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Closing the Eyes 

After it is certain that all life has departed 

from the body, the eyes of the deceased are closed. 

Care must be taken, however, not to do this unless there 

is absolutely no doubt that deathbls really come. Fur

ther; . it may not be done at the exact moment or death 

for the dying person is compared to a candle which 

is about to go out -- if allat1ed to burn unmolested, 1t 

might remain burning for a bit longer than if it were 

snuffed out. Therefore, one who closes the eyes of the 

deceased before death has really set in, or at the ex-

act moment of death is considered a 

R. Simeon b. Gamliel (according to the Tosephta 

1 

R. Simeon b. Eleaaar) is of the ouinion that an indirect 

method should be used in closing the eyes. He recom

mends that wine be injected into the nostrils or the 

corpse, t ·1e eyelids anointed with oil and the big toes 

of the deceased pulled. After this treatment the eyes 
2 

were supuosed to close of their own accord. The reason 

for this custom is obscure. In pe1•sonal conversations, 

medical authorities have stated that such a procedure 

would not oroduce the desired results. The custom, how-

ever, evidently arises from the fact that they were 
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afraid to touch the eyes directly for fear of closing them 

while the person was still alive. 

Should death take place on the Sabbath, the eyes 

were not allowed to be closed~ ~ ~ ~ , 



washing. Bathing, Anointing, etc. of the Body 

After the eyes had been closed, the jaw, which 

usua-i~y falls open at the time of death , was closed and 

bound up, and, although it is not permissable to clQse 
.;(,, 

t he eyes of a corpse on the Sa vbath, it is permis~ble 
4 

to tie up the jaw. In al l probability, the reason for 

this last bit of Sabbath legislation is that when 

rigor mortis sets in, it is almost impossible to close 

t he mouth, whereas t e eyes may be opened or closed at 

any time and without any difficulty. 

5 
The corpse was then bathed 

t:) 

and anointed , a pot 

nlaced on the stomach to prevent disfigurement because 
1 8 

of swel l ing, and the body placed on send or salt. Judg-

ing from the s t atement that 11 Babylon1a is called Shin~, 

because they (the Babylonians) die in anguish, with out 
9 

lights au! with out baths, 11 great stress seems to have 

been laid upon bathing t h e corpse. For this nurpose, wash

ing pits were maintained expressly for the performance 
10 

of t h is duty. 

Then all t he orifices of the body were stopped 

up . The reason given is in order to keep the air from 
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entering the body. Undertakers and doctors today are 

also accustomed to close the orifices for it often hap-

nens that the waste 9roducts of the body are discharged 
lOa 

after death. 

Having been bathed, the body was then anointed; 

aptoee being used for this purpose of neutralizing the 
11 

odors which accompany decomposition. Incense was also 

used and it seems that there were different ways of plac

ing the incense, depending on the nature of the dis-

ease that brought about death. If a person died of some 

bowel disease it w s placed under~ b~ ~~s *
custom was discontinued so as not o insul~ those people 

12 
still living who suffered from that particular illness. 

It is also reported that incense was burned at t he 

funerals of great persons. 
12a 

honor of R. Gamliel. 

Onkelos burned balsam in . 

Af'ter th1:s the body was -_placed upon eanduar 
13 

salt ~·o .. hinder deter1 oration, while R. Bonina b. Kahana 

was o~ t~e o'1nion ~~~to 'eep a corpse f'rom deterior-
14 

ating it should be turned upon its face. 

It appears that as a rule the hat~ was cut 
14& 

from the head, while it is reported that the hair ot 

a bride was disarranged: 

14b 



Further, women were accustomed to bequeath 
14c 

their hair to designated persons, but no use was to be 
14d 

mede of it. 
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Shrouding the Dead 

'l'he body was then wrapped in garments special

ly made for the corpse. To be buried naked was thought 
15 

to be a sign 6r shame and disgrace. According to the 

Jewish Encyclopedia, Jews, before the destruction of the 

Second Temple, were buried in the garments they wore 

during their life time, "the poor being swathed like 
16 

the Egyptians in shrouds." One of the ways in which 

relatives showed their grief was to put a quantity of 

valuable garments on the body of the deceased; althaigh 

they knew that garments which had been touched by the 
17 

corpse could not be used for any other purpose afterwards. 

This custom grew rapidly and led 1D•uch excessive dis-

play and waste that the cost of burial was ~uently a 

more serious matter to the relatives than the death it-· 

self, and, since many could not afford the great coat 

and at the same time did not wish to disreaard the cur

rent practice, they abandoned the corpse aai left the 

interment of their relatives to the care of the town 

authorities. In order to stop this disastrous custom, 

R. Gamliel, about fifty years after the destruction of 

the temple, left an order that he be buried in simple lin-
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en garments. This good example seems to have been not 

without its good effect, for by the time ot R. Papa 

(died 3~5 C. E.), it is reported that people buried their 
18 

dead in garments costing but one zuz. R. ljisda, in the 

early part of the fourth century, opposed the practice 

ot heaping a mass ot garments UDOn corpses, and it is re-
19 

ported that he was buried in a plah linen shroud. 

(c. 150) 
R. Meir/had laid down the principle that: 

fltetv ,?I~ il~ ,,.;') J»t'f:t> Ci t>•f_, -t\)")r#:t> f:) 
r..,. 0 

J1 In<? .fl ,. Hezekiah, in the fourth 

century, and Simeon b. Gamliel, t wo centuries later, are 

both of the opinion that the more shrouding the more 
21 

worms. Thus f'rom the time ot R. Gamliel though the 

time of R. Papa there was an effort made on the part ot 

the rabbis to simplify the wrappings of the corpse and 

it was not until the fourth century that the example ot 

R. Gamliel had taken effect - Even then, R. Hezekiah, 

who lived around the same time as Papa, is1still inveigh

ing against tht• waste. 

Another custom which was practiced was to use 

worn-out Torah covers far shrouds, since it was forbidden 
22 

to make any other use or them. 
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There seems to have been no standard color 

which was used for these burial garments. R. Jobanan 

made the statements r.:>-'1'r-;a! D"f ::»::a •.nuc l~';\p 
f:)/'e 0, ,,ne icC1 O" J~ r 1er I<,.,. "l";t;l 

D/cl e<'J tc-f D'l)"-:t1" f'-;I "Jl':i~1 
< 23) : D r.:>J tcf D•~e "l-i> /" ~ "JAfV I 

In Gen. Rabba, 100 3, the same idea is conveyed in 

different words= 1cG 1 . ...,,. n 1cr .. J1e .. ~r.11 1c.\ 
.J>•d'3Jl N (>(c fGf), ,;> ~ / '.J /CIV ft(i:. / 'rt::ll/c 

O/ct./c"1:':'e:~ .. ~ ,,1 ~., ~r /c"P"-..3 Dl 
,Jc.,,.,, ":ts .. ~ I',,.~ ~r 1c•9'"'e, t.>1' JJ" ""UJ/G 

~i.-~~ ... 1~ 
while the version given in Jer. Kilaill\,32b is: 

in :>Jc. fC(f l ,,,,n fcf /"I'"',.,, .. ; .. ..1e1;lfN 

.-1l ~ ~J /CC fc.. ..,., p,~ ! .,J ";l J'l"rl/) /.,IC 
. __Jl:;) -;l J ~ r /c, 6., '61 'I J., ;l Jl •rv/) , .. ,c. 

