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Introduction

The samurai culture is one of ancient origin and has developed a deep and intricate 

society throughout its existence. The samurai seemed to be at the height of their potential near 

the beginning the Tokugawa Shogunate; the spirit of Bushido was firmly implanted in their 

lifestyle and the samurai sword had reached the epitome of efficiency and elegance. The samurai 

created a legacy that percolates through to contemporary ideas through legends and media of all 

kinds. 

This report begins with a history of The Edo Period (1503-1867) and the Tokugawa 

Shogunate, including general historical context and the portrayal of the culture of the samurai 

during the Tokugawa reign. It continues with a discussion of the social status between classes 

and the feudal system of the period. The great warrior of the Pre-Edo periods fell into low status 

during the peaceful times dominating throughout the Tokugawa Shogunate. Following history is 

a focus on the craftsmanship of the sword itself. Presented is a brief history of the development 

of the sword, physical crafting, as well as the aesthetic appeal of the blades. The swords were 

very highly sophisticated given the technology of the time and prove themselves continually to 

be the result of a mastery of metallurgical arts and weaponry. With a great weapon comes great 

responsibility, therefore the samurai were bound by a code defining “the way of the warrior”. 

Rituals and traditions, including the Bushido code and the sword itself are vital to the samurai 

culture. The art of Bushido keeps the samurai class one of the most respected of their time and 

their elegant weapon is viewed as an extension of the soul and is essential to much of a samurai’s 

development. Finally, the depiction of the samurai (history culture and war tactics) for western 
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culture is represented mainly in contemporary media. This report discusses nostalgic, sword 

styled, and anime films, exploring the huge impact they have on the contemporary view of the 

samurai. Some are accurate, but many can be far from the truth.

The methodology of this study was a literature review of books, articles, museum curators’ 

notes, relevant web sources, film handbooks and critiques. Each member of the research team 

specialized in their area of research: history, samurai rituals, sword craft, and contemporary

Historical Origins: The Tokugawa Rise to Power   

At the beginning of the 1600s, the Tokugawa family was the strongest Daimyo, a position 

similar to the modern day mayor of a city or town, of their time. However, it was not until the 

Battle of Sekigahara, which lasted from 1600 to about 1603, that the Tokugawa Daimyo was able 

to show their superiority and form alliances with other Daimyos (Gordon 16). About 160,000 

warriors participated in the Battle of Sekigahara and, in less than six hours, Ieyasu Tokugawa 

was able to claim a victory over his opposing Daimyo, Misunari Ishida, which led to the 

Tokugawa takeover of Japan. This seemingly quick takeover was due to the numerous alliances 

that were formed and the plethora of victories that each Daimyo had accumulated throughout the 

war. In 1603, the emperor rewarded Ieyasu Tokugawa by granting him the title of Shogun, which 

allowed Ieyasu to have control over the military of Japan (Public Broadcasting Service). Since 

the Shogun is a higher class than the Daimyo, the Tokugawa were able to completely control the 

other Daimyo throughout Japan and enforce peace, which led to the appropriate titling of the 

time period as “the time of peace” (Gordon 11). To ensure his reign of peace, Ieyasu put rules 

and regulations in place that were upheld by each of his successors until the end of the Tokugawa 

reign in 1868. For example, before the Tokugawa Shogunate, the Daimyo were able to own more 

than one castle per domain; however, the Tokugawa Shogunate enforced a limit of one castle per 
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domain and at least two houses in Edo, the capital of Japan at the time (Braden). The Tokugawa 

forced the Daimyo to travel to Edo every so often, an expensive process due to the formal 

procession necessary at each visit. Thus, the Tokugawa were able to ensure that the Daimyo 

would not be able to reclaim a higher social standing by not only forcing them to spend money 

on their processions, but also by charging them a tax used to build the home for the Tokugawa, 

formally known as the grand castle in Edo, today’s Tokyo.  The Tokugawa also used the 

mandated travels as a way to weaken the Daimyo political standards since the frequent traveling 

caused them to have a hands-off approach in their local rule. The Daimyo also could not form 

alliances with one another, which prevented them from rising up against the Tokugawa Shogun. 

Much like modern day marriages, every citizen needed approval of their marriages by the 

Tokugawa. The Tokugawa served as the final decision makers in the government when it came to 

matters that could potentially pose a threat to the Tokugawa reign, such as unions. (Gordon 14). 

The abundance of rules that the Tokugawa had placed onto the daimyo also affected the lifestyles 

of the townspeople and the samurai. However, these rules also protected the citizens of Japan and 

they were able to live about 250 years in peace with all regions of Japan and the rest of the world 

(Gordon 11-13).

Unlike the Daimyo, Ieyasu Tokugawa believed that the best way for Japan to grow as a 

country would be to close itself off from the rest of the world. He was able to do so by cutting 

ties with most of the countries around the world by closing its ports, as well as all the other 

access points around Japan. Although Japan cut off its ties with the world, the Dutch were the 

only foreigners that were allowed into Japan so that the Japanese could keep somewhat 

connected to the rest of the world. Although the Dutch were allowed into Japan, they were not 

allowed onto the main island since they were foreigners. The Tokugawa believed that the 
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foreigners would obstruct the peace that the Tokugawa worked so hard to obtain, as well as the 

purity of the Japanese heritage in case they decided to cohabitate with the Japanese people 

(Antoine). Some of the rules that the Dutch had to follow included: they were unable to leave 

their designated area, adherence to protocols established in how they addressed the Shogun, and 

that the Japanese people could not disclose their customs, culture, or history. Additionally, if the 

Geishas became pregnant by a Dutch citizen, the child had to be born on the main island of Japan 

in order to ensure that the child was born and raised with Japanese customs and values. This 

arrangement ensured that the child would be a Japanese citizen and that the mother would be 

able to care for the child (Antoine). Although the Dutch were able to interact with the Shogun, 

they had to do so while he was behind a screen. The merchants and the Geishas were able to 

interact with the Dutch because they were in the lowest class of the Japanese people. The next 

levels of people were the craftsmen, then the peasants, then the Samurai. Not only were the 

Japanese people separated by classes, but they were also separated by living spaces. The Shogun 

decreed that only the peasants had to live in rural areas, the Samurai, craftsmen and merchants 

had to live in cities that were built around the castles of the Daimyo.  Each, however, was 

restricted to his own living area (Hall). Although the Samurai began the era at the top of the 

social, as time went on, their social standing changed dramatically.

The samurai began the Tokugawa period with many privileges, including the ability to 

carry a sword and control a small patch of land. The most common way the samurai were 

identified was by their swords. The daisho are a pair of long and short swords; the most common 

combination was the katana and wakizashi since they were the cheapest. The katana is a longer 

sword often used in man-to-man fighting and the wakizashi is a shorter sword used as a defense 

weapon or an indoors-combat weapon. The samurai carried the daisho not only to symbolize 
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their high-ranking status, but also so that they may be prepared for any attack or conflict that 

may arise (Daisho). However, once the Edo period began, less and less conflict arose and the 

Japanese citizens no longer lived in fear of attack. Therefore, the only reason the samurai needed 

to carry the daisho was to symbolize their high ranking. Over time, the Shogun did not see any 

practical reason for the samurai to carry a sword, and because the Tokugawa were trying to 

promote peace, the samurai were not allowed to be in public with a visible sword (Hamilton). 

The law against carrying a visible sword in public is quite similar to the law against carrying a 

gun in modern day society. To the weapon holder, the gun or sword may not be a threat but to the 

rest of society, it is considered dangerous, which is why the samurai were banned from carrying a 

sword in public.

Another way to identify a samurai was by body tattoos that would fill every inch of their 

skin covered by their outfit. The tattoos took about a year to complete and the artist would only 

sign the tattoo once it was absolutely completed, since it symbolized a great honor for the artist 

(Public Broadcasting Service). Each tattoo was unique to the samurai because it expressed their 

heritage so that they would be able not only to remember their lineage, but also so they could be 

identified in case of their death. Although each samurai went through the painful process of 

receiving a tattoo, if they were to flinch or groan in pain, it was considered to be a disgrace 

(Antoine). Therefore, the tattoo symbolized great strength and depicted the samurai in a positive 

light. 

