
Anchor  Christ, who prevents people 
from becoming lost. Can also mean the 
deceased person was a sailor.

Angels  Spirituality. Angels guard the 
tomb, guide the soul, pray for the soul, 
and direct living visitors to think  
heavenwards.

		 • The angel Michael bears a sword.
		 • The angel Gabriel blows a born.
		 • A guardian angel is one without  
   horn or sword.

	 • A cherub or baby angel is most often  
       used on children’s markers.

Arch  Victory

Banner  Victory or triumph

Bird  Symbol of  the soul

Book  The Bible or wisdom. A stack of  books indicates knowledge. 
An open book symbolizes the word of  God revealed to the deceased.

Anchor
Section P, Lot 102

Book
Section B,  
Lot 7

Angel
Section D, Lot 18
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•	Maltese Cross–Cross with four V-shaped arms, used in the 
insignia of  some veterans’ groups. It was associated with  
the military order that ruled the island of  Malta in the  
Middle Ages.

•	Orthodox, Patriarchal, or Eastern Cross–This cross with three 
horizontal bars became popular after the Great Schism  
between Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism.  
The lettering represents the inscription Pilate placed on 
Jesus’ cross: “Jesus of  Nazareth, King of  the Jews”  
(abbreviated INRI).

•	Roman or Latin Cross–Recreates the actual form of  the  
crucifix.

•	St. Andrew’s Cross–Looks like the letter X. Legend has it  
that when St. Andrew was martyred, he could not bear to  
be crucified upon the same type of  cross on which Christ  
had died.

•	Cross with rays of  the rising sun–Glory 

•	Cross, anchor, and heart–Faith, hope, and love

 

Crown  Faithfulness and the  
glory of  death as purification 

Dog  A good master; worthy  
of  love

Door  Entrance to a new life,  
opening to the house of  the dead,  
or passage to the unknown

Butterfly  Short life

Candle being snuffed  Loss of  life

Chalice  Wine, symbolizing for  
Christians the blood of  Christ

Chain links (three or five)   
A Masonic symbol

Child  A sleeping child was used 
during the Victorian era to symbolize 
death.

Coat of Arms  Mark of  status and 
wealth. Sometimes used to signify the 
deceased person’s country of  origin.

Columns  Often used for war veterans.

• Multiple columns tied together  
	 represent members of  a family.

• Broken column represents decay, 
	 usually indicating the loss of  the  
	 family head.

Cross  One of  the most common images found on Christian  
gravestones, the cross comes in many varieties.

•	Celtic or Irish Cross–Cross within a circle. The circle stands 
for eternity. This cross is often used to mark the graves of  
priests and monks.

• Egyptian or Coptic Cross–Adapted from the ancient Egyptian 
symbol known as the ankh, which symbolizes life.

•	Greek Cross–Cross with four arms of  equal length.

• Jerusalem Cross–Also known as the Crusaders cross, because 
it was used during the Crusades. The five crosses represent 
the five wounds Jesus received on the cross or the five  
nations active in the Crusades: Great Britain, France,  
Germany, Italy, and Spain.

Broken column 
Section P, Lot 334

Door
Section A, Lot 194
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Gate  Departure from life; entrance to  
heaven; death as the gateway to heaven

Grim Reaper  Death personified

Hands

•	 Hands pointing up–Pathway to heaven
•	 Hands clasped–Marriage
•	 Hands praying–Asking God for  

eternal life
•	 Hands blessing–Blessing of  those  

left behind

Harp or Lyre  Heavenly music or joy

Heart  The living still care about the person who died.

•	 Two joined hearts symbolize a marriage.
•	 The Sacred Heart is unique to Catholic gravestones. It depicts the 

heart of  Jesus surrounded with a crown of  thorns, representing 
the suffering of  Jesus.

Heavenly Bodies

•	 Moon, sun, and stars–Heavenly home of  blessed soul rising  
to heaven

•	 Moon–Renewed life (crescent moon symbolizes the Virgin Mary)
•	 Sun–Jesus, the Son of  God, or God’s eye looking down on us
•	 Rising sun–Warmth and resurrection
•	 Setting sun–Death
•	 Stars–Hope of  a new life
•	 Five-pointed star–Spirit 

rising to heaven
•	 Six-pointed star–Star of  

David, or Magen David, 
the emblem  
of  international Judaism

Hourglass  Time has  
run out.

