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Village Cemetery: Cultural Heritage and the Present
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Abstract

Cemetery is syncretic cultural phenomenon, the part of material and spiritual cultural heritage. Village cemeteries, were formed when 
villages and religious communities were instituted, are not only the part of a landscape, but also a sacral, esteemed place, and also an object which 
consolidates village community. When villages are declining, and with the changing of historical, political and cultural circumstances, the cemeteries of 
villages and towns are also changing- some of them are fast declining, the other- become “modern”, i.e. the old tombstones, built in 19th cent., because 
of various reasons, are replaced with the new ones. In this work the features of the cemeteries of north east Lithuanian villages and towns, and also 
material cultural heritage, are analysed with reference to factual material, historical and other documents.

Introduction

Cemetery, which can be described as a landscape element, chronicle of homeland, country‘s history and besides 
that - sacral place, is one of the most revered and cherished places. However time devours not only people‘s memory, 
but also the traces, they have left. When villages are declining, when historical and political conditions are changing, 
the oblivion envelops old cemeteries of towns and villages. Cemeteries are slowly disappearing. Therefore, it is most 
important not only to describe remaining elements of inactive old cemeteries, but also to analyse cemeteries as a syncretic 
cultural phenomenon. In 2001 UNESCO included cross manufacture in Lithuania into the list of immaterial objects of 
world heritage. This motivates to be more interested not only in the cross manufacture, their genesis and questions in their 
decoration, but also in cemeteries, as an important part of cultural heritage.

What is a cemetery? According to the Law of interment of Human remains of the Lithuanian Republic, adopted 
in 20 December 2007 by the government of Lithuanian Republic (the State…, 2007), a cemetery is an area intended for 
burial of human remains, also for cremated and embalmed to bury in graves, vaults, in the niches of columbariums, and 
other places, where cremated human remains are scattered or buried. Grave - is a place where the remains of a person 
(or people) are buried. However this defi nition of a cemetery is not suffi cient it is missing something, which is hard to 
defi ne, because a cemetery means something more than just a site for special purpose. Cemetery has a sacral dimension. 
We perceive a cemetery as a space with a connection to another world, where every component express relation with 
another entity. So a cemetery is a part of spiritual culture heritage. Cemetery elements - tombstones, crosses, chapels, 
fences and other, belong to the material cultural heritage. Cultural heritage, can be expressed as cultural values, which are 
created and absorbed, inherited, and carried from one generation to the other, which are important in ethical, historical, 
aesthetical and scientifi c view (State... ,2004). At the same time a cemetery is an object, which consolidates town and 
village communities. The attendance of graves and cemeteries, All Soul‘s Day and other cemetery feasts summon not only 
village people, but also motivates the retaining and consolidation of family relations.

Cemetery, as syncretic cultural phenomenon has not yet received suffi cient scientifi c attention from scientists. 
More thoroughly explored is the architecture of lesser forms and memorials. About the cemeteries of certain Lithuania 
regions, one can fi nd works of V.Milius.

In this work the material is analysed, collected by the author during 2004 - 2008 expeditions in north east 
Lithuania (Rokiškis district Juodupė, Kamajai, Obeliai, Kriaunos, Pandėlys, Kazliškis local municipalities and Biržai 
district Papilys local municipality) cemeteries of towns and villages, organized by „Versmė“ publishing house (more than 
200 cemeteries were explored).

Research goal - to analyse village cemeteries in the aspect of material cultural heritage.
Research tasks: 1) to analyse the features of the cemeteries of towns and villages of north east Lithuania; 2) to 

analyse the features of cemetery monuments, dating from 19th cent. - early 20th cent.
Research object - cemeteries of towns and villages of north east Lithuania.
Research methods - analysis of scientifi c literature, offi cial documents, data from Lithuanian national archive, 

and factual material about cemeteries of north east Lithuania.

Results

Most of the cemeteries of north east Lithuania were founded during valaks reform in 16th cent., when fi rst 
villages were formed. Some confessional cemeteries were founded when religious communities were formed. According 
to the number of communities the second biggest religious community after the Catholic Church is Lithuanian Orthodox 
Church. Orthodox Church – is the church (and religious communities), which do not admit the reform imposed by 
patriarch Nikon in Russian Orthodox Church in 17th cent. and maintain old religious traditions and rituals. The fi rst 
orthodox believers came to Lithuania in the late 17th cent. In the 18th cent. it was the beginning of massive emigration 
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into the country. One of the centers of orthodox faith is in the north east Lithuania, therefore one can fi nd quite a few 
of orthodox cemeteries there (in Obeliai local municipality-12 explored cemeteries, Kriaunai local municipality – 3, 
Juodupė – 2, Papilys – 1 cemetery etc.). Among confessional cemeteries one can mention cemeteries of evangelical 
reformers, (evangelical reformers settled in Papilys Radzwili estate in the middle of 16th cent.), which are quite often in 
north east Lithuania. In Juodupė, Kamajai, Pandėlys and Obeliai local municipalities there are inactive Jewish cemeteries, 
in Juodupė local municipality, Apūniškis forest - Latvian cemetery.

