
INTRODUCTION

Like that in other countries, the Czech coun-
tryside differs in many important respects 
from the town (Chromý in Heřmanová and 
Chromý et al. 2009). From a physiographic 
point of view, differences stem from the 
method of land management, as determined 
by different types of development and dif-
ferent development strategies. Further dif-
ferences manifest themselves in the culture 
of the inhabitants, which is adapted to life-
style and the collective rhythm of life (for the 
Prague city region lifestyle, see Doležalová 

and Ouředníček in Ouředníček et al. 2006). 
The differentiation of the sociocultural en-
vironment in Czechia in general (not merely 
the differences between town and country-
side) can be monitored using the example 
of such varied cultural elements as educa-
tion, religiosity, electoral behavior, iden-
tity, ethnic structure, countrymanship, etc. 
(Heřmanová and Chromý et al. 2009). The 
present article in turn dwells on the issue 
of method of burial as yet a further element 
to regional culture (Hupková 2009), and 
one that helps in the study of impact on the 
way relationships develop within a broader 
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family, as well as between families, in the 
Czech countryside. Emphasis is laid in par-
ticular on the analysis of rituals connected 
with the funeral ceremony, which though 
obviously representing a tragic and adverse 
event, is nevertheless something that results 
in members of a family and persons other-
wise connected meeting up. The funeral 
ceremony, and the period of preparation 
for it, may be regarded as a certain type 
of event allowing (in particular in the Czech 
countryside) for people related or close to 
one another in some other way to meet up. 

As different cultures assign different 
weights to rituals, so a funeral ceremony may 
deemed to be of varying importance to and 
in different cultures (compare the USA and 
Madagascar in the respective preferences 
they show for celebration and ritual with 
respect to events such as marriage and the 
funeral—Kottak 1999, 2007). There are cul-
tures for whom neither the method of burial 
nor the ceremony attached to a funeral are 
of any particular importance. Thus, for ex-
ample, where Hare Krishna followers are 
concerned, (the process of) dying is much 
more important than the circumstances 
of burial, since the dead body is regarded as 
a mere shell from which the soul has already 
departed and lives on (Nešporová 2004).

This article aims to analyze the effect fu-
neral ceremonies have on the relationships 
between families in the Czech countryside. 
The analysis in question is based on a com-
parison of the results of qualitative research 
in and within two model territories (micro-
regions) in Czechia. In view of the fact that 
a sample of just two model territories was 
indeed involved, the conclusions arrived 
at and presented here cannot be (and have 
not been meant by the author to be) regard-
ed as generally accepted, but should only be 
seen as indicative of certain trends, patterns 
or conflicts. The analysis took place in two 
different territories, with a view to the gen-
eral character of the examined phenomenon 
being examined, along with differences be-
tween the model territories. The model ter-
ritory also consists of a particular core and 
background, which is to say that there are 

multiple settlements of different hierarchi-
cal level here, to ensure that results might 
also be compared within the model territory, 
in particular in towns versus villages. In all 
of this, the fundamental question I have been 
seeking to answer is: Do funeral ceremonies 
(and all related acts) consolidate the family 
network, i.e. the mutual interaction of fami-
lies inhabiting the Czech countryside?

According to Nakonečný (2000), there 
are three types of interpersonal interac-
tion, namely cooperation, competition and 
conflict. Cooperation forms the basis, not 
only of legal systems, but also of human biol-
ogy, as well as economic systems (Kasíková 
2007). Networks rank among the soft fac-
tors of regional development (Rumpel et al. 
2008, Blažek and Uhlíř 2002). According to 
Granovetter (2005), such networks affect-
ing economic behavior stem from a broader 
concept of social networks based on inter-
personal relationships. The healthy interper-
sonal relationships and communication that 
are of the utmost importance in personal 
life and professional career should be based 
on functioning family communication (for 
the situation within the family forming the 
model for further human behavior see Čáp 
and Mareš 2001, Matoušek 1997). 

THEORETICAL BASES

It is no easy task to understand the nature 
of the actual funeral ceremony (entrenched 
as it is in local, regional and national tradi-
tions, and serving to summarize and reflect 
the preferences and values of individuals). 
There is furthermore a necessity to exam-
ine the topic from the viewpoint of several 
different disciplines, such as anthropology, 
thanatology, sociology, history, psychology, 
archeology, religionistics, theology, legisla-
tion, etc. The geographical approach may 
enhance the knowledge achieved by such 
“classical” disciplines dealing with burials in 
a manner specified in the following subchap-
ter. The impact of a funeral ceremony on 
the development of relationships between 
families will be examined in particular by 
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means of field research, the theoretical basis 
of which (in particular the definition of the 
terms family, family development and family 
resilience) is drawn from the fields of psy-
chology, education, sociology, psychothera-
py, ethnohistory and geography. 