In 1680, a relaxed Shogun known as Tsunayoshi Tokugawa (who ruled over Japan until 

1709) allowed the finances of the samurai to decrease. In fact, the economy of Japan in general 

decreased quite dramatically during his reign. The Shogun that succeeded him, Letsugu, reigned 

from 1709 to 1716 and talked about fixing the economy; however, he failed to do so. It was not 
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until Yoshimine, who reigned from 1716 to 1745, that the economy took a turn for the better. He 

regulated the spending of the samurai in order to mend their financial problems as well as to 

revive their “martial spirit” (Hall p.192). During the time of the weak economy, the samurai were 

not as active as they used to be. They began to spend their money frivolously while not earning 

much of an income. They tended to spend more than they earned because of the title and social 

class that they had to maintain. However, in order to return to the highly respected status of the 

samurai at the top of the social standing, Yoshimine Tokugawa placed the merchants under 

skewed restrictions by placing more severe taxes onto the peasants so they and the other lower 

classes would drop in standing, allowing the samurai to regain their standing at the top of the 

class. However, the samurai’s gain in social standing did not last for long. Eventually, the 

samurai had to split their time between learning military skills and attending school so they could 

potentially become scholars, which many did not enjoy. Overtime, the Tokugawa required that 

the samurai become more scholarly and less dependent on military training, which caused it to 

become less and less of a focus in the samurai training. This decrease in the samurai’s military 

dependence led to their inability to carry swords out in public. In fact, as the military aspect 

diminished, so did the line between the samurai and the other social classes. The Shogun wanted 

to create a more interconnected community, so by abolishing swords and the special treatment of 

the samurai, the classes were able to become somewhat equal. Eventually, the classes combined 

and learned to live together as one community. During that time, the merchants rose to the top of 

the class because they were the ones that slowly began accumulating money by selling souvenir 

items to the visiting Dutch travelers (Hall 214). Because the samurai no longer played a role as 

the protector since the Edo period was a time of peace, they were no longer making as much 

money or living the comfortable life they were so accustomed to. With no samurai serving as the 
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defense force for Japan, a modern day military force was assembled in order to protect Japan 

from the new and developing weapons that countries were threatening to use against them. In the 

eighteenth century, countries began to pressure Japan into opening their doors in order to form 

alliances not only in case war broke out, but also to begin trading various goods. Russia was the 

first to make that attempt but failed when Japan refused. In 1853, a Russian man by the name of 

Commodore Perry forced the Tokugawa Shogun to open some ports for international trade by 

using political pressure, which would ultimately harm the Japanese citizens if the Shogun did not 

comply. However, trade remained very limited until the Tokugawa fell out of power in 1868. In 

1867, various hierarchies in places such as Russia, Europe and America began to apply immense 

pressure on the Tokugawa to open its doors and join the rest of the world in forming advancing 

alliances in order to prepare for an inevitable war among the countries. Unfortunately in 1868, 

the Tokugawa government lost their power over Japan due to the heavy political pressure from 

the other countries. The new Emperor Meiji overruled the Tokugawa Shogun since he had more 

power than the Tokugawa government and played the role as president over Japan (Z).

The Sword: Efficiency, Beauty, and Legacy   

Wearing the samurai sword was a strong symbol of status, art and history, and despite a 

law banning samurai from wearing the swords, the legacy of the blade did not lose any of its 

luster. It is essential to investigate the history and culture of these swords in order to gain 

understanding of such an intricate and significant piece of art and history.

       Three main types of swords are mentioned in this section, the first of which is the tachi. 

These swords were long (at one point greater than 130 cm long) and were originally used by the 

samurai on horseback. It is the basic blade, the name derived from tachikiru, which literally 
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translates “to cut in two” (Satō 28). Another is the katana, originating around 1400. They were 

classified as uchigatana that were greater than 60 cm long. Katana were similar to the tachi, but 

had a sharper curve especially towards the end of the blade and were worn edge upwards in the 

belt instead of edge down (Sato). The last is the wakazashi. These swords are shorter, usually 

around 20 to 30cm long and were primarily used as auxiliary weapons for defense. When the 

katana was checked at the door, the wakazashi could be brought inside. It was also the main 

blade used in the ritual suicide, seppuku (Sato).

As per legend, the very first Japanese sword was produced by a smith named Amakuni in 

700 A.D. After creating these swords and watching them taken into battle, Amakuni beheld a 

startling sight (Yumoto). As warriors returned, he noticed all of them carrying chipped, broken 

and even shattered swords. Desperate to fix this tragedy, Amakuni went into isolation. There, he 

prayed for seven days and seven nights to the Shinto gods. Finally, he emerged with a new 

sword. This sword was curved and made of many different metals molded into one. Upon the 

next return of the Japanese army, Amakuni was very pleased to see that every sword was as 

pristine as when it first came out of the smithy (Yumoto).

Though the legend is interesting, the first swords in Japan actually originated in China 

and significant evidence indicates that Chinese swords had a large effect on the production of 

swords within the borders of Japan (Irvine). The swords made in Japan until the year 900 A.D. 

are considered as Chokutu or Ken, meaning ‘Ancient Sword’. The main style of the swords 

during this time period was primarily tachi: a simple, single or double edged blade worn edge 

down, mainly used from horseback (Irvine). However, due to the learning stages of sword 

development, the tachi of this early period were prone to breaks and bends, as well as large 

inconsistencies in the blade metallurgical structure.
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After 900 A.D. and until around 1530, the Koto or ‘Old Sword’ dominated the market 

(Irvine). During this time there was a large change in the style of the sword, namely due to a 

series of Mongol invasions in the late 1270’s. Twice the Mongols invaded, and twice they were 

stopped by wind storms that the Japanese called the “Divine Wind” (Irvine 36). The Japanese 

were fortunate that the elements destroyed the enemy fleets as the Japanese were by no means 

prepared for the attacks. The attacks led to more preparation and a war-readiness that percolated 

through the culture for many years to come. For example, tactics morphed from cavalry to 

infantry, therefore shorter, more elegant swords were required. Because the warriors were on the 

ground, a slashing technique was implemented instead stabbing from a saddle. Therefore, smiths 

began to create swords that had a slight curve to them (Irvine). The curve usually begins sharply 

at the hilt and continues with less curvature as it traces down the blade. This dramatic change 

was implemented due to the curve’s effectiveness with the arcing motion of the slash. When 

using straight swords, a slashing motion would cause the blade to strike perpendicular to the 

target. However, sword smiths knew that a blade was more efficient when it could be drawn 

along the cutting surface. With a curved blade, the samurai would strike and the arc of the slash 

combined with the curved blade would drag the edge along the target creating a clean slice. Later 

on the samurai utilized this curve to facilitate the integration of the draw-attack, and the draw-

block motions into one fluid movement.

It was also during the time of the Old Sword that various schools or traditions developed 

and became prominent. There were five main traditions: the Yamashiro, Sagami, Bizen, Yamato, 

and Mino (Sato). The names refer to provinces that have been important in the history of blade 

manufacture. Each had a unique set of characteristics that resides in their weapons. An 

understanding of the traditions is essential, for a sword that is made by a specific school, but 
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carries none of the defining characteristics of that school is merely an artifact, not a great sword. 

As a brief example, the Bizen tradition (named from the Bizen province, roughly present-day 

Okayama) produced some of the best swords of its time. It was originally the center of iron 

production so swordsmiths had ample opportunity to make the most of the metal so abundant 

about them. Their blades were generally a little wider and longer and the curve of the blade was 

most prominent towards the center of the blade. The hamon, or temper line, tended to be more 

complex, resembling a combination of two main techniques; choji and gunome (Satō 23-25).

Near the end of the Koto period, the Tokugawa Shogun took over and began to rule, 

signifying the beginning of The Edo Period and the Shinto (New) Sword. There were several 

specific changes in the making of the sword during this time. One was the introduction of a new 

type of steel. At first, steel was made from iron sand that was slowly smelted to produce uniquely 

pure and strong steel. The new steel was imported nambian iron, which was much cheaper 

(Irvine). This caused the Shinto blades to have more uniform texture and generally less 

complexity. Another big change was that specific traditions seemed to merge and integrate. 

Through this integration, individual schools almost completely lost their unique manufacturing 

techniques. Instead of having many schools, smiths gravitated towards two major cities Osaka 

and Edo (Harris). In Edo, the smiths focused on swords with more austere, lacking comforts and 

luxuries, and were generally more functional than aesthetic. They produced great daisho pairs of 

wakazashi and katana, common among the samurai (Plate 1). These swords were simpler and 

were made specifically to feel light in the hands of the user. They exhibited efficiency at cutting 

and the shape was influenced by the creation of Kendo, or the ’way of the sword´. Kendo was 

namely developed as a formalized fighting technique involving large swooping arcs and formed 

due to a long time of peace in The Edo Period, as well as the lack of actual warfare had created a 
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need for other ways to use their skill (Irvine). The lack of warfare had an opposite effect in 

Osaka. The swords produced there were more artistically elegant and lavish, but were a little 

heavier and seemed to lack the balance and elegance of earlier Koto (Harris).

       After an edict was established that prohibited the samurai from wearing swords, sword 

crafting virtually vanished. It wasn’t until the early 1900’s that swords began to emerge once 

again, but unfortunately by this time much of the tradition had died off and the time of great 

swords was over. However, there was one man, Gassan Sadakazu, who did keep the tradition 

aflame throughout this time. Eventually he would be commissioned as the Craftsman of the 

Imperial Household (Satō). It is thanks to him that we still see some swords made using 

traditional methods.

It is obvious from the descriptions of the traditions that making a sword is very complex. 

The process, more accurately described as the “art”, of creating a sword is exceedingly intricate. 

The traditional method begins with an iron sand found on the coast near modern day Hiroshima 

and Okayama. It was mainly found in the streams where it had been sifted out by the current. 

This sand contains pure iron and iron oxide with very few impurities (only 0.026% phosphorous 

and 0.002% sulfur). Then the iron sand is smelted using the tatara method. Sand is hand fed into 

the furnace followed by charcoal, then burned for 70 hours at a constant temperature nearing 

1500o C (Inoue 19). After the iron melted completely, the steel or tamahagane was collected and 

separated into two categories: high and low carbon-content (Inoue). The amount of carbon in the 

steel is essential because it has a large effect on strength and ductility. Steels with higher carbon-

content tend to be stronger but more brittle, while steels with lower carbon-content have less 

strength up front, but are tougher in the sense that they can withstand greater yielding before 

rupturing. The steel with the lower carbon content would be used for the inner core of the sword 
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so the sword would not break in a brittle manner under the extreme impacts of war-time use, 

while the high-carbon steel was reserved for the outer shell of the blade as it can be honed to a 

finer edge than any other material and would stay sharp almost indefinitely. At this point, after 

the smelting and the separation, the tamahagane could begin its transformation into the blade 

itself.

