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Abstract 
 

“Benares is older than history, older than tradition, older even than legend, and looks twice as old as all of them put 

together.” - Mark Twain1 

For Hindus, Varanasi (also known as Benares or Kashi) is considered a sacred place for cremations. Over 

the ages, cremations at Varanasi have been carried out in open-air wooden pyres, where the body is burned 

using wood. These open-air cremations occur on the stepped platforms constructed all along the banks of 

the sacred River Ganges, which flows through Varanasi. Such places are referred to locally as “Ghats”. The 

Manikarnika Ghat is the oldest and most famous of these Ghats. However, increasingly, the practice of 

open-air cremation is causing many issues, predominantly concerning pollution, lack of hygiene, 

overcrowding, and congestion.  

This research endeavours to remodel the Manikarnika Ghat into a modern crematorium whilst preserving 

the traditional practices associated with death at this site. Modern crematoria the world over operate indoor 

electric furnaces where the bodies are incinerated. However, in this author's view, a straight adoption of 

this modern approach would not be appropriate in the context of Varanasi. Instead, this research adopts 

the three lenses of Issues and Problems, Religious Beliefs, and Traditions and Practices to develop a 

solution. To identify an appropriate architectural response, a literature review of key research and precedent 

studies of national and international crematoria, along with an in-depth analysis of site and context were 

undertaken. Based on the resulting research design strategy, this study proposes a cluster of built spaces 

and infrastructure supporting traditional open-air cremations, an indoor electric crematorium, and other 

services at Manikarnika Ghat. Responding to the environmental concerns yet preserving the traditions and 

spirit of the Ghats, this study seeks to keep the mourners’ experience as the central focus.   

  

 
1. Mamta Jain, "Architecture of Indian Cities: Varanasi- Beyond Being the Spiritual Capital of India," Rethinking the 
Future, updated February 11, 2021, https://www.re-thinkingthefuture.com/city-and-architecture/a2610-architecture-
of-indian-cities-varanasi. 
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Glossary  
 

WORD DEFINITION 

Boothnath Temple A temple located at the Manikarnika Ghat 

Benaras Another name for Varanasi given by the British and used during 
the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Brahmins A Hindu society class pertaining to Priests 

Doms A community living in the city of Varanasi whose livelihood is 
cremating the dead. They are undertakers. 

Ghat A stepped platform along the River Ganges 

Harish Chandra Ghat This is another Ghat in Varanasi where cremations are 
performed. It is not as popular as the Manikarnika Ghat 

Manikarnika Ghat The site of this project. This is the most popular Ghat in 
Varanasi, where cremations are performed 

Kashi An old name for Varanasi – often mentioned in Hindu 
Scriptures  

Kāśīkhaṇḍa An ancient sacred manuscript of Hinduism 

Kashi Vishwanath Temple This is an ancient temple in Varanasi dedicated to Lord Shiva 

Kshatriyas A Hindu society class pertaining to Warriors 

Varanasi City in North India in the state of Uttar Pradesh that is sacred to 
Hindus 

River Ganga This is the sacred river for Hindus that flows through Varanasi, 
India. (Sanskrit name and most commonly used) 

River Ganges Another name for River Ganga  

Skanda Purāṇ An ancient sacred manuscript of Hinduism 

Shiva A Hindu God 

Shudras A Hindu society class pertaining to Labourers 

Vaidshyas A Hindu society class pertaining to Merchants 
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1 Introduction  

“There was something beautiful about the process unfolding before me—the rawness, the simplicity, the 

completeness.”2 

 The above words by Pete McBride, director of the documentary “Holy (un)Holy River”, speak of travellers' 

fascination worldwide with the spectacle of the burning Ghats of Varanasi. Since time immemorial, 

Varanasi has been a religious hub of Hinduism3. It is situated in Uttar Pradesh (North India), on the River 

Ganges, or "Ganga", as she is locally known. Varanasi is considered the holiest amongst the seven sacred 

cities of India. This important cultural centre attracts pilgrims from all parts of India for various rituals and 

religious practices. One side of the riverbank in Varanasi has been developed into multiple stepped 

platforms called Ghats. Of these Ghats, around 12 are particularly prominent and famous for different 

religious practices (Figure 2). The ancient Kashi Vishwanath temple, regarded as one of the most important 

Hindu temples, is situated in one of these Ghats – the Dashaswamedha Ghat. 

When thinking of the Hindu tradition of cremation, the first place that comes to mind is Varanasi’s 

Manikarnika Ghat. This “Great Cremation Ground” (‘Mahasmashana’ - Maha= great, smashana = 

cremation ground) is the site of this research project. It is considered the most auspicious place for Hindus 

to attain salvation and escape the cycle of rebirth, popularly known as ‘Mukti Ka Sthaan’. For this purpose, 

thousands of Hindus in the last stages of their lives go to Varanasi and await death there. On dying, they 

are then cremated at the Manikarnika Ghat. Unfortunately, since hundreds of bodies are burned daily at 

this Ghat, many mourners and cremation workers crowd the relatively small Ghat area, leading to 

congestion and lack of hygiene.  

Though the Government owns the land, the Dom community is responsible for carrying out the cremation 

ceremonies at these Ghats. The infrastructure built at Manikarnika Ghat in the 1950s is currently falling 

apart and insufficient for the many people using this facility. Consequently, the cremation area has expanded 

into the neighbouring Ghats, which were not initially designed for this purpose. The increasing 

consumption of wood for these pyres has resulted in a thriving wood trading business. This wood is stacked 

in a disorderly fashion all over the place, adding to the overall congestion. In addition, the open cremation 

grounds at this ancient site attract tourists, who add to this congestion at the Manikarnika Ghat.  

This intensification of different activities often results in a chaotic situation, affecting the spiritual calm 

sought by bereaved family members while mourning their loss. In addition, the dense smoke-filled air, soot, 

ash-covered facades, and untreated waste dumped into the river have given rise to various health and 

environmental issues. Being adjacent to the river, the lack of elevated infrastructure to prevent flooding 

during the monsoon season is another critical issue for the Ghat. Most of India's other traditional cremation 

grounds have realised the impact of open-air cremations on the environment. Consequently, they have 

embraced technology and converted to indoor electric crematoria. However, the Manikarnika Ghat is one 

of the last remaining places still practising traditional open-air funeral rituals.  

The approach of this research is to introduce an indoor electric crematorium at the Manikarnika Ghat in 

addition to the open pyres, aiming to find a balance between the two cremation practices. This architectural 

intervention seeks to preserve the site's cultural integrity while providing a solution for the environmental 

problems. The research involves understanding the cultural and traditional practices of the people of 

Varanasi to continue their time-tested practices as much as possible. Previous studies of other Indian and 

international crematoria will help provide insights into the spatial organisation and cultural adaptations 

needed. The success of the Ashwinikumar Crematorium in Surat, India, designed by Architect Gurjit Singh 

 
2. Pete McBride, "The Pyres of Varanasi: Breaking the Cycle of Death and Rebirth," National Geographic, updated August 7, 2014, 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/the-pyres-of-varanasi-breaking-the-cycle-of-death-and-
rebirth 

3. Also referred to as Kashi in Hindu manuscripts, or Benaras in 19th and 20th century texts written during the British rule over 

India, but most popularly called Varanasi to reflect the city’s location between the Varuna River in the North and Assi River in the 
South.  
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Matharoo, has influenced many architects in India.  Inspired by his approach, this research considers the 

various social, cultural, and environmental aspects of the local context of development. Planning the best 

possible infrastructure with rich traditional Indian architectural elements is another focus of this project. 

An essential part of this research involves concentrating on the cremation grounds, connecting them with 

the surrounding areas, and forming a well-resolved urban context. De-cluttering the activities and providing 

a purpose for the neighbouring Ghats is another objective of this research. 

 

  
Figure 2. The Various Ghats on the Ganges Riverfront in Varanasi. 

   
Figure 3. Manikarnika Ghat – 1870s.                                                      Figure 4. Manikarnika Ghat – 1950s. 
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1.1 Research Question  

The following research questions animate this research project: 

How can an architectural solution enhance the human experience of mourners in the context of 

the commemoration of death at Manikarnika Ghat in Varanasi? 

Sub questions:  

• How can an architectural solution address the environmental concerns and other issues associated 

with the Manikarnika Ghat site?  

• How can the age-old rituals, traditions, and practices of cremating at Varanasi be supported in the 

new solution? 

1.2 Research Focus 

1.2.1 Aim and Objectives 

This project aims to develop the Manikarnika Ghat, which over the years has become an eyesore, into a 

less obstructive, decongested site, thereby enabling it to regain its iconic status. The Government of India 

is revamping many tourist and spiritual attractions in Varanasi, and this research is therefore in line with 

this overall trend towards modernisation and re-design of the city.  

A significant project the Government is currently undertaking is the re-design and expansion of the 

cluttered space around the centuries-old Kashi Vishwanath temple.4 There was initial resistance to this 

project from the residents living next to the temple. However, the Government was able to convince these 

residents regarding the benefits of such a project for coping with the thousands of pilgrims from all over 

the world who visit the temple each day. Assuming similar acceptance for change by the Dom community 

that works at the Manikarnika Ghat for a living, this research project aims to transform the Manikarnika 

Ghat into a cleaner, de-cluttered and eco-friendly place.  

This project seeks to understand the present mind-set of the Dom community and their constraints about 

their current practices to propose a middle-path-oriented design. The aim is to provide a safer and cleaner 

experience for mourners while preserving the safety and economic interests of the Dom community and 

their traditions to the greatest possible extent.  

The proposed crematorium design is for a contemporary building that focuses on the spatial experience 

and expresses affirming architecture. Death creates a sense of doom, but the rituals and practices that 

commemorate death provide a ray of hope for the mourner. Architecture will be used as a medium to aid 

this process. Calm natural pockets and cultural spaces will help mourners offer their last respects to the 

departed souls in an enhanced manner. This project also endeavours to integrate the typology of 

contemporary design with environment-friendly scenarios. 

This research project also seeks to amalgamate Indian culture and its traditional values of Hinduism with 

modern techniques and design methods to meet the needs of present-day India. The overall objective is to 

design a space that will complement the cultural scenario without destroying the spirit of the place. The 

approach is to create an infrastructure that stitches together the elements of an existing urban fabric with 

the unique centuries-old cultural orientation of Varanasi. 

1.2.2 Scope and Limitations  

This section discusses some of the perceived limitations confronting this project. However, limitations can 

also mean opportunities, as also discussed in this section.  

 
4. Srivathsan A, "Varanasi, by design: Vishwanath Dham and the politics of change," The Hindu, March 24, 

2019, https://www.thehindu.com/society/varanasi-by-design-vishwanath-dham-and-the-politics-of-change/article26607193.ece. 
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One main limiting factor that needs to be kept in mind is Government policy regarding conservation and 

preservation of the Ghats, which is the responsibility of the Ministry of Tourism. Any changes to the 

structures would therefore require gaining clearance from the Ministry. Furthermore, this research involves 

making physical changes at the site of the Manikarnika Ghat, which could make the actual implementation 

of this project challenging. Thus, this design is positioned under a hypothetical scenario where the 

conversion of the Manikarnika Ghat from the current traditional open pyre-oriented environment to an 

alternative paradigm will gain the necessary clearance from the involved agencies. 

Due to COVID-19 pandemic travel restrictions that apply worldwide, it has not been possible for the 

author to travel to the site of this project in India to carry out a physical site inspection. Instead, the physical 

dimensions, topography, and photographs used in this research come from previous studies of the 

Manikarnika Ghat by Professor Amrita Sinha5 and a master’s thesis studio project by Architect Shivendra 

Singh6. However, not being able to visit the site physically is a limitation that needs to be acknowledged.  

Another assumption regards the number of bodies being cremated at the Manikarnika Ghat. The Dom 

community does not maintain an official death registry for fear of Government intervention. Some reports 

estimate an average of 100 cremations per day, whereas others go as high as 300.  After reading through 

multiple newsletters and statements, a daily average of 150 cremations is considered for this project. 

Unfortunately, there is a lack of published literature on this topic, as well as an absence of official 

documents. Very few articles and papers are available, and as such, this research will become one of the 

few reference studies for future architectural projects.  

