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Pay Homage to Japanese Delities

Ithough the number of Japanese sword collectors
in the United States is increasing daily, the number of antique
art swords has dwindled greatly. Japanese swords, or what are
commonly known as “samurai” swords, have become an ex-
tremely rare commodity. About five years ago, there were only
two major sword appreciation societies; today there are at least
a dozen in the United States. Dur-
ing Japan’s economic boom of the
1980s, sword dealers swarmed to
the United States, buying up all the
swords they could find. Sato-
gaeri—meaning “swords coming
back home”—became a popular
Japanese term. Roughly 300-400
swords were bought up and sent
back to Japan each month during
the period from 1980 through
1992. Conservatively speaking,
this amounts to nearly 50,000
swords “returning home” to Japan
from the United States over an 11-
year period. The “march” home still
continues, although it has slowed

Bishamonten (pictured in an
engraving at right) is one of the
seven gods of good fortune and is
said to protect the sword owner and
help ensure his victory on the
battlefield. Bishamonten is always
engraved in a standing position and
always carries a spear or halberd.

somewhat due to Japan’s recent
recession and a scarcity of swords.
Unfortunately, the strength of the
Japanese yen against the Ameri-
can dollar continues to make
sword-buying a profitable venture
and attracts many dealers from Ja-
pan each month. Another indica-

60 BLACK BELT / MARCH 1995

tion of the popularity of the “samurai” sword
is the fact there is now a major Japanese
sword convention in the United States almost
every other month, attracting local and for-
eign collectors and dealers.

Japanese swords began arriving in Amer-
ca in the late 1800s when tourists brought
them back after traveling abroad. There was
another influx of swords in the mid-1940s
when American military personnel brought the
blades back as war souvenirs. It is estimated
that there are at least 500,000 Japanese
swords still remaining in the United States,
mostly in the hands of collectors.

Because they are so rare, Japanese
swords have become extremely expensive.
An “average” sword, one of so-so quality, may

Dragons, such as the one at right, are one of
the most popular engravings found on
Japanese swords and represent the magical
qualities of the legendary serpents.

sell for several thousand dollars. Some
people don't realize the value of the swords.
One antique dealer in the Midwest pur-
chased a Japanese sword for $45 from an
unwitting seller and later sold the weapon for
$125,000. Another collector found a sword
at a swap meet for $75 and sold it to a dealer
for $45,000. Such instances are rare, how-
ever.

Japanese swords have become a way to
wealth for many treasure hunters, yet there
are still individuals who revere and honor
the sword for what it is: a great work of art,
an ancient and miraculous weapon, and the
soul and spirit of the samurai warrior. Such
individuals are likely to be more interested
in the engravings on the body of the sword
than the market value of the weapon.
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After 2,500 years and billions of Asians later these arts are
still proclaimed the "Deadliest of ALL" even by experts who

have studied with Bruce Lee, Silat, Ju-Jitsu and others.

Most Martial books and videos are obsolete soon after
you review them. They are NOT based on the precise
mathematical laws handed down from the Temple System
found ONLY on these videos.

Produced by Master Teacher
Lionel "Al" Colangelo, inter-
nationally recognized as one of

the foremost Internal authori-
ties in the U.S. and for
defeating the

Taiwan cham-
pion at 6'4" -
° 235 Ibs.

KUN-TAO SILAT - Cobra, Horse or Snake — $39 ea.
PHASE 1 SILAT (Sets, Drills, Forms) - $39
INTERNAL BODY BUILDING #1 #2#3.4#4 - $39 ea.
(Chi Gung, Nei Gung arts to stimulate explosive power)
PYTHON'S ANTI-GRAPPLING SKILLS - $49
(Defeat Ju-Jitsu grappling attacks and clinches)
IRON PALM FIGHTING #1#2 - $59 ca.
(Paralyze an attacker with one palm strike)
POISON HAND FIGHTING #1.#2#3, - $39 ca.
(Paralyze an attacker with superior size and strength)
BA-GUA #1.#2#3#4 — $59 ca.

(Renowned monk fighting art using rotating power) FREE
BA-GI (Emperor's Body Guard Art) — $59 “"DEMO"
CHEN TAICHI #1. 42 - $59ea. VIDEO
HSING-I (5 elements of fighting) -~ $59 WITH
WU-TONG SILAT #1 #2 - $39 ea. ORDER

(non-telegraphic hitting; hit without being detected)
SERAK SILAT #1.#2 - $59 ca.

