Collecting Nihonté — what, how and who?

by
C. U. Guido Schiller

A topic that comes up on the various internet forums regularly igjulestion "is this sword
worth buying?" or "is this signature genuine?”, usually followgdstme blurry pictures of a
rust-covered blade in battered Guntdé mounts. The answer is prettg sitisplvorth every penny
you're willing and able to pay for if all you're looking forasveapon of Japanese origin. Might
there be a collectable sword under all that surface erosion, or is it ersa @vestment to buy a
sword like that? In my opinion chances are as high as finding a muilafat the end of the
rainbow.

It usually takes decades of experience - and preferably adrediy trained polisher - to judge
whether a corroded blade might be restorable or not, and evelviheeen the expression of an
unpleasant surprise crossing the faces of those experts aftegdkadaolishing a "window" for
evaluation). And this happened after hands-on examination by extrienwlyedgeable persons.
| therefore strongly advise against buying such a sword. Edlyettie beginning collector fares
much better with a Nihont0 in a reasonable state of polish.

But first of all we have to ask ourselves the question why we tedmily and/or study Japanese
swords; if the answer is "because | just want a Japanesd sammyr Japanese sword, and am not
willing to pay more than $$$", read no further. If you're fascihate Nihont6é as an art form, if
you're "bitten by the bug" and prepared to explore a whole new wbmdarvels in steel and
interesting Oriental history, you may find some of my followinguihts at least mildly
entertaining.

What should we collect andow should we collect? In putting together my line of reasoning (as
like to think of it) 1 wasn't too surprised to learn that alreathers had tackled that problem
before me. Being basically a lazy-bone, | borrowed heavily frogmiead Bushell's chapterew
principles of collectingin his bookNetsuke - familiar & unfamiliar . Another great source of
inspiration was the article written by Michael Hagenbusch tfeer catalogAusgewahlte
japanische Kunstschwerter aus europaischen Sammlungegf the Deutsches Klingenmuseum
(German Blade Museum, Solingen); | “adopted” quite a few thoughts by him, too.

| shamelessly re-wrote, re-arranged and edited much of whasarddy those two gentlemen,
amended by my own insights and experiences. | hope | might be forfpveoccasionally
descending to the netherworld of outright plagiarism. However, sa@gly responsible for the
content of this article - it is, after ailyy point of view on Nihontd, and not necessarily that of the
authors whose writings | (ab)used.

First | should explain what exactly I'm going to talk about. Mathe translation of the name of
the NBTHK can help: Nippon Bijutsu Téken Hozon Kyobkai" means not only society for the
preservation of the Japanese "sword", but of the "art swordiylglstating that the goal is not
only the preservation of the sword as a weapon but as an art object.



But what is art, and what kind of Nihont6é qualify as Bijutsu Téken? Beafitourse, lies in the
eye of the beholder, and even "the experts" are not always ianagme However, borderline
cases are few and far between since certain standards ast Have been established and are
universally acknowledged.

The artistic features of the Japanese art sword can benizedgand studied since they can be
shown and explained. This knowledge has nothing to do with spiritual studregudehism,
laido training or sentiment; it is a question of mere study. Time saethods applied to recognize
architecture, paintings, sculptures and music according to thér cip be used for swords,
which can be dated and allotted in a school, province etc.

The ultimate preparation available to the collector who would bkénd art swords is at once
the most elementary and the most sophisticated preparation bfislto learn the subject. No
one knows instinctively what a good Nihonto looks like, nor does anyone knowveiiuihe
elements that constitutes it. The collector must absorb the hasiasgradual accretion of
understanding. Likewise, good taste in Nihontd is not an instantane@latien. It's usually a
gradual development. Most collectors readily concede the improvemahieioftastes over
previous years. Good taste requires careful nurturing and tendingniatuae blossoming. A
natural good eye means a head start, an enviable beginning, but itisongh. Just as a good
voice without musical training will not enable one to sing likedpatti, so also a good eye will
not assure a fine collection without some application and study.

In order to appreciate the different types of beauty one shouldgbgped with as much
knowledge as possible and a seeing eye regarding a good blade.oiehéraé useful to
memorize the characteristics of the different "roads", schomlsvaasters, so that when looking
at a Nihontd one knows where, when and by whom it might have been Tinslés the only
basis on which to achieve judgement about the differences in quality.

The collector who boasts "I don't know anything about Nihontd; | justwhat | like" makes a
statement that is not very profound. Of course he buys what he lfikes doesn't buy what he
likes, what does he buy? If he doesn't buy what he likes, he had et collect. The collector
who doesn't know anything about Nihontd will benefit by learning. I$th@uld be blessed with
innate good taste, he may develop expertness by listening and lodkengifted students who
earn degrees without cracking a book. For most of us, however, readicigsing, examining,
and studying are an essential though happy regimen for graduationmnoisseurship. The
emotional response to a superb Nihontd may be as intense for thetaroWho never learned
any "technical" information as for the expert, just as the emaliresponse to music may be as
great for the listener who can't hum a tune as for the ttamesician. But the intellectual
pleasure, if not the emotional response, of the musician is profoundly cexhdory his
understanding of theme, harmony, and counterpoint. So also is thecintdllpleasure greater
for the collector who understands Sugata, Hada, Hamon, Hataraki, school, smith.

It also needs to be mentioned that the features found in a good btameebenly obvious and
recognizable when brought to light by a skillful polisher. Tlogi$hi needs to know how the
blade was originally designed in order to bring out the charattsrithe smith intended, since
each style requires a slightly different technique. A poor polisliercbange the character of a
blade in a way that a good old Kot6 blade looks like an unimportant ShiteSar a very good
polisher might make an mediocre blade look almost like a good otadkelt a lot of knowledge



and experience to judge this correctly. An unpolished sword showsohtme criteria that make
a sword a good sword except the form, and even that only to a certain point.