Japanese swordsmiths employed a folding method to forge the steel bars used to create 

the sword. To do this the smith would select several slabs of raw tamahagane and pound them 

down into one cohesive piece. Then after notching down the center of the slab, he would fold it 

over itself and repeat the process. This creates a laminated bar of steel while forcing out virtually 

all impurities as well as allowing the smith to control the carbon content (and essentially the 

strength) of the steel (Takami et al. 135). Dedicated smiths would repeat this procedure up to 30 

times producing a single block of steel with well over 1 billion layers. The various ways the 

smith folded the steel would create different patterns in the “grain”, unique to each tradition or 

smith. Finally the two steels are fold-forged into the proper qualities, the harder shell is wrapped 

around the softer and the material is molded into the general shape of the blade (Inoue).

       Once the shape of the blade is completed, it is time for the metal to be tempered. 

Tempering steel brings out certain crystalline lattice qualities of the metal. When heated, then 

cooled at various rates, steel will exhibit several types of lattice, each with distinctive qualities. It 

was predominantly desired to acquire two of these crystalline structures; martinsite, and pearlite 

(Das et al.). Martensite exhibits traits of extreme hardness and will not dent or scratch easily. It 

can be sharpened to an alarmingly fine edge and will remain so for a very long time. The other 

lattice structure that is created in the tempering process is pearlite.  Pearlite is known to be not as 

hard or brittle as martensite, but the crystalline structure is extremely tough when compared 
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against martensite (Das et al.). It is formed in the outer shell of the blade away from the 

sharpened edge to have the same effect as the inner core, to add sturdiness to the blade to keep it 

from breaking. It allows the outer shell to still be very hard, yet not as brittle.

       The way that the smiths accomplish this complex array of crystal structures is through the 

application of a mixture of clay and ash called yakibazuchi (Inoue). It is applied thick near the 

ridge of the blade and thin towards the sharpened edge. When the blade is submerged in cool 

water, the part with the thin clay will cool quickly, forming a high percentage of martensite. The 

part covered in thick clay will cool slower, allowing the pearlite to form a dense lattice, 

contracting more than the edge and drawing the tip upwards to form the signature curve of the 

stereotypical samurai sword (Inoue 28). Finally, the smith will inspect the blade, make any 

necessary adjustments, sign it, and send it off to the artists to be polished then mounted. It is not 

until this point that blades can be considered art. By this time, the smith would have inspected 

every aspect of the blade to make sure that it was perfect.

       The manufacturing process is not only metallurgical mastery, but also a very artistic and 

even religious experience. The smiths during the times of the great swords were considered 

almost magical. They would strive to keep themselves pure by abstaining from all meats and 

sexual relations, similar to a modern-day priest. They would also divulge in long moments of 

prayer before beginning a blade, sometimes lasting for days (Irvine). As well, the smith would 

cleanse himself periodically throughout the process by dousing himself in freezing water. In 

addition, each smithy had a shelf or specific table dedicated for certain deities, namely the 

elements earth, fire, wind, water and spirit. Though modern culture does not recognize spirit as 

one of the main elements, spirit was originally considered to be the greatest element when 

constructing a blade. While striking the steel, smiths invoked names of deities to imbue the blade 
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with their spirits. This was thought to enhance the blade’s properties, keep it strong during the 

forging process, as well as give the wielder an edge in battle (Irvine).

       One aspect of the samurai sword with religious meaning and artistic character were small 

ornaments called menuke. These were carved ornaments that would be attached to the hilt of the 

sword underneath the wrapping cords. The placement of the menuke would represent either the 

yin or yang principal. Depending on the defining principle of the wielder, the placement could be 

used to balance out his yin or yang or enhance it. Furthermore, the menuke allowed any specific 

owner of the sword to personalize it and add individual meaning. To directly quote a description 

by the authors of Washington State University’s Museum of Arts’ Swords of the Samurai, a set of

menuke are described as

“…three generations of the samurai in armor. On one menuke is seen the father, on the 

other, the grandfather holding his infant grandson. These ornaments are symbolic of the 

hereditary nature of the samurai status and were made at a point in history when the 

samurai were soon to disappear as a class all together as a result of the reforms instituted 

by the Meiji restoration of 1868.” (Watkinson et al. 44) – Plate 2

This set of menuke has particularly strong meaning especially because they were made just 

before the samurai more or less fell out of status. It demonstrates that no matter what happens, 

the samurai legend lifestyle will always live through those who follow in the family.

       Though the menuke are a significant part of what might make a sword unique to its owner, 

the sword itself is always something unique and beautiful in its own right. When taking a deeper 

look into the artistic aesthetic of a sword, there are many things to consider.  Before one even 

draws the sword, he or she will gaze at the scabbard, hilt, and other mountings. Scabbards were 

usually made of wood, and the simpler scabbards were covered in a black lacquer made from 
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tree sap that was polished down to form a deep, smooth glossy finish that would captivate the 

onlooker (Harris). Though this style was most common, especially when the swords were to be 

used in battle, the scabbards could get quite intricate (See Plate 3). It was not uncommon to see 

samurai of higher standing adorned with scabbards that contained gold flakes, carvings, and 

inlays of mother of pearl and metal. One technique used in decorating the scabbards was to first 

apply a layer of lacquer, carve out shapes in relief, and fill them with pigment, and finally add 

additional lacquer (Harris). Hilts, guards and scabbards were almost always adorned with some 

sort of metal work as well. The Japanese were quite adept at using copper and gold utilizing their 

highly malleable nature. When combined with other alloys and patinated, the copper could 

exhibit a large array of colors ranging from bright brown to rich, deep purples and blacks 

(Harris). 

       The mountings are beautiful, but the real magic of the sword is not visible until the blade is 

drawn. The first noticeable trait of the sword might be the hamon. The hamon is considered to be 

the “Badge of the Blade” and is formed from the tempering process (Harris). It is the dividing 

line between the lighter area, caused by the martinsite crystals, and the darker area of pearlite. 

They can be tight and well defined or deep, fading into the ridge with a soft nature. There are 

many techniques and styles of hamon the simplest being straight called suguha. Others are large 

swooping curves, sharp sweeps, wave-like undulations called gunome, or complex clove-like 

patterns called choji (Sato 22). Each smith had his own way of applying the clay to create the 

different styles, and they were often combined to generate even more unique fashions. When 

judging a sword, the most important part of the hamon to consider is the boshi. This is where the 

hamon reaches the tip of the sword. In order for the sword to be a masterpiece of artwork, the 
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boshi must be well defined. It might come to an abrupt end with the ridge or it may cut back with 

a fiery undulation, but if it not well defined, the blades value is substantially decreased (Harris). 

       Moving in to take a closer look, the actual crystalline structure of the blade on both the 

lighter and darker sides of the hamon can be observed. The lighter is called nie and the darker is 

noi. Much beauty of the blade can be hidden in this part. Nie can be described artistically as “a 

fine silver sand scattered gently over the surface”, while the noi is often described as “a mass of 

cherry blossoms shining under the morning sun” (Watkinson et al. 20). Sometimes a blade was 

tempered a second time to reduce the amount of martensite in very edge of the blade so as to 

make it not as brittle in order to be more effective in battle. This can create a nioi type of 

structure, a combination of both noi and nie. A very fine smith can create a blade with all three 

(Watkinson et al.).

All things considered, some of the greatest beauty of a samurai blade is entranced in the 

jihada. The jihada is the more finite structure of the blade, and includes the grain type, the 

crystalline structure, and the utsuri. The grain is the laminations that are formed from the forge-

folding process. The most common type is the itame produced from folding the steel 

continuously in the same manner. It looks like a standard wood grain that is straight or slightly 

wavy. More complex grains can look like concentric circles or even clover shapes. The more a 

smith folds the steel, the finer the grain will get. The finest is rumored to be almost invisible 

(Harris 18). The crystalline structure is considered to be artistically fine if the martensite lath is 

light colored and even, compared to frost on leaves or the Milky-Way on a clear autumn night. 

The utsuri is a shadow or reflection of the hamon. Utsuri usually is a light section separated from 

the hamon but parallels it. In some cases it can be quite distinct. (Harris 19)
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Each of these aspects can have a huge effect on the aesthetic of the blade.  But nothing will 

truly enhance the beauty if it lacks balance and harmony. This not only requires that the blade to 

be manufactured properly, but also that the polisher take extra care when considering each and 

every aspect of the blade. An expert polisher may apply up to 9 different grains of polish, each 

one used to amplify the characteristics of that specific area (Watkinson et al.). The upper part of 

the blade near the ridge is polished to form a mirror-like surface, the lower in order to brilliantly 

reveal the jihada, and the area around the hamon would be finely ground down to epitomize the 

sparkling characteristics of the noi and nie. There are very few people alive who are qualified to 

do such polishing and great care should be taken whenever it is done.

An example of an Edo Period blade is one forged by Otsuki Kunishig (Plate 4). The 

katana exhibits two main types of hamon; suguha (straight) and gunome (large undulations). It is 

very rich in nie, though the noi is not as pronounced, but there is strong utsuri around the 

gunome. We see that the boshi curves back towards the hilt of the blade before terminating 

against the upper ridge of the blade. The boshi isn’t precisely defined, but it is known that this 

blade was probably damaged during use and the tip had to be re-ground and polished. This blade 

is also carved on the blade. This would have been rare if it had not been made during The Mid-

Edo Period when the swords became more aesthetic. (Harris 65-66).