NECROGEOGRAPHY

The perception of death, manner of dealing 
with death (i.e. burial method, rituals and 
traditions associated with burial, funeral 
ceremony, etc.), cemetery form and legisla-
tive and economic context underpinning 
burial are among the phenomena that vary 
in space and time and reflect the culture 
of inhabitants practising a certain “method 
of dealing with death”, as opposed to some 
other method. The world’s geography deals 
with the issue of death to a lesser extent, 
while Czech geography basically fails to deal 
with it at all. Yet the contribution of geog-
raphy should entail an exploration of spatial 
relations, as well as regional differentiation 
analysis and the application of concepts 
from the so-called new cultural geography 
that lay emphasis on research into identity, 
sense of place and heritage. Cemeteries 
form part of the cultural landscape (Fran-
caviglia 1971), being important from the 
viewpoint of documenting the past, and ca-
pable of being regarded as one element to 
regional heritage.

Necrogeographical studies either deal 
with the possibilities (theory, methodology, 
benefits) offered by necrogeographical re-
search (Price 1966, Kong 1999), or else they 
serve in the presentation of detailed field 
studies only taking in more limited territory 
(Christopher 1995, Francaviglia 1971, Boul-
ware 2008). In both cases, however, the au-
thors deal only with cemetery premises, and 
thus in essence omit other aspects of death 
which are also differentiated territorially 
and reflective of human culture. In my view, 
necrogeography should be applied whenever 
such aspects are being dealt with, because 
long-term social and political development 
plays a great role in necrogeographical re-
search. On the one hand, Teather (1999) 
discusses the method of burial as a deter-

mining factor underpinning cemetery form, 
while on the other she endeavors to explain 
the high cremation rate in Hong Kong. She 
explains the shift from inhumation to crema-
tion in relation to political and social influ-
ences. The turn for cremation in Hong Kong 
came along around 1960 and resulted from 
colonial influences. Teather also focuses 
on cultural aspects related to the method 
of burial. While a traditional method of bur-
ial (in regard to architecture and the forms 
of graves) reflects the Confucian culture, 
not the newly-built columbariums (see also 
Teather 1998). 

The aspect of politics in necrogeogra-
phy is also dealt with by Christopher (1995). 
Within the premises of the cemetery in Port 
Elizabeth, he finds manifestations of the ra-
cial segregation legitimized by law in South 
Africa (1948–1991). The role of politics, in 
this case in creating a burial culture, is em-
phasized by Bentzen and Schee (2002), who 
explain how the social democratic tradition 
in Scandinavian countries created a specific 
burial culture. The local burial culture re-
flects social democratic principles such as 
the equality principle, such that differences 
in the method of burial among different so-
cial groups are insignificant.

At present, Czechia occupies a specific 
position in the world, and especially in Eu-
rope, where methods of burial are concerned 
(the highest cremation rate in Europe, 
at 79.9%), see Fig. 1. Czechia is also unique 
in the world for its low rate of religiosity in 
the population (32.2%), as well as marked 
regional differentiation (Havlíček and Hup-
ková 2008). 

Extreme values as regards the two phe-
nomena are indicative of a connection which 
was demonstrated in the work of Hupková 
(2008). On the basis of an analysis of the 
way burial method relates to socioeconom-
ic characteristics of world states, it indeed 
proved possible to demonstrate that religion 
is the factor having the most significant ef-
fect on the method of burial at national level 
(quantitative analysis was carried out using 
a sample of 30 countries), but also at region-
al and local level (on the basis of qualitative 
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research using Czechia as an example). In 
addition to religion, other factors also deter-
mine the method of dealing with death on 
each hierarchical level. In the following sum-
mary, each hierarchy level has been assigned 
a differentiation factor which is reflected in 
differences to the fundamental character 
of the method by which death is dealt with 
on that particular level: 

1. Europe: religion in the sense of religi-
osity rate and type of religion is the main 
differentiation factor, while another factor 
entails the political character both present 
and past (the effect of communism);

2. Czechia: religion (religiosity rate) is 
the main differentiation factor where the 
method of dealing with death is concernd-
concerned, though another factor concerns 
the role played by cities (there is no dif-
ferentiation based on a municipality’s size 
overall, only a separate effect due to large 
urban areas);

3. regions of Czechia: the main differen-
tiation factor within the regions of Czechia 
entails tradition in particular (which may, 
but need not, correspond to the religious 
situation). Tradition appears to be the most 
significant differentiation factor on the 

local level. Other factors involve religion 
and town size.