(secrets of angulation, perfect positioning & flanking)
PARALYZE WITH ELBOW SHIELDS Demo and Intro — $29 ea

Training #1 and #2 — $39ea; — or— all 4 for $149

SHIPPING - Continental U.S. - First tape. $4, each additional tape $2.
Canada - $6, each additional tape $4. Foreign - $10, each additional tape $5.
California residents add 7.75% sales tax.

CREDIT CARD ORDERS - Call or write credit card number,
exp. date & signature on separate sheet of paper.

1 CHECK/MONEY ORDER Make payable to: N.A.P.S.
% Mail to: P.O. Box 6185 * Moreno Valley. CA 92554
(909) 242-1679
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Horimono is the Japanese term used for
these sword engravings. The term does not
include the engraved signatures found on the

sword tang; these are called kiritsuke-mei,
or simply mei.

The swordsmith almost never signed his
engravings. From the 17th century on, how-
ever, it became a custom for some smiths,
famous for their skill in engravings, to sign on
the nakago or tang of the blade the words hori
do-saku, meaning “also executed the engrav-
ings (as well as making this sword).” Several
sword ryu (schools) engaged specialists to en-

grave their blades, and these are con-
sidered original engravings.

Engravings can be divided into two
general categories: grooves and picto-
rial designs. Grooves are the so-called
“pblood grooves” which run up and down
the blade. There are many standard types,
but they have nothing to do with blood or the
way a victim’'s blood runs down the blade.
Grooves are decorative and enhance the

value of the blade. They also lighten the
weight of the blade and improve its overall
balance. Grooves also increase the over-
all surface area of the blade, which helps
prevent the blade from bending.
Grooves are functional and beautiful.
The second category of engravings,
pictorial designs, are what most people
generally associate with horimono.

These types include written inscrip-

tions, such as poems or prayers, as

well as designs.

A quick word of caution about ato-
bori, or “later engravings,” which have
been added to the blade some time after
its production. Generally, these engravings
are of poor quality, are not considered to
have any artistic value, and do not con-
tribute to the enhancement of the blade.

Ato-bori are usually added to the blade
to increase the weapon’s market value
or hide flaws in the blade’s construction.
With a little training, it is not difficult to
distinguish between original engravings
and those added later. On close inspec-
tion, one can usually see the flaw which
is hidden, but almost never completely
concealed, by the additional engravings
on the blade.

It is convenient to look at engravings
from the standpoint of their evolution
throughout the history of swordmaking.
There are engravings on some of the
earliest examples of Japanese

swords—a period before the sword de-
veloped into the curved, single-edged
blade commonly seen today. This period
extends from prehistoric times up into the

*

One of the most popular sword
engravings is the kurikara-ken (left),
which pictures a dragon entwined

around a sacred sword.



This sword engraving (right) illustrates the sacred
Sanskrit character representing Fudo Myo-O, the god
of fire, and his sacred sword. It is one of the most
popular Japanese sword engravings.

ninth century. Engravings from this period include as-
trological signs, such as a constellation of seven stars,
and inscriptions whose meanings have yet to be inter-
preted. In 1993, researchers uncovered an old sword
during an archeological dig that featured engravings of
animals such as a frog, heron, turtle, deer and sala-
mander. It has been conjectured that these particular
designs relate to agriculture, as in bountiful rains, wa-
ter, fertile soil and plentiful crops.

What is unique to this early period of sword engrav-
ings is that many are filled with gold. This was not done
in later periods. Grooves, or bohi, also commonly ap-
pear on these early examples. Although engravings of
this period do not have the technical skill and sophisti-
cation of later designs, they do possess the beauty of
age, history and taste.

Beginning with the Heian and Kamakura periods,
which spanned the ninth through the 14th centuries,
strange Chinese-like characters called bonji began to
appear on Japanese swords. These are actually an-
cient Sanskrit characters which represent Buddha and
various Buddhist deities. These inscriptions greatly
contribute to the artistic and market values of the
blades. In the age of the samurai warrior, however,
these engravings had a specific and profound mean-
ing. They were believed to protect the sword from evil,
ensure the safety and welfare of the sword owner and,

most importantly, help secure victory on the battlefield
for the warrior.

