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FOREWORD
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The Shoninki is the essential reference work of ninjutsu. In feudal Japan it was even used as a sign of recognition between shinobi (ninja). This is why any person practicing ninjutsu or having any interest in the subject at all should own a copy of this book and refer to it regularly. Not only does this version provide the most trustworthy reference on ninjutsu now available outside of Japan, but it also stands out as the keystone for any library devoted to the martial arts. Beyond that, this book deserves a place of choice in the libraries of all those interested in ancient Japan.

This text by the master ninja of the Kishu School, Natori Masazumi, is his masterpiece, offering readers an unprecedented view of seventeenth-century Japan as seen by one of its essential figures. More than just a practical manual, this book offers testimony from a remote past, from a time and a land where the slightest mistake could mean death. It is like an ancestor to whom we owe the greatest respect. Along with the Ninpiden, the Bansenshukai, and the Ninpo Hikan, it is the progenitor of all books on traditional ninjutsu.

The Shoninki advocates detachment, self-esteem, and letting go. As a psychotherapist I cannot help but give my blessing to this undertaking. What’s more, it encourages self-knowledge and trust in our own intuition, which meshes perfectly with my own concerns as a Zen practitioner.

The modern reader may not know what good fortune it is that we can hold this book in our hands. After remaining a closely guarded secret for a long time, even in Japan, this ninja “bible” has crossed over ages and continents to make its way to us and surrender its age-old secrets. More importantly, its appearance in the Western world should cast a light that will banish to the shadows a good many mediocre books on this subject written by authors enslaved to sensationalism.

May this book, dear readers, find in your heart the “powerful light” (daikomyo) and rekindle it for greater happiness and success in your lives.

BERNARD BORDAS, 
BUJINKAN SHIHAN

Bernard Boras was born in 1957 and started to practice the martial arts and combat sports at age eleven. He is the recipient of the title Shihan (Master Expert in Japanese martial arts) from the Bujinkan organization, a prestigious martial arts school—particularly of ninjutsu—founded and directed by Master Masaaki Hatsumi. Bordas has devoted his life to the practice of ninjutsu, which he states, “is not only a technique but also a state of mind: survival.”


INTRODUCTION

THE CULTURAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXT OF THE SHONINKI
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In feudal Japan, the ninja were agents employed to perform espionage and guerilla missions. The Shoninki (which translates into English as “authentic ninja tradition”) is the work of Natori Masazumi, the master ninja who directed the Kishu School (Kishu-ryu) of one of the principal ninja clans in seventeenth-century Japan. For this reason, this short treatise is one of the most important documents on ninjutsu (ninja practices). It makes it clear that, far from being restricted to a purely physical teaching, the ninjutsu practice was accompanied by a foundational teaching that was philosophical, even esoteric, in nature, which moves it beyond being simply a set of techniques. It is my intention to provide in this introduction a few of the factors that make it possible to comprehend the doctrines on which the Shoninki was based as well as its historical and cultural background.

The regions of Koga and Iga in the area surrounding Lake Biwa (see page 2) were the geographical heart of traditional ninjutsu. They are considered as the birthplace of the ninpo (ninja practices), and the names of the old ninjutsu schools of Iga and Koga (Iga-ryu and Koga-ryu) are still famous today. Today the ancient province of Iga is part of the modern prefecture of Mie, while Koga (an administrative subdivision of the former province of Omi) is part of the modern prefecture of Shiga. The Kishu-ryu school—associated with the former province of Kishu located south of Iga—is sometimes regarded as a derivative branch of the Iga-ryu. Today Kishu corresponds to the prefecture of Wakayama (near Kii peninsula). Geographically, all of the ancient centers connected with the ninja are located in the current region of Kansai (or Kinki).
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Map of Japan, with ancient ninja areas around Lake Biwa Inset: Seals of the Koga and Iga Schools



NINJA: THE HISTORY OF A WORD

The ninja had many different names bestowed upon them in different regions and at different times. The generic terms of mawashi-mono (or kancho-no-mono), derived from the verb mawasu, “to circle around,” and saguri-no-mono, from the verb saguru, “to look for, spy, probe,” were used to designate spies. The term ninja or shinobi (which is a different reading of the same ideograms) was used only in some provinces.

