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[Ipo MOXOPOHBI HMHTEPECHEE pPACCKa3blBaTh, MOTOMY YTO B MOXOPOHHOM
00psic COXPaHWIUCh TPAIUIIUHU TIyOke Bcero. [IoToMy 49TO TyT, KAKMMH ObI
HU OBUIM JIIOAW JAJNEeKUMH OT BCEro, OOpa30BaHHBIMU, CTPAIIHBIMHU
KOHCEpBAaTOpaMu, TyT HaJ0 BCEe COOIIOCTH.

It is more interesting to talk about funerals because, in the funerary ritual,
traditions have been preserved best of all. Because here, no matter how far
people were from everything, whether educated, whether frightfully
conservative, here everything has to be observed.

So said Ekaterina Z., an informant from Novosibirsk, born in 1978.
While Ekaterina’s opinion has some merit, as we will see, the urban
Russian funeral has not been a stable ritual throughout the 20th and 21st
centuries. In fact, it reflects attitudes from both the Soviet period and the
post-Soviet period, attitudes which demonstrate how social values have
changed over these periods. This paper is based on thirty interviews
about funerals with residents of Novosibirsk and Vladimir, Russia (or
with emigres to America). The informants ranged in age from 26 to 73
years of age and included 25 women and 5 men. 27 were Russian; the
remaining three identified themselves as Tatar, Bashkir or Mordvin.
They are representatives of the urban working and middle classes; most
attended VUZy (institutions of higher education). 17 were from
Novosibirsk and 13 from Vladimir. Most of the funerals they described
took place in those locations between 1966 and 2003, although one
funeral took place in Chita. In order to evaluate the validity of
Ekaterina’s statement, we must first examine the traditional 19" century
village funeral.

Funerals were of four types: for a man (the most elaborate); for a
married woman (least elaborate); for an unmarried woman (essentially a
wedding ceremony) and for children [Mahler 1935]. Below we will
discuss the funeral for married adults, as this ritual provides the full
range of ritual acts that will be essential to an understanding of the
Russian funeral in the contemporary period. Elderly people generally
prepared their burial clothing before they died [Kremleva 2003: 520;
Sedakova 242]. Burial clothing included a typical folk costume, but was
easily distinguished from what was worn in life by color and in some
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cases, design. It was important that the clothing be new and unworn or
freshly washed (if not new) [Baiburin 108; Ananicheva and Samodelova
189]. When a person died, candles were lit and all the mirrors in the
house were covered, and all water was thrown out, since it was believed
that water and mirrors (symbolically similar to water due to their
reflective nature) might trap the soul on this earth, which would result in
unquiet or restless dead [Baiburin 105; Kabakova 261; Zelenin 349].
Typically married women (not relatives) washed and dressed the body
and wrapped it in a white shroud, leaving only the head and hands
uncovered; they were paid with cloth or with items of clothing that
belonged to the deceased [Nosova 104; Sedakova 242; Kremleva 1993:
13; Kabakova 258]. As part of the process of preparing the body, they
closed the deceased’s eyes and covered them with coins and often tied
the feet and hands [Baiburin 106, 108; Sedakova 248]. The materials
used to wash the body were thrown away; the water was poured where
no one would walk [Nosova 104; Zelenin 346; Sedakova 249; Kremleva
1993: 14].

The deceased remained in the house for three days, lying on the
table under the icon corner, with the feet facing the door and head
beneath the icons [Zelenin 347; Kremleva 2003: 521; Baiburin 110;
Ananicheva and Samodelova 189; Firsov and Kiseleva 287]. During the
vigil, nothing was taken out of the house and no cleaning was performed
[Nosova 111]. Relatives and friends visited to say farewell, typically
bringing a candle along [Kremleva 2003: 521]. A glass of water or vodka
covered with bread or a blin were placed near the icons; in some regions,
a saucer of water was also located there for the soul to “wash” [Kremleva
2003: 521; Zelenin 345; Sedakova 244; Firsov and Kiseleva 288].

The deceased’s female relatives (or invited “sitters”) maintained a
vigil over the body and ensured that the lamp at the head of the deceased
remained lit during the entire vigil; no one was allowed to sleep with a
corpse in the house [Sedakova 243; Kremleva 2003: 522]. The coffin
was not made by family members. Typically the family asked a priest or
deacon to come and bless the coffin with holy water and incense before
they placed the deceased into it [Kremleva 2003: 522]. The deceased was
put in the coffin on the day of burial, and items placed in the coffin for
the deceased to use in the land of the dead included a cross and/or icon,
candles, a ceremonial axe (received by boys at birth), pipe, tobacco,
money, food (and vodka for men), extra clothing, venik ‘birch besom’
(for use in the bathhouse), and work implements associated with the
deceased’s trade [Nosova 113; Kremleva 2003: 522; Sedakova 81;
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Baiburin 111; Firsov and Kiseleva 287]. The candle lit his way to the
land of the dead; the money could buy his passage, while the food
sustained him on the journey; the clothing and work implements were
necessary to live in the otherworld. The folk perceived existence in the
land of the dead to be just like life on earth. To function in this world,
the deceased would need things similar to those required on earth, such
as a pipe and axe [Kabakova 256].

During the vigil, older female relatives would sing laments and read
prayers [Kremleva 2003: 521, 522; Baiburin 110]. Families also hired
“readers” and professional lamenters for this purpose [Kremleva 1993:
12; Zelenin 355]. The lamenters, generally widows, guided the ritual and
led the singing, since they were familiar with the ritual songs required to
ensure that the soul made the proper passage to the land of the dead. In
fact, older women generally fulfilled many roles in the funeral, from
sitters, to lamenters, to those who prepared the body [Sedakova 108].
Laments often included information about the man’s life and death, an
attack on him for leaving his family, and a laudatory section about his
qualities as a father, son, husband, worker, etc. [Kremleva 1993: 13].