. R. Josiah, the pupil of R. Johanan, however, 
JJ...v..J., 

in the ~cond century, wished to be buried in white 

robes, and the fact that his desires were different 

from those of his teacher shows that the latter did not 
24 

influence him. 
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R. Yannai uttered a request similar to that ot 
25 

R. Johanan. R. Jirmiyah expressed the desire that he be 

buried in white shrouds made of thistles, with shoes on 
26 

his feet and a ataft in his hand. 

From the foregoigg, therefore, it appear s that dur

ing Talmudic times there was no set color nor s~ecif1ed 

material used for shrouds, as is evidenced by the various 

requests for different colored shrouds and especially ~y 

the tact that R. Josiah thought nothing of differing 

from his teacher in this regard. That any type of material 

may be used is shown from the statement that shrouds 
2"1 

are not subject to the laws ot kilayim. The only point 

on which all are agreed is that they all tend toward 
, 

the simple and inexpensive burial garments\. 

~· 
~ 
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Fmbalming 

'!'here seems to be no reason for supposing that 

the practice of embalmin5 waa followed during Talmudic 

times. We could locate but few references touching 

t he practice of embalming and these statements concern 

the deaths of the patriarch Jacob and Joseph who died in 
28 

Egypt. Since there is no other reference it is possible 

that this remark reflects an Egyptian custom rather than 

one practiced among Jews. In ract, the statement is made 

that the reason Joseph died before his brothers is that 
29 

he had the bod.7 or his rather embalmed. 
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Method ot Laying out the Bodz 

It appears to have been the custom to cover the 

faces of the corpse if the features were distorted, tor 

we find the statement made that in former times the t'aces 

of the rich were uncovered and the races of the poor 

covered, because the faces of t.he latter were black, due 

to hunger. Later, it became the custom tJll cover the 
30 

f aces or all bodies so as not to shame t he poor. How-

ever, an exception was made in the case of a bridegroom 

who died. In this instance the face was allowed to re-
31 

main uncovered, and we are unable to a ccount for this 

practice. 

Judging from the report of Raba b. Huna (299-352) 
32 

that the ")l '1N ,_,,rl were lying on their backs 

we might infer that this is i ndicative of Jewish usage --

in spite of the fact that R. J1rm1yah (fourth century) 
33_. 

desired to be placed on his side, in view or the follow-

ing statement: 

f(Clrl OIC 

f C 1 » I I' f "( 

l'lcf 1 I :J"1'l.:> ~~'2rl /i> ~ 'IC 

G1c /;> r r" , . .., 'I fl I (j e ,.,,., 
r.,J r<' ..,"''/£ 'J'' ~ '"'"') 
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which show• that the customary practice was to lay the 

corpse race turned upwards, hands folded on the breait and 

lips stretched out. Any other position indicated that the 

person had met an unnatural death. 

Abba Saul requested that his _n·~·~ be 
35 

placed in the coffin with him, it is also reported that the 
I""\.. • 36 

entire tali th was placed in the casket. It was customary 

to place in the coffin various objects which the deceased 
37 

bad used during their lifetime, auch as pen, keys, etc. 
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CHAPTER I. PREPA TI ON OF BODY 
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1. Ma~eche\ S. 1.4, Sabbat 151 b. 

2. Sabbath 151 b, Tosetta Sa-bath XVII (XVIII), 19. 

3. Sabb. 151 b, Mishnah 23.5. 

4. M.S. 1.2., Sabb. 151 b, Mishnah 23.5. 

5. ibid. 

6. ibid. 

7. The stomach usually swells when the cause of death is 
due to a dietary ailment. 

8. M.S. 1.2, Sabb. 151 b, Mishnah 23.5. 

9. Jer. Berakoth 7 b, Gen. Rabba 37.5. 

10. Moed Katan Sb, lmshnah Gemarah. 
lOa. M.S. 1.2, Sabb. 151 b. 
11. Berakoth 53a, Gitin 56 a, Betzah 6 a. 

12. Moed Katan 27 b. 

12a. Abodah Zarah 11 a. 

13. Maseo es Semakoth 1.3. 

14. Abodah ~arah 20 b. 

14 a. Moed Katan 8 b, Mishnah 1.6. 

14b. M.S. 8.'7. 

14c. Arakhin '7 b. 

14d. Tosephta Arakhin 1, 4 (543, 21). 

15. Sabb. 14 a. 

16. Jewish J:Sincyclopedia, v. XI, p. 314. 

17. Sanhedrin 48 a - 48 b. 
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18. Moed Ke.tan 2'7 b, Ke tu both 8 b. 

19. Megil l ah 26 b. 

20. M.S. 9.23 

21. ibid., Qen. Rab. 100.2. 

22. Megillah 26 b. 

23. Gen. Rabba 96.9. Jastrow translates 
11 see.rlet.n 

24. lien. Rabba 100.3 

25. Sabb. 114 a. 

26. Gen. Rabba 100.3, Jer. Ketuboth 35 a . 

27. Kilairn 9.4. 

28. Tae.nith 5 b, Gen. Rabba 100.11. 

29. lien. Rabba 100.4. 

30. Moed Katan 2'7 b. 

31. M.S. 8.'7. 

32. Baba Bathra '74a. 

33. Gen. Rabba 100.3. 

34. Jer. Nazir 5'7 c. 

35. M.S. 12.10 

36. J er. Ke tubah 35 a. 

3'7. l .s. 8. '7. 
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CHAPr ER TWO 

THE BURIAL PROCEbSION 
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THE BURIAL PROCE~ ION 

The funeral procession went from th~ house ot the 

deceased to the cemetery and special care and attention were 

devoted to it. It was considered an obligation for anyone 

who saw a funeral procession to take part in it. The 

object was to get as many people as possible to take 
1 

part in accompanying the body to the grave. In order 

to take part in such a procession it was even permitted to 
2 

interrupt study. "When a funeral procession passed a 

school, R. Judah used to dismiss his disciples, saying 
3 

over study1ng.•tt However, when 

er. Talmud reports that a vote was taken regarding 

this practice, ... t· .e opinion was that the study of Torah 

should not be interrupted in order to accom any a funeral 

party. the general sentiment being "Studying takes pre-
4 

cedence over doing." However, the nrocession only seemed 

adequate when it extended itself from the home ot the de

ceased to the place of burial. 

