 
local authority cemetery mangers and heritage professionals across Scotland to 
create comprehensive best practice guidance for graveyard recording, research 
and conservation. Archaeology Scotland provides support to community groups 

a wealth of graveyard information and guidance is available on the Archaeology 
Scotland website https://www.archaeologyscotland.org.uk/projects/scottish-
graveyards/.

Dr Susan Buckham

The University of Stirling

Eila Macqueen
Director of Archaeology Scotland 2004-2022




