
Cleaning Techniques for Historic Memorials 
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What is the reason for 
cleaning monuments?

Readability / Ascetics

Vandalism/graffiti

Soiling

Staining

Biological growth

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is a question we rarely ask, but the answer will decide how we clean and what we use. 



Why Should 
We Clean?

• Readability
• Ascetics

3

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Genealogy is one of the biggest past times in America. This getting thousands of people interested in cemetery cleaning. 



Graffiti 
Removal 
Factors 

• Stone Type
• Surface Condition
• Temperature
• Moisture Level
• Time Frame
• Paint Type
• Paint Color
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When looking at graffiti removal, I would recommend bringing in a professional conservator. There are many factors that effect how to remove graffiti from different monument types. 
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Vandalism

Report to Police 
not local news as 
this could lead to 
copycat crimes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many times the graffiti is just juvenile vandalism, unfortunately sometimes it is hate motivated. If hate motivated it is best the photograph it call the police and cover it up. I recommend not calling the local news, let the police handle it. News exposure many times brings on copycat crimes.   
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Graffiti resources
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/preservation-matters-
maintenance-graffiti-removal-from-historic-features.htm

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/preservation-matters-maintenance-graffiti-removal-from-historic-features.htm
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Graffiti resources
Preservation Brief 38: Removing Graffiti from Historic Masonry (nps.gov)

https://home1.nps.gov/tps/how-to-preserve/briefs/38-remove-graffiti.htm
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Why Should 
We Clean?

Soiling

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sometimes we are just cleaning dirt and soiling from historic grave markers. 
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Why Should 
We Clean? 

Dirt

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The majority of the cleaning that we do is to remove biological growth from masonry. Stone is absorbent so as it is exposed to the elements it will develop a biofilm. This is a mix of fungi, algae, molds, mildews, and lichens.  



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You can use plastic cards and putty knives to remove excess lichen and growth. A lot of times a bamboo skewer or chopstick helps to get dirt out of carvings. 



Why Should We Clean Repair Work
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Before or during any repair work we have to make sure that all surfaces are clean. 



Why Should 
We Clean? 

Repair Work
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Before or during any repair work we have to make sure that all surfaces are clean. 
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Why Should 
We Clean?

Metallic staining 
Include cand iron 
stains

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One common cleaning that is needed in cemeteries is removing metallic staining, so ferrous staining from internal pinning or copper staining from bronze elements. Most of the time this will require a professional conservator to be brought in.  



14

Why Should We Clean? Metallic staining

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is a South Carolina example of a well running dry and causing rust staining from the water source depositing rust through the sprinkler system onto the marble headstones. 



Metallic 
Staining 

Akemi Marble 
Rust Remover
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is one recommended product for iron stain removal from marble. 
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Metallic 
Staining 

Akemi Marble 
Rust Remover

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As the chemical chelates with the iron it turns that purple color and rinses away taking the iron with it. If using this you must be careful to follow the timing recommended by the manufacture so that the purple color does not remain. 



Before and After Metallic Staining Treatment
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is the before and after of being treated with Akemi Marble Rust Remover, following the manufacturers recommendation. 
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Biological 
Growth

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The majority of the cleaning that we do is to remove biological growth from masonry. Stone is absorbent so as it is exposed to the elements it will develop a biofilm. This is a mix of fungi, algae, molds, mildews, and lichens.  



19

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We recommend D/2 Biological Solution as a cleaner. It has a surfactant, so it will get sudsy and remove the dirt and soiling on the stone. It also, has a biocide to remove and kill the biofilm. 
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Don’t 
Freak 
Out! It 
will turn 
Red, Pink 
Orange

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many times the biofilm will turn a color as it dies. You might see bright pinks, purples, oranges, and many times yellows. This is coming from the biofilm and will rinse off so no worries. 
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Use Soft Brushes or 
tools like chop 
sticks, lollypop sticks

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We use a variety of soft natural bristle brushes to clean and remove the “plant” material from the stone. 
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leaning reveals details

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Removing the bio growth helps to see and read the historic stone. The stone will continue to lighten over the next few months. This is not the stone changing color this is the biofilm dying and slowly working it out of the stones matrix. 
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Biological Growth

Before, During  and After

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you have a very fragile and deteriorating stone it is best to not touch or scrub the stone (causing further damage). One method is to wet the stone with water let surface dry and then spray the stone with D/2. This will clean the biological growth from the stone but it will take months to see the difference. 
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Biological Growth

Before, During  and After

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you have a very fragile and deteriorating stone it is best to not touch or scrub the stone (causing further damage). One method is to wet the stone with water let surface dry and then spray the stone with D/2. This will clean the biological growth from the stone but it will take months to see the difference. 
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Biological Growth

