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Japanese Flowering
Cherry Trees

National Park Service
U.S. Department of the lnterior

National Malland Memorial Parks
Washington, D.C.
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Beyond Blossoms
This year, 20t2, marks the one hundredth year since Japanese

flowering cherry trees first graced the National Mall. The National

Cherry Blossom Festival began in L935 and is now one of the

largest annual public events hosted by the United States.

Over one million people are expected to attend. Much of

this popularity stems from the historical significance of

these trees. Gifts from Tokyo, the cherry trees symbolize

friendship between Japan and the United States. Some

interpret the trees as representing friendships between

all peoples.

Though primarily ambassadors from Japan, the cherry

trees are also ambassadors of nature itself, reminding

us of our connection to the earth. They symbolize both

endurance and age, while the clouds of blossoms embody

the bounty of nature. The blossoming trees signal the arrival

of spring, evoking thoughts of awakening and rebirth. They

are also enjoyed simply for their beauty.

\il/hile Americans commonly associate the blossoms with rebirth, the

Japanese often connect the blossoms with death, recognizing their true beauty when the petals fall.
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Washington Monument
Poets cited:

Saigyo Hoshi (1 1 1B - 1 190)
Japanese Buddhist monk famous for poetry

Ariwara no Narihira (825 - BB0)

Japanese nobleman and poet
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blossoms with rebirth, the

death, recognizing their true beauty when the petals fall.

Beyond metaphors of life and death,

Japanese culture links the blossoms

with concepts as different as feminine

mystique and the code of the warrior,

and as complex as the interplay between

youth's vigor and the wisdom of old age.

"Cherry blossoms and trees," wrote

Jap ane s e the ologian Awazuhara Atsushi,

"will remind of ambiguous images in

which opposites make a pair." \fith such

diverse meanings, the cherry blossoms

have something to offer everyone.

Little wonder that we are drawn to the

Japanese flowering cherry trees.

About the cover poem:

The cover poem may surprise some

people because it is not an upbeat

affirmation of the cherry blossoms'

beauty. Instead, the poem recognizes the

conflict between the charm of beauty

and the knowledge of its loss.
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Ancient Tradition
For centuries, different philosophies and traditions have

influenced and reinterpreted the Japanese flowering cherry

trees, or sakwra. Tiacing their cultural significance through

the ages reveals that cherry blossoms have held a special

allure for a surprisingly long time.

Many people cite the connection between the cherry

blossoms and the samurai as the root meaning of the cherry

blossoms. The samurai adopted cherryblossoms as a symbol

of their warrior caste in the 16th century, indicating that the

warriors' Iife, like the existence of the blossoms, could be

glorious, but brief. However, the cultural significance of the

cherry blossoms has far deeper roots.

Long before the samurai association with cherry blossoms,

there was already a Japanese word for cherry blossom

viewing - hanami.Japanese nobility began holding hanami

parties in the 9th century. The nobility imported the practice

of hanami from China where it had focused on viewing

plum blossoms. Plum trees flower earlier than cherry trees,

the flower is more complex, and the fruit is edible, unlike

that of the flowering cherry trees. Despite this, within a

centuryJapanese flowering cherry trees replaced plum trees Thomas Jefferson Memorial
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Japanese Stone Lantern

as the focus of

hanami. This rapid switch occurred because the Japanese already

possessedafar more ancient reverence for sakwratrees.

into Japan, and with it practices and beliefs referred

to as "rice culture." In this rice culture, the sakwra

blossoms were believed to be the houses of the

rice harvest gods. The arrival of the blossoms

and their duration guided planting and augured

the bounty of the harvest. The word sakwra is thought to be

derived from sagami, "God of the Rice Fields," and kwra,

meaning "seat, storehouse or vessel." In ancient times, people

would entice the rice gods from the sakura blossoms with

sake, food, and dancing, strikingly similar to our modern

cherry blossom festivities. This philosophy, ancient as it

is, appears to have origins that extend even deeper into

the past. Though sakurabecame entwined with the mythos

of rice culture and the ancient religions of magic, archeological

evidence reveals that cherry trees were already seen as divine even

in the prehistoric hunting cultures of 13,000 years ago, and may be

as old as 30,000 years.

\flhen you come to view the Japanese flowering cherry trees,

you are engaging in the 1000 year old practice of hananti.

You are connecting with an even older rite that existed long

before hanarni. You are sharing a tradition that has been

reinterpreted by the ancient philosophies of Buddhism,

Thoism, Confucianism, and Shintoism, /et predates

them all. You are connected to distant ancestors by an

unbroken thread stretching back to the Stone Age.

Approximately 2000 years ago, rice farming was introduced
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