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FOREWORD 

The genesis of this book 

This account of death rituals in Bhaktapur 

brings together an architectural historian who 

essentially localizes households and events, 

defines spatial entities, and maps movements 

in space, and an indologist who knows the 

canonical texts which prescribe the ritual in

volved. 

The architectural historian, Niels Gut

schow, cornmenced his initial research in 

Bhaktapur in 1971 and by spring 197 4 had 

established a social topography of the city 

(Gutschow/Kölver 1975), followed by a net

work of death processions. The first death 

ritual (däkilä), performed by Ga9es Män 

Bäsukala on Gokar9a aus1, was observed in 

October 1983, one year after the death of 

Bäsukala' s father. In spring 1986, all of the 

chväsaf; stones (which absorb the polluting 

qualities of ritual waste in cases of death) 

were mapped with the help of Chandranäth 

Kusle and Ga9es Män Bäsukala. Interviews 

with purity and ritual specialists such as Cäla 

(torch bearers), Nau (barbers), Jugi, Danyä 

(tailors), Näy (butchers) and Pva}:l (untouch

ables) in spring 1987 gave for the first time an 

overview of how unclean castes participate in 

death rituals. On Wh April 1987 the offering 

on the 7th day after the death of Langtugu Bä

sukala was observed in detail. 

Under the auspices of the Sonderfor

schungsbereich (Collaborative Research 

Centre) 619 "Dynamics of Ritual" of the 

German Research Council, these studies 

were resumed in July 2002 with a specific 

emphasis on death rituals and ancestor wor

ship in Bhaktapur. The rituals performed for 

Rabi Svagamikha, who died on 9th July 2002, 

formed an important basis for the research 

presented here. Latyä (or sapif:uf,zkara1J,a), 

performed on the 45th day after his death on 

22nd August was documented by Christian 

Bau with a video camera and is presented as 

an appendix to this publication. 

Parallel to these rituals, the monthly water 

offerings (jaladäna) by Bikhu Bahadur Suväl 

(Bijay Bäsukala's päju, i.e. mother's brother) 

in memory of his deceased father were like

wise recorded, as was the offering of a cow 

(godäna) on the occasion of Bisketjäträ on 

23rd August and the offering of grains across 

the holy field (kJetra) of Pasupatinäth on the 

occasion of Bälacaturdasi on 10th December 

2002. 

In early May 1987, 129 lineage gods (du

gudyaf;) were mapped for the first time - a 

survey that was substantially enlarged in May 

2003. The ritual of worshipping the lineage 

god was documented on 22nd April 1999 for 

the Bäsukala phuki headed by Räm Bäsukala 

(the great-uncle of Bijay Bäsukala), whose 

cremation could be witnessed on 21 st October 

2003. 

The indologist Axel Michaels started to 

work in Nepal as the Director of the Nepal

German Manuscript Preservation Project 

(NGMPP) and the Nepal Research Centre. 

His research was focussed on the history 

and rituals of the Pasupatinätha temple and 

its vicinity (Michaels 1994), which involved 

studies of the cremation grounds and the Bäla

caturdasi festival (Michaels 1999). He also 

observed several death and ancestor rituals 

(e.g. nhenumhä, latyä, du byekegu) in Bhak

tapur in 2003/04. 



2 Foreword 

Outline of the book 

The present volume deals with death rituals 
among the farmer community of the Newars 
of Bhaktapur. lt starts with an introduction to 
the study of South Asian, especially Hindu 
life-cycle rituals in general, and more spe
cifically death rituals and ancestor rituals in 
Nepal, based on textual and ethnographic 
material from various sources. lt can be seen 
that death rituals mostly concern impurity 
among the closer relatives, embodiment of 
the "soul" of the deceased, its deification and 
pacification, memory and mourning. These 
notions, which are however widely discussed 
in studies on Hindu death rituals, are by no 
means adequate for grasping the death and 
ancestor rituals in a specific social and re
gional setting. 

The first part of the book, therefore, shifts 
to such a specific setting, to the ancient city 
of Bhaktapur in Nepal and more particularly 
to the farmer Newars who have shaped a 
specific urban culture over the past two thou
sand years. A short introduction to the urban 
fabric and spatial conditions as weil as to the 
places of the spirits of Bhaktapur is followed 
by descriptions of the specialists involved in 
the death and ancestor rituals. lt can be seen 
that the duties of the Brahrnin are assisted 
by a great number of members of other sub
castes. 

The description of the various death and 
ancestor rituals - many of them have previ
ously never been described - is divided into 
two categories: calendric rituals of death and 
renewal, in which mostly a generalized group 
of ancestors or ghosts is worshipped, and 
personal death and ancestor rituals which are 
more or less directly related to the deceased 
and his farnily. 

In the second part we present as a model 
a more detailed description of one of the 
most important death rituals: the union of 
the deceased with the forefathers (latyä, Skt. 

sapü:uj.zkaraf},a), which is also documented 
on the DVD included in this book. Morever, 
we have edited and translated the texts used 
by the Brahmin priest during this particular 
ritual. This combination of textual and con
textual approaches - which we call the ethno
indological method - has been theoretically 
elaborated elsewhere (Michaels 2004a and 
2005a). We try to show that the used texts are 
not liturgical and normative texts that restrict 
action, but that on the contrary they leave 
space for many variations and alterations or 
even ad hoc inventions which make for the 
dynamics of the ritual. 

From the indological point of view, special 
attention has been paid to local handbooks 
and manuals of the following categories: 

Personal handbooks belonging to priests, 
normally not published, but occasionally rni
crofilmed by the Nepal-German Manuscript 
Preservation Project; such texts are written in 
a rnixture of Sanskrit, Neväri and Nepäli. 

Printed manuals in Sanskrit, often pub
lished with a commentary or translation in 
Nepäli; such texts are used by many püjäris 
during their rituals. 

Elaborate ritual texts in Sanskrit, written 
by learned scholars of renown and published 
locally by the Mahendra-Saqislq:ta-Visvavid
yälaya, Tribhuvan Visvavidyälaya, Nepäla 
Räjakiya Prajfiä-Prati�thäna, or private pub
lishers. 

Ritual texts in Sanskrit belonging to the 
great tradition, with a pan-Indian distribu
tion. 

Documents from private persons or from 
the Guthi Saqisthäna related to the rituals 
performed. 

Grey literature (pamphlets etc.) from ritual 
organisations. 

However, the main intention is to try to 
understand both the agency in rituals and the 
function of the texts in contexts. We hold that 
the agency is not only with the priest (püjärz) 
but also with the sacrificer (yajamäna) and 



Khulä: ritual "six months" 
afrer the death of Jagat Män 
Suväl, 21" July 2002 in Taha
mala (Talakva), Bhaktapur. 
The Brahmin, Prajal Sannä, 
prepares the ritual ground 
on groundfloor Level (chedi), 
to his left the lamp suku(1(/.ä, 
to his right lhe containerfor 
vermilion, sinhamhu. 

his family, the spectators of the ritual, and 
even trans-human agents. From this point of 
view, we find rituals as weil as ritual texts 
much less formal than they appear prima 

facie to be. 
By way of conclusion we try in the third 

part to strengthen our point that death and 
ancestor rituals, if not rituals in general, have 
to be seen in a new light, because they offer 
much more freedom than has been generally 
accepted. Although it is true that such rituals 
are formalized, they are by no means strict, 
stereotypical and unchangeable. Moreover, 
Newar death and ancestor rituals follow 
their own dynamics, they are - in Don Han
delman' s term, "rituals in their own right" 
(see the introduction to the 2nd edition of 
Handelman 1998 and 2004). We have tried to 
develop similar ideas by focussing on aspects 
of pollution and purification, continuity and 
change, modemity and anti-ritualism. 
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This book is intended as the first part of a 
trilogy of studies on life-cycle rituals in Ne
pal. lt will, hopefully, be supplemented by a 
volume on child and youth rituals as wel] as 
one on marriage rituals. In addition, the re
search on the ageing rituals of the Newars in 
Kathmandu and Patan - which has been un
dertaken by Alexander von Rospatt (Berke
ley) in close cooperation with the authors and 
within the research project "The Dynamics of 
Rituals" - wil] present additional material for 
the study of the ritual passages of life. 

Actors and places 

Death rituals are enacted not by "somebody", 
"somewhere" at "any time". A range of ac
tors come to the fore: family members, and 
ritual specialists whose services are based on 
a long time relationship with the clients, the 
jajmän. In any single action one comes across 
a predefined group. The chief moumer is as
sisted by a married daughter, sister or aunt, 
the mhaymacä, and her husband, the jicä

bhäju. lt is clear from the beginning who will 
be polluted within the patrilineage and which 
funeral association will assist at the pyre. 
Moreover, the processional path of the bier 
is predefined, as are the place of cremation 
and the place of the ensuing death rituals for 
twelve months to come. 

This uniqueness of the actors, places and 
time has prompted us to name the places in
volved in town and on its periphery. Almost 
every action is exactly dated and the actor 
named. The actors relate to a deceased mem
ber of the family. His or her name is repeated 
by the Brahmin after being uttered by the cli
ent. On the occasion of sorafräddha after the 
füll moon in September the naming extends 
beyond the usual three generations and may 
include over a hundred names, including the 
names of friends, kings and saints. lt might 
be argued that a deceased enters an anony-
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mous world of pitr. The naming of those in 
whose name a death ritual is enacted would 
individualize the dead in an unjustified man
ner. But there are also places dedicated to 
the deceased among the fields surrounding 
Bhaktapur. Their names are remembered for 
at least two generations before their places 
come to be known anonymously as haunted 
by spirits that need to be pacified. 

Ethnographie research has tended to ano
nymize places and persons, allegedly out of 
respect for the people who were involved 
and whose actions were documented to sup
port a more general analysis. In our case the 
observed ritual stands in its own right. lt 
is the example par excellence in time and 
space, which in the second part of the book is 
compared with written documents of various 
origin. The dynamics of ritual are discussed 
from the perspective of this identified case, 
the prescriptions of the Brahmins, and the 
textbooks of the high culture. 

Methodologically, we thus focus on a 
unique ritual and then try to understand it 
by using the texts of the priests and locally 
used or distributed texts of the so-called great 
tradition. Our method is therefore inductive 
rather than deductive. Our starting point is 
the ritual practice, and we do not consider the 
actual rituals or "corrupt" texts as deviant, 
but as authentic. What happens in situ is for 
us not a more or less apt realization or enact
ment of what is textually prescribed, but a 
ritual performance in its own right. This also 
means that we do not regard the ritual texts 
as secondary or corrupt categories of mate
rial simply because their Sanskrit or Neväri 
does not follow certain rules of spelling and 
grammar. 

At the same time we do not feel we are 
prying into a realm of privacy that should 
be left untouched. The families concerned 
agreed to be filmed and close-up photographs 
were only ever taken after an affirmative ges
ture was given. Niels Gutschow has main-

tained a long-standing relationship with the 
families whose cases are documented in this 
volume. He feels that the identification of an 
actor and his or her place in time, space and 
society is an overt expression of respect. The 
actors have actively to be freed from a veil of 
anonymity in order to underline that they are 
not simply objects of research and victims of 
theory, but subjects and agents. 

Spelling and transcription rules 

If not otherwise indicated or evident from the 
context, all terms and place names presented 
throughout the first and in much of the third 
part of the book are based on Neväri (Nev.) 
spoken by farmers (Jyäpu) in Byäsi, from 
whose community most of our informants 
came. The majority of these terms are also 
listed in the glossary. 

We are aware that there is no standard 
Neväri language. Varieties are commonly 
found among the different communities and 
especially in the dialects of the towns and 
villages of Kathmandu Valley. This variety 
is al o reflected in the way rituals are per
formed. Some of the problems of spelling and 
transcription are grounded in the language it
self, others stem from the various techniques 
for reducing the language to writing, whether 
DevanägarI or Roman script, whether old or 
new. 

Few of these issues were solved for the 
dictionary of architectural terms presented 
in 1987 by Niels Gutschow, Bernhard Kölver 
and Ishwaranand Shresthacarya. For exam
ple, the question of the high vowels, the i/e/ 

ya- and the u/0/va- series: alternations within 
the series are a characteristic of Classical 
NevärI manuscripts and persist to the present 
day. More worrying, because inevitably cut
ting across a phonemic opposition, are altera
tions between the low front and the low back 
vowels ä/a/ and a/a. Additionally come the 



effects resulting from the loss of certain con
sonants at the ends of words, which leads to 
compensatory lengthening - a process which 
apparently some words underwent repeat
edly, producing chains such as cäkala- (obl.): 
cäkaf:t, cäka, cä{i, all of them the renderings 
of Skt. cakra. Rules about which stem to 
select in compounds have yet to be discov
ered. 

Sanskrit (Skt.) terms are transcribed ac
cording to the standard conventions. How
ever, the Sanskrit text given infra is often 
"corrupt." Since it was written for the per
sonal use of the priest and not meant for 
publication or translation, we have left the 
text "uncorrected". 

As for Nepäli (Nep.), the transcription 
mostly follows the Brhad Nepäti Sabdako�a 
or Turner's Dictionary. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Life-cycle rituals in South Asia 

South Asia offers an almost unparalleled 
wealth of textual and ethnographic material 
on rituals. This extends not only to life-cycle 
rituals (Skt. saf!Iskära) but also to other Brah
manic-Sanskritic domestic rituals (karma, 

kriyä), sacrifices (homa, yajiia, i�fi, bali), 

celebrations and festivals (utsava), pilgrim
ages (ttrthayäträ), religious services (pujä, 

upacära, sevä), oaths (vrata), meditations 
(yoga, dhyäna), heroic acts (vi'rya), esoteric 
initiations (di'k�ä) and much more. Moreover, 
South Asia has not only a long ritual tradi
tion preserved in normative texts since Vedic 
times, but also a great diversity of local and 
regional practices. 

However, most of the theories of ritual 
that have been developed from Indian mate
rial - e.g. inter alia George Dumezil, Edward 
B. Tylor, Marcel Mauss, Henri Hubert, Louis
Dumont, Max Weber or Arthur M. Hocart
- have concentrated on textual sources. Only
since the middle of the past century has the
perspective on Indian rituals shifted from the
macro level of the so-called "Great Tradi
tion" to the micro level of the villages and
the small cities. lt is fruitful to test and revise
the old theories of sacrifice, myth, kingship
or ritual with this new material, as has al
ready been done by several scholars e.g. Jan
Heesterman (1993), Frits Staal (1979, 1983
and 1989), Bruce Kapferer (1979), Rich
ard Schechner (1988) or Stanley Tambiah
(1979), Gloria G. Raheja (1988), or Caroline
Humphrey and James Laidlaw (1994) - to
mention just a few.

Life-cycle rituals are often regarded as 
paradigmatic in ritual theory. This is partly 
due to Arnold Van Gennep' s ( 1909) and more 
particularly Victor Turner's (1969) pioneer
ing studies. Both scholars have introduced 
key terms for the discussion of rituals: "rites 
de passage", "rites de separation, marge and 
agregation", or "liminality", "communitas", 
"social drama", and "anti-structure". Howev
er, life-cycle rituals have mostly been under
stood as hierophantic events (Mircea Eliade), 
or as events that help either to overcome Iife 
crises (e.g. Bronislaw Malinowski, Sigmund 
Freud or Erik Erikson), or to strengthen the 
solidarity of a social group (Emile Durkheim, 
Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown, Ewald 
Richard Thurnwald). 

In our view, such functionalistic theories 
are not adequate to grasp the specific elements 
of rituals. Instead we propose to concentrate 
on the following polyvalent and polythetic 
aspects and components of rituals. 1 

A formal, usually spoken decision is re
quired to carry out the ritual: an oath, vow, 
or ritual declaration (saf!Ikalpa). Almost any 
life-cycle ritual and most sub-rites will have 
no efficacy without a saf!Ikalpa (see Bühne
mann 1988: 114, Michaels 2005). Caroline 
Humphrey and James Laidlaw (1994: 120) 
insist that ritual acts are "non-intentional" 
(even if not "unintentional"). But only the 
intentio solemnis makes an everyday or cus
tomary act into a ritual act. lt singles out cer
tain segments of acts and evokes awareness of 
the change, thus also usually bringing about a 
change in the level of language. In ritual, wa
ter becomes ritual water, rice becomes ritual 
rice, a stone becomes the seat of the gods. All 

1 The following is based partly 
on Michaels 2004: 131ff. (see 
also Michaels 1999a). 



this is usually designated in language. Thus, 
water is named by the Sanskrit word jala, 

instead of the everyday (Nep.) päni; mtfhai 

("sweets") becomes naivedya, phul ("flow
ers") becomes pu�pa, bati ("light") becomes 
dtpa, and camal ("rice") becomes ak�ata. 

Ritual acts are mostly also a) formal, ste
reotypical, and repetitive (therefore imitable); 
b) public; and c) irrevocable; in many cases
they are also d) liminal (see below). So they
may not be spontaneous, private, revocable,
singular or optional for everyone. Ritual
acts are not deliberately rational, they can
not simply be revised to achieve a better or
more economical goal. Therefore, formalism
constitutes a central criterion in most defini
tions of ritual (see, however, Michaels/Buss
forthc.). Rituals cannot be private functions;
they can be imitated. Publicity in the sense of
inter-subjectivity - even if it concerns only a
small secret circle of initiated specialists - is
thus another formal criterion. Moreover, espe
cially life-cycle rituals are effective indepen
dent of their meaning: ex apere operato (see
Michaels 2000). This means that they cannot
be reverted, for that requires a new ritual.

Along with these three strict, formal cri
teria, many rituals also contain another that 
Victor Turner has described as "liminality" 
(from the Latin, timen, "threshold"). In this 
he refers to the non-everyday and yet revers
ible, paradoxical, sometimes absurd and 
playful parts of rituals (see Michaels 2004c), 
especially in life-cycle threshold situations. 

Almost every ritual act also takes place 
in an everyday context. But whether the act 
of "pouring water" is performed to clean 
or to consecrate a statue cannot be decided 
solely on the basis of these external, formal 
criteria, but also depends on "internal" crite
ria regarding intentions, which can relate to 
social aspects (solidarity, hierarchy, control, 
or establishment of norms), psychological 
and more individual aspects like alleviating 
anxiety, experiences or enthusiasm, desire, 
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or transcendental aspects concerning the 
other, higher, sacred world. In this last case, 
everyday acts acquire sublimity and the im
mutable, non-individual, non-everyday is 
staged. Although this criterion is particularly 
controversial, because it links religion with 
ritual, we hold that the majority at least of 
life-cycle rituals cannot do without it. Thus, 
we follow Emile Durkheim's (1912: 50) die
turn that "the ritual can be defined only after 
defining the belief". 

Finally, life-cycle rituals involve tem
poral or spatial changes, they refer to bio
logical, physical, or age-related alterations 
or changes. Thus, a tangible change takes 
place through the ritual. For exarnple, the 
participants in the ritual must acquire an abil
ity they did not previously have, or a new so
cial status with new social consequences: the 
initiate becomes a marriageable Twice-Born, 
the deceased a "departed one" (preta) or a 
forefather (pitr). 

Life-cycle rituals in South Asia have 
mostly been studied by indologists: see, for 
instance, Bhattacharya 1968, Kane 1968ff., 
Pandey 1969, Gonda 1980, Gonda 1965, 
Olivelle 1993. What, however, is lacking are 
studies which include the actual practice of 
such rituals with its combination of texts and 
contexts. A positive exception to this is to be 
found in the study of Vedic rituals (see, for 
example, Gonda 1980, Staal 1983, Tachi
kawa 1993, Einoo 1996) or the Hindu service 
(püjä, e.g., Bühnemann 1988, Einoo 1996, 
Tachikawa 1983, Tripathi 2004). 

Similarly, death and ancestor rituals have 
also mostly been studied from a textual per
spective, as for instance by Caland 1893, 
Abegg 1921, Shastri 1963, Kane 1991/IV, 
Knipe 1976, Huntington/Metcalf 1979, Mül
ler 1992, or Oberhammer 1995. The practice 
of such rituals, however, has only rarely or 
marginally been touched on (e.g., Stevenson 
1920, Parry 1985, Evison 1989, Fili ppi 1996, 
Saindon 2000). Basically, the same holds true 
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for Nepal: for a short and somehow superfi
cial description of Hindu death rites in Nepal 
see Ghimire/Ghimire 1998; for Hindu Newar 
death rituals see Nepali 1965, Kölver 1977, 
Toffin 1979, 1984: 117-182 and 1987, Lewis 
1984, Levy 1990; for Buddhist Newar death 
rituals see Lienhard 1986, Pradhan 1986, 
Gellner 1992, Ishii 1996. * 

Hindu death and ancestor rituals 

Hindu rituals of dying and death do not ba
sically differ from what can also be found 
in the death ceremonies of other cultures: 
although death is feared, the dying person 
should accept death, should not resist, and 
should be ritually prepared. Often there is a 
special path of death for the corpse, almost a 
kind of secret path, so that the deceased can
not find bis way back; the path of the dead 
after cremation is uncertain and dangerous; 
the deceased is dependent on the help and 
nourishment provided by the survivors; there 
are thus provisions for bis journey, accompa
nied by prayers and blessings, laying out, a 
kind of wake, a funeral procession, special 
clothing for the dead and for the survivors, a 
gathering for the dead, death knells, a funeral 
meal, and a period of mourning. 

However, the differences between the 
Brahmanical-Sanskritic death ritual and 
Christian blessings are also clear: the former 
entail no confession, no written obituar
ies (only recently has this appeared among 
the urban middle class), no charitable acts 
(donations to the needy), no funeral meals 
immediately after the burial, no dirges, and 
no ceremony like the Eucharist with a funeral 
sermon and an eulogy on the deceased. Gen
erally there is no grave, no memorial ritual, 
no votives. The deceased disappear from the 
field of vision as individual persons: almost 
no picture, no tombstone is left to recall 
them. And yet they are constantly present as 

forefathers and ancestors. lt is these distinc
tions which deserve special attention because 
they explain why descent and ancestor wor
ship in South Asia have such a great sig
nificance for ideas of salvation and thus for 
Hindu religions in general. 

Death in Hindu religions is not a sudden 
event, but a process and a transformation 
which has to be prepared for. The deceased 
must be ritually immortalized. Thus the de
ceased become ancestors, forefathers, heroes, 
ghosts, or demons, but not dead, not without 
"life". What they become depends on the 
manner of death, the relationship between 
the deceased and the survivors, as well as on 
kinship and the temporal and spatial distance 
to the deceased. But the dead do not "live" 
forever; their memory fades, they die through 
the damnatio memoriae of the living. Y et 
they are kept living by a number of death and 
ancestor rituals. 

Death and ancestor rituals can be classi
fied into two groups: 

Firstly, rituals for the deceased person, i.e. 
rituals of dying, death rituals and ancestor 
worship. The death rituals (antye$fi, dasakri
yii), which are performed during the first ten 
to thirteen days, the individual death offering 
(ekoddi$fasriiddha) on the eleventh day or so 
after the death, and the death transformation 
ritual (sapi1J,t;likara1J,a) on the thirteenth or 
forty-fifth day, or one year after the death, 
which transforms the deceased into a forefa
ther. To this group also belong memorial ritu
als (piirva1J,afriiddha, a$fakiisriiddha) carried 
out monthly and above all annually on the an
niversary of the death of the father or mother. 
These rituals are directed to the fate of a 
known and named deceased individual. Dur
ing most of these rituals, the Sacred Thread is 
worn on the right shoulder and the water (tar
pa!J,a) is offered from the palm of the band by 
letting it flow to the right from the thumb. 

Secondly, ancestor rituals for the fore
fathers and foremothers in general - i.e. 

* See also van den Hoek
2004, which, unfortunate!y,
was published after our ma

nuscript's completion on!y.



rituals of periodic (daily, monthly or yearly 
- etc.) ancestor worship for those who died
in the preceding year(s), usually the three
forebears on the father's side (and some
times on the mother's side) - are mostly
offered by the male offspring, especially in
the domestic rituals, particularly on joyful
occasions such as marriages or the birth of
a son, or on determined junction days (the
parvans), such as the new or füll moon (e.g.
Mätätirtha ausi, Gokan:ia ausi), or on the oc
casion of an eclipse or on certain calendric
days. These rituals constitute the worship of
a specific, named group of deceased persons
or ancestors (e.g. dugudyaf:ipujä, pitrpak�a

or sorafräddha, i.e. the New Moon of the
month of Bhädrapäda, Säpäru/Gäijäträ). To
this group may be added calendric rituals of
death and renewal performed for all ancestors
or demons, such as Bäläcahre/Bäläcaturdasi,
Pasacahre /Pisäcacaturdasi or Mval:mi /DasaT.
These are collective rituals or festivals for a
generalized, "anonymous" class of ancestors,
the visvedeväf:i and other gods or semi-gods
or demons (bhuta, preta, pisäca etc.).

The course of Hindu death rituals 

To be sure, there is great regional variation 
in the practice of life-cycle rituals in South 
Asia. Even within the small territory of 
Kathmandu Valley rituals differ considerably 
depending on the city, the caste, the priests 
and the religion. However, some aspects are 
common to most death and ancestor rituals 
throughout South Asia. In the following we 
present an outline of such rites before we turn 
to specific death rites among the Newars of 
Bhaktapur. 

Ceremonies of dying 

During the days preceding an anticipated 
death, the dying person is laid down on the 
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floor and cared for. Often oil lamps are lit 
and a priest is called to perform ceremonies 
of expiation (präyascitta). A local physician 
(Nep. ghäfe vaidya) may also be called in 
order to determine the approximate time of 
death. Occasionally gifts (däna) are given to 
Brahmins or poor people. The gift of a cow 
(godäna) may also be made, although nowa
days this rite is usually substituted by the gift 
of money to a Brahmin. This sub-rite is also 
called vaitara1:i,1däna on account of the river 
Vaitarary-1 that the deceased has to cross on his 
way to the realm of Yama (yamaloka). lt is 
believed that the departed will hold on to the 
tail of the cow which will help him to cross 
the river. 

After death, Ganges water or other sub
stances are sprinkled into the mouth of the 
dead before he or she is washed, anointed 
and decorated, and his clothes and bed
ding are taken out and either given away or 
thrown into the river, where certain castes 
have the right to take possession of them. 
The dead body is wrapped in cloths made 
of white unsewn cotton and yellow silk, 
sometimes with the name "Räma" printed on 
it. Additionally, the thumbs and toes of the 
corpse are tied together. News of the death 
circulates quick! y, and a first set of sacrificial 
balls (pü:,4,a) are offered. The deceased (Skt. 
preta, literally: "the one who is gone away") 
is mostly seen as a restless soul that has to be 
freed from its liminal state in order to reach 
the world of heaven. Thus, many death ritu
als are a kind of death convoy. Offerings are 
given which support the deceased in the next 
world. The corpse, immediately placed on the 
floor which is coated with cow dung, should 
be weighted with a black stone or amrnonite 
(sälagräma) or a weapon, e.g. a knife, so that 
the deceased will not rise again and the soul 
will not fly away before he or she is ritually 
prepared for the journey and can defend his -
or herself against the evil spirits. 
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Funeral Procession 

After a while the procession sets off to the 
cremation grounds, accompanied by recita
tions at the house or during the procession 
itself. The corpse is carried out of the house 
feet first. The procession should be headed by 
the firstborn carrying the domestic fire, fol
lowed by the corpse and the (sapir_ig.a) rela
tives. lt should comprise an odd number of 
people wearing neither headdress nor shoes. 
Sometimes the procession is led by musicians 
playing instruments in a special tuning. Often 
women do notjoin the procession or, at least, 
the cremation. At the cremation ground, the 
feet of the corpse are placed in the ri ver, often 
on a special platform called brahmanäla. The 
domestic fire is often relit. A leaf from the 
tulst plant is kept in the dead person's mouth 
in order to prevent the messengers of Yama 
(yamadiita) from dragging the departed to 
hell. 

Rites at the cremation grounds 

The dead person is generally placed on a 
green bamboo bier and carried to the cre
mation grounds along a special death path 
through special city gates, usually in the 
south. Among the Newars, funeral associa
tions (Nev. sigutht) carry out all the neces
sary work at the cremation grounds. There 
the corpse is put with his feet in the water, 
which is considered to be Ganges water and 
thus liberating. The corpse is burned on the 
same day on a pyre made of wood without 
any thorns. The number of timbers should be 
odd; it is believed that odd numbers are in
complete and thus a reminder to the bereaved 
to continue the death rites. The fire is lit by 
the chief mourner, who then wears the Sacred 
Thread on his right shoulder instead of the 
left. The corpse must burn completely, except 
the few bones which are afterwards collected. 
Generally dry hay and straw are used to in-

tensify the fire. The ashes should be swept 
into the water. Sometimes an effigy is made 
from the ashes representing the deceased, 
which is then cast into the river. Some parts 
of the ashes and bones may be kept aside 
in earthenware vessels. These may then be 
taken to places of pilgrimage such as Gayä or 
Benares, or hung on long bamboo poles at the 
cremation grounds. The individual soul must 
be cared for by offerings of jugs filled with 
food or water. Clay jugs are a recurring ritual 
element in the death cult; sometimes they are 
shattered like the skull, even though they are 
understood as the location of the deceased; 
and sometimes they are set out on the ground, 
filled with water, and then hung up for the 
support of the deceased. 

The dead person is a sacrifice to the fire 
(agni) and the god Agni, who - according 
to a widespread notion - burns impurities 
and carries him (as with all offerings) off 
to heaven and the world of the forefathers 
(pitrloka) in the smoke. The funeral pyre is 
circumambulated by the chief mourner and 

other mourners, sometimes bearing a pierced 
water pot which is then smashed. Ritually 
speaking, cracking or smashing the skull is 
the most important moment of death. Once 
the skull has cracked or shattered, the thumb
sized individual soul (puru.ya) can escape 
the body. Escape is effected through a place 
along the hairline (.§ikhä) on the fontanel, the 
so-called "Brahmä hole" (brahmarandhra), 

which also has a central significance in the 
initiation of a Twice-Born as a sign of the 
paternal I ine and the father-son-identifica
tion. In popular belief, it is held that the soul 
of bad people escapes through other bodily 
orifices, such as the anus. 

The chief mourner performs ablutions in 
the river and sometimes his hair is shaved. 
Other members of the patrilineage may do 
the same, but mostly they purify themselves 
by taking a bath - more or less symbolically 
- and offering water (pitrtarpar_ia) to the de-



Värä1_ias1, pipal tree above 

Brahmaghä[. 

The pots receive water, dedi

cated to the deceased, during 

the first ten days after death. 

In completion of the ritual the 

chief mourner smashes the 

pot under the direction of the 

Mahäbrahma!ia, an act called 

pitrvisa,jana. 

Photo 25'" February 2000 

ceased. Other, additional forms of mouming 
are chewing nimba leaves, ingesting five sub
stances from a cow (paiicagavya), and taking 
an oil bath. Mostly a stone or other object 
representing the deceased is worshipped, and 
food is given to dogs, crows or cows. The 
funeral party leaves the cremation grounds 
without looking back, silently and without 
any music. 

Should the dead person's body be miss
ing a puppet representing the dead person 
can be burnt in its place, along with the natal 
horoscope. Some ascetics, very young chil
dren, and people who have died from a snake 
bite are buried. Since 1920 widow burning 
is legally forbidden in Nepal (see Michaels 
1993). In case of an untimely death a special 
rite (näräya,:iabali) is performed, mostly on 
the eleventh day. 

Rites on the first ten (to twelve days) 
after death 

During the first ten to twelve days, food and 
more pi,:iqlas are offered in order to restitute 
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the body of the deceased. Food and personal 
possessions of the deceased are given to 
Brahrnins, funerary priests or barbers. Thir
teen days is the legal period of mourning in 
Nepal. During this period the chief mourner 
(Nep. kriyäputra) often Jives separate from 
the rest of the family, sleeps on the ground, 
cooks his own food, eats only once a day 
and uses no salt. During the first ten days 
(dasakriyä) after death, the chief mourner is 
supposed to go to the river and offer rice balls 
(pi,:iqla) in order to create a new body for the 
deceased, who is then sometimes represented 
by a small mound of clay or sand. These balls 
are frequently offered shortly before the ri
tual of joining the ancestors (sapi,:iqlzkara,:ia:

see below). There should also be an offering 
of monthly pi,:iqlas as food for the one year 
journey of the deceased (mäsikapi,:iqla, paii

cadasapi,:iqladäna[ s räddha}). 

Additionally, the family might arrange for a 
recitation of the Garuqlapurä,:ia during this 
period or the first month after death. On the 
eleventh day, a bull is to be released and 
branded with the trisüla weapon of Siva, but 
this rite is seldom practised. 

Joining the ancestors (sapi,:iql"ikara,:ia,

Nev. latyii)

Between the tenth and thirteenth day, mostly 
on the twelfth day but sometimes on the 45th 

after the death, pi,:iqlas are again offered to 
celebrate the deceased's joining with his 
( or her) forefathers (pitaral:,,). lt is believed 
that the messengers of Y ama will Iead the 
deceased on his one-year-long journey. Dur
ing this he will receive no water or food, so 
the mourners have to supply him with it. 
Along with this rite a bed (sayyadiina), water 
(jaladiina), cooking utensils, and food are 
offered to a Brahmin, after which the chief 
mourner and other mourners bathe and are 
ritually purified. On the thirteenth day rela
tives, members of the sub-caste and neigh-
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bours are invited and fed to mark the conclu
sion of the intensive period of impurity. New 
clothes or simply a new cap are given to the 
chief mourner after one year. 

Memorial and mourning rites 

•
• •.l• '. ?�':.'" ;:�. 

• .

;��:':;��;. 
place for one year. lt is believed that after one 
year the deceased reaches the court of Yama 
where Citragupta, Yama's scribe, opens the 
book in which every good and bad deed is 
recorded. On the basis of this, Yama decides 
whether the deceased will go to heaven or 
one of several hells from where he or she will 

The chief mourner arranges further rites be reborn. 
(fräddha) du ring the first year after death and 
on the anniversary of death, which mostly in-
clude making gifts to Brahmins. The mourner 
has to wear white clothes, shoes and cap, and 
should avoid wearing Ieather and the colour 
red. He should also not attend festivals. 
Sometimes he will abstain from garlic or 
onions. Marriages or initiations may not take 

Cremation of a member of a 

sub-caste of butchers ( Näy) 

alon.g the rin.g-road on. the 

periphery of Deopatan.. 

Photo 3"1 December 2002 
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BHAKTAPUR - A NEW AR TOWN 

IN THE KA THMANDU V ALLEY 

Introduction 

The origin of the Newars, the inhabitants 
of Bhaktapur, Kathmandu, Patan and a few 
smaller towns and villages of the Valley, still 
remains obscure. Consequently we know 
little about the background from which their 
specific urban life-style and their clustered 
settlement pattern developed. The structure 
of their language points to Tibeto-Burman 
origins, but since they settled in the Valley 
roughly two mjl]ennia ago, the urban culture 
of the Newars has also been strongly exposed 
to southern influences. Buddha Säkyamuni 
was born at the foothills of the Himalaya. His 
religion and the Brahmanic culture travelled 
up from the Gangetic plains, and represented 
the Great Tradition. From the 7 th century AD 
on, the Newars brought in turn ideas and 
crafts to the Tibetan Plateau, to the court of 
Kubilai Khan, and to Mongolia. 

By the end of the first millennium AD, 
three urban centres had developed around 
royal courts - as centres of small, indepen
dent, and since at least the 14th century com
peting kingdoms with little hinterland but a 
strong agrarian base. A specific townscape 
with a host of public squares, temples and 
shrines developed. Complex urban rituals 
were sponsored by the kings and enacted to 
observe the cyclic character of time: chaos 
and renewal of the social order, the death and 
birth of the gods. 

A specific townscape dotted with impos
ing temples dedicated to the personal gods 
and goddesses of the kings and many open, 
small shrines housing the non-iconic Lords 
of Place - preferably named Garyesa or Bhai-

rava - produced an intensive dialogue or 
even discrepancy between the narrow private 
courtyards and the extended public spaces 
that served as the stage necessary for urban 
rituals (see Auer/Gutschow 1974). Accord
ing to the annual calendar, at times these ritu
als involve the entire population - children 
being carried on their parents' shoulders. In 
the early 18th century the calendar of such 
events probably reached its apogee under the 
much-remembered King Bhüpatindra Malla. 
That time saw the extension of the palace and 
the construction of a towering, five-storied 
pagoda that was to become the built symbol 
of an extended Nepal which was shaped, in 
its present boundaries, at the beginning of the 
19th century. 

No other imposing landmark has been 
added since then to the townscape, but the 
intensity of the annual festivals has kept 
increasing since the early 1970s, when a 
German-funded urban development project 
financed the renovation and reconstruction of 
some two hundred religious and public struc
tures and ensured sustainability by moderniz
ing the technical infrastructure and renewing 
the traditional brick pavement throughout 
the entire town. The character of the urban 
rituals has changed because the centralized 
religious trust Jacks the necessary resources 
and sometimes is even unable to supply the 
required sacrificial animals. This shortcom
ing is, however, compensated for by an 
ever-increasing number of participants who 
celebrate the various New Years (in April 
and November) and the birth of the city's 
tutelary gods in October. Almost every year 
new gods are installed and incorporated into 
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the circumambulatory procession after New 
Year; new processions have been inaugu
rated in which the individual quarters of the 
city attain an hitherto unknown prominence 
(see Gutschow 1982). 

Finally, even political demonstrations of 
power or protest are named "processions", 
and follow the age-old processional route as 
its accepted stage. In March 1990 agitated 
masses moved along this route in Bhaktapur 
calling for free elections, and in June 2001 
thousands of young boys followed this route 
-shaved, as it were -to express a rare kind of
collective mourning after King Birendra and
his family were murdered.

Although essentially urban in character, 
more than half of Bhaktapur's population is 
still engaged in agriculture. Public space turns 
red when pepper is dried in August, it is used 
as a winnowing ground when the rice comes 
from the threshing ground in the fields, and it 
becomes füll of dust when the wheat is dried 
in May. Not only farmers work in the fields; 
craftsmen also farm fields which also came 
into their ownership after the land reform of 
1962. The use of fertilizers has led to higher 
yields of ever new varieties of vegetable 
crops which are marketed in Kathmandu. 

Although we do not know much about 
the economy in historic times, the rise of the 
small kingdom of Bhaktapur and its affluence 
in the 18th century may have been based on 
trade along the route between the Gangetic 
Plains and Tibet. Specialized crafts and even 
the export of oil products must have provided 
enough income for the king and his nobil
ity to donate temples and wells: at that time 
probably the only way to ensure and demon
strate status. 

Today, Bhaktapur has a thriving construc
tion industry, providing fifty percent of the 
fired bricks that are needed for the present 
dynamics of urbanization (see Gutschow/ 
Kreutzmann 2002). Surplus income seems 
to be invested in hotels in the expectation of 

a growing tourist industry, as well as in pri
vate schools in response to the government's 
failure to ensure basic education. Thousands 
of comrnuters travel daily to Kathmandu to 
work in government offices, attend schools 
and to trade. The express dream of the leader 
of Bhaktapur's unique Peasants and Work
ers Party is to turn Bhaktapur into a centre 
of learning, science and education (Bijukche 
2002). 

Probably by the 6th century AD Buddhism 
had been widely adopted in the Valley of 
Kathmandu, while divine kingship was pat
terned by a Hindu High Culture that had 
fanned out from the plains to reach even the 
remotest valleys of the Himalayas. Apart 
from very few fragments and a couple of 
sivali,igas, hundreds of 7th to 8th century Bud
dhist votive structures (stupas or Nev. cibhaf:i 

or caitya) have survived as the only remain
ing material manifestation of the early urban 
development. Both of these structures are not 
only representations of Siva or Buddha but 
also monuments dedicated to the dead. A 
sivaliliga receives offerings in the course of 
the sräddha death rituals, while a cibhaf:i in 
most cases was dedicated by a donor or group 
of donors to a deceased family member -all 
of them depicted on reliefs fixed to the plinth 
of the structure. 

To this day priests from both religions 
perform death rituals in an almost identical 
fashion. Sometimes certain groups such as 
the brick-makers engage a Buddhist priest for 
death rituals and a Brahmin for the remaining 
rituals of passage. In the ritual dedicated to 
the lineage deities, priests from both religions 
even join forces in a concerted performance. 

The promulgation of a stratified society be
ginning in the 14th century resulted in a caste 
system which designated ritual specialists 
engaged in death rituals as "unclean". Only 
since the 1970s have these specialists started 
to discontinue their ritual obligations. Within 
a decade or two these rituals will either disap-
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pear, or vital functions like the preparation of 
the ritual ground on the 10 th day after death 
and purification of the polluted house on the 
12th day will be performed by the in-laws of 

the chief mourner, the jicäbhaju. 

The urban fabric 

The spatial pattern of Bhaktapur mirrors to 
a ]arge extent a hierarchic principle of order 
that centuries earlier had grown into a theory 

that found expression in diagrams: ideal cit
ies are ordered around a centre with the status 
of the inhabitants diminishing towards the 
periphery. Often, reality mirrors only traces 
of this theory. In Bhaktapur, the palace is 
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placed along the periphery, unfolding on the 
plateau of a ridge. The settlement extends 
some 1600 metres along a southern slope 
towards a river that flows from east to west. 
The idea of the palace as the centre becomes 
manifest through the social topography. Op
posite the palace is the quarter of the Brahmin 
priests, surrounded by the spacious three-sto
ried residences of former courtiers which 
were developed around !arge courtyards. 
Based on both sides of the main road - which 
in a way turns the classical street cross into a 
linear pattern - are the farmers and craftsmen 
(carpenters, brick-makers, potters, copper
smiths). The periphery is marked by clusters 
of "unclean" butchers who as owners of buf
falos were also the main suppliers of milk. At 
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the periphery of the urban space, but clearly 
beyond it in ritual terms, are the settlements 
of the untouchables, who collect the leftovers 
at the cremation site, traditionally cleaned 
the latrines, weave baskets (also needed in 
death ceremonies), raise ducks (needed as 
sacrificial animals), and engage in fishing (a 
mandatory item in ritual feasts). 

Not clearly confined in clusters but scat
tered rather across the entire city are mem
bers of other low status castes with ritual 
obligations, such as painters (Pu), or purity 
specialists such as barbers (Nau), torch bear
ers (Cäla), washermen (Pasi) and auxiliary 
priests (Bhä and Jugi). 

Until the 1970s urban space could clearly 
be experienced as a created and essentially 
ordered world, in opposition to the unordered 
and potentially chaotic continuum of fields. 
The inner, urban world is felt to be protected 
by the eight shrines of the powerful Mother 
Goddesses, the A�!amätfkä, while the outer 

world is without protection, and thus easy 
prey to demons and ghosts. 

Newar cities were never walled, for the 
encircling deities were regarded as forming 
an immaterial wall that would be even more 
effective in warding off immaterial enemies, 
unidentifiable evil influences, and spirits for 
which no death rituals had been enacted. 

The division of urban space 

As in many cultures developing in a land
scape amid mountains, the basic classifica
tion of place distinguishes between "up" and 
"down". Bhaktapur too is divided into an 
upper town and a lower town along a ritually 
defined and annually reaffirmed borderline. 
The opposition of the two entities attains an 
antagonistic tauch on the occasion of New 
Year. A fight ensues between the two halves 
of the city, thus demonstrating the crisis that 
erupts when ritual time is on the verge of 

The quarter of the 

untouchables ( Pva!i). 

Until the early seventies single 

storied houses with straw roofs 

formed a separate settlement, 

and with that demonstrated 

their stigmatised status. In 

the upper leji the jive-storied 

pagoda and the Bhairavnäth 

temple dominate the city sky

line. 

Photo 8'" April 1974 

Opposite 

Taumädhi, the cen.tral square 

and ritual arena of the lower 

town. 

The ritual chariot is seen col

lapsed on the main road (lower 

lefi of the picture). 

Photo 18'" April 1973 
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coming to an end. Only with the erection 
of the World Tree on New Year's Eve and 
the rebirth of those deities who accept blood 
offerings is the accepted order reinstalled. A 
new cycle of time is set in motion, time is 
made to continue. The entire urban ritual ex
tends over seven days - a by all means mean
ingful span of time. On the last day, iconic 
representations of all the non-iconic gods 
that accept blood sacrifices are worshipped 
by each and every family in a procession that 
leads through urban territory. The proces
sional path neither defines a centre nor does 
it enclose a spatial entity. Instead, it stands 
for an integration of deities and inhabitants, 
urban space and its quarters. 

Clusters and quarters 

If we define a quarter as an entity different 
from the quadrant of a square city based on a 
street crossing, it is clear that Bhaktapur has 
24 of such quarters (tvalJ,). As a multiple of 
four the number alone justifies the use of the 
term "quarter". Being also three times eight 
and two times twelve it reflects a complex 
notion of time and space ofuniversal validity. 
Every quarter constitutes a part of a meaning
ful whole. In itself, each quarter develops as 
a microcosm, with temples and shrines that 
are needed for the daily rituals. Invariably the 
quarters are centred around a public square. 
Many of these squares are hemmed in by ar
caded public buildings: to shelter the old or to 
be used as playgrounds by children; to shelter 
travellers or mendicants or to house a tempo
rary butcher shop in the early morning. Here, 
music groups convene at night or priests read 
out sacred texts according to the season. 

A shrine of Ga9edya9 - the dominant 
guardian deity in a non-iconic form in the 
shape of an unhewn stone that once was 
"found" - represents ideally the concept of 
"place". As such it forms the focal point of 
the quarter and is worshipped every morning 

and at the beginning of almost every ritual. 
Visually unimposing, but none the less pow
erful, is the level of chthonic guardian deities, 
various classes of ghosts and demons which 
are pinned down by stones. Only recogniz
able by the offerings that are made in cases of 
death or sickness, these stones absorb ritual 
waste and propitiate evil spirits. 

The essential clue to the delineation of the 
boundaries of the quarters is provided by the 
processional routes to the three cremation 
grounds beyond the river in the south. Only 
unclean castes have their cremation grounds 
north of the river. Specific rules govern the 
passage of the corpses, which are carried on 
biers along prescribed lanes and streets. Ev
ery household is very aware of the direction 
the procession must take. There is no insti
tution there to ensure that the procession's 
movements adhere to the rules. The rules 
are inscribed rather in the memory of a static 
society based on social and subsequently 
topographical immobility. 

The processions of the "living" Mother 
Goddesses, the Navadurgä, to the 24 quar
ters - a sequence of elaborate rituals enacted 
between Mägh Sarpkranti (winter solstice) 
and some time in June - further help identify 
the territory of the quarters. Acting from the 
central square of the quarter in question, the 
mask bearers visit the people at its threshold, 
at times marking the imagined border to the 
neighbouring entity with an oleander twig. 

Few ritual specialists in Bhaktapur per
ceive the complex territorial network, which 
mirrors a hidden cosmic order and reveals 
itself in sacred diagrams. This order remains 
unknown to the individual, whose ritual 
needs and roles are tied to the infrastructure 
of his respecti ve quarter. 

lt is largely the mind of the western 
scholar - architect or anthropologist - that 
transcends the narrow boundaries of time and 
space, society and ritual as experienced by 
the individual. 



Bhaktapur, 

division of urban space into 24 

quarters (tväfJ), division of the 

city into halves. 

The central square - Taumadhi 

- represents the nodal point 

between the "upper city"

and the "lower city ". On the

occasio� of the New Year 

festival (Bisketjatra in April) 

it is turned into a stage for 

the divine couple of the city, 

Bhairava and Bhadrakali or 

nayafJ and nakh� the "master" 

and his "mistress ". 
Three days before the end of 

the year, Bhairava is placed in 

a /arge chariot, which is pulled 

in two directions, demonstrat

ing the antagonistic halves of 

the city. Mirroring the critical 

event of the end of time, this 

competition turns into a battle 

of stone-throwing, regularly 

resulting in casualties. On New 

Year's Eve the chariot of the 

divine couple has to reach the 

ritual ground on the southern 

periphery, Yaf!,fikhyafJ, to 

witness the erection of a long 

pole, which stands for the 

world tree. 
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Mahäkäli 

C!\. 00 � 
···············'

Brahmäym;ii 

J 
····•······•·•••

·····

□ 

Segments of urban territory (iläkä) 

Beyond the quarter, another territorial ele

ment produces a segmentation of urban 

space. A total of 21 iläkäs are defined, all 

centred around or tumed towards non-iconic 

shrine deities. These shrines are narned after 

the nine Mother Goddesses (Navadurgä) or 

are dedicated to either Ga9esa or Bhairava. 

These deities invariably accept blood sacri

fices and are therefore instrumental in life

cycle rituals, especially the initiation of boys. 

Seven of the nine Navadurgä are located 

beyond the bounds of the iläkä in question: 

the inhabitants have to leave its perimeter in 

order to worship their shrines, which form a 

protective circle around the clustered settle

ment. The segments differ considerably in 

size and in one case (Bhadrakäli) are even 

split into two parts. While the quarter repre

sents the basic structuring order, the segment 

addresses a particular ritual requirement. As 

was said before: the order does not reveal 

itself visually, but every ritual actor (näyaJ:i) 

or actress (nakhz) of the household knows his 

or her own ritual sense of belonging, based 

(!) Mätfkä shrine (plfha) 

0 Ga_l).e§a or Bhairava shrine (pi_tha) 

0 
500m 

on experiences that start with the rice feeding 

ceremony, for which the child is placed in 

front of the deity at the age of six months. 

Lanes (lä), squares (lächi, khyaJ:i) 

and courtyards (cuka, nani) 

Most houses form clusters around courtyards, 

from which they are entered. Open arcades 

on ground floor level are mostly private, but 

may also be dedicated to a small shrine or to 

music performances. The narrow courtyards 

found in farmers' quarters serve as a compost 

pit, the larger ones of high caste families are 

paved and provide space for a well, a platform 

for basil plants (tulsivedi) or small shrines 

and even temples. In these cases the compost 

pit is shifted to a backyard, which also leaves 

space for a kitchen garden. Passages through 

these courtyards form a semi-public network 

that allows short-cuts between one lane to 

the other. The lanes extend into squares 

with a host of infrastructural elements like 

step-wells (hiti), drinking water fountains 

(jaJ:idhu), and platforms (dabu) for the per

formance of dramas or annual rituals. 

Division of urban space into 

segments (iläka) centering 

around or referring to essen

tial shrines dedicated to non

iconic representations of the 

Mother Goddesses (mätrkä), 

Ga,:iesa, or Bhairava, which 

receive blood sacrifices on the 

occasion of life-cycle rituals. 



The house (ehe)

With its three storeys, a Newar house is es
sentially urban in character. In rare cases 
the buildings will be free-standing, because 
urban space develops along clusters. Thus an 
individual house is defined by the number 
of window axes. The ground floor (che(j,i)

is often less than six feet high and may have 
a shop (pasaf:t) opening on to the street and 
an open arcade (dalii.) facing the courtyard 
at the back. In most cases, however, it is a 
dark space used entirely to store straw and 
to keep a goat or sheep. When death of a fa
mily member is imminent, the rear half of the 
ground floor is purified with cow dung and 
barl�y scattered over it. The dying person is 
placed on this area, head facing south. Since 
the ground floor is always damp, it is never 
part of the living area, which consists of the 
first (mätii.) and second floors (cvatä), and 
whkh open up with increasing numbers of 
windows - preferably also with a well-deco
rated bay window. The top floor (baigaf:t)

under the roof represents the most private 
part of the house, out of reach for potentially 
polluting visitors. Members of unclean castes 
may cross the threshold to the ground floor, 
but never set foot on the stairs. The seven 
steps that mediate between one level and the 
next are reserved for the world of the living, 
while the ladder that attracts the wandering 
soul in the shape of a preta on the 10th day of 
the death ritual has only six steps. 

A small chamber under the roof is usually 
set apart from the kitchen with (until recent
ly) its open hearth and bundles of rice straw 
needed to cook rice. This room is dedicated 
to the worship (püjäkvathä) of deities of 
one' s own choice, as well as the lineage deity 
(dugudyaf:t), which is kept by the annual care
taker, the päläf:t of the lineage group (phuki)

for the term of one year. On the occasion of 
füll moon in December (Y aJ:imäripunhi) the 
deity, symbolized by a silver crown, is band-
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ed over to another turn-holder (päläf:t), who 
will take it out in a procession to the place of 
origin in May. 

B y choice, the top floor has a terrace 
(atäli) on which the sun is worshipped every 
morning. 

Organisation of space 
in death rituals 

Processional routes in the context of death 
rituals 

The routes to the three cremation grounds 
(salii. vänegu) do not permit any choice. They 
follow an age-old pattern that is not even 
open to spatial growth. The historic settle
ment developed a pattern covering its extent 
in the 181h century, which was then freezed to 
a stop. New households, established beyond 
the lirnits of the clustered settlement since the 
l 970s, were denied passage through the core.
They have to make a wide turn and reach the
cremation grounds from the south. People
from the new quarters south of the river can
not choose a route that crosses the river to the
north. In this respect the routes to the crema
tion grounds are truly of a ritual character, for
they are both mandatory and exclusive.

The routes, covering the entire terri
tory of the city, spread like veins that drain 
a human body, originating from hundreds of 
households. Many of these routes start from 
backdoors that open on to narrow lanes that 
are exclusively reserved for this purpose, and 
are thus called "death lanes" (silii.). The bor
derlines of the 24 quarters of the city quite of
ten mark the border of a "catchment area" of 
death processions. In some cases one side of 
a lane turns north, while the other side turns 
south to meet a few hundred metres further 
down, merging into a main route. 

Three quarters of the city faces the main 
cremation site, the müdzp, at CupTghä!, close 
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The Newar hause ( ehe), sec

tion drawing ( after Auer and 

Gutschow 1974: 73) 

The damp groundfloor is usu

ally reserved for storing straw 

and agricultural implements. 

FIRSTFLOOR 
MÄTÄ 

DENE 
sleeping room 

GROUND FLOOR 
CHEJ)I 

SPACE FOR THE 
CORPSE 

�

When death is imminent, the 

body of the dying person is 

placed on purified ground. 

The first (mätii) and second 

(cvatä)floors are dedicated to 

sleeping and storing valuables 

in boxes, while the top floor 

( baigafJ) with the kitchen and 

the room of worship represents 

the most private and ritually 

pure part of the hause. 



Processional routes to the cre

mation grounds (salii vänegu). 

All funeral associations follow 

a compulsory raute carrying 

the corpse to one of the three 

cremation grounds across the 

river: Cupighäf and Bis"ikhya� 

attract more than two-thirds of 

all households, in disregard of 

the otherwise decisive border 

between the lower and the up

per town. Kva�re has a small 

catchment area that is confined 

to only one of the 24 quarters, 

lnäcva. People who die in 

the hospital or directly at the 

ghäf are also cremated here. 

Members of unclean sub-castes 

are cremated at Cupighäf 

before crossing the river. The 

eastern part of the upper town 

faces Brahmayä,:zighäf in the 

east. 

The burial place of the Jugi 

(Jugiga�i or dipa) is located at 

Cupighäf beyond the crema

tion place, while Sannyäsin or 

members of Mahantä families 

are buried along the ghäfs, 

preferably at Kva�re. 

Five other burial grounds 

(macäpviiga�) are designated 

for children who have died 

prematurely before the age of 

three months. 

A small graveyard behind 

the mosque serves the small 

Muslim community of bangte 

makers. 

Kiisankhusi 

... 

.A Macägal}: places where infanrs are buricd 

500m 

to which the Jugi - purity technicians for 
death rituals - are buried (jugigafJ). Only the 
households of the five easternmost quarters 
face the cremation ground at Brahmäya1;11, 
half a kilometre beyond the city limits to the 
east. One of the 24 quarters, namely Inäcva, 
enjoys for unknown reasons the privilege 
of facing onto the most sacred site along 
the river at a confluence. Located there at 
Hanumänghä! or K va}:ire, is the plot where 
ascetics and mahantas, the priests of the 12 
ma!has of the city are buried. 

Six more places for the burial of children 
(maciigafJ) who died before having under
gone the rice feeding ceremony (cip tikegu) 

at the age of three months are located beyond 
the city limits, in close neighbourhood of the 
shrines of various Mother Goddesses (NW: 
Indräyal).i, N: MahäkäU, NE: Mahälalqmi, 
E: Brahmäyal).I, SE: Mahesvari and SW: 
BhadrakäH). These children are named mf 
mapumha, literally "bodies (mha) that are not 
exposed to the fire (mi)" of the pyre. They are 
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Kvährc 

buried hurriedly without any ritual and in the 
absence of the parents. 

Children who have not been initiated (ihi 

for girls and kaytiipuja for boys) are cre
mated, but with no other rituals being per
formed. On the 5th day, however, a Brahmin 
boy of the same age is brought to the parents 
of the deceased child to recei ve an off ering 
of fruits. On the occasion of sorasriiddha a 
small pil:u/.a is dedicated to the child, but no 
other sriiddha is performed. 

The designation of cremation places ac
cording to the location of households is over
lapped by a second order which concerns 
all members of what Robert Levy called 
"marginally pure" (1992, 361) and unclean 
castes, such as Gäthä, Bhä, Cäla, Nau, Kau, 
Pu, Säymi, Chipä, Näy, and untouchables 
like Dva and Pva. Constituting more than ten 
percent of Bhaktapur's population, their de
ceased family members are cremated oppo
site the main cremation ground - either just 
below the shrine of BhadrakäU or, in the case 
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of the untouchables, 100 metres down the 
river beyond the two 19th century Sivälayas. 
The butchers (Näy) and barbers (Nau) of the 
eastern periphery do follow the route of the 
eastern quarters to be cremated at Brahmä
ya91ghä!. Three groups enjoy the privilege of 
facing onto the cremation site of K vaJ:ire: the 
drum-makers (Kulu), those who cut the um
bilical cord (KataJ:i), and those who carry the 
torch at the head of death processions (Cäla). 

In order to discard the pir:u/.a (Nev. pekhi), 

which are made in the context of death rituals 
(any sräddha for an individual or sorasräddha 

by the näyalJ, of the phukl), a small procession 
heads out to what could be called the nearest 
place along the two rivers running parallel to 
the settlement to the north and the south. This 
activity is called pekhi väygu (lit. "to cast the 
sacrificial balls"). Seven places are defined 
for this purpose and these are also the places 
where the purificatory rituals are performed 
on the 10th day. The locations of the main cre
mation grounds beyond the river to the south 

allow an association with the world of Y ama, 
the Lord of Death. The pil:u/.as, however, are 
cast away at paved ghä!s along the embank
ment of the two rivers, five at Hanumante 
in the south and two at Käsankhusi in the 
north. Surprisingly, Brahmäya91ghä! is not 
visited for this purpose. Roughly speaking 
the households of the five eastern quarters all 
face Mahesvarighät- Hanumänghä! attracts 
by far the largest number of households, 
while only the households of Taumädhi and 
Läkuläche face towards CupTghät- A further, 
separate area of households faces a small and 
in fact unnamed ghä! at Käsankhusi river. 
The small path leading to this ghä! is called 
pekhiläcä, literally "the path along which the 
rice balls of death rituals are carried". The 
catchment area of these households is not de
fined along the borders of the 24 quarters but 
overlaps them to establish yet another kind of 
territorial division. 

Pekhi vaygu - routes to cast 

away the ojferings of balls 

(Nev. pekhi; Skt. pil;.ef.a) made 

for the forefathers (pitara�). 

Located around the town are 

eight places where the offer

ings are cast into the river: 

two in the north along the 

Kasankhusi, and five to the 

south along the Hanumante. 

While the three cremation 

grounds are located across 

the river to the south - in as

sociation with the rea/m o
f 

death - the casting of the balls 

is enacted before crossing 

the river. The north-eastern 

embankment with a relatively 

small catchment area of house

holds is not even named, but 

the path leading there is known 

as pekhiliica, the "ball-offer

ing-lane ".

The route is compulsory and 

preconceived for every house

hold. In some cases an invis

ible borderline runs down the 

middle of the road. K va�re, 

which in case of cremation 

has a small regular catchment 

area, attracts more than hal
f 

of the households of the upper 

town when it comes to casting 

the offerings to the dead. 



Mudip, the main cremation 

ground at Cup'ighäf. 

Photo 7'" December 1971 
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Absorbing ritual waste - the chväsaf:t stones 

Beyond their active participation in death 
rituals, the Jugi are responsible for remov
ing, using or absorbing the polluting qualities 
of ritual waste that is discarded on specially 
designed places within the city. These places 
are identifiable by stones with clearly de
fined functions. Their general function is to 
mark and protect the boundaries of a realm 
that allows people to be safe. The boundary 
markers "keep things out, rather than in", as 
Robert Levy (1990: 263) said. The settlement 
is guarded against a potentially chaotic con
tinuum by a group of Mother Goddesses. The 
other boundary is between below and above, 
in this case referring to the paved ground of 
the urban space. Hundreds of boundary stones 
can be found with a variety of functions. 

A pikhäläkhu in front of each house guards 
its threshold, and marks the borderline be
tween inside and outside as well as between 
above and below. Its ambiguous powers are 
propitiated each day by an offering of flow
ers, vermilion and food. In return it absorbs 
impurity in cases of death and all other life
cycle rituals. 

A second class of stones is narned k�etra

päla, literally the guardians of space (Skt. 
k�etra, "field"). These stones may be carved 
as lotus flowers, especially when they are 
located in the courtyards of Buddhist monas
teries - and every monastery has to have one 
to absorb the impurity of the sacrificial balls 
on the occasion of death rituals. But they are 
also identified as Bhairava, inevitably so in 
those cases where they complement a non
iconic representation of a Mother Goddess. 

All other stones are called chväsaf:t, but in 
some neighbourhoods they may have differ
ent names according to their specific func
tion. The chväsaf:t that "absorbs" the umbili
cal cord and the afterbirth (pi väy yekegu) is 
called cvakiajimä, referring to the legendary 
grandmother ajimä, who has the power of a 

witch. When identified as kaläf:tajimä, the 
stone absorbs the polluting qualities of offer
ings like bibau (beaten rice, black soy beans 
and fish) in cases of sickness, and the inevita
ble last plate on the occasion of a feast. In the 
latter case the plate is off ered to the ancestors 
of the family collectively. The act of such 
an offering is invariably called kaläf:t väygu. 

This occurs after a feast on the occasion of a 
regular annual sräddha, but also at the end of 
a day that was devoted to the worship of the 
ancestor deities (dugudyaf:tpüjä). The same 
offering is also made on the occasion of 
life-cycle rituals, like the menarche ritual for 
girls, the initiation of boys, and marriage (on 
the occasion of gvesabhvay - celebrating the 
distribution of betel nuts). 

At the conclusion of a sräddha, all at
tending male lineage members place small 
morsels of each dish to one side. All of the 
leaf plates are placed on top of the meal that 
has been reserved from the outset for the pitr 

in a brass container (batäf:t). After offering 
light and püjä, this mass of food - two to ten 
kilograms - will collectively be discarded at 
the chväsaf:t concerned. 

In the case when a bereaved family is still 
polluted during the first year, relatives from 
the in-laws' side will bring food on the oc
casion of the New Year (bisket) and Dasäi 
(Nev. mvaf:tni). Part of this food is set aside 
for the pitr and deposited on the chväsaf:t the 
next morning. lt should be noted that food for 
the pitr can only be cooked and handled by 
persons who no longer have any parents. 

Sickness is often said to be caused by un
pacified preta, for whom the death ritual has 
not been performed in all its necessary detail. 
Hence they turn into evil ghosts, pisäcas, to 
trouble the family of the deceased, causing 
stomach ache and nausea. While the preta 

leave the chväsaf:t after they have turned into 
a pitr, the pisäcas are destined to remain there 
forever and are collectively propitiated by an 
offering of cooked rice on the occasion of 

pikhdldk.hu


Discarding three unbaked 

bricks (kaciapa vaygu) on 

a chväsaf:i stone, offered imme

diately after death to the spirit 

of the deceased in the form of 

a hearth. 

Photo 29th December 1971 

PisäcacaturdasI (Nev. Pasacahre), new moon 
in March. lt is the same day that the hidden 
Siva (called LukumahadyaJ:i) absorbs waste 
in the Buddhist courtyards of Kathmandu 
(see Michaels 1992). 

Finally there are those stones on which the 
wife of the chief mourner, the mitamhä, plac
es the three unfired bricks (käciapä väygu) 

which the preta and later the pitr will use for 
a hearth. Some people also argue that these 
bricks could serve as the house of the pitr. At 
the same time the wife of the chief mourner 
or a daughter-in-law will discard there the 
dothes of the deceased, together with a small 
mat symbolising the bed. In most cases the 
chväsa}:i also represents the kalä}:iajimä (ab
sorbing the food dedicated to the pitr) and the 
cvakiajimä (absorbing the umbilical cords). 
134 of such stones have been identified in 
Bhaktapur, each having different sized catch
ment areas of households. 

Before we look in detail at the organisation 
of the removal of ritual waste by the Jugi, a 
number of explanations should be given here 
in order to convey the potential power with 
which these places are imbued. lt has else-
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where been noted that the ground below the 
pavement is considered to be the realm of 
pollution and also death. Occasionally a ghost 
appears from underground at a chväsa}:i. For 
instance, people in GvaJ:imadhi agree that an 
emaciated face of the size of a child regularly 
emerges. This is a well-known apparition that 
is dassified as kaviicä, the motif of which is 
widely used for apotropaic purposes in archi
tecture. Likewise tall ghosts dad in white and 
almost touching the sky are a recognisable 
form of spirit. 

Another dass of ghosts, the bhut - an un
known power that inhabits the corpse until 
cremation - creates strange noises and is 
said to inhabit another dass of stones, the 
dhväkhä that are found at crossroads. 

The chväsa}:i awaken a variety of associa
tions, which necessarily reflect the status of 
the person. The general user of the chväsa}:i 

has no associations whatsoever. Those who 
fulfil their duty perform the required action 
without any afterthought. The person in
volved simply does what has to be done. An 
experienced midwife who also advises in case 
of sickness, an aji of Byasi, integrates the 
chväsa}:i into a wider worldview and re
calls that a trinity of deities reside on or in 
a chväsa}:i stone: to the right she identifies 
PücvanakhI, at the centre Gurumaharaj, and 
to the left Dhanacva. Surprisingly, the land
scape of the entire valley of Kathmandu is 
formed by this trinity. The PücvanakhI is the 
main tutelary goddess, the Müajima of the 
V alley on top of the mountain that dorninates 
the southern rim of the valley. Gurumaharaj 
is identical with a powerful protector near 
Bungamati, Siddhigai:iesa. Dhanacva is an
other mountain to the southwest, inhabited 
by a powerful goddess, CampadevI. The aji 

is of the opinion that this trinity is successful 
in controlling bhüt, pret and pisäca. They are 
pinned down and made immobile in order to 
prevent their harmful journeys through the 
city's streets and lanes. 
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Ratnaräj Räjupadhyaya, a learned and 
much respected Brahmin of Bhaktapur, 
maintains however that the chväsaf:,, repre
sents Siva in the form of Bhütanätha and 
MätarigL As "Lord of the bhütas" Siva haunts 
cremation grounds while Mätarigi, one of the 
Ten Mahävidyas (the ten forms of transcen
dent knowledge and magical power), repre
sents all-powerfulness. The chväsaf:,, attracts 
all those offerings the greedy spirits expect 
and really need: "Who else than Bhütnäth 
could absorb these offerings", comments the 
Brahmin. 

The spatial unit of a chväsaf:,, - the Jugi and 
his clients 

In marked contrast to the Brahrnin, a Jugi2 ex
presses utter disgust with his obligations. He 
would rather leave his duties and stop receiv
ing what his wife collects from the chväsaf:,, 
and the respective clients on the occasion of 
deaths. But he feels compelled to continue 
doing so in fear of the revenge the pisäcas 
would inflict upon him. He has no doubt 
about the consequences. 

Every chväsaf:,, stone has a defined catch
ment area comprising a definite number of 
households that will come to discard unbaked 
bricks and clothes for the deceased during 
their state of preta, and food on all those oc
casions described above during their state of 
pitr or as a potential pisäca - the wandering 
soul of a person for whom the death rituals 
have not been performed or not in the pre
scribed order. 

Some catchment areas are large, like the 
one in Basagopal, some comprise less than 
a dozen households like those in Tibukche 
or K vathadau. The chväsaf:,, of Basagopal 
is a large, prominent stone at the centre of 
a street crossing. Others are represented by 
inconspicuous stones set in the pavement, 
recognizable only when a bau or kaläf:,, väygu 
offering has just been made. Some clearly 

embody an ambivalence: the large stone 
a few steps west of Mahälak�mi's p"ifha is 
identified as the consort of the goddess in 
the form of Bhairava; but at the same time 
the stone functions as a chväsaf:,, to absorb the 
offerings of more than a hundred households. 
Strangely enough, in two cases the stone is 
located inside the neighbouring unit. The 
stone in K väche is set beside the duster of as
sociated houses, in the middle of the road that 
is used by death processions as they move to
wards the town's main cremation place. 

The seat of the spirits 

On the 7th day of the death rituals, which is 
dedicated extensively to feeding the preta 
(nhenumhä), the chief mourner may dedicate 
a small piece of agricultural land to the spirit 
of the deceased who, after cremation, has at
tained the form of preta. Immediately after 
death, the chief mourner will take a cotton 
strip representing the preta and measure the 
length of the corpse seven times. The result
ing measurement dictates the size of the plot 
that is dedicated to the spirit. 

An unpolluted relative (preferably the 
jicäbhäju) takes a short-handled spade, 
marks the boundaries of the small plot and 
offers bibau to it. The act is similar to that 
when offerings are made over the area of the 
Sle�mäntaka forest and Kailäsa mountain on 
either side of the Bägmati at Deopatan on the 
occasion of Bäläcahre in early December. 
The short handle (kücü) of the spade has to 
be left behind. The plot is dedicated once and 
forever to the deceased and may never be 
touched again by a spade or appropriated for 
other purposes. lt is believed that the pitr uses 
this plot to grow grains and vegetable. 

More than one thousand such plots may be 
found around Bhaktapur, clearly "beyond" 
the urban realm marked by the protective 
Mother Goddesses. A recent survey located 

2 In November 1987 Bishnu 

Prasad Shrestha conducted an 
interview with Chandranath 

Kusle, who died in September 

2003. 
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chväsalJ, stones. 

Territorial units of varying size 

are identifiable throughout 

the town by stones which sym

bolically absorb ritual waste 

- especially three unbaked

bricks, and the mattress and

clothes of the deceased which

are discarded immediately

after death.

Most of these stones arefound

in the middle of streets and

lanes, on squares or - most

characteristically -

on crossroads where unpaci

fied souls - bhü.t and pret -

haunt these places as ghosts

with often a well-defined

shape.

Representing a catchment

area with a definite number

of households, the stones are

located in the middle of these

units, at the periphery or -

in two cases - even beyond.

Survey spring 1987.
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27 bhulii in an area covering half a square 
kilometre, situated half a kilometre north of 
Bhaktapur (between Müthu and Lukurn;lol), 
beyond the Käsankhusi River. Half of these 
had been dedicated within the past thirty 
years, and the names of the deceased were re
membered. Beyond a span of one generation 
human memory fails to recall the personal 
names of the deceased. Just the caste name, 
such as K vaju or Prajäpati, will be remem
bered. A few of these plots have developed 
into veritable tips, because these places 
also absorb waste from neighbouring fields, 
whose levels undergo changes in height. In 
some cases the plots are dedicated twice, that 
is to say in a succession from grandfather to 
father. In other cases such places are known 
to be haunted by spirits. These are then 
named ajimä, the ambiguous grandmother 
who is both evil and protective. 

Some of these seemingly "vacant" sites 
have been known to be appropriated for new 
buildings - but the constructions would prove 
to be haunted and be left by their residents, 
then to be rented out for other functions (as 
schools for instance) that restricted their use 
to day time. 

The bhulii receives placatory offerings for 
a number of reasons. The farmer who owns 
and works the adjacent plots may be advised, 
for instance, by a healer to offer watered 
husked rice (jäki) in pure form or mixed with 
turmeric as bau. This is done when a client 
complains of "burning" body parts produced 
by tumefaction. Heat signalling the onset of 
fever makes an offering to the snake deity 
obligatory, while other symptoms prompt 
offerings to the sky (äkäs, Skt. äkäsa) or the 
chräsaf;. In rare cases the bhulii - as the 
abode of an identifiable pitr - is addressed. 

