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PREFACE

This book arose out of the inner struggle in me between the world of katas and the process of my settling down in France.

I was born in Japan and lived in my native country until I was twenty-three. By then, I had already practiced martial arts for ten years and had been introduced to kata as an essential component of martial arts teaching.

Kata includes a strict framework that defines what you seek and sets boundaries on your inner and outer world, and in so doing, it defines your position in relation to others. In my case, moving to France disturbed this framework. How I saw my relations with others was brought into question.

For example, on the level of language, it was unthinkable for me to address someone older in a familiar way, and the French language gave me no way to show the respect that can be shown in Japanese. From a broader point of view, the equality in relationships in France seemed to oppose the Japanese longing for a hierarchical society.

I later found correspondingly in all the traditional Japanese arts some aspects of kata as I practiced it for twenty years in karate—where the word kata has a precise meaning. In pondering the meaning of kata as the basic set of moves in the practice of an art, I began to discover the mental structure and the particular kind of 
identifications*1 that overlaid each practice. The definition of kata that I had come to from this preliminary study turned out to be the most obvious expression of a social reality that was much broader and much harder to grasp.

In Japanese the word kata has two principal meanings written with two ideograms:


	“form” [image: image] etymology: “outline of an exact representation using brush strokes”

	“mold” [image: image] etymology: “original form made from earth.” For a long time, this ideogram has also meant “tracks or traces left behind,” “ideal form,” “law,” “custom.”



The word kata then stands for two things: First, it means the image of an ideal form and its exact outline as it is going to be represented. Second, it began to be used to designate the codification and transmission of knowledge based on a prescribed set of technical movements with the body, but we don’t know during which era this meaning arose. This historical aspect is, in fact, quite significant.

Indeed, kata developed out of a long Japanese tradition and must be looked at within its historical context. The basic stages of Japanese history help to explain aspects of the concept of kata as well as shedding light on facts and recent modes of behavior that would otherwise not be understandable or would even be considered crazy.

Having arisen within the dominant social class—the warrior class—kata is still present today in many fields, even though the Japanese themselves may be unaware of it. Other cultural factors have become attached to kata, resulting, over the centuries, in a structure that underlies many of Japan’s various characteristics.

Through the lens of my own search for a personal identity, in this text I endeavor to explain the role and the importance of kata in Japan and why it still concerns the Japanese, caught as they are between what is clearly a stable tradition and the rapid changes that are taking place in their social structure.

In this regard, the case of Yamaoka Tesshu, a nineteenth-century warrior, illustrates perfectly the idealized image of a man. This image is still present in contemporary Japanese society. His life, entirely dominated by the attainment of kata and entirely focused on perfection, conveys a way of being and a manner of thought that cannot be dissociated from Japan’s social context.



PART ONE

An Introduction to Katas
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TESSHU, OR A MODEL LIFE 

Katsu Kaishu tells us:

July 19, 1888, was a terribly hot day. When I arrived at my friend Yamaoka Tesshu’s place, I was greeted by his son Naoki.

“How is your father doing?” I inquired.

“He says that he will die soon.”

There were numerous visitors in the home, and Tesshu, dressed in a white Buddhist robe, was calmly seated among them in zazen meditation posture.

Addressing myself to him, I said, “Have you come to end of your time, 
sensei?”*2

He opened his eyes gently, smiled at me, and replied without appearing to be in pain.

“Thanks for having come, my dear friend. I am close to leaving for the state of Nirvana.”

“May you graciously attain the state of 
Buddhahood,”†3 I said to him as I stepped away. That very day, taken by the stomach cancer that had been eating away at him for several months, Tesshu succumbed without leaving the meditation posture in which his body remained even after death. Two days before, he had said to his son, “I am suffering an unusual pain today and would like to see my friends before I die.”

