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According to Indian tradition, a Sannyasi is one who, either after having been head of a family or since adolescence, choses to renounce everything that is part of the life of a layman. Without his family, celibate, and without a fixed residence, he has to give up all profane activities and, living on alms, devote himself to asceticism and meditation. 

It would seem surprising, then, to find whole communities of self-declared Sannyasis who nevertheless pursue an apparently com,pletely lay life. The classic works on Indian asceticism mention this fact without elaborating upon it (refs 2-5). 

This paradoxical case is also found in Nepal. Co-existing with the orthodox Sannyasis--in ochre clothing, forehead covered with ashes, visiting the sacred places devoted to Siva--one sees whole groups of Sannyasis making their livelihood as farmers or, in the towns, practicing various professions. An instance of this is K., a gaun panchayatin Central Nepal. At first glance, its only inhabitants seem to be members of the Nepali castes--Brahmins, Chhetris, and the occupational castes--but more careful observation shows that among those who appear to be Chhetris, there are a significant number of Sannyasis. 

During two stays in the field between 1972 and 1974, I was able to study a caste of Sannyasis--which as far as I know has not been subject to serious investigation in Nepal. 

K. is a gaun panchayat6 of 2895 individuals among whom there are 335 Giris, a sub-group of Sannyasis. Nine-tenths of these Giri are of the same lineage. They have been in the village for 150 years. The founding ancestor of their lineage, Narayan Giri, acquired land in K. Since then, his descendants have continued to expand their holdings and influence within the village so that they presently dominate the political scene there. 

The Giri way of life and that of the neighboring upper Nepalese castes is identical. House types and clothing are the same (the Giris manifest none of the outward signs of the mendicant); they engage in the same agricultural activities (rice, corn, wheat, and buffalo-ra ising) and observe the same ritual calendar. Their similarity is equally manifest in the social structure. The Giris and the Chhetri-Brahmins each see themselves in the same way, that is, as a caste group, with a fixed place in the caste hierarchy and with strictly defined relations with other castes. Nor is this a uniquely Giri appercept ion; the other castes indeed relate to them as a cas te group. 
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As my resea rch progressed, I was led to ask what constituted the uniqueness of the Giris as well as what they shared with the other castes. Moreover, are the differences which do exist related to a survival of ascetic traditions? 

It was the study of life-cycle rituals which brought a satisfactory answer to this question. Of particular importance were the funeral rites, the description of which forms the core of this article. These rites reveal the ambiguity of the Giri position claiming two contradictory affiliations; one with the world of the ascetic and the other with the lay population. The Giri do not in fact cremate their dead, as widespread Hindu tradition dictates, but rather, bury them as is the rule among ascetics. As will be shown in what follows, however, in funeral rites the Giri conduct themselves in a manner completely opposed to the ascetic tradition. We must therefore investigate the meaning of these contradictions. 

The following description is based primarily on an account of the death of my principal informant which occurred several months before my second stay. The different stages of the rituals were outlined for me by the members of his family and by the Brahmins who officiated. 

The Funeral Rites 

Even before the actual death, a first rite is essential. Called vajtarani (from the name of the river separating the world of the living from that of the dead), it is the first of a number of rites intended to facilitate the passage of the dead into the other world. In the presence of the purohit,7 a cow is brought into the dying individual's room. The dying must hold onto the cow's tail (although people often content themselves with a cord joining hand and tail) in keeping with what must be done when, entering the Kingdom of Yama--God of the Dead--he will cross the formidable river Vaitarani hanging on to the tail of a cow. The cow is then given to the purohit, who is the necessary intermediary between the living and the souls of the dead. In fact, everything needed by the dead in the next world is actually given to the Brahmins inasmuch as they have the power to impart a spiritual value on the goods making them utilizable in the metaphysical world. 