Names of the Ninja in the Various Regions of Feudal Japan

Kyoto/Nara: suppa or seppa, ukami, dakko, shinobi, or shinobu

Aorimi: hayamchimono, shinobi, or shinobu

Myagi: kurohabaki

Kanagawa: kusa, kamari, monomi, rappa, toppa

Tokyo/Edo: onmitsu, oniwaban

Yamanashi: mitsumono, suppa or seppa, sukinami, denuki

Aichi: kyodan

Fukui: shinobi or shinobu

Nigata: nokizura, kyoudou, kyoudan, kikimono-yaku, kanshi, or kansha

Shiga/Koga: senkunin, senku-no-mono, Koga-no-mono, Koga Shu, ongyo-no-mono

Mie/Iga: Iga-no-mono, Iga shu, shinobi-no-mono

Okayama: Fuma kainin

Yamashiro and Yamato: suppa, dakko, ukami, or ukagami

Kai: suppa, mitsu-no-mono

Echigo and Etchu: nokizaru, kanshi, kikimono-yaku

Mutsu/Miyagi: kuro-habaki

Mutsu/Aomori: hayamichi-no-mono, shinobi

Sagami: kusa, monomi, rappa

Echizen and Wakasa: shinobi

 

Use of the term ninja is relatively modern, as it was made popular during the early 1900s. Before this time the most commonly used name was shinobi or shinobi-no-mono (furtive individual). Shinobi is the word primarily used in the translation of this text. One of the reasons for this choice is that the word ninjutsu (or ninja) is not as easy to translate as it might appear at first glance. There is little difficulty in determining the right translation for jutsu [image: image], which means “technique,” “art,” or for ja [image: image], which means “he who,” “individual,” “person,” or “man.” However, the kanji (Chinese character) nin [image: image] possesses several distinctly different levels of meaning. At the most elementary level, this word should be understood as meaning “to endure,” “tolerate,” “undergo,” “tenacity,” or “endurance.” In the next layer of meaning, the sense of this word becomes similar to shinobi: “furtive,” “secret,” “hidden,” or “invisible.”

But if the kanji for nin is broken down, it is made up of the combination of two different ideograms: the kanji shin or kokoro, meaning “spirit” or “heart” (in the symbolic sense of “soul,” “courage,” “will,” “feelings,” and so forth), is placed underneath the kanji yaiba, meaning “blade” (and more specifically the blade of the sword, the saber).
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Nin = kokoro and yaiba

 

Others have taken this analysis even further by breaking the kanji yaiba down into its components of ha [image: image], which means “sting,” combined with to [image: image], which means “sword;” together they mean the “sting of the sword” rather than simply “blade.” The result has been a plethora of different interpretations for the meaning of nin, which in turn has served as a springboard for finding an equal variety of possible meanings for the word ninjutsu or ninja.

By definition, ninjutsu and ninja of course serve as the preeminent terms for the “art of invisibility” and the “furtive individual.” As the Shoninki indicates (in the third chapter of the Shoninki Jo), the ninja is also he who “places his heart beneath the blade of the sword.” In other words the ninja is the individual who has to risk his life (especially during a mission), or symbolically the individual who lives with a sword of Damocles hanging above his head—someone in constant danger. He must be tough to endure a situation like this and his furtive nature will allow him to escape danger.

But nin also means “the will that can endure the sting of the sword,” thereby making ninjutsu “the way of endurance,” whether this endurance is physical, mental, or moral in nature. This means knowing how to endure pain and humiliation (for example, when disguised as a crippled beggar to avoid arousing suspicion); knowing how to be patient enough to remain hidden, motionless for hours; and knowing how to bear suffering, such as holding the pain of an injury in the depths of your heart and hiding it from others in order to fulfill a mission.

