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A B S T R A C T

Starting from the latest studies, which support the idea that the Merry Cemetery in Săpânța is a dark tourist
attraction, this article examines whether this idea is fully justified. The approach is based on a careful analysis of
the literature and a rigorous study of the origins, historical and cultural features, as well as characteristics of the
cemetery's uniqueness. The article uses a questionnaire applied throughout the year 2018 to the people who
visited the cemetery to find out what it is associated with, the reasons why they visited it and whether the visit
was enjoyable or, on the contrary, macabre. While analysing the results and examining them according to the
literature, the article shows that the Merry Cemetery is perceived more as a place of folk culture and less as a
dark tourist attraction. The experiences, feelings and emotions of visitors are overwhelmingly positive, in
contrast to those specific to dark tourism. Research data shows that the elements that make it unique (humorous,
satirical or ironic epitaphs, wooden carved crosses, naive paintings and the blue of Săpânța) must play a greater
role in changing the promotion paradigm and its management as a tourist destination.

1. Introduction

Dark tourism is a form of niche tourism with an increasingly ac-
celerated development, considered by many researchers as part of the
cultural and patrimonial tourism (Lennon & Foley, 2000; Light, 2017;
Logan & Reeves, 2011; Seaton, 2001; Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1952),
which appeared slightly less than two centuries ago at the scientific
level (Lennon & Foley, 2000). Although there is no clear information on
the dark tourism market (number of tourists and incomes), the popu-
larity of such sites depends on the number of tourists who visit them.
The motivations are overwhelmingly diverse (Light, 2017) and depend
on factors such as cultural forces that stimulate human behaviour in the
desire to explore the unknown, the unusual and the paranormal (Future
Market Insight, 2018). For a better match between supply and demand,
Stone (2006) proposed a classification of dark sites based on six shades
according to the level of perception of the macabre. Before him, Miles
(2002) had referred to a spectrum using only three categories, au-
thenticity being the only criterion of separation.

The information above leads the debate to the large context of dark
tourism, including various objectives which, unfortunately, do not
clarify to what extent cemeteries can be classified as dark tourism
destinations. Since Sapanta – a medium-sized rural settlement located
in the north-western part of Romania, in the historical province of

Maramures, almost 500 km away from Bucharest – attracts an in-
creasing number of tourists, mainly due to the Merry Cemetery, it re-
presents an appropriate case study. The settlement is at the top of
Maramures tourist destinations according to National Geographic
Travel (2014), which includes the Merry Cemetery and the Maramures
wooden churches on the list of destinations not to be missed. The
carved wooden crosses, painted in living colours, and especially the
epitaphs made the Merry Cemetery a true example of good practice in
the field of local tourism and among the most important international
tourism destinations of Romania (Ilieș & Hotea, 2000). The influence of
the satire and the humor of the epitaphs, as well as the rich naive
popular art, change the perception of the local people and visitors re-
garding the cemeteries and death as shown by the present work.

This research represents an important contribution to the domain
literature as it analyses a geographic space that was less studied as dark
tourism, both in Romania and abroad. The main objective of the re-
asearch is to find out whether cemeteries are eminently sites of death or
not. The main reason we chose to research the Merry Cemetery is be-
cause we noticed that some researchers define it as a dark tourist at-
traction, with “a dark holistic image” (Stoleriu, 2014), which can be
included in dark tourist packages (Patrichi, 2013). When discussing the
European cemetery route, Millan, Naranjo, Rojas and Vazquez de la
Torre (Millan, Naranjo, Rojas, & Vazquez De La Torre, 2019: 41) states
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that cemetery tourism is a sub-section of dark tourism and mentions,
among other cemeteries, the Merry Cemetery. Not only researchers, but
also mass media (Necula, 2011; Pepper & Werden, 2017) and travel
agencies (see the Transylvania Live travel agency offer published in the
Mesagerul de Cluj according to Răvoiu and Almasi (2011)) have defined
the Merry Cemetery as a dark tourism destination. When we began to
investigate the subject and reflect on the data collected, it became clear
that the Merry Cemetery requires a complex approach to better fit into
certain theoretical segments of the domain literature. According to
some researchers, this cemetery is a place of dark tourism (Bardan &
Imre, 2014; Millan et al., 2019; Patrichi, 2013) and thanatourism
(Johnston, 2015), because it is a place of death and about the idea of
dying, because it houses the bodies of former members of the com-
munity who were buried in its premises, on one hand. On the other
hand, this is a local cultural expression (Curşeu & Pop-Curşeu, 2011;
Kwiatkowska, Timofte, Glińska-Lewczuk, & Marks, 2015; Rusu-Tanasă,
2015) and a cultural and patrimonial tourism destination (Cheregi,
2018; Koșinszki & Măran, 2013; Sabou, Aluculesi, Gheorghe, &
Nistoreanu, 2015; Shaker Ardekani, Akhgar, & Zabihi, 2015; Straton,
2016). Cultural tourism has developed a lot in Maramures in the last
three centuries, and people have begun to be attracted by the wooden
churches and monasteries that are a few centuries old, by the beauti-
fully carved portals of the households and the traditional folk clothing
of Maramures in general and by the Merry Cemetery in particular. Dark
tourism also reveals to visitors and potential tourists a growing number
of Romanian sites, not to be missed. Along with the Communist heritage
– the Memorial of Pain, one of the best-established museums dedicated
to the communist horrors, located in Sighetu Marmatiei, also in Mar-
amures – and Bran Castle (Dracula's Castle), the Merry Cemetery is
among the few dark tourism attractions to be found in the portfolio of
tourism agencies (Patrichi, 2013).

This article uses data obtained by applying a perception ques-
tionnaire to discuss the manner and the extent to which the Merry
Cemetery in Săpânţa can be considered a dark site. Using the metho-
dology of the six classes of dark tourism shades, we tried to find out
how macabre the Merry Cemetery was for the participants, and the
results showed that this site is not at all as dark as a simple classification
based on the criterion of authenticity, for example, can prove. Here is
the point where the article makes a substantial contribution to the
domain literature: by linking all of the data we could see that visiting
the cemeteries is not always macabre and dark because those who chose
to visit the Merry Cemetery did not do it to meet death, symbolically or
for real, as Seaton (1996) considered, but for the humor of the epitaphs,
the Blue colour of Săpânţa and the sculpture of the crosses. Under these
circumstances, the Săpânţa Cemetery is a secular cultural site rather

than a dark one.

2. Dark tourism: an analysis of the field literature

2.1. The concept origins and evolution

Dark tourism is a product of the circumstances and/or economic,
social, political and technological factors specific to the contemporary
world (Blom, 2000). According to Stone and Sharpley (2008), Wight
(2006) and others, dark tourism may have had its conceptual origins in
the work of the British authors John Tunbridge and Ashworth (1952).
In fact, the concept was introduced in the literature by Lennon and
Folley, in Lennon & Foley, 2000, in the book Dark Tourism. The At-
traction of Death and Disaster. At about the same time, another re-
searcher in the field, Seaton (1996), launched the concept of thana-
tourism, borrowed from the god Thanatos (Cismaru, 2011) that
personified death in ancient Greece (Brown, 1960), and referring to
tourism in the spaces marked by death.

Two decades have passed since dark tourism was proposed, and
after 2010 the interest in dark tourism (and thanatourism) has in-
creased very much (Light, 2017). Hooper (2017) believes that the in-
crease in research was mainly due to tourist sites in Eastern Europe and
surrounding areas. If, as Seaton (1996) states, death is that unique
heritage shared by everyone and, at the same time, the oldest tourism
aspect compared to any other form of patrimony, then Light (2017) sees
himself entitled to say that thanatourism is much older than dark
tourism. However, the latter imposed itself at the expense of the former.
At a simple search of “dark tourism” on Google it can be seen that the
number of links amounts to almost four million, while there are slightly
more than 18,600 for “thanatourism”. If we exclude the academic en-
vironment, we will see that dark tourism enjoys special attention also in
the media: blogs, websites, newspaper articles, popularity magazines,
TV programs and others.

2.2. Definitions and terminology

Dark tourism is used as an umbrella term for many forms of tourism
that are somehow related to death, suffering, atrocities, tragedies or
crimes (Light, 2017). Consequently, according to Seaton (1996: 240), it
is defined as a journey “ to a location wholly, or partially, motivated by
the desire for actual or symbolic encounters with death, particularly,
but not exclusively, violent death”. It is almost impossible to analyse
dark tourism without considering thanatourism.

According to Light (2017), who revises and classifies the most im-
portant definitions in the domain literature, dark tourism is defined by

Fig. 1. The main key words in domain literature defining dark tourism and thanatourism.
Source: adaptation of Light, 2017: 282.
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five functional categories: (Bardan & Imre, 2014) tourism practices,
(Baudrillard, 2019) tourism activity in certain places, (Beech, 2009)
motivation, (Blom, 2000) lived experience, and (Blom, 2008) heritage.
Starting from Light's (2017) analysis, we have drawn Fig. 1 that shows
the frequency of most common keywords in definitions and the results
are shown below. In summary, most of the definitions are contextual
and, therefore, in my opinion, dark tourism is the activity which en-
ables the tourist to face death, disasters and violence, involving a higher
or lower dose of macabre, pain and sufferance (historical or emotional)
with an emotional impact on the life of individuals, either for com-
memoration, education or for leisure purposes.

Stone and Sharpley (2008) considered that this type of tourism is
helpful to people as it determines them to face some issues of personal
importance. Japanese studies, Yoshida, Bui, and Lee (2016), suggest
that dark tourism has an educational, commemorative role and
awareness of certain social hazards. Under these circumstances, dark
tourism may have as much to do with life and livelihood as it has with
the dead and with death.

As for terminology, there are many words referring to dark tourism.
Regarding the conceptual umbrella of dark tourism in the domain lit-
erature, there is contextual terminology such as:

• penal/prison tourism (Strange & Kempa, 2003);

• fright tourism (Bristow & Newman, 2005);

• genocide tourism (Beech, 2009);

• grief tourism (O'Neill, 2002; Trotta, 2006);

• disaster tourism (Miller, 2008; Van Hoving, Wallis, Docrat, & De
Vries, 2010);

• pagan tourism (Laws, 2013);

• suicide tourism (Dyer, 2003);

• atomic tourism (Tufnell, 2012);

• conflict heritage tourism (Mansfeld & Korman, 2015);

• difficult heritage tourism (Logan & Reeves, 2011);

• dystopian dark tourism (Podoshen, Venkatesh, Wallin,
Andrzejewski, & Jin, 2015) etc.