"How many are considered sufficient (for a f'uner-

al ea cort)? R. /C 'JI Jt. ,j! Ve JNQ , in the name ot 

Rab: 'TWelve thousand people and six thousand should be 

announcers.' According to other authorities, twelve 

thousand people of whom six thousand should be announcers. 
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Ji.a said: 'Sufficient, means when there are enough people 
5 

to form a line from the city gateway to the cemetery!" 

In all probability, though, the above statements 

are not to be taken literally for in a large town the 

number of those who were thus compelled to join the proces

sion would mount up and a funeral would paralyze a whole 

town. Rather these statements should be construed to 

show what emphasis they placed upon the duty of accompany

ing a body to ita !~final resting place. 11He who escorts 

the dead will beescorted by others, and he who carries the 

biers of others wil l be carried in return in honor by 
· 5a 

others." 

The reason given for all of this is that one 

should pay honor to the deceased. However, under¥ng 

t h is conceotion of honor, there is probably the idea of the 

tear of the dead which, in this ins tance, is basic. This 

concept of the fear of the dead will be discussed in our 

conclusions. 
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]£etbod of' Ce..rryin§ tl:.e 

'i"riere see_,s t.o be so e c ... nf·· s:. on es to the 

:::o · e f ce._--ryin~ T.l:e c rpse . 

te.:n e.n t·~ is •ha- be :rie r.. d of convey~nce we.s de-

-:endert u;> n be e..:.e o_ t_e deee£sed . Cbi_aren 1l'b died 

be: !'e l:ey e. e e. mont!J o_a were ce..rried o t in ~ e 

~;>ecia_ :riourning ce ::--e~on.ie s . F-ro::i the e.5e f o~e ont :.. 

:.:.::t __ one year_ was ee....r-r:e· in e. co:'_in ( btpo1"' J 

·y its haJld_es: t_ s e wb "ied at an e. .;::e _ _ _ ne L.o 
(D1 p o1fc') 

t :::..ree Tee.rs •ere als car~_eo ~ ~ e. cor1"in u _'O!l men's 
~ 

s!. o.:1 ~ers. 

3 . JudeJJ. 1:. ever, se.:.d, if the fe.'!JJ e:r desires 
< tnJC) 

't r i • b ey mey ~_ng e. cof:"_ " in the ~etery, un-
5 

t:: i t : s t!:..ree yee.r-s o d . At t~e a~e f ·- ee t~e chi_d 

:s ce.r1"':ed n P • ier 3 . Akibe said: 11' it 

:s ~:::..ree yea::--: :-, bu- : ~ks _i e nro , or ii' 1 is "t;WO 

~ 

EnC. _o k s like tl::I'ee 1 t. is ee..rried on a bier,• wt..ich 

~enoed u~on tbe very preetiea_ cons1d~r£ t1 o o~ 'the size 
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When the deceased was an adult, a distinction 

was made between those who were wealthy and those who 

were poor. The former were carried on a 

and the latter upon a However, in later 

times a was used for all alike, no d1stinc------
tion being made. A difficulty arises, however, as to the 

exact ~eaning of the words <i'cf ,~ and ;lG'r1 
~------~--- ~---------

and as to their exact nature. Jastrow translates ~ (i N 
8 

as "bier," 

footstool." 

and Pcf ,~ as a "state bed with its 
9 ~~----------~ 

The explanation for this seems to be found 

in the fact that scholars were carried to their graves 

upon their beds (i.e. without being removed from the bed 

uoon which they died), such being t he o inion of R. ~isda. 
10 ~" "I:> \ At the time o~ the death of R. Huna (about lu~, 

the custom probably arose of showing honor to all dead by 

bearing them to the cemetery in their own beds. Because 

of the fact that the rich had more beautiful beds (i.e. 

state beds) and the poor had not, 1t was embarrassing to 

t hose who were not well-off f1nancie 1 ly and, therefore, 

the law that all persons should be carried upon a simple 

bier was instituted. 

From the statement that King Hezekiah was prai sed 

because he caused the body of his father to be car~ed to 

p~ 
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the grave upon a bier made of ropes so as to rebuke him 
11 

for an evil life, it appears that the wicked were dis-

graced by being car upon such a bier. 
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Pallbearers 

The bearers of the bier, who were called either 
-)l G rv il .,1rt0 I J 12 13 

f".... or 0 '~./1-:l , who 

• walked barefooted as a precauti cn against stumbling, were 

chan t?;ed frequently in the course of the procession, due 

to the fact that it was strenuous work to carry the body 

for such a long distance and probably also for the reason 

t~at they wished as many as possible to be able to share 

in this last labor of love performed for the deceased. 

The patriarch Jacob is reported as having com

manded his sons before his death that he wanted tp.ree 
14 

pallbearers on each of the four sides of his coffin. 

These pallbearers were freed from certain obliga
.t.. 

tions. "They that bear the bier and they that rel1Je them, 

and they that relieve these ••••• are exempt from reciting 
15 

the Sheina 11 and were also exempt from saying the tefillah. 



~INNI ~NtN-- Stopping Places 

-l In order to relive the pallbearelj. the coffin was 

set down at various places along the procession ' s course 

to the grave and it appears that these various stopuing 

places were fixed and tteir dimensions were definitely 

established, for we find the statement made that al-

th"ugh there is no lim1 t prescribed for the passage to 

the grave, "the halting places, according to the judges 
16 

of Sepphoris, should be four kab's space of ground. 

Such a field could not be used for any other purpose, 

such as f&r'1!ing, but its earth was considered clean and 
l"I 

could be used for manufacture. However, the statement 

that "th e crop may be reaped before the Omer i f the e,"Tound 
18 

is needed as a station for mourning," seems to represent 

the exact opposite of what has been said regarding the 

set stop1ing places which could not be used for plant

ing. Since no clue can be ascertained as to which of 

these passa~es is ear lier it is impossible for us to 

draw a conclusion in this instance. 

This seeming con•tradiction gives rise to the 

problem regarding the reason that planting was not allowed 

though the ground could be utilized. If, as is likely, 



the reason behind tr-e law was based on the fact that such 

a field was unclean and therefore the produce would also 

be in the same state, then the same would also apply to 

the use of thta earth fer the purposes of manufactur· e. 

Or, if this is due to the fear that the spirit of the de

parted would linger in the s pot, then the opinion that 

the field could be used for planting would be unexplain

able. 

It also appears that the custom of ~~-~-11~"'6.....,IV...,_ 

~e I NI did not obtain in all localities, but where 

t he custan was in practice the body ha to be put down 
lBa 

at least seven times. But even inthose places where the 

custom obtained of setting the bier upon the ground, 

there were certain days when such interruptions oft he 

passa~e to the grave were not permitted in the case ot 

male corpses, and it was never permitted in the case ot 
18b 

female dead. 

The peuses which occurred when tr-e body was set 
19 

down were fil l ed with son5 s of lamentation. Thia •111 be 

discus 2ed later on. 

