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1. Introduction





Much has been written about Japanese swords. They have been called the spirit of Japan, the soul of the Samurai. They have


been glorified in the popular culture and in the Samurai mythos. 





Their beauty, strenght and lethal effectiveness has often been given near mythical dimensions. They are so prized by collectors,


that swords forged by famous contemporary smiths often fetch 3-5 million yen. The swords forged by masters of 14th and


15th centuries are considered priceless national treasures. 





I, however, feel that a Japanese sword is so magnificent piece of art that it does not need any of this false glory. It is one of the


finest edged weapons ever created by man, but it is also much more. 





It is a crystallised piece of tradition, history and time, born out of steel, fire and water. In a Japanese sword has been


preserved the time of it's forging and the tradition of the centuries before. It is the proof of the skill and of the life-long


dedication of the man who forged it - and of those who taught him his craft. In the quality of it's steel and in the method of it's


forging we can follow the evolution of the craft. In it's shape we can see the prevalent method of combat and in the koshirae


the aesthetic creed of it's time. 





I have tried here to give a short, informative introduction to Japanese swords and the Japanese sword arts. I have also


included a list of recommended reading and some links to some good websites. 





2. History of Japanese Swords





Oldest swords on record in Japan are the two that were sent as a present to queen Himeko from China during Wei-dynasty in


240 a.d. In 280 a.d. many more iron swords were imported from China to Japan. 





It is believed that the art of forging a steel sword came soon after from China and Korea, but the details are unknown. We do


know that in the 5th century steel swords were already made in Japan. These were of the straight, single-edged type called


chokuto. The method of hardening the steel that is so typical of Japanese swords was first used in 6th century. 





The era of the straight sword lasted untill the 8th century. Then the predominant style of warfare changed from fighting on foot


to fighting on horseback. To accomodate horseback fighting the swords became curved. These long, curved single-edged


swords were called tachi. There were many intermediate forms between chokuto and tachi. The most common of these were


kogarasumaru (a curved, two-edged sword) and kenukigatatachi. The term Nipponto or Nihonto (literally 'Japanese


sword') is usually reserved to swords with curvature. 





I will here give a brief presentation of Japanese history as far as it is relevant to evolution of the Japanese sword. 





Heian Era (794-1184)





As emperor Kammu came to power, the capital was moved from Nara to Kyoto. The whole era was characterized by the


prevalent tendency toward japanizing the Chinese influences that had came over the sea during the previous centuries. Many of


the cultural idiosyncrasies that we hold typically Japanese were born in Heian period. 





In this era was also created the method of forging a sword with hard outer surface and soft core. 





This was the era of tachi. It became customary to sign the blades. The oldest signed blade is probably one tachi forged by


Sanjo Munechika. The oldest tachi with date as well as the name of the smith engraved on the tang is from 1159 and was


made by Namihira Yukimasa. 





During the Heian era two clans, the Minamotos and the Tairas, raised in power and importance. The end of the era is marked


by the battle in Dannoura, where these two clans clashed together. 





Kamakura Era (1184-1333)





After defeating the Taira clan at Dannoura, Minamoto no Yorimoto - now the de facto ruler - moved his shogunate to


Kamakura. Emperor Gotoba, the formal ruler, remained in Kyoto. This also marked the beginning of the rule of the samurai


class. 





Kamakura became a cultural capitol, and swordsmiths from all over the country gathered there. Perhaps the most famous of


them was Masamune, one of the masters of the soshu-style. The overall style of swords became more flamboyant, more in


tune with the new-found power of the samurai. Kamakura period is often held to be the golden age of Nihon-to. 





A typical Kamakura sword was wider than before, with little difference in width between the top and bottom of the blade.


Kissaki (the point) was often of the type ikubi ('bull's neck'). 





Late in the Kamakura period came the two mongol invasions (1274 and 1281) by Kublai Khan. The encounter with the new


weapons and tactics of the mongols demonstrated some weaknesses in tachi. For example the point was easily broken and


could not be repaired. These experiences affected the desing of later swords. 