As soon as death is confirmed, the eldest son, who conducts all these rituals, places a pinda beside the deceased. This is a compact ball of rice which reappears throughout these rites; it is the funeral offering par excellence. The other sons make a bamboo litter to carry the corpse to the burial grounds. Dressed as usual, but covered by a white sheet, the corpse is laid on the litter. All the kin of the dead come to toss water, rice, and flower petals on him and to get ready to walk in the funeral procession. 
Man celebrating his father's sraddha: offerings placed around the .2!nda, the rice ball in the middle of the photo. 
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The burial grounds lie along the shore of the Sun Kosi, approx
imately two hours walk from K., and are used only by the Giri of K. 
The cortege or ma1am is constituted of the men of the lineage (women 
never participate in this) and neighbors of all castes. At the head 
of the procession, an old man, scatters rice and coins all along the 
way . A Brahmin follows blowing a conch shell. The litter is car
ried by five sons and brothers of the deceased, barefoot and wearing 
a white dhoti. 8 Behind them come the rest of the participants. 

At the shore of the Sun Kosi, the members of the cortege dig 
a pit grave (khara1), while the sons undress the dead man and wash 
him with river water. He is them dressed in the characteristic 
Sannyasi garb: orange turban and dhoti with a rosary of rudraksa9 
seeds around his neck. They drat" the three horizontal lines which 
distinguish the Saivite ascetics on his forehead with ashes. The 
corpse, legs crossed in a meditative posture, is then placed in the 
grave. Next are placed all those objects which signify the ascetic: 
kamanda1u (water jar), cimta (fire thongs), trisu1 (trident), and 
damaru (small two-sided drum). A pinda is placed in his joined hands. 
Other offerings are added to this--coins and especially salt. Salt 
is considered to be perfectly pure substance and is, a prototypical 
offering. This salt offering--it is somet imes said to. be necessary 
to fill the grave with it--is also a feature of Sunnyasi burial and 
seems to me to be connected to belief in the purity of ascetic, un
like the ordinary dead. 

The son finally throws a handful of sand in the grave. All 
participants do likewise and fill the pit. A mound of sand and rock, 
called ·cihan is piled on the grave. This rough funeral monument is 
carrie.d away by the monsoon floods giving the Giri cemetary the ap
pearance of an ordinary rocky riverbank. On the mound a 1inga, 
symbol of Siva, is erected and honored. 

Up to this point the Giris' funeral observances follow the as
cetic pattern as reported by (refs. 10-12). Tradition, however, 
dictates that the ascetic, as death approaches, actually enter into 
deep meditation, thereby directly achieving complete release. As we 
will see, this belief is absent among the Giris. 

The first contradiction between the Giri ritual and ascetic 
practice appears as soon as the burial is completed. While the 
burial of a Sunnyasi is theoretically not a source of pollution (so 
that theoretically participants have no need to purify themselves 
afterwards), after the Giri burial at K. all participants do take 
a purificatory bath in the Sun Kosi and the sons and brothers of 
the deceased shave their heads. Everyone then returns to the vil
lage where the purohit purifies the non-relatives (those who don't 
need to go into ritual mourning) with cow's urine. 
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Rituals of Mourning 

The events which follow resemble those seen among ChhetriBrahmins and relate to the same beliefs. Here, Giri ideology is no longer at all ascetic. 

For thirteen days a series of rites follow one another. They serve to separate the deceased from the world of the living and facilitate his incorporation into the afterworld of the ancestors. To effect this end, it is important to observe these rites scrupulously and to the last detail. 

During the first twelve days after death, the Giris of K. regard the soul as pisac, a term which generally means demon or phantom, particularly in the sense of spirits of the dead who, tormented by hunger and thirst, return to wander about the places where they lived. It is necessary to feed this pisac, but above all a body must be created for its use in the journey in the afterworld. Such, then, are the object~ves of these initial rites. 