On the other hand, considering thanatology, dark tourism was dif-
ferently named, rather semantically: thanatourism (Dann & Seaton,
2001; Hartmann, 2014; Seaton, 1996, 1999; Slade, 2003), morbid
(Blom, 2000, 2008), black-spot (Rojek, 1993), paid masochism
(Straton, 2016) or milking the macabre (Dann, 1998: 35) etc.

2.3. Dark tourism classification and spectrum

Dark tourist attractions have been classified in many ways. The most
frequently cited classifications are by far those based on authenticity,
the perception of the macabre and the quality/intensity of the experi-
ences.

Authenticity, considered by Cohen (1988) eminently a modern
value, is an important theme in the tourism literature (Bryce, Curran,
O'Gorman, & Taheri, 2015; Cohen, 2007; Hughes, 1995; Knudsen &
Waade, 2010; Paulauskaite, Powell, Coca-Stefaniak, & Morrison, 2017;
Ram, Björk, & Weidenfeld, 2016; Ramkissoon, 2015; Wang, 1999; Zhu,
2015). In short, this implies that the artifacts, sites, objectives and
tourist activities are true, accurate and real (Reisinger & Steiner, 2006).
However, it is neither constructive nor academically appropriate that
authenticity should be regarded in a simple manner. The con-
ceptualization of authenticity in profile studies is often classified into
four major approaches: objectivist, constructivist, postmodernist and
existentialist (Reisinger, 2018). The main idea of the objectivist ap-
proach is that there are objective, clear criteria, which are therefore
devoid of any doubt, by means of which the attractions can be cata-
loged as authentic (Wang, 1999). If subjective experiences and personal
interests cannot be removed, then, in response, the constructivist ap-
proach appears in order to establish that the complex nature of au-
thenticity is the result of social creation (Hughes, 1995) and,

consequently, authenticity becomes symbolic (Wang, 1999). Currently,
a significant part of the research focuses on this issue of built authen-
ticity (Cohen, 2007). The postmodern approach is also increasingly
present in tourism research. Technology makes inauthentic attractions
look authentic or hyper-real (Baudrillard, 2019). The last approach, the
existentialist one, claims that authenticity focuses on human nature and
its existence. Authenticity is a human attribute focusing on the idea of
being your true self or being true to the essential nature of a person
(Reisinger, 2018), an object, a place or an event.

When authenticity interacts with dark tourism, one may expect that
dark sites will not only be essential regarding their own events, realities
and characteristics, but they will also convey mainly negative emotions
and experiences to visitors. By applying reason and knowledge
(Reisinger, 2018), the perception induced to the visitors regarding the
authenticity of the dark sites must be directly proportional to the ‘story’
they evoke. Thus, Miles (2002) appreciates that dark tourism sites
should be classified according to their authenticity. Places marked by
death are authentic, while those associated to death are less or not at all
authentic. Thus, he proposes a differentiation of dark sites starting from
their level of authenticity, arguing for a three-degree value spectrum:
dark, darker, the darkest.

The dark sites, especially the cemeteries, cause unpleasant sensa-
tions to many people. The macabre suggests the idea of death,
mourning and grief, making it a fundamental feature of cemeteries and
inspiring fear. According to the perception of the macabre, Stone (2006),
by taking over and developing Miles's idea, proposes a spectrum of six
value groups. This time, the defining criterion is the perception of the
macabre. The spectrum goes from the darkest, darker, dark to light,
lighter and the lightest products of dark tourism. The lightest dark
tourism products are dominated by the infrastructure which is specifi-
cally designed for tourism, education and commercial purposes, while
those not covered by the special infrastructure are at the opposite end.
According to the theoretical line drawn here by Stone, it would be a
major misconception to place in the same category those who want to
visit the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camps and those who want
to live “strong sensations” by accommodating in Dracula Castel Hotel
on Halloween or make an itinerary starting from the famous Schindler's
List movie (Dunkley, Morgan, & Westwood, 2007).

According to the quality/intensity of the experiences,Tunbridge and
Ashworth (2017) recommend that the approach and classification of
dark sites should be made taking into account the quality/intensity of
the feelings they provide. According to Wight (2006), contemporary
analyses in the field emphasize tourists' motivation and interpretation
when visiting classified tourism places. Sites can have variable visitor
intensity: light/dark, weak/strong, while it is very difficult to quantify
duration. Tourists' response can also be varied. It can take the form of
horror, disgust or unusual fascination. Consequently, because it is al-
most impossible to fully quantify feelings and intensity, Tunbridge and
Ashworth (2017) believe that any tourist experience can be regarded as
dark by any person at a certain time. Therefore, the authors note, the
problem is about the shade of darkness, intensity and duration of ex-
periences that can elucidate the concept of dark tourism.

2.4. Motivations

The visitors' reasons for choosing dark tourism destinations were
little known for a long period of time. The research related to these
reasons is still incomplete and focused on particular case studies. Under
these circumstances, Light (2017) has recently managed to gather the
main reasons and to make them clear by arranging/organizing them.
His ample article on progress in the field of dark tourism and thana-
tourism proposes a long list and an overwhelming variety of reasons: (a)
the desire and opportunity for education, learning and understanding of
what happened in the place that is visited; (b) simple curiosity; (c) the
connection of visitors to the family legacy or personal connection to the
place; (d) the desire to see in order to believe, to understand better or to
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connect with the visited place; (e) the desire for leisure; (f) pilgrimage;
(g) interest in history and/or culture; (h) remembrance; (i) sense of
moral duty, obligation, consciousness; (j) interest in death, morbid
curiosity; (k) visit as part of an organized itinerary; (l) visiting a place
related to national identity; (m) visit to a place “not to be missed”; (n)
the desire to honour ancestors; (o) the desire to contact and connect to
death, black events and violence; (p) recommendations; (q) to see fa-
mous places associated with death; (r) spending time with friends and
other motivations.

In summary, according to the same author, the first two motivations
above are the most relevant: the educational desire and opportunity
and curiosity. Then there is a set of seven motivations, from (c) to (i),
with higher frequency, followed by the others (j)-(r) with less relevant
academic identification. Such a broad structure of motivation may be a
useful methodological tool in the analysis of dark tourism sites, which is
why we have appealed to it in this research.

2.5. Emotions

Similar to motivations, emotions play a decisive role in shaping
tourist experiences (Kim & Fesenmaier, 2015; Knobloch, Robertson, &
Aitken, 2017; Robinson & Picard, 2017), but as many researchers agree
(Li, Scott, & Walters, 2015; Parrott, 2001), a unanimously accepted
definition has proved to be elusive. Having to do with complex, spon-
taneous and often momentary affective reactions, accompanied by
‘physiological disorders’ that mirror individuals' attitude towards rea-
lity, emotions are not a simple phenomenon that can be clearly noticed
(Davidson, Bondi, & Smith, 2016).

The psychology of emotions is based on certain laws governing the
evaluation of experiences in relation to the purposes, motives and
concerns of individuals (Frijda, 2017). In addition, emotions are com-
posed of a complex set of interactions between subjective and objective
factors that are mediated by neural and hormonal systems that can: “(a)
give rise to affective experiences such as feelings of arousal, pleasure/
displeasure; (b) generate cognitive processes such as emotionally re-
levant perceptual effects, appraisals, labeling processes; (c) activate
widespread physiological adjustments to the arousing conditions; and
(d) leads to behavior that is often, but not always, expressive, goal-
directed, and adaptive” (Kleinginna & Kleinginna, 1981: 355).

Among the first references to the importance of emotions in shaping
the desire to commemorate someone or something are those reported
by Frijda (2017). Suggestive in this respect is the appreciation that the
commemoration of deceased persons involves a mixture of feelings and
behaviors that often take place in cemeteries. After Levitt (2012), the
main features of cemeteries are commemoration and solemnity. They
appear to people by generating contrasting, sometimes contradictory
emotions, especially when they become tourist attractions and pil-
grimage areas (Lennon & Foley, 2000). Recent research has attempted
to develop a conceptual and methodological model for measuring the
emotions of tourists (Kim & Fesenmaier, 2015; Kim, Ritchie, &
Mccormick, 2012; Li et al., 2015), which proved to be quite difficult.
Among the preferred subjects were the measurement of the emotions
determined by tourist advertising (Li, Walters, Packer, & Scott, 2018;
Moyle, Moyle, Bec, & Scott, 2019) and the observation of the eyes of the
visitors with the psychophysiological measurement of skin conductance
and cardiac rhythm variability (Scott, Zhang, Le, & Moyle, 2019).

The most accurate knowledge of feelings through the perceived ef-
fects on the body is applied in critical studies on art (Locher, Krupinski,
Mello-Thoms, & Nodine, 2007) and natural landscapes (Leder, Mitrovic,
& Goller, 2016). As such, in tourism, knowing emotions is necessary to
determine how visitors perceive and interact with realistic scenarios
(Scott et al., 2019). The exploratory study by Nawijn, Isaac,
Gridnevskiy, and Van Liempt (2018) on concentration camps shows a
duality of the emotional response expected by visitors, involving both
positive and negative emotions. Among the elements considered, which
the authors refer to as variables, the most important were: disgust,

shock, compassion, sadness, interest, worship, anger, gratitude, fasci-
nation and calm. Many of these variables have been agreed to be of
utmost importance for dark tourism (Nawijn & Filep, 2016). Tourists'
experiences, according to Filep and Deery (2010), may sometimes be
negative so that tourist happiness can finally be achieved. Although
tourists (may not) feel intense feelings of pleasure in dark tourist con-
texts, this does not mean that such experiences are lacking in positive
emotions (Nawijn & Filep, 2016).

3. Research methodology

This research is structured on two main levels. The first level is the
analysis of the domain literature dedicated to the two central elements
of the study (dark tourism and the Merry Cemetery), and the second
level is related to the research of the visitors' perception regarding the
Merry Cemetery in Săpânţa, according to the theories of the dark
tourism.

