
 

(The last rites): 
 

The Critical Part: The  of the body is the last sacrament. After 

this, nothing remains to do. This sankara is also known as ‘ ’. 

‘ , ‘  or . It is also called the 

‘cremation/ceremony'. The story of the human life begins with ‘ ’ and 

ends with cremation. Hence the Yajurveda says that the body, having passed 

through the morning excitement, declines and the evening of human existence ends 

in ash—‘ ’.  

 

Materials required:—I. Materials for the washing and anointing the body: soap, 

sandal paste or such other fragrant paste. If the dead is a male, men should prepare 

the body for the last rite. If the dead is a female, the women should prepare it. 

Washing and anointing should be done carefully and with reverence. 

 

In the west, this all is done by the funeral home. 

 

Materials to cover the body:—Fresh clothes, four metres of white cloth for the 

shroud, sindoor (if the dead is a woman whose husband is alive), one upper cover, 

i.e., a shawl which should be of cotton preferably. 

 

Materials for cremation:—Four quintals of dry wood, at least two kg. of ghee, ten 

kg. of , sandal samidh s at least one kg., 100 grms of comphor, one lamp 

of ghee, one box of matches to light the fire, and a disposable stretcher for the 

body. 

 

Preparation for the cremation:—Remove the upper shawl and dispose it of at the 

cremation ground. Put the dead body on the pyre, feet in the south-east or south 

west direction and head in the north-west or northeast direction. 

 

Starting the fire:—The eldest son, successor, the husband (in the case of a 

woman), a close friend or relative, a disciple (in the case of a ) should light 

the ghee-lamp, then light the camphor with the lamp, then light the pyre from the 



head to the feet going round it in circumambulation, keeping the pyre on the right. 

The pyre should be lighted at various places so that the fire spreads quickly and 

effectively, then offer five  with ghee with the following mantras:— 

Ü

Ü

 Ash. 4, 3, 25-6. 

Meaning:—In these mantras,  are offered to Agni (fire). Soma (water), Loka 

(this world), anumati (the earth), and Svarga Loka (the other world).  is for 

sincerity, commitment and thanks-giving. Agni and Soma are closely connected 

principles of life and the entire creation. We may call them two complementary 

aspects of world/creative energy—the positive and the negative as in electrical 

energy, hot and cold, fire and water, ambition and peace of mind, the physical as 

well as the mental world is an integrated balance of these two. We live in this 

world in the same state of balanced activity. Hence  . and  

 in relation to this world and this earth. We live in harmony with the world 

and the earth. Hence also the happiness of this world and, depending upon this 

world, happiness of the next—for life, after all, is a continuity—in the cycle of 

existence. 

 

Now four persons have to offer  of ghee with the following seventeen Vedic 

mantras. Say ‘Om' in the beginning and ' ' at the end of the mantra. With 

, offer the  into the pyre. 



Rg. 10, 16, 3

Meaning:—O departed soul, may your eye (sense of sight) go back to the sun, i.e.. 

light from where it came, may the /body go to vayu, or the middle region or 

the earth or the waters, if that be your lot, according to your karma and the law of 

nature, or may you stay with all parts of your body among the green vegetation. 

 

-Rg. 10/16/ 

4.

Meaning:—O man, the soul part of you is unborn and eternal, temper it in the 

crucibles of austerity and discipline. May the knowledge of God purify it. May the 

light of God brighten it. Lord of fire, invest this soul with the most blessed body 

materials under your command and, with that body, take him to the world of the 

blessed men of good deeds!  

The prayer is for a good future for the soul, and, at the same time, it is an 

exhortation to the departed soul to shine with good acts and thereby win the 

blessings of God. 

 

- 

Rg. 10/16/5.

Meaning:—Lord Jataveda, this man who has been consigned to the flames with 

, moves around in search of the next life. Save and protect him and let him be 

reborn for his parents-to-be. May he, the survivor, with your grace, with a new 

body, endowed with long life, rejoin our humanity. 



-Rg. 10/16/7.

Meaning:—Envelope of fire, reduce the body to ashes with your flames fed with 

ghee and . The same power, Lord Agni, may vest the soul with a body, 

with flesh and bone and marrow. The fire, bright and burning with heat, feeding 

happily on ghee and other fuel, which consumes all body, does not encircle you, 

the atman. 

Rg. 10, 16, 13. 

Meaning:—Fire, you have reduced the body to ashes, let it cool. May some water 

be sprinkled on the pyre to extinguish the fire. And may lush grass cover the spot. 

Rg. 10, 16, 13. 