The day after death, the eldest son erects a small mound of earth (dhikuro) in the courtyard of the house. According to the purohit, the corpse is likened to this mound--seeing nothing, hearing nothing. Some small branches of a wild cherry (paiyu) are planted in the top of the mound. They support a small earthen ball with a hole in it through which the son pours milk onto a pinda resting on the dhikuro. This offering is repeated every morning for nine days and is prerequisite to the formation of a spiritual body for the pisac. At the same time, the purohit draws the various body parts on the ground, each day adding to the extent of elaboration of these body parts appropriate to that day. The first offering constitutes the head; the second day, the eyes and ears; the third day, the chest and arms; the fourth day, the stomach and sex organs; the fifth day, the lower limbs; the sixth, the nervous system; the seventh, the heart and respiratory system; the eighth day, the skin and teeth; and finally, on the ninth day, the blood. 

During these same nine days another ritual is performed suggesting that the pisac during this period traverses the infernal regions and undergoes a thousand agonies. To light the way for the dead man's spirit's journey through these dark worlds, the eldest son places a small cup with several kinds of grains and a small oil lamp at a crossroads. Each day the spirit broaches a new stage, the names of which either evoke a fearsome place (e.g. hahakar - 'anguish, misfortune' - the second stage; tamisra - 'domain of darkness' - the third; or raurava - 'terrifying, fearsome') or one of the traditional inventory of hells (e.g. on the fourth day, Andhatamisra, the "second or eighteenth of the twenty-one hells"l3 or Kumbhipak, "the name of the hell in which the wicked are baked as in a potter's kiln"l4) . 
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On the tenth day the pisac's spiritual body is finished. It 

must now be fed, so the son puts out a pinda and the various dishes 

necessary for a full meal. The completed drawing of the body is 

then rubbed out. Finally, the eldest son attaches the paiyu branches 

to his forehead and with his head destroys the dhikuro. 

On the twelfth day after death, several important rites sancti

fying the changed state of the deceased take ~lace. Due to the fu

neral ' observances, the deceased escapes from the pisac state and 

becomes pitra an ancestor. The rites of the twelfth day serve to 

make the other shades admit the new pitra. He is united with them 

during a ceremony called sapindikaran, or 'incorporation as sapinda.' 

Sapinda are all the relations in the paternal and maternal lines back 

seven generations, that is, those, who have the right to partake of 

the pinda during memorial services. 

The sapindikaran takes place as follows. The purohit begins 

with a general invocation of the gods, then the eldest son makes 

four pinda. The first three represent the paterna1ancestors-

father of the deceased, grandfather and great-grandfather. The re

maining one represents the dead man or new pitra. After honoring 

his ancestors, the son cuts the latter pinda into t~ree equal parts 

which he then combines with the other three pinda, creating three 

new balls symbolizing, thereby, the incorporation of the deceased 

into the realm of the ancestors. 

A final ceremony draws the formal funeral observances to an 

This is the sayya dan or 'gift of the bed.' The family of the de

ceased gives the Brahmins who directed the rituals a considerable 

collection of things representing all that an individual might need 

for a year: food, clothes, bedding ••• These gifts are intended to 

be symbolically transmitted to the dead man through the 

of the Brahmins in order to guarantee his maintenance during his 

year-long journey towards the pitralok, world of the ancestors. At 

the end of this ceremony, all the mourners are purified with urine 

and partake of their first normal meal since the beginning of 

mourning period. 

For one year, the dead man's soul travels toward the ~~~~ 

It takes a road which, if easy for the virtuous, according 

lar belief is, in most cases, lined with snares and trials. 

it is necessary to help the dead along with offerings on pr .. ,'U,"LLlJ. 

dates. This is the objective of the masik ('monthly') observed 

month (or every two weeks during the first three months) on the 

lunar day corresponding to the day of death. There are a1toge 

sixteen masik. They unfold in the same way; on the morning of 

ceremony~eldest son washes, shaves his head and abstains 

all foods. While the purohit invokes the ancestors, now joined 

the dead man, the son follows his instructions and offers rice, 

and saffron. Different taparo (large leaf plates) are assembled 

one contains rice with a blade of dubo lS grass representing the 
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rishi16 who preside over the ceremony; another is filled with paddy 
~ich is placed a glass of lemonade to appease the thirst of the 
deceased; in the last one are assembled delicacies of all the sorts 
compri~ing a meal. 

