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ABSTRACT

A STUDY OF ETHNICITY IN AN ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN CEMETERY IN
FLINT, MICHIGAN

By
Nicole Jennifer Burritt

This thesis examines ethnicity through the lens of changing gravestone attributes
in an 0rthod§x Christian Cemetery in Flint, Michigan. Immigrants from Central and
Southeastern Europe as well as second-generation and later Americans are represented in
the cemetery. Attributes on gravestones are compared among individuals based on their
origin (categorized as North American- or foreign-born) to explore changing styles which
represent negotiations of identity as an immigrant population becomes increasingly
integrated into mainstream American culture. By situating these results within the
broader realm of gravestone studies and anthropology, changes sensitive to ethnic
identity and assimilation can be examined in concert with changes due to larger societal
trends. One of the key findings in this study is the identification of pronounced
differences in the way that ethnic identity markers (such as language of inscription) are
selected for the gravestones of foreign-born as compared to North American-born
individuals. This suggests that ethnic identity as represented in the cemetery may vary
greatly among individuals based on their origin, despite a broader shared status as
“ethnics.” This has implications for subsequent research on ethnicity in cemeteries, as it
is common in past studies for gravestones to be grouped as “ethnic” without

consideration to individual origin.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Statement of Problem

Cemeteries represent concentrations of the material culture of death, in which
elements such as gravemarkers, associated funerary structures, and grave site decorations
can reveal insights into social organization, behavior, identity, and beliefs. Historical
archaeology in particular offers the opportunity to explore ethnic identity in a mortuary
context using a combination of material evidence and documentary sources. This thesis
will examine the negotiation of ethnic identity as evidenced by changing gravestone
attributes among North American-born and foreign-born (immigrant) individuals in an
Orthodox Christian cemetery in Flint, Michigan using both a quantitative and qualitative
approach. In this paper, the term “Orthodox” refers to Eastern Orthodox Christianity, of
which a number of branches, commonly associated with specific ethnicities or
nationalities, exist (such as Russian Orthodox, Serbian Orthodox, and Ukrainian
Orthodox). The results will be situated in the context of existing research on ethnicity as
evidenced in the historical cemetery and on ethnic and religious identity negotiation and
acculturation among immigrants and their descendants, as well as archaeological
approaches to ethnicity and material mortuary culture.

Richard E. Meyer’s 1993 introduction to Ethnicity and the American Cemetery
states: “Collectively, America’s ethnic cemeteries represent largely untapped resources
for the study of evolving patterns of ethnicity in American culture” (Meyer 1993:3). In
2007, Gary Collison, in the introduction to the annual publication of the Association for
Gravestone Studies, Markers, noted “there are many potential topics I would like to see

covered in future issues of Markers including. ..ethnic cemeteries, especially the so-
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called ‘national’ cemeteries for immigrant groups” (Collison 2007:v). A number of
studies followed Meyer’s original suggestion (e.g. Gradwohl 1993, Watters 1994,
Garman 1994; Bennett 1994; Jamieson 1995; Handler 1996; Zucchi 1997; Prince 2002;
Eckert 2002; Goldstein and Buikstra 2004; Hodge 2005, Gradwohl 2007), making clear
the vast and ever-expanding range of possibilities for research on historical ethnic
cemeteries, as well as the need for both comparative data and research on often neglected
ethnic groups. The proposed thesis will build on this important and growing body of
work, while contributing to the literature of historical ethnic cemeteries.
Review of Literature