  

 
5. Amita Sinha, "Varanasi Ghats 2016," Issuu, updated  December 5, 2016, 
https://issuu.com/amitasinha/docs/varanasi_ghats_2016 
6. Shivendhra Singh, "Addressing pollution in rivers on urban scale through architectural intervention," (master's thesis, Dessau 
International Architecture School, 2016), 22-25, 
https://issuu.com/shivendrasinghh/docs/thesis_booklet_to_print__black__cov. 
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1.3 Methodology 

1.3.1 Overall Approach 

 

 

Figure 5. Proposed Design Methodology (Illustrated by author) 

 

This section discusses the approach followed to arrive at a design solution. The chart above shows the 

overall flow of how the solution has been arrived at, outlining the steps leading to the final design of the 

crematorium. The first step involves analysing the various aspects pertinent to this field of research. This 

study relates to the following: 

1. The current literature on the Manikarnika Ghat (the selected site for this project) and the culture, 
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2. The current climatic conditions of this site, constraints on expansion in terms of the physical 

availability of land around the Manikarnika Ghat, the Dom community, and its interests as 

undertakers, and the COVID-19 pandemic and its effect on the overall scenario for cremations. 

3. The traditional architectural elements of Varanasi and its landscape. 

4. The views of the many tourists who visit Varanasi. 

5. Precedent studies of crematoria to gain a good overview of past design solutions and the relevance 

of such design elements to this project. 

Informed Conceptual Design. From this Analysis, the Unique Values pertinent to this project have been 

derived. These values translate into solutions. Such solutions have been fed in as inputs to evolve the 

Conceptual Design for the crematorium.  

Final Design. Based on the Conceptual Design, a Final Design is proposed to address the problem 

statement under the scope explicitly.  

1.3.2 Integration of the Three Lenses  

To evolve a meaningful and practical design for the crematorium, there is a need to view the overall solution 

through three relevant lenses. These are: 

Issues and Problems – This lens addresses the present issues and problems being faced at the 

Manikarnika Ghat. A design that addresses mitigation for such issues is an essential perspective of 

this research project. 

Religious Beliefs – This lens addresses the core beliefs of the Varanasi community. A design that 

tries to amalgamate such beliefs as much as possible will find easier acceptance from the local 

community. 

Traditions and Practices – This lens addresses the cultural and traditional practices at the 

Manikarnika Ghat for cremating the dead and the architectural elements prevalent in this city’s 

landscape to evolve a non-intrusive design for the crematorium. 

 

 

Figure 6. Relationship Between the Different Lenses Used in the Research (Illustrated by author). 

 

Issues and Problems

Traditions and 
Practices 

Religious Beliefs 
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The following table maps the pertinent factors under each lens to propose design solutions as part of this 

research.  

Table 1. Proposed Solutions Addressing The Factor Integrated In The Three Lens. (Table by author). 

Dimension Factor How the Proposed Solution Addresses these Factors? 

First Lens - 
Issues and 
Problems 

River water 
contamination   

A water purification unit is proposed in the design. This plant 
will collect all the contaminated water generated by the 
crematorium (washing of dead bodies, burning of bodies, and 
the resulting ash and soot, etc.) and will purify it before 
releasing the water into the river. 

Flooding by river 
water  

Retaining walls have been added to the design all along the 
intersection of the Manikarnika Ghat with the River Ganges. 
The height of this wall is designed to prevent the floodwaters 
from entering the crematorium complex. 

Pollution of the 
environment 

In addition to the open-air pyres that need to be retained as 
part of the crematorium complex, the design solution proposes 
an electric crematorium. This hybrid approach will reduce the 
total soot, ash, and other contaminants generated by the open 
pyre system.  

Cluttering of 
passages for boats 

A hybrid solution of open pyres and an electric crematorium 
will reduce the overall wood consumption. Consequently, the 
level of boat traffic needed to transport the wood will be 
reduced.   

Cluttering caused 
by haphazard 
wood storage 

The design solution proposes wood storage within the 
crematorium complex. This will reduce the unplanned 
cluttering of the alleys and walkways leading to the 
crematorium. 

Unhygienic 
conditions 

Each activity has a designated space, and the waste generated is 
designed to be managed within these spaces. Proper circulation 
integrated with landscaping will also motivate the Doms to 
maintain hygiene. 

Convenience and 
safety for tourists 

The crematorium complex provides for an elevated viewing 
gallery extending from the waiting area. From this gallery, 
tourists can view the rituals and the open-air pyres. This will 
increase the tourists' overall experience and make it an orderly 
and hygienic process for them. 

Second Lens – 
Religious 
Beliefs 

The dead body 
should be 
surrounded by the 
five elements of 
earth, water, air, 
fire, and space 

The crematorium incorporates all five elements in its design: a 
water canal mimicking the River Ganges; fire provided by the 
Doms; Jaali walls symbolising air and space within the built 
structure and locally produced materials in the form of brick 
and sand to represent the earth. 

The alignment of 
the funeral pyre 
should be in the 
North-South 
direction 

The orientation of the open pyre platforms and the furnace of 
the cremation chamber have been designed in a North-South 
direction. 

Cracking of the 
skull 

This practice of the Doms will still be followed in the open-air 
pyres in the crematorium complex. In the case of the electric 
crematorium, this practice will be modified slightly as part of 
the handling and grinding of the leftover bone fragments inside 
the cremation oven, also known as ash processing.   

Wood provided by 
the Doms 

This practice of the Doms will continue for the open-air 
funeral pyres of the crematorium complex. In the case of the 



Architectural Design of a Crematorium at Varanasi, India 15 

 

Dimension Factor How the Proposed Solution Addresses these Factors? 

electric crematorium, the Doms will still manage the fuelling 
process, thus indirectly providing the wood as per tradition.  

Fire provided by 
the Doms 

This practice of the Doms will continue for the open-air 
funeral pyres of the crematorium complex. In the case of the 
electric crematorium, the Doms will still provide the fire in the 
form of lighting camphor before the dead body enters the 
furnace of the electric cremation chamber.  

Third Lens – 
Traditions, 
Cultural 
Practices and 
Architectural 
Uniqueness of 
Varanasi 

Open-air pyres The design of the hybrid solution supports both open-air pyres 
and electric cremation within the crematorium complex.  

Ancient and 
unique 
architectural 
elements of the 
city of Varanasi 

The design of the crematorium complex considers the current 
architectural elements of Varanasi (Refer Section 4.2). The 
contemporary design aims to blend into this context, framing 
the stepped platform as the main focal point. 

Use of water from 
the River Ganges 
in the ceremonies 

Mourners believe that the sacred waters of the River Ganges 
should be used for cleaning the corpse and for other rituals. 
Consequently, the design takes this into account. Water from 
the River Ganges is pumped to the highest spot and allowed to 
flow down via a canal through the crematorium area. After 
purifying this water through the water treatment plant, it is 
then released back into the river. This design allows the 
mourners to use water from the River Ganges within the 
crematorium premises without cluttering the river bank by 
performing such rituals there. This also reduces pollution of 
the waters of the Ganges, which is a significant issue.   
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2 Literature Review 

This section outlines the considerations necessary to this research to evolve a solution, summarising 

pertinent aspects derived from the literature. The topics discussed throw light on “Cremations” specific to 

Hinduism. Since this research provides a design for a cremation area (Manikarnika Ghat), a review of past 

literature about crematorium design has also been included.  

2.1 Understanding Crematorium Design  

 “What could be more universal than death? Yet what an incredible variety of responses it evokes. Corpses 

are burned or buried, with or without animal or human sacrifices; they are preserved by smoking, 

embalming, or pickling; they are eaten – raw, cooked, or rotten; they are ritually exposed as carrion or 

simply abandoned, or they are dismembered and treated in a variety of ways.”7 Equally diverse platforms 

accompany this diversity of cultural reactions to death for expressing grief and mourning. The 

commemoration of death at a cremation can be divided into three phases: pre-cremation, cremation and 

post-cremation. Pre-cremation entails bidding farewell to the person and is generally a public event 

involving a viewing or funeral service. Cremation is a more private phase where the family come together 

to send off the person. Post-cremation is a family oriented phase designed to make the loss more 

manageable, which generally happens over a meal with the support of family and friends. Crematorium 

design can be complex, requiring spaces that embrace emotions and helps provide a soothing atmosphere 

for the mourners. 

Crematoria are generally considered problematic and paradoxical buildings, sometimes referred to as 

‘another world’.8 The first book about Crematorium design by architect Albert Chambers Freeman dates 

back to 1904, titled “Cremation in Great Britain and Abroad”, and develops a building typology in 

conjunction with advances in the technology for cremation ovens. Vincent Valentijn and Kim Verhoeven’s 

book “Goodbye Architecture” has served as a good reference document in this research for understanding 

the evolution of crematorium design. “With virtually no information about the nature and operation of the 

current crematoria, we felt more or less forced to carry out field research ourselves.”9  The focus of their 

book is to inspire new ways of thinking and designing crematoria.10 With a typology that is still under 

development, it is harder to understand the best possible ways, or even ‘the’ way. 

The architecture of crematoria is a balance between spiritual experiences and death-oriented technology. 

Some of the earliest examples of this typology, like the Medway Crematorium in Chatham or the Père 

Lachaise Crematorium in Paris, stress this ‘one side temple, on the other side machine’ philosophy,11 

resembled a church.  Modernist era crematoria like the Haslum Crematorium in Baerum and Nordheim 

Crematorium in Zurich, among others, present a new design perspective. Though contemporary 

architecture gives freedom of interpretation and acceptance of innovation, the main question concerns what 

is essential: Is it the experience of spaces, or is it something to do with spiritual understanding?  

 
7. Peter Metcalf and Richard Huntington eds., Celebrations of Death: The Anthropology of Mortuary Ritual, 2nd ed.(Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1945), 24. 
8. Vincent Valentijn and Kim Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture: The Architecture of Crematoria in Europe (Rotterdam: Nai010 Publishers, 
2018), 8-14. 
9. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 8. 
10. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 8. 
11. Luigi Bartolomei, “Ideals into Ashes” in Goodbye Architecture, ed. Vincent Valentijn and Kim Verhoeven (Rotterdam: Nai010 
Publishers, 2018), 199. 
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     Figure 7. Père Lachaise Crematorium in Paris, 1889.           Figure 8. Nordheim Crematorium in Zurich, 1967. 

German architect Fritz Schumacher stated in the 1940s that a new non-historicising sacred atmosphere 

ensuring the separation of visitors and technology is essential.12 Thus logistics emerged as the first criterion 

or step for understanding crematorium spaces. Accordingly, as observed in almost all European crematoria, 

the circulation logistics have been divided into two streams to cater to visitors and the coffin.13 The 

crossover between the management of the handling the coffin and the visitors arriving for the funeral thus 

forms a pattern of spaces and circulation closely related to the customs and traditions of the people and 

region. This gives rise to the next step of understanding regional practices, customs and traditions.  

Customs and traditions play an essential role when understanding logistics. The book “Celebrations of 

Death” by Peter Metcalf and Richard Huntington deals with anthropological, sociological, and religious 

aspects related to death and funeral practices. According to Radcliffe-Brown’s theory, “[…] ceremonial 

customs are the means by which the society acts upon its individual members and keeps alive in their minds 

a certain system of sentiments.”14 Be it the mandatory funeral weepers in the Andamanese and Asian 

cultures or the chapel services of the American tradition, the power-packed haka of the Maori, or the heart 

trending laments sung by the Greeks, each region and its people practice their way of coming to terms with 

the loss.15 These varied coping mechanisms ask for varied infrastructure to provide people with some 

support and comfort.  

Understanding the local customs helps in the organisation of spaces within the crematorium complex. 

Gatherings areas, ritual pockets, auditoriums, cafeterias and committal chambers are all designed according 

to regional practices. Loud and big gatherings with processions, as witnessed in Asian countries, require 

large open spaces (Figure 27) or corridors, whereas Americans and Europeans give more prominence to 

chapel services (Figure 46), and thus auditoriums (Figure 53) become crucial. Even committals, for instance, 

are handled differently by different regions within Europe itself. Czech mourners never attend committals, 

and hence the committal chambers are out of view. In contrast, Berlin, Netherlands, and many other 

European countries allow visitors to view the coffin in the auditorium but restrict entry to the committal 

chambers, allowing a select few family members to accompany the coffin. 

No strict categorisation or pattern can be developed; instead, understanding how to go about this 

research is necessary. An effective strategy is to attempt to create a metaphysical atmosphere based on the 

universal anthropological process of mourning rather than an unambiguous metaphor of private 

preferences.16 Further, secularisation and individualisation ask for a more suitable environment, with 

sensitive built spaces that only architecture can contribute. As has rightly been noted, “The buildings are a 

reflection of the way we deal with our dead, of our culture, customs, and background and government 

 
12. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 174-176. 
13. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 174-176. 
14. Metcalf and Huntington, Celebrations of Death, 47. 
15. Metcalf and Huntington, Celebrations of Death, 43-61. 
16. Bartolomei, “Ideals into Ashes,” 200. 
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regulations”.17 Local cultural values and customs are thus the most crucial aspects and should be given 

high priority. “Memory and history are inevitable in DNA, language, style, and the city,18” this statement 

by Charles Jencks further strengthens the idea of learning from our surroundings.   The subsequent 

sections develop an in-depth understanding of cremation in the Hindu tradition at Varanasi.  