Again, | would like to repeat that restoring and polishing has notldngdot with spiritual
enlightenment, a third generation Japanese girl-friend, eating Suéhii moon etc. but only
with knowledge and experience. One should not attempt to polish a blatsutwknowing
whether it is made by Kotetsu or Kanemitsu. For decadesBid¢iK now supports the training
of polishers in order to maintain the traditional art of Togi antidat the blades with the proper
methods. Experimenting with wet stones, sandpaper or the like - even by aipnalesgaftsman

- can damage a Nihont6 and ruin it forever since the structure and hardness nergdte al

A good polish is achieved by careful, time-consuming grinding by hétida series of wet-
stones of different consistence and hardness. During this procedure, the bluish ahd Heaat
and several tempering-patterns appear. If the tempering wasbgiamenaster, Nie appears like
brilliant tiny mirrors and Nioi looking like clouds. One can easibynpare this to ink painting. A
master is able to produce a whole color-scale ranging fromdrglytto dark black on paper. This
is much more difficult when the material, as in our case, is made of lay¢e=lof s

On the other hand there are lots of swords that are polished Iautvideserving this costly

treatment; the reason is only that the owner thought that evenyedepblade should be polished.
There are people that study for hours a sword that has been paigietively and which has

its origin in a forge of the Japanese Empire during World Wamid which shows absolutely no
artistic features. The same can be said about many blamestie Sengoku period which are
highly esteemed by many Western collectors just becausatdd§otd. Many of them are mass-
produced, too, and don't reveal anything which could be called worth being collected.

And another big part of Western collections are blades produced bpamamt smiths, showing
lots of forging faults, nondescript in form, Hada and Hamon, or just bdregguse "weapons of
Japanese origin" were collected instead of "art swords'thAlswords of this lowest level are of
course not to be classified accordingly, since the marks of s¢hooks, provinces or even
masters can only be suspected. Certainly many of these blames kind of "quality”jt is even
possible when looking at and examining the blade intensively thaincéeta details can be
called beautiful or perfect, but nevertheless one should be advisedtamzimgy occupied with
blades of such a low level since bad swords spoil the eyes.

Some collectors seem to have a positive propensity for choosingtjfpeseof swords that are
best classed as non-Nihontd. Whatever they are, they're not true Nihoeyéareé utterly devoid
of any artistic feature. Our misguided friend exhibits his non-Nihdtreasures” with such
obvious pride and pleasure that one is placed in a quandary betweeth pmstpnse and brutal
honesty. Perhaps the better course is to avoid outright condemnation atidmpt a patient
explanation of the basic requirements of a good Nihonté and a gentleaisom of his
selections with those preferred by recognized experts. Explnations and demonstrations fail
to register after a few efforts, and irritation and frustration begin to munay be best to desist
and to accept the situation. The collector loves his monstrosaite$ufly despite confrontation
with genuine examples and rational explanations. In such cases furthenicesisould appear to
be a deliberate effort to undermine his pleasure. He's entitiéz tprotection of the maxim of
the ancient hedonists: "If the pleasure is equal, pushpenny is asagopHdilosophy". Our
collector of non-Nihont6é has one advantage: his swords usually cost subigtdatis than
sophisticated choices.



To summarize, if Nihonté are worth the money they cost, they shouldokid the time and
effort they require to understand them. Learning Nihont0, like leaamgcart form, is a gradual
accumulation, a slow development of visual and critical acuityystatlization of standards, and
finally complete rapport with the subject. There is no magiméta and no secret shortcut: the
road is tortuous ...

The benefits of study may be perceived on three levels. Atatie kevel the collector learns the
distinguishing characteristics of a Nihontd: Sugata; Hamon and &atihow to recognize them;
types and classifications; origin, development, and decline. He begidistinguish old from
new, genuine from copy, crude from fine, commercial from art and otmeitiae. He may make
some poor choices, but he will learn to rectify his errors.

Often dealers, and some collectors, too, advise neophytes in marm'thery your experience”.
It's a variant of "learn by your mistakes". They meanhiy that the toll for mistakes exacted by
the purse makes the most unforgettable lesson of all. This advitged with cynicism. It is
true, of course, that experience is a great teacher and wealinkesrn from her, but there is no
wisdom in buying first and discovering the mistake second. As tivee€e sages reasoned, the
experience by which one learns need not be one's own. One can dwarthdr experiences of
others and save oneself costly errors. The capsule advice otithiematists "buy the book
before the coin" is much sounder advice. The coin book distinguishes thengdram the
counterfeit and gives dates, identification marks, and values. The at@ntor avoids mistakes
at the small cost of the book and the time to study its pagéeise Isame way the cost of a good
library on Nihont6 is in most cases much less than that of the marctiaane Nihontd that was
priced for fine quality but was actually inferior.

At the intermediate level, to which serious study and application dghoirlg the collector, he

will be better informed than the majority of antique and Asiardealers, except for those few
who are specialists in Nihontb. There is no exaggeration in thisraecta For most dealers the
Nihontd is only one item among a large stock of numerous categul@es. don't even pretend
to be knowledgeable, except the less reliable ones, whose expisessé direct proportion to

the ignorance of the customer. The intermediate collector knaess the first few comments

whether the dealer is knowledgeable and the extent to which his statements r@laggdoupon.

The advantage to the intermediate collector who knows more about Nihamtdhie dealer is
considerable. The inexpert dealer will often price his stock uneveatticularly when he has
acquired a collection as a lot. The collector enjoys the posgibfliacquiring better Nihonto at
lower prices. The intermediate collector is not overawed by tAkerlend at the auction sales he
makes his choices and fixes his limits confidently.

At the third level the collector is an expert in his own rigdis standards and opinions,
developed over a period of time, are his own. He knows that theralwdls be controversial
swords, conflicting opinions, disparate valuations, and questionable stan8at he is also
aware that disagreements among experts are limited to propgrtion of swords. In the larger
areas there is near total accordance among experts. Theaefaypposing opinion, however
vehement, will not unsettle him. When he shows a fellow collectdatast prize, which he felt
lucky to acquire for $ 12,000, and the collector says with admiratvbat'an exquisite blade! If
| owned it, you could not buy it from me for less than $ 5,000" his feelings are not ruffled.



The expert's standards may or may not accord with popular standarasay judge a favored
T6sho as overrated. He may regard certain Hamon as more indofteraporary trend than of
permanent quality. On the other hand, he may recognize some qualityimappreciated Toshé.
He may collect certain overlooked Nihont6 that according to his stisdee undervalued. If his
judgments are established in the crucible of time, his bargaipsstéryear may be the record
breakers of next year.