The first level, the analysis of the domain literature, is concerned
not only with the history, the evolution and the way in which dark
tourism (and thanatourism) was shaped as a concept, but mainly with
the necessity of taking over the tools and methods of research that could
be applied to the case study. Some other stages in approaching the case
study derived from here. The first stage was the research of the defi-
nitions for a more accurate subsequent classification of the Săpânţa
cemetery under the conceptual umbrella. The second stage looked at
how dark tourism sites were classified according to the previous ana-
lyses, aiming at applying the criteria of those classifications to this
study. The third stage highlights the general theoretical motivations,
also identified by other scholars, which they could be applied to the
visitors of the Merry Cemetery in Săpânţa. A great help was the sum-
mary of motivations made by Light (2017). We chose the motivations
from the previous author's list, as he makes a detailed analysis of the
literature over the past two decades and accounts for the broad moti-
vation palette identified by other authors in some of the most diverse
studies and sites. And although it is not all-encompassing, since dark
sites have specific peculiarities and visitors are extremely particular
about the experiences and a list of fully satisfactory motivations is
impossible to accomplish, we considered that, under the circumstances,
the list is the most applicable to this study. In addition, tourists were
given the freedom to mention other motivations if they were different
from those in the list of the mentioned author. Last but not least, we
made an analysis of the Merry Cemetery, accompanied by a summary of
the domain literature dedicated to it.

The second level of the research implied the application of an online
questionnaire (see Appendix) to highlight the participants' appreciation
regarding the Merry Cemetery, by reference to dark tourism, using
analytical tools such as those mentioned above. Particular issues have
been pursued such as: (a) the main element this tourist destination is
associated with; (b) the most important reason for the visit; (c) the
feelings and vibes perceived; (d) whether the visit to the Merry
Cemetery was agreeable, macabre or otherwise; and (e) if the label of
“tourist destination” affects its authenticity (Table 1).

Even though literature records several classifications of dark
tourism, we preferred the six-shade spectrum developed by Stone
(2006), which is based on the perceived level of the macabre, both for
the pragmatism of its application in a questionnaire and because it is
neither as restrictive as Miles's (2002) classification which focuses on
authenticity nor as vague as other typologies mentioned by Tunbridge
and Ashworth (2017). We adapted Stone's (2006) idea, which he had
applied to the sites, to that of visitor perception, asking them on a scale
of 1 to 6 how ghastly or cheerfully pleasing they felt during their visit.
In terms of authenticity, we preferred to adapt Miles's idea in order to
measure how visits affect the authenticity of the place.

Because we cannot measure exactly the quality and intensity of
feelings, we preferred a question that highlighted the feelings experi-
enced by the participants. Visitors have been urged to choose from a

V. Mionel Tourism Management Perspectives 34 (2020) 100656

4



number of ten emotions and feelings that best matches the experiences
in the Merry Cemetery. In order not to influence the participants' re-
sponse, the list was alphabetically built and included the following
variables: amusement, anxiety, delight, depression, disgust, fear, good
mood, grief, oripilation and restlessness. Similar to the motivation
question, respondents were given the opportunity to mention other
experiences and emotions. Secondly, the issues related to the merits and
shortcomings of the Merry Cemetery, as well as the role of visitors as
promoters of the increasing fame and the number of tourists in the
future.

The questionnaire has 13 questions of several types and ran from
January 26 to December 15, 2018, including a total of 221 respondents.
It was created on the “Isondaje.ro” platform and it was distributed in-
dividually to the visitors by means of Facebook messenger. We collected
data from people who are on Facebook groups dedicated to the Merry
Cemetery and who appreciated and also commented on the visit they
had paid there. Moreover, when distributing the questionnaire in order
to be filled in, we did not take into account the assessments the visitors
had already made or whether they had been positive or negative. The
questionnaire was sent to all members of the online communities. All
interviewees visited the Merry Cemetery between 2013 and 2018. The
average age of the respondents was 36.2 years and varied between 12
and 70 years. The opinion of the participants under the age of 18 is not
a vulnerability to the present research, but it is a particular qualitative
aspect because, as Kerr and Price's (2018) study shows, more and more
dark sites are visited by children. The authors note that the US Holo-
caust Memorial Museum is visited annually by more than 500,000
children and adolescents, Oklahoma City Bombing Memorial received
over 18,500 school children as visitors, and Anne Frank House received
over a million visitors in 2007, most of them high school students and
young adults (Hartmann, 2014). There were 88 male and 133 female
participants (Table 2). Geographically, the respondents came from both
Romania (slightly over 90%) and abroad (slightly under 10%), most of
them coming from Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Ireland and the UK.
The geographical distribution of those who live in Romania is quite
balanced among the historical provinces.

4. Results

4.1. The historical and ethnographic origins of the Merry Cemetery

Săpânţa is a rural settlement located in the north-western extremity
of Romania, in the historical province of Maramures, only a few kilo-
metres from the border with Ukraine. The geographic size of
Maramures, which is called the depression of Maramures, located
within the Eastern Carpathian mountain range, extends beyond the
Romanian state border to Ukraine. The village covers an area of ap-
proximately 150 km2, relatively isolated in the valley of the Tisa River.
As a result of the major changes it underwent, especially due to external
factors and isolation, the village kept an acute sense of ownership and
strict respect for traditions (Kwiatkowska, Timofte, Glińska-Lewczuk, &
Marks, 2015). The settlement has a substantial history, being first
mentioned in documents in 1373 under the Slavic-Romanian name of
Zapancha (Suciu, 1967). The moment and the factors that determined
its documentary attestation are very suggestive for the identity of the
Merry Cemetery.

In the fourteenth century Săpânţa was part of the Hungarian
Kingdom. The documentary attestation refers to the outbreak of a
conflict between the small Romanian nobles in the village, called cneji
(Mazzoni, 2002), and the Hungarian and German settlers from a
neighboring locality who had discretionary occupied certain properties
of the Romanians (Pop-Curşeu, 2010). The conflict concerned the
border dispute between two villages: Săpânţa and Câmpulung la Tisa.
Both settlements still keep their ethnic character today. At the 2002
census, Săpânţa recorded 99.1% of ethnic Romanians, while Câmpu-
lung la Tisa had almost 80% ethnic Hungarians. The Romanians are
confessional Orthodox while the Hungarians are Protestant and
Catholic, hence the religious connotation that ethnic tensions will take
over time.

The conflict between the Romanians and the Hungarians had sev-
eral moments of outburst. The occupation of two Orthodox monasteries
in the mid-fifteenth century was a key moment in the attribution of a
religious character to the medieval ethnic tensions. In the papers issued

Table 1
Source and methodology: the stucture of the questionnaire.

No. Question content Question type Answer type Observations

1. What is the first thing you associate with the Merry Cemetery in Săpânţa? Filter precoded one open question
2. Of the listed features/aspects that would best describe the Merry Cemetery? Opinion precoded one open question
3. What was the most important motivation why you chose to visit the Merry Cemetery? motivating the trip precoded –
4. What were the feelings and emotions experienced during the Merry Cemetery visit? Opinion precoded one open question
5. How pleasant did you find visiting such a tourist destination? psychological test scale of 1–6 adapted from

Stone (2006)6. How groovy did you find the Merry Cemetery? psychological test scale of 1–6
7. Cemeteries are considered to be dark tourist attractions. On a scale of 1 to 6, how dark do you consider the Merry

Cemetery to be?
Control scale of 1–6

8. How convenient / ethical do you find visiting the Merry Cemetery? Opinion precoded –
9. Would you recommend your friends to visit the Merry Cemetery? opinion, control precoded –
10. If YES, what would be the main reason why would you recommend it? opinion, optional open –
11. If NOT, what are the reasons why you would not recommend it? opinion, optional open –
12. The fact that the Merry Cemetery is a tourist attraction, do you think it is altering its authenticity? opinion precoded –
13. If YES, how much do you think the authenticity of the Merry Cemetery has been altered? opinion, optional scale of 1–10 –

Table 2
Respondents' features: age, gender and education.

Age Number of respondents Gender Education Nationality

under 25 28 20 women 42,8% university degree
14,2% students
28,5% High School
14,5% 10 yeas in school

89,2% Romanians
8 men 10,8% Foreigners

26–59 184 108 women 73,3% university degree
23,4% High School 3,3% 10 yeas in school

91,3% Romanians
76 men 8,7% Foreigners

60 and over 9 5 women 55,5% university degree
44,5% High School

100% Romanians
4 men
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to regulate the situation, there are several names of small Romanian
nobles, including Stan (Mihalyi De Apşa, 2009). The nobles were in-
tensely subjected to the Magyarization process, which, besides the
spoken language, also involved the adoption of the Catholic religion.
The non-acceptance of the Magyarization process, according to Pop-
Curşeu (2010), led, in time, to the loss of the noble status and the
transition to the status of a simple peasant for the Romanian cneji in the
villages of Maramures. Some documents evoke the fact that many as-
pects of the noble families were preserved and that they also appeared
two or three centuries later. Several surnames can be found in Săpânţa
even today: Stan, Gherheş, Tivadar, Bosa, Finta and others. If we look at
the crosses in the cemetery, we observe that they are the same as those
that appear most often, indicating the perseverance and the endurance
with which the orthodox Romanians stubbornly preserved their identity
not only in Săpânţa, but all throughout Transylvania. Mazzoni (1999:
70) notes that Stan and Pop are the most common names on the crosses
of the cemetery.

In spite of the general perception, the Merry Cemetery is a relatively
recent creation, registering only six centuries since it began to attract
the audience. The locals say the name of “the merry cemetery” was
given by a group of French tourists in the 1970s and it was quickly
embraced. Cap-Bun (2014) thinks that the name given by the French
tourists was mainly inspired by the brightly coloured paintings on the
crosses and not by the epitaphs, since it is unlikely, they could have
read the lyrics on the cross. In addition, Pașcu (2014) says, the name
assigned to the cemetery, and embraced by everyone else, is rather
inappropriate. At present there are more than 800 crosses, some being
cracked, contorted and eroded as they are old, while others are very
new (Pop & Miclea, 1972).

The cultural origins behind the creation of cemetery are contested.
Mocanu (2003), unlike other researchers (Curşeu & Pop-Curşeu, 2011;
Pop & Miclea, 1972; Pop-Curşeu, 2010) who appreciate the cemetery as
an Orthodox emanation, believes the naive paintings on the crosses are
the expression of Celtic paganism, and the epitaphs represent the
human behavioural profile that accompanies people, according to the
Orthodox Christian rite, to the Last Judgment. In other words, here is
the main influence, according to the historical chronology, of the Celtic
origin at the expense of the Orthodox one. The author appreciates that
the Merry Cemetery exists due to the fact that “in the village of Săpânţa
a space that resembles a certain Celtic geographic place of the past was
created” (Mocanu, 2003: 862). The cemetery, he adds, is the premise
that led to Stan Ion Patras's creative impulse.

