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Bukovynian Funeral Customs

There are many key events or important times which have
a major effect on a person's life. One of the events in this
life cycle is death. A number of beliefs and/or rituals have
arisen surrounding death to help those who remain deal with
the separation, since death, no matter what is believed to
occur afterward, marks the physical termination of an indiv-
idual's presence. These rites of passage manifested themselves
in many unique ways among the Bukovynian settlers in Canada,
who brought them to the new land. This paper then deals with
the funeral customs practised by those settlers from Bukovyna
living in East-Central Alberta as remembered by one informant
who was a member of that community. I have attempted to document
these funeral customs while at the same time discover the
beliefs associated with them and determine how they have changed
with the passing of time.

The informant for this study is John Achtymichuk, a
Bukovynian Ukrainian originally from the East-Central Alberta
bloc settlement. John was born on a farm near the town of
Smoky Lake in 1916 and remembers well the customs and traditions
of his family and the other Bukovynian settlers living in
the area. The collection took place by means of a taped inter-
view at Mr. Achtymichuk's home in Edmonton. A verbatim transcript
of the interview is located at the end of the paper.

I chose Mr. Achtymichuk for the interview because of

my personal relationship with him -- he is my mother's cousin --



which I felt would permit me to discover more information
than I would have been able with a stranger, and for his
general logquacity. Once in the interview, though, John did
not seem to volunteer as much information as I expected he
would. Whether this was because my expectations were too
high or because he was not able to remember everything, I
do not know. I believe, however, that it was partly due
to his nervousness over the situation, a feeling compunded
by the fact that he did not understand my first gquestion
asked in relation to the funeral customs. Overall, though,
Mr. Achtymichuk was able to remember a good deal of information
about the Bukovynian funeral customs practised in his area,
but many times was not able to recall or did not know the
beliefs associated with those customs.
From Mr. Achtymichuk's description, it seems that bukovynian
funerals had three main sections in them: the activities
and rituals in the home before, during, and after the death
of an individual; the transporting of the body, generally
from the home, to the cemetary; and the actual burial.
Preparations for one's death were begun by the individual

years beforehand with the prparing of one's own funeral clothes
(the clothes in which one wished to be buried) and rushnyky,
special towels which would be given at the funeral as payment
to the pallbearers and gravediggers. At the time which John

remembers, only the older women carried on this tradition.

The younger women and the men did not do this, but instead

were buried in the good clothes which would be worn for



special holidays. For the women these clothes were still
traditional Ukrainian dress, but for the men these clothes
were the store-bought suits common to the rest of Canadian
society.

Due to the fact that there were no hospitals in the
area, the sick were looked after in the home and that is
also where their deaths occured. When it was evident that
a person was dying, he was taken to the 'velyka kimnata'
or special room of the usually two-room house, and around
him gathered his family and close friends, quietly praying
and talking with him. Candles were also lit in the room
and one was given to the dying person to hold. Once death
occured, the body was washed and dressed and placed on a
bench in the 'velyka kimnata'. This bench would be made
up like a bed and would usuvally, with other benches for
people to sit on, be one of the cnly pieces of furniture
left in the room, everything else having been taken outsice
or placed in the grainary to make room for the numbers of
2eople who would come. The body would lie in the house
for usually three days (John believed this was done to allow
friends ané relatives to come from far away and for the
religious significance of Jesus Christ having been in the
tomb for three days.) cduring which people would come to
pay their respects. During these three days candles were
always burning and there would always be someone sitting
with the body. On the third day, the priest would come

and everyone would gather for a special lunch ('obid'),



4

after which the priest would perform the 'parastas' or funeral
service, After the 'parastas', the body would be placed

in a coffin which had been built during the three day repose
and would be made ready for transport to the cemetary.

The body was taken outsicde and¢ placed on a wagon to

be transported to the cemetary (John remembers having been
told or having read that in the 0l1d Country the body would
alwvays be transported by sled, even in summer, but hz said

he never saw that cdone in Canada.). The procession would
begin with the body being transported and most of the rest

of the people going by foot and carrying candles, icons
brought from the church, and 'kolachi'® or small ritual loaves
which they had been given by the family at the 'obid'.

As the procession went along, it would be stopped at each
crossroaé and roacdside shrine, where the priest would perform
another prayer service. Mr. Achtymichuk could not remember
what this service entailed, except that there was a reacding
from the Gospel. The funeral procession would continue

in this manrer, stopping at each crossroads, until it

reachead the cemetary.