A number of previous works have addressed the topic of ethnicity in historical
American cemeteries. Perhaps the most comprehensive contribution to this area of study
has been Richard E. Meyer’s Ethnicity in the American Cemetery (1993). This edited
volume features essays on a variety of different ethnic cemeteries (e.g. Native American,
Jewish, Euro-American, Mexican-American, Polynesian, and Asian). Similarly, Richard
E. Meyer’s Cemeteries and Gravemarkers: Voices of American Culture (1989) also
includes essays on ethnic cemeteries (e.g. African-American, Mexican-American). In
both volumes, the essays are primarily descriptive, and interpretations are based largely
on comparative ethnographic, historical, and documentary sources on the ethnic groups.
Similarly, Markers has also published a number of articles on ethnic cemeteries,
primarily those representing Western European-American, Native American, and
African-American populations. The essays and articles noted above provide valuable
examples on how issues of ethnic identity and acculturation in the historical cemetery can

be explored. Primarily, they rely on a qualitative approach, but studies on ethnic
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cemeteries also benefit from the use of quantitative approaches and the exploration of
different facets of ethnic identity among less-studied groups.
Historical Cemeteries as Places to Study Ethnic Interaction

A common theme in studies on historical ethnic cemeteries in America has been
the interaction between native or oppressed cultures (i.e. African American, Native
American) and Euro-American culture. In particular, such studies address issues of
acculturation and resistance as manifested in mortuary artifacts (such as gravemarkers).
For example, Prince (2002) and Blackman (1973) focus on above-ground mortuary
materials in First Nation and Native American cemeteries, and what these reveal about
the processes of Euro-American cultural oppression and Native identity negotiation.
Garman (1994) examines the negotiation of race as evidenced by the selection of
attributes for African-American and Euro-American gravestones, as does Tashjian and
Tashjian (1989), while Jamieson (1995) and Watters (1994) explore African slave burial
practices. All of these articles focus on the interaction between cultures and the resultant
tensions in symbols of ethnicity, a theme relevant to the research proposed here.

Likewise, Hodge (2005) examines burial practices at a eighteenth century
Wampanoag Quaker cemetery to examine the ways in which Wampanoags resisted some
acculturation efforts, while adopting certain Quaker burial practices that coincided with
their beliefs. Similarly, Whelan (1991) examines a nineteenth century Dakota cemetery
in southeastern Minnesota with the goal of identifying Dakota gender categories signified
using both Native and Euro-American grave goods.

On the other hand, Euro-American burial practices in America have lent insight

into how European immigrants adapted to their new environment, and which mortuary



practices they maintained or modified. Goldstein and Brinkmann (2008) explore Russian
burial practices, among others, at the California Fort Ross colony, and suggest that an
adherence to Russian Orthodox burial practices may represent a way to provide “comfort
or even an insurance policy” in the face of foreign environmental hazards (Goldstein and
Brinkmann 2008:17). Jeane (2007) also identifies the retention of mortuary practices
among Euro-Americans. He argues for an English rather than Native American origin for
graveshelters by noting their antiquity in England cemeteries, and the continuity of their
usage from England to America. Jeane suggests that Native Americans may have adapted

this practice from English immigrants who modified it from lych-gates. These articles
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point to the ways in which ethnic interaction and mortuary behavior retention and
adaptation can be explored in cemeteries. In particular, a focus on Native-American,
African-American, and Western Euro-American mortuary practices (with the exception
of Goldstein and Brinkmann 2008) can be observed in ethnic cemetery literature. The
next section explores studies on Eastern European ethnic cemeteries in America, with
special emphasis on Orthodox Christian cemeteries.
Eastern European Orthodox Cemeteries in North America

Studies on Eastern European Orthodox cemeteries in North America are
underrepresented compared to those of other ethnic and religious immigrant groups. This
is due in part to the relatively recent arrival of Eastern Europeans in the U.S.; Orthodox
Eastern Europeans did not arrive in any significant numbers to this continent until the late
nineteenth century. Of the research on Orthodox Christian cemeteries in North America,
studies on Orthodox Ukrainian cemeteries appear to be the most common (e.g. Carlson-

Cumbo 1989, Kostecki 1989, Medwidsky 1989, and Graves 1993). These examine



Ukrainian-Canadian, (and in Grave’s case, Ukrainian-American) gravemarkers for what
they can reveal about acculturation and identity retention among Ukrainian immigrants
and their descendants. Specifically, these articles focus on symbols of ethnicity on
gravestones, although the observed data are not quantified.