2.2 Introduction to Commemoration of Death in Hinduism  

This section deals with understanding the mind-set of Hindus. Since there are minimal modern scholarly 

works published on the Hindu practices revolving around cremation, this research has endeavoured to 

derive information from ancient Hindu manuscripts. There is no clarity regarding the evolution of 

cremation customs in Hinduism or why it was adopted. Many beliefs are linked to this practice. Some say 

that it is a method of purification of the body, others believe it is a means of liberation and transition of the 

spirit, and some think it is a practical method chosen by the elders to save valuable land and minimise health 

risks. The practice's initiation is unknown, but centuries later, it has become the norm for Hindus to cremate 

their dead.  

Cremation is generally carried out in cremation grounds (shmashāna)19 chosen according to specific criteria, 

as mentioned in the various Hindu Scriptures. These locations generally tend to be in the northern part of 

the village or town, on land sloping towards the south. They may be located near water bodies like rivers 

or lakes. However, they are usually not visible from the village or town itself. Thus, they are typically just 

barren pieces of flat land, often overlooking the water, devoid of any foliage, and with a platform for 

building the pyres. 

2.2.1 The Powers of Varanasi  

The literature review for this topic began with an exploration of texts sourced from the Kāśīkhaṇḍa20, a 

Sanskrit manuscript and part of the Skanda Purāṇ21. These critical texts reflect upon the ideologies and 

importance of Kashi (Varanasi), which has always attracted pilgrims from all parts of India. This 

voluminous work is considered a glorification of the Brahmanic texts, which have influenced and founded 

many age-old traditions and customs followed in this region. Out of the 100 chapters in this manuscript 

covering all religious aspects, three chapters help us understand the powers and role this auspicious land 

(Varanasi) plays in cremation and its rituals in Hinduism. 

The first chapter, Avi Mukta – (Avi – not/un, Mukta –left), deals with the ideology concerning the presence 

of the Hindu God Shiva.22 Lord Shiva and his consorts (Ganas) are said to guard the Pañcakrośī perimeter 

(Figure 9), which demarcates the sacred area (kshetra) of Varanasi (Kāśī). On entry to this sacred area, 

pilgrims are believed to be freed of their previous sins (bad karma/Papa) and accumulate merit (good 

karma/Punya).23 

 
17. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 14. 
18. Charles Jencks, “13 Propositions of Post-modern Architecture,” in Theories and Manifestoes of Contemporary Architecture, 
ed. Charles Jencks and Karl Kropf. (Chichester {England}: Academy Editions, 1997), 131. 
19. Origin of the word in Sanskrit: Shma (shava) means corpse and shana (shnaya) means bed. 
20. Kāśī – place name, Khanda- segment or chapter. This 13th–14th century poetic and monumental digest describes the spatial, 
religious and cosmic realms for pilgrimage in this region. It consists of 2 sections; Pūrvārdha (50 chapters) and 
Uttarārdha (50 chapters).  

"Kashikhanda, Kashi-khanda, Kāśīkhaṇḍa, Kāsikhanda: 7 Definitions," Wisdom Library; The Portal for Hinduism, Sanskrit, 
Buddhism, Jainism, Mesopotamia Etc.., last modified February 17, 2021, https://www.wisdomlib.org/definition/kashikhanda. 
21. A 5th century encyclopaedic format of Hindu traditions with subjects covering cosmogony (creation of the universe), mythology 
(itihasa), genealogy (vamsha), dharma (virtuous lifestyle), festivals (yatra etc.), geography, gemology, etc., but most importantly a 
piligrimage guide.  
G. V. Tagare, "The Skanda Purana," Wisdom Library; The Portal for Hinduism, Sanskrit, Buddhism, Jainism, Mesopotamia Etc, 
updated  January 21, 2021, https://www.wisdomlib.org/hinduism/book/the-skanda-purana. 
22. Erik Reenberg Sand, “Theology of Karman: Merit, Death and Release in the Case of Varanasi, India,” Scripta Instituti Donneriani 
Aboensis 22(2010): 316-33, https://doi.org/10.30674/scripta.67373.  
23. Reenberg Sand, “Theology of Karman,” 316-333 
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Figure 9. Boundary of Kashi (Varanasi) as Demarcated in the Kāśīkhaṇḍa. 

Another chapter in the Kāśīkhanda called Manikarnika deals with the cremation grounds and practices. 

This area is associated with multiple stories and myths, all of which describe the power of the place. Hindus 

believe that Lord Shiva whispers special chants (mantras) here to help humans break through the cycle of 

rebirth to attain permanent salvation. This belief originates from the following text: “If an intelligent man 

does not want rebirth again on earth, he should go to Avi Mukta, which Gods, Rishis, and Ganas frequent. 

One should not abandon Avi Mukta, which frees from fear of worldly existence… having arrived at the 

God Viśveśvara one is not born again.” 24 

Two vast chapters are dedicated to the Goddess Ganga, whose waters are believed to purify anything they 

touch.  From celebrating life at the Dashashwamedha Ghat (Figure 10) to death at Manikarnika Ghat, 

Ganga is worshipped for her obeisance and purity.  

 

 
24. ananyamānaso bhūtvā tat kṣetraṃ yo na muñjati / sa muñjati jarāmṛtyuṃ garbhavāsaṃ suduḥsaham // avimuktaṃ niṣeveta 

devarṣigaṇasevitam / yadīcchen mānavo dhīmān na punar jananaṃ bhuvi // avimuktaṃ na muñceta saṃsārabhayamocanam / 

prāpya viśveśvaraṃ devaṃ na sa bhūyo ‘bhijāyate //. Translated by Erik Reenberg Sand with reference to G.V. Tagare’s Skanda-
Purana in Reenberg Sand, “Theology of Karman,” 316-333 
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Figure 10.  Aarthi at the Dashashwamedha Ghat. 

 

 

Figure 11.  And a Few Ghats Away, Death being “Celebrated”. 

 

2.2.2 Core Beliefs  

Many of the practices and beliefs concerning the rituals of cremation in Hinduism carry down through 

generations. Many of these rituals are scientifically proven, but many others are just blind beliefs. These 

traditions and practices have been modified and adapted over the years, obfuscating the core beliefs. 

Varanasi is one such melting pot, where people from across India come with their traditions and beliefs 
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and perform the final rights in their own styles. Though the people of Varanasi are open-minded and 

accommodating, they still have their own core beliefs, which have to be respected by anyone using this 

place.  

This research endeavours to evolve an architectural design that aligns with core beliefs that are pertinent 

and relevant. As such, the design will support the fusion of traditional practices with modern practices to 

make the experience of mourning the death of one's loved ones as non-intrusive and safe as possible. 

The core beliefs about the Manikarnika Ghat are listed below. The design will aim at conforming to these 

beliefs to the maximum extent. 

• At the final departure, the body should be surrounded by the five elements (called the “Pancha 

Bhootas” in Hinduism). These five elements are Earth, Water, Air, Fire, and Space.  

• The alignment of the funeral pyre should be in the North-South direction. The Hindu God of 

Death – Yama, is believed to come from the South to drag away the dead.  

• Doms crack the skull (Kapal-kriya) towards the end of the cremation, symbolising the soul's 

release from the confines of the physical body. 

• Wood prepared and given by a Dom is considered auspicious and should be used to allow the dead 

to travel on the path of salvation. 

• Doms are the fire keepers, and they give the fire to light the pyre during the cremation. 

 

2.2.3 Doms – The Power of the Undertakers 

The Doms or untouchables are considered the lowest class in the Hindu caste system. They are said to be 

born to cremate and are blessed as the sacred fire-keepers at the cremation grounds. The fire is never 

allowed to die. Thus, they partake in all tasks involved in cremating the dead, for which they charge different 

rates depending on the wealth and status of the family. Their general belief that 'if corpses come, we earn; 

otherwise we do not' 25 empowers them to work tirelessly at the Ghats. 

In Hindu tradition, when the dead body is brought to the cremation Ghat, it is the 'Dom' who provides the 

first set of five wood logs required for the funeral pyre. Thus, the wood trade has become a significant side-

business that has turned into a monopoly. The rest of the wood can either be purchased or provided by 

relatives of the deceased. Next, people hire the Doms to construct the pyre, reserving a spot before they 

come to the Ghat, which is another means of income for the Doms. The next paramount duty is to hand 

over the auspicious fire beacon to the family, who then light the funeral pyre. Lastly, the Doms break the 

skull and liberate the soul from the confines of the body. 

Thus, the Doms play a vital role in Hindu cremation rituals at Varanasi. Through generations of Doms for 

whom cremations are their livelihood, these beliefs have empowered Doms to the extent that even the 

Government refrains from interfering. Their sense of importance and pride is reflected in the words of 

funeral director Yamuna Devi, a widow who looks after the family business of her late husband: "One 

cannot enter the gates of heaven if their bodies are cremated without the presence of a Dom. Nevertheless, 

people only respect us when it is time for death, so we have made a life, living amongst the dead."26  She 

further states, "Nothing can threaten the Doms' business because of our importance in the Hindu faith."27  

 

 
25. Hindi translation: “Murda aayega to kamaiyi hai, nahi aayega to nahi hai.” Vishal Chaudhary in an interview by author in 
Sharma, "In Kashi."  
26. Priyanka Shankar, "Doms of Varanasi Make a Living among the Dead," Reuters, updated October 26, 2017, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/india-Doms-varanasi-cremation-idUSKBN1CV1K8. 
27. Shankar, "Doms of Varanasi Make a Living among the Dead." 
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2.2.4 Customs and Traditional Practices in Hinduism 

The Hindu caste system is divided into four main groups (Varnas) – Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas 

(warriors), Vaishyas (merchants), and the Shudras (labourers).28 These four groups are further subdivided 

into hundreds of smaller groups (castes within castes), specific to region and community (hierarchy). Each 

sub-group has its own structure and practices (depending on their sub-caste, region, gender, and age) 

surrounding death events. For example, women in Brahmin communities cannot participate in many rituals 

associated with cremation, including going to the crematorium. In contrast, a few other communities among 

the Vaishyas and Shudras allow women to enter the crematorium but not engage in the rituals. A few 

communities (including the author’s) allow women equal rights to participate in all customs associated with 

death. These different cultural approaches will be considered in this project to ensure that the design 

outcome will meet the diverse Hindu needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Illustration of Rituals after Death by Balija Community [Author’s Community]. (Illustrated by author). 

Cremation is the practice of reducing the body to its essential elements by burning.29 The first step 
towards understanding the cremation ceremony starts with learning the general practices from death to 
the final farewell. The whole process entails a 12-day mourning period, which can be divided into five 
stages ( 

Figure 12). First, most traditional customs and rituals are carried out at home, where the body is kept for 
viewing. Next, an appointment at the crematorium is obtained, either on the same day or the next day. 
Then, some important rituals performed at home are repeated in the crematorium for those unable to go 
to the dead person's house. The next stage is when the family returns home after the final rights when 
more purification rituals are undertaken. Finally, the family collects the ashes from the crematorium on 
the third day and proceeds to the nearest sacred water body to scatter the ashes. Thus, the most critical 
phase spans the first three days. The 12th and final day marks the soul’s entry into the Lord’s abode.30 

In the cremation at Varanasi, all the customs otherwise spanning three days are compressed into one day. 

After the viewing and rituals at the residence, the body is brought to the Ghat and washed in the River 

Ganga. This marks the purification of the physical body, and the family awaits their turn for a space to build 

a pyre. Once the pyre is built, the body is laid on it and then rituals are conducted. In these rituals, the 

family partakes in chanting some specific funeral hymns, scented oils, rice balls, camphor, and flowers are 

placed around the body, offering incense and water when encircling the pyre three times in anticlockwise 

 
28. Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v "India - Caste," accessed March 6, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/place/India/Caste. 
29. Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. "Cremation," accessed May 7, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/topic/cremation. 
30. Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v "Death - Hinduism," accessed March 6, 2021, 
https://www.britannica.com/science/death/Hinduism. 
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direction, and finally laying another layer of firewood on top of the body. Rituals orchestrated in Hinduism 

generally have deep scientific reasoning. For instance, the hymns sooths the mind, the wood and scented 

oils help to mask the smell of burning flesh, whereas cloths and camphor are highly combustible and thus 

help the pyre to be light quicker. The Dom hands over a baton symbolising the ‘sacred fire’ to the son or 

grandson of the deceased to ignite the pyre near the head if the deceased is a man or at the feet if a woman.31 

After this, the family waits for the pyre to burn down, and the Dom then collects the ashes in an earthen 

pot and hands it over to the family. They then immerse the ashes in the River Ganga. Often, the families 

do not wait to collect the ashes and leave them to the Doms to immerse the ashes into the river. 

