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HOW TO CLEAN A HEADSTONE 
 

 
The first question should not be, “How do I clean a headstone?” but rather, “Does this headstone need to be 
cleaned?” 
 
“Often people mistake the patina of age for dirt.  They want marble stones, for example, to be as white as when 

originally purchased- and this is a tragic mistake.  Not only does such aggressive cleaning cause irreparable 

damage, but it destroys the stone’s patina-and history…” (Chicora Foundation website). 

 

BEFORE CLEANING 

SAFETY 1st  

 Make sure the marker is stable.  A toppling headstone has the potential to cause serious bodily harm. 

 

Do NO Harm to the headstone 

 Evaluate the condition of the headstone’s surface.   

o Do not clean any headstone that is cracked, flaking or sugaring (stone surface is eroding and may 

feel like sugar). 

o Determine the type of soiling: ordinary dirt, climbing plants, organic material (lichen or mosses) 

 Take care not to lean or stand on a headstone 

 Check weather reports and choose a cool, overcast day to slow evaporation during the cleaning. 

 

Document your work 

 Photograph the headstone before and after cleaning 

 Record the cleaning date as a headstone should only be cleaned once every 5 year. 

 

Gather your supplies 

 Water, water, water. A good supply of water is mandatory.  A garden-type hose is best but a clean unused 

garden sprayer is a convenient alternative. 

 A supply of soft bristle brushes. Toothbrushes and denture brushes work well.   

 Wooden craft sticks, wooden skewers and plastic scrapers 

 Gloves and safety glasses 

 D2- A commercially available biological solution 

 

CLEANING A HEADSTONE 

 Begin by removing all grass clipping and loose debris from the headstone 

 Thoroughly pre-wet the headstone and your brush.  Water helps loosen lichen and moss thus reducing 

the amount of pressure needed to remove it.   

 Start cleaning using the gentlest method first.  Water and a soft bristle brush may be all that is required. 

 Work from the bottom of the stone up moving in a circular motion to avoid stains and streaks.    

 Rinse both the headstone and your brush frequently during the cleaning process to help reduce friction.  

 If needed, apply D2 pursuant to label directions. 

 Water, water, water…rinse all dirt and cleaning solutions off of the stone once finished cleaning.   

 Once the stone is dry, complete your documentation by taking a photograph. 