But this could also be “the art of the union of the mind with the sword” or “the body and the spirit.” This refers to the mind’s control over the body, which is the tool to express the mind’s pure and flawless will with a terrible efficiency, ready to do whatever proves necessary to achieve its objective. This indicates that ninjutsu, like all the other reputable Japanese martial arts, can also be a Way (do) of ultimately seeking the perfect mind/body union. The word nin thus also refers to a “tough heart,” a patient and tenacious will with the effectiveness of a blade.

Pursuing this direction further, we can also interpret ninjutsu as meaning “the art of one who knows how to use his mind like a weapon,” the art of one who triumphs by virtue of his knowledge, experience, and cunning. But it could also be seen as an allusion to “the strength of the will” and ”the power of the mind” as parapsychological powers that were goals of ninja training. With respect to its esoteric aspect, ninjutsu could lastly be understood as “art of the hidden mind,” “the secrets of the heart,” which is to say “of hidden, secret knowledge.”

It should be noted that some grand masters, like Master Hatsumi, have objected to the identification of ninjutsu as a do, reserving this term instead for the practice of seated meditation (zazen).

As we shall read in the first chapters of the Shoninki, ninja were also sometimes called nusubito, a term used to describe thieves. This was a logical attribution, as the clandestine activities of thief and ninja often intersected. However, nusubito is a contemptuous term that is quite pejorative, and the Shoninki quickly takes pains to draw a clear distinction between nusubito and authentic ninja, explaining that while thieves (nusubito) can technically behave like ninja to some extent, that does not make them true ninja. The Shoninki therefore establishes a clear distinction between ninja and nusubito, even though their spheres of activity clearly overlapped.

THE ORIGIN OF NINJUTSU

It is highly likely that ninjutsu’s origin was in China, as explained by the second chapter of the first scroll. The Chinese were quite familiar with spies and had many different names for them, as mentioned in the Shoninki: die (cho), diezhe (chosha), xizuo (saisaku), youzhen (yuteí), quianzhen (kentei), jiandie (kancho), and tansi (tanshi). More specifically, ancient China also had a technique equivalent to ninjutsu, known under the name of yin-sen-shu or fa-shu. It is also said that the masters of kung fu wushu (martial arts), had to learn chin kung in tandem with their training in the “classic” martial arts. Chin kung is the art of making light work of obstacles in the same way as the ninja of feudal Japan: scaling a wall like a lizard, walking through the grass (or even the snow!) without leaving any trace, and so forth.1

Similarly, there were several equivalents to the ninja on the Far Eastern continent, mainly in Korea, where they were called sulsa (knights of the night) and their art was known under the name of eunshinbop or insul eunshinbop.

At the very least, it is certain that the construction and development of Japanese ninjutsu benefited from the knowledge contributed by Chinese exiles, both on the technical plane as well as on the philosophical or strategic plane. Specifically, there are references to Sun Tzu’s The Art of War and the Wu xing, teachings regarding the five elements.

Types of Spies from The Art of War

The Art of War, which dates back to around 500 BCE, is probably the first treatise on strategy ever written. Its influence on ninjutsu is undeniable. The Shoninki picked up the typology of the five types of Chinese spies from which the ninja originated, developed by Sun Tzu in the chapter (XIII or XII, depending on the different editions) concerning secret agents.2 The Shoninki was inspired specifically by paragraphs five to eleven. Here is the text (as translated by Lionel Giles):

XIII. The Use of Spies


	Sun Tzu said: Raising a host of a hundred thousand men and marching them great distances entails heavy loss on the people and a drain on the resources of the State. The daily expenditure will amount to a thousand ounces of silver. There will be commotion at home and abroad, and men will drop down exhausted on the highways. As many as seven hundred thousand families will be impeded in their labor.

	Hostile armies may face each other for years, striving for the victory which is decided in a single day. This being so, to remain in ignorance of the enemy’s condition simply because one grudges the outlay of a hundred ounces of silver in honors and emoluments, is the height of inhumanity.

	One who acts thus is no leader of men, no present help to his sovereign, no master of victory.

	Thus, what enables the wise sovereign and the good general to strike and conquer, and achieve things beyond the reach of ordinary men, is foreknowledge.

	Now this foreknowledge cannot be elicited from spirits; it cannot be obtained inductively from experience, nor by any deductive calculation.
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