Finally as many appraisers might agree, art must have meaning. It is no different for 

swords. Appraisals for samurai swords began in the Early Edo Period when the current Shogun 

appointed the Hon’ami family to head the National Office of Sword Appraisal. They were 

charged with creating a collection of appraisals for all of the best swords. In 1719, they produced 

the resulting piece of work called the “Catalogue of Famous Things”. In this list the Hon’ami 

family mentioned every sword that they deemed to be a meito (Irvine 81).
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Meito means “sword with a name” and in order for a sword to be a meito, it needs to have 

several things. It must be well forged, efficient at cutting and have crafting that is symbolic of the 

tradition and smith by which it was created. Most importantly, the sword must have history, a 

legacy. This may be accomplished by certain events or persons associated with it, or by passing 

down through a family with significant standing. Surprisingly the sword need not have a 

signature to be a meito (Satō). The reasoning behind this is that a signature is so easily forged. 

The actual styling of the blade itself is more of a signature than characters etched into the steel 

anyhow. Schools and smiths had very particular way of doing things and it is easy for a skilled 

appraiser to determine the swords’ origin without the presence of a signature, therefore forgeries 

can be eliminated. However, an authentic signature on an existing meito will add to its value.

Almost certainly one of the most famous meito is the tachi made by Yasutsuna during the 

Mid- Heian Period. It is an 80 cm long blade with a 2.7 cm of curve. The hamon begins a little 

above the hilt and is mainly straight with some sections of slight undulation. More importantly, 

the name given blade is Dojigiri. Its story begins in The Muromachi Period when a warrior by 

the name of Minamoto No Yorimitsu used it to slay a brigand that was rumored to have magical 

powers at Mt. Oyama. Following this it was carried by the General Odu No Bunaya in the year 

1534. From then on, it was passed down from general to general in the Japanese army. It is a 

beautiful blade as well, but because of the legacy associated with it, it is arguably the most 

celebrated blade of all the Japanese Swords (Satō 90).

The admiration for samurai swords is legendary considering the development, thought, 

time and religion involved when creating such an exemplary weapon. It has evolved and become 

not only a tool, but an embodiment of honor and status. Its beauty, in all respects, is unmatched 

and its legacy will never fade.
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Ritual: Honor and Virtue   .

“Its cold blade, collecting on its surface the moment it is drawn the vapor of the 

atmosphere; its immaculate texture, flashing light of bluish hue; its matchless edge, upon 

which histories and possibilities hang; the curve of its back, uniting exquisite grace with 

utmost strength-all these thrill us with mixed feelings of power and beauty, of awe and 

terror” (Nitobe 93).

Judging from this description, and many others like it, the symbol of the samurai sword 

continues to have artistic, as well as symbolic, connotations.  Due to their extreme symbolic 

importance to the samurai, the rituals surrounding samurai swords were handled with great care.

 From the time a sword is forged until it bears witness to the death of its owner, a samurai sword 

is surrounded by ritual.

       Beginning with its creation, a samurai sword is treated with honor and respect.  In the 

smithy, there labored not a mere tradesman, but a skilled artist.  Committing himself body and 

soul to the art of making samurai swords, the artist viewed his workshop as a sanctuary with 

even religious significance.  Similarly, the care with which these weapons were carried and 

handled after leaving the workshop was equally great.  For example, only samurai were allowed 

to carry these swords, signifying both their social status and the training required to wield such a 

weapon (Turnbull 49).  This power brought with it great responsibility and the duty to maintain 

the honor of oneself and family.  For these reasons, a code was created to ensure each samurai 

kept to a collection of values.

       These values became the samurai code of conduct, known as Bushido.  Encouraging such 

qualities as self-control, courage, and loyalty, the concept of Bushido is believed to have drawn 

upon Zen and Buddhist teachings.  It was not actually a text, though the fact that Bushido was 

21



Folded Steel Nixon, van Schijndel
Waldrip, Saito

not written out only added to its gravity.  Although the code has no known physical form, it was, 

metaphorically, “written on the fleshy tablets of the heart” (Nitobe 3). It was a way of life, a set 

of guiding principles that, if followed, would lead a samurai to remain honorable, be it at home, 

at war, or in peaceful streets.

       In order to learn such teachings as that of Bushido, samurai endured a rigorous education.

 From a young age, a boy destined to be a samurai was instructed in swordsmanship and archery, 

as well as the martial arts.  These martial arts included kobudo, a precursor to kendo, judo, and 

other modern forms of martial arts.  It is appropriate that the term “martial arts” is used, in that 

the samurai believed the disciplines of warfare to be far more than a simple set of skills.  Rather, 

they were considered to be “art forms that flowed from natural forces that harmonized with 

nature” (Hays).

       This outlook is also present in the rest of a samurai’s education, which consisted of what 

people today might view as artistic hobbies, hardly the focus of a deadly warrior such as a 

samurai.  However, a samurai’s education was meant to cultivate the soul as well as the body, 

creating a spiritually and physically strengthened being who would be worthy of the title 

samurai.  Keeping with these ideals, a samurai’s education included learning skills such as 

painting, calligraphy, poetry, flower arranging, and the Japanese tea ceremony.  Far from a mere 

pastime, these activities added prestige to a samurai, especially during the Edo period.  It was not 

unusual to hear the accomplishments of a samurai listed like those of Kanamori Yoshishie, which 

heralded him as having “defended the castle of Kishiwada and personally [taking] 208 heads,” 

followed by him being, “a noted tea master,” (Hays).  As such a large portion of a samurai’s 

reputation was determined by the skill with which he practiced these activities, a significant part 

of his education focused on them.  However, the importance of such activities was not based 
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solely upon gaining renown for the samurai who practiced them.  Rather, the acts themselves 

were meant to be like the process of training to be a swordsman, artistic and greatly spiritual. 

       Such is the spirituality with which a samurai handles his sword.  Often being referred to 

as a physical extension of a samurai’s arm, a samurai’s sword is just as commonly acknowledged 

as an extension of, if not his complete, soul.  A samurai carried his sword with him wherever he 

travelled, never allowing it to leave his side, except when he was in the confines of his own 

home.  There, swords were kept in a clearly visible place of honor where they were all but 

worshipped.  At night, a samurai’s swords were placed near the bed, well within his reach, ready 

to be used should the samurai suddenly find himself in danger.  Should a samurai have to use his 

sword, the same spirituality was expected to govern his actions.

       A book which illustrates combining the spiritual with the obvious physical use of a 

samurai’s sword in combat is A Book of Five Rings by Miyamoto Musashi, who was himself a 

renowned samurai.  It is said that, at the age of twelve, Musashi fought and killed a skilled 

swordsman much older than himself, using only a staff.  By his 30th birthday, he had reportedly 

killed 60 men, an accomplishment which was hard-earned, as during his lifetime, large-scale 

warfare was starting to give way to a more peaceful era (Hays).  Unlike other samurai, Musashi 

chose to dedicate his life to the art of warfare, instead of to the disciplines of poetry, calligraphy, 

or the like.  Instead, Musashi travelled the country, gaining renown as he dueled and defeated 

martial arts masters of the time.  Due to this, he was given the title Kensei, or Sword Saint.

 Shortly before his death, Musashi wrote A Book of Five Rings, which today is considered similar 

to Sun Tzu’s The Art of War in that it continues to be read by businessmen and people wishing to 

employ strategy to outwit their opponents, whoever they may be (Hays).
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       Consisting of a brief introduction followed by four sections, Musashi’s A Book of Five 

Rings explains strategy by following the nature of five elements: ground, water, fire, wind, and 

void.  The first four of these elements are easily recognizable and continue to play a part in a 

modern context.  However, the fact that Musashi lists “void” as an element strikes one as rather 

peculiar, as one often thinks of the void as something intangible and as simply the lack of all 

elements.  Musashi acknowledges this and goes on to state that the purpose of the void is that, 

“by knowing things that exist, you can know that which does not exist. That is the void,” 

(Musashi 95).  So complete is A Book of Five Rings that it describes not only the importance of 

knowledge, but also the importance of knowing the exact extent of a person’s lack of knowledge.

 Knowing what does not exist constitutes the “void.”  This book is also unique in that it does not 

rely on any sort of religion. Buddhism, along with Zen teachings, greatly influenced many of the 

samurai at the time.  Instead of grounding his strategies in religion, Musashi focuses solely on 

combining the body and the soul with nature in order to appropriately strategize and defeat one’s 

opponent, whether it is on the battlefield or in a business transaction (Miyamoto).

       Another school of thought previously mentioned is Bushido, also known as the Warrior 

Code.  By stressing how a samurai should live his life, Bushido acted as a code of chivalry, not 

unlike that of the fabled Knights of the Round Table.  Also previously discussed, as the Edo 

period began, so also began a time of peace, leaving many samurai without the paid position of 

taking part in battle.  Bushido took into account the part of a samurai’s life which did not involve 

warfare.  A samurai was expected to be just and courageous in all aspects of his life, even while 

walking through the streets.  For example, when faced with someone below his social status he 

did not like, a samurai was expected to refrain from using his sword to put an end to that person.
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 Nonviolence, restraint, and discipline were some of the traits most emphasized in Bushido.  For 

the samurai, “the best won victory is obtained without shedding blood,” (Nitobe 94).

       These values of Bushido all filter down into one key goal, which is that, a samurai 

maintain his honor.  The samurai’s sense of honor “[implied] a vivid consciousness of dignity 

and worth,” (Nitobe 51).  Modern images of the samurai continue to display this unwavering 

stress on honor.  Stemming off of this, many rituals of the samurai that deal specifically with the 

samurai sword are rooted in the core belief that nothing, not even one’s own life, is more 

important than personal, national, and familial honor.  Overall, two of a samurai’s most prized 

possessions, his honor and his sword, play major roles in the rituals which he undergoes 

throughout his life as a samurai.

