
Map of Poland showing location of Drawsko.  

Figure 1. Subadult with coin (circled in blue) in mouth (Burial 20/2011) Figure 2. Subadult with coin (circled in blue) on chest (Burial 81/2010) Figure 3. Subadult with coin (circled in blue) next to skull (Burial 45/2011) 

Drawsko 

Introduction 
  
While vampires have become contemporary media sensations, the 
concept of vampirism is not new (Barber, 1988; Perkowski, 1976; Day 
2002). Origins of vampire myths can be traced to ancient Egypt, Rome, 
and Greece (Beresford, 2008), and such stories have been found in 
cultures throughout the world. The modern and popular incarnation of 
vampires, most notably characterized by Nosferatu and Dracula, have a 
more recent derivation, beginning with Goethe’s 1748 poem “Der 
Vampyre” and John Polidori’s 1819 short story, “The Vampyre” (Day 
2002). Notions of vampires and vampirism have commonly been 
associated with unclean spirits or souls who could wreak havoc on the 
living, most commonly through disease (Perkowski, 1976).  
  
In the 17th and 18th centuries, Eastern European and Slavic populations 
had well-established folk accounts of vampires, including the methods 
employed to prevent vampirism (Barber, 1988). These apotropaics, as 
they are known, such as stones on the chest and sickles across the 
throat, have been uncovered at a 17th-18th century Polish cemetery 
(Drawsko 1) and have been described previously (Betsinger and Scott, 
2010; Scott and Betsinger, 2010). While such apotropaics were essential 
in preventing specific individuals who were at great risk from transforming 
into a vampire, other methods were utilized in what appears to be a more 
general sense to protect the deceased. Inclusion of copper coins in the 
graves of adults and subadults at the Drawsko 1 site is one such example 
and they were likely utilized to keep the soul safe from vampirism. 
 
 
  
 

The Study 
  
Coins have been found in some, but not all, of the subadult burials at the 
Drawsko site in Poland. This inconsistency presents the fascinating question of 
why select children appear to have needed the protection from vampirism 
whereas others did not. While coins have been associated in Greek history 
with payment to cross the river Styx, others suggest that a coin was a charm to 
prevent evil spirits from entering the body of the deceased (Lawson, 1910 as 
cited in Barber, 1988). We examine the differential inclusion of coins in 
subadult burials to determine if health may have played a role in whether the 
extra protection was needed. In other words, did a sick child need extra 
protection from vampirism? We hypothesize that those children with a coin 
grave inclusion will have more indicators of poor health than those without a 
coin. 
 
The Drawsko Site 
  
The archaeological site of Drawsko, Poland is located in the west-central 
portion of the country (see map). The cemetery was utilized during the 17th and 
18th centuries and may have been used, in part, as a cemetery for those dying 
from a cholera epidemic known to affect the region during that period (Wyrwa, 
2004). Approximately 190 individuals have been recovered during excavations 
over the past four years. 
  
Methods 
  
A total of 73 subadult (<18 years of age) burials were analyzed from the 
Drawsko cemetery. Burial goods, including coins, were recorded, and the 
skeletal remains were examined for the presence of indicators of physiological 
stress, dietary deficiencies, infection, and trauma. Statistical comparisons  
(chi-square, p<0.05) of each health indicator were conducted between children 
with coins and children without coins. 
  

Results and Discussion 
  
Of the 73 subadults, 26 (36%) had a copper coin located in the mouth, 
on the chest cavity, or near the cranium (see Figures 1-3). Results of 
statistical analyses indicate no significant difference in the health of 
children with coins or without coins. These results contradict our 
hypothesis that sick children required extra protection from vampirism. 
 
Since health does not seem to be a determining factor in whether a 
protective apotropaic, such as coins, were buried with the deceased, 
we can infer that other features, including social factors, played a more 
significant role in mortuary practices.  For example, it has been noted 
that children who die without being baptized are at greater risk, as are 
those who have been weaned and then resume breastfeeding (Barber, 
1988). In addition, children conceived during a holy period or are 
illegitimate offspring could also be predestined to become vampires. In 
Romania, it has been reported that the seventh child in the family had 
a greater risk of vampirism than his/her siblings (Barber, 1988). 
Biological traits also played a role, although not as it related to health. 
Children born with teeth, an extra nipple, a cleft lip or palate, or a tail-
like extension were all considered potential vampires upon their deaths 
(Barber, 1988; Beresford, 2008). It is possible that the Drawsko 
population used some combination of these social factors to determine 
who required special measures to be taken to prevent vampirism.  
 
Conclusion 
  
This study has shown that health did not play a significant role in risk of 
vampirism for children in 17th-18th century Poland. Social factors were 
likely used by the population to determine which children required a 
coin inclusion to prevent them from becoming vampires.  
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