The above findings indicate that towns 
and rural communities are of a different 
nature when it comes to the method of deal-
ing with death, and thus also show different 
forms of funeral ceremony due to a repeti-
tive town-size factor. A significant differ-
ence between town and countryside is visible 
in the proportions of funerals without cer-
emony and uncollected funeral urns (urns 
not collected after cremation and left in 
the crematorium). The occurrence of such 
a phenomenon in Czechia as a whole is very 
high, at 1/3 (Hupková 2008). 

According to psychologists, a funeral 
ceremony plays an important role in an in-
dividual’s dealing with a death. In litera-
ture, we can find quite a number reasons 
for a high incidence of funerals without 
ceremony. According to the psychologist 
Klimeš, the funeral as a dignified way of say-
ing goodbye is dwindling, because death is 
a suppressed phenomenon which it is bet-
ter not to think about (Cihelka 2007). Such 
a phenomenon may also be attributed to 
either to the economic advantageousness 
of funerals not involving ceremony or else 

Figure 1. Cremation rate in 2004 (%)
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to the greater intimacy of this kind of event. 
The reason may also lie in a reaction to the 
showy funerals characteristic of the commu-
nist era (Malinová 2002). The significance 
of a funeral ceremony for the surviving rela-
tives is also discussed by Leňová Burešová 
(2007), who states that a funeral ceremony 
is important, not only for the chance it gives 
to say goodbye to the deceased, but also be-
cause goodbye can be said to a previous con-
ception of the world, with a new conception 
of life and one’s new role in it being taken 
on board.

The funeral ceremony is one of the so-
called transition rituals. Thus, some events 
in the human life cycle, such as birth, mar-
riage, parenthood or death are often re-
corded in ritual fashion by reference to 
a specific ceremony. Even the term itself 
indicates the recording of a transition from 
one life-stage to another. According to Gen-
nep (1997), transition rituals can be divided 
into separation rituals (separation from the 
original group), boundary rituals (overcom-
ing a threshold through ritual) and incor-
poration rituals (incorporation into a new 
group). Funeral ceremonies comprise, not 
only separation rituals, but also both other 
forms of ritual (the whole funeral ritual con-
sists of several components). The “bound-
ary” form emerges in the event by which 
surviving relatives are segregated from 
common life, while the “accepting” form 
emerges during funeral feasts or wakes, dur-
ing which the bond between the surviving 
relatives undergoes consolidation. 

According to Kroeber (1927), burial is 
associated with that part of human behav-
ior responsible for biological or primary 
human needs. Such a form of behavior is 
not subject to any rules. Kroeber assumes 
that the method of burial is in the nature 
of a custom (the mechanization of an activ-
ity through frequent repetition, without any 
initiation by will or mind), or rather a fash-
ion (a set of customs, mores, habits and life 
forms determined by the varying moods and 
styles of the time), just as are style of dress 
or etiquette. According to him, the method 
of burial is subject to relatively marked sepa-

ration from the rest of the culture, mainly 
due to its extraordinary effect on human 
emotions. 

FAMILY STUDY

The definition of a family differs depend-
ing on the general development of society 
because the function of a family develops 
in concert with both society in general and 
society’s subcultures (Laszloffy 2002). Fur-
ther, the meaning of the term ‘family’ mu-
tates in the historical context, being mainly 
influenced by demographic changes in soci-
ety (Coontz 2000). In addition, the defining 
and studying of families is circumscribed by 
the overall development of science. Indeed, 
different branches have different definitions 
for the concept of family in response to 
both the subject and object of study. While 
psychology tends to examine the internal 
aspects of a family by analyzing how it af-
fects an individual, sociology regards family 
as a basic element and studies its interac-
tions with other units and the external en-
vironment. Ethnography and anthropology 
in turn examine the rituals engaged in by 
families, inter alia paying close attention to 
rituals related to death (Daly 2003). 

