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Abstract:

Gravestones are among the most significant cultural and visual elements of human societies, functioning not only as funerary objects but also as carriers of
social, ritual, and identity-related meanings. This study aimed to identify and analyze the indexical, iconic, and inventive signs embedded in the gravestone
motifs of the historical Sefid Chah cemetery in Mazandaran through the semiotic approach of Umberto Eco. The research was developmental in purpose and
descriptive-analytical in method with a qualitative approach. Data were collected through field and library studies. In the fieldwork phase, 50 gravestones
containing symbolic motifs were purposively selected and documented. Data analysis was conducted based on Eco’s semiotic concepts with emphasis on the
relationship between signs, cultural codes, visual articulation, and meaning production. The findings revealed that the gravestone motifs of Sefid Chah can be
classified into three levels of indexical, iconic, and inventive signs. Indexical signs mainly appeared through occupational and practical tools and referred to
the social identity, gender, and profession of the deceased. Iconic signs primarily included animal, vegetal, and natural motifs symbolizing immortality, spiritual
ascent, power, fertility, and continuity of life. Inventive signs emerged in geometric and inscriptional motifs that, through repetition, symmetry, and visual
composition, became part of the cemetery’s visual language and cultural identity. The results demonstrated that the gravestones of Sefid Chah function as
multilayered cultural texts through which collective memory, indigenous beliefs, and local cultural identity are reproduced within a coherent semiotic system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Gravestones are among the most enduring visual and cultural artifacts in human societies because they exist at the
intersection of memory, identity, ritual, and representation. Beyond their funerary function, gravestones operate as visual texts
that preserve symbolic, social, and cultural information about the communities that produced them. In Iranian culture,
gravestone motifs constitute an important part of vernacular art and collective memory, reflecting religious beliefs, occupational
structures, local myths, ecological conditions, and symbolic systems. The historical cemetery of Sefid Chah in Behshahr,
Mazandaran, is one of the most significant examples of this visual tradition due to the diversity of its carved motifs and the
continuity of indigenous symbolic forms preserved in its standing and contentual gravestones (1, 5, 10).

Previous studies on Iranian gravestones have demonstrated that motifs carved on funerary monuments cannot be interpreted
merely as decorative forms; rather, they function as carriers of layered cultural meanings embedded within local systems of
belief and social structure (13, 14, 16). Research on the gravestones of Sefid Chah has emphasized their symbolic richness,
typological diversity, and close relationship with the folk culture of Mazandaran (7-9). Comparative analyses have also shown
similarities between the motifs of Sefid Chah and those found in other Iranian cemeteries, especially regarding occupational
symbols, geometric ornaments, vegetal patterns, and animal representations (11, 15, 18).

The symbolic motifs of Sefid Chah cemetery include geometric forms, plant motifs, animal representations, natural
elements, inscriptions, and occupational tools. These motifs collectively form a visual language through which cultural identity
and collective memory are transmitted across generations. Symbols such as the cypress tree, pomegranate flower, birds, fish,
serpents, weaving tools, swords, and geometric forms are repeatedly observed throughout the cemetery and are deeply
connected to Iranian symbolic traditions and local ecological conditions (46-48). In Iranian art and mythology, vegetal motifs
often symbolize immortality, paradise, rebirth, and continuity of life (42, 43). Likewise, animal motifs are associated with
spiritual ascent, protection, power, fertility, and cosmological beliefs (34, 35, 37).

To interpret these motifs beyond their surface appearance, a semiotic framework is necessary. Among semiotic theories,
Umberto Eco’s approach provides a particularly useful model because it emphasizes cultural codes, open texts, interpretation,
and the production of meaning through systems of signs. According to Eco, meaning is not fixed or solely determined by the

producer of a sign; instead, it emerges through the interaction between signs, cultural conventions, and the interpretive activity
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of the audience (19-21). Eco’s semiotics has been applied to architecture, visual arts, cinema, and graphic design, demonstrating
that visual systems can be understood as networks of signification embedded in social and cultural structures (24-27).

Within Eco’s framework, the motifs of Sefid Chah gravestones can be interpreted through three categories of signs:
indexical, iconic, and inventive signs. Indexical signs directly refer to the lived reality of the deceased through occupational
tools and everyday objects. Iconic or substitute signs represent symbolic meanings through vegetal, animal, and natural forms.
Inventive signs emerge through geometric structures, compositional systems, and inscriptions that acquire meaning through
cultural conventions and visual organization. Although previous studies have examined symbolism and typology in Sefid Chah
cemetery, fewer studies have analyzed the production of meaning through Eco’s semiotic categories and the interaction between
motifs within a coherent visual system. Therefore, this study seeks to identify and analyze the indexical, iconic, and inventive
signs embedded in the gravestone motifs of Sefid Chah cemetery from the perspective of Umberto Eco’s semiotics.

Methods and Materials

This research was developmental in purpose and descriptive-analytical in method with a qualitative approach. The study
focused on the historical cemetery of Sefid Chah located in Behshahr, Mazandaran Province, Iran. The statistical population
included more than 3,000 gravestones distributed throughout the cemetery. From this population, 50 gravestones were selected
purposively based on the presence of symbolic motifs, including vegetal, geometric, animal, natural, occupational, and
inscriptional elements.