When the corpse was removed from the house for burial on the third
day, those attending the funeral first carried out the lid, then the priest
exited, followed by the coffin itself. People usually removed the coffin
via the back door or a window [Moyle 229-230; Nosova 117]. This
practice not only helped to prevent the threshold from being tainted by
the corpse, but also helped to prevent the corpse from returning to the
house. The tracks of the funeral train were swept away, again to help
prevent the deceased’s return. The coffin was placed on benches outside
the house so that those not going to the funeral could say farewell [Firsov
and Kiseleva 288]. Generally a few neighbors (older, married women)
stayed behind to clean the house and remove the “traces” of death the
corpse left behind. They swept and washed the floor, and the table and
benches where the deceased had been placed; all the materials used for
this purpose were destroyed or thrown away [Ananicheva and
Samodelova 190; Sedakova 244, 250; Kremleva 2003: 524; Kabakova
260; Firsov and Kiseleva 288]. These women typically inverted the
tables and benches before washing them, so that death would enter the
soil [Tolstoi 120]. The priest also said a prayer of purification after the
deceased had been carried out [Ananicheva and Samodelova 190].
These same women prepared for the funeral feast that took place after
burial.
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The women lamented as the funeral procession proceeded to the
church for the otpevanie ‘funeral mass’ [Kremleva 1993: 18]. In some
regions, the path was strewn with fir branches [Surkhasko 93]. At the
church, the priest sang the funeral mass; an additional service at
graveside was optional [Kabakova 264; Kremleva 1993: 19; 2003: 523].
At the graveside, attendees kissed the deceased farewell, and the coffin
was nailed shut; either at the graveside or before removal from the house,
the deceased’s hands and feet were untied [Baiburin 111]. Funerals
usually occurred around noon, when the sun was high in the sky [Nosova
123; Kremleva 2003: 522]. As was the case with preparing the body for
burial and making the coffin, non-family members dug the grave
[Sedakova 244, 250]. Limitations also existed on who lowered the body
into the grave. Zelenin [350] notes that parents did not lower the coffins
of their children; nor did children lower their parents. The coffin was
lowered on towels or ropes; the towels were sometimes distributed to
pallbearers and gravediggers [Kremleva 2003: 523]. Those present
typically threw coins into the grave (to buy a space for the deceased in
the graveyard or in the other world) and each threw some dirt onto the
coffin as the grave was being filled [Baiburin 114; Nosova 124;
Kabakova 265; Sedakova 250; Kremleva 2003: 523]. Everyone waited
until the grave was filled and, in certain regions, a commemorative meal
at the graveside was held [Kremleva 1993: 20]. Elsewhere this meal
(with food left for the deceased) occurred on the second day after burial
[Sedakova 244].

After the burial, the pominki ‘wake’ for all those present at the
funeral (and often for the entire village) was held at the deceased’s home,
often in shifts to accommodate all the attendees [Baiburin 117; Nosova
126; Kabakova 266; Firsov and Kiseleva 288]. The meal had to include
the following items: bliny, kisel' ‘a fruit drink made of cranberries or
oats’, kut'ia ‘grain and raisins sweetened with honey’ and kasha ‘cooked
grain’ [Zelenin 356; Kremleva 1993: 23; 2003: 525]. The dead took part
in the meal, so that a place was set for him or her [Baiburin 117; Zelenin
356; Nosova 131; Kremleva 1993: 23]. Typically people did not eat with
forks at the wake, since sharp objects “pricked” the soul and discouraged
its presence at the feast [Kabakova 266; Nosova 94]. Baiburin [118]
notes that the burial ritual was designed to remove the remains of the
dead, while the pominki were designed to ensure that the soul returned to
the home. Mourners began the meal by taking a piece of a blin and, after
filling it with kut'ia, wishing tsarstviia nebesnogo (lit. ‘heavenly realm’)
‘may (s)he be in heaven’ to the deceased [Ananicheva and Samodelova
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190]. The meal usually ended with kisel’ [Kremleva 1993: 24]. The
mirrors were uncovered after the departure of the body, but the icon lamp
remained lit for forty days after death [Kabakova 267]. In some areas, the
bathhouse was heated for the deceased to bathe [Chistiakov 112]. In
addition, a glass of water or vodka covered with bread stayed next to the
icons for this period [Sedakova 244; Kabakova 268]. There was a
tradition of giving food and items to the poor (both openly and secretly)
in honor of the deceased for forty days [Nosova 127; Kremleva 1993: 20-
21].

