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Plantation and Utilization of Toxicodendron vernicifluum and Castanea 
crenata in the Japanese Archipelago during the Jomon Period

NOSHIRO Shuichi, YOSHIKAWA Masanobu and SASAKI Yuka 

     Archaeobotanical studies carried out in Japan during the last thirty years have shown that, at least 

in central to northeastern Honshu, people carried out a sophisticated management of plant resources 

around their settlements since the early Jomon period starting at ca. 7000 years ago. This management 

system was centered on a native chestnut species, Castanea crenata, and an introduced lacquer tree, 

Toxicodendron vernicifluum, and people used the fruits and wood of chestnut trees and the lacquer, 

fruits, and wood of lacquer trees extensively by maintaining their resources around their settlements. 

However, plant remains of these two species occur quite dif ferently around Jomon sites. Wood 

remains of chestnut trees occur commonly from central to northeastern Honshu to southwestern 

Hokkaido at 406 sites, whereas those of lacquer trees occur sparingly in central to northeastern 

Honshu at 35 sites. At respective sites where both trees occur, wood remains and pollen of chestnut 

trees usually occur 10 to 100 times as common as those of lacquer trees. To examine reasons for this 

discrepancy in the occurrences of these two trees at Jomon sites in spite of the common occurrence 

of lacquerware in central to northeastern Honshu, three hypotheses were tested. The first hypothesis 

postulated that settlements with lacquer tree plantations were far fewer than those with chestnut tree 

plantations during the Jomon period. The second hypothesis postulated that the more inland location 

of lacquer tree plantations than that of chestnut tree plantations, that was away from the depositional 

sites of plant remains, hindered the preservation of lacquer tree remains and the detection of the 

existence of lacquer trees around Jomon settlements. The third hypothesis postulated that the amount 

of lacquer tree resources was usually far less than that of chestnut trees at usual Jomon settlements. 

The analysis supported the second hypothesis most positively, but the first hypothesis also had some 

importance in relation to settlement characteristics at the regional level.
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