According to Lévi-Strauss (2000), a fam-
ily is in essence a permanent and societally-
approved bond between a man, a woman, 
and their children. The term ‘societally ap-
proved’ is what differentiates between the 
way in which various cultures define a fam-
ily. While definitions that focus on function 
emphasize the upbringing of children, evo-
lutionary biology and psychology regard the 
family as an instrument operating in support 
of effective reproduction, which is to say as 
an instrument of human beings’ survival 
strategy (Bakalář 2002). The relationship 
between a mother and her child is consid-
ered to have a primary function. The rela-
tionship between the father and the mother 
is deemed secondary and considered to have 
a protective function. According to Možný 
(1999), a family is a fundamental building 
block that is affected by higher-level units 
(community, region and nation), with which 
it interacts more than it itself affects such 
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entities. The environment therefore exerts 
an influence on the actual form a family as-
sumes. Možný (2002) considers the family 
an indivisible unit that retains its perma-
nence as society changes. 

Family relations between people come 
into being either through the establishment 
of a family bond (marriage), or by descent 
(Vodáková et al. 2000). At the present time, 
the term ‘family’ is chiefly understood as 
the nuclear family (the terms ‘family’ and 
‘nuclear family’ are thus synonymous; a phe-
nomenon for instance reflecting the general 
disappearance of the traditional function 
of grandparents). We are thus dealing with 
a married couple of parents with at least one 
child, though this does not have to be the 
case in all cultures (Kottak 2007). Further, 
differentiation based on marriage does not 
reflect the current trends describing soci-
ety’s development. According to a study con-
ducted by Levine and Trost (1992), marriage 
by itself does not establish a family because 
broader relations come into play as regards 
the creation of the image of a family. Every 
person perceives a family in a different man-
ner, and every person has a different per-
ception of his or her own family and other 
families.

The response of a family to a traumatic 
situation, such as the death of a family mem-
ber, forms a part of Walsh’s family resiliency 
theory (Walsh 2002), which studies the sta-
bility of family and, at the same time, the 
flexibility of its development and response 
to changes. The basic processes in the fam-
ily resiliency concept are belief systems, or-
ganizational patterns, and communication 
processes (see also Sobotková 2007). 

METHODOLOGY 

The theoretical framework of problems set 
the methodological direction of the study 
set out here. Assumptions based on a knowl-
edge of the general geographical conditions 
in Czechia combined with factors deter-
mining the fundamental burial customs to 
indicate the expected impact of both hori-

zontal and vertical geographical position 
on the phenomenon under study. Qualita-
tive research methods (in particular field 
investigation and controlled interviews in 
two model territories) have been selected as 
of key importance here. Furthermore, the 
model microregions have not been selected 
at random (Fig. 2).

The microregions in question different 
markedly, not only from the point of view 
of position, physicogeographical environ-
ment and socioeconomic character, but also 
as regards historical development. Both mi-
croregions are rural ones with only smaller 
centers of c. 10,000 inhabitants (any refer-
ences to towns in the model territory are 
thus references to settlements of more than 
5,000 inhabitants). Significant factors un-
derpining the selection of the research area 
entailed, not only the author’s knowledge 
of such areas, but also (in particular) a sig-
nificant difference in religiosity affecting the 
method of burial. Would religiosity also af-
fect family participation at funeral ceremo-
nies? 

Sušice microregion is situated in Bohe-
mia at the foothills of the Šumava. Indeed, 
the examined microregion extends into part 
of Šumava National Park. This is a territory 
situated at the border of the natural frontier 
between the use of the Czech and German 
languages, and thus inevitably reflects the 
past expulsion of Sudeten Germans, and 
thus also an anticipated weaker relationship 
with the territory on the part of new inhabit-
ants. The religiosity rate in this microregion 
is low—at around 35%. Due to the disconti-
nuity in population of the microregion, bro-
ken bonds within families can be expected. 
The territory has also been inhabited by 
newcomers, mention needing to be made 
here of the soldiers and families thereof as-
signed to military units or training grounds 
in the area (e.g. at Dobrá Voda). For stra-
tegic military reasons, soldiers came to the 
Sušice region in particular, as well as to 
Western Bohemia (then Czechoslovakia) in 
general, from various parts of the republic. 
It was nevertheless a relatively common phe-
nomenon for those concerned to be Slovak 
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nationals. There was therefore an expecta-
tion that such people’s contacts with their 
families would be to a certain extent limited. 