The most important events after the burial included additional
pominki on the ninth, twentieth, and fortieth days after death, and again
at six and nine months, after one year, and every year thereafter
[Kabakova 268; Sedakova 244; Kremleva 1993: 24-25; Firsov and
Kiseleva 287]. For these rituals, relatives went to the graves for another
funeral meal, women lamented, and there was often another funeral mass
[Kabakova 268; Ananicheva and Samodelova 190; Zabylin 111].
Relatives left food and drink (and grain for the birds, which represent the
souls of the dead in Russian lore) on the grave and then returned home
for another funeral meal [Zelenin 357]. At all pominki, passersby were
asked to share in the meal and to remember the deceased [Ananicheva
and Samodelova 190; Kremleva 1993: 21]. The most important and
largest of the commemorations were on the fortieth day and after one
year, when once again the entire community gathered to commemorate
the deceased at another meal. On the other days, only the family joined
in the pominki. The fortieth day was particularly important since on that
day the soul left the earth [Zelenin 356]. Over the course of these forty
days people often visited the grave daily with food and vodka for the
dead [Kabakova 268]. Kremleva [1993: 21] describes the tradition of
giving away the deceased’s belongings on the fortieth day. Additional
commemorations occurred as part of the yearly cycle on Parents’ Days,
such as during Maslenitsa ‘Butter Week’ (the carnival period before Lent
begins), during Lent itself, during Passion Week, on the Tuesday of Saint
Thomas’ Week (called Radonitsa ‘Resurrection Day’, the second week
after Easter), the Saturday before Pentecost (called Sviataia Troitsa
‘Holy Trinity’, seven weeks after Easter), and on Saint Dmitry’s Day
(November 8) [Ananicheva and Samodelova 191; Nosova 135; Zelenin
356-357; Baiburin 119; Sedakova 245, 252; Zabylin 110; Nosova
135].(1)

Throughout the Soviet period, the funeral ritual typically included
the following basic elements, both in Vladimir and in Novosibirsk, many
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of which were clearly preserved from the folk and religious traditions
described above: a person died at home and was kept there for three days
(in rare cases a person died in a hospital, but was usually brought home
for the funeral for at least one night; there were exceptions if the person
died a violent death, in which case he/she was generally buried from the
morgue, that is the final visitation and transport for burial occurred
there). A doctor came to sign the death certificate, so that the family
could proceed with arrangements. When a person died, the family
covered all the shiny surfaces in the home (from mirrors, to glass-fronted
cabinets, to televisions). An older neighbor woman came to wash and
dress the deceased. The deceased, especially women, usually had picked
their funeral clothing and had it prepared in a small bundle; in the case of
men, wives or children usually picked the clothing. The dress or suit
could be old, that is previously worn, but the underclothing and foot wear
had to be new and unworn. Once the body was prepared, it was placed
in a coffin in the main room on a table. A photograph of the deceased
was placed at the head of the coffin and next to it were a candle and a
shot glass of vodka covered with a slice of black bread. The door
remained unlocked, so that all who wished to enter and pay their respects
could do so. Visitors generally brought an even number of flowers which
they placed in the coffin. People maintained a vigil over the deceased for
the entire time he/she was in the home. On the day of the burial, the
coffin was carried out by non-blood relatives, friends or coworkers (it
was considered a bad omen for blood relatives to prepare the body for
burial or carry the coffin). The coffin was preceded by a procession of
people carrying the coffin lid and throwing organic matter. The coffin
was placed on saw horses in front of the house, so that mourners who
were not attending the funeral could say farewell (in some cases it was
also taken to the person’s work place for the same purpose). Mourners
and the coffin were transported to the graveyard in busses obtained from
work or through a worker’s union. At the grave site (which was already
dug), there was typically a brass ensemble that played a funeral march
and/or military airs and the Soviet national anthem, if the person was a
veteran. Coworkers (rarely relatives) gave a eulogy and relatives kissed
the person goodbye. All flowers were removed from the coffin (although
artificial ones might have been left there), it was closed and lowered into
the grave by cemetery workers either on ropes or on long, waffle weave
towels. Each person, closest relatives first, threw a lump of dirt into the
grave and everyone then waited until the grave mound was formed.
Wreaths and flowers were arranged on the grave, possibly around a
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photograph of the deceased. The first ritual partaking of food occurred at
the grave site and some of the food was left there for the birds. In the
case of men, a shot of vodka was often left on the grave as well. The
food and drink was shared with those who dug the grave as well as with
mourners. The mourners returned to the family apartment, which had
undergone a ritual purification. Generally a few female neighbors stayed
behind to prepare for the funeral feast and also to perform this cleaning.
They turned the table where the coffin had stood upside down and
washed it, they mopped the path the coffin had taken, including the
pod’ezd, ‘entry way’, opened the windows and uncovered all the
mirrors. The funeral meal, pominki, included the following items: bliny,
kisel' from berries or kompot from dried fruits, a grain, typically
buckwheat, a main meat dish and often a soup, especially borshch or
shchi; and candies. Most drank vodka, although wine was also drunk at
these feasts. Toasts were offered to the deceased and stories about
him/her were told, ending with the ritual words, myctp 3emns Oyzer
myxoM “may the earth be as down”, but those present did not clink
glasses. Additional pominki with visitations to the grave and the same
type of meals occurred on the nineth and fortieth day, (sometimes 6
month) and 1 year anniversary after death, and for every year thereafter.
In some families, an empty plate and/or glass was placed on the table for
the deceased. When guests left, they were usually given candy and/or
bliny to take with them to share with others, especially children, to
remember the deceased. The vodka covered by black bread stayed next
to the photograph for 40 days, at which point the vodka had generally
evaporated, while the black bread was fed to birds.