Village cemeteries are most often installed half km or farther from village, in upper place or on the hill (in 
Obeliai local municipality only 7 cemeteries of 54 are situated in the plain), near highway or village road, sometimes in 
the outskirts of the forest or in the forest. If a cemetery is situated in a forest area, it is quite often overgrown by various 
deciduous trees: especially typical are maples, ashes and lindens. One can also fi nd olive trees, and honeysuckles. Inactive 
cemeteries are overgrown with dense vegetation, such as: trees, bushes and tall grass.

Marking of their territory is typical for all cemeteries. Most often village cemeteries are encircled by stone 
fences. In the late 19th cent. - early 20 cent. in the process of  building  the fences, large stones were glued by lime, 
which crumbled during the course of time, and the fences declined (Čižai, Kryliai, Lingėnai and other cemeteries). In 
interwar period the stones of the fences were glued together by a concrete grout. The gaps between the stones were fi lled 
with granulated little stones. The top of these fences in these cemeteries is covered with concrete, the slope goes inside 
or outside. (Varlių, Petrešiūnų and other cemeteries). Some cemeteries, which do not have fences, are separated by the 
trenches. Other cemeteries are encircled by wire fences (Kreščionių, Degučių, Kamajėlių and other cemeteries), with 
metal rods (Duokiškio, Kalvių, Juodonių cemeteries). Cemetery of Lapienių village fence is wooden. Some cemeteries 
are encircled by various types of fences: the older part of Nevierių cemetery fence is made from stone, and the newer 
part – from wire netting.

Čedasų, Kamajų ir Duokiškio old cemeteries are situated near the churches. In visitation act of 1830 of Kamajų 
church parish (Lithuania...,669) it is written that the cemetery is situated near the church, and the other cemetery is over 
half mile away. This cemetery is not encircled with a fence, there are two crosses left. In visitation act of 1850 it is written: 
cemetery of the parish is situated in the lands of Roki kis county, half a mile from the church, there are four wooden crosses 
in them. It is encircled by trenches, and there are trees planted inside of it. It is highly inappropriate for burial, because 
when a hole is dug, a coffi n must be put in the water, therefore parishioners do not dig the holes (Lithuanian...., 669) .From 
visitations acts of 19 cent., it is clear, that in the middle of 19 cent. even most important cemeteries, which were near the 
churches  did not yet have encircling stone fences, e.g. in Aleksandravėlė cemetery there is only gate without fence.

The gates of fences in various cemeteries are set of stones (Gaveikių, Krylių and other cemeteries), in some 
places concrete gates on the top are joined by bended or pointed arch (Gaveikių, Minčiūnų, Krylių, Savitiškių cemeteries). 
Brick arch of Petrišiškių cemetery and stony arch of Krylių cemetery are crowned with turrets with niches for statuettes, 
and on the tops of the turrets there are forged metal crosses. In other cemeteries not only the arches, but also gates are 
crowned with turrets with niches (in Salų cemetery only the turret of the arch has a niche).The gate of Minčiūnų ir 
Savitiškių cemeteries is made from wood, and it is two-leaved, elsewhere- made from metal. The gates of Salų and Krylių 
cemeteries are single-door and made from metal.

Cemeteries according to their status are divided into inactive, limited burial and a active (State…, 2007). Active 
cemeteries are considered to be such cemeteries, in which new burial grounds can be formed, new graves can be formed, 
human remains may be repeatedly buried in already existing graves, in columbariums, in vaults, and cremated human 
remains may be scattered in ash scattering fi elds. Inactive cemetery is considered to be such, in which new burials cannot 
be executed, because of the established norms by society health service, cultural heritage protection and environment 
control. (State…,2008).