2.3 Use of Technology for Cremation 

The traditional way to bid farewell in Hinduism is through cremation, where the fire cleanses the body. 

This is considered a sacrifice to help the soul reach heaven. Therefore, burning the body is a must, and 

open pyres are the oldest known means. However, technology can also be integrated such that it aids the 

process and lessens the negative impact of traditional methods, especially the burning of natural resources 

like wood. The overall cremation procedure and the time consumed by each of these steps in traditional 

pyres and electrical cremations are shown in the illustrations below.  

 

Figure 13. Chart Analysing Electrical Cremation (Chart by author). 

 

 
31. Encyclopaedia, s.v. “Death – Hinduism,” 
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Figure 14. Chart Analysing Traditional Open Pyre Cremation (Chart by author). 

2.4 Current Problems / Community Issues at Manikarnika Ghat 

2.4.1 River Water Contamination 

The contamination of the River Ganges is a central concern in India today. This is due to untreated remains 

and waste being disposed of into the river water. Washing the corpse in the river before cremation is a 

common practice. People thus come first to the riverbank to wash the corpse and then wait their turn to 

ascend the cremation platforms. As a result, floating partially incinerated bodies, unlighted wood, ashes, 

discarded ceremonial cloths, flowers and pottery all make their way into the river and are often found 

downstream (Figure 15).  

Photographer Pete McBride recollects: “It is not uncommon to see partially decomposed bodies floating 

downstream. I saw one in the foothills upstream, and it stopped me in my tracks.”32 Contamination of the 

River Ganges due to these practices is a raging national issue in India. Millions of dollars are being spent to 

decontaminate the river and make her waters cleaner.  

 

 

Figure 15. Submerged Pyre and Other Debris. 

2.4.2 Flooding by River Water 

The arrival of the monsoon generally means floods. During these times, it is not uncommon for almost 

half of the cremation areas to get submerged. While this situation may help wash away the remains of the 

numerous pyres and enables cleaning of the cremation area in general, it nevertheless prevents the area 

from being used for new cremations until the waters recede. To overcome this, it is natural for people to 

seek higher ground around the Manikarnika Ghat. They thus start using the terraces and balconies of the 

surrounding buildings and sometimes even the narrow alleys and backyards of houses leading to the 

Manikarnika Ghat (Figure 16). 

 

 
32. McBride, "The Pyres of Varanasi.” 
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Figure 16. Cremation on the Temple Terrace with the Temple Shikharas in the Background. 

 

2.4.3 Pollution of Environment  

The cremations are carried out 24*7, with around 150 bodies a day burned on funeral pyres built of wood. 

This pollutes the environment with smoke, ash, soot, and other such harmful matter. The result is many 

respiratory-related health issues,33 as well as fluctuations in the microclimate. The ever-present smoke and 

ash in the air eventually deposit on building surfaces surrounding this area, thus rendering a backdrop of 

charred walls. The charred walls create an even gloomier effect. (Figure 17 and Figure 18).  

 

Figure 17. Multiple Pyres Burning with Ash and Smoke in the Air. 

 
33. Shankar, "Doms of Varanasi Make a Living among the Dead." 



Architectural Design of a Crematorium at Varanasi, India 26 

 

 

Figure 18. Blackened Façade of the Dom Quarters Covered with Ash and Dust. 

2.4.4 Disorganised Wood Trade 

From the traditional cradle for a baby’s bed to the final resting place on the cremation pyre, wood plays an 

integral part in Hinduism. In ancient times rare and scented wood was used for cremations, helping to 

eliminate the stench of burning flesh. Now bamboo and other common woods specifically grown upstream 

for this purpose are generally used. Transport of these materials is mainly carried out using the river rather 

than the road. The narrow alleys of the old city were designed for horse carriages and cannot be used by 

wider vehicles such as trucks. Hence, boats loaded with wood are the preferred mode of transport. The 

boats wait at the riverbank for their turn to trade, often supervised by the Doms. This forms a dense cluster 

of boats scattered all along the front of the Ghat. There is much chaos at the banks, with traders trying to 

sell wood and mourners trying to finish their rituals (Figure 19). 

 

Figure 19. The Transport of Wood Adjacent to the Washing of Corpses. 
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2.4.5 Disorganised Wood Storage  

The next stage after the Doms acquire the wood is to store it for use in cremations. The Doms store piles 

of timber in any vacant spaces they can find, be that in small empty niches on the Ghat or sometimes tucked 

away in corners of the narrow alleyways. Sometimes wood is even stacked up beside the entrances of their 

houses, partially blocking the already cluttered alley. The absence of a specific area for wood storage creates 

an unsafe mess of timber stacks everywhere, obstructing pathways (Figure 20 and Figure 21). 

 

Figure 20. The Scales to Weigh and Buy Wood. 

 

Figure 21. Another View of Wood Storage Yard. 
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2.4.6 Unhygienic Conditions 

The general hygiene of the area is in a de-generated state due to the unplanned location of the funeral pyres, 

random location of the wood storage piles, and the mourners and wood-trade boats that compete for space 

along the riverbank. Dom kids scavenge through the remains, searching for valuable jewellery or metal 

objects, scattering the ashes in the process. Discarded ritual supplies and other organic waste, half-burnt 

bodies, and ash all create a general unhygienic environment. Animals ranging from small rodents to bigger 

animals like dogs, goats, and even cows can be seen sniffing through the filth on the ground for fruit and 

flowers discarded after the rituals. 

Traditionally, rituals are conducted barefoot by the mourners. However, it is difficult and unsafe for 

barefooted people to manoeuvre through the filth accumulated on the Ghat, which has become a critical 

problem requiring a solution (Figure 22). 

 

Figure 22. Manoeuvring Through the Pyres, Other Mourners, and Organic Waste. 

2.4.7 Negative Impact on Tourists 

As a prominent spiritual hub, Varanasi attracts much interest from people around the world. Furthermore, 

unique sites, such as the cremation Ghats with their multiple burning pyres, are of particular focus. The 

Ghats have thus developed into a tourist attraction. Though taking photographs is prohibited, tourists have 

full access to the Ghats to watch the rituals up close. Pollution, cluttered pathways, and unhygienic and 

unsafe walkways are some of the enduring issues affecting tourists. There are also multiple boat tours where 

one can observe the rituals from the river (Figure 23).  As pollution levels and clutter increases and hygiene 

deteriorate, the negative impact on tourism becomes obvious. To sum it up, "For the dead, Varanasi is a 

step towards salvation. For tourists, it is a life-changing experience made all the more poignant by its 

dedication to death. For the people of Varanasi, it is business as usual."34 

 
34. Priya Pathiyan, "Cashing in on Kashi," The Hindu, updated March 5, 2016,  
https://www.thehindu.com/features/magazine/priya-pathiyan-on-how-the-dead-find-salvation-in-varanasi-and-the-living-find-
commerce/article8314055.ece. 
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Figure 23. The Co-mingling of the Tourists, the Dead and the People of Varanasi. 

2.4.8 Impact of Traditions in the Current Pandemic Situation 

Traditional open-air pyres are the primary method of cremation chosen by the majority at Varanasi. Two 

Ghats are used for this specific purpose - Manikarnika Ghat (main cremation ground) and Harish Chandra 

Ghat (smaller secondary ground). Plans by the Government of India to establish a two-furnace electrical 

crematorium at the Harish Chandra Ghat failed due to resistance by the Doms. Convincing people to 

completely abandon traditional methods for the sake of a cleaner, de-cluttered environment may not work, 

but partial acceptance is possible – although only with the support of the Doms.  

The situation precipitated by the current COVID-19 pandemic has given rise to a pressing need for 

alternative infrastructure for cremation. The Doms have been reluctant to carry out cremations of Corona 

infected people. “When the first Corona body arrived on April 3, everyone fled…there was extreme fear.”35 

In such times, when the Doms themselves are reluctant to carry out cremation rituals, alternative 

infrastructure that does not overly depend on the Doms has become a necessity.  

Fear of infection is not the only problem faced by the Doms during these challenging times. As a result of 

the pandemic, their livelihood is also dwindling. In an interview with the Deccan Herald, Jagdish 

Chaudhary, the head Dom, said, "Even through some of the worst calamities and violence, the city and its 

cremation Ghats never looked this quiet."36 Travel restrictions and fear have forced Indians to embrace 

electrical cremation rather than the traditional methods, dealing a severe blow to the economic stability of 

the Doms. This is confirmed in the following statement by Gulshan Kapoor, managing trustee Baba 

Mahashamshan Nath Mandir, Manikarnika Ghat: “Earlier, on an average 80 to 100 bodies reached the Ghat 

daily for the last rites. Ever since the lock-down has been enforced, the number has gone down to 15 -

 
35.  Sharma, "In Kashi."  
36. AFP, "Eerie Silence Looms over Varanasi Cremation Ghats amid Coronavirus Pandemic," Deccan Herald, April 15, 2020, 
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/north-and-central/eerie-silence-looms-over-varanasi-cremation-ghats-amid-
coronavirus-pandemic-825557.html. 
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20.”37 The present pandemic has therefore probably helped reduce resistance from the Doms to the idea of 

an electric crematorium at the Manikarnika Ghat on the grounds that if an electric crematorium were built, 

then mourners would continue to come there to cremate their loved ones, and the Doms would at least get 

to carry out the pre-cremation rituals. Thus, the Doms’ livelihood would continue to some extent. Based 

on this logic, they seem to be accepting that modern technology could aid them in these troubled times 

with the pandemic raging. This awareness has opened up an opportunity to expand and provide better eco-

friendly infrastructure, integrating traditional open pyres with an indoor cremation infrastructure (such as 

an electric crematorium).  

Another issue related to COVID-19 is that without dedicated infrastructure or sufficient space for social 

distancing, the Doms struggle to maintain their safety at a time of increased arrivals of infected bodies. This 

again presents an opportunity for de-cluttering the Ghat. 

A further issue pertains to the floods that often ravage Varanasi. During the floods of 2019, electrical 

cremation equipment stopped working due to technical snags.38 Further congestion is experienced when 

the river water level rises, submerging almost 200 m2 of the total 400 m2 area. During such floods, there 

have been many instances when the Doms have complained about the lack of response to their issues from 

government agencies. During an interview at the time of the 2019 floods, Dom Bahadur Chaudhary 

complained about their feelings of helplessness and the sheer callousness of the Government in failing to 

construct raised platforms despite the availability of funds set aside for the redevelopment.39 By providing 

a design solution that prevents floodwater from affecting their workspace, Doms will see this as an 

opportunity to insulate themselves from such natural calamities going forward.  

 “Our prosperity is over. We are in dire straits.”40 This statement of distress from the Doms sums up the 

opportunity and rationale underpinning this project. The project aims to provide the Doms with protection 

from floods as well as de-cluttering the area, which will, in turn, help them maintain social distancing during 

times of infection and bring the mourners, who are going elsewhere to electric crematoria, back to the 

Manikarnika Ghat so that the Doms can carry on earning their livelihood. The site of the Manikarnika Ghat 

needs to be re-established not just for the mourners but also for Doms – the people working there.  

  

 
37. HT Correspondent, "Corona Times Keep the Dead Away from Kashi’s Holy Cremation Ghats," Hindustan Times, March 27, 
2020, https://www.hindustantimes.com/lucknow/corona-times-keep-the-dead-away-from-kashi-s-holy-cremation-ghats/story-
4RlHGp1GjC6pQNoDjEhrrI.html. 

38. IANS, "Varanasi: Ghats Flooded, Streets Turn into Cremation Grounds," National Herald, August 20, 2019, 
https://www.nationalheraldindia.com/india/varanasi-ghats-flooded-streets-turn-into-cremation-grounds. 

39. Sharma, "In Kashi."  
40. Sharma, "In Kashi." 
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3 Precedent Studies 

3.1 Crematorium  

The sections below provide details about the design of other crematoria considered in this research. In 

addition, relevant elements from these studies and projects have been incorporated into the current work.  