While Naoki was taking care of these final wishes, Tesshu bathed, dressed himself in a clean, white 
kimono*4 and assumed a zazen 
posture.1

As an adolescent I was bowled over by this tale. A death like this seemed to me to be the reverse of an intensity of living, and it was linked to a question that is inevitable at such a young age: “How do I live my life?” Later, as I read more about Yamaoka Tesshu, I understood just how symbolic this ideal image of life and death was for the Japanese. The persona of Tesshu became stronger, more vivid, because his death showed none of the serenity of an old man who fades away gently but rather the departure of a man scoured by disease who stands up to his suffering—a total self-mastery and the continuation, up to the last moment, of a hard-won art of living that had been guided by precise cultural forms.

This story is more than a simple anecdote; there is a sociological aspect to this example of Tesshu’s death. It occurred at the pivotal period in Japan when the feudal era was ending and the Meiji era was beginning—officially, 1868.

Yamaoka Tesshu’s life was devoted to the way of the sword, enhanced by the practice of Zen. He was born in 1836 to the Ono family, a wealthy family of warriors (bushi or samurai), and he was given the name Ono Tetsutaro, although he is better known by the name he assumed: Yamaoka Tesshu. Thanks to the family fortune, his father was able to arrange the best possible education for his warrior-class son, and Tetsutaro took to it with great eagerness.

While he pursued his study of the philosophical texts of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shintoism, which constituted the basic education of the time, he began, from the age of nine, to engage in the practices of swordsmanship, calligraphy, and Zen. Even though he was living in the provinces, he had access to eminent teachers in each of these disciplines.

Notably, Inoue Hachiro, a very highly regarded teacher of swordsmanship, came from 
Edo.*5 Twelve years old at the time, Tetsutaro, armed with a wooden sword, found himself assigned a daily exercise of ten thousand 
tsuki.†6 This was followed by training with an opponent. Inoue pitilessly struck and goaded his student’s body. Even though he was wearing padded exercise armor, Tetsutaro would often pass out when thrown against a wooden wall.

Thanks to this arduous training and to his unshakable will, Tetsutaro made remarkable progress. At fourteen, he received a master’s certificate in calligraphy, and even today, a good number of his calligraphic works survive.

At seventeen, he went to Edo and entered Master Chiba’s swordsmanship school, one of the three most important schools in the city, where his teacher Inoue himself had trained. Master Chiba Shusaku, sixty-nine at the time, was the founder of this school. The main courses were taught by his son Eijiro. Two thousand students attended the two-story school, which had a large training room (dōjō) on the main floor and dormitory space for about fifty disciples on the floor above.

Many swordsmanship practitioners who had been trained in these great schools went on later to join political movements and took part in the wars of restoration (Meiji Ishin). This was the period in Japan’s history when, because the sword had regained a real social function, the intensity of the training was extreme. Among the many adherents, a few reached the pinnacle of this art.

Tetsutaro, who had already trained with Inoue for years, made further progress by training even more vigorously than before. He obtained his graduation certificate in swordsmanship at the age of nineteen and garnered a reputation for strength as witnessed by his nickname Oni Tetsu (Tetsutaro, “demon strength”). The effectiveness and force of his tsuki were well known throughout the school.

In 1854, at eighteen, Tetsutaro entered the National Martial Institute (Kobusho). Also in this year, an American fleet appeared for the second time in Japanese waters to demand the opening of Japan’s commercial markets, which had been closed for two and a half centuries. At the same time, a complex transformation was beginning within Japanese society. At the institute were taught all the traditional martial arts—as well as the recent addition of naval studies arising from the external threat represented by the arrival of the American fleet.

In following the way of martial arts, Tetsutaro was seeking what might be called “a permanent state of existence.” In Japanese culture, this expression designates a state in which words are no longer of any use—existence has completely merged into art, leaving no place for the word.

He was barely twenty when Master Chiba Shusaku said to him, “Tetsutaro, I could train you, if you like.”

The training consisted of combat exercises with a bamboo sword and protective attire. Tetsutaro thought, as did the other disciples, “Even though he’s a grand master, he’s more than sixty and his strength must have declined. His son Eijiro, the young master, has to be stronger than him. Maybe I have a chance of beating him.” So Tetsutaro replied to Chiba, “Yes, master. I would be honored.”

They took up their swords. At the sight of the master’s face behind his helmet, Tetsutaro cringed in spite of himself.

