cabinetmakers, the unique pierced

tombstones in Davidson County
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into extraordinary works of art.
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SOAPSTONE IS FOUND THROUGHOUT THE MOUNTAINS AND PIEDMONT

OF NORTH CAROLINA. THE LOCAL PRESENCE COUPLED WITH ITS NATURAL

QUALITIES CONTRIBUTED TO SOAPSTONE’S USE AS GRAVE MARKERS. ...

WHILE IT CAN BE FOUND IN A VARIETY OF COLORS, A LARGE PORTION OF

DAVIDSON COUNTY GRAVE MARKERS TODAY APPEAR GRAY OR DARK GREEN.

is made up of chlorite, dolomite,
magnesite, and talc. The presence of
talc endows soapstone with its smooth
feel. While it can be found in a variety
of colors, a large portion of Davidson
County grave markers today appear
gray or dark green. Soapstone is often
used in the construction of fireplaces,
countertops, sinks, and even
cookware. Although you can’t bathe
with soapstone as the name might
suggest, it is relatively soft, making it
an ideal medium for the Swisegood
School to practice their style.

“You can see in the graveyard the
very earliest sort of germ of this
pierced style actually has the same
shape top — that Baroque tympanum
at the top, that triangular tympanum
at the top — and they have cut, just
sort of incised, a fylfot cross into the
stone, but they haven’t cut it
through,” explains Little, author of
Sticks & Stones: Three Centuries of
North Carolina Gravemarkers. “At
some point they just started realizing
that they could cut it all the way
through instead of just cutting it in
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relief on the surface.”

Signed stones

The piercings took the form of
German folk symbols like the fylfot
cross, which, in addition to representing
the cross, also symbolized the sun and
eternity. Another popular pierced design
was the tulip, which symbolized life,
love, and immortality. Other motifs,
including compass stars, hearts, and
trees-of-life, were likely adopted from
ornate German certificates called
Frakturs, which recognized events like
births, baptisms, marriages, and deaths.

Little believes that the first
stonecutter to pierce a tombstone in
Davidson County was Jacob
Clodfelter. Records indicate that
Jacob Clodfelter owned an extensive
set of cabinetmaking tools — all the
ones needed to carve and pierce
gravestones. The gravestones of
Jacob’s grandparents, Sara and Felix
Glatfelter, are the oldest known
examples of the pierced style. The
small stones are located at Bethany
United Church of Christ, and Little

Created by a band of German
cabinetmakers, pierced
gravestones, like these at Pilgrim
Reformed Church of Christ, are
thought to exist nowhere outside
of Davidson County.

conjectures it was most likely Jacob
Clodfelter who created them.

Jacob’s son, Joseph Clodfelter,
later took up the craft of carving
and piércing tombstones, probably
learning the craft from his father.
There is concrete proof that Joseph
carved pierced tombstones. In fact,
he is the only Davidson County
stonecutter to sign a tombstone,
Joseph was one of the most creative
and accomplished German
stonecutters in Davidson County, and
his work can be found at Bethany
United Church of Christ, Pilgrim
Reformed Church, and Abbott’s Creek
Primitive Baptist Church.

Abbott’s Creek is home to some of
the most creative pierced tombstones
ever carved. The church is located






