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Introduction

thick Slavic accents. With the publication 
, the 

modern incarnation of the vampire myth 

allegorical enforcement emulating Western 
society’s cultural concepts of morality and 
health.

hardly conceived in a cultural vacuum. For 
millennia, regional variations of a folkloric 

‘vampire’ is represented in oral traditions , 
medieval ecclesiastical documents , and 
in the burial practices of many cultures.  

been documented in Haiti,4 Southeast 
5 

and Greece.6

cluster of interconnected Christian cultures 

States.

Vampires, Demons, and the Roman Catholic 
Church

consists of a highly contested lineage of 
linguistic shifts. A commonly accepted 

 

rather late in the regional languages of 
Europe.

 is also prevalent in 
linguistic communities.  

in a German publication documenting 

the details of supposed vampiric attacks 

Russia, and Lithuania, possibly providing 

documents.  

documentation of such events at the end of 

on living populations throughout Europe 
became a clear element of the folklore of the 

 the in 

episodes in Kisilova, Serbia.

for being the countries most closely 

Romania celebrates being home to Vlad 

superstitious events and ideologies that 
provide foundation for the universal 
attributes of the vampire.

In Carniola, Serbia, vampires are described 
as the bodies of deceased persons animated 

and suck the blood of the living “thereby 

media spheres of the Holy Roman Empire.  

communicable disease.
aspect of vampire symbolism as the myth 
evolved.
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disturbance and corpse mutilation prompted 

called ‘vampires’.

against the vampire myth—and other 

members of the clergy at all levels.  Some 
clergy members accepted and embraced 
local, and regional folkloric traditions 
integrating them into Catholic ritual.

and regional folkloric traditions can be 

persistence of demonic or ‘vampire’ burials 
from the medieval to early modern eras of 
the archaeological record.

modern Church throughout European 

media as an omnipresent, restrictive element 
of daily life in all Christian countries. 

 Ecclesiastical documentation by 
priests in regions throughout the continent 

older folkloric traditions than the teachings 

some regions.

burial practices undertaken in response to 

are historic descriptions of the corpses of 
individuals being staked in their graves, as 

became relatively commonplace.

of an early death outside of the Christian 
faith, as a preventative measure.

Across medieval Europe, numerous 
belief systems considered to be outside 

a part of daily life and often derived from 
Christianity itself. In the interest of serving 
the immediate, largely illiterate peasant 
and middle class communities, Christian 

uncommon occurrence for communion 

attempt to ensure a good harvest.  In Wales, 
the historical record supports instances of 

reaping of a harvest.
records by a monk traveling through Ireland 

Catholic Saint Cuthbert.   

Scotland not only provides evidence for 
the syncretic nature of medieval European 

records also provide evidence of the 

by monks and other clergy in the medieval 
period no longer simply state legal 

rituals. Religious members recorded older 
oral traditions, such as epics and chronicles 

mythologies included those of the tales of 
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at night. While the practices remained 
largely illegal in the eyes of the church, 

practice. Many priests outside of Christian 
city centers and in smaller, poorer, villages 
began to adapt to the regional practices of 
their parishes. In doing so, the clergy began 

of older myths like that of the Vampire.

orally articulated for centuries before the 
clergy began to document these traditions. 
Depending on the mode of literature by 

Worms, and Guibert of Nogent. Worms, 

community of individuals in a legal letter to 
his superiors, stating that these individuals 
obeyed the superstition of not leaving the 

evil spirits of the night.  Nogent, another 
educated churchman, actually believed 
in evil folk spirits himself, keeping a lit 
lamp by his bedside to keep the evil at 
bay.

folk belief. 

visible than in the discovery of “vampire 

burials provide insight into this ‘blending’ 
of folk belief and the practices of the Roman 
Catholic Church from the Renaissance in 
Italy to Colonial America. 

