
 

History of Modern Cremation in Romania 

 

 

 
By 

 

Marius Rotar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



Table of Contents vi 

 

 

 

 

 

History of Modern Cremation in Romania,  
by Marius Rotar 

 

This book first published 2013  
 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 

12 Back Chapman Street, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2XX, UK 

 

 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 

 
 

Copyright © 2013 by Marius Rotar 
 

All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 

system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 

recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 

ISBN (10): 1-4438-4222-2, ISBN (13): 978-1-4438-4222-8 

 



History of Modern Cremation in Romania vii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

 

List of Figures............................................................................................ vii 
 

List of Tables .............................................................................................. ix 
 

Preface ......................................................................................................... x 
 

Chapter One ................................................................................................. 1 
Introduction 

Cremation: An overview 
Sources and methods in the present study 

 

Chapter Two .............................................................................................. 16 
Cremation in Romania before the Nineteenth Century 
 

Chapter Three ............................................................................................ 22 
Arguments For and Against Cremation in Romania during the Later 

Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries 
Political and demographic context 
Pro-cremation arguments and neutral perspectives 
Against cremation 
 

Chapter Four .............................................................................................. 68 
The Inter-war Period: Traditionalists versus Cremationists 

The inter-war period 
Political context: Population 
Cremation: The legislative framework 
The revival of the idea, its implementation, and the establishment  

of Cenuşa Crematorium (1921–1928) 
The reaction of the Orthodox Church 
The crematorium is constructed 
The first incineration: 25 January 1928 
Cremation statistics between 1928 and 1947 
December 1934, the publication of Flacăra Sacră 
Garabet Ibrăileanu, Constantin Stere, Anton Holban, Ionel Fernic,  

Eugen Lovinescu, Grigore Trancu-Iaşi …  and others 



Table of Contents viii 

The evil politics of cremation in Romania: A precedent 
Cremation in Romania from the Second World War to 1948 
 

Chapter Five ............................................................................................ 273 
The Communist Period: Innovations and Tacit Understandings 

Political and demographic context 
Cremation statistics 
The stance of the Romanian Orthodox Church 
The nationalisation of Cenuşa Crematorium 
Romanian Communism and the issue of cremation 
The Mask of the Red Death: The evil politics of cremation in Romania, 

December 1989 
 

Chapter Six .............................................................................................. 368 
Cremation and Crematoria in Romania after 1989 

Statistics and their limitations 
The establishment of Vitan-Bârzeşti Crematorium 
Employee strike at Vitan-Bârzeşti, 3–10 May 1997 
The closure of Cenuşa Crematorium 
Cremation as a solution to the urban burial space crisis 
The National Pantheon project 
Amurg: The Romanian cremation association 
Crematoria in the Romanian media since 1989: Jokes … and serious 

things too 
The Orthodox Church, post-Communist Romania and cremation 
The cremation war: Oradea and Cluj-Napoca, 2011–2012 
 

Conclusions ............................................................................................. 413 
Findings and Future Directions 
 

References ............................................................................................... 420 

 

Index ........................................................................................................ 479 

 

 

 



LIST OF FIGURES 

 

 

 
Figure 3-1  Iacob Felix PhD., MD (1832–1905) 
Figure 3-2  Iacob Felix, Tractat de Hygiena Publica (1870) 
Figure 3-3  Memorial to Istrati and site of his urn burial (1928), Bellu Cemetery, 

Bucharest 
Figure 3-4  Istrati’s PhD. thesis 
Figure 3-5  Plan of the Milan crematorium 
Figure 3-6  Debate on cremation: Istrati and Scurtescu 
Figure 3-7  Athanasie Economu: Cremation, or burning the dead, 1876 
Figure 3-8  Radu D. Rosetti (1874–1964) 
Figure 3-9  Pandele Silva, Cremation and Its Benefits. A Medico-Social Study 
Figure 3-10  Mina Minovici, Putrefaction in Terms of Forensics and Hygiene, 

1899 
Figure 4-1  Decision in which the city hall supported the building of the human 

crematorium in Bucharest (1923) 
Figure 4-2  Cenuşa Society membership application form 
Figure 4-3  Archimandrite Iuliu Scriban (1878–1949) 
Figure 4-4  The location where Cenuşa Crematorium was built 
Figure 4-5  Cenuşa Crematorium in 1927 
Figure 4-6  Cenuşa Crematorium in 1931 
Figure 4-7  Cenuşa Crematorium 
Figure 4-8  Main entrance, Cenuşa Crematorium 
Figure 4-9  Cenuşa Crematorium, interior 
Figure 4-10  Cenuşa Crematorium, interior 
Figure 4-11  Cenuşa Crematorium, interior 
Figure 4-12  Cenuşa Crematorium: the playlist performed at funeral services  

in the inter-war period 
Figure 4-13  Cenuşa Crematorium, interior 
Figure 4-14  Cenuşa Crematorium, main columbarium 
Figure 4-15  The article in Viitorul newspaper, announcing the first cremation  

at Cenuşa Crematorium 
Figure 4-16  An article in Glasul Monahilor announcing and criticising the first 

cremation in Romania 
Figure 4-17  The anti-cremation article signed by Priest Marin C. Ionescu in Glasul 