Rg. 10, 14, 1

Meaning:—O man of virtue, worship the Lord ruler of the world, Yama, who 

blesses the doers of good with regions of bliss, who shows the right path to all the 

human beings. Lord of the Sun leads human beings to their destination according 

to their karma. Serve and worship Him with faith and havi. 

Rg. 

10,14, 2

Meaning:—Lord Yama, prime ruler of the universe, knows the paths we tread, or 

ought to tread, nor can this path be ever evaded or violated. That is the path which, 



in earlier times, our forefathers followed. We too, who are born and know, should 

follow the same path as our own. 

Rg. 10, 14, 3 

Meaning:—The man who knows the secret of speech is pleased with poetry, the 

man dedicated to law is pleased with the observance of discipline, the man of 

knowledge is pleased with meaningful utterances such as hymns of the Veda. 

Those whom the men of virtue please and advance, and those who please and 

advance the men of virtue, they feel pleased, some of them, with words of 

appreciation, while others are pleased with gifts. 

Rg.10, 14, 

4

Meaning:—O man of discipline and self-control, shining unto all once again, come 

and occupy this noble seat or the  of existence and enjoy in unison with the 

company of the men of virtue and parents and other seniors. May the hymns of 

knowledge chanted by the scholars and saints reach you, and may you please the 

gods of  with havi offering. 

 

Life is a great gift, a field of action and enjoyment. It is worth living in the 

company of the wise and the leanned.  

Rg. 10, 

14, 5 

Meaning:—O man, enjoying your place in the cycle of universal law, come back 

with all the various kinds of powers and potentialities of a creative and 



constructive life, and occupy your place. I invoke your father, the Lord, to inspire 

your heart in this noble work, come and spread joy all round. 

 Rg. 10, 14, 7  

Meaning:—Soul of man, follow, follow the eternal path which our forefathers have 

followed since time immemorial. Both you and your parents, shining and enjoying 

life with plenty, spread the joy around. Realise the vision and feel the ecstasy of 

the vision of Lord Yama and Varuna, Lord Ruler of the universe and giver of bliss. 

 Rg. 10, 14, 8 

Meaning:—Soul of man, go and move with your future parents and forefathers, go 

and be with the Lord Ruler of the universe, go and be with the Lord Supreme—

doing all that is desirable for yourself and others. Having given up or exchausted 

the undesirable, get back to the body. Go and live, doing noble work with your 

new lustrous body. 

Rg. 10, 14, 9 

Meaning:—Soul of man, depart from here. Go to your destination. Move around 

there. The forefathers of the created world made it for the creatures of the Lord. 

For them does the Lord Ruler of the universe, yama, make the day and the night, 

the waters and the various means and abodes for the living beings to work, enjoy 

and rest under His care. 



Rg. 10, 14, 13 

Meaning:—Take the best of materials from nature for Yama, the Lord Ruler of 

creation, and offer them to Yama, the Lord of law, through yajna. For the , 

well performed, sends up everything to Yama through the Lord’s celestial agent, 

Agni the Fire. 

 

The point to consider here is, what is the Soma, the havi, the materials being 

offered to Yama through fire? Apart from ghee, fragrant , and the fire 

wood—sandal included—we are offering the last remains of the departed man. For 

this reason, antyesti is called ‘  ’ as Swami Dayananda has 

emphatically asserted.  

 

The mantra is a prayer to Yama to accept this offering through the fire. 

Rg. 10, 14, 14 

Meaning:—Offer  of materials like ghee for the atmosphere and the Lord 

Ruler of nature, Yama, and there is the life of service to the Lord. May the Lord of 

all the powers grant us long life in order to live fully and intelligently! 

 

 Rg. 10. 14. 15,  

Meaning:—Offer the best and the sweetest materials in yajna to the Lord Yama, 

the almighty Ruler of nature and of life and death. Salutations to the earliest seers, 

our forefathers who showed the path of right and light for us with their thought and 

example. Rg. 10. 14. 1-5, 7-9. 13-15. 



   Rg. 10, 20, 9. 

Meaning:—The Lord God, creator of all, has created this vehicle (the body or the 

world) in which the human beings live and move. It is black, white and bright 

intellctually—it is static and stable because of Tamas, active and dynamic because 

of Rajas, the red, and pure and intelligent because of Sattva, white with purity and 

intellect. It is immense, moving on the path of Dharma, though slowly yet steadily, 

worthy of honour and beautiful, grand and glorious, glory to the Lord creator. 

 

Having offered these seventeen  with ghee and  or some sweet 

preparation, all the four should offer 63  with ghee and  and some 

other preparation with the following 63 mantras:— 

Yaju. 39/2/1.