The dealer (including the investor) is in search of profit on Nihah®gollector is in search of
Nihontd for their own sake. This is basically true. It does albw, however, that the collector
is unaffected by commercial considerations or that he's unregpaonsthe valuations of the

marketplace or that his desires for acquisitions are uncontamimagedraneous influences. The
fact is that it's extremely difficult, if not impossible, ficactice a selectivity motivated solely by
pure love of beauty. The soul-searching honesty of immaculateetiestis beyond most of us.
My point may become clear when we attempt to distinguish bettixeemtrinsic and extrinsic

qualities of a Nihonté.

What is intrinsic or inherent in a Nihontd is the technique of ttadtstnan, including his
material, combined with his creativeness as an artist. Undefr isterpretation of the intrinsic
concept of beauty, this quality invests the object once for all whieaves its creator's hands.
After that, everything else that befalls it is extrirsm subject to the dictates of the marketplace.
Under this rigid definition, the patina of the Nakago is not part ohsit quality, since it was
not wrought by the artist but by time. Even the Mei may be coresidextrinsic, since it is an
identification only and is not part of the design nor of the creatidheoessential object. The
same is in part true for the Yasurime.

Admittedly, so strict an interpretation of intrinsic quality ischto swallow. A contrary case may
be easily made out for the signature as an artistic emsitn@int and for age as a result of the
period when the artist worked. But even though we accept signatusgaras intrinsic qualities
of the object itself, we have still to contend with a formidablayaof extrinsic influences.
Among these are the status of the smith; his popular appeahewlet or his style is in disfavor
or riding a vogue; the region in which he worked; the collectors who ottweggiece previously;
its use as illustration; the opinions of dealers, critics, and ca®ws whether similar pieces
have appeared on the market recently and the prices they fetichastindition of the Nihont6;
quality of polish, Habaki and Shirasaya (or Koshirae, which is @ dtollecting by itself), and
a host of others. One or another of these extraneous considerationsomagluence some
collectors as much as others, but they do affect all of us to sxi®et. In any case they certainly
influence the valuations that the market places on Nihontd and consedberplyces we must
pay for acquiring them.

There are many collectors whose first question is "who digi® for an indication of value
rather than "how good is it?" for an indication of quality. The caneeth signature often seems
unduly exaggerated. Some collectors search for a signature lieégréook for quality. This
cardinal concern with signature before quality is certainlyagoing of values and a reversal of
artistic priorities. Our first consideration should be for thenelets of quality. Without quality,
the greatest signature is a worthless endorsement. We should be buying the swoed)anoet

The approach of some collectors is even more absurdly tilted tovigmdtige: they are
concerned about the very faifta signature - any signature - with hardly a regard fordietity
or status of the Tésh6. Their first question is "is it signed?"emen "whosigned it?"; if it is



signed - no matter whose the signature may be - it is thdaghé somehow better. This is
certainly a case of buying a signature instead of a Nihonto.

Not all collectors demand signed Nihont6 with an eye to markaesaFor many a collector the
value of the signature is the assurance of authenticity ttledtords. Any misgivings he may
have, any lack of confidence in the opinions of others or in his own judgmimEse are
submerged in the security of a signature. The signature, likenttersement on a check, tends to
bolster his confidence and to support his judgment against whatewbtsdbere may be. It
serves him as a warranty or a certification.

The ultimate “letter of guarantee”, however, is for many the ngalssued by the NBTHK, the
NTHK and other Shinsa. These Origami give the suspicious anllpeace of mind; he now has
it black on white by the highest authorities. He paid a subdstaraunt of money to get
certainty.

On the other hand, the collector who chooses the unsigned twin at a redstddmonstrates a
confidence in his knowledge and in his recognition of quality. Being piym@ncerned with
quality, he readily chooses unsigned Nihontd at a lower price than kguivWihonté bearing
signatures and/or having papers at a higher price. What is even adweantageous for the
confident collector is that he is unlikely to be deceived by falgaatures or, regardless of
signature, by Nihontd of dubious quality. He relies on quality, not on signate relies on
contents, not on labels. For him a signature may confirm or corrolmedtemanship and style,
but he will never accept it as a substitute for quality.

When a distinction between collectors and dealers is based oappesciation of Nihonté, it is
subject to considerable skeptical erosion. There are collector&nawo the price of everything
and the value of nothing. There are collectors who will not makechase unless convinced it
is a bargain. There are collectors who practically demand anaassufrom the dealer of a
prospective increase in value. There are collectors whose prdugdesstis for the Nihont6 they
acquired through their bargaining and cunning or through the dealestamnge. No criticism is
directed at collectors who carefully husband their meageragibos in seeking good value for
what they spend. The criticism is for those collectors whoseapyi concern is with price and
who search for bargains to an extent that distorts or warpsstia@idards, with the result that
quality is relegated to secondary status behind the bargain.

On the other hand, there are dealers who cherish each and every NihontGststhpasigh their
hands, whether arriving as a purchase or departing as a sale. Thedeaters who will
deliberately overpay for Nihontd they love, knowing how doubtful it is ey will be able to
dispose of them profitably. There are dealers who handle and theidyNihontd with as much
tenderness and appreciation as collectors bestow on their favorites.

Sometimes swords have flaws or are damaged. Kizu are of frequemtemce in Nihontd. It
would be surprising were it otherwise. Nihonté were in use for géoas over hundreds of
years, subject to damage, combat, negligence and excessive polishinBddilways involves
removal of the original material. Collectors' responses to Kieuas varied as their responses to
the Nihontd themselves. Reactions are frequently uncertain, unsettlednfosed, and when
they are not, they may be strongly biased. The same collectoaaglpts one type of Kizu with
equanimity may shudder with the horrors from anotkRer some the devotion to a flawed but
otherwise fine sword may be as undiminished as a mother's love for her udly chil



The collector says "l wanted the sword, but it had a Kizu". Betlirdstatement one senses a
quandary, a dilemma, a perplexing question that takes a varietyno$ fiwhen prompted into
frank expression: "Is it wise to buy a damaged Nihont6?" "Célaveed Nihont6 enhance a
collection?" "Does the reduced price justify the damaged acquisition?"