“Go ahead when you like,” the master said.

But it was impossible. Surrounding the master’s body, Tetsutaro felt the emanation of a powerful energy (ki or kiai) that completely prevented him from moving. Tetsutaro, “demon strength,” remained frozen, sweating profusely. About thirty years later he confessed to his own students, “I was like a frog captured by a snake.” The real adept (meijin) is truly at an extraordinary level.

Shortly afterward, Chiba Shusaku died at the age of sixty-two, but from this day onward, Tetsutaro’s training intensified even further. During this period his javelin teacher, Yamaoka Seizan, who was also his best friend, drowned. This event led to a problem of inheritance for the Yamaoka family. Within the patriarchal system of the warrior class, the choice of a successor was essential to the continuation of the family name. Because Seizan left no heirs, only his fifteen-year-old sister Fusako remained.

Considering the strong bond that existed between Tetsutaro and the Yamaoka family, the younger brother of Seizan, Takahashi Kenzaburo (adopted by the Takahashi family, therefore the Takahashi heir), proposed that Tetsutaro marry Fusako. In spite of the relative poverty of the Yamaoka family and the wealth of the Ono family, and in spite of the disparity in their respective social levels, the marriage took place. At the age of twenty, Tetsutaro became the heir of the Yamaoka family—the family of his best friend and, in a way, his predecessor in the way of martial arts.

He began to work at the National Martial Institute as an official instructor along with many adepts from the most famous schools. At the same time, he continued to attend Master Chiba’s school. In this way, he was brought into contact with people of many different political persuasions.

During this period, which was later called Baku-matsu (the end of the shogunate), two major political currents appeared within the warrior class: one of these, Dabaku, strove to reinforce the shogunate system, while the other, Kinno, strove to establish a new system of government in which the emperor would, as before, wield power.

The governments that the warrior class had formed always respected the supremacy of the emperor, but he remained outside the political arena, serving a purely symbolic role as head of state. When Tokugawa Ieyasu founded the shogunate system in Edo in 1603, even then he had to respect protocol and have himself named Sei-i-Tai-Shogun (Great General, Vanquisher of Enemy Barbarians) by the emperor, who then found himself relegated to his palace, where he lived and was respected but was bereft of power.

The title of grand shogun had been created at the end of the eighth century to refer to the earlier duties of a warrior, Sakanoue-To-Tamuramaro, whom the emperor Kammu sent to the north of Japan to crush a barbarian revolt (Ezo).

During this period, imperial power was in full ascendancy, and the role of the warrior class was being delineated. Yet by the time Minamoto Yoritomo took the title of grand shogun in founding the first warrior-class government (1192), the original meaning of the title had disappeared. The grand shogun then became simply the warrior who was accorded supreme political power.

The warrior era in Japan lasted from 1192 until 1868, and during this time, warriors participated in the government. The successive leaders took the title and privileges of sei-i-tai-shogun, which was usually abbreviated to shogun. Even though he had been stripped of all power, the emperor alone could bestow this title and legitimize the executive, thereby reactivating the ancestral forms from which the ritual derived its force.

Tetsutaro lived at the end of the Edo period, a time when the power of the warrior-class government was in sharp decline and the country was facing threats from abroad. During this period of decline of the shogunate, bringing the imperial system into question would have shaken the whole Japanese worldview. Also, the ideologues that opposed feudalism sought support in redoubling the emperor’s power: originally, legitimacy went back to the emperor from whom the founder of the shogunate had received his title and his power. One group therefore advocated stripping the shogun of his power in order to restore to the emperor his original role.

Faced with the threat of colonization, which was felt acutely after so many had witnessed what had happened in China, the shogun had nothing to propose except to maintain the current system—that is, a very elaborate and rigid hierarchical structure that oversaw an agricultural society with little technical development and an archaic military system.

