l By CONSTANCE MUSSELLS I

HERE THESE DAYS can

- you find early American art

m its original setting? In the oM

graveyards! Rhode Island has.thou-

sands of examples of the stonecarver’s
art awaiting a discerning eye.

What's out there? Exuberant and
staid, bumorous and serious,
schmaltzy and aeSthetic . . . wonder-
ful carvings in stone. Thp old grave-
stones are a potpourni of angels and
skulls, hourglasses, weeping willows,
scythes, urns and portraits. The car-
vers were sometimes sophisticated,
sometimes folk artists; they were
influenced, like the painters of the
day, by new trends from Europe.

Visiting the old burial grounds has
become -increasingly popular. These
quiet places -have stories to tell,
memories to evoke, and a curious way
of taking you into the past. =~ -

Every place has its rewards. I have
yet to explore a graveyard where I
didn’ t find somethmg worthwhile.

We Rhode Islanders are particular-
ly lucky in our heritage. There are
fine stones throughout the state in
fact, 1,865 historic graveyards are

registered. Rhode Island has laumched .
-a program of restoration of significant

burial grounds with local belp.
Through the efforts of Edwin Connel-

ly, the project’s director and founder,

the Documentation and Restoration

of Rhode Istand Historic Burial

Grounds is preserving the marvelous
work of our ancestors. - )
Something of a puzzle io historians
is why these carved stones were
tolerated by the early churches. Gen-

eral religious thought frowned on

‘“graven images” because they
smacked of “papish” influence. The
prevailing theory is that the churches
were concerned only with the soul’s
welfare. Death marked the departure

of the soul to a heavenly or hellish
end. The church was not responsible

for the vessel that had housed the

“He that msswectwmyrme
Now is become a stink under my -
Nose |
This is said of me
Somﬂltbesmdoﬂbee.”
Dr. Isaac Bartholomew
Cheshire, Conn. 1710
“Beholvd and See
- For as I am Soe shalt Thov. Bee
Bvt as Thov Art
Soe Once Was 1
Bee Sure of This
That Tbovast Dye.”
Josiah Lyndon
NeWport,R.I.l‘TOSi

In addition, the graveﬁone was
commissioned by the bereaved, not
the church, and the ritual after death
was not very church-like m a religion
which frowned on individualism. At

death -a person was remembered,

however briefly, for his time on earth.

The bereaved senst mournmg rings
and kidskin gloves-to friends and .
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encircled, perkaps to suggest a locket. The
symbolism of the scythe and hourglass is
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ancient roots speak of Byzantism to me. The persos
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GRAVESTONES
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v a well stocked repast.

!tseasytoleamtoidmﬁfythe
general period of a stone. The shape
of the stone, the material and what’s
on it are the clues.

'I'heokkststm(fmmthescv—
enteenth century on) adhered to the
doorway shape. The gravestone was
the end product of a long line of
memorial markers and represented
the;mtalbywh:chtbcsmlmtaed

“ is apparent. After the early part of
the nineteenth century, all kinds of
and urns are just a few.

-

The doorway-shaped stones were
precisely laid out and their format
was followed until the Victorian era.
Each stone had’ three compogents: a)
the arched area or tympanum at the
top where the major symbolism ap-
p=ared; b) the lintels or sides of the
usually filled with decorative carving;
and c) the tablet of the stone which
bore the epitaph.

The oldest gravestones are usuaily
slate. This material, available
throughout New England, carves easi-
ly and stands up well. It lends itself to
engraving and to a certain amount of
relief carving. In later stones, white
marble was used. This grainy sand-
stone-like stuff is easy to carve in the
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“This & one of the better known pieces frow the Stevens Shop in Newport. It is
‘somewhat overwronght, but charming. Note the broken arrows and the curtain

as the “Greek™ figares on the Iintels attest.

the Victorian era and supplanted slate
as the favorite stone. White marble
and sandstone were used by Connecti-
cut carvers who are responsible for
many gravestones in western Rhode
Island. - - .

