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Abstract

Discourse semiotics explores meanings by identifying narrative
processes in verbal and visual texts. In this research, the visual texts
are traditional tombstones from a region encompassing diverse
climates. Climatic variation is the primary factor influencing
differences in tombstone materials. Different materials determine the
possibility or impossibility of inscriptions on tombstones, since
creating inscriptions requires a flat surface: cobblestones do not
provide such a surface, bricks offer a small area, and rubble stone
provides a relatively larger surface. The research problem is to
identify the mechanism of meaning creation in different tombstone
types of the region, considering their physical and content structures,
as well as environmental conditions and context. Therefore, the aim of
this study is to identify the diverse and multiple semantic functions of
tombstones during the research period, namely the Qajar and Pahlavi
eras. The results of investigations and analyses revealed that
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tombstones, according to their structure, transform from phenomenon
to noumenon, and through either a performative or a thymique
process, confront the audience with different meanings. The
performative process of tombstones, with relatively regular physical
structure and specific content structure, informs about the loss and
death of an individual, while the thymique narrative process, through
the entanglement of materials, departure from regular physical
structure and specific content structure, and through the use of
narrative prostheses, immerses the audience in phenomenological
space and time, making them not only aware of the loss and absence
of an individual, but also causing them to feel that loss in an abstract
space and time. The achievement of this study is the identification of
the semiotic-meanings and diverse dimensions that they bring to the
discourse of tombstones.

Keywords: Tombstone, Discourse-Semiotics, Performative Narrative,
Thymique Narrative, Semnan

1. Introduction
This study employs a discourse-semiotic approach to analyze
traditional tombstones in Iran's Semnan region during the Qajar and
Pahlavi periods. The region's diverse climates—desert, foothill, and
mountainous—fundamentally shape tombstone materials and their
inscription possibilities: cobblestones offer no flat surface, bricks
limited space, and rubble stones larger areas for writing. These
material differences produced five tombstone traditions: rural
(unshaped pebble arrangements, no standing stones); Semnan
(mihrab-like brickwork on grave floors); Sangsar (stepped cut
limestone with crescent-shaped standing stones); Kavard (stone
arrangements with uncut standing stones); and Fouladmahaleh
(incomplete examples).

The research problem is identifying meaning-making mechanisms
in these tombstone types based on their formal structures, content,
environmental context, and discursive setting. While numerous studies
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have examined Islamic-period Iranian tombstones, most treat
inscriptions and motifs in isolation. No research has analyzed
structural, written, and visual signs as macro-signs within a processual
framework. This study's novelty lies in examining an unstudied region
through a discourse-semiotic perspective, aiming to identify
tombstones' diverse semantic functions and how visual and verbal
signs interact in meaning creation.

2. Methodology

Data were collected through archaeological documentation of ancient
cemeteries in Semnan, Mahdishahr, and Sorkheh counties. The
analytical method is discourse semiotics, drawing on key concepts
from visual and narrative semiotics: order/chaos (reflecting
culture/nature duality); horizontality/verticality (associated with
eternal sleep and immortality); compression/extension (affecting
reading speed and cognition depth); presence/absence (creating
marked silence and timelessness); centralization/decentralization
(related to religious and familial sanctity); and physical place/abstract
space (transition from physical to phenomenological).

Two narrative processes form the analytical basis. Performative
(classical) narrative emphasizes planning, goal-orientation, and
changes in actors' states, with calendrical, quantitative time. Thymique
(phenomenological) narrative arises from viewer presence, where the
subject experiences change without predetermined planning,
perceiving existence in relation to the external world through
qualitative, experiential time. The concept of semiotic prosthesis—
signs amplifying cognition, deepening sensation, or enabling
substitution—is also employed.

The research corpus classifies tombstones into five traditions.
Inscriptions are analyzed in three sections: headers (divine names,
dates); main text (deceased's name, kinship, with phrases requesting
mercy or indicating death manner); and margins (scribe's name,
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invocations). Motifs divide into realistic (cypress, comb) and abstract
(over 60%).

3. Analysis

Analysis spans visual and verbal systems and their interaction.