An attempt to respond forthwith to the general question with genesavess will often
disintegrate into compounded confusion and vague generalities lacking coiemroblem is
that more than one factor is involved. No answer may be final arelgnsatisfactory, but
certainly the most sensible beginning is to clarify the factmd narrow the issues. To gain an
understanding of some of the factors may help those of us who fsaffefdamage vacillation”,
even though we may not be provided with categorical instructionsfig&itf to say that the
following doesn't apply to Shinsakutd):

When is a Nihont6 a flawed Nihontd ?@riental art, whether bronze, jade, lacquer, Ukiyo-e, or
porcelain, condition plays an important part in determining value. Althoulgbnkd are subject
to the same standards, some modification of the definition of pededition is applied in their
particular case. For example, Inr6 or Ukiyo-e in absolutely pastiondition would justify
topmost prices, while the identical state in Nihontd, as thougih fimm the Toshé's smithy,
would generate suspicions that would undermine a topmost valuation. iyoneahtihontd in
unused, or rather unpolished, state is, in the eyes of the marketglagly unbelievable.
Nihonté must be secondhand. They are expected to show some signs @uvdlae. wear on a
Nihonté must be slight and not so far advanced as to suggest inipetféc other words, the
signs of use must stop at the stage that supports authenticigoarafurther. The demarcation
between wear that authenticates and enhances and wear thatrierdal and detracts is fixed -
usually but not always - with a fair amount of agreement amongctots. Nevertheless, the
point is clear that perfect condition in a Nihont0 is not the same dirarsg unworn state as
perfect condition in lacquer, prints, and other categories. In reltidlihontd we must accept
the Japanese verdict that only Kannon, the goddess of mercy, is perfect.

What is the relationship between Kizu and age? Most collectoragvite that Kirikomi (battle

marks) on the Mune or minor Hadaware and similar small defeetsacceptable in direct
relationship to the age of the sword. For example, a Hamon narmeved through repeated
polishing in a thirteenth-century Ko-Aoe Tsuguyori blade would be degamuch less seriously
than it would be in a seventeenth-century Tsuda Sukehiro, and in the Sukekiseriously than
in a nineteenth-century Taikei Naotane. The average collectoorie lenient in his demand for
excellent condition in judging older Nihontd than in judging younger ofles.identical flaw

ignored with equanimity in an Bizen Motoshige may cause theyregdction of a sword by
Suishinshi Masahide. This attitude is certainly rational and abgithe older a Nihonto is, the
longer it has been exposed to actual use and subjected to polikimgpte wear and injury it
may be expected to have sustained during its lifetime. The doctrine oetirand tear applies.

What is the relationship between damage and value? We are borgwbgnize the unyielding
decree of the marketplace that a Nihontd commands a considerabiaimpr for its excellent
condition. Perfect state means peak price. Related corolemeesqually true. Small damages
will reduce the value of the identical Nihontd, in some cases qoitsiderably. If we increase
the damage to major proportions - Hagire (cracks in the edge),d~(lligters), Kakedashi (the
Hamon extends all the way to the cutting edge), Saiha (re-tergpean obvious repair (like
Umegane) or a major re-shaping - we may reduce the sameNifmmatd we have under
consideration to the price of a mediocrity.



And then, of course, we have "flaws" that are no flaws. A neophigiiet meject a sword as being
Saiha because of Mizukage, not knowing it is a common occurrence ikaWarand Hizen
Tadayoshi school swords as well as other schools. He thinks thaitd&ki where the Hamon
begins above the Hamachi, means a blade is worthless becausshé kitow it might indicate
an early Kotd or a sword from Kydsh0.

Many a collector boasts that he will not buy a piece unlessiit perfect condition. Should he
discover damage of which he was unaware, he disposes of the Nihonté despérits. There is
no fault to find with the collector who demands perfect condition anglili;lg to pay peak
prices. The perfectionist is quite understandable. The art addpersve his attitude as an
investment policy. They assert that it is the art objects itbélse condition that show the greatest
increase in price. However, investment appreciation is not evelgcwols concern, and not
every collector can afford premium prices.

At the opposite extreme from the collection of perfect specinmnBerfect Collection, as we
may call it, is the collection of damaged Nihontd - the DamaQellection, so to speak. A
collection of damaged pieces would certainly be acquired on the dmemgh it might well
contain, however dismaying the damage, a sprinkling of great smiths and grizey. forg

As a brief diversion it is amusing to imagine a collectorraffpexamples from his collection to
illustrate not smiths and schools but types of Kizu! As bizasre¢his might sound, collecting
flawed Nihont6 is not unimaginable, nor is it necessarily an absurdity. Tleetoolwho acquires
damaged pieces is not ipso facto a radical or a dolt.

If 1 may deduce a principle from the above, it is that a Nihont§ have flaws yet retain its
uniqueness and original quality, or it may suffer minor damagesthagrely compromises its
merits. Every collector must answer to his own satisfaction to what éReengliness of the flaw
mars the beauty or rarity of the piece. Despite all that Ineagaid in order to clarify the factors
and to fix guidelines, the ultimate decision about the acquisitionroaded Nihontd is no less
subjective than it would be were the Nihonté undamaged

Somewhat tangentially | would like to take note of the collector prittes himself on his eagle
eye, his inordinate ability to spot the most minor defect or dandaljghonté one has owned for
ages and has examined numerous times may suddenly reveal & Wdiea we ourselves
discover a tiny scratch after a long period of ownership, werstifeeremorse of a confessed
vandal in fear that we ourselves, by our own carelessnesdiamaycaused the damage. We ask
ourselves whether we could have failed to notice the damage whaoqweed the piece and at
all the other times when we examined it. More often, howevesr oitir colleague of the piercing
vision who spots the injury. Our emotions on being advised of damage tetafbter perfect
sword are of course mixed. We like to know all we possibly can abowvauiNihonto, but the
damage dismays us. Besides, we would like to discover the fauledvasrand not be told about
them by a visitor who was only supposed to look.