The realm of the ancestor or lineage deities 
(dugudyaf;) 

The periphery of Bhaktapur is also the realm 
of lineage deities, who may represent the 
origin of lineages. Named as dugudyaf!,, 

i�fadevatä or kulädevatä, these deities are 
represented by non-iconic stones. In a recent 
survey in May 2003 a total of 151 individual 
gods were localized. These are either found 
clustered around tanks ( 43 at Siddhapükhü, 
20 at Kamalpükhü, 8 at Rai:üpükhü, Bhä
jupükhü 5), at rivers (Kvathusubya 11), or 
at a confluence (Däthusubya 18). Others are 
set on ridges (Sallaghari 13, Nhati 1, Müthu 
12), below the hills of the protective god
desses (Mahäkäli 2, Mahesvad 1), and even 
at places that do not convey a specific topo
graphical quality. 



Bhulä - places for the spirits
(preta) of deceased.
Between. Müthu an.d Lukum/.ol
n.orth of Bhaktapur is an. area
measuring 730 by 820 metres
(600 hectares or 1,500 acres),
in. which 27 small plots of two
to Jive square metres can. be
iden.tifed:
1 Ajimäbhulä
2 Chväsa�khvasa
3 Mukti Bäsukala
4 Kvajubhulä
5 Bhakti Maya Bäsukala,

1992 
6 Hira Devi Bäsukala, 1991 
7 San.kha Bahadur Suväl, 

1988 
8 Krishna Bäsukala, 1976 
9 Lura Duväl, 1983 an.d 

Sirman Duväl, 1962 father 
an.d gran.dfather of 
Ram Prasad Duväl 

10 Santa Maya Duväl, 1998 
11 Lavan.te'sfather 
12 Kiskuvar Duväl, 1973 
13 Ava(i 
14 Puma Kesari Duväl,1995 
15 Latan Bir Räjcal, 1994 
16 Tulsi Bhakta Suväl, 1995 
17 Punya Suväl, 1999 
18 Nhuche Maya Räjcal, 1999 
19 Kisan. Suväl, 2000 
20 Latan Bahadur Lasiva, 

C. 1985
21 Prajäpatibhulä 
22 Bhairav Bahadur Bäsu

kala, January 2003 (hus
band o

f 

5 and 6) 
23 Laita Lasiva, 1999 
24 Te) Maya Lasiva, 1995 
25 Nhuche Bahädur Bäsukala, 

2002 
26 Apsarabhulii 
27 Bäsukalabhulii 
Map based on the cadastral 
survey of 1966 of Jaukhel 
(ward no. 8, areas kha, ga, 
cha), survey of places by 
Mohan Yakami, January-May 
2003. 

Most of the places have been 
dedicated within the past 
twenty years. Only in one case 
(no.9) are representatives of 
the two earlier generations 
remembered, who reside at 
the same place. In other cases 
the memory vanishes and the 
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places are said to be haunted 
by a ghost either in the shape 
of a "grandmother" (ajimä, 
no. 1) or apsara (no. 26). Jn 
other cases only the family 
names are remembered, such 
as Kvaju (no. 4) or Prajäpati 
(no. 21 ). 



PRIESTS AND PURITY SPECIALISTS 

IN DEATH RITUALS 

Bhaktapur' s society is, as Robert Levy (1990: 
363) puts it, "ordered through the idiom of
purity". The Brahmin occupies the supreme
position while others whom Levy terms "co
vert para-priests" protect the Brahmin 's posi
tion. They perform the polluting actions that
"the civic ritual requires". Other historians of
religion have termed these ritual specialists
"contra-priests". Dumont and Pocock made
a point of saying that "by virtue of their
specialized ritual functions, [they] live per
manently in the state of impurity which they
help others to abandon as rapidly as possible"
(1959: 18). The following account presents
many of the para-priests of Bhaktapur, who
unlike the Brahmins live in a permanent state
of impurity.

Brahmin - Hindu priests 

Until recently, death rituals for the Newar 
sub-castes of Bhaktapur were the exclusive 
domain of Räjopädhyäyas (Witzel 1976, 
Toffin 1996). These are Newar-Brahmins, 
also called Deobhaju, who imrnigrated from 
India to the remote valley of Nepal with its 
non-Aryan population. lt is not known when 
the Brahmins migrated to Nepal: inscriptions 
testify to their presence since the beginning 
of the second millennium AD, but Brahmins 
must also have performed the necessary royal 
rituals since the beginning of the first millen
nium AD. By the 14th century these Brahmins 
must have been assimilated to such an extent 
that they can be considered Newars. 

Other groups of Brahmins migrated to Ne
pal from neighbouring areas as well as from 

South India: the Kumai-Brahmins came from 
Kumaon, Bhatta-Brahmins, who officiate 
at the Pasupatinäth temple, still come from 
Karl)ätaka in South India, the Pürbiya-Brah
mins came from Bengal, and the Tirhutya
Brahmins from Tirhut, an area on the other 
side of the present south-eastern border of 
Nepal. The Tirhutya-Brahmins (Jhä or Mis
ra) migrated first to Bhaktapur, bringing 
with them the tutelary goddess of their King 
Harisirpha in 1327 AD. Like the assimilated 
Mahantä, they speak Neväri, but they do not 
act as hereditary family priests. 

Only recently, with the growing unavail
ability of Räjopädhyäya priests in Bhaktapur, 
the Tirhutya-Brahmins have started to be 
called on ad hoc to perform the necessary 
rites. Since there is only one Siväcärya left in 
Bhaktapur to perform the purificatory ritual 
(ghäsu) on the 12th day after death, these Jhä 
and Misra have largely taken over the task. 
As an alternative, the purificatory rituals of 
the 10th and 12th days are performed by the 
jicäbhäju - either the son-in-law or husband 
of the sister of the chief mourner. 

Today, a total of 43 Brahmins officiate 
over the death rituals for some 10,000 house
holds or 90 percent of the entire population 
of Bhaktapur. They are either called to the 
houses of the deceased or, in the case of a 
regular annual sräddha, to the respective 
ghäf at one of the two rivers on the occasion 
of the nhenumhä offering on the 7th day to 
instruct the chief mourner in the offering of 
water, rice and kusa grass, and on the occa
sion of du byekegu on the 10th day to guide 
the offering of 10 pir.u;las, which constitute 
the body of the preta. The Brahmin appears 
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Location of 43 Brahmin 
priests (Räjopadhyäya) and 23 
Buddhist priests (Bajräcärya) 
who officiate over death ritu
als. 
Brahmins (in Khaumä for 
example seven Brahmins as 
descendants of the same great
grandfather) living in thirteen 
localities that form a crescent 
around the palace perform 
death rituals for almost 90 per
cent of the population. 
The Bajräcärya priests, who 
are attached to only two 
Buddhist monasteries, perform 
death rituals for Bajräcäryas, 
Säkya and members of the 
various sub-castes related to 
crafts ( dyers - Chipä, painters 
- Pii, torch bearers - Cälii,
brick makers -Ava(Z), consti
tuting one tenth of the entire 
population. 
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again on the 45th day on the occasion of the 
sapir:u/.1kara1Ja, the merging of the pitr with 
the ancestors, and on 13 more occasions up 
until the end of the mourning period. Twelve 
of these 13 occasions are often avoided by 
the clients and replaced by an offering of 
water and wheat flour (nislii biyegu), which 
is taken to the house of the Brahmin. In less 
than three minutes the client is free again 
for his worldly pursuits. Such offerings are 
brought by the clients to their respective 
house priest on three particular occasions: 
Miigha Saqikranti (15th January, the day 
marking the winter solstice), Mätiitirtha ausi, 
new moon in April/May, in memory of the 
deceased mother, and Gokari:ia ausi, new 
moon in August/September, in memory of 
the deceased father. Only a few people join 
the annual pilgrimages to Miitiitirtha and Go
kari:ia, substituting the ritual journey by the 
off ering to their house priest. 

....... , •
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@ placc name (numbcr of officiating Brahmins) 
• name ofbähä (Buddhist monastcry) 
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In the year 2003, the 43 officiating Brah
mins lived in 13 different locations, with bet
ween one and seven brothers and cousins - all 
descendants of the same great-grandfather -
living together in a single household or house. 

A group of 10 officiating Brahmins in 
Läyku, who live in a block just opposite the 
palace of the Malla kings, trace their origins 
to a common progenitor, Uhliisariija, who 
- according to a document kept by the family
- died in 1576 AD (Witzel 1976: 158) during
the reign of Tribhuvana Malla (1561-1610).
Currently officiating are the members of the
21 st generation after Uhliisariija. Until the
defeat of Rai:iajit Malla in 1768, when the
Säha dynasty took over and established a
greater Himalayan kingdom, Uhliisaräja's
descendants acted as the royal mentors (riijg

uru) of the king.
A branch (kava!J,) of this family was de

prived of its property by the new rulers and 
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Brahmaräja 

Harinandan Hari§ankar Buddhiräja 

1 
Mahe§vararäja 

Vidataräja 

1 

Ramänätha 

1 
La�mipatiräja Vedanidhi 

100% 

�% 1 �% 
Cetänand-a -----,-Sä_
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J)imvesvara Upendraraja K�Qagopäla La�migopäla Ramäpatiräja 

1 
Vai§vänararäja Sriniketana Minaniketana Ekendra Mahendra Narendra MaQindra Mukunda Madhumardana �abharäja 

Mohan DinamaQi Bälak�Qa Bälamukunda Siri�a Giri�a 

50% 12.5% 12.5% 

thus forced to leave the ancestral home. 
Girindraräj, representing the 6th generation 
after Brahmaräj, who was forced to leave 
in 1768, remembers the story that has been 
handed down for over two hundred years: 
Buddhiräj, son of Brahmaräj, is said to have 
been the devotee of SarasvaU, whose shrine 
is located just two hundred yards east of 
the former residence. By the grace of the 
goddess he is said to have been able to buy 
the humble house of a butcher right at the 
periphery of the city. Within a generation 
the family was weil established, and in such 
a way that King Girväryayuddha Bikrama 
Säha, who ascended the throne in 1799 as 
a two-year-old infant, granted the family the 
right to organise the annual jiitrii in honour 
of Indräyaryi, the 6th of the eight Mother God
desses who guards the north-western sector 
of space. Giril)draräj keeps and regularly 
worships the iconic, portable version of the 
deity in his house, where he also acts as the 
caretaker of a Tantric deity entrusted to him 
by a community who had given up the esoter
ic shrine house (agiiche), where such deities 
are usually kept. 

At the time of Girindraräj's father, the 
rights to perform the life-cycle rituals for a 
fixed number of clients were already shared 
by two brothers. Today, his six sons hold 
only a 12.5 percent share of the income 
from the clients, like his brother Indresaräja. 
B,�abhräja, the son of his youngest brother 
holds 25 percent, because Kr�Dagopäla gave 
his share to him when he had no male issue. 
Only three of Girindraräja's six sons officiate 
as priests, serving more than 350 clients, most 
of them located in the lower town. Almost 25 
percent of the clients, mostly Kayastha, Josi, 
Kacepati and Munankal)mi, belong to the 
upper levels of the social hierarchy, labelled 
Chathariyä and Paficthariyä; 45 percent are 
farmers (Jyäpu) and 30 per cent carpenters 
(Sikal)mi and Kilabu). Only one client be
longs to the traditionally underprivileged 
sub-caste of Kusal), carriers of ceremonial 
umbrellas who used to officiate as priests 
for the unclean sub-caste of butchers (Näy). 
Quite a number of clients have moved to new 
residential quarters in Thimi, Kathmandu and 
Patan. This keeps the Brahmins on the move, 
because people will not stop being their cli-

Ämoda Pramoda 

25% 

Sharing clients (jajamäna) 
among a prominent Brahmin 
Jamily oJ the quarter oJ 
Khaumä. 
Lak$mipatiräja, the 
great-great-grandson oJ 
Brahmaräja who lived in the 
middle oJ the 18'" century, 
owned an unknown number 
oJ clients who in the course 
oJ 250 years represent more 
than 1200 households. While 
two oJ Lak$mipatiräja 's Jour 
sons divided the number oJ 
clients into two, today one 
share oJ 50% is owned by 
Jour brothers, while the se
cond half is divided up into 
two equal shares oJ 12.5% 
and one share oJ 25% be
cause, being with a male is

sue, Kr$r_iagopäla, one oJ the 
six sons oJ Ripubhafijanaräja 
gave his share to his nephew 
R$abharäja. 
The three sons oJ Girindra
räja (born in 1917 AD), 
Mahendra, Mukunda and 
Madhumardana, who offi
ciate in their ritual capa
city, regularly respond to 
the call oJ 343 clients - as 
counted and mapped under 
the guidance oJ Mahendra in 
November 2001. 



Location of 343 clients 
(jajmän) of the sons of 
Girlndraräja Sarmä. 
Almost half of these belong 
to the sub-caste of farmers, 
while one quarter follows 
the trade of carpentry and 
one quarter belongs to up
per status groups, including 
astrologers. 
Dense clusters of clients are 
located in the western quar
ters of the lower town, within 
easy reach of the officiating 
priests, and none is located 
in the eastern quarters. 
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ents and make an alliance with a new priest. 

Those who have rnigrated elsewhere from 

Bhaktapur will only return to the town for the 

worship of the unnamed ancestors on the oc

casion of dugudyalJ,püjii in Mayor June. 

The relationship between farnily priest and 

client is hereditary. The priests do not keep a 

list of their clients because they can be sure 

that they will be called upon. Clients enjoy a 

certain freedom to chose between the branch

es of an extended family, for their favourite 

priest will not necessarily be available. 

500 m 

Bhaktapur: 323 jajmänas of a Räjupadhyaya family 
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Bajräcärya - Buddhist priests 

For Buddhist sub-castes, the role of the Brah
min is taken over by Bajräcäryas ( cf. Gellner 
1992), literally "the masters of the vajra", the 
instrument that stands for indestructible or 
true reality. lt is thus translated as "diamond" 
or "adamantine object". The flawlessness and 
hardness of the diamond symbolizes empti
ness. Newar Buddhism, Vajrayäna, is thus 
termed the Adamantine Vehicle. 

All Bajräcäryas undergo the initiation 
ritual of häre cuyegu, which turn boys at the 
age of six to twelve into a Buddhist monk 
- albeit just for a couple of days. This initia
tion makes him a member of the community
of a monastery, the sangha. The second ini
tiation, äcäluyegu, is of a Tantric quality and
empowers the son of a Bajräcärya to initiate
and perform rituals himself.

When John Locke (1985: 429-55) started 
to trace Buddhist institutions in the late 
1970s, he counted 23 monasteries and court
yards (bähä, bahi, cuka) with Buddhist as
sociations in Bhaktapur. A few of these were 
only known by name, others had become de
funct long ago. Locke was not able to clearly 
define the hierarchy that ties so-called branch 
monasteries to the main ones. 

The sanghas were no longer functioning 
because their members moved away from 
Bhaktapur in the middle of the 20th century. 
The Bajräcäryas kept on performing the ini
tiation rites in their respective monasteries, 
but only a few of them kept performing 
life-cycle rituals. The Bajräcäryas of the 
Lokesvara Mahävihära and Akha99asila 
Mahävihara withdrew from their duties in the 
early 1990s. 

The situation has become even more 
fragmented a generation later. In 2003 only 
21 Bajräcäryas of the Prasannasila Mahävi
hära (or Pasubähä), as well as one from the 
Caturvar9a Mahävihära (or Tadhiche), still 
officiated in death rituals. These two mon-

asteries reflect the oppos1t1on between the 
upper town and the lower town. Likewise, 
the Bajräcärya of Pasubähä act as priests for 
those of the Caturvar9a Mahävihära and vice 
versa. Not much is known about the origin 
of the Pasubähä. The structure of the shrine 
itself is of very recent origin. The same is 
true of the neighbouring courtyard, with a 
shrine dedicated to the principal of the five 
Dipankara Buddhas of Bhaktapur, and of an 
esoteric shrine building, the ägfiche, in which 
the main Kumäri of Bhaktapur resides on 
festive occasions. A copperplate inscription 
dated to 978 AD documents the early exis
tence of this deity. The non-initiated Säkya 
members of this bähä trace their lineage de
ity to Y ogambara in K väbähä in Patan. Like
wise, the Bajräcärya of Caturvar9a Mahävi
hära rnigrated from Tak�ebähä in Kathmandu 
at the time of King Räyamalla at the end of 
the 15th century. Branch monasteries like 
Nibähä were established 300 years later by 
Säkya who were attracted from K väbähä in 
Patan by King Ra9ajit Malla for their skills 
in metalwork. 

At Pasubähä, two sections (kavaf:t) of 
a common lineage perform death rituals. 
The Yätä-äga group performs for some 50 
Bajräcärya (from Caturvari:ia Mahävihära), 
290 Säkya, 60 Buddhäcärya (said to be 
Bajräcärya descendants without äcäluyegu 
initiation), 518 farmers (Jyäpu), 15 carpen
ters (SikaJ:imi), 62 brick-makers (Ava9, only 
from the upper town), 370 potters (Kurnha9), 
20 oil-pressers (Säymi), 132 dyers (Chipä), 
18 painters (Pü), 21 funeral torch bearers 
(Cäla), 15 purity technicians (Bhä), and 24 
blacksrniths (Kau) - altogether more than 
1500 clients. The largest numbers of more 
than 400 clients are shared by four brothers 
and their cousin, as well as by three sons of 
the Yätä-äga group. lt is not really clear how 
the acting priests share the clients on a rota
tional basis on the occasion of the December 
füll moon (Ya9märhipunhi). The priests do 
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not entertain a stable relationship with a fixed 
number of clients. Every officiating priest 
gets a number of clients allotted to him by 
the senior-most Bajräcärya of the sangha, the 
thäyapaju. 

The smaller Itä-äga group has four offici
ating priests, of whom one has no hereditary 
clients. lt is emphasized by all that there is 
a sense of choice among the clients. One 
Bajräcärya of this group serves the brick
makers' community in a peculiar tradition. 
Legend tells that once a corpse slipped from 
the bier as it was being carried in a proces
sion to the cremation ground. No one dared 
to touch the corpse as the occasion was con
sidered extremely inauspicious. By chance, a 
Bajräcärya passed by who through his Tant
ric powers was able to lift the corpse without 
touching it. The brick-makers felt obliged to 
him and promised to call him and his descen
dants forever for death rituals. To this day the 
brick-makers call a Bajräcärya priest for the 
necessary death rituals from the 10th day to 
the 12 months (däkilä) ritual. For all other 
annual sräddhas a Brahmin is called. 

Until a generation or two ago the caretak
ership of the main deity of the Caturvan:ia 
Mahävihära, the kväpälJ,dyalJ,, rotated among 
the six lineages of the sangha, for which 
John Locke noted 82 households and five to 
six hundred initiated members (Locke 1985: 
449). In the 1960s only four Bajräcärya 
households continued to officiate at death 
rituals. One of these gave up in the late 
1990s. The only remaining officiating priest 
is Hiracandra Bajräcärya, who now has a 
monopoly on over 150 clients, more than half 
of them oil-pressers but also stone carvers 
(Lvahaka}:lmi) and Nibä}:l, those meta! work
ers who migrated from Patan in the early 18th 

century. 
The sequence of death rituals to be per

formed for Bajräcäryas follows essentially 
the same sequence performed by Brahmins. 
Throughout the year, the Jugi is also called 

by Buddhist households to collect the offer
ings prepared for the ancestors. However, 
the Bhä has no role as a para-priest. The 
Häfakesvara linga prepared of clay by the 
Bhä on the occasion of the du byekegu ritual 
on the 10th day after death is replaced by a 
caitya which is made of cooked rice by the 
client of the Bajräcärya. With the making of 
the caitya the client takes refuge in the Bud
dha before producing the pil:,4,as. A strange 
differentiation can be observed in the sräd

dhas performed for the Buddhist sub-caste 
of stone carvers (Lvahaka}:lmi), who are the 
only group who continue to put on the two 
cotton strips around their waist and head, 
which among Hindu sub-castes represent 
the body of the preta. They are not handed 
over to the purity technician or priest but are 
simply cast into the river on the 10th day after 
death. Another equally striking peculiarity 
can be observed among a few farmer (Suväl
Jyäpu) households. There a Brahmin acts as 
the regular priest, but the Bajräcärya acts as 
the Ghäsu-äcäju on the 12th day to complete 
the purification by a sacred fire of all the 
lineage members - who in this context are 
called dumhä - polluted bodies. The house 
of the deceased is also purified on this oc
casion. 

For Buddhist sub-castes, the annual ritual 
of sorasräddha has to be performed by the 
eldest (näyal:,,) of the lineage (phukt) during 
the dark moon in the month of Äsvin (in 
September). lt is usually enacted on one of 
the embankments of the two rivers south and 
north of the town. The client casts the pif:u/,as 

directly into the water. Pir;,4as of regular 
sräddhas, however, are brought to the near
est bähä and cast onto the protective stone 
representing k�etrapäla, the guardian of the 
courtyard. 

Death rituals performed by Buddhists 
largely follows the sequence of Hindu death 
rituals. But every detail discloses a decisive 
Buddhist context. 
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Thus, the kala§apujä at the beginning is 
dedicated to the Paficabuddha. The priest 
identifies himself with Vajrasattva and 
equates the central unnamed deity with emp
tiness (sunyatä), reflecting the basic concept 
of the absolute in Vajrayäna Buddhism, 
which is characterized as transcending dual
ity and being without empirical forms. The 
priest prepares the gurumar_uj,ala to initiate 
the ritual. 

In a second step a miniature caitya is made 
from the dough that has been kneaded by the 
client's wife. 

Prior to forming the caitya, the priest in
vokes Vairocana, the transcendent Buddha 
of the centre. Later he places five grains 
of rice and fi ve popped rice grains into the 
base of the caitya while uttering the mantra 

"orri suprati�!hita vajre svadhä ". The caitya 

is then consecrated while invoking the four 
remaining transcendent Buddhas. From now 
on the caitya is addressed as dharmadhätu

caitya, which stands for the sarvadurgati

parisoq,anaräja. The further ritual identifies 
the caitya with Mahävairocana, who in turn is 
equated with the durgaparisoq,anacaitya. 

The priest arranges in front of him small 
heaps of rice, leaves and clay cups in a spe
cial configuration, representing a universe of 
its own. First comes the ratnamar;q,ala, then 
on three leaves paiicagavya (the five prod
ucts of the cow), manda}Jpatra and indrabali, 

then a row of five cones of dough (gva!Jja) 

representing (from left to right) Äyuvrddhi, 
Ga9-esa, kalasa, Mahäkäla and Gomäta. Then 
come svastika, palesvii (lotus leaveslcibhalJ

dyalJ) and BälkumärL To his left are placed 
four cones representing (from top to bottom) 
the trinity of dharma (identified as Svastide
vatä or kväpä!Jdya!J), Buddha (kuladevatä 

or ägiidya!J) and smigha (iHadevatä or du

gudya!J). Finally, Vaisvänara is added in the 
shape of a lamp (sukur;q,ä, representing Sürya). 

The client produces three pir;q,as repre
senting the three generations preceding him. 
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A fourth one, called vikalapir;q,a (also short 
"bikva "), is placed in the lower right. Liter
ally, the pir;q,a for those who are "deprived 
of something" is dedicated to the known and 
unknown miscarriages of the family of the 
client (kula). In a wider context, this pir;q,a 

is dedicated to the unknown deceased for 
whom a proper death ritual had not been 
performed. 

After the pir;q,as have been made, the 
priest invokes the transcendent Buddhas 
through offerings made to the pir;q,as, for 
example Ak�obhya by means of milk, Ami
täbha by means of water offered from a conch 
shell; and a number of the group of twelve 
philosophical deities who represent cardinal 
human virtues carried to perfection in one 
birth, for example K�äntipäramitä by clothes, 
Prajfiäpäramitä by flowers and Pra9-idhäna 
by light. 

All these off erings are made to reduce the 
karmic impurities and to reduce the impact 
of sins (päp). Obviously the offerings are 
intended to help the pitr attain a better status, 
and bring them nearer to ultimate liberation. 
The pir;q,a not only represent food offered to 

0 



Opposite 
Configuration of a Buddhist 
death ritual (.fraddha) ac
cording to the tradition of 
Hiraratna Bajräcärya from 
Bhaktapur. 
To the left the priest (guruju) 
takes his seat, to the right his 
client (jajmän). The clientfirst 
prepares a cibhäfJ.dyafJ. ( stüpa, 

11) from dough and places
it on a symbolic Lotus flower
(palesvii). He then forms balls
(pil:uf.as) for his
father, grandfather and great
grandfather and places them
on !arge leaves ( kusä lapte ).
The final vikalapi!Jcja is dedi
cated to unknown deceased.
1 ratnama!Jcjala, 2 paficaga
vya, 3 mandafJ.patra,
4 indradibali, 5 Ayurvrddhi,
6 Ga!Jesa, 7 kalasa,
8 Mahäkäla, 9 Gomäta,
10 svastika, 11 palesvii
(cibhäfJ.dyafJ.), 12 Bälkumäri,
13 dharma, 14 Buddha,
15 saizgha, 16 Vai.§vänara
( represented by suku!Jcjäl
Sürya), 17 butter and honey

(gya!J.-kasti), 18 milk (duru),
19 curds (dau), 20 beer (tvii),
21 spirits ( eila), 22 light
(mäta), 23 incense (mi sali).
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the ancestors but also represent the ancestors 
in bodily form. 

J osi and Karmäcärya -
Assistant priests 

Astrologers (Josi) and Tantric priests (Kar
mäcärya) are "overt auxiliary priests" (as 
termed by Levy 1990: 353) and perform pre
paratory functions in a number of rituals. 
While the status ( thar) of J osi is of the highest 
level of the Chathariyä, Karmäcärya belong 
to the next highest group, the Päficthariyä. 
Often considered as "kinds of Brahmans" 
(Levy 1990, 354 ), their powers and skills are 
considered to have been passed on to them by 
the Räjopädhyäya Brahmins some time ago. 

The astrologers prepare a written chart 
(jätal:i) that records everybody's time of birth 
and the related position of the planets. Thus 
they refer to the macrocosm which represents 
an order "beyond Bhaktapur's civic meso
cosmic systems" (Levy 1990: 355). On the 
basis of this chart, the Josi determines the 
auspicious time span for life-cycle rituals 
and other important events, such as laying 
the foundations of a new building. He also 
acts as a healer, advising his clients on the 
colour of the wick to be used for light offer
ings to the Mother Goddesses, or the type of 
precious stone to be worn in a ring on a cer
tain finger of the right hand. After death, the 
jätaf;, is placed on the forehead of the corpse 
on the pyre. 

In death rituals, a Josi appears simply as 
an assistant to the officiating Brahrnin when 
preparing the necessary yantra on the ground 
and when worshipping a small double-cup
ped stand (dhaupatu) containing curds and 
rice grains. Nowadays, only four Josi con
tinue to be engaged in the preparatory work 
for death rituals. One of these serves only 
families of the Malla sub-caste. Sirnilar to 
the function of the Josi, the Karmäcärya "pre-

pares the ground work for the actual rite" 
(Regmi 1965-66/II: 715). He acts as an assis
tant priest to the Brahmin and is responsible 
for the "Tantric and sacrificial components" 
(Levy 1990: 357) of elaborate rituals. For ex
ample, as priests of Taleju, the tutelary god
dess of the former Malla kings, it is their ob
ligation to prepare the offering of cooked rice 
on every Dark Fourteenth (cahre), which is 
then distributed (bau hälegu) on as many 
crossroads of the town as possible in order 
to propitiate bhüt, pret and pisäca - a host of 
evil spirits haunting the town. On the occa
sion of Pasacahre (new moon in the month of 
Phägun) in March this ritual is performed in 
a grand manner: rice is cooked at the golden 
gate of the temple and a black goat is sacri
ficed. lt is said that in particular the spirits 
of those who comrnitted suicide and of those 
who had died without any offspring are pro
pitiated by this. 

Karmäcärya are also needed for other ri
tuals that require cooked rice, like the ritual 
after the completion of the construction (che
bau biyegu) of a house. 

Like the Josi, the Karmäcärya serve as cli
ents (jajmäns) of Chathariyä level: these are 
Malla, but also Rajbhandari, Josi, Kayastha, 
Hada, Tirnilä, Baidyä and MunankaJ:imi. In 
death rituals they act ideally together with a 
Josi as assistant to the Brahmin. In this case 
they prepare the yantra and perform the püjä 

that is dedicated to the pancäyatana deities, 
namely Sürya, Näräya9a, Ga9esa, Kumäri and 
Sadäsiva. 

Nowadays, only 20 Karmäcärya continue 
to assist in death rituals. Most of them belong 
to the privileged group of members who have 
been initiated at the Tripuravidyäpi!h - in the 
only group in town that has not a lineage god 
located beyond (pine) the city's lirnit. Instead, 
they consider their esoteric god, the ägadyaf;,, 

as their lineage god, which they worship as 
such only in the context of the bel-fruit mar
riage of girls (ihi). 
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Tini - Priests in death rituals 

Also called Siväcärya (lit. "the master of 
Siva") or Ghäsuäcäju (lit. "the master of the 
fire"), the Tini has been termed "a kind of 
Brahmin" by Robert Levy (1992: 358). From 
the perspective of the "true" Brahrnins, the 
Tini ranks below other sub-castes with priest
ly obligations, such as Karmäcärya and Josi. 

The purificatory and thus potentially pol
luting character of the Tini' s engagement in 
death rituals must at one time in history have 
caused the formation of a separate, special
ized sub-caste. The Tini is called in by the 
chief mourner on the 12th day after death to 
tend to the purification of all phuki members 
as well as of the hause. To this end he keeps a 
fire (homa) burning that is supposed to reach 
up to the outstretched hands of the lineage 
members (lhä panegu). An alternative term 
(suddha viikegu) stresses the return to the 
state of purity (suddha).

Of the two Tini households that could be 
located in 1974, only one continues to offici
ate. A regular jajmän relationship has long 
since ceased to exist. Many farnilies in Bhak
tapur do not even know the exemplary role 
of the Tini in the lhä panegu ritual. Either a 
non-Newar Jhä Brahrnin is called to perform, 
or an in-law of the chief mourner fills the 
position - proof of an ongoing process of 
"privatisation" of death rituals. 

Cya}:1- Attendants to the pyre 

Brahrnin families and those who belang to 
the sub-castes (thars) of Chathariyä status -
former courtiers like Malla, Kayastha etc. -
used to call a helper from the farmers commu
nity to take care of the pyre at the cremation 
place. The designation "Cyal_l" (lit. "slave" or 
"servant") hints at their original obligation 
to offer their services at cremation places. 
However, this is only remembered as a duty 

that their great-grandfathers had to carry out. 
They were given the name Phasikal_l (lit. "the 
hard remainder of a cooked pumpkin") or 
Phasikava (lit. "pumpkin-faced"), but at pres
ent they call themselves Suväl in an effort to 
escape their stigma and attain the highest 
status level among farmers. 

There are two lineages (kavaf!,) of Cyal_l 
with altogether eight families in K väche, 
Casukhya}:l and Läläche. 

Cala (Di vakär) -
Funeral torch bearers 

Until recently the Cäla headed the proces
sions to the cremation ground, carrying a 
torch and cymbals. 

A total of 21 Cäla households can be 
identified in Bhaktapur, clustered around the 
ägiiche, the "hause" with the esoteric deity 
of the community, in the quarter of Tuläche. 
An additional, though small duster of three 
Cäla households is to be found on the north
ern perimeter. The community is organized 
around two funeral associations (with 14 and 
7 members), but all male members have ac
cess to the esoteric deity without any formal 
initiation (dekhä). The caretaker (päläf!,) of 
the deity rotates with each cahre (the night 
before new moon), and on the ninth day of 
the Durgäpüjä ritual the newly-born male 
members of the community are granted for
mal access to the deity. The community is 
exogamous - a fact that forces them to marry 
the daughters of Pulu or Pulpulu (Toffin 
1987: 222) who observe sirnilar obligations 
in Patan and Kathmandu. 

A legend, told by Hari Govinda Rafijitkär 
(December 2003), says that "in old times" 
the Malla kings use to head all the death 
processions to the cremation site. With the 
growth of Bhaktapur, taking part in the 
growing number of processions proved to 
be a great burden. Subsequently, the king 
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Locality and distribution of 
para-priests and purity spe
cialists engaged in death ritu
als, as surveyed in 2003. 

Four Josi and about ten 
Karmiicärya officiate as as
sistants to Brahmin priests in 
the sapil:u/.ikarm:ia ritual. Two 
Tini / Siväcärya / Ghäsuäcäju 
(father and son) continue to 
perform the purificatory fire 
(ghäsu) an the 12'" day after 
death. The Cyaf:i da not pro
vide any more assistance at the 
pyre to families of Chathariyä 
status. 

Only two persons of the ten 
Bhä households are still en
gaged in the purificatory ritual 
an the 1 O'" day. 
Only one person of the twenty
one Cälä households still leads 
the procession to the cremation 
ground, carrying a torch 
and a cymbal. 
The spreading of 56 barbers 
(Nau), whose male members 
tonsure the heads of their 
clients and whose female mem
bers cut the toenails of their 
clients an the occasion of a 
death ritual and any other life 
cycle ritual, demonstrates the 
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frequency with which their 
services are needed. 
Two Pasi families, who had 
to wash the clothes of the pol
luted family members and the 
cotton strips representing the 
preta an the 10'" day, da not 
perform their duty any more. 
The 44 households of Jugi, 
who perform the cakrapüjä 
for the nhenumhä offering an 
the 7'h day, are more or less 
scattered along the main road. 
A single household of Danyä 
serves the Jugi community for 
the 7'" day nhenumhä ritual. 
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D 
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assigned a Cäla to head the processions with 
the cymbal symbolizing royal presence. The 
descendants of the first Cäla had to appear at 
bereaved houses and kindle a torch (diva) at 
one of the four lights set in the four direc
tions around the corpse. After fastening this 
torch to a bowl of clay, he led the procession 
to the crernation site while with his left hand 
he sounded his cymbals at each of the dhväkä 

stones - which indicate the presence of evil 
spirits at crossroads. 

Probably this decisive role which the 
Cäla played in death processions found its 
expression in specific procedures involved 
in their own death rituals. In cases of death 
their families do not express their mourning 
through wailing. There is not even a formal 
procession to the cremation ground. Rather 
the corpse is taken unseen to K va}:lre at mid
night. For the death ritual of the 7th day a Jugi 
is engaged as the usual purity specialist, but 
the people's toenails are not pared by Nau. 

This secretiveness gave rise to the rurnour 
that the corpses of this comrnunity are se
cretl y buried in their ägache. If at all, this 
must have happened many generations ago 
because up until the early 1970s the Cäla 
used wood for their crernations, which was 
supplied by one of the funeral associations of 
Chipä, the dyers of Bhaktapur. Instead of the 
obligatory annual rice offering to the Cäla, 
the Chipä rnade wood available in a jointly 
used storehouse, a gus"ipakva along the road 
to the cremation ground. 

Some Cäla remember that it was the duty 
of their comrnunity to provide seven torches 
for Taleju, the tutelary goddess of the former 
kings, on the eve of the rebirth of the Mother 
Goddesses, the ninth day of the Durgäpüjä in 
October. 

Since the late 1980s, the Cäla are no longer 
seen heading death processions. Considered 
a "low prestige" activity with a potential of 
pollution, it has been given up. Now, a mem
ber of the funeral association carries a torch 

frorn the house of the chief mourner to the 
cremation ground. 

Bha (Karafijit) - Funeral priests 

Similar to the Tini, who acts as "para-priests", 
the Bhä takes over a role that protects the sac
erdotal purity of the Brahmin, although being 
constantly "tainted by death" (Parry 1993, 
180). In this substitutional role he is known 
as the Mahäbrahrnin. In Väräry.asI, the Mahä
brahmin handles all rituals up to the 10th day, 
until the "spiritual body" of the potentially 
dangerous preta has attained form through 
a definite sequence. As soon as the preta is 
converted into a pitr - a potential ancestor 
- the hereditary household priest takes over.

Arnong the Newars, such a "division of
mortuary labour" (Parry op. cit.) between 
the Brahrnin and the Bhä has never been that 
strict. lt has already been mentioned that the 
Brahmin household priest enters the polluted 
house on the 7th day after death to guide the 
chief mourner in worshipping the food of
ferings dedicated to the preta. Likewise, it 
is the Brahrnin who has the lead role on the 
10th day when purifying the members of the 
phuki. The "mortuary labour" of the Bhä 
supports rather the Brahmin. In this role he 
prepares the ritual ground at the ghäf and 
supplies a miniature liliga of clay represent
ing Hätakesvara, the Lord of Vitäla, one of 
the seven nether regions (Skt. pätäla). Three 
cups of clay containing cow milk and water 
are placed to the sides and on top of the con
figuration. The Bhä then marks the spots on 
which the pi,;{j,a offerings are to be rnade by 
the chief mourner by rneans of three circles 
of rice powder. 

The most challenging and polluting task 
the Bhä had to perform until a few decades 
ago occurred on the following night. He had 
to appear in the house of the chief mourner 
to accept substantial gifts - such as clothes 

Opposite 

A Cälii, the caretaker of 

the Kvathusubya temple at 

Cup'ighäf, cuts off the right 

feet of the sacrificial goat 

as his fee on the occasion of 

dug udyaf_tpüjä. 

Photo 21st April 1988-

taf_td'i, "the great day", on 

a Thursday or Sunday after 

ak!faya trtiyä. 
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and household items, as well as food that 
included cooked rice - a highly polluting 
activity indeed. These days a jicäbhäju (the 
son-in-law or the brother-in-law of the chief 
mourner) takes a large leaf plate with cooked 
rice, clothes and eleven small cups filled with 
milk, water, liquor and beer to the house of 
the Bhä at around midnight. He will also 
hand over the näl:,,käpal:,,, the strip of cotton 
which the chief mourner has worn around his 
waist since the cremation of the deceased. As 
only very few Bhäs continue to act as auxil
iary priests, this offering - prepared by the 
mhäymacä - is now often cast into the river 
in the early morning, before starting the pu
rificatory ritual of the 101h day. 

Other obligations of the Bhä are often 
named, but it remains unclear whether these 
were ever performed in actual practice. lt 
may suffice to cite associations that have 
stigmatised the Bhä. lt is said that the food 
offered to the Bhä contained a piece of the 
brain of the deceased, similar to the piece 
that a Brahmin has to digest when the king 
dies (Kropf 2002). Other sources tel1 us that 
the food had at least touched a fragment of 
a bone of the deceased corpse. Robert Levy 
quotes his informants as saying that this in
gestion by the Bhä was "to ensure the preta's 

eventual reincarnation in a human rather than 
an animal form", or that "the spirit itself has 
completed its change from preta to human
like form" (Levy 1990: 361). 

Gerard Toffin adds another version from 
his informants in neighbouring Panauti, say
ing that the Bhä is engaged for the ritual feast 
in order "to evict the spirit of the dead ... 
chasing it from the house by 'identifying' it 
with the Bhä" (Toffin 1984: 290). 

A survey of Bhä households spotted a 
cluster of four in the lower town (in ltäche) 
and a second cluster of five in the upper 
town (in Gvamädhi). In 2003 only one Bhä 
from each cluster still performed in his ritual 
capacity. Similar to the association of the 

Jugi with the non-iconic seats of the Mother 
Goddesses and ancestor shrines, the Bhä also 
acted as dyal:,,päläl:,,, and as guardians (päläl:,,) 

of the ancestor deities (dugudyal:,,). Especially 
at those shrines where the deity has its seat in 
a built structure, the Bhä sacrifices the goats 
on behalf of his clients and receives in turn 
the two right feet and bits of the intestines. 

Pasi - Washermen 

Pasi once formed the sub-caste of washer
men, whose ritual duty was to wash the 
clothes of the chief mourner and the members 
of the lineage on the 1 o•h day after death, be
fore these were handed over to the barber as a 
gift in exchange for having tonsured them all 
on that occasion. 

The Pasi's highly polluting obligation, 
however, was to wash the näl:,,käpal:,,, the two 
strips of cotton in which the preta had taken 
refuge after a symbolic piece of the cremated 
bones of the deceased had been cast into the 
water. The chief mourner wore these strips 
around his waist and head on the day of death 
and on the 7'h day. On the 10th day one strip 
is absorbed by the Bhä and the second one by 
the Brahmin on the occasion of the union of 
the pitr with the forefathers. 

N owadays the clothes of the chief mourner 
are simply discarded and the strips of cotton 
are washed by the chief mourner. Two Pasi 
households have been found at a location 
named after them, Pasikhyal)., but only a faint 
memory persists of their former duties. 



Sarasvati Näpit pares the 

toenails (lhusijeneu) of a 

hereditary client with a chisel

like tool as a purificatory act 

performed prior to participat

ing in any death ritual. A small 

bowl with water is set aside to 

wet the tool. 

Photo 27'" October 1988 
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Nau (Näpit) - Barbers 

Classified as para-priests by Robert Levy 
(1990: 355), barbers purify people in a non
sacred procedure. In death rituals they enable 
their clients to overcome their liminal status 
as bereaved members of the wider clan, tran
scending the narrow confines of the phuki. 

Paring their toenails and shaving them either 
on the 4th or on 10th day represents the first 
decisive step. For two more days phuki mem
bers are no more dumhä, but they remain 
impure (asuddha) for they are not supposed 
to touch the gods in temples or to take food 
from others. Apart from the chief mourner, 
they only return to the realm of purity after 
having received samay, the ritual food of 
egg, fish, ginger, soy beans, beaten rice and 
fried rice from the Ghfil:isu-äcäju on the 12th 

day. 
Male and female Nau have to trim the hair 

of their male clients and pare their toenails, 
while only females (Nauni) pare the toe
nails of women. Mostly the toes are simply 
touched by the chisel-like cutting instrument 
in a waving gesture. The actual paring is done 
on other occasions. 

On the occasion of du byekegu on the 10th 

day after death, the barber plays an important 
role because he brings along the mirror (jvä

länhäyka) that the Brahmin holds up, asking 
every polluted male member of the phukz to 
look into it as a concluding gesture to the 
purificatory rite. After the chief mourner has 
received new white clothes from the hands 
of the Brahmin he immediately puts them 
on, offering his used and potentially polluted 
clothes to the barber. Since the 1970s, the 
barber refuses to absorb the pollution of his 
clients by receiving their clothes. Instead, he 
receives some cash as compensation. 

Barbers pare the toenails of those consid
ered higher status, while those considered 
"below" the latter - mostly Buddhist sub
castes engaged in death rituals like Bhä and 
Cälä as well as Pu, Säymi and Kau - have 
their toenails pared by members of the sub
caste of butchers (Näy). 

Altogether 67 barbers are organized into 
four funeral associations with 12, 15, and in 
two cases 20 members. Some guthzs count all 
(initiated) male members of a household as 
members, others refer to the hearth as the de
cisi ve entity, because in the barbers sub-caste 
brothers do not separate as often as members 
of other professional groups. In recent de
cades quite a few barber families have moved 
to the rural periphery. Significant clusters of 
barbers remain though in Yäche (13), Su
jämädhi (11) and ltäche (7). The remaining 
25 households are evenly scattered across 
the urban space without demonstrating any 
pattern. 

Barbers were and still are frequently need
ed in cases of pollution by death. However, 
no obvious pattern of spatial relationship be
tween a barber and his clients is recognizable. 
Turning to the example of K[�l).a Gopäl Näpit 
and his three brothers from Yäche (see map), 
their 90 clients live within a perimeter of 400 
metres in significant clusters. More than 100 
clients live beyond the city's limits in sur-
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rounding villages. Every client used to offer 
five pati (17 kg) of unhusked rice at the time 
of harvesting, not merely to the barber but to 
all those who act as purity technicians in cas
es of death. For Kr�i:ia Gopäl and his brothers 
it means that some 350 kg would make up the 
demand of almost an entire year. 

Kr�i:ia Gopäl runs a rented barber's shop at 
nearby Läläche Square and turns up at KäHghä� 
north of Bhaktapur whenever he is called for 
a du byekegu ritual on the 10th day after death. 
Most clients come to his shop to be shaved 
for the annual sräddha rituals. One brother 
works in a barber's shop in Kathmandu on 
a daily basis: 40 percent of his income re
mains with the shop owner. The youngest 
brother joined the traffic police. Their father, 
Bakhat Man, had served for many years as 
barber to the Royal Guards, a service that 
provided him with the opportunity to see 
much of the country. A faint memory sur
vives that their ancestor was once called to 
Bhaktapur from Palpa by a Malla king to eure 
the broken leg of a horse. To this day barbers 
are famous for handling fractures and sprains. 
They also act as healers and usually advise 
offerings of bau (rice husk) or even samay

baji to the Äkäsabhairava or a K�etrapäla, 
guardians of space in the neighbourhood of 
the patient. 

Until recently, Kr�i:ia Gopäl's phuki had 
nine members from three families. The in
evitable process of fragmentation resulted in 
a split from his cousins, who live next door. 
Together with his brothers he worships the 
lineage god at Siddhapükhü on the day after 
Bhaila9dyaQ's annual püjä. On the occasion 
of life-cycle rituals, sacrifices are performed 
at the p"ifha of Mahäkäli, while his funeral 
association meets at the non-iconic seat, the 
p"ifha of Kaumär1 three times a year. The 
family's cremation site is at Ya9sikhya9 
while pekhi väygu, the disposal of the pü:u/,as, 

is performed at K va9re. 

Only recently has an association of barbers 
(näpit saligha) been founded to identify and 
defend the interests of their trade and unify 
the tariffs for their services. They also de
manded that their members should stop going 
to their clients' fields to receive their annual 
share in a way that they considered humiliat
ing. Instead, they now demand unhusked rice 
or cash. Since the late 1990s barbers visit 
their clients' houses after harvest to collect 
340 rupees (in 2003 equal to 4 Euro). 

Bakat Män Näpit (1934 -

2001 )from the quarter of 

Yäche, receiving the annual 

gift of unhusked rice from 

a Bäsukala client on a field 

north of the Käsankhusi river. 

The client pushes the grain 

onto a white cloth spread out 

by the barber. 

In 1987 Bakat Man had 104 

clients. 

Photo, 41
" November 1987 

Opposite 

The urban world of a bar

ber: Kr�,:ia Gopäl Näpit from 

Yäche. 

Krishna shares the inherited 

house with three brothers. 

From their father they in

herited c. 90 client-families 

(jajmäns) in the northern sec

tor of the upper town and close 

to a hundred in villages north 

(Jaukhel), east (Bageswori), 

south (Chaling, Katunje) and 

west (Thimi) of Bhaktapur. 

Apart from two Timilä, two 

Baidye and 20 Karmäcärya, 

all clients are farmers. 



dugudya� 

The eleven members of his 

funeral association (sigutht) 

live close to each other in 

Yäche. Three times a year 

the guthipüjä is performed at 

the seat (pi!h) of the goddess 

Kaumäri. The processional 

raute in cases of death Leads 

through Läläche to the crema

tion ground at Yal_zsTkhyal_z, 

while the ball offerings (pi!Jef-a) 

of the subsequent death rituals 

are discarded at Kval_zre. 

Kr.r!Ja Gopäl Näpit runs a 

rented shop in nearby Läläche. 

The lineage god is located 

at the western end of Siddha

pükhü. Mahäkäli is the god

dess who receives blood sac

rifices on the occasion of life 

cycle rituals. 
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pifh of Mahäkäli 

Jugi (Kusle, Kapäli, Darsandhäri) 
- Tailors and musicians

The origin of the Jugi 

@ 

The Jugi play an important role in death ritu
als - so much so that it rnight be argued that 
they represent the deceased in the shape of 
preta as well as pitr. They literally absorb 
the food that is offered to the preta on the 
seventh day after death. They also participate 
in the annual offerings to the dead because 
each farnily is tied to a set number of clients, 
jajmäns, from whom they collect thejugibvalJ, 

- the share for the ancestors that is kept aside
on the occasion of formal feasts (bvalJ,).

The origin of the Jugi remains obscure. 
A number of the explanations that are given 
upon questioning opens up, however, a 
wealth of associations. The most frequent 
explanation is that the Jugi have descended 

-----· salä vanegu 
pekhi väygu 

500m 

from Känphata Y og1s, an order of ascetics 
founded by Gorakhnäth, a yogin of the Nätha 
cult who lived between the 9th and 12th cen
turies AD. This order considered Siva as the 
Ädinätha, the Supreme Divine Source of Per
fection, while Goraknätha appears as a direct 
descendant of the Ädinätha. Not only rnight 
the designation as "Jugi" ( or Yogi) suggest 
that there is some historical truth in such 
claims. Among the urban society of Newars 
Jugi are, like yog"is (and Mahantäs, who are 
also considered to be yog"is), the only ones 
who are not cremated but buried. Gorakh
nätha is worshipped as their tutelary and an
cestor god. Moreover, the rite on the 7th day 
after death requires a cakrapüjä, which usu
ally is only performed by Känphatas. What 
is even more striking are the abilities that are 
traditionally attributed to Gorakhnäth. His 
yogic powers not only enabled him to with
hold rain, but he is also said to have been able 
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to raise the dead and prolong his own life for 
an indefinite period. Prolonging life or rais
ing the dead - aren't these deeds that mirror 
the true aspirations of the living? And aren't 
the Jugi presenting the means to that end? 
The deceased are present in them in the form 
of a hungry spirit (preta), and as long as they 
consume the food offered to the dead they 
represent in a way immortality. Ultimately, 
the J ugi becomes an agent "in the forming of 
the preta's body" (Levy 1990: 682). 

Some Jugi cut the explanation of their 
origin short and claim a direct descent from 
Siva/Mahädya}:l, the Ädinätha. As a repre
sentation of Bhairava their status would then 
certainly be no lower than that of the Brah
mins. Others claim that they are descendants 
of Kusa and Lava, the twin sons of Räma and 
Sitä, who are said to have helped popularise 
the Rämäya9a epos. 

Their designation in Nepäli as Kusle might 
recall this version, while their present desig
nation as Kapäli (lit. "adorned with skulls") 
refers once again to Siva-Mahädeva, who at 
the destruction of the universe will wear a 
garland with skulls "symbolizing the endless 
evolution and devolution of the universes, 
and indicating the inseparability of life and 
death" (Stutley/Stutley 1986: 141). 

Profane and ritual duties and rights 

As tailors, the Jugi also acquire the name 
Darsandhäri. Ritually speaking, the most im
portant task of the male members of the com
munity, however, was - and for very few still 
is - to play a kind of shawm named mahali,

which music historians identify as having 
been imported from Gujarat as late as the 
17th century. Whether the players came along 
with the instruments or whether the kings of 
Nepal feit inclined to add to the variety of in
struments played at their court cannot be said 
with certainty. Since the early 17th century, 
dedicatory inscriptions on religious build-

ings mention how many Jugi had to play in 
the early morning to wake up the deity, and 
they mention the payment that was due for 
their service. Since most temples have lost 
their supporting basis of land and since the 
payment has never been adjusted to inflation, 
they now only perform at the central temple 
of the city, which is dedicated to Taleju, the 
tutelary goddess of the Newar kings, and at 
Bhairavnäth on the occasion of Bisketjäträ. 
Nowadays only a few Jugi learn to play the 
instruments as part of their initiation ritual, 
kaytäpüjä. 

An aura of myth continues to surround 
the Jugi, who keep struggling hard to rid 
themselves of their obligations, which they 
personally experience as a stigmatising im
purity. Weakened by alcohol, they desper
ately seek a final departure from the stigma: 
they have successfully entered mainstream 
society as tailors and players of western 
instruments in marriage processions. In the 
1960s the Jugi joined in the demonstrations 
to enforce access to temples, and today their 
leading figures have studied abroad and serve 
as ministers. 

In order to convey the complexity of the 
life of a Jugi, it is worth looking here at the 
fate of Chandranäth Kusle, who was inter
viewed on 31si October 1988. 

Shortly before the great earthquake of 1934 
his father came to Bhaktapur to marry the sis
ter of a deceased Jugi. Thus he inherited the 
obligations and rights of his brother-in-law. 
This act had to be confirmed by adding a 
handful of sand with a coin to the deceased's 
grave and offering food to him for the fol
lowing four days. Chandranäth was born in 
1944 and at the age of sixteen he married a 
fourteen-year-old girl from Marigaläche (at 
the south-western periphery of Bhaktapur). 
His four elder sisters were married in Kath
mandu. The rights of his father were divided 
between two brothers: Chandranäth received 
the right of guardianship of the south-eastern 



Four Jugi performing on 

their shawm at the quarter of 

Yäche. The third from left is 

Chandranäth Kusle. 

Photo 17'" April 1986 
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Mother Goddess, Mahesvari, his brother of 
the north-eastern one, Mahälak$mi, whose 
seat is located right next to the arcaded rest 
house, the first floor of which is to this day 
occupied by his entire farnily. 

Chandranäth played the shawm in a 
dhalcä musical group on various occasions: 
on the eighth day of mvaf.mi in honour of 
Mahälak$mi, who is worshipped on this day 
by thousands of devotees; on the tenth day 
in Sujamädhi on the large eastern square to 
welcome the newly born gods of the Nava
durgä dance t:roupe; and on the following 
two days when an auspicious taf:lsi fruit is 
offered by the Navadurgä. For this service, 
the performance's donors presented him with 
a very symbolical reward of slightly less than 
500 grams of väkijäki, a rnixture of husked 
and unhusked rice. 

During the sacred month of the Buddhists, 
Gulä (in August), Chandranäth used to play 

each day as a member of a group of Säkya 
from Inäcva. Until the seventies he also 
played early each morning in the company 
of eight other Jugi in front of the Golden 
Gate, the ludhväkhä of the Taleju temple. For 
this service the donor's descendants offered 
almost 150 kg of paddy, which had to be col
lected on the field after harvest in November. 
In the seventies he also had the duty of clean
ing the so-called "pumpkin temple" (Pha
sidegal,l) on Darbär Square three times a year 
- a service for which he received a nominal
fee from a Rfu:!a farnily in Kathrnandu.

The most rewarding activity were the en
gagements to play in wedding processions. 
Each spring Chandranäth had up to twelve 
engagements. As a tailor he would eam cash 
in a short season lasting three weeks between 
Indrajäträ and mvaf:lni in October. And in 
June he worked as a day-labourer in the fields 
transplanting rice. 
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Moreover, Chandranath owns the right 
to collect the offerings made to nine lineage 
gods in Müthu (north of Bhaktapur), and the 
füll rights at the lower chväsa� stone in Vac
utva}:l. Another Jugi shares the rights to the 
upper stone in Vacutva}:l with three families, 
while sharing the stone at Inacva with two 
other Jugis. His wife or his daughters have 
the right and duty to collect the offerings 
made to the chväsa� stones and to perform 
the nhenumhä ritual on the 7'h day after death 
for the related households. 

Chandranath 's three sons had nothing to 
share, for the reward or return from collect
ing coins was nominal. They work as tailors, 
play the trumpet at marriage processions, 
and their wives collect nhenumhä offerings. 
Chandranath was paralysed for years before 
he died in early September 2003. 

Death rituals for Jugi 

A more than legendary association with yo

gis is revealed by their designation in the 
local idiom as Jugi, as well as in the practice 
of burial instead of cremation - a practice 
normally reserved for ascetics. In the context 
of Hindu society the yogi is socially already 
dead. The separation from the parental house
hold has serious consequences. When he cuts 
the tuft of hair that had remained after shav
ing (Nev. cigusä, Nep. fuppI) he breaks the 
symbolic tie to his lineage and ancestors. Be
ing already "dead", Newar society identified 
the Jugi with the death of identifiable persons 
whose food the Jugi have regularly to absorb. 
But they also have to absorb the food dedi
cated to the ancestors during the annual urban 
rituals. So they became identified with death 
and ancestors in general. 

The social organisation of the Jugi 

In 1987 a total of 44 Jugi households were 
counted, which were organised into six dif-

ferent funeral associat10ns (siguthI). Each 
household (identified by a separate hearth) 
has to deputise at least one active member 
to such an association in order to ensure the 
necessary help to any of its members should 
death strike the hause. The process of car
rying the corpse and burying it at a defined 
ground called jugiga� (ga�=literally "hole") 
is performed by members of the associations, 
who in that particular case are not polluted. 
The size of the guthis varies considerably, 
from four to 16 members. 

The Settlement pattern of the Jugi is 
complex in nature. Although members of 
an unclean sub-caste, they do not mark the 
edges of the city in the way that butchers or 
sweepers do, but are scattered across the ur
ban space, being little represented in the east 
and even less so in the far western quarters. 

Chandranäth Kusle, officiating 

as caretaker ( dya!Jpäläl;) at the 

seat of the goddess Mahesvari 

on the second day of the Dasä'i 

festival. 

Photo 12'" October 1988 



Ancestor worship (dugudyaf:t

püjä) in the middle of a field 

north of Bhaktapur where the 

non-iconic seat of the deity 

is not dug up but simply sur

mised. The son of Chandranäth 

Kusle on the left is waiting to 

collect the offerings. 

Photo 3,,1 May 1987, on the 

occasion of taf:tdh� "the great 

day" on Sunday following the 

third day of the bright moon in 

April/May (ak�aya trtiyä). 
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Until recently most of them lived in one-sto
ried huts under a straw roof, very similar to 
the huts of the sweepers, and they even raised 
pigs like them. But what is important to note 
is a concentration right at the centre around 
the temple dedicated to Bhairava, the master 
(näyaf:z) of the city who came to Bhaktapur as 
Käsi Visvanäth. In recent times the Jugi were 
able to construct a few three-storied houses 
at Taumädhi Square, which became valu
able property. Bought by affluent merchants, 
these plots have been redeveloped to serve 
the growing tourist industry. 

Reflecting the Jugi's role as purity spe
cialists, their tutelary god Gorakhnätha - re
presented by his footsteps - is located near 
Taumädhi Square on a small hilltop. There, 
ancestor worship is performed on the occa
sion of Bälacaturdasi, the night before the 
new moon of December. While all other in
habitants of Bhaktapur perform their ancestor 

worship between ak�aya trüyä, the Indestruc
tible Third of the dark moon in May, and the 
anniversary of Bhairava nine weeks later, the 
Jugi's day for ancestor worship is identical 
with the occasion of a ritual journey in which 
people from all over Nepal join in memory 
of a deceased family member. Thousands of 
people throng to Pasupatinäth to take part in 
a lengthy procession. Relatives of those who 
have died during the last twelve month throw 
sevenfold grains, fruits and flowers across 
the Sle�mäntaka Forest (in which Gorakhnäth 
likewise resides) on the left bank of the Bäg
mati river and on a hill named Kailäsa, the 
seat of Siva on the right bank of the river. 

If a death occurs in a Jugi household, the 
jicäbhäju (either the son-in-law of the chief 
mourner or the husband of the sister) will 
perform the required rituals and six Jugi 
farnilies offer their help. On the occasion of 
dugudyaf:zpüjä at the temple of Gorakhnäth, 
the Danyä acts as the guardian (dyaf:zpäläf:z)

of the god and receives all offerings, includ
ing the blood of the sacrificed pigs. 

For all other rituals of death after the 7th 

day, as well as other life-cycle rituals, there 
are two Jugi called either Bramhu or Gubhäju 
who act as priests. For several years now the 
Bramhu is even called to guide the perfor
mance of sorasräddha, which until recently 
was unknown for Jugi. This adoption of new 
rituals can certainly be seen as demonstrating 
a transcendence of the narrow confines and 
stigma of the Jugi community. One Bramhu 
serves members of the groups from the upper 
town (thanekavaf:z), the other the groups from 
the lower town (kvanekavaf:z).

Obligations in death rituals 

The duties or rights of the Jugi - he in fact 
"owns" the offerings which he is obliged to 
collect - in cases of death start immediately 
with a death in a family that qualifies as his 
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hereditary dient. Before the corpse is car
ried to the cremation ground, the wife of 
the chief mourner (who is called in this role 
chväsa!J,väimhä) discards a woven bamboo 
mat symbolizing the bed of the deceased 
and some clothes, in recent times also the 
left-over medicine, on a particular chväsa!J, 
stone. Until recently this polluted waste was 
collected from the stone by the wives or 
daughters of the Jugi, who had previously to 
be informed by the bereaved family. 

Since every household is aware of the lo
cation of the associated chväsalJ,, the Jugi in 
turn are aware of what kind of rights they own 
at which stone. In "old times" the discarded 
objects and food offered to the ancestors con
stituted an income for the families concerned; 
it literally fed them. Nowadays, the clothes 
and the mattress of the deceased are no longer 

Jugigal} 
_ _ (burial ground) 

MUDIP 

collected by the Jugi, but cleared away by the 
waste department of the recently established 
municipality. 

The principal duty of the Jugi is to appear 
on the 7th day after death at the threshold of 
the deceased to perform the nhenumhä rite, 
literally the offerings to "the body (mhä) on 
the seventh day (nhenu)". The Jugini (since 
two decades always a woman) receives the 
food from the temporary hearth on the ground 
floor and carries it outside. She places seven 
small baskets of cooked rice on seven bun
dles of rice straw. The principal plate of food, 
the nhenumhä bvalJ, itself, will remain on the 
threshold to be eaten by the dogs, but all raw 
food (like salt and turmeric), the cooked rice 
from the seven small baskets, and a special 
plate with meat, vegetables, sweets and alco
hol, the jugibva!J,, will be taken home by her. 

Location of 42 Jugi house

holds, designated according to 

their membership in six differ

ent funeral associations with 

Jour (guthi no. 3) to sixteen 

(guthi number 1) members. 

Only a few of them live on 

the periphery. Most of them 

own modest houses located 

along the main road and at 

ritually important squares. 

The temple of the lineage de

ity, Gorakhnäth, is located 

on a small hill south of the 

main road, the burial ground, 

Jugigaf:i, across the river 

behind the main cremation 

ground. 

Survey spring 1987 



Distribution of shares in 19 

chvasaJ:i stones owned by five 

members of ajugiguthI (no. 4, 

see map on the opposite page). 

Household 1 has rights on 

fire stones in the upper town, 

household 2 on two in the up

per town and two in the lower 

town - two of which are shared 

with household 4. Household 

3 has exclusive rights onfive 

stones in the upper town, house

hold 4 on nine stones, of which 

only two are located in the 

upper town. Household 5 owns 

rights on one stone in Byasi. 

Survey spring 1987 
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This is the first meal (bvaf:i) that the Jugi 
receives in the name of the deceased. The 
second one on the 13th (or 45th) day (latyä)

and those on fifteen subsequent occasions fol
low within the mourning period of one year. 
The pitr needs thjs period to reach the realm 
of Yama, the Lord of Death. From that time 
onwards ajugibvaf:i will have to be collected 
on the performance of the annual death ritual, 
sräddha. Another death ritual js enacted by 
the elder (näyaf:i) of a group of two to six or 
sometimes more famjlies that form a lineage, 
presenting a patrilineal group in a fragmented 
form. The intention is to offer piYJ,{j,as not 
only to the past three generations, but also 
to all other ancestors that are remembered. 
Jugibvaf:i is also due at all life-cycle rituals 
such as birth, initiation, marriage and old-age 
celebrations (jiikva). More jugibvaf:i are due 
on a calendar basis, punctuated by important 

e LOCA TION OF HOUSEHOLD 
0 CHVÄSAJ:1-STONE 

0 300m 

□ 

events that @rror the agricultural year and by 
rituals of renewal. This starts with the end of 
the lunisolar calendar on Caitra Masanta, the 
13th April. By that day, most movable repre
sentations of those gods that demand blood 
sacrifices have returned to their place of 
origin, marked by a non-iconic stone and the 
erection of a large pole on the ritual ground to 
herald the advent of another year. A similar 
event is marked by the winter solstice on 14th 

January, Makar Sarµkranti, locally known 
as gyaf:icäku sarrikranti, the day butter and 
raw sugar are served to overcome the hard
shjps of winter. On the 8th day of mvaf:ini, the 
Durgäpüjä festival in October (Äsvina), the 
Jugi is off ered part of the kuchibvay - named 
after the container that is used: the contents 
of a kuchi is equal to two mana, which is 
equivalent to almost one litre. This occasion 
is likewise associated with death and rebirth. 
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The main gods of Bhaktapur, the Navadurgä 
Mother Goddesses, have been absent or 
"dead" for a period of exactly four month 
during the rains. On the night of the 9th day 
of Durgäpüjä - the Jugi are supposed to col
lect their share in the early moming of that 
day - the gods are rebom, and the next day 
they are paraded into the city. Six weeks later 
it is Lak�mI who graces the households and 
promises affluence. An occasion on which 
on consecutive days the messengers of 
death, the crow, the dog and the liberating 
cow are worshipped. In the presence of a 
Yama figure moulded from rice flour, sisters 
worship the bodies of their brothers in a 
ritual called Kijäpüjä. The JuginI ccime to 
receive the offering dedicated to the ances
tors the following morning. Finally, on füll 
moon in November (Maii.gsir) when the new 
rice harvest is celebrated and small figures, 
ya!J,märhi, are moulded from rice flour, the 
Jugi pick up their share the following day. lt 

is the day on which the majority of funeral 
associations, the siguthi, convene for their 
annual meeting. 

If one counts 200 jajmäns (clients) for 
every Jugi household, one would end up with 
some 1200 jugibva!J, per annum - enough to 
feed the entire farnily. 

However, the jugibva!J, offerings to the 
ancestors and the offerings made to the chvä

sa!J, stone (kalä!J, väygu) are no longer col
lected. Only on rare occasions is this food 
collected to feed the pigs, chickens and ducks. 
Since the Jugi have given up raising pigs over 
the last two decades because it has consider
ably added to their social stigma, the food of
ferings have now attained the status of waste. 

The sense of rights and obligations at the 
chväsa!J, stones already faded away in the 
1970s. In the course of a detailed survey in 
1987 it was almost impossible to establish a 
reliable "ownership" pattern. The map for one 
guthi discloses that one household rnight hold 

Enactment of the du 
byekegu ritual on the 7'" day 
after death by a male Jugi. 
Photo Oktober 197 J 

Opposite 
Clients of a single Jugi family 

from Tahämalä. 
The Jugini who performed 
the cakrapujä and received 
the offering to the preta on 
the seventh day (nhenumhä 
käygu) after the death of Rabi 
Sviigamikha, has 142 clients 
(survey in July 2002), whose 
houses are scattered all over 
the town, with a concentra
tion of houses in Täläkva, 
Läkuläche, Kvaläche and 
lcchu. A group of 12 Säymi 
(oil presser) households alone 
is located in the upper town. 
Of these clients, 14% are 
from families of high status 
(Chathariyä), almost 63% are 
from the community offarmers 
( such as Sviigamikha, Suväl 
or Gora), 14% are carpenters, 
potters or oil pressers, while 
the remaining 9% are Chipi 
or Sre$fhas who claim high 
status. 
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exclusive rights at five stones while another 
household had to share the rights with oth
ers. Such rights were also negotiable. Prem 
Näth Jugi, for example, bought the rights of 
80 households from the member of another 
funeral association in 1984 for 500 rupees (at 
that time equal to 20 Euro). 

The ongoing loss of the chväsaJ:,, 's func
tion to mediate between clients and purity 
specialists reveals a powerful process that 
is transforming the social and ritual dimen
sion of purity into a profane dimension that is 
guided by hygiene and cleanliness. Within a 
few years, the offerings made to the deceased 
on the 7th day at the threshold of the house 
will also disappear in a move to privatise the 
"handling of death". 

For the time being, the increasing sums of 
money being paid by the cliellts, alollg with 
beer for the husballd alld sweets for the chil
dren, almost force a few female Jugi to collect 
the offerings of the 7 th day after death, as well 
as the regular food offerillgs (jugibvaJ:,,) made 
Oll four festive occasions alld Oll the occasion 
of the allllUal sräddhas in memory of the 
deceased father alld mother. Before lollg the 
in-laws of the bereaved families will replace 
the Jugi in the performallce of the cakrapüjä 

on the 7th day, alld all offerings dedicated to 
the allcestors will be cast illto the river. 

The practice of Basala Jugi, the womell 
who performed the cakrapüjä for Rabindra 
Svagarnikha, whose sapü:u;likaratJ,a ritual is 
documellted in a following chapter, demon-
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strates both change and continuity. She 
pointed out 142 households for which she 
still performs the cakrapüjä when she is 
required. This number no langer describes 
a fixed group of hereditary clients, but an 
ongoing practice that is constantly changing. 
Other Jugi families who refuse to perform 
their purificatory function now often refer 
people to her. She will only answer calls 
from families she considers higher in status, 
implying that she will not respond to calls 
from painters or butchers. Some 14 percent 
of her clients claim the status of Chathariyä, 
generally sub-castes of former court officials. 
The majority of her clients are farmers, car
penters, potters or oil pressers. 

Danya - Tailors 

Ranking among or rather below the Jugi is 
one family of Danyä which - like the Jugi 
- accepted the new name of Darsandhäri. In
all ritual duties the family members act in the
same relation to the Jugi as the Nau (barber)
and Jugi do to higher castes. First, they have
to inform all the Jugi in town that a death has
occurred (cvaykaJ:,, vanegu). The Danyä heads
the procession to the graveyard (jugigaJ:,,) with
a basket containing wheat flour, cooked rice,
a small bag (mhecä) with beaten rice and a
pumpkin (laukä). The corpse is buried in the
position of meditation (samädhi). For the fol
lowing four days food offerings are brought
to the burial ground, while the Danyä holds a
torch of straw.

The Danyä shaves the Jugi 's hair, pares 
his toenails and worships and collects the 
nhenumhä offering to the hungry spirit of 
the deceased. Similarly the Danyä is the only 
ritual specialist involved in the rituals of the 
1Q'h (du byekegu) and 12'h day (lhä panegu), 

during which he sprinkles purifying milk and 
feeds the purificatory fire. 

Näy (Kasäi, Khadgi or Sähi) -
Butchers and musicians 

As butchers, the Näy rank below the margin
ally clean sub-castes, together with Pasi, Jugi 
(Kusle) and PvaJ:i (Nep. Poc;Ie). The hierarchy 
established by Robert Levy (1990: 627), 
which represents the Brahmanic view, places 
the Näy above the Jugi, but as the Jugi never 
absorb the ritual waste of the Näy the latter's 
practices would place them ritually below the 
Jugi (Gutschow/Kölver 1975: 58). 

Butchers do not act as "covert para-priests" 
(Levy 1990: 363) since they do not absorb 
ritual food that has been off ered to the gods 
(at their pifha or to the ancestors), but they are 
neededindeath rituals like thePasi washermen. 

When the procession accompanying the 
bier has left a bereaved house on its way to 
the cremation ground, a basket with one pati 

(less than 4 kg) of unhusked rice is placed on 
the pikhäläkhu, the protective stone before 
the threshold. A butcher from their nearest 
quarter, which is invariably located on the 
periphery of urban space, is called to collect 
the offering in exchange for making seven 
small baskets (picä) from a local variety of 
reed (napaJ:,,). On the 61h day he is reminded 
that he should prepare the baskets that are 
needed for the following day. Cooked rice 
will be placed in the baskets and off ered to 
the wandering and hungry spirit of the de
ceased. Similarly, beer is offered to the spirit 
on the same occasion in a pot of a specific 
shape, the nhenumhä kvacä. But while the 
pot has not to be ordered, being readily avail
able from any of the potters who produce all 
the many plates and cups that are used only 
one time in rituals, the picä has to be ordered 
on the basis of a jajmäna relationship. The 
butcher has to fulfil a duty assigned to him 
as part of a death ritual. Nowadays, only 
two poor butchers from the Cväche quarter 
and one from PasikhyaJ:i continue to produce 
these baskets. 



CJ 

□ 

Location of 135 Näy ( butcher) 

and 80 Pva� (sweeper) house

holds. 

Twelve clusters of two to nine

teen butchers are situated not 

beyond but clearly along the 

edge of the historic settlement. 

These clusters are organised 

into ten musical groups (niiy

khwiijä). The eastern three 

clusters turn for cremation to 

the shrine of Brahmaya,:ü in 

the east, while all others turn 

to their specific cremation 

place at the southern end of the 

Ya�§fkhya� square. 

The households of Pva�form 

a single cluster which is sepa

rated from the urban space. 
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Butchers kill, and that renders their entire 
community untouchable and essentially pol
luting. These days only poor butcher families 
undertake the duty of making these special 
baskets because the polluting quality of this 
act is clearly perceived. The present genera
tion of butchers has ceased to raise and eat 
pigs in a move to avoid being associated with 
essentially unclean animals that will eat fae
ces. Instead they run modern cold stores and 
seil chicken meat. 

