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Masahisa Yamapa : Compilation of Literature on Archaeological Wooden
Remains in Japan— History of Human-Plant Relationship from the
Point of Timber Economy and Species Selection
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Abstract Recent increase of large-scale archaeological excavations in Japan, especially of lowland sites, led to
discovery of huge amount of wooden remains. Research of these remains clarified progress in manufacturing
technique, creation and refinement of wooden artifacts, and characteristic species selection for respective purposes.
General view of wood utilization in the Japanese history has however not yet been obtained because of the limited
scope or coverage in the previous reports. Here I compiled nearly 4000 reports of archaeological wooden remains
from ca. 3000 sites on a common standard, and drew the over-all picture of human-plant relationship from the Jomon
Period up to the Edo Era, and discussed the cultural and economic background that led to the tremendous wide-
ranging use of wooden material in the Japanese culture.

Trees had several phases of human relationship such as supply of food or material for tools, timber, fuel wood,
etc., and this relationship had periodic and regional characteristics. This multi-layered interaction changed
progressively as people’s demand for wooden material increased, their collection area extended from neighbouring
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forests to high mountain ones, and wood or timber economy developed.

Comparison of the total and regional use of wooden resources in Japan has clarified the following points.

1. Conifers such as Pinus, Abies, Cryptomeria japonica and Chamaecyparis, and broad-leaved trees such as Castanea
crenata, Castanopsis, Quercus sect. Prinus, Q. sect. Aegilops, Q. subgen. Cyclobalanopsis were much used through the
periods. These taxa have a thick straight trunk excelling in cleavability, and their availability in the surrounding
forests was high. Broad-leaved trees supply both food and timber to ancient people, and were employed mostly for
timber since the introduction of rice cultivation, but were reduced into fuel wood when commercial conifers replaced
their timber supply.

2. Composition of these commonly used taxa changed at about 2500 years ago, from strong preference for Castanea
crenata to multiple selection among the above broad-leaved and coniferous trees, and between 11th and 12th century
A. D., to restricted use of Cryptomeria japonica— Chamaecyparis — Pinus subgen. Diploxylon reflecting distribution of
commercial timber. The latter change into conifer employment were detected in bowls or sandals between 8-11th
century A. D., and became manifest in building or construction timber between 12-15th century A. D.

3. Several trees and shrubs had restricted use through the periods, and usually showed regional or periodic fluctua-
tions : Cephalotaxus for bows and bowls, Q. subgen. Cyclobalanopsis, Q. sect. Prinus for hoes and spades, Distylium
and Buxus for combs, Fagus, Zelkova, Prunus and Aesculus for bowls, and Morus, Camellia, Cleyera, Eurya and
Daphniphyllum for various tools.

4. Fluctuations in the number of material taxa reflected the enlargement of the source area of material wood, and
progressive availability of commercial timber proportional to the development of timber economy. The decrease
in Q. subgen. Cyclobalanopsis, Q. sect. Prinus and shrubby taxa between 12~15th century A. D. was the direct result
of the establishment of such timber economy.

This compilation is the proof of the long and deep interaction of Japanese people with their native forest, and
is the basis for the future research in human-plant relationship in Japan, where ‘wood culture’ was the mainstay in
the daily life until the end of World War I
Key Words : Archaeological wooden remains, Human-plant relationship, Timber economy, Species selection,
Economic activities
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