Occasionally someone will point out to us alleged damage thatirtgreat relief, we find is
fancied or imagined or that results from the spotter's igioera/Ne sometimes experience a tinge
of annoyance with this expert finder of damage, this defeishfst. Our annoyance with the
damage spotter burgeons if we know that detecting damage is hislainhyto expertness. He
boasts about his sharp vision. "No damage gets by me" he says. ifrordmate, abnormal
concern with damage he is like the specialist in pathology exagnohseased tissue under a



microscope or the monkey searching for lice. We do not mind so mocin dwl-eyed friend is
genuinely interested in Nihontd. The damage spotter we resdme isne whose expertness is
limited to imperfections and who has very little knowledge of Nihontgeimeral. He needs no
reading, no study, and no application for his gratuitous field of endeldeoneeds only visual
acuity and a morbid fascination with defects. He can exercisexhigyerated concern free of all
sensitivity to craftsmanship and artistry.

The knowledgeable collector who looks for quality will not be influenlbg great name or by
snob appeal. He may prefer the dealers' auctions, feelinghiwa he will more likely find
bargains. When he attends the name auctions, he will bid for the udnatioeerlooked sleeper,
but he will retreat from the contagious contests for popular npéestes that grow too heated.
This course is not in conflict with the excellent maxim "buylibst quality you can afford". The
advice, when expertly trimmed, is to buy the best quality but reetssarily to look for it where
it is popularly assumed to be, nor to acquire it at absurd cost.

Quality Nihontd at bargain prices may sometimes be found in thes dfogealers. Not every
dealer is a Nihontd expert, but even the expert dealer is inevitdhilgnced in fixing his prices

not only by his costs but also by his prejudices and preferencgsrsenal likes and dislikes,
and his arbitrary opinion about what a particular sword is wortk. dften said that art objects,
including Nihontd, are blind or half-blind. The "blindness" is in the suibgtess of value, the
impossibility of determining a precise value or of scalingarm increments for higher or lower
quality. Nihontd cannot be precisely priced like a box of cereals.

To warrant a top valuation, a Nihonté must accord with the stylesthagarded as characteristic
of the Téshé. It's the smith's characteristic work -uitmai stakable work - that arouses the stiffest
competition. Is this standard justified ? The matter is céytaontroversial. The affirmatives say
that Echizen Yasutsugu's swords with Aoi-Mon were forged in dideg period and are worth
more than his swords from Shimozaka days. However, a few observagynise relevant. As a
creator, the artist sees the world with fresh eyes. Heloagg his "innocence" when under social
pressure, after becoming famous and expected to make swordy ékadthose that brought on
this fame in the first place. On the other hand, his long experigines him a level control
during forging of the blade he didn't have when he started out.

Fads, trends, and vogues do not exert the sudden life-and-deatloeffé¢itiontd that they do on
the products of modern art. However, interest in a certain Tésh@artiaular school tends to
flare and surge now and then in direct reaction to a record prite am important sword. In
those cases where overlooked and undervalued Nihontd are spotlighteeblaheir true worth,
the increase in price is most proper. The new price accordgjuality. In other cases, however,
the response is not so much to quality as to the tendency to join pomvements, to go with
the crowd. Fads, vogues, and trends in art come and go, but quality ancgsfeoeindure. The
collector who assiduously searches for quality rather than éofith Téshé or the trendy Bizen
model will in the long run pay less and have more. Vogues and teeadsmporary, quality is
permanent.

Now to deal with our main theme, lawful avoidance: how to continue tioldewhile avoiding
error, extravagance, and excessive cost.

As he shows his acquisitions, a collector sometimes makes one theraonb the following
statements somewhat apologetically:

"This sword isn't very good, but | thought | ought to have an example of this school."”



"l bought this one because | needed the Naginata-naoshi type."

"I've given up trying to find this smith in decent quality; | was lucky to gstdhe at all.”

"l bought this for Hamon, since | didn't have Saka-chgji."

"l suppose every collection should have one of these."”

Why should any collector feel compelled to buy a Nihontd when his fwgrtin it? To the
extent that he makes purchases of things he doesn't really meang not collecting but
accumulating. He is not expressing himself, his own interestewmgastes and preferences, but
those of someone else. He is collecting by rote and by populsandke by what he feels is
expected of him and of his collection. If this kind of collectingasried to the extreme, to the
ultimate reductio ad absurdum, he makes a collection for evegysadut not for himself. What
is the purpose of a collection if not to delight the owner and to madersonal statement of his
interest in the art?

There is another aspect of the "ought-to-have" collection irofi¢kie "what-I-like" collection. If
one acquires Nihontd because they fill voids, blanks, and gaps in hidioallaed continues on
this course, he will as a logical conclusion accumulate exanopla types, Hamon, periods,
areas, and artists. His collection will eventually be fulpresentative and will encompass the
universe of Nihontd. It will be a Comprehensive Collection. It is tpe tof collection many
collectors easily amassed during the plentiful and cheap erahohtdi collecting before the
1960's.

The Comprehensive Collection is best suited to function as a studieactdng collection. It
includes examples to illustrate almost any point about Nihontéthieastudent might wish to
learn or the teacher might wish to illustrate. Since it a#irphases and facets of the subject, it
is necessarily of considerable size. It is the proper caledor the museum or institution.
Comprehensive Collections, like other collections, may be found on vdewvelks of quality
from ordinary to superb. Quality would have little effect on itsfulmess as a tool for learning
and teaching. What all Comprehensive Collections have in common, regardless 9f iguhlir
horizontal formation. They cover the entire field - a charastterthat gives the collection, in
geometric terms, its level plane. It need not deal with antycplar phase in depth. It therefore
stands in contrast with the vertical line of the in-depth coblactivhich is specialized or limited
to particular aspects. The Specialized Collection will be discussed later.

There is certainly no fault to find with the collector whoseregeand predilection lead him to
the Comprehensive Collection. It is a commendable goal if it iplaasure to represent fully the
various aspects, phases, and facets of Nihontd. He can explain and det@@mstrdirection the
Nihontd compass shows. The point is that our comprehensive collectonigxpeessingis
interest, he is "doing his own thing". The objection is to the practicihe collector whose
haphazard acquisitions "by popular request" are leading him willy-milthe direction of the
Comprehensive Collection, which he might be the first to disclaiimsagoal. To the extent that
he buys what he neither needs nor likes, he is committing the uextostagance. He pays for
third-party approval and wastes his money on Nihonto that do not datisfgost of all.

