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DANIEL BÜRGIN


About “Fortune Telling with Japanese Swords”


and the Tradition of Kensō 剣相


The tradition of kensō 剣相


In Japan, divining the future with swords is called kensō 剣相. It has a long tradition, altough limited literature in English is available.


According to Markus Sesko (“Legends and Stories around the Japanese Sword”, Vol. 2, Lulu Enterprise, Inc., 2012), kensō is much older than the tradition of sword appraisals, and the earliest written note in Japan dates from 1423. In the Muromachi Period (1392-1573), it was advised to carve the Sanskrit character bhrūm .(Japanese: boron) around the signature in the case of cursed swords. This character drives out evil and is a purifying symbol.


Further, Sesko explains that the origins of systematic kensō rituals come from Kyūshū’s Bungo Province in the Muromachi Period. It became fully established in Japan in the middle of the Edo Period (1600-1867). Publications increased from the middle of the 19th century, with nine different schools evolving and competing against each other. Kensō was performed following the opposing principles of ying and yang, which are interconnected and interdependent.


Sesko also gives practical examples that resonate with Clifton’s book on “Fortune Telling by Japanese Swords”:


“If sun or crescent shaped tobiyaki (飛焼き) – small isolated temper elements atop of the actual temper line (hamon, 刃文) – were spotted, the kensō would say that this was a very auspicious omen. But slanting saka-ashi (逆足) counteract their power, that means they lower the auspicious effect of the tobiyaki. Regular ashi on the other hand, that means ashi which form a midare-hamon (乱れ刃文) with a regular rhythm, stood for luck and a secure, harmonious married life.”


During the mid-Edo Period, kensō was en vogue and influential to the point that it became irrational. Sword smiths focused on making blades that were of good omen. Some samurai had their old valuable blades reworked and shortened to a length considered lucky to avoid misfortune. For example, in the Yanagawa castle in Chikugo province, the Tachibana daimyō’s, a feudal lord’s, younger brother, Tachibana Naotsugu, avoided using blades that had records of a bad kensō. Overall, neg ative signs in a blade counted for larger numbers than good omens. Clifton’s book confirms this statement. He lists forty-one lucky fortunes versus one hundred and four negative ones. Most blades must have foretold a perilous future for their owners.


Kensō became so absurd that when, in 1830, a daimyō gathered his high-ranking retainers for a New Year’s banquet and invited a kensō expert who was to appraise the swords of two retainers present, emotions escalated. One had a blade of the smith Shimozaka of Echizen province. “Shimozaka”, meaning downhill, was considered a bad omen. The other samurai had a sword with a gyaku chōji midare (reversed irregular clove pattern) in the hamon that was slanting towards the tang, signifying defiance of one’s lord. The two samurai owning these blades were so furious about the negative interpretation by the kensō expert that they vis ited him the following day and challenged him to a fight. He was so terrified by the prospect of a deadly duel that he asked for forgiveness. To settle the issue, the expert had to write a letter to the two samurai comitting to immediately cease practicing kensō. Satisfied with the letter, the two samurai left. This widely known incident motivated kensō professionals to offer only positive interpretations. Consequently, around 1861, fewer and fewer samurai became interested in fortunetelling by swords, and the practice started to disappear.


John Talbot Clifton discovered kensō when it had already been in decline for several decades.


*


About this “Fortune Telling by Japanese Swords”


and some interpretations from the divinations


in Clifton’s book


I discovered this small volume of “Fortune Telling by Japanese Swords” in a second-hand bookstore a few years ago. It was issued in 1905 as a private edition by the English traveler John Talbot Clifton (1868-1928). At the time, I bought the book out of curiosity as an addition to other Japanese sword-related books.


Recently, I pulled “Fortune Telling by Japanese Swords” off the shelf and began to study its peculiar text and draw ings in more detail for the first time. Looking at the simple drawings, which obviously showed common faults as well as planned activities of steel patterns in a blade, my interest in the book grew as I became curious to learn more about its publisher.