Nanpokucho Era (1334-1393)





In 1334 the samurai from the provinces started a rebellion and overthrew the shogunate with the aid of the imperial court.


Emperor Godaiko gained the control of the country, but was able to hold on to it for just two years. Ashikaga Takauji


renounced emperor Godaiko and raised emperor Komyo to power instead. Godaiko held court in Yoshino and Komyo built


his government in Kyoto. The north and south courts warred for close to 60 years. 





This continuing war raised the need for swords. As the footsoldier raised in importance once again, a very long sword, suitable


for delivering devastating sweeps when used with two hands, was created. Some of these odachi or nodachi had blades over


a meter long, as long as 120-150 cm. (Some swords with blades over two meters long exist, but these were ceremonial.)


Many of these odachi were later shortened and used as a katana. 





The situation was finally resolved in a compromise, but Ashikaga and the north court were the factual winners. 





Muromachi Era (1394-1595)





After the long war between the north and south courts, a short period of peace ensued. Shogun Ashikaga was, however,


effectively powerless, and the true power was held by the daimyos. 





The battle for the true power began in 1467 with the so-called Onin-war. The whole country was in a constant state of war for


almost a hundred years, untill Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi managed to wrestle the power, and pacify the country.


This era is called Senkogu - 'the time the country was at war'. 





The swords of this era can be divided to three groups: 





EARLY MUROMACHI (1394-1466) 





As the armies grew, the mounted soldiers became ever rarer, and the main force of armies consisted of foot soldiers. While


many tachis were still made, the time of the katana was already dawning. Shorter blades were easier to carry and faster to


draw. The center of curvature of the blade moved forward as the blades were increasingly designed to be used on foot. Most


swords were 69,7-72,7 cm in lenght and narrowed towards the point. Near the end of this period almost all the swords


produced were uchigatana. 





MIDDLE MUROMACH (1467-1554) 





As the mobility of troops became strategically more important, the swords got even shorter. Most swords manufactured in this


period were 60-65 cm long and had even width all the length of the blade. 





This was the heyday of katana. Katana is a relatively short sword that is carried in the belt with the cutting edge upwards. This


way it is possible to draw the sword and cut in single motion. (Tachi was carried hung from the belt with the cutting edge


pointing down.) 





The ever-increasing need for swords also meant that not all swords were manufactured to the same high standards as before.


The term kazuuchi was used to denote the mass-produced swords from the quality swords. Around 100 000 swords were


even exported to Ming-dynasty China. 





LATE MUROMACHI (1555-1595) 





In the 12th year of Tenmon, 1543, the face of warfare in Japan was changed forever. This year the Portuguese first introduced


firearms to Japan. 





Even if the early guns were not accurate and it took a long time to load them, Oda Nobunaga used them to great effect in the


battle of Nagashino in 1573. The mounted troops of the Takeda clan - held to be the finest in the country - were swiftly


decimated by a group of gunmen. 





The mounted troops were powerless. The battlefield belonged to tight formations of footsolders, armed with guns. The armour


became heavy and thick to protect from bullets. Accordingly the swords became longer, heavier and more robust to cope with


the armour. 





When Oda Nobunaga finally fell, the country was unified under Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and the long era of war became to end. 





Edo Era (1596-1867)





After Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi had unified the country, the political power was taken over by Tokugawa


Ieyasu. He created a centrally governed feodal society that lasted virtually unchanged for hundreds of years. 





The swords became more refined in this era. The raw materials became more easily available and the smiths were able to


exchange skills and experienses. Since the difference between the swords produced before and during Edo period is so large,


people talk of 'old swords' and 'new swords' 





The swords are often divided by age: 





     jokoto ('ancient swords') - 795 


     koto ('old swords') 795 - 1596 


     shinto ('new swords') 1596 - 1624 


     shinshinto ('new new swords') 1624 - 1876 


     gendaito ('contemporary swords') 1876-1953 


     shinshakuto ('modern swords') 1953 - 





As a long period of war was superseded by long period of peace, a great number of samurai found themselves suddenly


redundant. Many of the schools of swordfighting were born in this era. (I have been told of over 600 different schools on


record, but I am not sure how this figure was reached or how accurate it is.) 





