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TRADITIONAL HINDU FUNERAL PYRE:
CONSTRUCTIONAL ASPECTS

Today the rite of cremation on a funeral pyre is most widely represented in India. One
of its most important practical aspects is the construction of the pyre. This depends on
various factors, the most significant of which are the type of fuel, the environmental
conditions and the ethno-confessional specifics of the funeral rite. This work aims to
study the variations in the construction of Hindu funeral pyres. Data were collected at
the Tajganj cremation center in Agra, India, during the Russian-Indian anthropologi-
cal expedition of the Paleoethnological Research Center and the State Biology Muse-
um named after K.A. Timiryazev in 2018, 2019, and 2022. Research methods included
visual observation and description of the pyre-building process, sketching the pyre
construction, and conducting unstructured interviews with participants in the funeral
rite. A total of 166 observations of cremations and 19 sketches of the pyre construction
were made, and 6 unstructured interviews were conducted. The author identified three
types of funeral pyre: wood, dung and mixed. All of them have a rectangular shape
and a common construction plan. The basis of each pyre is a three-layer bed on which
the body of the deceased lies in a supine position, covered by layers of fuel. The rela-
tive sizes of the pyre, the methods used to fix the limbs and the covering layer of fuel
are related to the position of the body on the bed. The results of the study can be used
as comparative data in archaeological research.

Keywords: cremation, body burning, Hindu funeral rites, Hinduism, Agra, India
Author Info: Alekseev, Yuri A. — Senior Research Fellow, the State Biology Mu-
seum named after K. A. Timiryazev (Moscow, Russian Federation). E-mail: alek-
seev@gbmt.ru ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8375-5377

For citation: Alekseev, Yu. A. 2026. Constructional Aspects of Traditional Hindu
Funeral Pyre. Herald of Anthropology (Vestnik Antropologii) 1: 293-308.

References

Alekseev, Yu. A. 2023. Kriterii klassifikatsii sovremennykh pogrebal’nykh kostrov Yuzhnoi Azii
[Criteria for the Classification of Modern South Asian Funeral Pyres]. In Metodicheskie
aspekty izucheniia drevnikh i srednevekovykh krematsii. Sbornik materialov [Methodological
Aspects of the Study of Ancient and Medieval Cremations. A Collection of Articles], ed. by
M. V. Dobrovolskaia. Moscow: Institute of Archeology RAS. 35-38.

Alekseev, Yu. A., and D. V. Pezhemsky. 2025. Krematsiia na kostre: vremia i kharakter razrusheniia
chelovecheskogo tela [Cremation at the Pyre: Time and Nature of Destruction of the Human
Body]. Vestnik Moskovskogo universiteta. Seriia 23. Antropologiia 1: 99—111. https://doi.
org/10.55959/MSU2074-8132-25-1-10

Alekseev, Yu. A. 2025. Obryad kremacii sovremennogo induistskogo naseleniya g. Agra [Cremation
Ritual of the Modern Hindu Population of Agra]. Etnografija 2(28): 242-261.

Alunni, V., G. Grevin, L. Buchet and G. Quatrehomme. 2014. Forensic Aspect of Cremations
on Wooden Pyre. Forensic Science International 241: 167-172. https://doi.org/10.1016/].



mailto:alekseev@gbmt.ru
mailto:alekseev@gbmt.ru
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8375-5377
https://doi.org/10.55959/MSU2074-8132-25-1-10
https://doi.org/10.55959/MSU2074-8132-25-1-10
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2014.05.023

Anexcees IO. A. KoHCTpyKIIMOHHBIE aCTIEKThI TPAIUIIMOHHOTO HHIYHCTCKOTO. .. 55

forsciint.2014.05.023

Caland, W. 1896. Die altindischen Todten- und Bestattungsgebrduche mit Benutzung
handschriftlicher Quellen [Ancient Indian Death and Burial Customs Using Manuscript
Sources]. Amsterdam: Johannes Miiller. 192 p.

Carroll, E. L., and M. Smith. 2018. Burning Questions: Investigations Using Field Experimentation
of Different Patterns of Change to Bone in Accidental vs Deliberate Burning Scenarios. Journal
of Archaeological Science: Reports 20: 952-963. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2018.02.001

Chatzikonstantinou, 1., K. Fiilop, S. Chronaki, C. Snoeck, E. Kiriatzi and S. Triantaphyllou.
2025. Experimental Insights into Different Funerary Burning Conditions on Crete Island,
Greece. Journal of Archaeological Science: Reports 62: 105067. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
jasrep.2025.105067

Davis, R. H. 1988. Cremation and Liberation: The Revision of a Hindu Ritual. History of Religions
28(1): 37-53. https://doi.org/10.1086/463135

Grévin, G. 2005. La crémation sur bicher dans I’Antiquité a la lumicre de 1’ethnoarchéologie
[Cremation on Pyre in Antiquity in the Light of Ethnoarchaeology]. Ktema Civilis. Orient
Grece Rome Antique 30: 15-20. https://doi.org/10.3406/ktema.2005.938

