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Understanding the Iron Culture in the Medieval Eastern Japan
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Understanding the Iron Culture in the Medieval Eastern Japan

Fukupa Toyohiko

Investigating the iron culture in the Medieval eastern Japan suffers from lack of historical and
archaeological evidence. Before the Medieval era, there are sufficient historical documents and
archaeological information to study iron production and its use. Also ancient Chinese information
can supplement Japanese data. After the Medieval era, the records of mining workers, the texts
describing ironprocessing and distribution, and dictionaries such as Honzouke are available. The
Medieval western Japan has historical documents showing the iron production and distribution.
The iron production sites are also recently excavated in the area.

In order to study the iron culture in the Medieval eastern Japan, it is necessary to examine
the data in other areas and other eras. This paper identifies the name and type of iron and
analyzes the method of production based on the early Modern records. The results can be
summarized in the following three points.

(1) Although the types of iron that were distributed in the market differ between the early and
the late Medieval periods, the two basic types can be recognized; carbon-rich “zuku (%) " (pig
iron) for casting and carbon-poor “jyukutetsu (#8%)” (mild steel). Another type of “Hagane ($1)"
(steel for on adged tool), used for making cutlery, was distributed in the later Edo period and it
was manufactured by the blacksmith guilds.

(2) Traditionally, the “zuku” manufacture was most common and the two step iron production
method prevailed. After the invention of “okdou (X§H)” in the Edo period, the direct iron manu-
facture method, called “kera-oshi” technique ($8#1%%), was employed.

(3) Historical documents show that the traditional two-step method could produce both “zuksu”
and “jyukutetsu”. “Kera($8)" mainly consists of “jyukutetsy”, but it also includes various materials
as slag.

The iron production and processing technology in the Medieval era might have been similar

to the ones in the early Modern era mentioned above.
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