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LIFE AND DEATH IN A HOSPITAL: TWO PERSPECTIVES OF NURSES" PRACTICE OF
APPLYING COSMETICS TO DECEASED PATIENTS IN JAPAN

Hiroko Kawazoe
National Museum of Japanese History, Visiting Researcher
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In Japan, more than a million people die every year, and more than 80% of these people die in medical institutions.
Many institutions require nurses to perform structured postmortem care, including the application of cosmetics to the
deceased, such as foundation and lipstick to conceal the paleness of the facial color or any visible scars of the deceased.
In some hospitals, however, the nurses practice of applying cosmetics has, in principle, ceased as it has been delegated
to morticians. Post-mortem care reflects and influences the current notions about the reality of life and death. This ar-
ticle aims to present an account of post-mortem care, focusing on the nurses” practice of applying cosmetics to deceased
patients, and to comprehend the issues related to it

Firstly, the practice of applying cosmetics may mitigate the grief of both the family members and nurses. We
should go on to an even more detailed examination of the grief work for the family. In addition, it could provide the
nurses with an opportunity for self-reflection. In this regard, even though some wards have essentially eliminated the
nurses  practice of applying cosmetics, nurses have been able to express their grief by other means. This brings us to
the second issue with regard to post-mortem care: routine. Post-mortem care has the tendency of being performed
as a routine task. The nature of this work tends to suppress the need to question the present situation. As a result, the
outsourcing of postmortem care to morticians led nurses to re-examine their routine practices. Thirdly, post-mortem
care by nurses influences society. Most people have little experience of dealing with or coming to terms with a corpse.
Therefore, the application of cosmetics by nurses could perhaps mitigate the grief of the bereaved family. At the same
time, the practice enforces the notion that death denies the decline of the physical body. Lastly, post-mortem care and
the practice of applying cosmetics as a whole are linked to the fundamental issue of what constitutes nursing care.
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