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Radiocarbon Dating of Buddhist Sutras

Yasukazu YOSHIZAWA'

Abstract

The radiocarbon ages of seven old sutras were measured by using Tandetron at
Nagoya University. The hand-copied complete collection of Buddhist Sutras and the
xylographic ones are owned by the Shinto Shrine “Mitsuki-Hachimangu” in Mihara,
Hiroshima Prefecture. Three samples were taken from three fragments of the hand-
copied sutras, and one sample from a fragment of the xylographic sutras. In addition,
the ages of five sutras, which had dates when we obtained them, were measured by the
same method. These five sutras are taken from our collection in which the ages of
sutras are known. Small samples were taken from the five collected sutras.

The measured *C ages of three fragments of the hand-copied sutras are BP 795 %26,
703223 and 87415, and the "“C age of the xylographic sutras is BP 559+49.
These values were transformed to AD ages by using the radiocarbon age calibration
curve. Calibrated ages are AD 1260"®,, 1292*° and 1186'* ; for the hand-copied
sutras, and AD 1405, for the xylographic sutras. The ages of three fragments of the
hand-copied sutra in the shrine are different from each other beyond uncertainties.

The measured "C ages of two oldest sutras, which are dated on the Tenpyo period
(AD 729-766), are BP 1229+43 and 1230%35.  The ages are transformed into AD
786" ,, and 786™' ;. The agreement between observed ages of two Tenpyo sutras is
very good, but these values do not agree with the dated ages. The "*C ages of other
three sutras with the dated ages of AD 1158, 1285 and 1410 are BP 895+74, 738 =50
and 505+53, respectively. These ages are calibrated to be AD 1166™ ,,, 1284*'2 .
and 1428'",,, respectively. The ages of the three sutras are in good agreement with
the dated ages.

In conclusion, the hand-copied sutras seem to have been written in many years from
the end of the Heian period to the Kamakura period. The xylographic sutra was
printed at the beginning of the Muromachi period. The measured ages of three dated
sutras are in good agreement with the dated ages. This fact shows that our dating is
good and the calibration curve is applicable to the dating of old Japanese paper in this
region. But the agreement between our dating result and dated age is not good enough
in the Tenpyo period.

*Professor emeritus of Hiroshima University.
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