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Mark Michael Rowe emphasizes that his text will covers several themes: (1) the 
way in which Japanese Buddhists care for the dead; (2) how social, economic, 
political and religious factors have impacted on funerary practice through the 
twentieth century; and (3) ‘Eternal Memorial’ graves. Furthermore, key to Rowe’s 
starting point is the notion that whilst studying funerary Buddhism one should 
not forget the considerable financial benefits to both priest and temple (p. 8). 
Rowe underlines this by stating, ‘the present study seeks not merely to counter 
the prevailing emphasis on doctrine with thick descriptions of temple life …’ but 
rather looks to provide clear and valid ethnographic data. This becomes para-
mount within the context of Japan where, the author underlines, Buddhism is 
considered a collection of doctrines, while ritual praxis, including that of funer-
ary Buddhism, is considered a ‘traditional’ and integral part of Japanese life, 
rather than ‘religious’. The scope of this research becomes apparent very early 
on in the text when it is noted that the study is not limited to what occurs inside 
the temple walls but seeks to be more wholly inclusive of funerary practices (p. 9). 

Rowe’s research for Bonds of the Dead, in which he assumed the role of partici-
pant ethnographer, took place over an eighteen-month period from mid-2003 
to the end of 2004 (p. 10). The introduction opens with a scene of the author, as 
a member of his wife’s family, attending the ancestral grave with both his wife 
and son. As a point of departure into this fascinating exploration of mortuary 
Buddhism, Rowe remarks that the dead are seen to long for conversation with 
living relatives (p. 2). Rowe presents beautiful descriptions of the way in which his 
son cares for the grave and then, with an exaggerated gesture, brings his hands 
together and bows; he then privately converses with his dead relatives, whom he 
might never have met, about his life, situation, hopes, and dreams. 

Chapter one, ‘The “Death” of Japanese Buddhism’, seeks to provide the reader 
with an overview of the history of funerary Buddhism within Japan. This chap-
ter specifically deals with key historical factors that underpin the remainder of 
Rowe’s analysis. These include the history of the Buddhist sect/laity interaction 
and the formation of temple/family relationships, and the Meiji-period edicts 
issued in an attempt to dissociate Buddhism from Shinto praxis – a Japanese 
governmental measure to seek to advance Shinto to the role of state religion. 

Chapter two, ‘Avoiding Abandonment’, firstly introduces the concept of 
muen, which Rowe describes as ‘a multivalent term that encapsulates the fears 
of Japanese who do not have graves, as well as those who lack relatives to main-
tain their graves into the future’ (p. 44). It is this concept of muen that underlies 
the entirety of the chapter, as well as the remainder of the text. Japan is a small 
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country, in terms of landmass, so space is at a premium, and it is difficult to find a 
gravesite. Rowe notes that, for example, a family cannot buy a gravesite, but rents 
the site from the temple; once the yearly fee is no longer paid, the site is returned 
to the temple and the remains of the individual interned there are moved to a 
collective ossuary. One of the major elements of Rowe’s study is the exploration 
of the development of new funerary practices, one of the most interesting devel-
opments being the ‘Eternal Memorial’ graves (eitai kuyōbo). These small graves 
are built almost on top of each other but come into their own when considering 
that it might not be possible for family members to visit to pay respects; the ser-
vices included in this complex thus include ‘the gravestone, engraving, the rights 
to the plot, and memorial service throughout the year’ (p. 57). Rowe notes that, 
unlike his family at the beginning of the book who visit their ancestors’ graves 
where possible, the confined nature of these graves ‘reinforce the impression 
that these graves are not meant to be visited’ (p. 58) – which is at odds with tra-
ditional Japanese Buddhist ancestor worship. 

Chapter three, ‘Challenging the Status Quo – Myōkōji’, seeks to explore two 
major themes in relation to the Eternal Memorial graves introduced in the pre-
vious chapter: the societal issues such as space, hierarchy and gender, and the 
innovative methods that have since been seen within temple funerary Buddhism. 
The Annon (‘Peace and Tranquility’) system, discussed at great length within this 
chapter, is sold in a package to individuals, and includes ‘the cost of the grave, 
maintenance, and communal memorial services…’ (p. 75). The Annon system is 
different to other forms of temple Buddhism in which participants would have 
to be members of an affiliated household (danka) to be buried at the temple; the 
Annon system allows lineage-members to be buried together. Once again, within 
this system, when the money is not paid, the interned are moved into a commu-
nal ossuary, with a collective ceremony for the deceased that are interned there. 
As Rowe notes, the ‘creation of Annon [came] in response to the demographic 
and social changes in post-war Japan’ (p. 110) and offered the Japanese an alter-
native to more traditional methods of burial for individuals, for example, that 
will have no further lineage (such as unmarried women of families with only 
female children). 

Chapter four, ‘Limited Connections – Tōchōji,’ studies a Sōtō Zen temple 
in Tokyo, which Rowe describes as having one of the most successful Eternal 
Memorial graveyards in Japan (p. 112). It holds over 10,000 graves, a staggering 
number which would have been impossible if attempting to bury individuals in 
a more traditional manner. All of these burial sites were taken in just over eight 
years (p. 112) – and individuals, rather than becoming danka-members of the 
temple, actually gain a membership to a burial society, known in this case as En 
No Kai. Rather than reverence being focused around family ties, here it is focused 
on  community ties; for example, the temple requests that, prior to individuals 
visiting their relatives, they first give an offering at the central altar which is 
dedicated to all those interned within the site who might never receive visitors 
(p. 117).

Chapter five, ‘Scattering Ashes’, explores the somewhat contentious practice, 
within modern Japan, of scattering ashes. Rowe notes that, ‘despite the fact that 
more than 99 percent of all Japanese are cremated today, scattering is still a very 
recent and controversial practice’ (p. 154); arguably, this is mainly due to the idea 
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of the polluting nature of the dead that is found in Japanese culture. Rowe notes 
that 70 per cent of surveyed individuals felt that ashes had no place being scat-
tered in public locations or in places where fishing or farming was conducted (p. 
176). Within this chapter Rowe charts the recent history of cremation practice 
within Japan, beginning in 1991 with the scattering of the ashes of a woman who 
had committed suicide. This ‘nature funeral’ was organised by the Grave-Free 
Promotion Society, the aim of which is not to reduce the reverence for or memo-
rialising of the deceased, but to provide families with a more flexible approach 
to memorial. Ashes that are scattered, for example, allow the families to provide 
a memorial to their ancestors in any place of nature. 

Chapter six, ‘Sectarian Researchers and the Funeral Problem’, explores the 
more conceptual issues in relation to funerary Buddhism, and, moreover, looks to 
explore the way in which viewing it, and issues related to it,  can be seen to artic-
ulate the greater social issues and future of Japanese Buddhism more generally. 

In conclusion, Mark Rowe’s Bonds of the Dead provides a fascinating account 
of mortuary Buddhism in contemporary Japan. By tracing its history and recent 
development in Japan, Rowe has provided an insightful analysis of both funeral 
practices and their wider Buddhist context. Rowe’s Bonds of the Dead would make 
an insightful and fascinating addition to any institution’s collection and would 
provide both academic and interested individual a chance to understand Japanese 
Buddhism further. 