The advocates of a reorganization of the country to ward off external forces clashed violently with the conservative tendencies maintained by the shogunate. During the Tokugawa shogunate, Japan experienced two and a half centuries of feudal peace by cutting itself off almost completely from the outside world (Sakoku). As a weapon of war, the sword had become a symbol, and its practice had become, for the warriors, an affirmation of their position at the top of the hierarchy. It turned out that the political and ideological clashes between the two trends that divided the warrior class took the form of sword fights. So the sword enjoyed once again a full revival—which was followed in the end by sword fighting’s symbolic and actual disappearance.

At the National Martial Institute, Tetsutaro was in constant contact with these divergent trends, but the revolutionary ideology did not suit him. As a trustworthy man, he continued to be faithful to the shogun, and at the same time, he demonstrated a deep loyalty to the emperor. For him, one did not bring the other into question as it did for other warriors for whom loyalty to the emperor had become synonymous with opposition to the shogun. For Tetsutaro, the way of the sword was so much a movement inward that he remained, for the time being, outside the political movement.

In 1863, at the National Martial Institute, when Tetsutaro was twenty-seven, he met Asari Matashichiro, a great adept who was fifty-nine. Tetsutaro wanted to challenge him in training combat so that he could gauge his own progress.

At the dōjō everyone was astonished at Tetsutaro’s nerve, because following the death of Chiba Shusaku, Master Asari was considered to be the most eminent swordsman of his time.

Asari took up a bamboo sword (shinai) and said to Tetsutaro, “Go ahead.”

Declaring himself very honored for the lesson, Tetsutaro placed himself before Asari. But as soon as Asari took up his on-guard position, Tetsutaro stifled a cry of astonishment. The master had raised his sword over his head, holding it with both hands and remaining perfectly motionless. Tetsutaro could find no chink in his posture—not in Asari’s chest, not in the stomach—even though Asari was mostly exposed. He had felt the same sensation eight years before, as he faced his now-deceased master, Chiba. Asari’s refined body seemed like a rock and radiated an irresistible force. This energy literally blocked Tetsutaro.

Nevertheless, gathering all his energy, Tetsutaro lunged, putting his whole body behind the tip of his sword. Immediately, he received a sharp, violent blow on his head and his vision clouded. Trying to pull back on his sword, which had pierced nothing but thin air, he received a second blow to his head. If it had been other than bamboo, the sword would have sliced his head in two.

As he stumbled home, only one thing remained in his head—Asari’s sword. Three days later, still haunted by this vision, he returned to the school, driven by the following thoughts: “As long as I have not conquered Asari’s sword, my sword is dead. . . . As a true adept, Asari has flexibility on the outside and strength on the inside. His awareness breathes, knowing the fineness of combat, understanding his adversary’s vulnerable moment even before the adversary has made his attack. . . . My life now has only one aim: to conquer his sword.”

To reach Asari’s level meant, however, that Tetsutaro had to develop his mind with Zen. Asari’s sword haunted him: “Since that day, I never stopped training, but I was unable to find any way of beating him. Nevertheless, from that day on, I did combat training during the day and meditation in the evening in order to discover combat breathing. When I closed my eyes and thought of Master Asari, he rose up before my sword like a mountain, and I could find no way out. This must be because of my innate inability and my lack of sincerity.”

Tetsutaro often slept in his master’s dōjō with his bamboo sword still in his hands, because, once the evening training was finished, he would continue on his own, and sometimes he would fall asleep deep in thought. Asari would strike him as he slept. Without the slightest astonishment, he would assume his stance. He was ready at every moment.

Even though he had assumed the goal of surpassing his master’s level, Tetsutaro, a shogun bushi (samurai), was jostled by events. In January 1868, the advocates of the shogun suffered a decisive defeat, perpetrated by the combined forces of the southern feudal clans who favored the restoration of imperial power and were continuing their unstoppable advance toward Edo, where the shogun had taken refuge.

For the feudal power of the shogunate, two possibilities emerged for the shogun: conduct a decisive battle around Edo, or yield to imperial power in order to avoid a useless bloodbath and fratricidal battles.

Considering the threat of invasion by the Americans, the English, the French, and the Russians, the shogun decided to choose the second path, judging it necessary to preserve the fighting strength of a country that was going to have to unite or perish. In August 1868, imperial power was thus restored, and the Japanese state was established in European fashion around the Meiji emperor.