Inactive cemeteries are divided into two groups: 1) cemeteries, in which part of the graves is still tended; 2) 
abandoned cemeteries which are on the brink of extinction. In Juodupės local municipality there are registered 16, 
Kamajų – 45, Kriaunų – 14, Obelių – 34, Papilio – 9 inactive cemeteries. Some of the inactive cemeteries are on the brink 
of extinction (Trumpiškių, Bajorų and other). For these cemeteries it is typical, that they are situated in the grove or in 
the fi elds. There is no road or track leading to these cemeteries. There are also no fences. Cemeteries are overgrown with 
grass, various trees and bushes. There are no traces of the graves.

Garšvų, Kuprių, Miegonių, Prūdelių and Kraštų cemeteries, which belong to Papilys local municipality, are 
listed into the list of cultural monuments of Lithuanian Republic. Some of the aforementioned cemeteries are already on 
the brink of extinction. For example, Miegonių village cemetery is situated in the grove. There is no road or track, leading 
to the cemetery, - there are ploughed fi elds in the outskirts of the forest. There is no fence. The cemetery is full of nettles, 
wheat, raspberries, bird cherries and rowans. There are no traces of the graves. These are the discoveries made by research 
group in this cemetery: one tombstone- in the tooled stone base there is an inlaid founded cast iron cross; the remains 
of other tombstone- stone base in which there is the carved inscription of the year „1910“. Prūdelių village cemetery is 
situated in the fi elds on the hill overgrown with pines, birches, lilacs, aspens and honeysuckles. Only one tombstone stone 
base was found with a hole for the cross. Similar picture one can fi nd in Kuprių cemetery: cemetery is full of trees, bushes 
and grass, there is one fallen stone tombstone, and the remains of metal fence, 2 stone poles of the fence.
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Cemeteries of limited usage, are considered  to be such cemeteries, where there is no place to form new graves, 
but is possible to bury in already existing graves (where people are already buried), thus forming new graves, or repeatedly 
burying in already existing graves, also burying in columbariums, in vaults, or by scattering cremated human remains in 
ash scattering fi elds (State..., 2008).

Degučių village cemetery has a status of limited burial. This cemetery is situated on the hill. One slope of the 
cemetery slope is encircled by demi- circle by Degučių lake, south east side is bordered by the forest. Cemetery is encircled 
by a wire fence. The place is full of tall pines and lindens. In 0.17 ha space of the cemetery the graves are „scattered“ - 
one face the lake, the other - to the gateway. Remaining graves are tended. In the cemetery there are tombstones created 
by sculptor L. Žuklys .Some graves are covered with plates and the texts are written on them. These texts and those 
on the tombstones tell us about the people of Degučiai village. There is a text on the plate, which tells us about Vincas 
Žuklys, (1857-1936) the son of Juozas in this way: Vincas was a mer/ry man, loved to sing/ and was a free - /thinker. 
Petras Mekšėnas son of Jonas (1889-1956): talented carpenter- master/ craftsman/ artist of cross manufacture. Petras 
Stelemėkas (1892-1940): was a great help at collective works, was fond of home manufactured beer. Ona Striungienė 
(1913-1939): ONA STRIUNGIENĖ SKINDIRIAVIČIŪTĖ daughter of Vladas/ born 1913 m. Dervynių village/ in 1932  
married Antanas Striungas/ in Degučių village, died in 1939 while giving birth/. In this cemetery the parents of the famous 
poet Paulius Širvys are buried: Pranciškus (1858-1930) and Barbora (1886-1931) and brother Leonas (1923-1984). An 
inscription on the tombstone about Ona Žuklienė says: Ona Žuklienė/ Širvytė born 1856/ Maigiškių grange 1874/ married 
Žuklys/ son of Jūrgis , son of Juozas/ Degučių village. bred: Emilija, Pran-/ ciškus, Kastulia, Antanas, Agota,/ Juozapas, 
Balis/ On the side of the tombstone there is an inscription : Died 1932.IX.16./ Lingavos grange.The texts on the tombstones 
of Pranas Žuklys, Veronika Žuklienė and Albertas Žuklys says : Veronika Žuklienė (1895-1960) Antano - daughter of 
Marijonos Tuskų/ , Salų parish/ bred sons:/ Vladas, Albertas, Leonas,/ Lionginas, Julius/; Pranas Žuklys (1881-1958) the 
son of  Jurgis and Ona / 1903-21 lived in Petersburg,/ on his return became a farmer,/ woodworker, in free time/made 
sculptures from wood; Albertas Žuklys (1919-1948) the son of Pranas and Veronika/ sculptor/ his last words:/ - I loved 
life/ but life picked me/. There are plates in the cemetery about those people of Degučiai village, who found their fi nal 
resting place in other cemeteries.

