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Tomb as Memory Storage Medium and Change of Tombstone Materials :
A Study on the Grave System in Contemporary Okinawa
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Tomb as Memory Storage Medium and Change of Tombstone Materials :
A Study on the Grave System in Contemporary Okinawa

OcH1 Ikuno

Today, the environment and situations around Okinawan grave system are changing dramatically.
Graves have changed as migration of people to main island of Okinawa and the urbanization of it
progressed after 1945. Senkotsu(cleansing the bones of the dead) practice became extinct due to rapid
increase of cremation and it led to smaller tombs. Concrete made it possible to build tombs on flat
land, instead of digging into slope ground and the shape of graves changed greatly. Graves became
object of governmental management due to the birth of common grave from the urban planning of
the 1950’ and the application of Act Concerning Graveyard, Grave, etc. of Japan at the time of the
Reversion of Okinawa. As the economy developed in the 80’s, Japanese gravestone dealers started
business in Okinawa. Okinawa’s grave has changed not only its shape but also its location over the
years. People, who migrated to the urban areas of the main island of Okinawa after the WWII, brought
their graves that are essential to their religious practice of ancestral ritual to their new homeland.
There are people who have even brought their ancestors’ remains from the original graves. As people
migrate, graves migrate. However, the changes in religious practice of people and recognition of
graves associated with it are not studied or discussed well by existing grave system studies or grave
feng shui studies.

In this paper, I would like to discuss grave construction of migrants from Yaeyama and northern
region of main island to urban areas of modern Okinawa as case studies. The change in the grave
system of modern Okinawa will be discussed by focusing on the changes of building materials for
tombs: How new building materials were introduced, how they were used, how they transformed

while functioning as tombs.

Key words: Urbanization, Family Grave, Cemetery, Memories, Homeland
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