 This for the breath of energy and the soul. 

¥æð´   

This  is for the earth. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the fire, the main devatā for the earth. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the atmospheric region. 

¥æð´ 

This is for the air. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the outer solar space. 



¥æð´ 

This  is for the sun. 

¥æð´ 

  – Yaju. 39/2.

This  is for the different directions. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the moon. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the stars. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the waters. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the oceans. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the navel. 

¥æð´ 

This is  for the power that purifies. 

¥æð´ 

 – Yaju. 39/3.

This  is for vocal organs. 

¥æð´ 

¥æð´ 

This  is for life forces. 



¥æð´ 

¥æð´ 

This  is for both eyes. 

¥æð´ 

¥æð´  

This  is for both ears. 

May these go to their sources and come again after being  

purified! 

¥æð´ 

¥æð´  

  – Yaju. 39/10. 

This  is for hair and nails. 

¥æð´ 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the skin. 

¥æð´ 

ā

¥æð´  

This  is for the blood. 

¥æð´ 

¥æð´  



This  is for the fat. 

¥æð´  

¥æð´  

Om Mānsebhya  . 

This  is for the flesh. 

¥æð´ 

Om Sn vabhya  . 

¥æð´ 

Om Sn vabhya  .  

This  is for the veins and the arteries. 

¥æð´ 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the bones.  

¥æð´ 

¥æð´  

This  is for bone marrow.  

¥æð´ 

This  is for the organs of reproduction. 

¥æð´ 

Om P yave .

This āhuti is for the organs of excretion. 

¥æð´ 

–

This  is for right effort in other births. 

¥æð´ 



This  is for special effort in other births. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for joint effort in other births. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for proper effort to acquire various desired objects in  

other births. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for proper effort to improve in other births. 

¥æð´ 

This  is to attain purity in other births. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for those who are mourning. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for those who are in grief. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for those in sadness. 

¥æð´ 

.  – Yaju. 39/12.

This  is for an industrious life. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the ability to face dualities in life. 

¥æð´ 



This  is for the ability for special industrious life. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the hard working body. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the day. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for facing difficulties caused by others. 

¥æð´ 

This  is to shun evil deeds. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for peace. 

¥æð´ 

.  – Yaju. 39/13.

This is for the Just and Merciful God. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the Dissolver of the created objects. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the Reliever/Releaser of the soul from the  

body. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for the Force that causes growth. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for relief from disobedience to the Vedic  



commands. 

¥æð´ 

This  is for all the noble physical and spiritual forces. 

¥æð´   

  Yaj. 39. 1-3; 10; 10, 14. 

(This is for the heaven and the earth.) 

 

Continue the  with this mantra until the body is totally reduced ’ to ashes. 

With these sixty three mantras  have to be offered by all the four persons 

separately. All these mantras are mantras of the last farewell—as if the departing 

soul is expressing its gratitude to all the powers, forces and the various shades of 

life and death, looking past and into the future. Atharv.18,2:7, 14-17, 19, 27, 32, 

33, 56 

 

 

•   U•  •    U•   c U •  U U  SßæãUæÞH 7H 

 

 Ath. 18,2,7 

Meaning:—Departing soul go to the sun with your eye, power of vision; go to the 

atmosphere in the middle region with your pranas, vital air and energy; if 

according to your , you have to go to the regions of the light or the region 

of the earth, go there. If according to the law of the Lord, you have to go to the 

region of vegetation, then go to the waters, and, through the waters, go to 

vegetation and then come back to the human form.  

SßæãUæÞ



Ath. 18,2,14 

Meaning:—Departing soul, certain people love the Soma, the purifying, some love 

things like ghee, others love sweets like honey. All these materials are offered here 

in , they are all atomized by fire and rise up. May they help you to go to the 

region of your choice (i.e., according to your performance and the fruit thereof). 

May your next life be replete with sweetness and joy.  

SßæãUæÞ

Ath. 18,2,15 

Meaning:—Departing soul, many there have been who proclaimed the truth, and 

who enlightened their intelligence with a vision of the truth. May you also in the 

future take to the path taken by such men of vision and truth. 

SßæãUæÞ

  

Ath. 18,2,16 

Meaning:—Departed soul, may you take the path of those who lived by their virtue 

and discipline, never to be subdued by fear or sin, who enjoyed earthly happiness 

and went to the regions of happiness after death by virtue of their tapas, and who 

set standards of a good life by virtue of their obedience to the Lord. May you be 

blessed as they! 