4.2. The creator of the Merry Cemetery

Starting with the mid-1930s (Janjić & Darabuş, 2014; Pop & Miclea,
1972), Stan Ioan Patras, who very well knew his craft to carve porches
for houses in the village and around, began to carve crosses of graves
and to paint them (Mazzoni, 2002). The cemetery is, undoubtedly, the
work of Stan Ion Patras: a folk sculptor, painter and poet at the same
time (Janjić & Darabuş, 2014). His work was gradually built and was
then continued by a disciple, since the idea launched by Patras became
a true institution (Golopenţia, 2006) that was definitely extended at
Săpânţa. At the beginning, Patras carved the name and the date of death
of the deceased on the cross, then a short phrase, “certain words spoken
by the dead himself” (Mazzoni, 2002: 531), and finally the famous
rhymed lyrics appeared. The epitaphs created by Stan Ion Patras im-
plied a general consensus among the inhabitants of the village, who
rarely gave him suggestions (Mazzoni, 2002), which means that he was
also a good observer of human typology and a good psychologist cap-
able of capturing the identity of each dead person (Paşcu, 2014). When
Asked about the poems on the crosses, Stan Ion Patras said, “they come
to my mind while I am digging and painting. Years ago, I was only
writing the name of the deceased and the date. Then I started writing
lyrics; two lines at first, then four, then fourteen. Now I am doing as
many as twenty, or more than twenty, depending on the story I am

telling” (Pop & Miclea, 1972: 33). Paşcu (2014) even wonders whether
the Merry Cemetery in Săpânţa is not a psychological cemetery.

4.3. Death related to the Romanian culture and to the Merry Cemetery

Owing a lot to Christianity, the conceptions about world and life
have assimilated and preserved pre-Christian customs, enriching the
philosophical-religious content of rituals (Janjić & Darabuş, 2014). The
Romanian mythology of death and the funeral rituals associated with it
are complex and captivating (Cap-Bun, 2014). In Romania there is “an
archaic conception about death, which was glorified in songs and
sayings by the ancestors so that you may wonder whether this appre-
ciation of death might be a central myth of Romanians” (Pop & Miclea,
1972: 12–13).

Free Dacian people used to “welcome death with their mad
laughter, as loud as they could, a unanimous choral laugh of all the
warriors; the day before the great battles, they officiated the male ritual
of laughter, mocking at the possible death that was waiting for them”
(Pop & Miclea, 1972: 12). The same reverberate laughter of the Dacians
can also be found in the cemetery of Săpânţa. A very important aspect
in explaining the Merry Cemetery phenomenon is also what Herodotus,
a Greek historian, said in his fourth part of Histories (written in 440 CE)
about the moment of the death of a person in Dacia. He noted that the
Dacian used to laugh out loud whenever someone passed away because
they were convinced that the dead would go to a better world, and this
was a reason for joy (Herodotus, 2012).

As Pop and Ruxăndoiu (1978) remark, the ritual of burial in the
Romanian culture implies a temporary abolition of the boundaries be-
tween worlds. The deceased is metaphorically described as a traveller
between the “white world” (of the living people) and the “dark world”
(of the dead). What makes the funeral rituals unique is probably the mix
of cultural layers that starts from the Dacian belief in immortality and
goes to the subsequent Roman and Slavic influences added in time
(Cap-Bun, 2014).

4.4. The black humor of the Merry Cemetery

In the lyrics on the crosses there is a strange combination of praise
and criticism towards peoples' characters or lives. The message com-
municated through epitaphs may favor the idea of eternal belonging to
the group and thus it reduces the existential anxiety of the group
members and, in the broad sense, of the visitors (Curşeu & Pop-Curşeu,
2011). Epitaphs are messages from the dead to the living which usually
contain an embodiment of “symbolic immortality” (Lifton, 1996), being
a cultural mechanism that can master the fear of death. Curşeu and Pop-
Curşeu's study (2011) shows that messages in this cemetery, sent to the
visitors, both tourists and local people, are divided into three cate-
gories:

1. those describing dead people as community members;
2. those illustrating the personal identity of the dead;
3. those describing the dead person as a family member.

Some of the epitaphs are ironic and satirical, determining publica-
tions such as the Associated Press to call the original manner of the
Merry Cemetery to defer the vices or negative character traits of the
deceased as black humor (Ghirda & Dumitrache, 2017). The most fa-
mous ironic and humorous epitaph in the Merry Cemetery is the fol-
lowing: “Under this heavy cross, / My poor mother-in-law lies, / if she
had lived three more days / I would be lying there and she would be
reading this. / You who are walking here / Do not try to wake her up/
because, if she comes back home / She will tease me again. / I will
behave so well / that she will not return / May you, who are reading
this/ not have my destiny/May you find a good mother-in-law/and live
a happy life, getting on with her”.

Events of everyday life are painted on the cross in a realistic-naive
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style. Most representations focus on the occupation of the dead, bio-
graphical elements and, a very suggestive aspect of dark tourism, vio-
lent death is expressed in epitaphs: car accidents, crimes, death caused
by lightning-strike and others. Occupations are often pictured. Beyond
the abundance of biographical data, most crosses evoke aspects related
to what the dead had experienced in the community, such as tragedies
or small joys of life. In the paper dedicated to the Merry Cemetery,
Janjić & Darabuş, 2014 analyse the fascinating power of symbols that
had the purpose to define and acknowledge the major life events, with a
commemorative role. The cross, they say, is a symbol and a central
element of the Orthodox cemeteries in the Romanian rural space. Naive
paintings on the Săpânţa crosses have vibrant colours, and the domi-
nant one, the blue of Săpânţa, is made of natural elements
(Kwiatkowska, Timofte, Glińska-Lewczuk, & Marks, 2015). The crosses
are made of oak wood, with floral and geometric decorations (Cap-Bun,
2014) and are carved with fantastic designs on the edges.

Above the epitaphs, in the upper part of the cross, there is a bas
relief representation of the deceased either in the exercise of his or-
dinary labour or in the accidental circumstances of death. What seems
to be very clear to Golopenţia (2006) is that the idea of painting the
image of the deceased on the cross started from the photographs people
are used to putting on crosses, especially in the city. And because the
inhabitants of Săpânţa could not afford to pay for the photographs, then
the crosses came to include, in their upper part, a painted picture of
those buried beneath them. The crosses were also meant to be more
resistant to rain or freezing.

4.5. The results of the questionnaire

The information resulting from the questionnaire helps explain the
reasons why domestic and international tourists have to visit this place
of death and suffering. They also show how most people appreciate the
Merry Cemetery and describe it to those they come into contact with,
thus shaping its true tourism profile and its place within the dark
tourism spectrum. In this part, about the results, the information will be
presented according to how the respondents answered the questions in
the questionnaire.

First of all, visitors associate the Merry Cemetery with folk culture
(67.6%) and then with tourism (18.9%). Death, which is the central
element of cemeteries, represents only the third aspect with which the
visitors associate this cemetery. The percentage is very low, only 6.3%,
while religion (4.1%) is the last thing visitors associate the Merry
Cemetery with (Fig. 2). Concerning other issues, 3.2% of respondents
had appreciations combining two or more of the previous elements,
such as culture and tourism, and, very interestingly, some of the ap-
preciations explicitly referred to the blue colour of Săpânţa.

The characteristics of the Merry Cemetery are relevant in the con-
text in which it tends to become, as Ilieș and Hotea (2000) wrote, a true

international tourism brand and the central part of the tourism activity
in Săpânţa. And, of course, in these circumstances, we cannot avoid
wondering whether the fundamental characteristic of commemoration/
remembrance of the dead has been replaced by the new characteristic
related to tourism or there is a set of characteristics governing the
Merry Cemetery. The results (Fig. 3) indicate that memory and com-
memoration remain the defining elements according to 72.4% of the
respondents, while tourism is on the second place - 15.3%. Suffering
and sadness, grief, death and the macabre are defining elements of dark
tourism which were appreciated by less than 8% of the visitors. Simi-
larly to the first less important aspect presented above, appreciated by
slightly more than 4% of the participants, most of the respondents
emphasized humor and satire. These two characteristics together be-
come more important than death, the macabre and pain, each of these
being appreciated by only 1% of the respondents.

Motivations, along with the perception of the macabre and the au-
thenticity, play an important role in shaping the dark tourism profile of
any tourism destination. So, by adapting this study to the list of moti-
vations made by Light (2017), we have tried to find out the most im-
portant reasons that make people choose to visit this tourism destina-
tion (Fig. 4). Most respondents were attracted by the history and culture
of the site (30,6%), while other 17.6% said they were simply curious, as
Patrichi (2013) also pointed out. 11,3% came to Săpânţa as part of an
organized group, and others (almost 10%) considered the Merry Cem-
etery a place not to be missed. 9% were influenced in their visiting by
the decision that the cemetery is perceived as a place related to national
identity. The opportunity for education and learning is somewhat lower
in the hierarchy of motivations, while the desire to see a famous place
associated with death was the main impetus for only 4.5% of the sur-
veyed tourists. Some other motivations (recommendations, personal
connection with the place and the desire to see in order to believe) were
the bases for the decision to visit for very few of the respondents. It is
curious that reasons such as the interest in death and the desire to be in
contact with death, dark events and violence were not among those
identified by visitors.

Motivations create expectations which are part of the experiences
and emotions that tourists expect to experience while visiting certain
destinations. According to results (Fig. 5), the participants enjoyed (an
overwhelming proportion of over 2/3) positive experiences such as
amusement, good mood and delight. Negative emotions were less present,
mercy being mentioned by less than 1/10 of the respondents. No one
was terrified by the Merry Cemetery, and those who said they had
feelings of anxiety, depression, disgust and agitation represented less
than 8% out of the total. Fear, an aspect usually classified as a negative
event, was invoked by only one person. Having to indicate other feel-
ings they had, the respondents mentioned admiration, joy and respect,
so positive appreciation, but also regret, because, as a tourist said,
“authenticity is not preserved”. Other people said they were really

Fig. 2. The first thing the Merry Cemetery is associate with.
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amazed that “death can be treated like this” through an original
“concept and image”, where “tragedies are turned into real comedy” by
grinning and bearing it.