Modern time (1868-)





When Tokugawa shogunate finally fell, and emperor Meiji took the power, began the time of modernization known as


Meiji-restoration. The samurai were deprived of their old priviledges - including the right to carry daisho, the pair of long and


short swords that had been the sign of their class. 





With no market for swords most smiths had to find some other source of income. While the growing militarism and later the


war once again made swords necessary, most of these were mass-produced in factories. 





A further blow came, when the Americans forbade the manufacturing of swords after the Japanes had lost the war. Also about


400 000 historically and artistically interesting swords ended up in the USA. The art of the Japanese sword was on the brink


of becoming extinct. 





Luckily in 1953 the manufacturing of swords became legal again, and the almost dead tradition could still be revived. There


were still old masters alive who could teach the next generation. Now there are some 250 working smiths, producing swords


matching in beauty and quality even the finest produced in the past. 





3. The making of the sword





All steel swords face a basic dilemma: the steel has to be hard so it can be sharpened, but hard steel is brittle and breaks


easily. 





Many different techniques have been developed all over the world to over come this problem, but among them the Japanese


solution - the combination of composite structure and selective hardening - is quite unique. It is surprising how the smiths of


old, with no modern understanding of metallurgy, were able to develop such a delicate balance. 





The steel for a Japanese sword is produced from the black, sand-like iron oxide (Fe2O3) called satetsu. To make steel out of


satetsu, the oxygen has to be removed, and carbon introduced into the iron. This process is called smelting. In the traditionl


Japanese smelter, tatara, the iron is in relatively low temperature to produce the raw steel called tamahagane. The colour


and texture of tamahagane depends on the impurities of the ore and is thus dependent on place. 





The smith carefully goes throught the pieces of tamahagane sorting them according to their carbon content. He then hammers


them to plates and breaks the plates to smaller pieces. 





From these pieces he collects a rectangular block about 7,5 to 12,5 cm a side, and wieghing 2-3,5 kilos. (It should be noted


that the finished blade weighs only about a half of this. Much material is lost in the making.) The smith wraps the block in rice


paper to hold it together and covers in clay and burned rice straws. The block is heated and hammered to fuse it together. 





The fused piece of steel is heated, folded and hammered repeatedly to drive out all impurities and air bubles that might


compromise the strenght of the finished blade. The folding also results in the typical "woodgrain" look of the finished blade.


This patterning is called hadame. The pattern depends on whether the steel has been folded lenghtwise or breadthwise, or


combination of both. A craftfull smith often combines steel from different sources to produce even more pronounced effect.


The terms often used when talking about the steel of the blade are jihada meaning the patterning of the steel and jitetsu the


quality and texture of the steel. 





There are different schools on how the blade is constructed. Some smiths do it from two pieces, the surface and the core. This


construction is called makuritae or kobuse. It is also possible to make the blade from four (the core, sides, and the cutting


edge) pieces. This construction is called honsanmai. There are even blades constructed from five pieces (the core, the sides,


the edge and the back of the blade). This is called shihozume. It takes great skill from the smith to seamlesly fuse these pieces


together. Any opening or crack between the pieces would result in inferior and weak blade. This work is called tsukurikomi. 





The steel inteded for the hard outer surface of the blade, kawagane is made of steel of high carbon content and is commonly


folded 13-20 times. The steel inteded for the core shingane has much lower carbon content and is folded about 10 times. If


the edge is made from a separate piece, steel called hochogane (or hagane) is used. It is made from tamahagane and


zukuoroshigane (old iron from pots etc.), and folded around 18 times. The steel for the back of the sword (mune) is called


munegane and is quite hard. 





When the different pieces of the blade have been worked together, the smith works the metal into the shape of the blade. First


the blade is given it's general shape, and then in succesion kissaki (the point), monouchi (the part of blade used for cutting) and


nakago (the tang). the shape is finished with a series of planes and files. 