In addition to the aforementioned studies, Paraskevas (2006) and Eckert (2002)
both examine language use patterns among immigrants and their descendants. Greek
immigrants are discussed in the former article, and Czech (non-Orthodox) immigrants in
the latter. Both authors observe the different changes that language use in inscriptions
undergoes, and how it becomes more formulaic and less specific or personalized through
time as language fluency is lost in subsequent generations. These approaches are quite
valuable for what they reveal about the process of acculturation among Eastern
Europeans. However, the field of ethnicity and historical cemetery studies can also
benefit from studies that employ a quantitative approach, which adds an additional layer
of understanding to observed phenomena.

Quantitative Approaches to Ethnic Cemeteries

A number of historical above-ground cemetery studies do utilize quantitative
approaches, such as Clark (1987) and McGuire (1988) in which gravestone
characteristics between “nonethnics” and “ethnics” are quantitatively compared.
Similarly, Gorman and DiBlasi (1981) take a quantitative approach to examining
differences in gravestone characteristics between immigrants and native-born; these
categories are determined based on birth place information provided in gravestone
inscriptions (Gorman and DiBlasi 1981:82). In addition, Mallios and Caterino (2007)

demonstrate a comprehensive quantitative approach to the study of gravemarker



attributes in San Diego County cemeteries, although they do not directly address
ethnicity. Gradwohl (1988, 1993, 2007) employs quantitative methods in his
ethnoarchaeological approach to intra-diversity in Jewish cemeteries, specifically in the
quantitative comparison of gravestone attributes such as language. These studies
demonstrate ways in which a quantitative approach adds to an understanding of ethnicity
in historical cemeteries, and serve as a basis from which additional quantitative research
can build.

A quantitative approach can provide a more nuanced understanding of patterned
change through time among gravestone attributes by making explicit quantifiable
differences, and reveal the ways in which attributes relate to one another. In addition, the
careful and controlled recording of gravestone attributes (including text) preserves the
cemetery data even after gravemarkers may be removed or destroyed. A variety of
comparative approaches are enabled through the use of quantitative techniques, for
example both inter- and intra-cemetery studies are facilitated, which is important for
gaining an understanding of these issues across space, time, and ethnic affiliation.
Ethnicity and Identity

A brief mention should be made here regarding the use of the terms “ethnicity”
and “identity” (the meanings behind these terms are explored in greater depth in Chapter
2). The two terms themselves can introduce confusion if their meaning as understood
here is not made explicit. A number of publications have raised issues surrounding the
use of the terms “ethnicity” (e.g. Barth 1969, Stein 1975, Stern 1977, Morawska 1977,
Cohen 1978, Patterson 1978, Kushner 1980, Padgett 1980, McGuire 1981, Brubaker

2004, Trimble and Dickson) and “identity” (Bennett 1978, Hammond 1988, Naylor 1997,



Brubaker and Cooper 2000), and the intersection between the two (i.e. “ethnic identity”).
In this research project, the concept of ethnic identity needs to be understood in a way
that is relevant to its study as manifested by above-ground material culture in a historical
cemetery. Therefore, identity as used in this project refers to the variety of social roles
(social persona) that an individual occupies in life (e.g. wife, mother, factory worker,
practicing Orthodox Christian, Macedonian, immigrant, priest, president of fraternal
organization), and the roles that are made visible through the process of selection of
attributes for an individual’s gravemarker by friends or family. Identity can become
implicit or explicit depending on context (i.e. situational identity) (Trimble and Dickson
2008.)