If it haupened i . at tr-e funeral procession met a 

bri al party or a royal procession, the latter two were 

given preference, or "the right of way," am the funeral 



was rerouted, since the honor of the living was considered 
19a 

to be greater than tha t of t h e dead. 
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The order of the Funeral Procession 

In the procession the bier upon which the body 

was carried divided the two sexes. Whether the man pre

ceded the bier or followed it depended upon local custom 

and it is expressly stated tl:at some authorities were of 

t _e opinion that men should pr e cede while others follow the 

custom of placing the men after the bier and the women in 
20 

front, while the Midrash states that women should always 

precede because it was they who first brought death into 
21 

t e world, while it is also said that "Wherever it is 

customel·y for women to fol lo t h e bier they may do so, 11 

22 
but R. Judah said: "Women must always precede the bier." 

There seems to have been a special significance 

attached to women on such an occasion and the difference 

of opinion stated above is really a concern about the po

sition of t he woman rather than that of the man for the 

woman had certain s pecial duties to perform. She used to 

lament ( ;lJ6 ) , wh ich is ex lained as the "singing to-

getl:er" of all t h e women "in a chorus"; also she used to 

c1a her hands c naC > and wa11 c vJf) >, which is 

when 11 one be5 1ns by herself and all respond after her. ~3 
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Thus, it apnears to have been the function of 

the woman to drive away evil spirits through the singing 

of dirges and the clapping of hands and it was thought 

t~a t the noise thus made would frighten away those spir

its which linger about the dead and who would do harm to 

t h e 11 ving. During the ~ · {al, however, women may not 1' '~ 

clap their hands, although they may sing dirges. How-

ever, since the mos t dangerous place is in that area im-

mediately about the bier, R. Ishmael holds that thos e 

wome~4 close to the bier t clap :heir hands at such a 

t1me. h~~~ - ~ 
~~lj~· 

There also see .s to be some di f ference of opin-

ion regarding the posit i on of the mourners in relation to 

t . e bier. In some places t he mourners preceded and in 
25 

other places they followed, although the earlier custom 
26 

seems t place t h e mourners in the rear. 

When a member of the royal family died, the king 

cou ld "not go forth from t he door of his palace. R. Judah 

sa. s: If he is minded to follow the bier he may follow 

it, for so have we found it in the case of David, who 

followed t he bier of Abner, as it is written, 'And King 

. David followed t h e bier• (II Samuel 3.31). They answered: 
2'7 

That was but to appease the people." And if a death oc-

curs in the family of the High Priest, 11he must not walk 
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immediately behind the b:i.er, but when they (the other 

mourners) disappea1 ... , he may show himself •••• and so he 

may go with them as far as the city gate. 11 'I'his ls the 

op:i.nion of R. l\IIeir. H. Judah, however, holds that the 
2a 

High Priest may not leave th~ sanctuary. 

'I'he re as on beh:Lnd R. lVIeir 
1 
s opinion concern:Lng 

the actions of the High Priest seems to be an extra pre.a 

caution aga:i.nst h:i.s becomir1g hnri t:l.cally 1mpure; in 

fact, it is expressly stated that he is liable to strtpes 
29 

if he contact13 uncle.anness, be cause o.f dead kindr•ed. 
30 

No~ is he permitte~ to bare his head or rend his garments. 

Hmr,rever, thene are opinions which seem to infer that for 

certain dead the High Priest may defile himself. ~['his 
£>1m .ff~' 

?\',r;,1·"'· ~,-;>;1.f">IW'l<.~l!_,w:,,.,.'V'~l,.,.· 

dtff'·rc'tt:l:ty will be dj_scussed in the sectJ.on dealing 

w:tth the activities of the -··~···-/_.JJJL. 

In the case of the king, on the other hand, 

there seems to be no reason for his not taklng part :Ln 

the procession, unless it be that such an action would 

be deemed below the royal dignity and it was considered 

to be more suitable for such a personage to mourn with-

ing the strict seclusion of his own apartments and not 

:tn public where a. display· of gr1.e.f might give the lmpres-

slon that the king :t.s sub,ject to the same weaknesses as 



his people. The only instance mentioned in which the 

king took part in the procession is the case of David 

but here it was urobably his object to dispel the sus

picion that he had killed Abner, whose funeral prooes-

sion he accompanied. 
/ 
~ 

"f '· - t T i;'>lr'"' 
(lllJ-- -~ ~ 
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Special Observances for People of Rank 

~ 

The procession wh ich preceded the bural of , 
. ersons of rank was marked by special cer emonies, the 

ost outs tanding of which wa s t he burning of their house

hold articles and things which were among their personal 

eff ects. ~ven though t h is custom is acknowledged to 

have been borrowed from the neighboring peoples, still 

"Pyres may be lit in honor of eceased kings, and this 
31 

is not forbidden as being of the ways of the Amorites." 

This custom has no connection with cremat ion for 

it is expressly stated "Wb.at ls it that may be burnt in 

the case of kings·. 'l'heir beds and articles that were in 
32 

use by them. 11 Their ersonal riding horses •1ere ham-

strung, t h e bed of sta te was burned and other similar 

ob servances were carried out. The same honor was accord-

ed princes and also great scholars. It is reported that 

in honor of H. uamliel, the elder, Onkelos, the prose

lyte, erected a funera l pyre t he cost of which amounted 

to seventy Tyrian monehs, although from the text it is 

not certain whether the coins themselves were actually 

burnt or whether t he cost of the nyre was of the value 
33 

mentioned above. 
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Hired Mourners 

ne of the most important roles in the funeral 

orocess ~ on was olayed by thos e wh o were especially em-

. loye for the purpose of mourning . These hired mourn-
34 

ers performed t . e fune al irges, and played music upon 

flutes. 

"R. Judah says: Bven t h e ~oo:rest in Israel 

sh ould not h ire less than two flutes and one wailing 
35 

woman.·" The functi ons of these hired mourners is some-

w.at elabora te. 'hey were accus tome d t eat t heir 

breasts, to clap t he i r 
CA.., 

an s, to st~mn their feet. In 

re ge.rd to t he l est named fu.nc t ion, it 1 s expressly stated 

t _.a t " one sh ould not s t omp with a sandaled foot, but 

only when we aring s h oes, be cause of the danger" that 
36 

h e mi ght in .. ure hi s foot. Wh.11 going through these 

movement s, t hey l amente as we h ave already ex plained 

i n t h e. section wh ich dee.ls with the funeral procession. 

I n Ge. l ilee t b ese peo. le - ent in front of t he bier while 
37 

i n Ju ea t ey f ol l owed it. 

38 
ers. 