3.1.1 Ashwinikumar Crematorium - Surat, Gujarat, India, 1999 

Architect - Ar. Gurjit Singh Matharoo 

  

     

Figure 24.  Illustration of Functions and Circulation within the Site Plan of the Crematorium. (Illustration by author, adapted from 
from https://www.world-architects.com/fr/matharoo-associates-ahmedabad/project/ashwinikumar-crematorium.) 

The crematorium is built in an introverted design, isolated from surrounding buildings and roads but 

looking out over the River Tapi. The project attempts a valid architectural expression for a crematorium in 

an urban context and eloquently navigates the changing role of religion in modern society.41 

 
41. "The Projects: Ashwinikumar Crematorium, Surat," Matharoo Associates, accessed May 22, 2020, 
https://matharooassociates.com/projects. 
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Figure 25. Waiting Areas inside the Crematorium.          Figure 26. Outdoor Waiting Areas in Front of the Crematorium. 

 

Figure 27. Seating Overlooking the Indoor Landscape Area. 

On one side, the chambers open onto a landscaped courtyard where gatherings of mourners can spill 
over. The landscaping is sparse and maintenance-free, defined by brick paving and gathering areas 
interspersed with large trees that blossom during the spring42 (Figure 27) 

 

 
42. "The Projects: Ashwinikumar Crematorium." 
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Figure 28. View from the Riverbank. 

   

Figure 29. Exit Ramp.                    Figure 30. Outdoor Landscape Area Leading to the River. 

The circulation is oriented so that people do not exit the way they enter (Figure 24). Instead, they exit via a 

ramp leading through the back of the building to the Tapi river bank ( Figure 29), allowing mourners to 

bathe in the river in line with the traditional practice of dipping oneself in the river as a means of 

purification. The architect has integrated the circulation pattern with traditional context enriching the design 

though cultural orientation. The whole crematorium complex is only visible from the river bank as a band 

of dense foliage covers the front façade (Figure 28) 
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Figure 31. Relatives Carrying a Body through the Entrance.                 Figure 32. Body Washing and Ritual Platform. 

 

 

Figure 33. The Circular Niches around their Respective Furnaces. 

At the crematorium's core are the five furnace chambers designed circularly so as to render privacy to 

mourners (Figure 33. The Circular Niches around their Respective Furnaces.). This layout creates space for 

multiple furnaces to be incorporated in a single hall. Keeping in mind Hindu traditions, there are two 

platforms for traditional open pyres. This crematorium thus integrates both styles of cremation, respecting 

the local tradition.43  

The light fixtures are also designed to resemble traditional earthen lanterns (called Diyas in India). They are 

positioned upwards so that only diffused light illuminates the facility at night.44 In addition, minor elements 

such as the light fixtures and light wells, open planning, and a generous waiting area provide a better 

experience in a subtle way.   

  

 
43. Sukhmani Kaur, "Videh-Crematorium New Chandigarh," (B.Arch. Thesis, Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar, 2018),  

https://vebuka.com/print/180807054521-794df568a67e0947558e71292756f815/Ashwini_Kumar_Crematorium_Surat_-
_Architectural_Case_Study. 
44. The Projects: Ashwinikumar Crematorium." 
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3.1.2 Mahaprasthanam – Hyderabad, Telangana, India, 2015 

Architects - D A Studios - Chaitanya, Kasi, Pradeepthi 

 

     

Figure 34. Aerial View of Mahaprasthanam. (Illustration by author, adapted from from 
https://thinkmatter.in/2016/01/27/Mahaprasthanam/). 

 

Mahaprasthanam is a modernist crematorium designed on the canvas of an existing cemetery. The site plan 

comprises various buildings located in open pockets of land between the graves and connected in an organic 

pattern derived from the '16 phases of life', as per the Bhagavad Gita's Hindu philosophies (similar to the 

Bible)45. 

These graphical and simplistic geometrical concrete pavilions are designed as fragmented architectural 

spaces, purposefully conceived to depict lamenting and the mourners’ emotions of loss. Extracts from the 

Bhagavad Gita are etched into the concrete walls of all the buildings.46  

  

 
45. Dommu Chaitanya, "Mahaprasthanam Hindu Crematorium by DA Studios in Hyderabad,"  January 22, 2018, YouTube 
video, 14:11, posted by Buildofy,  https://youtu.be/VDGzPGzgX2w. 
46. "Mahaprasthanam, a Crematorium: D A Studios," MATTER, updated December 23, 2019, 
https://thinkmatter.in/2016/01/27/mahaprasthanam/. 
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Figure 35. Engravings on the Waiting Hall Walls.     Figure 36. Aerial View of the Waiting Hall and Pyre Hall. 

 

Figure 37. Concept of Emotions Translated to Built Form – Illustrated by DA Studio. 

      

Figure 38. Entrance Pavilion.                   Figure 39. Waiting Hall.                        Figure 40. Open Traditional Pyre. 

 

38 39 40 
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3.1.3 Baumschulenweg Krematorium, Berlin, 1999 

Architects Axel Schultes and Charlotte Frank 

  

  

Figure 41. View of the Baumschulenweg Crematorium. 

Considered one of the best crematoria in Europe, the Baumschulenweg Crematorium is a seamless cuboid 

from the outside that houses an imposing condolence hall or gathering space. Considered an unusual spatial 

creation in Berlin,47 this hall is inspired by a mix of Egyptian temple architecture and the idea of ‘campo 

stella’ (field of stars).48 The architect, Axel Schultes, sought to create a space that balances the transient and 

the eternal, to interpret gravity and allow alleviation. 

 
47. "Architektur," accessed April 2, 2021, https://www.krematorium-berlin.de/Krematorium_Baumschulenweg/index.php.  

48. "Architektur." 
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Figure 42. Ground Floor Plan. (Illustration by author, adapted from https://www.archdaily.com/322464/crematorium-
baumschulenweg-shultes-frank-architeckten/50fee493b3fc4b676900001d-crematorium-baumschulenweg-shultes-frank-architeckten-

plan?next_project=no) 

                                    

Figure 43. Basement Floor Plan. (Illustration by author, adapted from https://www.archdaily.com/322464/crematorium-
baumschulenweg-shultes-frank-architeckten/50fee492b3fc4b676900001c-crematorium-baumschulenweg-shultes-frank-architeckten-

plan?next_project=no) 
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Figure 44. Pillar Courtyard at the Baumschulenweg Crematorium. 
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Figure 45. Model of the Crematorium.  

The building's monumental scale, especially the condolence hall, helps stimulate a sense of calm and 

timelessness. The forest of irregularly spaced columns seems to pierce through the roof towards the sky. 

Even the plain concrete walls have niches that are illuminated. The muted light from the roof and the 

niches reflect that there is no beginning and no end.49 The hall is the main focus area and acts as the 

central courtyard space for gathering and mourning. The poetic visual language then leads on to more 

strict and rigid spaces.   

 

 
49. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 28. 
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Figure 46. Chapel.  

This crematorium has six ovens, a mortuary with a capacity for 628 coffins, and 24 separate cooling 

chambers. Around 10,000 cremations per year are handled at this facility. 

 

3.1.4 Hofheide Crematorium – Holsbeek, Belgium, 2013 

By Ghent-based Coussée & Goris Architecten 
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Figure 47. Schematic Sketch of the Crematorium. 

The site consists of two entities – the interior crematorium and an exterior burial ground.  

“The landscape is the main concept of the design [...] the tinted concrete and steel crematorium in the 

centre of a shallow pool is designed to reflect the wide swampy plains surrounding the building. The twisted 

metal strips imitate the trees of the area.”50 

 

 

Figure 48.  Entrance and Front Façade of the Building  

 

 

 
50. “Crematorium: COUSSÉE & GORIS Architecten," Portfolio: COUSSÉE & GORIS Architecten, accessed May 22, 2020,  
https://www.coussee-goris.com/index.php/portfolio/crematorium/. 
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Figure 49. Ground Floor Plan of Hofheide. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from https://miesarch.com/work/1249) 

 

 

 

 
Figure 50. First Floor Plan of Hofheide. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from https://miesarch.com/work/1249) 
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Figure 51. Sections of the Building of Hofheide.  

Though a single elongated building, various heights within the structure and the interactions of indoor and 

outdoor spaces along the long corridors enhance the experience from within. As light wells mediate the 

interior spaces, the pond mediates the sculptural volume with its surroundings, making optimal use of the 

site’s natural beauty and successfully strengthening it.51  

 

 

Figure 52. View Overlooking the Water and Fields of Hofheide. 

 

 
51. Valentijn and Verhoeven, Goodbye Architecture, 72. 
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Figure 53. Zenith Light in the Family Room. 
Figure 54. Zenith light in the family room. 
Figure 55. Exterior Corridor. 
Figure 56. Exterior Corridor. 
Figure 57. Light Cut-outs Along the Corridor of the Aula. 
Figure 58. Light Well in the Aula. 

 

The extensive interplay of light and shadow is created by different lighting systems, most notably the 

zenithal lighting in the Classical Roman basilica style concentric seating arrangement in the Aula.52 

 

  

 
52. “Crematorium: COUSSÉE & GORIS Architecten." 

53 

54 

55  56  

57  58 
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3.2 Analysis of the Precedents  

Table 2. Analysis of Precedents. (Table by author). 

 Ashwinikumar 
Crematorium  

Mahaprasthanam 
Crematorium  

Hofheide 
Crematorium 

Baumschulenweg 
Crematorium  

     

Built-up 
area  

2300  m2 1300 m2 3800 m2 9339 m2 

Cremations 
per year  

10000  7500  3633 10130 

Method of 
cremation  

Open pyre  - 2 
Electrical 
crematorium - 5 

Open pyre  - 4 
Electrical 
crematorium - 1 

Electrical 
crematorium - 3 

Electrical 
crematorium - 6 

Planning  - Single building 
- Covered 
walkways 
- Simple logistics  

- Spread out 
building clusters 
within a cemetery 
- Open walkways 
manoeuvring 
through landscape 
and old burial 
grounds 
- Complex logistics 

- Single elongated 
building 
- Landscape-
oriented 
strengthening the 
surrounding 
topography 
- Varying heights 
provide different 
spatial experiences   

- Monumental scale 
- Balanced 
automated 
technology and 
spiritual expression  
 

Architectur
al 
expression  

 - Systematic 
organisation of 
spaces  
- Delicate 
elements for 
aesthetics like 
skylights and light 
fixtures are 
conceived from 
Hinduism  

- Form conceived 
from emotions of 
mourners  
- Religious 
indications through 
etched verses of the 
Bhagavad Gita on 
the concrete wall 
- Simple, 
minimalistic design 
bearing a relieving 
impact on the 
mourners 

-Materials and 
colour pallet of the 
façade has a strong 
aesthetic impact 
- The aesthetics 
within the building 
achieved by the play 
of light provides a 
unique sensory 
experience  

- Sculptural and 
poetic interiors 
creating tensions 
between indoor and 
outdoor spaces  
- Completely 
automated logistics 
strictly separating 
the movements of 
visitors and the 
coffin 

Problems 
faced due to 
design 

- Low ceiling 
height of the open 
pyres has resulted 
in soot-covered 
walls and ceiling 
- Low 
maintenance has 
resulted in even 
the sparse 
landscape falling 
apart    

- Open walkways 
without any shading 
device  
- Open pyres 
platform has a 
centre skylight 
which affects 
cremation during 
the monsoon 
season 

- Long plain 
corridors with 
similar lighting 
become repetitive 
and confusing for 
visitors  
 

 - Small group of 
people allowed to 
view committals 
from a far distance 
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 Ashwinikumar 
Crematorium  

Mahaprasthanam 
Crematorium  

Hofheide 
Crematorium 

Baumschulenweg 
Crematorium  

Pie chart of 
spatial areas 
to functions  

    
Arrival area  - Rich landscaped 

entry hiding the 
front façade with 
cluttered outdoor 
seating  

- Structural element 
in the entrance but 
no covered 
pathways  

- A long corridor 
with visual 
interactions with 
nature  

- A central 
courtyard acts as a 
gathering space  

Waiting 
area  

- Large space with 
sufficient indoor 
and outdoor 
seating near the 
entrance.  
- Dedicated 
landscaped waiting 
areas throughout 
the building 

- Large dedicated 
spaces close to the 
cremation ground   

- Small spaces are 
used for gathering 
before entering the 
auditoriums  

- Vast central 
courtyard with 
massive sculptural 
columns.  