The passage of time saw changes 1n
the perception of death. The earliest

symbois on the gravestones were the -

skull and crossbones (which became a
skull with wings). These arose from
- the Puritan view of the body as
something earthly. When attention
focused on the passage of the spirit to
heaven, winged cherubs appeared.
Hourglasses (with and without wings)
and gloomy people with scythes fol-
lowed. Inevitably, as religious
thinking relaxed, more attention was
paid to individoals. Portraits ap-
Bible and classical works, though less
common, sprang from the hands of
the stonecarvers. After 1810, imagi-
stylized. They carried weeping
willows, urns and fingers pointing to
heaven and were extremenly sen-
timental. Periods overlapped m time
as changes in style spread slowly from

- The individual mterpretation in
style 1s where the American artist
took over from the American crafts-
man. Many early stonecarvers had

little or no training. Most did not -

make gravestones exclusively: they
worked in wood, iron, and leather, as
well, to fill the needs of a developing
country. Some however possessed an
eye for-shapes which they assembled
to Create primitive work distinctly
American yet with ancient roots. I
was struck with the smmilarity be-
tween some of the stones and Byzan-
tine icons of the past. There are
particularly charming primitive stones

in the Providence North Burnial -

Ground, the Bristol East Burial
Ground and in western Rhode Island.

Not,_all stonecarvers were primi-
tives, of course, and Rhode Island had
four of the best-traimmed artists work-
g in the Newport area. Three were
related — Jolm Stevens 1st, 2nd and
3rd. The first John emigrated to the
thriving city of Newport via Boston
from Oxfordshire, England, and m
1705 opened a shop on Thames
Street. John 2nd and 3rd coniiued the
shop. All three were fine, i
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the cemetery.

workers who produced cumpamuvely
sophisticated pieces. They are es-
pecially known for their fine calligra-
phy. John 3rd, known for his
Nathaniel Waldron stone with its
figures in Greek garb on its lintels,
had trouble staying with the craft
traditions of the shop. The Stevens
shop ended with him. Today it has

‘been resurrected by the Benson fami-

ly, who follow particulasly in the
tradition of fme lettering. - |
The fourth Newport artist, a con-

oy

temporary of Jobn 3rd, was - John
Bull. Bull, in my thinking, was the
best of the lot — bold,nnagmauve
and unafraid. He is particularly
known for his Charles Bardin stone (a
possible representation of God) and
the unusual multiple headstone of the
sons and daughters of the Langley
family. You can identify the work of
John 3rd and John Bull because they
signed their stones.

The Newport Common Burymg
Ground is filled with their work as
well as the intriguing work of many

“others. Enough cannot be said about

the excellence of the stones in this
graveyard. One especially interesting
area is the north end whese the graves
of eighteenth-centuryistaves are locat-
ed. The markers, though smaller, are
beautifully carved.

While researching this article I
spent a great deal of time:exploring
Rbode Istand. As I:traveled, I saw
styles change — the Connecticut
carvers whose round, primitive
cherubs are in western Rhode Island;
the clean, sophisticated renderings of
cherubs in Newport; a primitive but
powerful heavenly being in Provi-
dence; the classical cherubs i Little

" Compton. Some carvers were obvious-

ly popular. I found the Stevens shop
work in Jamestown, in Bristol and

— only speaking in stone a:few times. -

BARRINGTON: Tyler Point Bwymg

Ground, Tyler Point Road.

BLOCK ISLAND: Block Istand Ceme-

BRISTOL: East Barial Ground, Wood

Street.

h’anmmd,attheend«.ome
Street.

JAMESTOWN: Old Fiiends’ Bm'lal

Groand, Route 138.

NORTH KINGSTOWN: The Platform,

Shermantown Road 7/8 mile west of
Route 1.

LITTLE COMPTON: OMd Buwrying

Grownd, Little Compton Commnons.

NEWPORT: Arnold Barying Ground,

70 Peliam Street. Common Bemryiog
Gromnd, Farewell and Warmer
Streets. The Jewish Cemetery, bead
of Towro Street at Bellevne Avenme.
Trinity Cherchyard, Chwrch and

PROVIDENCE: North Burial Ground,

North Main Street and Branch Ave-
woe. St. Jobus Chearchyard, bebind
St. Jobw’s Chmh.Northmm

Street.
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the pleasure of wandering

with Mr. Connelly through them should be shared by
orian,

Especially in our bicentennial year,
artist and casual visitor

If you are interested in learning old gravestones have a lot to say to us
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Office in Providence.
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