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Grave and Cemetery Regulations in a Modern City Since the 1880s:

The Modernization of the Grave System in Sapporo
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How did grave and cemetery regulations in Japan change during the great period of
modernization and urbanization? In the early Meiji period, the government tried to apply the
law of cemeteries in the Shinto style, but its efforts ended in failure. Later, in the 1880s, the
main aim of the law shifted to the arrangement of cemeteries in modern cities. This study
elucidates the establishment and development of the grave system, based on government
documents, newspaper articles, and so on, and then analyzes the case of Sapporo. During the
initial settlement of Sapporo, the cemeteries fell to ruin. The government found this situation
problematic, so it built new co-burial cemeteries to encourage people to settle permanently.
Eventually, by the mid Meiji period, with the improvements in the lives of settlers, those who
were middle and upper class actively began using these hygienic Western cemeteries for their
dead and managing the cemeteries on their own. Moreover, they even built their own tombs to
manifest their success, which were gigantic, several meters high. Thus, it is possible to say that
the city-dwellers who adopted the modern style contributed to the popularization of the modern

system of cemeteries at the core of ancestor worship.
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