Some twelve clusters with two to 18 house
holds are found on the periphery of the urban 
space, but within the protective circle defined 
by the seats of the Mother Goddesses. A sur
vey conducted in 1974 located 104 house
holds, a number that rose to 135 in a recent 
survey in November 2003. The Näy live in 
eleven clusters which still mark the periphery 
of urban space, where inner and outer space 
meets. In the western quarter of Itäche and 
along the low lying drain of Kvakacä a few 
houses have occupied space "within" the 
urban space, and four houses in the east have 

been acquired by affluent butcher families, 
thus demonstrating the breaking up of social 
constraints. 

These households are organized into 14 fu
neral associations (siguthi), but more impor
tant is their organization into ten näykhzbäjä 

groups: butchers (Näy) whose music (bäjä) 

is based on playing a specific double-headed 
drum (kh'i) of varying shape with a stick and 
the flat left band. Others join in with flat 
cymbals (sichyäf:,.). This alone may not be 
of importance in the present context, but the 
butcher's drum accompanies the death pro
cessions of butchers to the cremation ground 
with a special tune (sibäjä, lit. "the music of 
death") (Wegner 1996). 

Nowadays, sibäjä is played only in rare 
cases to accompany the corpse of a Brahmin 
or Buddhist monk (as happened in 2002 in 
Kirtipur). Moreover, on two occasions the 
butcher's drum was heard during urban ritu
als of renewal. On the eighth day after full 
moon in June (Bhaga�ti) the protective god
desses of Bhaktapur, the Navadurgä, are pa-



60 Bhaktapur - The Urban Fabric, Rituals and Ritual Specialists 

raded with sibäja to the shrine of Brahmayai:ii 
in the east, where the masks representing the 
deities are cremated. 

A second and equally important occasion 
is New Year in April: on New Year's Eve a 
butcher attends with his drum when the head 
of the buffalo sacrificed to Bhadrakali, the 
consort of Bhairava, is carried into town and 
when the bier carrying a pot in lieu of a slain 
prince is carried to the ritual ground on the 
periphery in a gesture of victory. The event 
re-enacts the founding act of the city: for 
generations a prince was supposed to marry 
the king's daughters, but she turned into a lot 
of snakes that killed the prince. Eventually a 
hero came who was able to kill the snakes. 
The bier that was waiting outside the palace 
carried a pot and not the corpse - a clear sign 
of victory over the snakes, whose bodies are 
seen to this day hanging from the New Year's 
pole that is erected the moment the bier has 
arrived. 

By killing the demon-serpents, the foreign 
prince conquered a territory symbolized by 
the unmarried princess. Facing and overcom
ing imminent death presents the ultimate cri
sis. The erection of the W orld Tree demon
strates the renewal of the cosmos. The annual 
re-enactment ensures the continuity of time. 

The death ritual of the butchers reveals 
their status far more clearly than any self-cat
egorization might do. They go to a barber's 
shop to be shaved, but they themselves pare 
their toenails for purificatory purposes. The 
nhenumhä offering is absorbed by Pva]:i, who 
mark the bottom end of the hierarchy ever 
since scavengers have ceased to be found in 
Bhaktapur. The purificatory ritual of the 10th 

day and the merging of the preta with the an
cestors (sapil':uf:ikarar;a) on the 12th day is per
formed by Buddhist priests from Patan - not 
by a Bajracarya, who is instrumental in these 
ritlials for marginally unclean castes, but by a 
Khusa9. This community of ceremonial um
brella-bearers belongs, like the Bha and Nau, 

to the marginally clean castes. The butcher 
from Bhaktapur had to engage Khusa]:i from 
Patan, since none of them have remained in 
Bhaktapur itself. 

Pva}:l (Dya}:lla, Mätailgi, Poc;le) -
Sweepers and cleaners 

Some eighty households of the Pva]:i sub
caste are usually classified as untouchables. 
The entire urban community would agree that 
Pva9 are of the lowest status when it comes 
to issues of purity. In demonstration of this 
judgement, the entire group lives in a single 
duster "beyond" the urban space and clearly 
attached to the south - being the direction of 
the region of death. In an overt demonstration 
of the social stigma attached to the Pva]:i, up 
until the early seventies most houses were 
still one-storied, covered by a thatched roof, 
and had a pigsty at the front. 

Being associated with the opposite world, 
the cremation places of all of the marginally 
clean and pollution-accumulating sub-castes 
are found directly below the settlement of the 
Pva]:i along the embankment of the river. The 
cremation place of the Pva9 is located some 
200 metres to the south. In marked contrast, 
the cremation place across the river serves all 
the "clean" sub-castes from two-thirds of the 
town's quarters. 

The impurity of the Pva9 is based on two 
notions. As sweepers and cleaners of the la
trines of high status sub-castes they deal with 
waste and faeces. What is more important in 
this respect is the fact that in their ritual func
tion they are tied to the cremation place. They 
collect the bier and the white cloth in which 
the corpse had been wrapped; the half-burned 
firewood and unused cudgels are left to them 
because once the firewood has reached the 
cremation site, it can only cross the river back 
into town in the hands of a Pva9. Moreover, 
coins found in the ashes of the pyre add to 
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the income of the family, who executes its 
rights at the cremation place over a period of 
three to six days in a year. Part of the ashes 
is brought to the shrine of Surjebinäyak, 
which is located two kilometres south of the 
cremation places. There, the Pva}:l serve as 
caretakers (dyafJpäläfJ). In the course of the 
daily nityapüjä the ashes from the cremation 
places are treated as a kind of incense, being 
added to the eternal fire kept at the shrine. 
Should uncremated bones be found in the 
ashes, the funeral association in charge of the 
cremation has to pay a considerable fine of up 
to 500 rupees. 

Until very recently, the Pvä]:i also collected 
the pir_u/,as and plates of food offered to the 
preta and pitr at the eight places where such 
offerings are discarded. Nowadays, the wives 
and children of the Pva}:l recover thei r share at 
the ghäfs only during the pitrpak!fa, the dark 
half on the moon in October, when all phukz 

have to perform the obligatory sorasräddha 

to feed the forefathers and half divine ances
tors. Hundreds of kilograms of lump-shaped 
wheat flour are recovered on that occasion 
from the river, while the children take care 
that they get hold of the leaf plates bear
ing food offerings (khusibvafJ) before they 
submerge in the water. Similar offerings of 
mutumäri (cones of steamed rice flour), dis
carded on the occasion of mhäpüjä, the first 
day of the year according to the calendar of 
Nepal Sarµvat, are also collected by the Pva}:l. 
Until three decades ago, such food items 
were recovered from the river, dried and used 
to feed the family. Nowadays, the recovered 
food is only used to feed pigs and ducks 
- two "unclean" animals that are raised only
by Pva}:l, Jugi and butchers.

The Pva}:l also used to be fishermen and 
supplied the entire urban community with 
small fish - an essential item of samay, a 
symbolic meal that concludes most household 
rituals. They are also the only basket makers 
among the Newars. Historical accounts from 

the middle of the 19th century claim that Pva}:l 
were "fish-catchers, executioners, and dog
killers" (Oldfield 1974/1: 188). 
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September 14": Gokan.ia aüsi 
(aunual death ritual for the deceased father) 

Sept. 28"' (full moon) - 14" Oct. (new moon) 
period of 16 days for sorasräddha (death 
ritual for the aucestors of the lineage) 
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Märga 

Pau�a 

Mägha 

Phälguna 

Caitra 

Vaisäkha 

Jye�tha 

Srävai:ia 

Bhädra 

Äsvina 

Overview of death rituals 

Bijay Basukala observed in 

Bhaktapur from 26'" October 

2003 to 12'" November 2004 

(Nepal Sal'[lvat 1024). 

On three occasions he of

fered food (nisla biyegu) to 

his Brahmin hause priest, and 

Jour times a purity specialist, 

the Jugi, came to his hause 

to collect the food (jugibva�) 

dedicated to the ancestors. 

For his deceased grandmother 

he visited Deopatan on the 

occasion of Balacahre, and a 

symbolic cow was offered to 

her on the occasion of Saparu 

in August. For his deceased 

father he visited Gokarrta 

and for his deceased mother 

Matatirtha. The ancestor de

ity was worshipped in April, 

offerings were dedicated to 

the ancestors on new moon 

in October. Lights had been 

offered to the forefathers in the 

month of Kartika in autumn. 

ofSdpa.ru


CALENDRIC RITUALS OF DEATH AND RENEW AL 

Introduction 

The calendar of urban festivals is punctuated 
by a number of rituals of renewal which are 
closely related to death. On these occasions 
regular offerings to the Brahmin or the Jugi 
are prescribed for every household and dedi
cated to the ancestors. 

Five of these occasions follow the lunar 
calendar, and two the Indian lunisolar cal
endar. The most important ones transcend 
the. limits of the individual households and 
address an urban dimension: the urban space 
serves as a stage for the enactment of rituals. 
Robert Levy described the pattem of events 
that are tied to a temporal system as "the civic 
performance" (Levy 1990: 401). 

The great rituals of renewal are tied to the 
vemal equinox and the füll moon in autumn. 
The remaining five address the level of lin
eage and family and are tied to the new moon 
in October (Kärtika), füll moon in December 
(Yal:Jmärhipunhi in Märga), the winter sol
stice (14th January), the new moon in May 
(Vaisäkha), and the new moon in September 
(Äsvina). 

In four cases the ancestors, the pitaral:,., re
ceive a füll dish of food. Set aside before the 
family engages in the obligatory feast, this 
dish will be collected by the Jugi. His fam
ily enjoys a hereditary client-relationship and 
thus "owns" the offerings (jugibval:,.) made by 
the respective household to the ancestors. 

On these occasions not only the ancestors 
but also the "living ancestors" (Nev. mämhii 
pitr) are invited to the house and fed in order 
to satisfy them and renew the ties to their place 
of origin. These are the married daughters, 

sisters, aunts and great aunts who had left the 
house. Having changed their social status and 
having been introduced to the ancestor deity 
of their husbands, they are in a way "dead", 
but they are still tied to their place of origin. 
The head of the household, the näyal:,. has the 
duty of issuing a formal invitation. Beside the 
occasions mentioned, the "living ancestors" 
are also invited for Sithinaka}:I, which falls on 
the eighth day of the waxing moon in June. 
This is the day the Navadurgä troupe dies 
and for most lineage groups the last possible 
day to perform the püjä dedicated to the deity 
representing the ancestors (dugudyaf:,.püjä). lt 
is also the day that heralds the advent of the 
rice-sowing period. Six months and one week 
later the "living ancestors" become the first 
to be offered the newly harvested rice on the 
occasion of Y a}:lmäripunhi. 

These warnen assume another important 
role in the context of certain death rituals, be
cause their offerings add to the raw material 
that constitutes the body of the pil:u/.a. 

In three cases the offerings (nislä) dedi
cated to the ancestors are not collected by the 
purity specialist, the Jugi, but carried to the 
house priest, the Brahmin. The new moons 
in May and September are dedicated to de
ceased mothers and fathers in general. The 
chief moumer and his family may opt to per
form a füll death ritual (sräddha) at certain 
designated places (Mätäfütha and Gokarrya), 
but as a substitute for the ritual joumey to 
these places the head of the household can 
fulfil the annual duty by visiting his house 
priest. 
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Svati -The lunar New Year 

The term Svati refers to a five-day sequence 
which frames the beginning of the Newar lu
nar year. The first three days of the festival, 
which is also called Tihar, are dedicated to 
three animals that are closely linked to death. 
First the crows are worshipped (kvapüjä), 

then the dogs (khicäpüjä) and finally, on the 
day of new moon as the last day of the lunar 
year, the cows (säpüjä). As messengers of 
death, the crows receive a portion of every 
meal on every day, but in this context the 
offering precludes a formal püjä. Similarly 
the dogs are believed to represent the spirit 
of the deceased and as such are fed. Cows are 
believed to lead the spirits of the deceased 
across the dangerous river Vaitara9i on their 
twelve-months journey to the city of Yama, 
the Lord of Death. On this day the thread 
which had provided protection against evil 
forces since the August füll moon are tied 
to the tails of cows. New Year's Eve is also 
dedicated to Lak�mi, the goddess of wealth: 
she is invited to visit the hause and grace the 
store-room. 

On the first day of the new year the mis
tress of the household (nakhi) worships the 
basic tools of the household: broom, circular 
bamboo tray, water jar, hearth and pots are all 
worshipped with water, oil, vermilion, flow
ers, cones of steamed rice flour, rice powder, 
unbroken ritual rice, popped rice, black soy 
beans, husk and cotton thread. Occupational 
groups also worship their implements - such 
as the potters their wheel. Then the mistress 
"worships the bodies" (mhäpüjä) of all mem
bers of the household and offers citrus fruits. 
Among these a peculiar Himalayan citrus 
fruit, the tal:,,si, is of eminent importance. lt is 
this fruit which in other ritual contexts - for 
example as an offering from the Navadurgä 
- promises fertility to the recipient.

Apart from the fruits, all of the off erings
are swept up and cast into the river the fol-

lowing morning at one of the seven places 
where the ritual balls of death are cast. The 
Pva]:i will have taken up their positions there 
in time to recover the valuable items. The 
same morning a J ugi will turn up to collect 
the offering of food set aside for the ances
tors. 

The final, fifth day of Svati is dedicated 
to the worship of brothers - kijäpüjä. The 
ritual is performed by unmarried and mar
ried sisters, and aunts or great aunts from the 
father's side in a manner similar to the way 
mhäpüjä was performed the preceding day. 
A garland of flowers (sva), purple in colour 
and shaped like a betel nut (gve) (thus called 
gvecäsvama), is presented as a vital offer
ing. The flower signifies longevity because 
it does not fade in colour when dried. The 
scene is presided over by figures formed 
from steamed rice flour: to the right Ga9esa 
and to the left Yamadya]:i, the Lord of Death 
in the company of a dog. Coloured block 
prints, produced by the sub-caste of painters 
(Pfi), are bought by every household. They 
depict brothers being served by sisters in the 
presence of two messengers of Y ama, called 

Block-print displayed in the 

hause on the occasion of 

kijapuja, the worship of the 

"body" (mha) of the brothers 

by sisters and aunts (depicted 

in the centre of the picture). 

The scene is framed by the 

messengers of the Lord of 

Death, Yamadut and Simhadut. 

Printed in Bhaktapur in 1974. 



Yama, the Lord of Death, in 
the company of a dog, shaped 
in steamed riceflour by Bijay 
Bäsukala on the occasion 
of Yamapaiicaka, "Yama 's 
Fifth "for the performance 
of kijäpüjä. 
Photo 5°' November 2002 

Yamadüt and Simhadüt, both carrying a club 
and lasso to capture their victims. Because of 
Yama's presence, this fifth day of the festival 
is also called Yamapaficaka, "Yama's Fifth". 

The presence of death personified by Yama 
has to be understood in contrast to what Rob
ert Levy calls the affection and solidarity that 
is "represented by sororal emotional support 
and by the exchange of gifts" (Levy 1990: 
417). Yama seems to have been temporarily 
overcome. His messengers have duly been 
worshipped and the ideal housekeeper, the 
benign goddess Lak$mi has graced the house 
as the realm of hearth and family. Facing the 
remover of obstacles, Yama demonstrates 
moral agency. The New Year is given birth 
by Lak$mi, as it were, while Yama already 
stands for its end. The beginning and the end 
classifies cyclic renewal. 

Calendric Rituals of Death and Renewal 65 

Bäläcahre/B äläcaturdasi -

Bälä's Dark Fourteenth in 

December 

At the end of the first month of the lunar 
year, family members as well as often friends 
of a departed visit Pasupatinätha temple in 
Deopatan. They perform a three-hour pro
cession through the Sle$mäntaka Forest and 
neighbouring Kailäsa Mountain to ensure the 
welfare of the deceased. The myth attached 
to the event, telling of the pacification of a 
demon named Bälä, has been dealt with else
where (Michaels 1999: 112-134). 

Of sole interest in the present context is the 
practice of pilgrims from Bhaktapur. They 
only arrive at Deopatan in the early morning 
of the fourteenth. People from all over Nepal 
and from all ethnic groups have come the 
day before for a nocturnal vigil involving the 
lighting of lamps and a sacred fire ritual. 

Most Newars from Bhaktapur, who call 
this pilgrimage "Bala mu vanegu" (lit. "to 
visit und circumambulate the demon Bälä", 
also Bala hilegu or Bala mulegu) start the 
journey with a bath at Äryaghät on the right 
bank of the Bägmafi, just below the Pasu
patinätha temple. On the opposite side of 
the river 108 lamps are offered. Along the 
ensuing route the bereaved families continu
ously offer seven items, termed collectively 
bibau (Nep. sadbhi, satbiu or sat( a)byu, see 
Michaels 1999: 116). This consists of husked 
and unhusked rice, barley, black sesame, 
spinach and rape seeds (ika, Brassica na

pus, and paka, Brassica juncea rogusa),

and svava, a variety of rice (Oryaza sativa,

Nep. jungadhan) that is used exclusively in 
ritual contexts. Representing the essential 
food items, bibau is also offered on the 7'h 

day after death to small plots of agricultural 
land dedicated to the deceased. Coins and 
many other fruits (such as guava and citrus 
fruits), foodstuffs (such as black lentils, 
wheat flour, sweet potato, radish, maize, tur-
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meric) and flowers are also scattered across 
the hilL 

The procession then climbs the hill from 
the embankrnent of the Bägmati, visiting the 
Bhägalbugal Mahädeva (where the following 
night the Bäläguthipüjä is performed, see Mi
chaels 1999: 123) and a "hidden" Mahädeva 
under the name of Guptesvara. Passing a 

::::It:-:::·:/) 

100 200m Namobuddha / 
(Licchavicaitya) �.: 
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few ancestor deities, the path leads up to the 
western top of the forest and Kirätesvara and 
down towards Gaurighät

, 
From Guhyesvari 

the crowd has to climb the hill again in order 
to turn to a 7th century licchavicaitya (a stüpa

of the period of the Licchavi dynasty) which 
is addressed as "Nämobuddha". This desig
nation refers to a Buddhist pilgrimage site 

,,' 

Deopatan: map documenting 

the processional raute, per

formed by Narain Prasad 

Svagamikha and Bikhu 

Bahädur Suväl from Bhaktapur 

on the occasion of Bäläcahre, 

on J•d December 2002. 



Abhimanyu Yantra or Cau

saf!fü Sthana, the labyrinth

like structure with 525 liligas 

within the compound of the 

Pasupatinatha temple at 

Deopatan, to be passed 

through on the occasion of the 

Balacahre procession. 

Above 

Site plan 

Below 

Diagrammatic representation 

of the fourfold anti-clockwise 

movement within the Labyrinth 

towards the central temple 

of Kofililiga, followed by a 

clock-wise movement towards 

the exit. 
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east of Kathmandu V alley which stands for 
the place where the Buddha offered himself 
to a lioness who could not feed her cubs. The 
remaimng path leads through the deer for

est, Mrgasthali:, and passes by a loose stone 
which is addressed as the "deaf grandfather" 
(khvayäju). Shaking the stone is meant to 
let the deceased, the pitr, know, that their 
relatives have come. Returning down to the 
Bägmati, the path leads through the 20th cen
tury temples dedicated to Rämacandra and 
Lak�mi Näräya9a. 

Finally, people have to queue up at the 
eastern entrance to the temple compound of 
Pasupatinätha temple. An hour of waiting is 
needed as the narrow path through Causaqhi 
Sthäna (for location see Michaels 1994/II: 
no. III.1.114), a labyrinth-like structure with 
525 sivaliligas, can only be entered singly. 

The structure is also known as Abhimanyu 
Y antra in remembrance of the story of the 
Mahäbhärata, according to which Abhiman
yu, the son of Arjuna and Subhadrä, entered 
a labyrinthine structure called Cakravyüha. 
Following a meandering but continuous path 
that is directed four times to the central 
temple of Kotilinga, the pilgrim walks past 
525 liligas. The officiating priest assures the 
pilgrims that they will be free from another 
cycle of 84 lakh (8.4 rmllion) births and cer
tainly from being reborn as an animal. 

The classical Cretan type of labyrinth cre
ates a sevenfold motion and symbolizes a rite 
of passage as the initiated renunciate enters a 
separate world. The path from normal exis
tence into the isolated space of the labyrinth 
signifies death and return through rebirth. In 
the Christian context the path through the 
labyrinth became a valid metaphor for the 
purification of the soul. The labyrinth which 
pilgrims from Bhaktapur labour through is 
oriented towards the four cardinal points and 
offers a fourfold movement of almost identi
cal pattern. Each movement is first clockwise 
and then anticlockwise, while the overall 
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movement is anticlockwise. The straight path 
returning to the exit along a bordering wall 
is on the other hand clockwise. This constant 
alternation between a clockwise ("life") and 
anticlockwise motion ("death") is meant to 
rernind the pilgrims of the frailty of exis
tence. 

Freed, almost spewed out of the narrow 
confines of the labyrinth, the pilgrim climbs 
onto the Kailäsa, a high plateau beyond the 
temple. In a final move a rock outcropping is 
worshipped as a replica of "Kailäsa Parvat" 
as the seat of Siva. As everywhere eise along 
the processional path, offerings are collected 
by members of the PvaJ:i sub-caste. 

Y al).märipunhi 
Full moon in December 

Around füll moon in Maiigfü (November/ 
December) almost all füneral associations 
(siguthi) entertain their members with a 
sumptuous feast. On the days preceding füll 
moon the active members engage in feasts 
after worshipping their respective GanedyaJ:i 
(Ga_l)esa) and Matrkä. 

On cahre (the 14th day) these associations 
feed their non-active members and receive 
the annual obligatory offering of three pati of 
rice (some 12 kilograms or 340 Rs or approx. 
4 Euro in cash). Only male members are en
tertained; a second dish is carried harne for 
the remaining members of the farnily. 

On the day of the füll moon every farnily 
prepares sweet dishes of rice flour to celebrate 
the end of the rice harvest. Farmers worship 
the rice that is kept in their storeroom with 
offerings of sweets. The room is then kept 
closed for two weeks and re-opened on the 
day of new moon to repeat the worship. 

There is an air of joy in the city for the 
harvest, heralded by the rebirth of the Mother 
Goddesses, is now definitely complete. Wa
rnen will now make their round visiting the 

nine shrines of the Navadurgä in a proces
sional manner. That same evening the mar
ried-out daughters, the "living ancestors", are 
invited and "the household is reconstructed" 
(Levy 1990: 423). All the members of the 
household join in eating ya!J,märhi sweets 
(cones of steamed rice flour, filled with mo
lasses or cream). 

There is no prescribed raute for the proces
sion to the shrines of the N avadurgä, for there 
is no formal beginning and end to it. The mis
tress of the hause will seek the company of a 
few neighbours and first turn to the Ga_l)esa 
of the quarter before commencing with the 
respective Mätrkä shrine. 

In the early morning of the following day 
the Jugi who is bound to the household will 
come to collect a plate of food, including the 
aforementioned sweets that have been set 
aside for the ancestors, the pitara!J,. 

Gyal).cäku Sarµkranti -
Winter solstice 

Due to the calculations involved in the Brah
manical calendar, the winter solstice had gra
dually moved over the centuries and is now 
observed on Mägha 1'1 (14th January). The 
turn of the sun is observed by every household 
with a special diet. Sweet potatoes (tarul) 

are prepared with a dish combining clari
fied butter (gya!J,) and raw sugar (cäku). In 
the early morning of that day a plate with 
gya!J,cäku and beaten rice is brought to the 
Brahmin's hause as an offering to the ances
tors - an activity called nislä biyegu. The 
Brahmin utters the necessary ritual decision 
(saf!!kalpa) and asks for the names of the 
male and female ancestors of three genera
tions past. This short ritual is completed by 
him handing out a blessed offering (prasäda) 

and receiving a bank note as dak�il:i,ä. 

On the same day the five Dipaiikara Bud
dhas of Bhaktapur are carried to an open 
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Bärähi 

Circumambulatory proces

sional path towards the shrines 

(pi!ha) of the eight mother

goddesses and Bhairava 

(Bhailaf;dya{i), the "master" 

of the city, on the occasion 

Yaf;märipunhi (Juli moon), to 

celebrate the annual reconsti

tution of the funeral associa

tions ( siguthi). 
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field on the western periphery. While all the 
Bajräcärya and Säkya line up to receive of
ferings, the Dipankara are entertained with 
a feast. 

Pasacahre/Pisäcacaturdasi -

Pisäcas' Dark Fourteenth in March 

The day before new moon in the month of 
Phälguna is dedicated to the pisäcas, demon
ic beings who roam the cremation grounds in 
the company of other classes of demons, bhü

tas, pretas, vetälas and räk$asas (see also Mi
chaels 1992). They frequent deserted houses 
and block the crossroads, where the chväsa!J, 

stones represent their visible abodes. 
Similar to the class of demons collec

tively addressed as bhüt-pret, the pisäcas 

are believed to represent those deceased for 
whom the necessary death rituals were not 
performed, or not in the prescribed way. 
These departed have not joined the ancestors, 
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500m 

so their existence as a preta is not confined to 
the period of 45 days or twelve months. Not 
having had the chance to enter into the state 
of a pitr, they are condemned to remain in 
a condition of restlessness. In order to avert 
their harmful intentions, the pisäcas have 
constantly to be propitiated with offerings of 
cooked rice (bau) and meat. 

Two generations ago, butchers (Näy) 
serving in the temple of Taleju, Bhaktapur's 
royal goddess, would make their way along 
the regular processional route on every Dark 
Fourteenth to cast rice (an action called bau 

hälegu) on all the chväsa!J, stones to feed and 
thus propitiate the hungry ghosts. In recent 
decades, this monthly processional offering 
is done only on the Dark Fourteenth in March 
- an occasion on which offerings of cooked
rice can be seen on most chväsa!J, stones in
town.

The most prominent bau offering of the 
day is prepared by a Karmäcärya priest just 
behind the Golden Gate, the outer access 
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to the Taleju temple, marking in a way the 

threshold of the royal temple. The three mis

tresses (nakhi') of the temple pour water and 

liquor into a cooking vessel, while willow 

twigs (tisimä) as representations of unpaci

fied souls and flowers (especially sinasvii) 

are stuck into the rice. In addition, a black 

goat is sacrificed and placed in the vessel. In 

the 1980s the subsequent procession did not 

travel along the entire processional route, but 

was confined to a short section around the 

central blocks of town. Lumps of cooked rice 

were not only cast onto the chväsaf:z stones 

along the route, but also thrown in the direc

tion of every temple en route and into every 

lane to the left and right of the route. 

Besides the royal offering of bau, all fu

neral associations of Bhaktapur prepare such 

an offering on the preceding day in the house 

of the association 's caretaker or in a special 

building (guthiche) that serves the associa

tion. The active members of the association 

leave the house late that night in a jolly 

mood, carrying straw torches and wearing 

turbans woven from willow twigs. Fresh wil

low twigs are collected from trees along the 

irrigation channels. These fast-growing trees 

are regularly pruned in February or March 

and the twigs stored away by the funeral as

sociations for use in cremations. More than 

one hundred funeral associations are engaged 

that night in casting the bau offerings onto the 

specific chväsaf:z-stone to which the house of 

the respective association is ritually bound. 

The fact that the funeral associations 

and not the individual households make the 

ritual offerings to the unpacified dead gives 

grounds for the assumption that incomplete 

cremations would produce a special class of 

demons that need to be propitiated. Above 

Procession to offer cooked rice 

(bau halegu) to the unpacified 

spirits of town on the occasion 

of Pasacahre. 

Photo 28'" March 1987 

Below 

Members of the Bäsukala 

funeral association wear 

turbans of willow twigs on the 

occasion of Pasacahre. 

Photo March 1986 



Caitra Masanta- New Year's Eve 

The festival of Bisketjäträ frames the New 
Y ear of the lunisolar calendar. In a sequence 
of nine days (Caitra 27 to Vaisäkha 5, see 
Gutschow 1996: 287) the theme of death and 
rebirth dominates urban space as the ritual 
arena and is also reflected in the individual 
household. Due to the nature of the calcula
tions of the Brahmanical calendar, the vernal 
equinox has moved over the centuries to 
the 13th April. In almost all cultures of the 
northern hernisphere the vernal equinox was 
the ideal occasion to perform festivals of 
renewal. In Bhaktapur the aspect of renewal 
finds expression in a variety of ritual acts. In 
the context of death, we confine ourselves to 
the reference to a murder that served as the 
precondition for liberation and creation. 

A world tree called yaf},sf is erected on the 
last day of the year, with two banners in the 
shape of serpents demonstrating the victory 
over those demonic forces that made ruling 
impossible. A foreign prince had to receive a 
sword from the mistress of Bhaktapur, Bha
drakäli:, to kill the serpents and liberate an un
married princess. In memory of those many 
unsuccessful princes who died, a bier with
out a corpse is carried to the ritual ground 
the same night, to the sound of the butcher's 
death music (Wegner 1996). A pot is carried 
instead of the expected corpse of another 
prince. The erected pole demonstrates crea
tion. The founding of the town required a 
murder: "The prince killed the serpents and li
berated the princess, who, in return, provided 
him with a kingdom" (Vergati 1996: 335). 

Every household in Bhaktapur celebrates 
the victory at home and invites the ances
tors to participate in this happy occasion. 
Chickens or goats are sacrificed at a nearby 
non-iconic shrine that acts as the place of 
reference within a section (iläkä) of the town. 
The distribution of the sacrificed animal 
among the members of the lineage according 
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to strict order of seniority addresses a sense 
of belonging. The inclusion of the ancestors 
transcends the present generation and binds it 
to the forefathers. 

The food reserved for the ancestors (ju

gibvaf;) is placed at a distance from other 
household activities- as if to allow it to grace 
the place unseen and unharmed. The follow
ing morning the Jugi who is bound to the 
household will collect the off ering that has 
been made to the ancestors on ground floor 
level of the household. 

Mätätirtha aüsi - Bath and death 
ritual in memory of the mother 

On new moon in Vaisäkha (April/May) 
thousands of people of every creed and eth
nic background undertake a pilgrimage to a 
water source in the south-western section of 
the Kathmandu V alley called Mätätfrtha. The 
name of the place indicates that it is a "cross
ing place" (tirtha), where one may cross over 
"to the far shore of the worlds of heaven" 
(Eck 1981: 323). Diana Eck aptly explains 
that "in this locative form of religiousness, 
the place itself is the primary locus of devo
tion" (ibid.). 

Situated at Mätätirtha is a small, architec
turally framed tank (Skt. kur_u/,a) in the waters 
of which the pilgrim is supposed to see the 
face of his or her mother (mätä). The reflect
ing water is experienced as a rnirror: it is the 
mother who returns the gaze into the tank. Or 
is the pilgrim looking through a window and 
beyond, into the realm of heaven, the surface 
of the water marking the borderline of the 
"crossing"? 

The visit to the place is not compulsory 
for Newars, unlike the visit to Deopatan is 
in December. But for many it is an annual 
observance. People choose between three 
different kinds of rituals. Many people place 
a simple leaf plate with flowers and incense 
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somewhere along the frame of the large tank, 

without taking advantage of the services of a 

Brahmin. 

Other visitors carry a plate, complete with 

husked rice, wheat flour, salt, turmeric, len

tils and ginger - the usual nislä offering. This 

plate is offered to one of the many Brahmins 

who provide their services. In exchange, the 

priest recites some stotras, asks for the name 

of the deceased mother, hands out a ring of 

dürvä grass and performs the symbolical of

fering of a cow to the deceased (godäna). For 

an offering of a few rupees he marks the cli

ent's forehead with yellow paste - the colour 

of death. The minority of visitors perform a 

füll t'irthasräddha, the regular death ritual 

at this specific place. The large balls made 

of wheat or barley flour are dedicated to the 
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three preceding generations, along with many 

small ones for unknown ancestors. Finally all 

of the balls are cast into the large tank, where 

all of the visitors perform their ablutions. 

Left 

Offerings made in the context 

of an ancestor ritual dedi

cated to the deceased mother 

are immersed in the ku1:u;la at 

Mätätirtha. 
Inscriptions tel1 us that in order to channel 

the gushing water, Queen Vi�i:iumati Devf 

installed ten spouts in the year 1739 AD. 

Since the bath enjoys growing popularity, a 

few shelters (päfi) have recently been added 

together with a compound wall. Visitors are 

carefully guided along a prescribed path. 

Photo l" May 2003 

Right 

Site plan of Mätätirtha 



location of 151 sites of ances

tor deities ( dugudyaf:i in the 

company of Näräyal}-a) near 

water bodies, shrines of the 

mother goddesses, and on 

ridges. Afew (see above left) 

have been relocated in recent 

times. 
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Dugudya}:lpüjä 
Ancestor worship in May/June 

The time frame 

A period of 73 days in early surnmer is 

designated for the performance of ancestor 

worship. The sequence of appropriate days 

for the enactment of the ritual appears to be 

complex: the first group of farmers (Tväyna 

from Ghatka) start on the second Thursday 

after füll moon in Vaisäkha; the tenth day af

ter füll moon is designated as the second day; 

then comes the Indestructible Third (ak�aya 

trtiyä) after new moon and then all the Thurs

days and Sundays until Sithinakal), the sixth 

day of the bright moon in June. A füll month 

later one fürther day is reserved for thirteen 

lineages of barbers from Gval)mädhi, Yäche 

and Tauläche. Thus, in 2003, a total of four

teen days qualified for the performance of 

ancestor worship. 

Very few members of the farmers' lin

eages can be seen on the first two days head

ing out to their designated places beyond the 

city' s lirnits. The head of the patrilineage, the 
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näyaf:i, is visible with his shaven head, lead
ing a goat as the sacrificial animal at the head 
of the small procession, and carrying a crown 
(kikfpä) or a tympanum as the symbol of the 
nameless ancestral god in a basket. Hundreds 
of phuki are on their way on the lndestructi
ble Third, the following Thursday or Sunday 
( called talJ,df - the "great day") and again on 
Sith!nakaJ:i, the day that marks the change of 
season. On this day, the masks representing 
the Mother Goddesses appear for their final 
performance in the Brahrnin quarter, and mu
sical instruments are stored away. The criti
cal time of transplanting rice starts. 

Spatial distribution of 151 ancestor deities 

lt cannot be said with certainty how many 
ancestral gods (dugudyaf:i) are located on the 
periphery of Bhaktapur, as quite a few are 
below the surface of the ground. Every year 
a few phuki have to search and uncover the 
stone that represents the deity. In some cases 
people just guess the location and perform 
the ritual without making really sure that the 
deity is there. All but one of the identified 
151 deities are located beyond the city limits, 
or elsewhere stretching up to two kilometres 
north in the rniddle of the fields. Most of them 
are found at the ponds just beyond the edge of 
the settlement -43 alone at Siddhapükhü, 20 
at Kamalpükhü -and beyond the river Hanu
mante, 11 at Kvathusubya and 18 at Däthu
subya. Only one dugudyaf:i is located in town, 
in Cväche , in the rniddle of the road. 

Neither the specific places nor the nature 
of the ritual provides any clue as to why they 
are scattered with a marked predilection for 
bodies of water - rivers and ponds. 

The opposition of outside (the non-iconic 
stones) and inside (the portable symbol kept 
by the näyaf:i of the lineage) reflects the 
dual representation of the divine, which is 
also known in the case of the Mother God
desses and all those deities who are propiti-
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ated with blood sacrifices. Their non-iconic 
form protects the settlement on the periphery 
while their iconic form is kept in a god-house 
(dyaf:iche) within the settlement. The iconic 
form is carried in a procession to the non
iconic stone on the eve of the New Year in 
celebration of a ritual of renewal. In a way 

The head of a farmer's patri

lineage (phuki), carrying the 

crown of his ancestor deity 

(below Näräya!J-a can be seen) 

in the company of the sacrifi

cial goat to the site beyond the 

city 's Limits. 

Photo]" May 1987 



Above 

Members of a sub-caste of 

farmers (Bä.ti), have prepared 

to worship their ancestor deity 

at a pair of stones in M üthu. 

Photo 3'" May 1987 

Below 

A potter (Kuma!J) worshipping 

his ancestor deity, represented 

by a crown worked in silver at 

Ra,:iipükhü. 

Photo 4th May 2003 
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the iconic form returns to its place of origin. 
Likewise, one could argue, the many por
table representations of ever more phuki are 
brought from their ordered environment to 
meet their non-iconic original form in a po
tentially unordered continuum of landscape. 
The annual union is celebrated with a blood 
sacrifice in order to reaffirm the belonging of 
those many groups that were once separated. 
The return to the place of origin seems to sug
gest the recharging of the replica with a kind 
of energy that obviously persists only at the 
place of origin. 

Shifting ancestor deities 

The actual locations of the ancestor deities 
are never as binding as one might imagine. lt 
is rather the once-identified or "found" stone 
that embodies the qualities of place. Under 
the guidance of a ritual specialist it can in 
fact be shifted to a "better" or simply more 
convenient site - a ritual act that requires the 
sacrifice of a goat. The case of a dugudyalJ, at 
Müthu is described below for it reveals the 
exact number of families and sub-castes that 
turn to a specific site. 

A few more cases of shifting lineage 
deities have surfaced. A group of Sulu, a 
sub-caste of farmers from Byäsi, recently 
abandoned the original location on a narrow 
ridge to shift the stones to a place along the 
road north of the former pond of Müthuli. 
lt cannot be said with certainty whether the 
group involved sought a more comfortable 
location or whether the original place was 
really under threat from the expanding con
struction industry, which was exploiting the 
hill for sand. 

In a similar case a group of Suväl, another 
sub-caste of farmers from Byäsi, shifted their 
lineage deity to a small duster of houses that 
had developed in the previous generation. 

Another case of a phuki of Äcäjus, para
priests of farmer status, demonstrates how 
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critical such an intervention can be. lt is said 
that the Äcäju shifted the stone after having 
duly consulted with an astrologer, but the 
moment he offered an egg at the new loca
tion, a crow - considered to be a messenger 
of Y ama, the Lord of Death - took the egg 
and returned it to the house of the Äcäju. 
From that time on the lineage abandoned the 
"outer" location of the lineage god and now 
performs the annual ritual on the terrace of 
the house. 

In a rare case a shift of focus was achieved 
by a group of Räjopädhyäya without any 
material intervention. Since their lineage god 
was located in an increasingly militarised 
zone on the ridge west of Bhaktapur, they de
cided to perform their ritual at the non-iconic 
representation of one of the tutelary goddess
es of the Malla kings, Duimäju, in the garden 
behind the former palace. The Räjopadhyäya 
from Khauma, however, continued to turn to 
the original place. 

The architectural framing of stones 

The shape of the non-iconic lineage gods var
ies greatly. In few cases a single horizontal 
flag-stone serves the purpose. A row of up 
to 12 carved lotus flowers indicates its non
secular context. Other stones are upright field 
stones, rammed into the earth. Often, the 
configuration of stones is oriented merely 
by an arch or a U-shaped wall, serving as 
a kind of backdrop. The scene depicted on 
the arch follows the standard formula of a 
Kirtimukha at the apex devouring two snake 
bodies, while a pair of aquatic animals (ma

kara) are guarding the bottom ends. Should 
this architectural element also have a rear 
wall, a triangular hole ensures the unhindered 
circulation of the spirits that are supposed to 
haunt the site. In many cases the lineage god 
is unidentifiable because a number of stones 
are kept in a row. But at least three of them 
are named as dugudyalJ, Bhairava and Näräy-

ai:ia. More often, the stone facing west or 
east is identified as Bhairava, while a second 
stone - either upright, or more frequently just 
a carved horizontal lotus stone - is positioned 
at a distance of one to five metres at a right 
angle facing south. 

Until recently, three lineage gods were 
kept under a roofed temple or shrine-like 
structure, all of them beyond Cupighät. A 
new temple was being constructed in 2003 to 
hause the most important of the 18 dugudya!Js

on and at the mound at Däthusubya, while a 
simple cemented shrine was constructed be
low Bhäjupükhü in the 1990s to hause the 
lineage deity of the Nyaichyei sub-caste of 
farmers. More roofs were under construction 
in 2003, indicating that the process of archi
tectural framing will accelerate. The Hädä 
of Chathariyä status even constructed a high 
wall to delineate a courtyard around their lin
eage god north of Nähpükhü, to which only 
initiated members are allowed access. 

Säpäru/Gäijäträ-
Cow worship in August 

Celebrating procreation 

Full moon in August, Gunipunhi (Nep. Ja
naipür1:1imä), is one of the most festive days 
of the year. Across the entire range of the Hi
malayas, pilgrims of all ethnic groups make 
their way to glacial lakes as the source of 
water - and thus of life. 

In Bhaktapur such a pilgrimage is per
formed in miniature form. In the early 
morning, a replica of Siva is worshipped as 
Silumahädev at a water tank named Kalu
daha on the periphery of Bhaktapur. The tank 
serves as a substitute for Gosainkui:i<;Ia, the 
glacial lake high up in the Himalaya where 
the blue throated Siva (Nilakai:itha) found re
lief after swallowing poison. Siva's survival 
is celebrated and those who cannot undertake 



The site of an ancestor deity 

survives in the middle of an 

area at Müthu. The surface 

clay in this area is used for 

brick making. 

Photo 1 J'h May 2003 

the arduous pilgrimage worship the replica. 
Brahmanical priests preside over the place, 
and tie a protective thread around the wrists 
of their clients. 

In the late afternoon, the first procession 
sets out in anticipation of the Säpäru festivi
ties on the following day, during which one 
representation of a cow is carried for each of 
the deceased of the past twelve months along 
the regular processional path. Two members 
of the Cya� sub-caste - those who used to at
tend the pyre of the Brahmins and members 
of high status groups - head the procession 
with drums and cymbals, accompanied by 
two Jugi playing the shawm. Two persons 
personifying Khya�-ghosts in black attire 
and two demons with red hair make ob
scene gestures to the music produced by 30 
youngsters in a stick dance to the onomatopo
etic sound of ge-tii-gi-si. Obscene slogans are 
shouted, as if to conjure up an opposite world 
and break the bounds of social conduct. Upon 
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return, the participants of this first procession 
are served a soup made of nine ingredients, 
including peas and beans. Nine is the number 
of the day: one's clothes should be changed 
nine times, and unmarried boys and girls as 
weil as couples who seek progeny visit Sva
yambhünäth in Kathmandu and return home 
to visit nine step-wells (gupuhiti) that same 
night. With full-moon, a festive period of 
nine days is initiated. 

The number seven permeates the death 
rituals, referring as it does to the seven gen
erations that are remembered and whose de
scendants form an exogamous group. "Nine" 
stands rather for the representation of an ori
ented space, of which Bhaktapur can be seen 
as a replica: space within which a procreative 
world unfolds. 
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The collective dismissal of the dead 

The day following füll moon is dedicated to 
the collective dismissal of the dead, repre
sented in the form of cows, which are instru
mental in leading the departed across the 
dangerous river of the underworld, VaitararyL 
The dead are believed to reach Y ama, the lord 
of the underworld within 12 months, pass
ing a terrifying forest, two ri vers and 16 ci
ties. After six months the deceased is offered 
a boat, complete with paddles, during an ela
borate death ritual which also involves the 
offering of water and balls of wheat flour -
the dead is in need of cooling water and nour
ishing food. Notwithstanding this supportive 
offer to cross the Vaitararyi safely, all of the 
town' s deceased are offered a cow to the same 
end in a collective effort to dispel the poten
tially dangerous souls from the civic realm of 
the living. Clinging to the tail of the cow, the 
helpless soul will be able to cross the river. 

Types of cows representing the dead 

The cows dedicated to children who have 
died prematurely before the initiation ritual 
of kaytäpujä (for boys) and ihi (for girls) 
are of simple design. Called "the little cow" 
(säcä), it is a simple basket of Nepalese sty Je, 
wrapped in a piece of cloth and decorated 
with a coloured block print depicting the face 
of a cow (säpakvalJ,) and a pair of horns on 
top made of braided straw. The brother of the 
dead child carries the basket over his head, 
accompanied by another brother or the father. 
The accompanying person carries a bag to 
collect offerings of sweet bread, sugar cane, 
fruits and coins. All of the bereaved families 
have prepared such food, which they share 
with similarly bereaved families. In 1986 al
most forty percent (in 2002 only 15 percent) 
of all 500 deceased (in 2002 we counted 464) 
were in fact children. 

There are four more alternatives for repre
senting the cow. In all cases the Brahmanical 

house priest, who represents the deceased in 
all death rituals, is called to receive the gift 
of a cow (godana). He places himself in front 
of the client's house beside the guardian of 
the threshold, the pikhalakhu stone. Oppo
site squats the chief mourner, either below 
or beside a cow or a structure representing a 
cow. He performs the puja to the instructions 
of the priest and presents the usual offerings 
of food, fruits and sweets (sira and nisla) 

dedicated to the deceased. The mhaymaca 

again assumes an important role, for she of
fers flowers and fika to both the cow and the 
pictures of the deceased. She also presents 
sweets (svari and malpa), cucumber and peas 
as well as dakabaji, a mixture of curd and 
beaten rice to all those who do not belong to 
the bereaved family. Special care is taken of 
the helpers who will carry the structure for a 
day's pay. They are offered food before set
ting out on the procession, and the offerings 
(mari dan yagu, lit. "to provide offerings 
of sweet bread") add to their income. The 
women of the house will wail as soon as 
the cow is about to leave the threshold. The 

Block print depicting a 

decorated cow, to be fixed 

to a bamboo scaffold to form 

a symbolic cow that Leads the 

deceased across Vaitarä,_ii, the 

dangerous river of the under

world. 

Printed in Bhaktapur in 1975. 



A "little cow ", carried along 

the processional path on the 

occasion of Säpäru, the day 

after full moon in August. 

The cow is represented by a 

basket which is carried by the 

brother of a child that died 

before having been initiated 

into the patrilineage. Another 

brother carries a bag to re

ceive offerings presented by 

all of the mourning families in 

town. 

Photo 31" August 1985 

chief mourner and his brothers accompany 
the scaffold-cow without perforrning in any 
further actions. 

The second most frequent structure is a 
seven-ells (nhayku) high (some three metres) 
bamboo scaffold wrapped in white cloth if a 
man has died, or in black cloth if a woman has 
died. In 1986 half of all cows (in 2002 two
thirds) appeared in this shape (tähäsa). For 
several decades, probably since photographs 
have become readily available, pictures of 
the deceased are fixed to the structure along 
with colourful prints of deities, preferably de
picting Si va ( often in the company of his wife 
Pärvati), Vi�i:iu and Kr�i:ia. The individualiza
tion of the dead probably reflects a dynamic 
trend to transcend the anonymity of death. 

In 1986, twenty-four families decided to 
hire a living cow for this day from a villager 
or a Brahmin, thus representing a "real" vehi
cle for the deceased to transcend the danger
ous river of the underworld, the Vaitarai:iL In 
the same year sixteen potter families shaped 
a bull in black mud with horns rendered in 
gold, and placed on a wooden platform that 
was either carried on people's shoulders, on 
a cart, or on a three-wheeler. This representa-
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tion is called dviisäcä (lit. "the humped cow", 
named after the characteristic hump above 
the shoulders). When in 2004 this represen
tation became more fashionable, the potters 
received orders for them on payment of some 
2000 rupees (25 Euro) - well in advance. 

In thirteen cases ( 44 were counted in 2002) 
the cow was represented by the grandchild or 
great grandchild of the deceased - uninitiated 
girls or boys. Tiny horns made of braided 
straw, dry lotus flowers, and stylised ears of 
coloured paper are fixed to the child's head 
and a blockprint of a cow's face is used to 
cover the forehead below glittering orna
ments that are borrowed from a dance group. 
Both hands hold a web of white cloth which 
touches the pavement. This representation is 
called biisii luikegu, lit. "the hair (sii) which 
trails (luikegu) on the ground (bii)." Walking 
along the processional path, the child points 
out the path to or even through the under
world to his or her grandparent. Often, the 
child is accompanied by brothers dressed as 
the couple Siva and Pärvati, or as the brothers 
Räm and Lak�man. 

Few cases can be seen of mothers who 
died in childbed (in 1986 only four were ob
served). In such cases a small cow is attached 
to the large cow representing the mother. 

Buddhist priests, goldsrniths, painters, oil 
pressers, stone carvers, dyers - members of 
all the Buddhist occupational groups - wor
ship caityas instead of offering a cow to their 
deceased. The caitya (or stüpa) not only re
presents the historical Buddha Säkyamuni, 
but also the dharmakäya, his transcendental 
form. Representing the manifestation of the 
timeless and permanent, the caitya stands for 
non-duality, the exact opposite of a funerary 
monument whose very existence bespeaks 
duality (see Gutschow 1997: 31). All of the 
caityas of Bhaktapur are visited in a continu
ous procession. Just recently, the oil pressers 
(Säyrni) have started to shape large caityas 
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□ 

•••• processional route (sayaM 

of black clay which are carried along the 
processional raute in the company of the 
cows. By joining the mainstream, the Bud
dhist community seems to be succumbing to 
a social dynamism. 

In the neighbouring town of Patan the 
Buddhist majority dominates the urban ri
tuals. There is a procession of cows that is 
joined by the Hindu community, but thou
sands of people join the matayaf:t procession 
on the following day. More than five hundred 
Buddhist places - caityas and temples - are 
visited in the course of a continuous circum
ambulation of the urban space. 

The unfolding procession 

The procession of cows along the procession
al path (sayaf:t) starts shortly after midnight. 

,oo 200 

By nine in the moming most of the cows 
representing deceased children have passed, 
while the bamboo scaffolds dance in continu
ous motion through the town to the accom
paniment of stick dancers and musicians. In 
the aftemoon the path is crowded, ever more 
groups arrive and almost produce jams in the 
stream of cows. Sometimes an infant is car
ried in a basket to represent I{r�9a. 

Cows from a particular quarter, Lakuläche, 
leave in a formal group, headed by the divine 
couple of the town, Bhairava (as the näyaf:t, 

the "master" of town) and Bhadrakäli (as 
ajimä, his mistress, lit. "grand-mother"). 
The entire group performs a threefold round 
of the town's three main squares. The pres
ence of the divine couple can be understood 
as another demonstration of the continuity of 
the urban realm of the living. By bringing up 

300 400 SOOM 

Procession of all cows, re

presenting the deceased of 

the past twelve months on the 

occasion of Siipiiru, the day 

following Juli moon in August. 

The end of the procession is

formed by two !arge cows 

representing the divine couple 

of the town, Bhairava (Suyiima 

Bhailadyaf:,.) and Bhadrakiilt. 

They are accompanied by the 

cows originating from the 

quarter of Liikuliiche. The 

three main squares of the town 

are honoured with a threefold 

processional round. 



The "offering of a cow" 

(godäna), performed by the 

chief mourner under the guid

ance of his Brahmin house 

priest on the occasion of 

Säpäru. 

Photo 23"1 August 2002

the rear of the procession, the divine couple 
has obviously succeeded in dispelling the 
deceased. 

In the early evening political and satirical 
groups (22 in 1986) do the rounds. Before 
the uprising in spring 1990, Säpäru was the 
only day of the year which was free of re
strictions. Hundreds of satirical papers were 
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published making fun of political leaders. At 
the beginning of the 21 st century the scene has 
radically changed. In 2002 only five groups 
joined the procession, wearing simple caps of 
paper inscribed "Deuba" or "Koirala" (two 
of the leaders of Nepal's Congress Party) in 
the cornpany of "Hitler" or simply "USA" or 
"India", the two countries which are always 
brandished as being "irnperialistic". The lo
cal communist party paraded Lenin, Marx, 
Engels and Mao through the town. In 1986 
11,025 people were counted accompany
ing cows and satirical groups, in 2002 only 
8,679. 

Gokarna ausi -
Bath iri memory of the father 

Sirnilar to the pilgrimage on the day of the 
new moon in May, which is dedicated to 
deceased rnothers, a second pilgrirnage is un
dertaken on the occasion of the new moon in 
September. A regular death ritual (sräddha)

is dedicated to deceased fathers in Gokarl)a 
on the banks of the Bägmafi river. The place 
replicates a sacred place in the far north of 
Kerala, which is known as one of the abodes 
of Siva. lt is named after a sage who was 
bom of a cow and with the ears of a cow (go

kan:za ). Despite perforrning the death ritual 
for his brother at Gayä (in Bihar), the spirit 
of the departed would not be pacified. The 
sage was advised to read the Bhägavata to the 
departed, unpacified soul. After hearing the 
text, the departed attained liberation, and the 
place where this happened was named after 
the sage (Mani 2002: 293-294). 

Pilgrims from Bhaktapur set out either the 
preceding evening or in the very early hours 
of the rnoming on the three hour walk. Most 
people perform the pilgrirnage once, but 
some do it repeatedly. People from Bhak
tapur separate from the other groups and 
perform the sräddha collectively, according 
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to the instructions of a Rajopadhyaya priest. 
The sacrifical balls of the death ritual are cast 
into the BagmatL Members of the butchers' 
sub-caste from all of the Newar settlements 
in the valley line up in a long row to follow 
the instructions of a Khusa):l priest from Pa
tan. 

After completing the ritual, people worship 
Siva in the form of Gokarry.esvara in a temple 
high above the river, and then join others 
gambling and drinking at hot food stalls. The 
long line of begging Pva):l (Untouchables) is 
a typical sight at a place of pilgrimage. Gam
bling and begging are two contrasting activi
ties at the conclusion of a ritual that aims at 
pacifying the dead. The ritual grounds of the 
dead are always linked to the world of food 
and fortune. 

Mvahni / DasaI 

The great festival Mva]:ini (Nev.) or DasaI 
(Nep.) on the pt to 10th day after new moon 
in October recalls the victory of the goddess 
Durga over the evil demon Mahi�asura in the 
shape of a buffalo. This demon is also the ve
hicle of Y ama, the Lord of Death - which in 
this context seems significant. Durga' s vic
tory is celebrated all over the subcontinent in 
great variety of festivities. Among the New
ars ofBhaktapur, the festival extends over the 
fifteen days of the waxing moon in October, 
and assumes not only an urban dimension but 
also an intimate one that fills the individual 
household. The designation mvaf:mi refers to 
the black stroke on the forehead that estab
lishes a link among those who share a blood 
sacrifice made to Durga on the vijayadasam,,

the Victorious Tenth Day of the festival. lt is 
taken from the lamp-black that was collected 
while the animal - a duck, a goat or a buf
falo - was sacrificed to the vessel in which 
barley shoots had been growing, as explained 
below. 

To start with, the festival begins the day 
after the annual period of 16 days designated 
for death rituals (sorasräddha) that runs dur
ing the dark half of the moon in the month 
of Äsvin. On the first day of the waxing 
moon barley and maize are sown in black 
earth kept in a new earthenware pot reserved 
specially for this purpose. While the barley 
sprouts over a period of nine days, the vast 
majority of Bhaktapur's population joins in 
the processions to the places where the nine 
representations of Durga, the Navadurga, are 
represented in non-iconic form. In the morn
ing of these days the people take a purifica
tory bath by the river banks or at ponds that 
are connected with the seats or p1fhas of the 
goddesses, and in the evening they turn to the 
respective shrine itself. On the ninth day the 
masks of an extended troupe of gods and god
desses (among them the Navadurga) are ritu
ally stolen, taken beyond the city's limits to 
the east, to be reborn or reinstated after a pe
riod of death that had lasted for two dreadful 
months. The sacrifice of a full-grown buffalo, 

Gokan:i,a. 

Farmers from Bhaktapur 

engaged in a death ritual 

dedicated to their father on 

the occasion of new moon in 

September (Gokarl'_la aiisi) 

Photo September 1987 



named khiime, is instrumental in providing 
life (Skt. präY}a) to the gods. In the evening of 
that same day the masks are donned by ritual 
specialists, the Gäthä, and paraded around 
town. Over the following five days the gods 
undergo all the necessary rites of passage to 
become ritually fully empowered for a period 
of 10 months, until they die. This process is 
terminated by the cremation of the masks at 
the eastern cremation ground. 

The sacrifice of the buffalo and the birth 
of the gods are reflected in household rituals 
that involve making an offering to the pitr. 

On the eighth day of the waxing moon, all 
of the funeral associations kill a buffalo on 
the squares of the town and offer mixed por
tions of meat to their members. In cases of 
associations with many members, the group 
of active members buys one buffalo and the 
group of non-active members buys a second. 
Three days beforehand all of the members 
have to submit their demands, for which they 
are charged. On 3rd October 2003 one por
tion - which had no specifically determined 
weight but is weighed in order to produce 
equal portions of three to five kilogram 
- cost 200 rupees (in 2004 equal to 2.5 Euro).
Slaughtering, distributing the meat and carry
ing it home into the house (lä dukaygu, lit "to
bring meat inside") is an activity reserved for
males. The meat is welcomed at the threshold
of the house by the mistress of the household,
the eldest woman. Rice husk is offered to the
pikhäläkhu and small bits of meat are placed
on top as an offering to the evil spirits (called
bhüt and pret), who are supposed to dwell
there, and constantly threaten the house.

lt is ritual meat that is associated with 
Durgä's victory, and must undergo a purifi
catory process before it enters the kitchen to 
be consumed. 

On the same day part of the concluding 
feast - kuchibhvay - is offered. lt is named 
after the container that is used. The contents 
of a kuchi is equal to two mana, which is al-
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most one litre. A dish of the food that is to be 
consumed is put aside at a safe distance from 
the rest as an invitation to the ancestors. In 
the early morning of the following day the 
Jugi who is associated with the household 
will come and collect his share. 

The above-mentioned calendric rituals 
of death and renewal not only address the 
family of the deceased, but also the city in 
general. They are collective rituals in which 
meeting one another, extending invitations 
and eating common meals, or even - as in 
the Gäijäträ - competition between the castes 
and households, all have a significant part. 
The rituals take place in a public space, vis
ible for all to see; they are related to specific 
days of the festival calendar; and not only are 
ancestors worshipped, but also demons are 
warded off. 

In contradistinction to these rituals, the 
following chapter looks at death and ancestor 
rituals relating to a specific deceased person. 
The dates of these rituals mostly depend on 
the day of the death, and the majority of the 
rituals are carried out by the family inside or 
by the house or at the cremation ground. 



DEATH AND ANCESTOR RITUALS 

In the following we shall describe various 
death and ancestor rituals that are primarily 
related to a deceased person and his family. 
However, one of these rituals, the union of 
the deceased with his or her ancestors (latyä, 

i.e. Skt. sapi1J,tf,1karm:,,a) is described in more
detail in the second part of this book. The
present chapter opens with some remarks on
the funeral associations (siguthi), which are
essential in many of the death and ancestor
rituals.

Funeral associations (siguthi) 

Funeral association are called siguth1 (si = 
"death", guth1 = "association") in Nevari, and 
the occasions these guthlS meet to discuss the 
budget and membership issues and join for 
a feast are simply called "guth1 ", reflecting 
the habit of the Newars to reduce a complex 
meaning to a simplified term. Often the 
names of funeral associations refer to such 
occasions, like s6paficaml guthl (in this case: 
the beginning of spring in early February). In 
recent years these associations have also as
sumed the Nepali name murdäguthl (murdä, 

"corpse, death"). Farmers in Kathmandu 
are similarly organized into sanäf:zgu (Tof
fin 1994: 449), whose members will attend 
the death procession. The cremation itself is 
performed by members of a siguthl, which 
Toffin names "cremation society". Among 
Newar villages the term sanäguth1 is also 
widely used (Ishii 1996). In 1984 the first 
funeral association deliberately ignoring the 
traditional status hierarchy was established 
in Satungal under the name murdäsal'[lsthä 

(Ishii 1996: 50). 

Membership 

Each individual family-centred on a hearth
belongs to a funeral association, a siguthl. 

Membership is hereditary and is handed 
down without any question. The daughters 
automatically join the funeral association of 
their husbands -as long as they marry within 
well-defined sub-castes. Should they marry 
somebody from a sub-caste whose members 
consider themselves to be of higher status 
or from another ethnic group, the annual 
congregation of the husband's funeral as
sociation will discuss the issue and postpone 
making a decision for many years. For many 
families this inability or unwillingness on the 
part of the congregation of elders under the 
leadership of the eldest, the näyaf:z, is expe
rienced virtually as torture. Should the wife 
suddenly die the family is rendered helpless. 
If a woman marries somebody from a group 
lower in status, she is accepted without any 
argument. Quarrels over the proper use of 
the resources of the association or doubtful 
memberships often lead to the fragmentation 
of a group. A growing number of marriages 
across accepted alliances actually forced the 
affected families in the 1990s to establish 
new funeral associations. 

The siguthl is neither an endogamous nor an 
exogamous group. Matrimonial prohibitions 
are identified in a way that cuts across locali
ty (unlike Kathmandu, see Toffin 1994: 447), 
sub-caste (in the case of farmers) and funeral 
association. lt is not permissible to marry 
into the paternal line inside of six generations 
and into the maternal line inside of three. 

In some cases all members of a sub-caste 
are members of a single funeral association, 



while in others sub-castes whose members 
consider themselves to be of the same status 
will join parallel associations. Among the 
farmers, for example, the Bäsukala sub-caste 
mixes with Suväl and Yakami, the asso
ciation of 36 Suväl incorporates five Duväl 
members. The painters (Citrakära) split into 
two groups of 12 and six members, the füner
al torch bearers (Cäla) into two groups of 14 
and 7 members, 67 families of barbers (Nau) 
are organized into four füneral associations, 
and 42 families of Jugi into six. 

Quite a number of farmers' füneral as
sociations have over 100 members. In those 
cases, up to 30 "active" members bear ritual 
responsibility while the other, "non-active" 
members pay a higher annual fee. In return 
for this fee, each family member receives a 
share of the annual feast and a share of the 
meat from the buffalo killed the day before 
the Victorious Tenth during the Dasäi festival 
in October. 

The duties of the "active members" 

The elder of the association, the näyaf;, is not 
involved in the management of the associa
tion for it is his privilege to worship the gods 
on the occasion of the annual meetings. He 
also presents the city's major deities with the 
animals that are to be sacrificed. To take the 
siguthi of Bäsukala in Byäsi as an exarnple: 
the näyaf; leads the active members of the as
sociation out to worship three important Hin
du as weil as several Buddhist deities. The 
first visit of the lunisolar year is dedicated to 
Smjebinäyak (Skt. Süryavinäyaka), the im
portant Gai:iesa shrine south of the city on the 
occasion of "subyä ", the second Thursday 
after füll moon in Vaisäkha (in April/May). 
The day marks the beginning of the season of 
ancestor worship. The second püjä addresses 
Bhairava on the occasion of his birthday 
(bhusadhii) in June/July - not in his promi
nent temple at Taumädhi Square, but in the 
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form of bhailaf;thviipi, an earthenware pot 
for the making of beer which is kept in the 
house of the sigutht. The third püjä is offered 
to the Dipank:ara Buddhas on the day before 
new moon in September (paiicadänacahre), 

the day that concludes the month of Gulä 
which is sacred to the Buddhist comrnunity. 

The annual caretaker (päläf;) has the duty 
of informing all of the members the moment 
a death occurs. While doing his round he car
ries the "treasure box" of the gutht as a token 
of death. Later, the caretaker will appear at 
the house of the bereaved with a torch (musy

iipvä) and a knife (khukuri), the two insignia 
of his duty. The caretaker also has to make 
sure that all members receive their share of 
the annual feasts. The day before füll moon 
in December he collects the annual fees and 
presents the accounts. 

The foremost duty of the füneral associ
ation's members is to rush to the bereaved 
house as soon as the news of the death has 
spread. A few members attend to the prepara
tion of the bier and carry the corpse as well as 
the firewood for the pyre, which is either kept 
at the association's house (guth'iche), or in a 
special one-storied shelter called gus'ipakva. 

The guth'i also has to bring a torch doused in 
mustard oil and a torch of straw. The annual 
caretaker, the päläf;, carries the treasure box 
(dyaf;pälicä) containing a shroud of saffron 
or red colour that is used to cover the corpse 
when it leaves the house. The name alone 
(dyaf;, "deity") suggests the presence of a 
deity, often identified as Bhairava. In Kath
mandu the shroud is either identified with 
Bhairava or a mother goddess, BhadrakäH 
or Indräya91, and it is said that the annual 
caretaker is possessed by the divinity during 
the annual meetings (Toffin 1994: 449). In 
the case of the Jugi, the annual caretaker of 
the füneral association keeps the treasure box 
at home; this box has the feet of Gorakhnäth, 
the lineage deity of all Jugi, worked into 
its outer face. In addition, he keeps a small 
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shrine with the replica of the lineage deity 

and a beer pot moulded in clay with a rep

resentation of Bhairava's face. All of these 

items are brought to the enshrined lineage 

deity on the occasion of the deity's annual 

celebration on the day before new moon in 

December (Bäläcahre). 

All acti ve members of a füneral association 

have to congregate at the cremation site. Only 

a few of them in fact play an active role, but 

despite this, failure to appear results in a fine 

of a couple of hundred rupees. Their pres

ence alone demonstrates solidarity among 

the group, for the members of the bereaved 

household and close agnates are not at all 

actively involved in the process of cremation. 

Only those four members of the association 

who carry the corpse are allowed to leave the 

site immediately. 

Every füneral association congregates 

once or twice a year for a meeting which ex

tends over three days, punctuated by a small 

feast, a sacrifice to a major deity, preferably 

Bhairava or one of the Navadurgä, and then 

a sumptuous feast. This is scheduled prefer

ably for the days preceding Ya�märipunhi, 

füll moon in December, but it can also be 

the preceding or the following füll moon, 

as well as füll moon in April (Lhutipunhi), 

the Spring's Fifth (basantpaiicamt in Febru

ary), or Sitinak�, the day in June on which 

the Mother Goddesses appear in town for 

the last time. The day before new moon in 

March, Pasacahre, is equally important for 

almost every füneral association. Cooked rice 

(bau) and willow twigs are deposited on the 

chväsaf:z-stone nearest to the place where the 

association meets. Thus the unpacified spirits 

of the unknown deceased are propitiated col

lectively. 

.... 

Examples of funeral associations 

The painters of Bhaktapur have already been 

the focus of research (Gutschow 1979, Toffin 

1995). Painters call a Buddhist house priest 

for all their life-cycle rituals. Their main duty 

is to renew the masks of the Navadurgä and 

a number of other paintings in the context of 

rituals of renewal. Five times a year they pro

duce coloured blockprints which are needed 

by every family for the enactment of the ma

jor household rituals. 

We shall confine ourselves here to a look 

at the two füneral associations of the Citrakär 

(Nev. Pu). The memory prevails that there 

were originally five siguthts of painters in 

Bhaktapur. But for at least three generations 

the painters have been organized in only two 

füneral associations, the bhailaf:zgutht with 

12 members from the lower town, and the 

taf:zdhagutht covering the upper town with 

six members. Two members of the taf:zd

hagutht left their association over a serious 

dispute in 1996. At that time the wife of a 

new member gave birth to a child only six 

months after marriage. The other members 

were so enraged that the stigmatised family 

was expelled and subsequently accepted by 

the second association. 

Ritual objects kept by Chandra

näth Kusle, the caretaker of 

a funeral association (siguthi 

no. 1 of Jugi): left the "trea

sure box" (päl'imhecä) with 

the footprints of Gorakhnätha, 

right a beer pot bearing a face 

of Bhairava and a shrine with 

the footprints of Gorakhnätha, 

the lineage deity of the Jugi. 

Photo 10'" March 1983 



The two funeral associations of 

the Cilrakar, the sub-caste of 

painters: 

a total of 18 members live 

along the main street. The an

nual meeling of the de§aguthi, 

in which all Citrakar are 

members, convenes at 

Surjebinayak. The bisvokarma

gutlü worships Chuma Gar_!esa 

in March. 

// 

/ 
I 

/ 

I
I 

Surjebinäyaka / 
(deguthi) f 

� 

Members of both associations are at 

the same time members of the deguthi or 

de.foguthi - from de.fo, a spatial denomina

tion covering a range of scales, from country 

to the quarter of a town or village: in this 

case the de.fo is Bhaktapur. Lead by the five 

seniormost painters, this guthi regulates the 

sharing out of clients among the members. 

The guthi meets annually on the day preced

ing füll moon in December, Pvayläpunhi. 

The meeting takes place at Surjebinäyak, one 

of the four prominent Gai:iesa shrines of the 

Valley. 

All members of the de.foguthi are also 

members of the bisvokarmaguthi, whose 

annual caretaker is entitled to paint a few 

clay pots and the bowl that contains the bel 

fruit for the girls' mock marriage (ihi). Some 
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• Bba..ilal}guthi members 

• TadhAguthi members 

• Citrakära without membership 

500 1000m 

800 clients have to be served every year. 

The caretakership rotates after füll moon 

in March on the occasion of the worship of 

Chumä Gai:iesa as Visvakarman, the univer

sal architect and personification of creative 

power. 

To refer to another example, a small fü

neral association with fourteen members cen

tres on the seat of the ninth Mother Goddess 

in the quarter of Tuläche. Seven Karmäcärya 

form the largest faction, besides 4 Josi, 2 

Baidya and one Munankarmi. The annual 

meetings of this guthi take place at füll moon 

in December (YaJ:imäripunhi), füll moon in 

April (Lhutipunhi), and the day after Kr$t:ia's 

birthday in September. 
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0 

• location of41 members ofthe funeral association 

The funeral association of N arain Kumar 

Svägamikha 

The funeral associat10n of N arain Kumär 

Svagamikha, who performed the death rituals 

described in detail below, has 41 members. 

Besides 8 families of Svagamikha, seven 

other sub-castes of farmers provide members 

who consider themselves on the same status 

level. All of them are located in clusters 

within the lower town. Narain Kumär left 

bis ancestral home and shifted his residence 

to a new site at Pandau Bazar some twenty 

years ago. This shift did not affect his client 

relationship to his family priest, the para-

priest and purity specialists, but the dead of 

his house cannot be carried through urban 

territory to the cremation place. In terms of 

space, he has become an outsider. As such he 

is forced to approach the cremation ground 

from the south. 

Murdä utayagu - Death, funeral 
procession and cremation 

At the time of death the corpse is immedi

ately taken down to the ground floor (cheqli) 

of the house and placed in such a way that 

the body faces south. lt is best, however, to 

500m 

The funeral association of 

Sviigamikha: all 41 members 

live in a cluster. 

Also mapped is the death 

procession of Rabi Sviiga

mikha on 8'" July 2002 and the 

Location of the Brahmin priest, 

para-priests (Tini, Bhä,) and 

purity specialists (Jugi) who 

were involved in the subse

quent death rituals. 



The fun.eral procession to the 

cremation ground is being 

prepared in front of a hause in 

Casukhel: 

1 Three unfired bricks with 

split bamboo, tied by raw 

cotton strips - symbolizing 

the hearthfor the deceased; 2

three torches, brought from the 

households of the daughters of 

the deceased; 3 earthen bowl 

with popped rice, to be scat

tered along the procession; 

4 plate with the horoscope of 

the deceased; 5 container for 

pouring water at the crema

tion site; 6 bamboo mat to be 

placed on the hier; 7 basket 

with popped rice, on top two 

cotton strips (na�kapal:,,) which 

represent the deceased until 

the J(J" and 45'" day. 

Photo 17'" January 1986 

die on the ground floor. As death approaches 
a Baidya is to be called, a local physician of 
the Ayurvedic tradition who is said to be 
able to predict the exact time of death. His 
advice would ensure that the dying person 
will reach the ground floor in time. In case 
the dying person is brought to Hanumänghä! 
at Kva�re, a Ghätbaidya predicts exactly the 
time when prä,:iaväyu, i.e. the wind that sig
nifies the soul, will leave the body. Nobody 
knows where the prä,:iaväyu leaves the body, 
but it is believed that experienced people can 
hear the sound. The most favourite opening is 
certainly the Brahrnarandra, the uppermost of 
the seven openings of the body. And it is cer
tainly inauspicious if the prä,:iaväyu leaves 
through the anus. 