Save the money that you would spend on Nihontoogmit to have and spend it instead on the
Nihontd youwant to have. Take the piece that satisfies your heart's desinejectithe one that
leaves you unaffected, even though it be the object of great acdaum acquisitions should
elate your spirits; they need not stir the envy nor win the apbafvgour colleagues. As a
sincere collector, you do what you should when you listen to new suggeatidnsontrary



opinions patiently and consider them thoughtfully but extract only so raachommingles
naturally with your own taste and bent.

Some collectors want to have nothing but "the best". Whatever amnssihey make must be
"best of class." They aim at a collection that will be afittequality in each and every sword. It
is hardly informative to point out that the competitions for the bestKRinitoshi, the best
Hankei, and the best Gassan Sadaichi are the hottest and cdafiireshg bids are always at
record levels, and the collector must be prepared for an exceptionally high unlimosbllector
in pursuit of such rare examples joins the hounds in pursuit of thedosmall pack, true, but
way too large for the rarity of the quarry .The number of Kuhitos limited, but the number of
collectors is virtually unlimited.

The first question to ask about such an ambition is whether theofjtia¢ Best Collection is
attainable. The answer is a clear "no", for the reason that \& best in art is neither definable
nor measurable in absolute terms. On the contrary, it is variablesabjective. While our
collector of the best will not acquire the Best Collection, hg agguire a superb collection, one
that is superb in the unanimous opinion of all connoisseurs. However caediewtions of superb
quality have attained the rank despite the absence of a singlénRhis respect, collecting
Nihonté does not differ from collecting Ukiyo-e, postage stamps, bawks, or Chinese
porcelain. There are great collections of Ukiyo-e that do not coataimpublished Sharaku, of
postage stamps that do not contain a British 1840 Penny Black, dfo@ke that do not contain
a Gutenberg Bible or a Shakespeare folio edition.

Possibly the reason for the sense of deprivation of the colledtorfinds the "best smiths"
beyond his grasp is his proximity in time to the easy avétlaloif these rarities in the “good old
times”. Although fine examples have been acquired by many ligolgctors, the gap in a
collection is no justification for frustration or despair. Even withautepresentative work of
Kotetsu, superb collections not only are in existence but also are in a nasceot &iagation.

There is a characteristic of the Best Collection that shouldobged out here as an aid to an
understanding of the Specialized or Vertical Collection, whichmillediscuss later. The Best
Collection is on the rarified level of peaks, pinnacles, and sumihithoes not descend to
plateaus, foothills, and valleys that stretch out between.alh idssemblage of superb examples
without any particular relationship except for the fact thiati@ Nihontd. The collection will
demonstrate that Nihonté are marvels in steel. It is, howevé&mnéam standards, comparisons,
and relationships; it is lacking in depth. In geometrical terrasBiast Collection resembles the
previously discussed Comprehensive Collection. Both rest on horizontak pktieough the
Best Collection attains the more rarified atmosphere of a high plateau.

Charles Mitchell suggested a type of collection that he applied snosessfully to Ukiyo-e, a
field in which he is a recognized expert. He calls it the @agsential Collection. He describes
the planning and composition of the Quintessential collection in sub#iiantia following
words: "l had a predetermined limit of 20 prints with a preddatexdhbreakdown according to
periods, artists, subjects, and formats. Approximately 25% ofrihts pvere primitives, 5% in
the middle period, and 25% in the late period. Each of the six mosttanpairtists had to be
represented by at least six prints. All other major artlsasl to have a proportionate
representation, and interesting minor artists had to have someergptes. The breakdown by
subject was 3% actors, 25% beautiful women, 15% erotica, 10% gemessd0% historical
subjects, and 5% each birds and flowers and comic prints. All ofaheus formats and



techniques had to be covered by the collection in about the same propsrtioey occurred in
the art itself. It was fun plotting all this out, and it certaipbgsed many problems in the course of
collecting to fill the blanks, but in the end | had something that doelldalled a Quintessential
Collection, and a viewing of the 20 prints would give someone an aeddest of what Ukiyo-e
was as a whole."

The Quintessential Collection is easily applicable to Nihontée&ustof Ukiyo-e formatsve
would have Tachi, Katana, Wakizashi, TantGstead of primitive prints we would have
Kamakura period blades (since collectable Heian period swordsitiaé reach for most of us).
Instead of major and minor artists we would have a range of Tasbariexamples. Types of
Hamon would be extensively represented. The Quintessential Guillestquite well adapted to
Nihonto. It offers the prudent collector important advantages.

Before the collector can embark upon his quest for the Nihonté tHhtcarnpose his
Quintessential Collection, he must determine how many piecesllhrecgiire, which aspects of
the art are major and should be emphasized, which aspects are mihoreed only thin
representation, and finally the percentages he will devote to aeehdf the art so that it may be
viewed in its entirety. His acquisitions are deliberately plotted and plannedganee with pencil
and paper. As the collection takes form and purchases are made, ¢he epathe plot are
checked off. Thus the Quintessential Collector must be prepatiegrnor knowledge of the art
and with a thoughtfully deliberated plan. He must know every fagetieder to make intelligent
decisions about his ideal representations and percentages. The eabnbemefit of
familiarization and study of the subject prior to making acquisitisnsbvious. Our largest
percentage of errors will usually occur in our initial bursewthusiasm when we are introduced
to the art and each and every Nihontd seems wonderful, fresh, and free of flaws.

The Quintessential Collection by its very nature as a detddgralanned operation tends to
eliminate certain collecting errors. Many collections grow Haphazard accumulation. The
collector buys a sword because it is attractive or of goodtyumalia bargain or because he feels
rich that day. Although he consistently buys good quality, hefmeyhimself loaded with more
of a particular type than he needs. His acquisitions are fireepexhat they are sometimes
duplications or repetitions. Like the magic bean stalk, his collection jussgod/grows with no
apparent limit in size or balance in representation. A fixed nioaidimit and a predetermined
plan accord purpose and significance to each acquisition. The plotaandfghe Quintessential
Collection requires that each piece shall fill a space andsapréhe specific aspect of the art for
which it was intended. It must "fit" as an integral unit of thére representation of the art. One
Nihontd may serve to represent several different aspectsitaintd. For example, it may
represent Tachas a type; Chdji-gunome as a Hamon; Ko-nie and Nioi as HabuchiaAdht6

as Hataraki; a dragon wrapped around a Ken as Horimono; Ko-mokumgaasg, Jshowing
Utsuri; Kamakura as a period; Bizen as a Kuni and one of the tiaditions”; and Nagamitsu as
a Toshb. Obviously there should be no waste, no misspent money, and no duplicaion i
Quintessential Collection.