Th e procession was also made up of torch-bear-
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No doubt, all the motions, noises, lights, etc. 

wer e for the express purpose of driving away the spirits 

which might harm the living. This ~base also will be 

included in more detail in our conclusions. 
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Funeral Sermons 

Besides the lamentations which were held at the 

stop t ing laces along the way, ther e wer e funeral orations 

held at the grave, and judging from the examplEBwhich we 

~ossess, great stress seems to have been laid upon this 

f eature of the funeral, especially when the funeral was 
39 

one for a scholar or a person of note. As to t he purpose 

of these orations, the que s tion is asked, 11 Is t.e funeral 

orations in honor of the living or of the dead·:- Vlhat 

is t he practical diffe .: · ence? If the deceased had said, 

Pronounce no funeral oration over me; or a6ain in re-
40 

spect of collecting the cost from the het~• ; " the result 

of the argument is that the sermon is delivered in honor 

of the dead. Thus we see that at first the opinion was 

divided as to the purnose of the or t ion; that a man 

could ask that this practice be dispensed with at his 

funeral; and, that t he oration was considered to be ot 

such importance t at the heirs could be forced to defray 
J4._ 

t he exnensas f or its delivery, if the li~e of deceased 
11 

was such that he merited a eulogy. 

Such honor, however, was not accorded slaves. 

But if t h e slave were 'a~ worthy man we say of him: 'Alas 



the good aii faithful man who derived pleasure from 

his work.'" Also, so as not to anger the authorities or 

t he Roman go ernment those who were killod by the author-

1ties of t he 
42 

a eulogy . 

overnment were not accorded t he honor of 

The orator used t he op9ortunity to recount the 

deeds of the deceased, but he was ad!llonished "as the 

dead are called to account for their deeds, so are the 

funeral orators and they who respond 11Amen11 after them 
43 

called to account. On the basis of the life of the de-

ceased, the orator attempted to prognosticate the future 

life. 11F~om the funera l sermon held over the remains of 

t he deceased, it may be observed whether they wil l enter 
44 

t h e kingdom of heaven or not. 

Vie still possess many fra~ents of the sermons 

wl1ich, for the most part, are writ t en in Hebrew rather 

t han Arama ic. 

In S!)eaking at the funeral of R. Eliezer,R. 

A.Kiba (110-135) began the address as follows, the mourn

ers being lined up around the cof fin: 11 My father, my 

father, t he c ariot of Israel and the horseman thereof, 

I have many coins but no money changer to accept them.•
5 



When his son died, Akiba spoke as follows, "Brothers of 

Israel~ Hear! Not that I am wise. There are wiser men 

than myself, Bot that I am rich; for there are richer 

men than ! .... but you have troubled yourself to come to 

honor the Torah and the commandments. Therefore, I am 

comforted, even if I had had seven sons and buried 

them; not that a man wishes to bury his son, still I kno* 

that my son is destined for the 'world to come' (and 
46 

therefore I am comforted )~1 And in this vein he contin-

ues. 

One of the disciples of Rabba b. R. Huna ut-

tered the following over the remains of his teacher: 

"An offspring of worthy men has come up from Babylon 

and with bim was the "Book of ~ars.' The pelican and 

owl were bent on looking atr: the _coming destruction. 

When He bestirs Himself, He is angry with His worldltl.d 

collects souls from it and rejoices with them as a newly

wed bride. He who rideth upon the heavens (Psalm 68.5) 

rejoices; He is happy when a pure and righteous soul comes 
4'7 

to Him." 

When Rabine. died, the funeral orator held the 

following oration. 11 0 palms, bend your heads (in 

~"T) for one who was 



48 
night be as the day." 

When R. zi>era passed away, the following was de

livered. "In Shinor (Babylon) was he born. Palestine 

adorned him. Woe unto her, said 
49 

precious jewel is lost." 

Jl p"'l , for my 

When R. Johanan (175-290) died, the public mourner 

then uttere(this expression: "Even the doorkeeper of 
50 

Gehenna could not withstand thee, O our teacher." 

R. Hanin (350), t he son-in-law of the Exilarch, 

hat been chidless; he prayed and his p~ayer was answered. 

On the day of the circumcision, the father died. On 

this occasion, the orator spoke thus: "Joy was changed 

to grief. Happiness and sorr ow clung to him. At the 

moment of his receiving caresses died he who was to 
51 

caress him.'' 

~.c_ . Ltil 
R. Ashi <\· ~) asked Bar Kipuk, the funeral 

orator, what oration would be delivered over him. '!he 

answer was: "If the fish-hook is thrown into the rapid 
52 

river what can the waters in the pond do?" 

~ 
When R. Pedotl:!_died, the following was said: 

"This day is as grievous to Israel as the day in which 



the sun w~ se~at noon; for it is written (Amos 8.9): 

And it shall come to pass in that day that I will cause 
53 

the sun to go down at noon." 

When the son of R. Hiyya died, R. ~e'ira preached 
• 

the sermon by announcing the text: "Sweet is the sleep 

of the worker. It is as a king who had a vineyard and 

hired many workers to attend to it. One was more d1li-

gent than the others, s·o the king took him by the a.rm 

and strolled with him. At eventide the workers ca.me to 

be pa.id. The king paid the diligent workman who had 

strolled with him in full. The others objected: We 

worked all day. He worked only two h ours and yet he 

gets paid in full. 4he king answered: He worked harder 

in two hours than you did all day. Thus the son of 

~iyya learned more Torah in t venty-eight yea.rs than 
54 

others do in a hundred." 

The women of Sechenzib had an obscure way of 

lamenting and the following were probably refrains 

which thev used for funeral sermons: "Woe to him who 
who 

went away, woe to those/are left behind." "The pitcher 

has strayed away from the tent and we must take water 

in the boVJl • 11 "overspread and cover yourself, ye 

mountains, for he w. s the descendant of great men.• 

" ou~ bre,h'i en, the merchants, are se · rched at the toll 

gate." ''He ran and fell and now at the ferry be must 
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borrow the passage money. 11 11His death was like the 

death of others, but his sufferings were a great bur-
55 

den." 

Besides being delivered at the grave these ora

tions were also delivered at the stop~ing places, and, 
56 

in the case of sch~rs, in the syna~ogues. However, such 

a practice VI s not permitted in a ynagogue which was in 

ruins, probably because of the such ruins were 
b 5'7 

inha1ited by demons. The custom also obta ine• of holding 

these rites at the 
58 

of mourning. 

epulchre or at a special1x>use 

&a has been intimated, these ontions were de-

livered by men especially skilled in the art, called / 'J ~i>Q • 

We even have the names of some of the se men, such as 
59 

bar Ki puk. As regards t he women of Sechanzib, they 

may have been the women who wailed and san5 lamentations , 

rather than funeral ora tors. 
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The mourning period is divided into va 

ods. Our concern is with that period known as 

which is characterized by the phrase: 

J'ie>l tc,., ,~de-'" 

Keriah 

"' ~ 'J~ 

From the references in the Talmud we can not 

be certain as to the exact time~he garments were torn. 

At the time of the Shulchan Aruch the custom seems to have 

been to tear the garment inmediately after the coffin was 

closed as is explained by Isserles and further expounded 
1 

in the Baer HayteY. From the references which we have 

been able to gather, however, those who we,.e present at 
2 

the death of a perso,tore their garments il'llllediately. 