The corpse is rubbed down with mustard 
oil, and a layer of rice flour is added later. The 
eyes are outlined in black with a mixture of 
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soot and oil (aiijaf:i) and vermilion is applied 
to the forehead, and then a coin placed on top. 
A lotus flower is put into the left hand, basil 
(tulsi) into the right. The feet rest in water. 
The entire process is called mhä gekegu (lit. 
"to prepare the body"), and is performed by 
members of the funeral association. Mean
while the remaining active members of the 
death association (sigutht) arrive to provide 
help. They carry with them a torch (mus

yiipvä) and the "treasure box" (dyaf;,pälfcä 

or pälimhecä) which represents the treasure 
of the association and is kept permanently 
in the house of the annual caretaker. This 
box also contains the yellow or red cotton 
cloth (dyaf;,bii) that is used as the shroud to 
cover the corpse. W ood is also brought from 
the association 's house. Y ears ago wood for 
the cremations was stored in small, specially 
designed huts. 
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The chief mourner - the mitamhä (Skt. 

kriyäputra)- who will light the pyre, has few 

obligations in this initial preparatory phase. 

Members of the funeral association as well as 

neighbours will take care of a number of nec

essary acts. The bier (kutva) is constructed 

from bamboo sticks bound with raw cotton 

(käcikä), and a torch of rice straw is tied 

around a stick of sugar cane in a sevenfold 

manner. The corpse is placed on a bamboo 

mat that has been procured by the chief 

mourner. Others bring three unfired bricks 

(käciapä) to serve as the hearth in which a 

symbolic fire of three small bamboo sticks 

is 1it to pacify the deceased (Skt. pretasänti

homa, Nev. kulehoma). An earthenware pot 

(baja) is taken and the semblance is made of 

popping rice. Neighbours bring popped rice 

(tay) in large quantities, for it has to be scat

tered while walking to the cremation ground 

- which for members of higher sub-castes,

farmers and craftsmen is always located

across the river to the south. More torches are

brought by the daughters of the deceased.

Before the procession starts, the wife of the 

chief mourner or the mistress of the lineage 

Preparation of the bier with 

the deceased on Dattätreya 

square. Placed on a bamboo 

mat, the corpse is covered 

by the shroud of the funeral 

association, and decorated 

with garlands of popped rice. 

Behind the man with the gar

Lands is the torch ( 1 = divii), 

brought by the Cälii. 

Photo October 1971 



Fabrication of a bier with 

bamboo for the death pro

cession at Cäsukhel. 

Photo 17'" January 1986 

will carry a symbolic mat that represents the 

bed of the deceased, together with a mattress 

and some clothes to a stone (chväsa!J,) in the 

pavement of the neighbourhood where ritual 

waste is regularly discarded. She is joined 

by other female members of the household, 

and all of them keep up an incessant wailing. 

Every item that the deceased bad used in bis 

last hours has to be discarded. In recent times 

this has also come to include unused medi

cines. Theo the chief mourner joins and car

ries the pot and the bricks to the ritual stone. 

At that time he wears the two strips of cotton 

(nä!J,käpal:t) - one around bis waist and one 

around bis head and jaws - which in all prob

ability symbolize the clothes of the deceased, 

who has now attained the form of a spirit, a 

preta. He waits at the stone marker for the pro

cession to head off along a prescribed route to 

the cremation ground. Regardless of whether 

the deceased is male or female, both male 

and female mourners join the procession. 

The procession used to be headed by two 

Divakär (Nev. Cäla), one with cymbals, and 

one with a torch (divii) stuck into a pot of 

curds. This practice disappeared a generation 

ago, because performances in the context of 

death rituals have increasingly come to be re

garded as injurious to personal prestige. 
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The torch is lit the moment the procession 

starts from one of the four small cups of light 

that have been placed at the top and bottom 

and on the sides of the corpse. The cymbals 

sound when the corpse is lifted, when it pass

es the chväsa!J, stone, and at every dhväkä, 

the stones at crossroads that are haunted by 

ghosts, namely the bhut and pret. Finally, the 

cymbals sound when the corpse reaches the 

cremation ground, when the chief mourner 

circles round the pyre, and when he sets fire 

to the corpse. 

This is now rarely done by a Cäla. Nowa

days a member of the sigutht ignites the 

gutht's torch (musyiipvii). The torch will be 

used in turn to ignite a torch of straw (mi

punäli). This torch accompanies the proces

sion down to the cremation ground; its fire 

constitutes a reserve in case the musyiipvii 

torch goes out. A guthI member carries the 

mipunäli over his right shoulder, while a sec

ond torch of straw (däg), with seven distinc

tive knots around the core, a stick of sugar 

cane, together with a spill of dwarf barnboo, 

is later used by the chief mourner to set fire 

to the pyre. 

The chief mourner leans back and wails. 

He expresses bis grief in standard expres

sions while being guided by members of 

the funeral association. W ailing women also 

come and join the procession, but they return 

as soon as the group reaches the bridge cross

ing the river. 

As the group arrives at the cremation 

ground, the corpse is placed on a stone (called 

gayälvahii) that is named after Gayä, the fa

mous place for the enactment of death rituals 

in Bihar, North India. In some cases a knife 

from the household of the chief mourner is 

placed on the ehest of the corpse as a threat. 

An undefined väyu (wind) is believed to still 

dwell in the body, so a weapon is needed as a 

threat to prevent it from rising up again. Theo 

water is brought from the river. A container 

(kalasa) that bad once served in the context 
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of a sacred fire at home is filled by a mem
ber of the guthi. Mourning lineage members 
and members of the siguthi hold their hands 
in such a way that the water runs along their 
outstretched fingers onto a small earthenware 
bowl that is placed upside down onto the 
mouth of the corpse. W earing the näf:zkäpaf:z, 

the chief mourner finally brings water from 
the river in his hands, wailing loudly. Hav
ing poured the water over the corpse he is 
led to its feet, where he prepares three times 
three ph:u/,a (Nev. pekhi) from wet rice husk 
(bajimä), which had been brought in an 
earthenware cooking pot by the funeral asso
ciation. The formed pif:,,q,as immediately fall 
apart because husk is not sticky. According 
to the Brahmin Girindraräj Sarmä, the first is 
dedicated to the spirit of the deceased (preta

bali), the second to the dogs ( svänabali) and 
the third to the crows (kva- or kakabali). In 
a concluding act, the chief mourner dips the 
right end of the cotton strip around his head in 
the pot to wet it. Turning around he squeezes 
the cotton to off er a drop or two to the pü:,,q,as 

in an act of libation. He finally takes a few 
threads from the cotton strip and offers them 
to the three pir_zq,as individually. 

The corpse is now carried by four members 
of the funeral association who symbolically 
wear white cloth around their waists, indicat
ing a dhoti. They perform three circumambu
lations of the pyre, which in the meantime 
has been prepared by other members. The 
four corpse bearers are appointed ad hoc for 
this task by the head of the funeral associa
tion, the näyaf:z. The advantage of this duty 
is that they may leave the site immediately, 
while all the others have to remain until the 
cremation is completed. 

The shroud (dyaf:zba or deba) is removed 
and the naked corpse placed onto a length of 
cotton on top of the pyre. 

The bier and the lower white cotton cloth 
are discarded and collected by a member of 
the sub-caste of PvaJ:i, the Untouchables who 
live near the river bank, not within the con
fines of the city but clearly beyond. The right 
to collect coins, cloth and remaining firewood 

At Kvaf}re cremation ground: 

The chief mourner, Julum 

Bäsukala, offers a Libation 

from the right end of the cotton 

strip (näf}käpaf}) he is wear

ing round his head to three 

sacrificial balls of rice husk, 

placed in front of the feet of his 

deceased father. The corpse 

rests on a stone that bears the 

name Gayä, the place in Bihar 

famous for death rituals. 

Photo 21" October 2003 

Opposite 

At Kvaf}re cremation ground: 

Four members of the Bäsukala 

funeral association carry the 

corpse of Räm Bäsukala three 

times around the pyre. The 

caretaker of the association, 

Mohan Bahadur Lagu (right), 

carries the torch of straw 

which will ignite a spill of 

dried dwarf bamboo in his left 

hand. In his right he holds the 

pot from which the deceased 

received water, and in his cot

ton belt he keeps the knife of 

the association, which is meant 

to intimidate the spirit of the 

deceased. 

Photo 21" October 2003 
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rotates among the Pval_l every three days. Ev
ery piece of half-burned wood is collected, as 
are the large cudgels which cannot be taken 
back across the river into town except if they 
are carried by an Untouchable. 

The shroud is spread out to dry in the sun, 
then folded and stored in the funeral associa
tion 's treasure box. Ornaments and watches, 
items that had remained on the body of the 
corpse, are removed by the funeral organisa
tion and stored in the same box. 

The horoscope (jätaf:t) of the deceased 
is placed on his or her forehead. The chief 
mourner circumambulates the pyre three 
time, takes fire from the divii or one of the 
musyiipvii torches and ignites a torch of straw 
(the däg) to which a spill of split dry dwarf 
bamboo (tipvay) is held. A member of the 
siguthi will hand over the blazing spill to 
the chief mourner, who will then light some 
camphor, clarified butter and a few sticks 
of sandalwood that had been placed on the 
corpse's forehead. lt is said that if the Cäla's 
torch goes out, new fire has to be brought 
from the temple of Vajrayogini near Sankhu, 
several hours walk northeast of Bhaktapur. 
The chief mourner finally touches the feet of 
the corpse three times (tuti bagya yägu, i.e. 
to observe darsana of the feet) and is taken 
away in a gesture of force by a member of the 
siguthi. Only then is the corpse covered with 
wet straw, which produces thick smoke. 

All of the mourning lineage members 
and members of the funeral association then 
bathe ( or sym bolicall y touch their forehead 
with water) on the opposite side of the river 
at Hanumänghä!, 

Now the chief mourner also turns to the 
river, unbinds the näf:tkäpaf:t, washes it and 
takes it home. lt is widely believed that as 
soon as the näf:tkäpaf:t touches the river the 
väyu of the deceased - the "wind" which re
presents the soul - clings to the cotton strip. 

For the coming 13 or 45 days the preta 

is embodied in the strips of cotton, one of 

which is handed over to a purity specialist, a 
member of the sub-caste of Bhä, on the 10th 

day, and the second one (worn by the chief 
mourner around his head) to the Brahmin on 
the occasion of the ritual of sapir_uj.zkarar;a, 

the union of the preta with the ancestors on 
the 13 th or 45 th day. 

The chief mourner will turn to one side 
and wait patiently for two or three hours until 
the cremation is completed. 

lt is the obligation of the members of the 
funeral association to tend the fire. Quite 
often the corpse is dismembered to allow 
a more economical cremation. An experi
enced member of the association removes 
the corpse from the fire and renews the pyre 
with fresh wood to ensure the cremation is 
performed with as little wood as possible. If, 
however, the chief mourner wishes that the 
corpse is not touched he will have to pay a 
certain compensation to the association. 

lt is said that when almost nothing of 
the body remains, the heart and the kidneys 
(jalasi) can be identified as the parts of the 
body that resist the fire. They are taken out, 
beaten with sticks and returned to the fire. 
In reality, the pel vis lasts langest. Traces of 
bones together with a handful of other ashes 
are put aside, doused with water and placed 
on the bamboo mat, the pulu, on which the 
corpse had been borne. One corner of the 
mat has first to catch fire before immediately 
being extinguished. The mat is dragged into 
the river and allowed to float slowly down
stream. The aforementioned "wind", which 
represents the soul, is said to be embodied in 
the ashes and while floating down the river 
on the mat it clings to the cotton strips as the 
chief mourner washes them on the opposite 
bank. 

The pyre is covered once again with straw 
and left alone, in the hope that the last traces 
of the corpse will burn. lt is the job of the 
Pva]:i woman in charge to scrutinize the ashes. 
In case bones are found the gutht has to pay a 

Opposite 

At Kva�ire cremation ground: 

The corpse of the deceased, 

Räm Bäsukala, is placed on 

the pyre with his head facing 

south, the direction of death. 

The horoscope is placed on 

the corpse 's forehead, the spill 

of bamboo has already been 

offered by the chief mourner, 

and membe rs of the fune ral 

association will now ignite an 

initial straw fire. 

In the background can be seen 

Kancä Bäsukala, the 78-year

old elder of the association. 

Photo 21" October 2003 
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fine of up to 500 rupees. Parts of the ashes are 

brought to the shrine of Surjebinäyak, two ki

lometres south of Bhaktapur, where the Pval:i 

serve as caretakers (dyaf:tpäläf:t). 

All of the mourners and members of the 

funeral association tauch the water on the op

posite river bank again and wave their hands 

above a fire made of rice straw in a gesture 

of purification. Headed by the chief mourner, 

the entire group moves to the hause of the 

deceased. 

Upon arrival, the women of the hause 

start wailing again in a formal expression of 

grief. When the chief mourner arrives in front 

of the door at the threshold stone, the pikhä

läkhu, he is welcomed by bis wife with husk 

in order to pacify any evil spirits that might 

be clinging to bis body. In order to enter the 

hause he has to step over three small earthen

ware dishes containing charcoal, raw cotton 

and an oil wick and producing fire and smoke 

that is believed to veil the entrance of the 

hause and thus make it invisible to the preta, 

which wishes to return to the hause. 

Once inside the hause the chief mourner 

is welcomed with raw sugar and water. The 

two cotton strips are carefully stored away in 

a hidden place because nobody is supposed 

to tauch them. 

All those of the lineage who bad been 

to the cremation ground are offered food 

that has been cooked in the house. Over the 

next ten days members of the phuki bring 

food, because members of the hause are not 

supposed to work in the kitchen. From the 

second day neighbours likewise bring food 

(bica vanegu), which cannot however be 

consumed in the hause but must be reserved 

for the nhenumhä off ering to the deceased on 

the 7th day. 

At the end of the fourth day a basket (such 

as a dalu) containing one pati of unhusked 

rice will be placed on the pikhäläkhu and a 

nearby butcher (Näy) will be told to collect it 

in exchange for the seven flat baskets (picä) 

made of local reed (napaf:t) that are needed 

three days later for the ritual of the 7th day. 

The same night the son-in-law or the broth

er-in-law (both are called jicäbhäju) of the 

chief mourner has to inform both close and 

distant relatives (bhvaf:t päha and yäkä pähfi.) 

that the death has occurred in the household. 

This is not expressed directly but with the re

quest or even order to purify themselves with 

oilcake (khau) while taking a bath on the fol

lowing morning. The messenger takes care to 

go on bis rounds late in the evening because 

such a message would not allow the recipient 

to take any food on the same day. 

One set of the deceased's clothes will be 

washed by a married daughter on that same 

day and kept in a corner of the ground floor 

of the house. lt will be put out to dry in the 

house and is not supposed to be exposed to 

the sun. Only on the 10th day, after the chief 

mourner and the hause have undergone puri

fication, will these clothes be either deposited 

on the chväsaf:t or given away. 

After the cremation, food is brought to 

the polluted hause of the chief mourner by a 

member of the lineage. Other members join 

in during the mornings and evenings of the 

following days, but each member of the lin

eage does this only once. 

At Kva�re cremation ground: 

The mat in which the corpse 

of Ram Basukala had been 

wrapped had to tauch the fire 

of the pyre shortly before ashes 

and apparent fragments of 

bones could be placed onto it, 

and before it is then sentfloat

ing down the river. 

Photo 21" October 2003 



Dasakriyä - The "ten works" 
of the pt to 10th day 

Upon his personal wish the chief mourner and 
his brothers or a near relative may decide to 
stay for the first ten days in a secluded cham
ber on the ground floor of his hause. He will 
wear only a loincloth and cook for himself, 
and never tauch any other person. He will 
leave the chamber only to circumambulate 
the nhenumhä food three times on the 7th day. 
He may also decide to leave the house on the 
7th and the following days to offer water and 
milk to a bhulii, a small patch of land set apart 
for the deceased. In the evening, water, milk 
and fire are offered to the pikhäläkhu in front 
of the threshold which signif

i

es the realm of 
the deceased. 

In former times three piJJ4as had to be 
made every day for the first ten days, but 
nowadays many find it difficult to move 
through the city's lanes without touching and 
thus polluting other people. Therefore, the 
ritual "work of ten (days)" is mostly confined 
to the du byekegu ritual on the tenth day (see 
below). 

Lakca - Overt mourning 
and wailing on the 4th day 

The late afternoon of the 4th day after death 
is reserved for mourning, for which relatives 
gather at the hause. Relatives are all those 
who belang to the extended lineage, trans
gressing the narrow confines of the close 
agnates up to the third generation. Only ag
nates of this extended group share the same 
ancestor deity (dugudyaf:,,). In the case of the 
death of Rabi Svagamikha (who will be intro
duced in detail below), the sons of the chief 
mourner's great aunt did not come because 
as followers of the reformed Hindu sect "Orµ 
Sänti", they no langer attend rituals. Mourn
ing in front and inside of the hause starts 
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only after the female relatives, daughters and 
aunts have arrived with lakcabaji, an offering 
of beaten rice made to the mourners. 

Men arrive at the house quietly and join a 
group of 50 to 100 people who squat on long 
mats spread out on both sides of the road by 
the neighbours. Even the dumhä, the polluted 
members of the household join the group. 
Small fires are lit on both sides adding to 
the serene atmosphere of the scene. There 
is no overt expression of sorrow but a sense 
of sincerity - of time and space set apart to 
remember the deceased who is believed to be 
in the vicinity of the house in the shape of a 
preta. The road or lane is not blocked. People 
and vehicles pass by without taking notice 
of those who mourn and without disturbing 
them. The simultaneity of everyday life and 
ritual mourning is striking: urban space is 
indeed ambiguous, being both public and 
intimate. 

After some time all of the women except 
the wife and/or mother and daughters of the 
deceased leave the house, walking a few 
paces down the road. All of a sudden, as if 
answering a signal, there is a virtual eruption 
of wailing as an expression of mourning. The 
group moves slowly towards the hause (the 
decisive action called lakca vanegu), cling
ing to and leaning on each other in groups of 
two or three. One woman acts more or less 
as the guide while the other turns her head 
away and covers her face with a shawl. All of 
them enter the hause and join the womenfolk 
there in wailing. After a short period of a few 
rninutes they leave the house again, still cry
ing. They stop at a nearby step-well or public 
tap, wash their faces, stop crying and return 
to the hause. 

Less than an hour later, one of the group 
of men in front of the hause rises, slowly fol
lowed by the others; they form groups, whis
per, and thus return to daily life. The loosely 
connected community of mourners quietly 
comes to an end. 
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Starting on the 4th day female relatives 
(bhva!J, päha as well as yäkä päha), both 
patrilinear as well as matrilinear, come to 
offer food to the mourning family on three 
successive days. Potatoes, vegetables, beaten 
rice, fruits and sweets are offered in an activ
ity called byä!J, yekegu. All those who join the 
mourning family will have to share this food 
before returning home. Some of the food is 
set aside and offered to the preta on the 7'" 
day, while the remainder is consumed by the 
family of the chief mourner. 

Distant relatives like those who define their 
common descent beyond the great grand
father and who have long since established 
their own lineage group (phuki) already un
dertake their purification on the 4'h day. They 
do not do so on the basis of choice. Rather 
they have an established relationship with the 
respective family because they have received 
a couple of betel nuts (putugve) on the occa
sion of the marriage of a daughter or sister of 
the chief mourner, and they bad joined in the 
feast of that day (gvesabhvay) which brought 
people of the same category together. Once 
invited, they may refuse to accept bete! nuts, 
but once they have accepted them they will 
also assume the status of dumhä (polluted 
persons) for four days in cases of death. 

Among those who undergo purification on 
the 4,h day are the married daughters, sisters 
or aunts, the mhäymacä who will prepare the 
nhenumhä, and her husband, the necessary 
helper in all rituals, the jicäbhäju. The ob
servation of four days of mourning is called 
penhu dukha cvanegu. This is the only con
text in which the term dukha (Nep.), "sorrow, 
grief", appears. 

At the end of the 4th day discussions focus 
on what is needed for the ritual on the 7th 

day. 

Nhenumhä - The ritual of feeding 
the deceased on the 7 th day 

In the early morning of the 7'h day the same 
female relatives (from families of bhva!J, 

päha and yäkä pähii status) come to bring 
unprocessed food items as an extended offer
ing dedicated to the deceased - nhenhumhä 

yekegu, the ritual of feeding the body (mhä) 

of the deceased on the 7'" day (nhenu). These 
items include curds, beaten rice, sweets and 
small bread made of pea-flour (kasuvä). 

The food for the ghost body of the de
ceased, the preta, has to be elaborately pre
pared by the mhäymacä, who in this context 
is invariably also called nhenumhä thuimhä, 

literally "the cook of the food of the 7'h day". 
Her husband (jicäbhäju) will act as the indis
pensable helper (päsä) throughout the day. 
An important precondition, however, is that 
thejicäbhäju's parents have died and thus are 
already united with the ancestors. lt may thus 
happen that while the married daughter of the 
chief mourner prepares the nhenumhä offer
ing, bis brother-in-law has to act as the helper. 

The helper brings seven sods of grass 
(capu) in the early morning, from which the 
mhäymacä builds a hearth on ground floor 
level to cook rice. On payment of extra cash 
the butcher (Näy) brings the seven small bas
kets which were ordered by the chief mourner 
immediately after the cremation. The cooked 
rice is distributed among the seven baskets 
on large leaves, kusä lapte - a delicate ac
tion that requires utter silence. Using band 
gestures, the mhäymacä instructs a woman 
helper to add soy beans, curd, meat and bread 
(vä). Two slightly larger leaf plates are filled 
with a variety of food, including cooked rice, 
vegetables, fruits and sweets, meat, fish, 
milk, water, beer and liquor. One of these 
offerings (called khusibva!J, or kvajä) is taken 
by the mhäymacä to the river (khusi) to be 
offered to the crows (kva) as the messengers 
of Y ama, the Lord of Death. The mhäymacä 

Opposite 

The seventh day offering (nhe

numhä) for the deceased. 

Basala Jugi spreads seven 

bundles of straw in front of the 

hause of the chief mourner, 

Narain Kumär Svagamikha. 

A /arge beer container with 

a ritual plate bearing seven 

cups with milk is placed on the 

guardian stone of the thresh

old. Seven baskets with cooked 

rice can be seen to the left, 

various food offerings to the 

right. 

Photo 1511
, July 2003 
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is followed by the jicäbhäju, who casts the 
seven sods of grass into the river. 

The second leaf plate, päkhäjä, is placed 
below the eaves (päkhä) of the house before 
midnight, for it is believed that the preta 

constantly roams around the house. Since 
the pikhäläkhu stone guards the threshold of 
the house, the preta can only reach the space 
below the eaves. 

Once all the food is prepared, the chief 
mourner enters the room, wearing the two 
cotton strips (näf:tkäpaf:t) around his waist and 
head. While making a declaration of ritual in
tent (saf!lkalpa) he offers water, rice and kusa 

grass to the two large plates, according to the 
instructions given by a Brahmin who has just 
come for that specific purpose. Finally, the 
chief mourner circumarnbulates the entire 
arrangement three times and performs basic 
worship with the usual offerings while pour
ing water (gatigäjal). 

After the chief mourner has fulfilled his 
ritual duty, the Jugini is called, who places 
seven bundles of straw in front of the house 
on which to place the food. She arranges the 
latter on both sides of a large clay pot, the 
nhenumhä kvocä, which is used only once 
for this specific purpose. To the right she 
places the seven baskets with cooked rice, 
on her left ten plates with pumpkin, spinach, 
beans, potatoes, cucumber, peas, soy beans, 
buffalo meat, fish, egg, milk, water, beer, li
quor, banana, mango, pomegranate and betel 
nuts. Ginger is offered but not tomato, onion 
or aubergine. 

An earthenware pot filled with beer (albeit 
represented symbolically by just the ingre
dients, a rnixture of water and some popped 
rice) is placed on the pikhäläkhu, the guard
ian of the threshold which the preta is unable 
to cross. On top of this is placed a copper 
vessel, kvalä, with beaten rice, seven dishes 
of milk, a handful of biscuits (sväri), and a 
nominal gift of eight rupees. A leaf plate on 
which the Jugini first places the contents of 

the first basket is set in front of the pot. She 
then takes a lump of rice and bread from the 
remaining six baskets. On top of this she then 
adds parts of all the food items dedicated to 
the deceased. Then while performing a cakra

püjä, the Jugin1 places a sevenfold cotton 
thread around the copper vessel, and offers 
sinasva leaves and incense. Dak:jir_iä is placed 
between the upper vessel and the lower pot 
and beneath the lower pot in the form of 
banknotes. She marks the lower pot and the 
upper vessel with a trident in vermilion, and 
sprinkles the beer of the lower pot across the 
offerings in the upper vessel. According to 
Basala Jugi, the straw ring (pecä) below the 
earthenware pot represents the snake king 
(nägaräja), the pot itself Bhairavnäth (since 
it is filled with yeast, rice and water - the in
gredients of beer), and the plate on top Siva. 
Complaining that the nhenumhä offering is 
no longer prepared as elaborately it used to 
be, she explains that "in the old days" 108 
varieties of flowers had to accompany the 
food offering. 

The moment the Jugini completes the per
formance, she gathers whatever she considers 
usable into a basket: salt, turmeric, potatoes, 
vegetables, sweets, meat, fish and even the 
contents of the six small baskets with cooked 
rice, although in the case of all otherjugibvaf:t 

(offerings to the ancestors to be collected by 
Jugi) she refuses to accept cooked rice. At 
times large bundles of clothes from the de
ceased are given to the Jugini, who appears 
with a woman assistant who helps carry the 
load. 

In a final act the Jugin1 has to wash all the 
copper, brass or plastic plates and pots that 
were used for cooking and the offering. After 
finishing, the mhäymacä and other women 
of the household repeat the act of cleaning. 
On returning home, the Jugini performs a pu
rificatory ritual at the threshold of her house 
(lukhäpüjä) before going inside with the food 
that was dedicated to the deceased. 

Opposite 

The seventh day offering (nhe

numhä) for the deceased. 

Basala Jugi performs the 

cakrapüjä for the deceased, 

Rabi Sviigamikha. The con

tainer and the plate on top are 

marked with a trident symbol 

in vennilion. 
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The plate dedicated to the preta and the 
seven dishes with milk are left at the site for a 
dog, also considered to be a messenger of the 
Lord of Death. If no dog is to be seen, some
body must go and find one. A dog will even 
be carried to the site because it is believed 
that the spirit of the deceased takes the form 
of a dog in this moment. 

lt is seen as a good sign if the dog at the 
pikhiiliikhu and the crow at the river take 
yoghurt first, and if the dog first eats the 
deceased's favorite food the bereaved feel 
happy and satisfied that the deceased has ac
cepted the offering. 

Until recently the nhenumhii kvacii was 
always taken home by the Jugini. This is no 
longer done since the shape of the earthen
ware pot alone would bear witness to a ritual 
activity that allegedly has been given up. 
Meat and sweets, however, and additional 
money - above all the traditional, nominal 
gift (dak�il:i,ii)- are attractive enough for poor 
families to engage in this ritual on condition 
they remain unrecognised. Nowadays the 
pot, the seven bundles of straw and all the 
other earthenware dishes are simply dumped 
at a nearby rubbish tip. 

At night all of the lineage members are in
vited for a feast that is prepared by the mhiiy

macii. She has first to offer food to the chief 
mourner and his wife, and then to all the lin
eage members and their wives. Until recently 
it was absolutely mandatory to join this feast. 
But with the diversification of lifestyles, in 
which one lineage member serves in the 
Gulf, another in an office in Kathmandu and 
his wife is somehow "busy" or even reluctant 
to join such a feast because she adheres to a 
modern Hindu sect, it is almost impossible to 
have everybody present. The chief mourner's 
family shows mild embarrassment and keeps 
asking why some member or other has not 
turned up. Within the next decade or two the 
scene will change considerably. For an im
mobile society, rules of attendance were easy 

to follow. A changing world brings about 
mobility which breaks the bonds of the lin
eage. This mechanism is already inherent in 
the atomisation of the lineage. lt splits up as 
soon as matrimonial prescriptions are over
ruled by a generation that meets marriage 

, partners at the university or at work. 
Late in the night of the 7'h day new clothes 

have to be sewn for the chief mourner. This 
can only be done by a person whose parents 
are already united with the ancestors. 

Du byekegu - Removal 
of death pollution on the 10th day 

Range of participants 

All male members (who have passed the ini
tiatory rites) of the lineage, close agnates up 
to the third generation, have to undergo the 
process of purification on the 10th day. Be
yond the narrow confines of the lineage, oth
ers may join who are distant relatives, such as 
descendants of the great grandfather's broth
ers. In theory they belong to the same funeral 
association and the same ancestor deity. 

Quite often, even close agnates will have 
established their own lineage as a result of 
quarrels, or have moved to Kathmandu and 
started to deal with cremation as a more 
technical event. lt may sound contradictory, 
but the nuclear family as a lineage group has 
not become a rare exception. As a result, the 
number of people appearing on the 10th day 
for the purificatory ritual cannot be anticipat
ed. A certain pressure may exist among the 
neighbours to appear, but it is by no means 
compulsory. All those who join the purifica
tory ritual are dumhii, representing "bodies" 
(mhii) polluted by death. Distant relatives and 
matrilineal male descendants have already 
terrninated their period of pollution by being 
shaved on the fourth day (penhu dukha cva

negu, lit. "to express grief on the 4th day"). 

pikhdldk.hu


Purificatory ritua/s on the 
10'" day (du byekegu): 
Äsa Bahädur Sitikhufrom 
Cväche prepares rice at 
Kälighä! to make three times 
ten sacrificial balls, pÜJ{las. 
Photo 81

" May 2003 

The rnaking of pir.u/,as 

The first ritual sequence involves a Bhä, a 
member of a sub-caste of funerary priests. 
He moulds a liliga from black clay and winds 
kusa grass around it. Quite often hard grey 
clay (pii.cä) is used - carving the litiga with a 
knife. He also marks three circles on the top 
and on the two sides of the linga with white 
wheat flour, and three more in front of hirn. 

In the rneantirne the chief mourner cooks 
rice on a rnakeshift hearth in an unpolluted, 
recently fired earthenware pot. He wears the 
two strips of cotton (nä!J,käpa�i) in which 
the preta is supposed to have taken refuge 
around his waist and head. The mornent the 
rice is cooked, the pot is taken to the side and 
the rice emptied onto the ritual copper plate 
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(kvalä). One of the bricks of the hearth has 
to be moved at once as a signal of its decon
struction. 

The chief rnourner take the rice and pre
pares three tirnes ten pif},(/,as which constitute 
the body of the preta. On top of each pirJ(/,a 

he places a larger lump which is called "the 
remainder" (ses, Skt. se�a) - a dedication to 
earlier generations. As rnentioned earlier, it 
is said that in older times three pif},(/,as had to 
be made every day, but nowadays the chief 
moumer finds it difficult to move through the 
city's lanes without touching and thus pollut
ing other people. Therefore, the ritual "work 
of ten (days)" (dasakriyä) is confined to one 
single day. 

The Bhä cornpletes his work by sprin
kling black sesame (häku hiimva!J,) over the 
rice balls. Now the chief moumer turns to 
the linga, which represents Hä�akesvara, 
the Lord of Vitala, one of the seven nether 
regions (Skt. piitäla). This is a form of Siva 
who guides the deceased through the nether
world where its spirit will unite with the pitr, 

the departed's ancestors. Small clay dishes 
containing cow milk (duru) and water (jal) 

with kusa grass on top are placed inside the 
three circles rnarked above and beside the 
linga. The kusa grass connects the top dish 
of water (or water mixed with milk) with the 
linga in such a way that it is supposed to cool 
it, as the preta perrnanently suffers from the 
heat caused by the crernation. The grass con
nection is called yamadhärä, the water spout 
of Yama, the Lord of Death. Obviously the 
spirit of the deceased appears as preta in a 
number of forrns: it resides in the linga, in the 
cotton strip, in the dog and in the crow. 

The Brahrnanical house priest now appears 
at the embankment of the river to instruct his 
client, the chief mourner. He follows the in
structions of the Pretakriyäpaddhati, written 
down in a notebook which he carries along. 
When at horne the Brahmjn should only 
study these instructions if and when he hirn-
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self is a dumhii. In that case he will put his 
Sacred Thread that identifies him as twice
born across his right ear - which symbolizes 
the ocean. 

While placing the three large leaves (kusii 

lapte) upside down onto the three designated 
circles, they are identified as being dedicated 
to "grandfather" on the left, to "great-grand
father" on the right, and to "father" in the 
middle. The first püjii is done using a mixture 
of barley, black sesame and ku§a grass. The 
linga receives offerings of milk, water, and a 
strip of cotton which stands for clothes. When 
the sacrificial balls are finally placed on the 
!arge leaves, the set of ten on the left is dedi
cated to the crow (kvabali), those to the right

to the dog (sviinabali), and those in the centre 
to the spirit of the deceased (pretabali). 

In an exceptional case it was observed that 
the Brahmin advised his client to prepare a 
single !arge pi,:,,rj,a from the remaining rice, 
representing the first of the second set of 16 
pil:zrj,as, which are usually prepared on the 
11 th day. The client followed the instructions 
but asked the Brahmin nevertheless to turn up 
the following day to guide the making of the 
"real" pü:zrj,a of the 111

" day. 
Three kinds of leaves are placed on their 

tops: taliiy, bhyaliiy and sinasva (Buddleja 

asiatica). The linga as well as the three 
lots of balls finally receive a special leaf 
plate of food with beaten rice, peas and tiny 
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Purificatory rituals on the 10'" 

day (du byekegu): 

The chief moumer places in 

front of him or to his right a 

copper plate with three times 

ten sacrijicial balls (0), and 

spreads out three !arge leaves 

(kusa lapte) on which the balls 

are dedicated to the crow (}), 

the dog (2) and the deceased 

( 3 ). Placed at the centre 

of the arrangement is the 

Hä!akesvara Li,iga (4),framed 

by clay cups with milk (6) and 

water (7); the cup on top (5) is 

filled with water and connected 

with the lüiga by ku§a grass. 

Placed to his right are four 

sma/l leaf plates with rice and 

sma/l sweet breads, to be 

offered to the three piles of 

pi(ir/.a and the lüiga. 

Satya Narain Hyaju from 

Jaukhel prepares the ritual 

arena at Kälighä! after three 

times ten sacrificial balls have 

been shaped a11d pul 011 a cop

per plate before bei11g placed 

011 three [arge leaves. 

Photo 22nd December 2003 



sweet bread (märicä). These items of food 
have been prepared by the mhäymacä and 
are brought to the river by her husband, the 
jicäbhäju. 

Finally the chief mourner removes the 
nälJ,käpalJ, strips from his body and puts a 
mixture of barley and black sesame (häm

valJ,-techva) into the right end of the one he 
wears around his head. He worships it with 
offerings of barley, black sesame, kusa grass 
and vermilion, dips it into the two plates of 
milk and water, and libates the pifJ,4,as and the 
linga which is addressed by the general term 
mahädyalJ,. 

The chief mourner now puts the sacrifi
cial balls in three separate lots on the copper 
plate and casts them into the. river: the kva

bali is placed on the opposite side, then the 
svänabali on this side of the river, and finally 
the pretabali and all the other offerings also 
on this side after the liliga has been placed 
on'the steps adjoining the embankrnent. Then 
he places the two cotton strips on the copper 
plate or throws them into the river to be im
mediately recovered by the Bhä or unpolluted 
male helper, thejicäbhäju. In "old times" this 
would have been the obligation of a member 
of the sub-caste of Pasi, washermen who until 
two generations ago were engaged as purity 
specialists. The Pasi would also have had to 
appear at the chief mourner's house to wash 
the entire family's clothes as part of the ef
fort to purify the house. At that time the Pasi 
had to do this for a nominal gift, a dak�i!J,ä of 
two paisä. As in so many other cases where 
ritual obligations have been discontinued, 
the jicäbhäju has taken over these tasks. He 
recovers the cotton strips, places them on the 
copper plate and takes them home. 

The strip from around the head will be 
brought to the Bhä late at night, while the 
one from the waist is stored away, ready to 
be offered to the Brahmin after the preta 

has turned into a pitr on the occasion of the 
sapi1J,tf,1kara1J,a ritual on the 45th day (latyä). 
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The purificatory ritual 

Now all of the polluted members of the lin
eage, the dumhä, have their heads shaved, and 
their toenails symbolically pared by being 
touched by the attending barber. They smear 
their shaven heads with particles of oil cake 
(khau) before taking a purifying bath. In ad
dition, a plate with dried myrobalan and black 
sesame (ämvalJ,-hämvalJ,) is placed on the river 
bank. Everybody touches the seeds, spreads 
them on their heads and takes a symbolic 
bath - an exercise that is repeated three times. 
Both ingredients are believed to free the body 
from any impurities that may have had a neg
ative effect. The chief mourner is the last to 
be shaved, and in the meantime all the others 
have held their hands above a straw fire. All 
of their clothes get sprinkled with water; even 
the barber goes to the river, sprinkles himself 
and takes a handful of water to sprinkle his 
tools in a gesture of purification. 

At the conclusion of the ritual on the river 
embankrnent the chief mourner takes water 
from a copper container, circumambulates 
the Brahmin three times, takes fresh dürvä 

grass, sprinkles water onto the feet of the 
Brahmin using this grass, and touches his 
feet with his head. The Brahmin receives a 
brass plate with a handle from the hand of the 
barber, which acts as a mirror (jvälänhäykii). 

He holds it to the sun, turns it around, and 
looks into it. Then he hands it over to the 
chief mourner, who does the same. 

As a final act the Brahmin hands him the 
clothes which were made on the 7th day. He 
puts them on immediately. If an initiated, un
married daughter has died, the chief mourner 
does not receive white clothes, but if his wife 
has died he will wear a white cap. He should, 
however, have washed his clothes on the 
ninth day and appear in fresh attire. Often the 
chief mourner forgets to adhere to the proper 
conduct. In that case the priest admonishes 
him and beats him symbolically with a stick. 
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The inscriptions date to 1925 and 1946 

AD, and /ist land donations whose rev

enue is meant to cover the expenses of

regular recitations, of tobacco, of oil for 

lamps, as weil as of cleaning and repair

ing the embankment and the building. 



Purificatory rituals on the 

10'" day (du byekegu): 

Purification of the chief 

m.ourner (A) by the mistress of

the hause (8) upon his return

from the purificarory ritual ar

the river embankment. To pac

ify and ward ojf rhe deceased,

she spreads husk ( 1) on both

sides, while three earrhen cups

with light (2 = mätä), cotton

seeds (3= kapäypu) andjire

from charcoal (4= mi) are

placed in front of him. The 

smoke produced is supposed

to effectively obscure the en

trance of'the hause and make ir

invisible for the deceased.

Apart from the chief mourner, his broth
ers are also handed new white clothes. All 
the other dumhä likewise use the mirror to 
achieve complete purification. Throughout 
the previous ten days all of the mirrors have 
been veiled in their houses. A polluted indi
vidual should avoid looking into the mirror. 

After being purified on the 10th day, all of 
the lineage members are reintegrated into so
ciety after looking into the mirror. 

The symbolism of the mirror prompts a 
number of thoughts. Remarkably, the priest 
has the power to handle it, but the instrument 
itself seems to be pollutant and is thus stored 
away by the barber. Since his knives remove 
polluted elements of the body, hair and nails, 
so the mirror seems to absorb pollution accu
mulated by the organs of perception - sight, 
taste and hearing. The mirror reflects the pu
rificatory power of the sun and reinstates the 
totality of the person. 

The used clothes are given to the barber. 
Nowadays the barber refuses to accept pol
luted clothes and demands cash as compen
sation. 
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The return to the chief mourner's house 

Upon his return the chief mourner is wel
comed by the mistress of the household, the 
nakhf. Wailing in a ritualized way to express 
her sorrow, she pours water onto his feet. He 
stands on the guardian stone in front of the 
house (pikhäläkhu) while the mistress places 
husk on either side of it to pacify and ward 
off any evil spirits in his company. To this 
she adds three small earthenware cups con
taining fire, cotton and charcoal as another 
means of warding off evil spirits. The knife 
that had been placed on the corpse prior to 
cremation to prevent the deceased from ris
ing up is purified in the flames. Finally, the 
chief mourner takes two pitchers in his hands 
and enters the house while pouring water to 
both sides. 

Svanecä taye byekegu - The trap 
for the deceased on the 1 Üth day 

A particular ritual on the evening of the 1 Üth 

day, Svanecä ta vanegu or "the placement 
of stairs", is designed to hurt the hungry 
deceased, the preta. A kind of trap is con
structed in which the spirit of the deceased 
is inevitably caught. This experience should 
teach the spirit a painful lesson so that it will 
not try to return to the realm of the living. 

A basket normally used to sieve beer 
(thviipicä) is filled with husks from beaten 
rice (bajimä), the favourite food of ghosts. A 
long needle without an eye (mulu) is hidden 
among the husks in order to hurt the preta.

The preta is essentially curious, but in 
this situation its curiosity is further aroused 
by three small sacks of which two contain a 
mixture of wheat flour, husked rice and beat
en rice, the favourite food of pretas. The third 
one contains khalu (Skt. kirätatikta, Agathes

chirayta), an extremely bitter herb that is 
usually prescribed in cases of diabetes or ma-
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laria. Also prepared for this purpose are: five 

small sticks of a local variety of reed (napaf:z ), 

four of which filled with water and cow milk, 

and the fifth filled with the bitter herb and a 

sharp needle. In order to satisfy his curios

ity, the preta climbs a tiny ladder prepared 

from the same reed; this treacherous ladder 

has only six rungs, whereas the preta is abso

lutely used to the seven-runged ladders found 

in every Newar household. Attracted by the 

promising reed containers and the sacks, the 

spirit of the deceased climbs the ladder and 

stepping up for the seventh rung inevitably 

falls into the basket and is seriously hurt by 

the hidden needle. 

In the twilight of the evening the jicä

bhäju, who acts again as a helper, lights a 

lamp in the basket and carries it to the river

bank, the entire set-up hidden behind a shawl 

in order to avoid the attention of other people. 

The chief mourner and other members of the 

lineage follow him as he crosses the ri ver. A 

forked twig with the basket on top is rammed 

into the earth and left there. The mourners of

fer ritual rice (ak�ata) to the basket and return 

across the river. From the far side ak�ata is 

offered once again. 

Ekädasicä bvayegu - Offering food 
to the deceased on the 11 th day 

Late in the evening of the 10th day a plate 

of cooked food with eleven cups containing 

milk, beer and spirits, cooked food as well 

as offerings of cloth (called the ekädaszcä, 

lit. The Little Eleventh) is placed in a remote 

corner of the hause as an off ering to the 

preta, who is still believed to be haunting 

the hause and its neighbourhood in search 

for food. Early in the morning of the 11 th day, 

before the sun rises, the plate is taken to the 

river by an unpolluted female relative (pre

ferably the mhäymacä) and discarded without 

crossing the river. 

In many cases one of the two Bhä in Bhak

tapur, who still practice as funerary priests, 

indicates that he will accept the offering 

which also includes a small remuneration. 

But it is not remembered that a Bhä ever vis

ited the hause of the bereaved family to re

ceive the offering and took cooked rice in the 

presence of the family3
. By absorbing part of 

the food dedicated to the preta, the Bhä re

presents the spirit of the deceased. He is more 

or less chased away after having taken over 

the mortality and impurity of the deceased. 

Svamva luyegu 
The purifying bath on the 11 th day 

Early in the morning of the 11 th day all of 

the polluted lineage members (dumhä) and 

the jicäbhäju arrive at one of the seven 

places of Bhaktapur set aside for purificatory 

rituals. The chief mourner is guided by his 

Brahmanical or Buddhist hause priest as he 

produces a single pif},q,a made of wheat flour. 

He places it on the ritual copper plate (kvalä), 

goes down to the river and casts it away. To 

conclude, all of the people attending take a 

purifying bath (mva luyegu). The entire rite 

takes no more than 45 minutes. 

The jicäbhäju fills a brass container 

(näf:zbatäf:z) with water and places it be

fore the priest, who mixes it with milk and 

sprinkles the chief mourner and all the other 

dumhä using sprigs of green dürvä grass. 

The chief mourner sprinkles water along the 

entire raute back to his home. Likewise the 

entire hause is purified and the still margin

all y polluted lineage members perform the 

same purificatory rite in their own homes. 

They have received for this purpose a small 

container of purifying water from the priest. 

The food on this day is still prepared by 

the married daughters, who return to their 

maternal harne (thaf:zche, Nep. maiti ghar) to 

fulfil this obligation. 

Purificatory rituals on the 10'" 

day ( du byekegu): 

The day 's rituals are conclud

ed by setting up a treacherous 

ladder to expel the spirit of the 

deceased. A beer sieve filled 

with husk and a hidden needle 

is suspendedfrom aforked 

twig. Four tiny cotton bags 

andjive bamboo sticks contain 

good and badfood and drinks 

to annoy the deceased. 

Photo 18'" July 2002 

3 Toffin reports that the food 

includes a piece of the skull of 

the deceased, kii!fo. According 

to him, this offering is called 

kii!fo nakegu or pret §ayyii, 
the Bhii himself is known by 

the nickname khappar (Toffin 

1987: 228-229). Neither this 

nickname nor the offering 

of kii!!O is remembered in 

Bhaktapur. 



Purifica.tory ritua.ls on the 

12th da.y (/hä panegu)

exposing the ha.nds to a 

sa.cred fire: 

Jaga.t La.k$mi Svägamikha, 

the grandmother of the 

deceased (Rabi) a.nd a.cting 

mistress of the household, 

exposes her han.ds to thefire 

in afina/ act of purijica.tion.. 

Photo 20'" July 2002 

Lhä panegu - Exposing ones hands 
to the purifying fire on the 12th day 

On the morning of the 12th day another purifi
catory ritual is performed in the house of the 
chief mourner. A TinI (also called Siväcärya 
or Ghäsuäcäju, literally the "master of the 
fire") is called in, "a kind of Brahmin" 
(Levy 1990: 358) whose status within the 
hierarchy of Bhaktapur's stratified society 
is considered considerably lower than that of 
a genuine Brahmin. A true Brahmin would 
argue that the purificatory character of such 
a ritual would affect their status and virtually 
degrade them. In other Newa.r cities the fire 
ritual is performed by Ka.rmäcärya. As only 
one Tin1 continues to offer his services in 
Bhaktapur, non-Newar Brahmins or the son
in-law of the chief mourner (the jicäbhäju) 

now usually perform this ritual. 
An alternative term for this ritual, suddha 

vakegu, is widely used, and expresses the re
turn to the state of purity (Skt. suddha). 
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The fire is usually set between two un
fired bricks. The acting priest continuously 
adds unhusked rice (vä), barley (techva), 

rice (svovä, oryza sativa), mustard and rape 
seeds (ikä-pakä), black lentils (mäy), lentils 
(mu), peas (kegu), soy beans (musyä), chick 
peas (canä), white beans (bhuti) and finally 
a mixture of purified butter and honey (gyafi

kasti). The priest places himself on the axis 
of the a.rrangement, opposite the kalasa, a 
spouted vessel containing water mixed with 
cow milk, curd and honey. Arranged to his 
right are five offerings, the paiicabali which 
represent the Five Bhairavas. On the same 
side is the inevitable ritual lamp (sukur_uj,ä) 

with Gai:iesa who presides over the ritual, and 
a brass vessel with water covered by flowers 
(daphvasva). Placed to his left a.re offerings 
to Gai:iesa, Kumär and Bhairava and a plate 
of rice (svagoki) that is used for ak�ata and 
fikä. The twin arrangement of mirror and ver
milion container is also found on that side. To 
his left are the offerings made to the priest: 
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one container with unhusked rice and four 

plates with beaten rice and wheat flour. 

Purificatory gestures prior to exposing the 

hands to the fire include taking water from 

the kalasa and butter-honey three times with 

the right hand, which is used to touch the 

head. Finally a yellow mark (mhiisusinhaf:i) 

is put on the forehead and for the first time 

after the twelve days of mourning a mark in 

red (hyäusinhaf:i). This mark precludes taking 

the usual auspicious samay food, which in

cludes egg and fish. This is first offered to the 

fire and then distributed among all those who 

have been polluted by the death. From now 

on the consumption of meat, eggs, onions and 

garlic is permitted. 

The eldest woman of the household is the 

last to undergo purification. She waves a 

plate and the knife that had been placed upon 

the corpse across the fire. Finally she waves 

her palms through the fire and presents da

k�ir;ä to the priest. 

The jicäbhäju serves once again as the 

person who clears the site. He collects the 

unbaked bricks into the brass vessel, adds the 

leftovers from the ground, carries it all to the 

river and discards everything from the bridge 

across the Hanumante while facing west. 

Latyä - The union with 
the ancestors on the 45 th day 

The ritual of the union of the deceased with 

the ancestors, sapir;qlikarar;a, is dealt with 

extensively in the second part of the present 

book. 

Khulä and Däkilä - Rituals 
after six and twelve months 

The spirit of the deceased goes on a one-year 

long journey through the netherworld to 

reach the Lord of Death for final judgment. 

0 

0 w 

On 15 occasions cooling water is offered to 

the spirit as well as gifts such as umbrellas, 

shoes, sticks and clothes to facilitate the jour

ney. For a füll ritual the house priest will have 

to come to the house of the chief mourner 

to receive the offerings of water. The two 

first offerings on the 30th and 45 th day are usu

ally performed as part of the sapir;r/ikarar;a 

ritual of the 45 th day. After six months and 

after twelve months sacrificial balls are pre

pared and dedicated to the father, grandfa

ther and great-grandfather, similar to the of

fering made in the course of a regular sräd

dha. The way all the relatives are involved 

in procuring the foodstuffs used to make the 

sacrificial balls, as well as the offerings to 

the crows and the Jugi, follows the scheme 

observed and described for the occasion of 

latyä. 

The offering on the occasion of khulä 

involves a tiny representation of a boat, no 

more than three centimetres long and worked 

in silver, with two small paddles made of 

gold. The priest puts the boat and paddles in 

a large receptacle filled with water. This of

fering is meant to support the deceased while 

crossing the fetid ri ver V aitararyi in order to 

reach Yama's realm. Boat and paddles do 

not have to be ordered in advance because 

the local goldsmith will always have a stock 

Purificatory rituals on the 12'" 

day (lhä panegu) - exposing 

the hands to a sacredjire: 

The officiating para-priest, 

a Tini, places hünsel
f 

( 1) on 

the axis o
f 

the fire, facing 

north. Arranged on both sides 

of the fire are offerings and 

ritual instruments: 

2 water pot (kala§a) 

3 oil lamp (sukuri(lä) 

4 butter and honey ( ghya/1-

kasti) 

5 yellow paste and vermilion 

6 five kinds of offerings 

( pancabali) 

7 three offerings for Garie§a 

Kumär and Bhairava 

8 container with water and 

daphalisvii-flower 

9 container with vermilion 

and mirror 

10 unbroken ritual rice 

11 sweets 

12 arghyapatra 

13 food offerings for the 

officiating priest 

14 basket with samaybaji, 

which the priest hands out 

to all the participants 



Khula, dakila and nyedatithi 

- the making of sacrificial

balls after 6 months, J 2 months

and 24 months:

The procession to the river

embankment is headed by a

married male member from

the matrilineage with the first

sacrificial ball (vikalapi,:4a,

see below).

Then follows a member of the

lineage with püja material, the

chief mourner with the sacri

ficial balls representing three

generations, and brought up at

the rear by the married sister

or her husband carrying the

food plate (khusibvafi) ojfered

to the ri ver.

Photo 21" July 2002, Bikhu

Bahadur Suval performing the

ritual for his deceased father

on the occasion of khulä.

of them. The offerings to the dead are in 
fact constantly rotated. Since the priest re
presents the deceased, all the offerings are 
brought to his house. Food items will be 
consumed by his farnily, boat and paddle 
returned to the goldsrnith against a small 
remuneration, while other items like clogs 
and umbrellas are deemed worthless and thus 
discarded. 

By way of completion of the rituals, the 
chief mourner worships those nephews (becä

püjä) who are the sons of his sisters, and who 
are called the "living ancestors" (mämhä pitr) 

because they have left the lineage. For the 
sister's sons he acts in the meaningful role of 
päju. He places a yellow mark on their fore
heads, hands over a bank note as dak$il:,,ä and 
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scatters unbroken ritual rice. The involvement 
of the nephews can be understood as a sym
bolic action addressing those of the following 
generation who do not belong to the lineage 
of the deceased. Their existence ensures that 
the daughters of the deceased will one day 
join the wider community of ancestors. 

The procession to the river in order to 
cast away the sacrificial balls (pekhi väygu) 

follows the scheme described in the chapter 
devoted to the sapir;{j,tkarar;a ritual. Ideally, 
a nephew whose parents have already joined 
the ancestors heads the procession with the 
bikalapir;(j,a, a sacrificial ball dedicated to 
the unknown deceased, followed by the chief 
mourner with the three pir;{j,as and the jicä

bhäju carrying the plate with food dedicated 
to the crows. At the river the chief mourner 
worships a sivalüiga with water, flowers, un
broken rice and fruits. 

The day is completed by a feast, attended 
by those who brought the raw material for 
making the pir;q,as. One plate is kept aside as 
an offering to the deceased (kaläf.tbvaf.t) and 
in the end the leftovers of the close agnates 
(exclusively members of the phukt of the de
ceased) and the food from the püjä-plate are 
added and deposited on the chväsaf.t-stone by 
the mistress of the household in an act called 
kaläf.t väygu. 

After twelve months (däkilä), the final of
fering of pir;(j,as is made using three lumps of 
dough. The first lump is used to make the bi

kalapir;(j,a, the second to make the pir;q,a ded
icated to the deceased father, and the third to 
make the pir;q,as dedicated to the grandfather 
and great-grandfather, while the remainder is 
used for three unshaped lumps which demar
cate the arena of sacrificial balls in the form 
of a triangle. The scheduled gifts include 
clothes and two symbolic beds (sayyadäna). 

lt is said that the second bed is offered with 
the wish to make up for any shortcornings 
that rnight have occurred in course of the 
year. The chief mourner hands over a special 
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dak!filJa representing the symbolic offering of 

a cow (godana). 

To complete the ritual, the priest marks 

the forehead of the chief mourner with yel

low paste using his little finger. Then he of

fers -for the first time in 12 months -curds 

and pan (betel quid with spices). The chief 

mourner tastes a bit before offering it to the 

pif}-q.as. Not until the following day will he 

consume the curds. To testify to the end of 

the mourning period, the priest hands over 

a colourful cap and new clothes, which the 

chief mourner only puts on after having cast 

the sacrificial balls into the river. The clothes 

are brought from the house of the wife of 

the chief mourner. In case he is unmarried, 

it comes from the house of his mother's 

brother, the paju. 

In case the ritual is performed for a son, a 

coloured cap had already been handed over 

on the completion of the sapif}-r/.tkaraf}-a ritual 

on the 45th day, which marks the union of the 

deceased with his ancestors. The obvious 

contradiction between the union with the an

cestors and the journey the deceased still has 

to undertake does not disturb the participants 

in the ritual. The offerings which conclude 

the one-year period of mourning and pollu

tion seem to confirm the previously achieved 

union. The first cap is never used but treated 

like a symbol, a message reserved for the 

ancestors. 

Däkilä - the making of sacri
jicial balls after 12 months: 
on completing the period of 
pollution, the chief mourner 
receives new clothes and a 
colourful cap from the priest. 
Photo 27'11 December 2002, 
Bikhu Bahädur Suväl per
forming the ritual for his de
ceased father Jagat Bahädur. 



Cika taygu - The offering 
of oil on the 361 st day 

Some mustard oil, one pati of beaten rice 

(baji) and a certain number of green peas 

(kasu) have to be offered to the household of 

the chief mourner by those households which 

have been classified as bhvaf:t päha. Fourteen 

peas are offered if the departed was an initi

ated family member, but only twelve peas if 

the departed was an uninitiated child. 

In addition they bringcookedfood like spin

ach, vegetables, fermented vegetable (sike), 

pease pudding (kagasa), curd, rice flour (kva), 

beer (thva) and mustard oil (tu cika). lt is 

mandatory to avoid using red pepper for this 

food. 

The person who had prepared the food for 

the deceased on the 7th day, the nhenumhä 

thuimha, receives the food offerings and puts 

a little of each item to one side to be stored 

aw,ay for the deceased who has successfully 

joined the realm of the ancestors. She then 

presents the oil to everybody with her right 

band: first to the chief mourner, the mitamhä, 

then to his wife (or mother), who had earlier 

acted as chväsaf:tväimhä and taken the three 

unfired bricks to the chväsaf:t stone before 

the corpse was carried off to the cremation 

ground. Theo oil is offered to the members of 

the lineage, and to all those of the bhvaf:t pähii 

who bad expressed their solidarity by allow

ing themselves to be shaved on the 10th day 

after death. Those who bad been polluted by 

the death bad not taken oil for the entire year. 

The only exception to this is that the mitamhä 

and the chväsaf:tväimhä might have been of

fered oil by the officiating house priest on the 
12th or 45 th day. 

As soon as the oil has been handed out and 

smeared into the hair, the female members of 

the household begin wailing for the last time. 

A female mernber of the lineage then comes 

with a plate offering water for them to wash 

their faces. Only then will the nhenumhä 
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thuimhä herself receive oil from her husband, 

the jicäbhäju. 

After offering the oil, food is presented 

first to the chief mourner, then to bis wife, 

and finally to the mhiiymacä. 

As a powerful symbol of the completion 

of the one-year-long period of mourning and 

pollution, the chief mourner is now allowed 

to put verrnilion on bis forehead. 

The following rnorning, the mhäymhacä 

carries the food put aside for the ancestors 

to the house of the Jugi. This is the only oc

casion when the Jugi (or his wife) does not 

come to collect the offering for the ancestor, 

but receives it at the threshold of bis house. 

Nyedätithi - Death ritual 
after twenty-four months 

The final death ritual is enacted after twenty

four months. Following the sequence de

scribed for khulä and dakilä, three sacrificial 

balls are dedicated to the father of the chief 

mourner, bis grandfather and great-grandfa

ther. The day concludes with a feast in which 

distant and close relatives, all bhvaf:t päha 

and yiikä paha, join in. 

Sorasräddha - The sixteen-days 
death ritual following füll moon 
in September 

The dark half of the moon in September/ 

October is called pitrpak�a because these 

sixteen days are reserved for the performance 

of death rituals. The seventh and ninth days 

are considered auspicious, but it is the day of 

the new moon (aust) that sets the stage for 

more than one thousand such rituals in Bhak

tapur. In case the lineage has been polluted 

by a death, the ritual has to be postponed and 

scheduled for any other day before worship

ping the lineage deity (dugudyaf:tpujä) in May. 
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Sorasräddha, the death ritual performed 
by the head (näyaf:z) of the lineage (phuki) 

within a period of sixteen days following 
füll moon in September, not only addresses 
the ancestors up to three generations, but all 
forefathers (pitaraf:z), half-divine forefathers 
(visvedeväf:z), friends, neighbours, and even 
kings and prominent figures of society. Many 
people keep lists in order not to forget an 
ancestor or a friend. In Bhaktapur, miniature 
pü:u;las are dedicated to the famous king of 
the early 18 th century, Bhüpatindra Malla and 
his wife Visvalak�mi, and recently also to 
King Birendra Bir Bikram Saha and his wife 
Aisvarya. 

The elder of the close agnates up to three 
generations (the phukI) has to perform the 
ritual in the house of the annual caretaker 
(päläf:z), who keeps a representation of the 
lineage deity there. 

Offerings for preparing the sacrificial balls 
are brought by the wives of all close agnates. 
The chief mourner's close female relatives 
give constant help in kneading the dough and 
preparing up to 150 pil:u;las. 

Members of Buddhist sub-castes first 
shape a caitya from the first lump of dough. 
This is a miniature version of a Buddhist vo
tive structure which represents the Buddha 
and his teachings. The second lump is used to 
make the bikalapü:uj,a, which is often cast di
rectly into the river since most sorafräddhas 

are performed on an embankment. There 
follow six !arge pü:,,rj,as for the males and fe
males of the last three generations, and usu
ally more than one hundred miniature pir_irj,as 

for relatives and friends. 
In the case of Narain Kumar Svägamikha 

(the sapir_irj,Ikarar_ia ritual for bis son Rabi is 
described in detail in the following chapter), 
who performed the sorasräddha on 26th Sep
tember 2003 at Mangaltirtha, the following 
sequence was observed: the first pir_irj,a was 
dedicated to his father, the second to his 
grandfather, the third to his great-grandfather, 

the fourth to bis grandmother (as bis mother 
was still acting as the mistress of the house
hold), and the fifth to his great-grandmother. 
The six slightly smaller pir_irj,as were made 
for the male and female members of the last 
three generations on his mother's side. Theo 
all of the agnates up to six generations were 
served. Only then was it possible to prepare 
a small pir_irj,a dedicated to bis deceased son, 
Rabi. After all the other friends and neigh
bours had been served, three small balls were 
separated from the rest and dedicated collec
ti vely - without any further definition - to the 
Sudra, the untouchables. 

After all the pir_irj,as have been placed in 
the ritual copper container, the priest draws 
the number 74 on the ground and asks the cli
ent to place the container on top. The number 
7 resembles the conch shell, the number 4 is 
identified as the disc - two symbolic objects 
which are identified with Vi�i:iu, who is be
lieved to preside over the entire ritual. 

The food that will be cast into the river 
is now prepared on a separate leaf plate and 
kept aside while observing silence. At the 
river bank a female member of the sub-caste 
of Pvat takes care that the plate does not 
submerge under the water. She also retrieves 
all of the pir_irj,as, which will serve as feed for 
the pigs. At all seven embankments of Bhak
tapur, Pvat take watch on this day to harvest 
pir_irj,as from the water. 

In some cases up to 100 clients (elders of 
lineages as jajmän) from various sub-castes 
will have lined up at Kvatre to perform 
sorasräddha under the instruction of a Brah
manical priest, who uses a loudspeaker to 
address the crowd. 

Many priests find it difficult to meet the 
calls of their clients, for many have moved 
to Kathmandu while keeping their hereditary 
relationship. A general strike (bandh) Iasting 
three successive days considerably hampered 
the proper performance of the rituals in Sep
tember 2003, prompting the newspaper to an-



nounce: "The dead too suffer from bandhs" 
(Kathmandu Post, 19th September). Many 
rituals had to be directed by phone. 

The day of sorasräddha ends with the 
usual feast, which has to be prepared by the 
annual caretaker of the lineage. All of the 
lineage members, male and female, take part. 
Being tied to the ancestors of their husbands, 
the married daughters, who are called "living 
ancestors" (mämhä pitr) are not only not in
vited to this feast, they are even not supposed 
to watch it. A special plate, the kalälJ,bvalJ,, is 
set aside for the ancestors and later discarded 
on the nearest chväsa!J, stone by the wife of 
the elder. 

DugudyaJ:.ipüjä - Worship 
of the ancestor deities 

Nature and designation of ancestor deities 

Every lineage, a group of close agnates up 
to three generations, the phukl, entertains a 
relationship with a "lineage" or "ancestor" 
deity, the dugudya!J, (in neighbouring cities 
called digudya!J, or degudyafi). In a non
iconic form, the deity, being neither male nor 
female, resides in a stone located outside of 
urban space (the spatial distribution has been 
dealt with in an earlier chapter). The occu
pation of prominent places in the landscape 
mirrors what Diana Eck has called "the 'loca
tive' strand of Hindu piety", as its "traditions 
of ritual and reverence are linked primarily to 
place" (1981: 323 ). A replica, often worked 
in silver in the shape of a petalled crown, is 
kept by the annual caretaker (pälä!J,) of the 
lineage in the worship room of his house and 
worshipped daily. 

The stone identified as dugudya!J, is always 
found in the company of a second stone repre
senting Näräyary.a, often in the shape of a lotus 
flower. Näräyary.a is never offered sacrificial 
blood, but flowers, fruits and ak�ata instead. 
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The fact that the lineage addresses the 
ancestral deity arouses a sense of belonging. 
Girls who have completed the bel-fruit mar
riage (ihi) and boys are first admitted to the 
lineage deity at the age of four or five with 
the sacrifice of a duck - a ritual called dupä 
taygu ("to put or be admitted inside"; du-in
side). After the initiation (kaytäpüjä) at the 
age of between 6 and 12, boys are allowed 
to appear a second time to attain the status of 
füll members of the lineage. As ritually inde
pendent beings they participate in the sacri
fices. They are exposed to pollution by death 
and have to undergo the usual purification 
rituals (byekegu). To mark their admission on 
that day they have to have their head shaved 
the day before. 

Either Buddhist Bajräcärya or Hindu Kar
mäcärya priests may be called to guide the 
worship of the deity (Vergati 1991: 55). In 
the case of the potters from eastern Bhak
tapur, more than one hundred näya!J, line up 
to perform the ritual while a Bajräcärya pre
sides over the worship of the dugudya!J, and a 
Brahmin over that of Näräyary.a. This ambiva
lent structure does not prompt any reasoning 
about the nature of the dugudya!J,. 

Inscriptions as weil as comments from 
officiating ritual specialists suggest that the 
dugudya!J, may be identical with the clan de
ity in Brahmanical contexts. In the latter case 
the deity is called kuladevatä, or i�fadevatä, 
"the deity chosen (by the worshipper him
self)". 

Inscriptions found on stone arches above 
the deity in situ or on portable crowns (kik'i
pä), tympana (tvalii), ritual brass containers 
or bells, offer a variety of designations that 
hint at the same background. The oldest 
known inscription is on a crown of a potter's 
lineage and consists of the words "frl 3 de
gudeva". lt is dated to 1579 AD. The bell 
of a Jhvache lineage recalls the donation by 
one Govinda in 1770 AD and its dedication 
to "srl 3 l�fadeguli" and to a crown - albeit 
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Sorasräddha - the "period of 

sixteen days for performin.g 

ancestor rituals ": 

Madhu Citrakär performs the 

ritual on. 19'" September 2003 

accordin.g to the in.struction.s 

of his Buddhist hause priest, 

Kan:ia Bajräcärya at Kva(ire. 

Phase I: the makin.g of a ca

itya. 

The elder of the lin.eage pre-

pares the groun.d with three 

/arge leaves ( J ), while his wife 

kn.eads the dough. He takes a 

lump of dough an.d prepares 

the rough shape of a caitya 

(2, 3); his priest in.serts a few 

g rain.s of un.broken. rice into 

the womb of the caitya in an 

effort to present life (jivan. 

nyäs) (4). The elder raises the 

caitya in a gesture of offering 

(5) an.d places it beyon.d the

leaves (6). He Lustrates the

top of the caityafrom a con.ch

shell (7) and perfonns püjä

in all Jour direction.s an.d to

the pinnacle, while the priest

utters the name of the four

Tathä.gatas (8). Fin.ally, the

Jour sides are marked with yel

low paste (9).



Sorasräddha - rhe "period of 

sixreen days for performing 

ancestor riruals ": 

Madhu Cirrakär pe,fonns the 

ritual on Jgr" September 2003 

according to the instrucrions 

of his Buddhist hause priest, 

Kar!W Bajräcärya at Kva!Jre. 

Phase 2: rhe making of the 

sacnjicial balls. 

Mädhu producesfirsr rhree 

large pi(1.(ias ( 1 - 4 ), represent-

ing three generarions of an-

cestors, while the priest adds 

black sesame. Then he pre-

pares some 120 smal/ pi,_u/as 

according ro a lisr of deceased 

relatives which is read our by 

the priest (5). Thefinal pi!u/a 

named bikva is again of large 

size and placed in rhe lower 

right corner as a guardian. 

Finally all of the pi,_ujas are of-

fered food, milk, fruits, sweets 

and jlowers before they are 

p/aced on the ritual copper 

plare (7, 8) and cast into the 

river (9), where a member of 

the sub-casre of Pva!J wairs to 

recover the pil:,4as. 

1 

2 

3 
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in the short form "idevata -dated 179 I . More 
inscriptions, dated to the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, refer to an t0fadevatä (dated 1833, 
1849, 1924, 1967 and 1987) and digudeva 
(1944 ). One vessel is known with a dedica
tion inscribed on its rim to the devaligutht 
and the date 1943, while another one is de
dicated to "fr"i 3 Vi0�uvt" and dated 1840. 
This turned out to be the name of one of the 
eight protective Mother Goddesses. One hun
dred years later, a Bajräcärya constructed an 
arch behind his "kuladevatä" at Tathusubya 
and named it after a Tantric Buddhist deity, 
Candramahärosana. Another arch, construct
ed in 2003 at Kamalpükhü, also refers to 
the lineage deity as "kuladevatä". And when 
the PvaJ:i recently decided to encircle one of 
their lineage deities with a tiled wall they 
decided to call it the "kuladevatä" of "dyafJ
päläfJ" (literally "the clan deity of the gods' 
caretakers"). Only one inscription, roughly 
carved into the stone that represents a lineage 
god, refers to "fridugudya�i" -the most com
mon designation of ancestor deities used in 
town. 

Lineages and their deities 

Most dugudya!J, are visited by lineages of 
a number of different sub-castes. None of 
the lineages is aware of that variety as the 
visits to the site stretch over a period of ten 
weeks. There is a sense of belonging within 
each individual sub-caste, but no questions 
arise as to why lineages of other sub-castes 
come to worship the deity at the same stone. 
For example, some 40 lineages of Bäsukala 
from Byäsi worship the same stone in a small 
temple beyond Cupighä�. At the same time 
lineages of high status groups, like Hädä and 
Kasa, offer their goats at the same place. 
Since on the day of tafJdf, the first Thursday 
or Sunday after the Indestructible Third af
ter füll moon in April, hundreds of lineages 

visit the same place; people virtually wade 
in blood. 

Only in very few cases is it possible to 
gain an overview of all the lineages involved 
in one dugudyafJ. In April 2003 a few stones 
representing the lineage god and the supple
mentary Näräyai:ia were lifted from their 
original place on a steep slope which was 
threatening to slide. They were shifted to a 
new location some 50 metres north, just be
low the former pond of Müthu. The eleventh 
day of the dark moon, four days ahead of the 
Indestructible Third, was considered auspi
cious enough for such a rare intervention, 
which also demanded the sacrifice of a goat. 
When a management committee decided to 
construct a ]arge cemented shelter (pauvä) 
next to the new platform, a total of 74 fami
lies were traced and asked to contribute to the 
costs. The list of contributors reveals seven 
different sub-castes of farmer (Jyäpu) status, 
of which the majority live in the south-east
ern quarters of Jelä and VäcutvaJ:i in a pattern 
(see map) that suggests a close relationship if 
not a common origin in the distant past. The 
fact that seventeen families had migrated to 
villages on the periphery documents a grow
ing mobility that might have already started 
at the beginning of the 20th century. 

In some cases well-defined membership 
and controlled access to the lineage deity is 
even more evident. The Karmäcärya of the 
TripuravidyäpI�h do not worship any "exter
nal" lineage god. They consider their dugud
yafJ to be identical with their esoteric Tantric 
deity, the ägadya!J,, in all probability repre
senting a female goddess, Kubjikä. Equally 
valid for this deity is the term kuladevatä or 
i0fadevatä. Whether it is the esoteric goddess 
of a clan, a family deity or a personal deity 
-all are represented as a single identity.



Relocation of an ancestor 

deity (dugudya!i). 

A group of 74 farmers re

located a few fiele/ stones 

representing their an.cestor 

deities at Miithu. on 26'" April 

2003. 

The majority of them, such as 

Kusma an.d Chväju, originale 

from the quarter of Jelä and 

Väcutva!i i11 the upper town 

- only two families from the

sub-caste of Cakumani are

from the lower town; seven

teen families have migrated

to surrounding villages.

The occasion of shifting the

ancestor deity was the cause

for tracing all of the lineages

related to that particular

location..

l from Jaukhel 
\ 9 Matllguli 

Müthuli \ 

O!
,

et new location 
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old location DUGUDYAI;I 

/ 
/ 

/
/ from Surjebinäyak 

3 Kusma 

The dugudya!J.püjä ritual 

The day prior to the püjä, the elder of the 

lineage has to have his head shaved, while 

all the other male rnembers have their toe

nails syrnbolically pared. The house has to 

be cleaned, used clothes washed and fresh 

clothes prepared. In the evening only beaten 

rice is perrnissible for consumption, and no 

cooked food. 

On the second day, the elder of the lineage 

leads the procession of all of the male rnem

bers, carrying a brass container with a repre

sentation of the lineage god, duck eggs ( one 

for every family of the lineage), unbroken 

from Brahmayäni 
2 Chviiju 

rice and incense. He is followed by a member 

carrying a plate with a number of clay cups 

(kislf) filled with unbroken rice, a bete! nut, 

a coin and vermilion, one for every member 

of the lineage, male and fernale, initiated and 

uninitiated. A tiny ring with the representa

tion of a flower (jona dapha!J.svii.) is added 

as a peculiar offering, the rneaning of which 

has still to be unveiled. Other mernbers drag 

a goat to the sacrificial site and carry offer

ings to the deity such as radish, fruits and 

a specific flower for this occasion, musvii.. 

