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Welcome to  

The New York City Marble Cemetery  
 

In this pamphlet, we share a little of its 
past and present with you. 

 
What is a “Marble Cemetery”? 

The early 1830s, when this cemetery was first 
planned, saw the first of America’s big cholera 
epidemics. New Yorkers wanted to care for the 
remains of their loved ones, but they did not 
understand germ theory and were worried about 
contagion. The solution, for those who could 
afford it, was a “marble cemetery”. Marble, close-
grained and smooth, could line the burial vaults 
and prevent harmful vapors, or “miasma”, from 
seeping out. Above ground, a lawn or garden 
would create an atmosphere of rest and peace.  
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When and why was the cemetery established? 
The cemetery was founded in 1831 by a group 

of wealthy New Yorkers headed by Evert 
Bancker, Samuel Whittemore, Garret Storm, 
Henry Booraem, and Thomas Addis Emmet. It 
was nonsectarian, not attached to a church but 
open to people of any faith. It was planned to be 
in the middle of the city’s most exclusive neigh-
borhood, since Second Avenue was expected to 
develop into the fashionable residential street. By 
the time the cemetery had completed acquiring all 
its land, in the early 1840s, there was room for 
258 vaults, which were for sale to individual 
families. Many important New York families 
buried their dead in it.    

Second Avenue did not live up to its promise, 
with Fifth Avenue becoming the fashionable one, 
and by the 1890s the situation had changed. The 
cemetery was surrounded by tenements, and 
some vault owners wanted to move their relatives’ 
remains out of Manhattan to some “rural locality” 
on Long Island. Another group of vault owners, 
however, worked to set up an endowment fund to 
maintain the cemetery in its location. Fortified by 
this fund, the cemetery stayed where it was. 

The following decades were difficult. Neighbors 
and passersby threw trash into the grounds, 
burials almost ceased, and parts of the wall 
collapsed at various times. In 1969, however, the 
New York City Landmarks Preservation 

Commission recognized the Marble Cemetery as 
a Landmark Site, for its historical and aesthetic 
interest. Since then, it has acquired some 
visibility, and people recognize its greenery and 
tranquility as special contributions to the 
character of its neighborhood. 

 
How many people are buried here? Who are they? 

Nobody is sure just how many people have 
been interred. A vault can hold multiple remains, 
and most of them do. Some vaults are empty. 
Some vaults hold a large number of remains 
transferred from abandoned burial grounds in 
lower Manhattan. Some records of interments 
were destroyed early in the cemetery’s history, 
and there have been some removals. A plausible 
guess would be between four and five thousand. 

James Monroe, fifth U.S. president, was the 
most famous occupant of the cemetery. He was 
buried in his son-in-law’s vault in 1831, but in 
1858 the State of Virginia removed his remains 
and reburied them in Richmond. 

Another notable occupant was John Lloyd 
Stephens, the founder of Mayan archeology, 
whose Incidents of Travel in Central America, 
Chiapas, and the Yucatan introduced the rest of 
the world to Mayan culture in 1849. James 
Lenox, whose book collection along with those of 
Astor and Tilden formed the nucleus of the New 
York Public Library, is buried here, as is James 

Henry Roosevelt, founder of Roosevelt Hospital, 
and at least one former mayor of New York, 
Stephen Allen.  

 

 
 

How do the vaults work? 
Access to each vault is through an underground 

antechamber accessible by ladder from an 
opening in the ground. The opening is covered by 
a rectangular granite stone, which is moved with 
a special tool to gain access. From the 
antechamber one goes through stone doors into 
the marble-walled vault, which may have shelves 
on each side for the placement of coffins or urns. 

 
Do burials still take place? 

Descendants of the vault owners can still 
choose to be buried here—as can anyone else, 
with the descendant’s consent—and in the last ten 
years there have been five burials. The fees 
charged for interment do not begin to cover the 
cost of maintaining the cemetery. That cost is 
borne by the endowment mentioned above and by 
tax-deductible donations from friends of the 
cemetery and the public. The cemetery is 
governed by a board of trustees who strive to 
make it attractive, a good neighbor and positive 
contributor to the community, and financially 
self-sustaining. In recent years, membership on 
the board has increased, and fundraising efforts 
are succeeding in ensuring a bright future for the 
cemetery.  

 
Please visit our web site at www.nycmc.org  


