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Archaeological research of plant food consumption
in Ancient Japan

Nobuhiko Koike ", Kojiro Shiba ", Shin-ya Shoda?
YNara National Institute for Cultural Properties, > University of York

In this report, we catalogue seed and fruit remains recovered during excavations within
two capital cities in ancient Japan, dated from the 7th to 8th Centuries AD - Fujiwara and
Heijo. Plant remains were classified into 185 taxa, including 92 woody plant species and 93
herbaceous plant species. The results, detailed below, demonstrate a variety of plant uses
including cereals, vegetables, fruits, spices and oils.

Cereals: Rice (Oryza sativa L)., Barley (Hordeum vulgare L. var. nudum Hook.),
Wheat (Triticum aestivum L.), Japanese Millet (Echinochloa utilis Ohwi et Yabuno), Foxtail
Millet (Setaria italica (L.) Beauv.), Soybean (Glycine), Azuki bean (Vigna angularis),
Buckwheat (Fagopyrum esculentum Moench), Sesame (Sesamum orientale L.) and Perilla
(Perilla frutescens (L.) Britton var. japonica Hara).

Vegetables: Melon (Cucumis melo Linn.), Winter Melon (Benincasa hispida (Thunb.)
Cogn.), Eggplant (Solanum melongena L.), Mulberry (Morus), Pickerelweed (Monochoria
korsakowii Regel et Maack), Nuphar (Nuphar japonicum) and Dock (Rumex).

Fruits: Japanese Nutmeg (Torreya nucifera (L.) Siebold et Zucc.), Walnut (Juglans
mandshurica Maxim.), Peach (Prunus persica Batsch), Japanese Plum (Prunus Armeniaca
mume Sieb. et Zucc.), Prune (Prunus salicina Lindl.), Candleberry (Myrica rubura Sieb.
et Zucc.), Bramble (Rubus L.), Nashi Pear (Pyrus sp.), Akebia , Japanese Staunton vine
(Stauntonia hexaphylla (Thunb.) Decne.), Date Plum (Diospyros kaki Thunb.), Chestnut
(Castanea crenata Sieb. et Zucc.), Jujube (Ziziphus jujuba Mill. var. inermis (Runge)
Rehd.), Grapes (Vitis coignetiae Pulliat ex Planch.), Sweet Acorn (Castanopsis) and Water
Chestnut (Trapa japonica Flerov).

Spices and oily plants: Perilla (Perilla frutescens (L.) Britton var. japonica Hara),
Sesame (Sesamum orientale L.), Japanese Pepper (Zanthoxylum piperitum (L.) DC.),
Zanthoxylum schinifolium, Walnut (Juglans mandshurica Maxim.), Cephalotaxaceae
(Cephalotaxus harringtonia (Knight) K.Koch), Hemp (Cannabis sativa L.), Camelia,
Knotweed (Polygonaceae) and Kobushi Magnolia (Magnolia praecocissima Koidz.).

Although these taxa may present as environmental indicators rather than consumables
or plant based ritual offerings, written records such as Shosoin monjo or Manyoshu,
suggest these plants were mostly used as food resources. In addition, we cataloged a
variety of edible plants such as Korean Pine (Pinus koraiensis Sieb. et Zucc.), Hazelnut
(Corylus heterophylla var. thunbergii), Apricot (Prunus Armeniaca L.), Prunus, Oleaster
(Elaeagnus), Ficus nipponica and Actinidia. Considering the excavated contexts, the
remains from “fecal waste pits” comprise presumably edible and consumed plants, although
larger seeds and fruits may not be present. In this case, the assemblages from wells and
ditches are important to complement the interpretation. By integrating these data, it would
be possible to reconstruct patterns of plant consumption in the 7th-8th centuries AD, even
if we are still not sure whether all of them are for consumption or not. To conclude, the taxa
described are considered edible in the written records, and considered with the edible seeds
and fruits excavated from “fecal waste pits”, they were probably used as food.