Even though limited to ten or a fifteen swords, the Quintessentiééaion may be sufficient
numerically to represent accurately and adequately thef &thonté as a whole. As Nihonto
increase in scarcity and expensiveness, the smaller collebdoomes more rational and
practical. Collectors may find the Quintessential Collectioith ws built-in safeguard against
error and waste, a prudent and economical method of collecting.névier too late for the



collector to turn the direction of his acquisitions into a Quintesde@bllection, though it will
require the formulation of a game plan and the elimination of Nihont6 that do not belong.

The Quintessential Collector must have the tenacity to adharmdtpersevere with his plan and
to refrain from acquisitions, however alluring, that do not fill thedsan his plan. When his
collection is completed, he will have the satisfaction of showaingjatively small collection that
is nevertheless representative of the art as a whole.

The Specialized Collection stands in geometric contrast withhtirezontal forms of the
Comprehensive Collection and the Best Collection. Its form is waértic is the in-depth
collection. It is the favored collecting approach of connoisseurs wagieen is "collect in
depth". What does the term mean, and why is it wise to "collect in depth"?

We begin with analogies from the fields of postage stamps him# €& porcelain. These hobbies
have stood the tests of greater numbers and longer time than Nifbetphilatelist soon learns
that amassing a few stamps from this country and a few framatliew of this period and a few
of that, a few of one type and a few of another, and a few mispnakes a poor collection. It is
an assemblage of unrelated specimens, except for their commsifiadien as postage stamps.
It is the juvenile and amateur approach to philately. The knowledgealdztor specializes,
whether in French colonial stamps or nineteenth-century Canatdiapss or floral stamps or
triangular stamps, but he always collects according to his $petsests. Likewise the
thoughtful collector of Chinese porcelain does not assemble one exeewplef various periods,
areas, types, and glazes but concentrates on Ming blue-and-whitegoeXpiort ware. This is the
in-depth collection or Specialized Collection. It tells the stdrg particular aspect, its origin and
development, its flowering and decadence, its evolvement, modificatiodsffshoots. It shows
standards, relationships, and comparisons. It informs, demonstrates, and teackasn W@ it
and expand our knowledge. Between the high walls of its narrowcedifreveals the whole
story of a specific aspect of the art. It is an eminerftlycgve collection. Each member of the
Specialized Collection is related in some way to every othenbee Each unit gains something
from the other units of the collection. Thus the collection asi@evs worth more than the total
of its individual pieces. It exemplifies the maxim "a good cdilbecis greater than the sum of its
parts”. It forms a true collection and it is more valuable asllection than the totality of the
units of which it is comprised.

How may the principles of the Specialized Collection be appliedrtortb? Let us suppose that
a collector notes a few pieces signed Omi no Kami Sukentasadme of any other little-known
Tbéshd will serve as well). He is attracted by Sukemasaags Jigane, his thick, even Nie, his
healthy functionalism. He detects a resemblance to Inoue Shinklaleans that Sukemasa was
one of the "hammer man" of the hobby smith Tokugawa Nariaki. Hguglig§ comes to the
conclusion that Sukemasa is a fine Shin-shintd period Tosho relativadtiagthand unreported.
He feels that he is not appreciated at his true worth. He detmdesllect Sukemasas. By
assiduously watching the shops and auctions over a period of timgathers together an
impressive number of his swords.
What has our hypothetical Sukemasa collector accomplished?
1. He has amassed a unique collection. In nhumbers and in depth there amparable
collection of Naoe Sukemasa.
2. His collection affords the basis for a survey and history ukeBhasa as a Tésho: his
technique, treatment and style, his first efforts, developmest,pgegiod, and late work;
his ability and standing; his peculiarities and singularitissuccesses and failures, how



he compares with other Téshé of similar style in the same pemibdhia relationships to
other T6sho as teacher or apprentice or co-worker.

3. He has made a contribution to our knowledge of Nihonté. He has filledme of the
gaps and voids in our information about Sukemasa. His collection is instructireidea
our appreciation and respect.

4. He has revealed a good deal about himself, his personal relationshifndntd, his
individual interests, preferences, and taste.

5. He has accomplished this at low cost. He collected Sukemasa m&emerit was
unrecognized and at a time when competition for his work was low liamted.
Moreover, he acquired not only Sukemasa's "golden period” but alsarlyismerk and
late work; not only his signal successes but also his tellings&saf. As a "complete”
collection his Sukemasa are more valuable than the sum of thedungiygieces. If his
judgment about Sukemasa's quality is correct, the marketplacevaatually reflect an
increase in its valuation of Sukemasa, much to the credit of his "discoverer".

The advantages of the Specialized Collection are considerable. It Iscionlthat is inspired by
the collector's individual interests, tastes, and predilectionsctirds with his personality and
character, even with his whims and idiosyncrasies. fisscollection, based on his choice of
those aspects of the subject that he finds most appealing andtinger&n important advantage
of the Specialized Collection is the cost, which will be much lothan the cost for an
assemblage of choice but unrelated examples. Since the purposaretiémh collection is to
tell a complete story, it will include mediocre exampleat tost as well as the Téshd's superb
flowerings at higher cost. Many specimens and examples, althiouigortant for standards,
comparisons, and relationships, will cost considerably less than tedrefarities. The
Specialized Collector is apt to find himself a "loner" in thespitrof his goal. He faces minimal
competitive interest from the mass of collectors. Despite oheerl cost, the interest and
effectiveness of the Specialized Collection may be greater than that of sstm@diections.

Perhaps the most exciting prospect open to the Specialized tGoliechat of uncovering a
Tosho, a technique or a type that for one reason or another is unnotidedteakggnored, or
unappreciated. He has the opportunity to pursue his natural padiahiiepreferences and at the
same time to focus attention on some hitherto overlooked group of Nihontdong\derable
volume of literature has been published that has led directly to reappraisalwidiuialdT 6shé or
schools.

