
An Introduction to TETSUBIN

The ancestor of Tetsubin is believed to be the KAMA In late 18thcentury or early 19thcentury, a

new way to drink tea gained popularity. At first, Chinese tea instruments were used, but gradually

Japanese born accessories were developed to meet the needs of a growing number of tea drinking

people. The Tetsubin was therefore most probably created in the early 19thcentury and no dated

Tetsubin has been identified as being produced before the 1840s. Tetsubin rapidly gained popularity

and becanie produced in huge numbers during the Meiji period. This came not only from the

popularity of the tea drinking but also this was linked to modern ways of producing iron that

considerably reduced the cost of making Tetsubin, making it affordable for an important part of

the Japanese population. The second world war saw a considerable decline in the making of

Tetsubin, and ouly a few makers continue today to produce Tetsubin.

Production Centers

It is believed that the first Tetsubin originated from Nambu, which has been an important center

for iron manufacturing because of the availability of natural sand iron, a raw material for

production of pig iron. Nambu was also very fast in adopting western techniques of making iron

and also used imported pig iron to produce Tetsubin at a lower cost.

Kyoto has also been an important center for the manufacturing of Tetsubin. Kyoto unlike Nambu

kept the traditional way of producing Tetsubin, which means using iron sand as a raw material and

keeping traditional molding techniques.

Tetsubin Decoration

Unlike in the traditional Japanese tea ceremony, tea was poured in using the right hand, and

therefore exposing the right 'side of the kettle to the guests (the side where the sprout is seen on the

right). This is why in most Tetsubin the right side is more decorated than the left side.

Tetsubin can be just plain. The only decoration being the grain of the iron, this does not necessarily

mean that the kettle is of lower quality. Simplicity and texture are highly regarded in Japanese taste.

Tetsubin of the highest quality are often decorated in high relief and inlaid with silver, copper alloy

or even with gold. Standard kettles show usually no pattern, repeated patterns or low relief patterns.

After molding and undergoing a process to reduce rusting, kettles were often given coloring in

using chemicals and lacquers.

Lids were sometimes molded in iron in lower quality Tetsubin or in Nambu Tetsubin. In the case of

Kyoto Tetsubin, bronze lids were used and were sometimes manufactured by different makers.

The makin2 ofTetsubin

1\voprocesseswereused-lost wax process and drawn mold method. The lost wax process was most