Dove  A bird that appears in both Christian and Jewish cemeteries

•	For Protestants, the dove symbolizes the Holy Spirit.
•	For Jews, the dove symbolizes peace.
•	A dove ascending to heaven is transporting the soul.
•	A sitting dove is guarding the soul.
•	A dove descending from heaven is assuring one’s  

passage to heaven.

Drapery  Sorrow and mourning

Eagles  Fierceness and ascension. Often found on the grave markers 
of  veterans. 

Eye  God’s eye watching over Christians

Fish  Christian abundance

Flame from urn  Christian life

Fleur-de-lys  Virgin Mary or  
the Trinity

Flowers

•	Flower garlands–A pure life
•	Flower bouquet–Grief
•	Broken flower–Life terminated
•	Lily–Purity
•	Calla Lily–Marriage
•	Morning Glory–Beginning of   

a new life
•	Pansy–Remembrance
•	Rose–Virgin Mary
•	Poppy–Eternal sleep; death
•	Lotus–Motif  from the Egyptian 

Revival style, popular in  
decorative arts of  the 19th and 
early 20th centuries

Fruit  A righteous life
Lily
Section I, Lot 71

Hand pointing up 
Section M, Lot 48

Rising sun 
Section F, Lot 496
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insignias   
•	 BPOE–Benevolent Protective Order of  the Elks, a fraternal  

organization. Symbols include an elk and a clock with hands 
stopped at 11.

•	 CSA–Confederate States of  America. Symbols include  
Confederate flag or insignia from soldiers’ uniforms.

•	 DAR–Daughters of  the American Revolution. 
Logo is a blue star superimposed on red stripes.

•	 GAR–Grand Army of  the Republic, an  
organization of  Union Civil War veterans.  
Symbol is an eagle sitting on top of  an  
American flag on top of  a five-pointed star.

•	 IOOF–Independent Order of  the Odd Fellows, a fraternal  
organization. Most common symbol is a three-link chain with  
the initials F, L, T (Friendship, Love, Truth).

•	 Knights of  Pythias–A fraternal organization. Symbol is an  
upside-down triangle with the initials F, C, B (Friendship,  
Charity, Benevolence).

•	 Masonic Order–A fraternal organization,  
symbolized by an inverted compass over a  
carpenter’s square, often with a G in the middle. 

•	 OES–Order of  the Eastern Star, a women’s 
organization. Symbol is a five-pointed star with 
a pentagon in the center containing an altar with 
an open Bible.

•	 SAR–Sons of  the American Revolution. Symbols include an eagle 
sitting on top of  a Maltese cross, often with the words “Libertas 
et patria.”

•	 VFW–Veterans of  Foreign Wars, symbolized by the Maltese 
cross.

•	 WOW–Woodmen of  the World, a fraternal society, now called 
WoodmenLife, known for grave markers shaped like logs or tree 
stumps.

Lamb  Most commonly found on 19th-century 
child grave markers, the lamb stands for  
innocence. Christians associate it with the Lamb 
of  God, meaning Jesus. A lamb with a banner  
signifies resurrection.

Lamp  Word of  God; truth; good works;  
immortality of  the spirit

Lion  Courage; guard for the tomb

Menorah  Emblem of  Judaism that predates  
the Star of  David symbol

Mourning Figure  Usually a woman, this 
symbol recalls the myth of  Niobe, who the gods 
turned into stone as she wept for her slain  
children.

Peacock  Incorruptibility; resurrection;  
immortality; beauty of  the soul

Plants  

•	 Ivy–Friendship and fidelity
•	 Thistle–Scottish descent and remembrance
•	 Vine–Christian church (wine signifies Jesus’ blood)
•	 Wheat–Divine harvest; death of  an elderly person

Lamb 
Section B, Lot 10

Lion
Section 1,  
Lot 207
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Sheep  Christians (Jesus is the shepherd.)