Those who were not present rent their garments as aoon 
3 

as the news of the death was reported to them. 

On festivals only the nearest of kin may rend 
4 

their garments and we may inf'er that the same is the 

case on the Sabbath, trom the following passage: "It a 

man tore his raiment on Sabbatb ••. because of his dead he 

is not culoable. There is a contradiction. We have 

learned in a baraitha, 'one who tears a thing while in 



a rage or through grief, or because of mourning tor the 

dead is culpable, and, although he desecrates the Sab

bath, the duty of tearing is tulfilled. 1 This presents 

no difficulties; the baraitha treats of the case of a 

man who tore his garments at the death of one on whose 

aooQ\Ult it was his duty to tear his garment, while the 

Mishnah treats of the case of a man who did not do so for 
l 

dut~s~ sake but because of the death of a stranger an~ 

this not being his duty he merely spoiled his garment." 

This wauld seem to indicate that garments should not be 

torn on the Sabbath even for the nearest of kin. 

As is seen above, the rending was obligatory upon 

all who were present at the death. Others who were not 

present and who do not come under the special categories, 

which shall be discus sed immediately, may tear their gar-
6 

ments, but this is not obligatory. It is obligatory for 
7 

children to rend their ganne~ts for their parents; a wife 
8 9 

for her husband; brothers and sisters for each other; a 
10 

father for his children; a son-in-law for his parenta
l 

in-law• Then we find the 
12 

ory for all relatives; for 
15 

a Nasi and Ab Beth Din and 

statements that 
13 

a scholar; tor 

it is obligat-
14 

a teacher; tor 
16 

for a righteous man. 



17 18 
From the above categories women and minors are 

not exempt, Uowever, if a sick person has a death in his 

family we learn that he must not be informed of the fact, 

for it might cause him distress, and no rending is done in 
19 

his presence. Only the High Priest may at no time rend 
20 

his garments and should he do so he is liable to stripes. 
21 

For a suicide garments may not be torn. 

23 
Keriah is to be performed while standing. For 

all dead, with the exception of parents, the rent could 

be made with an instrument, however, in the latter case 
23 

it had to be manually made. over relatives it was per-

misaable to tear while indoors; for parents, however, it 
24 

had to be performed on the outside. 

Ther e ar e varying opinions as to the length of 

the tear. The simplest of these is that one tore one span 
25 

for all dead except in the case of the parent. othe tra-

ditions indicate that one tore as far as the navel while 
26 

others say as far as the breast. The navel seems to be 
27 

the limit for tearing. An even more confusing tradition 

arises in R. Judah's discussion of additional rendings for 

additional deaths within the mourning period. He declares 

that the original tear is three fingers long and the ad

ditional as much as one desires. R. Meir is of the opin-



ion that the original rend is one span~ and the addition-
28 '\ 

al three fingers. To add to the confusion, however, we 

find the tradition which declares that one makes one rend 
29 

whether there be one death or more. 

The whole problem is further comulicated because 

we are not sure of the exact nature or purpose of the ad-

ditional rendings. It may be that they apnly only in the 

case of additional deaths or they may be extra displays 

of grief over the requirement. Then, too , judging from 

the fact that statements concerning the original and ad

ditional rendings date from the times of rl. Meir.and.ft. 

Judah, such rendings may represent an early stage in 

the development of Keriah.. 411 this is merely conject-

ural. 

As to the garments .which are to be torn, the same 

variety of traditions exists. One tradition has it that 

tor all dead the upper garment alone need be torn while 

for parents all garment~ including the underwear, must 
30 

be torn. R. Benjamin, in the name of R. 4k1ba, makes the 
31 

latter obligatory in all cases. Women, according to one 

tradition, rend the under garment, turn it around and 
32 

rend the upper garment. Another tradition states that 



a woman rends the upper garment first, reverses it and 
33 

then rends the lower. 

Concerning the hem of the neck, we find two tra

ditions. One makes the tearing of the hem optional ex-
34 

cept in the case of parents. Another states categoric-

ally that if one does not rend the hem it is not a true 
35 

rending. 

When it is necessary for children to make a 
36 

rent this ae•ering is performed by other. However, a bar-

aitha is reported to the effect that "the garments of a 

minor who is a mourner are rent for the pur~ose of 
3Pf 

others to mourn." 

M. Jastrow, Jr., in his article, "The Tearing 

ot Garments as a Symbol of Mourning, with Especial Ret-
38 

erence to the Customs of the Ancient liebrews," propounds 

the thesis "that there exists a general tendency in l'eli

gious observances to revert to (or, aa we might also put 

it, to retain) the ways and manners of an earlier age. 

That in the process some customs involving a return to 

earlier fashions should have survived without change, while 

in others modifications were introduced, ia perfectly nat

ural." Baring the feet might be retained, as this would 
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not be considered indecent; however, a compromise might be 

maae which permitted the wearing of a stocking . However, 

the custom of going about nakeltduring religious services 

"would soon yield to compromises suggested by the growing 

sense of decency, and would only be resorted to on extra

ordinary occasions." The first stage in this development 

was the wearing of a loin cloth at a time when a more elab

orate type of dress was being worn. 

Later, when even more elaborate clothing was worn, 

i.e. upper and lower garments, it became the custom to bear 

oneself to the waise. After a time, the custom of "tear-

1ng orr" the garment, as is implied in the ver9 

became a ''tearing" or a rent in the garment. 

We do not have the necessary background in prim-

itive religions to evaluate this thesis. Howev r, it does 

seem probable that t he f ear of evil dAmons, etc. might be 

offered also as a reason for this custom. This we shall 

discuss at length in our conclusions. 



Bari ng the Shoulder 

I~ &1''98&1'1 tbK at one time the custom obtained of 
39 

bearing the shoulder at the death of a prominent person. 

It then appears that this custom was practised for all who 

died, for the law was made that "one is only obliged to 

\are his arm for his father and mother and not for all 

his relatives. However, if he does not wish to, he need 

not. It happened that when the death of R. Aldba 6 s father 
40 

occurred, he did not bare his arm, though others did.A 

Seemingly contradictory is the statement then that "All 

bear their arms for a e .:>I) and a 3 'ti G. For a 

P.:>n that dies all bare their right arm, for the 
----~--- 41 

..L!J:. , the left , for the "= • ~ J both." 

In all probability we have here a development of 

the custom which runs something like this. At first, the 

shoulder was be.red for all deceased, then only for the near-
- 42 ,../ 

est of kin and for special dignitaries, and then
11 

became 

a voluntary matter as is evidenced from the f'act that, 

although. Akiba did not perform this .ceremony for his 
43 

father, he did so in honor of R. Eliezer. 

