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Genealogy of Japanese ""Graves and Trees':
On the Relationship between Modern Tree Burial and
the Folklore of Tree Planting on Graves

MOTOBAYASHI Yasuhisa

In recent years, tree burial has been trending in Japanese funeral methods. In
Japan, it’s been common to install gravestones in graveyards. After someone
dies, they are going to become ancestors, and their descendants have to worship
their ancestors in Japan's burial system. However, the number of Japanese
people who don’t want to be constrained by such traditional values is increasing.
Among them, tree burial has been a trend. Tree burial is said to be a new modern
burial method. And an image of returning to nature is said to match with the
Japanese view of religion since the middle ages. However, as a custom, tree
planting on graves has been widely conducted in Japan.

In this paper, I will first report the factual situation of modern tree burial. Then,
I will suggest the cases of "tree planting on graves" and "stupa with treetops"
that has been performed as Japanese folk rituals. I will explore the religious
meaning of trees through narratives related to "graves and trees." Finally, I will
consider the Japanese belief in trees by positioning the modern tree burial in the
historical lineage of the Japanese "graves and trees".

I will conclude that the trees planting on graves is a tool to connect this world
with another world as in the Japanese belief in another world (Pure Land). The
soul is going back and forth between this world and the other world through
trees.

In modern times, not many Japanese believed in another world. However,
even among those who don’t believe in the other world, tree burial is especially
trending as a symbol that the soul continues to live in this world through the
vitality of trees.





