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Changes in Funeral and Burial Customs and Practices
in the Okitama Area in Yamagata Prefecture :
A Follow-up Study of Tokizawa in Takahata Town
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Changes in Funeral and Burial Customs and Practices
in the Okitama Area in Yamagata Prefecture :
A Follow-up Study of Tokizawa in Takahata Town

ODAJIMA Takemi

A survey on the funeral and burial customs and practices of all the 47 prefectures in Japan
around the 1960s and 1990s was performed from FY1997 to FY1998. The results were compiled and
published as four survey reports “Collection of Materials on the Death, Funeral Rites, and Grave
Systems” by the National Museum of Japanese History in 1999. Among them, Tadashi Takeda’s field
study in Tokizawa, Takahata Town, Higashi Okitama District, Yamagata Prefecture, was used for
comparison with funeral rites conducted in 2011. This paper presents the gap between them over the
approximately 15-year term.

The funeral and burial customs of Tokizawa have changed in several respects since they were
surveyed by Takeda. For example, the washing of a dead body by close relatives was replaced by
bathing by medical staff at a hospital. The grave clothes and funeral accessories that used to be
prepared by neighborhood associations were provided by funeral directors. Moreover, the spread
of cremation turned gravediggers into mere shells of their former selves, and although the body
of the deceased used to be placed in a coffin in the morning after the vigil, the order was reversed.
The increasing involvement of funeral directors, accompanied by the proliferation of cremation,
also caused some changes in the practices of encoffination that used to be done by close relations.
Furthermore, the shift from inhumation to cremation varied the practices of burial as well as the form
of a grave. The changes in graves and cemeteries were caused not only by the above-mentioned shifts
in funeral customs but also by the changes in the sense of hygiene and the policies concerning graves,
cemeteries, and dead bodies. These factors were related to each other in a complex manner, leading

to significant variations in funeral and burial customs and practices.

Key words: funeral rite, washing of a dead body, vigil, cremation, grave
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