       Every young samurai underwent his first ritual at the age of five years old, during which 

he would receive his first katana and be inducted into the samurai class.  First he would be 

dressed in the clothing of a samurai, then he would be placed upon a game board which much 

resembled that of a checkerboard.  The boy would give up his toys, and then a real sword would 

be placed into the band at his waist, signifying his new status as a samurai.  From this point 

forward, the boy would be expected to wear a samurai sword whenever he went outside the 

house.  However, since the boy was still too young and his training as a swordsman not yet 

completed, an ornamented wooden dirk often acted as a replacement until the age of fifteen, at 

which point he is given a sword that is as sharp and deadly as any other samurai blade (Nitobe 

91).

       The symbolic significance of this ritual was profound for a boy destined to be a samurai.

 Returning his toys showed that he was ready and willing to throw off the role of boyhood and 

accept the responsibility and maturity needed in order to become a samurai.  Although he is not 
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yet allowed to carry the blade which has been bestowed upon him, the acceptance of the samurai 

sword carries with it great responsibility as well as power.  The sword represents not only his 

status as a samurai, but also the training and discipline which he must master in the years to 

come.  It is, in a sense, a coming of age ritual.  In the ritual, though he is still young, the boy 

abandons his childhood for the life-long duty of a samurai.

       One of the more serious rituals of the samurai was that known as seppuku, hari kiri, or 

ritual suicide.  Unlike when a boy received his first katana, this ritual was done only when a 

samurai believed that, by no longer living, his honor would be kept more intact than if he 

survived.  The first known forms of seppuku contain similarities with various forms of suicide 

from other parts of the world.  After a humiliating defeat in battle, it is said that a samurai who 

had been captured unsheathed his sword, and before the victors could react, the defeated samurai 

purposefully fell upon his own sword, ending his life. Therefore, he maintained what honor he 

could by not allowing himself to remain a captive.

       This form of suicide grew into what became a core principle of samurai beliefs.  Its 

practice became more and more ritualized, until seppuku involved a fairly accepted set of 

actions.  After being defeated in battle, a samurai would kneel, drawing a short blade from its 

sheath.  With this blade he would slice from the left side of his stomach to the right, attempting 

to not cry out in the process.  If a warrior from the victorious side had respected the samurai in 

battle, he would offer to be that samurai’s kaishaku, or second.  This second would cut off the 

head of the samurai so that his self-inflicted agony would come to a merciful end (Turnbull 72).

       However, while quite a few samurai committed seppuku on the battlefield after an 

unexpected defeat, planned seppuku became increasingly popular.  Planned seppuku generally 

took place in the samurai’s home, typically in a garden or other peaceful place within the house.
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 Having made the necessary preparations, the samurai, dressed in white, would kneel and write 

his “death poem,” which usually consisted of just a few lines.  When he was finished, the 

samurai would take hold of a short blade, the majority of its surface wrapped in paper so the 

samurai would not lose his grip.  He would then slice his stomach in the same manner described 

above, and his second would cut off his head with the samurai’s katana, leaving a small strip of 

flesh on the neck uncut to keep the head from rolling.  As the ritual continued to evolve, a second 

would sometimes cut off the head of a samurai while he was reaching for the shorter blade.  This 

became popular among older samurai, who would reach for an item that symbolized a blade, 

such as a fan, to signal their second (Hays).

       A samurai’s reasons for committing this act are varied throughout history.  When paired 

down, they consist of three main motivations.  The first is that by continuing to live, the samurai 

would dishonor himself and his family; it was considered better to die young at one’s own hand 

than allow this to occur.  The second reason is of the humility of military defeat.  To lose in battle 

was considered shameful, and it was universally acknowledged that a defeated samurai would 

want to commit seppuku.  Lastly, a samurai may not have been motivated at all to end his own 

life, but it was the will of his overlord that he do so.  Angry overlords occasionally ordered 

samurai under their jurisdiction, especially generals, to commit suicide after losing a battle.

 Because samurai often saw the order to end their own lives to be unwarranted, many samurai 

ignored the overlord’s decision.  The samurai then fled the overlord, though they were often 

hunted down and forced to commit suicide (Hays).

Cases in which a samurai chose to not commit seppuku often display how he, “while 

ready to at any moment sacrifice his life... was no unthinking fanatic,” (Turnbull 102).  Putting 

great consideration into the matter, a samurai thought of his duty to his family and his overlord 
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before allowing himself to act for his own personal honor.  Once a samurai had decided to 

commit ritual suicide, however, he was quite resolute.  The resolve required for such an act is 

one of the qualities mentioned in Bushido, and the ability to die with honor is considered one of 

the most important aspects of a samurai.  Taking this one step further, Bushido meant that “the 

way of the samurai was the way of death” (Storry 49).  A samurai had to be prepared to die at 

any time, even at his own hand.

While seppuku was a commonly known and practiced ritual in Japan, peoples not living 

in that part of Asia had little that could be compared to the practice.  Though ritual suicide is not 

uncommon, it is something which had mainly not been encountered by Western civilizations.

 They had no previous knowledge of this as well as other rituals of the samurai, along with their 

core beliefs and their strict adherence to Bushido.  However, with expeditions leading Europeans 

deeper and deeper into Asia, Western civilization soon met up with Japan and the samurai who 

lived there.  Toward the beginning of this new relationship, neither side could know much about 

the other, so one could hardly be expected to understand the practices let alone culture of the 

other.  With such little understanding between the two cultures, misunderstandings between the 

samurai culture and foreign visitors often occurred.

One such misunderstanding took place near Osaka in 1868.  A group of Japanese soldiers 

mistakenly killed a group of 11 French sailors.  As a punishment, twenty of the Japanese soldiers 

were ordered to commit seppuku on the spot.  Witnessing the ritual suicide of one Japanese 

soldier after another, the remaining French sailors were horrified with this spectacle of what they 

viewed as an unnecessary loss of life.  The French sailors found the seppuku too gruesome to 

watch, and the ritual was ended after the 11th Japanese soldier died.  Even after they had been 

pardoned, the nine remaining Japanese soldiers demanded that they die like the others (Hays).
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 The horror with which the French soldiers viewed seppuku reflects a fairly common European 

view of this samurai ritual.

However, this was not the only way in which samurai rituals were viewed by foreigners.

 On the contrary, several values of Bushido were regarded as virtuous by foreign cultures.  The 

trait which appears to be one of the most prominently respected was the samurai’s self discipline.

 According to Bushido, a samurai’s “calmness of behavior, composure of mind, should not be 

disturbed by passion of any kind” (Nitobe 73).  This extended to all spheres of a samurai’s life, 

including physical training.  It was the samurai’s ability to remain calm during combat and 

maintain composure during even difficult training that stirred the respect of foreigners and which 

continues to add to the Western view of the samurai to this day.

Contemporary Icon: The Enduring Image of the Samurai   

Until this point, this paper has examined the samurai as they existed historically throughout 

the Edo period. However no discussion about the samurai would be complete without addressing 

contemporary representations of the samurai, specifically in film. The image of the samurai is 

one which has been evolving since its creation, transforming from a symbol of state ideology, to 

an action flick “bad-ass”, to an animated superhero. However despite these changes, the image of 

the samurai has maintained some of its aspects throughout the years such as the prominent 

sword, and adherence to the Bushido Code, as will be examined in the following paragraphs. 

This study also examines the role played by the proliferation of samurai films in the creation of a 

vaguely Japanese stereotype, and themes of Western superiority portrayed in samurai films.

The evolving image of the samurai began in the Meiji Period, which spanned from 1868-

1912, through the end of the Pacific War in 1945 when, “the Japanese state systematically 

created and propagated a nationalistic ideology in order to foster a coherent, unified identity 
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among the newly nationalized population and mobilize support for its agenda. This ideology was 

represented by a series of discursive symbols” including the samurai (Narroway 1). According to 

Narroway, Japan needed to modernize, industrialize, militarize, and colonize “in order to survive 

in the international arena. To further this agenda, the state required a unified and cooperative 

population that would support its goals by being loyal, obedient, and willing to make many 

sacrifices for the good of the nation” (Narroway 2). During this time, the samurai filled this niche 

and was painted as the ideal national subject and the embodiment of a series of admirable 

qualities that all Japanese were encouraged to emulate (Narroway 1). The Japanese state 

projected this image to the masses through the use of mass media, censorship, and nationalistic 

social organizations which monitored the public understanding of the nationalistic rhetoric of 

obedience, loyalty, and sacrifice. The samurai image constructed by the state was spread to the 

population through the use of manipulated official documents, contemporary media and 

independently written nationalistic material, state-authored compulsory reading school 

textbooks, and was echoed in official discourse by nationalistic scholars (Narroway 2).

Though Americans today are not inundated by state ideologies surrounding the samurai, 

some of these warrior ideals remain connected to the samurai image through contemporary 

depictions such as film. According to Keirstead, who uses film to teach East Asian languages and 

cultures at Indiana University, “film's ability to serve up living images of past events gives it an 

advantage over most history books.... Unfortunately, certain elements of history lend themselves 

more readily to film than others....It is inherently more difficult to put daily life, morals, gender, 

or ideas on film because they are much less likely to be eventful and dramatic (Keirstead). 