Food and beer are also brought along for the 

ensuing ritual feast. 
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In most cases the ritual involved is 

performed by the elder of the lineage. At 

crowded places assistance is offered by Bhä 

or Jugi - those who act as auxiliary priests 

in death rituals. In return they receive the 

feet of the sacrificial animals. In the course 

of worshipping the portable representation 

of the lineage deity, either a Karmäcärya, a 

Jyapüäcäju or a Bajräcärya is seen guiding 

the püjä. In rare cases Brahrnins are also 

involved. The grand congregation of more 

than 100 lineages representing the majority 

of the potter's community from the eastern 

quarters of the town on the occasion of the 

Indestrustible Third engages a Bajräcärya 

when worshipping the lineage god, and at the 

same time a Brahrnin when worshipping the 

complementary Näräyarya. 

The visit to the lineage deity is complete 

after the male members have received a ver

milion mark on their foreheads and a black 

stroke (mvaf:mi) signifying the sharing of the 

blood sacrifice. A limited feast with beer and 

a small piece of roasted meat from the sacri

ficial animal concludes the gathering. 

The day after, the annual caretaker of the 

lineage has to feed all the members in his 

house. The member families send helpers 

and all families exchange gifts of pancakes 

made of rice flour (catämari) throughout the 

day. The decisive act of this feast (syükäbh

vay) is the distribution of parts of the head of 

the sacrificial animal (syü) following a strict 

hierarchy that reflects the order of seniority. 

The head is divided into eight parts: the elder 

receives the right horn and the right eye, the 

second one the left horn and eye, the third 

one the right ear, the fourth one the left ear, 

the fifth one the snout, the sixth the tongue, 

the seventh the right jaw, the eighth the left 

jaw and the ninth the tail. The remaining 

members receive a portion of meat. The feast 

ends with a special plate being offered to the 

new caretaker, who will house the lineage de

ity for the coming twelve months. 

The non-iconic representation of the 

lineage deity is not regularly visited. But 

a sense of belonging exists and that causes 

individual members of a lineage to visit the 

place in an expression of obeisance. There 

The ritual of worshipping the 
lineage deity (dugudya(1püja) 
onfull moon in September 
(Yanyapunhi/lndrajatra) at 
Siddhapükhü. 
Left a Sakya woman touch
ing her head to the treasure 
vase representing Nairatna 
Guhye§vari, right afarmer, 

facing west towards Naraywia 
in an upright position with his 
arms outstretched. 
Fotos 1011, September 2003 



The ritual of worshipping the 

lineage deity (dugudya(1püjä) 

wilhin a period of 73 days 

between April and June. 

An ojfering is brought to the 

lineage deity in the name of 

every member of the lineage, 

male and female, initiated and 

uninitiated. 

Left 

The offerings of a Bäsukala 

lineage wilh 20 members, 

brought to Kvathusubya at 

CupTghä.f. 

Photo 18'" May 1999 

Right 

Division and distribution of the 

head of the sacrificial goat to 

the members of a lineage 011 

the occasion of dugudyal1püjä, 

or any other ritual involving a 

blood sacrifice. 

is only one occasion with a certain connec

tion with the ancestors on which a number of 

people turn to their lineage deity. Two days 

before füll moon in September, thousands of 

people go to the large pond beyond the west

ern tip of the town, known as Siddhapükhü 

but also as Indradaha. lt is said that Indra's 

mother begged the demons to release her son, 

who had come to earth to steal flowers. She 

promised to take with her all those who had 

died during the preceding 12 months. The 

long line of pitr was unable to cling onto her 

shawls and fell into Indradaha. After having 

worshipped Indräyai:iI, Indra's female repre

sentation at the pond, many people visit their 

lineage deity as if to remember the unhappy 

ancestors who could not make the journey 

into heaven. 
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Part II 

Latyä 

The Ritual of Joining the Ancestors (saph.]<Jikaral_1a) 



, 



THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND 

In the following we shall concentrate on 
giving one particular ritual in detail, the latyä 
or sapü:u/,"ikararJ,a ritual for Rabi Svagamikha 
performed on 22nd of August 2002 in Bhak
tapur. For this purpose we must first add 
a few remarks on his family, the bereaved 
ones, the ritual specialists involved and the 
funeraI association concerned, 

The family of Rabi Svagamikha 

Rabi was born as the eldest son of Narain 
Kumär Svagamikha in 1967, In 1969 Räju 
followed, in 1972 Ramesh and in 1974 the 
daughter Ramila. At the age of 14 Rabi 
moved with the entire family from their an
cestral home in Tekhacvä to a new location 
near the new road built in 1972 that passes 
Bhaktapur to the south. Earlier, all the traffic 
from Kathmandu to Banepa and Dhulikhel in 
the east passed through Bhaktapur, crossing 
bridges that were built by Candra Sarµser 
Rät:iä at the beginning of the 20111 century. 
The new ring road passed through rice fields 
that were turned into building plots within ten 
years, The area was earlier named after an old 
arcaded building, Dvakhaphalcä, but is now 
known under the name of Pandau Bazar. 

This shift to a new location had severe 
ritual consequences. The funeral procession 
from Narain Kumär's house cannot enter the 
city across a bridge and turn south by cross
ing a second bridge. Corpses from across the 
ritual boundary defined by the seats of the 
Eight Mother Goddesses, the A�!amätrkä, 
cannot enter their realm, and have to avoid 
it. Members of other communities have their 
designated cremation ground across the 

KvaJ:ire, i.e. the junction of two rivers (Nep. 
Hanumanghät). Newars, however, aim for 
their traditional cremation ground, the one 
assigned to their ancestral house, the kulche. 
In the case of Narain Kumär, this means that 
he had to reach the main cremation ground 
at Cupighä! from the south along the new 
road. The performance of other death rituals 
is, however, not hampered. The purificatory 
rites on the 10111 day are performed at Mangal
ghä!, but for the placement of the trap on the 
evening of the same day the procession had 
to pass the bridge first and then cross through 
the river in order to install it on the bank to 
the south, the direction of the realm of death. 

After passing the school leaving certificate 
together with his younger brother Räju, Rabi 
joined the Bhaktapur Campus for further 
studies. In 1987 he and his father opened 
up a stationery shop on Exhibition Road in 
Kathmandu. The aim was to have a registered 
firm which would be eligible to compete in 
tenders for stationery required by the govern
ment. The shop subsequently moved to the 
ground floor of a house they constructed in 
1983 at Pandau Bazar, Bhaktapur, where they 
made a small profit selling electrical goods, 
although it was still mainly intended as a 
meeting place to engage in tenders. lt was 
finally closed down in 1991. 

Rabi married Lak�rrü Gvacä in December 
1993 and they had a daughter, Briyesa, in 
1995. A son was born on New Year's Day of 
2060 Bikram Samvat (14111 April 2002), three 
months before the father died. In early 2002 
Rabi went for treatment at the local Cancer 
Hospital. He was diagnosed with lung cancer 
and as the situation worsened he was admitted 
to the hospital on 7111 July. Two days later he 



126 Latyä - The Ritual of Joining the Ancestors 

died. The members of the funeral association 
were called to carry the corpse immediately 
to the cremation ground of K val;re - the place 
designated for those who die in hospital. 

Rabi's wife lives with her husband's famj
ly, which prevents her from re-marrying. Had 
she not had any children she would probably 
have returned to her mother, and had a slight 
chance of remarrying. She has had some 
training as a health worker and works as an 
assistant nurse in a hospital nearby. 

Narain Kumär Svagamikha, who acts as 
the chief mourner in the sapil;(j,lkara,:ia ri
tual documented here, died on 4th March 
2004. His eldest son, Räju, acted as his chief 
mourner and performed the sapi,:i(j,lkara,:ia

rituals after the 45th day on 17 th April. Narain 
Kumär's daughter, who was undergoing 
training in the Netherlands, arrived a couple 
of hours too late to perform the nhenumhii rit
ual on the 7 th day. The sister of the deceased, 
Narain Devi Suväl, had to step in. On the oc
casion of Gäijäträ (31 st August), a bull in clay 
( dviisiicii) was dedicated to the deceased and 
collectively paraded by the Hari Bol group 
along the processional path accompanied 
by effigies of four other deceased. On the 
wish of his widow, Jagat Lak$mt, his son 
led the representation of the bull to the tune 
of "Hare Kr$i:ia, hare Räm". The final death 
ritual, diikilä, is scheduled for 20th February 
2005. But as the year 2004 (Bikram Sarhvat 
2061) included a leap month, the ritual has 
to be repeated on 22nd March. On this second 
occasion, however, only phukl members will 
participate. 

Contributions for the sacrificial 
balls (pi1:uj,a) 

In the early morning pekhi, the raw material 
for making the balls, is brought from related 
families (bhvaf:t pähii and yäkä pähii), which 
are scattered all over the town. Three distinc-

tive groups can be identified: those who are 
related by patrilineal relationships, those who 
are related by matrilineal relationships, and 
finally sisters as well as in-laws. In the case 
of Rabi Svagarrukha there were 34 farrulies 
from which rice flour, unbroken ritual rice, 
beaten rice and two types of flowers (sinasvii

and dhäcäsvii) were brought. From the patri
lineal side only ten families contributed, be
cause the sons of the eldest great uncle joined 
the neo-Hindu sect Om Sänti and therefore 
refuse to join in the traditional rituals. In 
a somewhat similar way three sons of the 
youngest great uncle brought contributions 
for the latyii (one and a half months), khulii

(six months), and däkilä (twelve months) 
rituals, but refused to join the ensuing feast 
- remembering and demonstrating in this
way the ownership dispute between their
father and the deceased grandfather. One

The union with the ancestors: 

sapil:u;Ltkara(W on the 45'" day: 

Plate with ojferings for the 

sacrificial ba/ls. Clockwise: 

cup with milk, yellow flowers 

( marigolds ), leaves of sinasvii, 

taläy and bhyaläy, beaten rice, 

a coin, unbroken wettened rice, 

and wheatflour with a basil 

leaf on top. 

Photo 26'" December 2002 



• 

@ descendants of two great-granduncles 

:} 
·•:

who had moved 10 Kathmandu a generation ago 
® 
® 

daughter of mother's brother 
• who married to Capagaom 

/ CttousE OF CHIEF MOURNER 
Pandau Bazar / ;- (Narain Kumär Svägamikha) 

Location of those 33 house

holds fimn which the raw 

material was provicled for 

Narain Kumär Sviigamikha to 

make the sacrificial balls on 

the occasion of the union of 

his son Rabi with the an.cestors 

(sapi11(11kara1_1.a), pe1formed on 

the 45'" day after death on 22nd 

August 2002. 

Ten householcls belang to the 

lineage (of whichfive have 

moved to Kathmanclu), seven

teen to matrilineal relatives, 

and si.x to the married sister 

an.d the in-laws of the de

ceasecl. 

cousin joined from the second great uncle, 

two cousins from the younger great aunt, 

and two great aunts. Five more contributions 

came from Kathmandu from the descendants 

of the two younger brothers of the great

grandfather. From the matrilineal side, the 

piijukhala�i, seventeen families contributed, 

ranging from the mother's two sisters, her 

brother, and their sons and daughters. Fi

nally, the married sister of the deceased con

tributed, as did the mother of his brother's 

wife, his mother in-law, her brother and the 

two brothers of his father-in-law. 

These 34 families are split into two 

groups. The direct patrilineal and matrilineal 

relatives as weil as the in-laws, making a total 

of 16 families are identified as bhvaf:,, piiha, 
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0 

bringing lhe raw materials (pekhi tayikegu) 

from close (bhva� pähä) and distant (yäkä pähä) 
® from father's side 
• from mother's side 

O sisters and in-laws 

500 nl 

and as such their entire family (bhvaf:,,) will be 

guests (piiha) at the feast that concludes the 

day. The remaining 18 families, invariably 

female offspring of uncles or great-uncles, 

aunts or great-aunts are classified as yiikii 

piihii. In this case there were three daughters 

of the mother's brother (piiju), one of whom 

married to and moved to Capagaon; four 

daughters of the eldest aunt, one daughter 

of the second aunt and the two daughters of 

the great uncle's son and his sister. Of these 

only the person who brought the contribution 

(yiikii - single) is supposed to join the feasts. 

In the case of Narain Kumär about seventy to 

eighty guests were expected. 

A glance at the distribution of the 34 

mapped residences of the guests who joined 
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the feast reveals a scattered pattern, because 

only the youngest great aunt and her three 

sons remained in the ancestral house, the 

kulche in Tekhacvä. Many of the mother's 

relatives live at Tähämalä, the location of 

the deceased mother's ancestral house. The 

aunts and the daughters of uncles and aunts 

have married Duväl, Kvaju, Tväyna, Tvati, 

Bäsukala, Saju and thus remained within 

the same sub-caste of farmers (Jyäpu). Only 

one daughter of the päju married a potter 

(Kurnha]:i or Prajäpati) and thus across tradi

tional borders. 

All of the contributions together added up 

to a large pile of wheat flour that was kept 

in a room on first floor level. The bereaved 

family does not add anything. The mistress 

of the lineage later takes some five handfuls 

of this flour and places it on the ritual copper 

plate, on which the chief mourner kneads the 

dough. The remaining flour and other food 

items will be brought to the house of the of

ficiating Brahmin at the end of the day as an 

offering to the deceased. 

The chart of descent and the map of Bhak

tapur reveal that the raw material for the 

sacrificial balls, pil:uj,a (or Nev. pekhi), is not 

simply a commodity that is taken from the 

stock of the bereaved household. lt is con

tributed from an extended group of relatives 

whose residences represent the urban com

munity. The narrow confines of the lineage, 

the phuki, and the funeral association are 

decisively overcome. 

The flour contributed by the close and dis

tant relatives of the deceased symbolizes the 

body of the deceased before he or she joins the 

ancestors in the course of the sapi1J,{j:ikara1J,a 

rite. This performance will be repeated after 

six months (khulä), after one year (däkilä), 

and after two years (nyedätithi). 

The bhva�i päho have to fulfil another 

obligation on the occasion of the 7th day rite. 

Nhenumhä yekegu needs contributions of 

beaten rice and vegetables which is believed 

to nourish the deceased and at the same time 

to represent his or her body. 

Khulä: rituals "six months" af 

ter the death of Narain Kumär 

Svagamikha, perfonned by 

the eldest son of the deceased, 

Räju, and his the wife Jagat 

Laksmi. Both are clad in white 

dress to demonstrate their 

mourning. 

Photo 27th August 2004 



Above 

A plate to be offered to the 

priest, containing from bottom 

anti-clockwise 

1 potatoes 

2 salt 

3 c/arified butter 

4 tunneric 

5 green lentils 

6 black lentils 

Below 

A plate with beaten rice and 

sweets tobe ojfered to the 

priest. 

Photo 22"'1 A ugust 2002 

4 If not otherwise indicated, the 

terms in this and the following 
chapter are in Sanskrit. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE LA TY A RITUAL 

The latyä or sapir:u/ikara,:ia4 ritual described 
in the following took place on 22nd August 
2002 in Bhaktapur. Its description is based 
on field observation, a filmed documentation 
(see the attached DVD), the field notes of 
Niels Gutschow, comments of Nütan Sarmä 
as weil as of the involved priests of Bhak-

tapur, who have been interviewed several 
times on the details and the meaning of the 
ritual acts and used materials. Besides the 
personal handbooks of the priest Mahendra 
Sarmä (HB 

I 
and HB

3 
- a description of the

ritual handbooks is given in a subsequent 
chapter), which he also uses during the 
ritual, other sources have been taken into 
consideration: the personal handbook and 
notes of Aisvaryadhar Sarmä (HBz), who 
is a close relative of the officiating priest, 
the Antyakarmapaddhati (AKP) a locally 
printed elaborate handbook in Sanskrit with 
a commentary in Nepäli, the Antye�fipad

dhati of Näräya9abhana (AP), the Pre

takalpa of the Garuc;lapurä9a (GP) and the 
Garucj,apurä,:iasäroddhära (GPS). 

The latyä ritual consists of a sequence of 
different rites that can be divided into seven 
parts, of which the first four take place on the 
ground floor of the house of the deceased: 
the preparatory rituals (pürväliga), the offer
ing of fifteen balls (paiicadasapi,:icj,adäna),

the unification of the deceased with his or her 
forefathers (sapi,:icj,ikara,:ia), and the offering 
of water jugs (jaladäna). The offering of a 
bed (sayyädäna) as the fifth is performed in 
front of the house and the last two, i.e. the 
dismissal of the balls (pi,:icj,avisarjana) and 
the worship of a sivaliliga (sivaliligapüjä),

are performed at the nearby river Hanu
mante. The rituals are mainly performed 
by the officiating priest, Mahendra Sarmä 
(hereafter Mahendra) and the chief mourner, 
Narain Kumär Svägamikha (hereafter Narain 
Kumär), who follows the priestly instruc
tions, sometimes assisted by his cousin Na
rain DevI, the mhäymacä (hereafter Narain 
Devi). The term Nev. mhiiymacii denotes a 
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female relative such as a sister or daughter 
of the deceased who has married and thus 
belongs to another family. 

The rituals serve to help the deceased 
(preta) on his one-year-long journey through 
the netherworld by providing him with food, 
water and other gifts, and to unite him with 
his forefathers (pitara!J,). All of the rituals 
described in the following passages usually 
take place on the 45th day (Nev. latyä) after 
death. This means that some of the offer
ings are given in advance and some retro
spectively for the one-year-long journey, of 
which 45 days have already passed, e.g. 360 
water pots are given before the offering of 
a bed for the whole year although 45 days 
have already passed. The divergence of the 
ritual time and "real" time is most striking in 
the sapil:u/-tkara,:ta sub-ritual, which marks 
the union of the deceased with his ancestors 
and the end of his or her one-year journey 
to Yama's world. In the ritual practice of 
latyä, however, this crucial moment is an
ticipated on the 45 th day, which implies that 
the deceased has already reached his or her 
forefathers before the end of the journey. In 
other words, his journey is over and yet has 
still to be finished. Ritual thinking offers such 
short-cuts. 

Preparations and introductory rites 
(pürvänga) 

The day before the main latyä ritual on 
the 22nd of August, 2002, Narain Kumär, 
the chief mourner, had been shaved, taken 
a purifying bath and observed a fast. The 
household had also been cleaned. On the 
morning of the same day, representatives of 
thirty-nine related families had brought their 
contributions for the ritual on the following 
day: wheat flour, unbroken rice (ak�ata), 

beaten rice and two flowers (Nev. sinasva, 

Nep. bhimsenpäti, and dhäcäsva). 

On the main day a ram is tied up in the 
courtyard of the house of mourning. lt will 
later be killed since parts of the meat from 
its neck are to be mixed into the balls 
(pi,:tr/,as) during the sapi,:tt;ükara,:ta. The area 
of the floor on which the ritual will be 
performed, i.e. the sacrificial arena, has al
ready been purified by covering it with cow 
dung. 

Mahendra, the Brahmin priest, is now 
sitting on the floor. Set out on his right side 
are: water vessels, plates, copper bowls filled 
with flowers or leaves, wheat flour, fruits and 
other materials that will be offered later. 
Besides the copper plate with flour for the 
pi,:tt;f,as and other ingredients taken from the 
contributions of the related families, some 
plates have also been arranged as offerings 
to the Brahmin: two plates of rice, two plates 
with beaten rice and sweets, two plates with 
wheat flour, and two plates with rice, salt, 
clarified butter, potatoes, black and yellow 
lentils and turmeric. Placed in front of the 
priest is a plate with materials used during 
the worship, including ritual, i.e. unbroken 
(and often unhusked) rice (ak�ata) as a sign 

The priest Mahendra Sarmä 
is sitting on the left, the chief 
mourner Narain Kumär on 
the right. Visible at the top 
of the photo are the earthen 
pots in which at the begin
ning of the latyä ritual Jive 
deities will be invoked. The 
ritual arena between the two 
main ritual agents has been 
prepared with cow dung and 
different ma(iq,alas, such as a 
diagram with fourteenjields 
on which pi(1.q,as will later be 
placed. Below it can be seen 
a black ammonite, represent
ing Vi,Jnu. 
Various other deities will be 
placed on the ma(i(lala below 
the ammonite and remain 
there until the end of the 
ritual. 
Photo 22'"' August 2002 
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Overview of the ritual sequences performed during the latyä 

ritual actions place agents short description 

(Skt.) 

preparations and room on the performed by the providing materials, preparing the floor and the 

preparatory ground floor priest, partly together ritual place, establishing and worshipping the 

rituals in the house with the chief mour- deities 

of mourning ner, assisted by his 

cousin (mhäymacä) 

who provides the 

required materials 

offering of fifteen same place mainly chief mourner kneading the dough, preparing and offering fifteen 

balls (paiicadasa- directed by the priest pif:u;las. Fourteen are given as food to the deceased, 

pir;q,adäna) the last to ghosts or pre-great-grandfather 

generation 

uniting the same place mainly chief mourner offering of a single pir;q,a (vikalapir;(j,a) to 

deceased with directed by the priest, unknown ghosts, offering of nä!J,käpä!J, (white 

his three fore- assisted by cloth representing the preta), mixing a large single 

fathers mhäymacä pir;(j,a representing the preta, and three other 

(sapir;(j,ikarar;a) pir;tj,as, representing the pitara!J, 

gift of water same place same agents two water jugs are worshipped and offered to the 

(jaladäna) priest as a representative of the preta 

gift of the bed in front of chief mourner 360 small water pots are offered to the deceased 

(sayyädäna) the house directed by the priest, for each day of the year. A bed and other gifts 

on the road wife of the deceased, constituting an entire household are given to the 

mother of the priest and his wife, representing the deceased 

deceased, mhäymacä 

and other male family 

members 

casting away at the river chief mourner, cousin all pir;q,as and other food-stuffs used in the rituals 

the balls (pir;<J,a- Hanumante (mhäymacä) and are thrown into the river, a plate with food is 

visarjana) her husband, great- offered and eaten by crows 

uncle's son 

worship of at the river- chief mourner worshipping sivalinga with ritual services 

a sivaliöga bank (ghäf) (upacäras) and pouring water 

(sivalingapujä) 
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of completeness and auspiciousness (cf. Büh
nemann 1988: 160), flowers, and yellow 
paste, which is partly used as fikii (Nev. 
mhiisusinha�i), but also as sandalwood paste 
(candana). This becomes evident when Ma
hendra later recites candanaf!l upati�fhatiim 

while applying the paste on the pir_u/.as. The 
yellow paste is mostly applied with the ring 
finger of the right hand, which is used for of
ferings to deities (Bühnemann 1988: 160). 
The deities, forefathers and ritual tools are 
worshipped during the latyii as in the Hindu 
püjii with ritual services (upaciira, cf. Müller 
1992: 69-72, 91). 

Mahendra draws various designs with rice 
powder (ma,:u;Lalas), which sometimes serve 
as an altar or pedestal ( vedi) on the ritual 
ground: a lotus mar:u/.ala and a diagram (pif},

(j,avedi) for the offering of fifteen piry.c;!as 
(paiicadasapif},(/.adiina). The pif},(/.avedi con
sists of fourteen squares (three rows of four 
fields each, with two additional fields at
tached to the middle row). Moreover, he 
draws five circles (kumbhakesvaravedi) for 
five small spouted pots (kumbha) above the 
pif},(/,avedi and in front of them a circle for the 
light (dipa, Nev. matii). He then draws an
other lotus maf},(/.ala for the black .fölagriima 

stone, a black arnmonite with a petrified 
conch, which represents Näräyary.a. Accord
ing to the local tradition it is Gadädhara, i.e. 
Näräyary.a with a club, representing Gayä, an 
important pilgrimage centre especially for 
the performance of sriiddha rituals. Left from 
the siilagriima Mahendra draws two rectan
gular rows with three fields and five fields. 
On the first three fields Ga9edya]:1/Gary.esa, 
(Nep.) gogras (food for the cow) and Kumär1 
or A�tamätrkä will be worshipped; on the 
other five fields Sürya, Näräyai:ia, Sadäsiva, 
Grhalak�mI, i�fadevatii (Nev. iigiidyal:t) or 
(Nev.) dugudyal:t, the lineage deity. 

The pif},(/.avedi and the kumbhakesvaravedi 

will be replaced later on by other designs nec
essary for particular parts of the rituals. Ac-

cording to a widespread belief, it is forbidden 
to place idols and püjii utensils on the bare 
ground, because this direct contact destroys 
their power. Gudrun Bühnemann (1988: 165) 
also refers with respect to the Märka9c;leya 
Puräi:ia to the "common belief" that the food 
offerings (naivedya) will be taken away by 
evil spirits if they are not placed on and pro
tected by a maf},cj,ala. 

While the priest is drawing the lines of the 
maf},(/.alas N arain Kumär enters and places a 
clay cup with the siilagriima on the left side. 
Mahendra scatters popped rice over all of the 
maf},(/,alas except the five circles for the small 
spouted pots. Narain Kumär sits down oppo
site Mahendra. He will not leave this position 
until the end of the offering of two water pots 
(jaladiina). His head has been shaved except 
for a tuft (sikhii), which is important in the 
initiation of boys (upanayana) as a character
istic of the paternal line. Moreover, it is be
lieved that the soul of virtuous people leaves 
the body from there. He only wears a white 
dhoti and a white scarf on his left shoulder 
since the colour white is the prescribed co
lour of mourning. 

Mahendra splits kusa grass, a purifying 
means used in almost every Hindu ritual. lt 
is attributed to Brahmä as the personifica
tion of the eternal principle of brahman. The 
Brahmin is also identified with it by virtue of 
his Vedic knowledge. As an evergreen plant 
it represents immortality. 

The priest then asks for rice flour and says 
that if they do not have any, they can use 
wheat flour and mix it with water to use as 
fikii for the water jug. After asking for leaves 
of the seil tree (Shorea robusta), the priest re
ceives a leaf-plate from which he breaks off 
pieces, placing them on each field of the two 
rows left of the siilagriima. He places popped 
rice mixed with water on the leaves as a food 
offering (naivedya). On the right hand side 
Narain Devi readies five small spouted pots 
(kumbha, Nev. gal:tpacii) filled with water, and 



5 The different water offer
ings can be water for wash-
ing hands (hastärghya), for 
washing feet (padärghya) or 
libations (tarpar;a). Only when 
it was clearly identifiable on 
the basis of the priestly recita
tion or the context have we 
specified them in the present 
description. Otherwise we 
have referred to an "offering 
of water"or a "libation". 

clay cups (Nev. sali) filled with pieces of ba
nana, peas and apple. Mahendra explains that 
the kumbhas, also called kalasasa, represent 
all the gods. 

According to him, the mourners should 
have brought three dried fruits called triphalä 

(Nep. harro, barro, and amalä) for the pots. 
However, since these fruits were unavailable 
or forgotten to be bought, he allows Narain 
Kumär to replace them by the other fruits. 
Mahendra places the pots from Ieft to right 
on the drawn circles and explains which 
pot represents which deity by pointing with 
the finger to each vessel: Sürya, Näräyar:ia, 
Garyapati, Sadäsiva and V arurya. lt is not clear, 
not even to Mahendra, why these five gods 
are worshipped. lt would seem to be a kind of 
alteration of the paficayätanapüjä worship, 
including Varurya instead of DevL 

Narain Kumär hands the fruit-filled clay 
cups to the priest, who places them from 
left to right on the pots. Another clay cup 
is placed in front of the five pots. The priest 
breaks off a part of its rim in order to insert 
a wick in it and use it as a ritual light (dipa, 

Nev. matä). 

Mahendra places a Sacred Thread (yajfio

pav"ita) on each of the five fruit-filled clay 
cups. Then he puts two leaf-plates with un
boiled rice one on top of the other and on top 
of them a sukur:uj,ä lamp. He then takes out 
some clarified butter from the ritual lamp and 
puts it in the clay cup serving as a light. Na
rain Kumär takes a gas lighter and Iights first 
the sukuf}</,ä Iamp and then the clay lamp. At 
this point Mahendra is asked by the family 
members whether they can go to the shrine of 
Garyesa, and replies by telling them that they 
can go after they have finished the ritual. 
After the latyä ritual the pots will be taken 
to several different places, i.e. Süryakumbha 
in the courtyard, Näräyar:iakumbha at a Närä
yarya temple nearby, Sadäsivakumbha at a 
linga at Mangalghät at the end of the ritual, 
Gar:iapatikumbha at a new Gar:iesa shrine 
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nearby, and V arur:iakumbha at the pikhäläkhu 

stone in front of the house. 
The priest formulates and recites the decla

ration of ritual intent (sal'[lkalpa) for the chief 
mourner, who holds pieces of a leaf, probably 
basil, and water in his right hand. He instructs 
him to offer leaves, rice and water for feet
washing (padärghya) to Sürya in front of the 
five pots. While doing so the priest recites 
the respective formulas for dedicating the of
ferings: pu$pam upati$fhatäm, padärghyam 

upati$fhatäm, hastärghyam upali$fhatäm etc. 
Mahendra then takes out his personal hand
book to make sure of the proceedings or 
recitations. Together with Narain Kumär he 
makes offerings to the five deities in the 
pots: flowers (pu$pa), water for feet-washing 
(padärghya), water for hand-washing (has

tärghya),5 unbroken rice (ak$ata) and yellow 
paste - once again reciting the appropriate 
dedications: pu$pam namal:z, padärghyam na

mal:z, hastärghyam, candana, ak$ata, pu$päya 

nama!:z (sie!). 
The gift of five pots prior to the pafi

cadasapirJ{j,adäna is not mentioned in the 
prescriptions of the AP, nor in the AKP. But 
they are mentioned in the notes of Aisvarya
dhar Sarmä. He names the five gods as Sürya, 
Vi�r:iu, Siva, Gar:iesa and Nägaräja. His notes 
include a sketch of the arrangement for the 
pirJ{j,avedi and the circles for the five pots, 
which is in accordance with the arrangement 
in the described latyä ritual. All that is men
tioned in his prescription is that the five pots 
have to be installed and worshipped prior to 
the offering of the fifteen balls, which he 
names caturdasakaläpirJ{j,adäna (HB

2
: 41). 

The origin of the worship of the five pots in 
the latyä ritual is not clear. Mahendra Sarmä 
simply took them as representatives of all the 
gods. lt would seem that this kind of worship 
is a kind of ritual transfer from the widespread 
paficäyatanapüjä (cf. Bühnemann 1988: 51). 
Moreover, there are some references to the 
worship of jugs in the AP and AKP as well as 
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in Newar ritual practice. Thus, the worship of 
five water jugs within the death ritual is pre
scribed in the AP as part of the näräyar;.abali 

(Müller 1992: 203-205), a special pacifying 
ritual to be performed for those deceased who 
have suffered what is termed a bad death, e.g. 
a violent death through animals, murder or 
suicide. lt is also to be performed when there 
is no corpse for a regular death ritual. In this 
ritual five jugs (kalasa) have to be filled with 
water. On top of them plates with images 
(murti) of Brahmä, Vi�i:iu, Siva, Yama and 
the deceased are placed and worshipped with 
ritual services (upacäras), among them the 
offering of three types of fruits. The AKP 
(AKP: 217) also mentions the näräyar;.abali 

with which these four gods and the preta are 
to be worshipped. 

Moreover, the worship of the five gods is 
a comrnon block of Newar rituals. Gellner 
(1992: 151) and Locke (1980: 95) call the 
kalasapujä in the rituals of the Buddhist 

Newars the "basic pujä of the Vajräcäryas." 
During the worship, the Five Buddhas are 
invoked in the kalasa. The kalasapujä is also 
performed by Newar Brahmins to invoke five 
different deities. 

Off ering of fifteen balls 
(pancadasapir;{j,adäna) 

Mahendra hands over a big copper bowl 
(pir;.<j,apätra, Nev. kvalä) filled with wheat 
flour to the chief mourner and adds a cup 
of milk. The preparation of the pir;.<j,a dough 
starts: Narain Kumär carefully kneads all 
the ingredients of the pir;.<j,apätra, which 
consists of wheat flour, a banana, wet rice, 
milk, water, and butter mixed with honey. 
While slowly adding water he prepares a 
solid dough, on which he works power
fully with both hands and shapes into a large 
ball. 

The chief mourner places 

fifteen pir_4as on the ma!uf.ala 
according to the instruction 
of the priest. Fourteen pi(u:j.as 
serve as food for the deceased 
on his journey through the 
underworld. The fifteenth is 
ojfered to the pre-great-grand
father-generations. 
Photo 22'"1 August 2002 



6 In HB, fol. 4' the wording 
is: amu[ka]nämne dvitiyaka

lämäsikapi1:11;laf!1, tasmai 

upati�fhatäf!!. The priest 
replaces the name of the de
ceased with putra. 
7 This counting is explained in
detail in Michaels/Buss forthc. 
8 kaläprathamaparyantaf!! un

mäsädikapil:u;lakam (fol. 3'). 

Meanwhile some women prepare flower 
garlands in the courtyard for the offering of a 
bed (sayyädäna). On the instructions of Ma
hendra, Narain Kumär divides the dough and 
shapes fifteen equal-sized round pif:,4,as. Two 
women and a man standing in the door watch 
how the preparations are going on. Mahendra 
explains how to do it. He says: "In this case 
[kneading the dough for the pir;<j,a] it is okay 
to take more time. Make it slowly, make it 
carefully!" Narain Kumär rolls and kneads 
with his fingers and palms, rnaking one pir;<j,a 
after another. Afterwards Mahendra spreads 
black sesarne seeds (tila) on them. Such seeds 
are used throughout Hindu death and ancestor 
rituals. According to GPS (8.35), they are pu
rifying because they are the sweat of Vi�l).U. 
Another interpretation is that they remove all 
sins because they originated frorn the gotra 
of the !$i Käsyapa (Müller 1992: 160). 

Narain Kumär continues to roll the pir;<j,as 
in the seeds in order to cover each of them 
completely. Guided by the priest, Narain Ku
mär places fourteen pir;<j,as on the fields of 
the pir;<j,avedi. Mahendra then counts and de
dicates the pir;<j,as to the deceased. He says: 
"There, the second of sixteen pir;<j,as should 
fall to the share of (hirn) who is named 'son'" 
(asmin putranämne dvitiyakälapir;<j,am upa
fi$fhatäm).6 

Mahendra ritually dedicates each pir;<j,a 
starting with "the second of sixteen pir;<j,as 
(dvitiyakaläpir;<j,a)" and ending with "the 
fifteenth of sixteen pir;<j,as (pancadasakalä
pir;<j,a )". He then advises Narain Kurnär to 
keep one rnore pir;<j,a, which is not counted, 
silently on top. In HB

1 
fol. 4v only fourteen 

pir;<j,as narned mäsikapir;<j,as plus an uncount
ed pir;<j,abhäga are rnentioned, but in the rit
ual the priest also counts the 15th

•
7 lt is meant 

for the "unknown pitr" or cumulatively for 
the pre-great-grandfather generations. 

The counting of the pir;<j,as in the dedi
cation refers to a set of altogether sixteen 
pir;<j,as. The first of these sixteen pir;<j,as had 
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already been offered on the 11 th day. That is 
why Mahendra starts with the second. Al
though the total number of pir;<j,as offered in 
the actual latyä ritual is not sixteen, Mahen
dra is aware that it should be sixteen. 

The nurnber sixteen denotes the nurnber 
of ancestor rituals (sräddha) which have to 
be perforrned up until the end of a year or 
prior to the sapir;<j,"ikarar;a. However, it is not 
clear which rituals belong to these sixteen. 
In the Puräi:ias and Dharmasrnrtis various 
lists of these sixteen §räddhas are rnentioned 
( cf. Müller 1992: 197, Kane 1991/IV: 518-
520). The GPS (12.66ff.) narnes three sets 
of sixteen sräddhas to be offered during the 
death rituals up until the performance of the 
sapir;<j,"ikarar;a, of which the third set are the 
mäsikapir;<j,as. The three sets of sixteen are 
also rnentioned in the appendix of the AKP 
(p. 222) where the author cites a passage 
from the twelfth chapter of the GPS, but also 
points out in bis commentary that the middle 
set is often omitted. 

The (Newar) Brahmin priests of Nepal 
thus know of these three sets, saying that a 
total of 48 (3 x 16) pir;<j,as have to be offered 
within a year. However, in the present latyä 
ritual only the second to the fifteenth pir;<j,a 
are counted. The pir;<f,a placed silently on top 
of the other fourteen is not counted, so that 
the 1 st and the 16th are not clearly identifiable. 
According to the local Newar Brahmin tradi
tion, the sixteen pir;<j,as which are offered on 
the 11 th day count as nurnber one, whereas 
the pretapir;<j,a in the sapir;<f,"ikarar;a is con
sidered to be the 16th

• In HB
1 
the firstpir;<j,a is 

explicitly excluded8
, and the recitation refer

ring to the 16th pir;<j,a called $O<f,asakalästotra 
is presented together with the recitations for 
the sapir;<j,"ikarar;a (HB

1 
fol. 9v). In the notes 

of Aisvaryadhar Sarmä the pir;<j,a which is of
fered immediately before the sapir;<f,"ikarar;a 
is identified as the 16th

, although it is not 
percei ved as a food offering for the deceased 
but as a special offering to release the unpaci-
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fied spirits of deceased family members. On 
the basis of the available sources it remains 
therefore open which pir;(ja has to be counted 
as the 16th

• Moreover, during the ritual there 
is a further reference to the sixteen sraddhas, 

for after the worship of the pretapir;(ja and 
the pitrpir;(jas but prior to the sapir;{jtkarar;a 

Mahendra asks Narain Kumär to prepare six
teen coins as dak�ir;a, and explains that these 
symbolically represent the sixteen sraddhas 

(sorasraddha).9 

Narain Kumär worships the fifteen pir;(jas 

with water taken from the pir;(japatra and 
flowers. He then pours with both hands kufo

water three times over the pir;(jas while hold
ing a ku§a blade in his right hand. He also 
offers three Sacred Threads on the three rows 
of pir;(jas. 

Mahendra asks for a piece of white cloth 
from which he tears off a strip. lt is wettened 
in the water of the pir;(japatra and offered as 
cloth (vastra). The clothes worn during the 
ritual have to be new and freshly washed, 
which explains perhaps why the strip which 
is offered as cloth is wettened before the of
fering (cf. Müller 1989: 37 n. 85). 

Mahendra then recites "sandalwood paste 
should be offered" (candanam upati�fhatam) 

and hands some yellow powder on a leaf 
over to Narain Kumär, who scatters it with 
his forefinger over the pir;(jas. Afterwards he 
throws unbroken rice on them. Mahendra asks 
for taligaraja and bhrngaraja flowers, which 
he hands over to Narain Kumär, who places 
them on the pir;(jas. While Narain Kumär 
offers these gifts according to the priestly 
instructions, Mahendra recites the dedication 
of each ritual service (upacara), ending with 
"should be offered" (upati�fhatam). All these 
gifts are given generically on a spot for all the 
pir;(jas. This form of collective offering of the 
pir;(jas is also mentioned as an option in the 
AKP (pp. 106-110). 

After a while Narain Devi prepares small 
threads to be offered as Sacred Threads, 

while Narain Kumär pours water from the 
pir;(japatra on the pir;(jas while once again 
holding a kusa blade. He pours the water on 
his right hand and lets it run over the part of 
his hand which is dedicated to the forefathers 
(pitrürtha), i.e. the part between thumb and 
forefinger. 10 After Narain Kumär has placed 
the kufo-blade on the pir;(jas he turns the 
pir;q,apatra upside down. While Mahendra 
recites stotras from his handbook, Narain 
Kumär scatters unbroken rice on the pir;(jas 

and on the pir;(japatra. Afterwards Narain Ku
mär removes the pir;(jas and places them in 
the pir;(japatra. He carefully wipes the ground 
with his hand to remove any grains of rice 
and leaves, which he puts in the pir;(japatra. 

Mahendra tells him to draw a circle with 
his hand on the floor and speaks about the re
moval of the five pots. Narain Kumär draws 
a circle in the water of the wet floor with 
his finger, throws some unbroken rice on it 
and deposits the pir;(japatra on the circle. 
Afterwards he washes his hands and pours 
water three times from the water jug (kalasa) 

around the pir;(japatra while Mahendra re
cites stotras that could not be identified. Then 
he turns the kalasa upside down on the floor 

Narain Kumär on the right 
places the fifteenth ball on 
top of the other fourteen 
balls. 
Photo 22nd August 2002 

Opposite 
Worship of the fifteen balls: 

fijieen balls have been placed 
on a diagram between the 
chief moumer and the priest. 
These are worshipped with 
the Sacred Thread lying on 
the balls. Behind the balls 
are Jive earthen pots covered 
with small cups: Jive different 
deities were invoked in them 
at the beginning of the ritual. 
To the right of the balls a 
ritual lamp has been placed 
on two leaf plates bearing 
rice. 
Photo 22'"1 August 2002 

9 For an examination of the 

vika/apirJ-1/.a cf. Buss 2005a, 
and for an interpretation of 
the sixteen sräddhas cf. Buss 
2005b. 
10 For the dedication of the dif
ferent parts of the hand to gods 
and ancestors cf. Bühnemann 
1988: Ills. no. 6 and p. 231. 
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and worships it with unbroken rice as well as 
the pit:uj,as in the pir;(j,apätra, the light in front 
of the five pots and the five pots. Mahendra 
says that it is now time to worship the Ga9esa 
shrine and somebody should go there with 
the Ga9esakumbha. 

The paiicadasapir;q,adäna sub-rite is 
concluded by Narain Devi, who hands over 
the Sacred Threads she has prepared in the 
meantime to Mahendra. A daughter of the 
family wipes the floor with a cloth. Narain 
Devi takes out the pots and the lamp, but not 
the sukur;q,ä lamp and the pir;q,apätra, which 
is kept aside until it is taken later to the river, 
where the pir;(j,as are finally discarded. 

The unification with the ancestors 
(�o(j,asapir;(j,a and sapir;(j,"ikarar;a) 

Mahendra draws new designs on the cleaned 
floor. He says that the main mar;q,ala, on 
which the water will now be poured from 
water cups (arghapätra), represents the 
ocean (samudra). Meanwhile Narain Kumär 
has left his place standing beside Mahendra 
and watches as the designs are drawn. Then 
he sits back down on his place and puts three 
small water cups on the rectangular mar;q,ala. 

The pattem for this is as follows (from left to 
right): the first and smallest cup is made of 
brass and meant for the preta (pretapätra). 

Mahendra says that it would have been bet
ter to use a vessel made from rhinoceros hom 
instead of brass. 11 The second, medium-sized 
cup is made from rhinoceros skin and set in 
silver. lt is meant for the (three) forefathers 
of the deceased (pitaraf:t). In Hindu ancestor 
rites it is common that the three forefathers 
(pitaraf:t) or a certain number of the vis

vedeväf:t are represented or substituted by 
just one priest or a vessel. The Brahmins 
themselves can also be substituted for in
stance by blades of kusa grass. The third and 
largest water cup is made from copper and 

meant for the "all-gods" (visvedeväf:t, also 
called kulaguru). Narain Kumär cleans the 
three water cups with some water from the 
kalasa. Mahendra explains that the water 
cup made of rhinoceros skin should not be 
wettened for a long time. According to the 
AP and other ritual texts (Müller 1992: 176 
and Kane 1991/IV: 522, Knipe: 1976), in the 
sapir;q,zkarar;a not only the three pir;q,as of 
the pitaraf:t are unified with the pretapir;q,a, 

but the unification is also done with water 
prior to the mixing of the pir;q,as by pouring 
water from a water cup representing the preta 

into three other water cups representing the 
pitaraf:t. In the present case three water cups 
are used, but at this stage there is no refer
ence to the unification of the deceased with 
his forefathers. 

Mahendra offers Sacred Threads to the re
maining deities on the left of the new mar;q,a

la (sälagräma, Ga9esa, gogras, Kumäri or 
A�tamätrkä, Sürya, Näräya9a, Sadäsiva, 
Grhalak�mI, i�fadevatä or (Nev.) dugudyaf:t, 

the lineage deity). On the instructions of the 
priest Narain Kumär sprinkles water from 
the water jug over himself for purification 
(prok�ar;a). Mahendra also applies a fikä on 
Narain Kumär's forehead and places a leaf on 
his own head. lt is prasäda from that Gai:iesa 
to whom the ram is to be sacrificed. 

Narain Kumär forms a large 

egg-shaped ball which is 

slightly bigger than the other 

balls. lt is covered with black 

sesame seeds. This ball re

presents the deceased (preta), 

who will now be united with 

the three preceding ances

tors. The balls representing 

the ancestors have already 

been placed on the floor and 

worshipped by means of ritual 

services. 

Photo 22nd August 2002 

11 For the use of vessels for 

arghya see Kane 1991/IV: 419.



12 [ ... ] �orj,asakalapiruj.a sapiri
rj,ikarariasraddham kartum 
[ ... ). This saf!lkalpa is not 

mentioned in the priest's hand

books. 

The worship performed by N arain Kumär 
starts with offerings to the visvedevälJ,, then 
to the pitaralJ,, and finally to the preta. In the 
beginning N arain Kumär offers tbem water 
mixed witb black sesame seeds. Mahendra 
invokes Vi�i:iu three times and studies tbe 
calendar. Narain Kumär pours the water onto 
the floor and turns the first water cup upside 
down. Mahendra throws some popped rice 
onto it and Narain Kumär scatters unbroken 
rice on the water cup and on the suku,:uj,ä 

lamp. Then he sprinkles some water and 
again unbroken rice on tbe water cup. 

Mahendra asks for the nälJ,käpalJ,, the 
white cotton strip Narain Kumär bad worn 
around his waist until the tenth day after cre
mation. Some part of the soul of the dead is 
believed to be present in the cloth, which has 
been washed in the river where the ashes of 
the dead were floating. lt is believed tbat the 
airy body (väyu§arzra) of the dead is present 
in the ashes and jumps onto the two strips of 
cloth in the river. 

The nälJ,käpalJ, is kept aside for a moment 
while tbe worsbip witb tbe second water cup 
continues: water from the water jug is poured 
into the second water cup, to which Mahen
dra adds black sesame seeds. Narain Kumär 
bolds tbe cup witb both bands while Mahen
dra touches it with his thumb, and both pour 
the water onto the ma,:u;lala. Mahendra takes 
away tbe second water cup and Narain Kumär 
throws unbroken rice onto the ma,:u/.ala. 

After the worship of the vi§vedevälJ, with 
the first water cup and the pitara!J, with the 
second water cup, the deceased (preta) will 
be worshipped. For this purpose not only the 
third water cup is used but also tbe nälJ,käpalJ, 

representing the preta. Narain Kumär holds 
the nälJ,käpalJ, and Mabendra places unbroken 
rice and flowers on it. Then Narain Kumär 
puts a coin on it. He places the nälJ,käpalJ, on 
the mm;uj,ala at the upper left-band side of the 
ma,:i(j,ala. Then Narain Kumär holds the third 
water cup witb botb bands and pours water 
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onto tbe nälJ,käpalJ,. He offers three times wa
ter and puts unbroken rice on it. 

Tben Narain Kumär worships the §älagrä

ma with unbroken rice and water and again 
with unbroken rice. Mahendra gives a Jikä to 
N arain Kumär and teils him to rub both hands 
and utter the word "Gajädhara"(i.e. Näräyai:ia 
with a club). Narain Kumär offers unbroken 
rice to the water jug (kalasa). Three small 
beaps with rice and leaves have been placed 
in front of the square ma,:i(j,ala for the visve

devälJ,, the pitaralJ, and the preta. 

Now Mahendra splits some kusa-grass, 
which Narain Kumär puts in the water jug 
from which he pours three times water in 
his band and tben back into the water jug 
while invoking the rivers Garigä, Yamunä 
and SarasvatL Then he worships the water 
jug using yellow paste and unbroken rice, as 
well as himself (ätmapüjä) using water from 
the same water jug, yellow paste, flowers, 
and rice. Meanwhile Mahendra recites the 
dedication: "Honour to the self with sandal
wood paste etc." (ätmane candanaf!1 namalJ, 

etc.) 
Once again Mahendra recites mantras, 

which could not be identified, while Narain 

Kumär toucbes the plate bearing ritual uten
sils with his rigbt band. Afterwards he takes 
some unbroken rice from the plate and offers 
it together with water to the remaining deities 
(§älagräma etc.). Then Narain Kumär offers
water and leaves on the first water cup, on the
main ma,:i(j,ala, to tbe nälJ,käpalJ,, and to the
deities on the left.

Afterwards he again toucbes tbe plate, and 
Mahendra recites the ritual intention for tbe 
sapi,:i(j,ikara,:ia. 12 Mahendra puts the first wa
ter cup back on the ma,:i(j,ala. Narain Kumär 
fills it witb water and Mabendra adds a blade 
of ku§a. Narain Kumär worships it with un
broken rice, flowers, and yellow paste, which 
he throws on it all at once. 

Mahendra lights some incense sticks 
which he bas asked for. Narain Kumär again 
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pours water from the first water cup (on the 
right side). Then he worships the second 
(silver) water cup with kusa-grass, unbroken 
rice, flowers, incense and yellow paste. 

Narain Devi enters, carrying a plate witb 
the head of the ram, which was sacrificed 
shortly beforehand. She also brings a green 
plant which she places on Narain Kumär's 
head - on the leaf which is still sticking there 
above his tuft of hair (sikhii). Mahendra of
fers curds, water, yellow paste, unbroken 
rice, and flowers on tbe siilagriima and in
vokes Vi�9u. Narain Kumär worsbips the 
main ma,:iq,ala and offers water (gangajala). 

Wbile Narain Kumär crouches on the floor 
holding the pi,:iq,a vessel in bis left hand, 
N arain Kumär worships the siilagriima with 
unbroken rice. 

Then the preparation of the dough for 
tbe sapi,:iq,Ikara,:ia begins. Mahendra gives 
another pi,:iq,apiitra to Narain Kumär, into 
wbich wheat flour, deep fried small loaves 
of fine wheat flour (miiricii), sweets, and 
a banana have already been placed. After 
Mahendra has muttered the ritual intention 
"l will do the offering of pi9<;las" 13, N arain 
Kumär starts preparing the pi,:iq,as. Mahendra 
worships the pi,:iq,apiitra using yellow paste 
and rice. Narain Kumär carefully prepares 
the dough. He breaks tbe bread into small 
pieces and mashes the banana. While he adds 
water from the water jug he mixes the wheat 
and the other ingredients and afterwards care
fully kneads them with both hands to achieve 
a smooth dough. His attention is completely 
absorbed by the activity of bis botb hands as 
he calmly continues. 

During tbe preparation of the dough Na
rain Devi brings wicks and an earthenware 
cup with glowing coals for burning incense 
sticks. Wbile Narain Kumär prepares the 
dough, the family members who are pres
ent talk about the pots which were taken to 
the different shrines, and also about the pot 
for Varu9a, which was taken to a water tap. 

Mahendra mentions that the pot for Sadäsiva 
will be taken later to Mahädeva when he is 
worshipped at Sivaliöga in the concluding 
sub-ritual. Narain Devi ligbts some incense 
sticks from the suku,:iq,ii lamp. The prepara
tion of the dough continues slowly. 

Then N arain Kumär prepares a large 
single lump of dough, adding some water to 
it in order to smoothen its surface. Mahendra 
instructs him how to divide the dough with 
his ten fingertips into eight separate parts 
(numbered in the following account). He also 
asks for some meat from a sbeep. Wben he 
realises that it has not been brought he agrees 
that the meat of the ram can be used. He in
structs Narain Devi not to cut the meat with 
a knife, wbich he describes as harmful, but 
to do it with her hands. Then he comments 
that it is not compulsory to offer the meat of 
a ram together with the pi,:iq,as. The woman 
tears some of the ram's flesh into pieces and 
puts them one after the other into the pi,:iq,as. 

lt is not clear whetber the offering of meat is 
a remnant of older ritual traditions or special 
to the Newars. 14 

The pi,:iq,as which include meat are de
noted as vikalapi,:iq,a (1), pretapi,:iq,a (2) and 
three pi,:iq,as for the pitara!J, (3-5). The three 
remaining lumps of dough (6-8) are neither 
shaped into a round form, nor covered with 
black sesame seeds, nor mixed with meat. 

Narain Kumär forms the first pi,:iq,a (1) by 
rolling it cautiously in bis hands and shaping 
it into a round ball. Tben Mahendra covers it 
with black sesame seeds and Narain Kumär 
places it on the ma,:iq,ala. lt is worshipped 
with water, unbroken rice, fruits, flowers, 
incense, and a Sacred Thread. Mahendra tells 
Narain Kumär to join bis wrists. Afterwards 
the pi,:iq,a is kept aside in a brass bowl which 
will also be taken to the river in the conclud
ing ritual (pi,:iq,avisarjana). 

According to Mahendra, the first pi,:iq,a is 
called bikala-, bikva- or birikipi,:iq,a ( =vikala

pi,:iq,a), which literally means "pi,:iq,a for the 

Opposite 

After placing the ball of the 

deceased next to the three balls 

representing the forefathers 

and three unshaped lumps, 

Narain Kumär offers leaves, 

Sacred Threads, water and 

rice to the balls. 

Photo 22nd August 

13 pif}(jadänal'[I aha!'[! kari�yä
mi. (Not mentioned in the 
priest's handbooks). 
14 According to Kane 1991/ 
IV: 422 f., the use of flesh in 
the §räddha is prescribed by 
Manu, Yäjfiavalkya andin 
several Puräi:ias, but was to
tally condemned in the works 
of the 12th and 13th centuries. 
The notes of Aisvaryadhar 
Sarmä !ist different varieties of 
meat for each of the monthly 
ancestor rituals (mäsika§räd

dhas) (HB
2 

p. 56). 
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sorrowful (deceased)". This pil:u/,a is regard
ed as an offering especially for rniscarriages 
and children who died prematurely. Accord
ing to Aisvaryadhar Sarmä (HB

2 
pp. 46-50), 

this first pil:u/,a is the 16th of the mäsikapil:u/,as 

which is dedicated in the �o(j,asipü;(j,adäna

mantra to different unpacified spirits of the 
family, but has not yet been offered. 

Now Narain Kumär cleans the floor with 
his hands. Mahendra gives him some water 
and teils him to clean his eyes with it and to 
sprinkle some over his head. He receives a 
pavitra ring15 made of kusa grass, which he 
wears on his right ring finger. Throughout 
the ritual he has already been wearing a ring 
on the same finger made of rhinoceros horn, 
which belongs to his household. lt is believed 
that the rhino stands for longevity. 

Narain Kumär also receives kusa grass 
from Mahendra, takes some water, and per
forms the mental assignment of body parts 
to various deities (nyäsa) - touching his 
nose and ears while Mahendra invokes three 
times Vi�9u. Still holding the kufo-blade, 
Narain Kumär smoothens the side of the 
pü;(j,a dough at the point where he had taken 
the first pif;(j,a. Mahendra adds some black 
sesame seeds and yellow paste to the dough. 

After first marking a dividing line with a 
kusa blade, Narain Kumär divides the dough 
into two halves. The first half is kept aside. 
Later on the pretapir;(j,a (2) will be formed 
from it. With the second half he prepares three 
pir;(j,as for the pitaralJ (3-5). Each of them is 
covered with black sesame seeds while recit
ing mantras and kept on the floor on the dia
gram where the worship with the three water 
cups had previously been performed. Narain 
Kumär pours water over the pitrürtha of his 
hand (the part between thumb and index fin
ger) and onto the pir;(j,a, and Mahendra offers 
flowers on it. Narain Devi puts a piece of 
meat into each pir;(j,a. Mahendra remarks that 
this meat is like prasäda. He instructs Narain 
Kumär to separate the remaining dough into 

three unshaped lumps called leftover (se�a) 
(6-8) and to keep them on the right hand side 
of the pitrpir;(j,as. There are competing inter
pretations regarding the meaning of these 
lumps: Mahendra insists that they have to be 
given for the generations of ancestors prior to 
his great-grandfathers; he says that according 
to his father they are also a kind of pitr, older 
than the three preceding generations, who are 
not worshipped by spelling out their names. 
(The pitaralJ of the three preceding genera
tions are usually worshipped by uttering their 
respective names and the name of the gotra.) 

However, according to another priest they 
form a simä, a ritual border separating the 
ritual from the space outside. 

After washing his hands and calling the 
names of the three forefathers, Narain Kumär 
worships the three pir;(j,as with kusa water 
( offering water while holding kusa-grass 

in his hand), three Sacred Threads, a strip 
of wettened white cloth (vastra), yellow 
paste, unbroken rice, different leaves (tulsi, 

bhrngaräja, campaka), dürvä-grass, incense 
sticks, light, food offerings, fruits and once 
again water. 

Then Narain Kumär takes the lump of 
dough (2) which he had previously put aside 
and forms a large pretapir;(j,a from it, which 
is oval-shaped rather than round. Mahendra 
tells and demonstrates that the pir;(j,a should 
be twelve fingers long and should have the 
shape of a grinding stone and not be pointed 
at the ends. Narain Devi adds some meat. 
He instructs Narain Kumär to level out the 
uneven parts and to shape it into a perfect 
form. N arain Kumär smoothes and forms 
the pir;(j,a again and again with his two 
hands and thumbs until Mahendra is satis
fied. He then adds black sesame seeds to it, 
before placing it on the left side of the three 
pitrpir;(j,as. Narain Kumär washes his hands 
and uses the same water afterwards as an of
fering for the pir;(j,as. He again makes ritual 
offerings (upacära): water, flowers, cloth, 

Opposite 
Above 
Narain Kumar on the right 
divides the ball of the de
ceased into three parts with 
the help of the priest on the 
left. 

Below 
Narain Kumar carefully 
merges the first part of the 
divided ball with the first 
ball representing the father. 
In the same way he will 
merge the other balls with 
the other parts of the divided 
ball. On the left in front of 
Mahendra 's hands are 
banknotes which have been 
offered by family members 
to theforefathers and the 
deceased. 
Photos 22nd August 

15 For the use of pavitra rings 
see Abegg 1921: p. 145, note 
7, Müller 1992: p. 37f., and 
Michaels 2005. 
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yellow paste, unbroken rice, leaves (tulsz and 
campaka). Narain Kumär takes water in his 
cupped hands and allows it to drip onto the 
floor. Then he takes a kusa blade, touches the 
water on the ground and sprinkles it on the 
pretapü;4,a. 

Meanwhile Mahendra recites three times 
"Be in peace!" (säntir bhava) for the preta. 

Narain Kumär takes the smallest water cup 
and uses it to pour first milk and then water 
onto the pretapir;4,a. Mahendra tells Narain 
Kumär to take out sixteen coins for an of
fering, which as he explains constitutes the 
sorasräddha rite. 16 Narain Kumär offers first 
one coin to the deities on the left. Then he 
takes out some more coins from a plastic 
bag with money, counts them and offers 
them to the pretapü:u;la. Narain Kumär takes 
out a 50 rupee bank note and offers it to the 
nähkäpaf:,,, which is still lying there, and 
to the unbroken rice on the pir_u/,a and the 
nähkäpaf:,,. Mahendra recites mantras, such 
as pretatva1?1, pretasa1?1,yukta1?1, pretarüpaf!l 

mayä prabho, pitämahäprasädena pitrlo

kam sa gacchati. This is a variation of the 
verse in HB

1 
fol. 9v translated as: "Lord, 

through me the pretahood of the preta will 
become pitrhood. Through the grace of the 
grandfather he (the preta) goes to the realm 
of Vi�i:iu." Anyhow, Mahendra recites ac
cording to HB

3 
fol. 3' pretarüpam instead of 

pitrrüpam, and pitrlokam instead of viJ,:tulo

kam, so that the verse looses its meaning of 
transferring the deceased into the state of a 
forefather. Meanwhile some of the members 
of the farnily, who have gathered in the room, 
worship the pretapi,:i<;la with rice and popped 
rice that the priest has given to them. Mahen
dra asks whether the farnily has brought gold 
and silver pieces. If not, money could also be 
used as a substitute. In fact, everyone offers 
coins and banknotes. Mahendra warns them 
not to hit the pi,:i<;la with the coins, because 
this would hurt (it or the deceased). 

Both Narain Kumär and Mahendra hold 
the water jug and pour water on the pre

tapi,:i<;la. Then Mahendra removes all the 
offerings from the pi,:i<;ias, keeping them for 
himself. 

Holding a banknote, Narain Kumär divides 
the pretapi,:i<;la into three separate parts while 
Mahendra recites mantras. lt is believed that 
the cutting should be done by a gold thread, 
which is substituted here by a banknote. 
Besides other verses he recites: eJa vo 'nu

gata pretapitaras tva1?1, dadämi te, sivam astu 

viseJänäf!l jäyatäf!l cirajzvinäm ( cf. HB 
I 

fol. 
8'). While reciting, Mahendra consults his 
small handbook for the exact wording of the 
mantras. 

After some moments Mahendra asks 
whether the dead person has a son or not. 
When Narain Kumär confirms this he says: 
"However, if he has a son it is not necessary 
to make (mix) all (the pi,:i<;ias) into one. If he 
had not had a son, all (of the pi,:i<;ias) would 
be made one." 

While tearing apart the second part he 
recites: "Go, go, oh grandfather!" (gaccha 

gaccha mahätäta, cf. HB
I 

fol. 8v). All three 
parts of the divided pretapi,:i<;la (2) are now 
merged together with the three pitrpi,:i<;ias 

(3-6) and put back in the previous place ac
cording to the instructions of Mahendra, who 
carefully demonstrates and explains how to 
do it. In this way the preta has become one 
with his three ancestors and his existence as 
a single helpless spirit has come to an end. 
The gathered family watches attentively the 
auspicious unification of the preta with the 
ancestors. The preta has now entered the 
new status as a pitr and will from now on be 
worshipped only together with his two prior 
ancestors. 

In the case described here, the father 
(Narain Kumär) performs the ritual for his 
son Rabi, so the problem arises of how to 
identify the pi,:i<;ias: who is represented in 
the father's pi,:i<;la with whom the father shall 

16 The sorasriiddha is per
formed within a period of six

teen days following full moon 

in September. lt is not clear 
whether the coins refer to this 

ritual or to the above men

tioned set of sixteen sräddhas

which has to be performed 

within a year after death. 



The sacrificial ball represent

ing the deceased has been 

merged with those three sacri

ficial balls which represent the 

father, grandfather, and great

grandfather. The deceased 

is now a forefather and has 

abandoned the insecure state 

of a disembodied ghost. 

Photo 22nd August 

17 According to the priest,
a bed has to be given three 

times: at latyä (45'h) day,

khulä (after six months), and 
däkilä (12 months). 

be united after bis death? In the legal texts, 
there are special rules for cases of a son dy
ing earlier than the father. According to these 
rules it is strictly forbidden for a father or 
elder brother to perform the sapil:u/.lkaraf}a 
for the son or younger brother (see Kane 
1991/IV: 257, GPS 11.19) However, in the 
present ritual this problem was not raised. 
The agency to continue the ritual was entirely 
with the priest. 

Mahendra first pours water onto the three 
pifJ,cj,as and then adds black sesame seeds 
until they are completely covered. The three 
previous leftover lumps (6-8) are kept in a tri
angular arrangement around the pif},r/,as. This 
positioning of the pifJ,r/,as was interpreted by 
one of the local priests as forming a border 
(slmä) to create an interior space. The pifJ,r/,as 
are again worshipped with ritual offerings: 
unbroken rice, Sacred Thread, dürvä-grass, 
cloth, yellow paste, flowers, incense, light, 
fruits, food, and water. Finally, Narain Kumär 
and Mahendra offer water and milk, pouring 
it with the water cups onto the pif},r/,as. 

While the worship of the pif},r/,as is going 
on, Narain Devi: is already busy preparing 
two big water pots and clay cups for the 
subsequent offering of water (jaladäna). Ma
hendra tells Narain Kumär to remove the 
ritual ring and to put on another one made of 

Description of the Latyä Ritual 145 

kusa, and to offer the main dak�ifJ,ä. Narain 
Kumär worships Mahendra with unbroken 
rice. Mahendra mixes barley, rice, black 
sesame seeds and puffed rice in a clay cup 
and gives it to Narain Devi:, who distributes it 
to the family members so that they can wor
ship the pif},r/,as. 

Offering of water (jaladiina) 

Mahendra asks for betel nut. He explains that 
without dak�if}ä the jug (which is now to be 
offered) is only considered to be a piece of 
clay. Two water jugs (Nev. jaldän ga�pacä) 
that have been specially prepared are brought 
into the room. They are filled with water and 
a piece of white cloth is tied around their 
necks. On top of each a small cup (Nev. 
sali) is placed filled with rice, a coin and a 
betel nut. The two jugs are an offering for 
the deceased on his one-year-long journey to 
Yama's city in the underworld. The deceased 
receives offerings of pifJ,r/,as and water at dif
ferent stages of his journey. The two water 
jugs are the water offerings for the 30th day 
and the 45th day, as was clearly indicated 
by Mahendra before. They are given to the 
priest, who now represents the deceased. 
Narain Kumär worships the jugs with ritual 
offerings: unbroken rice, water, yellow paste, 
a Sacred Thread, flowers, and light. 

Narain Devi: wraps two pieces of wood in 
white cloth. They represent an offering of 
beds. 17 Two coins are put into the jugs and 
Mahendra recites mantras. The "beds" are 
kept on two small cups with rice in front of 
the jugs; two coins are placed on top and 
they are worshipped with rice. Narain Kumär 
holds unbroken rice and sesame in his right 
hand and touches both jugs while Mahendra 
recites. Then Narain Kumär scatters the un
broken rice and sesame on the two jugs and 
the two "beds". Afterwards he hands the two 
jugs over to Mahendra, who also receives a 
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plate with potatoes and flour and another 
plate with vegetables and lentils. 

Mahendra sprinkles some water as prasä

da from the water cup on the family mem
bers who are still present and observing the 
ritual. He gives a fikä with the yellow paste 
to Narain Kumär. Then he hands over the 
pot with the yellow colour to Narain DevI, 
who takes a fikä for herself and passes the 
pot on to the other family members to apply 
fikäs to their foreheads. While Narain Kumär 
sits with his joined but open hands (aiijali), 

Mahendra invokes the forefathers with the 
exclamation svadhä and recites mantras such 
as punantu mä pitaraf:t somyäsaf:t punantu mä 

pitämahäf:t punantu prapitämahäf:t pavitrer:ia 

satäyu$ä, punantu mä pitämahäf:t punantu 

prapitämahäf:t pavitrer:ia satäyu$a visvam 

äyur vyasnavai. "Cleanse me the Fathers 
who enjoy Soma! Grandfathers make me 
clean. May great-grandfathers cleanse me 
with a sieve [ of life] that brings a century [ of 
life]. May my grandfathers cleanse me, may 
my great-grandfathers make me clean. With a 
sieve that brings a century may I obtain a füll 
length of life." 18 

Theo Narain Kumär receives a floral gar
land and gives flowers to the members of 
the family. The priest receives coins and 
banknotes from them as dak$inä. In return 
he presents Narain Kumär with flowers and 
a colourful cap (Nep. fopi), which he receives 
on the 45th day because this is a death ritual 
for a son. When a death ritual for a father is 
performed, the chief mourner receives the 
cap after 360 days. He also gives unbroken 
rice to the family members and to Narain 
Kumär, which they all scatter over the ritual 
arena. Mahendra shows Narain Kumär a ri
tual position of the hand that involves hold
ing the thumbs in the palm (mu$fivat). Narain 
Kumär holds the towel which is hanging 
around his neck in position by two corners 
and bows down. Then Mahendra receives 
dak$iYJä from Narain Kumär and the family 

members who are present: nislä (beaten rice, 
fruits, sweet), money, and plates with sweets 
and rice. 

Narain Kumär offers a piece of cloth 
(vastra) and food offerings (sidhä däna) on 
a brass plate to Mahendra, who also collects 
the money on the floor that had been given 
during the ritual. Throughout the room plates 
with rice, fruits and other edible items can be 
seen, all of them gifts to the priest. Narain 
Kumär places the pir:it;las, the unshaped 
lumps of the dough, the näf:tkäpaf:t and the 
other materials used for the ritual services 
(upacära) into the pir:it;lapätra. They will also 
be cast into the river in the concluding ritual, 
together with the other pir:it;las. 

Mahendra then asks for a lump of cow 
dung which Narain Kumär rolls out on the 
floor for purification. Mahendra tells Narain 
Kumär to offer a water libation (tarpar:ia) and 
Narain Kumär pours water from a water cup 
onto the pir:it;ias. 

Finally the pir:it;lapätra is worshipped by 
pouring water around it three times from the 
water jug (tribhramar:ia). While the water is 
being poured around the pir:it;lapätra Mahen
dra holds his hands under the water in order 
to wash his hands. Narain Kumär leaves the 

Narain Kumar takes the 

balls from the ritual arena 

and again worships them by 

touching them to his forehead. 

Afterwards he places them 

in a copper plate, where they 

remain until they are cast into 

the river Hanumante. 

Photo 22nd August 2002 

Opposite 

Narain Kumar offers two 

jugsfilled with water to the 

deceased (jaladana). They are 

worshipped by means of ritual 

services and later on handed 

over to the priest. 

Photo 22nd August 2002 

18 YV 19.39, transl. Griffith/
Arya. 
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jug upside down on the floor and worships 
it with rice. Mahendra gives (Nev.) sinhamu 

(pot with red powder) to Narain DevI so she 
can place vermilion on her forehead. She 
keeps it and gives some money to Mahendra 
and fixes the flower he gives to her in her 
hair. All of the women and one man take ver
milion from the pot. One of the women takes 
the sälagräma to the püja-room (püjäkvathä) 

in the attic of the house. 

Offering of the bed (§ayyiidiina) 

After some time in front of the house of 
mourning, the relatives of the deceased set up 
a bed and prepare the equipment which will 
be offered together with the bed. The ritual is 
called the "offering of the bed" (sayyädäna, 

Nev. sarja or sayaf:isäma). Male and female 
relatives are present during the ritual, assist
ing the chief mourner Narain Kumär, the 
priest Mahendra Sarmä and his wife, who in 
the meantime has been called in. Sometimes 
they also offer unbroken rice or the ritual fee 
(dak�iYJä) to the priest or the deceased. The 
gifts include a mattress, a bed sheet, a mos
quito net, a picture of gods, and a stove with 
different kitchen utensils: pots, ladles and 
different edibles. The bed is adorned with a 
floral garland that has been prepared before
hand in the courtyard of the hause. 

Mahendra draws four ma,,:uj,alas at the cor
ners of the bed and three additional ma,:uj,alas 

in front of it. Another man places four small 
pots filled with water on the ma,,:uj,alas at 
the four corners. The preparations for the 
§ayyädäna continue; Mahendra checks the
offerings and examines a small package of
rings. The relatives bring more offerings and
keep them beside, under and on the bed. An
earthen stove with kitchen utensils stands in
front of the bed. Some wheat is placed under
the bed, later on barley as well.

Order of the monthly offerings (miisikadiina krama�) 

Month (mäsab) Offerings (dänadravyä,y,i) 

1 1/2 

2 

3 

4 

5 

5 1/2 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

11 1/2 

12 

Water vessel made of copper (Nep. 
tämäko jalpätra) 
a seat for the jaladäna rite (äsani 
jaladänam) 

golden ring, rice pudding [cooked 
with milk to feed the farnily members] 
and clothing (suvar,:,.ä,igutiyam, 
k�irabhojanaJ!! paridhänäni ca) 

a pair of shoes (upänahau) 

garment (vastram) 

umbrella (chatram) 

[a]weapon (astrasastram)

various valuable objects 
( dhanadra vyä,y,i) 

gift of a cow together with a small 
golden boat and garments (suvar,y,anau 
käsahitagaudänam paridhänani ca) 

grain [food etc.] (annädikäni) 

ornaments (äbhara,:,.m?'L, Nep. 
gahanäguriyä) 

a golden lion-seat 
( s u var,y,as il11häsanam) 

a pair of shoes (upänahau) 

a walking stick with a silver design on 
it (lagu<j,aJ!! rajatä ja<!,itam) 

gift of an umbrella (chatradänam) 

gift of a woollen garment and other 
garments (ür,y,avastradänam anyäni 
paridhänani ca) 

Names of 
underworld cities 
(yamapuräf:i) 

saumyam 

sauripuram 

nagendrabhavanam 

gandharvapattana 

§a ilägamapuram

krauiicapuram 

krürapuram 

vicitrabhavanam 

bahvapadapuram 

du�ikhadapurcun 

nänakrandapuram 

sutaptabhavanam 

raudrapuram 

payovar�w.iapuram 

füä<j,hyapuram 

In the notes of Aisvaryadhar Sarmä, this table is given with the names of the different 
cities the deceased has to pass through during one year, the timing when he will 
reach each city and the offerings that have to be given to him. The !ist of the cities is 
congruent with the narnes given in GPS 1.59 except for the city of Yama, which is 
missing in the table, so there are only 15 cities and timings given. 