SßæãUæÞ

Ath. 18,2,17 

Meaning:—Departed soul. May you be blessed as they who fought in the battles of 

life to the last drop of their blood and won glory, as those who gave away their all 

in a hundred forms in  and in the service of God and His children. May you 

go their way. 



SßæãUæÞ

Ath. 18,2,19 

Meaning:—Mother Earth, be to this departed soul a place of rest without thorns, be 

good and kind to give him peace in abundance, bless him with happiness (if he 

happens to take rebirth). 

SßæãUæÞ

 

Ath. 18,2,27 

Meaning:—The pranas have taken out the soul from its material abode, it is not to 

come back to the body. O , carry it away from the body, its place of 

habitation so far. Death was a wise agent of Lord yama and has carried the pranas 

to the moon or the path of the forefathers. 

SßæãUæÞ

Ath. 18,2,32 

Meaning:—The Lord Yama, Ordainer of the universe, bright as the sun, is closest 

and the farthest, I see nothing greater or beyond. All my good deeds are dedicated 

to Him. He is the power that has created and also pervades this universe. 

SßæãUæÞ

Ath. 

18,2,33 

Meaning:—The Lord released the eternal energy and, having made it various, 

gifted it to the sun for the emergence of living forms. Then whatever creation there 



was, it received the twofold vitality of  and , and the dynamic nature 

then produced the twofold male and female principles for further procreation. 

 

Life then is a creative process and death is a logical implication of it, a 

simultaneous fact of existence. Why then worry? 

SßæãUæÞ

Ath. 18,2,56 

Meaning:—To caryy you to your next destination, departed soul, I join the two 

vital airs,  and , and ordain that with these you go to the region of 

justice and may you enjoy noble company by virtue of your performance. Ath. 18; 

2; 7, 14-17, 19, 27, 32, 33, 56. 

 

Having offered the ten ahutis as above, the four persons should offer 26 ahutis with 

the following mantras:— 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for agni which is rich in wealth. (This is the last farewell of the 

departed soul to Agni which blessed him with so much of wealth in his life. 

  

– Tait. Aranyaka.6/ Anu.1. 

Meaning:—Appetencies of the departed soul (which go with the subtle body), we 

cleanse ourselves by removing our sins, so that, here in life, till the ripest old age, 

no sin should soil us. 



¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for the protectors of the path of this departed soul. (These 

protectors are vayu, i.e., air, the rays of the moon or sun, etc., depending upon the 

karma and samskaras of the soul. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for those who are the guardians of the path of this departed 

soul. (Note that there is protection of various sorts, preservation, conservation, 

protection and so on.) 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for all those who are the all-round protectors of the paths of this 

departed soul— 

Note:—No one knows by direct experience the paths of the departed soul. They are 

all hidden forces of nature working under the rule of the Almighty God. These 

ahutis are for the Lord and for all His laws and natural forces.  

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for the promoter of the virtue and fame of the departed soul. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for the protection of the departed soul against the evil speaker. 

¥æð´ Ü Ü

We should know those acts that describe the results of good deeds. 

¥æð´ Ü Ü



Meaning:—This is for the penitence of those who back-bite and speak ill out of 

jealousy. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—This is for Agni which is the means and promoter of human acts of 

good. 

¥æð´ 

. – Tait. Aranyaka.6/2. 

Meaning:—This is for those who are out of mind. 

¥æð´ Ü

 – Tait. Aranyaka.6/3. 

Meaning:—This is for Agni, the sustainer of all life, which inspires people to do 

acts of good and thus attain all happiness. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—May Lord Yama, Ordainer of the universe, be pleased with our sincere 

prayers and praises and acts of obedience to the Vedic injunctions for our life here. 

May we perform yajnas for the attainment of an auspicious state of existence, 

means of sustenance and protection against internal enemies harbouring the mind! 

May all men and women join our yajnas! 

¥æð´ 



Meaning:—O men, sing the sweetest of praises in honour of the only Lord ordainer 

of this world of beauty, variety and prosperity, the sole ruler of the earth, whom no 

one can equal or oppose. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—Men of the earth, sing in praise of Lord Yama, the sole ruler and 

ordainer of the universe. Surely, He alone is worthy of praise and worship. He 

holds the waters, rivers, deserts, the heaven and the earth. He alone holds the 

universe firmly in balance. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—Yama, Lord Ordainer of the Universe and dispenser of justice holds 

and wields the worlds with golden rounds of girdles (orbits), moving on golden 

axes and golden axles, fast and firm like horses with hoofs of steel. He is the giver 

of a hundred gifts of life and energy—only if we can deserve and pray for them. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—Lord yama holds the earth and this entire universe in motion. All that 

exists here, follows the law of Yama. Everything living, which is sustained by air 

and  energy, is sustained by Him only. 

