Tools of the trade. Coarse,
medium, and fine uzukuri are stiff
brushes made of three different,
tightly bound organic fibers.

The coarse grade, which sees

the most use, is made of dried
Karukaya—the Japanese grass
species themeda triandra, known
in Australia as kangaroo grass.
The medium-grade uzukuri is
made with hemp fibers, and the
fine grade is traditionally made
with horsehair fiber.

have been asked numerous times about uzukuri, probably As you rub the rough brush back and forth along the
more than about any other technique. The word uzukuri workpiece, the softer, lower density wood fibers (early wood in
refers to both the tool and the finish created with the tool. most species) are gradually removed. The higher density, hard
For clarity, I will use the term on its own to refer to the grain (usually late wood) is worn down at a much slower rate.
tool and uzukuri finish or uzukuri shiage to refer to the As a result, the hard grain is accentuated three-dimensionally.
finish. The tool is a brush that comes in three different Uzukuri shiage plays to the qualities inherent in the material,
types: coarse, medium, and fine. The undulating surface that creating a very tactile surface that will age beautifully. It is not
brushing with the uzukuri creates is similar in texture to wood intended to compete with modern chemical finishes; it is a
worn by prolonged exposure to the elements. completely different approach and philosophy.
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Textural contrast. Styczen uses uzukuri finish judiciously, as he did in this cabinet to create contrast in the

textures. He worked the wenge door pulls with a rough uzukuri long enough to create a texture reminiscent of

soft pebbles. For the panels, however, to gently accentuate the wave-like grain and pore structure, he briefly
brushed with a rough uzukuri, then used the medium-grade brush, and ended by polishing with the fine grade.

Uzukuri your way to a beautiful finish

For some western woodworkers, anything short of several
layers of nuclear-grade polyurethane is unworthy of being
called a finish; uzukuri shiage is just this: a brushed and
polished wood grain surface. It’s not an applied finish, but it
does have a protective quality. Abrading the soft grain ensures
that in future use any contact with the surface of your piece
will be mostly on the hard grain, which will wear much more
slowly. You end up with a more robust surface overall.

It is not necessary to do anything beyond uzukuri. Although
applying a film-building finish over an uzukuri-treated wood
surface seems criminal to me, it is likely beyond the jurisdiction
of most courts. Still, T can’t see why you would bother with
uzukuri if you plan to do this. The wet finish will tend to fill the
soft grain valleys and the film, as it builds in subsequent coats,
will negate the tactile qualities you so painstakingly created
with uzukuri. So I would never use a film-building finish over
uzukuri, but I have once or twice used a coat of finishing oil.
Some Japanese craftsmen pair uzukuri with ibota (shellac wax),
and I've had great success doing that as well.

Uzukuri on soft or hard woods

Using the uzukuri finish on any species with a significant dif-
ference between its soft and hard grain will produce a pro-
nounced 3D effect. Softwoods like Douglas fir, cedar, and

Top photo: Marek Styczen
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Not just for softwoods. While the results of uzukuri are much more

dramatic on softwoods, the technique also works on hardwood.

Experiment on sample boards to get a sense of the look on a specific

species.
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finish line ...

USING THE UZUKURI

Using the uzukuri is easy. Hold the brush upright with one end firmly
flat on the wood surface. Because the brush is bound tightly, which adds
rigidity, but can flex and give when working the surface, it is best to grip it
firmly and as near the working end as comfortable without touching your
hand to the wood.

Roughing it up. The most important brush is the rough one. In most
cases, it takes care of at least 90% of the work and may be the only
brush you use. As you work the surface of softwoods with the rough
brush, you will see dust forming and collecting at the end of each stroke.
That is the soft wood being brushed out of the surface. This gives you
instant feedback. On hardwoods, very little dust forms so it is best to
work with raking light to monitor your progress.
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Bound with longevity in mind. As the uzukuri bristles wear and shorten,
a pull on the binding string will expose more bristle length. A very simple
but clever wrapping design allows you to pull either of the two pieces of
string to expose bristles on their respective ends of the brush.

cypress fit this category. However, on softwoods any imperfec-
tions in the surface will be more obvious.