Case Studies

 Consecutive outbreaks of an 
 

resulted in a densely packed cemetery 

overlapping.

suggestive of a burial shroud.

humeral diaphyses.

burial.  What makes ID6 unique is the 
nature of the burial. Despite a lack of any 

oral cavity of ID6.
to have been purposefully placed in the 
oral cavity before decomposition began, 
possibly during the initial inhumation or 
shortly after.

from traditional Christian burial practice 
  

In this case the brick is believed to have 
symbolic and ritual value in the prevention 
of vampirism.
in the oral cavity suggests a deep folkloric 

outbreaks of vampirism and outbreaks of 

cases discussed in this paper. 
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of the burials.  

outside the boundary of the settlement 

graves.
as coins, sickles, and stones are included in 

preventing the reanimation of a corpse, or 
to satisfy the spirit of the deceased so they 

44

believed to act as a protective talisman, 
preventing disruption of the deceased by 
evil forces, and the sickles and other sharp 

45  

for Vampire folklore overtaking 

orientation that corresponds to all other 
individuals buried at the site.46

placed across their necks and under their 
chins.
beneath its chin, presumably used to keep 

and a sickle across the abdomen.

talismans speaks volumes about the 
community that buried these individuals. 
Relying on a mostly agrarian economy, the 

their dead.

sake of protecting their community from 
cultural monsters. 

disease and the presence of vampire 

have been an outbreak of cholera or another 
high mortality infectious disease that are 
not visible on human bone.  Outbreaks of 
cholera are historically recorded during the 

  

people, bringing the European concept of 

England is often found in historic medical 
records corresponding to outbreaks of 

nature of the disease, like that of the plague 

panic through many populations in the 

as ‘consumption’ due to the emaciated 

that of vampirism. 

 After 
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54

of the cemetery population is relatively 

55 

the form of tacks pressed into the shape of 
initials and numbers.56 

 

evidence of numerous healed fractures, 
mild osteoarthritis in the hips, knees, and 

of the vertebral bodies.

labor, not uncommon in colonial farm life. 
What sets this individual apart from the 
others interred at Walton Cemetery are 
the indicators of infectious disease and the 

body. 

indicative of pulmonary tuberculosis or 
another infectious respiratory disease 
such as brucellosis.  Whatever the actual 
underlying bacterial cause this respiratory 

as consumption,
tuberculosis. 

indicates a burial steeped in European 

from anatomical position and crossed over 
the thoracic cavity.64

disarticulated from the mandible and placed 
over the crossed femora creating a ‘Jolly 
Roger’ or skull and crossbones shape.65

additional rearrangements of the skeleton 
are further evidence that indicates a ritual 

Given contemporary historical accounts 

Massachusetts, and Vermont all connected 

an archaeologically visible case of colonial 
American vampirism.66  

Discussion: Making a Vampire

A ‘vampire’, as it pertains to the European 
myth, is a creature comparable to many 

from their graves. For this reason, it is a 

including grave goods such as stakes, 
sickles or other apotropaic items could be 

 An 

‘vampire’ is found are also instrumental 
in deciphering the folklore that surrounds 
the nature of these graves.
the undead and evil spirits rising from 
the grave persisted through centuries 
of Christian tradition, as evidenced by 

elements such as Church participation and 
fear of epidemic disease also drove these 

burial practices. 

communities participating in these 
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practices and superstitions like those 

of approval from the Church itself. While 
many educated clergy members proceeded 
to document the ‘simple mindedness’ and 
‘ignorance’ of these superstitions,  they 
also routinely presided over the rituals and 

Many clergy, such as Guibert of Nogent, 

that the vampire myth represented to those 
  

into Christianity can be evidenced by the 
documentation of the clergy, and the nature 

outbreaks of epidemic disease.  In deeply 
religious communities across Europe and 

and early modern periods, the connection 

souls furthered the myth of the vampire 

Christianity.  

outbreaks of epidemic disease that provided 

supported an already prominent belief that 

of the disease.

 and the 
panic surrounding the disease found a 

from a pagan concept to a Christian one in 
Europe centuries before.   

Conclusion

not conceived in a cultural vacuum, but 
rather the opposite, resting on the shoulders 

historic and folkloric beliefs across Europe. 

beliefs and the Christian establishment 
across the centuries. 

folkloric traditions of Europe manifest in 
the evidence of both primary documentation 
by clergy, and in ‘vampire burials’ in 

tolerance for these burials by the institution 

leniency of certain clergymen like Guibert 
of Nogent, but by a symbiotic relationship 

contributions and the heightened fanaticism 

humor their superstitions, rather than take 
legal action against them. 

Fear of disease and fear of death outside of 
the Christian faith maintained the vampire 

of apotropaic items and rearrangement of 

folkloric belief embedded in their cultures.
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