In the visual system, rural tombstones with unshaped cobblestones
reflect natural disorder and nature's dominance over culture,
presenting culture coexisting with environment. Brick graves with
orderly arrangements express cultural order. Sangsar tombstones with
cut stones and Kavard tombstones with durable inscriptions indicate
higher cultural dominance. The symbolic comb motif—a cultural
product inscribed on natural stone—transforms oppositional
relationships into interaction.

Horizontal brick arrangement associates with eternal sleep.
Combining horizontal (floor) and vertical (standing stone) structures
conveys dual meanings simultaneously: eternal rest and afterlife
immortality. Crescent-shaped standing stones and triangular
inscription headers create spatial orientation, directing viewers
skyward toward divinity. Dense lines (compression) increase reading
time, delay cognition of the deceased, and deepen loss. Extended lines
with word clarity facilitate rapid but potentially superficial cognition.

In uninscribed tombstones, writing absence confronts viewers with

marked silence. Resulting timelessness and placelessness transform
tombstones from physical phenomena into transcendental ones,
conveying loss as sensation rather than information. The cemetery as
physical site becomes mental and abstract space through viewers'
movement and historical experience, where emotions—qgrief, regret,
awe, weightlessness—are experienced.
Brick graves with mihrab-like arrangements symbolize the deceased's
passage from earth to heaven. Kavard inscriptions with divine names
above (celestial realm) and personal details below (corporeal realm)
reinforce this meaning. Sangsar tombstones' stepped structures link
viewers to ancient ziggurats, evoking ascent symbolism.
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In the verbal system, inscriptions follow relatively fixed structures:
headers with divine names and death dates; main text combining
"Date of Death™ with name and Kinship; margins sometimes including
scribes’ names or poetry. These writings encompass three
temporalities (death moment, inscription creation, reading moment)
and two subjects (the deceased and the viewer).

The deceased, in a performative process, has lost the value-object
"life." Cognitively, inscriptions announce individual death on specific
dates. However, reading death dates induces temporal disruption.
Awareness of loss creates a void expanded by subsequent
descriptions. Thus, performative information transforms into thymique
narrative expanding the sense of loss.

Phrases preceding names—especially for the young—expand
cognition and deepen loss: "Martyr of the Snowstorm" (sacrifice
against snow); "Bride Disillusioned with Life" (semantic paradox
creating synesthesia); "Blossom of the Grassy Soul" (metaphorical
meadow imagery). These prostheses create tensional discourse,
broadening cognitive scope and intensifying loss sensation.

Titles like "Haji," "Karbalayi," "Mirza," and "Seyed" reflect social
status. Breaking conventional prose structure and employing poetry—
as in two brothers' tombstone narrating sudden death in verse,
comparing them to Joseph in the well—signifies prominence and
attempts to immortalize names.

4. Conclusion

This study reveals that Semnan's traditional tombstones confront
viewers with different meanings through two narrative processes. In
the performative (cognitive) process, tombstones with regular
structures and specific content convey information, expanding
viewers' knowledge of culture, climate, rituals, and social status. Time
is calendrical and quantitative. In the thymique (phenomenological)
process, material entanglement, structural irregularity, inscription
absence, or narrative prostheses immerse  viewers in
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phenomenological space and time, making them feel loss in abstract,
transcendental space where grief, regret, awe, and weightlessness
emerge. Time is qualitative and phenomenological.

The ultimate achievement is identifying multiple semiotic-
meanings created through these processes. The cemetery as physical
locus becomes mental space where imagination and metaphor flourish,
Traditional Semnan tombstones are not merely signs recognizing
individual and social identity but meaning-generating phenomena for
the living's lived experience. Meaning forms not in isolated signs but
in micro-sign interaction within discursive processes. Horizontality
and verticality, presence and absence, compression and extension, and
narrative prostheses lead viewers from being merely informed of death
to sensing it within transcendental space.
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Table 2: Micro-signs and Macro-signs of the Tombstone System that
Generate Meaning within the Two Narrative Frameworks of Performative
and Thymique Processes
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