


The Coffin in the Attic 
Gifts, Debts and the Catholic Church in Rural Lithuania 

This book applies anthropological theories of gift exchange to rural Lithuania, which 
until now has been of interest to foreign anthropologists primarily from the point of 

author argues on the basis of field research in a rural parish that donations, sacrifices 
and material and immaterial exchanges of many kinds enabled the Catholic Church 
to survive during the Soviet period and continue to underpin its operation in the 
present.  

To believe is to be involved in a relationship, and exchange practices play a 
significant role in the creation and maintenance of such social connections. For a 

indebtedness to God. Catholic obligations and roles are reproduced during the mass 
and going to church has long been their most important social practice. Fluctuations 
and long-term decline in church attendance are interpreted differently by clergy and 
laity. The latter emphasize the excessive time taken by the priest, different 
approaches to praying and certain rituals as the main reasons for not going to 
church. Prayers and acceptance of the Host play an important role for those who 
consider going to church a spatiotemporal and celebratory experience. Yet death is 
the topic that puts everything worldly into perspective and affects people equally. 
Funerals emerge as important manifestations of social connections. The soliciting of 
gifts on this occasion disguises obligatory transactions by presenting them as 
voluntary.  

As it unfolds over seven chapters, this book builds on ethnographically 
documented exchanges between parishioners, the church, the clergy and the dead. In 
doing so, it fleshes out the significance of give-and-take practices for the Catholic 
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152, 154, 164, 167, 170, 177, see 
also religiosity; Roman Catholic 
Church 

love 18, 24, 80-1, 85-6, 88, 94, 144, 
152, 170 

marriage  x, 18, 34, 61, 64, 72-3, 78, 
81-2, 85-7, 94, 103, 105, 108, 
119-20, 175, see also wedding 

Mary 48, 59, 87, 91, 97n, 102, 121, 
170, see also God; Jesus 

mass 3, 9-10, 25-32, 36, 44, 46, 55, 
63-4, 66-7, 71, 74, 77, 78-80, 86-
9, 93, 97-102, 104-9, 111, 113-4, 
116-24, 127-8, 131, 133-4, 142-5, 
148, 151, 156-7, 164-5, 168-70, 
172-7; requesting 27-9, 31, 44, 79, 
102, 131, 133-4, 142-5, 148, 168, 
see also non-practicing Catholic; 
priest 

men (male/ father/ brother)  x, 9, 24, 
32, 57, 80-1, 86-8, 89-94, 97, 101, 
112, 118-21, 135, 140, 145-6, 
157-8, 170; in church space 9, 89-
92, 97, 101, 118, see also family; 
kinship; women 

money  x, 1, 11, 13, 19, 23-4, 26-9, 
31, 38, 44, 72, 74-7, 79-80, 93, 95, 
103, 117, 133, 141, 143, 151, 161, 
168-9, 175-6, see also alienation; 
gift, of money; item/ object in 
exchange, material 

mourning 161-2, 164 

non-practicing Catholic 97, 103, 106-
7, 123, 172, see also Catholic; 
going to church 

object/ item in exchange, see item/ 
object in exchange 

obligation 1-2, 8-13, 15, 17-8, 36, 38-
9, 86, 88, 94, 115, 119-21, 125, 
128, 141, 150, 160-2, 167, 170-4, 
see also burden; family; giving, 
obligatory-voluntary; grave; kin-
ship

offering 1, 3, 8, 16, 26, 28, 30-2, 34-5, 
44, 74, 76, 115, 124, 168, see also
auka; donation; gift ; sacrifice 

other world 10, 38, 146-7, 165, see 
also afterlife 

parish  x, 4, 9, 19, 24-7, 35, 37, 42n, 
44, 46, 52, 54-5, 63-4, 71, 74-6, 
78-80, 82, 84, 86, 89-90, 93-5, 
97-104, 107-9, 111, 114-5, 118, 
122-3, 137-8, 140, 152, 156-7, 
169-72, 175-6 

parishioners  x, 2, 9, 27-31, 38, 44, 
58-9, 63, 66, 71-2, 74-80, 86, 89, 
93-4, 97, 99-100, 103, 106-7, 
109-17, 119, 123-4, 127, 161, 
168-73, 175-7 

parsonage 76, 88, 90, 102 
possessions, see inalienable posses-

sions; property 
postsocialism 3-4, 6-7, 41, 45, 47, 61, 

67-70, 129-30, 167, 176-7, see 
also religion; socialism 

prayer/ praying  x, 9-10, 26, 28-30, 
32, 37, 47, 51, 60, 64, 71, 77, 83, 
99, 107-8, 110-3, 116-7, 119-25, 
131, 133-4, 138, 140, 142-5, 147-
8, 156, 161-2, 164, 168-9, 173-6; 
as items in exchange 9-10, 26, 28-
30, 37, 51, 60, 64, 77, 99, 164, 
168-9, 173-5; in relationship with 
the dead 28, 37, 111, 119, 121, 
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131, 133, 138, 140, 142-5, 147-8, 
161-2, 173-4, see also belief; 
church; going to church 