Although not all samurai films follow the same formula, there are some specific genre 

conventions that all samurai films share such as a hero, usually a swordsman, who is either a 
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samurai, ronin, or yakuza and is motivated by revenge, loyalty, self-interest, protection of 

innocents (Galloway 23). The hero is also on a mission against an enemy who is usually 

accompanied by a lot of swordsmen (Galloway 23). Finally, there are a series of sword fights 

including many assailants, the hero faces his enemy, and unless there is a sequel he will probably 

die (Galloway 24). This final point relates to the principal of Japanese aesthetics known as 

“mono no aware” or “sadness of things,” according to Galloway “the savoring of the exquisite 

pain and grief of mortality” which is a common trend in samurai films (Galloway, 25). Another 

key structural underpinning of the samurai film is the obsolescence of the samurai as a warrior 

class during the Tokugawa Era (Desser 23). This also relates to mono no aware, as it means “the 

audience must confront at every moment...both the obsolescence and eventual destruction of the 

way of life of which the hero is a part. It puts the hero of the film in the curious position of being 

unable to succeed no matter what course of action he takes” (Desser 22). Arguably the most 

important characteristic of a samurai film however, is the samurai sword. “The wearing, in full 

view, of the long killing sword immediately places one in the genre of the Samurai. And it is the 

use of the sword to bring the narrative conflicts into resolution that basically completes the 

fundamental definition of the genre” (Desser 21).

It is important to note that many conventions, other than the wearing of the sword, have 

changed over time further transforming the image of the samurai. Before the 1960s, the samurai 

film held to certain preconceptions about what a samurai was and, as a result, about Japanese 

society (Galloway 22). However by the mid 1960s the “samurai genre had become a hybrid, 

incorporating elements of the U.S. western, spaghetti western, film noir, political thriller, 

psychological thriller, swashbuckler, action, adventure, romance, gangster, even supernatural and 

giant monster genres” (Galloway 22). This combination of genres is often continued today in 

31



Folded Steel Nixon, van Schijndel
Waldrip, Saito

anime films depicting samurai. To attract an audience that preferred the formula of American 

popular film, Japanese filmmakers were obligated to deliver the kind of action and pacing that 

are hallmarks of Hollywood's style. “Since the stylistics employed by many of the American 

films appealed to this new mass audience, there was reason to believe that Western-style heroes 

and villains would as well” (Desser 44).

The increase in popularity of samurai films in the West had some adverse effects such as 

aiding in creating and disseminating a stereotype of the Japanese people and their culture in 

America as well as misinformation about the samurai. One common misconception is that all 

samurai were master swordsmen, but as Moscardi points out, “not all samurai practiced heavily 

with a sword, therefore not all samurai were master swordsmen.” Though there were many great 

samurai swordsmen, the skill-level of the individual depended on how much he practiced with a 

blade, those who chose not to practice or who practiced other weapons were less effective with a 

sword (Moscardi). The prevalence of inhuman martial abilities in the image of the samurai can 

be attributed in part to the escapist fantasy genre which is popular in Japan (Moscardi). In order 

to escape from the present, pop culture provides fantasy worlds in which anything is possible; 

critics suggest this may be a response to the stifling formality of other aspects of Japanese culture 

(Moscardi).

The archetype of the “sword for hire” character has become popularized 

throughcontemporary samurai film, despite its inaccuracies. A sword for hire will kill anybody as 

long as his price is met, an idea, which reflects Japan's changing attitudes toward merchant 

capitalism rather than the historically accurate actions of the samurai (Desser 45). The sword for 

hire is an important shift in the image of the samurai, reflecting the transition of the historical 

samurai into a contemporary myth. “The Samurai is a figure grounded in historical realities but 
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embellished by oral traditions, isolated in an unfamiliar past, and elevated to through repeated 

representations in art to the level of myth (Galloway 13). Much like the American cowboy and 

the Western film, the samurai has transcended the historical accuracies of the Edo period to 

become a myth through the retelling of stories escalating the samurai to the status of heroes. 

There have however, been other consequences to the stereotyping of the samurai, rather than 

being an exotic or impenetrable, samurai are perhaps now “something akin to knights in armor or 

cowboys, which vaguely embody a sense of their cultural origins, but have also come to 

represent universal ideals such as chivalry, independence or courage” (Manion). Samurai then 

have come to represent not so much Japan or Japanese culture itself as much as a boiled down 

essence of Japanese traditional culture as it is understood by outsiders (Manion). This not only 

reduces the cultural importance of the samurai in some ways, but also introduces the opportunity 

for interpretations of the now somewhat ambiguous image as inferior.

It is not uncommon for samurai films to comprise themes of whiteness and Western 

superiority. In Yojimbo the similarity between the main character and the classic image of the 

cowboy is uncanny. Set in the late 19th century, Seven Samurai follows a “ronin,” a samurai 

without a master, who wanders into a small village that is divided between two gangsters 

(Kurosawa, Yojimbo). Yojimbo, the ronin, struts about the screen, chewing on a toothpick, 

stroking a non-existent beard (Kurosawa, Yojimbo). By comparison, the officer is constantly 

hopping about in a half bow, rubbing his hands together; and the actor who plays the villain 

Inokichi purposefully contorts his face to appear more stereotypically Japanese ( Kurosawa, 

Yojimbo) The character is also presented as too stupid to subtract two from four (Kurosawa, 

Yojimbo). This is not the only film that propagates Japanese stereotypes and themes of Western 

superiority, however, in the following paragraphs the impact of director Akira Kurosawa on the 
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samurai genre will be examined, and the films The Last Samurai, Seven Samurai, and the 2004 

animated series remake Samurai 7 will be analyzed as modern depictions of the samurai.

Though some of the themes of western superiority and the image of the samurai as they 

are represented in Yojimbo has already been outlined, the director of Yojimbo and an explanation 

of his impact on the changing image of the samurai is still necessary. By far the most well-known 

Japanese director in the West, Akira Kurosawa introduced Japanese film to the world (Galloway 

31). In fact Seven Samurai virtually created the serious contemporary samurai film in 1954 

(Desser 6). Kurosawa was an uncompromising visionary, but was also accused by many of 

making “un-Japanese” films (Galloway 31). The rationale was that if foreigners could grasp his 

films, that they lacked some intrinsic Japanese quality that would have otherwise have 

confounded and repelled them (Galloway 31). Desser corroborates this, stating “Kurosawa's 

willingness to try and break away from the Japanese traditions through experimentation...has led 

others to call him 'Western'” (59). It is true that Kurosawa was highly aware and influenced by 

Western cultures (Galloway 31). Through the adaptation of Western literature and formulas, 

Kurosawa explored Western modes of thought and technique (Desser 5). This pattern of 

exploration yielded success in the form of box office hits, and though some find samurai film to 

be a lower form of art, what makes Kurosawa a great filmmaker is not his ability to turn a classic 

of literature into a great film, but because he can take a routine and highly codified formula story 

and turn that into a work or art (Desser 7).

The Last Samurai (2004) is an American made action adventure film starring Tom Cruise, 

which follows Captain Nathan Algren, an alcoholic American soldier who agrees to work with 

the Imperial Japanese Army (Zwick). Algren travels to Japan where his experiences with the 

Samurai and the calm simplicity of the Japanese people lead him to overcome his alcoholism, as 
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well as his reoccurring nightmares about the wars (Zwick). He also learns Japanese, becomes a 

master swordsman, and grows to respect and befriend the leader he was originally called upon to 

suppress (Zwick). Aside from the cultural vanity implicit in the idea of a white man becoming a 

superb Eastern warrior, this film raises several other issues of Western superiority (Lim). Lim 

and other critiques suggest that The Last Samurai is a modern example of “orientalism,” or the 

systematic underlying prejudice inherent in portrayals of Eastern societies by the West, which is 

nearly concealed by the valorization of the samurai and Japanese culture in Zwick's film. He 

notes the implication that the West brought anything and everything modern to “rural” Japan, 

which portrayed as an agrarian, feudal society, despite the fact that they were a fairly modern and 

urban class as one piece of evidence for this claim (Lim).

Seven Samurai is an action adventure by Japanese director Akira Kurosawa. Set in 16th 

century Japan, it chronicles the story of a veteran samurai who answers the plea of a small 

village for protection from bandits (Kurosawa, Seven Samurai). He enlists the help of six other 

Samurai warriors, despite concerns posed by the townspeople, and together they protect the 

village and teach the villagers to protect themselves in return for food (Kurosawa, Seven 

Samurai). One prominent characteristic of this film is the use of contrast and juxtaposition. The 

prominent use of mono-no-aware compares happiness and sadness (Desser 32). The contrast 

between the decent, gentle, noble quality of the samurai characters and their deadly warrior 

abilities is highlighted in the culminating attack on the village by the bandits (Galloway 56). 

However perhaps the most prominent is the contrast is between winning and losing. Kambei, the 

leader of the samurai, says “I'm not a man with any special skill. But I've had plenty of 

experience in battles, losing battles, all of them” (Kurosawa, Seven Samurai). This is not the case 

however, Kambei is an excellent warrior and leader; rather he is expressing his belief that there is 
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no way to win battles in which people have to die, and his opposition to the sword for hire 

mentality. However he overcomes these hesitations due to his dedication to the protection of the 

farmers when he learns what they are sacrificing to hire samurai for protection (Desser 83). 

Desser comments on the use of juxtaposition and the comparison of winning and losing stating 

“the nobility of failure extends well beyond this conception of living or dead. It's not just the 

dying that the Japanese admire, it is the hero who struggles for the doomed cause” (Desser 34).

