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On the Restoration of the Swords and Sword Accessories
in the Collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art

KATO Hiroshi
National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, Tokyo

During the fiscal year 2001, 72 items of swords and sword accessories in the collection of The
Metropolitan Museum of Art were restored (See Appendix). The technique of flogitsugi, in which only
the rusted parts of a sword is polished, was used in polishing 39 swords of various kinds. Traditional
method of warming the surface of the sword and polishing it with iron powder was used as a finishing
process. Detailed restoration plan was made for the sword accessories to restore raden and urushi
coating on the sheaths, reproduce missing metal fittings and replace cords wrapped around the hilt.
Some of the cords used to wrap the hilt were made of material not available today, so an alternative
material was selected. But it was also decided that as much of the original as possible would be kept.
Rather than returning the swords to their original sheaths after polishing, plain sheaths were made for
them. These new sheaths for storage were made by using thick pieces of wood, taking into considera-
tion the dry storage condition in the United States. Since the report for the fiscal year 2000 centered
on the conservation of the swords themselves, this report will focus on the conservation of sword
accessories, in particular on the decorations on their sheaths. The sword accessories in the collection
of The Metropolitan include those made not only in the Edo Period but also those used on military
swords of the Meiji Period and after. The decorations on all these sword accessories range (rom makic
to raden and hyomon and are of great artistic value.

In the Edo Period the formal style for sheaths was to use black urushi. Samurai warriors carried
swords in these simple sheaths when they visited their lords on official business. On unofficial
occasions, however, upper class samurai used sheaths with decorations. For many of these decorated
sheaths, special urushi coating was used. For example, egg white was mixed into urushi, or seeds, cut
tobacco or palm fibers were sprinkled onto the surface of urushi. Swords used for ceremonial
occasions at the imperial court were placed in sheaths decorated with makie, nashiji and raden. The
sheaths in the collection of The Metropolitan are decorated with makic and raden. It is assumed that
many of these decorations were made when the swords were remade into military style. Also included
in the collection are sword accessories using ray skin, which was considered high quality among the
daimvo lords.

This report introduces some of the representative sword accessories from the collection restored
(See Appendix on 139, 140 for the details of each sword and accessories described. The number refers

to the list number on the Appendix.)



No. 9

Urmwmi-wrushi rvoivo-nurl

Urwini-wrushi is brownish urushi made by mix-
ing black and red urushi. This urushi is applied on
the surface of the sheath. Furthermore, dew-like
drops of the same urushi are used to decorate the
kojiri (the tip of a sheath) and the silver kurigata
metal which are then given a shiny finish. Al a
glance, this decoration appears to be quite simple,
but a close look reveals a very decorative effect
created by the combination of urushi and the metal
fittings. The decorations on the metal fittings
include a relief of a gold tiger near the sword guard,
shibuichi (alloy of copper and silver at a ratio of 3
to 1) metal fitting on the kojiri, and small copper

persimmon fruits around this metal fitting.

No. 15

Uraemi-wrushi voivo-nuvi, makie, raden

At the kojiri on each face of the sheath, which is
coated with wrumi-wrushi, there is a design of a
peacock feather done in thin, silver fakamakic. At
the center of each feather is a thick shell inlay of
yakogai. The metal litting on the hilt is decorated
with a design of a hen-like bird and cherry flowers
in gold inlay which is made on a surface of mo-
kumegane metal (made by hammering several
layers of various metals so that the finished surface
appears like that of the grain of wood). A peony

design is carved on the silver kurigata metal.

No. 16

Black urushi, sendan-nuri

Sendan-nurt is made by carving lines around the
sheath, from the hilt to the kojiri, so that there are
numerous stripes around the sheath. These stripes
are decorated with black urushi, silver makic, gold

makie, shibuichi makie, light gold makie and black
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urushi in this order. The part decorated with black
urushi is of two kinds: that with gloss and that
without gloss. The silver part also is of two kinds:
silver and shibuichi. The differences in tone thus

created add a modern touch to the hilt and sheath.

