
This symbol is often found at a 
woman’s grave symbolizing her 
piety.

t

"By paying tribute to those who came before us, we dignify our live, too.
They are a part of us, we are a part of them...

and so, the covenant passes from generation to generation."
Stan Kaplan, Executive Director,

Jewish Cemetery Association of Massachusetts, 2013

Jewish Cemetery Symbols 
and Their Meanings 

The candlelabra is often found at a 
woman’s grave symbolizing her piety.

The 2 Hebrew letters (Pay and Nun) 
are an acronym for the words “Po 
Nikbar” meaning “Here Lies. Fre-
quently appears at the top of Jewish 
monuments.”

The 2-handed sign indicates the 
person’s ancestry links back thou-
sands of years to the lineage of the 
High Priests known as Cohanim. 
People who are Cohanim sometimes 
have the last name of Cohen. The 1st 
Cohayn was Moses’ brother, Aaron.

The sign of the Levite. Originating 
from the Hebrew tribe of Levi. The 
Levite assisted the head Cohayn in 
his many duties during Temple 
times. Here it depicts him pouring 
water over the hands of the Cohayn 
prior to performing his sacred 
duties. People who are Levites someduties. People who are Levites some-
times have the last name Levine, 
Levy, or Leavitt.

Oftentimes, visitors are curious as to the meaning and origin of cemetery 
headstone symbols. Below is a brief explanation of the some symbols 
found on Jewish cemeteries.

The Hebrew Charitable Burial Ground was established by deed on September 11, 
1851 when a portion of Darius Wait’s farm in the Maplewood neighborhood of 
Malden was sold to the Shaar Hachayim Association for $237.50. The Association 
was a benevolent partnership formed in 1851 by a group of Jewish merchants who 
sought to establish a burial ground open to poor Jews unable to afford burial sites 
in private congregation-owned cemeteries. 

There was only one Jewish cemetery in the Boston area at the time – Ohabei Shalom There was only one Jewish cemetery in the Boston area at the time – Ohabei Shalom 
Cemetery in East Boston, associated with Temple Ohabei Shalom in Brookline, Mass. 
Founded in 1844, it was the State’s 1st Jewish cemetery. The Hebrew Charitable 
Burial Ground in Malden was the 2nd Jewish cemetery in the Boston area.

The first interment at the Hebrew Charitable Burial Ground was two-month old Sarah The first interment at the Hebrew Charitable Burial Ground was two-month old Sarah 
Seaman. Other early burials include members of the cemetery’s founding families. 
Of the 1,439 burials recorded at the cemetery between 1888 and 1919 (the date of 
the last burial), 1,188 were children age 5 years and under and 1,258 were individu-
als age 20 years and under. While many cemeteries of the era had children’s sec-
tions, there are no other cemeteries in Massachusetts occupied predominately by chil-
dren. The fact that most of the graves are unmarked is consistent with Jewish funer
ary practices at the time, which proscribed no period of mourning and discouraged 
headstones for young children.
 

Historical Narrative-
Hebrew Charitable Burial Ground