Ship  Occupation of  the deceased, or the  
human journey through life

Snake (with tail in mouth)  Everlasting life

Sundial  nearness of  death

Sword  Martyrdom, courage, or warfare 

Swords (crossed)  Military person of  high rank

Three (chains, points, leaves, etc.)  The Trinity

Torch 
•	 Lit torch–Life or eternal life 
•	 Extinguished torch–Death, or living  

memory and eternal life
•	 Elevated torch–Resurrection
•	 Lowered torch–Death

Ring (broken)  The family has been severed. 

Rock  Steadfastness and stability

Rooster  Awakening; resurrection

Rope  Eternity

Scales  Equality and justice. Archangel Michael is often portrayed 
holding a set of  scales to weigh the souls of  the departed. Use of  the 
scales can also display the occupation of  the deceased.

Scroll  Law or scriptures

Scythe  Harvesting tool that represents death

Sea Shell/Scallop Shell  Earthly pilgrimage of  human beings, or 
birth and resurrection

Shell and Scroll 
Section B, Lot 76

Scythe 
Section H, Lot 62

Lowered torch 
Section E, Lot 31

Ship
Section O, Lot 236
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Trees

•	 Growing from a tomb or urn– 
Rebirth 

•	 Fallen tree–Death 

•	 Broken tree branch–Mortality 

•	 Tree trunk–Brevity (shortness) 
of  life 

•	 Tree stump–Life interrupted 

•	 Sprouting tree–Life everlasting 

•	 Uprooted tree–Unexpected death, 
usually from disease 

•	 Almond tree–Favor from God; 
virgin birth 

•	 Cedar tree–Strong faith; success 

•	 Cypress tree–Sorrow, death, 
eternal life; Roman symbol for 
mourning 

•	 Evergreen tree–Immortality

•	 Oak tree–Christ, eternity (Some 
believe that Jesus’ cross was 
made from an oak tree.) 

•	 Olive tree–Peace, healing faith 

•	 Palm tree–Grief, death, sorrow 

•	 Willow tree–Grief, death, sorrow 

•	 Yew tree–Immortality

Trumpet  Call to the glory of  resurrection

Urns
•	 Broken urn–Elderly person
•	 Draped and empty urn–Soul has left the body.
•	 Urn with a flame–Eternal remembrance

Wreath  Ancient symbol for victory. In the Christian religion,  
a wreath symbolizes the victory of  redemption.
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Tree stump 
Section P, Lot 409

Wreath 
Section B,  
Lot 26



Other Cemetery Features

Here are a few of  the other items most commonly used to mark or 
decorate burial sites:

Garden pieces, known as “cemetery furniture,” became popular 
during the Victorian period. Many people would bring a picnic lunch 
to the cemetery and spend the day looking at the markers and  
relaxing in a park-like setting. Benches, small tables, planters, urns, 
fountains, and bird baths—objects more commonly associated with 
gardens—were used to decorate gravesites and became features  
associated with the cemetery landscape. 

Flowers serve as expressions of  sympathy to the mourners and as 
tributes to the deceased. In the past, the importance of  an individual 
was determined by counting the number of  wagons and attendants 
used for flower delivery. Since the 1950s, artificial flowers have  
replaced fresh flowers and plants to a degree. 

Toys are often left at the graves of  children. At one time, the graves 
of  both adults and children were decorated with various objects  
associated with their lives. The custom of  leaving items on graves  
still can be found in many cultures.

Additional Resources

Keister, Douglas. Stories in Stone: A Field Guide to Cemetery Symbolism 		
   and Iconography. Salt Lake City: Gibbs Smith, 2004.

Keister, Douglas. Going Out in Style: The Architecture of  Eternity.  
   New York: Facts on File, Inc., 1997.

Memorial Symbolism, Epitaphs, and Design Types. Olean, New York: 
   American Monument Association, Inc., 1947.

Meyer, Richard E., ed. Cemeteries and Graveyards: Voices of  American 
   Culture. Logan: Utah State University Press, 1992.

Association for Gravestone Studies 
   www.gravestonestudies.org
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