Offering of the bed (sayyädäna) 

360 small water pots are filled 

with water as an ojfering to 

the deceased, who will set out 

on a year-long journey to the 

other world. Narain Kumär on 

a wooden äsana, Mahendra 

leaning against the bed. 

Photo 22"'1 August 2002. 

Mahendra places 360 small water pots 

(udakakumbha) on the floor in front of the 

bed and fills them with water. He is assisted 

by two men and a woman. These water pots 

are gifts for the deceased, one pot for each 

day of the lunar year. This happens despite 

the fact that the preta has already been uni

fied with his ancestors in the sapir_uj,"ikarar;a. 
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A sukur;tjä lamp bums in front of the stove. 

After filling all of the 360 pots with water 

Mahendra crouches down in front of the bed, 

holding his small handbook, and directs the 

family members as to how and where to place 

the different items. Narain Kumar squats on 

a wooden footstool opposite him. He wears a 

pavitra ring. 

Now the actual §ayyädäna begins. A small 

icon of Lak�mI-Näräyai:ia is worshipped with 

libations of milk and water, unbroken rice, 

and money. Some men place an earlier pre

pared umbrella made of leaves on top of the 

mosquito-net. A pot füll of unhusked rice is 

brought in for the rice offering (annadäna). 

On top of it two nuts and a coin have been 

kept previously. 

A stick from the Nep. paiyü (Nev. pvä

s"ima) tree Jeans against the bed. According 

to Mahendra a similar stick is used on the 

evening of the tenth day. Mahendra gives a 

ku§a blade to Narain Kumär, who touches 

the stick with his right hand while Mahendra 

is reciting the ritual intention and maniras, 

which could not be identified due to the noise 

outside on the road. Mahendra splits ku§a 

grass. Narain Kumär places banknotes and 

coins on the bed. Holding sesame, rice and 

water, which is slowly dripping from his right 

hand, he again touches the stick and Mahen

dra recites long passages. 

Meanwhile Narain DevI lights the ghee 

lamp from the burning sukur;tjä. After finish

ing the recitation Mahendra directs Narain 

Kumär to scatter the sesame seeds, rice and 

water which he has been holding on the ritual 

arena in front of the bed. Narain Kumär wor

ships the Brahmin couple (Mahendra and his 

wife), which is now sitting on the bed, and of

fers dresses, shoes, money and a cap (!opi) to 

the Brahmin. The wife of the deceased man 

washes the feet of the couple, offers fikä, 

gives a plate with potatoes, turmeric (Nep. 

haldl), salt etc. and the ritual fee. Narain 

DevI as weil as other female family members 
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also ritually wash their feet by placing them 
on a dish and pouring some water over them. 
Everyone worships the couple. 

Narain Kumär presents Mahendra with the 
dish with rice (annadäna) and a plate with 
salt, potatoes, rice, black and yellow lentils, 
turmeric and clarified butter. Then he offers 
bangles and the two rings to the couple. Once 
again Mahendra consults his handbook for 
the recitations. Shoes, fruits and money are 
presented to him. He then sprinkles water on 
the farnily members (abhiJeka) who are pres
ent. Narain Kumär offers a floral garland to 
Mahendra, who is still sitting on the bed next 
to his wife reciting Sanskrit verses which 
could not be identified. 

Finally Mahendra gives pieces of a flower 
first to Narain Kumär, then to the other fam
ily members (prasäda). Everyone pays a 
ritual fee (dakJit:,,ä) to Mahendra. After clear
ing the ritual arena, Mahendra and his wife 
quickly return home. 

Casting away the sacrificial balls 
(pil:,,cj,avisarjana) 

After the sayyädäna a procession of relatives 
walks to the Mangaltirtha at the river Hanu
mante to cast away the pit:,,(j,as (pif_!{j,avisar
jana, Nev. pheki väygu). The pif_l{j,as are 
carried in the three different pif_l{j,apätra 
in which they have been kept during the 
foregoing rituals. The first person - who is 
carrying the single pif_l{j,a (vikalapif_l{j,a) in 
a brass vessel - is the husband (Nev. jicä
bhäju) of Narain Devi, the second copper 
vessel with fifteen pif_l{j,as is carried by a 
member of a split lineage (Nev. phuki), and 
the third vessel, also made of copper and 
containing the three pitrpif_l{j,as, is carried by 
Narain Kumär who walks behind the other 
two. They are accompanied by Narain Devi. 
The pif_l{j,as are thrown in the same order into 
the river. Carefully they walk barefoot on the 

slippery and muddy river bank, taking care 
not to fall. 

Finally Narain Devi offers a plate of food 
(Nev. khusibvaf:t) to the crows at the river. 
As soon as she has left the plate the crows 
pounce on and fight over the food. They can 
be sure to be fed again soon when the next 
party of mourners cornes. 

Worship of Siva (sivaliligapüjä) 

Narain Kumär performs the last rite of the 
latyä ritual at the Mangaltirtha on the banks 
of the river Hanurnante. He worships Siva, 
who is represented there in the form of a 
linga. The pot of Sadäsiva which was used in 
the previous ritual is brought for the purpose. 
Food offerings and the pot are kept beside 
the linga. First offerings are made of yellow 
paste, unbroken rice, flowers, fruits and a 
coin, then water is poured 45 times over the 
linga, representing libations for each of the 
first 45 days. The water has not been taken 
from the river, but collected from a nearby 
well by one of the family members. 

Back at the house the KäpaH wornan 
comes to collect her share from Narain Devi. 
First four plates of food, later on a fifth is 
given to her, as well as money and some rice 
beer. This concludes the series of death ritu
als performed on the 45th day after the death 
of Rabi Svagamikha. 

Opposite 

Ojfering of a bed (sayyadana) 

to the deceased on the 45,1, day 

after death. The widow of the 

deceased, Lak:jnü, washes as 

do other relatives the feet of 

the Brahmin couple. 

Photo 22"" August 2002. 
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Opposite 

All of the bal/s that have previ

ously been offered are brought 

to the river Hanumante and 

cast into it. The jicäbhäju casts 

the vikalapi(i.(la, a member of 

a phuki casts the fifteen balls, 

and Narain Kumär casts the 

balls of the forefathers with the 

unshaped lumps. Afterwards 

the mhäymacä offers a plate of 

food (khusibva�) to the river 

and the crows. 

Photo 22'"1 August 2002 

THE RITUAL HANDBOOKS 

Introduction 

The following edition of a "Handbook of 
the Latyä Ritual" is based on a personal 
handbook belonging to the Brahrnin priest 
Mahendra Räj Sarmä, Bhaktapur (HB). HB

3 

which also belongs to Mahendra Räj Sarmä, 
contains excerpts of some of the stotras of 
HB 

1
• A transliteration and concordance of 

HB3 is attached to the translation of HB 1• Ad
ditionally another handbook (HB2) belonging 
to his brother-in-law Aisvaryadhar Sarmä has 
also been consulted, as has the Antyakarma

paddhati (AKP), a printed manual in Sanskrit 
with a Nepäli cornmentary: 

AKP Antyakarmapaddhati by Dadhi Räma 
Maräsini, with a cornmentary by B.�i 
Räma Sarmä Ghimire. Kathmandu: 
Mahendra-Sarpskrta-Visvavidyälaya, 
V.S. 2056. -XVIII, 285 pp. (Mahendra
Sarpskfta-Visvavidyälaya-Granthamä
lä, vol. 38).
Personal handbook of the priest Ma
hendra Raj Sarmä, Bhaktapur, dated
[vikrama] sarrivat 1997 phälguJJ,a .§udi 

10 roja 7, i.e. 1940 AD, NepälI paper, 
31 fol., no title, size: 11.5 x 7 cm, 5-7 
lines per folio, DevanägarI script, black 
ink, occasional underlining in yellow 
(kurrikuma) and red (haridrä), some ad
ditional remarks on the margins. The 
manuscript belongs to the farnily of 
Mahendra Räj Sarmä. According to 
him it is the only source to be used for 
perforrning the latyä ritual. The author, 
who identifies himself on fol. 31' as the 
Brahrnin Devadhara, was not a family 
member. 

HB
2 

Handbook of Aisvaryadhar Sarmä, Pa
tan, untitled, undated, written in the 
1990s. The book deals with death rituals, 
sapiJJ,(/J.karaJJ,a (latyä) and .§ayyädäna.

Modem stationery copy book, 124 pa
ges, approx. 25 lines on each page; 
Devanägari script, occasional under
lining in fluorescent or coloured text 
markers. The HB

2 
consists for the most 

part of verses for recitations or sarrikal

pas. Only occasionally are ritual pre
scriptions given. Pages kha-fa deal 
with the .§ayyädäna and the connected 
rituals, pages 1-110 wi th the death 
ritual starting with the treatment of the 
dead body until the sapiJJ,(/J.karaJJ,a and 
.§räddha. Additionally lists of materials 
to be used in the rituals are mentioned, 
as well as tables for the timing of the 
mäsikapiJJ,{j,as and the stations of the 
underworld which the deceased has 
to pass, as well as drawings of the 
diagram for the mäsikapiJJ,{j,as and of 
the arrangement of the pots at the 
.§ayyädäna. 

Personal handbook of the priest Ma
hendra Sarmä, Bhaktapur. A collection 
of the main stotras used during the latyä

ritual; undated, untitled, size: 5.8 x 9 cm, 
l 0-14 lines per folio, Devanägar1 script,
black ink. From the handbook 6 foll.
contain a selection of stotras and väkyas

serving as memory aids for the recita
tions in the latyä, which are for the
most part congruent with the verses
gi ven in HB 1• Mahendra Sarmä used
this handbook several times during the
performance of latyä.
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Sigla and abbreviations: 
dar_u/.a 
double da,;g,a 

1 end of line 

II new folio 
( underl i ning:) Neväri words (in foL 16v 

and 3 l': Nepäli) 
x Unreadable ak$ara 

Nev. Neväri 
Nep. Nepäli 

[ ] References of verses which are quoted 
in an abbreviated form; quotations 
from the Yajurveda are from Griffith/ 
Arya 1997. 

Abbreviations used in HB 
1
: 

19 

0 abbreviation (e.g. u0
: upati$fhatäm) 

2 either nama{i (with dative) or upati$

fhatäm (with accusative) 
3 repetition (three times) 

dot to separate words or nama{i (see 
fol. 17' ff.) 

In the following edition, spelling pecu
liarities and variants of HB 1 - e.g. s for s and
�. fI1 for nasals, yy for y etc. - have not been 
amended. 

The Sanskrit text, partly mixed with Ne
väri, is often corrupt. Gi ven that it was written 
for the personal use of the priest and certainly 
not meant for publication or translation, we 
have not "corrected" the text. Emendations 
which concern our translation are given in 
the notes. However, we did not aim at a literal 
translation which would mirror all the "rnis
takes", inconsistencies and lacunae. Rather 
we tried to present a readable and practical 
translation. Thus, we often have translated 
the gerund by finite verb forms in the impera
tive or optative mood in order to underline 
the prescriptive character of the text. 

The reader should take into consideration 
that such texts are often written by authors 
who are more interested in the ritual practice 
than transmitting a learned textual tradition, 

and thus care more about getting the ritual 
right rather than the texts. There is also a 
significant discrepancy in the distribution of 
topics: while the focus of the latyä ritual is on 
the pi�ig,as, the handbook (HB 1) is more con
cerned with the gift of the bed (.foyyädäna), 

which takes a comparatively short time in the 
actual ritual. 

Edition 

fol. 
[Table of contents] 
alapodutayevidhi�i lpil;qlachedanaväkya. 1$0-

da.fokalästotra. l.foyyädänavidhi{i. 20 1 

[Pürväliga] 

l' sriga,:iesäye nama!J,.21. atha caturda.folka
lä alapodutaye vidhi!J,. nhapäm alal[2JE_ 
�- 5 • 7 • 9 • 11 • 21 • �- läcama

na 3. srisüryyärgha. väkya. lamukagotra 

amukodde.focaturdasakalä-

l v pi,:iqlafräddhe kartturr,, bhagavate

srisüryyärgharr,, nalma!J,. pu$parr,, 2. 
ala/J_Qpüjä. srisüryyalkumbhakesvaräya 

idam äsanarr,, 2. pu$parr,, 2. lnäräya,:iarr,,

kumbhakesvaräya idam äsanarr,, 2 

lpu$parr,, 2. sadäsiväya kumbhakesvarä-

2' ya idam äsanarr,, 2. pu$parr,, 2. ga,:ia

patikurr,,lbhakesvaräya idam äsanarr,, 

2. pu$pam 2. lvaru,:iakumbhakesvaräya

idam äsanarr,, 2. lpu$parr,, 2. vahi-

Title page of the manuscript 
HB, written by Devadhara in 
1940 AD, size 11.5 x 7 centi
metres. 
Source: collection of 
Mahendra Sarmä. 

19 The figures are written in
Devanägad in HB

1 20 On the right margin of the
first page three lines have been 
added, illegibly. 
21 On the top margin is a
smaJI diagram for placing the 
paJicadasapil_u/as, similar to 
HB2 p. 41.



First page of manuscripl HBr 
Source: collection of Mahen.
dra Sarmä. 

22 Last line written on the 

margin, probably by the same 

scribe. 
23 HB

3 
fol. I '-1 ': sarvatirtha

maly1mürtikuf!1bhakesa1rt1ya 
lnamämi siva satafaJ?1. xi lsarva 
jive:ju tära(Wm.lvidhifi vi:j(1.u 
haras caiva ltrimürtibhava
tära(iam. syälmaraktäti var(WS 
rva,?i pünwlkumbham namo 
stu te. 
24 Read ünamäsika-. 
25 HB

3 
fol. l': kravyädägni

stotraku!ir/a lkarpürasa1?1käsa 
ekavaktrals trilocana. 
paficadasakalläfräddhe kra
vyädägne namo lstu te. Verse

not verified. 
26 stotra ... astu written on the

bottom and the margins of fol. 

3'and 4'. 
27Verse not verified. 
28 Read amukanämne-. 
29 Read trtiyakalä-. 
30 Read !fCt!f!ha-. 
31 Read ün:jä(1mäsikapi(1{/a1?'l. 
32 ta,?ikaräjabhr1?'lgäräja added

on the right margin. 
33 ko/ä ... bhopuye written on

the left, bottom and right mar

gins. 
34 HB

3 
fol. l ': paratafi 

sivakumbhena namas te pitrde
vaiä. 
35 Read amukanäma-. 

dvärärriga,:tebhyo idam äsalnarri 2. 

pw;par(l 2. evarri pädärgharri 2. hastä-
2v rghyarri 2. pratyarghyarri 2. candanarri 2. 

yajiiolpavitakapu$parri 2. dhüparri 2 diparri 
2. latra gandhädi.. stotra.

sarvatirthalmayimürtikumbhesvara

trtiyake. namälmi satatarri deva

pür,:takurribharri namämi te.
lvidhir vi$,:tuharas caiva trimürttibhava

tära,:twr,,. 22 

3' syämaraktädikavar,:tarri prw:,,ämämi sa

dälsivarri.23 kaläprathamaparyyarritarri

unmäsädilka24 pi,:trj,akarri. dvisaptä

ditrimürttitvarri lpür,:täku,r,,bhakam 
'isvaram. 

atra gandhädil.. maliipüjä. siddhikesvara 

amu-
3v lkanämakravyädägnaye idam äsanarri 

ulpatiHhatärri. pu$parri upati$fhatärri. 
evarri päldärghyarri u0

. hastärghyärri u0
• 

candanäk$altayajiiopavitakapu$pa,r,, 

upati$fhatäryi. dhülparri • diparri • naive
dyarri u0

• atra garridhädi. stotral

ku,:trj,arri karpürasarrikäsarri ekavaktrarri 

trilocänarri. parricada lsakaläs räddhe 
kravyädägnimürttaye namal:,,. 25 

atra püjä 
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4' lvidhänarri tatsarvarri vidhiparipür,:tam 

astu. 26 lstotra. 
siddhikesa namas tubhyarri bhüta
nälthäya te namal:,,. sarvasiddhikararri 
devarri bhütalnätharri namo stu te. 27• 

[Paficadasapil)c;ladäna] 

caturdasakaläpil,:trj,äsanarri upati$fha
tärri. pi,:trj,apäträlsanarri ca. viile pitJ,q,a 

thay_e_. adyetyäldi • väkya. amukagotra 

amukodde-
4v sacaturdasakaläpi,:trj,asräddhe amulnäm

ne28 dvitiyakalämäsikapi,:trj,arri ltasmai
upati$fhatärri. trtiya29tripak$elmäsika

pi,:t4,arri 0• caturthakalädvitilyamäsi

kapi,:tt;Larri 0• parricamakalätrti-

5' lyamäsikapi,:t4,arri. sa$fakaläcaturtha

mäls ikap i,:t4,arri30. sap tamakaläparrica
mamäs ilkap i,:trj,arri. a$famakalä 

un$änamäsilkapi,:t4arrt31 . navamakalä$ä

namäsikalpi,:trj,wr,,. dasamakaläsapta
mamäsika-

5v pi,:t4,arri. ekädasakalä a$famamälsi

kapi,:t4,arri. dvädasakalänavama

mälsikapi,:trj,arri. trayodasakalädasa
mamälsikapi,:t4,arri. caturdasakalä 

ekädasalmäsikapi,:trj,a,r,,. koliisa lhä si-
61 l}',e. pi,:trj,abhäga. caturdasakaläpi,:trj,e

lpi,:trj,abhägarri upati$fhatärri. tilodaka. 

lcaturdasakaläp i,:trj,e tilodakärg hyarri 
lupati$fhatä1r,,. candanayajiiopavitaka 
tarrikaräja bhrrrigäräja32 lpu$parri 

upati$fhatä1r,,. atra gwr,,dhädi 

6v kolii lhäftä pir;q,asa tonake. pi,:trj,a
pätrodakena tilodakärghyarri upati$fha
tärri. kolii bhopuye33 .. stotra. 

caturdasakaläpi,:trj,e trptilr bhavati säs
vatarri. pitarasivakumbharrt34 lca namas 
te pitrdevatä. 

atra gandhädi 1. ku,r,,bhakesvarebhyo 

pu$parri upati$fhatärri. lcaturdasa
kaläpi,:trj,e pu$parri upati$fhatärrt 1. sid

dhikesvaräya amuka35kravyädägne-

7' ya pu$parri upa0
• caturdasaka-
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läpir_u/.asvalsthänaväso bhavatu. WJJ4a_ 
ilizy__e_. pilr:,4,a jalena tribhramm:zayt1. 

sarvväf},i päpälfJ,i purä krtäni sayt1vi$!i
päpä ca dilvayt1 prayänti. 

7v yogikrtä tvayt1 nijayt1 vilnudänayt1 
bhägtrathi tvayt1 saraf},ayt1 prayäyt1lti. 36 

alapo dutayeke choye. gaf},esalpujä 
chizyL.pifJ,cf,a khwp,sa cuyake choye 1. iti 
caturddasakalä alapodutaye vidhil:z. 

[Sapil)c;!Ikarai:ia/Latyä] 

3r latyäyä pif},cf,achedana. väkya. 1
e$a vonugatapretapitaras tvayt1 dadämi 
te. lsivam astu vise$änäyt1 jäyatäyt137

cira}tlvinärri38. grhyatäyt1 tatsvarupe�ia 
pifJ,{jalrupef},a sa,?isthitarri39. 

3v gacha gacha mahälltäta pitarau sara

f},ayt1 tava. samänapadalpifJ,{jayt1 tu 
pitrloke sthiro bhava40. 

välkya. 
ihalokayt1 parityajya gatosi41 paralmäyt1 
gati42. pretarüpayt143 parityajya divya
lolkayt1 sa gacchati. 1. 

9r tava vayt1sasamudbhutallprapautrohayt1 
pitämaha44. pretattvagatÜJi45 äpannayt1 
lsäyt1nidhyayt1 krtyatäyt146 tvayä. 

väkya. 
ihalolkayt1 pari0. 2 .. 
prapautras tvaf!i kule jältä S[fJ,U 
vrddhapitämaha. yävac candrärkkau 
lmedinyäyt147 tävat tvayt1 susthiro48

bhava. 
9v ihalllokayt1 pa0

. 3 .. 49 

$Odasakalästoltra50. 
pretatvayt1 pretasayt1yuktayt1 
pitrrupayt151 mayä lprabho52. pitäma
haprasädena vi$fJ,Ulokayt153 lsa gac
chati. 

iti $Odasakalästotra54 .. I 

[Sayyädäna] 

atha sayyädänavidhil:z.. tatal:z bhumau 
1 Ü' gomayena lipya • pttacürf},ena 

a$/adalapaldmayt1 lekhya. tatal:z 
prasthaikapätre nidhäya 1. tasyopa-
ri säradärumayiramyäyt1 drcf,häyt1 
ldantapatravicitritäyt1 sayyäyt1 ästhiryya 
ltasyopari hayt1satulisa55str$apidhä-

l ov nikä1Ji pracchädana pa!fi56paiicavarf},a
viciltränakayt1 bhidyä57 chädana
näyt1vara58yutäyt1 sayyäyt1 say}tkrtya. 
tadupari ni$kadvayasuvarf},alpariyutäyt1. 
lak$mtnäräyaf},apratimäyt1 sthälpya. paii
cakumbhapramäf},ayt1. tsäf},e ghrtakuyt1-

l l r bhayt1 ca ägneyäyt1 kuyt1kumas tathä.
nairtyäyt159 goldhumakuyt1bhayt1 vä
yavyäyt1 jalapuritayt1. nidrälkuyt1bha
ghrta str$e sthäpya. paiicakum
bhe$u lpürf},apätrayt1 nidhäya. tatal:z 
sayyäpälrsve saptadhänyayt1 sayt1sthä
pya. pramäf},a. 

11 v dhänyayt1 yavayt1 ca godhumayt1 mudgä 
mä$ä kuluyt11thakä60. canakä6 1 cetivi
jiieyä saptadhälnyäni vai budhail:z .. 
tata{i tämbulakamalf},(jalu ädarsakuyt1-
kumak�audrakarpura agulruk[$f},ä-
g urusrtkhaf},cf,adtpikächatra ulpänahau 
cämaravyajanapäna äsanapäka-

l 2r bhäf},(jasadarvivyaiijanädi yathäyo
gopakalraf},äni sayyäpärsve yathä 
sayt1bhavasämälgrin sthäpayet. 
stripuyt1bhedena vasträlalnkä
rädiyathäyogyavastuni sthäypa. ltatal:z 
prälimukhopavi§ya. sayyopari-

12v sthitä lak$minäräyaf},apratimä62

• sälligrämayt1 pujayet .. ädau
saf!ikallpal:z. äcamana 3. tilakusaja
läny äldäya. väkya. Of!I tatsat 3 vi$fJ,U
3. adyalbrahmaf},etyädi 0• desakälau
smJiktrttya. almukagoträsmatpitaramu
kasarmmaf},o j iiä-

13' täjiiätakäyavälimanojanitäse$apäpa-l 
k$ayapurvakäpsarogaf},asevyamäna 
vimälnädhikaraf},akendrapuragama-

36 HB
2 

p. 39: sarvä(ii päpäni
purä krtäni pürvai� krtäni 
pralayam prayäntu, krtai(i 
suputrair jalabindupätair 
bhägirathi tvac chara,_ial'[I 
prayäntu. The metre is upajäti, 
though irregular. 
31-täl'[I added by a different

scribe.
38 Read e�a vo 'nugata-; 
HB

2 
p. 43: e�a vonugata(i

preta�. pitaras tva,?i dadämi te, 
sivavi�1.iumahqänäY[I. jäyatä.1?7 
cirajivinäf!!. 
39 HB

2 
p. 43: grhyatä1?i tvat

sutotpannaf!'l pi(it;l.arüpe,:za 
saf!!slhilaf!!, samänapadavi1?i 
västu prasidatu pitamaha(i. 
40 HB

? 
p. 43: gacha gacha

mahäpreta pitarau fora,:zam 
tava, samänapadam ärabhya 
pitrloke sthiro bhava. 
41 Read gato 'si. 
42 Read -gatim. 
43 HB

2 
p. 43 and HB

3 
fol. 2':

pretalokaf!l. 
44 

HB
2 

p. 43: pautroycu11. präpi
tämaha. 
45 Read pretatvagatil?i. 
46 Read kriyaläf!i. 
47 HB

2 
p. 44: candrärka

medinyä1?i. 
48 HB

2 
p. 44: ca sthiro. 

49 The verses from fol. g,· 

should be repeated for the 

father, the grandfather, and 

the great-grandfather. Here the 

beginning of the verse ihaloka
is abbreviated, but from the 

context it can be assumed that 

this verse is addressed to the 

great-grandfather. 
50 Read �otj,afo-.
51 

HB
3 

fol. 3": pretarüpam. 
52 HB

2 
p. 43: pretas tvGf!1 pre

tasa1?7yuktaf!! pretarüpa1?7 pra
sidhyati, pitämahaprasädena 
vi�(1ulokc11?7 sa gacchati. 
53 HB

3 
fol. 3': pitrlokani. 

54 Read �o(lafo-. 
55 Read haf!!satülikä.
56 Read pafi. 
57 Read bhittva?. 
58 Read chädanämbara-. 
59 Read nairrtyäm.
60 Read kulattha; HB

? 
p. ga: 

kulatthaka. 



61 Read cwwka. 
62 Read -pratimä1?1„ 
63HB

2 
p. gha: 01?1 adyetyädi.

amukagotrotpannasya amu
kasambandhasya nämnaf:i 

jiiätäjiiätakäyika väcika mä

nasika sä1?1sargikärbhikädi
aneka janmajanmäntariya
ase:iapäpaparik:iayapürvaka 

apsaroga(iasevyamänakend
rapuragamanottara:ia:ifhisa
hasravarJa tadadhikara,:ia

kritj,anastrisahasrasa,?ivara(W

sahita svargalokamahitvatad
u.ttara1a:ifhiyojanama1.itj,ala

räjyantarasivaikyakäma!iya

thäsaktisajjikrtagrlwpaskara

(1ClSahitä1?1 sayyä,?1 imäf!l 
dänam aha,??- kariJye. RBKS

fol. 399': piträde!i samas

tapäpa k:iayapürva käpsa ro

ga1.iaseväyuta vimänakara(1.a
kendrapuragamanottaraJO:jfi

sahasravarJädhikara(iakri{la

nastrisan.ghasamävrtasarvalo
kamahimatvaduttara:ia:ifiyo
janama(it/,alaräjyabhogänanta

rasivasäyujyäväpti kämaf:i 

sayyädänam aham kariJye. 
64 Read §ayyädäna,?1 kartum. 
65 B.V 1.35.2, YV 33.43. 
66 Quotecl from the memory 
of Pandit Aisvaryaclhar 
Sarmä; cf . Siddhäntakaumudf, 
Pär_linfyasik�ä verse 59: 
ajiiänändhasya lokasya 
jiiänäiijanasaläkayä, cak:iur 
unmilita,?1 yena tasmai 
pä,:iinaye ncuna(i .. 
67 Reacl -äsanäya. 
68 HB

3 
fol. 4': vigraham.

69 Read urasä-. HB
3 

fol. 4':

urasä kaustubham vibhrt. 
70 HB

2 
p. gha: -prabhum.

71 HB3 fol. 4': padmam mukL1-
ra0. 

72 HB
2 
p. gha: -kürmau.

73 Read bhagavan. 
74 Reacl bhava. 
75 YV25.l9. 
76 YV 18.36. 
77 

YV 23.32. 
78 

YV 13.27-29.
79 ghrta written on the top 
margin. 
so YV 6.19.
81 YV 16.41. 
82 YV 16.61. 

nottara:ja:jfisalhasrasaJ?1,vara,:,.asahita

svarlokamah"itva1J1 ltaduttara:ja!jfiyo

janama,:,.cjalaräjyäna1?7ta-

13v rasivaikyakämaf:t sayyädänapüjänimit

tyartheti sm?7kalpa{163 .. tad eva väkye-1

nasayyädänakartuf!Z64 bhagavate

sr"isüryyälya arghyaf!Z namaf:t. pu!fpaf!Z 2.

Of!l äk[:j!J.e0 1 

[ä kr!f,:,.ena rajasä varttamäno 

nivesayann amrta,?1 martya1J1 ca, 

hira,:,.yayena savitä rathenä devo yäti 

bhu vanäni pasyan. 65] 

gurunamaskära. 

ajiiänatimirändheti01. 

[ ajiiänatimirändhasya j iiän.äiijana

salakayä, cak:jur unnülita yena tas

mai sr"igurave namaf:t. 66] 

nyäsasalikhärghapüjä. ätmapüjäntaf!Z. 

14' tataf:t sayyoparidevasyäsanapüjä. 

Of!l äldhärasaktaye namaf:t. Of!l an

antäsanäya 2 lof!Z skandäsanäya 2. 

01?1 näläsanäya 12. padmäsanäya 

2. paträsanäya 2. lkesaräsanäya 2.

kar,:,.ikäsanäya 2 1.

14v Of!l garucjäsanäya 2. kürmmäsanä 67 

12. dhyänaf!Z.

Of!l vidyutpuiijanibhaf!l dehaf!l lalk:jm"i

vämäligasa1?7sthitmJ1. pravibhakta

vilbhü:jäcjhyaf!Z sr"ivatsälikita

vak:jasaf!Z68. daralsä69 kaustubhaf!l

vibhratsmita vaktraJ?l jagatpralbho 70
• 

15' salikhacakragadäpadma,?1 dak:jahaste

villräjitaf!Z. pustakakalasaf!Z padma

kumudam71 vämalhastake.

tärk:jakürmmä72 samärücjha1J1

lak:jmilnäräya,:iaJ?l bhaje.

lak:jminäräya,:,.äya dhyälnapu:jpaf!l 

namaf:t.. tato ävähanaJ?l. 

Of!l älgaccha bhagavän73 vi!j!J.O

sarvesa sarvacjrg vilbho. 

1 SV krpayä devadevesa madag re 

sa7?inilldho bhavalJ,74.

lak:jm"inäräya,:,.äya ävälhanaJ?l samarpa

yämi 2. pädyädi. sr"inälräya,:,.äya pädyaf!Z 

namaf-:t. evaf!Z hastärghaf!Z • praltyar-
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ghaf!l. snänaJ?l. 

Of!l svasti indro0
• 

[svasti na indro vrddhasraväf:t svas

ti naf-:t pü:jä visvavedäf:t, svasti 

nas tärk:jyo ari!jfanemif-:t svasti no 

brhaspatir dadhätu. 75] 

dugdha 1 

Of!l payaf-:t prthivyäf!l 0. 

[payaf-:t prthivyäf!l paya O!fadh"i!fu 

payo divyantarik:je payo dhäf-:t, paya

svatif-:t pradisaf:t santu mahyam. 76] 

dadhi. 

Of!l dadhikrälpno0
. 

[dadhikräv,:,.o akäri!jaf!l }i:j,:,.or 

asvasya väjinaf-:t, surabhi no mukhä 

karat pra,:,.a 'äyü1?7:ji täri!jat. 77] 

madhu. 

Of!l madhuvätä 0•

[madhu vätä rtäyate madhu k:jaranti 

sindhavaf:t, mädhv"ir naf-:t santv O!ja

dh"if-:t. madhu naktam uto:jaso madhu

mat pärthivaf!Z raja{1, madhu dyaur 

astu na pitä. madhumän no vanas

patir madhumä1J1 astu süryaf-:t, 

mädhv"ir gavo bhavantu naf:t. 78] 

ghrta. 

16' Of!l ghrlltaf!l ghrta79 päväna0
• 

[ghrtaf!Z ghrtapävänaf:t pibata vasäf!l 

vasäpävänaf:t pibatäntarik:jasya havir 

asi svähä, disaf:t pradisa ädiso vidisa 

uddiso digbhyaf-:t svähä. 80]

sarkkarä. 

Of!l namaf-:t sambhaväya lca 0
• 

[namaf:t sambhaväya ca mayobhavä

ya ca namaf-:t salikaräya ca mayas

karäya ca namaf-:t siväya ca siva

taräya ca. 81] 

gaJ?1,godaka •. 

ye tirthäni 0•

[ye t"irthäni pracaranti srkähastä

ni!jaligi,:,.af-:t, te:jäf!l sahasrayojane 'va 

dhanväni tanmasi. 82] 

vastra. 

valsof-:t pavitram asi 0• 

[vasof:t pavitram asi satadhäraf!Z 
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vasof:i pavitram asi sahasradhäram, 

devas tvä savitä punätu vaso�i pa

vitre�ia satadhäre�ia supvä käma

dhuk$a�i. 83] 

candana. 

0f!l yad adyaka O 1.

[yad adya kacca vrtrahannudagä 

abhi sürya, sarvaf!l tad indra te 

vase. 84 tara,:,,ir visvadarsato jyoti$k!d

asi sürya, vi$vamä bhäsi rocanam. 85] 

sindüra. 

tvaiijaviHadä 0• 

[tvaf!l yaviHha däSU$O nf,:z�i pähi 

sr,:zudht gira�i, rak$ä tokamutat

manä. 86] 

yajiiopavtlta. 

yajiiopavttaf!'I, paramal]i 0• 

[Of!l yajiiopavltaf!l paramaf!'I, pavitraf!l 

prajäpater yat saha}af!l purastät, äyu$

yam agryaf!l pratimuiica subhraf!'I, 

yajiiopavtta1r,, balam astu tejaf:i. 87] 

ak$ata. 

alk$a,inanüva 0
• 

[ak$annamtmadanta hy ava priyä 

adhü$ata. asto$ata svabhänavo vi

prä navi$[hayä matt yojä nv indra te 

hart. 88] 

yava. 

yavosi 0• 

[of!'I, yavo 'si yavayäsmad dve$O 

yavyayärättf:,,, 89] 

tila. 

16v 0f!l tilo si soma 0
• 

[Of!l tilo 'si somadevatyo gosave 

devanirmitaf:i, pratnavadbhi�i prattaf:i 

svadhayä pitrlokäf!l prt�iayä hi naf:i 

svadhä nama iti. 90] 

pu$pa. 

yäf:i phallant 0 
.. 

[yäf:i phalintryä aphalä apu$pä yäs 

ca PU$Pi�ü�i, brhaspatiprasütäs tä no 

muiicantv al]ihasaf:i. 91] 

tato svasvavedena Vi$,:zulmantre�ia triyäii

jalif:i. $acj,a,iga. dhüpa. 1 

0f!l dhür asi 0• 

[dhür asi dhürva dhürvantaf!'I, dhürva 

ta1r,, yo 'smän dhürvati ta1r,, dhürva 

yaf!l vaya1?7- dhürvämaf:,,, devänäm asi 

vahnitama1r,, sasnitama1r,, papritamaf!l 

j U$ f atamaf!'I, de vahütamam. 92] 

dtpa. 

01?7- tejosi 0
• 

[tejo 'si tejo mayi dhehi vtryam asi 

vtryaf!l mayi dhehi balam asi balal]i 

mayi dhehy ojo 'sy ojo mayi dhehi 

manyur asi manyuf!l mayi dhehi saho 

'si saho mayi dhehi. 93] 

naiveldya. 

0f!l annapate 0
• 

[annapate 'nnasya no dehy ana

mtvasya SU$mi,:zaf:i, prapra dätäraf!'I, 

täri$a ürja1?7- no dhehi dvipade ca

tu$pade. 94] 

phala. 

yäf:i phalant 1. 95 

fl{Jg_iphalatämbüla96
• 

17r 01?7- namaf:i par,:zäya llca 0
. 

[nama�i par,:zäya ca par,:zasadäya ca 

nama udguramä,:zäya cäbhighnate 

ca nama äkhidate ca prakhidate ca 

nama i$ukrdbhyo dhanu$krdbhyas 

ca vo namo namo vaf:i kirikebhyo 

devänäf!l hrdayebhyo namo vicinvat

kebhyo namo vik$i,:zatkebhyo nama 

änirhatebhya�i. 97] 

0f!l lak$nünäräya�iäya idaf!l dhüpadt

palnaivedyäni phalasa,r,,kalpasiddhir 

astu .. ltataf:i sayyopari pürvadisäyäf!l 

püjayet. 1. 0f!l indräya namaf:i. agnaye 

2. yamäya 2 lnairtyäya98 2. varu,:zäya

2. väyavye 2. lkuberäya 2. tsä,:zäya99 2.

anantäya 2.

17v brahma,:ze 2. 0f!l ädityäya namaf:i. 

solmäya 2. a1?7-gäräya •. vudhäya 100 •. 

brhalspataye • sukräya •. sanisvaräya 

•. lrähave •. ketave •. janmane •. 01r,, 

vinälyakäya 2. 0l?t durgäyai 2. väyavye 

2. dilgbhyo 2. asvinyädinak$atrebhyo 2.

Vl-

18r $ku1r,,bhädiyogebhyo 1012. me$ädidvädasa-

83 YV 1.3. 
84 YV 33.35, RV VIII. 82.4. 
85 YV 33.36, RV I. 50.4. 
86 YV 13.52. 
87 ParaskaraGS 2.3. 
88 YV 3.51. 
89 AKP p. 30, see also YV 
5.26. 
90 AKP p. 30, see also 
ÄsvaläyanaGS 4.7.11 ". 
91 YV 12.89. 
92 YV 1.8. 
93 YV 19.9.
94 YV 11.83. 
95 Cf. fol. 16". 
96 pugi (Nep.), "bete! nut". 
97 YV 16.46.
98 Read nairrtyäya. 
99 Read isänäya. 
100 Read budhäya.
101 Read vi!fkambha. 



102 Read -rasi-. 
103 Read -jalani nidhaya. 
104 Cf. GPS 13.71: yathä 
kN!JCl tvadlyilsti sayyä k$lro
dasilgare, tathä bhiiyäd 
asunyeyaf!1 mama janmani 
janmani. Cf. AKP, p. 69f.: 
yathil na k!$1JCLSC1yanam 
siinyam silgarajatayä, sayyä 
pretasyäsiinils tu (pretäyil 
asunyil) tathä janmani 
janmani,yasmäd asiinya1ri 
sayanaf!1 kesavasya sivasya 
ca, sayyä pretasyäsünyils 
tu (pretäyä asünyä) tasmilj 
janmani janmani. 
RBKS, 399: yatha na 
krJ!Wsayana,?i sünya,?i sagara
jatayä. tathaitasyapy sünyas tu 
sayyä janmani janmani. 
105 Read graha,wni. 
106 cf.Mbh 13.135.142. 
io7 Quoted frorn mernory by
Pandit Aithal. 
108 -i:ia- added by a different
scribe. 
109 Read asanal?'l. 
110 AKP, p. 70: yasmad 
asünyal?'l sayanal?1 kesavasya 
sivasya ca, sayyä preta
syasünyäs tu (pretäya asünyä) 
tasmaj janmani janmani. 
111 GPS 13.79: purandara
grhe divye süryaputralaye 'pi 
ca, upatiJ(hen na sandeha/:t 
sayyädanprabhavataJ:t. 
112 Read -saktisopaskara-. 
113 Read -catu$k0!1e$u 
114 Read pracchildana-. 
115 Read vitänaki111'l. 
116 Read -sa111tu$(akamas. 
117 Read ime. 
118 Read -vljyamäna-. 

rälsibhyo102 2. pratipadädipaiicadasa

tilthibhyo 2. o,rt ke§aväya frisahitäya 12.

näräya,:iäya vägisvarisa 0
. mäldhaväya 

käntisa 0
• govindäya kri lyäsa 0. viJ,:iave 

sä,rttisa 0
• madhusü-

18v danäya dhrtisa 0• trivikramäya ichälsa 0
• 

vämanäya pritisa 0
• fridharäya lratisa 0

• 

!Jikesäya mäyäsa 0
• lpadmanäbhäya

dhisa 0• dämodaräya mahimalsa 0
• pu

ruJottamäya lakJmisahitäya namaf_t lca

tuf_tJaJfhiyoginibhyo 2. atra gandhädi ..

19' argha,rt kärayet. sankhegokfirakusa

yavalsarJapadürväkJatagandhapuJpa

närikelalhira,:iyaratnajaläni dhäya 103• 

pä,:iibhyä1ri lsa,rtkham ädäya sirasä 

dhrtvä. jänubhyä,rt ldhara,:ii,rt gatvä 

argha,rt dadyät. väkyapürvavalt. 

19v yathä1ri tva,rt krJ,:iasayane asvinyäk

Jllirasägare. sayyäbhüyänayä§ayyä,rt 

malma janmani janmani. 104 

idam arghya,rt gahä,:ia105 svälhä. jäpa. 

stotra. 

namo stv106 anantäya 0• 1 

päpo ha,rt 0• 

[päpo ' ham päpakarmäha,rt päpätmä 
päyasa,rtbhavaf_t, trähi mä,rt krpayä,ri 

deva sara,:iägatavatsala. 107] 

atragandhädi. dakJi,:tä. §alyyäcaturvä

rmri pradakJi,:tä. 01ri pramä,:iyai devyai 

2 1. brähma,:iapüjä. lakJminäräya,:ia108 

svarüpasa-

20' patnikabrähma,:iäya idam äsana109 2. 
puJpa 12. eva,rt pädärghya,rt 2. hastär

ghya,rt 2. pratyalrghya,rt 2. candana,rt 

2. akJata,rt 2. yajiiopaviltakapuJpa,rt 2.

dhüpa,rt 2. dipmri 2. atra ga,rtldhädi ..

utsargaf_t.

yathä dasunya§alyyane ke§avasya 

sivasya ca. 

20v §ayyomavällpy asunyasya dattä

janmani janmani. 110 pulra,ridagrhe

sarve süryyaputragrhe tathä. 

ulpatiJfhet sukha,rt janto §ayyädäna

prabhävaltaf_t. 111 

brähma,:iahaste kusadvaya,rt dadyät. 
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eltat yathäsaktisopaskara,:ia112§ayyädä-l 

na,rt dätavya,rt. brähma,:iena dadasva .. 

sa,rtka-

21' lpa. väkya,rt pürvavat. 

dantapatraracitä,rt helmapa!fair almri

krtä imä,rt §ayyä,rt prajäpatildaivatä,rt 

isä,:iädicatuf_tko,:ieJu 113 sthälpitä,rt

ghrtapür,:iaku,rtkumagodhümajalalpü

ritakumbhän sa,rtpür,:iapätra,rt 

käsyafirJa-

21 v pradesästhäpitaghrtapür,:ianidrärüpa-1 

kumbhasa,rtyutä,rt ha,rtsatülipra

channä,rt subhalsirJopadhänikä,rt 

prachächanapa!fiyutä,rt 114 lpaii

cavar,:iasavitänikä1?7, 115 suvar,:ianir

mil talakJ minäräya,:iap ratimä,rt 

angirodaivaltä,rt yamapuraniväsina 

dharmadhvajapratihä-

22' rädisarve sa,rttuJfakäma116 tadangäni 

saptadhälnyäni prajäpatidaivatäni. 

yamapüre ldurlabhena yamädisa,rt

tuJfakämo viJ,:iulbrahmäsivätmakäni 

srikara,rt tämb ülmri I v idyädhara-

dai vata,rt. darsanatvanr,:iä,rt 

ma,rtgalaltvaya§asaubhägya 

satkirttinirmala-

22v jiiänatva yävac candradiväka

raparyya,rtta,rt lrudralokapräp

tikämo darppa,:ia,rt indradaivata,rt 1.

ku,rtkumakJaudra,rt yakJadaivata,rt. 

tathä ca. malhä,rtdha käramärge 

gamanädyotanamärgena sulkhena 

gamanapräptyarthe dipikä,rt 

vahnidaivata,rt 1 •• kJuradhäräpradip

tä,rtgäraprataptabälu-

23' kädidurgamabhävanäbhävaturangä-

rütj,hasvargalolkagamanapräptyar

tha,rt ix.xx mä,rt117 upänahau ulttänängi

rodaivata,rt. dvädasädityatapod

bhalvasramanivä ra,:iärtha,rt 

asipatra vanapälJä,:ia varJa,:ia
mahäduf_tkhahätapani väral,:iärtha,rt 

imä,rt chatra,rt i,rtdradaivatal?i. 

prätaf_t saha-

23v sräpsaroga,:iacämaravijyamäna 118
-
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24' 

24v 

25' 

25"

26' 

suralbhtlokagamanapräptyärtha1J1, 
imä1J1,119 cämara1J1, kämaldhenudaiva

ta1J1,. tappädiniväraJJ,apürvaka-1 

vyajana1J1, väyudaivata,r,,. 

yamapa1J1,thagamanakäle ladho

sukhaf:zpräptikämo 120 ya�fif!l 

visvakalrmädaivata1J1,. yatra tatra 

sukhaniväsakämaf:z lptfhikäf!l visva-

karmädaivata1J1,. yatra yatra yama- 26v 

panthe pi sukhaniväsakämaf:z idmr,, 

äsana1J1, vulttänä1J1,girodaivata1J1, 121 . 

yatra tatra sadä trptilk�utpipäsädini 

vära�iayamadütädisa1J1,ltu�fhakämo 

yamapmr,,the sukhapräpti-

kämalnärthaf!l idaf!l jala1J1,ku1J1,bha1J1, 

varu1J,adaivata1J1,. raityalnirmita 

odanapäkapätra1J1, sadarvi1J1, vi- 27' 

svakarmädaivata1J1,. raityanir

mitavyaiijalnapäkapätraf!l sadarvi1J1, 

visvakarmädaivata1J1,. llohanirmmita

säkädipäkapätra1J1,. hastalpädapra

k�älyanärthe sucipräptiraityanir-

milpätraJ?i 122 visvakarmädaivata1J1,.

raityanirmita vä kä1r,,lsyanirmita-

dugdhapätra1J1, visvakarmädai- 27v 

vata1J1, ldugdha1J1, samudradaivata1J1,. 

yamapanthagamanakäle 

himafüani väraJJ,apräptikämaf:z 

indhana1J1, valnaspatidaivata1J1, 

mrttikänirmita a1J1,gäragralha-

JJ,abhä1J,c)a1J1, vahnibhä1J,c)a1J1, 

ägnidaivata1J1,. lolhanirmitatri-

padicülikä1r,, yamadaivata1J1,. 28' 

llohanirmitakhac)gabhairavata1J1, 123. 

lohanirmitalchülikäf!l visvakarmädai

vata1J1,. lohanirmi-

ta a1J1,gäragraha1J,abhä1J,c)a1J1, visvakar

mädaivaltaf!l. lohanirmitasäkädi

grahaJJ,abhäJJ,c)aJ?i lvisvakarmädai

vata1J1,. närikeladhümapänasaldäseva-

niya 124 tatbhä1J,c)a1J1, vahnidaivata1J1,. 28v 

srngälropaskaraJJ,ärthe raityanirmita-

tailo varttana1J1, 125 v il� JJ,Udai vata1J1,.

jalag rahaJJ,ärthe tr1J-anirmitasü-

tra1J1, varu1J,adaivata1J1,. kä�fhanir-

mita126 vastradravyäni lsthäpani

yadväramaiijüsmr,,127 visvakarmä1281

daivata1J1,. yamapanthagamanakäle 

vimänärüc)hakämaf:z llolä1J1,sada1J,c)än 

visvakarmädaivata,r,,. käl�fhanirmita 

angasthäpaniyam 129 ichaf!l vanalspa

tidaivata1J1,. yamapa1J1,thagamana

käle ya-

mapüraniväsitädisarve sa1J1,tu�fakä
maf1 ltaJJ,düläsuddhapräptikämafi 

sürpaf!l väyudailvata1J1,. re1J,ukäni

vära1J,ärthe130 grhasuddhaprälptikäma 

märjjani1J1, 131 vanaspatidaivata1J1,.

yamaldütädisarve scur,,tu�fakäma

lohanirmita1J1, a,?i}alsaläkä1J1,132 sa

aiijana1J1,133 vi�JJ,udaivata1J1,. sindüra

candanäsrngäropaskaraJJ,äni134 

tilakadralvyäJJ,i tatbhä1J,c)a1J1, saädai

vata1J1,. ka1J1,kafikälprasädhinyädini135

S!1J1,gäropaskara1J,ä1J,i1J1, lvanaspatidai

vata1J1,. kä1J1,canirmita1J1, vä suvalrJJ,Gf!l 

vä kaJJ,fhabhü�aJJ,air,, vi�JJ,udaivata1J1,. 

suvar�ialnir mitakarJJ,abhü�aJJ,af!l 

agnidaivata1J1,. ya

mapathagamanakäle yamädayacitra

guptäldidütädaya sarve sa1J1,tu�fa

kämaf:z suvarJJ,anilrmita vä rajatanir

mita vä mudrikä,r,, agnidailvata,r,,. 

yamapantha gamanakäle hima

sttanilväraJJ,asukhapräptikäma 

angaposakaparildhänavastra1J1, 

colakaf!l brhaspatidaivata1J1,. yama

panthe sarve smr,,tu�fakäma hari

nämäni väcakelna gandharvädinära

darcigiJJ,i 136 sa1J1,tu�fa savastralktsahita 

adamrda1J1,gädin137 sarasvatidaiva

ta1J1,I. pustakädiparamesvaralekhani

yaf!l kuiijallobhäJJ,{j,af!l bhümikädi

sarasvatidai vata,r,,138. lyamapüre 

niväsinädisa1J1,tU�fakämaf:z a

mukapustakaf!l sthitcik�arasamasa1J1,

khyälparyyanta 139 svargalokävachin
na 140sarasvaülolkapräptyarthmr,,

pustakaf!l sarasvatidaivatmr,,. käla-1 

kramena fris üryyasvadinag haf ikciyan-

119 Read ima,?t. 
120 Read adh.omukha(i-
121 Read uttänä,?tgirodaivatam. 
122 Read -raityanirmita-. 
123 Read -bhairavadaivatam. 
124 Read -sevaniya-. 
125 Read -tailodvartanaf!i„ 
126 Read -nirmitarri. 
127 Read sthäpaniya-. 
128 -mä added on the top mar
gin. 
129 Read -sthäpaniyam. 
130 Read -re!1univära1.1ärthe. 
131 Read -märjani1?1. 
132 Read aiijana§aläkärri. 
133 Read säiijana1?7. 
134 Read -can.dana-. 
135 Read -ädini. 
136 Read -räg i!ü, 
137 Read -adin.. 
138 Read -sarasvaü-. 
139 Read -paryyanta1?7. 
140 Read -avacchinna-. 



Five spouted pots (kumbha) 

representing (from the left) 

Sürya, Näräya,ia, Sadä§iva, 

Gwwpati and Bant!W (Va

rww), on top small p/ates with 

pieces of apple, banana, and 

peas. 

Photo 22'"1 August 2002 

141 Read -äcchädanärthe. 
142 

Read utsr_je. 
143 YV 7.48. 
144 Read sarvasamägri1?1. 
1•5 Read krtaitat.
106 

Read -tämrasya-. 
147 Read -suragal}air. 
148 

Read tasmäc chayyäpradän
ena. 
149 Quoted from memory by 

Pandit Aithal. 
150 Nep. 
151 

Read likhitarrt. 

tra1?7- vilJr_iudaivata1?1,. prastaranirmita
ne t räc hädanärthe 141 1 upanayana1?1,
visvakarmädaivata1?1,. raityanirmi-

29' ta1?1, vä käsyanirmita,?i vä 
gar_itj,ükapätra1?1, visvaldaivataf!i. rait
yanirmita1?1, vä kä1?1,syanirmita1?7- vä 
lbhojanapätra1?1, visvakarmädaivata1?7-. 
rüpadarsalnärthe amukalekhaniya
citrärpitädalrpar_ia,?1, viJr_iudaivata1?1,. 
anyäni dravyär_ii gr-

29v hopaskarasarva1?1, viJr_iudaivatär_ii 
llakJmtnäräyar_iasvarüpäya amu
kalsarmmar_ie brähmar_iäya sapat
ntkäya dätum laham utsr}yd42• 

brähmanena. 
01?1, svastilkodäf 0• 

[ko 'dät kasmä adät kämo 'dät 
kämäyädät, kämo dätä kämalJ, 
pratigrahttä kämaitat te. 143] 

sarvve sämägrt 144 dadyät. dänapralti
J!hä. 

30' krtetat 145 sopaskarar_iasayyädäna-11 
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pratiJ!härtha1?1, raupya1?1, candradai
vata1?1, tä1?1,rasxx 146lkhar_itf,a1?1, sürya
dai vata'?'l yathäs raddhädakJ ilr_iäl?1, 
tubhyam aha1?1, sampradade. 

sarväla1?1,kära1?1, ldadyät. sayyäyä1?1, 
upavisya. pradakJilr_iä. 

30v sriviJr_io pratimä hy eJä sarvopallska
rar_iair yutä. sarvaratnasamäyulktä 
tava vipra niveditä. ätmäsambhulsivä 
gaurisakralJ, suragar_iai 147 saha.
tasmälc chaxxyyäpradänena 148 ätmä 
hy eJa prasildatu. 

püjana1?7-. dar_itj,avat krtvä. bhüyasildak
Jir_iä. godäna1?1,. väcana1?7-. äst-

31' rvädalJ,. süryasäkJi thii)!.e_. käyenavälcä 0. 

[ käyena väcä manasendriyair vä 
buddhyätmanä prakrtelJ, svabhävät, 
karomi yad yat sakalam parasmai 
näräyar_iäyeti samarpayämi. 149] 

samvat 1997 s.ä.La. 150 phälgur_ia suldi 10 
roja 7 sa taddine sayyädäna vilpradeva
dharo likhit 151 •• §ubham .. 
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Translation 

fol. 
[Table of contents] 

Rule for installing water pots. Ritual 
decision for the separation of pil:u/.as. 
Recitation for the (offering of the) six
teenth of the sixteen (pit:,.(j,as). Rule for 
the gift of the bed. 

[Pürväilga: Preparation of the Sacrificial 
Arena] 

l ' 152 Salutation to Gai:iesa. Now the rules (vi
dhi) of the caturdasakaliipi!J,{j,a (sriid
dha) 153 (and) the installing of the water
pots (kumbha, Nev. alapo). 154 At first 
the water pots are to be placed. Keep 
5, 7, 9, 11 or 21 (kumbhas).155 Three 
times iicamana (for the yajamiina, Nev. 
mitamha 156). 157 Argha to Sürya (pro
claiming) the ritual decision (viikya 158): 

"I (am) to do (the following) in the 
caturdasakaliipi1J,{j,asriiddha for the (de
ceased) from gotra so-and-so (and) 
from place so-and-so" 159

1 v Salutation to Lord Sri-Sürya. 16° Flow
ers (pu�pa) should fall to the share of 161 

(Sürya). (Now) the worship (of the dei
ties in the) water pots (Nev. alapopujii). 
This 162 seat (iisana) should fall to the 
share of Sürya, who is (in the form) of 
a god residing in the kumbha. Flowers 
should fall to the share of (Näräyai:ia). 
This seat should fall to the share of 
Näräyai:ia, who is (in the form of) a god 
residing in the kumbha. Flowers should 
fall to the share of (Sadäsiva). This seat 
should fall to the share of Sadäsiva, who 
is (in the form of) a god residing in the 
kumbha. 

2' Flowers should fall to the share of 
(Ga9apati). This seat should fall to the 
share of Ga9apati who is (in the form of) 

a god residing in the kumbha. Flowers 
should fall to the share of (Varui:ia). This 
seat should fall to the share of V arui:ia, 163

who is (in the form of) a god residing in 
the kumbha. Flowers should fall to the 
share of (the deities residing outside). This 
seat should fall to the share of the deities 
(ga1J,a) residing outside of the compound. 
Flowers should be offered. In this way 
(evam), water for washing the feet (of the 
briihma1J,a, 164 piidiirgha) should be offered. 

2v Water for washing the hands (of the briih
ma!J,a,165 hastiirghya) should be offered. 
Again water (pratyarghya) should be 
offered. Sandalwood paste (candana)166

should be offered. The Sacred Thread 
(yajiiopav'i.ta) and flowers should be of
fered. Incense (dhupa) should be offered. 
Light (d'ipa) should be offered. Fragrant 
materials etc. 167 Recitation (stotra):

I greet the Lord of the Kumbhas, whose 
form (murti) is (in) all holy places 
(ürtha). I greet you, (who has the form) 
of a filled kumbha.168

(Now) the rules (for worshipping) Vi�i:iu 
and also Siva (leading to the) transgres
sion into the state of being (in the union) 
of the Hindu triad. 169

3' I honour Sadäsiva who has the colours 
black, red etc. 

The ball (pi1J,</,aka) starting with the 
first excluding the first of the sixteen 
(pi1J,{j,as, i.e. the miisikapi!J,{j,as) is the 
Lord who is the filled water pot (and) 
who has the form of two, seven etc. 170

Fragrant materials (gandha). Worship of 
(or with) the light (Nev. matii).171 

3v Oh Siddhikesvara, this seat should fall 
to the share of Agni who has consumed 
the meat of so-and-so (i.e. the de
ceased). 172 

Flowers (pu�pa) should be offered. In 
the same way water for washing the feet 
(padiirghya) should be offered. Water for 
washing the hands (hastärghya) should 

152 Oue to syntactical overlap
pings, the paginations of the 
tex t and the translation do not 
exactly correspond. 
153 The offering of 14 of alto
gether 16 pii_u/as. For a discus
sion of the number of pii:zcjas 
used in death rituals, see 
Michaels/Buss forthc. 
154 In the ritual several kum
bhas are installed in order to 
invite deities to protect the 
event. 
155 Nowadays, mostly five 
kumbhas are installed. 
However, Mahendra Sarmä 
insists that up to 21 kumbhas 
could be used. In HB

2 
p. 41 

five kumbhas are also pre
scribed. 
156 Lit. "fire giver", i.e. the 
chief mourner who lights the 
funeral pyre and also performs 
the latyä or sapil;cjikara(ia 
rituals. 
157 Below several upacäras 
(mostly without mantras) 
are prescribed: namaskära, 
äcamana, äsana, pu!fpa, 
pädyärghya, hastärghya, ar
ghya, candana, ya)Fi.opavita, 
vastra, dhüpa, dipa, gandha, 
and naivedya. 
158 HB

1 
mostly uses väkya for 

sc11?1kalpa. For an elaborate 
discussion of saf!1kalpa see 
Michaels 2005. 
159 In accordance with the 
standard formula of sa'?1.kalpas, 
another meaning could be: "(I) 
from gotra so-and-so (and) 
place so-and-so. (am) to do 
(the following) in the caturda
sakaläpi(1-{la§räddha." 
160 Sürya is considered to wit
ness the ritual. 
161 The verb upa-sthä is pre
dominantly used in death 
rituals for dedicating the offer
ings. The most frequent form 
upati�·fhatäm literally means 
"should fall to the share of'', 
"should stand by the side of'. 
For the sake of comprehensi
bility we translated the passag
es where upati!f!hatäm has an 
object as "fall to the share of' 



and the passages without an 
object as "should be offered". 
162 idam refers to the sacrificial 
arena and the ma,:i<f,ala pre
pared as a seat for the kumbha. 
163 In HB

2 
p. 41, Nägaräja is 

listed instead of Varury.a. 
164 According to AKP p. 20 the
water is for washing the feet 
of the brähma1J,a: (Nep.) bräh
ma1J,ako päu dhune arghapa
tra; according to Tachikawa 
(1983: 139), however, the 
water is for washing the feet of 
the deity. 
165 See AKP p. 20: (Nep.) 
brähma1J,ako hät dhune ar
ghapatra. 
166 During the ritual perfor
mance, all of the participants 
including the priest insist that 
not candana is used but a yel
low paste called (Nev.) 
mhäsusinhaf:i. 
167 Lit. "Here fragrant materi
als (gandha) etc. (should be 
offered)." However, accord
ing to Aisvaryadhar Sarmä 
atragandhädi has to be taken 
as a technical terms for sev
eral upacäras, e.g. candana, 

ak:jafa, dhüpa, dipa etc. 
168 Verse not verified. The 
meaning of trtiyake is not clear 
in this context. 
169 This line is written on the 
bottom margin. Brahma is 
missing. 
170 The source of the §loka 

could not be verified. Its exact 
meaning remains obscure. The 
context, however, seems to 
refer to the first of the six-
teen mäsikapi!J,</,as, which in 
Nepal is generally offered on 
the 11 th day and which is to 
be excluded from the fifteen 
pi!J,</,as that are later prepared. 
lt also seems that this verse has 
("mistakenly"?) been included 
in the rules for the preparation 
of the sacrifical arena. 
171 The light kept in an earth
emware pot. 
172 In death rituals, kravyäda is 
an epithet for Agni consuming 
the corpse on the funeral pyre. 

be offered. Sandalwood (candana), rice 
(ak!jata), Sacred Thread (yajiiopav"ita)

(and) flowers (pu!fpa) should be offered. 
Incense (dhüpa), light (d"ipa), food 173 (nai

vedya) should be offered. Fragrant mate
rials (gandha) etc. (should be offered). 
Recitation (stotra):

Oh Km:u;Ia, (who is) looking like cam
phor, one-faced, three-eyed salutation 
to (you), in the form of the meat-con
suming Agni in the paiicadasakalä

sräddha. 174 

Now the püjä should be performed, all 
this completely complying with the rules 
(vidhi). 

4' Recitation (stotra):

Oh, Siddhikesa, salutation to you, salu
tation to you, Bhütanätha. Salutation to 
you, Bhütanätha, who makes (i.e. ful
fills) all (kinds of) perfections (siddhi). 175 

[Paficadasapiry.<;ladäna: The Gift of the 
Fifteen Balls] 

A seat for fourteen of sixteen pir:u/.as

should be offered. And a seat for the 
pif:u;l.a vessel (pü:u;l.apätra, in which the 
dough for pil;(j.as is prepared, should fall 
to bis share). (Now) the preparation of the 
pir:i(j.as from the dough. The ritual decision 
(väkya) beginning with "Now etc ... " 176 In 
the caturdasakaläpir:i(j.asräddha the sec
ond of sixteen pir:it/-as should fall to bis 
(i.e. the deceased) share in the name of 
so-and-so, from this and that gotra

4v and this and that place. 177 The pir:it/-a of 
the third half month (pak!ja), which is the 
third ( of sixteen piIJ<;las, should fall to bis 
share). 178 The pir:it/-a for the second month, 
which is the fourth of sixteen (pir:i(j.as,

should fall to his share). The pir:it/-a for the 
third month, which is the fifth of sixteen 
(pir:i(j.as, should fall to bis share). 

5' The pir:it/-a for the fourth month, which is 
the sixth of sixteen (pir:i(j.as, should fall to 
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his share). The pir:it/-a for the fifth month, 
which is the seventh of sixteen (pir:it/-as,

should fall to his share). The pir:it/-a for 
the fifth and a half month, which is the 
eighth of sixteen (pir:i(j.as, should fall to 
bis share). The pir:it/-a for the sixth month, 
which is the ninth of sixteen (pir:i(j.as,

should fall to bis share). The pir:i(j.a for the 
seventh month, which is the tenth of six
teen (pir:i(j.as, should fall to bis share). 

5v The pir:i(j.a for the eighth month, which 
is the eleventh of sixteen (pir:it/-as, should 
fall to his share). The pir:it/-a for the ninth 
month, which is the twelfth of sixteen 
(pir:it/-as, should fall to bis share). The 
pir:it/-a for the tenth. month, which is the 
thirteenth of sixteen (pir:i(j.as, should fall 
to bis share). The pir:i(j.a for the eleventh 
month, which is the fourteenth of sixteen 
(pir:it/-as, should fall to bis share). 179 (Now) 
the washing of hands over the pir:it/-a ves
sel (pir:i(j.apätra, Nev. kolä).

6' (Now) the portion of the pir:i(j.as (for the 
unknown pretas). 180 The portion of the pir:i

(j.as should be offered on the fourteenth 
of the sixteen pir:i(j.as. (Now) water with 
black sesame seeds (tilodaka). Tilodaka as 
arghya should be offered (i.e. poured) over 
the caturdasakaläpir:it/-as. Sandalwood 
(candana), Sacred Thread (yajiiopavtta),

taligaräja- (and) bhrngäräja flowers 181 

should be offered (i.e. placed on the pir:i

(j.as). (Now) fragrant materials (gandha)

etc. 
6v Raising up the pir:itj.apätra. Water shall be 

poured on the (fourteen) pir:i(j.as. Tilodaka

should be offered as arghya (together) 
with the water from the pir:i(j.apätra. The 
empty pir:i(j.apätra should be placed up
side down. Recitation (stotra):

In the caturdasakaläpir:it/-a (sräddha)

is always satisfaction. Salutation to 
you, the god of the ancestors, the Siva
kumbha for the forefathers. 182 

(Now) fragrant materials (gandha) etc. 
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Flowers should be offered to the gods in 
the kumbhas. Flowers should be offered 
on the fourteen pit:u/.as. Flowers should 
fall to the share of Siddhikesvara (who 
is) Agni who has consumed the meat (i.e. 
corpse) of so-and-so (i.e. the deceased). 

7' The caturdasakaläpir;(j.as may stay in 
their own place (svasthäna).183 (Now) 
collecting the pir;(/.as (in the pir;(j.apätra).
Three times encircling the pir;(j.as with 
water (tribhramar;a).

All evil deeds which have been com
mitted before in earlier (lives) should 
be annihilated. Through the fall of 
water drops, done by virtuous sons, 
oh Bhägirathi (i.e. Gaögä), they (the 
deceased/forefathers) should enter into 
your refuge.184

(Now) the sending of the pir;(/.as (out of 
the house). Sending for the Ga9esapü j ä. 185
Sending the pir;(/.as in order to throw them 
in the river. This is the rule (vidhi) of the 
caturdasakalä(pir;(/.asräddha) and the of
fering of the pir;(/.as.

[Sapi9c;Hkara9a: The Joining of the 
Ancestors] 

81 (Now) the separation of the pir;(j.as of 
latyä (i.e. sapir;tf.ikarar;a). Ritual decision 
(väkya): 

This preta who is gone to you, oh 
forefathers, I give to you. May he be 
(re-)born among the long-living great 
gods Siva and Vi$9u.186 May he take
rest (sarristhita) (among you) through 
his own form which is the form of a 
pir;(j.a. 181 

gv Go, go, oh great preta, your shelter (is)
with the two (other) pitaraf.t. 188 Be firm 
in the world of the pitaraf.t after gaining 
the same status.189

Ritual decision ([samäna-]väkya for the 
grandfather).190

After leaving this world you have gone 

to the highest state. After having aban
doned the form of a preta 191 he goes to 
the heavenly world. 

9' Oh great-grandfather, this grandson 
comes from your lineage (varrisa). 192 

He has entered the state of pretahood 
(before). (Now) he should be near to 
you (i.e. in the state of piq:hood).193

Ritual decision ([samäna]väkya for the 
great-grandfather).194

After leaving this world ... 195 
Listen great-grandfather, this great
grandson comes from your lineage. As 
long as moon and sun are (shining) on 
the earth, you should be very firm. 

[Ritual decision ([samäna]väkya for great
great-grandfather)].196 

9v After leaving this world ... 197
(Now) the stotra of the sixteenth of sixteen 
(pir;(j.as) (:jo{/.asakalästotra): 

Lord, through me the pretahood con
cerning the preta will become pitrhood. 
Through the grace of the grandfather he 
(the preta) goes to the realm of Vi$QU. 

So far the !fO{j.asakalästotra.

[Sayyädäna: The Gift of the Bed] 

Now the rules (vidhi) for the gift of the 
bed (sayyädäna).

10' Then the ground is besmeared with cow
dung and an eightfold lotus (mar;(j.ala) is 
drawn with yellow powder. Then, hav
ing placed (it, i.e. the mar;(j.ala?) under 
a pot of one prastha, 198 a bed (should be
established) on top of this (mar;(j.ala) out 
of strong wood, beautiful (and) stable, 
plated with ivory (dantapattra), 199 spread 
with a bed cover, the top (i.e. pillow?) of 
which is filled with goose down, 

10v (and one should) separate it with a cloth 
of five different colours,200 prepare the 
bed with a quilt (chädana) and a (night?) 
dress. On top of this (bed), an icon of 
Lak$mi-Näräya9a should be placed to-

173 In Nepal generally sweets 
are offered as naivedya. 
174 Trans!. follows HB

3
, where 

the accusatives of the first 
part of the verse are vocatives. 
Agni is addressed here with 
epithets of Siva. 
175Verse not verified. 
176 Abbreviation for the saf!!kal
pa, cf. Michaels 2005. 
177 According to AKP p. 14, the 
first pü;,cf,a for the first month 
(ünamäsikapir_u/a) is to be 
offered on the 29th day, and the 
second (dvitiyamäsikapi1:u/a) 
on the 30"' day after death. 
178 In the actual ritual, the 
priest Mahendra Sarmä recites 
dvitiyakaläpü:u/.am upati,Nha
täm etc. Asked about the 
difference, he said that he 
follows a tradition which does 
not relate these pü:u/.as to the 
mäsikapi,:zcj.as. 
179 Only thirteen pi,:zcj.as are 
mentioned, although in the 
ritual fifteen are counted and 
offered. 
180 Some ritual specialists claim 
that this portion is for three 
generations before the pitara�. 
181 Taligaräja (Nev. taläy) is a 
large-leafed plant with white 
flowers; bhrligaräja (Nev. bhy
aläy) is Eclipta prostrate Ait. 
182Apparently the pi,:zcj.a-vessel 
is addressed as Sivakumbha. 
183 These are the cities in 
the afterworld on the way to 
Yama. 
184 Transl. follows HB

2 
p. 39. 

185 A member of the family is 
sent to worship Gai:iesa in a 
nearby shrine. 
186 In the second half of the 
verse, the transl. follows HB

2 

p. 43. 
187 HB

2 
p. 43 speaks of the

form which "was produced by
your son" (tvat sutotpannaf!!
saf!!sthitaf!!).
188 From this point onwards the
preta becomes the first of the 
three pitara�. i.e. the father, 
which implies that the previous
"father" of the pitara(i be
comes the grandfather etc. up 
to great great-grandfather.



The ritual of offering a bed and 

household items on the 45,h day 

after death: 

saya� saman - offerings to the 

Brahmin including a bed and a

hearth are being acknowledged

by placing a small plate with

rice, a coin and a bete/ nut

with ak�ata and dak$il:,,ä and a

small water pot at the Jour legs

of the bed by the priest.

Photo 22"d August 2002.

189 The transl. follows the 
v.l. ofHB

2 
p. 43: it makes

no sense to address great
grandfather (mahätäta), and
samänapadapil:,,tf.a seems to be
equally incomprehensible. Cf.
the verse RV 14.7: "Hasten,
hasten by the ancient paths
(to that place) where our fore
fathers that went before us
passed. May you (the departed)
see the two kings Y ama and
god Varui:ia rejoicing as they
will."Transl. Kane(l99I/IV:
l92f.).
190 The saJ!lkalpa is missing. 
According to HB

2 
p. 43 it 

should be: adyetyädi amu
kagotra asmat pitr ... yathä 
nämna�--- pretasya pil:,,tf.aJ!l 
asmat pitämaha yathänämna!i 
pir_itf.ena saha samäno bhava. 
191 HB2 p. 43 has "preta-world"
instead of " form of a preta". 
192 Trans!. follows the v.l. of 

HB
2 

p. 43. 
193 The first pir_itf.a representing 
the grandfather is now sepa
rated. 
194 Again a ritual decision 
(saJ!lkalpa) should be inserted. 
195 According to HB

2 
p. 43 

all of the verses fromfol. 8' 
should be repeated. The second 
pir_itf.a representing the great
grandfather is now separated. 
196According to HB

2 
p. 43

all of the verses from fol. 8' 
should be repeated. 

gether with two golden ni�ka coins. 