Even though he was a vassal of the shogun, Tetsutaro had played an important role in the reconciliation of the two parties and was approached to assume an important position in the new state. In 1872, he was named chamberlain and educator of the young emperor, who was then twenty years old. This same year, at the age of thirty-seven, he assumed the name of Tesshu.

And this was how Tesshu made his way through this period of social upheaval, bearing in himself the essential values—in the true sense of the word—of the warrior. For him, the point of convergence of these values was two-fold: in society, the emperor for life; and in our inner world, the sword. These two aspects made up for him the 
bushidō,*7 the warrior’s way, significantly different from budō, the way of martial arts. The reach of bushidō was greater because of its cosmogonical aspect and the multiple values that it espoused. In fact, it is an amalgam of Buddhism, Confucianism, Shintoism, and martial arts, with, as its core value, respect for the feudal lord, followed by respect for the emperor.

At the beginning of the restoration period, the bushidō-educated warrior class played a pivotal role in the rapid modernization of Japanese society. In fact, this role demanded a significant investment in the service of the emperor and, from that time forward, the expansion of imperial power through the conquest of Western technology. It was based on the principle that the warriors supplied the greatest number of officials within the new Japanese state.

This evolution had the effect of increasing the production power of a capitalist Japan that was beginning to test its wings, and at the same time, it created antimony between this social movement and the traditional values on which it was based. The influence of the dominant ideology of bushidō on the other classes contributed to the training of generations of ardent workers by, for example, honoring each person’s contribution and hard work and his loyalty to his superior.

Within this whirlwind of social change, Tesshu was far from forgetting Master Asari—his master and adversary. In addition to his work for the emperor, Tesshu continued to train with the sword and to practice meditation in his personal dōjō, called Shumpukan (House of the Springtime Breeze), surrounded by his numerous disciples. Master Asari had withdrawn from teaching since the restoration of the imperial regime, but Tesshu always had the master’s image in mind, and one day, his Zen master said to him, “Even though your eyes are clear, you put on dark glasses. That is why you do not see the real moon.”

In 1877, his Zen master gave him 
a kōan*8 on which Tesshu meditated for a long time. Meditation is confined not to the time we are seated in meditation; instead, it must penetrate into day-to-day life and effect a qualitative change.

On March 30, 1880, when he awakened, Tesshu was enlightened and attained 
satori.†9 As often happened in his dream, he took his sword and faced his master, but this time, Asari’s sword, which had always rebuffed him like a huge rock, had disappeared. Tesshu got up immediately and called his foremost disciple who lived in the house, “Koteda! Koteda! Come right away! Get your armor and fight me!”

They stood face to face. Immediately, Koteda put down his sword and bowed, his hands on the floor, saying, “I am lost, master. I cannot continue.”

Koteda later related, “I had been receiving my master’s training for a long time, but I had never perceived such a strange intensity—nothing that powerful—as that which radiated from my master’s sword on that day.”

Tesshu requested an interview with master Asari right away and challenged him to combat for the first time in seventeen years. They took up their positions. Asari looked at him for a moment and then lowered his sword, saying with great emotion, “Finally, you have arrived. You have acquired the essence and the intelligence of the sword. I congratulate you. . . .”

In saying this, Asari had conferred upon him the ultimate teaching of his school. Tesshu was forty-five at that time.

The swordsman Jirokichi Yamada (1863–1930), successor to Kenkichi Sakakibara describes the ensuing combat in this way:

The two masters put on their training armor. After the bow, they assumed their stance. Master Sakakibara held his sword in jodan [on-guard position with the sword held over the head] and Master Yamaoka also held his in jodan, but diagonally. They were about five meters apart. They looked for the right moment to attack as they let fly from time to time the kiai [a cry used in attack or feint]. The dōjō was calm. The disciples watched with rapt attention that was draining for them. The only sound to be heard in the dōjō was the two masters’ breathing. It was a solemn and imposing spectacle. Ten, then fifteen minutes went by. Sweat ran from their feet to the floor. Forty minutes went by in this way. At that moment, the two masters lowered their swords at the same time and bowed. Then they calmly withdrew.