The tombstones from 19th cent. were discovered only in some of the explored cemeteries. The oldest tombstone, 
dating 1828 was found in Radžionių cemetery. This cemetery is inactive, is situated in the outskirts of the forest, and 
is under the threat of extinction. There are two tombstones in the cemetery. One of them is stone base 156 cm, high, in 
which an inscription of 1828 is carved. The other is a stone cross, 57 cm high, with different tinge, from 20th cent. One 
of the oldest tombstones stands near poet Antanas Strazdas grave - on the tooled stone base an iron cross is installed. 
Inscription on the stone says: The author of the song/ Let us fall down on our knees/ K.A.Drozdowski/ died/ in 1833/. 
In Garšvų cemetery, which is included in the list of cultural objects of Lithuanian Republic the oldest tombstones belong 
to superintendent (in protestant church- clergyman, which governs church parish) Aleksander Moczulski family. The 
oldest tombstone – is forged cast iron cross (crossings-102x65 cm). It is installed in forged metal base, which is attached 
to a 40 cm high stone plate. On the other side of the cross there is an inscription: HENRIETTA / Z / SZREIBEROW / 
MOCZULSKA / born 1798. died 1841 17 July /.The tombstone of superintendent Moczulski, who died in 1866, resembles 
in its form the aforementioned one, only it is a little larger.

The tombstones from 19 cent. – the middle of 20 cent., may be divided according to their material, from which 
they are made: wooden, stone, masonry, iron, concrete and lime. The origin of wooden tombstones can be traced to an 
archaic tradition. Wood is a sacred material. Wooden monuments, according to K. Čerbulėnas (1968), are divided into three 
groups: made from boards (krik tai), poles and bowes (chapels placed near trees or on the ground).Column monuments 
are divided into columns with roofs/ stogastulpius, chapel- columns/ koplytstulpius and crosses. Columns with roofs/ and 
chapel- columns- are the oldest and most typical memorials in Lithuania, however in explored cemeteries of north east 
Lithuania they were not discovered. In some cemeteries wooden crosses are still discovered, which is considered as a late 
form of column monuments. Wooden crosses were built as common cemetery crosses and as tombstones. Wooden crosses 
are of various height. In inactive  Mikniūnai village cemetery (Kamajų local municipality) the were 3 fallen wooden 
crosses discovered. The height o one of the crosses - 560 cm, the length of the crossings - 160 cm. In the cemetery of 
Čižai village there is a fallen and almost rotten cross, with the height of 700 cm, crossings- 180 cm. In Latvian cemetery 
(Juodupės local municipality) there are wooden crosses with about 100 cm height.

Stone monuments of 19 cent., according to A.  irmulis (1999), are grouped in such a way: 1) column (chapel - 
columns/koplytstulpius, stone memorial columns and crosses); 2) box type (stone chapels placed on set-up stone base).

In east Auk taitija square monolithic stone columns are quite frequent, which, as it is believed, appeared as an 
extension of wooden roof columns, however their tops are crowned not with roofs, but with small forged, sometimes with 
iron crosses. Obelisks have square cross section, they get thinner near the top, a basis and top part are thicker. Nat present 
some crosses, from certain obelisks, are broken on the line where connection with stone obelisk begins.

Obelisks are attributed to tombstone monuments of classicism style, which were dominant in 19th cent. and 
early 20 cent. till the First World War. Obelisks have square cross section, and get thinner near the top. There are various 
modifi cations of obelisks, however in explored cemeteries most frequent are those:

1) Straight, thin obelisks, built only on one step;
2) Thin, obelisks, which get thinner near the top on the ornate, abundantly profi led base, without acroterions.
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3) Massive, poles of middle height, crowned with acroterions, placed on a profi led base. Obelisks are of various 
height. In Dagilių cemetery there is one obelisk made from one tooled solid stone, with the height over 350 cm. There is 
an inscription carved on it: 1890/ KAZIMERAS/ WERBIEJUS/.The top of the obelisk is crowned with a forged rimmed 
cross. There are no traces of the grave. In Lukštų cemetery tooled stone obelisk with the height of 180 cm is put on 75 
cm base. On the top of the obelisk there is a moulded staff - like cross of 68 cm height ending with a clover leaves at the 
end of the crossings. On the other side of the obelisk there is an inscription carved: JONA/ S KWRN/ WICUS/ 1887/. 
In Tumasonių cemetery there are 5 obelisks of tooled stone, built in 19 cent., three of them - in 1894. All have the same 
height - 190 cm. On the three obelisks, three forged framed crosses with the height of 98 cm remained. More frequent 
are the obelisks with the height of 180 - 250 cm or 80 - 120 cm. In most of the cemeteries, notwithstanding the year in 
which the monuments were built, the monuments of similar height are dominant. In Kriaunų cemetery - they are of middle 
height, in Aleksandravėlės- little, in Dagilių and Obelių - very high. The iron crosses of obelisks of lesser height are higher 
(till 150 cm).