No. 18

Aogai mijin-nuri, lakamalkic

Aogai mijin-muorl is made by sprinkling powder
made of thin abalone shell pieces, applying trans-
lucent urushi several times, and polishing with a
whetstone and charcoal. Although it is called
“nari,” in reality it is a type of raden. In the Edo
Period, it was made by a specialist of aogai raden.
On the sheath, there are scattered decorations in
gold lakamakic and hiramakie of motifs associated
with happiness, including traditional moneybag,
lucky mallet and vault key. Metal fittings around
the sword guard and kurigale are decorated with

carvings of Hotel, a god of good luck.

No. 21

Ki-wtrushi nuri

The sheath and the hilt are carved with lines
that run the length of the sheath and coated with
ki-wrushi (vellow urushi). Judging from the carvings
on the hilt and the metal fittings, these lines are
assumed to express sesame seed shells or dried
grass. Since similar horizontal lines are also found
on the shibwichi kurigata metal, it is thought that
the entire design on the sword accessories follow
one theme. The sword guard is made of copper. On
the front face of the kozuka (knife attached to the

sheath) is a carved design of Mt. Fuji.

No. 30

Black urushi, sendan-maki-nuri
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There are three ways of making sendan-maki:
carving lines on the substrate, using urushi founda-
tion to make fine strips, and winding thread around
the substrate. Generally, the first method is consid-
ered to be most difficult, so the other two methods
are more frequently seen. The sheath in this case
uses the last method. It is coated with black urushi.
To match the texture of the sheath, whale fin is

wound around the hilt.

No. 36

Kawari-nuri, takamakie

Kawari-nuri refers to special ways of coating
urushi. In this case, starch paste is used to draw a
design of insect damage on the sheath. After wurumi-
wrushi applied over the design dries, the paste is
removed with clear water to create a bark-like
design. This is a technique very similar to batik
dying. The surface is then decorated with raised
designs of ivy vine, the leaves of which are colored
in gold meakic and red urushi. The gold menwki
(metal fitting used to cover the rivet hole which
joins the pommel and the tang of a sword) on the
hilt is in the shape of a snake while the silver
kurigata metal is in the shape of a snail. The effect
created by kawari-nuri and the metal fittings is that

of an autumn open-air scene.

No. 39

Black urushi roivo-nuri, meakie, vaden

The sheath is carved into 23 sections in a tech-
nique called inro-kizemi. Each section is decorated
with hiivamakie and raden. The designs in hiramakie
include maple leaves, chrysanthemums, bamboo,
wood grain, waves, and paulownia scroll as well as
geometric patterns. There are also shell and metal
inlays of butterflies, frogs and bees. Although the

technique of gold hiramakie is simple, the designs

on each section are quite interesting and it is as if
one were looking at a sample book for makie

designs.

No. 46

Kawari-nuri, metal inlay

The sheath is decorated with what appears to be
a tideland that is made by using urushi foundation.
Lamp black is sprinkled to express the waterside
while urimi-wrushi is used for the tideland. Uriemi-
wrnshi is also used in dew-like drops on the
tideland. On the waterside are four small crabs
made of shibuichi and a brownish adult crab. The
overall atmosphere of the seascape is quite humor-

Ous.

No. 49

Samegawa-nuri, black urushi roiro-nuri, Somata
zaiku

Samegawea-meri is made by covering a substrate
with the skin of a ray, coating black urushi, and
polishing with a whetstone and charcoal. In old
days, ray skin was imported from the Indian Ocean
for use on the hilt of a sword. It was also used on
exported furniture in the early Edo Period and was
quite popular. In this sheath, ray skin is used on the
upper half. The contrast between the white ray skin
and the black urushi on the lower half is very
effective. Since fine Somata zatkw (Somata
craftwork) using «ogai is found on the design of
willow trees on the pommel and kozitka, the sheath

may have been made by the Toyama daimyo lord.