Ždánice microregion is in turn situ-
ated in Moravia, and is a traditionally reli-
gious region with a religiosity rate reaching 
55%. This is an agricultural microregion 
with a stable population and a stable so-
cioeconomic base set against the broader 
background of Brno. Rural communities 
are of larger size than in the Sušice micro-
region (such a phenomenon is now generally 
evident between Czechia and Moravia), for 
physiogeographical reasons in particular. 
The rugged low-mountain relief in Šumava 
naturally prevented development of larger 
communities as compared to in the fertile 
country of the Ždánice microregion, with 
its friendly terrain for population and agri-
cultural activity. Thus, in brief, the Sušice 
microregion can be regarded as a low-moun-
tain region in which conditions for life are 
not especially ideal, though there is consid-
erable attractiveness to tourists with discon-

tinued development. The Ždánice microre-
gion can be designated a microregion with 
favorable conditions for life in general and 
for agricultural activity in particular. The 
generalized functions of the two microre-
gions indicate that the Ždánice microregion 
is ideal, thanks to its agricultural function, 
for a long-term multi-generational popula-
tion, and therefore for a higher anticipated 
level of communication, cooperation and 
meetings of family network members.

The qualitative research engaged in con-
sisted of two parts. It comprised field research 
including examination of the territory and in 
particular determination of the role religion 
and rituals play in communal life (visits to 
cemeteries and sacred buildings). This part 
of the research also included short inter-
views with local citizens selected at random. 
The second part of the qualitative research 
entailed the conducting of controlled inter-
views with key persons in a given area. With 
a view to the role of religion within the said 
territory being characterized, a controlled 

Figure 2. Share of religious population by municipalities in Czechia, 
2001 and model microregions

Data source: Czech Statistical Office 2001 
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interview was run with a territorial religious 
representative (parish priest), a representa-
tive of the local government (chairman or 
vice-chairman of the parish council) and 
a funeral service owner. For the cardinal 
topic, i.e. family relationships and the effect 
of funeral ceremonies on the maintenance 
of the family network, citizens of each mi-
croregion who wished to remain anonymous 
with regard to the delicacy of the whole topic 
were asked. Emphasis was laid on ensur-
ing that respondents included older natives 
of retirement age who had “experience” 
of funerals, not only within their own family, 
but also involving other close persons such 
as fellow-workers, friends, neighbors, etc. 
and also capable of providing information on 
the form of funerals in other families within 
the microregion. The interview with citizens 
comprised three parts. First and foremost, 
respondents were asked for their own defini-
tion of family, ancestry, family relations and 
reasons for meetings with persons in a fam-
ily relationship. The second phase entailed 
ascertainment of specific funeral ceremony 
rituals, with the emphasis being placed on 
the participation of family members in in-
dividual acts. In the third phase, the main 
topic at interview were respondents’ per-
sonal views of family consolidation by way 
of funeral ceremonies. 

FUNERAL CEREMONIES 
AND THE ROLE OF THE FAMILY 
IN MODEL TERRITORIES 

The following paragraphs first describe the 
basic ascertained differences in the method 
of burial between and within the model ter-
ritories, with a view to the character of bur-
ial practices in Czechia being introduced. 
Particular emphasis is laid on phenomena 
linked with the family and its participation 
in the funeral ceremony—i.e. analysis is car-
ried out with respect to participation at fu-
nerals, funerals without ceremony and the 
care of graves. Prior to the actual assessment 
of funeral ceremonies as acts wherein fam-
ily interactions are taking place, attention 

is paid to the settlement of persons within 
families and ancestries in the country and in 
towns. 

BASIC DIFFERENCES 

TO THE FUNERAL CEREMONIES 

HELD IN THE MODEL TERRITORIES

The field research demonstrates great differ-
ences between the model territories when it 
comes to methods of dealing with death, i.e. 
also the form of funeral ceremonies. These 
relate in particular to religious differences 
between the individual model territories. 
The most fundamental difference concerns 
the different cremation rates in the two 
model territories (i.e. the proportion of all 
funerals that involve cremation). While in 
the Ždánice microregion, the cremation rate 
is below 25%, in the Sušice microregion it 
already stands at 85%. The above figures 
imply the form of funeral ceremony whereas 
cremation in a majority of cases indicates 
a civil (secular) funeral and inhumation (i.e. 
interment) indicates a church funeral. For 
the overall picture, it can be recalled that 
the proportion of people being cremated in 
the largest cities in Czechia such as Prague, 
Brno and Pilsen reaches 90%.