The most popular bonji engraving is that represent-
ing or invocating the deity Fudo Myo-O. Meaning “the
immovable one,” Fudo Myo-O is a reincarnation of Dai-
nichi Nyorai, the “Universal Buddha.” Fudo Myo-O has a
fierce and ominous appearance. He is either standing or
seated on a large rock surrounded by water. His body is
surrounded by fire. In one hand, he holds a sacred
sword, and in the other a lasso with which to bind evil
and ignorance. One eye is closed, his crooked teeth
show through his mouth, and his single garment is
draped over one shoulder. This is a representation of
the “servant” whose prime duty is to protect.

Fudo Myo-O became extremely popular in Japan,
where many temples are devoted exclusively to him.
That mountain ascetics and warriors revered Fudo is
clearly evident by the fact his image is engraved on so
many blades.

One of the most famous depictions of Fudo is on a
short sword made by Goro Nyudo Masamune. The
engraving is known as the “Taki-Fudo™—meaning “Fudo
under a waterfall’—and the deity is not surrounded by
flames as he is traditionally depicted. This is most likely
an allusion to the mountain warriors who often medi-
tated under waterfalls as part of their religious training.

Fudo is depicted in many ways—as a double-edged
sword, sacred chopsticks, sacred rope or lasso, and the
kurikara-ken or “dragon entangled sword.” He has the
most varied engraving representations of any figure or
icon on Japanese blades.

Another popular engraving is of the deity Bish-
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DYNAMIC KICKS: Essentials for Free
Fighting by Chong Lee. First in a series of
books by this 1974 Long Beach Grand National
forms champion illustrating Lee's proven
method of developing the perfect kicking tech-
niques basic to all kicking, plus 30 separate
kicking variations. Lee is a popular tae kwon
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kickboxing. Fully illustrated. 96 pgs.
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Michael D. Echanis. The use of the stick,
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plosive power. Fully illustrated. 224 pgs.
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Hess. Hess, an expert in goju-ryu and a former
full-contact karate champion, has taken his own

knowledge of this ancient Okinawan weapon and
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street situations based on his years of experi-
ence in law enforcement training. He covers ba-
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and takedowns. Fully illustrated. 224 pgs.
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Lum Pai Gung Fu Association, this fully illustrated
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Fully illustrated. 127 pgs.
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amonten, who is best known as one of the seven gods of good
fortune. He is always standing and always carries a halberd. He
is dressed like an ancient Chinese warrior and serves to protect
all warriors.

Other images engraved on Japanese swords include Jizo
an Kannon and other popular Buddhas, bodhisattvas (enlight-
ened beings) and gods who represent good fortune or protec-
tion. Other popular icons are the lotus flower, the dokko or
sacred sword, and the halberd, all of which share the same
religious significance of offering divine protection to the owner
of the blade.

Japan entered into a period of relative peace in 1600 and, by
the early 1700s, the warrior class was on the decline as the
country experienced a rise in the merchant class and commer-
cialism, and a blossoming of the arts among the common
people. During this period, and up through the 1900s, Japa-
nese sword engravings became increasingly decorative and
elaborate. Less emphasis was placed on an engraving's reli-
gious significance and its meaning to a particular owner. In
Osaka, one of the rising commercial centers during this time,
many of the customers of local smiths were wealthy merchants
who wore their short swords merely as a display of wealth and
power, not for battle. Because less importance was placed on
an engraving’s religious significance during this period, a wider
range of engravings emerged.

For sword dealers, the later, more elaborate and decorative
engravings are of course preferred because they increase the
blade’s market value. The earlier, more esoteric engravings
seem simple and naive in comparison. Yet, in these original
engravings one can see the deep religious faith of the smith
who created the blade, as well as the unswerving courage of
the warrior who carried the weapon into battle. Nothing can
compare to this kind of beauty, which only another warrior can
understand. »

About the author: Reverend Kensho Furuya is an ordained
Zen priest who teaches aikido and iaido at his Los Angeles
dojo. His Ancient Ways column runs bimonthly in Black Belt's
sister publication, Martial Arts Training magazine.

1. literally "sword-saint"
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PO Box 8095, Durango, CO 81301 or call 1-800-243-2259