Ritual 
spaces 

- Small areas with 
an elevated 
platform  

- No such area - Auditoriums and 
family rooms for 
varying capacities 

- Condolence halls, 
auditoriums, and 
family room  

Circulation  - Separate entry 
and exit with a 
simple flow  

- The complex 
pathway goes 
through a cemetery 
and branches out to 
clusters of buildings 

- The continuous 
corridor along the 
inside edge of the 
building with rooms 
in the centre 

- Central gathering 
point with divergent 
movement to 
different halls 
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%
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2%
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4 Site Selection and Analysis  

        

Figure 59. Map of India and the State of Uttar Pradesh where Varanasi is Located.      Figure 60. City Map of Varanasi. 

Varanasi (GPS coordinates: 25°18'39.0"N 83°00'50.7"E) has a continuous history of settlement since ca. 

1000BCE.53 Situated alongside the Ganga River, the most ancient and important religious sites in Varanasi 

are by the waterfront. Manikarnika Ghat is located within the old part of the city; it is surrounded by 

residential, commercial, educational, and, most importantly, religious spaces. This small area is overcrowded 

with old stone and brick heritage buildings mixed with renovated multi-story concrete structures. Amidst 

the busy streets lie hundreds of small shrines and temples to which various pilgrims come to pray. Even 

within the Manikarnika Ghat site, there is a Temple dedicated to Lord Shiva called the Boothnath Temple. 

Most of the old city alleys can only be accessed by foot or motorcycle. The nearest primary (12m wide) 

road to the Manikarnika Ghat is by the Kashi Vishwanath Temple, around 500m away (Figure 60). Vehicles 

park near the temple, and the corpse is carried a short distance on a bamboo stretcher to the Manikarnika 

Ghat. The mourners then proceed directly to the riverbank to wash the corpse and await their turn for 

cremation. 

 
53. Benares University Professor, Rana P.B. Singh, who specialises in cultural landscape has done extensive research in his field. 

In one of his articles proposing Varanasi as a heritage city, he details its heritage value and other aspects relating to Sacred 

Landscapes, Cultural Landscapes and Heritage Landscapes and Planning.  
Rana P.B. Singh, "Banaras, the Cultural Capital of India: Visioning Cultural Heritage and Planning," Research Gate, updated 

February 20, 2015, 1-16. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320003111_Banaras_the_Cultural_Capital_of_India_Visioning_Cultural_Heritage_an

d_Planning. 
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Figure 61. City Zoning.                                  Figure 62. Road Network in the City. 

  

Figure 63. Lanes Leading to Manikarnika Ghat.       
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Figure 64. Heritage Sites alongside the Manikarnika Ghat.      

4.1 Impact of Climatic Conditions on Design 

 

Figure 65. Average, Min and Max Temperatures in Varanasi, India. 
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Figure 66. Average Rainy Days (Rain/Snow) in Varanasi, India. 

Varanasi experiences a humid subtropical climate. The months from November to February are quite 

pleasant with an average temperature of 20°C (68°F) to 25°C (68°F), making it the peak season for tourism. 

The summer months from March to June are scorching and dry, with temperatures escalating to around 

40°C (104°F) (Figure 65). This weather, combined with multiple burning pyres, makes it near impossible 

for people to remain near the cremation sites. The viewing area near the temple becomes crowded with 

multiple families seeking shade, either awaiting the ashes or waiting for their turn to cremate their dead.  

This peak summer weather then transforms into monsoons, which result in severe swelling of the river. 

During the peak of the monsoon season, the cremation platforms are submerged. This situation lasts for 

almost four months, forcing people to use any dry higher ground with shelter for cremations (Figure 66). 

Therefore, suitable and sustainable materials and shaded and well-ventilated spaces have to be considered 

for these weather conditions. Also, platforms need to be raised above flooding levels.   
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Figure 67. Climatic Analysis of Varanasi, India. 

Dense residential and commercial settlement surrounds the site. The present site also has a temple that 

must be considered in the design. The buildings on either side, one being a rest-house and the other a raised 

cremation platform, can be demolished and re-designed as they are abandoned and have turned into 

hangout places for the Doms.  

The original site for cremation measures 1700 m2. Neighbouring Ghats, which have been abandoned due 

to extensive ash and smoke, will be integrated with the design to provide a better urban context. This 

project thus proposes a larger cremation area of 2600 m2. The site has slightly steep topography, so 

exploring contours and multiple levels is also considered.  
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Figure 68. Ghat Design in General. 

 

  

Figure 69. Current Manikarnika Ghat Elevation. 
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Figure 70. Exiting Manikarnika Ghat Massing. 

 

 

Figure 71. Proposed Manikarnika Ghat Massing. 
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4.2 Architectural Elements 

Figure 72. Some Architectural Elements of Varanasi. (Illustrated by Author, Adapted from 
http://www.dsource.in/resource/architecture-varanasi/architecture-kashi) 

“Aesthetics could be said to be a science—the science of how we learn and know through our senses. By 

using a somatic interpretation of aesthetics—which understand aesthetics as an indivisible blend of 

sensation, emotion, and knowledge—we can be active agents who chose what is best for each of us.”54 The 

continuously evolving skyline of Varanasi over almost 800 years of history precisely reflects what Professor 

Galen Cranz means here by the term science. The existing structures are a perfect integration of the land-

water interface, with access at different levels keeping in mind the changing summer and monsoon water 

levels.  

The architecture boasts of buildings with solid and plain lower halves and decorative pavilions or balconies 

on their upper halves, representing embodied perceptions of memory, imagination, knowledge, and 

emotions. Stone and brick are used along the waterfront, giving a uniform colour pallet and contrasting 

with the vibrant colours of the inner residential areas. These plain stone and brick façades are the essence 

of the Varanasi waterfront, and a feature this project aims to preserve. Creating a modern building 

integrated with similar aesthetic elements will enhance the overall emotional connection people have and 

associate with Varanasi.   

“I aspire to transform place through architecture to the level of the abstract and universal. Only in this way 

can architecture repudiate the realm of industrial technology to become ‘grand art’ in its truest sense.”55 

These words from Tadao Ando describe the transformative potential of architecture to create place identity 

that can be understood universally. The inspiration for a wide variety of art can be found everywhere in 

Varanasi, and finding a style appropriate for a cremation ground is critical. Also helping in finding a more 

refined path are Lynch’s words: “There seems to be a public image of any given city which is the overlap 

of many individual images or perhaps there is series of images, each held by some significant number of 

citizens.”56 Understood in these terms, the blank walls feel apt when thinking about the emotions held 

 
54. G. Cranz, “Somatics and Aesthetics: The Role of Body in Design,” in Amita Sinha, “Death and Life on the Varanasi Ghats,” 
Tekton 4, no. 2 (September 1, 2017): 36–53, 49. 

55. Tadoa Ando, “Beyond Horizons in Architecture,” in Theories and Manifestoes of Contemporary Architecture, ed. Charles 

Jencks and Karl Kropf (Chichester {England}: Academy Editions, 1997), 258. 
56. Kevin Lynch, “The Image of the City,” in Theories and Manifestoes of Contemporary Architecture, ed. Charles Jencks and Karl 
Kropf (Chichester {England}: Academy Editions, 1997), 18. 
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within the Manikarnika Ghat; they not only connect to the emotions of the place, but also reflect the place 

of the Dom community in Indian society.  

 

 

Figure 73. Façade 1 of Varanasi Ghat. (Illustrated by Author, Adapted from http://www.dsource.in/resource/architecture-
varanasi/architecture-kashi.) 

 

 

Figure 74. Façade 2 of Varanasi Ghat. (Illustrated by Author, Adapted from http://www.dsource.in/resource/architecture-
varanasi/architecture-kashi.) 
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4.3 Global Warming and Implications 

Global buzzwords like climate change, global warming, and sustainable development receive unbridled 

attention in every field of study, and United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) plays an essential role in providing strategies to ameliorate global warming. India had produced 

46.73 billion tonnes of carbon-dioxide as of 2017, which is a cumulative contribution of around 3.14% to 

global levels over time.57  As a signatory to the Paris Agreement under the UNFCCC, the Government of 

India is taking measures to urge its public and private sectors to fight against climate change and fulfil its 

obligations under the Agreement.58 

According to a recent report, India is on track to exceed its Paris Agreement target, through strict 

regulations for diesel and other vehicle requirements, promotion of biogas and other renewable energy, and 

by cleaning up the Ganga River.59 In addition, the Swachh Ganga-Swachh Kashi mission (Clean Ganga-

Clean Kashi)60 and other such initiatives aim to create greater awareness about hygiene and waste 

management among Varanasi residents.  

Smoke emitted from the burning pyres is another target area for reducing carbon emissions. Published data 

indicates that a traditional pyre uses 500kg of wood per cremation; thus, Manikarnika Ghat consumes 

around 5411.37 tonnes/year of wood, equating to 9,532.68 tonnes/year in carbon-dioxide emissions.61 

Accordingly, adopting a wood-fuelled electrical cremator is a solution that helps reduce wood consumption 

while at the same time preserving the traditions. Furthermore, based on the published data, calculations 

show that the 500kg of wood used to fuel one open-air cremation can help incinerate 5.88 bodies in a 

hybrid electrical cremator (85kg wood per cremation). Therefore, an initiative substituting a small 

percentage of open pyres at the Ghat with electrical cremation is considered in this research.  

The following table compares the wood used and CO2 emissions for a hybrid cremator (pyre + electric) 

versus traditional pyres. Though electrical cremation is the best option, the essence of Varanasi are the 

burning Ghats, which attract pilgrims and tourists alike. Thus, this project provides both a means of 

preserving one of India's last open cremation grounds and an alternative solution for modern India, which 

is now well aware of global warming and its issues. Moreover, once there is greater acceptance of electrical 

cremation by people in India, crematorium units such as the one proposed in this design can be expanded 

vertically by adding more levels to the present structure, thus creating a more significant impact regarding 

carbon emissions from this region.   

  

 
57. Hannah Ritchie, "Who Has Contributed Most to Global CO2 Emissions?," Our World in Data, last modified October 1, 2019,  
https://ourworldindata.org/contributed-most-global-co2. 
58. "Key Declaration on Climate Change to Be Signed at the India CEO Forum on Climate Change," Press Information Bureau, 
accessed March 11, 2021,  
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=1670077. 
59. PTI, "India on course to exceed Paris agreement targets, says report," Times of India, November 24, 2020,  
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/india-on-course-to-exceed-paris-agreement-targets-says-
report/articleshow/79393701.cms. 
60. Ganga Action Plan Project (Varanasi) under National Mission for Clean Ganga along with Centre for Environmental Education, 
deals with not just infrastructure development but also with public awareness programmes at the Ghats and Schools. 
"Clean Ganga Programme at Varanasi - Water & Sanitation," Centre for Environment Education, CEE, accessed March 11, 2021,  
https://www.ceeindia.org/clean-ganga-programme-at-varanasi-water-and-sanitation. 
61. Lokesh Chandra Dube and V. R. S. Rawat, "Contribution of Wood-Based Crematoria in Carbon Dioxide Emission and their 
Clean Alternatives" (Paper presented at National Conference on Frontiers of Environmental Science and Engineering in India, 
Coimbatore, September 15-17, 2005). 
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/31707094/Contribution_of_wood_based_crematoria_in_Carbon_dioxide_emission.pdf? 
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Table 3. Comparison of wood used and the CO2 emissions for hybrid cremator versus traditional pyres. (Table by author). 

 
Traditional Funeral Pyre 

Hybrid Electrical Cremator 
(Pyre + Electric) 

Time taken to cremate a single body 9hrs 3hrs. 

Total number cremated by 1 unit/pyre  (24hr/9) = 2.5 bodies (24/3) = 8 bodies 

Fuel used per cremation  Wood - 500kg 85kg Wood to generate 150 
kWh energy  

Fuel consumed in a day by 1 unit  (2.5*500) = 1250kg (8*85) = 680kg 

Carbon emission per cremation  880.8kg 264.24kg 

Proposed number of cremations per day 100  32 

Carbon emission per day for 32 bodies (32*880.08) = 28,162.56 kg (32*264.24) = 8,455.68 kg 

Energy saved by using electrical cremator 28,162.56 – 8,455.68 = 19,706 kg 

Wood consumed per day by 32 bodies (32*500) = 16,000 (32*85) = 2,720 

Reduction of wood consumption by 
using electrical cremators 

16,000 – 2,720= 13,280kg 

Sources: Data from Dube and Rawat (2005). 
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5 Design Process  

The precedent studies and literature provide the bases for the design spaces and their organisation in the 

new design, and the proposed design elements can be traced back to them. An essential principle of this 

research is to continue to support local traditions, rituals, and the architecture of the existing structures 

surrounding the Manikarnika Ghat as much as possible in the new design. Inspired by the Ashwinikumar 

Crematorium, this project also aims to provide a modernistic yet rich cultural environment for the re-

architecture Manikarnika Ghat. 

