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M Fig. |a. Disassembled katana.

M Fig. 2. Fittings for the tachi
are often ornamental, as many
were ceremonial and given as
gifts among high-ranking

samurai.

B Fig. 3. Mr. Kawachi
Kunihira, a 15th generation

sword maker, at work.
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and sought-after. Each of these craftsmen strives to
produce work with a technical perfection where
visual composition, subtlety, and infinite attention
to details leave the viewer in awe. While collectors
often concentrate on the various sword accessories,
here, we'll focus on the sword itself. The manufacture
of the sword can be broken down into six general
processes (although some scholars would delineate
many more). Please note that this represents only a

glimpse into the sword making process.

1. Producing traditional steel
Today, the sword-steel (tamahagane) is jointly
produced almost exclusively by a partnership
involving Hitachi Metals, the Japanese
government, and the NBTHK (the Nihon Bijutsu
Token Hozon Kyokai or Society for the
Preservation of Japanese Art Swords) in Yokota, a
small town in Shimane prefecture. In this process,
iron ore contained within dark brown or black
sand is smelted in a clay furnace, using charcoal as
fuel as well as reducing agent. The liberated iron

then combines with more carbon to form steel

. S
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alloys. Carefully controlling the carbon content,
homogeneity, crystallinity, and other factors
allows the raw steel to achieve the quality needed
for sword steel.

Some sword smiths still operate a forge (tatara)
within the confines of their smithies to produce
their own steel. Producing tamahagane on such a
small scale is, however, quite difficult and has

become rare.

2. Forge-folding the steel

After the raw steel is hammered out and sorted,
the smith refines the steel by forge-folding
(tanren), a process similar to kneading dough (fig.
3). It is a common misconception that Japanese
swords are folded thousands of times. In reality,
the jacket steel is folded ten to fifteen times. This
results in multiple layers being doubled with each
fold. The grain (jihada) displayed by the surface
steel may therefore consist of thousands of layers —
not folds. In most blades, these layers can be seen

by the naked eye when a blade has been well






B Fig. 5. The numerous steps in creating a sword from

humble iron-bearing sand.
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B Fig. 6a & 6b. The process of finish polishing (shiage-t5gi) by

moving finger stones over the blade.

M Fig. 7. The ken is a straight, double-edged sword of
ancient Chinese design. It holds importance in esoteric
Buddhist ritual, but also plays a role in Shinto

ceremonies.

Courtesy of the Herr collection
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M Fig. 12. Temperline patterns
(hamon).

Images courtesy of Abe Kazunori
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M Fig. |2a. Straight waves M Fig. 12b. Irregular waves M Fig. 12c. Bamboo curtain M Fig. 12d. Mottled B Fig. |2e. Clove flowers
(stigiiha). (midareba). (sudareba). (hitatsura). (choji).

M Fig. 13a and b. In addition
to the hamon (temperline)
each sword features a grain
pattern in stell. Grain patterns
(hada) are one of the key
points in determining a
sword's quality and origin.

Al Herr collection
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of the exquisitely-crafted

sword fittings.







M Fig. 16. The author cleaning
the sword featured in figures |
and 10. The blade was made
in 1532 by a smith named
Katsu Michi in the town of
Mino (modern day Seki).
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must arm themselves with information, verify and

double check, and proceed with caution.

Collecting Japanese swords

However, the internet has also made communication
with real authorities much easier. Those interested
in collecting, connecting with sword experts, or
just learning more about the trade can join clubs

that publish newsletters and provide counsel.

The American branch of the NBTHK can be
contacted via their website.? The Northern
California Japanese Sword Club hosts the largest
annual sword exhibition and is also an excellent
group.’ The Japanese Sword Society of the United
States is another source of accurate and reliable
information.’

A note of caution: I know of only a handful of

legitimate sword experts in America and, by
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comparison, innumerable experts in the art of
scamming and misrepresentation. If you have
sword-related questions, | recommend contacting
Mr. Weissberg.” For sword appraisal and
polishing, I recommend Mr. Benson, who can read
and translate modern and ancient Japanese sword
smith signatures.” Top-level Japanese polisher, Abe
Kazunori, has graciously offered to assist non-
Japanese with questions about sword origin,

valuation, and polishing.” There are other reputable

experts, but | have had personal experience with

these three men as being honest and trustworthy.

In conclusion

This article offered an introductory glance into
sword connoisseurship. However, there is more to
the Japanese sword than blade types, features, and

manufacture. It is the junction where metallurgy,