Using the six-shade spectrum proposed by Stone (2006) for dark
tourism, we were able to identify how agreeable, macabre and/or dark
a visit to the Merry Cemetery may be. Tourists can choose a value from
1 to 6, where 1 means extremely macabre and disagreeable, the darkest,
and 6 is specific to assessments such as: the least macabre, the most
agreeable and the least obscure. According to the answers (Fig. 6), the
average value considering the visit as pleasant is 5.23, the perception of
the macabre being with an average of 4.1, and finally, regarding the
“darkness” of such a tourism location, the value is 4.95. In other words,
the tourism activity in the Merry Cemetery perimeter is very light,
between lightest and light, and from the perspective of dark tourism it
would be between lighter and lightest. The average of the three ele-
ments that visitors of the Merry Cemetery had to consider is 4.76, which
places the tourism site in the category of lighter/lightest tourism pro-
ducts. The absolute majority (93%) of the respondents were satisfied
with the visit, being glad to recommend visiting the cemetery to others.
Only 3% say they would not recommend it, while 4% declare them-
selves not sure.

According to Kwiatkowska, Timofte, Glińska-Lewczuk, & Marks,

2015, the cemetery is visited by 200,000 tourists annually. Conse-
quently, the latest aspects of the research focused on the impact of
tourist activity on the authenticity of the site. According to the data
obtained, the majority of visitors (over 70%) consider that the tourism
phenomenon that Săpânţa has experienced for the last thirty years has
not affected the authenticity (Cohen, 1988) of the place compared to
the only 16.2% who say it has. The rest of over 13% could not ap-
preciate exactly. On a scale from 1 to 10, tourists have appreciated that
authenticity has been very little altered (3.9), confirming that the the
objectivist approach is the most appropriate for the Merry Cemetery
and that this is an attraction where death is still very present. The
overall image of the cemetery remains unchanged as the tourist number
is growing, due to a continuous emanation of the collective self, a naive-
popular creation and an original picturesque attraction.

5. Debates

The Merry Cemetery is undoubtedly one of the most important
tourism attractions of Maramures (Sabou et al., 2015), as confirmed by
the number of visitors Kwiatkowska, Timofte, Glińska-Lewczuk, &
Marks, 2015 mentioned earlier. This number is seventy times larger
than the population of the Săpânţa. Similar to the cross symbolism

Fig. 3. The aspects that best describe the Merry Cemetery.

Fig. 4. The most important motivation of visit.
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which suggests the four points of the compass, the basis of all or-
ientation symbols for man at different levels (Chevalier, 1994), having a
focal point at the crossing of the two axes, the Merry Cemetery is today
the focal point of the local and tourist community.

Săpânţa is part of a historical and geographical region with a dis-
tinct socio-cultural identity, where “the laws of life are harsh... the idea
of justice and injustice, right and wrong, honest and wicked, beautiful
and ugly, good and evil... strongly affects the conscience of the col-
lectivities” (Pop & Miclea, 1972: 32). Maramures and the neighboring
province of Oaş are the most stable of the well-preserved regions of
Romanian national permanence: language, clothes, customs, folklore
and virtues. The identity of Săpânţa should not be understood so much
due to its geographical dimension as rather to the ethno-cultural one,
which is certified above by the visitors' perception that consider folk
culture the defining aspect of the Merry Cemetery.

This cemetery is well-known as a cultural phenomenon and only
then as a tourist attraction (Curşeu & Pop-Curşeu, 2011). The expres-
sion of folk culture and local heritage takes the form of the famous,
colorful, blue-coloured crosses and of the epitaphs expressing subtle
humor (Sabou et al., 2015). Stan Ion Patras began painting the crosses
in order to protect them from bad weather and to make them last longer
(Golopenţia, 2006; Mazzoni, 2002). The “silky-phosphorescent” blue, to
which the famous craftsman would remain faithful for all his life (Pop &
Miclea, 1972) and which is also the most common colour on the crosses
of the Merry Cemetery, being perceived as “an illusion... because it is
unusual and hypnotic among the fundamental colors of the place: green
– life, yellow – fecundity, red – passion, black – death” (Pop & Miclea,
1972: 6–7) is nowadays known as the blue of Săpânţa, as opposed to the
blue of Voronet (the two kinds having different shades). Both the Merry
Cemetery in Săpânţa and the monasteries of Bucovina, including Vor-
onet, are part of the world cultural heritage, partly because of their blue
colours (blue of Voronet and blue of Săpânţa).

Despite the controversy over cultural origins (Mocanu, 2003; Pop &
Miclea, 1972; Pop-Curşeu, 2010), the Merry Cemetery remains a place
related to death and to the idea of death and also a cultural artifact
describing briefly the identity of the deceased members (Curşeu & Pop-

Curşeu, 2011). In spite of regional ethnic tensions and cultural changes,
the local community has preserved its own traditions, religion, cultural
practices and mentality (Pop-Curşeu, 2010), the cemetery itself clar-
ifying the changes of mentality imposed by the historical circumstances
(Cap-Bun, 2014). Religion has been a fundamental cultural aspect over
time. It helped people to define their social identity by group mem-
bership (Ysseldyk, Matheson, & Anisman, 2010) and was able to meet
the fundamental emotional needs (Granqvist, Mikulincer, & Shaver,
2010), helping them to cope with threats and reduce their suffering.
The church was also a permanent aspect of the community identity for
the people of Săpânţa. The symbolic manner of death representation,
with painted crosses and epitaphs, is part of the old Orthodox tradition
of mystification and “beautification” of death in the Romanian rural
communities. The contact and the ethnic tensions made Stan Ion Patras
want to customize the Romanian cultural symbolism in the Merry
Cemetery in Săpânţa. The fact that Stan Ion Patras is the one who laid
the foundations of the Merry Cemetery is nothing but the emanation of
his old religious age and his noble family.

Considering and, despite the above, nowadays, the cemetery is only
at a formal level what it actually wants to represent or what we are used
to thinking it should mean (Pop & Miclea, 1972) and that is why it is
perceived as secular. Mazzoni (2002) shares the same perception saying
that the inscriptions and images sculpted on crosses are genuine and
secular, “some religious symbols – images of saints, angels, and the
crucifixion – are no longer used”. In the same way, only a few of the
visitors who were questioned for the survey considered religion as a
defining aspect of the cemetery. In their work, The Merry Cemetery, Pop
& Miclea, 1972 consider the cemetery “absurd” or “an enormous joke”
because it is opposed to logic and breaks the unwritten laws of society,
thus becoming both “unusual” and “friendly” (Golopenţia, 2006). Death
is part of us as members of society, and therefore – a respondent ap-
preciates – the life stories of the deceased, told in a different way than
the normal and natural one should not have a negative impact on
people.

The visitors' perceptions converge as they consider the com-
memoration and remembrance of the dead people's lives as the most
important feature of the Merry Cemetery. Under these circumstances,
death, pain, suffering, sadness and the macabre are replaced by positive
experiences due to the subtle humor and epitaph satire. Irony is present
“all over this sculptural-pictorial-poetic discourse... more piercing...
and therefore more mundane, more real, more human” (Pop & Miclea,
1972: 13–14). Epitaphs express things directly and bring out the truth
about the dead in the most objective and concrete form. As soon as the
tourist has entered the cemetery, his/her mood gets better, he/she feels
delighted, displaying amusement, which makes the Merry Cemetery not
a necropolis or a macabre ossuary, but a real deposit of life, an essential

Fig. 5. The feelings and emotions experienced.

Fig. 6. The results of the Merry Cemetery visitors' perception by using the 6
shades scale of darkness proposed by Stone (2006).
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and strong metaphor of life (Pop & Miclea, 1972).
It is the expression of “life after death” as Curşeu & Pop-Curşeu,

2011 like to state. This intriguing phenomenon, as Cap-Bun (2014: 169)
considers it, defies death by highlighting human existence in this
“public place of celebration of life” (Cap-Bun, 2014: 180) as it actually
was. Unlike many other dark tourism attractions, the Merry Cemetery
does not leave the sensation of a macabre site; it does not urge visitors
to imagine the pain of the deceased or of those who suffer from the loss
of someone they loved. Here depression, disgust and horror are re-
pudiated by culture. The blue colour of Săpânţa, its sculpture, painting
and epitaphs transform and give the place a whole new meaning be-
cause it is associated with a happy place where the dead are comme-
morated joyfully (Grancea, 2007), where death is “laughed at”
(Kwiatkowska, Timofte, Glińska-Lewczuk, & Marks, 2015: 60). In the
Merry Cemetery people can laugh at death and, after leaving this place,
they can calmly return to their usual life taking a “vaccine” that
somehow protects them from the fear of death.

Death is portrayed as unfair and hateful here, which helps people to
become aware of it and acts as an antidote against anxiety, not just for
those who remained behind by the deceased (Curşeu & Pop-Curşeu,
2011), but especially for the visitors. One of the tourists suggestively
noticed that as soon as you have entered the Merry Cemetery, you will
wander among the crosses, read, get amused, and accept more easily
the idea that your turn will come, too. Quoting from the guest book at
the cemetery, Pop & Miclea, 1972 inform us that a Swiss visitor came to
the conclusion that “the Romanians die making jokes”. Stan Ioan Patras
himself, being asked why tourists come to see the Merry Cemetery,
explains that people “like when death is judged” (Pop & Miclea, 1972:
13–14). Another participant in the survey says: “death is a natural
thing... we should get rid of this fear” and “visiting this cemetery can
escape the cold thrill that you often experience while visiting such
places.” The Merry Cemetery is an original place, reminding people to
see death as something natural and urging them to live their lives as
beautifully as possible. It is very important to understand that death is
part of life, and it is easier to overcome the death of someone you loved
by joking and having a good mood.

The recommendation to visit the Merry Cemetery becomes quasi-
dominant, a certainty generating wide descriptions that include ad-
jectives such as: unique, original, authentic, novel, humorous, chro-
matic, beautiful, rich, interesting, special and even relaxing. There are
few people who do not appreciate this kind of tourism activity or the
Merry Cemetery itself, considering it either too commercial, so risking
to turn into kitsch – but, according to the questionnaire, a kind of kitsch
that “can be tolerated” when there is a chance to “laugh in the house of
death” – or sad. The broadest criticism of the dark tourism activity
provides arguments in favor of a definite incompatibility between
tourism and cemeteries as people should go to such places in order to
mourn the deceased and not for fun. Dark tourism becomes embarras-
sing especially in situations when crowds of visitors seek amusement
and laughter, and, at the same time, grieving people attend funerals in
the cemetery.

