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Where to find further information
Other leaflets are available on a range of
topics from Registration/Bereavement
Services.  

In particular, you might also find the following
leaflets useful:

• Registering a Death

• Buying a Grave

• Green Funerals

• Embalming

• Civil Funerals

• Arranging a Secular Service

• Environmentally Friendly Coffins

• Choosing a Memorial

For further information on other leaflets
available, or if you require any additional
information, please contact us:

Bereavement Services
Nightingale House
Balaclava Street
Stockton-on-Tees
TS18 2AL

Bereavement Services: (01642) 527341/42

Email:
bereavement.services@stockton.gov.uk
www.stockton.gov.uk/bereavementservices

If you would like this information in any
other format or languages please contact

‘Bereavement Services’ on
(01642) 527341/42
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to be placed in the coffin; the crematorium
will offer guidance if you have any concerns.

If he was usually clean-shaven, a man will
need to be shaved, while women may have a
little make-up applied as appropriate.

If the body is to be viewed by family and
friends, you may also wish to style the hair.

Informaton on caring for the body of
the deceased at home



Laying out and caring for the body
When funerals are arranged without a funeral
director, the laying out and care of the
deceased must be considered.

If the death occurred in hospital, the deceased
will be laid out by medical staff and moved to
the mortuary.  The body could remain there
until the funeral, or could be collected and
retained at home if preferred.

If the death occurs at home, the family doctor
or a community nurse caring for the deceased
during their final illness may be able to offer
advice on laying out the body.  They may even
be able to complete this for you, perhaps
upon the payment of a small fee.

Caring for the deceased is matter of personal
choice and some may have reservations in
caring for the deceased themselves.  We often
hear concerns, however, that male funeral
directors have laid out female relatives and
that family members are often excluded from
the room during the process.

It is generally forgotten in these modern times
that the laying out of bodies was traditionally
a duty of female family members and friends.

Basic principles
Rigor Mortis is a term used to describe the

stiffening of the body that occurs shortly
after death. The average onset of
this is about six hours after the

death and stiffness
continues for around 24
hours.  

The first step is to sponge

down the body and if the deceased wore
dentures, these should be replaced if they
had been removed prior to death.  The use
of a plastic sheet will help to protect the
mattress.

Rigor Mortis affects the face first, so it is
important to close the eyelids and jaw in the
first three hours.  A little petroleum jelly
smeared along the eyelid should ensure that
eyes remain closed.  Traditionally, coins were
placed over the eyes; you may wish to try
this out of preference.  

The head should be raised up on a pillow to
allow blood to drain and improve the
appearance of the face; this may be
sufficient to hold up the jaw and close the
mouth fully, but if not, a rolled up towel or
toilet roll could be placed under the chin.
This can usually be removed after a few
hours.

It is a good idea to place the hands on top
of the body to allow the blood to drain.  As
with the face, this will improve their
appearance.

An old method was to bind the ankles to
keep the legs in position.  This can also help
when the deceased is lifted into the coffin.

If urine is contained within the bladder,
applying pressure in the area just above the
pubic bone will drain it.  Bowels are inclined
to seep and incontinence pads can be used,
and replaced as necessary.  Pads and liners
are available from most chemists and some
of the larger supermarkets.

Fluid may also seep out through the skin,
especially from larger people, which may

need to be mopped up or
the clothing or sheet
next to the skin may
need to be changed.

Draping the body in a sheet
allows for easy access for
washing and other care.

Delaying decomposition
In warm weather, deterioration can accelerate.
The room should be kept as cool as possible
and ice packs or bags of ice can be used to
assist.  They should be wrapped in a tea towel
or other suitable material, as they will burn the
skin if directly in contact.  It is most important
to keep the body, rather than the head and
limbs cool; ice packs should also be replaced
as they thaw.  Daily washing or the use of
aromatherapy oils may also help preservation
and in many cultures, the body is washed in
salt water.  About five drops of essential oil in
10ml of carrier oil, such as grapeseed, sweet
almond or even olive oils is recommended.
Essential oils can be chosen according to
preference, although using bergamot or citrus
oils can be uplifting and helpful for the person
caring for the deceased.

Dressing for the funeral
It is your choice how to dress the deceased
prior to the funeral.  The body can be
undressed, fully dressed or perhaps covered
by a simple sheet or shroud.  

If cremation is chosen, synthetic materials
should be avoided wherever possible to
reduce smoke and pollution.  This should also
be considered if jewellery and other items are  




