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Guide to recording stonemasons’ marks 

1. Background to masons’ marks 
A stonemason’s mark (mason’s mark) is a symbol cut into the dressed surface of a piece of masonry. 
Usually evenly incised into the face of the stone, masons’ marks stand out from other “graffiti” found on 
stone buildings as they consist mainly of straight lines forming triangles, squares, rectangles, and other 
geometric shapes. These marks served a number of purposes, including as a makers’ mark, a statement of 
artisanship which ensured payment for work, as a form of quality control and to ensure payment for work 
done. The marks may also have been instructions to the setter who positioned the stone, indicating the 
correct orientation of the dressed stone. 

Figure 1: Examples of marks found at Glasgow Cathedral 

Masons’ marks served three main purposes during the construction of stone buildings of the period. Listed 
in the order of their appearance and use during the processing of a piece of stone, these are: 

Quarry marks 
Marks added to the surface of quarried stone, to identify the site to which they are to be transported 
(Alexander 1996, 2211). These are rare, as they are often removed during the shaping of the final dressed 
stone. 

1 Alexander JS (1996). Masons’ Marks and Stone Bonding. In Tatton-Brown T and Munby 
B (eds), The archaeology of cathedrals. Oxford University Committee for Archaeology, 
Monograph No. 42. Oxford: Oxford University. 
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Bankers’ marks 
Marks added to the finished stone, usually on the outer face, to indicate which mason was responsible for 
its creation (Coulton, 1928, 1432). The name refers to the banker, or bench on which masons cut and 
dressed stone. These are also referred to as bencher marks (Davis 1954, 453). Bankers’ marks primarily serve 
two purposes, for quality control and as a method of ensuring payment for pieces completed. These will be 
the most common ones you will encounter. 

Position marks 
“A mark added to the finished stone, to indicate to the setter the orientation and position in which 
it should be placed.” (Alexander 1996, 219). 

When considering position marks, or assembly marks as they are also known, Alexander best describes 
their appearance and position, at least as they appear in the record in England: 

“Assembly marks consist of a numeric sequence, based loosely on Roman numerals and are often 
cut across the joint faces of adjacent stones, showing that the piece was dry-assembled to check the 
fit.” (Alexander 2007, 644) 

2. The origins of masons’ marks 
Masons’ marks are not a recent phenomenon. Marks of a similar form were noted by Evans at Knossos in 
1930, which he dated to the Bronze Age (quoted in Alexander 1996, 222). 

A method was required for the mostly illiterate workforce to indicate their ownership of completed work 
and to tell those responsible for the physical placing of components of their correct positioning and 
alignment (Richardson 1964, 135). Different systems were developed and adopted by different skilled 
crafts, including carpentry and stonemasonry. 

A finite though large number of variations exist, and it is inevitable that some masons used the same mark 
as others. Some marks may have been adopted on a hereditary basis, with perhaps a grandson inheriting 
his grandfather’s mark or a modification thereof, when the latter retired. 

A comparison of masons’ marks with Scandinavian and Germanic rune forms shows some significant 
similarities, which cannot be considered purely as a coincidence. Furthermore, a connection can be drawn 

2 Coulton GG (1928). Art and the Reformation. Oxford: Blackwell. 

3 Davis RHC (1954). A catalogue of masons’ marks as a Guide to Architectural History. 

Journal of the British Archaeological Association 3rd Series, 43-76. 

4 Alexander JS (2007). The Introduction and Use of Masons’ Marks in Romanesque 
Buildings in England. In Medieval Archaeology, vol. 51, 63-81. 

5 Richardson J (1964). The Medieval Stone Carver. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press. 
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from these runic symbols through to the masons’ marks in use in Scotland during the 12th and 13th 
centuries. The similarity of masons’ marks to runic futhark symbols suggests a possible origin for at least 
some of the mark-forms found.  This offers the potential for further study regarding the origins of masons’ 
marks in medieval Britain. 

This guide describes the method for individuals or groups to record the occurrence of masons’ marks in a 
meaningful and consistent way, which will allow for further research. 