¥æð´ 



Meaning:—Only he who knows Lord Yama and His Law, can say what the five 

elements, six seasons, fifteen dates of the fortnight, or the five pranas and ten 

indriyas, and the seven stars (rshis) are. He alone can say of things in reality as the 

Lord knows they are. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—Three processes—knowledge, action and prayer—save the human 

being from three kinds of affliction, physical, mental and spiritual. By virtue of this 

threefold piety, man attains to six great things in the universe— the middle region, 

the earth, water, vegetation, strength, and truth of speech—in accordance with his 

virtue (quality), acts and nature. Everything of life, and all the mantras and metres, 

, etc., which stand for all the hymns of knowledge, acts and prayer, 

exist in Him. He alone is great. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—Taking the entire world of man, ‘horse’ (society) and ‘cow’ (earth), is 

endless change through the integration and disintegration of the five elements 

which make up the human and cosmic body, the Lord of Light and Law through 

time never tires—the process of change continues. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—The Lord of Light and Law is presiding over the universe, therefore 

those who act by truth in this world, and those who act by untruth, all of these 



people are dispensed and discriminated separately for what they are and what they 

do. Thus is the dispensation of justice effected by Lord Yama. 

¥æð´ 

Meaning:—Lord Ruler of the world, they—men of virtue and vice, truth and 

untruth, are discriminated and dispensed. Those who bow to the saints and the 

wise, and those who serve the scholars and men of God, attain to Thee, O Lord. 

The others who do otherwise are lost in the dark. 

¥æð´ Ü

 

Tait. Aran. 6, 5. 

Meaning:—In this world, apparently beautiful as a palasha tree, only the man of 

virtue and discipline fully in his senses can enjoy the good provided by the father. 

Here in this creation, the Lord our father since eternity provides for us as for His 

children. (He recalls us too when it is time for home.) 

¥æð´ Ü

Tait. Aranyaka.6/7. 

Meaning:—The Lord thus says to His children: for you do I hold up this earth. For 

you, and above this earth, do I hold the sky. No one comes to grief in this system 

created for you. May the seniors among you keep it fast and maintain it. May they 

join you with the pillars of virtue and happiness by the grace of Yama, Lord of law 

and righteousness. 

 

The point is that while the Lord God creates and holds the universe— the earth, the 

heavens, suns and stars, etc.—the duty of organizing and holding the human 

society is man’s. The wise and the virtuous should guide the human family. The 



system of the universe is the total context in which we live. We have to make our 

existence meaningful by working in our place within the system. 

¥æð´ Ü

ā

Meaning:—Just as days follow in succession, just as seasons follow seasons close, 

just as among us the former has to leave and the latter follows leaving the former 

(who has gone), so may the Lord of life bless us with life in succession in this 

whirling wheel of the universe. 

¥æð´ 

 - Tait Aranyaka. 6/ Anu.10. 

Meaning:—Lord Agni, let no mortal child of yours do any violence for the sake of 

this body (its survival). Restless as a monkey shows agitation (for its protection 

against fear and suspicion), just as a cow does for the skin cover of its new-born, 

Lord Agni, cleanse us of our sins—burn them. Purify our real worth (as gold is 

purified in the fire). Cleanse us of our sins as a worthy offering to Death. This is 

for Death—This is for death. 

 

The dead body is thus offered to the fire as a fit offering of the last of the dead for 

purification to join the cycle of existence. 

 

Prayers for Sadgati (Ultimate peace) of the Dead: 

When the dead body has been reduced to ashes, the friends, relatives and members 

of the family of the dead should assemble at some place close by and pray for the 



peace and salvation of the departed soul. After the prayers, they should disperse 

and go home. 

 

Clean, wash and purify the house in which death took place. Then perform Havan 

in the home with ghee and fragrant samagri. The havan will dispel the air of the 

sickly atmosphere, cleanse the house and rejuvenate the heart and mind of the 

inmates. 

 

Disposal of the ashes: 

On the third day of the cremation, the members and other relatives should go to the 

cremation ground, collect the bones and ashes, the bones should be collected in a 

clean cloth and consigned to a safe place in or close to the cremation ground. The 

ashes should be consigned to a stream or river or scattered over a field. Or, the 

bones and ashes, all should be consigned to a stream or river or scattered over a 

field. After this, which is the last act of the rites, there is nothing to do now or ever 

after, since the Veda says that the story of human life closes when the body is 

reduced to ashes. If, however, a person desires in his life time, or his relatives so 

desire after his death, money may be dedicated in charity for social and 

philanthropic causes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


