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Grave decoratlon has fasc1nated me s1nce I was a chlld Lately,_:};'

on=part10ular type of beautlflcatlon has ralsed my 1nterest more

. gthan others and that 1s the use of mussel shells to decorate

=graves In thls paper I propose to answer thls questlon. Were
mussel shells a popular grave decoratlon 1n Dav1ess County and
,:‘surroundlng areas‘> w1ll present p@s51ble explanatlons for the

-use of the shells and reasons fOr the scarceness or prollferatlon

of thls grave adornment 1n certaln areas
_The use of mussel shells 1n Dav1ess County, Kentucky 1s

falrly rare T was able to flnd only one eyample of the practlce

'1n thls county thle the shells were abundant 1n Mc¢lean County
»The one example 1n Dav1ess County was found ‘in a- cemetery adgacent
‘to a plot of earth were a Presbyterlan church once stood The
'.‘church burned down in the thlrtles but people are stlll burled
‘:Aln the graveyard The grave w1th the shells 1s that of a six yeart
'old chlld A layer of: cement covers an area of 21 by 5 feet and
' ;;1n the cement are mussel shells arranged in rows. The chlld s
}name, Albert is 1mpr1nted 1n the cement near the headstone and

towards the foot of the grave the word 'son is 1mpr1nted

In a Methodlst graveyard in Island @&)there are twelve

'graves decorated w1th shells The presﬁence of’a button factory

1n leermore two mlles from Island and On the Green Rlver may

- eyplaln the prollferance of shells on McClean @ounty'gravps
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_TThe button factory used the shells to make buttons for apparel
_ p81nce the factory got thousands of the shells from the Green Rlver |
:they were ea51ly obtalnable There was no button chtory 1n Dav1ess
.ﬁCounty and there aren t many mussel shells 1n the Oth Rlver
| Whlle 1nterv1ew1ng peole about the shells I heard of several
:ireaons eyplalnlng thelr purpose Bacdwhen gress seed was unavallable
.people mlxed shells in w1th the dlrt used to flll 1n a grave and o
.{then put more shells on’ top of the grave No cement was poured ’
fon the graves because thls use was of a practlcal nature The shells-
'fhelped keep the dlrt on top of the;grave from washlng away 1f 1t

ralned before gress would begln to‘grow naturally The shells that

f':éwere mlyed in. w1th the dlrt helped keep weeds from gr0w1ng on the

1$grave ; Another reason people used the shells was economlcal

-“:If a famlly could not afford a headstone{ the shells were used to»{
"mark the grave The shells were most commonly used s1mply for |
'abeautlflcatlon Long ago the blacks of Roanoke Island decorated
Fgraves w1th sea shells The practlce eventually extended to the
;;whltes The custom appears to have arlsen from a. deS1re to » |
'ibeautlfy the grave and maybe to deflne the llmlts of the grave Sea

:;fshells were belleved by prlmbtlve man to have maglcal powers One of d-
tthese powers was to avert death and to help the dead to rlse agaln

ok all the people I talked w1th about the shells, most said 'f”'

:pthey were- used for decoratlon



sSources of information

Rose Merritt, 53, resides in Daviess County.
Sadie Cain, 81, of Daviess County.
Ewan Bale, 55, of Daviess County.

Daisy Eiliot, 65, of McClean County.

Thp‘Frank C. Brown Collection of North Carolina Folklore; Vol.l,

pp. 259-60
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Index for Photographs- Kevin Evans

1. Located in Daviess Co., this grave has the mussell shells and a headstone.
The arrangement of thé shells in a straight line was popiilar in several
graveyards in Daviess and!MbLean Counties. |

2. Detail of shells on McLean County grave. Photo by Kevin Evans.

3. Sometimes the shells were used in place of a headstone as was the case

- with this MCLean'County.grave. Photo by Kevin Evans.

4. McLean County grave. The pattern here is uniform sized shells in a
straight line.

5. Detail of a grave in McLean County.

6. McLean County graves.

7. Family plot in McLean County graveyard. Two patterns are present and
the grave on the left is.decorated with shells that aren't uniform in
size.

8. Detail of McLean County gréve.

9, Two McLean County graves side by side showing a popular shell pattern.

10.Family plot in McLean County One has shells but the 6ther has only
concrete,

11.McLean County grave,

All photos by Kevin Evans.




