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Dendrochronology and Historical Research

MrrsuTaNI Takumi

Dating using dendrochronology, for which many historical researchers had long been waiting,
was established by The National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, Nara in 1985. There are
four main trees to which dendrochronology can be applied: Japanese cypress (Chamaecyparis ob-
tusa), Japanese cedar (Cyptomeria japonica), Japanese umbrella pine (Sciadopitys verticillata) and
Hiba (Thujopsis dolabrata). A master chronology established for determining age dates Japa-
nese cypress as far back as 912 BC and Japanese cedar as far back as 1313 BC. Thus, it is proving
a powerful tool in the dating of various kinds of ancient cultural properties made of wood.

In the field of archaeology, in 1996 it was established that wood used for the foundations of pil-
lars of a large building at the Ikegami-sone ruins in Osaka was felled in 52 BC. This added 100
years to the existing view of the age of the wood and came as a huge shock for ai‘chaeologists.
Since then, dendrochronology has been used to date wood excavated from the Oban No. 1 site in
Hiroshima Prefecture dating from Early to Middle Yayoi and from the Uji City site in Kyoto Prefec-
ture which dates back to the middle of the Kofun period. Consequently, dendrochronol
ogy has provided information that has been invaluable for the pottery sequence cover-
ing the Yayoi through to the Kofun periods. Dendrochronology has been used with accurate results
for ancient buildings, such as the main hall (kondo), five-storied pagoda (goju-no-to) and mid-
dle gate (nakamon) at Horyu-i Temple, the main hall of Toshodai-ji Temple and the main building
of the Shosoin Repository. Its effects have been significant, with one example being the dendrochro-
nological dating of materials from the Shosoin Repository which put an end to a long-running de-

bate.
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