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The Royal Cremation Ceremony of a King

According to ancient Thai royal court traditions, the monarch is
considered to be a divine being; a tradition influenced by Hinduism. The King
is believed to be the reincarnation of a god. When he departs, concluding
his mission on earth, he returns to his heavenly dwelling on Mount Sumeru,
where all gods and goddesses live their eternal lives, as stated in the
Traiphummikatha. Rites and rituals for the royal remains are held in
accordance with ancient tradition, intended to accord honor in the same
manner as the royal person would have been accustomed to when alive.

According to ancient court traditions, when a king, a queen, or a
high-ranking royal who contributed significantly to the nation passes away, the
reigning monarch will arrange for merit making and ceremonies befitting the

deceased’s honor and royal precedence.



Funeral rites of a King

1. Preparation of the body at Biman Rattaya Hall in the Grand
Palace: Certain procedures are observed on the death of a king. As soon as
the king has died, the royal princes will enter the room and close his eyes and
mouth, and cover him with a golden shroud. They subsequently retire to the
next room and confirm the accession of the new king.

The assembled royal family will then bathe the body with scented
water and dress it in gold embroidered silk undergarments. A gold cloth will
be used to cover the lower part of the body. The upper part of the body will
be covered with an embroidered vest of yellow silk. The body will then be
adorned with heavy gold ornaments. A gold ring will be placed in the mouth
(probably equivalent to the coin placed in the mouth of a dead commoner in
order to pay the toll at the gate of paradise). Next, the palms will be joined
together in front of the face in the attitude of paying homage. Finally, the body
will be lifted into a silver urn that will be hermetically sealed. This urn will

then be placed in an octagonal shaped golden urn.

[90]



2. The royal merit-making ceremony at Dusit Maha Prasat Hall in
the Grand Palace: The royal remains are placed in a large golden urn, which
in turn is placed on a golden base in the Throne Hall in the Grand Palace. The
base is elaborately decorated, and a multi-tiered white umbrella of state is
placed over the umn in accordance with the royal precedence.

Special Buddhist, Brahmin and Chinese ceremonies will be performed
on the 7, 15", 50" and 100" days after death. The earliest time after which
a royal funeral may take place is 100 days after death. This ceremony in Bud-
dhist belief is called “Phra Phiti Tham” (4 Monks chanting sermons). The four
monks are selected from ten royal temples in Bangkok. Every day the monks
will come from a different royal temple on a rotational basis. The 10 temples
are:

. Wat Mahathat Yuwarajarangsarit

. Wat Phra Chatuphon Wimol Mangklaram (Wat Pho)
. Wat Suthat Thepwararam

. Wat Chakkrawat Rachawat

. Wat Saket

. Wat Rakangkositaram

. Wat Prayurawongsawat

. Wat Anongkaram

. Wat Racha Sittharam

O 0 N O AW



10. Wat Boworniwet Vihara

3. Construction of ‘Phra Meru Mas’ (The Royal Crematorium) at
Sanam Luang Ceremonial Ground (located in close proximity to the Grand
Palace): Soon after the death of the King, work will begin on building a repre-
sentation of Mount Sumeru, the abode of the Hindu gods. All material used
for the structure has to be new and must never be used again for a similar
purpose. Prior to the cremation, the royal remains will be transferred from the
Grand Palace in a rite known as “Ok Phra Men”

4. The Procession: On the day of the cremation the body will be
removed from the urn and all gold ornaments and attire will be removed. The
remains will then be bound in white cloth and returned to the inner urn after
having been anointed. A gilded palanquin ‘Phra Yannamas Sam Lam khan’
(the triple poles royal palanquin) will convey the urn to ‘Phra Maha Phichai
Racharot’ (the royal chariot of Great Victory). An elevating machine, worked
by a pulley mechanism, will lift the urn to its special place on the chariot.

‘Ratcharot Noi’ (a small gilded chariot) will convey the Supreme
Patriarch or another high-ranking monk who will lead the procession. White
strips of cloth join the Patriarch’s chariot and the chariot of the deceased
king. This tradition probably symbolizes the close ties between the sangha
(monkhood) and royalty.

The new king will walk behind the chariot conveying the royal urn.
The procession will include drums, pipes and bugles; various swords, fans and

umbrella bearers; men-at-arms and royal pages.
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5. Cremation Ceremonies: When the procession reaches the Phra
Meru Ground, the urn will be transferred to the pyre. Sometimes in the
past the urn would remain there for several days until all ceremonies were
concluded.

At the time of cremation, the body will be placed in a sandalwood
urn. It is the sandalwood urn which is burnt during the ceremony; although it
is now often rescued before it is completely destroyed. Fragrant wood is laid
in cross layers on the platform and a bellows is attached to the pyre. In the
past, damp green banana stalks were laid around the central portion of the
pyre to prevent the fire from spreading and endangering the structure of the
Meru; men armed with water ladles were also stationed in readiness. The new
king then ignites the pyre with sacred fire.

The following morning, after the fire has been extinguished, the royal
remains are retrieved and placed on a board in a human form, with the head
facing east. The remains are then reformed so that the head faces west before
being reformed for a third and final time so that they face east again. This
placement of the ashes and bone fragments probably symbolizes the
rising, setting and rising again of the sun, which in turn represents birth, death
and rebirth. After the cremation, the funeral pyre is dismantled and the logs

distributed to monasteries and schools for building programs.
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6. Final resting place of royal remains and ashes: The royal
remains are transferred in a procession of honor to the Grand Palace and
subsequently enshrined in a golden urn. The urn will be installed in a major
royal hall in a royal merit-making ceremony. The royal ashes will be enshrined
at a Buddhist shrine in a royal temple in accordance with royal tradition.

Remains of the royal family of the Chakri dynasty are kept in small
golden umns at the Grand Palace. Ashes have been placed in the bases of
Buddha images or stupas in various temples: King Rama | at Wat Pho, King
Rama Il at Wat Arun, the Princess Mother and Princess Galyani Vadhana at the
Royal Mausoleum in Wat Rajabhopit.

The Royal Cremation of His Majesty King Bumibol Adulyadej, the 9"
Monarch of the Chakri Dynasty, will proceed in accordance with the ancient
royal court traditions followed since the Ayuthaya and early Ratthanakosin
periods. The royal funeral chariots and palanquins which will be used in this

ceremony are:
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1. ‘Phra Yannamas Sam lam Khan’ (the triple poles royal palanquin
or the golden palanquin with three poles) was built in the reign of King Rama Il ;
it will be used to carry the royal urn from Dusit Maha Prasat Hall to Wat Pho.

2. ‘Phra Maha Phichai Ratcharot’ (the royal chariot of Great Victory)
was built in the reign of King Rama |; it will be used to carry the royal urn from
Wat Pho to the royal crematorium constructed on the Phra Meru ground,
Sanam Luans.

3. ‘Ratcharot Rang Puen’ (the royal chariot for a king or high ranking
royal who held a military position) was rebuilt in the reign of King Rama X; it
will be used to carry the royal urn on three anti-clockwise circumambulations
of the royal crematorium.

4. ‘Rajendrayan Busabok Throne’ (the royal palanquin with four
poles) was built in the reign of King Rama |; it will be used to carry the royal
urn containing the royal relics of the late King from the royal crematorium to
the Grand Palace.

5. ‘Small Rajendrayan Busabok Throne’ was rebuilt in the reign of
King Rama X, it will be used to carry the royal urn containing the royal ashes
from the royal crematorium to the Grand Palace

The chariots, palanquins, urns, umbrellas or ‘chatra’ and other
objects associated with royal cremation are kept at the National Museum,

Bangkok.
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