Hardwoods also benefit from the uzukuri finish. The effect is
not as dramatically three-dimensional, but the grain and pore
structure are accentuated and the resulting surface is pleasantly
tactile. My favorite hardwood for this treatment is wenge. The
effect emphasizes the coarseness of wenge’s grain and its large
pore structure. I've also had good but slightly different results
with black walnut and iroko. Experimenting on a scrap of
your workpiece first is highly recommended before settling on
uzukuri as the finish. I would avoid hardwoods with a very
striking figure, as they may be more suited to a standard flat
surface with an oil or film finish. But that is a matter of taste.

A simple technique

To create the uzukuri finish, begin with the coarse brush and
rub forward and back in shortish strokes. Start on one side of
the board and make slightly overlapping passes until the full
width of the board is covered. Then extend the last stroke to
move farther down the length of the board and start making
overlapping passes again to cover the width of the board in the
next section. Make sure your new strokes overlap the previous
section. Find a rhythm and stick with it until you have covered
the full board. Check for evenness and depth, then start again
at the top. At least three or four passes over the whole surface

Top left photo: Marek Styczen
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finish line ...

PAIR UZUKURI WITH WAX

Although some might balk at the idea of calling wax a finish, the result
when combined with heavy brushing into the grain is surprisingly long-
lasting, more so than just rubbing on some wax with a cloth.

Buying shellac wax. Shellac wax, an incredibly hard natural wax, yields
similar polishing results to carnauba wax. The Japanese shellac wax is
bleached as standard in Japan and sold in uniform blocks. Raw shellac
wax is unbleached, tan in color, and comes in various-size chunks. Other
than color and shape, the two products are the same and have the same
working characteristics.

with the rough brush are needed,
and often as many as 10 to 20
passes, depending on the wood
species and the desired effect. On
softwoods, I follow up with the
medium brush when I want to
reduce the appearance of deeper
scratches from the rough brush.
The effect is modest, though. The
fine brush does not appreciably
alter the surface so I would not

SOURCES
OF SUPPLY

UZUKURI BRUSHES

japanesetools.com.au
fine-tools.com

SHELLAC WAX
shellac.net

use it for that purpose. I also use the medium and fine to polish
the surface when I apply wax, and on very hard woods like
wenge without wax to polish or burnish the surface on its own.

A note to the perfectionist

If you are the kind of person who is used to checking their
kanna shiage (hand-planed surface) with raking light (as you
should bel), and you are new to uzukuri finish, knicker-twisting
shocks may await as you inspect the wood surface. As you start
applying rough uzukuri on softwoods or very soft hardwoods,
you will notice that the brush leaves more or less obvious
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Work in shellac wax. As you near the end of your work with the
brushes, rub a bar of wax along the workpiece. Then use the coarse
uzukuri to work the wax into the grain while at the same time polishing
and continuing to remove wood. The wax acts as a lubricant, helping to
expedite the abrading process, too. Repeat these two simple steps at
least a couple of times before progressing to the finer grades of uzukuri,
if required.

scratch marks that stand out from the undulating grain surface.
A fork in the road ahead will form. Either embrace these marks
as part of the process, or do your sweatiest best to blend
them in as the whole surface is worked through. It may be a
comforting thought that further treatment of the surface with
medium and fine uzukuri would allow you to refine the surface
to some degree, but true perfection will likely prove elusive.
This is a very different finish from an immaculate kanna
shiage, or even from any flat-sanded film finish. That is the
whole point. How much evidence of the tool will remain is
partly up to you, and partly down to the wood species. ™

Marek Styczen designs and makes furniture in Perthshire, Scotland.
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