This doesn't mean that the last word has been spoken about betterdumaonals, like Hizen-t0.
Roger J. Robertshaw showed us in 1999 with his biduk School of Hizen Tadayoshhow
original research and a fresh approach can make us seeingehigeliof smiths in a new light.
The possibilities are quite numerous. They are waiting for their discoverers

| stressed time and again that only studying the subject in deptlenable us to form a
collection that is both within our financial reach and worth beingadigt called a collection due
to its quality. But | also have to admit that only reading books andnigak swords without
guidance will never lead us to true connoisseurship. We need toftear our peers as well,
being it as a member of a sword club or under the tutelage of a seasoned collector.

| was lucky to both having lived extended periods of time in Japan, artinmmesome fine
gentlemen who freely shared their knowledge and "taught me swaitisjut ever asking
anything in return. But being the student of a true expert daa#oinatically make oneself an



expert, too. The taller the shoulders of the giants on which we shendeeper and harder the
fall can be. | don't say this to appear appropriately Zen-ishinkiie painful knowledge that |
probably never will reach the level of expertise of some of those who taught me.

In my experience there are two different reasons for colpd@panese swords: to appreciate a
unique facet of fine art, and through this medium gaining an undersgaotilapanese history,
culture, society, language and crafts; or to collect weapons of 3apamgin - regardless of their
artistic merit - because of the romantic connotation that thealdedc‘Soul of the Samurai”
invokes in the buyer.

There are, of course, shades of grey as well as extremiestlorsides of the spectrum. | met
some very strange people in the "sword world", in Japan as svéll Burope and the United
States. There are those who look upon Nihontd with an almost religious adoration, and would like
to restrict ownership to those who have proven beyond any reasonabler@dbubey are worthy

of a “temporary curatorship”. Others happily swing around any stinayl encounter, imagining
themselves as the hero of their favodt@me or manga. Some Japanese even see it as a patriotic
duty to own an artifact of their military heritage.

The average, or “mainstream” collector, however, recognizes Nitaenan art form, and usually
invests a substantial amount of time and money into studying hilsdieinterest. He enjoys
reading books on the subject, visiting museums and dealers, discusingntiaspects with
craftsmen and fellow collectors, and generally aspires tm laarmuch as possible about the
subject, often sacrificing other desires to achieve his goathbles determination without being
a fanatic. And yes, he also found the novels “Musashi” and “Shéguntanieg, and once in a
while watches a Samurai flick. One doesn’t have to exclude the other.

But most importantly, this mild form of tunnel vision still letsrhfunction as a normal member
of society. He doesn’t entertain the notion that the entire wovidlves around him and those
few chosen ones that share his insight into swords, nor does he spbritmauwith people who
claim that a Nihont6 can cut through machine gun barrels. If sombones genuine interest, he
freely shares his knowledge, feeling the obligation to pass itoothe next generation of
collectors. Not displaying any pathological behavior, even those aht identify themselves
with his pastime only think that he has a tolerable, even lovable, kink.

To quote James A. Michener:

The typical collector is a male, usually unbalanced in some direction, who, if he were normal,
would not need to collect odd bits and pieces. | believe that any collector suffers from some kind
of mental or psychological aberration, and that his collecting is a therapy which may run into a
great deal of expense but which protects his sanity and allows him to operate in other fields fairly
normally.

Nihontd collectors come in all sizes, colors and shapes. It therafakes learning the basics
even more important in order to stay clear of self-proclaiheggerts” who have an answer to
everything and true knowledge of nothing. This is especially uehie internet. You never
know if the person that answers your question is a Nihonté scholar of note, or just semeepret
who happens to own one or two books on Nihontd he uses to the best of his adwantage
disguising himself as a connoisseur. Those with experience look behindstede easily
enough, just like a scientist who devoted his entire life to rdséamwvs after the first few words
whether his colleague is exactly that, or just someone who eedwee advertisemendiplomas



from prestigious non-accredited universities, no required tests, classes, books, or interviews.
Bachelors, masters, MBA, and doctorate (PhD) diplomas available in the field of your choice.”

Knowledge can't be bought like the above mentioned diplomas. Onlyetheomer might be
impressed by the aplomb, the liberal use of Pidgin-Japanese, ancealherr pretended
acquaintance with well-known collectors and/or dealers our hypothetiqg@ostor uses to
corroborate his "credibility".

Internet forums usually consist of two groups of participants. Triseé droup are people who
already have a pretty firm grasp of the terminology of Nihonid,aae familiar with the qualities
that make a sword an art sword. The other group whose interests foiliserve is made up of
people who don’t know any Japanese sword terms to speak of, and amirt't@ tackle the
whole project anytime soon. These participants might be lookingpfoe pithy phrases that will
impress those of even lesser knowledge, or that they can toss #neuftdlums — to keep the
newcomers off balance, or to keep group one wondering how muchetiigyunderstand.

So, who are the real experts? Some people want to make you békevenly a person of
Japanese descent, "by grace of birth" so to speak, can gain a dglejpims this complex field
of studies. A myth many Japanese enjoy supporting. Granted, erpextsaliber of Homma
“Kunzan” or Sat6 “Kanzan” are not found outside Japan. And although ritasrdg true that a
Japanese has the advantage of easier access to informationrt swmdrds - it finally all boils
down to the effort one puts into his studies, not place of birth or . piAte a few non-Japanese
have proven that in the past and will continue doing so in the future.cCitveasd entertainer
Kitano Takeshi commented during a tv show on foreigners who presadviional arts in Japan
and overseas thatraditional culture should be inherited by the people who understand its heart,
not by the people who happened to be there."

The critical reader may - not without reason - accuse me ohdnamade myself the judge of
what is right and wrong in our approach of appreciating and colleBijotsu Tdken. In writing
law, a judge is limited to what is necessary to decide the case. Anythingdbelat is necessary
is termedobiter dicta and is not binding. The saying is that judges decide cases; theywadteot
law. Nevertheless, a judge is occasionally carried awdly thie force of his reasoning and
applies it to collateral matters not at issue. | hope | willdogiven for having inserted here quite
a few obiter dicta of my own. Like the judge's, it may be good law or itbedad law, but since
it is not binding, it will injure no one.