The guide is broken down into the recording process, methodologies for site surveys, sample recording 
forms and post-recording actions.  In addition, a sample site survey briefing and a risk assessment template 
are provided. 

Figure 2: Finding and recording masons' marks. Photo credit: J Ross (shotbyjr.com) 

3. Recording masons’ marks 
This guide will allow you, or a group, the opportunity to engage with and learn about their local historic 
buildings. 

It is designed to allow participation in the identification and recording of masons’ marks that can be found 
on stone buildings across the UK, using a standardised recording format.  This stems from the Scottish 
Stonemasons Marks Research Project, begun by the author. This first took the form of a Research Masters 
at the University of Glasgow, the results of which can be found here: http://theses.gla.ac.uk/81713/. 

No previous experience in, or knowledge of, recording standing buildings is required. Recording by young 
people, under the guidance of adults, is not only possible but encouraged. Attention to detail and neat 
handwriting are the only essentials!  Only a low level of fitness is required to participate. 

http://theses.gla.ac.uk/81713/
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NOTE: If you are participating in a group event, the organiser is responsible for ensuring that the survey is 
carried out with appropriate health and safety measures in place. If you are undertaking a survey as an 
individual, you are responsible for all aspects of your own safety. An example risk assessment form is 
attached. This must be completed before the survey takes place. Some locations may wish you to complete 
their risk assessment form. In this case, you should retain a copy and keep it with the survey records. 
Regardless, the health and safety of participants is essential and takes priority. 

Whether as a group or as an individual, written approval must be obtained in advance from the building’s 
owners/managers, e.g., Historic Environment Scotland, CADW, English Heritage, National Trust or National 
Trust for Scotland, relevant church authority etc or a private owner. 

Equipment Checklist 

The following items will be required: 

Clipboards Pencils Erasers Tape measures 

Pens Torches Site plans Scale Rulers 

Risk assessment Recording forms Sign-in sheet 

Briefing sheets First Aid kit (group or individual) 

Figure 3: Mark M646 on a piece of decorative stone work displayed in the Lower Church at Glasgow Cathedral 
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Figure 4: Glasgow Cathedral Sacristy, N wall fireplace. Photo credit: J Ross (shotbyjr.com) 
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4. Recording Process 

Site Selection 
Any building constructed mainly or partly from stone is potentially suitable for inclusion. 

The application of masons’ marks to dressed stone has not been consistent in history. As an example, marks 
were applied during the original building phases at Glasgow Cathedral but are not applied to replacement 
stonework during repairs being undertaken in the 21st Century. Many later buildings, from the 17th and 18th 

century, may have no masons’ marks at all, whilst some older buildings will. 

In Scotland, please contact the Project Director by email (info@masonsmarks.scot), before planning your 
survey, to ensure the site hasn’t already been surveyed. 

In England and Wales, contact your Local Government Archaeological Officer to confirm the site’s 
suitability. They may be able to assist with arranging access etc. 

Site plan and preparation 
It is recommended that a site visit is a carried out in advance of the full survey. 

There are two ways to get a plan of the building you intend to record.  Most buildings to be surveyed will be 
listed on Historic Environment Records and information on construction dates, together with photographs 
and plans, can be found on the relevant website (see list at the end of the guide). The building plan will 
help to organise surveying, ensuring all of the building is accurately recorded. 

It can simplify things if you allocate a simple alphabetical code to each section of the building, e.g.: 
A = Nave wall north 
B = Nave wall east 
C = Castle great hall 
D, E, F etc pillars 

Mark these on the plan you use. Copy these plans to provide to all team members. 

If you have to draw your own plan, do not worry. This does not need to be a highly accurate building plan, 
as you are using it only to locate and record the position of masons’ marks. It is recommended to draw a 
basic sketch plan, at 1:100 OR 1:50 scale, depending on the size of the building, with dimensions which can 
then be measured up and redrawn at home, before being printed out and copied.  An A4 sheet for each 
floor is usually sufficient. 