The regional differences between Novosibirsk and Vladimir include
the following: the point at which in the ritual kuz'ia was eaten; the things
placed/thrown before the coffin as it was carried out; distribution of
goods at the burial site; rules about toasting; and limitations on the type
of utensils on the table during the funeral meal. In Vladimir, kut'ia is
limited to the burial site. That is, each person who attends the burial
takes a spoonful of kut'ia (and perhaps a blin) at the burial site and eats
it. The kut'ia is then left there on the grave. In Novosibirsk, kut'ia is
served at the meal, and each person first takes a spoonful of it and a blin
in memory of the deceased before eating or drinking anything else.
Residents of both cities believe that organic matter should be thrown or
placed before the coffin as it is carried out of the house. In Novosibirsk,
flowers are thrown (often by young girls or women) before the
procession. In Vladimir, fir branches are placed along the path. In
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Vladimir, it is rare to distribute items at the grave site, but in
Novosibirsk, both food and objects, namely pieces of the towels used to
lower the coffin and/or kerchiefs, are distributed. In Novosibirsk,
informants reported that one should drink all of the first two toasts in one
gulp, but that the third is sipped, since no more than three glasses should
be drunk at a funeral. Novosibirskans also believe that sharp objects
should not be used for the funeral meal; thus everything is eaten by hand
or with spoons, which is not the case in Vladimir.

While the Soviet government espoused atheism, the funeral retained
many elements that are derived from the Orthodox faith. For example,
Elvira A., a retired engineer from Vladimir, described Soviet era funerals
as follows:

IMosToMy Korma yexar noma, Mbl oOpaiiaeMcs B LEpKOBb, HIIEM KaKyro-
HHUOY b XKEHIIMHY YTOOBI MoYnTana MONMUTBEL. OHA CHIUT BCIO HOYb, YUTAET
MonuTBEl. B 1984 TOXke mpuxoamnu, mpocwiId 4yTOObI mouMTanu. Mama
yMepiia, TOKE JKEHIIMHA IPUXOMIIA YHUTAJIa MOJIMTBBL. Mbl MOIJIH HEMHOT'O
HOZIpeMaTh, a OHA CHJieIa BCIO HOYb, YHTaJIa IIPU CBEYaX.

Therefore when they are at home, we turn to the church, we seek out some
woman to read prayers. In 1984 they came also, we asked them to read. My
mother died, a woman also came and read prayers. We could sleep a little,
but she sat all night and read by candlelight.

Merridale’s [264] data on funerals support this claim; while official
religious figures usually did not attend a funeral (due, she claims, to the
shortage of priests, not due to lack of desire for their participation),
people would rely on those who remembered prayers to read or recite
them. In addition, Merridale [265] also found evidence of retention of the
Orthodox practice of sprinkling earth (blessed by a priest) in the shape of
a cross on the coffin or the deceased’s chest. Soviet Russians maintained
other Orthodox practices as well: pominki at various intervals after death;
inclusion of kut'ia and other traditional funerary foods in the meal,
lighting candles, placing bread and vodka/water near the body and
keeping it for forty days near a picture of the deceased (in lieu of an
icon), and burial on the third day that included everyone throwing a
handful of dirt into the grave and leaving food behind for the deceased.
While it may be the case that some of these practices derived from an
older, pre-Christian belief system, by the nineteenth century they had
been reinterpreted as part of the Orthodox funeral service. As a result, |
would argue, that people believed they were performing an ‘Orthodox’
rite. The association between the church and the funeral rite perservered
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throughout the Soviet period, as Olga S. noted:

B COBETCKHME BPEMCHA, €CJIMU JIIOAW XOAWUJIN B LEPKOBH, 3TO KaK pa3 ObLIO
CBA3aHO C ITIOXOPOHAMH.

in the Soviet times if people went to church, it was associated precisely with
funerals.

While Orthodox traditions may have been performed in the home, the
Soviet policy of atheism meant that the public ceremony grew less
religious over the years. In the early Soviet era, the government pushed
for civil ceremonies, but a priest could still perform an ofpevanie. By the
30s however, as Kremleva [2003: 530] observes, religious figures could
no longer be invited to say the funeral mass; funerals were civil
celebrations (at least publicly). Nevertheless, music was still considered
to be a part of the ceremony, as noted above. The music itself also
conveyed Soviet ideology, particularly in the case of veterans’ funerals,
since music dedicated to Soviet military might was played. Similarly, the
concept of a eulogy at the grave site was retained. However, the
performers of this practice during the Soviet period were from the work
place, not from the church. In fact, much of the public ceremony, as
noted, was handled by co-workers or the workers’ union. One informant
mentioned that her husband had the responsibility of arranging funerals
for his factory colleagues. Thus, the funeral conveyed the Soviet concept
of the person’s contribution to society primarily as a worker, not in
his/her other social roles.

Another significant issue surrounding the Soviet ceremony was the
role of the community. That is, the funeral truly brought to the fore the
importance of the connectedness of society. Pesman [127, 278] notes that
this connectedness (the sense of svoi ‘one’s own’) helped people to
survive in the face of a difficult social system. As Boym [11, 29, 88]
discusses, byt ‘daily life’ became the enemy of private life in the Soviet
Union; it contrasted with one’s spiritual being or ‘real’ life. Obtaining a
single-family apartment, after living in a communal one, encouraged
people to take refuge within the family group and to forge a sense of
independence. Because the Soviet state deemphasized individualism, the
family space became a place where citizens could express themselves
openly. Shlapentokh [25] argues that a stable family is important to a
totalitarian state, which the government recognized and thereby tried to
foster through its family policies and propaganda. However, because the
family can become a refuge from the state and espouse a set of values
that may not correspond to state ideology, it is potentially a dangerous
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entity. The Soviet government recognized both aspects of the family and
attempted to mold it as much as possible to avoid such conflicts. Verdery
[61ff.] discusses how the state tried to usurp family power by taking on
traditional family roles. It functioned as a “father” by doling out good to
its citizens like an allowance and bestowing rewards; it functioned as a
“mother” by providing services to nurture and protect the family. The
government also attempted to achieve this goal by controlling ritual
itself. Ultimately, as both Verdery [66] and Shlapentokh [165-166]
conclude, the state could not control the family (or, I would argue, its
rituals) completely, especially given the post-Stalinist trend for the
family to be viewed as a refuge from state/public demands. While a
similar support system was surely found in village funerals in the 19th
century, which necessarily involved the entire community, the Soviet
system reinforced the dependence of people upon one another to work
the system, and not just to mourn their loss. It was not possible, for
example, for the family to produce the amount of food required to feed
the guests on their own. Thus, neighbor women would be asked,
sometimes even before the death by the deceased, to provide the bliny or
the kompot. Or, as one of my informants noted, it was often not possible
to get the food required for a ritual meal during times of shortages; thus
the system of blat ‘connections’ played an important role in ensuring that
the funeral would be performed properly. People would rely on those
who had the connections necessary to get meat, for example. In this way,
the burden on the family was reduced, and social ties were reinforced.
Natalia T., a professor of English from Novosibirsk, noted,