6. Conclusions

The Merry Cemetery is a living creation that permanently enhances
the power of the naive-rural spirit. It is also the expression of folk
culture, which has the ability to animate elements of a system of
thought and expression. The tourists' approaches are overwhelmingly
unidirectional and convergent from the cultural and patrimonial point
of view because, as we mentioned in the analysis, the Merry Cemetery is
only formally what it seems to be or what we believe it is for real. In
fact, it is a gateway to meditation, comprehension, communication,
commemoration and remembrance, which works on three levels:
(Bardan & Imre, 2014) the personal level: the appreciation of the stories
on the cross, not at all amusing, full of tragedy and pathos (Baudrillard,
2019) the community level: the appreciation of the local community

and (Beech, 2009) the cultural/patrimonial level: the most important
level, as it opens a gateway to the understanding of rural culture.

In Săpânţa the imminence of death is accepted as a component of
life. In fact, the only certainty that life offers is ironically portrayed in
the Merry Cemetery, offering the visitors an important lesson, namely
that both aspects of existence (life and death) must necessarily be
celebrated (Cap-Bun, 2014). On the other hand, death is not acknowl-
edged as an important perceptual characteristic of the cemetery, so it
loses its force by being “mocking” at. Sadness is also shadowed by the
extraordinary power of native local naive culture, and the tragedies
enclosed in every coffin buried in the Merry Cemetery are neutralized
by irony, humor, and subtle (or sometimes direct) satire of the epitaphs.
Consequently, as other research studies on dark tourism show, the ex-
ample of the Săpânţa Cemetery proves that tourism in burial spaces can
be more about life than about death, tragedy and macabre.

It is not at all recommended to go on a journey in order to visit the
Merry Cemetery starting from the idea of getting a macabre experience.
The dark tourism spectrum presented in this article shows how useful
this tool can be to promote and manage similar sites. In addition, the
experience we get by exploring the Merry Cemetery shows how much
dark tourism is influenced by and dependent on culture and cultural
heritage. Undoubtedly, the Merry Cemetery is not a very dark tourism
site.

Considering the data in the study, one may also point out the idea
that the Merry Cemetery has changed under the pressure of some tra-
gedies. Thus, according to the locals, the cemetery must be interpreted
as a place that has undergone physical transformation in order to look
as it is today, and this transformation is influenced by the locals' psy-
chology. The representation and tourist perception of this place is to-
tally dissonant with Naef's (2011) approach, and at the same time it has
nothing to do with the imagination of the cemetery in the manner of a
dark place created by mediatization. Though it may seem like this, the
history of the collectivity and Săpânţa itself were not eroded by time,
intentionally modified and romanticized, as Tzanelli and Korstanje
(2016) remarked for Greece, for the simple reason that the Merry
Cemetery became a pure tourist attraction with half a century when
some French tourists have assigned it its current name. Indeed, Naef's
assessment (2011: 17) that the “tourism management approach such as
the one proposed by dark tourism scholars is not sufficient to fully
understand its complexity” is justified and is fully observed in this case.

For better promotion, the discourse needs to be adjusted so as to
support the previous idea, namely tourism agents should turn the Merry
Cemetery to advantage by promoting it more as a cultural destination
and less as a dark tourism destination. As these are the findings, the use
of the idea of humor as a promotion strategy can play a key role in the
management context of this tourism destination. Pabel and Pearce
(2018) suggest that the use of humor in tour guides and in portraying
the attractions facilitates memorable experiences for visitors and it is
beneficial for successful tourism businesses. The epitaphs and the name
of the cemetery in Săpânța provide support for such an approach,
perfectly emphasizing the cultural tradition of the Romanian rural area.

Last but not least, the conclusion is to change the paradigm of
promotion and the management of the destination. It is not enough to
prove that the Merry Cemetery is a destination of folk culture, but to
explicitly mention in all kinds of promotion that it does not generate
macabre feelings and experiences. Its image must be shaped in con-
tradiction with the ideas that charitable organizations base their
strategy on, which seeks the way of providing the consumer with ne-
gative emotional states (Merchant, Ford, & Sargeant, 2010). Although it
is a cemetery, it does not give the visitor negative emotions. According
to this research, the stories have to be told by involving the idea of
positive emotions, using the real image, although they are related to a
cemetery. The evidence of this research shows that the line must be
preserved in the scope of folk culture despite the fact that some re-
searchers, the media and certain travel agencies define or try to sell the
Merry Cemetery as a dark tourism destination. This finding is also

V. Mionel Tourism Management Perspectives 34 (2020) 100656

10



reinforced by some journalism research that shows that people are
emotionally connected to stories (Craig, 2007). Such evidence is also
found in management research supporting the influence of stories and
narratives on emotions (Langhof & Guldenberg, 2019), and epitaphs are
nothing but mini-narratives of life, while the Merry Cemetery is a true
humorous story of all individual narratives. As one of the difficult
problems of management is competition and being unique on the
tourism market (Garcia, 2012), the branding of the Merry Cemetery
must be based on its uniqueness elements: humorous, satirical or ironic
epitaphs, carved wooden crosses, naive paintings in vibrant colours
(particularly the blue of Săpânța) and contradictory experiences of joy
and good mood that (paradoxically!) it can generate. Well, given the
data, the authorities can use the conclusions of this study to manage the
image of the Merry Cemetery as much as possible.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2020.100656.

References

Bardan, A., & Imre, A. (2014). Vampire branding: Romania’s dark destinations. In N.
Kaneva (Ed.). Branding post-communist nations: Marketizing national identities in the
“new” Europe (pp. 168–192). London: Routledge.

Baudrillard, J. (2019). For a critique of the political economy of the sign. London: Verso.
Beech, J. (2009). Genocide tourism. In R. Sharpley, & P. R. Stone (Eds.). The darker side of

travel: The theory and practice of dark tourism (pp. 207–223). Bristol: Channel View.
Blom, T. (2000). Morbid tourism - a postmodern market niche with an example from

Althorp. Norsk Geografisk Tidsskrift, 54(1), 29–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/
002919500423564.

Blom, T. (2008). Morbid tourism: The case of Diana, princess of Wales and Althorp house.
In P. Long, & N. J. Palmer (Eds.). Royal tourism: Excursions around monarchy (pp. 142–
158). Clevedon: Channel View Publications.

Bristow, R. S., & Newman, M. (2005). Myth vs. fact: An exploration of fright tourism. In K.
Bricker, & S. J. Millington (Eds.). Proceedings of the 2004 North-eastern Recreation
Research Symposium: March 31-April 2, 2004 (pp. 215–221). U.S. Dept. of Agriculture,
Forest Service, North-eastern Research Station.

Brown, N. O. (1960). Érôs et Thanatos: Life against death. Paris: Julliard.
Bryce, D., Curran, R., O'Gorman, K., & Taheri, B. (2015). Visitors' engagement and au-

thenticity: Japanese heritage consumption. Tourism Management, 46, 571–581.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.08.012.

Cap-Bun, M. (2014). The Romanian carnival of death and the Merry Cemetery of Săpânţa.
In M. J. Blanco, & R. Vidal (Eds.). The power of death: Contemporary reflections on death
in western society (pp. 169–182). New York: Berghahn.

Cheregi, B. F. (2018). Nation branding in transition countries: A multimodal analysis of
Romania and Moldova tourism campaigns. Journal of Entrepreneurship, Management
and Innovation, 14, 81–106. https://doi.org/10.7341/20181444.

Chevalier, J. (1994). A dictionary of symbols. Ringwood: Penguin.
Cismaru, L. (2011). Security strategies in tourism destination marketing. PhD thesisFaculty of

Economic Sciences and Business Administration, “Transylvania” University of Brasov.
Cohen, E. (1988). Authenticity and commoditization in tourism. Annals of Tourism

Research, 15(3), 371–386. https://doi.org/10.1016/0160-7383(88)90028-X.
Cohen, E. (2007). “Authenticity” in tourism studies: Aprés la Lutte. Tourism Recreation

Research, 32(2), 75–82. https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2007.11081279.
Craig, D. (2007). The ethics of the story: Using narrative techniques responsibly in journalism.

Princeton, N.J: Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic.
Curşeu, P. L., & Pop-Curşeu, I. S. (2011). Alive after death: An exploratory cultural ar-

tefact analysis of the Merry Cemetery of Săpânţa. Journal of Community & Applied
Social Psychology, 21(5), 371–387. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.1080.

Dann, G. M. S. (1998). There’s no business like old businesses: Tourism, the nostalgia
industry of the future. In W. F. Theobald (Ed.). Global tourism (pp. 29–43). Oxford:
Butterworth-Heinemann.

Dann, G. M. S., & Seaton, A. V. (2001). Slavery, contested heritage, and thanatourism. New
York: Haworth Hospitality Press.

Davidson, J., Bondi, L., & Smith, M. (2016). Emotional geographies. Abingdon: Routledge.
Dunkley, R. A., Morgan, N., & Westwood, S. (2007). A shot in the dark? Developing a new

conceptual framework for thanatourism. Asian Journal of Tourism and Hospitality,
1(1), 54–63.

Dyer, C. (2003). Swiss parliament may try to ban "suicide tourism". BMJ (Clinical Research
Ed.), 326, 242. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.326.7383.242.

Filep, S., & Deery, M. (2010). Towards a picture of tourists’ happiness. Tourism Analysis,
15(4), 399–410.

Frijda, N. H. (2017). The laws of emotion. New York: Psychology Press.
Future Market Insight (2018). Dark tourism: Sector overview & analysis. Market research

report. July. Retrieved from https://www.futuremarketinsights.com/reports/dark-
tourism-sector-overview.

Garcia, B. R. (2012). Management issues: In dark tourism attractions: The case of ghost
tours in Edinburgh and Toledo. Journal of Unconventional Parks Tourism & Recreation

Research, 4(1), 14–19.
Ghirda, V., & Dumitrache, N. (2017). Romania’s Merry Cemetery offers visitors dark humour.

Associated Press (September, 20).
Golopenţia, S. (2006). Cimitirul vesel din Săpânţa. Memoria Ethnologica, 6(20),

1863–1870.
Grancea, M. (2007). The epitaphs of Săpânţa and life celebration. In M. Rotar (Ed.). Dying

and death in the XIX – XX Romania: Alba Iulia National Conference Papers, October
11–12 2007 (pp. 91–99). Cluj-Napoca: Accent.

Granqvist, P., Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2010). Religion as attachment: Normative
processes and individual differences. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 14(1),
49–59. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309348618.

Hartmann, R. (2014). Dark tourism, thanatourism, and dissonance in heritage tourism
management: New directions in contemporary tourism research. Journal of Heritage
Tourism, 9(2), 166–182. https://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2013.807266.