priest  x, 2, 4, 9-10, 26-32, 36, 38-40, 
42, 44, 47, 51, 58, 63-6, 72, 74-5, 
77-80, 83, 86-90, 92-4, 98-102, 
104-10, 112-3, 116-24, 127, 136, 
139, 143-5, 152-4, 161, 165, 168-
70, 172-3, 175-8; role of: 26-32, 
36, 39, 44, 47, 58, 63-6, 72, 74, 
77-80, 83, 86-7, 90, 92-4, 98-101, 
110, 112-3, 116-24, 127, 136, 
143-5, 152-4, 161, 165, 168-70, 
175-8; and requested gifts 9-10, 
77-8, 94, 161; and requested 
masses 27-31, 44, 79, 143-4; 
exchange with 2, 9-10, 26-31, 38-
40, 44, 72, 74-5, 77-80, 93-4, 98-
9, 113, 123-4, 127, 143-4, 154, 
161, 168-70, 172-3, 175-8, see 
also gifts, to the priest; going to 
church; mass 

primordial indebtedness 8, 11, 35-7, 
164 

property 12, 16, 18, 64, 76, 86-8, 93-
4, 115, 163, 167, 170-1 

reciprocity 2-3, 8, 11-5, 17-8, 25, 27, 
35, 37-8, 174, see also gift 

redemption 31, 33, 35-6, 39-40, see 
also debt; indebtedness; Jesus; 
sacrifice

religion 3-4, 8, 12, 16, 34-6, 38, 41-
52, 55, 57-72 passim, 104, 110, 
113, 120, 122, 171, 176-7; and its 
elimination 8, 49, 62, 70, 176; 
folk 2, 48-9, 51, 52n; knowledge 
and ignorance in 57-61, 116, 127; 
Soviet policies towards 42-50, 52, 
57, 61-70, 72, see also
Catholicism; Lithuania; post-
socialism; Roman Catholic 
Church; socialism 

religiosity 2-3, 41, 45-9, 51-5, 57, 60, 
69, 104, 106, 113, 123; folk 2, 48-

9, 51, 52n; Lithuanian ethnolo-
gists on 41, 45, 48-53, 67, 69; 
Lithuanian sociologists on 41, 43, 
45-8, 51-2, 57-8, 61, 68-9, see 
also belief; Catholic; grand-
mothers 

religious 1-4, 8-9, 15-6, 25-6, 29, 31, 
41-9, 51-3, 55, 57-72 passim, 77, 
82, 87, 89, 91, 95, 102-5, 110-1, 
119, 123, 127, 137, 145, 148, 151, 
153-4, 156, 158, 168-9, 171, 173, 
175-7, see also belief; Catholic 

repayment/ return 8, 13-9, 23-4, 35, 
37-9, 67, 72, 78, 128, 133-5, 148, 
150, 164-5, 171, 173-4, 177, see 
also afterlife; beggar; debt; God 

requested gifts 9-10, 27-31, 77-9, 94, 
128, 131, 133-4, 142-5, 160-5, 
168, 172, 174-5; and dreams 134, 
145, 148, 150, 164-5; and funerals 
150; and invitations 163, 164, 175; 
and priests 28-9, 77-8, 94, 172; 
and social space 78, 94, 128, 172, 
see also giving, requested; mass, 
requesting; thanking 

rituals  x, 1, 3, 8-9, 16, 25-39, 41, 44, 
46, 48, 50-1, 60, 63-6, 71-2, 77, 
83, 86-95, 100-1, 103, 105-11, 
113, 115-24, 146, 148, 150, 153, 
156, 158, 162, 165, 167-72, 176-7, 
see also auka; Catholic; church; 
funeral; kinship; mass 