Data collection was conducted through a combination of fieldwork and library research. During the fieldwork phase, the
selected gravestones were photographed, observed, and documented in detail. Visual characteristics such as carving style, motif
composition, geometric arrangement, inscription placement, and symbolic repetition were recorded. In addition, archival
documents, books, academic articles, and previous studies related to gravestone symbolism, Iranian folk art, and semiotics
were reviewed to construct the theoretical framework of the study.

The analysis process was based on Umberto Eco’s semiotic theory. First, motifs were classified into indexical, iconic, and
inventive categories. Then, the relationship between motifs, their visual articulation, symbolic associations, and cultural
meanings were examined. The study also considered compositional principles such as repetition, symmetry, framing, and
juxtaposition in order to identify how meanings were produced within the visual system of the cemetery.

Findings

The findings demonstrated that the gravestone motifs of Sefid Chah function as an integrated semiotic system in which
visual signs communicate cultural identity, religious beliefs, occupational roles, ecological relationships, and collective
memory. The motifs were successfully classified into three semiotic categories: indexical signs, iconic signs, and inventive
signs.

Indexical signs primarily appeared in the form of occupational and practical tools. Motifs such as combs, weaving
instruments, scissors, knives, swords, axes, guns, and scales directly referred to the profession, gender, and social position of
the deceased. One-sided comb motifs were predominantly associated with men, while double-sided combs were more
frequently found on women’s gravestones. Weaving tools indicated the active role of women in textile production and local
handicrafts. Weapons such as swords and guns symbolized bravery, masculinity, and social prestige.

Iconic signs were mainly represented through animal, vegetal, and natural motifs. Birds were among the most frequently
repeated motifs and symbolized spiritual ascent, the soul, and liberation from the material world. Serpents were associated with
protection, wisdom, and sacred power within local beliefs. Fish motifs reflected fertility, water symbolism, and spiritual purity.

Vegetal motifs such as cypress trees, pomegranate flowers, lotus flowers, arabesques, and the tree of life symbolized
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immortality, paradise, continuity of life, rebirth, and sacred nature. Natural motifs including the sun, mountains, and celestial
elements symbolized divine light, resurrection, spiritual elevation, and the relationship between earth and heaven.

Inventive signs appeared most clearly in geometric motifs and inscriptional compositions. Geometric patterns such as
circles, diamonds, triangles, zigzag lines, and repetitive frames created structured visual systems through symmetry and
repetition. These motifs symbolized continuity, eternity, stability, order, and cosmic harmony. Inscriptions written in folk
calligraphy and Thuluth script were not limited to informational purposes but also contributed to the visual identity and
symbolic hierarchy of the gravestones. Higher-quality inscriptions and elaborate calligraphy were often associated with
individuals of elevated social status.

The findings also revealed that the motifs of Sefid Chah gravestones are deeply connected to other forms of local art,
including carpet weaving, wood carving, textile design, and architectural decoration. This demonstrates the existence of a
shared visual language within the cultural environment of Mazandaran.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that the gravestones of Sefid Chah cemetery should not be understood merely as funerary objects but as
cultural texts operating within a complex semiotic system. Through the interaction of indexical, iconic, and inventive signs, the
cemetery preserves and reproduces collective memory, social identity, local beliefs, and indigenous cultural values. The study
confirms that meaning within the cemetery is generated not only through individual motifs but also through the relationships
between signs, compositional structures, and cultural codes.

The occupational motifs demonstrate how gravestones preserve traces of everyday life and social structure. Tools associated
with weaving, agriculture, domestic labor, and warfare reveal the importance of profession and gender identity within the local
community. Animal and vegetal motifs function as symbolic mediators between life and death, material existence and spiritual
continuity. The repeated use of cypress trees, birds, serpents, and pomegranate flowers reflects the persistence of ancient Iranian
symbolic systems integrated into Islamic and local beliefs.

The geometric and inscriptional motifs further demonstrate that visual organization itself participates in the production of
meaning. Symmetry, repetition, framing, and rhythmic composition transform simple motifs into culturally recognizable signs.
The cemetery therefore operates as a visual archive in which motifs become part of a stable symbolic language shared by the
local community.

This study also reveals the close relationship between funerary art and other forms of vernacular artistic production in
Mazandaran. The motifs carved on gravestones correspond closely with designs found in carpets, textiles, architecture, and
handicrafts, indicating that Sefid Chah cemetery is part of a broader regional visual culture. In this sense, the cemetery preserves
not only the memory of individuals but also the aesthetic and symbolic identity of the community itself.

Ultimately, the semiotic analysis of Sefid Chah gravestones demonstrates that these monuments function as multilayered
cultural texts through which society negotiates memory, death, spirituality, identity, and continuity. By applying Umberto Eco’s
semiotic theory, the study provides a deeper understanding of how local cultural meanings are encoded, preserved, and

transmitted through visual forms across generations.
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