The cemetary itself would be located right near the
church or scomevhere in the immediate vicinity. John dicd not feel
that there was any significance to the position of the cemetary
or the graves in it, except that graves of suicides wvere
separated from the others and sometimes were not even located
in the consecrated ground itself. He believed that this

was cdue to the fact that suicicde was considered a very great



sin by the Church. At the graveside, the priest would celebrate
a short internment service, after which everyone would return
to their own homes. One significant fact that John mentioned
here was that at every burial there would always be ritual
wvailers, in his district two older women, who would be invited
by the family to ccme and 'zawodyty' or 'premowyity' (lament)
over the deceased. These wailers, who were always women would
approach the open ccffin, say a small prayer, then bend over
so they could look the deaceased in the face and wail in a
ritual fashion. In their 'zawody' these women would recall
the life of the deceased and also mention all that he left
behind and how everyone would suffer because of his passing.
The effect of these 'zawody', which were always addressed
directly to the deceased as if he were still present, was

such that everyone would be weeping uncontrollably by the

end.

Though the funeral itself would end with the graveside
ceremony, after six weeks there would be a memorial service
and as well at one year, two years, and sometimes five or
ten years after the actual death. At these memorial services,
the family and close friends would gather around the grave
with the priest, who would perform a short prayer service.

When asked about the beliefs were associated with the
various funeral rituals he described, Mr. Achtymichuk was
often not able to come up with any. I think this is partly
due to the fact that he could not remember them and partly

due to the fact that he did not know them in the first place.
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From talking with him, it is my opinion that Mr. Achtymichuk
has, for lack of a better term, a matter-or-fact view of
these rituals, in that he analizes them in a very practical
manner, according to their usefulness. A good example of
this is that when asked why there were three days between
the death and the burial, he first answered that it was to
give relatives time to come from far away, and only when
asked if their could be a ritual significance did he speculate
that it might be associated with the length of time Jesus
spent in the grave. He also repeatedly stressed the amount
of work and hardship (both physical and emotional) that preparing
for a funeral was on the family and other such 'mundane’
things -- the length of time taken by the funeral procession,
the difficulty the horses would have pulling a sled in summer
~- while emphesizing how.'dywho'! {strange: or odd) some of the
more ritualistic customs were -- dressing a young girl as
a bride at her funeral and stopping at each crossroad during
the funeral procession. This entire view of the o0ld rituals
can be wrapped up in his answer to the question: "How did
these customs change over time?" He replied that today it
was much better, since the funerals were much shorter and
everything was handled by a funeral home, making it much
easier on the family.

One interesting belief that John did mention, though,
is the how the whole view of death has changed since his
grandmother's time. Whereas today the separation and loss

are emphasized in funerals, the generation which John's grand-



mother belonged to saw death not as life's end, but its con-
tinuation in a much better place where there is no sickness

or hardship. The question now is did the changing world

view alter the way funerals were celebrated, or did the changing
facts of life in an ever-modernising society change the world
view of the people? I belive that both are equally true,

in that in the new land with new situations arising (the

advent of funeral homes and the spread of hospitals) many

of the old beliefs were lost, and with the loss of belief,

rituals soon become almost meaningless tradition and thus

were discarded as well.
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flkl icHyw0Tr BipyBaHHA Npo CMepTh, NOXOPOHH, i,.T.m,

nos'AszanNi 3 UMMM 3IBUYAAMU?

flk 3 4yacom smiHuaxca ni s3suual i BipyBaHHA?

1, Un icuysan¥ sxichk nonepeiXeHHsA UM 3HAKM, AKL TOBOPHIM
Ipo Te, mo B XaTi ckopo 6yle CMepTn?

2., U4 MOxHa 6yno 6 YHHKHYTH cMeDTi nicaf uux nonepeixeHs?
3. U BCci snwI¥ Bipuau B ui nonepenxeHHA?

4. Komn nwiuHa Zywe xpBopina, Yu BOHA AKMMOCEH UMHOM JO
cMepTi roTyeanuca?

5. llo poauHa po6ura, KOJH BMHpaNa JAw0LHHA?
6. fx BH3Havanu, MO JWIMHA B¥e IoMepra? XTo Le pobus?
7. llo craBanoca, KOAXM NOMepJa JOIHHA?

8. HAx roToBHsM HeGiXUHMKa Ha INOXOPOH —- OIAr, UUCTKA,
i.r.n. ? XT0o ne pobus?

9. U HebixuMka kianu B TpyHy? Xro 11 po6uB? fAK BOHA
6yna?

10, e nexas Hebixuuk nicaa cmepTi?