The top of an obelisk may end in stone cross of the same colour, or with one of a different tinge. Such tombstones 
are more typical to the early 20th cent. In Kriaunų cemetery there are 21 monuments of this type: there are dates indicated 
on the 18 monuments, and only 2 of them are from 19th cent. (1890 and 1899), and 16 - from the 20th cent. (1907 - 1934). 
In Svobiškio cemetery there are two tombstones of this type, in Dagilių cemetery there are also two, built in 1911. Most 
often the height of the obelisk is 100 - 180 cm, and the height of the cross - 60 - 80 cm. In Gediškių cemetery there are 
two similar obelisks, built in 1910.Their height - 158 cm, the height of the crosses- 75 cm. In the fourth decade of the 20th 
cent., the concrete monuments of the same form began to spread.

In the late19th cent. - early 20th cent., in the cemeteries of major cities of Lithuania, stone monuments in the 
form of cut tree, with lopped off branches, under the infl uence of the romanticism spirit began to spread. In the cemeteries 
of north east Aukštaitija this form is quite rare, however in Lukštų cemeteries there are even 7 monuments of this type. 
They date 3 - 4 decades of the 20 cent. 

In the late19th cent. - early 20th cent. the most common monument form was the cross. Iron cross monuments 
spread later, before iron tops of the monuments appeared, but their construction and decoration is similar. Iron crosses 
according to their construction can consist of: one column, made from bars in the form of: fl at, square or pipes; or they may 
have many columns, their perpendicular and horizontal crossings are assembled from two or three metal rods, which are 
placed in a certain distance from one another. Tracery is typical for both groups of crosses, because they are adorned with 
ornaments of various forms of fl exible or twisted iron, which are composed symmetrically from both perpendicular and 
horizontal sides of the crossings. In many -columned crosses the gaps between the rods which separate the main construction 
are fi lled with ornament. Sometimes, also the outside parts are decorated. Many crosses are decorated with the ornaments in 
the form of S and C. The central part of some of the crosses is decorated with the rays made from fl exed iron.

Iron crosses may be forged or moulded. In the late 19th cent. - early 20th cent., in Kriaunų and Obelių cemeteries, 
there was a tendency to build iron crosses as the tops of the monuments.  However, only few iron crosses from this period 
were found in the explored cemeteries. The biggest number of them was found in Kriaunų cemetery: 26 forged crosses 
and 18 moulded ones. In nine crosses there are dates indicated. Four crosses are from 19th cent.  The years are more 
frequently indicated on the moulded crosses, than in forged ones: from 18 moulded crosses 9 are with the dates, 4 crosses 
– 19 cent.  Moulded crosses, unlike forged crosses, do not distinguish the variety of forms. In some of the moulded crosses 
there are moulded texts. Mostly these are polish texts, in which the name, surname of the deceased and the year of death 
are indicated. Texts in Lithuanian language, from the late 19th cent. – early 20th cent. are very few.

Conclusions

1. Cemetery is a syncretic cultural phenomenon. It is a part of spiritual and material cultural heritage, which is 
created and absorbed, inherited, and carried from one generation to the other, which are important in ethical, historical, 
aesthetical and scientifi c view (State... ,2004).

2. Most village cemeteries were founded during valakų reform in 16 cent., when the villages were formed or 
when the religious communities were instituted. Changing historical, political, cultural and other circumstances have 
infl uence on Lithuanian villages. The process of decline of the villages is closely related with the decline of village 
cemeteries.

3. In the north east Lithuania, there are active, limited burial and inactive cemeteries. Most of the inactive 
cemeteries are on the brink of extinction. Only several cemeteries and separated graves are listed into the list of Cultural 
monuments of Lithuanian Republic.

4. Only few wooden monuments left survived till nowadays, built in 19 cent. – crosses, which are an expression 
of archaic tradition. Most common of the tombstones are monolithic square stone columns (obelisks), however they are 
also quite rare. Iron crosses most commonly are the tops of stone obelisks or other  monuments.  Forged crosses, unlike 
moulded ones, have a big variety of forms. 
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