Roman Catholic, see Catholic 
Roman Catholic Church  x, 1-3, 9, 30, 

35, 39, 41-4, 49, 51, 61, 65-8, 71-
3, 79, 81-2, 86-8, 92-5, 115, 117, 
119, 152-3, 167-78 

rural (village) 1, 4-6, 8, 22-5, 37, 41, 
48-59, 69-78, 82-6, 89-91, 101, 
103, 107, 109, 111-4, 123, 127, 
130, 136-8, 152, 154-8, 175, see 
also religiosity; urban 

sacrifice 1, 8, 16, 26, 30-6, 40, 74, 77, 
164, 167-8, 171, see also auka;
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Catholicism; Christianity; debt; 
donation; offering; redemption 

sleep 84, 110, 147-8; and death: 147-
8, see also dead/ deceased; death 

social space 8-9, 18-9, 78, 94, 122, 
124, 172, see also church; giving, 
requested; going to church; re-
quested gifts; thanking 

socialism 2, 6, 41-2, 50, 61-6, 104-5, 
151, 167, 176, see also post-
socialism; religion; Soviet Union; 
time, Soviet 

soul 32, 37, 39, 106, 112, 116-7, 119, 
124, 130-4, 142-6, 153, 163-5, 
171-3, see also death; funeral; 
intersigne

Soviet Union 2n, 3, 6, 8, 15, 22, 42-
50, 52, 57, 61-70, 72, 103-5, 112, 
120, 130, 151-3, 167, 171, 175; 
and Catholic Church 3, 42-5, 49, 
52, 57, 61-70, 72, 103-5, 112, 120, 
151-3, 167, 171, 175-7, see also
socialism; time 

space  x, 14, 18-9, 25, 43, 52, 55, 62, 
64, 71, 75, 78, 81, 83-4, 90-2, 94, 
99-100, 103-10, 113-9, 122, 124, 
128, 130, 156, 159, 171-2, see 
also church; domestic; gender; 
praying; social space; time and 
space; women 

spatiotemporal(ity)  x, 8-9, 14, 16, 33, 
52, 67, 110, 120-1, 124, 164, 172, 
see also space; time 

spirit of the dead, see soul 

thanking 27, 32, 37, 77-8, 94, 100, 
172, see also requested gifts; 
social space 

time  x, 9, 14-5, 17-9, 29-30, 35-40, 
43, 45, 50, 52, 61-2, 73, 77, 94-5, 
98-100, 103-5, 107-15, 118, 120-
4, 127, 130-1, 135-6, 141-2, 144, 
148, 150, 151, 153, 156, 158, 160, 
163-5, 168-9, 171-3, 175, 177; 
and death 36, 127, 131, 135-6, 

142, 150, 153, 156, 158, 160, 163; 
and exchange  x, 14-5, 17-9, 29-
30, 35, 37, 40, 61, 94-5, 98, 99-
100, 113-4, 121, 124, 135-6, 144, 
153, 163, 168-9, 171-3; as gift 9, 
17, 29-30, 40, 61, 77, 94-5, 122, 
141, 168-9, 171; and praying 9, 
29-30, 37, 77, 99, 107, 110-4, 
120-1, 123-4, 144, 168-9, 171-3, 
175; and space 14, 19, 36, 52, 61, 
94, 99, 104-5, 107-8, 110-1, 113-
5, 118, 120-4, 127, 130, 141, 150, 
156, 164, 171-3, 175; Soviet 43, 
45, 50, 52, 103-5, 112, 151, 177, 
see also spatiotemporality 

transaction 8, 11-6, 19, 25, 27-8, 31-2, 
35-40, 78, 167-9, 171, 175-6, see 
also exchange; gift; transactional 
cycles/ orders 

transactional cycles/ orders 8, 19, 37-
8, 40, 167, 175-6, see also gift; 
money; transaction 

urban (city/ town) 8, 41, 46, 51-4, 64, 
69, 81-5, 99, 105, 130, 138, 141, 
152, 156, 175, see also religiosity; 
rural; Vilnius 

value 2, 3n, 8, 12-4, 22, 24, 29-30, 34, 
38-9, 45-6, 48, 50, 53-4, 56, 58, 
61, 82-3, 85-6, 88, 93, 114-5, 117, 
125, 129-30, 151-3, 163n, 168, 
171 

village, see rural 
Vilnius 23-4, 55, 58, 72, 75, 78, 119, 

130, 134, 157 

wake 130, 137, 147, 149, 155-7, 160-
1, see also funeral 

wedding 29, 44, 46, 64, 82, 106, 109, 
135-6, 177, see also family; 
marriage
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women (female/ mother/ sister) 9, 12, 
14, 20, 23-7, 29, 32n, 41, 53-61, 
72, 75-7, 80-2, 84-94, 100-2, 104-
5, 108-11, 114, 118-21, 135-6, 
140, 145-6, 150-2, 154-8, 162, 
170, 175; and domesticity 23, 84, 
88-92; and their role in church 9, 
54, 72, 75, 77, 88-92, 94, 100-2, 
118, 170; and their role in gift 
exchange 14, 23, 29, 32, 75, 77, 
88-92, 94, 120-1, 154-8; and their 
role in household 72, 75, 88-92, 
see also family; grandmother; 
kinship; men 
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