Ethnicity is defined here as the association (by self-ascription or group
acceptance) with an ethnic group, which is in turn defined as a group of individuals who
are connected by certain shared cultural and social traits, which might include language,
religion, common ancestry, place of origin and nationality, that are perceived as requisite
for membership in the group. Specific symbols, reflecting the requisite cultural and
social traits, are utilized to maintain and adapt boundaries between members and
nonmembers. This definition accepts the basic tenets of ethnicity as set forth by
Vermeulen and Govers (1994), and acknowledges the social and cultural (and indirectly,
psychological and behavioral), aspects of ethnicity noted by others. In addition, the view
of ethnic groups as maintaining and adjusting barriers with “nonmembers” is also
retained (e.g. Barth 1969, McGuire 1981). I accept the assumption that ethnicity persists,

but often in adaptive permutations, particularly as the expression and content of ethnic



identity changes through time (and generations). This view is advocated by Bodnar
(1976), Stern (1977), Scourby (1980), and Erdmans (1995), among others.

With the exception of a small number of pre-need gravestones, individuals in the
cemetery of interest do not appear to typically choose their own gravestones. However, I
argue that one’s identity as seen by relatives and the ethnic community is different
depending on whether one originated from America (as the descendants of immigrants)
or was an immigrant oneself. This perceived identity affected the attributes that were
selected for one’s gravestone, as did the identities of those who chose the gravestone. It
is important to recognize that, although individuals themselves are not choosing the
attributes for their own gravestones in the vast majority of cases, their identity in life still
has meaning within their family and ethnic community that influences the gravestone
attributes that are ultimately selected.

Background of Dataset

The dataset for this thesis was recorded at the St. Nicholas Orthodox Cemetery in
Flint, Michigan. The cemetery’s associated church, the St. Nicholas Orthodox Church,
was established under the Russian Missionaries Diocese in 1916. The land for the St.
Nicholas Orthodox cemetery was purchased by the church on April 16, 1918. The
cemetery was initially referred to in obituaries as the “Russian Cemetery,” and later
became known by its present name (Biernacki 1995:9). The earliest gravestone dates to
1918. Although a total of approximately 255 gravestones or gravestone locations were
noted, the published burial records list a total of over 450 individuals buried (Hardy
2000). Part of the discrepancy may come from the fact that many are shared gravestones;

however, it appears that some gravestones may be missing, due to decay or vandalism.




Chapter 3 provides a more in-depth examination of the circumstances surrounding
Southeastern and Central European immigration in the late nineteenth and twentieth
century; however, a brief overview is provided here. Immigrants from the Austro-
Hungarian and Russian Empires composed the early congregation of the church
associated with the cemetery. Their countries of origin included Russia, Yugoslavia,
Austria-Hungary, Poland, Macedonia, Romania, Czechoslovakia, and Ukraine. These
individuals had emigrated from primarily agricultural areas, in which a number of social,
political and economic upheavals were in flux. Land reforms which divided up
communal land holdings into individual plots that were often too small for subsistence,
rapid population increases, agricultural depression, and the transition from a feudal goods
and services exchange-based economy to a modern, money-based economy were all
factors in the decision to immigrate (Morawska 1984, Blank 1994).

Such changes resulted in a large, excess agricultural population who did not have
enough land to support themselves; they began migrating to find money-based labor jobs
within Europe. Industrial America soon became a draw. Peasants could earn
substantially more in America than in Europe. Letters home from relatives and friends
who had already migrated to America, or their demonstrations of success upon returning,
provided a positive impetus for those considering the move. Many of these migrants did
not intend to stay in America, but rather desired to earn enough to return home and buy
an adequate amount of land in their home village. However, due to circumstances and
the formation of new ties, a number of migrants remained in America.

Flint offered a draw for immigrants because of its burgeoning industry in the early

twentieth century. Flint housed a number of auto manufacturing plants during this time,



and during both World Wars manufactured war-time equipment such as tanks. The
economic down-turn Flint experienced beginning in the 1960s (Thomas 2005) likely
reduced its appeal for new arrivals, effectively preventing an influx of new immigrants
from Central and Southeastern Europe following the removal of immigration restrictions
in the 1960s (Vrga 1971). Chapter 4 examines the social and economic history of Flint,
and explores the ways in which Eastern European immigrants adapted to life in industrial
Flint.