Monahilor newspaper 
Figure 4-18  Mihai Popovici – one of the most important inter-war Romanian 

cremationists 
Figure 4-19  Niches with urns of the Jewish families incinerated at Cenuşa 

Crematorium. The main Columbarium of Cenuşa Crematorium 
Figure 4-20  Flacăra Sacră – no.1, December 1934 



List of Figures x 

Figure 4-21  Flacăra Sacră magazine 
Figure 4-22  Flacăra Sacră magazine 
Figure 4-23  The urn containing Grigore Trancu-Iaşi’s ashes, deposited at Cenuşa 

Crematorium 
Figure 5-1  The Bela Brainer corner, Cenuşa crematorium 
Figure 5-2  Scânteia article on the funeral of Lothar Rădăceanu 
Figure 5-3  Mausoleum of the Heroes Who Fought for the Freedom of the People 

and the Fatherland, for Socialism 
Figure 5-4  Mausoleum of The Heroes Who Fought for the Freedom of the People 

and the Fatherland, for Socialism (Hemicycle) 
Figure 5-5  Bela Brainer corner, Cenuşa crematorium 
Figure 5-6  Cremated Communist activists, Cenuşa crematorium 
Figure 5-7  Cremated Communist activists, Cenuşa crematorium 
Figure 5-8  Cremated Communist activists, Cenuşa crematorium 
Figure 5-9  Obituary announcing the cremation of a Communist activist, published 

in Scânteia 
Figure 5-10  Monument to Dumitru Diaconescu, Communist mayor of Bucharest, 

Cenuşa crematorium 
Figure 5-11  The marble hall of Cenuşa crematorium’s main columbarium 
Figure 6-1  Vitan-Bârzeşti crematorium – the chapel 
Figure 6-2  Vitan-Bârzeşti crematorium 
Figure 6-3  Cenuşa crematorium in a state of decline 
Figure 6-4  Maieri Central Cemetery, Alba Iulia 
Figure 6-5  Logo of Amurg, the Romanian Cremation Association 
Figure 6-6  Niche containing the urn of Zoia Ceauşescu, Vitan Bârzeşti 

crematorium 
Figure 6-7  The columbarium at Bellu cemetery, Bucharest 

 
 

 



LIST OF TABLES 

 

 

 
Table 1-1 Cremation worldwide, and as a proportion of disposals (selected 

countries) in 2010 
Table 3-1  Population distribution in the Kingdom of Romania c. 1900 
Table 3-2  Illiteracy levels 
Table 3-3  Religious population 
Table 3-4  Majority populations in Transylvania 
Table 3-5  Majority religions in Transylvania 
Table 4-2  The evolution of Cenuşa Society members and of cremations 

in Romania between 1928 and 1937 
Table 4-3  The number of cremations of Cenuşa Society members in the inter-war 

period 
Table 4-4  Total cremations at Cenuşa Crematorium in 1928, month by month 
Table 4-5  The number of cremations done at Cenuşa Crematorium between 1928 

and 1947 
Table 4-6  Cremations by month, year 
Table 4-7 Percentage of deaths being cremated, internationally 
Table 4-8  Number of cremations done at the request of Bucharest City Hall 
Table 4-9 Distribution of cremations for the year 1935 
Table 4-10  Distribution according to religion and denominations of those 

incinerated between 1928 and 1934 
Table 4-11 Fees for Cenuşa Society members 
Table 4-12  Cost per one cremation 1934 
Table 4-13  Fees for cremation in the case of non-members of Cenuşa Society 
Table 4-14  Cost per one social cremation (for the city of Bucharest) 
Table 4-15  Cost for burial (1934) (the cheapest) 
Table 4-16  Salaries in Romania (1938) 
Table 4-17  Financial status of the Cenuşa Society, 1923–1933 
Table 4-18  The development of cremation in Europe 
Table 5-1  Number of cremations between 1948 and 1961 
Table 5-2  Number of cremations between 1962 and 1972 
Table 5-3  Number of cremations between 1973 and 1989 
Table 5-4  Communist obituaries published in Scânteia newspaper 
Table 5-5  Party member obituaries in România Liberă 
Table 5-6  List of identified people cremated at Cenuşa crematorium on 20 

December 1989 
Table 6-1  Number of cremations at Cenuşa crematorium, 1990–2002 (Rotar 2011, 

490–493) 
Table 6-2  Number of cremations at Vitan-Bârzeşti crematorium, 1994–2010 

(Rotar 2011, 490–493)



PREFACE 

 

 

 

Dr Marius Rotar is passionate about the study of death. He is enthusiastic 

about the value of cremation. He proved his commitment to the study of 

death with his Moartea in Transilvania in Secolul al XIX-Lea (2006). In 

2011 he took up the even more radical task, the history of cremation in 

Romania, published as Eternitate prin Cenuşă. O istorie a crematoriilor şi 

incinerărilor umane în România secolelor XIX-XXI (Iaşi, Institutul 

European). This has now been shortened and revised; and translated into 

English by Ms Monica Losonti and Dr Helen Frisby.  