The Sušice microregion displays signifi-
cant urban-rural differences where funerals 
are concerned. Cremation is primarily used 
in towns, while inhumation takes place to 
a greater extent in the country (often with 
a church ceremony, even in this not-very-re-
ligious region). In the Ždánice microregion, 
the differences between communities of dif-
ferent sizes are negligible. Funerals without 
ceremonies are a specialty of large cities, in 
line with their greater degree of anonymity. 
In the countryside, funerals are commonly 
attended by whole villages (representatives 
of each family), whereas in towns neighbors 
do not know each other. Haškovcová states 
that people prefer funerals without cer-
emony for economic motives (Haškovcová 
2007). The research discovered a new trend 
in line with which the proportion of funerals 
without ceremony is also growing currently 
in smaller towns such as Sušice (12,000 in-
habitants). Just as there is a growing propor-
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tion of funerals without ceremony, so there 
is also an increasing number of urns going 
uncollected.

The form assumed by cemeteries also dif-
fers from one model territory to another. In 
the cemeteries in the Ždánice microregion, 
graves are oriented in the east-west direction 
onkly. Such a position of the body and grave 
is maintained in the Christian tradition be-
cause the arrival of Jesus Christ on the last 
day and resurrection were expected from 
the east (Unger 2002). Crossed arms of the 
deceased also represent a typical Christian 
symbol in the grave. In the Sušice microre-
gion, one can find graves oriented in various 
directions. Cemeteries in regions that are 
strong religiously are also distinguished by 
a large proportion of family graves, a high 
level of tidiness and maintenance of the 
graves and a large number of religious sym-
bols on them. Large number of religious 
symbols on new graves are particularly non-
traditional.

A funeral is regarded as a “social duty” 
but, one that is is perceived highly negatively 
in some cases in urban areas, unlike in the 
countryside. The funeral ceremony itself is 
naturally a negative event (fact) but, accord-
ing to respondents, a funeral ceremony is 
perceived negatively with regard to both the 
real and hypothetical conflicts it represents. 
By way of example, I mention inheritance 
disputes which are regarded, also according 
to Le Play (1857–1885), as a significant type 
of family conflict, as well as the anonymity 
of secular funerals in town (e.g. with funeral 
service employees as pall bearers) which 
may be regarded by some participants as an 
example of insufficient respect being shown 
for the deceased. 

THE FAMILY AT FUNERAL CEREMONIES

As part of the survey, respondents were 
questioned on their personal definition 
of the family. In contrast to the nuclear 
family concept, which should be dominant 
in today’s individualized society, accord-
ing to Kottak (2007) and Singly (2008), it 
was the broader family notion that the re-
spondents participating in the study under 

review tended to subscribe to. Thus, wider 
family relations are still maintained in rural 
parts of the Czech Republic, albeit not to 
the same extent as in the past. According to 
the respondents, the relatively lively broader 
family relations stem mainly from the rural 
tradition and the personal and work lifestyle. 
However, as a person’s age increases, inter-
actions with relatives decline considerably, 
coming to be limited to important events, 
such as weddings, round anniversaries and 
memorial services.