11. XTo cToAB HaBKOJO Hebixumxa? o BOHM POGHIH?
12. flKk CKOPO CAYXMJAH NOXOPOH nicaA cMepTi moduHKT?
13, K TepeBo3USH HeGiXYHKA JO LEPKBH?

14, llo cTaBpanoCA NepeBO3AYH HEGiXYKMKa JO LEePKBHU?
15. Mo cTaBasocAa nmipn wac moxopoHa?

16. llicas moxopoHa, mo cTaBajoca?

17. ILe HaxozuBca rpi6?

18. flk mepeBO3uJ¥ HeGixuWka Lo rpoby?

19. lic cTaBamocd HaBKOJNO Tpoly?

20. llo nmotTim crtapsanoca? UM noMHEKA Oynu?



21. Y¥ cayxmiam naHaxuly ato moch Take? Hoau? llo craBanoca
B 1MX maHaxupax?

22. XT0 BCE BJAETOBYBaB Ha NOXODOHHU?

23. llo po6una poxuna? fAx BOHa NPOBOJUJIACA?

24, Uo pobuau iHmi swau? HE BOHY TNOROIUAUCA?

25. Y amneft 6yno crneuiAanbHuil Tpayp?

26. UM MOXOPOHH 3MIHUJHUCH, XOIHU noMmep/nomMepna: I-HeoLpy-
%eHa?; 2-HeXpemeHHa INHUTUHA?; 3-camorybeilp?; 4-swilUHAa

siznyuena sin UepkBu?; 5-3A04YMHENb UKW yOGHBIA?

27. Ax 3 yacoM a3MmiuuaucAa Uil moxopoHHi 3BHUAL?

fl 6yny SasysaTd Mok BiomicTh mepesaxHo Ha iHTepB'® 3
OIHMM iHpopMAaTOpOM, IBaH AxTMMifuyx, xoTpuU#f A 3anumy Ha

TaceMi,
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[lporioauiiigs npoekTy:

ByxoBMHCBbKLI NOXOpoHH1 BipyBaHHA H 3BHYAl

fl s6upaweca jJocaiixysaru MOXOPOHHLI BipyBaHHA i aBHUYal,

AK BOHM icHyBaJM B OyKOBHHCbBKOMY HacCeJeHHi Kojo cena
Cmoxi Jle¥ix B AnpGepri, HapozHi 3BHYal npo cmepTh i
IIOXOPOHU, AK BUJL POAMHRUX O0O6pANiB, HasexaThb 40 (POJABKIODY,
60 BOHH, CYNPOTH THX oQiuidHux ob6paziB lepkeH, HedopManbHO
icHYy©OTE B NWJACLKOMY MTT1; BOHM lCHyB2aX BLE cTapolaBHUX
yacip 1 B HHX 36epirawThkca jeAkl npuMmiTuBH1, norasHcheki
BipyBaHHaA, YacoM fe3s 6araTboX 3MiH; BOHM mepelawnThCA
HOBUM ITOKOJIHHAM yYCHO afo IpHKIaLOM, a HEe 3a JLOIOOMOTOR
dopManbHux cTyailt; neBHi 3BHUYAL 1HKOAM 1CHYKHTE TiNbKH

B IaHi¥ rpoMani, a He B iHuMx rpomarax.

A BupimMB onUcyBaTH NHOXOPOHHI 3BHUYal 6YKOBHHCBKOI'O Hace-
JEHHA CXiJIHBO-IIEHTpPanbHOl Anb6epTH, AK IX 3a3HaB Mi#
ingopmarop, IBan AxTUmifiuyk, xuByur B Li#f rpomazni s

1918 poky no Haw 4Yac, ﬂhaxom 6yay aHaniaysamu BipyBaHHAd,
KOoTpl nmoer'AszaHl 3 UMMH 3BHUYAMH, HO0 BH3HAYHUTH IXHe
3Ha4YeHHA., JYKiHODLI A Xoyy BH3HAUUTH, AK sMiHHMJgHcA Oi
3B¥Yal # BipyBaHH#A, SAK rpoMasa posnajanaca i AK poO3BH-

paaucAa i aMmiuxoBaauca 11 3p'A3xky 3 iHOMMM CpoMalaMH.

AxuMu 6yaM 1OXOPOHHI 3BHral CYKOBHHCBKHX [NOCENEHb B

cxigHpo-neHTpanbHit AnrbepTi Hamoro croairTaA?