After the year following death, only the memorial services call
ed sraddha17 are celebrated on the lunar anniversary of the death. 
The observance of these sraddha is kept for three generations, that 
is, for the father, grandfather and great-grandfather. The ritual 
is performed by the eldest surviving lineal male descendant. A 
woman's sraddha is also observed by her husband's family for three 
generations; ego's (male) mother, grandfather's wife and great-grand
father's wife. They are related only by marriage. 

The morning of sraddha, the officiant shaves his head and dress
es in a white dhoti. The ceremony begins with di.verse purificatory 
rites done by the purohit. It is composed of two main elements: 

An offering of water, during which the purohit invokes by name 
all the dead of the family. The officiant holds a pitcher of water 
and pours it slowly into a basin (if other descendants are present, 
they each hold their fingers under the stream of water). It is said 
that the water should be poured from the horn of a rhinoceros. 

The dedication of a pinda which represents the dead man as a 
pitri. It is covered with floral offerings, curds, saffron and 
ribbons. Then the pinda is placed in a stream (any water serving 
as a substitute for the Ganges) or fed to a cow. 

The invocation of the ancestors also takes place each year on 
three days of special religious importance. According to tradition, 
a year on earth is equivalent to a single day in the afterworld. The 
offerings made during these three rituals represent the three daily 
meals of the deceased. 

The first of these takes place at Gokarna Temple, in the Kath
mandu Valley, .on the new moon of Bhadau (Aug.-Sept.). Only the dead 
males are worshipped. There is a substantial crowd about the temple; 
the people purify themselves in the Bagmati and offer pinda to their 
ancestors. The primary officiant shaves his head to indicate mourn
ing and wears only a white dhoti. 

An analogous ceremony honors the women of the family, this 
time, two days journey away at Matatirtha, near Thankot, on the new 
moon of Baisakh (April-May). 

The Giris of K. try, insofar as possible, to go to both places. 
Otherwise they observe the same ritual with the offering of the 
~nda at their burial grounds on the banks of the Sun Kosi. 
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A second period dedicated to the ancestors takes place during 
the dark phase of the moon in the month of Asoj (Sept.-Oct.). For 
sixteen days--from which comes the name of this time, sorasraddha-
the senior member of each family observes sraddha in honor of his 
ancestors. The sraddha takes place on the day of the moon phase 
corresponding to the lunar reckoning of the day of death. This is 
done for the ancestors of the preceding three generations the same 
as the annual sraddha. The senior member of the lineage gathers 
the other members of the family a round him and officiates under 
the direction of the purohit. He makes as many pinda as there are 
dead people to be honored (each ceremony is dedicated primarily to 
the particular relation who died on the corresponding lunar date, 
but each time all are invoked) and makes the usual offerings to them. 

The third major occasion devoted to the pitri is Bala caturdasi, 
the fourteenth day of the dark phase of Mansir (Nov.-Dec.). Many 
Giris, like many of the hill-dwelling peoples, gather at this time 
at Pasupatinath in the Kathmandu Valley. On t .he night before the 
purohit prepares two torches (madi) and seven kinds of seed (corn, 
rice, wheat, barley, sesame, mustard and radish). In the evening 
the families gather round the torches at Fasupatinath and spend the 
night begging Siva to intercede for their dead. Plates of rice and 
other delicacies are placed on the ground in the belief that the dead, 
attracted by the glow of the torches, come back to partake of the 
food of the living on that night. They depart at dawn, the way lit 
by small wick lamps placed by the faithful in the waters flowing by. 
The people, then, after bathing, go in a procession around the hills 
surrounding the temple all the while throwing the seven kinds of seed 
to the wind intended to nourish the wandering spirit of Bala, guilty 
of eating human flesh. 18 ----

If the Giri cannot go to Pasupatinath, he will go to the Sun 
Kosi, pay hommage to Siva in a small temple of his there, and then 
go to the 'cemetary', there too tossing the seven seeds to the breeze. 
Through the night, they stay and pray, keeping their lamps lit. 