To draw the plan, you will need: 

• Drawing board or A3/A4 clipboard 
• Ruler / straight edge 
• Pencils and pens (and erasers!) 
• Paper 
• Masking tape 
• Tape measure / Hand Tape (5m or 8m is best.) 

mailto:info@masonsmarks.scot
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Tape the paper to the drawing board/clipboard. Start by drawing a baseline along the bottom of the page.  
parallel to the bottom edge of the paper. This will be the outer edge of your first wall. It is usual to begin 
with the front elevation wall. 

1. Draw a second line parallel to the first, establishing the length and thickness of the wall. This will be 
your inner wall. 7 

2. Now, starting at the front door, move along the inner face of the front wall, in each direction, 
marking in windows, doors and masonry breaks. Remember that windows are normally wider 
inside than out! Use the EH conventions for features such as windows, doors, stairs etc. 
LINK: Understanding Historic Buildings: A Guide to Good Recording Practice (historicengland.org.uk) 

3. Having completed the front wall, establish the shape of the first room. If you believe the room is 
square, then you can complete it using a set square for the right angles. If it is not square, you must 
use your diagonal measurements and a pair of compasses as follows: 

o Place one end of the compasses at one corner of your first wall (point A) 
o Open the compasses to the scale distance of one diagonal measurement. 
o Make an arc on the paper at this distance from point A 
o Now repeat this process from the other end of the first wall (point B), marking another arc 

(point C). This marks the corner of the third wall. 
o Repeat the whole process with the other diagonal measurement to find the corner of the 

fourth wall. 
o Now the other walls can be drawn in. 

4. Now complete this same procedure for all the ground floor rooms. 
5. If drawing an upper floor, it is usually possible to use the overall measurements from the ground 

floor, adding in variations and upper floor features. 
Label each room appropriately but consistently - Either G1, G2… or Nave, Sacristy, etc. and then 
each wall face has a designated Alpha Code  A,B,C or D etc. 

Figure 5: Noting the position of marks on an elevation drawing. Photo credit: J Ross (shotbyjr.com) 

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/understanding-historic-buildings/heag099-understanding-historic-buildings/
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Finding and recording the marks 
These instructions should be read in conjunction with the survey recording form, which is printed two-up 
on an A4 sheet and can be found at the back of this guide. 

You can copy the form locally, then separate into individual forms before carrying out the survey. 

Not all marks are immediately obvious. Try holding a torch (LED works best) and shine it across the marks, 
from top, bottom, left and right. This will help to identify the form of the mark. 

Please draw the mark in pencil. The rest of the form is to be completed in blue or black ink. The drawing of 
the mark should always represent how it appears, i.e., the same way up, etc. If the mark appears to be 
incomplete or the stone is broken, and a part of the mark is missing, draw the broken edge with a dotted 
line. 

Figure 7: Drawing a mason's mark. Photo credit J Ross (shotbyjr.com) 

Figure 6: Mason's mark M064 at Glasgow cathedral. 
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Filling in the data 

The following is an example of the sort of information to be added to the form. 

Box Content Example 
Site name Name of building, etc Glasgow Cathedral 

Mark no. Office use only - 
Area of building Specific of survey Nave, North wall 

Photo ref If you take a photo, add the number 115-034 

Location description Where on Nave N wall Under Millennium window 

Course Layer of stone, counting up from floor 6 up from floor level 

Stone style 1 tick for each mark included on this 
form 

Door ll, Window lll For 
“other”, state stone style in 
space below 

Max dimensions (H) and (W) in mm 37 H x 72 W 

Scale Full size, preferably. For large marks, 
1:2 or 1:4 is acceptable 

1:1 

Drawing As you see the mark when you look at 
it. 

Material What is the stone made of? S=sandstone, G= granite 

Location code If the site plan has codes, put the code 
in the first box and the number of 
occurrences of the same mark at that 
location in the second 

E lll 

Comments Additional information about location, 
appearance, etc. 

To right of XYZ memorial, 
partly eroded 

Recorded by (initials) Recorder’s initials ABC 
Date Date or recording 23/07/21 
Chkd/scan/database/ 
drawing file 

Office use only - 
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5. Post recording actions 
Once the survey is complete, check over the forms, ensuring that all information requested has been 
correctly entered. 