Jastrow swmnarizes his thesis in regard to this 

custom and also Keriah as follows: 



"The custom, therefore, of going nake4 as a 

sign of grief the nakedness represent-

ing the retuni to older habits at a time when one 

garment .constituted the entire outfit -- as

sumed modifications in two directions: (1) 

on the one hand, with a continuation ot 

the general tendency to have religious cus

toms represent older fashions, the mourning 

garb underwent modifications corresponding 

in each case to a fashion that belonged to 

the past (such as removing the upper garment 

when it was customary to wear tl'10) and (2) 

on the other hand, the survival of the recol

lection that makedness was once a part ot re

ligious rites led, with a neglect or reason 

underlying the custom, to modifications in

volving the baring of a part of the body in

stead of the whole as a concession rendered 

necessary by a more sensitive age -- and per

haps other factors were invotved. As the 

original tearing off ot garments degenerated 

into a parely symbolical tear, so the custom 

of going nakes in days of mourning all but 

disappears, the baring of the shoulder re

presenting a purely symbolical act of what 

was once taaught with deep significance." 



Another custom closely associated with Keriah 

and baring the shoulder is the practice or going bare-
44 

footed during the mourning period and the same explanation 

would hold true. 



·. 
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Special Rules Regarding the Onen 

A. Bathing, anointing, etc. 

The Talmud saya that an Cibflo is forbidden to 

bathe becaus e of what ia writ l-en (II Samuel 14.2): "And 

Joab sent to Tekoa, and fetched thence a wise woman, and 

said anto her: 'I pray thee, feign thJB elf to be a mourn-

er, end put on mourning apoarel, I pray thee, and anoint 

not thyself with oil, but be as a woman that a long time 
45 

mourned tor the dead.•" On the basis of this same verse 

he is not permitt ed to anoint himself with oil or to wash 
46 

his clothes. However, it is reported that when the wife 

ot R. Gamliel died, he washed, excusing himself by say-
4'7 

in~ that he was delicat e. The clearest statement or the 

law regarding boi h washing and anointing is "a mourner i• 

not allowed to bathe his entire body either in warm or in 

cold water during the whole week of mourning, but aa to 

face, bands, and feet he is forbidden to wash them in cold 

water; he is not allowed to anoint bis body to any extent 

whatever, but if he intends only to use the oil in order 

to remove dirt, be may do ao.•
8 
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To apply the thesis of Jastrow mentioned above 

we might say that the reason for not washing, etc. is part 

of the tendency to revert t o a more primitive type ot life 

and that at a time when decency demanded, the custom was 
as 

modifided,/was done by R. Gamliel or as is reflected in 

the quotation from Taanith 13b. 

Apparently for the same reason it was also tor-
~ ~ 

bidden for the mourner to cut his hair and pare his nails. 

B. Ritualistic prohibtions in re: Omen. 

The Onen is not allowed to recite the Shema, 

the Tefilla, or to put on Tefillin. He is also not allowed 
52 

to study Bible or Talmud. 

We can find no explanation of these customa un-

less it be that under the conditions of mourning the mourn-

er could not give the !]J-oper attention to these various 

ceremonies and thus the exe~ion of them would be a mock-

ery. 

It is also forbidden tor the Onen to have sex-
53 

ual intercourse. This is probably due to the occasion, 

which, because of its mournful character, would make such 

an action out of place, if not ~ -



Rowe 

Af'ter the Onen baa llur~ed his dead and upon 

leaving the grave, he passes between rows of people who 

have accompanied the funeral cortege. It appears aa though 
54 

there were two rowa, an inner and. an outer. It is reported 

that R. Judah differentiate• between two rows, 1.e. those 

who are tt.ere because they are mourning the deceased, and 
54 

those who have come '' l 1 ;;a.;:> t ~ \ . " It ia 

even possible to have only one row and it is past this row, 
55 

or through the rowe, that the Onen pass ea. . The Talmud 
56 

reports "that the mourners arand, while the peory le pass 
ct. 

by." And, also, "There is a blr&itha: formerly the 

mourners uaed to stand still while the people passed by . 

But there were two families in Je1niaalem who contended with 

each other, each maintaining, 1We shall pass first.• So 

the Rabbis established the rule that the public lbould re

main standing and the mourners pass by. Rammi bar Abba 

said: R. Jose restored the earlier custom in Sepphorts, 

that the mourners should stand still and the public pass 

by.'' 

The connection between .A 111'- and 

.I\' 3 r 1,., is not quite clear for 1 t ap ears that 

while returning from a funeral the escor t of the cortege 



stopped at certain places and atood up ant\ sat down seven 

times during which period consolation, etc. was offered the 

mournera. The aignal to stop was given as follows: "Take 

your places, dear friends,'' and the signal tor renewing the 
'V 5'7 

march was the formula: "Rise, dea\ friends!" 

At the time the line was formed, consolation was of-

fered the mourners. Thia la called , I r21c. 'tOO IJ\ --
• 58 

fl t which is mentioned as being t he one word I 4J nJ g-A. • 

This custom is not te be contused with the ------•.A.-:;;~-'~'~ 

t> ' fr ,.. , which ia often mentioned in the same phrase 

as p • l? •t •d 1 Dj f), and which is the benediction made at 
59 

meals at which the mourner is present. Ten persona are 

needed for this ceremony of consolation, excluding the 
60 

Onenim. 

While the mourner ia going trom the grave to the 

rows , if be bas time to a97 the Shema before reaching the 
61 

rows, he should do ao. Behind this custom there probably 

lies the belief that the spirit of the deceased is apt to 

follow the mourners rrom t he grave and do them harm. While 

the rows would act as a protection due to the fact that 

the mourner is completely surrounded by others, he is par

ticularly vulnerable for that space betw~gra~e and ,;ow, 



' . -55-

therefore the Shema would act as a talisman. 

For slave•, rows are not formed, nor are the 
62 

aaid. For a child that 
63 

died before it was thirty days old no •ow is formed. How-
61 

ever, row• are f'ormed f'or auicides. The belief probably 

was that the connection betweeen slave and master was not 

close enough for the spirit of the deceased slave to do 

h e.r!ll to the master, while along the same lines, we might ex

plain the custom regarding babies. The suicide's spirit, 

however, could do~ harm to relative s , etc. 

There reamins but one more custom to be mentioned 

in connection with the discussion on Rows and that is when 

the mourner leaves the graves he wraps his head; when he 

approaches the rows he uncovers his head and, upon leaving 

the rows, again he covers his head and keeps it covered 

for the rest of the period and, a ter returning hom -- only 
65 

uncovering it when ~eople come to of'f'er condolence. 

This probably arises f'rom the f'act states before 

that, while alone, t he mourner ls in particular danger and 

therefore he covers his head -- ostrich-like -- to hide 

his identity, as it were. 
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Food Eaten by Onen 

Two different views exist as to the food which 

an Onen was &llowed to eat. One tradition seems to infer 
66 

that the Onen must fast. While the most popular custom waa 

to forbid the eating of meat and the drinking of wine. ''I 

take it u9on me that I shall not eat meat and that I shall 

not drink wine, as on the day that my father died, or, as 
ti7 

on the day that ao and ao was killed. '1 It is possible that 

the passages mentioned above which seem to indicate a com

nlete faat are only speaking in general tersm and inter

prets fast as meaning abstaining from meat and wine. 