Another notable aspect of Seven Samurai is the Japanese anime series remake, “Samurai 7” 

(2004) which allows us to examine the image of the samurai as it changes across time and 

genres, but using the same story and characters. The series is set in an alternate futuristic Japan 

where robot people, magic water crystals, and giant airships are common (Toshifumi). Despite 

these drastic differences the anime maintains aspects of Kurosawa's original storyline and setting 

that pertain specifically to the samurai image. For example, the story is still set in the feudal 

post-war Tokugawa era where samurai carry swords and preach the way of the samurai and 

Bushido (Toshifumi). Additionally many of the character names and traits are the same, and for 

these reasons Kurosawa was given writer and original creator credit (Toshifumi). The addition of 

superhero qualities to the image of the samurai, such as inhuman martial abilities and flight, 

demonstrate the proliferation of these historically inaccurate representations of the samurai in 

contemporary film depictions as well as the mythitization of history discussed earlier.

The adherence to Bushido in the futuristic dimension is notable. Despite the setting 

difference, the honorable qualities are actually more pronounced in the 2004 series plot. Due to 

the introduction of the water priestess character, the search for samurais who are willing and able 

to protect the farmers presented in Seven Samurai becomes a search for the pure of heart samurai 

who is destined to help the farmers (Toshifumi). Additionally the character of Katsuhiro makes 
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several more verbal references to Bushido and the code of the warrior in Samurai 7 than in Seven 

Samurai. The prominence of the samurai sword in Samurai 7 is particularly interesting given the 

alternate futuristic setting. Despite the fact that the samurai of Samurai 7 are equipped with 

technically advanced weapons and giant airships, they still carry and use samurai swords to 

resolve narrative conflict, demonstrating the importance of the samurai sword to the image of the 

samurai (Toshifumi). The strength of the samurai’s sword also emphasized, as it is highly 

effective against even the strongest futuristic metal samurai, slicing him to pieces.

Of course the samurai sword is also a prominent feature of both Seven Samurai and 

Yojimbo as well. In Seven Samurai each of the samurai carries his sword with him at all times, as 

a weapon for protection and as an extension of his soul. The presence of the sword is especially 

notable with the character Kukuchiyo, who carries a huge nodachi, or battle sized sword, slung 

over his shoulder at all times (Galloway 57). Yojimbo utilizes the image of the sword to an even 

greater extent. The first of the “sword film” subgenre of samurai films, Yojimbo is structurally 

very similar to the American western, borrowing aspects like the “sword for hire” archetype of 

the hero, and the pivotal role of the villain (Desser 44). Nearly all characters in the film carry 

swords, removing swordsmanship from the sole province of a special class. And although 

Ushitora carries a gun, his sword is more prominently displayed on his person. Additionally the 

film is very violent, marked by the large number and graphic methods of death on screen (Desser 

47). The sword film offers up a “world of violence and chaos, a world in which people are mere 

objects for the cutting edge of the sword” (Desser 44). The violence and disregard for human life 

in Yojimbo classifies it as a sword film, and further connects the image of the samurai with the 

sword, as well as the image of the sword with the picture of violence.

Conclusion
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Throughout the Edo Period of the Tokugawa reign, the social status of the samurai 

changed quite dramatically. The samurai began at the top of the class and ended up as equals due 

to the various ideas of the Tokugawa shoguns and a time of great peace. Such conversion of 

culture had a dramatic effect on the samurai, but the spirit of the samurai lives on through their 

continuing conduct and the mastery of art and weaponry that is easily seen in the samurai sword. 

In fact, the samurai continue to be portrayed in modern history through Anime and film genre. 

The modern portrayals may not be in complete correlation with the actual historical descriptions 

of the samurai, but the effect of The Edo Period culture on the image of the samurai can still be 

viewed through media accompanied by a little research. In conclusion, the art of sword making 

opens the door to a class of people that is rich in history and culture. Changes in culture are 

reflected in the blades (the curve and styling during The Edo period) and we see bits and pieces 

of the true samurai class represented in contemporary film, giving only a glimpse at a great 

warrior and society.

Further inquiries include the exploration of kendo (the way of the sword) as an art form, a 

deeper history behind meitos, and the significance behind the daisho pair worn only by the 

samurai.  Origins of the rituals that define the code are difficult to uncover, and there is always 

new media continually evolving the image of the samurai for modern culture.
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have lead to a growth in popularity of the image, as well as aided in the creation of a stereotype.
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Matsumoto, Chihiro et al. “Characteristics of Japanese sword produced from tatara steel.” JALCOM 

Journal of Alloys and Compounds (2012):  Print.

This is the first of two articles that studied the micro-structure of the samurai sword. The sword 

starts as iron sand that is refined into steel using the tatara process. They had a sword made using 

the old fold, forge, and temper technique, and then examined the material at a microscopic level 

to determine its properties. They compared the steel to two types of steel that is produced today. 

Upon observation they observed that there was, in fact, a presence of Lath-Martensite which is a 

characteristic of hardened steel. The study showed that the swords made using this technique did 

not have a uniform distribution of this material, but the carbon content and the martensite content 

increased as you move closer to the sharpened edge of the sword. This explains the deadliness of 

the samurai’s sword.

Miyamoto, Musashi. A Book of Five Rings. Woodstock, N.Y: Overlook Press, 1974. Print.

At the beginning of this book, the translator includes an introduction providing an overview of 

the time in which Miyamoto Musashi lived, an explanation of kendo, and a brief biography of 

Miyamoto Musashi himself.  Musashi was born in 1584, during the Tokugawa period, a time in 

which the samurai had been established as the upper class, although they no longer functioned as 

soldiers, seeing as this time period was one of peace.  Instead of becoming an artist, however, 

Musashi pursued enlightenment through kendo, eventually writing A Book of Five Rings.  The 

actual book is divided into five sections, each labeled “Ground,” “Water,” “Fire,” “Wind, “ and 

“Void.” Each of these sections describe a different method of warfare, based upon that chapter’s 
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element.  Iit is a primary source which speaks not only of samurai warfare’s physical nature, but 

also of a samurai’s spiritual connection to the elements.

Moscardi, Nino. “The ‘Badass’ Samurai in Japanese Pop Culture.” Samurai Archives. 2008. Web. 7 

Feb. 2013.

This article addresses contemporary public misconceptions about the samurai. It discusses the 

romanticism of Japanese samurai in contemporary depictions and modern mass opinion, which it 

contrasts with a description of the military aspect of the samurai in the historical context. The 

author describes Bushido as less of a code of honor, and more a strategic manipulation by the 

Tokugawa government to keep local Daimyo subservient by stressing loyalty to one’s lord. 

Additionally they examine the image of the samurai compared to that of the ninja, and how the 

image of the samurai has become popularized through pop culture. This website was a useful 

source for information, particularly on the topic of the changing image of the samurai, however 

the credibility of this source is uncertain as it is a privately owned and operated web page, so 

information gathered from this source will need to be corroborated by a more credible one.

Narroway, Lisa. “Symbols of State Ideology: The Samurai in Modern Japan.” New Voices 2 63–79. 

Web. 7 Feb. 2013.

This article discusses the deliberate construction and promotion of a nationalistic ideology using 

symbols including the samurai. She discusses the historical time period in terms of ruling class 

and the conflict between the ideals of the East and West, and connects this with the decision by 
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Japan's elite to propagate loyalty, obedience, and a willingness to make many sacrifices for the 

good of the nation an image that would aid in the creation of a cooperative and united population 

that emphasized. By comparing several different images from different sources and time periods 

this article is able to analyze a greater breadth of the changing image, though it sacrifices depth 

on many of the topics because of this. This is a credible and peer-reviewed source and was useful 

in the discussion of the image of the samurai and how it has been altered throughout history to 

propagate nationalistic ideas.

Nitobe, Inazō. Bushido: The Soul of Japan. New ed. Boston, Mass: Tuttle, 2004. Print.

Inazo Nitobe was born in the 1860s in Japan, just when the historical period of the samurai was 

ending.  This book of his is well-known among scholars, as it is one of the first with a “Western” 

audience in mind.  Some scholars argue that the book may be too westernized, and that in 

attempting to convey Japanese ideas to his audience, Nitobe has lost some of the meaning of the 

samurai.  However, I believe that this is a valid source, especially when looking at this time 

period’s views.  The sections of this book cover various values which made up the foundation of 

Bushido.   This work makes the argument that these values were more than a simple code of 

conduct; instead, they were a way of life.

PBS Online. “Three Japanese Swords.” Antiques Roadshow. Web. 7 Feb. 2013.

This source is a teacher’s guide put out by the “Antiques Roadshow” to accompany a classroom 

viewing of an “Antiques Roadshow” episode about the Japanese Samurai. It describes a daisho 
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set of swords comprized of the katana and the wakizashi. It also gives a brief description of 

Bushido, the code of the warrior. 

Satō, Kazan. The Japanese Sword. Kodansha International, 1983. Print.

This book has a vast amount of knowledge pertinent to the research. It covers many topics such 

as the historical development of the sword, mounts, metal guards, and the making of the sword. 

The two sections that are of most interest however are The Appreciation of Fine Swords and 

Sword Appraisal.  In the appreciation section, the book gives a general outline as to what is 

looked highly upon in Japanese culture. Instead of looks and craftsmanship, the most important 

part of a sword is its lineage. This book is an excellent source because it even gives several 

accounts describing the lineage of Meitos (sword with names.) The appraisal section is useful 

because it discusses things that appraisers look for when examining a sword. This may include 

re-tempering and various signatures as well as the craftsmanship and lineage. It will be useful in 

taking another angle in the appreciation (especially modern appreciation) of Japanese Swords.