No. 50
Samegawa-nuri
The sheath is carved in fine lines, covered with

ray skin, coated several times with white urushi



and polished with a whetstone and charcoal. Nor-
mally, ray skin is tanned in order to adjust the
thickness before covering the sheath. It would have
to be tanned very thinly to cover a surface that has
been carved as on this sheath. But if it is tanned too
much, then the effect of the skin would be lost.
Thus, the craftsman who tanned the ray skin must

have been extremely skillful.

No. 51

Tatekizami, black urushi roiro-nuri

Lines are first carved along the length of the
sheath and then small vertical carvings are made
here and there to create a design of a bamboo fence.
After applying black urushi to the surface, black
urushi is used again to depict bamboo leaves. Using
black urushi on a black design is a type of kawari-
nuri, representative of which is yvozakura-nuri. The
design on the gold menuki of the hilt is that of a
priest holding a hanging scroll. A geometric pattern
of gold metal inlay on a background of shibuichi is

found on the kurigata metal.

No.54 and 55

Black urushi, roiro-nuri

The sheath is first coated with black urushi. On
it an abstract design is depicted with starch paste,
which is then coated with black urushi. After the
urushi has dried, it is removed to reveal a glossy
design from underneath. This is an example of a
splendid kawari-nuri using the contrast between
glossy black urushi and matted black urushi.
Together with the gloss created by the whale fin
wound around the hilt, the coating creates a very
elegant harmony. That the inventory number is not
in succession shows that these swords were pur-

chased at different times.
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No.59

Aogai mijin-nuri, gold and silver hvomon

Family crests in the shape of butterflies are
depicted in gold fivomon. On this, powdered abalone
shell is sprinkled. The sheath is then finished with
a coating of translucent urushi and polished with a
whetstone and charcoal. The pommel, kojiri, sword
guard and kurigate metal are decorated with silver
open work of dragons. The metal fittings and the

coating create a gorgeous atmosphere.

No. 63

Nunome-nuri

Normally, nwemome-nuri is made by covering
the surface of a sheath with coarse cloth and apply-
ing final coating without filling the mesh. But the
surface of this sheath is finished by drawing the
lines of the mesh with shibo-wrushi (vellow urushi
mixed with egg white or some protein). Shibo-
wrushi is stickier than normal urushi, so it is pos-
sible to make a thicker layer. FFor this reason, it is

appropriate for drawing fine lines.

No. 65

Black urushi, roiro-nuri

Lines are carved on the sheath in such a way as
to make slightly rounded incisions. It is then coated
with black urushi and polished. Making carvings on
a sheath requires great skill because when urushi
coated over the carvings dries and shrinks, any
defect made in the process of carving will appear
from underneath. So the craftsman needs to be
extra careful. For the person looking at the finished
work, it is an outstanding example of craftsman-
ship. The only ornament on this sheath is a metal
fitting in the shape of a cicada. The tension created
by the difficult work of the carving is somewhat

relieved by the design of the cicada.
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No. 66

Black urushi, »oivo-nuri, gold takamalkic

The shape of the sheath is somewhat rounded. It
is coated with black urushi. On the surface are
found beautiful designs of cherry blossoms and
buds in lekamekic. Takamakie is a technique in
which urushi is applied once or twice to raise the
design before sprinkling makic powder. Uwa-
logidashi makic used in this sheath is made by
sprinkling slightly coarse powder and polishing
with charcoal. [t is different from hiramakic. The
[aintly pink color of the petals is created by apply-
ing red urushi on the petal tips before applying final
urushi coating to fix the gold powder. Hiramakie is

used for the stamens,

No. 72

Red urushi, black sendan-nuri

The sheath is coated with red urushi. Then, {ine
lines are drawn around the sheath with black urushi
to create an effect of black and red stripes. The
silver metal fittings on both faces of the hilt harmo-
nize with the sendan-nuri for a very elegant impres-

sion.





