
Pitch, Composition, Use, Sources, etc. Tutorial, posted on The Carving Path Forum, April 
2007

The information contained herein originally appeared on www.thecarvingpath.net or www.thecarving-
path.com forums.  This compilation is copyrighted by TheCarvingPath.net, and each separate posting 
and/or image is copyrighted by the original poster.  This information may be freely distributed for the 
purposes of learning these or similar techniques, but may not be sold or otherwise distributed for finan-
cial gain in any manner.  Many of the procedures or techniques described herein are dangerous, employ 
toxic or otherwise hazardous substances, or may produce toxic or hazardous substances in the process of 
employment, such as dust or other evolved products.  This information is not intended for use by begin-
ners or those uninformed about the proper use of the equipment, materials or substances described.  For 
heaven’s sake, do be sensible and safe when using these or similar techniques.  If you aren’t absolutely 
certain you are capable of using this information safely, then ask questions or seek help and guidance 
by those who are.
 
by Jim Kelso There are bits of information on pitch here and there on TCP. I thought that it would 
be useful to have a more concentrated focus of information on this very important material for 
those engraving chasing, forming in metal.

Ford has offered to present the traditional Japanese formula given to him by Izumi-sensei. This is 
a very valuable and generous contribution as this sort of information contributes to the very under-
pinnings of the continuing practice.

Metalworking is a very diverse and complicated affair and one may find the variety and complexity 
overwhelming at times. It may be useful when trying out certain techniques to make concessions to 
the availability of commercial preparations. This can be useful in finding out one’s particular needs 
and in finding energy and momentum that can be gained in actually putting a tool to the metal. This 
assumes of course that the commercial preparation is not total #*@!.

Pitch varies in composition and also is quite sensitive to heat, which means it is a highly variable 
material which requires experience to understand.

Pitch is available from NW Pitchworks (http://www.northwestpitchworks.com/home_main.html)

I’ve found this pitch to be superior to other commercial brands. Some others don’t seem to like it, 
but I use it all the time. There are three grades. I’ve only ever used the medium. I suspect if you 
were doing uchi dashi you would want the soft.

By Ford Hallam Hi Jim, that’s a good contact to know about there. Thanks for the heads up.

Not having used their composition though and not having an idea of the relative hardness-es of 



the different grades I’d just like to add a thought. If the pitch being offered is being made up with 
the requirements of chasing and repousse in mind then the chances are that it will be too soft and 
resilient for most Japanese processes.

For inlay work it needs to be very firm, firm enough to crack off in chunks if hit with a hammer 
when cold. Even for uchi-dashi it needs quite a degree of hardness, we simply work it while still 
quite warm initially and as it cools and hardens it allows for more precise shaping.

Setters pitch might be a reasonable alternative, but I’ll post the composition and method of prepa-
ration of the Japanese mix that I use, if anyone wants it.

by Jim Kelso I know the requirements for inlay, and have found the NW medium quite adequate. 
As you say, heating can adjust the give as needed. As always it’s in the using of something that it’s 
nature is revealed. Hardness should not be confused with brittleness. Unlike other, more brittle, 
commercial preparations, I have found this product very useful. Give it a go...

Would like to know your formula, sure. Toshimasa gave me his years ago, but I found this pitch to 
do what I needed so ....

by Karl Carvalho Aloha Jim,

Thanks also for the tip.
I was given some old pitch attributed to NWPW as medium. It was Poupon yellow, in a milk carton 
and I used it in an air conditioned classroom during instruction. No problem. Worked great. When 
I took it home, at room temperature, it oozed over the sides and flattened out.

I also tried, at some expense, red German (?) pitch as recommended by Yotkov, from Allcraft. 
(Also now from Rio Grande.) Much firmer even at room temp. Any misplaced blows can result in 
shards akin to flying shrapnel.

I did look up the NWPW website, but did not follow through and leave a message. I will now.  So, 
I guess I need to experiment and compensate for my climate and workshop conditions. And the 
type of work.

Learning painfully.

by Karl Carvalho  Aloha Jim, Thanks for saving me from shanghaiing yet another post in my 
search for knowledge. (Apologies to Patrick.)