B Poccunm g0 90-x romoB, 10 KOMMEpLHAIM3allUU, BCE JEPXKAJIOCh Ha
POIOCTBEHHHMKAaX M JIpy3bsX CO 3HAKOMBIMH, abcomoTHO Bce. Kro Mor,
JIOTOBApUBAJICS € KEM-TO U JIOIU noMmoraid....Eciau y Tebs ecTh AeHbIHU, THI
MOKyMHaemsb BCE, HO 3TO OoJblle, YeM JIEHBIH. Y OOJBIIMHCTBA HACEICHUS
TakuX JI€HeT HET, M BCE paBHO Yy HAC BCE HEPKUTCS Ha XOPOIIUX
OTHOIICHUSX, Ha XOPOIINX JHOJSX, IPY3bsiX U 3HAKOMBIX.

Before in Russia, before the 90s, before commercialization, everything is
supported by relatives and friends and acquaintances, absolutely everything.
If a person could, he agreed with someone, and people helped. If you have
money, you buy everything, but it is more than money. The majority of the
population doesn’t have that kind of money and all the same, everything is
supported by good relations, by good people, by friends and acquaintances.

She also noted that for her mother and father’s funerals, coworkers (not
just friends) were essential to the funeral ritual for support, help, and the
organization of the events.
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While the funeral had been the most conservative life cycle ritual
throughout the Soviet period, even it has been altered over the last
decade in the post-Soviet period. The most prominent change has been
the introduction of funeral service businesses. Those who arranged
funerals over the last five years typically called in one of these
companies to prepare the body, order the casket, and make the necessary
funeral arrangements.(2) Natalia S. compared the situation in Soviet
times to the current day:

MPUTTIANIAIOT CIICIHANBHBIX 0a0yIleK W3 CBOErO JBOpPa WM OTKYJA-TO M3
uepkBd. OHM TNPHXOAAT, OOMBIBaIOT, oaeBaioT ero. Celfyac, KOHEYHO,
ciyObl pUTYalbHbIC €CTh, IIPUTJIALIAIOT UX, U OHU BCE JETIAIOT.

they invite special older women from their courtyard or from some church;
they come, wash and dress it [the body]. Now of course there are ritual
services; they ask them and they do everything.

The service may remove the body from the home to the morgue or they
may perform these tasks at home. For example, Tatiana U. described the
latter situation:

oTel yMEp aoma. Mps1 3aka3bIBaH CJ'Iy)K6y. OHu Mprue3XKajliu Ha A0M, OLCIIN
€ro, 1 TaxK agajce. U on JABC HOYU ObLIT JoMa.

My dad died at home. We hired a service. They came to the house, dressed
him, et cetera. And he was at home for two nights.

In more and more cases, the services take the body to the morgue. At this
point, the person may be buried directly from the morgue or may be
brought home for one night, as was done in the Soviet period if someone
died in the hospital. Liudmila B. explained:

Korza on B Mopre, TaMm 3aMOpa)XHBaHUE MIPOUCXOANT, BHIIONHSIOT TaM BCe
MIPOLEYPbl M XOPOHAT OT Mopra. B MoOpr mpHXomsiT Bce HPOBOXKAIOIIHE.
WHorpa mammHa ¢ NMOKOWHHKOM IOJBE3KAET K JOMY, IZie OH >KWI, Tpod
BBIHOCSIT JUISl TOTO, YTOOBI COCEM MOTJIM IIPOCTUTHCS ¢ HUM. M mociie aToro
BE3yT Ha KjaaouIe.

When it [the body] is in the morgue, the embalming happens there, they
perform all the procedures and bury from the morgue. All the mourners come
to the morgue. Sometimes the car with the deceased comes to the house
where he lived, they carry out the coffin so that neighbors can say farewell to
him. And then they take it to the cemetery.
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Other informants said that it is important for the deceased to spend at
least one night at home, even if s/he was taken to the morgue by the
funeral service or died in a hospital. Marina K. reported:

IMpunsTO, YTO KOTZAA MOKOHHOTrO 3a0MPaOT M3 MOPra, HajO YTOOBI HOYb OH
661 moMa. I'po6 craBsT noMa royloBoH K OKHy, HOraMu K aBepsiM. Crapsr
CBEUKH, HAJHMBAIOT BOJY, HAa CTakaH C BOJOM KJIAXYT Kycodek Xieda.
Cunraercs, 4ToO Jylla ero rjae-To 3zxech Butaer. Mnu Boaxy HamusaroT. Kto
KaK — KTO BOZly, KTO BOJKY.

