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L e t t e r  t o  t h e  e d i t o r :  p a l e o p a t h o l o g y

Sir,
Between 2015 and 2016, researchers from Vilnius 
University initiated a historical, archaeological, and 
anthropological investigation of a crypt in the Basilian 
Church of the Holy Trinity, built in the 16th century 
AD (1). With the consent of the Uniate Church and 
the Cultural Heritage Department of Lithuania, we 

decided to organize the crypt to arrange the coffins in 
an orderly manner and carry out a study of the crypt 
and its contents. The investigated crypt lies under the 
middle part of the church and its entrance is located 
directly in front of the main altar (Fig. 1). Written 
sources mention the existence of two additional crypts 
used for the burial of laypeople and Basilian nuns 

Figure 1. a) The gate leading to the Basilian Church of the Holy Trinity in Vilnius, Lithuania; b) one of the investigated mummies; 
c) an additional mummy from the crypt
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(2). Prior to the current research, the crypt was filled 
with coffins, most of which were highly damaged; in-
dividual bones were also scattered among the coffins, 
together with fragments of bricks and other rubbish. 
At the entrance, there were some coffins placed in the 
crypt at a later stage, one atop the other. The crypt’s 
central part was less full of coffins and there were many 
individual coffin planks. At the bottom of the room 
there were several rows of coffins, stowed in three to 
four levels, as well as individual human bones that were 
thrown into the crypt through an opening. Most of the 
individual bones were put in the crypt during recon-
struction works and amelioration of the church area. 
The last time coffins were placed into the crypt was 
during the Soviet period when the State Institute of 
Civil Engineering established its scientific laborato-
ries in the church. In some of the coffins located near 
the entrance, there were newspaper fragments dating 
to 1965. Due to the presence of signs of biodeterio-
ration, the Lithuanian Art Museum Pranas Gudynas 
Restoration Center carried out microbiological analy-
ses. The results showed that all samples were domi-
nated by fungi of the species Penicillium spinulosum 
Thom, which subsist on decomposed wood, soil, and 
many other natural environments. These fungi, as well 
as those of the genera Nigrospora and Chaetomium, are 
active cellulose destroyers and may cause allergies and 
respiratory conditions (3). Hence, working in the crypt 
or on its artifacts required the use of disinfectants, 
masks, gloves, and other materials commonly required 
for conservation. Some of the coffins were decorated 
with monograms of Jesus or the Blessed Virgin Mary 
in both Latin and Greek, together with some other 
symbols such as the skull and bones. Part of the coffins 
were painted black and decorated with white crosses.  
In total, 71 coffins and more than 60 skeletons were 
explored. For identification of the remains, Latin and 
Polish inscriptions present on the coffins were of vi-
tal importance. The study found as many as 14 coffins 
with such records. The inscriptions showed that the 
subjects buried in them died between 1717 and 1788. 
This is why other coffins buried in the soil of the room 
and excavated in 2016 are believed to date to a period 
earlier than 1717. The artifacts recovered by the in-
vestigation were temporarily located in the Lithuanian 
Art Museum Pranas Gudynas Restoration Center un-

til future storage in a new space or in the restored crypt 
takes place. Anthropological research was conducted 
on 74 burials including 56 skeletons, 13 poorly mum-
mified bodies, and five mummified bodies, which were 
preserved due to a process of natural desiccation (4). 
Natural mummification is indicated by the apparent 
lack of embalming incisions located in the chest or the 
abdomen of the surviving mummies. Only the subject 
located in coffin no. 7 shows that the abdomen and 
chest areas were filled with small woodchips, which 
may indicate a case of embalming. Investigations re-
vealed that the majority of the buried subjects (n = 68) 
were males, two were probable males, and two were fe-
males. Additionally, the remains of two of the subjects 
were highly damaged, hence sex estimation was not 
possible. Judging from the grave goods, most of the 
burials belonged to religious members of the Basilian 
Order, as confirmed by the presence of epitrachelions 
and paramans. In the course of this research a large 
portion of artifacts were represented by coffin textiles 
and metal decorations, parts of liturgical wear, person-
al religious goods, and colored silk and brocade cloths. 
Shroud-like materials and clothing that were found in 
the coffins featured the presence of name initials or 
other special characters that provided additional infor-
mation to identify the deceased and their social status. 
Unfortunately, clothing and clothing fragments were 
found in small numbers and footwear was not found 
at all. A separate cloth decorated with a string frag-
ment showing a zigzag pattern indicates that during 
the Soviet period the remains from the other crypts re-
served to the laity and the nuns were transferred to the 
central crypt. The investigation found eight Crucifix 
cast metal figurines and twelve crosses. Several coffins 
contained a number of small bags at the chest level of 
the deceased. In eight of the coffins, bricks that may 
be connected to a burial tradition of eastern monks 
were found (5). The brick placed beneath the head of 
the deceased can be interpreted as a sign of ascetic life 
or as an allusion to the Old Testament episode of the 
dream of Jacob in Bethel (Genesis 28, 10-22), sym-
bolizing a connection between the deceased and the 
patriarch. In conclusion, the human remains buried in 
this crypt represent a valuable source of bio-historical 
information and are bound to yield important paleo-
pathological data in the near future (6).  
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