Doing what should have been done in the first place, I received a quick response from NWPitch-



works. After also casting doubt on my sense of color, this is what they said:
“If it came in milk cartons it was almost certainly ours. The color description I’m not sure of - I 
would call it a greenish tannish color. Does that sound right? Medium grade is what we sell the 
most of and if it has been set out for general use without any other marking I would assume it is the 
Medium. This would be especially true if you find it working well in an air conditioned room. Our 
Medium pitch is designed to have a wide range of workability. If it is used in a very warm or hot 
environment it will definitely remain softer. Once solution might be to cool the pitch first either in 
an ice water bath or in a refrigerator. Some people want the pitch softer. For them we recommend 
working it below a heat lamp or in a very warm environment.

As for whether the pitch is old or not I cannot be certain. I have sold pitch to a couple of different 
customers in Hawaii during the last year. I’m not sure if they were connected to your school or 
not.

The pitch does not lose life generally over time unless it gets infected with dust or other particles 
and begins to lose tackyness or adhesive. All of our pitch grades are compatible so more Medium, 
or Soft, or Hard grade pitch could be purchased to reinvigorate and/or change the consistency of 
the pitch you already have.” Northwest Pitch Works

So I plan to send for a harder grade to mix for optimum performance in a warm climate. All it takes 
is a little more effort. Thanks again for the prod and the info.  I’ll leave the red stuff alone for now; 
it scares me.  Just kidding. (I won’t even go on about the black stuff.)

by Ford Hallam Hi Guys, Here’s the recipe I use, it’s the same composition my teacher and his 
colleagues in Japan use.

Pine Rosin Pitch mixture: Matsu yani

1 Kg finely ground fire clay or Plaster of Paris
750 grams of Pine Rosin
50 ml of vegetable oil
1 teaspoon of charcoal powder.

Gently melt the rosin in a metal container, do not allow to burn. When completely fluid, with the 
consistency of runny honey, start adding the filler material ( powdered clay etc ). As you add the 
powder gently stir it in.

Once it has been completely mixed add the oil and the charcoal powder. At this point resist the urge 
to stick your hands in the pitch!  This may cause some discomfort.



If you are using a pitch bowl it’s usual to fill it to within an inch of the top with lead, to give it extra 
weight and stability when working on it. Presuming the pitch bowl is prepared ( and cool ) fill the 
remaining space with the still very runny pitch. Once this has cooled enough to allow it to firm up 
you can begin to slowly add small amounts of now less runny pitch. You can use a cold hammer to 
help keep the pitch where you want it.

In this way you can build up a mound of pitch. An alternative to the pitch bowl is to spread the 
pitch on a thick wooden board. I have one that is roughly 1 foot square and 2 inches thick. The cen-
tre was hollowed out a bit and I packed some lead under the pitch. This arrangement is particularly 
useful for working largish plate etc.

Here’s one outfit in the US who supply the stuff, link to pine rosin supplier. I imagine there are 
other suppliers around.

I made up my mixtures over 16 years ago and am still using essentially the same stuff. I lived in 
the UK for 18 years prior to returning to Cape Town just over a year ago and I cant say I’ve noticed 
any difference in the working properties due to the change in climate.

regards and stuff, Ford

addendum; it’s now become evident that on a couple of occasions when others have used this 
recipe it’s not really hardened up at all. We’ve assumed that this may be due to variations in the 
water content of the raw rosin and as such have learned that by adding a little extra rosin may yield 
a suitable composition. I suppose we should remember that it is after all a natural product and 
probably subject to differing processing procedures. Seems it’s a bit like cooking! thanks to Jesus 
Hernandez ( blade-smith ) and Hyllyn Rincones ( vagabond ) ;-), for bringing this aspect to light 
and resolving it. Cheers.

by Phil White  As a new member, I am continually pleasantly amazed by the discussion top-
ics posted here. I do a fair amount of repousse work with pitch bowls, and really appreciate the 
recipe.

A while ago, I had a need for a bowl that was larger than the one I normally use. I went to my 
local scrap dealer and found an old architectural fire bell. Basically, a large steel bowl about 12 
inches in diameter. Filled with scrap lead or shot, and then pitch, as previously described, it makes 
an excellent over-sized bowl. It can be used on top of a standard leather pad, or on sand bags for 
higher angles.

 


