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How to Value Death: Consideration on Changes of the Funeral Altar

YAMADA Shinya

This paper tries to consider how to value death today through the form of funeral altars. The fu-
neral used to be held at one’s home, and after a ceremony of carrying out the coffin, people
formed a funeral procession toward a temple or to a graveyard, where the dead body was to be
buried or cremated after another ceremony. That is to say, there were respective ceremonies to
each situation, which were held transferring one place to another. In the course, funeral neces-
saries were mainly for funeral processions, rather than for other rituals.

After the Taisho era, funeral processions were abandoned in urban areas such as Tokyo. On
the contrary, the ceremony of bidding farewell at the deceased person’s house gained ground,
and people began to use altars. At that time, altars were covered with white cloth, and until
middle of the 1960’, altars were covered with white or gold brocade cloth. The cloth covered al-
tars were simple, on top of which were several articles such as the five Buddhist altar fittings, a
lantern, a miniature mortuary chapel, a footed offering tray; they did not rouse any image as a
whole.

When altars became covered with carved long boards, the steps of the altar became de-
signed wholeheartedly. Moreover, the ornamental palanquin on the top stair became palatial,
thus the altar was as a whole designed to recall the Buddhist Elysian fields. As the coffin is laid
in front of the altar, there creates ritual space as if the deceased arrived at the next world.

On the other hand, natural flower altars are frequently used in large-scaled funerals. The fu-
neral by a group, company funerals or funerals by non-profit organizations among others, fre-
quently uses a group symbol or a meritorious deed of the deceased as an emblem in the altar. In
case of an individual funeral, not only a meritorious deed but also a hobby or a favorite thing of
the deceased can be used as a motif. As mentioned above, the funeral altar originally did not
have motifs, but altars like the ones decorated with natural flowers positively pursue signifi-
cance of motifs. In one way the deceased is not treated as a dead body completely different from
the one while alive, but is represented with the course one has followed before one’s death.
There is a tendency in the funeral to value death in conjunction with antemortem life rather

than postmortem life.

key words: funeral ritual, death, funeral procession, funeral outfit, funeral altar
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