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When most people think of Arlington National Cemetery, they imagine uniform 
rows of white marble headstones. As you explore the cemetery, however, you will 
discover that there is actually wide variation in the types of grave markers. This is 
due both to changes in the style of headstones provided by the government and to 
the fact that until December 2017, families could purchase custom grave markers. 
These variations in style reflect the long history and evolution of Arlington 
National Cemetery.

Headstones in Sections 60 and 59. (Arlington National Cemetery/Elizabeth Fraser, 2019)
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When Arlington National Cemetery was founded in 1864, graves were initially 
marked with wooden boards. Because these boards deteriorated quickly, the War 
Department soon began to experiment with more durable materials such as metal 
and stone. 

Two 1867 photos show the wooden boards originally used as grave markers in Arlington National Cemetery. 
(Library of Congress)
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In 1873, the War Department began to replace wooden grave markers with 
permanent headstones at all national cemeteries.  At Arlington National Cemetery, 
the graves of known soldiers received white marble slabs 4” thick, 10” wide and 12” 
tall, with a slightly curved top and a sunken shield carved into the front. This design, 
referred to as the “Civil War” type, was used for veterans of the Civil War and the 
Spanish-American War, except for Civil War Confederate soldiers.

The graves of unknown soldiers at this time received a block of marble 6” square 
and 30” long, with the grave number carved into the top.

Civil War type headstones and marble blocks for unknowns are both visible in this 1900 photo of children 
visiting Arlington National Cemetery. (Library  of Congress/Charles L. Wasson)
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The headstone design used today was adopted after World War I. Like the Civil 
War type, the current government-furnished headstone is made of white marble 
and is slightly rounded at the top, but the stone is 3” wider and 12” taller and no 
longer features a shield. The inscriptions include the deceased’s name, rank, branch 
of service, date of birth and date of death, and may also include combat service, 
significant awards, a term of endearment or reference or a religious emblem. 

Government-furnished headstones in Section 60. (Arlington National Cemetery/Elizabeth Fraser, 2017)
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The Department of Veterans Affairs currently permits the following emblems of 
belief on government-furnished grave markers.
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In addition to in-ground burial sites, Arlington National Cemetery also features a 
number of columbariums with niches for storing cremated remains. Each niche is 
sealed with a white marble niche cover, which features the same types of 
inscriptions allowed on government-furnished headstones. 

A member of the 3rd U.S. Infantry Regiment (The Old Guard) places flags in Columbarium Court 6 in 
preparation for Memorial Day. (Arlington National Cemetery/Elizabeth Fraser, 2018)
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Many civilians are buried within Arlington National Cemetery, including military family 
members and freed slaves who lived in and around Washington, D.C. in the 1860s.

For a time, dependents could be buried in their own gravesites and receive their own 
headstones. The style of these headstones matched the style of the military service 
member’s headstone and often included the designation “Wife of _________” or “Child of 
__________.” Dependents are now buried in the same gravesite as the military service 
member and all names are inscribed on a single headstone or niche cover.

The names of some military dependents can be seen on the back of headstones in Section 60. (Arlington 
National Cemetery/Elizabeth Fraser, 2019)
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From 1864 to1867, thousands of African American civilians known as “freedmen” 
were buried in Section 27 of Arlington National Cemetery. During that time, the 
U.S. government provided gravesites and grave markers for those “freedmen” 
whose families could not afford burials for their loved ones. When the original 
wooden grave markers were replaced, these graves received white marble 
headstones that featured no special markings but included the inscription “Citizen” 
or “Civilian.” 

The grave of William H. Johnson, one of the African American civilians buried in Section 27. (Arlington National 
Cemetery, 2013)
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When Arlington National Cemetery opened, families could choose to use a 
government-provided grave marker or to purchase their own custom headstone. Prior 
to 1947, there were almost no restrictions on the design and size of private grave 
markers other than a family’s budget. Because of this, some of the older sections of 
the cemetery feature a wide variety of grave markers. The size and style of a grave 
marker does not indicate the person’s rank or status; in fact, there are a number of
four-star generals and Medal of Honor recipients whose families chose to use a 
government-provided headstone.

A mix of government-provided and private grave markers can be seen in Section 17. (Arlington National 
Cemetery/Elizabeth Fraser, 2018)
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Since 1947, private grave markers were permitted only in select sections of the 
cemetery and required approval by Arlington National Cemetery. In December 
2017, the cemetery reached capacity for private markers, and all in-ground burials 
now receive government-furnished headstones. Private headstones are no longer 
permitted.

Private grave markers in Section 3. (Arlington National Cemetery/Elizabeth Fraser, 2018)
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Families who purchased private grave markers are responsible for the perpetual 
upkeep of those markers at their own expense, whereas the government is 
responsible for the maintenance of all government-provided headstones. Arlington 
National Cemetery staff monitor the condition of headstones and replace those that 
are badly deteriorated or illegible. Current policy requires that a grave marker be 
replaced with one of the same type used at the time of the person’s death. Prior to this 
policy, stones were sometimes replaced with ones that reflected the style being used 
at the time, or a hybrid style. These changes in policy contributed to the variation in 
styles found throughout the cemetery.

A weathered headstone in Section 13. (Arlington National Cemetery/Rachel Larue, 2016)
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The differences in grave markers reflect Arlington National Cemetery’s history of 
honoring and caring for the dead over many eras in American history. As you 
explore the cemetery and observe the many styles and types of grave markers, 
keep these general points in mind:

• White marble slab headstones and niche covers were provided by the 
government at no cost to the family, while more elaborate grave markers were 
privately purchased by families.

• Government headstones with engraved shields were used for Civil War Union 
soldiers and Spanish-American War dead.

• Government headstones with a pointed top were used for Confederate 
soldiers.

• A block of marble with only a number carved in the top reflects an unknown 
Civil War soldier.

• Headstones are replaced as they deteriorate, so the age of the headstone 
itself does not always reflect the time of the burial.
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