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Wooden Tablets Excavated at the Yashiro Sites

The Yashiro sites are located at Amenomiya, Koshoku City, Nagano Prefecture. They are situated at latitude 36
degrees 33 minutes north and longitude 138 degrees 8 minutes east. The sites are distributed over a natural bank

formed by the Chikuma River, which flows north of the sites.

The Nagano Prefectural Center for Archaeological Operations conducted rescue excavation before construction of the
Joshinetsu Expressway proceeded. The excavation began in April 1991, and was completed in December 1994. We
found archaeological remains and features buried at depths from ten centimeters to eight meters underground.

Between layers containing cultural remains there are layers of flood sand in which cultural remains are absent.

This report covers 126 wooden tablets (mokkan) recovered at a survey area directly under a cliff, an area we call
“Sector 6”. In ancient times the Chikuma River ran through this survey area, but the river was subsequently buried
and had been reduced to a stream by the late seventh century. To the north rice paddies were opened. From about
the middle of the seventh century, people began throwing wooden tablets, wooden implements, pottery and animal
bones and antlers into the survey area. A cult distinguished by it’s use of wooden ritual objects also seems to have

operated there.

Wooden tablets dating from the late seventh century to the mid - ninth century were found in layers. Typologically
speaking they include documentary tablets (monjo mokkan), shipping tags (tsukefuda), tablets used for writing practice

(shiisho mokkan), and tablets used for ritual purposes (saishi mokkan).

1. Wooden tablets dating from the late seventh to early eighth century were excavated from what are termed layers
five (deepest) and four correspondent with the layers of adjacent rice paddies (daigosuidentaioso, daiyonsuidentaidso).
But a tablet that has aroused significant interest is Mokkan #46, which was unearthed from the third layer and bears
the date “Iichanen,” (ZHA) or 665. It is the oldest known wooden tablet that has been excavated outside the
precincts of a royal palace, such as those at Fujiwara. Other early tablets include Mokkan #13, which bears the date
“Bojutsunen,” (KE4F) or 698, and Mokkan #10, which witnesses existence of an official weaving operation and

identifies male weavers, or nunote, (#iF) by name.

2. Wooden tablets evidencing operation of the district - village (gun - #i) hierarchical system of provincial administra-
tion between 701 and 715 were mostly excavated from the fourth layer. Among them, the texts of two tablets include
the character “fu” (%), denoting an official order as specified in the Law on Official Communications (Kushiki - ryé)
of the ritsuryé codes. One was a provincial order (kokufu) (#15) addressed by officials at the provincial headquarters
of shinano to the chieftains of Sarashina (Minochi,Takai and Hanishina) District. Another is a district order (gur’tpu)
addressed to the head (richd) of Amarube Village (r;) (#16).

3. Wooden tablets evidencing operation of the district - township - village (gun - go - ri) hierarchy of provincial adminis-
tration between 715 and 740 were found mostly in the third layer. Besides the increase in shipping tags, two other
types of tablets are conspicuous. Mokkan #60 suggests that there was a military unit in the area and Mokkan #114 is
an order addressed collectively to the township (go) head of Yashiro and village heads from the district chief (gunji) of
Hanishina District. Clearly, the placename “Yashiro” was in use in the first half of the eighth century. Scholars have
also been intrigued by the fact that after use such tablets were carved into pieces with a knife to guard against

repeated use.

Excavation of such early wooden tablets far from distant palace precincts in Yamato is unusual and of great
significance. Analysis of these tablets is deepening our understanding of lifeway and provincial administration in
ancient Nagano, once known as Shinano - no - kuni, or Shinano province. In 1998 a full report discussing features
and artifacts from the Yashiro sites will be published. Therein more contextualized evaluation of texts of wooden
tablets will proceed against the background of fuller archaeological research.

(Kyoko Mizusawa with Joan R. Piggott)
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