 

 

Figure 75. Bubble Diagram. (Illustration by author). 

5.1 Understanding the Practices  

Many practices come to mind when considering spaces within the crematorium. The activities and traditions 

occurring before cremation play a vital role in the circulation and activity mapping. Embalming, funeral 

services, viewing, and sometimes even reading happen inside a crematorium's viewing chambers. 

Sometimes a chapel is also part of the complex. These activities are common to the Western world, and 

thus many crematoria are designed with this mindset. 

Although in Hinduism, all the viewing and rituals generally occur at home, after which the body is brought 

to the crematorium, a final round of rituals is performed just before the disposition. Different activities are 
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performed at this point, and the requirements of the space may differ. However, its primary function is as 

a gathering space, and the focus of the space is the platform on which the body is placed. Instead of just 

sitting and viewing as in many cultures, all mourners in Hinduism partake in rituals, and instead of a service 

led by the funeral celebrant, in Hinduism, the priest chants hymns. Another significant difference is that a 

cremation is a public event in the Hindu tradition, whereas in the Western world, it is a more private event 

preceded by a public memorial service. 

5.2 Current Activity Mapping  

This section deals with understanding the current activities taking place at the Manikarnika Ghat and their 

interaction. Through the lens of issues and problems (Section 2.4), five activities have been identified and 

mapped. These five activities are shown in Figure 76. Each of these activities is discussed in the subsequent 

sections.   

                

 

Figure 76. Present Activity Mapping. (Illustration by author). 
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5.2.1 Cremation Space 

   

Figure 77. Cremation Ground. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from http://blogofkrishnasharma.blogspot.com/2010/03/banaras-
manikarnika-ghat.html). 

The main issues for the current cremation area are flooding and lack of space. The 30m x 30m cremation 

ground (Figure 77- purple), originally built with a capacity for around 50 cremations per day, is currently 

being used to perform thrice its designed capacity. The current infrastructure was built around the 1950s 

when the concrete platforms were first laid. There has been no subsequent upgrade.  During floods, the 

waters rise, reducing the available space for cremations. Due to the general shortage of space in this central 

portion of the Manikarnika Ghat, neighbouring Ghats (shown by dotted lines) are used to conduct 

cremations. However, these adjacent Ghats are not suitable for carrying out cremations during floods, 

further adding to the overall problem. The proposed design solution is to provide for elevated platforms 

to increase the area available throughout the year. A retaining wall is also proposed at the Ghat’s intersection 

with the river to prevent the floodwaters from entering the cremation area. The flat design of the electrical 

crematorium's roof will also mean it is available as additional space when required. These measures will 

increase the current capacity for open pyres.    

 

5.2.2 Wood Storage Space 

   

Figure 78. Wood Trade. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from http://blogofkrishnasharma.blogspot.com/2010/03/banaras-
manikarnika-ghat.html). 

The absence of infrastructure providing for wood trading and storage yards has always been an issue for 

this site. With no dedicated area, wood is stacked along the alleys leading to the site, as well as in any space 
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or niches found in the surrounding Ghats (Figure 78- green). In addition, the small wood stacks of private 

retailers are scattered within a 2km radius of the site, leading to congestion of pathways and making them 

highly unsafe. The proposed solution is to create dedicated wood storage spaces within the crematorium 

area, with retaining walls allowing for vertical stacking. With vertical stacking, more space can be made 

available for the storage of wood. 

5.2.3 Ash Disposal Space 

  

Figure 79. Ash Disposal. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from http://blogofkrishnasharma.blogspot.com/2010/03/banaras-
manikarnika-ghat.html). 

The Panchaganga Ghats and a few other Ghats in Varanasi are dedicated to ash disposal (Asthi Visarjan). 

Thus mourners waiting to collect the ash following a cremation do not usually use the Manikarnika Ghat 

for this purpose. However, due to the lack of waiting areas, mourners often leave the Doms to immerse 

the ashes into the water, choosing not to wait for the pyre to burn out. The Doms either sweep the ash off 

the platform or collect the ash and dump it directly into the river. By providing adequate waiting areas and 

access to the neighbouring Ghats, mourners can spread out and wait nearby until the ash can be collected 

and handed over to them by the Doms. The exit route detailed in the new design also leads down to the 

water, which can be used for ash disposal.  

5.2.4 Waiting Space 

  

Figure 80. Waiting Area. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from http://blogofkrishnasharma.blogspot.com/2010/03/banaras-
manikarnika-ghat.html). 

To deter people from lingering, the Manikarnika Ghat provides no shelter or seating within the site. This 

is to force people to leave after cremations so that the next set of people can use the limited space. Today's 
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mourners use two spots on the site as waiting areas. The first is on the bank of the river itself, where family 

members wait with the washed corpse. The second spot is at the base of the temple, where the bereaved 

wait to collect the ashes (Figure 80- maroon). During the monsoon season, everyone squeezes into the 

space near the temple, hoping to be able to stand under the temple overhangs. Perceiving the need for a 

sheltered space, this project intends to provide large sheltered waiting areas that can accommodate families 

along with the corpses. 

5.2.5 Tourists’ Viewing Space  

  

Figure 81. Tourist Observatory. (Illustrated by author, Adapted from http://blogofkrishnasharma.blogspot.com/2010/03/banaras-
manikarnika-ghat.html). 

 

Keen tourists wanting to view the rituals (Figure 81- orange) usually sit in boats and watch from the river 

itself.  A few tourists prefer to observe the rituals more closely, and gather near the temple area. Such 

tourists often end up occupying waiting area spaces meant for mourners. The general unhygienic conditions 

around the temple make the tourists very uncomfortable. The proposed solution provides an elevated 

viewing deck overlooking the open-air platforms. In this manner, the tourists who choose to view rituals 

close-up can have a better experience. 

5.3 Design Exploration- Activity Mapping  

The previous section provides an understanding of the activities, their interaction, and the spaces needed. 

This helps in identifying the crucial zones. The prime focus of the new design is to provide a de-cluttered 

space exclusively for the mourners. From this perspective, the cremation space will have the highest priority 

and be the main focus. The next priority is the waiting area space, which again is for mourners to use. 

Though necessary, wood storage and other activities can be shifted to the edges of the site, such that they 

do not hinder the mourners but remain in proximity.  

Next, a process of exploring many possible designs for the spaces was followed. The alternative zonal 

mapping designs that were evolved are presented below. Based on this iterative design process, the most 

optimal design for the crematorium is then selected. 
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Figure 82. Understanding the Present Activities. (Illustration by author). 

 

 

   

 

                             

Figure 83. Exploring Three Different Approaches for Spatial Organisation and Circulation. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 84. Final Approaches for the Site. (Illustration by author). 

6 Design Development 

 

 

Figure 85. Proposed Master Plan of Manikarnika Ghat. (Illustration by author).  
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Figure 86. Current Circulation on the Existing Site. (Illustration by author).  

 

Figure 87. Proposed Circulation on the Mater Plan. (Illustration by author).  
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6.1 Open Cremation Grounds  

 

               

Figure 88. Illustration of Current Cremation Spaces Compared to the Proposed Area. (Illustration by author). 

The proposed Cremation grounds (Figure 88) have been divided into two parts: the traditional pyre grounds 

(bold lines) and the electrical crematorium (dash-dot line). The temple and original area used for open pyres 

have been retained, eliminating the additional spill-over areas (dotted line). The area on the right of the 

temple has been used for the proposed electrical crematorium.  

                          

Figure 89. Current Manikarnika Ghat Platform Levels with Water Levels Indicated. (Illustration by author).                            

 

Figure 90. Proposed Manikarnika Ghat Platform Levels with Water Levels Indicated. (Illustration by author). 

The current platforms are each 3m in height, the lowest being only 1m above the water level. However, 

during monsoon season, the water level rises to about 5m, submerging the lower two platforms (Figure 89). 

To avoid this situation, the proposed area has been elevated to 3m above the water level, incorporating 3 

stepped platforms, each 2m in height (Figure 90). This will enable the majority of the site to function 

throughout the year. In addition, the multi-purpose roof area of the electrical crematorium can also be used 

for traditional pyres when the bottom platform is submerged, providing alternative space when demand is 

greater.  
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Figure 91. Circulation and Waste Water Movement within a Platform. (Illustration by author). 

Each platform is divided by a walkway with shallow indented areas on either side for the pyres (Figure 91). 

Twenty-one small platforms are proposed within the indented area so that any waste generated can be 

contained within that space. This also makes washing and maintenance of the ground easier. Furthermore, 

these pits are designed with proper spacing and on a slight inclination so that after cleaning the wastewater 

can be drained out and sent to the water treatment plant. The design provides a hygienic and organised 

space for cremation.   

6.2 Waiting Area 

        

Figure 92. Illustration of Current Waiting Areas Compared to the Proposed Area. (Illustration by author).  

Inspired by the condolence hall at Baumschulenweg Crematorium, the gathering area is also designed as a 

columned courtyard. Columns are envisioned here as representing the vegetation this site lacks. The hot 

and heavy smoke-filled air makes it hard for plants to survive, and thus vegetation is sparse. Another 

reason to reference trees as a design element derives from the traditional gathering spaces in Indian 

villages. Villagers choose big shade-giving trees, generally, Banyan trees, in their village centres to provide 

shelter for village meetings (called Panchayats in India), announcements, celebrations, and other 

occasions. A raised planter box is constructed around the tree, and the head of the village sits there to 

address the gatherings. These platforms are also used for many other activities, such as performances, 

open-air schooling, or sometimes even for the elderly to sit and play cards. For instance, Buddha, the 

spiritual leader and founder of Buddhism, sat under a sacred fir tree (Bodhi tree) on one such platform, 

where he attained enlightenment. Thus, a tree-like architectural design is an apt concept for a gathering 

space within the crematorium. 

 



Architectural Design of a Crematorium at Varanasi, India 69 

 

 

Figure 93. Pillar Courtyard. 

   

Figure 94. Gathering Under a Banyan Tree in Indian Villages. (Illustration by author). 

6.3 Tourist Deck 

 

Figure 95. Illustration of Current to the Proposed Area for Tourists. (Illustration by author). 

Tourists will have an unimpeded view of the open-air pyres from the boats. The plain retaining walls have 

been designed to block the view of the other activities, leaving the open-air pyre area unobstructed. This 

also provides for a more striking view of the open-air pyres, with the majestic temple overlooking them in 

the background. Thus, the spiritual essence of the place can be felt from afar. For tourists who venture into 

the Ghat on foot to view the open-air pyres up close, the waiting area has been extended as a deck 
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overlooking the platforms. This feature means tourist will not obstruct the mourners, while at the same 

time can get an aerial view of the open-air pyres.  

6.4 Electrical Crematorium  

The indoor electrical crematorium is a new typology being provided at the site. A four-oven crematorium 

complex is proposed in the section adjoining the traditional cremation platforms (Figure 88). The design 

divides this complex into four parts: the waiting area, extension of the waiting area into an outdoor multi-

purpose space, the committal chamber, and the area for services.  

6.4.1 Waiting area  

The waiting area is smaller in size but is designed similarly to the other areas. A small fire installation is a 

feature dedicated to the Dom community withtheir status as keepers of the fire. A small hearth forming 

part of the chimney for the cremation chambers houses an eternal fire source.  

6.4.2 Committal Chambers 

                
Figure 96. Plan of a Committal Chamber. (Illustration by author). 

In Hinduism, it is customary for all relatives to participate in the rituals and witness the committal. The 

size of the group accompanying the corpse varies from a minimum of five to a maximum of 30 people. . 

On some occasions, it could be even more. The committal areas in this project are designed for 15 

people. Four committal chambers are proposed, with partial wall dividers.62 Sometimes a short ritual 

precedes the final farewell; thus, as in the cremation grounds (Section 6.1, Figure 91), a tiny platform is 

provided within the enclosure, similar to what is proposed in the open-air pyres area.  

    

Figure 97. Concept 1 for Jaali Wall - Plan, Elevation and View. (Illustration by author). 

 
62. Design inspired by the curved partition wall of the Ashwinikumar Crematorium (Error! Reference source not found.).  
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Figure 98. Concept 2 for Jaali Wall - Plan, Elevation and View. (Illustration by author). 