Storry, Richard, and Werner Forman. The way of the samurai. New York: Putnam, 1978. Print.

Richard Storry was a professor of Japanese Studies at Oxford University, among other places.  

Werner Foreman was a photographer of ancient artifacts and civilizations. In this source, the 

authors focus on the history and later the spiritual aspects of the samurai. The first few chapters 

provide a detailed look at how the samurai came to be in existence.  Of interest to my specific 

topic, however, is the text on pages thirty-two to thirty-three. Here, the book makes a closer 
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observation of the samurai’s view of death and the rituals which came of that view. Not only is 

the process of seppuku, samurai ritual suicide, described in detail, but this text delves into how 

samurai perceived this way of dying and their deeply religious views of death itself. Also 

included on page thirty-three is an account of a seppuku written by an Englishman in 1868. 

Takami, Go et al. “Microstructural Observation on Materials of the Japanese Sword Under Fold-

Forging Process.” Materials Science Forum 654-656 (2010): 134–137. CrossRef. Web. 4 Feb. 

2013.

This article describes a study that clarifies the development of micro-structures in a Japanese 

blade due to the fold-forging technique used by smiths of the samurai era. It demonstrated how 

the metallurgical properties changed with each reoccurring fold, concluding that one could 

control the amount of carbon or pearlite that was formed simply by the technique of the folding. 

As well, they proved that the more a slab was folded over and pounded out, there was a lesser 

amount of impurities. Those found were smaller and more uniform. This is essential in 

understanding the forging techniques of the Samurai and how they relate to the extreme strength 

and reliability of the swords.

Toshifumi, Takizawa. “Samurai 7.” Gonzo. Adult Swim, 2004. DVD.

This is a Japanese animated series which retells the story of Kurosawa's Seven Samurai over the 

course of 26 episodes. The series is set in an alternate futuristic Japan where robot people, magic 

water crystals, and giant airships are common. Despite these drastic differences the anime 

maintains aspects of Kurosawa's original storyline and setting that pertain specifically to the 
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samurai image; for example, the story is still set in the feudal postwar Tokugawa era where 

samurai carry swords and preach the way of the samurai and Bushido. Additionally many of the 

character names and traits are the same, for these reasons Kurosawa was given writer and 

original creator credits. While an inaccurate representation of the Edo Period, this source is a 

great example of the changing image of the samurai, as it allows comparison to the same story as 

it was created by Kurosawa in 1954. This is also an excellent piece to examine in terms of the 

prominence of the sword, as the samurai characters still carry swords and pride themselves on 

their sword skill despite the futuristic quality of other aspects of their existence. 

Turnbull, Stephen R. Samurai : The World of the Warrior. Oxford: Osprey, 2003. Print.

According to certain websites, Stephen R. Turnbull is a British historian and visiting professor 

whose focus is Japan, and more specifically, the samurai.  In his book, he examines particular 

aspects of a samurai’s life. While the weapons of a samurai are noted in certain chapters, many of 

the sections contain information concerning specific core beliefs of the warriors. For example, 

the chapter titled “The samurai way of death,” which covers page 71 up through page 93, 

explains in what manner a samurai hoped to die, as well as what methods of passing were 

deemed acceptable for a samurai at the time. A large portion of this chapter examines seppuku, or 

hara kiri, which is the ritual of committing suicide by cutting one’s belly and welcoming death 

rather than living in dishonor. This book has contributed specifically on the subject of rituals as 

well as societal and personal expectations of the samurai.
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Varley, H. Paul, Ivan I Morris, and Nobuko Albery. Samurai. New York: Delacorte Press, 1971. 

Print.

Paul H. Varley has been a Professor at both Columbia University and the University of Hawaii, 

writing books about Japan along the way, and Ivan I Morris has translated numerous Japanese 

texts.  Not much could be found about the third author, but the backgrounds and accumulated 

works of the other two are sufficient to conclude that this book is a valid source.  After the 

book’s introduction the authors do go on to describe the cultural and political aspects of the 

samurai as well as that general time period in Japan. As the chapter titles suggest, there is 

particular emphasis on subjects such as how more and more people gained political power 

through assassinating their rivals and the ongoing battle to keep the Mongols out of China at the 

time. Also, there is a chapter detailing smaller wars specific to provinces as well as a section 

which then goes on to examine later European influence on an otherwise closed-off China, 

specifically the effects of “trade, guns, and Christianity.” 

Watkinson, Patricia Grieve, and Washington State University Museum of Art. Swords of the Samurai: 

Japanese Arms and Armor from Northwest Collections : Museum of Art, Washington State 

University, February 6 - March 3, 1981. The Museum, 1981. Print.

It is obvious that this account was written by someone with an art perspective, but this is by no 

means a bad thing. In fact, by the time this book was explored, there was a need for a more 

subjective and aesthetic view. The writing style is very appropriate in that it is not too scientific 

or theological. Therefore it became not only a wealthy source of knowledge and information, but 

also a great example for layout, diction, and form for the piece. It provided some helpful 
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accounts of specific swords or sword parts that will be used in the final piece. A valuable part of 

this book was a subsection that discussed the appreciation of the sword by those who make and 

those who wield it. This is extremely pertinent in linking this research to the other aspects of the 

collaborative work. 

Yumoto, John M. The samurai sword, a handbook. Rutland, Vt.: C.E. Tuttle Co., 1958. Print.

This is amazing handbook that covers, in detail, the basics of the sword as well as a general 

overview of a variety of topics. Included is a section titled types of blades which discusses 

several of the different types of blades based upon lengths and mountings. This is essential 

because of the need to be aware of all the sword types. Another exceedingly interesting section 

regarded the making of the sword. Other sources go into great detail some of the metallurgy 

techniques, but this book generalized the process and illustrated it in a way that was able to give 

a better understanding of the detailed accounts.

Z, Steve. "The Tokugawa Shogunate." Tokugawa Shogunate. N.p., 15 May 2001. Web. 5 Feb 2013. 

<http://saznj.tripod.com/>. 

This source provides an insight into the Tokugawa family and how they were able to rise to 

power and rule with no conflicts. During the Tokugawa reign, known as the time of peace, not 

only did the Samurai learn techniques of war, they also learned about art, literature, and 

philosophy since there was no wars to be fought. The author provided some valuable insight as 

to how the Tokugawa Shogunate was founded. This source is not considered academic since it is 
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not in fact scholarly; however, it did provide the necessary information in order to obtain a 

foundation of the topic to build upon. 

Zwick, Edward. The Last Samurai. Warner Bros, 2003. DVD.

The Last Samurai is an American made action adventure film starring Tom Cruise. The film 

follows Captain Nathan Algren, an alcoholic American soldier who is haunted by his experiences 

in the Civil War and Indian Wars. His former commanding officer, Colonel Bagley, approaches 

him with an offer on behalf of a Japanese businessman, to work with the Imperial Japanese 

Army. Under the command of Bagley, Algren travels to Japan where his experiences with the 

samurai and the calm simplicity of the Japanese people leads him to overcome his alcoholism, as 

well as his reoccurring nightmares about the wars. He also learns Japanese, becomes a master 

swordsman, and grows to respect and befriend the leader of the leader he was originally called 

upon to suppress. This film is highly dramatized and is not a reliable source in terms of historical 

accuracy, however was very useful as an example of a Western contemporary depiction of the 

samurai.
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Appendix of Images

Plate 1: 

Daisho pair of the Edo period: Wakizashi, Signed Tangonokami Kanemichi was made 

around 1695 in the Settsu province. It is laminated Carbon Steel with 47.6 cm blade and a toran-

gunome  hamon. Katana, signed Fuyuhiro was made around 1730 and is the second sword of the 

pair. It is 69.2 cm long blade of carbon steel with a gunome-choji hamon. The fittings for these 

swords consisted of a black lacquered scabbard. They have hilts of ray-skin over wood wrapped 

in light blue silk chords. These swords were worn by a high-ranking samurai for meetings. The 

fittings show the special wrapping technique required for the swords to be worn in daimyo courts 

(i.e., silk braid covering a buffalo horn rather than the customary exposed metal pommel.)
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Tangonokami Kanemichi, Fuyuhiro, 1695 1730, Settsu Province. Watkinson, Patricia Grieve, and 

Washington State University Museum of Art. Swords of the Samurai: Japanese Arms and Armor 

from Northwest Collections : Museum of Art, Washington State University, February 6 - March 

3, 1981. The Museum, 1981. Print
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Plate 2: 

Menuke. Unsigned Mid-Edo Period made of Shaduko with gold and silver overlay. They 

are only 4.8x1.9cm big and are placed on the hilt of the sword. 

Menuke, Edo Period, 1860 Edo. Watkinson, Patricia Grieve, and Washington State University 

Museum of Art. Swords of the Samurai: Japanese Arms and Armor from Northwest Collections : 

Museum of Art, Washington State University, February 6 - March 3, 1981. The Museum, 1981. 

Print.

Plate3: 

Tachi Blade. Kazaritachi Length – 104cm. Combination of unwrapped ray-skin hilt with 

scabbard of gold lacquer with mother-of-pear inlay and elaborate gold metalwork. 
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Tokyo National Museum. Heian Period. Satō, Kazan. The Japanese Sword. Kodansha International, 

1983. Print

Plate 4: 

Katana Blade. Otsuke Kunishige. Length – 64.8cm Curve – 0.7cm
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Otsuke Kunishige, Mani Era, 1658-61. Harris, Victor. Cutting Edge: Japanese Swords in the British 

Museum. Tuttle Publishing, 2005. Print.
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