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The Emergence of Portraits of the Deceased in the Modern Era and
Representations of the Dead: Votive Pictures and Portraits in
Chosen-ji Temple, Miyamori Village, Iwate Prefecture
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The Emergence of Portraits of the Deceased in the Modern Era and
Representations of the Dead: Votive Pictures and Portraits in Chosen-ji
Temple, Miyamori Village, Iwate Prefecture

Yamapa Shinya

This paper examines the significance of death in the modern era using representations of
the deceased in the form of votive pictures and portraits and considers their association with
the process of the formation of the nation state. It looks specifically at changes in the custom of
dedicating pictures of the dead to a temple in the central part of Iwate Prefecture.

In this region, which straddles the Kitakami River Basin containing Morioka City and
Hanamaki City as well as the Tono region, from the latter part of the Edo period through the
beginning of the Meiji period the dedication of large wooden plaques as a way of worshipping
the dead became very popular. These wooden plaques depict images of an ideal afterlife and
the drawings of a number of dead people and were made for the purpose of praying for the
repose of the souls of the dead in the next world. What is more, they were offered to pray for
the souls of those who died as a result of unfortunate circumstances, as suggested by the many
pictures of children and young and middle-age people. There are also examples of the succes-
sive deaths of members of the same household.

In the latter part of the Meiji period, however, different motifs from traditional wooden
plaques were adopted, and this custom of wooden plaques came to be replaced by portraits of
the deceased. This shift is particularly noticeable in the case of those who served in the army.
Their commemorative pictures took on a composition similar to that found in official portraits of
the emperor, portraits of national figures and photographs and portraits of the war dead.

This new style of representation using a photographic or painted portrait was not founded
solely on memories of this world, but also symbolized a shift from gazing at the deceased who
died in unfortunate circumstances to turning attention to the deceased who had been honored
for virtuous deeds. In contrast, photographs themselves came to be used as life-like representa-
tions of the dead. This change to photographs and portraits has multiple meanings. We may
conclude that during the process of the formation of the nation state in the modern era, the
forms in which the dead were represented changed considerably due to their association with

the worship of the war dead, which also altered the significance of death.
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