Herodotus (2012). The histories. Book 4, [Lanham, MD], Start Pub. Retrieved from
https://www.overdrive.com/search?q=6C2A3905-2567-4ADF-8638-
8E5ECF570F3E.

Hooper, G. (2017). Introduction. In G. Hooper, & J. J. Lennon (Eds.). Dark tourism practice
and interpretation (pp. 1–11). London: Routledge.

Hughes, G. (1995). Authenticity in tourism. Annals of Tourism Research, 22(4), 781–803.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0160-7383(95)00020-X.

Ilieș, M., & Hotea, M. (2000). Examples of good practice applied in rural tourism activities
in the Maramures land: Vadu Izei and Săpânţa. GeoJournal of Tourism and Geosites, III,
2(6), 219–229.

Janjić, I., & Darabuş, C. C. (2014). The Merry Cemetery – Cimitirul Vesel. In I. Zivancevic-
Sekerus, & N. Majstorovic (Eds.). Sedmi međunarodni interdisciplinarni simpozijum
“Susret kultura” (pp. 1291–1299). Novi Sad: Filozofski fakultet.

Johnston, T. (2015). The geographies of thanatourism. Geography, 100(1), 20–27.
Kerr, M. M., & Price, R. H. (2018). “I know the plane crashed”: Children’s perspectives in

dark tourism. In P. R. Stone, R. Hartmann, T. Seaton, R. Sharpley, & L. White (Eds.).
The Palgrave handbook of dark tourism studies (pp. 553–583). London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Kim, J., & Fesenmaier, D. R. (2015). Measuring emotions in real time: Implications for
tourism experience design. Journal of Travel Research, 54, 419–429. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0047287514550100.

Kim, J. H., Ritchie, J., & Mccormick, B. (2012). Development of a scale to measure
memorable tourism experiences. Journal of Travel Research, 51(1), 12–25. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0047287510385467.

Kleinginna, P. R., & Kleinginna, A. M. (1981). A categorized list of emotion definitions,
with suggestions for a consensual definition. Motivation and Emotion, 5(4), 345–379.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00993889.

Knobloch, U., Robertson, K., & Aitken, R. (2017). Experience, emotion, and Eudaimonia:
A consideration of tourist experiences and well-being. Journal of Travel Research,
56(5), 651–662. https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287516650937.

Knudsen, B. T., & Waade, A. M. (2010). Re-investing authenticity: Tourism, place and
emotions. Buffalo, N.Y: Channel View Publications.

Koșinszki, S. A., & Măran, P. (2013). The project “Maramures-Transcarpathia info tour” -
tourism cross border cooperation within the HUNGARY-SLOVAKIA-ROMANIA-
UKRAINE ENPI CBC 2007-2013 Programme. Journal of Settlements and Spatial
Planning, 2, 299–304.

Kwiatkowska, D., Timofte, C. M., Glińska-Lewczuk, K., & Marks, E. (2015). The cemetery
as a touristic site value: An example of the Merry Cemetery in Romania. In M. Śliwa,
& K. Glińska-Lewczuk (Eds.). Cultural and natural heritage: Between theory and practice
(pp. 53–60). Olsztyn: Uniwersity of Warmia and Mazury.

Langhof, J. G., & Guldenberg, S. (2019). Pirates, ghosts and customer loyalty - reviewing
the dark ride experience. Tourism Management Perspectives, 31, 398–420. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.tmp.2019.06.004.

Laws, C. (2013). Pagan tourism and the management of ancient sites in Cornwall. In L.
White, & E. Frew (Eds.). Dark tourism and place identity: Managing and interpreting dark
places (pp. 97–114). London: Routledge.

Leder, H., Mitrovic, A., & Goller, J. (2016). How beauty determines gaze! Facial attrac-
tiveness and gaze duration in images of real world scenes. i-Perception, 7(4), 1–12.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2041669516664355.

Lennon, J. J., & Foley, M. (2000). Dark tourism. Andover, Hampshire. Cengage Learning.
Levitt, L. (2012). Solemnity and Celebration: Dark tourism experiences at Hollywood

forever cemetery. Journal of Unconventional Parks, Tourism & Recreation Research,
4(1), 20–25.

Li, S., Scott, N., & Walters, G. (2015). Current and potential methods for measuring
emotion in tourism experiences: A review. Current Issues in Tourism, 18(9), 805–827.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2014.975679.

Li, S., Walters, G., Packer, J., & Scott, N. (2018). A comparative analysis of self-report and
psychophysiological measures of emotion in the context of tourism advertising.
Journal of Travel Research, 57(1), 1078–1092. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0047287517733555.

Lifton, R. J. (1996). The broken connection: On death and the continuity of life. Washington,
DC: American Psychiatric Press.

Light, D. (2017). Progress in dark tourism and thanatourism research: An uneasy re-
lationship with heritage tourism. Tourism Management, 61, 275–301. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.tourman.2017.01.011.

Locher, P., Krupinski, E., Mello-Thoms, C., & Nodine, C. (2007). Visual interest in pic-
torial art during an aesthetic experience. Spatial Vision, 21(1–2), 55–77. https://doi.
org/10.1163/156856807782753868.

Logan, W. S., & Reeves, K. (2011). Places of pain and shame: Dealing with “difficult heritage”.
Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Mansfeld, Y., & Korman, T. (2015). Between war and peace: Conflict heritage tourism
along three Israeli border areas. Tourism Geographies., 17(3), 437–460. https://doi.

V. Mionel Tourism Management Perspectives 34 (2020) 100656

11

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2020.100656
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2020.100656
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0015
https://doi.org/10.1080/002919500423564
https://doi.org/10.1080/002919500423564
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.08.012
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0045
https://doi.org/10.7341/20181444
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0060
https://doi.org/10.1016/0160-7383(88)90028-X
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2007.11081279
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0075
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.1080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0100
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.326.7383.242
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0115
https://www.futuremarketinsights.com/reports/dark-tourism-sector-overview
https://www.futuremarketinsights.com/reports/dark-tourism-sector-overview
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0130
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0130
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0140
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309348618
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2013.807266
https://www.overdrive.com/search?q=6C2A3905-2567-4ADF-8638-8E5ECF570F3E
https://www.overdrive.com/search?q=6C2A3905-2567-4ADF-8638-8E5ECF570F3E
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0160
https://doi.org/10.1016/0160-7383(95)00020-X
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0185
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287514550100
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287514550100
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287510385467
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287510385467
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00993889
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287516650937
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0220
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0220
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0220
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0220
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2019.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2019.06.004
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0230
https://doi.org/10.1177/2041669516664355
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0245
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2014.975679
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287517733555
https://doi.org/10.1177/0047287517733555
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0260
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0260
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1163/156856807782753868
https://doi.org/10.1163/156856807782753868
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0275
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0275
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2015.1036916


org/10.1080/14616688.2015.1036916.
Mazzoni, B. (1999). Le iscrizioni parlanti del cimitero di Săpânţa. Pisa: Edizioni ETS.
Mazzoni, B. (2002). Inscripțiile grăitoare ale Cimitirului de la Săpânța. Memoria

Ethnologica, 2(4–5), 530–533.
Merchant, A., Ford, J. B., & Sargeant, A. (2010). Charitable organizations’ storytelling

influence on donors’ emotions and intentions. Journal of Business Research, 63(7),
754–762. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2009.05.013.

Mihalyi De Apşa, I. (2009). Diplomas from XIV and XV- century Maramures. Cluj-Napoca:
Pro Maramures “Dragos Voda” Cultural Society Publishing House.

Miles, W. F. (2002). Auschwitz: Museum Interpretation and Darker Tourism. Annals of
Tourism Research, 29(4), 1175–1178. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(02)
00054-3.

Millan, M. G. D., Naranjo, L. M. P., Rojas, R. D. H., & Vazquez De La Torre, M. G. M.
(2019). Cemetery tourism in southern Spain: An analysis of demand. Tourism and
Hospitality Management, 25(1), 37–52. https://doi.org/10.20867/thm.25.1.1.

Miller, D. S. (2008). Disaster tourism and disaster landscape attractions after hurricane
Katrina: An auto-ethnographic journey. International Journal of Culture Tourism and
Hospitality Research, 2(2), 115–131. https://doi.org/10.1108/17506180810880692.

Mocanu, H. (2003). Cimitirul de la Săpânța - cimitir de factură celtică? Memoria
Ethnologica, 3(8–9), 861–862.

Moyle, B. D., Moyle, C., Bec, A., & Scott, N. (2019). The next frontier in tourism emotion
research. Current Issues in Tourism, 22(12), 1393–1399. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13683500.2017.1388770.

Naef, P. J. (2011). Touring the Traumascape: “War Tours” in Sarajevo. War and trauma
(pp. 1–21). Université de Genève: Inter-Disciplinary Press. Retrieved from https://
archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:21685.

National Geographic Travel (2014). Best trips 2015. National Geographic. November 19.
Retrieved from https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/best-trips-2015/#/
twins-maramures-romania_85229_600x450.jpg.

Nawijn, J., & Filep, S. (2016). Two directions for future tourist well-being research.
Annals of Tourism Research, 61, 221–223. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2016.07.
007.

Nawijn, J., Isaac, R. K., Gridnevskiy, K., & Van Liempt, A. (2018). Holocaust concentra-
tion camp memorial sites: An exploratory study into expected emotional response.
Current Issues in Tourism, 21(2), 175–190. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2015.
1058343.

Necula, F. (2011). Cimitire unice în lume. Ziare(November 19).
O'Neill, S. (2002). Soham pleads with trippers to stay away. Daily telegraph. Retrieved

from https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2002/08/26/
nfen26.xml&sSheet=/portal/2002/08/26/ixport.html.

Pabel, A., & Pearce, P. L. (2018). Selecting humour in tourism settings - a guide for
tourism operators. Tourism Management Perspectives., 25, 64–70. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.tmp.2017.11.005.

Parrott, W. G. (2001). Emotions in social psychology: Essential readings. Philadelphia:
Psychology Press.

Paşcu, M. (2014). Cimitirul Vesel din Săpânța – un cimitir psihologic? Memoria
Ethnologica, 14(50–51), 92–97.

Patrichi, I. C. (2013). Dark tourism – A niche segment for the Romanian tourism.
Romanian Economic Business Review, 8(4.1), 351–358.