It is the norm that when they collect the deceased from the morgue, it is
necessary for him to be home one night. They set the coffin up at home with
the head toward the window, legs toward the doors. They place candles, pour
water, on the glass with the water they put a piece of bread. It is thought that
the soul is hovering around somewhere. Or they pour vodka. Either way,
some water, some vodka.

However, it is clear that there has been a shift, so that death is more
removed from the family circle. While there are many factors involved,
(including the age of the deceased, family tradition and financial
concerns) funeral businesses have become the norm, rather than the
exception, over the last decade.

Another common change is shifting the funeral meal to outside the
home. For example, Aleksandr U. said that “cefiuac oueHb peako JaenaroT
noma” (now they don’t do them [pominki] at home). His wife added that
while the pominki on the ninth and the fortieth days might still be at
home, those on the day of the funeral are often at a stolovaia ‘cafeteria’.
Elena P. expressed similar sentiments:

Mpb1 3akazpiBaii. Y Mambl ObLIO B CTONIOBOM...Kak mo gensram. Y koro
CKOJIBKO JICHET, KTO KaK MOXET, TOT TakK U JiesnaeT. Eciau ecTh KoMy TOTOBUTb,
9TO K€ MHOTO HapoAy NPHUXOJHWT, HAIO TOTOBHTH 3apaHee. HeynoOHO
FOTOBUTb, €CIIM B KOMHATE€ psJIOM IOKOMHHUK JIGKUT, W TYT XKe
roToOBSAT. .. JIydine, 4To6bI 3TOr0 HE OBLIO.

We ordered [the meal]. We had mom’s in a cafeteria...It depends on money.
How much money someone has, however much one can manage, that’s what
one does. If there is someone to cook, after all lots of people come; you have
to cook in advance. It is uncomfortable to cook if the deceased is lying in the
next room...It is better not to have it that way.

While this change does make it easier for people, since they do not have
to prepare a meal for large numbers of mourners, it also is a significant
alteration in the attitude toward the funeral. As Elena’s comment shows,
money is now a primary concern in the funeral; it has become associated
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with the consumer economy. In some ways these developments make
things easier for the family, as these informants have noted, but in other
ways the role of finances in the funeral complicates matters, both for the
individual and for the society at large.

The economic situation has caused some concern among my
informants, particularly older ones. With inflation and the economic
crises in recent years, those who had saved for their funerals, to help
their children, now think they will not be able to afford a proper burial.
Klara K., for example, said that she had a good savings account for that
purpose, but the currency revaluation and inflation had reduced her life
savings to nothing. She was concerned that this would place an undue
burden on her family when she died. Many people made reference to the
expense surrounding a funeral (a factor also in the Soviet period
certainly); Merridale [341] also discusses how her informants were
worried about the expense of a funeral. As a result, contributing to the
funeral fund has become a important role for mourners. While people
always helped financially in Soviet Russia, more informants in the post-
Soviet period reported that they gave money (and not other kinds of help,
such as cooking or making arrangements) to the relatives of the
deceased.

Funerals certainly cost money in the Soviet period as well. One did
not have had to pay for a burial plot, but one did have to pay for the
funeral meals, the coffin, give items or cash to people who prepared the
body and dug the grave and so forth. However, there now seems to be a
different attitude toward funeral expenses. A two-tiered system has been
created in the post-Soviet world. Families who can pay more have an
easier time, since the funeral service and the cafeterias provide support
for them that families of more modest means cannot afford. As a result
they still have to rely on friends and family to have a proper burial.
Aleksandr U. expressed his opinion of the current situation succinctly:

a ceifyac eciM IIaTHIIb, TO BCE MIPHEIYT, JaXKe [EeNbIH aBTOMAPK.

and now, if you pay, everyone will come, even a whole automobile lot.

People can no longer rely on employers and the state to help with funeral
expenses;(3) in the post-Soviet world the situation has become one that
emphasizes the divide between people, between those who have thrived
in the consumer economy and those who have not.

One change that indicates the greater social flexibility is the
reintroduction of religion in the funeral rite. Most of my informants
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mentioned post-Soviet changes in connection to religion. While, as |
have discussed, there were often some religious components to funerals
during the Soviet period, they were often hidden within the home.
Certainly a funeral mass at the graveside was generally not an option.
Nor were openly religious items buried with the corpse. However, the
religious practices in the funeral were better preserved than in other life
cycle rituals. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, funerals have become
more and more religious, not surprisingly, given these traditional
attitudes. In fact, it does not seem to matter (unlike with baptism and
marriage) whether people were themselves religious or not; the funeral is
often Orthodox regardless. Tatiana D. described just such a situation:

Korza tetio xopoHMIN, OHAa HUKOTa He Bepuiia B bora, ee moapyru ckasaim,
YTO HY’KHO CBAIIEHHUKA MHPUINACUTh. M MBI Ipurnamany CBsIIEHHHKA
JIOMOi1. DTO HHTEpPECHO, I caMa B IEPBbIH pa3 BHUAENA KaK OTHEBAIOT, IMCHHO
3[1€Ch, IEPE]] TEM KaK ITOXOPOHUTb.

When we buried my aunt, she never believed in God, yet her friends said that
we had to invite a priest. And we invited a priest to the house. It is
interesting. I myself saw how they peform the funeral mass, right here, before
they bury [someone].

