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Production Techniques of Wooden Combs of Ancient Japan

OHKUMA Hisataka

This paper attempts to reconstruct the production techniques of wooden combs of ancient Japan. The focus of this
paper is on combs of horizontal type that appeared in the early Kofun period (late third to fourth centuries, A.D.) , as
opposed to combs of slender, vertical type that had appeared much earlier. Those of the horizontal type continued be-
ing used till the present day. The comb teeth of the middle Kofun period (fifth century) and after were so fine that the
technique to saw the comb teeth was very advanced even from the present perspective.

In order to reconstruct this advanced technique of the wooden comb production, the author has investigated not only
complete artifacts of combs but also fragmentary artifacts, as well as unfinished product that was discovered at the
Fusuma site in Kusatsu City, Shiga Prefecture. In particular the author has carefully observed minute traces of tools
applied to the comb surface.

The author has gained important insight into a system of the comb production and distribution from ethnographic
fieldwork the author has conducted at Yabuhara, Kiso Village, southwestern Nagano Prefecture where wooden combs
are produced with traditional techniques even now and in Kaizuka City, southern Osaka Prefecture where the largest
number of wooden combs are produced in Japan.

As a result, the production goes through the processes of the acquisition of material (wood) , shaping, sawing the
teeth, and polishing. It is highly likely that the edge of less than one millimeter was adopted to saws used for the comb

production.

KEYWORDS:

Ancient Japan, wooden craft, comb production.
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