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 To commemorate Japan’s Meiji Emperor, who passed away in 1912, a new memorial shrine 

was set up in Tokyo. The essence of a Japanese shrine is in the buildings but also in the sacred, eternal 

forest around it. However, making such a forest anew was without precedent. 

In April 1915 a committee of specialists was appointed, and among its members we find 

forestry specialists who had studied in Germany, where forestry aesthetics was blended with a 

thorough insight into technical aspects of sowing, planting, maintaining trees, and harvesting. Novel, 

Western science was imported to Japan, but there were in fact many vernacular and traditional 

elements in the project too. Extensive forestry politics and woodland management had formed part of 

society’s realities already for centuries. The early nineteenth century had seen a serious degradation in 

forest land all over Japan. In the east and north of the country, in the mid nineteenth century, most 

intensive and high-grade management efforts in replanting forests were made not far from Tokyo. 

Besides, the woodland landscape outside Tokyo was lauded in literature of the times too: upland 

forests were seen as a meaningful and glorious landscape, within the lines of international literary 

naturalism. 

Practically speaking, for the new shrine, the trees needed to stand the rather dry soil 

conditions, as the 73hectares site was on an upland plain. Not very demanding deciduous species were 

to be mixed with many evergreen conifers and broad-leaved trees, but also shrubs. It would result in 

deep shade and hardly any wind at ground level. Fallen leaves would not be blown away, but settle, 

decompose, and nourish the soil. Such was the vision for a sacred, eternal forest. In a process of trial 

and error, the design for the forest was set up as a system of plant layers. To the layers, dimensions of 

time were added. A pioneer, a formative, and a climax stage were foreseen in the development of the 

forest. The pioneer stage was planned for the first fifty years. The middle stage of forest was projected 

to be completed in a hundred years. The climax was foreseen at hundred and fifty years. The climax 

forest should be self-regenerating through natural seedlings and the accumulation of humus. In the 

planning, the size of the trees was important too. Pioneering pine trees should have a height of ten to 

twenty meters. Below the pines, Chamaecyparis had to be planted as trees of about eight meters. Low 

oaks and camphor trees for under-planting were anticipated to provide the last and climax stage after a 

century and a half. This climax group was again divided into two sub-layers as a set of trees of initially 

about four meters tall, and a lowest layer of saplings of a meter or so. This strategy is fully developed 

in 1921 as a sketch by Hongo Takanori proves. This is well before the activities of Reinhold Tüxen on 

plant sociology and planning of the 1930s that became epoch-making and influential in landscape 

architecture after the war. 

Meiji Shrine has today an impressive urban Stadtwald, mostly including Zelkova serrata, 

Quercus myrsinifolia, and Castanopsis sieboldii in the top canopy; and Eurya japonica and Aucuba 

japonica in the lower layers. It’s all rooted in traditional knowledge of the forest. 
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