Religious funeral rites may occur, as in this case, at the home, or people
might take the deceased to the church before burial. In rare instances, the
priest may come to the graveside. Aleksandr U. noted that the priest may
say the mass at home and also go to the cemetery. Nina S. described one
funeral that she had recently attended that had a full religious service:

YV Esrenus [laBnoBuua Mbl NPUILIM JOMOM, JIEKUT MHOTO LIBETOB, ISATh
BEHKOB. B pyke OH JEpKUT HKOHKY, M Y W3TOJIOBBS TOpAT ABe cBeud. M
nammnazaka roput. Ero moee3nu u3 jomMa B TOT JOM, KOTODPBIH OH CTPOHII
COOCTBEHHBIMH pyKaMd Hemaleko oT Braaummmupa.... Tam ero cHoBa
BBITPY3WJIM W3 MAIIUHBI, HA KOTOPOW BE3JIM, MOJOXHJIM Ha TaOypeTKH U
pabOTHUK KynbTa, TO JM CBALICHHHK, TO JH IION, Ha4yaj 3ayNOKOHHYIO
MOJUTBY. OH YTO-TO YUTAJ, IOTOM BMECTE C IPYTUM MY>KYMHOH, OHH YTO-TO
nenu. [loroM Xomwim ¢ KaauiaoM BOKPYT Tpoba. DTo OBIJIO MHHYT COpOK.
[ToroM cHOBa ero B MammHy, B KaTadaik, U Moexaild B IEPKOBb. B mepkBu
IIOCTABIIIN TPOO HA OMPENCIICHHOE MECTO, TJ€ OTIICBAOT MOKOWHUKA, OISTh
3ayTMOKOWHAs CITy>k0a IO yMepIIeMy.

For Evgeny Pavlovich we went to the home, there are many flowers, five
wreaths. In his hand he is holding a small icon and at his head two candles
are burning. And a lamp is lit. They took him from his house to the house
which he built with his own hands near Vladimir...There they unloaded him
from the car in which they were transporting him, put him on stools, and a
religious worker, either a Catholic priest or an Orthodox one, began the
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prayer for the dead. He read something, then together with another man, they
sang something. Then they walked around the coffin with a censer. That took
about forty minutes. Then once again they put him into the car, into the
hearse, and we went to the church. At the church they put the coffin in the
designated place where they say the mass for the dead, once again a funeral
service for the dead.

Some aspects of the otpevanie ritual were preserved in families during
the Soviet period, such as sprinkling a cross of dirt on the deceased’s
chest. However, now the priest openly performs all these rituals, as
Ekaterina Z. related:

Bartromika yntaer MOJIUTBBI, KaauT. Xop eMy noanesaer. [lorom oH ropoput
HaIyTCTBEHHOE CIIOBO 00s3aTeNIbHO. DTO YK€ 3aBHCHUT OT TOTO, KTO yMep,
KTO MpUCYTCTBYeT. OOBIYHO 3TO YTEHUIMTENBHO AeiicTBYeT Ha toaei. S 3Halo,
qro  0OaTiomKa  BKIAABIBACT TPAMOTKY  TakKylo,  pa3pelInTeIbHYIO
MONHUTBY...TaM OaTIOMKa OCBAIIACT 3EMII0 M O3TOH 3eMJIeld IOCHITaeT
KpecTooOpasHo.

The father [here a religious title] reads, prays, censes. The choir sings in
response to him. Then he obligatorily says parting words. This depends on
who died and who is present. Usually it has a comforting effect on people. 1
know that the father puts in a type of note, a prayer of absolution...The father
blesses earth and then sprinkles it in the shape of a cross.

Other religious markers that informants named include a religious text in
the coffin (Bible, prayers, psalter), a band with a prayer on the
deceased’s forehead and a lit candle in his/her hands.

Liudmila B., who was born in 1932, said that the resurgence in
religious ritual causes some concern for people of her age:

BooOme B mocienHee Bpemsi OoJblie CIEAYIOT HAlIUM  TPaguLUsIM
MIPABOCJIABHBIM, OOJIBILIE CTAPAFOTCSI UM CIIEOBaTh, IIOTOMY YTO MBI IJIe-TO
4TO-TO MBI NoTepsuiH...Ceifiyac crapaloTcsi BOCCTAHOBHTHCS. DTO TPYAHO.
Jltoan Hamero Kpyra, Mbl TOKE HE BCE 3HAEM, HE BCE YMEEM, HHOT A JeaeM
HE TaK HABEPHOE, KaK 3TO HY)XHO CHeTaTb. XOTS Mbl XOTHM CHeJaTh Tak,
4TOOBI OTBEYAIO TPAAULHUAM, BEPOBaHHAM Haiiero Haponga. CaMu Mbl
BOCIIHTaHHBIE BHE STHX Tpaguiuid. Mbl He BOMHCTBYIONHE 0e300)KHUKH, HO
MBI BOCIIMTAHBI TaK, 9TO HeT. MBI crapaeMcs 03HaTh, Y3HATh... MBI CTOIBKO
JIET TIPOXKIIH €3 3TOr0 BCET0, U KaK TPYAHO K TOMY IPHHTH.

In general recently they follow our Orthodox traditions more; they try to
observe them more, because we lost something somewhere...Now they are
trying to revive them. It is hard. People of our circle, we also don’t know
everything, can’t do everything, sometimes probably do things not how they
should be done. But we want to observe tradition, the faith of our people. We
ourselves were raised outside of these traditions. We are not fervent atheists,
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but we were raised that there was no God. We try to know, to learn...We
lived for so many years without all that, and it is so hard to come to it.