(Now) the tradition (pramä1J,a) (of plac

ing) fi ve kumbhas. 

11' Northeast the kumbha (filled) with clari

fied butter, in the same way southeast the 

(kumbha filled with) saffron, southwest 

the kumbha (filled) with wheat (and) 

northeast (the kumbha) filled with water. 

Having placed on top a kumbha (filled 

with) clarified butter for the night,201 a

pür1J,apättra202 is laid down on top of the 

five kumbhas. Then, at the side of the bed 

seven kinds of grains are placed, accord

ing to the tradition: 

11 v unhusked rice, barley, wheat, green 

lentils, black lentils, horse-gram (kulat

tha )203 and chick-peas (ca1J,aka) - thus 

are known the Seven Grains by the 

wise (men). Then betel nut, a water 

pot, a mirror, saffron, honey, camphor, 

a kind of wood (aguru204), black aguru, 
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sandalwood, a lamp, an umbrella, a pair 

of shoes, a yak tail, a fan, a mug, a seat, 

cooking pots 

12' and dishes, together with a ladle, (and 

other things used) for cooking etc. One 

should place these utensils (and) things, 

as far as possible, at the side of the 

bed (or) wherever possible.205 He (the

yajamäna) should place, according to 

his capacities, clothes, ornaments etc. 

distinguishing between woman and man 

(i.e. wife and husband). Then, directed 

towards the east, 

12v he should worship the icon of Lak�mI

Näräyai:ia and the sälagräma placed on 

the bed. 

First the ritual decision (sa'!lkalpa ). 

Three times äcamana, after placing 

black sesame seeds and water with kusa 

grass on the ground. Recitation (väkya): 

three times 01?1 tatsat and three times 
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"Vi�9u". Now brahma,:ta etc. having 
defined place and time (de§akälasaf!1kir
tana206): 

13' [Because I have the wish that all the 
sins of my father should be annihi
lated and he therefore ascends with a 
heavenly vehicle to the city of Indra, 
which is inhabited by troops of Ap
saras, enjoying the size of the heaven 
together with troops of women more 
than 6000 years with happiness, ruling 
over a kingdom with an extent of 60 
yojanas, and afterwards attains unity 
with Siva, I will perform the gift of a 
bed.)207 

13v In this way (and) through this ritual de
cision the gift of the bed is to be per
formed. (Now) salutation (and) water 
(arghya) for Lord Sri-Sürya. Flowers 
(pu�pa) should fall to the share of (Sürya) 
with (recitation of) 0f!l äk[�,:te ... : 

["Throughout the dusky firmament 
advancing, laying to rest the immortal 
and the mortal, Borne on his golden 
chariot he cometh, Savitä, God, be
holding li ving creatures. "]2°8 

Salutation to the guru with (recitation of) 
ajiiänatimirändha ... 

["Salutation to that Sriguru who opens 
the eye which was blind through the 
darkness of ignorance with the help of 
collyrium (aiijana)."]2°9 

Worship with nyäsa (using) conch and 
water.210 In the end worship of the self
(i.e. taking a fikä etc.). 

14' After this, worship of the seat of the de
ity on the bed (i.e. Lak�mi-Näräya9a and 
sälagräma). Of!l, salutation to the power 
of the vessel. 01?1, salutation to the seat 
of Ananta (i.e. Vi�9u). Of!l, salutation to 
the seat of Siva (Skanda). Of!l, salutation 
to the seat of the stem (näla). Of!l, saluta
tion to the seat of the lotus (padma). Of!l, 
salutation to the seat of the leaf (patra). 
Of!l, salutation to the seat of the filament 

(kesara). Of!l, salutation to the seat of the 
pericarp (kar,:tika). 

14v 01?1, salutation to the seat of Garuc;ta. 
Of!l, salutation to the seat of Kürma. 
(Now) meditation (with recitation of): 

Of!!, I honour Lak�m1-Näräya9a 
whose body (deha) is like a mound 
of light and who appears with Lak�mi 
as his left parts, who is rich in dis
tinguished jewels, whose chest211 is 
ornamented with frivatsa,2 12 and the 
kaustubha jewel, whose face is lumi
nous and smiling, lord of the world,213

who has conch, discus, club and lotus 
in his right hand (and) 

15' a book, a (nectar) pot (kala§a), and a 
red lotus (padmakumuda)214 in his left 
hand, (and) who has ascended Garu<;la 
and Kürma2 15 (tortoise).

Salutation to Lak�mi-Näräya9a with 
flowers and meditation (dhyäna). Then 
invocation (ävähana) (with recitation 
of): 

Of!l, come (here), oh Lord Vi�9u, oh 
Lord of Everything, oh All-Seeing 
Lord, please, oh Lord of Gods, be 
present in front of me. 

15v I send my invocation to Lak�mi-Närä
ya9a. Salutation. Water for washing 
the feet (pädyärghya) etc. Salutation 
to Srinäräya9a with water for washing 
the feet (pädyärghya). Now water for 
washing the hands (hastärghya). Again 
water (pratyärghya). Bath (snäna) (with 
recitation of): 0f!l svasti indro ... : 

["Illustrious far and wide, may Indra 
prosper us: may Pü�an prosper us, the 
Master of all wealth. May Tärk�ya 
with uninjured fellies prosper us: 
Brhaspati vouchsafe to us prosper
ity."]216

Milk (dugdha) (with recitation of): 0f!l 
payalJ, prthivyäf!l ... : 

["Store milk in earth and milk in 
plants, milk in the sky and milk in air. 

197 According to HB
2 

p. 43 all of 
the verses fromfol. 8' should 
be repeated. The third pü;cj,a 
representing the great-great
grandfather is now separated. 
198 1 prastha = 1 (Nep.) päthi 
(4,54 litre). The meaning is 
obscure since the object of the 
sentence is missing. 
199 Lit. "ear-ornament", accord
ing to the priest, however, it 
should be ivory. 
200 Cf., however,fol. 21 v, 
v.L. vitänika, "canopy"; in
Bhaktapur, a mosquito net
is hung over the bed which
separates it in a way from the
outside world.
201 The meaning of nidrä
kumbha remains obscure. 
202 A small earthernware plate 
filled with rice, coins and a 
bete! nut. 
203 According to AKP p. 21, the 
saptadhänya are (Nep.) dhäna, 
gahüf!l, jau, til, mäsa, münga, 
kägunu. 
204ALoe, Aquila Agaloccha.
205 These things are given to 
the priest, who represents the 
preta on his one-year journey 
after death. Nowadways they 
are mostly placed on or before 
the bed. 
206 See Michaels 2005 for the
details of the saf!lkalpa for
mula. 
207 Due to the very corrupt 
text, the transl. follows K.-W. 
Müller's German translation 
of the Antye:;!ipaddhati of 
Näräyanabhana p. 171, which 
has by and !arge the same 
wording. 
208 YV 33.43, �V 1.53.2. 
Quotations from the Yajurveda 
are from Griffith/Arya 1997. 
209 Quoted from the memory
of Aisvaryadhar Sarmä; 
cf. SiddhäntakaumudI, 
Pä9iniyasik�ä verse 59. The 
similarity of the words col
lyrium (afijana) and ignorance 
(ajiiäna) is used as a wordplay, 
similar to the two meanings 
of "eyewash" in English. The 
verse is a famous prayer for 
teachers. 



210 Ritual assignment of body 
parts to the deities, usually ac
companied with recitations and 
gestures. 
211 The transl. follows here HB

3 

fol. 4': urasä.
212 Sign of the goddess Sri or 
Lak�mi. 
213 The translation here follows 
HB

2 
p. gha: jagatprabhum.

214 Lak�m1 is generally depict
ed - besides with a book and 
nectar - with either two lotuses 
or a mirror and lotus. HB

3 
fol. 

4v reads "lotus (and) mirror". 
215 Trans!. follows HB

2 
p. gha:

tärk�akürmau. 
216 YV 25.19. 
217 YV 18.36. 
218 YV 23.32. 
219 YV 13.27-29. 
220 YV 6. 19. 
221 YV 16.41. 
222 YV 16.61. 
223 YV 1.3. 
224 YV 33.35, �V VIII.82.4. 
225 YV 33.36, �V 1.50.4. 
226 YV 13.52. 
227 Quoted from memory by 
Pandit Aisvaryadhar Sarmä; 
Cf. PäraskaraGS 2.3. 
228 YV 3.51. 
229 YV 5.26. 

Teeming with milk for me to be all the 
regions."] 217 

Curd (dadhi) (with recitation of): Of!! 

dadhikräpno ... : 

["Now have I glorified with praise 
strong Dadhikrävan, conquering 
steed, Sweet may he make our 
months: may he prolong the days we 
have to live."] 218 

Honey (madhu) (with recitation of): Of!! 

madhuvätä ... : 

["The winds waft sweets, the rivers 
pour sweets for the man who keeps 
the Law: So may the plants be sweet 
for us. Sweet be the night and sweet 
the dawns, sweet the terrestrial atmo
sphere: Sweet be our Father Heaven to 
us. May the tall tree be füll of sweets 
for us and, and füll of sweets the Sun: 
May our milch-kine be sweet for 
us."]2 '9 

16r Clarified butter (ghrta) (with recitation 
of): Of!! ghrtaf!! ghrtapävanä ... : 

["Y ou drinkers-up of fatness, drink 
the fatness; drink up the gravy, drink
ers of the gravy ! Y ou are the oblation 
of the air's mid-region. All-hail!"] 2

20 

Sugar (sarkkarä) (with recitation of): Of!! 

nama!J, sambhaväya ca ... : 
["Homage to the source of happiness 
and to the source of delight, homage 
to the causer of happiness and to 
the causer of delight, homage to the 
auspicious, homage to the most auspi
cious."]22 1

Ganges water (gaf!!godaka) (with recita
tion of): ye tirthäni ... : 

["Those who with arrows in their 
hand, and armed with swords, fre
quent the fords. Of these do we un
bend the bows a thousand leagues 
away from us."]222 

Cloths (vastra) (with recitation of): 
vaso!J, pavitraf!! asi ... : 

["You are the strainer, hundred-
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streamed, of Vasu. You are the strain
er, thousand-streamed, of Vasu. May 
Savitä the God with Vasu's strainer, 
thousand-streamed, rightly cleansing, 
purify you."]223

Sandalwood (candana) (with recitation 
of): Of!! yadayaka ... : 

["Whatever, Vrtra-slayer! you Sürya 

have risen on to-day, that, Indra, all is 
in your power.224 Swift, visible to all
are you, 0 Sürya, maker of the light, 
illuming all the radiant realm."225] 

Vermilion (sindüra) (with recitation of): 
tvanjavi$/adä ... 

["Do you, Most Y outhfül God, pro
tect the men who offer, hear their 
songs, Protect his offspring and him
self. "]226

Sacred Thread (yajnopavita) (with reci
tation of): yajnopavitaf!! paramaf!! ... :221 

[ Of!l, the Sacred Thread is the high
est means of purification, which was 
created formerly at the same time as 
Prajäpati. Put on the best and radiant 
Sacred Thread, which gives longevity. 
lt should (bestow) strength and splen
dour.] 

Rice (ak$afa) (with recitation of): ak$an

namiva ... : 

["Well have they eaten and regaled: 
the friends have risen and passed 
away. The sages, luminous in them
selves, have praised you with their 
latest hymn. Now, Indra, yoke your 
two Bay steeds."]228

Barley (yava) (with recitation of): ya

vosi ... : 

["Barely are thou. Bar off from us our 
haters, bar our enemies."] 229 

16v Black sesame seeds (tila) (with recita-
tion of): Of!! tilosisoma ... : 

["Sesame are you, dedicated to Soma, 
created by the gods at the gosava, 

given in the offering by the elders, 
with svadhä delight the forefathers, 

tarksakurm.au
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this world and us. Blessing (and) 
honour!"] 

Flowers (pu�pa) (with recitation of): yalJ,

phalanz...: 

["Let fruitful plants, and fruitless, 
those that blossom, and the blossom
less, Urged onward by Brhaspati,

release us from our pain and grif 
(sic!)."]230 

Then together with a Vi�l).umantra ac
cording to the respective Veda (tradition) 
three times (the gesture of) aiijali. Six 
auspicious (cow?) products (�acj,anga).

lncense (dhüpa) (with recitation of): 0f!l

dhürasi ... : 

["You are the yoke. Injure you him 
who injures. Harm him who harm us. 
Harm the man we in jure. Y ou are the 
Gods' best carrier, bound most firmly, 
filled füllest, welcome, Gods' best 
invoker."]231 

Lamp (dipa) (with recitation of): 0f!l

tejosi ... : 

["You are lustre: give me lustre. You 
are manly vigour: give me manly 
vigour. You are strength: give me 
strength. You are energy: give me 
energy. You are passion: give me 
passion. Y ou are conquering might: 
give me conquering might."]232 

Sweets (naivedya) (with recitation of): 
0f!l annapate ... : 

["A share of food, 0 Lord of Food, 
vouchsafe us, invigorating food that 
brings no sickness. Onward, ever 
onward lead the giver. Grant us 
maintenance both for quadrupeds and 
bi peds. "]233 

Fruits (phala) (with recitation of): yalJ,

phalanz ... 234 

Betel nut (pugiphalatambüla235) (with 
recitation of): 0f!l namalJ, pany,aya ...

["Homage to him who is in leaves and 
to him who is in the falling of leaves. 
Homage to him with the threatening 

voice and to him who slays, homage 
to him who slays, homage to him 
who troubles and to him who afflicts. 
Homage to you arrow-makers, and 
to you bow-makers, homage to you 
sprinklers, to the hearts of the Gods. 
homage (sie!) to the discerners, hom
age to the destroyers; homage to the 
indestructible."]236 

17' Of!l, the incense, light and sweets for 
Lak�mi-Näräyal).a, may the fruitful ritual 
decision (saf!!kalpa) be successful. Then 
he should worship (Lak�mi-Näräyal).a) 
on the bed in the direction of the east. 
Of!l, salutation to lndra. Salutation to 
Agni. Salutation to Yama and salutation 
to Nairrtya. Salutation to Varul).a. Saluta
tion to Väyu. Salutation to Kubera. Salu
tation to Isäna. Salutation to Ananta. 

17v Salutation to Brahmä. Salutation to Ä
ditya. Salutation to Soma. Salutation to 
Ari.gära. Salutation to Budha. Salutation 
to Brhaspati (and) salutation to Sukra. 
Salutation to Sanaiscara. Salutation to 
Rähu. Salutation to Ketu. Salutation to 
Janman (planetary constellation at birth). 
Of!l, salutation to Vinäyaka. Of!l saluta
tion to Durgä. Salutation to Väyavi. 
Salutation to the directions. Salutation to 
the lunar mansions (nak�atra) beginning 
with AsvinL 

18' Salutation to the conjunctions (yoga)

beginning with Vi�karp.bha. Salutation 
to the solar mansions (rMi) beginning 
with Aries (me�a). Salutation to the fif
teen lunar days (tithi) beginning with the 
new moon (pratipad). Of!l, salutation to 
Kesava with Sri. Salutation to Näräyal).a 
with VägisvarL Salutation to Mädhava 
with Känti. Salutation to Govinda with 
Kriyä. Salutation to Vi�l).U with Sänti. 

18v Salutation to Madhusüdana with Dhrti. 
Salutation to Trivikrama with lchä. Salu
tation to Vämana with Priti. Salutation to 
Sridhara with Rati. Salutation to ��ikesa 

230 YV 12.89. 
231 YV 1.8. 
232 YV 19.9. 
233 YV 11.83. 
234 See fol. 16v . 
235 (Nep.) pugi or pugiphal. 
236 YV 16.46. 



237 Trans!. follows GPS 13.71. 
238 During the ritual the bed is 
only circumambulated three 
times. According to Pandit 
Aithal, the number of circum
ambulations for Vi�ryu is four. 
239 Trans!. follows AKP, p. 70. 
240 i.e. Yama. Trans!. follows
GPS 13.79. 
241 See fol. 29'· 
242A small earthernware plate 
filled with rice, coins and a 
bete! nut. 
243 lt is unclear what "nidrä" 
means in this context. 

with Mäyä. Salutation to Padmanäbha 
with DhI. Salutation to Dämodara with 
Mahimä. Salutation to Puru�ottama with 
Lak�mi. Salutation to the sixty-four Y o
ginis. (Now) fragrant materials (gandha) 

etc. 
19' He should prepare water (argha). Hav

ing placed two conches, cow milk, kusa 

grass, barley (yava), mustard seeds, dürvä 

grass, rice (ak$ata), fragrant materials 
(gandha), flowers (pu$pa), coconut (nari

kela), gold (hirm:,.ya), valuable gifts (rat

na), (and) water (jala), having taken the 
conch with his hands, holding it by its top, 
kneeling on the earth, he should give wa
ter (argha). Recitation (väkya) as before. 

19" As your bed in the ocean of milk is not 
empty, oh !<r�9a, so should mine not 
be empty from birth to birth.237

(Now) raising of this water (arghya), 

(proclamation of) svähä, muttered prayer 
(jäpa), recitation (stotra) of namo 'stv 

anantäya ... (and) päpo 'ham ... 

[Evil am I, an evil-doer, evil-minded, 
arisen from evil. Please save me, o 
god, he who has taken refuge in you 
is dear to you.] 

(Now) fragrant materials (gandha) etc., 
sacrificial fee (dak$h:,.ä), (then) four 
times238 circumambulation (pradak$ir;ä) 

of the bed. Of!l, salutation to the authori
tative DevI. Worship (püjä) of the bräh

mar;a. A seat should be offered for the 
brähmar;a with his wife in the form of 
(i.e. representing) Lak�rru-Näräya9a. 

20' Flowers (pu$pa) should be offered. In 
this way water should be offered for 
washing the feet (pädärghya). Water 
should be offered for washing hands 
(hastärghya). Again water (pratyarghya) 

should be offered. Sandalwood paste 
( candana) should be offered. U nbroken 
rice (ak$ata) should be offered. Sacred 
Thread (yajfiopavita) and flowers (pu$

pa) should be offered. Incense (dhüpa) 
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should be offered. Light (dipa) should 
be offered. Fragrant materials (gandha) 

etc. should be offered. (Then) libation 
(utsarga) (taking barley, black sesame 
seeds, kusa grass and water in the right 
hand and recitation of): 

As long as the bed of Siva and Kesava 
is not empty, so long the bed of the 
preta is not empty from birth to 
birth.239

20' Through the power of the gift of the 
bed he should stay without doubt in 
the house of Indra and also in the 
heavenly house of the son of the 
sun.240 

He should place two blades of kusa in 
the hand of the brähmar;a. This gift of 
the bed together with household utensils 
is to be given according to one's capaci
ties. Give (it) through the brähmar;a (to 
the preta). Ritual decision (saf!lkalpa). 

Wording (väkya) (of the desakäla

saf!lk7.rtana) as before: 
21' (I shall give)241 this bed plated with ivory, 

ornamented with golden coins, address
ing it to Prajäpati, erected at the four di
rections (lit. corners) beginning with 
north-east with (four) kumbhas füll of 
clarified butter (and) filled with saffron, 
wheat (and) water, together with one 
pürr;apätra242 (each), (and) with a nidrä

rüpakumbha243 filled with clarified butter 
placed at the shining head ( of the bed), 

21' covered with goose down, (and) a pillow 
as a pleasant head (of the bed) with a 
special blanket (pa!fi) as bed cover and 
a five-coloured canopy with a golden 
icon of Lak�rru-Näräya9a, addressing it 
to Angiras. Wishing to satisfy all, begin
ning with the inhabitants of Yama's city 
(and) the doorkeepers (of Yama's city) 
whose flag is dharma (I shall give) the 
Seven Grains (and) 

22' their supplements addressing it to Pra
jäpati. 
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Wishing to satisfy Yama etc. in the city 
of Yama (which) is difficult to reach, (I 
shall give) an auspicious bete! nut which 
consists of Vi�9u, Brahmä and Siva ad
dressing it to Vidyädhara. 

22v (I shall give) a mirror wishing to reach 
the world of Rudra, addressing it to 
Indra, the sight of which (grants) bliss, 
splendour, welfare, good reputation 
(and) pure knowledge to the people until 
the end of the sun and the moon. (I shall 
give) saffron and honey addressing it to 
Yak�a. And then (I shall give) a Iamp 
addressing it to Vahni in order to suc
cessfully and easily proceed on the way 
of great darkness (in order to) illurninate 
the departure. 

23' (I shall give) these shoes addressing 
them to Uttänängiras (thus) successfully 
proceeding to the heavenly world, having 
ascended a horse (that) overcomes the 
difficulty of traversing (the hells named) 
"edge of a razor-blade", "burning coals" 
(and) "blazing sand". 
(I shall give) this umbrella addressing it 
to Indra in order to prevent the exhaus
tion that stems from the heat of twelve 
suns (and) in order to prevent the heat 
and remove the great pain ( of the hells 
named) "forest of sword-blades" (and) 
"deluge of stones".244 

23v (I shall give) this yak-tail addressing it to 
Kämadhenu in order to proceed success
fully to the world of Surabhi while being 
fanned in the early morning by a troop of 
one-thousand Apsaras. 
(I shall give) a fan addressing it to Väyu 
preventing heat etc. 
(I shall give) a stick addressing it to Vis
vakarman for the time when proceeding 
on the way to Yama in the wish of attain
ing Vi�9u. 
(I shall give) a bench addressing it to 
Visvakarman in the wish of dwelling in 
happiness wheresoever. 

24' (I shall give) this seat addressing it to 
Uttänängiras in the wish of dwelling in 
happiness wheresoever, also on the way 
to Yama. 
(I shall gi ve) this waterpot addressing it 
to Varu9a out of the desire of attaining 
happiness, wheresoever on the way to 
Yama, wishing to satisfy the messengers 
of Yama by preventing hunger and thirst 
etc. by perpetual satisfaction. 
(I shall give) a brazen pot for cooking 
rice together with a ladle addressing it to 
Visvakarman. 

24v (I shall give) a brazen pot for cooking 
side dishes together with a ladle address
ing it to Visvakarman. 
(I shall give) a pot made of iron for cook
ing green vegetables. 
(I shall give) a brazen plate addressing it 
to Visvakarman for the purpose of wash
ing hands and food and attaining purity. 
(I shall give) a plate made of brass (rai

tya) or bell-metal (karrrsya) with milk 
addressing it to Visvakarman. 
(I shall give) milk addressing it to Samu
dra. 

25' (I shall give) fuel addressing it to Va
naspati during the time of proceeding 
to Y ama with the wish of preventing the 
freezing cold. 
(I shall give) a vessel made of clay, 

containing charcoal, and a fire-vessel ad
dressing it to Agni. (I shall give) a three
legged stove made of iron addressing it 
to Yama. (I shall give) a sword made of 
iron addressing it to Bhairava. (I shall 
give) a stove made of iron addressing it 
to Visvakarman. 

2SV (I shall give) a vessel made of iron, con
taining charcoal addressing it to Visva
karman. (I shall gi ve) a vessel made of 
iron containing green vegetables etc. ad
dressing it to Visvakarman. (I shall give) 
a vessel with coconut and smoke for 
inhalation to be always served address-

244 According to GPS 2.1 ff. the
deceased has to suffer from the 

heat of twelve suns on his way 
through the underworld. He 
tries to take refuge in the near
by shady forest, which consists 
solely of sword-blades, cutting 
the deceased into pieces. 



The entire household pre
sented to the spirit of the 
deceased, is displayed in 
front of the house of the chief 
mourner and offered to the 
priest. 
Photo 22nd August 2002. 

245 Meaning of icham obscure. 

ing it to Vahni. For the sake of erotic 
decoration (1 shall give) a vessel made of 
brass with oil for application addressing 
it to Vi�i:iu. For the sake of holding water 
(1 shall give) a thread made of grass ad
dressing it to Varui:ia. 

26' (1 shall give) a wooden door-box for 
clothes and things to be placed in ad
dressing it to Visvakarman. While pro
ceeding to Yama and wishing to have 
ascended a vehicle (1 shall give) crutches 
addressing it to Visvakarman for (sup
port in case of) shaking. (1 shall give) an 
icham245 addressing it to Vanaspati to be 
placed on the limbs. 

26v While proceeding on the way to Yama 
wishing to satisfy all, beginning with 
those who live in the city of Yama, wish
ing to attain pure rice (1 shall gi ve) a win
nowing basket addressing it to Väyu. 
For the sake of preventing dust in the 
wish of attaining a pure house (1 shall 
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give) a broom addressing it to Vanaspati. 
Wishing to satisfy all, beginning with 
the messengers of Yama, (1 shall give) 
a stick made of iron for the application 
of collyrium together with collyrium ad
dressing it to Vi�i:iu. 

27' (1 shall give) articles for erotic decora
tion (such as) vermilion and sandalwood 
paste and substances for the mark on the 
forehead, (and) a vessel for these (mate
rials) addressing it to SacI. (1 shall give) 
a comb for adorning etc. (and) other ar
ticles for erotic decoration addressing it 
to Vanaspati. (1 shall give) a necklace 
made of crystal (käca) or gold address
ing it to Vi�i:iu. (1 shall give) ornaments 
for the ears made of gold addressing it 
to Agni. 

27v At the time of proceeding on the way to 
Yama wishing to satisfy all, beginning 
with Yama, Citragutpa etc., the messen
gers (of Yama) and others (1 shall give) 
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a ring made of gold or silver. At the time 
of proceeding on the way to Yama, wish
ing to attain happiness (by) preventing 
the freezing cold, (I shall give) an up
per garment to support the limbs (and) a 
jacket addressing it to Brhaspati. 

28' On the way to Yama wishing to satisfy 
all, with recitations of the names of Hari 
(wishing to) satisfy Gandharvas, Närada 
and Rägi91 (I shall gi ve) together with 
cloth a drum246 etc. addressing it to 
SarasvatL (I shall give) a book etc. to be 
written by the highest lord addressing it 
to Sarasvati. 

28v Wishing to satisfy the inhabitants of 
Yamas city (I shall give) the book so
and-so (with) fixed letters and bounded 
by the right number wishing to reach the 
world of Sarasvati, which is different 
from the heavenly world, (I shall give) 
a book addressing it to SarasvatL In the 
process of time (while proceeding on 
the way) (I shall give) a süryasvadina247

addressing it to Vi$IfU. For the sake of 
covering the eyes (I shall give) a upana

yana248 made from a handful of darbha 

grass addressing it to Visvakarma. 
29' (I shall give) a pot for oil made of brass 

(raitya) or bell-metal (käY[lsya) address
ing it to Visva(karma). (I shall give) a pot 
for eating made of brass (raitya) or bell
metal (käY[!sya). In order to see the figure 
(I shall give) a rnirror for so-and-so to be 
drawn and represented in a picture ad
dressing it to Vi$9u. 

29v I shall give other materials and all do
mestic utensils addressing it to Vi$9U to 
the Brahmin so-and-so Sarmä, together 
with his wife, being the form of Lak$iµi 
and Näräya9a. 
(The following sloka) should be said by 
the brähmana: 

OY[l svasti kodät ... : 

["Who has bestowed it? Upon whom 
bestowed it? Desire bestowed it, for 

desire he gave it, desire is giver and 
Desire receiver, This, 0 Desire, to you 
is dedicated. "]249 

He should (now) give all the utensils (to 
the bräf:imaJJ,a). 

30' (Now) the dedication of the gifts. 
Given in this way, I hand over to you 
as the sacrificial fee (dak�iJJ,ä) ac
cording to (my) faith (a) silver (coin) 
representing the moon (and a) copper 
(coin) representing the sun in order to 
firmly establish the gift of the bed to
gether with the cooking utensils. 

He should give all the ornaments. He 
(the brähmaJJ,a) should sit on the bed. 
Circumambulation ( of the bed). 

30v Oh Srivi$9U, this very icon together 
with all of the utensils, provided with 
all (kinds of) valuable gifts is given 
to you, oh Brahrnin. Because of this, 
by means of the gift of a bed, the self, 
Sambhu, Siva, Gauri (and) Sakra to
gether with troops of gods, (and) this 
very self should be satisfied. 

Worship, lying on the ground and touch-

Page of Mahendra Sarmä 's 
personal handbook (HB), 
which he uses during the per
formance of the latyä ritual on 
the 451

" day after death. Cp. fol 
8" of HB I and the samänapa
daväkya of HB3 in the concor
dance on p. 174. 

246 Special meaning of ada
mrdanga not clear, most
probably a kind of drum. 
247 Meaning obscure, maybe a 
clock. 
248 Meaning obscure in this 
context. 
249 YV 7.48. 



250 Quoted from the memory of 
Pandit Aithal. 
251 In brackets: three lines 
added on the top margin. 

ing the feet of the brähma7J,a, sacrificial 
fee (dak$irJä). 

[Godäna] 

(Now) the (symbolic) gift of a cow 
(godäna). Recitation (väcana). 
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self, or due to the natural disposition, 
everything I dedicate to the highest 
Näräyal).a.] 

In the (Vikrama) era, in the year 1997 in 
the month of phälgu1J,a, the tenth lunar 
day of the bright half, the seventh day of 
the week, on that day (this) sayyädäna 

was written by the brähma7J,a Deva
dhara. Hail. 

31' Benediction (reciting couplets of rcas 

of the Veda). Keep Sürya as a witness. 
(Recitation of) käyena väcä ... :250 

[Whatever I do with body, speech, 
mind or the senses with intellect or the 

31' (indecipherable sketch for placing the 
kumbhas at the four corners of the bed) 

Concordance of Mahendra Sarmä's personal handbooks (HB
3 

and HB
1
) 

Transliteration of HB
3 

and concordance to HB 
1
• 

Name of the stotras (the names in square brackets are not written in HB). 
l. kravyiidiignistotra fol. l' 

2. kumbhakesvara[stotra] fol. l' -P 

3 .  pil:uf.astotra

4. [ii.firvacana]

5. [samiinapada viikya]

6. $Ocja§akalästotra

7. [§ayyädäna kumbha pramä1J,a]

8. prärthana

9. dhyiina

10. arghya

11. faY!1,kha püjä

12. [k!$1J,a stotra]

HB
3 

fol. 1 V 

fol. 1 V 

fol. 2'- 3 '  

fol. 3' 

fol. 3v 

fol. 3v - 4' 

fol. 4' _4v 

fol. 5' 

fol. 5'-SV 

fol. SV 

HB
I 

fol. l' [l.] kravyädiigni stotraJ:t - ku!Jcja kar

pürasaY!1,käsa ekavaktrals trilocana. paiica

da§akaläsräddhe kravyiidägne namo lstu te. l 

fol. 3v ku1JcJaY!l karpürasaY!1,kiisaY!1, ekavak

traY!1, trilocänaY!1,. paY!1,cadalsakaläsräddhe 

kravyädägnimürttaye namaJ:t. 

fol. l' [2.] kuY!1,bhakesvaraJ:t [ stotra] - sar

vaürthamay'imürtikuY!1,bhakesatrüya lnamämi 

siva satataY!1, xi lsarva jive$U tära7J,am. vi

dhiJ:t vi$1JUhara§ caiva II (xxx ltilära§cana san-

fol. 2v sarvaürthalmay'imürtikumbhesvara

trüyake. namiilmi satata'!l devapün:,,akuY!1,

bhaY!1, namämi te. lvidhir vi$1Juharas caiva 

trimürttibhavatiira1J,aY!1,. syämaraktiidikavar-

tu mäyänix$a letä satyiisiva santul)251 trimür- !JOY!! pra1Jämämi sadäl§ivaY!1,. 

tibhavatära1Jam. syälmaraktiiti var1Jas tvaY!1, 

pür1JakumbhaY!1, namo stu te. l 
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fol. 1 v [3.] pif:u/.astotralJ,-caturdasakalalpü:u/e 

trptir bhavati säsvati lparatalJ, sivakurribhena 

namas te lpitrdevata. iti. 

fol. 1 v [4.] [asi"rvacana] pü}arri dhana vidyarri 

svargaxxx lva. prayak�atu tatha sarjya xxx 

lpitamaharri. ayurvrddhi yasorvxxx lnarri su

kha§rya. dharbhari"tana xxx I xxx II 

fol. 2' [5.] [samanapadavakya] gaccha gaccha 

mahatata lpitarau sara1J-arri tava. samana-1 

padavirri datu pitrlokarri sthiro lbhava. le�a 

vo nugata pretalJ, lpitaras tvarri (j,adamiva 

lsivam astu vise�a1J,am yayatarri cirajzvinam 

lgrhyatarri tvatsuto yantu lpi1J,{j,arüpe1J,a sarris

thita lsamanapadavirri daturri lprasada�va pi

tamaha lihalokarri parityajya llgaccha gaccha 

mahatata pitaralJ, sara1J-am tava. samanapa

davirri datu lpitrlokarri sthiro bhava.252 lgato 

si paramarri gati pretalokarri parityajya ldi

vyalokarri sa gacchatu. ltava varrisasamud

bhüta lpautrahavalJ, pitamaha lpretatvagatim 

apanna lsannidhyarri kryatarri tvaya.l prapau

tras tvatkule jata lsrlJ-u vrddhapitamaha llya

vac candrarka medinlyarri tavatvarri susthiro 

lbhava. liha lokarri. l 

fol. 3' [6.] �o(j,asakalastotra lpretatvarri preta

sarriyuktarripreta lrüparri:xxprabho. pitalmaha

prasadena pitrlokarri lsa gacchatu.11 

fol. 3v [7.] [sayyadanakumbhaprama1J,a] zsä

ne ghrtakurribharri ca lagneyarri kumkumam 

tatha lnairrtyarri caiva godhümarri lvayavye 

jalapüritam. 

fol. 3v [8.] prarthana lsrlvi�lJ,U pratimahe�a 

lsarvopakara1J,air yuta. sarvalratnasamayukta 

tubhyarri vipra lnivedita. atmasambhu lsiva

gaurlsakrasuraga1J,aill saha. tasmat sayya

pradalnena atma hy e�a prasldatu 1 

fol. 6v caturdasakalapifJ,{j,e trptilr bhavati 

sasvatarri. pitarasivakumbharri lca namas te 

pitrdevata. 

fol. 8' e�a vonugatapretapitaras tvarri da

dami te. lsivam astu vise�anarri jayatarri 

cirajllvinarri. grhyatarri tatsvarüpelJ-a pi1J,{j,a

lrüpe1J,a sarristhitarri. gacha gacha mahalltata 

pitarau sara1J-arri tava. samanapadalpi1J-efarri 

tu pitrloke sthiro bhava. valkya. ihalokarri 

parityajya gatosi paralmarri gati. pretarüparri 

parityajya divyalolkarri sa gacchati. 1. tava 

varrisasamudbhütallprapautroharri pitamaha. 

pretattvagatirri apannarri lsarrinidhyarri krlya

tarri tvaya. vakya. ihalolkarri pari0
• 2. prapau

tras tvarri kule Jalta SflJ-U vrddhapitamaha.

yavac candrarkkau lmedinyarri tavat tvarri

susthiro bhava. ihalllokarri pa0
• 

fol. 9v 3. �oda§akalastoltra. pretatvarri preta

sarriyuktarri pitrrüparri maya lprabho. pita

mahaprasadena vi�1J,ulokarri lsa gacchati. iti 

�odasakalastotra. 

fol. 1 ov paiicakumbhaprama1J-arri. i"sälJ,e ghrta

kurribharri ca agneyarri kurrikumas tatha. nair

tyarri goldhümakurribharri vayavyarri jalapü

ritarri 

fol. 30v sri"vi�lJ,O pratima hy e�a sarvopas-11 

kara1J,air yuta. sarvaratnasamayulkta tava 

vipra nivedita. atmasambhulsivagaurlsakralJ, 

suraga1J,aisaha. tasmalc chayyapradanena 

atma hy e�a praslldatu. 
252 This verse is the same like 

that on fol. 2' lt is added on the 
top margin and written much 

more clear than the writing on 
fol. 2'. 



fol. 4' [9.] dhyäna lvidyutpuiijänibham deham 

llak$mibämäligasarristhitam lpravibhakta vi

bhü$ädhyam lfrivatsälikita vigraham lurasä 

kaustubharri vigratlsmitavaktrama jagatpra

bhum lsarrikharri cakram gadärri padmarri 

ldak$ahaste viräjitam lpustakarri kalasarri 

padmam lmukurarri vämahastake tärk$ya 1 

kürma samäru(j,ham lak$mi lnäräya1J,abhaje. 

iti.11 

fol. 5' [10.] arghya"f:i - orri jäto daitya lvad

yärthäya devänärri pällanäya ca. tasmai de

väya lsatyäya deväya sagu1J,ältmane. vyaktä 

lvyuktasvarulpäya hr$ikapataye nama"f:i lgrhä-

1J,ärghyam mayä dattarri ramayä lsahita pra

bho. 

fol. 5' [11.] sarrikhapujä"J:,, - tvarri purä 

sägarotpalnnä vi$1J,Unä vidhrta"f:i kare. llna

mitarri sarvadaivatyarri päiicaVanma namo 

stu te. 11/äta"f:i karrisabadhärthäya devänärri 

lpälanäya ca. tasmai deväya lkr$1Jäya saga-

1J,äya mahätmane. 

fol. SV [12.] [k!$1Jastotra] kr$1Jäya väsudevä

ya devaki lnandäya ca. nandagopakumärälya 

govindäya namo nama"f:,,.11 kastüriti lakarri la

läfayalfale vak$asthale kaustubharri lnäsäge 

gajamauktikarrilkaratale ve1J,a"f:,, karer kaka-1 

1J,am. sabälige hari canyä lna ca tulasä 

karrifhe lca muktävali gopa lstri pari$e$fito 

vijayate gopäla cu(j,älma1J,i"f:,,.II 
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fol. 14v dhyänarri. Ol'fl vidyutpuiijani

bharri deharri lalk$mivämäligasarristhitarri. 

pravibhaktavilbhü$äq,hyarri srivatsälikitavak

$asarri. daralsä kaustubharri vibhratsmi

tavaktrarri jagatpralbho. salikhacakragadä

padmarri dak$ahaste villräjitarri. pustakaka

lasarri padmakumudarri vämalhastake. tärk$a

kurmmä samärü(j,harri lak$milnäräya1Jarri 

bhaje. 





Part III 

Conclusion - The Dynamics 

of Newar Death Rituals 





Textuality and Contextuality 

Seen from a textual perspective, especially 
from the Sanskritic point of view, Hindu 
death rituals appear to be rather static, pre
scri bing a fixed order of actions and using 
more or less fixed ritual elements (e.g. Vedic 
recitations, mantras, mar:uf,alas) as well as 
ritual objects. Thus they are often contrasted 
with the great range of local, regional, and 
historical variations (see, for instance, Evi
son 1989). However, on closer inspection it 
becomes evident that even within a narrow 
contextual framework, death rituals and ritu
als in general offer possibilities of change and 
variation that have mostly been overseen by 
scholars of (domestic) rituals (in South Asia). 
lt is this aspect of the dynarnics of Hindu 
death rituals that we wish to elaborate on in 
the following conclusions by concentrating 
on notions of textuality and contextuality, 
impurity, pollution and purification, tactility 
and embodiment, deification and pacifica
tion, memory and mourning, continuity and 
change. We shall try to see the Newar death 
rituals, especially the latyä or sapi1J,rfikara1J,a 

ritual, "in their own right", i.e. from all the 
aspects that come together at a specific point 
of time and place and that do not easily allow 
deductions and generalizations. However, we 
assume that the conclusions we draw also 
hold true for similar cases, although all theo
rising on death is obviously lirnited by the 
uncertainty of death. 

As we have shown elsewhere (Michaels/ 
Buss forthc.), the great formal variety within 
both ritual practice and ritual texts concerns 
the fact that, as we see it, ritual action must 
be understood as a kind of grammar which 
allows a creative use of its basic elements 
and structures. The idea of studying rituals 
in terms of linguistic models has already 
been proposed by Franz Boas and has been 
brought up since then by several scholars, 
e.g. Susanne Langer (1963), Edmund Leach

(1968), Staal (1989), and Lawson/McCauley 
(1990). However, most of these writers 
emphasise that rituals are composed of 
ritual sequences that can be understood as the 
smallest units of rituals. Staal alone devel
oped a kind of ritual syntax in which special 
modes of action such as repetitions, breaks, 
rhetorical questions, ritual abbreviations etc., 
as well as pragmatical aspects such as expres
sivity, performativity, and habituality would 
have to be considered. lt remains an open 
question then whether a kind of universal 
logic of ritual, a "sense of ritual" (Bell 1992), 
or a kind of "interrituality" (Gladigow 2004) 
could be developed. 

As for the latyä ritual of the Newars, we 
pin-pointed eight methods for creating varia
tion, which are: (1) substitution; (2) altera
tion (i.e. alternatives or options are explicitly 
mentioned, which gives the priest the option 
to modify the ritual according to the situa
tion); (3) shifting, postponement, or interpo
lation; (4) ornission; (5) fusion and merging; 
(6) reduction or abbreviation; (7) re-duplica
tion and repetition; (8) invention of new ritual
elements or sub-rites (Michaels/Buss 2005).

All of these forms of variance are means 
for adapting ritual liturgy to the actual situa
tion, depending on the macro-, meso- or rni
cro-level of comparison. Adaption of rituals 
and thus variability rather than strict formal
ity has always been accepted by the Dhar
masästrins, priests, and theologians, because 
rituals often had to be reduced and modified 
in times of distress (Skt. äpad) or adapted to 
the specific circumstances of the region and 
the time (Skt. desakälänucära). 

However, there is a lirnit to the variability 
of rituals because their core elements can al
most never be exchanged or substituted. They 
make up the particular character of the ritual. 
Thus sarrikalpa, pi!J,<f,a, püjä, däna or homa 

appear in all of the sapi1J,r;tikara1Ja rituals. 
Among these, only the pi!J,<f,as are specific to 
death rituals, whereas sarrikalpa, püjä, däna 
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and homa are also found in other rituals. Y et 
not even the pir:itf,as and other core elements 
are prepared or used in a fixed and homoge
neous way. 

In addition, the agency of the priest in ritu
als seems to be much greater than is generally 
assumed. This becomes clear in the surpris
ing substitution of the (prescribed) son of the 
deceased by his father during the ritual of 22nd 

of August 2002. Here it is the father of the 
deceased who performs the death ritual, even 
though the deceased had himself a son - too 
young to already have ritual capacity himself. 
During the ritual, when the father kneads the 
pir:itf,as, the priest says: "lt is (still) not al
lowed to raise the pir:itf,a from the ground .... 
Is there a son (born from the dead person)? 
[The father confirms this]. .. However, if he 
has a son, it is not necessary to make (mix) all 
(the pir:itf,as) into one. If he had not had a son, 
all (the pir:itf,as) would be made one ... Don't 
worry if it (the pir:itf,a) gets broken ... Now turn 
it round this way ... Make (it) a little thinner 
at the top. Now fold it like this. Now, turn it 
round again. Keep pressing it this way [dem
onstrates]. (Be careful) it is going to break. lt 
is not allowed to break the pir:itf,a." 

To be sure, the son mentioned by the 
yajamäna was born shortly before his own 
son died. Consequently he was too young to 
perform the death rituals. In most if not all 
texts253

, it is explicitly forbidden for a father 
to perform the antye�fi and sräddha rituals 
for his son since that would imply that the 
succession of the ancestors had broken down. 
However, the agency of the priest in the ritual 
is remarkable. He can alter the presumptive 
rules according to the situation, even though 
the ritual succession of father and son is 
firmly established since Vedic times. 

Neither symbolism nor meaning can ex
plain these possibilities of variation in rituals. 
Clearly, there is a relation between a core 
action or the plot of a ritual (pradhäna), and 
the sub-rituals (aliga), but the formality is not 

fixed by a limited and restricted procedure 
and protocol or liturgy, but by using more 
or less deliberately a known set of ritual el
ements and decorum from various sources. 
This can be seen in Hindu Newar death rituals 
- and most likely in other life-cycle rituals as
well - on several levels. However, for many
domestic rituals in non-Brahmanic communi
ties of South Asia it now becomes clear that
the varieties and the possibilities for change
are far greater than the restrictions, estab
lished rules, and limitations. In other words,
ritual formality refers to a kind of floating
inventory of ritual actions and decorum that
has to be bound and mixed by several agents
to produce more or less meaningful action.
Thus, it is not the formality but the variability
in the use of forrns that explains the dynamics
of rituals. From this point of view, priests and
other ritual specialists for domestic rituals in
South Asia should be regarded as ritual artists
rather than as ritual administrators. Ritual is
indeed a form of art!

New moon in September (Co

kan_ia aüsi). Ca,:ies Bahädur 

Jatifrom Bhvalache, 83-years

old, at the worship of the fore

fathers (sräddha). 

Photo 14,1, September 2004 

253 See Kane 1991/IV: 257, 

GPS 11.19. 



Hands of Ga(ie§ Bahädur Jati 

with black sesame seeds an a 

small dish. 

Photo J 4'" September 2004 

254 In the following section we 

have deliberately taken passag
es fom Michaels 2004: 131 ff. 

Pollution and Purification254

Death means a certain period of impurity 
(asauca, mrtakasütaka, sütaka; Nep. Ju!ho) 

for the survivors. This generally lasts between 
ten and thirteen days for the close relatives, 
requires various purification measures, and is 
"contagious". According to the Brahmanical 
legal texts, only a few persons cannot be pol
luted or will only be polluted for a short time; 
these include ascetics, Brahmins who main
tain a sacrificial fire, and occasionally the 
king. The chief mourner, however, remains 
impure for at least ten to eleven days, during 
which he is not to shave, cut his nails, comb 
his hair, and must sleep only on the floor, 
avoid sexual intercourse, and wear neither 
shoes nor sewn garments. He is to cook his 
food himself on a separate fire. On the tenth 
or eleventh day he bathes, is shaved, and he 
receives a new Sacred Thread. 

On several occasions, especially after 
the latyälsapü:u/,tkarar.za, Brahmins must be 
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given presents and entertained again (bräh

ma1J,abhojana), even though they accept the 
offered meal with reluctance. Relatives and 
neighbours are also invited to meals which 
form the conclusion of the death rituals and 
the especially impure period; this demon
strates the reintegration of the mourning fam
ily into the comrnunity, even though many 
observances have to be followed during the 
subsequent year. 

The degree of impurity for the survivors 
depends mainly on their class and caste as 
well as their kinship. Usually it is the patri
linear relatives who perform the death rites, 
in most cases the first-born son, or the broth
er or husband. During this time, the chief 
mourner - in Neväri he is called the "giver of 
the fire" (mitamhä) - is treated almost as an 
Untouchable, clearly separated from his rela
tives. Widows smash their bracelets, remove 
their jewellery, and no longer wear stripes of 
vermilion in their parting. Brothers living in 
the household and all male relatives of the 
male line are also affected, and even distant 
relatives often perform a brief ritual purifi
cation upon receiving news of the death. At 
any rate, impurity is to be understood ritually 
in the death ritual. lt has little to do with the 
emotional relation to the deceased. 

Periods of death pollution 

In Bhaktapur the periods, categories and de
grees of pollution that reflect the nature of the 
relation of the relatives to the chief mourner 
can be sumrnarized as follows: in all cases 
the activity involves byekegu, the process of 
regaining purity. 

One-day impurity: 
least-affected distant relatives 

Distant male and female relatives, collec
tively called yäkä pähii - literally "single 
guests" - are marginally affected. These 
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are the daughters of great-uncles and great
great-uncles of male ancestors whose male 
descendants are either close agnates up to the 
third generation (phuki), or distant agnates up 
to the fifth generation. These distant agnates 
remember that a generation ago their fathers 
were members of the same lineage. Even 
granddaughters of great-great-aunts classify 
as yäkä pähii. In the case of the death of J agat 
Män Suväl (to whom we frequently refer in 
our study), only five females were classified 
as such. 

Many more, altogether 56 male and female 
yäkä pähii, were affected from the in-laws: 
from the wife of the deceased, his mother, 
his grandmother, his daughter-in-law, and his 
two granddaughters-in-law. Their nieces and 
the daughters of their nephews, their grand
nephews and the sons and daughters as well 
as grandsons and granddaughters of their 
uncles also qualify as yäkä pähii. 

All of these relatives are polluted by the 
death, but a simple byekegu procedure al
lows them to regain purity: pulverized oil 
cake (khau) from mustard seeds (produced 
by Säymi) is used as a cleansing agent while 
taking a bath the morning after the death and 
cremation of a distant relative. On the 13,h 
(teradin) or 45,h day (latyä) after death, as 
weil as on the 180'\ 3601h and 7201h day, all 
these individually named persons are invited 
to join the feast marking the restoration of the 
purity of the chief mourner's hause, a pro
cess called suddha viikegu - "having attained 
purity". 

Impurity for four days: near relatives 

Near relatives called bhvaf; pähii - literally 
"family guests", implying that all members of 
the family concerned - are invited to join the 
feast on the J3'h or 45,h day (sapir;cj,ikarar;a) 

after death. 
These consist of the married daughters 

of the chief mourner, his sisters, male and 

female children of his brothers and sisters, 
his married female cousins, and the married 
daughters of his uncles. Distant agnates from 
the great- and even great-great-grandfather 
are also involved as they are closer to the 
lineage. Theo the non-agnates; in the case 
of Jagat Män Suväl 19 such households were 
identified. 

From the in-laws, 35 households were 
involved: brothers, their sons and daughters, 
male cousins, father, uncles and grandneph
ews. 

All of them undergo the byekegu process 
on the day after death. 

Impurity for four days: distant relatives 

Among the bhvaf; pähii there are a few 
exceptions: the husband of the daughter of 
the deceased or the husband of the sister, a 
category termedjicäbhäju, will already have 
his hair trimmed and toenails pared on the 4'h 
day as part of the byekegu process, because 
his services are needed during the eight days 
to come. The päju, the brother of the mother 
of the deceased ( or his sons in case he is not 
alive), may also undergo purification on the 
4,h day, but this is now rarely done. The third 
group of potential relatives for byekegu on the 
4th day comes from distant agnates, up to six 
generations, i.e. the descendants of the great
or great-great-grandfather. They no langer 
belang to the lineage of the chief mourner,
and in many cases they can not clearly define 
their relationship, but they cherish a faint idea 
of relationship. What they wish to express by 
this is respect to the common ancestors and 
probably solidarity with the mourners. In the 
case of Jagat Män Suväl, three great-grand
sons of his great-grandfather underwent the 
purificatory ritual on the 4'h day. 
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Overview of periods of mourn- Mourning and Pollution: Stages of Purification 
ing and pollution of diminish-

ing intensity. 

Overt mourning is expressed 

in wailing during the first 

10 days, on the occasion of 

Säpäru, and on the 36I" day. 

While distant agnates undergo 

purification on the 4'" day, 

lineage members do so on 

the 10'" day and complete the 

purification of the households 

on the 12'" day. 

Day 

l" day: 
4•h day: 

10"' day: 

Lineage members have to 121

" day: 
observe a restricted diet until 

the 45'" day, the chief mourner 

wears white clothes, follows 

mild dietary restrictions until 451h day: 
the 360'" day, and receives 

vermilion and oil for thefirst 

time again on the 361" day. 

180"' day: 

the day after 
full moon in 
i\ugusl 

360"' day: 
12 months 

361"day: 

720"' day: 

Performance 

distant male and female relatives undergo purification 
distant agnates (up to six generations) undergo 
purification 

close agnates (phukf, up to three generations) undergo 
purification, chief moumer receives white clothes 
for women of the household period of wailing ends 

close agnates. female members and household undergo 
purificalion through fire ritual 

chief moumer undergoes purification (byekegu) a day 
in advance; he receives a cap as a token of rcintcgration; 
close and distant relatives join feast 

chief mourner undergoes purification (byekegu) a day 
in advance: close and distant relatives join feast 

offeri.ng of a cow (godäna) to the deceased (preta) 

women of the mourning household are wailing 

chief moumer undergoes purification (byekegu) a day 
in advance: he takes off white clothes: close and 
distant relatives join feast 

in an acl of final purificalion closc relatives (phukf) 
apply oil to lheir hair; women are wailing for the last 
time; the chief moumer receives vermilion 

chief moumer undergoes purification (byekegu) a day 
in advance; close and distant relatives join the feast 

Ritual (Nev.) 

byekegu 

laksa: byekegu 

du byekegu 

lhä panegu 

latyä (sapindikarana) 

khulä: byekegu 

Sapäru (Gäijäu·ä) 

däkilä: byekegu 

cikä taygu 

nedatithi: byekegu 



184 Conclusion 

Impurity for ten days: 
members of the lineage (phuk"i)

The phuki are close agnatic relatives with 
links up to the third generation. This is a 
small group, because usually it only com
prises descendants of the same great-grand
father of the deceased. The tracing of three 
generations reflects the making of pir_uj,as

for three generations: father, grandfather and 
great-grandfather. 

The chief mourner rarely remembers his 
great-great-grandfather, but not all descen
dants of this distant forefather are members of 
the same lineage. After three generations new 
phukt are set up, which perform their annual 
ancestor worship (dugudyaf:zpüjä) separately. 
However distant the relations may be, in case 
of death the great-granduncles express their 
respect by joining the phuk"i concerned on the 
4'h day. 

Members of the lineage, the brothers, 
uncles, nephews and sons of the deceased 
perform du byekegu. The term "du", ex
presses the notion of impurity that adheres 
to the body (mhä). All lineage members are 
dumhä for a period of ten days. The byekegu

activity on the 1 O'h day after death includes 
having one's hair trimmed and toenails pared 
by a barber, a bath in the river, using not only 
khau (pulverized oilcake) as do all near and 
far relatives on the first day after death, but 
also a mixture of ämvaf:z-hämvaf:z, that is dry 
myrobalan and black sesame. 

Although ämvaf:z (or Nep. amalä) is said 
to have a detergent quality, its significance 
reaches far beyond. The small green fruit is 
extremely sour and used to make pickles. lt 
is a prominent offering to Siva and repre
sents the celestial world in general. The tree 
that bears these fruits is considered to be the 
primordial tree, the first ever to grow in the 
world. Black sesame is of no less importance. 
Considered to represent the sweat of Vi�i:iu, it 
is used to cover the pir;{j,as and, mixed with 

barley, it also represents purificatory quali
ties. 

In the case of Jagat Man Suväl, his only 
son, the chief mourner, and two grandsons, 
as well as his nephew and the nephew's two 
sons were considered to be dumhä, "impure 
bodies". 

The chief mourner and his brothers will 
receive new, white clothes from the hands 
of the Brahmin. In a concluding act they 
will look into a mirror of brass (jvälänhäyka)

which is first exposed to the sun. The dumhä

were not supposed to see their face for a pe
riod of ten days - all the mirrors in the house 
were veiled to avoid an improper confronta
tion. Once this confinement is overcome, the 
body reaches a preliminary stage of purity. 
Although the mitTor is brought by the barber, 
who also has command over the other tools 
which bring about purity, it is the Brahmin 
who holds the mirror. As an agent of purity, 
he enables the reintegration of the dumhä.

Impurity for twelve days: the house 

A further stage of purity is finally achieved on 
the 12th day after the sacred fire has cleansed 
the household and the hands of the affected 
persons, both male and female: a process 
called suddha viikegu - to attain purity. Lhä

panegu - literally "the hands exposed above 
a fire" which is fed by an auxiliary priest 
from the sub-caste of Tini, whose status is 
somewhat lower than a Brahmin. The of
fering of samay, a dish which includes egg, 
meat and fish, is meant to purify the house. 
All participants also receive this dish to end 
the period of restricted diet. 

Impurity for one year: the chief mourner 

For the chief mourner, the process of puri
fication extends over 361 days and is expe
rienced in steps. Through death it is imme
diately clear who will be the chief mourner; 



Purificatory ritual on the 10'" 

day qfier death ( du byekegu): 

all 38 members of the lineage 

group of Yakami (sub-caste of 

farmers) get shaved. 

Photo December 2003 

i.e. who will give fire to the pyre and as such
is called mitamhii. Like the members of his
patrilineal lineage group, he is also classified
as a dumhii, a "polluted body".

The purificatory ritual of the 10th day when 
they have their hair trimrned, their toenails 
pared, and put on white clothes frees the chief 
mourner as weil as other lineage members 
from the dumhii status. Two more purifica
tory rituals are needed to arrive at a status of 
purity (suddha viikegu) that allows him once 
again to prepare food and enter temples. 

At the end of the 13th or 45th day ritual, 
which aims at unifying the spirit of the de
ceased (preta) with the ancestors, the pitr, 

the chief mourner receives a colourful cap 
which indicates the end of rnourning as it 
were. The cap is not actually worn because 
white clothes are mandatory. lt is a peculiar
ity of death rituals arnong the Newars that 
the deceased joins the ancestors early on. 
Brahmanical traditions place this event at the 
end of a 12 month-long journey to Yarnaloka, 
the realm of the Lord of Death. For practical 
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reasons the Newars have given priority to 
the union with the ancestors before the out
set of the journey or, strictly speaking, after 
having already embarked upon it. lmme
diately after having been unified with the 
ancestors, the pitr of the deceased receives 
the offering of a bed (sayyädiina) which 
signifies his arrival in Sauripura after having 
crossed the mythic river Pu�pabhadra. At the 
same time two offerings of water (jaladiina) 

are performed, dedicated to the 30'h and 45'h 

day of the journey. To add another "inconsis
tency", 360 small pots are filled with water, 
one for each day of the 12 lunar months of 
30 days. 

Until the 13th or 45th day the diet is ex
tremely restricted, and until the first anniver
sary of death (diikilii) the chief mourner is not 
supposed to eat curds in case his father died, 
and milk in case his mother died. He should 
also not sit on chairs or sleep in beds - "mod
ern" furniture that rests on four legs. lt is said 
that the ancestors, the pitr, would be embar
rassed to see the chief mourner behave in an 
"unusual" way that was strange to them. He 
is also neither allowed to entertain guests in 
his house on the occasion of annual festivals, 
nor can he join others. On five occasions, the 
household is supplied with festive food by the 
married sisters (or their sons) and daughters 
of the chief mourner. The household remains 
polluted to such an extent that no other life
cycle ritual can be performed during this first 
year. Whatever has been planned - regardless 
how long in advance - has to be postponed. 

The ritual after 12 months includes the 
making of three pir_u/.as and the offering of 
cloth and a miniature bed to the deceased, 
who in that moment has reached the 15th city 
located in the topography of death. In a final 
act, the Brahmin hands over new clothes to 
the chief mourner and once again a colourful 
cap, which this time he imrnediately puts on, 
heralding the end of a long period of mourn
ing and marginal impurity. 
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Only after having received vermilion for 
the mark on the forehead and oil for the hair 
on the 361 st day has the body returned to the 
state of purity. On that same day the women 
of the household wail for the last time, thus 
withdrawing from overt mourning and bid
ding farewell to the deceased. 

Removing impurity 

To a large extent, the Brahmin ritual of death 
and dying is a gradual removal of impurity 
and mortality, as well as the creation of a 
new body in the next world (see below). For 
a certain period, the deceased still has a vital 
energy, which again will result in death. Thus 
he needs a body and a place to live so that -
according to the traditional belief - he can be 
reborn after temporarily being in heaven(s) 
or hell(s). If he bad no vital energy - like an 
ascetic - he would not have to be reborn and 
therefore not die again. But he also leaves be
hind or transmüs this death - bringing nega
tive energy to the survivors, who must protect 
themselves and the deceased mainly by the 
purifying forces of water and fire, especially 
the cremation fire, but also by other means 
such as gifts, oil, verrnilion, new clothes, or 
the ämva!J, (or Nep. amalä) fruit. Moreover, 
special forces (e.g. Brahrnin, kusa grass, ba
sil, gold, fire offerings, Veda recitations) are 
seen as eternal, immortal and indestructible 
and as therefore capable of neutralizing and 
filtering out the death and bringing vital ener
gy. But despite all ritual cautionary measures, 
they cannot completely dissolve or remove 
death. The deceased also retains a remnant of 
it, which lets him become the almost deified 
ancestor, but also leads to bis rebirth. 

Ideally, Brahrnins are to digest the im
purity of death (see Parry 1980). But it is 
not only they who remove the evil of the 
deceased. Other "para-priests" (Levy 1990: 
363) and ritual care-takers such as Jugi, Bhä,
or Nau are said to take or even consume the

favourite food or parts of the brain as well 
as the impure clothes of the deceased. More
over, the barber cuts the mourners' nails and 
hair, thus also removing impurity. But they 
only do all this with reluctance and with con
stant demands for money and gifts, for the 
impurity is considered by them hard to digest 
and thus stigmatising. This reluctance causes 
severe changes in Hindu death rituals (see 
below) even though it is part of an ancient 
Brahmanical notion: the evil - which is con
ceived of as a kind of negative subtle mate
rial - and likewise the evil of a gift cannot be 
extinguished but only removed, transferred 
or chased away (cf. Michaels 2004: 197-200 
and 2003 for further references). 

Pollution thus represents a constant 
threat that calls for techniques to overcome 
a problematic situation in order to return to 
the state of purity. Food enters the state of 
impurity (cipa) if it is either touched or sim
ply left over: such food has to be discarded, 
for it cannot be eaten by others. In case an 
individual is impure (Skt. asuddha), it is the 
physical body (mhä) that has to attain purity 
again, in most cases by taking a bath. He or 
she washes the feet, then hands, rinses the 
mouth, washes the face and on rare occasions 
washes the entire body by finally submerging 
it in the river. 

There are a number of annual and life
cycle rituals that cause minor pollution. In all 
cases the procedure of purification is called 
byekegu, a Neväri verb which Robert Levy 
(1990: 391) literally translates as "to cause to 
become untied". lt is a process that frees the 
body or an environment (the household) from 
restrictions imposed by an extraordinary oc
currence that has to be brought under control. 
Ritual provides the mechanism for returning 
to the state of purity. 

However, there are only four cases that 
make the process of byekegu absolutely man
datory. All of these have been classified by 
Levy as "major purifications". 



Women undergo such purification on two 
occasions. On the 5th day after giving birth 
(macabu byekegu), on the occasion of cutting 
the umbilical cord, when the mother has to 
take a bath and the Nauni, the wife of a bar
ber, has to come to pare her toenails (1). And 
on the occasion of the menarche ritual (bärhä 

taygu), when girls leave their dark room un
seen in the early morning of the 12th and last 
day of the ritual to take a bath, and a Nauni 
comes to pare her toenails (2). 

Besides birth and the occasion that signals 
the potential of giving birth, it is death that 
necessitates major purificatory rituals. Every 
sräddha dedicated to the deceased father or 
mother (3) is preceded by byekegu, which 
makes not only a bath in the river mandatory, 
but also having the hair trimmed (sä khäygu) 

by the barber to whom he is bound by a he
reditary relationship. In case of a sorasräddha 

( 4 ), the elder of the lineage takes a bath on 
the preceding day and has his hair trimmed. 
Other members (male as well as female) also 
undergo the process of byekegu, but in their 
case the Nau will just touch their feet in a 
symbolic gesture of paring the toenails. 

Embodiment and Tactility 

Where and what is a dead person? This 
question is crucial for all survivors, and the 
answers given in Hindu death rituals of the 
Newar farmer community of Bhaktapur are 
highly ambivalent and polyvalent. The de
parted person is believed to reside in sacri
ficial balls (pil':,4,a), animals, the wind or air, 
stones, cotton strips, or the liliga. lt seems 
that he has no fixed realm, and that rituals 
have to build places of refuge for him. 

Pirpj,as and other bodies 

The goal of the latyälsapü;rj,ikara,:ia ritual is 
the composition of a body for the deceased 
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to allow him to reach the forefathers and an
cestors. This is done ritually with sacrificial 
balls (pi,:irj,a) - a mixture of barley or wheat 
flour or cooked rice that is made with the 
hands. Tactility is one of the most significant 
features of this ritual. Death is literally taken 
into one's hands. Thus, in the latyä ritual the 
chief mourner takes great care kneading the 
dough for the pi,:irj,as, which in this case are 

the deceased and his forefathers, assisted by 
the priest who again and again advises him 
how to shape them and not to hurt them. 
Through kneading the dough, pasting it, and 
pouring water or scattering sesame seeds 
over it, the deceased attains a new body. In 
handling death this way emotions are moved 
from inside to the outside, from imagination 
to form. For the transformation from a living 
human being into an ancestor, the deceased 
has to be newly formed and shaped. 

Moreover, pi,:irj,as constitute a social body. 
"Bound by the sacrificial ball" (sapi,:irj,a) is 
a sign of kinship, which is not only taken 
into account at birth, but also in determining 
endogamy and exogamy. Säpi,:irj,ya relatives 
form a common body because one is linked by 
forefathers (seven generations on the pater
nal side and fi ve on the maternal side). Among 
the Newars of Bhaktapur, pi,:irj,as or the mate
rial for them are brought by the relatives. 

Moreover, it is important to see how even 
the female and agnatic side of kinship is in
volved in the death rituals: lt is the daughter 
or sister of the deceased (mhäymacä) who 
prepares the nhenumhä food and assists in 
the latyä rituals by handing, for example, 
the chief mourner the piece of meat (!) that is 
mixed with the pi,:irj,a. And it is thejicäbhäju, 

the non-polluted son-in-law or brother-in-law 
of the deceased who takes on many purifica
tory tasks. In this way the social bodies of 
farnily and clan bonds are re-established. 

However, pi,:irj,as are offered during all 
stages of the death and ancestor rituals, hav
ing different functions and being offered to 
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different addressees, not only to the deceased 

and the ancestors but also to gods and the 

servants of Y ama. The offering of pir:uj,as is 

also not restricted to the death ritual. After 

merging the deceased with his three paternal 

ancestors in the sapir_u/,tkararJa he is wor

shipped in the regular sräddhas. The number 

of piYJ,4,as which have to be offered during the 

death rituals varies considerably. According 

to the highly influential Garuq,apuräYJ,asiirod

dhiira (GPS) three sets of sixteen piYJ,4,as have 

to be offered. With reference to the gradually 

decreasing impurity, the first set is called 

malinaf!1- $04,asa'!l, the second madhyaf!l 

$04,asam and the third uttamaf!1- $04,asam 

(GPS 12.66 ff.). 

The first six piYJ,4,as of the first set are 

placed on the ground on the way to and at the 

cremation ground, the other ten of the first 

set are offered during the first ten days or - as 

in Bhaktapur in the du byekegu ritual - col

lectively on the 10th day. Pil).�as are often 

meant to create a transcendental body for the 

deceased. Through them, the dead person re

ceives a new body, for the ten piYJ,4,as mostly 

stand for the various parts of the body (see 

figure on the margin). This composition cor

responds to Ayurvedic ideas of the develop

ment of the embryo and the formation of the 

foetus in the mother's womb. 

The second set of sixteen piYJ,4,as is offered 

almost in its entirety to the gods, for only 

one is offered to the preta. And the final set 

of sixteen, called miisikasriiddhas or mäsi

kapiYJ,4,as, are meant to be food for the one

year-journey to Yama's world after which 

the preta becomes a forefather (pitr). The 

term miisikapiYJ,4,a thus refers to the monthly 

offerings for the deceased during the first 

year after his death before the sapiYJ,4,tkararJa. 

Previously the sapifJ{j,tkaraYJ,a was apparently 

held after twelve days. In most normative 

texts, however, it is prescribed after a year -

although in practice this period came to be 

shortened again to twelve or thirteen days. 

The sixteen monthly pi�iq,as are meant to 

feed the deceased during his one-year-long 

journey to Yama's world in which he passes 

through 16 different cities, where he eats the 

piYJ,4,as. For bis journey he also receives dur

ing the ritual a bed (sayyiidäna) and several 

gifts, such as a seat, sandals, an umbrella, 

a ring, a kama�iq,alu water pot, a Sacred 

Thread, clarified butter, clothes, food, and a 

plate for food. The number sixteen includes 

the twelve months and four additional points 

of time. These sixteen piYJ,4,as are mostly of

fered in advance for the following year on the 

10th or 11 'h day after death. In the special case 

of the latyä ritual the timing is different: the 

sapiYJ{j,"ikararJa is performed on the 45th day ( = 

traipak$e) after death, which according to the 

ritual handbooks is another possible point of 

time for the sapiYJ{j,tkararJa. 

The third set of sixteen piYJ,4,as should be 

distributed throughout the year of mourning, 

but in fact this ritual takes place, if at all, 

as a preliminary rite for the sapifJ{j,tkarana, 

which celebrates the arrival of the deceased 

among the ancestors. In the process, the chief 

mourner divides one of the pir:,,q,as, which is 

somewhat lengthened, into three parts using 

gold (or money) and kusa grass and mixes the 

whole thing with three pir:,,q,as that represent 

the father, the grandfather, and the great

grandfather. Here again, the chief mourner 

and the Brahmin priest take the balls as 

representatives of the forefathers (pitaraf:t), 

ancestor-gods (visvedeväJ:i) and the deceased 

(preta). This is the crucial moment when the 

deceased, abandoning his former name, is 

brought into the band of forefathers (pita

raf:t ), thus forming a commensal community 

with them and no longer being the helpless 

outsider he was as a preta. All this is done by 

the hands of the chief mourner. He touches 

the deceased and his forefathers, and moulds 

and unites them with his fingers. Thus the 

deceased and the forefathers are both close to 

him and far away. 

3 

4 

Afier six balls have been of 

fered on the way to and at the 

cremation ground, the follow

ing ten constitute a transcen

dental body for the deceased: 

1 head 

2 neck, shoulders 

3 /ieart 

4 back 

5 n.avel 

6 hips, sexual organs 

7 thights 

8 knees 

9.feet

10 hunger and thirst



Passage through the sixteen cities of 
the underworld 

According to the Pretaka/pa of the 
Gan11japura(1C1, second, third and 
fourteenth adhyaya. 
The road measures 86,000 yojanas 
not includin.g the Vaitara(Ü. Shaped 
as a pi(1.(lct, the pitr has to eo ver 247 
yojanas a day. The Asipattravana 
forest measures 2,000 yojan.as and is 
located "anywhere" - the diagram 
locates it at the beginning. On the 
18'" day the pitr reaches Saimyapura, 
where the Pu�pabhadra river and 
the Priyadarsana tree are found. 
The pitr enjoys thejirst pil;4a and 
proceeds to Sauriputra and the 
following cities. In Sailagama the 
pitr is exposed to a rain of rocks. 
In Citrabhavan.a, where Yama 's 
younger brother Vicitra reigns, the 
pitrreceives a boat and paddles as 
an ojfering from the bereaved ones. 
The use of a boat to cross the terrible 
river Vaitara1:ü requires, however, 
the gift of a cow to the officiatin.g 
Brahmin. Otherwise the pitr will un
dergo extreme tortures while cross
in.g the river. To reach Du�khada, 
the pitr has tof/y and is exposed 
to severe cold in Sitafhya. Before 
reaching the 16'1' city, Bahublüti, the 
pitr leaves the piru;ia body and reach
es the city of death, Dharmabhavana, 
to repent his evil deeds. 
Those who had been evil enter the 
city jt-om the southern gate. The righ
teous enter through the other three 
gates: from the east the demi-gods 
and those of good character and 
pure faith; ji·om the north those who 
were fami/iar with the Vedas, who 
died in Vara(WSi or in the waters of 
a tirtha, who made /arge offerings 
or were killed by a collapsing idol; 
from the westem gare those who are 
exc/usive devotees of Vi�(1.u, or who 
consider lumps of earth, stones 
and gold to be equa/, or who per
form sacred acts and utter prayers. 

sequence 
in time 

2 weeks 

mooth 

6 weeks 

2 months 

3 months 

months 

5 months 

5.5 months 

6 months 

7 mooths 

8 mooths 

9 months 

10 months 

11 months 

IJ.5 months 

12 months 

offering 
(däna) 

water Galadäna) 

bed 

shoes 

umbrella 

umbrella (of leaves) 

knife 

wooden box 

boat with paddles 

== 

=---

book 
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1 Saumyapura

• 
Pu�pabhadra 

2 Sauriputra

• 3 Nagendrabhavana
><: 

• 
" 

4 Gandharvapattana
" 

- 5 Sailägama
"
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•
6 Kraufica

0 
0 

><: 
• 7 Krürapura s. 