This was a well-matched combat at the highest possible level.

Saigo Takamori, a politician of the time, said of Tesshu, “It is impossible to manipulate someone who has no attachment to life, honor [concerning his name], social status, or money. Essential and difficult undertakings in the service of one’s country can be accomplished only by such men.”

Furthermore, all anecdotes about Tesshu speak of the uprightness of his conduct and his devotion to the path he had chosen. Such was the behavior of this man who had undertaken to follow the way of the sword in order to surpass or attain his master’s level, an undertaking that blended for him with the state of Zen enlightenment. So long as the image of his master was present, his sword remained unconquered and he himself remained unperfected.

In Japan, the sword and Zen carry within them a classic image of man’s achievement. This achievement moves along a path that entails the carrying out of certain codified forms that are linked to techniques and designated in Japan with the term kata. This word, which, as we have seen, can be translated as “form” or “mold,” designates a sequence made up of codified and formalized movements that distill a certain social experience.

Katas play a notable role, just as much in daily life as in the practice of traditional Japanese arts. Although mainly developed within the warrior class, they permeate other social strata as well.

In kata, action is foremost. In addition, learning and transmission are achieved in a nonverbal way; speech has only an accessory role.

Tesshu’s ten thousand daily tsuki are, in this regard, an eloquent example of the katas in swordsmanship. Learning a technique to be used in combat cannot, in itself, justify the severity of this training. In order to understand it, we must think of the process in a dual way: solitary training repeated ten thousand times a day aims for a technique that is immediately usable but that also constitutes a movement toward a form of 
perfection.*10 These are the two sides of technique in Japanese culture.

When the young Tesshu trained, he experienced his performance level, and, at the same time, his master represented for him an image of the perfection that he would be able to attain. In the rapport between master and student, the concept of a state of achievement or a state of powerful freedom or a state of perfection is essential. In whatever form of art we consider, reaching this final stage also means reaching a state of perfect human attainment. Certain masters embody this state. This is why Tesshu could not feel fully realized without being freed from the image of his master—an image that was proof of his own imperfection.

In the case of Tesshu, we see that the development of a strong, introspective, egocentric character was accompanied, paradoxically, by a deep engagement in the life of his society as witnessed by his absolute loyalty and total devotion to his feudal lord. In the ideal image of a man from this era, all converged to a single point: the affirmation of existence found its origin in the abandonment of all desire and the acceptance of death.

For people of that era, no one felt any need to commit to writing this concept of the human 
being.*11 Tesshu’s case shows us why. The guiding principle of his life depended not on a logical construct or an ideology, but on something much more pliable and much more difficult to grasp. It manifested through an individual’s deeds without being legitimized by a verbal system. Nevertheless, it had a rigorous form at those moments when it was experienced by the individual, as if crystallized into quasiceremonial forms.

Nothing could be more ceremonial than the scene of Tesshu’s death, for he met death in zazen posture, a discipline he accepted every day. Spectacular without being a spectacle, this scene shows that Tesshu experienced a time that inexorably distanced him from all those around him. It is in his body that we glimpse the bringing together of the two temporal modes of life and death.

The guiding principle of life derives its meaning from a formalized ideal that is outside the person, but which, at the same time, is internalized. During the Edo period, the warrior class sustained itself by interiorizing war and death. This movement of integration traveled along two paths: in the cycle of life, devotion to an individual’s feudal lord (implying death), and in the day-to-day, giving preeminence to the present moment.

The highly codified and ceremonial outward forms of the warrior’s life are intimately connected to this interiorization of death. Tesshu’s life was molded around a set of ideals that took shape in outwardly constructed forms: in the way of the sword, it was the image of Master Asari; in the practice of Zen, it was a crafted form of life based on the image of the meditation posture.