Given that it is important for both the repose of the soul and for the
living to have a proper burial, these concerns are serious; if one performs
the ritual improperly, then it fails to achieve the goals of the ritual. Even
if people do not know why they perform these rites, they continue to do
them anyway, Liuba S. explained:

3a MHOTO JIET COBETCKOH BJIacTH BBITPABJICHO Kak ce0st BE€CTHU, HO KaKHUEC-TO
NEPEaaroTCsa, 1 B KPUTUICCKUEC MOMEHTHI JIIOAU CTapaiuCh BBINIOJHUTH TaK,
KakK ITOJIOKCHO, KakK OBLIO 3aBCIIAHO PAHBIIC. Mo:KeT OBITh 3TO HE COBCEM
TIOHATHO, HO TaK NPUHATO U BCE, TaK ACJIAIOT.

over many years of Soviet rule proper behavior was destroyed, but some
things are passed on and in critical moments people tried to perform as they
should, as was once bequeathed. Maybe it is not really understood, but that is
the way it is done and that’s it, they do it that way.

The return of religious aspects of the ritual is both a comfort and a source
of anxiety. In addition to such concerns, people also expressed dismay
that the return of Orthodoxy actually adds to the expense of the funeral.
Aleksandr K., for example, said they did not have a mass, because they
did not have the money to pay for a priest. In this sense, the return of the
church is connected not only to lost tradition, but also to the consumer
economy. For the church to survive, of course, it must have funds, funds
provided by donations for funeral masses and prayers among them.

The changes in the funeral practices throughout the 20th and 21st
centuries reflect the social norms of the period. While certain traditional
elements were considered to be essential for the soul of the deceased and
the family to be at peace after death, other messages are also conveyed
by the funerary behaviors. During the Soviet period, the focus on the
deceased as a worker before all else was a major component of the
funeral. This concept endures to some extent even now, since most post-
Soviet funerals involve a eulogy by coworkers. However, that public
message was balanced by the private ceremonies that focused on the
social networks Soviet Russians built to survive in their society; on the
sense of interdependence that they shared in order to endure both
personal grief and social trials. Thus the official message was less strong
than the social unity promoted by a funeral. In the post-Soviet world, the
importance of monetary concerns and distancing oneself from the Soviet
world view are both seen in the funeral. As a result, people have rejected
behaviors particularly associated with the Soviet Union, e.g., the brass
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band at the funeral, to distance themselves from Soviet ideology;
nevertheless they are not yet fully comfortable with the expenses
necessitated by the contemporary funeral. It remains to be seen what the
long-term effects of these changes will bring and whether the promotion
of social unity and interdependence endure as a major component of the
post-Soviet funeral ritual.

NOTES

1 People did welcome the return of the dead, both in dreams and
for pominki, particularly when they gave advice to the living, and at
yearly cycle rituals [Nosova 139-140; Baiburin 119; Chistiakov 112;
Kremleva 1993: 24-25; Kabakova 272]. However, there was always a
danger that the dead were unhappy if they returned, because the burial
had not been done properly [Sedakova 245; Razumova 108]. If this were
the case, then the living could try to appease the dead either by digging a
hole at the grave and putting objects the deceased requested in a dream,
or by putting objects into another person’s coffin. Similarly, the living
also requested that the deceased take messages to other dead souls
[Kremleva 1993: 18-19].

2 At the same time they also depended on the family. Some who
arranged funerals during this time still maintained the Soviet traditions of
burying from home and having family and friends do everything. [ would
note, however, that this was generally the norm when senior citizens
died. Those who died at a younger age often were prepared for burial by
a funeral company.

3 The state still does bury veterans at its own expense. Two
informants had state support for the funerals of their relatives who were
World War II veterans during this period.
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INTERVIEWS CITED

Aleksandr K., engineer-inspector, DOB 1945, native of
Archangelsk, interviewed 6/12/03 in Novosibirsk.

Aleksandr U., engineer, DOB 1948, native of Kaliningrad,
interviewed 6/9/04 in Vladimir. Ekaterina Z., musician, DOB 1978,
native of Novosibirsk, interviewed 6/2/04 in Novosibirsk.

Elena P., kindergarten teacher, DOB 1971, native of Vladimir,
interviewed 6/30/03 in Vladimir.

El'vira A., engineer, DOB 1938, native of Vladimir, interviewed
7/7/03 in Vladimir.

Klara K., insurance agent, DOB 1935, native of Ufa, interviewed
3/14/01 in Novosibirsk.

Lidia C., English teacher, DOB 1956, native of Novosibirsk,
inteviewed 4/20/01 and 6/18/03 in Novosibirsk.

Liuba S., art teacher, DOB 1954, native of Petrovskii Zavod,
interviewed 5/11/01 and 6/25/03 in Novosibirsk.

Liudmila B., teacher, DOB 1932, native of Kovrov, interviewed
7/10/03 in Vladimir.

Marina K., secretary, DOB 1974, native of Novosibirsk, interviewed
4/21/01 and 6/11/03 in Novosibirsk.

Natalia S., engineer, DOB 1954, native of Vladimir, interviewed
6/9/04 in Vladimir.

Natalia T., university professor, DOB 1954, native of Novosibirsk,
interviewed 5/28/01 and 6/23/03 in Novosibirsk.

Nina S., engineer, DOB 1930, native of Vladimir, interviewed
7/10/03 in Vladimir.

Olga S., graduate student (statistics), DOB 1976, native of
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Voronezh, interviewed 7/14/04 in Lexington, KY.

Tatiana D., private school teacher, DOB 1953, native of Vladimir,
interviewed 6/30/97 and 6/2/03 in Vladimir.

Tatiana U., accountant, DOB 1948, native of Vladivostok,
interviewed 6/9/04 in Vladimir.