Grévin, G. 2007. Apport archéologique et médico-1égal de I’étude de la crémation sur bicher en Inde
et au Népal [Archaeological and Forensic Medical Contribution to the Study of Cremation on
Pyre in India and Nepal]. Etudes Sur Mort 132: 23-28. https://doi.org/10.3917/eslm.132.0023

Grévin, G. 2009. Crémations: les legons de 1’ethnologie [Cremations: Lessons from Ethnology]. Journal
de la Médecine Légale, Droit Médical 3—4: 67-70. https://doi.org/10.54695/dss.52.03-04.2540

Jha, V. 2022. An Indigenous Method of Cremation in Earthen Containers as a Sequel to Disaster
Resilience: A Case Study of Kusheshwarsthan Wetland Area in Darbhanga District of North
Bihar. International Journal of Plant and Environment 8(2): 149—152. https://doi.org/10.18811/
ijpen.v8i02.10

Jonuks, T., and M. Konsa. 2007. The Revival of Prehistoric Burial Practices: Three Archacological
Experiments. Folklore 37(1): 91-110. https://doi.org/10.7592/FEJF2007.37.burial

Kane, P. V. 1953. History of Dharmasastra: Ancient and Medieval Religious and Civil Law. Vol. IV.
Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute. 926 p.

Le Goff, I. 2013. Cadavre et cremation [Corpse and Cremation]. Techniques et culture 60(1): 92—
109. https://doi.org/10.4000/tc.6843

Marshall, A. 2011. Experimental Archaeology: 1. Early Bronze Age Cremation Pyres; 2. Iron
Age Grain Storage. Oxford: BAR Publishing. 169 p.

McKinley, J. 1. 2016. Complexities of the Ancient Mortuary Rite of Cremation: An
Osteoarchaeological Conundrum. In Isotopic Landscapes in Bioarchaeology, ed. by G. Grupe
and G. C. McGlynn. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer Berlin Heidelberg. 17—-41. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-662-48339-8 2

Mirnig, N. 2018. Liberating the Liberated: Early Saiva Tantric Death Rites. Wien: Austrian
Academy of Sciences Press. 366 p.

Noy, D. 2000. Building a Roman Funeral Pyre. Antichthon 34: 30-45. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0066477400001167

Oestigaard, T. 1999. Cremations as Transformations: When the Dual Cultural Hypothesis Was
Cremated and Carried Away in Urns. European Journal of Archaeology 2(3): 345-364. https://
doi.org/10.1179/€ja.1999.2.3.345

Oestigaard, T. 2000. The Deceased s Life Cycle Rituals in Nepal: Present Cremation Burials for the
Interpretations of the Past. Oxford: BAR Publishing. 66 p.

Ondracka, L. 2022. Antyesti. In Hinduism and Tribal Religions, ed. by J. D. Long, R. D. Sherma,
P. Jain and M. Khanna. Springer Nature. 79—84. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-024-1188-1 188

Parry, J. P. 1994. Death in Banaras. Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press. 314 p.

Singh, R. N. 2016. Many Lives of the Dead in Banaras: Towards an Anthropology of
the Indefinite Social. Contributions to Indian Sociology 50(1): 27-51. https:/doi.
org/10.1177/0069966715615023



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2014.05.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2018.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2025.105067
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2025.105067
https://doi.org/10.1086/463135
https://doi.org/10.3406/ktema.2005.938
https://doi.org/10.3917/eslm.132.0023
https://doi.org/10.54695/dss.52.03-04.2540
https://doi.org/10.18811/ijpen.v8i02.10
https://doi.org/10.18811/ijpen.v8i02.10
https://doi.org/10.7592/FEJF2007.37.burial
https://doi.org/10.4000/tc.6843
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-48339-8_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-48339-8_2
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0066477400001167
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0066477400001167
https://doi.org/10.1179/eja.1999.2.3.345
https://doi.org/10.1179/eja.1999.2.3.345
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-024-1188-1_188
https://doi.org/10.1177/0069966715615023
https://doi.org/10.1177/0069966715615023

56 BectHuk antpononoruu, 2026. Ne 1

Stevenson, S. 1920. The Rites of the Twice-Born. London, New York: H. Milford, Oxford University
Press. 474 p.

Svirkina, N. G., and S. A. Volodin. 2019. Opyt primeneniia eksperimental’nogo metoda dlia
izucheniia antichnogo obriada krematsii [The Experience of Using an Experimental Method
to Study the Antiquity Cremation Rite]. Vestnik Moskovskogo umniversiteta. Seriia 23.
Antropologiia 4: 114—125. https://doi.org/10.32521/2074-8132.2019.4.114-125

Zharnov, Yu. E. 1992. Pogrebal 'nyi obriad Drevnei Rusi po materialam Gnezdovskogo nekropolia
[Funeral Rite of Ancient Rus Based on Materials of Gnezdovo Necropolis]. PhD diss., Moscow
State University.



https://doi.org/10.32521/2074-8132.2019.4.114-125