By analyzing what the traditional idealized image of man covered in its relation to martial arts, I discovered the importance of katas and the complex structure to be found behind their apparent simplicity.
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KATA, OR “TECHNIQUE  AND THE MAN ARE ONE” 


THE CONCEPT OF KATA

We know that katas exist in all forms of traditional Japanese art, but their structure very clearly brings a much greater dimension that underlies any facet where words are unable to provide coherence.

We have already seen that, taken literally, the word kata can be translated as “form,” “mold,” or “type.” Yet because kata has no equivalent in Western thought, the concept behind it remains untranslatable.

Martial arts, in particular karate, offer us more precise and more strictly formalized examples of the katas. In the realm of martial arts, the word is most frequently used to refer to the basic transmission of the art and to its learning.

As a jumping-off point, I would like to propose this short definition of 
kata:*12 a sequence of formalized and codified movements arising from a state of mind that is oriented toward the realization of the way 
(dō).†13 In Japanese culture, “to attain the way” is to attain technical perfection—the perfection of a perfected man.

We can see then how, a few years before he achieved his final state, Tesshu saw Master Yamada, at the age of seventy, execute a single kata with his sword, and was impelled to exclaim, “So it is possible to go that deep with the sword alone! With this kata, we don’t need to have recourse to Zen.”

The execution of a kata is brief, apparently simple, and precise. In each art, there are very few of these forms. In traditional karate for example, most katas include between twenty and sixty movements. A kata is always the codified transposition of a real combat among several adversaries. Beginning with an initial situation, different each time, techniques of attack and defense unfold in response to the presumed moves of the adversary. All the techniques of karate are formalized in katas that have a fundamental role in the communication of combat techniques.

The tsuki that Tesshu worked on is a technical move, but, during Tesshu’s teenage years, his master had him exercise this move as a kata—that is, deepening it and enriching it from the range of all of its possible applications. The tsuki is, by the way, included in certain sword katas.

A person works alone on a kata, focusing attention on the sequence while striving for technical perfection. Work on a kata extends over several years or even a whole lifetime, and it passes through several stages. That is why it is not enough to understand the kata as a group of forms or a mold, but instead as a way of bringing a larger field of knowledge into view. First of all, a practitioner must make a series of technical moves that unfold automatically. The goal is a perfect execution in the form and in the movements. In addition, a practitioner must bring to the movements a dynamism and a force, which are factors that contribute to the kata’s effectiveness.

In the manufacture of a sword, the precise form of the blade and the hardness of the steel are two results that must be balanced in the artisan’s craft. A kata is both the forging of the sword and the apprenticeship in learning how to use it.

Beginning with a particular situation, each kata indicates the possibility of a development and therefore brings into play the techniques of attack and defense in response to the movements and strategies that the practitioner anticipates in his adversary. This is why the various katas provide training in both strategy and technique.

A kata is not crafted by an individual alone, but also is the condensation of a traditional knowledge. Like the painter who applies successive layers of paint to his work of art, generations of individuals have laid down in the katas the sum total of their experiences. A very high-level karate master from the beginning of the twentieth century responded to one of his students who asked to be taught the katas: “I know only 
Naifanchin.”*14

We can be sure that for him this kata, which is made up of a sequence of about twenty moves, covered almost all the techniques that had been transmitted up to that time, and that he was able to respond to any combat situation based on this sequence alone. This does not mean, however, that he knew only this one kata. It means instead that he had distilled his entire knowledge into just this one.

This anecdote illustrates two important facts: The kata contains more than we might believe at first sight. Each movement truly is the “memory” of the movement itself and all its variants, elaborated over the years by a master and his students. The successive sequences of the kata remind us of the adversary’s possible strategy, actions, and reactions. Its content, however, is not just a series of details. When a master and his disciples work for years with the same movement or its variants, it is the entire content of this work that gives meaning to the kata.

Although a student may train alone with the kata, the adept of a certain level integrates his combat experience into it—and at the same time, by means of the kata, he works out answers to questions that he has been able to formulate. The kata is in some sense a mirror, but it can reflect only what the adept faces. If, through the kata, the adept knows how to perceive the experience of his predecessors, the kata then represents for him a privileged means of appreciating his adversary and of knowing himself.