While the average price of a funeral in 
Czechia as a whole is said to be CZK 13,000 
(EUR 520), the average (and modal) price 
in the Ždánice microregion is around 
CZK 20,000 (EUR 800). No funeral can 
manage without flowers, musicians and 
a funeral feast. In most cases, a funeral is 
attended by almost all community inhabit-
ants, a funeral being regarded as a major 
event at which family, friends and acquaint-
ances gather together. In some villages in the 
Ždánice microregion, the average number 
of participants at a funeral is 500. For a fam-
ily, it is inconceivable that a funeral be ar-
ranged without ceremony. According to 
Charvát (2008), people in Moravia are very 
concerned before a funeral about what hap-
pens to their relatives (where they are to be 
placed, or possibly where they will be cre-
mated). The customs and traditions pertain-
ing to a funeral have been preserved here 
through to the present day. Pall bearers are 
exclusively family members. Indeed, in some 
villages there is even a still-upheld custom 
that a family member should dig the grave 
for the deceased! It is also nothing unusual 
for the body of the deceased to stay at home 
after the funeral. The family’s interest in the 
deceased and active participation in funeral 
ceremonies probably represent the greatest 
differences in how death is dealt with in ru-
ral as opposed to urban areas, and in Mora-
via and Bohemia as a whole. The difference 
reflect a greater role for the family and 
greater significance of family values in the 
countryside as opposed to the town, and in 
Moravia (Ždánice microregion) as opposed 
to Bohemia (Sušice microregion).
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The Ždánice microregion also shows an 
emphasis on the individuality and personal-
ity of the deceased, in contrast with the ano-
nymity of town funerals (see above) which 
takes effect e.g. in the form of death notice 
(the text and form of a death notice reflects 
the personality of the deceased, his or her 
occupation, hobbies, etc.). The level of at-
tendance at funeral ceremonies in Moravia 
is several times greater than that in Bohe-
mia. The attendance of relatives at the fu-
neral is simply “mandatory”. In the funeral 
of neighbors or citizens of the same village, 
there is an unwritten rule that such a funer-
al is attended by at least one representative 
of each family. The countryside shows an 
emphasis on the way a family is perceived by 
other citizens of the village. The close watch 
kept on the family contrasts with the relative 
anonymity of the town or city, a phenome-
non which is also reflected in, for example, 
the way graves are cared for. The interviews 
with the inhabitants imply that such a fam-
ily perception in the village is an important 
factor underpinning care for a grave. “If 

I didn’t go there [to the grave—author’s note] 
at least once a week, what would people think 

of me?” With regard to “sufficient” partici-
pation in the form of one family member’s 
presence at a funeral, it can be presumed 
that families in the countryside may main-
tain mutual interactions for the next several 
generations from the generation of friendly 
individuals. The above considerations fur-
ther indicate that people in the countryside 
are increasingly perceived (both mutually 
and with respect to others) as part of the 
family which results from the physical pre-
requisites of a village (size, common infra-
structure, common premises), whereas it is 
likely that a majority of village inhabitants 
know the family of a particular individual. 
Lapka and Gottlieb (2000) confirm such 
a fact on the basis of a sociological study 
of peasants’ environmental awareness, 
further stating that peasants are transcen-
dentally entrenched at two levels—towards 
the past, through the mentioned family en-
trenchment (referring to family values, ex-
periences and successes), and towards the 

future, through entrenchment involving 
faith in God. 

A FUNERAL AS A FACTOR CEMENTING 

THE FAMILY NETWORK?

Generally, joint meetings of families within 
the family relationship are becoming less in-
tensive. This results from the general devel-
opment of society (changes in lifestyle and 
life values), in the context of which the de-
velopment of the phenomenon under review 
seems to be natural. The research confirmed 
that in the countryside (in settlements with 
less than 3,000 inhabitants), the funeral cer-
emony is an event during which a cementing 
of families takes place. The same was not 
confirmed for towns and cities. There are 
differences between model microregions 
arising from social and historical develop-
ments. The Sušice microregion (in commu-
nities with more than 5,000 inhabitants) was 
affected by the settlement discontinuity fac-
tor which resulted in additional settlement 
of the border region by new inhabitants 
having less strong an attachment to the soil, 
landscape and cultural heritage (Spurný, 
ed. 2006). In view of the fact that the new 
inhabitants came from remote parts of the 
Czechia, the broader family is separated by 
greater distances that have been resulting 
in a lower intensity of contacts, albeit one 
to some extent overcome as technological 
progress has continued, with broad coverage 
by the networks of mobile phone operators, 
internet expansion and the “domestication” 
of on-line communication applications, etc. 
Greater “circulation” of inhabitants of the 
Sušice microregion also results from the not 
very good structure of the economic base, 
and from the job opportunities that are a vis-
ible cause of the migration of young college-
educated inhabitants seeking jobs in large 
cities. Due to the larger distances between 
persons in family relationship in this micro-
region, a funeral or funeral ceremony could 
be one of the factors causing the interaction 
between them to be maintained. 