The succession of these rituals seems to indicate that the Giri 
share the beliefs concerning death and the afterlife with the laity. 
If they bury their dead like ascetics, it is a gesture now devoid 
of meaning. Far from thinking that their forefathers escape death 
pollution and pass directly in ecstasy to final release without need 
for sraddha or any other help from the living; they have adopted the 
perception of afterlife--as well as the related practices--of the 
Chhetri-Brahmins. Death is a source of pollution; those near to the 
deceased are considered impure. The unhappy fates of the dead re
quire assistance from the living, inasmuch as the passage to the 
pitralok depends on the care the descendants give to the proper ob
servance of the funeral ceremonies. Life after death is dependent 
on offerings. Everything conspires to bind the living to the dead 
in a relationship of dependence--a mutual dependence since the de
ceased has the power to harm those who neglect the rituals. 
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Mourning and Lineage Solidarity 

The funeral observances are an expression of lineage solidarity. Throughout the sraddha and the annual rituals, we have seen how the relation is not only drawn between a dead father and his son, but between a group of ancestors and their descendants. It is important to bring this feature into relief in the Giri case because, unlike the solitariness and the cutting-off of all social ties marking the ascetic, the Giri perceive themselves as a hereditary caste group. A demonstration of the cohesion of the lineage by behaviors identical to those of other Nepalese castes could only reinforce their adherence to the social structure and bring them further into the position of one caste among many. 

The unity of -the lineage is manifest, then, in the communal observance of the prescriptions and prohibitions concommitant with the death pollution affecting all lineage members, observance practiced by the Giri as well as the higher Nepalese castes. This impurity is called jutho. The closer the relation to the deceased, the more constrained the obligations. 

The strictest mourning is that of the widow of the deceased since it is definitive. On the day of death, she takes off her jewels, dresses in a white sari and removes the vermillion color from the part of her hair--the symbol of marriage. She remains thus until her own death. 

The son of the deceased (in particular the eldest son who conducts the rituals) wears white and shaves his head and face on the day of his father's death.Mor~over, during the thirteen days of mourning he remains in seclusion in a room of the houtie (theoretically the kitchen) listening to the Brahmins read the Bhagavatpuranam. During this period he must sleep on straw and eat only once a day. Moreover, salt is strictly forbidden (undoubtedly the consumption of salt, being the perfect gift for totally pure ascetics, is forbidden because the descendants who, by a contradiction unique to the Giri ceremonies, are polluted by the contact with a dead person, even a 'Sannyasi, '). At the end of thirteen days, the sons are free to take up their ordinary life, but they must still (at least the eldest) wear white clothes for a year and celebrate the masik (shaving the head each time). After the first year, the eldest will celebrate the sraddha and the annual rituals for the rest of his life and will pass this obligation on to his own chiliren. 

Grandchildren observe, on the death of their grandfather, the same practices as the younger sons. 

The brothers of the deceased help the sons throughout the mourning rites and submit to the same restrictions, but only for ten days, after which they are freed from their impurity. 
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All consanguina l relatives over seven generations, which is 

to say all the sapinda , are subject to the same ten days of jutho. 

Between seven and fourteen generations, consanguine relations must 

observe three ~ays of mourning, but the question doesn't arise in 

K., since geneological memory does not go beyond seven generations, 

that is, beyond the arrival of the founding ancestor. The obliga

tions implied by jutho are as follows: to eat only once a day, to 

abstain completely from salt, to do no other religious worship 

(besides those required by the funeral observances) or ~, to 

offer neither food or water to anyone lest they be immediately 

polluted by contact. 

Through this study of Giri guneral observances, we have tried 

to establish that there is a contradiction between the apparent 

faithfulness to ascetic tradition during interment and the adoption 

of beliefs and rituals growing out of a totally different system. 

In fact, the Giri seem to have preserved only the . outward features 

of their distant past as mendicants, features which distinguish 

them from the other castes without inhibiting their integration in

to the society of castes. 

It would be interesting to be able, from the perspective of 

historical research, to retrace the steps in their increasing 

affiliation with the laity and their submission to, and success 

at making a place for themselves in, a rigorously hierarchical 

order. 
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