Completed forms are to be scanned in PDF format only. Scan each form individually. 

For sites in Scotland, email the scanned forms, plus a copy of the building plan showing the codes allocated 
to each area, to info@masonsmarks.scot. If you have taken photographs, please email them too, making 
sure the image reference numbers are recorded on the relevant mark recording form. 

For sites in England and Wales, in addition to offering the site owner/manager a copy of what has been 
found, your local heritage organisation may well be interested in seeing the survey results. You can also 
check with your Local Government Archaeological Officer to see if they require a copy: 

www.algao.org.uk/localgov/hersmr 

6. Contact Information 

Scotland 
The Project Director for the Scottish Stonemasons’ Marks Research Project is Iain Ross Wallace, who can be 
contacted as follows: 

• Email: info@masonsmarks.scot 
• Web: www.masonsmarks.scot 
• Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/1683868745175644 
• Post: Please email the Project Director if you wish to send the results by post 

England and Wales 
There is no national research project for masons’ marks in either England or Wales. 
Contact your Local Government Archaeological Officer to see if they require a copy. 
www.algao.org.uk/localgov/hersmr 

Websites for information on historic buildings: 

Scotland: 

Historic Environment Scotland: www.canmore.org.uk 
www.pastmap.org.uk 

England: 

www.heritagegateway.org.uk/gateway/chr/ 
www.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/archive/ 
www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/ 

Wales: 
www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records 

mailto:info@masonsmarks.scot
http://www.algao.org.uk/localgov/hersmr
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.cadw.gov.wales/advice-support/placemaking/historic-environment-records
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/archive/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/archive/
http://www.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/archive/
http://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/gateway/chr/
http://www.algao.org.uk/localgov/hersmr
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1683868745175644
http://www.masonsmarks.scot/
mailto:info@masonsmarks.scot
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7. Attachments 

1. Example completed survey form 
2. The survey recording form (blank) 11 
3. Risk assessment template (to be completed locally in conjunction with the manager/owner of 

building) 
4. Survey participation sign-in sheet 



Figure 7: Example of a completed survey form 





Survey health and safety briefing 

(to be delivered to survey team members before surveying starts) 

Personal Safety 

• Fleece/mid layer/warm clothes and footwear appropriate to weather conditions. 
• Antibacterial hand gel/wipes/face coverings/nitrile gloves – as required. 
• Waterproofs (jacket and trousers) if working outside. 
• Sunscreen. 
• Basic personal first aid kit. 
• Advise survey supervisor in confidence of pre-existing medical conditions. 

Slips, trips and falls 

• Be alert to steps and other trip hazards. 
• Keep feet on the ground. If you cannot reach a mark, don’t take any risks. 
• Be aware of stone surfaces becoming slippery after rain etc. 

Lone working 

• Work in pairs, keep in touch with other team members. 

Weather 

• Forecast. 
• Wear appropriate clothing. 

First Aid availability 

• Explain who has First Aid kit or where it is available. 

Accidental injury 

• Stop work. Get first aid. Tell supervisor. Take a break. 

Breaks, toilets etc. 

• When and where? 

Completion time 

• Confirm. 

Give out mobile phone number of Survey Supervisor. 

Get team members to complete the sign in form, confirming they have received the briefing. 



RISK ASSESMENT 
Location of survey: Date of risk assessment: 

Date work being carried out: Survey Supervisor: 

Description 

Masons’ marks survey at property named above, to record by drawing and photography the masons’ marks on stonework of the building. 

Risk Assessment (RA) to be completed by Survey Supervisor, in conjunction with owner/manager of property being surveyed (where appropriate). A copy of the 
RA is to be available on-site during surveying. 

Personal Protective Equipment minimum requirements: 

Antibacterial hand gel/wipes/face coverings/nitrile gloves Waterproofs (jacket and trousers) if working outside 

Sunscreen if working outside Fleece/mid layer/warm clothes appropriate to weather conditions 

Safety boots or footwear appropriate to local conditions Basic personal first aid kit 

Survey team members are to bring drinking water, food, and flask etc, as preferred. 