It the Onen happens to be a High Priest he 

may perform the sacrifice but may not eat of it. 

During this period the Onen was orCered to 

eat in the house of a neighbor. Should this be impossible 

he was ordered to eat in another room besid~s that in which 

the corpse lay, and, in the event that he did not have an

other room in the house he was to hang a curtain between 
68 

himself and the corpse. 

The motive for this custom is probably the same 

as the motive underlying all the previous legislation 
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.v-11 
which maks the mourner ap . ear desolate. This ~ll be 

discussed in our conclusi on. 
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Turnln1 DOlrll Beda 

Inmediately after death has taken place, all 1he 

beds in the house are overturned and the mourner then 
69 

aleep8 on the floor or on the overturned bed. Thia fits 

in with the theory of ~astrow concerning that reversion 

to a more primitive way of life. There 1a also a poaai-

bi 11 ty that this is part of the procedure of making the 

mourner as destitute as possible aa has been mentioned be-

fore. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

cn&;f. "_. .... 



Conclusion 

During the Talmudic period it was believed that 

death resulted when the angel of death separated the soul 
1 

from the body. The soul was taken tran the body and con-

tinued to exist in a separate sphere; however, tor a short 

?eriod after death the soul remained in the vicinity ot 

the body. There are varying reports concerning the length 
2 

of this period. After this period, the soul took up res-

idence in its permanent abode. For the righteous this 

meant tba t their souls dwelt near the throne ot God, while 
3 

no such reward awaited the wicked. All souls, however, 
4 

often returned to their burial places. 

Wl!tb this 1n mind let us now trun to a discussion 

of three motifs which ocar constantly, sometimes together, 

and sometimes separately, in t~e traditions ot this per

iod. The first deals with the relationship between funer

al customs and the established religious practices ot the 

time. It is strange to note that at this time when the 

great prayer s of the liturgy were developing there apoears 

· ~- in the Talmud no prayer to be recited at a flUleral. Fur-
'\."' r' ther, it seems that the disposal of the body was essential 

....... 'a perusal and civic duty rather than a reli~ious rite. 



The } i\ ..> who was the representative of the offic ial re-

ligion was prohibited by his priestly taboos from even ap

proaching the body; and so this last rite was pe~tormed out 

of respect and love for the deceased by his family and those 

who were close to him during his life time. The civic aspect 

i• exemplified in the various rules which have been discus 3ed 

in the body of the thesis, concerning attendance at funerals. 

The great revolution of Rabban Ge.mliel in the direction or 

the simplification of funeral ceremonies was a civil rather 

than ·a reli61.ous reform: for, underlying this action was the 

problem, faced by the civil authorities, of bodies abandoned 

because the relatives could not aff ord to keep up with the 

accepted standards. Whatever ethical motives may have 

been at work were secondary t o this civic responsibility. 

The only thing which approahces a religious act is the fu-

neral oration with which we have dealt above and which, 

atrictlv speaking, was recited in honor of the dead as a 

consolation for the living. 

'lbe second leading motif arose out of the natural 

feelings of the living to deal kindly with the remaina of 

one who bad been close during life. Thia motif is more i m

plicit tba _ explicit. In reading t }l.rough numerous passages 

in the Talmud dealing with funeral, one senses a certain 

nicety of feeling, a certain display of deep human atfectio 

toward the deceased and his mourners. 
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'l'broughout, there is a recurrent reference to the 

fact that aomething is done because of __ 2,..,~?~:J'"--.;,P .... f..a.....r_. 

And one is tempted to seize upon this phrase and draw from 

it various ethical conclusions. However, the suspicion 

enter one's mind that at the basis of this honor shown 

to the dead, there may be that concept which Frazer terms 

"the f'ear of the dead, 11 and which he finds at work in all 

aocietiea. 

This brin~s us to the third motif which, to use 

Frazer's terminology, we might term the "Fear of' the 

dead.• It is only natural that certain superstition• 

should ~ise around the problem or phenomenon of' death 

and that these should lead to superatttious practices 

and observances. 

The ghosts of the deceased roamed about and were 

apt to injure man. The mourner was particularly aubject 

to their evil device• and he was spoken of as being 
5 

haunted by demons. At night the ghosts were particular-

ly active and therefore it was considered unwise tor a 
6 

man to spend a night in a cemetery. In commenting on the 

verse from Isaiah (36.14). "The Rephaim shall not rise," 

the cO!llDent is made: "All their souls become winds, 



-66-

~ 
accursed, injuring the sons of men." Exactly how these 

spirits injure is never mentioned ex~licitly, but the 

mourner was especially vulnerable to their attacks, par-
8 

ticularly immediately before and after the funeral. 

With this in mind many of the customs can be ex-

plained. In the light of this we can offer a possible 

explanation for closing the eyes ot the corpse. Fear-

ing that the ghost of the departed might attempt to fol

low the party back from the cemetery the eyes of the 

corpse were closed so that it would not know where it 

was being ta.ken and consequently could not find its way 

back. The reason for closing the mouth is differerrt, 
}'/). 

however. In this latter case the underlying cause 'it that 

corpses often regurgitate and to prevent this the jaws 

were tied shut. 

This theory, however, does apply to the cutting 

of the hair on the body of the deceased. Frazer gives 

examples of the hair being conceived as the lodging place 
9 

of the soul. Therefore, because of the fear that the 

spirit of the departed might stay in the hair -- tt was 

cut. 

The insistence that as manv people as possible take 
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pert in the funeral procession may also be due to this 

fear of the spirits. This belief being, in this instance, 

that the~e is safety in numbers. Similarly the practtce 

of wailing, lamenting and so forth, was no doubt an at

tempt either to frighten or confuse the demons. 

The involved problem of ~ (', 1' may be dealt 

with in this same light although such treatment must re

main tor the present h7POthetical: Ia it not possible 

that the mourner performed the :> ( 11=-y ceremon7 and re

mained in an unkempt condition is order to confuse and 

bewilder the spirit by appearing in a change and this 

unrecognizable state? Or, may it not be, that by appear

ing in a defected and desolate condition one would the 

pit7 of the spirit and thus warded off any unfriendly 

acts? 

We run the danger, in drawing conclus1cns from the 

material investigated, of oversimplifying. It is certain 

that each of the customs dealt with had its source, not 

in any one phase of the primitive mind, but drew from a 

number of varied reactions of individuals and COI!lllunitiea 

~o the phenomenon of death. 



-68-

Notes ~n Conclusions 

1. Ber. 5la. 

2. Sabbath 15lb. 

3. Sabbath 158b. 

4. Sabbath 15ab. 

5. Berachoth 54b. 

6· Middah 17a; ~anhedr1n 65b. 

7. Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, page 253, ed. Friedlander. 

8. Moed Katan 2'7b. 

9. Frazer, "Taboo and Perils of the Soul," p. 258-287. 
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