In the practice of kata, two aspects can be singled out: The first is self-instruction in which, using the kata like an alphabet, we learn certain technical moves that did not exist yet in our repertoire of movements. Second, we can round out the kata with our own experience.

In Japan, this form of kata exists in all the traditional arts, which means that the Japanese understand acts through the structures of the kata. At least, this manner of thinking was dominant during the Edo period. More recently, Watsuji Tetsuro wrote that in Japanese society there is “an ethnic tendency to trust facts only that have been understood intuitively and to disregard understanding derived from the process of logical 
thought.1

The kata represents a way of cultivating and reinforcing intuitive thought. In traditional Japanese arts, the aim of the kata is the same: to execute, in perfect form, a collection of movements transmitted by tradition—the perfection is brought about through the fusion of technical moves and a particular mind-set (termed following “the way,” or dō).

The word dō is usually translated into English as “way,” “path,” “discipline,” and so forth. Here again, however, none of these words convey the true cultural significance of this notion, because they reference it in a way that is abstract, partial, and superficial without conveying its profound meaning. The dō is thought of as a way that leads to a state of being that frees the human faculties in various domains of the arts. This spiritual state can be attained by plumbing the depths of a discipline. It includes an ethical component: to follow the way, we must follow the precepts that govern the universe and therefore society. The process of reaching perfection in a discipline—whatever discipline it may be—is an attainment of the whole person in harmony with humankind as well as with nature.

The example of ink-and-wash painting illustrates the constituent role played by katas in the traditional arts. Beginning with natural motifs—such as bamboo, trees, grass, or certain landscapes—models are developed. For example, in the case of bamboo, by bringing out certain lines of the leaves or stalks, the painted plant becomes “more bamboo” than the original. What’s involved, then, is a form of perception and sensibility that is socially coalesced and through which the artist learns how to look.

This form of classical painting is learned through repetition and through following extremely precise rules. The artist begins with different brush strokes, paying particular attention to how they end, how they curve, how they fade out, and so forth, until he learns a perfect repetition of a classical repertoire. At the same time, the student works on a limited set of motifs from nature, using this same procedure of repetitive copying. This means that the motif from nature is treated in the same way that it would be in calligraphy. This form of painting, then, presupposes a homogeneous social vision of the natural world and a prerequisite consensus, which brings meaning to accentuated strokes, just as is found in the earliest classic poems.

So we find that there is an ideal model of the eggplant connected to autumn and of the frog connected to the rainy season, and so on. These models should be taken not as simple interpretative forms of the object, but as a referential base that evokes a moment in the cycle of life, with its sounds, its scents—in fact, with all the impressions that are associated with it.

The images flow from a life that is very closely linked to nature. The basic activity of growing rice is a collective work that is subject to the rhythm of the seasons and of life in society. It is subject to a collection of rules and takes place according to a uniformly repeated annual cycle. The images reflect a sensibility to collective rhythms, which, arising from both nature and society, derive an even greater force—one that is transmitted, in fact, very early in the upbringing of children. The kata is a formalization of this collective sensibility, and thus helps maintain it.

Yet the collective context is the arena in which an individual investment of self takes place, and as soon as a kata begins to be mastered, it goes beyond pure repetition. In this, the formalization is especially pliable. So the painter, as he draws an eggplant following the prescribed moves, executes a certain number of strokes that he learned by copying, but if the context has been sufficiently interiorized, he will outline at the same time aspects of the object that are connected to his experience of the moment. In order to be effective, the kata presupposes homogeneity of a sufficiently limited and sedentary social group so that a very distinctly differentiated repertoire of signs takes shape and is carried on.

Today, there are schools of ink-and-wash painting that extend the classical methods, applying them to motifs connected to modern urban life or foreign landscapes—but such extensions do not embody a force of expression comparable to that of the old models. One must look for the cause in the breaking down of the symbiotic relationship between the kata and the group engaged in expressing it.

Drawing its strength and its potential from the homogeneity of a social group in which communication is largely implicit, the balance in this relationship cannot help but be broken in a society where heterogeneity prevails.
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