Immigrants from Central and Southeastern Europe filled low-level factory jobs in
early twentieth-century America. They also suffered discrimination, and were the focus
of a number of Americanization movements designed to fully assimilate the immigrants
(Graham and Koed 1993). Central and Southeastern European immigrants were
frequently viewed with suspicion and distrust, especially following the Bolshevik
revolution, and the “red scares” of the 1950s (Roucek 1969). The 1924 Immigration Act
drastically restricted immigrants from these regions (Gabaccia 1996). This served to
facilitate assimilation, and also resulted in a “culture clash” between the “old” Central
and Southeastern European immigrants (those from the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century) and their descendants, and the “new” immigrants from the same
regions who arrived in the 1960s following the removal of restrictions with the
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 (Vrga 1971).

Church Affiliation and Composition of the Congregation

From 1916 to 1949, the St. Nicholas Orthodox Church was a member of the

Russian Orthodox Greek Catholic Church in America, which at that time was also known

as the Metropolia (Biernacki 1995:22). In August of 1949, a decision was made to bring
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the parish under the jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Synod Abroad. Twenty-eight
years later, the parish and the Bulgarian Diocese of Toledo rejoined the Orthodox Church
in America (formerly the Metropolia). The Orthodox Church in America, with which the
St. Nicholas Church is still affiliated today, incorporates multiple Orthodox churches
without aligning itself with a specific ethnicity or nationality. Father Znamensky, who
became priest of the St. Nicholas Orthodox Church in 1944, made a point to emphasize
the multi-ethnic character of the congregation to enhance unity and encourage the parish
to expand. He also instituted a gradual transition in the language of worship from Church
Slavonic to English in the mid 1940s (Biernacki 1995:21), suggesting that English had
become the common language of the congregation by this time.

Although the multi-ethnic nature of the congregation may seem anomalous, in
light of the fact that Orthodox Churches are often affiliated with specific ethnicities or
nationalities (e.g. Serbian Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, Ukrainian Orthodox, Greek
Orthodox), it was not unusual for different ethnicities to share a church when
congregation numbers precluded the formation of separate churches by ethnicity
(Hoerder 1996:245). Smith states “in the Old World, the developing sense of people-
hood depended heavily upon religious identification, in some cases more so than upon
language or myths about common descent” (Smith 1978:1161). This speaks to how the
immigrants were able to overcome ethnic and linguistic differences and unite to a certain
extent under their shared religion for the purpose of worship and a sense of community.
The history of the St. Nicholas Orthodox Church is addressed in greater detail in Chapter

4.
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Research and Methodology

Chapter 5 provides a detailed description of methodology and research techniques
utilized in this study, however, a summary is provided here. In October of 2007, a
number of variables were recorded at the St. Nicholas Orthodox Cemetery. These
included size, shape, style, and material of gravestones, iconography, names, dates, and
other inscriptions, language used for inscriptions, and the size of symbols and inscriptions
relative to the area of the gravestone face. In addition, gravestones were photographed,
and epitaphs in Church Slavonic, Macedonian, Romanian, Russian, Serbian, and
Ukrainian were translated into English. See Appendix A for the dataset. |

Initially, variables on all gravestones were analyzed to determine general trends
through time within the cemetery. Descriptive statistics were compiled for continuous
variables, and consisted of total number of cases, mean, median, mode, minimum,
maximum, and standard deviation (Appendix B). Exploratory Data Analysis (EDA) was
used to analyze both continuous and meristic variables for the total cemetery dataset.
The chi-square test was performed on categorical, non-parametric data, including form,
style, and material of gravestones, the language of inscription, number of motifs per
gravestone, and cross type on gravestones. In all cases, the cut off level for significance
was 0=0.05. Variables which exhibited significant results are addressed below. See
Appendix C for the chi-square results.