Fieldwork protocols 

While specific hazards are listed in the table below, the survey is to be undertaken in such a way that ensures the safety of survey team members above all other 
factors. 

The accurate recording of masons’ marks is key to a successful survey; however, participants should not put themselves at risk in any way, just to record a mark. If 
a mark cannot be safely recorded with both feet on a stable surface, do not record it. 

All surveys are ideally to be carried out in teams of two, who should maintain contact with the Survey Supervisor during the survey. No solo working in enclosed 
spaces is permitted. 



What are the 
hazards? 

Who might be harmed 
and how? 

What are you already doing? 
Do you need to do anything else to 
manage this risk? 

RISK 

After controls applied 

L M H 

Travel to/from survey 
site 

Survey team members. Carry out vehicle checks and plan route. 

Consider weather risk. 

Share transport to/from site to reduce 
carbon footprint. 

Working on site Survey team members. 

Minor injuries from site 
conditions: abrasions, 
sharp objects, stings. 

Care to be taken by ensuring footholds etc. No reaching 
or balancing to record marks. If you cannot reach it with 
two feet on the ground, then do not record it. 

A First aid kit to be made available on site. Team 

should navigate site with caution - make use of 

appropriate PPE. 

Location of First Aid Kit to be made clear 
and always kept available. 

Any injury must be logged and reported 
to Project Director. (See instructions at 
end of document.) 

Slips / Trips / Falls Survey team members. 

Risk of injury. 

Appropriate footwear to be worn. Maintain vigilance, 
particularly on uneven ground. 

Extra care to be taken on uneven or 
worn surfaces. 

Lone working Survey team members. 

Fall, illness, getting lost 

etc. 

Avoid lone working wherever possible. No lone working 
in enclosed spaces. Team members to put personal 
safety first as a working principle - do not hesitate to 
abandon work if the situation does not feel safe. 

All team members to maintain contact 

with Survey Supervisor as required 

during survey. Share Supervisor’s 

mobile no. 

Adverse weather Survey team members. 

Exposure to adverse 
weather leading to risk of 
hypothermia or 
sunstroke. 

Obtain weather forecast before departure. 

Wear appropriate layered clothing, hat and gloves in 

winter and take hot drinks with you. Carry waterproofs. 

Wear light clothing in summer, use of sun hat and 

cream. Cover up to avoid sunburn. 

Be aware of weather conditions and 
weather forecasts by checking and 
planning before survey takes place. Do 
not work in wooded areas or close to 
unstable buildings in high winds. 
Establish cordon areas appropriately. 



What are the 
hazards? 

Who might be harmed 
and how? 

What are you already doing? 
Do you need to do anything else to 
manage this risk? 

RISK 

After controls applied 

L M H 

Biological infections 

(e.g., Leptospirosis, 
Brucellosis, 
Salmonella, Tetanus, 
Toxoplasmosis etc). 

Survey team members. 

Potentially serious and 
debilitating illness. 

Alert team to these infections and importance of 
importance of good hygiene, especially before eating. 

Alert team to increased risk around animals and derelict 

buildings. 

Ensure supply of hand sanitiser. 

Team members who feel ill at any point 
during fieldwork should stop and take 
steps to safeguard their own health. 

If a team member suspect biological 
infection/contamination has occurred, 
they should seek treatment promptly. 

Pre-existing medical 
conditions. 

Survey team members. 

Exacerbation of condition, 
fatigue, etc. 

Informing Survey Supervisor of any condition which may 
affect individual participation. 

Take appropriate breaks as required. 

Site-specific factors 



What to do in the event of illness or injury: 

If a team member is injured or taken ill, they are to withdraw from participation and be supported by another team member. ALERT SURVEY SUPERVISOR. 

Treat minor injuries with appropriate first aid and provide support by another team member. 

In the case of more serious injuries requiring an ambulance or specialist medical treatment get appropriate help without delay. 

Assessment completed by (print name): Date completed: 

Assessment completed by (signature): Date emailed to Project Director: 