Talbot Clifton had prepared a summary of kensō, the tradition of divining the future based on appearances and faults in a Japanese sword. It was a topic I had heard of, but had never bothered to learn more about until now.


Spending time with Clifton’s book, I realised that many of the divinations were based on either technical faults, i. e., ware, general cracks and openings in Japanese blades, hada ware, cracks in the steel surface of the blade created by a swordsmith’s lack of skill, or on desirable metallurgical activities, occurring during the process of making a katana. These desirable traits are produced during the quenching process when the cutting edge of a blade is being hardened. In simplified terms, the forged blade is coated with an adhesive clay mixture (clay, charcoal powder, pulverized sandstone). This mixture is applied to the blade with a spatula and is scraped off to a very thin layer, where the hamon will be. The composition of the clay mixture varies be tween schools and individual smiths. Once dry, the coated blade will be reheated and quenched in cold water. The shock of the rapidly cooling steel triggers a chemical reaction, and martensite structures occur. The coating prevents the blade from cooling too fast and hardening. It will also create the sharp outline of the cutting edge, the hamon, where the steel cools more rapidly due to the coating being a thin layer.


After polishing a blade, the martensite structures become visible on the surface of the steel. Their various formations and shapes were given specific, often poetic, names. They form an integral part of appreciating the beauty of a Japanese sword. Their appearance and formations also help identify specific characteristics, such as age, origin (in terms of sword-smithing tradition, school), and maker of a sword.


In other words, divinations of good and bad fortunes were based on structural faults and desired metallurgical activities.


Was there a link between bad and good luck prophecies and their underlying nature deriving from either a fault or de sired activity?


The sketches in Talbot Clifton’s book visualize the difference between flaws and activities. Was he aware of their differences, or did he inherit the drawings and the comments without further knowledge? – Who knows; but looking at the sketches in his book, ware, flaws are drawn as solid black lines, dots, and patches, whilst hataraki, metallurgical activities, are mostly represented with dotted or thinner, less intense lines. Studying the drawings, it becomes evident in most cases what represents cracks in a blade and what usually represents martensitic activities, i. e., the appearance of nie or nioi formations. Both are clusters of martensite with the difference that for nie, the observer can see the individual sparkling martensite crystal with the eye, while nioi are too small to be distinguished individually.


Hence, it makes logical sense that divinations based on ware, flaws, represent variations of bad luck. Conversely, desired activities in a blade produced during the forging process stand for lucky omens. However, this is not an absolute rule. The position of a martensitic structure on the blade, such as one resembling a dragon, can turn a prediction of good luck into ill luck if, for example, the imagined dragon’s head faces towards the nakago, the tang, of the blade instead of the kissaki, the tip.


For example, Plate XL.’s Figure 1. shows a crack inside the bōshi, the hardened cutting edge in the blade’s kissaki. It is a fatal flaw, as the tip would be at risk of breaking during a fight. Accordingly, Clifton states that Figure 1. has “a very bad meaning, albeit very difficult to explain”. The same Plate XL. has two more divinations (Figures 2. and 3.). Figure 2. shows three round clusters of what appear to be desired nie, martensite structures on the surface of the steel, also called tobiyaki, “flying hardened spots” detached from the hamon, the hardened cutting edge. In the book, Figure 2. is considered “an excellent sign of good fortunes”. Having the spots occur so neatly arranged, as shown in the diagram, would be a rare appearance in a blade. It makes logical sense to interpret it as a sign of good fortune. Similarly, Figure 3. in Plate XL. stands for good fortune as well, showing a metallurgical activity interpreted as the shape of an animal with its head pointing towards the kissaki. The line drawn in the diagram for Figure 2. is more ambiguous than for Figure 1. and Figure 3. I still believe it represents a structural activity in the steel and not a fault as shown in Figure 1., where the line of the sketch is thick and intensely black.


A second example of an inferior-quality blade is Plate XXI. The temper line of the bōshi fades out before reaching the point and before running into the back of the blade. In this diagram, the smith failed to harden the sword’s tip entirely when quenching, and its strength is suboptimal. It is unsurprising that this diagram also signifies bad luck.
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