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Book Review

Japanese tree burial: ecology, kinship and the culture of death, by Sébastien

Penmellen Boret, Abington, Oxford, Routledge, 2014, 219 pp., $155 (hardback),

ISBN 978-0-415-51706-5 (hardback), ISBN 978-1-315-85035-1 (ebook)

This book is the culmination of the author’s five-year doctoral thesis research in Japan

supplemented by further in-country research, providing a succinct overview of existing

Japanese funerary and burial practices before exploring innovative methods of disposing

of the dead. Boret traces the creation and development of ‘Japanese Tree-Burial’ (jumo-

kusō ) by Buddhist priest Gempō Chisaka in Iwate Prefecture in 1999 which he then

contrasts with British woodland burial grounds. To briefly clarify the ambiguous title

(trees or wood are other acceptable translations of jumoku), cremated remains are

poured directly into a one-metre deep hole which is marked by the planting of a shrub

of the subscriber’s choice. Unlike many of their British counterparts, the graves at these

sites are marked by wooden plaques.

There are passages in this work of great beauty and inspiration, especially when

Boret describes the community interaction between the priest and staff of the Tree-

Burial grounds with current and potential subscribers and their creation of new rituals

to replace those previously performed at traditional temple and municipal graveyards.

The motivations of the subscribers to break with the entrenched burial practices are

examined in detail and provide an insight into an ageing society which is changing

faster than the mechanisms to accommodate the burial of the cremated remains of citi-

zens living in untraditional, non-filial family structures. Overlaid is the love of nature

which runs deep in the Japanese psyche, and the pre- and post-mortem desire of sub-

scribers to interact with nature and the work performed at these burial grounds to

rehabilitate the former commercial forests from which they are carved.

However, this work suffers from the apparent haste in turning it from a thesis into

a book. Thesis-like headings e.g. research questions, are still in place detracting from

the readability of the whole, especially for the general reader. Inadequate time was

devoted to proofreading, even at heading level. The book contains numerous

typographical errors. The reviewer is still puzzled by ‘A nouvelle vague of tree burials

and environmental ethics’ (page 5). Some word selection errors e.g. ‘interned in a

hospital’ hamper meaning. Did the author mean to imply that the hospital admission

was involuntary?

Perhaps the great weakness of the book is repetition; in the explanation of concepts

e.g. monoculture and homeless spirits (muenbotoke) and data e.g. household

composition Figures repeated in Tables 3.2 and 3.3. It would have been helpful if the

date and exchange rate was noted consistently as the prices quoted on page 90 for

traditional graves and Tree-Burial graves must be from different years or else a conver-

sion error has occurred. The use of both £ and $ on page 91 is confusing, perhaps a

typographical error.
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Overall, this book was enlightening and the issues mentioned above could be easily

corrected in the ebook edition. This research deserves to be more widely read.
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