Before, During  and After

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you have a very fragile and deteriorating stone it is best to not touch or scrub the stone (causing further damage). One method is to wet the stone with water let surface dry and then spray the stone with D/2. This will clean the biological growth from the stone but it will take months to see the difference. 
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Don’t Use abrasive methods on 
ragile Monuments 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you have a very fragile and deteriorating stone it is best to not touch or scrub the stone (causing further damage). One method is to wet the stone with water let surface dry and then spray the stone with D/2. This will clean the biological growth from the stone but it will take months to see the difference. 
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Mechanical Cleaning
Acceptable
◦ Low pressure, power-washing 
(less than 300 psi)
◦Mechanical agitation using soft bristle 
brushes

Unacceptable
◦ Sand blasting
◦High-pressure power-washing 
(greater than 300 psi)
◦Grinders
◦Wire brushes
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 Never Use A Wire Brush, Nyalox Brush 
or Power Equipment

Do’s and Don'ts of Cleaning

http://www.homedepot.com/prel80/HDUS/EN_US/prodmeta/pg_prodmeta.jsp?CNTTYPE=PROD_META&cartCntKey=Power+Tools/Grinders/Grinder+Accessories&CNTKEY=Products_2/Power+Tools/Grinders/Grinder+Accessories&ProductOID=635644&BV_SessionID=@@@@0443380676.1123526325@@@@&BV_EngineID=cccladdfghmdfejcgelceffdfgidgll.0&source=SEARCH
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Don’ts use 
mechanical abrasives

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is an example found in a cemetery where  the marble was cleaned with a wire brush on a drill. See the swirly scratch marks? This not only wears away the stone but creates more surface area causing quicker deterioration and more biogrowth in the near future. 
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High Pressure Washing

Don’t Pressure wash
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Do Not pressure wash especially 
on soft stones like marble

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is a stone found in a cemetery that has been pressure washed, 
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 Don’t Use Harsh 
Cleaners Such As 
Bleaches

=

Old Anacoc Baptist Church Cemetery, Leesville

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
No salt based cleaners such as bleach or pool shock. The crystals left behind in the stone will expand and break the stone apart. 



Don’ts Use Bleach
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Old Anacoc Baptist Church Cemetery, Leesville

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is a marble that has been cleaned with bleach over and over. The stone has started to delaminate and crumble. 



Don’t Use Muriatic Acid
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This stone was cleaned with Muratic acid in the past, note the yellowing of the marble and severe sugaring. 



Don’t Use 
Muriatic Acid
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This stone was cleaned with Muratic acid in the past, note the yellowing of the marble and severe sugaring. 
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Application 
of Cleaners

 ALWAYS Soak 
the Stone Before 
Cleaning 

 Start Cleaning 
From the Bottom 
and Work Up

 Use a Small 
Circular Motion

 Use Lots of 
Water
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Basic Cleaning

 Follow manufacturer’s 
instructions

 ALWAYS use soft 
bristle brushes

 NEVER use a wire 
brush

 NEVER use power 
tools, such as power 
washers, grinders, or 
sanders

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We recommend soft bristle brushes made from natural fiber. Soft nylon are also okay. 
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What are some considerations regarding 
cleaning methods?

◦Acceleration of deterioration

◦ Loss of original materials

◦ Long-term stability of monument

◦ Long-term affects of cleaners
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 Do No Harm

 Do select the gentlest cleaning and most 
appropriate method to accomplish task

 Do perform small tests before cleaning the entire 
stone

 Do follow manufacturers’ recommendations

 Do follow manufacturers’ safety guidance

 Do exercise patience.

Do’s and Don'ts of Cleaning



Cemetery Care is fun
40

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Cleaning is fun and you can easily get volunteers of all ages to help. 



You can clean a lot of in a short period of time



More 
Information

Preservation 
Brief 48 
Preserving 
Grave Markers 
in Historic 
Cemeteries
www.nps.gov/tps/
how-to-
preserve/briefs/4
8-preserving-
grave-
markers.htm
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More 
Information

National Center 
for Preservation 
Technology and 
Training

https://www.
nps.gov/subj
ects/ncptt/c
emetery-
conservatio
n.htm

Association for 
Gravestone 
Studies
www.gravestonest
udies.org

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ncptt/cemetery-conservation.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ncptt/cemetery-conservation.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/ncptt/cemetery-conservation.htm
http://www.gravestonestudies.org/


NCPTT

Cemetery Preservation 
Foundation (U.S. National 
Park Service) (nps.gov)

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/cemetery-preservation-course.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/cemetery-preservation-course.htm


National Park Service
National Center for Technology and Training (NCPTT)
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