These statistical tests were carried out to determine if variation between time
periods was due to random “sampling” variation, or if there was in fact significant
patterned differences between time periods. Following these initial analyses, the burial

records from the church (Hardy 2000), as well as immigration, naturalization, and census
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records, were utilized to assign origin to individuals for the purposes of comparison
between North American- and foreign-born gravestones.
General Trends in the Cemetery

Variables that exhibited patterned change through time for the whole cemetery
were gravestone form, style, and material, language of inscription, number of motifs per
gravestone, and cross type. Variables that did not exhibit patterned change through time
include epitaph length, the direction gravestones face, and number of individuals per
gravestone.

Differences between North American- and Foreign-Born

Following these analyses, the gravestone dataset for the cemetery was divided
into two groups based on an individual’s place of origin: North American-born,
designating those who were listed in the Church’s burial register as from Canada or
America, and foreign-born, those listed as originating from Central or Southeastern
Europe. This was done to highlight gravestone attribute choices that can lend insight
into the process of acculturation and identity negotiation through time. Gravestones were
the units of analysis rather than individuals, although individual place of origin was used
to assign a gravestone to a category.

Exploratory Data Analysis was then used to compare trends among North
American-born and foreign-born. Line graphs were constructed to examine how the
occurrence of certain gravestone attributes changed through time for the two groups. The
results show that differences between North American- and foreign-born gravestone
attributes in an Orthodox cemetery include: language of inscription, variety in number of

motifs, use of cross type, and form and material of gravestones. In addition, changing
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patterns of immigrants are revealed through the graphing of gravestones by place of
origin for each time period. The nature of these changes was interpreted using multiple
lines of evidence concerning the community, economic and historical trends in Flint,
Michigan, and characteristics of this ethnic and religious group. Results for all analyses
are discussed in Chapters 6 and 7.

Historical research was undertaken concerning the Eastern European Orthodox
community in Flint, and centered on exploring the ways in which this community
intersected with the larger non-Orthodox community, the institutions and community
groups they formed, and broader economic, social, and historical trends in Flint. This
research utilized census data, city directories, newspapers, and church records. Studies of
acculturation of Orthodox and Eastern European immigrants in America were also drawn
on to develop a framework of analysis for identifying acculturation and identity
negotiation in a mortuary context; this is discussed further in Chapter 4.

Significance of Research to the Field of Anthropology

This thesis contributes to the literature on ethnicity and historical cemeteries by
taking a quantitative approach that utilizes statistical and Exploratory Data Analysis
techniques. The quantitative analysis of specific gravestone attributes allows patterned
change through time among North American- and foreign-born Orthodox Christians to be
observed and quantified, and enables statistically relevant interpretations to be made
regarding these changes. By quantifying changes and differences in gravestone
attributes, one moves beyond the anecdotal observation stage and can make testable

statements regarding choice of gravestone attributes in an ethnic and religious
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community. This approach also allows for comparisons to be made with other cemetery
datasets.

As the study of ethnicity in historical cemeteries becomes increasingly recognized
for the contribution it can make to the understanding of mortuary beliefs, issues of
identity negotiation, and change through subsequent generations, there is a growing need
for data on often neglected immigrant groups. Few studies have been done on Orthodox
Christian gravemarkers in the United States (Paraskevas 2006, Carlson-Cumbo 1989,
Kostecki 1989, Medwidsky 1989, and Graves 1993), and virtually none of these utilize a
quantitative approach. It is hoped that this thesis will facilitate subsequent quantitative
studies on historical gravemarkers in Orthodox cemeteries in the United States.
Likewise, this research contributes to the growing literature utilizing quantitative
methods in historical cemeteries, as well as generates additional data and interpretations

on an often-neglected religious and ethnic group.
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