Dr Rotar has not only encouraged others with his publications; he has 

founded a very successful annual conference in his native Alba Iulia where 

each September for four years scholars from Romania and abroad have 

come in ever greater numbers. A particular feature of these international 

conferences is the participation of increasing numbers of younger 

Romanian scholars. Out of the conference he has also founded an 

academic society to pursue death scholarship, Asociaţia Română pentru 

Studii asupra Morţii (ARSM). He has founded a new cremation society, 

Amurg, heir to the inter-war society Cenuşa (1923-1948). Cenuşa was a 

voluntary society which had opened Bucharest’s first crematorium in 1928 

but was closed by the Communist Government in 1948. Marius has 

followed the practice of other pioneering cremationists, that the best way 

to promote cremation is to build a crematorium. Working with colleagues 

in the funeral service industry he has helped to build a first crematorium 

for Transylvania (Phoenix Crematorium in Oradea). 

Death, along with birth and marriage, provides a critical lens for the 

interpretation of human life and society; and their study enlightens the 

understanding of our human behaviour, individual and communal, intimate 

and public. In particular, the study of death opens up perspectives on 

issues of family and kinship structure, gender, occupation, age, social 

class; and of voluntary societies, party politics, government, nationalism, 

medicine and health systems, legal systems and religious organisations and 

beliefs. When individual families face bereavement, the choice they make 

about the disposal of their dead has been influenced by such key factors. 

The strength and interplay of these factors reveal national characteristics. 

In his study of cholera Death in Hamburg Richard Evans wrote, “In the 

epidemic [of 1892], the workings of state and society, the structures of 
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social inequality, the variety of values and beliefs, the physical contours of 

everyday life, the formal ideologies and informal ambitions of political 

organizations were all thrown into sharp and detailed relief.” Marius’ new 

book will reveal how funeral rituals and arrangements are a part of the 

context of continuity and change in modern Romania. 

In more traditional – and especially pre-industrial – societies, support 

for people facing death or bereavement came primarily from family, local 

community and religious practice. In contemporary (industrial and post-

industrial) societies, these once-vital networks have been weakened and 

separated. Opportunities for work and education, greater gender equality, 

increasing individual sufficiency – all bringing greater social and 

geographical mobility and a greater awareness of the claims of different 

religions and of secularism – have weakened traditional social networks 

and forced us to seek either the adaptation of old or the adoption of 

entirely new support systems/strategies to confront death. 

So any book of quality which informs us about how beliefs, attitudes 

and practices around death are maintained, challenged or changed will 

empower us to make deeper sense of our own mortality, exercise informed 

choice about our deaths and funerals, and analyse the complex of 

specialisms and vested interests behind arrangements around the end of 

life. This is a book of high quality. 

Its research question sounds simple, “Why is there only one crematorium 

in a country of over twenty million people?” Answering this short question 

takes the author first to the Roman period to establish cremation’s 

Romanian credentials. Then, in four major chapters, he examines the work 

of pioneers like Iacob Felix in the nineteenth century; the inter-war period 

and the first crematorium in Bucharest; the Communist period; and the 

decades since 1989. He has used a very wide range of archival, literary 

and material culture sources to tell an extraordinary story. 

The book is particularly fascinating for the English-speaking world in 

that it is the first account that discusses the issues about cremation in a 

society with a dominant Orthodox Church tradition. The Orthodox Church 

has always buried its dead, with liturgical forms unchanged over the 

centuries, and with a dynamic understanding of the relationship between 

the living and the dead. Orthodox Churches have often functioned as a 

symbol and vehicle for national identity. There is, however, a particularly 

intriguing issue which the author presents. A Communist government 

ruled Romania from 1948 to 1989. Now, there is in Europe a close 

correlation to be observed between the growth of cremation, emergent 

nationalisms, and governments of the Left. Yet in Romania, the 

government sided with the church in supporting burial throughout. Marius 
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Rotar subjects this paradox to a fascinating analysis which sheds a new 

light upon recent Romanian history. The modern study of death has proved 

again and again that it offers a critical lens by which human societies may 

be analysed and understood. 

This ground-breaking book will also find a place in the international 

setting. There is now a growing body of scholarship exploring the origins 

and growth of cremation in modern society, and this book will play a 

prominent role in these developments. In the West, there are full-length 

accounts in English of cremation in Australia, England, the United States 

and, in preparation, Scotland. There are also full-length vernacular 

histories for at least Finland, Germany, the Netherlands and Norway. In the 

East there are cremation histories for, among others, India, Japan and 

Korea. Romania now takes its place in this list, and in handsome fashion. 

I highly commend this book both on its own merits as a model of 

research and as a contribution to the study of cremation and the role of 

death in society. It is also a great incentive to the work and commitment of 

future scholars. We are all mortal and this subject requires a line of 

succession. 
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