The truly critical phase of making a blade is the hardening, yaki-ire. The blade is covered with a paste made out of clay,


charcoal powder and pulverized sandstone. The paste is applied thicker near the back of the blade than on the cutting edge.


Thus the cutting edge will be hardened much harder than the rest of the blade. The pattern between the thick and thin layers of


paste will produce the hamon, the wavy hardening pattern on the blade. Often the smith makes thin stripes of thick paste all


the way to the cutting edge. These produce series of thin sectors of soft steel called ashi. Their function is to limit the damage


to short area, if the hardened edge begins to chip. 





One peculiarity of the yaki-ire is, that the blade bends because of the differential heating near the front and the back of the


blade. The smith has to anticipate this bending, and initially make the blade less curved than inteded for the finished blade.


Often the curvature has to be adjusted after the hardening. 





The finished blade is the polished - this an art in itself - and fitted with the approbriate koshirae (the scabbard, handle, habaki,


etc.) Since the koshirae are quite costly, many swords made these day are fitted with shirasaya, a plain wooden storage


scabbard instead of full katana or tachi koshirae. 





The five major schools or traditions of swordmaking in Japan, the Gokaden, are: 





YAMASHIRO-DEN was most prevalent from the end of the Heian-era and to the end of Kamakura era. Some of the


schools inside Yamashiro-den are Sanjo, Gojo, Avataguchi and Rai. 





YAMATO-DEN is the oldest of the five traditions. It had a reneissance in the Kamakura period. The schools inside


Yamato-den include Senjuin, Tegain, Taima, Shikkake and Hosho. 





BIZEN-DEN that is famous for a rather flamboyant type of hamon called choji, has been influental since Heian era. It includes


Osafune and other schools. 





SOSHU-DEN was formulated in Kamakura era. Many of the most famous smiths in Japanese history, like Yukimitsu and


Masamune belonged to it. 





MINO-DEN is the youngest of the five traditions. It was most influental from the end of the Kamakura era untill the end of the


Muromachi era. It icludes schools Kanebo, Muramasa and Kamenori, among others. 





4. Japanese sword arts





Some sort of sword arts have, no doubt, existed in Japan as long as swords have been available, but very little is known of


these early arts. Probably many schools taught all variants of armed and unarmed combat instead of teaching just the use of


sword. 





As swords evolved and raised in importance, so too did the sword arts. They were called by many names, but were often


referred to as kendo - the way of the sword. Today these arts are often referred to as kenjutsu to stress their practical


approach and to make a distinction to the modern sport of kendo. 





Altough sword is no longer a weapon of choise in the modern world, the old sword arts survive in various forms. 





The most common of these modern day arts is kendo. Kendo is popular sport in Japan and is also practised in many western


countries. In kendo the contestants don protective armour and fight with shinai - a light practise sword made of splinters of


bamboo. Kendo was created because it was felt that the classic sword arts were about to be lost forever. It was hoped that


by turning the practise into a sport, the tradition would be carried on. The plan was partially succesfull. Kendo did not only


survive, but became quite popular as well. It has, however, moved quite far from it's origin and the modern sport kendo has


very little to do with the old sword arts. 





The second largest art is iaido. While it is no where as popular as kendo (in fact not that many Japanese have ever even heard


the name), it is practised in both in Japan and in many western countries. The roots of iaido lie in iaijutsu - a subset of kenjutsu


that taught the art of drawing the sword and reacting to surprise attacks. The batto-techniques, techniques where one draws


the sword and strikes in one motion, are still central in modern iaido. 





Even in the old times when the focus of sword arts was on survival, many teachers pointed out that sword practise is also


spritually rewarding. Now that the practical aspect is less important, the spiritual aspect of training has become the focus of iai.


Many schools of iaido exist. The most videly practised are Muso Shinden ryu and Muso Jikiden Eishin ryu. 





Batto-do, is a sword art focused on tameshigiri, the cutting of bamboo, bundles of straw etc. It is practised by many people


who are interested in the collection and appraisal of swords. 





