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Stones and other objects placed in mouth
A “Let’s give them something to chew on” measure
This is a reconstruction of the “vampire of Venice”, a burial of a woman who died during the 1576 plague epidemic in
Venice and was buried in a mass grave at Lazzaretto Nuovo.

(the image to the left, used for the reconstruction is
from Wrenn’s Vampires of Venice article)\
The victims of epidemics were considered to be high
risk for causing harm to the living, so the apotropaic
measures are common.
The custom of placing stones or other objects in the
mouth of a corpse has several explanation. First, as it
was supposed that the soul, or anima leaves and
enters the body through the mouth. Plugging it up
would prevent it from coming back.
A well known custom of placing a coin in the mouth
of the diseased, usually interpreted as a fee to Charon,
may have served the same purpose - placement of the
coins in mouth of 16th c. Eastern European dead is
probably to prevent the soul form coming back, rather
than a fee for the ferryman.
Furthermore, there was a belief, predominantly in Germany and surrounding countries, that some corpses chew on their
shrouds after death and this chewing harms or kills the living.
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Shroud chewing was well known, and is even mentioned in the
Malleus Maleficarum. In 1679, one Philip Rohr even published a
booklet called Dissertatio Historico-Philosophica de Masticatione
Mortuorum, or, shortly, Chewing Dead, where he discussed the
phenomenon.
Our Common People attempt to avert the danger of
chewing by placing under the chins of the dead a portion of
recently excavated earth, lest they perhaps open their mouths and
chew on the attached bands...
Others, who do not consider this a sufficiently safe measure, before
the mouth of the dead is closed, also place a stone and a coin in the
mouth, so that in the event that it begins to chew within the grave,
it would find the stone and coin and would abstain from chewing.
Which fact was witnessed in its time in a multitude of places in
Saxonia by Gabriel Rollenhagen: Book IV Mirab. Peregrinat
chapter 20, n. 5 in Kornmann.
(this image is from Sofia Globe Vampire Skeleton found in Plovdiv)
This 16th c. skeleton from Kamien
Pomorski, Poland, has a rock in its mouth.
It also had a stake through its left leg, and
its top front teeth have been removed,
another, less common apotropaic measure.

(this image is from CNN.com Vampire Burial in Poland article)
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