 

Providing for a large opening for ventilation in the crematorium is not practical due the smoke from the 

adjacent open-air pyres on site. Therefore, a modern approach to a traditional Jaali wall is proposed to 

minimise the smoke entering the building yet provide for sufficient light and ventilation. By simply placing 

the bricks at a 450 angle, a 3-dimensional design is conceived. These eco-friendly brick jaalis also help with 

regulating the temperature within the crematorium more effectively as compared to glass windows. Another 

aspect of these jaalis is their connection to the Pancha-Bhootas (Fire, Earth, Air, Water and Space). Fire 

and Earth elements are represented in the form of baked bricks, Air in the form of ventilation and the 

angular arrangement of the bricks provides a visual connection to Water (River Ganga) and Space (sky). 

Thus, surrounded by the Jaali wall, a person feels more connected to Pancha-Bhootas even within an 

enclosure.  

6.4.3 Multi-purpose Area 

The roof of the committal chamber can be accessed from the waiting area. Designed as an additional 

outdoor waiting area, this area can also be temporarily transformed into an open cremation ground, 

especially during the monsoon season when the open platforms get flooded. Temporary steel structure 

frames for the pyres (newly developed and extensively used in many parts of India during the sudden spike 

of COVID-19 cases in April 202163) can be set up. For this purpose, the roof is designed with adequate 

slope and a proper water drainage system connected to the treatment plant. In the case of future expansion 

of the crematorium, this area could be developed into another level of committal chambers. 

 
63. Pragna L Krupa, “Bengaluru under pyre,” Bangalore Mirror, May 1, 2021, 

https://bangaloremirror.indiatimes.com/bangalore/others/bengaluru-under-pyre/articleshow/82334248.cms 
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Figure 99. Temporary Cremation Frames Set Up in a Quarry in Bangalore. 

                 

Figure 100. Using the Steel Framework. 

6.4.4 Services  

This section is divided into two spaces; the oven room located behind the elevator and the wood storage 

area below the committal chambers. The wood storage area, used by only the Doms, can be accessed either 

from the platform near the temple or from the oven room side of the building. Though it is enclosed within 

the retaining wall, care is taken to provide sufficient light to the lower floors.  

6.5 Retaining Wall 

During peak monsoon season, almost half the site is submerged underwater (approximately 15m). Seeking 

to maintain use the whole site during the monsoons, the design proposes two retaining walls (seawalls) of 

6m height, to be built on either side of the open pyre area. Since the site is sloping, the wall is 6m high only 

at the waterfront, reducing to 3m when it reaches the mid site area. Inspired by the architectural elements 
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discussed in Section 4.2, a simple plain U-shaped concrete seawall is proposed, with pillar support 

strengthening the whole structure.  

 

Figure 101. Sketch Showing the Receding Retaining Wall of the Indoor Cremation Complex. (Illustration by author). 

    

Figure 102. Sketch Indicating Water Level Rise. (Illustration by author). 

                                       

Figure 103. Sketch Showing Detail of the Seawall with the Slant Supporting Column. (Illustration by author). 
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6.6 Office and Wood Trade Area 

             

 

Figure 104. Illustration of Current Wood Storage Compared to the Proposed Wood Storage Yards. (Illustration by author). 

Considering the current lack of a dedicated space for the Doms, a complex is proposed at the entrance of 

the Ghat for the Doms to gather and wait for their next assignment (Figure 104). The upper floor is the 

office for the head Dom. Adjoining this building is the wood storage and sales area. Thus arranging services 

at the entrance makes it easy for a person to hire a Dom and purchase wood for the cremation without 

having to go searching around the site. Also, this complex will also act as a gathering point for tourists, who 

can then be led inside by the Doms. 

Since the wood is stored on the left portion of the site, boats can also dock nearby, avoiding congestion 

near the burning Ghats. In addition, wide stairs are proposed, which also act as the exit route for the people 

leaving the cremation grounds.  

 

Figure 105. Path Accessed from the Waterfront for Wood Trade. (Illustration by author). 

 

6.7 Water Features 

Two water features are proposed on-site (Figure 106). Washing the corpse in the River Ganga is a traditional 

practice at the Manikarnika Ghat. To avoid direct contamination of the river, a small stream or canal is 

proposed near the entrance, which starts from a fountain near the office and flows through a portion of 

the site to join the river. This makes it more convenient for the families as they will not have to cut through 
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all the platforms to go to the river to wash the dead body. This feature also enables contaminated water to 

get treated before releasing it into the river. Keeping in mind the steep site, multiple cascades are designed 

to connect to the water treatment plant. 

The minimalist sensitivity of Tadao Ando’s Water Chapel manages to capture the essence of man and God 

or nature as coexisting in that space. As expressed by Ando, “water is seen and at the same time heard and 

touched”.64 In a similar context, expressing sensitivity to the mourner’s grief after the committal, a small 

water body is proposed at the end of the indoor crematorium (Figure 107). Intended to help create a more 

peaceful environment for the bereaved to bid a farewell and compose themselves before leaving the site, 

this water feature provides a space for mourning.  

 

Figure 106. Canal and Pond. (Illustration by author). 

 
64. Vittorio Savi, Josep Maria Montaner, and Colegio de Arquitectos de Cataluña, Less is more : minimalisme en architecture et 

d'autres arts = minimalism in architecture and the other arts. (Barcelona: Col.legi d'Arquitectes de Catalunya : Actar, 1998), 88-89. 
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Figure 107. View of the Pond. (Illustration by author). 

6.7.1 Treatment Plant   

The water-treatment plant is located in the services area within the smaller retaining wall. This area is 

strategically integrated with the flow of the canal such that contaminated water can be treated easily. Water 

from all spaces within the cremation ground is designed to be brought to the treatment plant:. Water 

contamination occurs from the bodies being washed in the canal, cleaning of platforms, ash disposal and 

other rituals both on the open platforms and the electrical crematorium complex. Such contaminated water 

is thoroughly treated before being released back into the river.   

6.8 Architectural form  

Simplicity of form, according to Kevin Lynch, encompasses clarity and simplicity in the geometric sense.65 

To retain the stature of the temple as the central focus of the entire site, the heights of any proposed new 

structures have been kept lower. The blank retaining walls on either side of the burning Ghats further frame 

the scene. The temple and the multiple pyres on the platforms beneath it become the visual centre when 

viewed from the river.  

The concept of stepped platforms derived from the site and its surroundings is reflected in the design of 

the whole complex.  According to Christopher Alexander, with unselfconscious architecture “derived from 

the context, discovering the characters, patterns of events that happen, the place shall emerge as an ageless 

character which gives the timeless way its name yet become alive (physical embodiment) without a name”. 

Inspired by Tadao Ando’s design style, in this design, simple elements and a primitive geometry of cuboids 

rich with concepts of minimalistic architecture come together with classical architecture in a subtle manner. 

The contradictions of life and death, indoor and outdoor, traditions and technology are all reflected in the 

design elements of horizontal and vertical planes forming spaces within the multiple levels.   

  

 
65. Lynch, “The Image of the City,” 21. 
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7 Partial Design  

Additional information and the completed final design will be presented at the examination.  

 

 

 

Figure 108. Ground Floor Plan of Office. (Illustration by author). 

 

 

Figure 109. First Floor Plan of Office. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 110. Ground Floor Plan of Waiting Area. (Illustration by author). 

 

 

Figure 111. Basement Plan of Waiting Area. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 112. Second Basement Plan of Waiting Area. (Illustration by author). 

 

Figure 113. Section of the Indoor Crematorium. (Illustration by author). 

 



Architectural Design of a Crematorium at Varanasi, India 80 

 

 

Figure 114. Plan of the Traditional Open Pyre Area. (Illustration by author). 

 

Figure 115. Section of the Open-pyre Area. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 116. Ground Floor Plan of Indoor Crematorium. (Illustration by author). 

 

Figure 117. Basement Floor Plan of Crematorium. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 118. Section of the Waiting area. (Illustration by author). 

 

 

Figure 119. View from the River - Conceptual Block Model. (Illustration by author). 

 

Figure 120. Aerial View - Conceptual Block Model. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 121. View from the River - Conceptual Block Model. (Illustration by author). 
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8 Final Design  

8.1 Drawing  

Final drawings as presented in examination. 

8.1.1 Master Plan 

 

Figure 122. Master Plan and Site section. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 123. View from River. (Illustration by author). 

 

8.1.2 Office Block  

Figure 124. Plans. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 125. Sections. (Illustration by author). 

 

 

Figure 126. View of Office Building. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 127. Arial View 1. (Illustration by author). 

Figure 128. Arial View 2. (Illustration by author). 
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8.1.3 Waiting Area 

 

Figure 129. Plans. (Illustration by author). 

 

Figure 130. Sections. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 131. View from Street. (Illustration by author). 

 

Figure 132. View from River. (Illustration by author). 
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8.1.4 Cremation Platform  

 

Figure 133. Plan and Section. (Illustration by author). 

Figure 134. View from Tourist Deck. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 135. View from Adjacent Building. (Illustration by author). 

Figure 136. Platforms. (Illustration by author). 
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8.1.5 Indoor Crematorium  

 

Figure 137. Plans. (Illustration by author). 

Figure 138. Section. (Illustration by author). 
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Figure 139. View of Pond and Exit Area. (Illustration by author). 

Figure 140. Committal Chamber Corridors. (Illustration by author). 
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8.2 Model  

 

Figure 141. Examination Set-Up. (Photo by Author). 

 

Figure 142. Jaali Wall Concept Model Along with Site Model of Varanasi. (Photo by Author). 
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Figure 143. Model of Proposed Buildings for the Manikarnika Ghat – Northern side. (Photo by Author). 

 

Figure 144. River Front. (Photo by Author). 
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Figure 145. Southern View- Office Building Side. (Photo by Author). 

 

Figure 146. Street View of Buildings. (Photo by Author). 
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9 Conclusion 

This research has sought to show that architectural intervention at the Manikarnika Ghat is necessary and 

also feasible. A literature review of key research and precedent studies of Indian and international 

crematoriums, along with an in-depth analysis of site and context have helped identify an appropriate 

architectural response. Moreover, considering the reasons for the Doms’ initial resistance to the 

development of the Manikarnika Ghat and their more recent openness to a change due to the COVID-19 

situation, this project upholds their status in society and seeks to ensure that their livelihood will not be 

affected. Instead, a better design and improved infrastructure will enable the Doms a better workspace 

and environment. This is in line with the overall trend towards urban modernisation in the revitalisation 

projects currently being undertaken by the Government of India elsewhere in Varanasi, although 

Manikarnika Ghat is still not among them. 

The knowledge gained from the literature, precedent studies, analysis, and examination of the site has 

helped derive a workable solution for the Manikarnika Ghat. What was initially meant to be an 

intervention for an indoor crematorium took a turn when the complexities associated with the different 

activities at the site started to emerge. From a narrower path of simply constructing an indoor space that 

addresses the environmental issues associated with traditional open-pyre cremations, the research scope 

broadened – now seeking to uphold and preserve the cultural integrity of the burning Ghats. The 

resulting design is for a cluster of built spaces at the Manikarnika Ghat associated with the rituals and 

activities of traditional open-air cremations, but incorporating an indoor crematorium and introducing 

other services at Manikarnika Ghat, such as water treatment. As stated by Francois Michaud- Nérard, 

“Successful Architecture is the result of an intelligent compromise between the beautiful, the functional 

and the feasible.”66 As such, this design integrates culture, environmental issues, and architecture to arrive 

at its conclusion.  

Through this research, my hope has been to improve the Manikarnika Ghat and acknowledge to the 

Doms that their voice is being heard. As an architect, I have tried to do my small contribution to shape a 

better future for everyone associated with this paradoxical typology. As a Hindu, I have tried to preserve 

and continue the core values of my religion. As an Indian, I have stood for the development by 

supporting a better environmental, improved economic repositions for the Doms and an enhanced 

overall global image for the Manikarnika Ghat, Varanasi, and the River Ganga. Considering all these 

several aspects has increased the complexity of evolving a solution but the outcome of this research does 

indicate that when such complex factors are involved, it is still possible to evolve a balanced positive 

outcome that meets the requirements of the multiple stakeholders of this paradigm. 

In conclusion, architecture plays a significant role in organising spaces. With proper zoning and 

infrastructure, a better balance can be developed and implemented. These interventions can be analysed 

theoretically, but it is only upon use that can we determine if an architectural solution is fully suitable for 

the context. Though this is a hypothetical project and many assumptions have been made, the lenses 

addressed in this research are authentic. The magnitude may vary, but the problems persist and need to be 

addressed to enhance the human experience of mourners at Manikarnika Ghat.  

  

 
66 Francois Michaud- Nérard, “The crematorium is a monument that pays tribute to all of the City’s dead,” interview by Studio 

Pekka, Goodbye Architecture, (Rotterdam: Nai010 Publishers, 2018), 207-212. 
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