The basic difference in the influence fu-
neral ceremonies exert on family-network 
development in the different model territo-
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ries lies in the finding that funeral ceremo-
nies in the Sušice microregion help “main-
tain” the family network, whereas those in 
the Ždánice microregion result in a “deep-
ening” of family relationships, and thus in 
a consolidation of the family network. In the 
Ždánice microregion, funeral ceremonies 
entail, not only the actual ceremony, but 
also other follow-up events such as a wake 
and visits to relatives. Some time after the 
funeral ceremony, contacts are also re-es-
tablished on All Souls’ Day (whereupon the 
deceased are remembered on November 2 
each year). At this time, relatives visit graves 
of the deceased and honor their memory, 
e.g. by laying flowers on graves. The occa-
sion is also associated with visits to relatives. 
A funeral ceremony may thus facilitate the 
initiation of further meetings of relatives, 
as graves are attended to on or in advance 
of All Souls’ Day, and as the anniversaries 
of the deaths or births of the deceased are 
marked. Active contacts of families (in par-
ticular involving a common lunch or visit to 
a grave) are manifested in both model terri-
tories, but much more significantly so in the 
Ždánice microregion.

However, the intensity of family meetings 
convened to commemorate the deceased is 
in general declining. This dwindling and re-
duction of physical contacts and bonds with 
relatives, places of birth, ancestral homes, 
etc., is changing, as is even the method 
of burial. In connection with this interrup-
tion of bonds between family members, there 
is an increase in the number of cases of ash 
dispersal and pouring (where ash is dis-
persed or poured into a hole in the enclosed 
cemetery area without an actual tomb). Such 
a form of burial requires no costs other than 
the arrangement of the grave place, and is 
suitable in a case in which “there is nobody to 

take care of” the grave. 

CONCLUSION

A funeral ceremony is an act in the course 
of which interpersonal relationships and 
family networks can be expanded. That is to 

say that such a ceremony is distinguished by 
a greater number of “participants” as com-
pared with other meetings and ceremonies, 
due to its lower financial intensity. In the 
case of weddings, birthday celebrations and 
anniversaries, the invitation for the given 
ceremony is markedly selective due to the 
higher associated costs. A funeral is there-
fore an opportunity for meeting among peo-
ple who would otherwise have no opportuni-
ty to meet (distant relatives, fellow-workers, 
neighbors, friends of the deceased). It thus 
results not only in a maintaining and deep-
ening of family relationships, but also, in 
particular, in a cementing of rural commu-
nities (with less than 3,000 inhabitants), i.e. 
meetings of village citizens and a strength-
ening of neighbor relationships (if not rela-
tionships, at least communication and soli-
darity). This can include higher interactions, 
not only within a particular community, but 
also between communities where there are 
cases of representatives of neighboring vil-
lages coming to attend a funeral. The estab-
lishment of a family network is represented 
schematically in Fig. 3, wherein the deceased 
is a member of both the family network and 
a certain community (the model rural com-
munities cannot be regarded as mere “bed-
room” villages like large-town suburbia, see 
Ouředníček 2008, and therefore a commu-
nity means a settlement-place of residence). 
The funeral ceremony constitutes an in-
teraction of: 1. strangers, 2. close relatives, 
3. distant relatives (which represents rather 
a manifestation of roots, ancestors and the 
family line), and 4. people living within 
a single community. 

It appears that settlement discontinu-
ity affects the phenomenon reviewed con-
siderably. The embedding of inhabitants is 
greater in the Ždánice microregion model 
territory, and this is also manifested in the 
selection of place of burial. Even though the 
inhabitants of this microregion also migrate 
towards larger towns (e.g. Brno), we can 
see that some of the inhabitants in question 
“ask for” a burial in their native community, 
e.g. in family graves. There is still there-
fore a permanent bond between the person 
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involved and his or her birthplace, the place 
in which he/she grew up, ansd the place as-
sociated with the presence of family and 
friends (as is also demonstrated by the above 
mentioned greater significance of family in 
the Moravian model territory). The union 
of rural inhabitants with their place of resi-
dence and surrounding countryside has roots 
in the type of countryside management, i.e. 
agriculture. For peasants, agriculture means 
not only working activity and livelihood, but 
also an attachment to and responsibility for 
soil, forests and waters, as well as the crosses 
and chapels present in open country (Lapka 
and Gottlieb 2000). 

This study does not aspire to the ad-
vancement of any generally accepted conclu-
sions. It is rather a partial work presenting 
a “new” or rather neglected, taboo topic, not 
only in geography, but also in other sciences. 
The article extends greatly into geography, 
sociology and psychology—something that 
is desirable as regards the scope of the topic. 
The study introduces differences in the in-
fluence funeral ceremonies exert on family 
networks in two rural model territories, and 
the results show the fundamental differ-

ences existing in respect of such phenomena 
with regard (and searching for the context) 
to both horizontal and vertical geographical 
position. 
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