• 8 Citrabhavana

,;:;-� Vaitara,fi

• 9 Bahväpada

golden chain (ornament) • 10 DuJ:tkhada

golden lion 

(shoes of timber) 

walking stick 

clothes 

woollcn cloth 

• 11 Nänäkrandapura

• 12 Sutaptabhavana

' 13 Raudra

• 14 Payovar�ai:ia

• 15 Sitäfhya

• 16 Bahubhiti

25/25 yojana 

Palace of Citragupta 

20 1/200 yoja 1a 

Palac, of Dharn aräja 

1000/1000 yojana 

City: Dharmabhavana 
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United with the other deceased, the dead 
person can now live on bis own and is pro
vided with a divine body (divyadeha). At the 
same time, the father of the great-grandfather 
moves into the band of the generalized, half
divine forefathers (visvedevä!J,). So, whether 
one reaches this place or not depends not 
only on one's own Karma and one's own acts 
- on guilt or merit - but also on if and how
the descendants perform the death and ances
tor rituals.

Cows, crows and dogs 

According to the traditional texts, a bull is to 
be branded and released (vr�otarga) on the 
eleventh day or earlier, but nowadays this is 
almost never practiced. On the other hand, 
the ritual of cow-giving (godäna) is still 
common. On bis dangerous and extremely 
painful joumey to the ancestors, the deceased 
comes to a kind of hellish river of blood and 
excrement that flows between the earth and 
the realm of the death god Y ama. The cow 
is given to help him get across the river. A 
similar motif is enacted in the Gäijäträ of 
Nepal. This ritual is usually practiced in such 
a way that the death priest holds a cow's tail 
and a leaf of basil while reciting Vedic say
ings, and the son grips the band of the priest. 
Once again, the son acts as a representative of 
the deceased. 

Part of the balls are often given to cows 
or cast into the river. Crows also get a part. 
As scavengers, they have allegedly been 
linked with the cult of death since ancient 
times. Thus, people believe that the soul of 
the deceased resides in birds that circle the 
house. If a crow does not eat the balls, this 
is interpreted as a bad sign. In Nepal crows 
are also considered immortal because they 
are supposed to have drunk from the nectar 
of immortality and allegedly no one has ever 
seen a dead crow. Dogs, often considered 
as the messengers of Yama, receive food at 

several stages during death rituals. Both dogs 
and crows are also sometimes seen as incor
porations of the deceased, such as during the 
ritual removal of death pollution on the 10th 

day (du byekegu). 

This holds especially true for the food of
fering to the deceased on the 7'h day when the 
deceased is believed to appear as a dog eat
ing bis most favourite dishes from the heap 
of food prepared and placed in front of the 

bereaved house. 

Wind, stones and clothes 

In traditional Brahmanical ideas (see Mi
chaels 2004: 132ff. and table 12) the body 
of the deceased first consists of wind 
(väyusarira), then is as !arge as a thumb (lin

gasarira), and finally is the size of a forearm 
(yätanäsarira, literally: "a suffering body"), 
which allows him to reach the forefathers and 
the ancestors. The deceased is thus constantly 
changing between different aggregates from 
soft to hard, and static to dynamic. He is 
sometimes believed to be embodied in an 
airy form (e.g. prä1J,aväyu), which he takes 
through the funeral fire, but he is also imag
ined to reside in stones, e.g. pikhäläkhu in 

Symbolic offering of a cow 

(godäna) on Dattätreya square 

in Bhaktapur on the occasion 

of Säpäru, full moon in August. 

Photo 31" August 1985 



front of the house or - at a different level - in 
the dugudyal:,, stone or, in case of an untimely 
or unpacified death, in dhväkä stones indicat
ing the presence of evil spirits on crossroads. 
On other occasions he flies around in the 
form of a crow or in his soul, threatening to 
leave the bereaved relatives, or to float away 
on the river. 

These ambiguous forms of embodiment 
are represented at several stages during the 
death and ancestor rituals in which there is a 
dynamic change between spatially limited ac
tions at a specific sacrificial arena and mov
ing around. Thus, in the latyä ritual almost 
everything happens within the limited area 
(ma1J,tf,ala) of one square metre, and in the 
dugudyal:,, pujä the seats of the lineage dei
ties are deeply rooted in the soil. However, 
on several occasions, e.g. the funeral proces
sion, the dugudyal:,, pujä or the Gä"ijäträ the 
relatives move around, sometimes with the 
deceased who is believed to be present at 
such occasions. 

This change between presence and ab
sence of the deceased might have to do with 
the ambivalence expressed in many forms in 
death rituals. The dead person is mourned, 
and the mourners wish that he comes back 
and is present again, but this is also feared: 
he is chased away, warded off, discharged 
or handed over to ritual specialists such as 
the Bhä or Brahmin when, for instance, he 
is believed to be embodied in two strips of 
cotton (näl:,,käpal:,,) which the chief mourner 
wears around his waist and his head in the du 

byekegu ritual on the 7'h and 1 Üth day. 

The Dynamics of N ewar Death Rituals 191 

Deification and Pacification 

Forefathers and demi-gods 

Brahmanical-Sanskritic death rituals are 
processes of deification. Only after a year 
do the dead achieve the semi-divine status 
of the ancestors (pitaral:,,). The plural of this 
word means "forefathers, forebears," but also 
"great-grandfathers"; in the singular (pitr), 

the word typically means (and is etymologi
cally related with) "father". Father and fore
father are thus seen ritually on the same level 
as the son. 

The dead remain in the status of ancestors 
for only three generations, then they move 
up to the rather vague groups of heavenly 
creatures (visvedeväl:,,; literally: "all gods"), 
and as such they are worshipped only col
lectively in a de-individualized manner. In 
a way, the three generations of the deceased 
form a ladder of rising status but decreasing 
proximity to the survivors. Therefore, sons 
are important for the salvation of one's own 
soul, for only they can perform the rituals. 
Consequently, in Sanskrit the son (putra) is 
described as someone who saves the father 
from hell. In contrast, the living man tradi
tionally has obligations to seers, ancestors, 
and gods. 

The dead - either forefathers, ancestors or 
visvedeväl:,,, not to mention the spirits of the 
dead - are ubiquitous in South Asia. No do
mestic ritual is carried out without them get
ting their share. Often they are worshipped 
every day. They are closer to the house, they 
are dangerous and dissatisfied, they always 
demand respect. Only the ascetic, who has 
paid his debt to the gods, ancestors and men, 
is free of the pressure of the deceased. 

There are marked differences in the wor
ship of the visvedeväl:,, and the pitaral:,,. 

Thus, the visvedeväl:,, are invoked with svähä 

and the Sacred Thread is placed on the left 
shoulder. While invoking the pitaral:,, with 
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svadhä the Sacred Thread is kept on the right 
shoulder; with the ancestor-gods, the pre
ferred number is even, with the forefathers 
it is odd; the ancestor-gods receive grains of 
barley or rice, the forefathers sesame seeds 
(whose significance in the death cult is still 
to be studied - and recalls the "open sesame" 
of the Thousand-and-One Nights); the one 
performing the sacrifice looks east in the case 
of the ancestor-gods, south in the case of the 
forefathers; the form of the sacrificial place 
(mat:,4,ala) is square for the ancestor-gods, 
round for the forefathers. 

The changes in the ekoddi$fasräddha are 
of two kinds: first, only the deceased is 
worshipped and receives a single pil;,r/,a. No 
fire-offering and worship of visvedeväf:i is 
performed. The use of the words "svadhä", 
"namaf:i" and "pit/' as well as some of the 
Vedic recitations and mantras are forbidden. 
Secondly the sräddha for the deceased has its 
own features. Thus the mar_u/.ala for the de
ceased is triangular, the tuft of grass (kürca) 
has one blade for him instead of three as for 
the pitara�i or two or four blades for the gods. 
But although being in a liminal and impure 
status, which is different from the pitaraf:i 
and ancestor-gods, characteristics of the wor
ship for both pitaraf:i and visvedeväf:i are also 
adopted in the ritual for the deceased. As in 
the worship of forefathers, the performer 
wears the Sacred Thread on his right shoul
der and sesame seeds are used. And as in 
the case with the ancestor-gods the deceased 
is addressed with svähä. Finally, the pitJ,cj,a 
is placed on the top of the darbha blade, not 
on its roots as is the case with the forefa
thers. 

The close relationship between gods and 
ancestors ( visvedeväf:i) is constantly re-es
tablished. They are both considered deities 
(devatä), though there are marked differ
ences in the ancestor rituals. But here, too, 
when a ritual counter-world is constructed 
the ancestors are associated with the gods, 

but only because they too have a heavenly 
body (divyadeha). 

The unpacified dead 

As long as the deceased have not yet found 
their place as forefathers, they are powerful 
and potentially dangerous, and mainly wan
der around feeling hungry. But, as ancestors, 
the dead are sometimes seen on a level with 
the high gods - ancestors and gods once lived 
together, it is said - sometimes in a separate 
class (with Vasus, Rudras, and Ädityas). In 
any case, they have a semi-divine status. 
Thus, the place of the forefathers is a kind of 
heaven, not the heaven of the gods (svarga), 
but not the earthly world of humans (bhülo
ka) or that of the spirits (antarik$a). 

If the deceased does not die a natural 
death, if he is killed for example in a traffic 
accident, in a crime, or in early childhood, 
or if he commits suicide, and likewise if the 
death rituals are not performed or are carried 
out incorrectly, he is threatened with rernain
ing a preta or restless spirit (bhüta, pisäca). 
The Sanskrit word for a deceased person, 
preta, is often used in Indian idiorns together 
with a word for spirit: bhüt-pret. These spir
its can also be the unpacified dead, not only 
the ritually escorted dead. They populate the 
realm of the living and are sometimes fed col
lectively, e.g. on the day before new rnoon in 
March ( Pasacahre/Pisäcacaturdafi). 

As was described above, as long as their 
sapir_Lcj,tkarar_La ritual has not yet been per
formed, that is a maximum of one year, pretas 
often have only a fine material thumb-sized 
body without a rnouth. They have conscious
ness and feelings, but no accompanying 
bodily organs. Like the survivors, they are in 
a marginal situation, füll of ambivalence, pol
lution, weakness, and low vitality. They are 
hungry and - because of their internal heat 
(tejas) - thirsty: they hang around the house 
of the survivors, envy them their life, and 



The gifts of the sixth month: a 

boat of silver and a paddle of 

goldjloating in a brass vessel. 

Photo 2i"' July 2002. 

want to inflict illnesses on them. However, 
there are special Brahmanical death rituals 
(näräya,:tabali, päläsavidhi, vr�ötsarga, sar
pabali etc.), for direct deification, without 
the long road through forefatherhood, which 
is also used for those who cannot have the 
normal death rituals because they are miss
ing, for example. 

The unpacified dead have to be brought to 
a place where they can do no more harm to 
the survivors. This is done by several rituals, 
at times even with tricks such as the trap for 
the deceased on the 10th day (svanecä taye 
byekegu) or with obscene words, as dur
ing Holi or Ghatamugal)cahre. Even when 
the deceased is believed to reside in cotton 
strips. 

In such rituals everything is direct and 
concrete, little is symbolic. lt is the deceased 
who falls into the trap, or who gets the tiny 
boat with paddles that should help him or her 
to cross the fetid river Vaitarai:iI in order to 
reach Yama's realm. 
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Memory und Mourning 

Sräddha - remembering 
and feeding the ancestors 

The temporal and kinship distance to the 
dead person affects the frequency and inten
sity of ancestor worship. lt can be observed 
that the frequency of joint death ceremonies 
increases the farther back in time the death 
occurred and the more faded the memory of 
the deceased. 

The common term for Brahmanical-San
skritic ancestor worship, sräddha (cf. Mi
chaels 2004: 144ff. with references), which 
is derived from a religious attitude (sraddhä) 
referred to as early as the Vedic Epoch (1750-
500 B.C.), indicates - even in the opinion of 
Brahmanic legal scholars - various parts of 
rituals, three of which are especially im
portant: the fire offering (homa), the balls 
(pi,:tcj.a), and feeding the Brahmins. In addi
tion, gifts to Brahrnins (däna), and worship 
(püjä) of the gods, especially Vi�i:iu as a sav
iour in death, are significant sub-rituals. In 
popular parlance, sräddha denotes both death 
rituals and ancestor rituals, even though death 
rituals are considered impure, while ancestor 
rituals, on the other hand, are not. However, 
what certainly has to be noticed in the history 
of death and ancestor rituals is their "püjaisa
tion" (see Michaels/Buss forthc.). 

Traditionally there are different classifica
tions of the sräddha based on the occasion 
for which they are performed, or the gen
eral division of Sanskritic rituals into kämya, 
naimittika and nitya, and others. The main 
distinction, which concerns us here, is of two 
types: the pärva,:tasräddha, considered as the 
basic (prakrti) form according to which all 
other sräddhas are modelled, and the ekod
di�fasräddha. The main difference - as indi
cated in the name ekoddi�fa (,,determined for 
a single (deceased)") - is the number of the 
worshipped as weil as the status of the wor-
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shipped that results from the decreasing im
purity - as achieved through ritual acts - and 
leads to different treatment for the deceased 
(preta), the forefathers (pitaral:z) and the 
ancestor-gods (visvedeväl:,,).255 All offerings 
of pir_ujas prior to the sapif:u/ikaraJJ,a usually 
follow the rule of ekoddiJfasräddha, while in 
the sapiJJ,(/:i,karaJJ,a both forms are performed, 
and after the sapiJJ,{j:ikaraJJ,a the offerings fol
low the pärvaJJ,afräddha. 

The model form of the pärvaJJ,afräddha 
has three basic features: the fire-offering 
(agnaukaraJJ,a), the feeding of Brahmins 
(brähmaJJ,abhojana), and the worship and 
offering of piJJ,{j,as. For that purpose at least 
three Brahmins are traditionally invited, who 
are worshipped with offerings (upacäras) 
as representatives of the visvedeväf:,, and the 
forefathers, who are always three (i.e. father, 
grandfather and great-grandfather of the ya
jamäna). 

These traditional rules are also basically 
followed by the Newar farmers of Bhak
tapur. However, for them the aspect of the 
visvedeväf:,, is almost non-existent, at least 
terminologically. The concept of "All-gods" 
representing a certain status of the deceased 
is perhaps too abstract for them. In the sräd
dhas they worship the forefathers who are re
membered, or the ancestors in general whose 
memory has more or less faded. 

The sräddha rituals can also be seen as a 
kind of feeding of the ancestors - through 
the fire and the sacrificial balls. Memory 
and sympathy is often expressed by food and 
feeding. The nhenumhä ritual, for instance, is 
structurally a kind of sräddha intended to feed 
and nourish the deceased and to strengthen 
his or her diminished vitality. Moreover, on 
several occasions food is brought to the pol
luted harne by relatives or others, and the 
priest(s), relatives or neighbours are invited 
for feasts. All this is done in the more or less 
explicit memory of the deceased. 

Hindu mourning 

There is no terminological equivalent in 
Hinduism for what we call "bereavement" 
or "mourning". Where we talk of mourning 
rituals or ceremonies, one speaks in lndia 
and Nepal of rituals (of removing) impu
rity (asauca), sacrifice (pitrmedha), last rites 
(antyeJfi), ten-days-duty (dasakriyä, Nep. 
käjkiriyä), embodiment (sapiJJ,4,tkaraJJ,a), and 
faithful welfare service to as well as com
memoration of the ancestors (sräddha), but 
rarely of emotions or personal feelings. lt 
goes without saying that Hindus also feel 
deep sorrow and pain after a near or loved 
one dies, but even close relatives or friends 
seldom ask them about their inner states. 

A more or less clear indication of mourn
ing is weeping. This certainly happens in 
Hindu traditions as often as in other cultures, 
depending on the emotional relation between 
the deceased and the survivors. However, 
it should not occur at the cremation ground, 
and only in public at fixed times, for it is 
believed that otherwise the deceased has 
to eat the mucus and tears. In the Nepalese 
Muluki Ain of 1854 people are even to be 
punished when they cry on their way to the 
death hause: 

"The Newar women shall not cry on the 
way while visiting the place where a Newar 
dies. Cry only when you reach the place of 
death. If the warnen cry on the way while 
walking in the lanes, a fine of 8 änä shall be 
imposed on each of them. If the rupees are 
not paid, imprison [them] according to the 
Ain." (MA para. 97.7) 

The rule that mourners should not cry 
can also be found in ancient Dharmasästra 
sources.256 In the Garu(j,apuräJJ,asäroddhära, 
one of the most influential texts for Hindu 
death rituals, it is mentioned that any kind of 
lamenting on the loss of somebody is useless. 
lt is worth having a closer look at this pas
sage, since it ultimately leads to the statement 

255 Cf. Kane 1991/IV: 516 and 

Müller 1992: 48, 87 and 89. 
256 Manu III.229, Vi�i:iu 
LXXIX.20.



that rituals are more important than sorrow 
and mourning. 

"The son should give up his sorrow, he 
should remain resolute in his true steadfast
ness (sättvik1 dhrti), then he should make the 
balls (pil;rj,a) etc. for (his) father, (but) not 
shed tears. 

Since the deceased (preta) is forced 
against his will to consume (bhuj) the mucus 
and tears that are shed by his relatives, one 
should not show sorrow without reason (ni
rarthakät). 

Even if a man would mourn (suc) day and 
night for thousands of years, the deceased 
would never see his final place (nidhana). 

Anyone who is born must also die, anyone 
who is dead must be reborn; therefore a wise 
man should not mourn the unavoidable. 

The food prepared in the morning is al
ready bad in the evening; how can a body that 
is nourished from the juice of such cooked 
food (tadannarasasampu�fa) be more con
stant! 

The son considering that (all) this could 
be a medicine (bhai�ajya) against the pain 
(duJ:ikha) should abandon the sorrow (soka) 
which comes from ignorance (ajiiäna) - and 
he should do what has to be done (kriyä'!l
kuryät)." (GPS 11. 3-12) 

As it seems, Hindu mourning is primarily 
concerned with what is to be done, i.e. ritu
als, rather than what is to be felt. However, 
although precise prescriptions suggest clear 
norms of behaviour, Hindu mourning re
mains as ambivalent as mourning in Western 
and other cultures. Rituals do not make things 
any easier (see also Michaels 2005c). 

Seen from the emic perspective, the fol
lowing interlaced aspects are prevalent: pu
rification (i.e. removal of asauca), embodi
ment and transformation (sapif}r/,tkarar;a), 
deification and pacification (from preta to 
visvedeväJ:i) as well as welfare (sräddha) 
and commemoration of the deceased and the 
ancestors. Whether one should call this mix-
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ture "Hindu rituals of mourning" is a matter 
of terminology and debate, but it certainly 
means reducing an extremely complex set of 
actions to just one aspect. 

In Judaism and Christianity the fate of the 
dead is comparatively independent of the 
world of the living, whose influence seems 
to be low. The ancestors are gone. Thus, the 
mourners are in the focus. In Hinduism it is 
almost the other way round: the focus is on 
the deceased. But, as we have seen before, 
the temporal and kinship distance to the dead 
person aff ects the frequency and intensity of 
ancestor worship. lt is by the damnatio me
moriae that the deceased die (again). 

Continuity and Change 

Three categories of change can be observed 
to heavily influence the tradition of death 
rituals. (a) Stigmatisation: A number of pu
rity specialists of low status have ceased to 
carry out their duties. They consider the duty 
to be beneath their contempt. (b) Economic 
mobility and the change of values: Extensive 
f easts are considered a burden imposed by 
a rigid society. Committees are formed to 
denounce such obligations. ( c) Religious 
innovations: Since 1990 Nepal's constitu
tional monarchy ensures freedom of thought; 
new religions along with new Hindu reform 
movements are often anti-ritualistic. Guided 
by vegetarianism, many groups still perform 
rituals but strictly without blood offerings 
and alcohol - once the core of Newar rituals 
that define the acting group on the basis of 
commensality. 

Stigmatisation and ritual discontinuity 

Almost all those whom Robert Levy calls pu
rity technicians engaged in "stigmatised ritu
al-symbolic activities" (1990: 98) have been 
exposed to the growing impact of change. 
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Modemists from a wide range of political 
and religious backgrounds were successful 
in shaking off the oligarchic rule of a single 
class. The revolution of spring 1990 resulted 
in a multi-party democracy which led to the 
ban on missionary activities being lifted and 
the increase in ethnocentric particularization. 
As the hitherto unquestioned "Hindu-Mon
archy" lost its grip on a superficially and at 
times forcefully unified society, a new "free
dom" allowed a number of absolutely new 
promises of liberation to surface - both reli
gious and secular. The beginning of the 2! 81 

century witnessed the revival of the radical 
belief system of Maoism which, by the end 
of 2004, dominated more than 80 per cent of 
the country. The radical anti-ritualistic stance 
of this movement denounces rituals in gen
eral. lt intimidates people to such an extent 
that Brahmins of villages on the periphery 
of Bhaktapur do not dare to wear a dhoti, 
the obligatory dress for the performance of 
a death ritual when called on to conduct it in 
town. 

In the 1950s, members of the Jugi (or 
Kusle) sub-caste staged demonstrations to 
gain access to temples and to overcome the 
stigma of impurity. Only a generation later 
the Jugi started to question their ritual obliga
tions in general. By the end of the 20th centu
ry the Bhä hadjoined the Jugi in their protest, 
while the washermen (Pasi) and torch bearers 
(Cäla) had already fully withdrawn from their 
ritual duties. The barbers (Nau) had turned 
their trade into a regular profession, demand
ing cash. They regard their ritual duties as a 
side job which provides an additional income 
- no longer done in kind but for cash.

The Jugi constitute by far the largest com
munity stigmatised by impurity. Until recent
ly they had to collect ritual waste from the 
chvasaf:t stones, accept offerings of cooked 
food (jugibvaJ:,,257) made to the forefathers, 
and absorb pollution from the higher castes. 
Beyond simply suffering from pollution, Ge-

rard Toffin even sees the Jugi as playing "the 
role of scapegoat" (Toffin 1987: 230). In an 
interview with Basala Jugi, who in 2002 and 
2003 acted for those Svagamikha, Bäsukala 
and Suväl families whose death rituals are 
documented in the previous chapter, she 
expressed considerable reservation and even 
contempt towards her ritual obligations. She 
said that "in a democracy people are equal 
- if we continue our work, the stigma of im
purity will persist". She considered her work
to be lacking in "respect" or "prestige" by
using the Urdu word "ijjat" which is widely
used in a Nepäli context. According to her,
wealth does not provide prestige because
it can be stolen. But since low status work
(Nep. ijjat jane kam) can be seen by others it
fosters disrespect.

In all towns the Jugi have formed com
mittees which have issued statements of 
contempt, calling upon their members to 
discontinue their services. Fines have even 
been discussed. But in reality a few members 
still follow the call of their clients to take ad
vantage of the cash that is offered. In the long 
run the married daughter or sister of the de
ceased (mhäymacä) will have to step in and 
cast the offerings of the 7th day into the river. 
Since she had already cooked the food she is 
destined to tauch the food again and dispose 
of it. In cases of jugibvaJ:,, a person without 
parents will discard the offering to the pitr 
either on the pikhiiliikhu in front of the house 
or in the river. 

Similar to the Jugi the Bhä (or Kärafijit) 
acts as a para-priest. The actions of the Bhä 
are instrumental in restituting a new body for 
the deceased; he is even identified with the 
spirit. From ten families of Bhä (in 2003) 
only two, slightly disturbed persons follow 
the calls of bereaved families. For a long time 
now there has been no more relationship to 
a defined group of clients. People are unable 
to remember a Bhä ever coming to a client's 
hause to receive the cotton strip (naJ:,,kapaJ:,,) 

257 Toffin (1987: 224), whose 

study is mainly based on field
work in Pyangaon and Panauti, 

calls the offering of the 7'h 

day jugibau. In Bhaktapur 

this offering is simply called 

"nhenhumha ". Other offerings 

to the crow on the 7'h day are 

called kvaja while the annual 

offerings to the Jugi are called 

jugibvaf;.. "Bvaf;." includes 
cooked rice (nowadays also 

beaten rice), a variety of veg

etable, sweets, and also beer 

and alcohol. "Bau" includes 
grains, husk and mash offered 
to the spirits on crossroads or 

to pitr on plots of agricultural 

land (bhulii). 



and eat in their presence in order to demon
strate his identity with the spirit of the de
ceased. The term käffo nakegu, "to feed with 
a dish that includes a piece of the skull of the 
corpse" is known only from a royal context. 

Within a few years Bhä may no langer 
officiate in Bhaktapur. The jicäbhäju, the 
non-polluted son-in-law will probably one 
day take over the duties of the Bhä. 

The purifying fire of the 12th day (lhä pan

egu) is rarely performed by a Tini, as only 
one member of the group of these "lower 
Brahmin" continues to offer his services. His 
task has largely been taken over by Parbatiya 
Brahmin or simply by the jicäbhäju. 

The Pasi have discontinued their duty of 
washing the two cotton strips worn by the 
chief mourner during the ten day period of 
pollution. The duty of these purity specialists 
is only vaguely remembered by people over 
the age of seventy. 

Likewise the Cälii, who lead the procession 
to the cremation ground carrying a torch and 
cymbals, are no langer seen performing their 
duty. The torch is now carried by a member 
of the funeral association. 

Ritual - an economic burden 

Complaints about the economic burden im
posed by ritual activities are perhaps almost 
inevitably an expression of life when it has 
started to turn sour. The opposition between 
duty and burden is a familiar stress which 
often is admitted with a sense of humour. In 
the case of death rituals, a number of sim
plifications are remembered by the present 
generation, introduced in order to save time 
and resources. 

While "years ago" the chief mourner had 
to turn to the respective embankment at the 
rivers on ten successive days after cremation 
in order to constitute the body of the preta, 

the disembodied ghost of the deceased, to
day this is done collectively on the 10th day 
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because nowadays it is allegedly too dif
ficult to move to the river without touching 
and thus polluting other people. Likewise, 
the fourteen offerings of water along the 
journey through the underworld, the annual 
death rituals for the deceased parents ( sräd

dha), and even the annual death ritual for the 
ancestors (sorasräddha) are now rarely done 
in a "proper" way by inviting the Brahmin to 
the house involved. Rather the chief mourner 
or the head of the lineage will visit the house 
of the Brahmin in the early morning, hand 
over water, a nislä plate, the prescribed food 
offerings and a small dak�ir;ä of just ten ru
pees. As more and more people are employed 
and wage-dependent, a visit to the Brahmin's 
house for a few minutes is considered man
ageable, while an elaborate hour-long ritual 
with many participants and the ensuing feed
ing of guests is considered a burden that has 
to be avoided. 

The most sorely feit burden is the offering 
of the feast on the 13th or 45th day to celebrate 
sapir;ifikarar;a, the merging of the deceased 
with the ancestors. Inviting a wide range 
of related families - those whole families 
(bhva!J, päha) and single persons of certain 
families (yäkä pähii) who contributed the 
raw material to make the balls (pir;(j,as) - re
mains unquestioned to this today. Those who 
contributed are in fact duty-bound to appear. 
In case somebody fails to join the feast, the 
chief mourner has to ask the others repeat
edly why that person did not come. 

The imperative to invite friends and neigh
bours, however, easily doubles the costs 
incurred. As young people tend to avoid the 
feast, and as the household concerned wants 
to reduce the costs, the mandatory character 
of the funeral meal is fading away. 

An open discussion started in a few neigh
bourhoods of farmers for the first time in 
the year 2000 AD. In June 2003 fourteen 
young people from Byäsi - invariably from 
sub-castes of farmers - joined in wording an 
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"appeal" to "the brothers and sisters" of their 
quarter not to "offer a feast to neighbours 
after the death of a person" (Nep. mrtyu pa

chi folabäsikaruläz khuväindai äeko bhoj). 

Everybody in the quarter concerned felt 
relieved by this idea, so hundreds of people 
signed the appeal. lt is not quite clear whether 
it is more the social burden of appearing and 
spending time, or the economic burden, the 
cost of the feast, that caused people to join 
the appeal, as it is considered improper to 
show signs of miserliness. In disregard of the 
appeal, printed invitations are still handed out 
in Byäsi to more than 100 families. But few 
people nowadays consider such an invitation 
to be binding. 

Furthermore, many ritual specialists now 
demand cash payment as compensation in
stead of being paid in kind, as was previously 
the case. Thus, since the 1970s the barber 
refuses to absorb the pollution of his clients 
by receiving his clothes. Instead, he receives 
some cash as compensation. And the newly
established association of barbers (näpit sali

gha) asks their members to accept unhusked 
rice or cash from their clients rather than their 
annual share of the crops, since that is consid
ered humiliating. 

Despite the economic burden, rituals are 
not easily altered, reduced or given up. They 
are not just instrumental acts or "prescribed 
formal behaviour for occasions not given 
over to technological routine" (Turner 1967: 
19 ), for they guarantee security of social 
relations, the authority and legitimisation of 
ritual specialists, and they perhaps fulfil a 
need for ludic and mimetic imitation (cf. Mi
chaels 2003a). Thus they constitute a form of 
symbolic or cultural capital (Bourdieu 1998) 
that cannot easily be given up. This is only 
possible when the socio-cultural ground is 
prepared by other means of security and le
gitimisation - such as modern social security 
systems, media, class organisations etc. Then 
rituals are criticized and anti-ritualism arises. 
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Modernity and anti-ritualism 

umam 1 

The revolution of March 1990 and the sub
sequently promulgated constitution brought 
about a multi-party democracy based on po
litical and religious freedom. While Christian 
missionaries were previously denied access 
to Nepal, a number of Christian sects imme
diately stepped in to establish their churches 
- the majority being protestant sects from
North America. In 2003 five sects were
present south of Bhaktapur, in Surjebinäyak,

Appeal to discontinue the 

tradition of inviting neigh

bours and friends to join the 

funerary feast in completion of 

the rituals on the l 3'h or 45th 

day after death. Phrased in 

Nepalt and signed by the 14 

members of the "Library of the 

Golden Team" ( sunaulo firn 

vacanalay) in Byasi on 

8th July 2003. 

With the slogan "man has to 

die" ( manis maranafü pra,:it 

ho) the authors of the "apil" 

blame the performance of the 

ritual for increasing poverty. 



Siipiiru procession by the Hari 

Bol ( International Society for 

Krishna Consciousness) group 

on 13th August 2003. 

The narainguthi of the group 

from Tiiliikva headed the 

procession for six bereaved 

families of their followers. In a 

first round the individual fami

lies are met at the threshold 

o
f 

their residences. Then the 

women 's group singing devo

tional songs joins the proces

sion at Tiiliikva for one Juli 

circumambulation, while the 

male group completes a second 

circuit before returning to the 

meeting place of the Hari Bol 

group. 

while the Brothers In Christ (BIC) estab
lished a prayer room under the name of Hope 
Church in the quarter of Byäsi in 2002 and 
the Friends Church in Bharbacva in 2003. 

The Brothers In Christ community claims 
to have more than 1000 baptized followers in 
Bhaktapur alone. But obviously only a few 
followers joined with their entire families, 
and were thus able to effectively cut their 
traditional ties, represented by the bonds of 
lineage and the funeral associations. The new 
Christian community promises truly baptized 
followers a proper burial at the ground pro
vided by a follower on his plot in the village 
of Gundu, a few kilometres southwest of 
Bhaktapur. No more than three people were 
buried there in 2003. 

Similar to the Christian sects, new religious 
reform movements have reached Bhaktapur 
from lndia since the early eighties. Although 
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they can only claim to have attracted a much 
smaller community than the Christians, they 
perform processions which allow the public 
to take notice of them. 

The binding basis of the reform move
ments is the propagation of non-violence, 
Skt. ahirhsä. "Non-harming" or "non-injury" 
indeed ranks among the foremost ethical 
codes of Hinduism, for it expresses the sa
credness of life. "Non-harming" is in turn the 
basis for a strict vegetarianism that also ex
cludes onions, garlic and eggs from the diet. 

Since all of the important annual urban 
rituals as well as death and ancestor rituals 
prescribe blood sacrifices, the followers of 
the reform movements are faced with prob
lems to varying extents. The followers of 
the "International Society for Krishna Con
sciousness", locally known under the name 
"Hari Bol", are strict vegetarians, but they do 
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not reject the rituals of Newar society. Be
longing predorninantly to occupational sub
castes such as farmers and potters, they have 
developed a skill for reconciling the existing 
rituals with ahimsä. In principle, all rituals 
are performed without blood offerings. No 
flesh is rnixed into the pir;tf.a in their death 
rituals, and no cooked meat is offered to the 
Jugi who collects the share of food dedicated 
to the deceased or the ancestors. 

Few followers have been radical in break
ing the ties with their lineage and their funeral 
association. In such cases the newly formed 
narainguthi offers help in the process of 
cremation. The decisive change is reflected 
by the presence of a kirtan group, which per
forms choral singing interspersed with chant
ing the names of deities such as Hari, Kr�i:ia 
and others to the sounds of drums, cymbals 
and harmonium. 

Another vai.�r;ava sect, the "Krishna 
Bhakti" movement, was established in Nepal 
by one Kabiräm as early as 1927 AD, with 
reference to SrI Caitanya Mahäprabhü, the 
founder of the vai�r;ava sect, born in 1485 in 
Nadia, Bengal. Räjmaya Prajäpati from the 
potters' caste in Täläkva was instrumental 
in establishing a branch of Hari Bol in Bhak
tapur in 1981 AD. Since that time more than 
400 people, the majority from sub-castes of 
farmers and potters, have joined the sect. 

On the occasion of Gäijäträ in August, 
when all those who had died within the 
preceding twelve months are dismissed by 
the urban community in a collective proces
sion, the Hari Bol group offers a slightly 
"modernized" alternative. The otherwise 
compulsory symbolic cow which is fabri
cated from a basket or a skeleton of bamboo 
is no langer mandatory. Instead, the deceased 

Säpäru procession by the 

Hari Bol group on 22nd August 

2002. 

The naräinguthi of the Hari 

Bol group from Taläkva on its 

way to meet the bereaved fami

lies of their followers along the 

processional path. 

Clad in white dhoti or lunghi 

with the portrait of their re

vered Leader Kabiräm on their 

t-shirts, young men Lead the

procession with their kirtan

group, singing devotional

songs. Ram Kr�,:za Prajapati

(lefr) came for this occasion

from the headquarters of

the International Society for

Krishna Consciousness from

Mayapur in Bengal.



is simply identified by a large picture that 
is paraded on a long stick. First, the kirtan 
group from Täläkva embarks on a round and 
deviates from the processional path to meet 
those bereaved groups who accompany the 
picture of their deceased. Once all those who 
bad earlier signalled their wish to join have 
been met, the kirtan group of Täläkva joins 
the collective funeral procession. All indica
tions of the playful and satiric character of 
the procession are replaced with expressions 
of devotion to Kr�i:ia. The kirtan group is led 
by young men in a dhoti, and all of them 
wear t-shirts with a portrait of their beloved 
founder, Kabiräm. A few of them come for 
this occasion from Mayapur in Bengal, the 
headquarters of the Kr�i:ia Bhakti move
ment. Large banners saying "Hare Kr�i:ia, 
hare Kr�i:ia - Kr�i:ia, Kr�i:ia, Kr�i:ia, hare, hare, 
hare - hare Räm, hare Räm - Räm, Räm, hare 
hare" are carried at the head of the proces
sion. A smaller poster carried on 23 rd August 
2002 in memory of Indra KumärI Sarmä from 
Cväche said: 

bha pu bhalJ, pulJ, coche fola basne janma 
miti 1984 sälamä janma bhayako svargiya 
mitz 2058 säla bar:ja 12/6 gate mä indra 
kumäri sarmä bar:ja 75 ko coche fola harinä
ma ko prabhävale samasta pitr udhära hos 
(parikramä) (hari bola) nämai japdä milda
cha gati (jaya rädhe) näräya,:,,a. 

"Living in the quarter of Coche in Bhak
tapur and born in the year 1984 [BS ] gone 
to heaven (svarga) in 2058 on the 6th day 
of the 12th month [21 51 March 2002 AD] 
Indra Kumäri Sarmä at the age of 75 of the 
quarter of Coche by the power of the name 
of Hari may all ancestors (pitr) be lifted up! 
(Procession) (hari bola) by reciting the name 
alone one will achieve liberation (gati). (Hail 
Rädha) Näräyai:ia." 

While the Kr�i:ia Bhakti movement tends 
to incorporate and transform existing rituals, 
the ÜJTl Sänti sect outrightly rejects rituals of 
any kind. Collective meditation sessions (fol-
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lowing the principles of räjyoga) alone are 
believed to reach the ultimate aim, "correct 
consciousness" (cetanä). Regular congrega
tion is supposed to establish a new sense of 
community that does not need rituals to re
new any links to the lineage or the ancestors, 
or to place oneself in time and space. 

In 1990 this sect established a place for 
collective meditation and instruction in Bhak
tapur, the Prajäpifha Isvariya Brahmakumäri 
Visvavidyälaya at the eastern periphery of 
Bhaktapur. Almost three-hundred follow
ers join in an annual procession (santijäträ) 
along the main road. In February 2003 some 
67 women joined the procession carrying 
sacred water vases (kalasa) on their heads 
while constantly chanting "of!! sänti". 

In theory, the followers of this sect not 
only have to practice ahirizsä, they also have 
to avoid death rituals and other life-cycle ri
tuals. In reality, few individuals and very few 
families have left their lineage in order to be
come fully devoted to the nameless god, bha
gavän. Most members reconcile their devo
tion with the need to meet the expectations 
of society in performing the necessary life
cycle rituals. A total break-up would have 
far-reaching consequences as only the daugh
ters of other followers would qualify as a 
potential bride. Cutting accross the strict 
boundaries of sub-castes, hitherto unknown 
matrimonial alliances would give birth to a 
new sub-caste. 

The process of the indi vidualization of death 

lt was mentioned earlier that the dead were 
and still are offered a tiny plot, a "field", as 
it were. The soil was to make sure that there 
was enough food to last forever. The plot is 
offered on the 7th day after death and never 
touched again. The name of the deceased 
to whom such a plot has been dedicated is 
remembered for three generations. For older 
plots the name is no more remembered and 
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thus a general term like ajimä ("grandmoth
er") is used. 

The deceased began to attain a "face" and 
be named slightly less than two generations 
ago, when portrait photographs becarne 
fashionable. Made in local studios in front 
of fancy settings that served as a backdrop, 
these photographs adorned the reception 
roorns on first floor level. These photographs 
used to be attached to the cow structures or 
the palanquins bearing the clay bulls on the 
occasion of Säpäru, the collective dismissal 
of all the deceased on the day after füll rnoon 
in August. 

More recent is the custom of publishing 
a photograph of the deceased in an expres
sion of bereavernent. Often this is organized 
by the institution to which the deceased was 
affiliated, and a few days later the newspaper 
publishes a photograph of prominent visitors 
paying their condolences. Only very recently 
have such public announcements reached the 
community of farmers of Bhaktapur. For ex
arnple, the dernise of Räm Bäsukala (whose 
crernation is documented in a previous chap
ter) was announced in the Kathmandu Post. 

His second son and one of his sons-in-law 
work in the Gulf. Obviously the family felt 
obliged to dernonstrate a new econornic sta
tus. The sarne picture, supported by a lotus 
flower, graced a souvenir that was handed 
out on the occasion of Säpäru on 31 st August 
2004 in rnernory (lumanti) of the deceased. 
Räm Bäsukala was presented as the one who 
has reached heaven (svarga). Titled "Rämä
yai:ia", the brochure suggests the renowned 
story or the life of Lord Räma. The following 
eight pages, however, are dedicated to the 
life of Räm Bäsukala and address in ever new 
variations the sorrow and tears suffered by 
the bereaved ones. 

The first of seven poems - a doha which 
norrnally will be sung while walking - is 
dedicated to Räm Bäsukala's life, condensed 
into 16 lines. His marriage with Ratna Mäyä 

is mentioned and the birth of two sons and 
four daughters. A pious man is presented: 

"Always keeping dharma and karma in 
mind/ after [ visiting] Paläficok Bhagavati 
he has been/ visiting Käsaghät every day 
throughout one year/ [to the effect] that all 
kinds of diseases vanished". 

dharma karmay mati tayii 

piilaficoka bhagavati th käjhäyä 

käsiighäfa dacht tiika nhi nh'i' jhiiyii 

roga phukkii tiikii diyii. 

The poem ends with the statement that Räm's 
death, his journey into heaven (svargaväsa) 

on 21 st October 2003 made the family cry. In 
NevärI the verb khvaygu for "crying" rernains 
rather unspecific in this context. lt denotes 
weeping as well as ritual wailing. To our 
surprise, none of those who accompanied the 
ensemble was aware of the text of the song. 
lt was said that the visual experience of that 
day was so overwhelrning that grasping the 
meaning of words was beyond the capacity 
of an individual. 

The subsequent poems are dedicated to 
Gai:iesa, by whorn the bereaved seek refuge, 
and Nityanätha. Although in a Buddhist con
text the latter is the "eternal protector", we 
rnust assume that Nµ:yanätha, the Lord of 
Dance and Music is being addressed. A few 
times, the lines address the picture (kipiif;) 

or the face (khvaf;) of the deceased, which 
arouses "tears of love" in those who look 
at it. The loss is experienced as something 
beyond one's wildest dreams. 

The booklet with the poems was handed 
out to eight granddaughters of the deceased, 
who had specially learnt to dance and sing 
over a period of six weeks. To this end a 
teacher was hired along with musicians play
ing harrnoniurn, violin and tabla. A cart had 
to be rented and a sound technician engaged 
with his amplifier and speakers. In this spe-



cific case a professional event manager, a 
Karmäcärya from Bäläkhu, was engaged. He 
provided the technical equipment, the musi
cians, the phrasing of the songs and finally 
a video coverage. A considerable sum of 
around 40,000 rupees was spent in prepar
ing this prestigious performance. In addition, 
food was made for the more than 300 guests 
in a hall rented for the purpose. 

The entire performance was to last for 14 
hours. The decoration of the cart, however, 
seems to have transcended the abilities of 
the family to coordinate the actors. lt started 
six hours late, the girls only danced on nine 
prominent squares along the processional 
route, and late in the night nobody joined the 
feast except the family members. 

The performance during the procession 
demonstrates a considerable shift of perfor
mative actions during Gäijäträ. Until the 
early nineties, scenes from the Rämäyar;a 

and a variety of dances or humorous sketches 
were performed on the seven days following 
the collective procession. The vital centres 
of the urban quarters served as the stages. 
One group might cover up to five such stages 
in one night. For almost ten years now there 
have been no more street theatre groups of 
this kind. Performances are now exclusively 
produced along the single, linear procession
al route. For one week not only five deities 
are paraded along this route, but thousands 
of women and girls literally march along the 
circumambulatory route, arranged in rows 
of two, with a sukur_u/,ä lamp directed out
wards and incense sticks inwards. Occasion
ally men and boys are kept between the two 
rows, with lights on their heads and their 
shoulders and hands in a gesture of devotion. 
Each evening hosts of increasingly beautiful 
women and increasingly devout men from 
precisely defined quarters of the town ap
pear along the route which almost serves as 
a promenade demonstrating the mobilization 
of the participants, 
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However disappointingly the presentation 
of the above-mentioned presentation of the 
Rämäyary.a of a recently deceased individual 
ended, the family tried hard to present their 
situation, the loss of a devout man who never 
played an important role in the farming com
munity. The performative presentation of 
the poems was certainly meant to provide 
an individuality to the deceased, allowing 
him to rise above the otherwise anonymous 
cows, stylised according to the aspirations of 
the chief mourner. No doubt, the individua
tion of a deceased heralds the advent of hith
erto unknown funerary rituals which mirror 
growing globalisation: memory (lumantl), 

memorial services and finally memorials will 
replace the pervasive silence of a society that 
rarely remembers a forefather beyond the 
great-grandfather, as a clan normally does 
not reach beyond three generations. 

The collective dismissal of all the de
ceased on the occasion of Säpäru presented 
a variety of changes in 2004. While the year 
before a group of activists from the farming 
community phrased an "appeal" not to accept 
invitations to feasts involved in death rituals, 
other sub-castes issued printed individual 
invitations to join the circumambulatory pro
cession (nagara parikräma) in the morning 
at seven and the concluding feast in the 
evening at seven. In the case of a respected 
teacher, Gajendra Baidya, the invitation was 
signed not by the chief mourner but by the 
widow. 

The Uncertainty of Death 

lt is by rituals that people try to find a hold 
in life, but they grant neither security nor 
certainty, only the suggestion of both. Rituals 
do not really help to overcome uncertainties 
about the meanings of death and afterlife, 
rather they are expressions of such uncer
tainties. 
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In the legal texts and in popular notions 
there is also some uncertainty about who 
the offerings and sacrifices apply to or what 
meaning they have. lt is sometimes stated 
that the food is intended for the Brahmins 
themselves, but elsewhere that latter repre
sent the forefathers or ancestors. The pü:u;las 
are sometimes considered to be provisions 
for the journey of the dead, and sometimes 
as part of his body in the next world. The 
uncertainty about the status of the survivors 
also involves the uncertainty about the future 
of the deceased: will he or she get to heaven, 
has he or she earned it? 

Uncertainty about the inherent meanings 
of the rituals of death and the ancestors (cf. 
Michaels 2004b) does not mean that the 
people involved are unable to gain clarity. 
Rather, rituals are expressions of the fact that 
there can be no clarity. Life-cycle transition 
rituals are, on the one hand, always meaning
ful, for they have reasons and an obligatory 
formal resolution (saf!Lkalpa) that makes the 
ritual effective and confirms its intention in 
clear words. On the other hand, ritual acts are 
meaningless ( cf. Michaels 2005b) and rigid 
because something eise could also and often 
is done: sequences of actions from other 
rituals are forever being substituted. lt is 
precisely this that creates the special dynam
ics of rituals and the constant alteration of 
ritual procedure. lt is this aspect of constant 
dynamic change which helps to revise what 
seems to be one of the firmest aspects of 
ritual theory: the formality of rituals. Given 
the evidence from our material, rituals now 
no longer appear to be strict, stereotypical 
events, but to be action modules which can 
be substituted, altered, shifted, postponed, 
interpolated, omitted, mixed, duplicated, or 
invented and re-invented. 

Although this indicates an astonishing 
continuity in death rituals from the Vedic 
Epoch to the present, a significant change of 
meaning has also taken place. While in the 

Vedic-oriented death ritual, the focus is on 
the path to the ancestors and reaching heaven 
or irnmortality, ever since the Ascetic Epoch 
(500 BC - 200 BC) the idea of repeated re
incarnation has emerged, along with the fear 
of a return of the dead and of hell in popular 
religious and Puranic concepts of afterlife. 
Whether the dead person goes to an inter
mediate realm or is reborn irnmediately after 
death, whether he or she becomes an ancestor 
or a de-individualized soul-body, whether 
life in this world affects life after death or 
whether the last thoughts at the moment of 
death do so - all these considerations and 
differing ideas are anything but harmonized. 
Thus, in the Brahmanical-Sanskritic death 
ritual, various conceptions of the afterlife are 
mixed together, leaving the path of the dead 
person as that which it must be: an uncertain 
path. 

lndeed, death in Hinduism is not the end of 
life, but rather a change from one form of ex
istence to another. A spiritual body remains. 
Only when it is completely "de-individual
ized", when it is identical with the Absolute, 
is it really "dead" - which is to say without 
return. In Upanishadic and Vedantic termi
nology, mortality is Ätman-lessness, when 
the ätman (the individual soul) is identical 
with the brahman (the All or Absolute); this 
forms another counter-world to life. Death 
leads to rebirth. Anything that changes, that 
alters is mortal. Käla means both "time" and 
"death" in Sanskrit. Thus death also leads to 
re-death, but not to an end to life, for the spir
itual body is always seeking new existences. 

The pyre bums away the impurity of the 
mundane body, as many people believe, car
rying the spiritual body to heaven. The death 
priest "eats up" the impurity of the dead. But 
seen from a salvational point of view, the 
dead always remain in the realm of mortal
ity through the possibility of rebirth, even as 
demigods (visvedevälJ,). Through their life 
itself, they have accumulated death-bringing 
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forces. The older they were, the more they 

had accumulated. When one is still young, 

i.e. uninitiated, there is only a need for a few

rituals. Only timelessness or imrnutability is

eternal, and the preferred means to achieve

these are ritual and spiritual identifications

with what is not subject to change and there

fore to time.

These notions of salvation have many ef

fects on the cult of death: it has many vari

ants, corresponding to the various forms of 

Hindu religiosity. But, on the whole, it is not 

surprising that Brahmanical-Sanskritic Hindu 

religion has hardly any places of death wor

ship, no photos, tombstones, death masks, or 

the like. Such individual worship of the dead 

implies a debasement of the deceased. There

fore, in Hindu death ritual, the individual 

becomes the sacrifice, which always was and 

does not die, becomes the de-individualized 

ancestor through the father-son identifica

tion, as the ascetic is himself the sacrifice and 

therefore imrnortal. Death - in the extreme 

Brahmanical view - is not fate, but rather in

ability, error in ritual or the incapacity to take 

the ascetic path and thus achieve imrnortality 

in one's lifetime. 
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äcä luyegu second Tantric initiation of a Bajräcärya 
which empowers him to perform life-cycle ritu
als 

ägiiche temple housing an esoteric deity 
ägiidya� esoteric deity of a clan, often of all mem

bers of a caste 
iigusä tuft of hair (Nep. fuppl) 
ahirrisä not to injure or harm, the principal of non

violence 
ajimä grandmother, evil spirit 
äkäs the aether (one of the five elements) or blue sky 

as the abode of Bhairava and spirits 
äkäs dip offering of lights dedicated to the ancestors 

in the month of Kärttik 
ak�ata (Nep.) see Nev. kiga� 
ak�aya trüyä Indestructible Third, the third day of 

the bright moon in April/May 
amalä (Nev. ämva�, Skt. ämalakl) is Emblica myro

balan; Phylallanthus emblica l. (Euphorbiaceae) 
ämva�-hämva� a mixture of dried Emblica myroba

lan (Phyllanthus emblica l. Euphorbiaceae) and 
black sesame 

asuddha, (Skt. asuddha) polluted, referring to per-
sons (like dumhä) or objects (clothes, houses) 

atäli terrace on top floor level of a house 
ausi new moon (Skt. amäväsyä) 
baiga� top floor of the house, with kitchen and 

shrine room for the ancestor deity 
baji beaten rice 
bajimä wet or dry rice husk, offered to the preta 

before cremation 
bäjyä grandfather 
Bäläcahre (Nep. Bäläcaturdasi:) the 141h day of the 

dark half in Mangsir 
bandh strike 
häre chuyegu initiation ritual for the sons of 

Bajräcärya 
bärhä taygu menarch ritual 
barro (Nev. hala, Skt. vibhitaka) is Belleric myroba

lan; Terminalia nelleriva Roxb. 
batä� container of brass (to carry the vikalapil:uj,a) 
bau offering to the spirits: either wettened husked 

rice with turmeric or rice husk with red pepper 
bhaila�guthi funeral association of painters 

(Citrakära) 
bhaila�thviipi beer pot of clay, object of worship by 

funeral associations 
bhajii earthenware pot to heat up rice or to cook 
bhecäpüjä worship of nephews by the chief moum

er 

bhrngaräja see bhyaläy 
bhulii small plots of two square metres dedicated to 

an ancestor 
bhusadhii anniversary rituals (,,birthday,,) 
bhuti white beans 
bhva� pähii families whose entire members are in

vited to join the feasts at the conclusion of death 
rituals 

bhyaläy (Skt. bhrngaräja) Eclipta prostrate Ait., 
small-leafed plant with yellow flowers and leaves, 
inevitable part of any death ritual 

bibau offering of seven diffent grains to the spirits 
(for example on the occasion of Bäläcahre), also 
beaten rice, black soybeans and fish offered to 
chväsa� stones in cases of illness 

bikalapil'}rj,a see vikalapifJ{j,a 
bikva short form of bikalapifJ{j,a 
Bisketjäträ New Year festival, 12'h to 181h April 
bva� one portion of food on the occasion of a feast 
byä� yekegu food brought to the bereaved family on 

the 4'h, 5 1h and 61h day after death
byekegu to cause to be untied, to purify oneself by 

taking a bath 
cahre the 14'h day of the dark or bright half of the 

lunar month 
caitya (Skt.) see cibhä� 
cakrapüjä (Skt.) ritual performed by the Jugi on the 

occasion of nhenumhä (71h day death ritual) 
cäku raw sugar 
canä chick peas 
capu grass sod 
catämari flat bread of rice flour 
cetanä (Skt.) pure consciousness 
chehouse 
che(j,i ground floor 
chucu wheat flour 
chväsa� protective stone with a defined catchment 

area of households, absorbing ritual waste 
chväsa�väimhä the mistress of the household 

(nakhi) in the act of discarding the belongings of 
the deceased on to the chväsa� stone 

cibha� Buddhist votive structure (Skt. stüpa) 
cikii mustard oil or rape oil, used to rub the corpse 

immediately after death 
cikii taygu ritual of applying mustard oil to the hair 

on the 361" day after death 
cipa polluted food (leftover or touched by others) 
cuka confined courtyard, more often square in plan 
cvakiajimä stone in public space that absorbs after-

birth 
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cvatä second floor level of a house 
cvaykafJ vanegu to inforrn all Jugi in town of a case 

of death 
dabu platform on a square 
däg torch of straw carried to the cremation ground 
däkilä death ritual after 12 months 
dak�i,:iä (Skt.), Nev. dachinä, a gift presented by a 

client (jajmän) to the priestly officiant 
dalii open arcade on ground floor level of a house 
daphafJsvii (Skt. ku,:irj,äpu�pa), jasrnin. 
DasäT festival in auturnn for a period of 15 days to 

celebrate the mythic victory of Durgä over the 
demon Mahi�a 

da§akriyä (Nep., Skt.) "the ten works", death rituals 
of the first ten days 

debii see dyafJbii 
degudyafJ see dugudyafJ 
dekhä Tantric initiation 
deväliguthi association to perform the worship of the 

ancestor's deity 
dhäcäsvii (Skt. damanakafJ), Indian wormwood, 

arternisia Indica. 
dharmadhätucaitya (Skt.) type of stüpa 
dhau curds 
dhaupatu stand with two small cups for curds and 

ritual rice 
dhoti (Nep.) dress for males 
dhuni (Nep.) eternal fire 
dhüp (Skt. dhüpa) incense 
dhväkä stone on street crossings signifying places 

haunted by spirits 
digudyafJ see dugudyafJ 
dip cremation ground 
divii torch carried by Cäla, heading the death proces

sion 
rj,ubo (Nep., Skt. dürvä, Nev. situ) a species of grass 

(Cynodon dactylon) common to marshland which 
survives the dry season, considered to be one of 
the substitutes for the soma plant 

du byekegu purificatory ritual on the 10th day after 
death 

dugu goat 
dugudyafJ ancestral god 
dumhä male and female members of the phuki pol

luted through death for the first ten days 
dupä taygu admission of boys at the age of 4 or 5 to 

(du= inside) the lineage (phukt) 
duru milk 
dürvä (Skt.) see rj,ubo 
dyafJ deity 
dya!Jbii shroud, red or yellow cloth covering the 

corpse during the death procession 
dyafJpäläfJ caretaker (päläfJ) at a non-iconic repre

sentation, the seat (pifha) of a deity 
dyafJpä!Tcä see pä!Imhecä 
ekädasicä bvayegu offering of food to the preta on 

the 11 'h da y of death ri tu als 

ga!Jpacä spouted pot used to offer water to the 
corpse 

Gäijäträ cow festival, Nep. for Säpäru 
galigäjal (Nep.) pure water, originated from the 

Gangä 
garbha (Skt.) womb, interior of a caitya or temple 
gayälvahii stone representing Gäya, installed at cre

mation grounds 
godäna (Skt.) ritual offering of a cow 
Gunipunhi (Nep. Janaipün:iimä), füll moon in 

August 
gusipakva storehouse for wood used for cremations 
guthi (funeral) association; designation of the annual 

congregation 
guthiche house (ehe) of a funeral association 
gve bete! nut 
gvesabhvay feast on the occasion of marriage 
gyafJ (Nep. ght) clarified butter 
gyafJ-kasti purified butter and honey, added to the 

pi,:irj,a and put into the fire on the 12th day after 
death 

gya!Jcäku a dish of butter and sugar, ritually con
sumed on 15 th January (Mägha salikranti) 

häku hämvafJ black (häku) sesame (hämvafJ), said to 
represent the sweat of Vi�i:iu 

hämvafJ-techva a mixture of black sesame and bar
ley, used for the purificatory bath on the 10th day 
ritual (du byekegu) 

harro (Skt. haritakt) is Chebulic myrobalan; 
Terminalia chebula Retz. (Combretaceae) 

hiti step-well 
hyiigafJ charcoal 
hyäiisinhafJ verrnilion used to mark the forehead 
ihi initiation ritual for girls, mock marriage with the 

bei fruit 
ijjat (Nep., Urdu) respect, prestige 
ikä (Nep. sarsun) rape, Brassica napus 
iläkä segment of urban space centering around an es

sential shrine which receives blood offerings 
i�fadevatä (Skt.) the deity (chosen by the worshipper 

himself) 
jafJdhii drinking fountain 
jajmän (Skt. yajamäna) client of a priest, sacrificer 
jäki wettened husked rice 
jiikva old-age celebration 
jalasi kidney 
jaldän (Nep., Skt. jaladäna) ritual offering of water 
jaldän gafJpacä pots used in death rituals for the 

offering of water from the 30th day offering on
wards 

jätafJ horoscope 
jicäbhäju the brother-in-law or husband of a sister of 

the deceased, who has no more parents 
jugibvafJ offering to the ancestors, handed over to 

the Jugi four times a year and after death rituals 
jugigafJ cremation ground for Jugi 
Jugini female Jugi who collects offerings 



jvälänhäykii mürnr, brought by the barber on the 10th 

day death ritual 
käciapä unfired, sun-dried brick 
käciapä väygu to discard unfired bricks on a chväsaJ:i 

stone 
käcikä raw cotton, to bind the bier 
käkäbali (Nep.) offering of ten pir;rj,as dedicated to 

the crows on the I Üth day 
kaläJ:iajimä stone in public space that absorbs offer

ings to the spirits in case of illness 
kaläJ:i väygu to discard the food offerings dedicated 

to the pitr on the occasion of a feast of the lineage 
at a chväsaJ:i stone 

kalas (Skt. kala.fo) ritual vase containing water 
kapäypu cotton seeds 
kasu green peas 
käyo nakegu to feed with a dish that includes a piece 

of the corpse' s skull 
kaytäpüjä initiation ritual of boys 
kegu peas 
khalu (Skt. kirätatikta) bitter herb, usually pre

scribed in case of malaria and diabetes (Agathotes 
chirayta) 

khiime name of the sacrificial buffalo offered on the 
eve of vijayada.fom"i during Dasäi 

khau crushed oil cake (from mustard seeds) 
khukuri (Nep.) !arge knife, carried by a member of 

the funeral association to intimidate the deceased 
khulä death ritual after six months 
khusibvaJ:i offering to the preta on the 7th and 45 th 

day after death, discarded into the river (khusi) 
khyaJ:i open ground (Nep. khel) 
kigaJ:i unbroken rice, used in rituals (Nep., Skt. 

ak$ata) 
kijäpüjä worship of brothers by their sisters and 

aunts (the mämhä pitr) 
kikfpä a crown, symbolizing the ancestor deity 
k"irtan (Nep.) group engaged in devotional songs 
kriyäputra (Nep., Skt.) see Nev. mitamhä 
k$etrapäla (Skt.) tutelary deity, guardian of a court-

yard or square 
kuchi measurement of volume, equal to two mana 
kuchibhvay feast (including two mana of beaten 

rice) on the eighth day of DasäT in October 
kücü short handle of a spade 
kula (Skt.) descendants of a family, lineage 
kuladevatä (Skr.) lineage deity (see dugudyaJ:i) 
kulche hause of origin of a patrilinear group 
kulehoma (Nep.) symbolic fire in front of the house 

of a deceased before the corpse is carried to the 
cremation ground 

kumbha (Skt.) small spouted pot, used in the latyä 
death ritual 

kus (Skt. ku.fo) grass (Desmostachys bipinnata), the 
most sacred of Indian grasses, used in death ritu
als, at times representing the Brahmin 

kusä lapte (Nep. mälu) climber found in säl forests, 
Bauhinia vahlü Wight & Arn. 
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kutva bier to carry the corpse 
kviicä !arge earthenware pot used for the 7th day 

death ritual 
kvajä see khusibvaJ:i 
kvalä copper bowl, exclusively used in rituals 
kväpäJ:idyaJ:i central deity of a Buddhist monastery 
lä lane 
lächi small square 
lakca ritualised mourning of male and female mem

bers of the phuk"i as weil as friends and neighbours 
on the 4th day after death 

lakcabaji an offering of beaten rice (baji) on the 4th 

day after death 
lakca vanegu to approach the house of the chief 

mourner wailing 
latyä (Skt. sapir;rj,"ikarar;a) union with the ancestors 

on the 13 th or 45th day of death rituals (lit. "one 
and a half months"). 

latyä yäygu to perform the death ritual of the 13th or 
45th day 

laukä gourd 
lhä hand 
lhä panegu purifying the hands above a fire, ritual on 

the 12th day after death 
liidhväkä golden gate, especially of Bhaktapur 

Palace 
lukhäpüjä ritual performance at a door before enter

ing the house 
macabu byekegu purification ritual after birth (on 

the 4th or 5th day, cutting the umbilical cord) 
macägaJ:i = macäphviigaJ:i burial ground for children 

who died before the rice-feeding ceremony 
mahantä (Nep.) head of a mafh, in Bhaktapur a 

group of Non-Newars who are considered san
nyäsi, who are not cremated but buried in a 
seated, cross-legged posture, as though engaged 
in meditation 

mäiü ghar (Nep.) see thaJ:iche 
mäling kind of shawm played by Jugi 
mämhä pitr daughters, aunts and grandaunts who are 

invited to feast, lit "living ancestors" 
mana volumetric measure, equal to half a kuchi 
märicä deep fried small loaf of fine wheat flour, with 

no taste 
masänta the last day of the month according to the 

solar calendar 
matä light (Nep. dip) 
mätii first floor level of a house 
mafha religious institution (of mahantäs) 
mäy black lentils 
mhä body 
mhä gekegu to prepare the corpse before being car

ried to the cremation ground 
mhäpüjä worshipping the body on the first day of the 

bright moon in October/November, the first day 
of the Year according to Nepäl Sarµvat 

mhäsusinhaJ:i yellow colour used to mark the fore
head in the course of death rituals 
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mhäymacä daughter or sister of the deceased, who 
prepares the nhenumhä food 

mhecä small bag containing offerings 
mi fire 
mi mapumhä children who have died before the age 

of rice-feeding ceremony, lit. "bodies that are not 
exposed to fire" 

mi sali incense, a special variety liked by ancestors 
mipunäli torch of straw 
mitamhä the chief mourner, who gives fire to the 

pyre 
müdip principal cremation ground at CupTghä! 
mulu long needle, used to hurt the preta on the 10th 

day 
murdä (Nep.) corpse, death 
murdäguthi funeral association 
murdäsaf!!sthä funeral association (in Satepa) 
musvii (Skt. mulapu�pa) flower used for ancestor 

worship (dugudyabpüjä) 
musyä soy beans 
musyiipvä torch supplied by the family of the chief 

mourner and the households of the married 
daughters to accompany the death procession 

mutumäri cones of steamed rice flour 
mva luyegu to take a purifying bath, on the 11 th day 

of death ri tuals 
mvabni black strake on the forehead signifying the 

sharing of a sacrifice, especially on the occasion 
of vijayada§ami 

nägaräjä the King of Serpents 
näbbatäb brass container (batäb) used for water 

(näb) 
näbkäpab cotton strips worn by the chief moumer 

around head and waist 
nakhimistress of a household, or of a group 
nani spacious courtyard 
napab (Nep. narkaf) local variety of reed 
naraingutht association of K.r�i:iä bhakti assisting in 

death rituals 
Nauni' wife of a barber (Nau) 
näyab head of a group, a congregation, a clan 
näykhithe drum played by butchers 
nhenumhä death ritual on the 7th day (nhenu) 
nhenumhä bvab offering of food to the preta on the 

7th day of the death rituals 
nhenumhä käygu receiving the offerings to the preta 

on the 7th day by the Jugi 
nhenumhä thuimhä the cook of the food offered to 

the preta on the 7th day, invariably the mhäymacä 
nislä biyegu the carrying of the nislä offering (wheat 

flour, ginger, bete! nut and coin) to the Brahmin's 
house 

nityapüjä (Skt.) celebration at the end of the day 
nyedätithi death ritual performed after two years 
piicä grey clay 
päju uncle: mother's brother 
päjukhalab matrilinear relatives 

pakä (Nep. räyo) broad leaf mustard with reddish 
brown seeds, Brassica juncea (L.) Czern. 

päkhä eaves 
päkhäjä offering of food to the preta, placed below 

the eaves on the 7th day after death 
päläb caretaker, the present incumbant of the post on 

the basis of annual rotation 
palesvii lotus flower 
pälimhecä treasure box of the funeral association, 

which accompanies the death procession 
paficabali (Nep., Skt.) five offerings 
Paiicadänacahre the 14th of the dark moon in Sep

tember 
paficada§akaläpü;(j,adäna (Skt.) the offering of the 

15 th pil:z(j,a prior to the sapü:iefikarm:ia 
paficagavya (Nep., Skt.) the five products of a cow: 

cow dung, urine, milk, curds and butter 
päp (Skt. päpa) evil, harmful, sin 
päsä friend, helper (in death rituals the jicäbhäju) 
Pasacahre (Skt. pisäcacaturda.§t) Goblin's Four-

teenth, the 14th day of the dark moon in March, an 
occasion to propitiate the spirits 

pasab shop 
pecä straw ring used to support pots 
pekhi (Nev.) = (Skt.) pü:,.(j,a, sacrificial ball 
pekhiläcä lane or path to the river 
pekhi tayyekegu to carry the ingredients for pif;(j,a to 

the house of the chief mourner 
pekhi väygu to discard the offerings of pü;(j,a 
penhu dukha cvanegu to express grief on the 4th day 

after death 
phuki lineage group, close agnates up to the third 

generation, shares the same dugudyab, all mem
bers are dumhä, polluted for a period of ten days 

picä small basket made of reed, used for the 7th day 
death ritual 

pikhäläkhu stone guarding the threshold of houses 
and temples, absorbs ritual waste on various oc
casions 

pü:,.(j,a (Skt.) balls of cooked rice, wheat or barley, 
offered to the ancestors (pitrs) 

pit1.{j,apätra see kvalä 
pit1.{j,avedi (Skt.) place designated for lining up the 

pit1.{j,as 
pisäc (Skt. pisäca) demonic beings, spirits that con-

gregate at cremation grounds and on crossroads 
Pisäcacaturdasi' (Skt.) see Pasacahre 
pitarab (Skt.) forefathers (cf. pitr) 
pith (Skt. pifha) seat of a deity in non-iconic form 
pitr (Skt.) ancestor of a family or clan, manes (cf. 

pitarab) 
pi väy yekegu to discard the afterbirth and the um

bilical cord (on a cvakiajimä stone) 
prät1.a (Skt.) breath, vital force 
prat1.aväyu (Skt.) the breath of life or life principle; 

the five life winds 
prasäd (Nep., Skt. prasäda) divine grace, the offer

ing returned by a priest to the dient 



preta (Skt.) ethereal form assumed by a dead man 
during the period between death and union with 
his or her ancestors (pitr) 

pretabali (Skt., Nep.) offering of IO pil'_lq,as on the 
10th day 

Pretakr"iyäpaddhati notebook to guide the priest in 
death ri tu als 

pretasäntihoma (Skt.) see kulehoma 
pujäkvathä shrine room on top floor level 
pulu woven bamboo mat on which the corpse is 

placed 
putugve relationship to the bereaved family ex

pressed through the acceptance of betel nuts (gve) 
on the occasion of a marriage ceremony 

Pvayläpunhi füll moon in December 
sä (Nep. gäI) cow 
sii khäygu to shave the head in an act of purification 
sadatithi death ritual after three years 
säduru cow milk 
sät the Sal tree (Shorea robusta) 
sata vänegu to proceed along a route towards the 

cremation ground 
sali small earthenware cup 
samädhi (Skt.) posture of meditation, cross-legged 
samaybaji the first food containing rice, soy beans, 

ginger, egg and fish handed out by the priest on 
the 12th day after death 

sanäJ:tgu füneral association (also sanäguthl) 
sangha (Skt.) congregation, monastic order 
sankalpa or sarrikalpa (Skt.) ritual declaration of 

intent 
sänti (Skt.) tranquillity, absence of passion 
säntijäträ (Skt.) procession demonstrating the val

ues of the Orp sänti sect 
sanyäsi (Skt. sarrinyäsin) ascetic, one who has relin

quished all worldly attachments and values 
Säpäru festival of the cow (sä) on the first day 

(päru) of the dark half of the moon in August/ 
September 

sapi!'_!ef,ikara,:,.a (Skt.) see Nev. latyä 
§ayyadäna (Skt.) offering of a bed on the 45 th day

after death
sesthe (Skt. §e�a) remaining lump (of pil'_lq,a dough)
sibäjä "the music of death,,, played by butchers
sichyäJ:t flat cymbals played by butchers
siguthl funeral association
silii lanes reserved for death processions
simänä boundary
sinasvii (Nep. bhlmsenpati) longish leaf essential for

death rituals, Buddleja asiatica,
Sithinaka� the 6th day of the bright half of the moon

in June
sivalinga (Skt.) non-iconic, phallic representation

of Siva
sora§räddha (Nep.) period of sixteen (sora) days in

September for performing the death ritual for the 
ancestors by the head (näyaJ:t) of the clan 
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§räddha (Skt.) ancestor ritual
sri paiicaml guthi congregation of a füneral associa

tion on the 5th day of the bright moon in February 
(,,beginning of spring") 

subyä Thursday after füll moon in April 
suddha (Skt. §uddha) not polluted, pure 
suddha viikegu attaining purity (on the 12th day) 
sudra (Skt.) untouchables 
sukul'_lq,ä ritual lamp, symbolizing the sun (Surya) 
supäri (Nep.) see Nev. gve 
svagiiki plate with rice 
svamva luyegu purificatory ritual on the 11 th day 

after death 
svänabali (Nep.) offering of ten pil'_lq,as dedicated to 

the dogs on the l 01h day 
sväri bread of fine wheat flour, deep fried in butter 
sviivä (Nep.jungadhan) variety of rice used as offer-

ings for the ancestors, Oryza sativa 
syu head of a sacrificial animal 
syukäbhvay feast in conclusion of the dugudyaJ:tpujä 
taJ:tdhiiguthl funeral association of the painters 
taläy (Skt. tan.garäja) large-leafed plant with white 

flowers, inevitable part of any death ritual 
tangaräja see taläy 
taJ:tdt "the great day'', the first Sunday or Thursday 

after ak�aya trüya, the most intensive day for the 
worship of ancestor deities 

taJ:tsi auspicious citrus fruit, offered on the occasion 
of mhäpujä and by the Navadurgä 

tapäbäjyä great-grandfather 
tarul sweet potato 
tiiy popped rice 
techva barley 
thaJ:tche (Nep. maiti ghar) designation of the mater-

nal home of women 
thvii rice beer 
thviipicä beer sieve 
tila black sesame seeds (Sesamum indicum) 
triphalä (Skt.) a mixture of emblica (ämvaJ:t), che

bula (Nep. harro, Skt. haritaki) and belleric (Nep. 
barro, Skt. vibhitika) myrobalan 

tripi!'_!cja (Skt.) three parts of the pretapil'_lq,a which 
are joined with the pi!'_!cjas representing the ances
tors 

trisul (Skt. trisüla) trident, emblem of Siva 
tulsl basil, Ocimum sanctum 
tulslveät platform for basil plant 
tvaJ:t (Nep. tol) well-defined quarter of a town 
tvalii (Skt. toral'_la) tympanum 
vä unhusked rice 
väkijäki a mixture of husked and unhusked rice 
vikalapi!'_!cja (Skt.) pi!'_!cja reserved for unknown de-

ceased and miscarriages 
vi§vedevaJ:t (Skt.) semi-divine forefathers, demigods 
yaJ:tmäri cone-shaped sweets offered on the occasion 

of birthdays and on füll moon in November 
yaJ:tmäripunhi füll moon in November 
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yäkä päha families of which only one member is in
vited to join the feast that concludes death rituals 

yamadhärä Yama's spout, cooling the preta repre 

sented by the Hätakesvara lüiga on the 1Q'h day after 
death 

yanyäpunhi füll moon in September 
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