Sites and Rites of Death

There is a variety of conceptions, regulations and ritual
practices centered on the ways of disposing of the dead
body across religious communities. Hegel once
remarked that history is the record of “what man does with
death”. Arguably, religion is a testimony of how humanity
deals with death, and without death there might have
been no religion.
Ongoing discourses concerning the ways of disposing of
the dead include aspects about the body (the vessel) – by
entombing, mummifying, dismembering, embalming,
consuming (cannibalism), cremating, burying (in soil or at
sea), or feeding it to the vultures – that are believed in
many cases to have an effect on the afterlife of its
‘contents’ (the soul, spirit, mind-stream, or self). While the
physical after-life of the corpse is associated with the
location of its disposal (i.e., cemeteries, mausoleums,
rivers, etc), it is closely linked with the creation of borders
(i.e., between life and death, the dead and the living,
partisans of different religions, etc.). Likewise, ‘places of
death’ (burial sites) may serve to unite and attract people
of the same faith and distance people of other faiths. A
common belief is that the dead are not dead, but they are
alive, although not as a fully fledged human being, but
nevertheless real and present.
Burial evidence may help us reconstruct and interpret the
formation and expansion of religious structures and
traditions. Funeral rites are after all about a set of rituals
by which those living are forced to deal with death and its
materiality, and they are vital to the definition and
redefinition of religious ideas in times of expansion. As
such they are not coherent, consistent and orthodox.
They are not performed in the same way among equals
(i.e., varying according to the rank of the deceased) and
social and legislative variations are often observed within
the same religious contexts. The participation of
members of different religious communities in funerary
practices and commemorations was at times, but not
always encouraged, while instances of desecration may
be the byproduct of cross-religious dynamics. Hybrid
death rituals and shared burial sites speak of periods of
conversion and transference of ideas from one religious
tradition to another, while mixed artistic traditions in slabs
and funerary monuments might reveal compelling traces
of religious acculturation and adaptation.
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