While some modern schools call their art kenjutsu not many of the classic styles survive. The only (that I know of) practised


here in Finland is Tenshin Shoden Katori Shinto ryu - a classic bujitsu school that is pronounced a cultural treasure in Japan.


Kashima Shiden Jikishingkage ryu kenjutsu was practised here in 80ies, but as far as I know not any more. 





5. Vocabulary





Here is a short vocabulary of terms pertaining to Japanese swords and sword arts. It is no means complete, and often only one


of the many commonly used synonyms is listed. 





Any corrections and improvements are welcome. 





-----------------Please use this width ------------------------------





boshi           The hardening pattern in the point


fuchi           A mounting on the front end of hilt. 


                Together with kashira holds the hilt together


ha              The hardened cutting edge of the blade.


habaki          A wedge-shaped mounting that holds the 


                blade fast in th escabbard. 


hamachi         Notch on the cutting edge side of the blade 


                at the point where the tang starts.


hamon           The hardening pattern on the blade.


hasaki          The edge of the blade.


ji              See jigane


jigane          Blade surface betwen hamin and shinogi.


kashira         A mounting on the back end of hilt. 


                Together with fuchi hold the hilt together


kissaki         The poin of the blade.


koshirae        The 'equipment' of a sword i.e. all things 


                except the blade.


kogai           A spike carried sometimes as part of 


                katana-koshirae


koiguchi        The mouth of the scabbard


kojiri          The bottom end of the scabbard, also the 


                mounting on the end of the scabbard.


koshinogi       Continuation of ridge line in kissaki.


kosuga          A small knife carried sometimes as part 


                of katana-koshirae


kuchigane       A metal mounting at the mouth of the 


                scabbard.


kurikata        A ring on the side of the scabbard for 


                attaching sageo


mekugi          The peg that holds the blade and hilt 


                together. Often made of bamboo.


mekugi-ana      The hole for mekugi in the blade.


menuki          A pair of mountings under the 


                hilt-wrapping. Mostly decorative, but also


                improves grip.


mitsukado       The point where koshinogi, shinogi and 


                yokote meet.


monouchi        The area of 20-30 cm nearest kissaki. 


                The main cutting area of the blade.


mune            Back of the blade.


munemachi       Notch on the back of the blade where 


                the tang starts.


nakago          The tang of the sword.


nakago jiri     The end of the tang.


nakagomei       Signature and other inscriptions on 


                the tang.


sagea           A cord attached to the scabbard.


samekawa        The belly-skin of a shark or a ray 


                under the wrapping on the hilt.


saya            The scabbard, usually of magnolia wood.


seppa           Small washers between habaki and tsuba 


                and tsuba and fuchi.


shinogi         Ridge along the lenght of the blade.


shinogiji       Blade surface between shinogi and mune.


shirasaya       A plain storage scabbard.       


toshin          Naked blade.


tsuba           The handguard.


tsuka           The hilt.


tsukamaki       The wrapping on the hilt.


yasurime        The decorative filemarks on the tang.


yakiba          see ha


yokote          Transverse ridge between the blade and 


                the point.








6. Japanese swords in print





There are many books published of Nihonto - sadly not that many in western languages. 





Here are some books that I have found most usefull. 





     Kapp, Leon & Hiroko, Yoshihara, Yoshindo;The Art of the Japanese sword, Kodansha, 1987 


     Sato, Kanzan;The Japanese Sword, 1983 


     Yukawa, Yoshi, Japanska svдrd, Berghs, 1990 





7. Japanese swords on the web





Here are some sites worth a visit: 





     Homepage of Furyu - an on-line martial arts magazine. 


     A General FAQ on the Japanese Swords v.1.5 by Albert S. Wang. 


     Japanese Sword Arts FAQ v2.3 by Neil Gendzwill. 


     Lfowlers homepage 


     Stuff on Iaido and Aikido, including links. 


     The Guelph School of Sword arts 


     The homepages of the Iaido club in Uppsala, Sweden. 


     Exellent pages with lots of information swords in general, including the making of them. Also information on purchasing a


     sword. Lots of pictures to. 