Paulauskaite, D., Powell, R., Coca-Stefaniak, J. A., & Morrison, A. M. (2017). Living like a
local: Authentic tourism experiences and the sharing economy. International Journal
of Tourism Research, 19(6), 619–628. https://doi.org/10.1002/jtr.2134.

Pepper, F., & Werden, C. (2017). Dark tourism: Why would you want to spend your holiday
visiting a cemetery? ABC News (July 6).

Podoshen, J. S., Venkatesh, V., Wallin, J., Andrzejewski, S. A., & Jin, Z. (2015). Dystopian
dark tourism: An exploratory examination. Tourism Management, 51, 316–328.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2015.05.002.

Pop, M., & Ruxăndoiu, P. (1978). Folclor literar românesc. București: Editura Didactică și
Pedagogică.

Pop, S., & Miclea, I. (1972). The Merry Cemetery. Bucharest: Pub. House of Tourism.
Pop-Curşeu, I. (2010). Some observations on the anthropological basis of artistic practice:

The Merry Cemetery, Săpânţa (Maramureș). EKPHRASIS, 3, 90–103.
Ram, Y., Björk, P., & Weidenfeld, A. (2016). Authenticity and place attachment of major

visitor attractions. Tourism Management, 52, 110–122. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
tourman.2015.06.010.

Ramkissoon, H. (2015). Authenticity, satisfaction, and place attachment: A conceptual
framework for cultural tourism in African island economies. Development Southern
Africa, 32(2), 292–302. https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2015.1010711.

Răvoiu, T., & Almasi, E. (2011). Turism negru în țara lui Dracula. Mesagerul de Cluj
(November 8), Retrieved from https://visit-transylvania.eu/transylvania-live-s-tours-
and-halloween-in-transylvania-in-regional-press-mesagerul.pdf.

Reisinger, Y. (2018). Authenticity in tourism. In L. Moutinho, & A. Vargas-Sánchez (Eds.).
Strategic management in tourism (pp. 295–314). Boston, Massachusetts: CABI.

Reisinger, Y., & Steiner, C. J. (2006). Reconceptualizing object authenticity. Annals of
Tourism Research, 33(1), 65–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2005.04.003.

Robinson, M., & Picard, D. (2017). Emotion in motion: Tourism, affect and transformation.
London: Routledge.

Rojek, C. (1993). Ways of escape: Modern transformations in leisure and travel. Basingstoke:
Macmillan.

Rusu-Tanasă, M. (2015). Intellectual capital a strategic factor of socio-economic devel-
opment of regions and countries. Procedia Economics and Finance, 27, 369–374.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2212-5671(15)01008-4.

Sabou, G. C., Aluculesi, A. C., Gheorghe, G., & Nistoreanu, P. (2015). Maramures, an
iconic destination for cultural tourism in Romania? Knowledge Horizons – Economics,
7(3), 110–114.

Scott, N., Zhang, R., Le, D., & Moyle, B. (2019). A review of eye-tracking research in
tourism. Current Issues in Tourism, 22(10), 1244–1261. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13683500.2017.1367367.

Seaton, A. (1999). War and thanatourism: Waterloo 1815-1914. Annals of Tourism
Research, 26(1), 130–158. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(98)00057-7.

Seaton, A. V. (1996). Guided by the dark: From thanatopsis to thanatourism. International
Journal of Heritage Studies, 2(4), 234–244. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13527259608722178.

Seaton, A. V. (2001). Sources of slavery-destinations of slavery: The silences and dis-
closures of slavery heritage in the UK and US. International Journal of Hospitality and
Tourism Administration, 2(3–4), 107–130. https://doi.org/10.1300/J149v02n03_05.

Shaker Ardekani, R., Akhgar, H., & Zabihi, H. (2015). Cemetery as a sociocultural space in
the Persian cities. International Journal of Architecture and Urban Development, 5(2),
57–68.

Slade, P. (2003). Gallipoli thanatourism - the meaning of ANZAC. Annals of Tourism
Research, 30(4), 779–794. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(03)00025-2.

Stoleriu, O. M. (2014). Dracula tourism and dark geographies of Romania. International
Antalya Hospitality Tourism and Travel Research conference proceedings, Antalya,
Turkey, 9–12(December), 44–69.

Stone, P., & Sharpley, R. (2008). Consuming dark tourism: A Thanatological perspective.
Annals of Tourism Research, 35(2), 574–595. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2008.
02.003.

Stone, P. R. (2006). A dark tourism spectrum towards a typology of death and macabre
related tourist sites, attractions and exhibitions. Tourism, 54(2), 145–160.

Strange, C., & Kempa, M. (2003). Shades of dark tourism - Alcatraz and Robben Island.
Annals of Tourism Research, 30(2), https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(02)00102-0
386–345.

Straton, C. (2016). Dark tourism. Jupânu(March 9).
Suciu, C. (1967). Dictionar istoric al localităților din Transilvania. București: Editura

Academiei Republicii Socialiste România.
Trotta, J. (2006). Grief tourism definition. Retrieved from https://www.grieftourism.

com/grief-tourism-definition/.
Tufnell, B. (2012). Atomic tourism and false memories: Cai Guo-Qiang’s. The Century with

Mushroom Clouds, Tate Papers, 17(Spring), Retrieved from https://www.tate.org.uk/
research/publications/tate-papers/17/atomic-tourism-and-false-memories-cai-guo-
qiangs-the-century-with-mushroom-clouds.

Tunbridge, J. E., & Ashworth, G. J. (1952). Dissonant heritage: The management of the past
as a resource in conflict. Chichester: John Wiley and Sons.

Tunbridge, J. E., & Ashworth, G. J. (2017). Is all tourism dark? In G. Hooper, & J. J.
Lennon (Eds.). Dark tourism practice and interpretation (pp. 12–25). London:
Routledge.

Tzanelli, R., & Korstanje, M. E. (2016). Tourism in the European economic crisis:
Mediatised worldmaking and new tourist imaginaries in Greece. Tourist Studies, 16,
296–314. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468797616648542.

Van Hoving, D. J., Wallis, L. A., Docrat, F., & De Vries, S. (2010). Haiti disaster tourism-a
medical shame. Pre-hospital and Disaster Medicine, 25(3), 201–202. https://doi.org/
10.1017/s1049023x00008001.

Wang, N. (1999). Rethinking authenticity in tourism experience. Annals of Tourism
Research, 26(1), 349–370. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(98)00103-0.

Wight, A. C. (2006). Philosophical and methodological praxes in dark tourism:
Controversy, contention and the evolving paradigm. Journal of Vacation Marketing,
12(2), 119–129. https://doi.org/10.1177/1356766706062151.

Yoshida, K., Bui, H. T., & Lee, T. J. (2016). Does tourism illuminate the darkness of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Journal of Destination Marketing & Management, 5(4),
333–340. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdmm.2016.06.003.

Ysseldyk, R., Matheson, K., & Anisman, H. (2010). Religiosity as identity: Toward an
understanding of religion from a social identity perspective. Personality and Social
Psychology Review, 14(1), 60–71. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309349693.

Zhu, Y. (2015). Cultural effects of authenticity: Contested heritage practices in China.
International Journal of Heritage Studies, 21(6), 594–608. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13527258.2014.991935.

Viorel Mionel is member of the Department of Tourism
and Geography at Faculty of Business and Tourism, The
Bucharest University of Economic Studies, Romania. He has
interests in dark tourism, literary tourism and cycle tourism
and broad tourism issues especially, sustainable tourism
practices, relevant to the Romanian space.

V. Mionel Tourism Management Perspectives 34 (2020) 100656

12

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2015.1036916
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0285
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0290
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0290
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2009.05.013
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0300
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0300
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(02)00054-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(02)00054-3
https://doi.org/10.20867/thm.25.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1108/17506180810880692
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0320
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0320
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2017.1388770
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2017.1388770
https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:21685
https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:21685
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/best-trips-2015/#/twins-maramures-romania_85229_600x450.jpg
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/best-trips-2015/#/twins-maramures-romania_85229_600x450.jpg
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2016.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2016.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2015.1058343
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2015.1058343
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0350
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2002/08/26/nfen26.xml&sSheet=/portal/2002/08/26/ixport.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2002/08/26/nfen26.xml&sSheet=/portal/2002/08/26/ixport.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2017.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tmp.2017.11.005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0360
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0360
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0370
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0370
https://doi.org/10.1002/jtr.2134
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0380
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0380
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2015.05.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0395
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0400
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0400
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2015.06.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2015.06.010
https://doi.org/10.1080/0376835X.2015.1010711
https://visit-transylvania.eu/transylvania-live-s-tours-and-halloween-in-transylvania-in-regional-press-mesagerul.pdf
https://visit-transylvania.eu/transylvania-live-s-tours-and-halloween-in-transylvania-in-regional-press-mesagerul.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0420
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0420
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2005.04.003
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0430
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0430
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0435
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0435
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2212-5671(15)01008-4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0445
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0445
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0445
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2017.1367367
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2017.1367367
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(98)00057-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527259608722178
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527259608722178
https://doi.org/10.1300/J149v02n03_05
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0470
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0470
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0470
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(03)00025-2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0485
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0485
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0485
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2008.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2008.02.003
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0495
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0495
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(02)00102-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(02)00102-0
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0505
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0510
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0510
https://www.grieftourism.com/grief-tourism-definition/
https://www.grieftourism.com/grief-tourism-definition/
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/17/atomic-tourism-and-false-memories-cai-guo-qiangs-the-century-with-mushroom-clouds
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/17/atomic-tourism-and-false-memories-cai-guo-qiangs-the-century-with-mushroom-clouds
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/17/atomic-tourism-and-false-memories-cai-guo-qiangs-the-century-with-mushroom-clouds
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0525
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0525
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0530
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0530
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2211-9736(20)30023-4/rf0530
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468797616648542
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049023x00008001
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049023x00008001
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0160-7383(98)00103-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356766706062151
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdmm.2016.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309349693
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2014.991935
https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2014.991935

	(Not so) Dark tourism: The Merry Cemetery in Săpânţa (Romania) – An expression of folk culture
	Introduction
	Dark tourism: an analysis of the field literature
	The concept origins and evolution
	Definitions and terminology
	Dark tourism classification and spectrum
	Motivations
	Emotions

	Research methodology
	Results
	The historical and ethnographic origins of the Merry Cemetery
	The creator of the Merry Cemetery
	Death related to the Romanian culture and to the Merry Cemetery
	The black humor of the Merry Cemetery
	The results of the questionnaire

	Debates
	Conclusions
	Supplementary data
	References




