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Death Rituals

Death is not something many of us take lightly.  It can pack a hard punch full of emotion, anger, hostility, love, fear, pretty much anything.  There is an awful feeling of separation and the realization that they will no longer enjoy this wonderful life can be devastating.  The families of the deceased are now compelled to mourn and celebrate their life with some sort of funeral practice. They can be short or long, in a funeral home or on a beach, but whatever the case may be, almost all Americans are willing to spend what ever it takes as a last gift to the departed. 

Before 1960, burials were the number one way to honor ones passing. Unfortunately funerals in America are getting more and more expensive each year. According to one website, the “best” funeral you can buy would include a16-gauge steel, stainless steel or copper gasketed casket, an outer container, transportation, flowers, and basic services of the funeral director for $10,500.  If you choose to have a non-gasketed casket and maybe shave a little off the type of transportation vehicle, you can get it down to $6,500- 8,000.  Not to mention that the information is laid out nicely in a chart that makes you feel as if you are choosing from a dinner menu, not deciding how satisfactorily your loved one is being placed underground.  The casket is supposed to be better if it is gasketed, which means completely sealed with no holes. According to a brochure I found from the Funeral Consumers Alliance, “a gasketed or ‘sealer’ casket interferes with the natural dehydration that would otherwise occur. Fluids are released from the body as it begins to decompose, and the casket is likely to rust out from the inside”. These coffins literally cost a few dollars to make and are routinely sold for hundreds of dollars.  This is one of the many concepts that Jessica Mitford addresses in her series of books, most revised from the first of hers called, “The American Way of Death”. It scrutinizes the American way of funeral practices and gets deep into the reasons why we pay so much for these final practices and never ask any questions.  In the 1930’s some memorial societies were formed mostly because of the high raising prices of funerals and the depression.  Memorial societies are non-profit groups of people who do price surveys of area mortuaries, recruit members, and can then offer discounts from participating homes to those members.  Members are then able to spend much less on a service than if they were not affiliated with the society. Mitford’s book was very popular and as a result the member database for the memorial societies grew from 17,000 to almost a million. The book led to congressional hearings on the funeral industry and eventually passed new regulations protecting consumers.  Because of this, many of these consumers felt outraged and ripped off by the funeral industry needed somewhere else to turn.  In 1961 cremation was only chosen by four percent of the population, but because of this outrage, Mitford’s book, and the lack of space in cemeteries, in the next 12 years it doubled in popularity. 

Cremation is when the body of the deceased is reduced to fragments of bone using heat at very high temperatures; usually 1500 to 2000 degrees F. The ashes are then usually given to the loved ones in a small container that under federal regulations, the mortuary has to provide for you.  The cost of cremation is considerably less than that of a funeral.  It ranges from $1,000 with the funeral home doing everything including filling out the death certificate, to $75 for families who care for their own and bring them to the crematorium themselves.  There are many cultures that don’t believe in cremation and Orthodox Jews, the Islamic religion, Easter orthodox religion and some fundamental Christian sects don’t even allow it.  These cultures believe that burial is the only respectful option as to let the body do its natural decaying process instead of burning which is considered to be done too quickly. Supporters of burials believe that cremation is a type of carbon footprint, and that burning bodies leaves carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxide, sulfur dioxide, and hydrogen chloride in our atmosphere. On the other hand, supporters of cremation say that by cremating the body, the deceased would have a faster trip to the afterlife. Either way, these days, cremation is no longer just grandma in a jar that we spread over her favorite beach spot. 
Now that we are in 2008 and our knowledge is much more advanced, you can imagine all the endless possibilities there are for cremation services. There are services that will scatter the remains amidst a fireworks display, services that will scatter the ashes for you in the high sierra mountains, or for a mere $3500 the coast guard will even take you and 6 loved ones out to sea and scatter the ashes there.  One site I found will actually turn your loved ones into gems… dead or alive.  They say they have perfected the method used naturally for thousands of years by Mother Nature to heat and press diamonds. The only difference is, instead of rock and natural surroundings, the diamonds are made using the carbon derived from their ashes (if deceased) or their hair and nails ( if living).  They are considered to be real diamonds and even give you a detailed description of how to acquire the correct amount of hair and nail clippings from the living loved ones and they only cost between $4000 and $6000.  For those that find this is too much, there are choices that help the environment as well as dispose of your loved ones remains. www.Ashestogems.com Promises to take your cremains and mix them with a special type of concrete to form a hollow structure in which fish can swim in and around for refuge. It is meant to protect our otherwise damaged reefs that are already there and to replace those lost due to fishing, diving, pollution and netting. Your ashes are said to be sent to the places where the reefs are under the biggest threat. After it is placed there a photograph is taken underwater for you to keep. 

Still there are even more cultures that practice certain and sometimes to us strange rituals unlike our own. Zoroastrians of Iran (ancient Iranian religion of which is still around today) believe that because the body is impure it should not be allowed to pollute the earth after death by decomposing and so instead it is brought to a higher elevation, like a mountain and left for the animals and the elements. The bones are then collected and dissolved; many indigenous tribes believe that wrapping the bodies in cloth and placing them high in the crook of a tree to decompose brings them closer to the heavens; And for those people that just cannot bear losing their loved ones for certain forever, why not try the Austin Powers way, cryonic science.  The Cryonics Institute in Michigan offers a way to “preserve” your loved ones legally pronounced dead body.  According to the website, “as soon as someone is pronounced dead, they are infused with a substance to prevent ice formation, cooled to a temperature where physical decay essentially stops, and is then maintained indefinitely by cryostasis (i.e. stored in liquid nitrogen)”.  The bodies are usually stored at a temperature of around -200F). The hope is that later on in life when science furthers itself, we can restore them to life, youth, and or health.  As of now, cryogenically freezing is not allowed on living people and they have never had human revival happen.  However, the website stays optimistic with the revivals of insects, human tissues (i.e. brain tissue), mammalian organs, and human embryos that have grown into healthy children. Although if you are old fashioned and the thought of a funeral had always appealed to you, there is always a columbarium. A columbarium is, “an assembly of niches designed to hold containers of cremated remains and is most often located in a mausoleum with a cemetery”. (www.funerals.org)  Some cemeteries will provide urn gardens as well.



However you decide to bury, cremate, ‘diamond-ize’, reef-blend, wrap, or freeze your loved ones, there are many choices that range all over the place in price. As expensive as it may be to bury someone you love the old fashioned way, if that is the last gift you can give them, some believe that money doesn’t matter.  Others who, for what ever their reasons may be, decide that doing something other than the old tradition says seems more their style, and certainly doesn’t mean the deceased is valued or loved any less than the buried.  I think it is more important to discuss before we pass what we would like to be done with our remains, as to not burden the family with the decision after the fact.  Because at some point or another, and it could be sooner than later, death could be here for us. “Death has got something to be said for it: There is no need to get out of bed for it; Wherever you may be, They bring it to you, free. 


KINGSLEY AMIS (b.1922), “Delivery Guaranteed” 

